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The Novels


 

Durley Road, Bournemouth, Dorset — Hall’s birthplace. Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall was born in 1880 at “Sunny Lawn”, to a wealthy, but philandering father and a quarrelsome mother.






  









 

Radclyffe Hall by Charles Buchel, 1918






  

THE FORGE



 

This was Hall’s first published novel, but the second she wrote. The 1924 novel was written at the suggestion of her literary agent, Audrey Heath, because Hall’s first novel, The Unlit Lamp, was considered too heavy and depressing for a first novel. The Forge was therefore quite an achievement — a novel written to order by a then inexperienced novelist.

At the end of the First World War, Hilary (used as a man’s name) and Susan, a young married couple of independent means, decide to enjoy country life and move to Bambury Hall. Here they plan to pursue their artistic dreams, Hilary’s to be a novelist, and Susan an artist. As sometimes happens when city dwellers decide to escape to the country, the quietude and familiarity of their new life begins to pall and frictions start to undermine the previously happy partnership. They move back to the city and its many attractions to see if it will repair the damage to their relationship. Susan falls under the spell of gifted artist Venetia Ford, who does little to encourage marital harmony. The Forge is an exploration of fidelity, ambition and love, all told with irony and a light comic touch. 

The original title of this novel was Chains, reflecting its exploration of the relationship ties that bind people together - a similar theme to that of The Unlit Lamp, but nothing like as downbeat in its tone.

Commentators have seen portraits of Hall and Una in Hilary and Susan, in their circumstances and temperaments, although in a letter to her mistress Souline in 1935, Hall played down the autobiographical elements in The Forge, claiming it was only a part representation of their
lives.
Indeed the book is dedicated to Una and in a way, is Hall’s tribute to her — Susan (Una) is after all the main character, not her husband Hilary. 

Another much stronger portrait from life is in the novel - artist Venetia Ford is a direct characterisation of artist Romaine Brooks, who was a friend of Hall and Una’s. Una had a similar breathless admiration for the mercurial Brooks as Susan did for Venetia Ford, and equally Hall is reflected in Hilary’s ambivalent attitude to Ford. Apparently, Brooks did not find it a flattering portrait.






  









 

Una Vincenzo, Lady Troubridge (1887-1963) was a British sculptor and translator. She is best known as Hall’s long-time partner.
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Romaine Brooks (1874-1970), an American painter, who worked mostly in Paris and Capri. Hall based the character Venetia Ford on Brooks.






  








TO UNA 
 

WITH LOVE
 






  








BOOK ONE
 






  








CHAPTER ONE
 

I
 

HILARY BRENT puffed at his pipe and studied his herbaceous borders. Through the little lumps of newly hoed earth and clay small green spikes were making their appearance. Hilary stooped down and touched one slim shoot with a large but tender finger.

‘Delphiniums!’ he murmured contentedly.

He straightened his back and thrust his hands into his pockets, observing with sympathetic eyes as he did so the efforts of a young thrush to tug an unwilling worm out of the lawn. Having satisfied himself that the worm was gradually disappearing in the direction of the thrush’s interior, he turned and walked slowly down the garden.

Presently he paused beside the head gardener, who was obviously busy over some mystery among the vegetables. The man looked up and touched his cap, then bent again to his task.

‘The year’s on the turn, Macgregor,’ remarked Hilary in a hopeful voice.

‘Frost was heavy last night,’ replied Macgregor, noncommittally.

‘The syringa bushes look as though they’d do jolly well this year.’

‘They needs a lot of moisture. I don’t think them syringas have properly recovered from the drought last summer.’

‘Oh! I don’t know. That large shrub in front of the house is covered with leaves already.’

‘You can’t judge by that, sir,’ said Macgregor lugubriously. ‘Like as not they’ll all shrivel away if we don’t get plenty of rain soon.’

‘Well, anyhow, Macgregor, the herbaceous borders will be a regular glory later on.’

Macgregor shook his head.

‘Might be if I could get this soil properly worked, but the clay in these parts is something awful, it fair breaks your back to lift a shovelful.’

Hilary sighed. He wished Macgregor would be more responsive, more quick to catch the spirit of spring that he himself had felt to be everywhere from the moment he got up that morning. Macgregor was an excellent gardener, and, of course, he never really felt as despondent as he seemed; otherwise, Hilary argued, he must have died of melancholia long ago. Still, a hopeful word or two, or even just a smile would have been pleasant on this delightful day.

He turned away, and whistling to his sable collie, he climbed a low fence at the foot of the garden and set out for a long walk. The dog barked and bounded. Hilary found a stick which he threw for him to retrieve, but in a short time the collie got bored, and, lying down, began to chew the stick, portions of which he swallowed.

‘Stop that!’ commanded Hilary in a tone of authority.

Reuben grinned and chewed more vigorously than ever; he had the measure of his master’s foot to a nicety.

The sun felt actually hot, and Hilary, in his heavy tweeds, began to be less inclined for the long walk over stubbly fields. His eye roved for a suitable place to rest, which he finally discovered under a hedge. He sat down on a fallen tree, and knocking out his pipe, refilled it. He stretched his long, thin legs more comfortably, and taking off his hat smoothed back his fair hair. The sun slanted down on him between the bare branches, bringing the nervous lines around his clean-shaven lips into relief. At that moment he looked every day of his thirty-nine years. His jaw was a little gaunt, his nose high-bridged and arrogant. But perhaps the most arresting thing about him was his curious, light hazel eyes; they had a fierce, caged look. Someone had once said that Hilary reminded them of the golden eagle at the Zoo.

At the moment only one of those queer eyes showed, the other being covered by a black patch. This patch was the only trophy that its wearer had brought back from the war, and, curiously enough, it was not unbecoming, or so his friends thought.

He turned, and leaning his back against a cleft branch, began to think about himself. Reuben lay beside him panting heavily. Hilary’s mood was changing, as his moods always did, now he felt slightly depressed. A sense of futility possessed him; he himself was rather futile, he decided. He supposed that had he not come into so generous an income when he was twenty-one, he might have made more of his talent for writing. As it was he had done very little. A few slight books of his poetry had been published and well reviewed, presumably on their merits, since he knew no literary critics. Still, he had never been recognized as a poet of any importance, perhaps he wasn’t worth it!

Yet, after all, he had been fairly busy in his life, hitherto. He had travelled half over the world, he had hunted enthusiastically for a time before the war, until he had decided that yachting was better worth while. He had had innumerable love affairs, in addition to which he had been an ardent collector of anything that had struck him as being sufficiently rare and interesting. His first serious collection had been pewter, which he had followed up with old pictures. Next he had turned his attention to valuable library editions, then to early oak furniture. And last, but not least, to Susan Wentworth, whom he had married at the outbreak of hostilities with Germany. Looking back over his past life with a mixture of tenderness and amusement, it seemed to him that he had married Susan and joined up very much in the same breath. Yes, he had certainly been fairly busy hitherto.

But his experience at the front, which he felt ought to have been epoch-making, had been a distinct disappointment. It had lasted barely two months; in fact, he had never seen a Boche at close quarters at all. A well-directed shell on the barn where he and others had been billeted for the night, a wound necessitating an operation which had thrown the focus of his left eye out of commission, formed the sum total of the war record that he so much resented. He had come home to Susan and a job at the Censor’s Office, until, with the signing of the Armistice, he and she had decided to leave London for ever and buy Bambury Hall, in Devonshire.

They had both felt so tired at the end of the war, especially Susan. She had said that the noise of the traffic got on her nerves, that London was full of nasty memories because of air raids, that everyone looked either grief-stricken or indecently frivolous; in fact, that the only possible life for weary folk like Hilary and her was a country house with lots of garden. He had agreed with her at the time and had thought it a delightful idea, only now he was feeling less tired, and so was she.

He looked at his watch, it was nearly lunch-time. He got up, and brushing the leaves and twigs from his coat, turned in the direction of home.

II
 

Susan was waiting in the oak-panelled dining-room when he got back.

‘You’re late. I began to feel rather worried,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid the lunch will be spoilt.’

He glanced at the clock, he was over half an hour late.

‘And it’s Mrs. Jones’s afternoon out,’ she added reproachfully.

‘So it is. I got thinking about things; sorry, Susan. What have you been doing with yourself all the morning?’

She rang the bell before replying.

‘You can bring up the lunch at once,’ she ordered, as the parlour-maid opened the door. ‘Oh, me?’ I’ve been pottering about the house. I did the flowers and ordered some coal, and then Mrs. Jones said she must have a kitchen-maid or go, and I reasoned with her for twenty minutes, but I think without success. Then Macgregor came up to the house to report that Benson’s cows had broken down the fence again; he says it’s the fourth time, and he wants to speak to you about it. Oh! then the new mowing machine arrived from the station with fifteen shillings to pay for cartage, and I hadn’t got change and neither had the man, so I said you’d send it later. I think that’s all, just the usual sort of things,’ she finished with a little laugh.

‘Well, let’s eat,’ he suggested, sitting down at the table.

A long chocolate dachshund lady got up slyly from before the fire in which she had been taking illicit enjoyment for some little time, unobserved. Walking with a careful, noiseless tread to the table she sat up on her haunches and planted her fat paws on her mistress’s knee. Her expressive eyes were full of soul as they looked upwards; she suggested an attitude of prayer.

Susan glanced down and smiled.

‘Go away, Sieglinde,’ she said, giving her a push. It’s food, not me, you fraud!’

Sieglinde regained her balance with the dexterity of a tight-rope walker. She sighed and whinnied under her breath continuously, while her paws took a firmer grip of Susan’s knee. The sable collie, sitting aloof, watched the little comedy with disapproving eyes.

‘Will you be quiet, Sieglinde!’ cried Susan in exasperation.

Susan Brent was not more than six years her husband’s junior, yet she looked like a girl of nineteen at times. She looked like this now, ridiculously young, as she sat huddled up in the large oak chair at one end of the refectory table. Her glossy brown hair was straight and bobbed, and turned inwards ever so slightly at the tips, fitting close to her head like a little cap. Her large grey eyes were calm and innocent, her mouth rather demure. But the twitch that would sometimes appear at its corners and the firm modelling of her rounded chin suggested that she possessed a sense of humour and a strong will of her own. Hilary was thinking this now as he looked at her.

They had met for the first time at the house of mutual friends when she had been an art student at the Slade, and he had just returned from a prolonged trip abroad. She had struck him as being too independent, he remembered, when they had talked together over tea. An orphan, with enough money to live as she pleased, she had elected to study painting and to live in Chelsea. Several of her pictures had already been accepted by exhibitions, and she had been in a fair way to make a name for herself as a flower painter. They had met several times at the same friend’s house, and after a while he had begun to think her pretty. Finally, he had decided that she was quite beautiful, had proposed, and been accepted.

She had gone out to France in the early days of the war, but had hurried home to look after the wounded Hilary. As soon as he was better she had become a Wren, and had contented herself with work in England.

They had lived in a service flat while the war lasted, not attempting housekeeping. It was the coming of the Armistice that had made them yearn for complete domesticity, and they had enjoyed this complete domesticity now for three years, buried in an Elizabethan house in the heart of Devonshire. They had taken this house partly because it suited Hilary’s enormous oak furniture and provided accommodation for his pewter, his pictures, and, above all, for his large and valuable library.

Susan herself had had very few possessions; still, there had been her painting to consider, so that in addition to all the other requisites, their house must have a large and airy barn, capable of being turned into a studio. Such a barn they had found at Bambury Hall, only now somehow Susan painted very little. Perhaps it was because for the first time in her life she found herself living cheek by jowl with flowers. She had begun to wonder lately whether familiarity did indeed breed contempt; there was a lot of truth in those old proverbs!

They finished their meal and got up.

‘I think I’ll just peg away a bit at my book,’ said Hilary.

Susan yawned.

‘Yes, do, darling. I’m going to call on Lady Lindhurst.’

He nodded.

‘Take the small car and drive yourself, will you? The Daimler’s hors de combat.’

‘All right, but you’ll have to keep Sieglinde with you, then, this afternoon; I’m afraid of that beast of a Lindhurst cat, and I can’t leave my poor lamb all alone in the car. You’d better take her in the library, if you don’t mind; I’m always so afraid of her getting out and trying to find me. Good-bye, angel,’ she said, stooping to kiss the long muzzle, just above the nose.

‘Come on, Sieglinde,’ said Hilary, snapping his fingers. But Sieglinde pretended she was deaf.

‘Go with father,’ coaxed Susan. ‘Kind father! Go along, darling.’

Sieglinde’s tail quivered slightly, otherwise she might have been modelled in bronze.

‘You’ll have to fetch a lead,’ said Susan. ‘There’s one out in the hall.’

Hilary obeyed, and clipping the lead on to the collar, he tugged gently. At this indignity Sieglinde lay down flat and finally rolled on her back.

‘It’s no use, dear, you’ll have to carry her,’ sighed Susan.

With infinite care Hilary collected Sieglinde inch by inch into his arms, but Sieglinde uttered two short, piercing shrieks, and Susan looked at him reproachfully.

‘I didn’t hurt her,’ said Hilary.

‘No,’ said Susan, ‘but she thought you were going to, and in any case her feelings are hurt at being left behind.’

He turned towards the library, carrying Sieglinde.

‘Take care of yourself,’ he cautioned. ‘Don’t drive too fast, and remember that dangerous bend round by the post office.’

She kissed the back of his neck.

‘I’ll be home to tea,’ she told him.

III
 

He seated himself at the writing-table, surrounded by his book-lined walls, and stared out through the long, low windows. A white mist was already creeping up over the sloping pasture lands that fell away from the old terraced garden. The poet in him never failed to respond to the charm and peace of this particular view. He had written verses about it, and had imagined all sorts of strange things in connection with it. He felt that he had seen it many times in a previous incarnation — that every line of the ground, almost every twig of grass was unnaturally familiar. Sometimes he would dream about it at night, and always he loved it. He discussed all this with Susan and she never laughed, she was so understanding; Susan was a darling! As a matter of fact, she might very well have laughed had she been disposed to do so, for if Hilary had lived during a past life in as many places as he thought he recognized in this one, then the means of locomotion at that time must have been considerably better than history leads us to suppose.

He took up his manuscript and began to write. Sieglinde, tethered to the table leg in case she should escape, kept up a low and dismal whining, intended to convey her anxiety regarding Susan’s safety. Hilary tried to soothe her with caresses and reassuring words. This only made matters worse, however, for thinking she detected sympathy in the crooning voice, she lost all self-control, and laying back her ears she howled. But in spite of the heartbroken dachshund, Hilary felt inspired.

‘If she’d only stop yelling,’ he thought, ‘I could do really fine work this afternoon.’

He suggested to himself that he was deaf, that he couldn’t hear Sieglinde even if he tried, and had almost proved to his own satisfaction the theory of mind over matter when someone knocked at the door. ‘Come in!’ he said mechanically, without looking up.

 

It was Macgregor. No sooner had the man set foot across the threshold than Sieglinde’s howl turned to a paroxysm of barking. Reuben, who had been quiet hitherto, now joined in, and the noise they made was appalling. Neither of them for one moment mistook Macgregor for a burglar; on the contrary, they both knew him quite well and liked him; but the dogs had their own jokes at Bambury Hall.

‘Shut up! Damn you both!’ thundered Hilary.

Macgregor coughed.

‘Please, sir.’

‘Oh, yes, what is it?’

‘Those cows of Benson’s have been and knocked down the fence again. I’ve just driven two of ’em off my artichoke bed. They’ve made an awful litter of the place.’

‘Better get the fence mended at once,’ suggested Hilary, only half turning round.

‘Can’t be done, sir. Watson’s gone to his mother’s funeral, and it’s early closin’.’

‘Then run some barbed wire across the gap — anything.’

‘We’ve used up all those three rolls of wire we got to keep the rabbits out, and they’ve been at the vegetables in spite of it!’

‘Well, for God’s sake think of something else, I’m busy,’ exclaimed Hilary irritably.

But Macgregor had not had his say out.

‘Beg pardon, sir, but I’d like you to see for yourself the mess those cows has made of my artichoke bed, so as you can write to Benson and tell him you’ll sue him if he lets his cattle carry on this way. It’s disheartening to a man to have a week’s work trodden down in twenty minutes; I can tell you it takes the heart out of you, sir.’ Hilary pushed back his chair with a groan.

‘Oh, very well, I’ll come,’ he said.






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

I
 

THE Brents were popular in the neighbourhood, remarkably so for people who had no family ties with Devonshire. It had soon become evident that they were likely to be an acquisition, and they were received accordingly. People thought it rather a pity that Susan bobbed her hair; but she looked so young and pretty, and was so unaffected and hospitable, that the county could not find it in its heart to be severe.

Hilary was the sort of man who could be popular anywhere if he chose, and in his first flush of enthusiasm for everything rural he had made himself particularly agreeable to everyone. He danced well, rode well, talked well when he liked to exert himself, and, moreover, he had the rare gift of feeling, for the moment anyhow, a real interest in other people’s hobbies.

But although they had not yet admitted it to each other, the Brents were beginning to suspect that they did not really belong to this life or it to them. They had neither of them tried living entirely in the country before. As a bachelor Hilary had gone to Leicestershire to hunt, to Scotland to fish, and to Norfolk or somewhere else to shoot. But these short visits to rural places, solely for the purpose of sport, bore about the same relation to the real country life as a Rolls-Royce to a motor-bus. For one thing, you didn’t miss people when you went to stay away for a big shoot, because the people you wanted were usually there too. Hilary was beginning to be puzzled as to why it was that these people you wanted never seemed to live near you unless you lived in London or Paris.

He found, too, that there was a great difference in the people who actually gave the shoots when you saw them frequently at other times, in fact, when they became your neighbours. Under these circumstances you grew to know them more as they really were in the intimacy of the home, grew to know them when they were being just themselves, thoroughly limited and dull. You couldn’t very well refuse to go and see them unless they were giving a large house party, in which you could lose them among their more interesting guests; they expected you to enter into everything, and only by doing so could you hope to be popular. In the spring and early summer they would blossom forth into bridge and tennis and a series of dull dinners. Small dances and large garden parties were also in vogue, and these functions Hilary hated.

Then Hilary was quite hopeless in the rôle of country squire. He knew nothing about farming, fencing, artificial manures and tiresome tenants. He had started out with high hopes of success, feeling sure that no Englishman could fail to take naturally to pursuits so eminently British. He came of a very old family of landed gentry, but it was being gradually borne in upon him that his ignorance was costing him a great deal of money, and that whereas his ancestors had made their estates pay them, he on the contrary was paying his estate. He began to examine his bank book at unusually frequent intervals, alarmed as he did so at his diminished balance. He understood for the first time what must be the feelings of a parent wren while trying to feed a young cuckoo. Bambury Hall was terribly greedy.

Susan, accustomed to the life of an art student, and afterwards to the strenuous work of the war, had her moments of intense boredom, which had been growing frequent of late. But she was by far the more placid of the two, and more inclined to take things as she found them. She at all events was free from the financial responsibilities, and her happy-go-lucky artist’s temperament rendered her profoundly indifferent to ways and means. She would let the cook rob her any day rather than face an unpleasant quarter of an hour. Her mind was never concentrated on household matters for more than five minutes; it was usually wandering in the direction of Hilary. If he was not with her she would begin wondering where he was and what he was doing, and if he was with her he claimed all her attention as his right. She argued that no wife could be companion and housekeeper in one, and there was no denying that Hilary expected plenty of companionship. For one thing he liked Susan to read his poems aloud to him, and as he was constantly writing new ones, this in itself was an occupation; and for another he was always full of new ideas about which he wanted to talk to her, and of course she had to drop anything she was doing and listen when he wanted to talk.

Susan was as much in love with Hilary as she had been when they married, yet at times now she felt vague longings for her old life, for the atmosphere of the studios, heavy with turpentine and cheap cigarette smoke, for hastily snatched meals cooked over a gas ring, and above all for freedom from her overbearing servants. She was as ignorant in the management of servants as Hilary in the management of an estate. When she had been a student one motherly soul had done all that was necessary for her, and done it better, or so she was beginning to think, than the five lazy females who ruled over Bambury.

‘Yet I wanted to live in the country,’ she thought. ‘I wanted Hilary to buy this place. I was out entirely to get what I wanted, and I do adore Bambury; but—’

‘Let’s go away for a bit,’ she remarked one evening. ‘Suppose we do a month in London, Hilary? We might stay at the Savoy, the cooking’s good there.’

Hilary shook his head.

‘Can’t afford it, darling, just at the moment,’ he said decidedly.

Susan looked at him in surprise; she had never heard anything like this before. Hilary was very well off; it had never been his way to say: ‘Can’t afford it.’ She became thoughtful. Of course, during the war things had been different, there had been so little of anything left to spend money on. And they had not minded that very much either, what with their work and the excitement of living through a great upheaval. It dawned on her that it was only since the coming of peace that nice people had had time to grow acquisitive again.

‘When the guns stopped booming in France, and the bombs stopped dropping on England, there was a sudden great stillness in the air,’ said Susan dreamily, ‘and through that stillness we began to hear the echoes of our comfortable pasts!’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ inquired Hilary.

Susan sighed.

‘I should have liked a month at the Savoy,’ she said.

‘“When the guns stopped booming in France, and the bombs stopped dropping on England,” that’s not a bad line for a poem,’ said Hilary thoughtfully. ‘And I like that idea of yours about the air being so still that one could hear the echoes of one’s past.’

‘I should have liked a month at the Savoy,’ Susan repeated.

Hilary wrinkled his brow.

‘I don’t understand it, Susie, I’ve never felt poor before; I suppose it’s the hellish Income Tax.’

‘But, my dear, are we never going to be able to get away from here?’

‘Oh, I didn’t say that, darling; I said that at the moment we oughtn’t to run to it. That new fencing round the woods is going to cost an awful lot of money, and Thomas says I ought to rebuild all the cow-sheds.’

‘I think that Thomas lies,’ said Susan. ‘I wish you’d get a new bailiff, Hilary.’

‘I don’t know that he’d be any better than Thomas; the trouble is that if he does lie I don’t know enough to find him out. It’s curious, now I should have thought I’d have made an excellent farmer!’

‘And yet we did want to come here, didn’t we, Hilary?’ mused Susan.

‘Good Lord, yes, and we both love it, only I’m beginning to think that it may be a bit on the large side. Don’t you find the house pretty big to run, Susan?’

‘Well, it is rather big,’ she admitted.

Hilary went on:

‘We ought to have taken a comfortable little house nearer London. I see lots of them advertised in Country
Life this week. There’s one somewhere in Hertfordshire that I want to show you the picture of; it’s got two bathrooms.’

‘But, darling, there were your pictures and furniture and books to consider; we simply had to have big rooms.’ Hilary scratched his chin.

‘I got a good deal of stuff into my flat in the Albany. How on earth did I manage that, I wonder?’

‘Well, you said you managed it by storing all the big bits at Taylor’s. You said you didn’t like that because you wanted to live surrounded by your collections; and besides, your storage bill used to come to an income; it was a frightful waste of money, I think.’

Hilary considered.

‘We might have taken a modern house,’ he suggested, ‘instead of a place like this that’s always falling down around our ears.’

‘My dear Hilary!’ protested Susan, really shocked, ‘one doesn’t put priceless early oak into a modern redbrick villa. No, I couldn’t allow that, darling!’

Hilary stood up and his face became stern.

‘We took this place because of my mania for collecting things. If I were an old lady instead of a youngish man, Susan, I believe I’d collect empty cardboard boxes and bits of string. I’d have to collect something, it’s a disease!’

‘But you’ve collected such delicious things, Hilary. Look at them!’

Hilary waved this aside.

‘I’ve collected and collected and collected,’ he went on grimly, ‘and all the time I was doing it you can’t think what pleasure it gave me. Why, there’s not a piece of furniture in this house that’s not associated in my mind with some ripping acquisitive thrill, because I got it cheap or because I cut some other collector out, or because it’s the only bit of its kind outside a museum. To this day I can’t stop it. I’m an oak maniac, that’s what I am; you oughtn’t to encourage me, Susan, the way you do. Look at this enormous house! Anyone might suppose that we’d bought it for ourselves, but they’d be dead wrong; we bought it for our possessions.’

‘There was my studio to consider too, Hilary, you had to think of me there, you know. A smaller house would never have had such a divine Henry VII barn!’

‘A studio in which you never paint,’ he reminded her discontentedly.

‘Oh, I do sometimes, only I seem to be so busy these days, and I don’t know why it is, but I don’t feel the same urge to put flowers on canvas as I did.’

‘You see too many of them, that’s why; you’re suffering from a kind of flower surfeit.’

‘I’ve been thinking lately,’ said Susan, ‘that flowers never look so alluring as they do in Piccadilly Circus with the dirty old woman sitting behind their basket.’

‘And I’ve been thinking,’ he retorted, ‘that the country never seems so desirable as when you remember it in a fog at Hyde Park Corner.’

They both laughed.

The clock in the hall struck ten. As the last stroke died away Sieglinde rose spook-like from her cushion and crept towards the door.

‘No, darling, not yet,’ said Susan persuasively. Sieglinde fidgeted, wagging her tail.

‘Oh, lie down, do, Sieglinde!’ ordered Hilary impatiently, but he knocked out his pipe all the same.

Sieglinde breathed audibly and moved a little nearer to the door, glancing back over her shoulder as she did so.

‘Come here!’ called Susan. ‘It’s not beddie yet. Go to your cushion, naughty girl!’

Sieglinde obeyed as though in mortal terror. She dragged her stomach along the ground, and finally subsided, whining through her nose. Hilary started to refill his pipe, but changed his mind. Sieglinde was permeating the atmosphere with waves of discontent.

‘Sleepy?’ asked Susan, with one eye on Sieglinde.

‘Not really; still, we’d better go to bed, perhaps.’

‘I think so, it’s ten o’clock,’ said Susan with a note of relief in her voice.






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

I
 

THE promise of spring did not last very long; a few days later the snow lay thick along the herbaceous borders.

‘Ugh! It’s cold!’ shivered Susan, warming her hands on the breakfast plates.

Hilary did not answer, he was in one of his black moods. Lines of irritation showed round his mouth and eyes, and his lips drooped sulkily at the corners. Susan glanced at him as she handed him his coffee, which he accepted glumly. Then he reached across the table for the sugar basin.

‘I put in two lumps,’ she warned.

Without replying he dropped in a third. He knew that this would make the coffee too sweet, but he longed to put someone in the wrong this morning. He hated this sudden change back to winter again, it made him feel shrivelled.

Susan, who knew his moods by heart, held her peace, feeling certain that a storm was brewing. Given the slightest provocation Hilary might flare into a sudden fit of temper, might even break something, one never knew. His tempers were often ludicrous and rather pathetic, so utterly futile and without justification. When he felt happy and at peace with the world he would sometimes discuss their psychology with Susan and laugh. She had found, however, that it was very unwise to be the one to start this discussion. He had always been like this, it seemed, a victim of quick reactions. Once as a very little boy he had rolled in the mud to express his rage. He was a queer, jumbled-up kind of creature; capable of great happiness and unhappiness, of tearing good spirits and deep depression, of big generous impulses and little stinginesses, of profound tenderness and unexpected hardness. But through it all Susan was wont to say that at heart he was always the same — fundamentally good. She told him that his bark was worse than his bite.

He put down his cup with a sound of impatience, the pattern of the breakfast set bored him, everything did. He felt at the moment that he wanted nothing that he had and innumerable things that he had not got. He hated the snow, he hated the house, and, most of all, he hated England in this weather. When these moods had come over him in the past he had been free and able to act on impulse. Many a time he had thrown a few things into his portmanteau and gone abroad, leaving no address. But now he was not free any longer; and besides, there were the woods to fence and those new cow-sheds to build.

He pushed up his patch and turned his queer, eagle eyes on his wife.

‘I’m miserable!’ he said rather apologetically.

She got up and stroked his hair.

‘I know you are, Hilary. What’s to be done?’

‘I’m fussed and worried about those cow-sheds!’

‘My dear, they’re not really important.’

‘Of course they are, fearfully important, that’s just what irritates me, cow-sheds oughtn’t to be important, they oughtn’t to count.’

‘Then don’t let them. What do they matter!’

‘You’d think they mattered all right if you had to pay for them! Susan, fancy fooling money on cow-sheds!’

She saw his lips twitch; it was all over for the moment. Hilary was going to laugh.

He did laugh.

‘It’s you and me, Susan, sitting and shivering in our Elizabethan house, feeling hard up and thinking of cow-sheds, while the sun’s shining gloriously all over the south of France, and we might be in it if it weren’t for ourselves.’

‘If it weren’t for ourselves? Yes, we did buy the cowsheds, didn’t we? And the cows,’ she added as an afterthought.

He went over to her, still smiling, and put his arm around her.

‘Darling, are you very bored?’ he inquired.

She hesitated.

‘Well, sometimes,’ she admitted reluctantly. ‘But I won’t let myself be bored, it’s too humiliating. Hilary, do you remember how mad I was for you to buy this place? And I do love it, it isn’t as though I didn’t love it, I do!’

‘Let’s suggest,’ he said gravely, ‘we do love the place, we do love the place, we adore the place and we never want to leave it.’

‘We never want to leave it!’ echoed Susan doubtfully.

II
 

As they dressed that evening to dine with the Lindhursts, they talked to each other through the communicating door.

‘Hilary!’

‘Hallo!’

‘Mrs. Jones came to me this morning again about that kitchen-maid; she’s decided not to stay without one, she says.’

‘Wait a minute, you’ve made me spoil my tie!’

A pause.

‘Can I go on now?’

‘No, wait. Yes, now you can.’

‘Well, am I to pamper her or not? She’s honest and sober and you like her cooking.’

‘Oh, I suppose so. What’ll it cost?’

‘I’ve no idea, but she won’t stay single-handed. She says she had two under her when she lived with the Duchess.’

‘But didn’t you explain to her that you’re not a duchess?’

‘No! On the contrary, I tried to look like one!’

‘Oh!—’

‘Hilary! Is this a leak above my dressing-table or a shadow?’

‘What?’

‘Do please come here and look. Oh, it’s a leak. Come quick, it’s dripping!’

Hilary struggled into his coat and went to inspect. Large discoloured drops of water were splashing on to Susan’s ivory brushes.

‘My God!’ he moaned. ‘It must be the snow on the roof.’

He rang the bell violently and ordered a bucket and some towels to be brought.

‘Dear old house!’ said Hilary bitterly. ‘How I love you!’

III
 

The dinner party was large and long. Lord Lindhurst enjoyed such functions. A small, spare man with a clipped moustache, his appearance did not suggest pomposity, and yet he was a mass of it. He had married the tall and stately type of woman that little men are supposed to admire: the mere fact that such a tradition exists may even have influenced his choice; he was very conventional. But long years of training, coupled with a naturally humble spirit, had deprived Lady Lindhurst of any advantage that her superior height might have given her. She was now a placid echo of the opinions, political and otherwise, of her better half.

Lindhurst
Park had once been dignified, but its interior had succumbed to Victorian stuffiness in the time of the present owner’s grandfather. Being conservative people, the two following generations had refused to part with the hideous furniture, of which they genuinely liked the effect. Susan said that the place was a veritable chamber of horrors, from the bewhiskered portraits of latter-day Lindhursts to the gaudy carpets and fat satin upholstery. Her artistic eye was wont to rove round the finely-proportioned rooms, reconstructing them into the things of beauty they must once have been.

‘Give me comfort!’ Lord Lindhurst was fond of saying whenever opportunity occurred.

And his wife would echo dutifully: ‘Yes, we’re comfortable people; old-fashioned furniture suits us.’

To Hilary, with his passion for monastic oak, Lindhurst
Park was an anguish. He declared that he felt acute symptoms of nausea whenever he stayed in the house for more than a few minutes. But Hilary’s æstheticism, like nearly everything else about him, was not always proof against discomfort; and although he would not have admitted it to himself, he took a certain pleasure in the immense and thickly-padded chairs in Lord Lindhurst’s smoking-room.

They sat down twenty to dinner on this occasion, including Lord and Lady Lindhurst and their unmarried daughter. The guests were carefully selected from ‘The County,’ and they talked, as such people are wont to do, of politics and local affairs. As the interminable courses followed each other, Hilary’s attention began to stray. He ceased altogether to make conversation for the stout lady whom he had taken in, and his mind became preoccupied with the leak in Susan’s bedroom. Where was the damned thing coming from? Was there a tile loose, or had that old lead gutter sprung some new defect owing to the weight of the snow? He glanced up at the ceiling above his head. No signs of leaking here, the whole place seemed as weatherproof as a water-tight compartment. The stout lady on his right was saying something to him.

‘I quite agree with you,’ said Hilary, not having heard a word.

‘It’s the extraordinary way it affects the gooseberry bushes,’ the stout lady went on. ‘I’m afraid we shall have to dig all ours up and burn them.’

Hilary pulled himself together.

‘I know, a kind of greyish, mouldy, shrivelly look,’ he said with quick inspiration.

‘Precisely. I believe it’s the new disease. I hope it won’t spread to the fruit trees.’

‘One must hope for the best, but I should think it probably will,’ remarked Hilary lugubriously. ‘You can never tell where that sort of thing is going to end; it may be something like dry rot, you know. We’ve got dry rot in one of our attics.’

The fat lady shook her head.

‘I can’t remember our having all these worries before the war, can you?’ she inquired.

‘No,’ said Hilary decidedly, ‘I can’t.’

‘It seems as though the very fruits of the earth were enleagued with the Chancellor of the Exchequer to ruin us!’ sighed the fat lady, as she helped herself generously to the Charlotte Russe.

But Hilary’s attention had wandered again. After all, a four-pronged fork was more comfortable to eat with than the two-pronged forks which he insisted on using, because they were more in keeping with the refectory table! And the electric candles affected by the Lindhursts had the advantage over wax in that they did not drip every time there was a draught from the open door. He felt thoroughly discontented and unsettled about things. Come to think of it, they were living in the twentieth century, and perhaps it was a mistake to try to get back to the fourteenth; when you did, you couldn’t eat peas except with your knife, and you must expect your roof to leak all over your dressing-table. He wondered vaguely whether they had had peas in the fourteenth century at all, or whether, like potatoes and tobacco, they had been a much later importation.

He heard his host holding forth at the other end of the table, snatches of the conversation drifted towards him.

‘But there’s no doubt about it, my dear lady,’ Lord Lindhurst was saying in his dry, dictatorial voice. ‘There’s no doubt about it, the money is all in Gloucester Spots.’

Hilary sighed. He felt that he ought to be able to enter into these interests, so vitally important to impoverished landowners. Of course, it was a disaster if the gooseberry bushes had engineered a new microbe entirely on their own, and obviously if all the money was in Gloucester Spots then Gloucester Spots ought to have his close attention. But this evening he was not feeling rustic at all. He was feeling like London and the Café Royal, or, better still, Paris and a Bal Bullier. He glanced across at his wife where she sat opposite him. She looked very young and charming in her simple dinner dress with her close, bobbed hair. And she was adaptable, too, wonderfully adaptable; she appeared to be getting a great deal of amusement and pleasure out of this deadly function. It seemed to him that Susan managed to extract pleasure from the most unpropitious circumstances; it was a great gift.

IV
 

The dinner was over at last, and Lady Lindhurst drove her female guests before her into the drawing-room. Hilary moved nearer to his host, carrying his glass of port with him. He was feeling a little penitent now and anxious to make the best of these dull, kind people.

Lord Lindhurst turned to him cordially.

‘Have you gone in for Gloucester Spots yet, Brent?’ he inquired.

‘No, we don’t keep any pigs; we’ve got a lot of cows and they’re quite trouble enough.’

Lord Lindhurst nodded slowly.

‘Trouble! I should think so! Is there anything that isn’t trouble these days? But I always find that given my personal attention things come all right in the end. I’m enlarging our home farm enormously; in fact, I intend to run it as a paying concern.’

‘But will you ever be able to make it pay?’ inquired Hilary doubtfully.

Lord Lindhurst chuckled.

‘My dear fellow, it’s only a matter of my putting my mind into it. You were talking of cows just now. Well, cows are tiresome. At the present moment I’ve got about thirty milking cows, which makes sixty altogether, including the dry ones. Now I intend to make this a paying proposition. How, you ask? Ah, that’s the point. I have my own ideas about cows! I have my own theories with regard to cow-houses. I have thought for a long time that these places were unnecessarily dark and dull for the beasts, and that boredom probably tends to reduce their milk-giving capacities. I’m building an entirely new range of cow-houses on a plan evolved by myself; I shall have a distinct note of green about the places, a suggestion of the fields and meadows, so that when the cows see it they will be reminded of grass.’

‘Why not fresco the walls with rural scenes?’ murmured Hilary.

A laugh went round the table, in which, however, Lord Lindhurst did not join.

‘I had thought of that, too,’ he said gravely.

Hilary looked at him, and then round the dining-room with its oppressive atmosphere of unbreakable tradition, and as he did so Lord Lindhurst struck him as being less ridiculous than pathetic. It was common knowledge that his host had been hard hit by the war, and he saw in this scheme to enlarge the home farm a mighty if tardy effort on Lord Lindhurst’s part to enter into competition with the post-war business world. That the scheme was doomed to failure from birth seemed to Hilary almost a certainty, but he recognized the courage that lay behind it, feeling sorry for this old-fashioned, pompous little aristocrat.

Lord Lindhurst interrupted his meditations.

‘I shan’t get up to London this season, none of us will.

I mean to stick to the farm with my nose to the grindstone for six or seven months at least. We’re letting Belgrave Square furnished for a year — rich Americans or war profiteers or something. They call themselves Bettleheim — sounds like Jews; but they’re paying us thirty-five guineas a week, and that’s not bad.’

Hilary sighed. It all sounded so strenuous, yet so pathetically unconvincing.

‘Won’t you go to Scotland in August either?’ he inquired. ‘You’re not going to let the shooting, are you?’

‘Rather!’ exclaimed Lord Lindhurst with something almost approaching enthusiasm. ‘I shan’t have time for that sort of thing yet awhile, I’m afraid. I can’t possibly leave the farm.’

V
 

The Brents were rather silent as they drove home in the car. Some people’s hopefulness is depressing; the Lindhursts’ was of that kind.

Presently Susan said:

‘Those poor old things, with their pigs and their new cow-houses!’

‘Yes, I know,’ said Hilary. ‘I’ve been feeling like that about them all the evening.’

‘I can’t think why they don’t let the place for a bit, Hilary, and go abroad and enjoy themselves. It’s all so silly this trying to compete with the real farmers, at their age. Of course, they’ll never make it pay, and things may get better later on.’

Hilary frowned.

‘Yes, it does seem idiotic their sticking on there, Susie, but I think one can understand it. I can imagine just how it must feel to have a place like Lindhurst dependent on you. Dependent on you, remember that, that’s the point. Every broken fence screaming out to you to mend it, and every decrepit old tree imploring you to spare it from the axe. You couldn’t turn a spadeful of earth in a place like that without its reminding you that it was yours to do as you liked with, and getting at your heart through your chivalrous instincts. You couldn’t move a hedge without feeling that you were worrying some ancestors who’d put it there, or mend a chimney without asking the builder to tone down the new brickwork in case it offended the rest of the house. Every fresh Lindhurst who inherits Lindhurst finds it more difficult to get away than his predecessor. He has just so much more tradition on his back, you see. Tradition is a terrible but rather fine thing, Susie, don’t you think so? It always thrills me when I meet it.’ Susan yawned and laid her head down on his shoulder. ‘Oh, I’m so sleepy,’ she said. ‘Wake me up when we get home, will you, darling?’






  








CHAPTER FOUR
 

I
 

That summer two things happened: the Brents had servant trouble and Susan had cravings. The servant trouble had started with the departure of Mrs. Jones, whom even the kitchen-maid had failed to satisfy, and she had taken all the other servants with her as if by magic. Susan said she must have been a female Pied Piper. The local registry offices proved most unsatisfactory, so Susan toiled to Exeter and finally to London for two days. She arrived home thoroughly discouraged, and, for her, in a very bad temper, to be met by a nervous and depressed Hilary, who had been left in charge of Sieglinde and a temporary cook.

‘Well?’ he inquired, forgetting to kiss her.

She flung off her hat and coat.

‘I’m nearly dead!’ she announced. ‘I can’t talk till I’ve had some tea.’

‘I only hope you’ll get it!’ said Hilary.

‘Why shouldn’t I get it? Is everyone defunct since I’ve been away?’

‘No, but I am very nearly. This woman in the kitchen’s impossible!’

Susan looked at him unsympathetically.

‘Well, you’d better bring your mind to her, for we don’t look like getting a cook for the rest of our lives.’

‘Nonsense, Susan! Everybody else has cooks!’

‘Then they may consider themselves fortunate.’

‘Don’t be so cryptic. Haven’t you found servants even in London?’

‘No, I haven’t. They don’t like being so far from the station, or so far from London, for that matter. I’ve spent two whole days sitting in registry offices. I can’t do more, can I?’

‘Yes, you can,’ said Hilary, with some asperity. ‘You can keep your servants when you have them.’

Susan jumped up.

‘Well, of all the unjust things to say! Was it my fault that that old devil left us and took the whole household with her?’

‘Was it mine?’ inquired Hilary in an irritating voice. ‘Am I supposed to look after the maids or are you?’

‘I do look after them. I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You don’t look after them. You’re a rotten bad housekeeper, and that’s the truth, Susan. You’ve no more idea of running a big house than Sieglinde.’

‘I never wanted a big house,’ Susan protested. ‘I was happy enough in a small flat before I married you.’

‘I like that. Why, you were mad for me to buy this place; you can’t deny it.’

‘And why was I? Because of your beastly old oak and things. Nothing short of the British Museum was big enough to take them. As far as I can see I have to keep house for all your collections as well as for you!’

‘And why shouldn’t you, pray? Isn’t that your side of the bargain?’

‘Well, you don’t make it very easy for me to keep it, do you, Hilary?’

‘Now, look here, Susan, we’ve had enough of this. I mean to be comfortable, and you’ve got to see to it that I — am. I’m spending my whole income in keeping this place up, and the least you can do is to run it properly.’

‘Hilary, you’re being perfectly grotesque. Come off that high horse and listen to me. What time do I get to run the house properly? I’m at your beck and call from morning till night. I never sit down to balance the books that you don’t come after me to read your poems; and only last Monday when I was in the middle of ordering the food — and you know I have to order groceries on Monday for the whole week — you called me away to look up Hydrocephalus or Beri-Beri or something in the Encyclopaedia Britannica.’

‘That was for my book,’ said Hilary sulkily.

‘Precisely. Well, you can’t have it both ways. If I’m your housekeeper then I can’t be your collaborator; and if I’m to be your collaborator then I can’t be your housekeeper, and that’s all there is to it!’

‘I should have thought an intelligent woman ought to be able to be both,’ he retorted unfairly.

‘You can damn well go and find servants for yourself!’ said Susan, seizing her coat. ‘I’ve got a headache. I’m going to bed.’

II
 

They were cold to each other all the next day, in the evening of which they made friends again.

‘I’m sorry, Susie, I lost my temper.’

‘I’m sorry, too; it was my fault, darling.’

‘No, it wasn’t, it was neither of our faults, Susie. I think it was all Bambury’s fault.’

‘Poor Bambury,’ said Susan, with tears in her eyes, ‘I did mean to be a success when we bought you!’

‘And so you are, indeed you are,’ he comforted.

But she was not, she seemed to lack the right touch somehow. The servants, for instance, mistook her kindness for timidity, and they presumed accordingly.

‘You talk to them too much,’ Hilary was always saying. But she could not help talking to them. When all was as it should be, and they did their work properly, she felt so grateful that she treated them as though they were her friends.

‘If you’d only keep them more in their places, Susan, you’d get on better. I heard you discussing politics with the housemaid yesterday.’

‘Well, why not, she’s an intelligent girl. I can’t treat them like machines, Hilary.’

The books were very heavy, thirty pounds a week. Hilary grumbled, declaring he’d be ruined. Susan excused it by blaming local prices, but promised to see what she could do. Exactly what it was she did Hilary never knew, but the cook gave notice and so did the parlour-maid, and once again the hunt was up. Undoubtedly the place was lonely for the pleasure-loving, post-war servant, being situated, as it was, six miles from the nearest town. It had many disadvantages — there were no young men worth mentioning to walk out with, and no cinemas nearer than Exeter.

Maids came and went — it was a bad cycle. They had kept their first lot of servants for over two years, but now they seemed unable to keep any for two months. Susan’s nerves began to feel very near the surface. She dreaded getting up in the mornings to confusion consequent on new maids or no maids at all, and above all she was growing to dread Hilary’s moodiness, which was daily becoming more pronounced. The new cow-sheds had cost forty pounds more than he had expected, and in his present frame of mind he magnified this expense. Susan herself had to admit that something always needed doing about the place; if it wasn’t a leak it was a wall falling down, if it wasn’t a wall it was a stopped drain. Small or big as the case might be, repairs, like the poor, were always with them.

III
 

It rained continually, a phenomenally wet summer. Unsuspected springs started on the hill at the side of the house, and one of them did great mischief, for it managed to find its way into an old well in the scullery, which had been the original water supply of Bambury Hall. This well had been long disused, and no one had given it a thought; least of all Hilary, who had never seen it uncovered. But now, reinforced by the hillside spring, water made its appearance in a cellar close to the kitchen, whence it spread rapidly right into the kitchen itself and proceeded to rise to the depth of several inches.

They were having their dinner when the cook first screamed.

‘Good God! What’s that?’ said Hilary, jumping up.

The parlour-maid came in pale-faced and frightened.

‘Please, sir, there’s water coming up in the kitchen; it’s rising every minute, it’s above cook’s ankles now.’

‘There’s water rising up in the kitchen?’ said Hilary incredulously. ‘Where’s it coming from?’

‘We don’t know, sir, but it’s rising every minute, and cook says will you please come at once, as she’s frightened, she don’t feel safe.’

Accompanied by Susan he hurried to the kitchen; it was all quite true, the cook was wading.

‘It came all of a sudden, sir,’ she said in a shaky voice. ‘I was standing with me back to the door over there, turning the jelly out into a hontray dish, when something cold and wet touched the back of me stocking. It gave me the most awful feeling, as though it was a dead hand trying to get hold of me leg. And then, sir, before me and Sarah knew where we was, it was a-spreading all over the kitchen, and rising on us inch by inch. It’s my opinion that this ‘ouse is ‘aunted, like the one they mentioned in the Sunday Herald last week, Poultry Something they said that had, and I believe we’ve got one of ’em ‘ere!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ commanded Susan sharply. ‘We haven’t got a Poltergeist or any other kind of spook at Bambury!’ She turned to Hilary. ‘It must be a spring. Macgregor told me yesterday that they had started all along the hillside.’

‘I know,’ said Hilary. ‘It’s that old well in the scullery; give me a candle and call Macgregor. Tell him to bring one of the other men along with him. Oh, yes, and tell him to bring a bucket and rope.’

They waded about in the ice-cold stream. After what seemed an interminable interval, Macgregor arrived and shook his head ominously. He was alone.

‘Where’s Watson?’ demanded Hilary.

Macgregor looked stupid.

‘I said Watson. Where is he? Why didn’t you bring him with you?’

‘He wasn’t about anywheres that I could see. I expect he’s gone off.’

‘Then why didn’t you get one of the other men to help us? Merciful heavens! Is there no one I can depend on in an emergency?’

‘Don’t seem like it,’ said Macgregor unsympathetically.

Hilary controlled himself with an effort.

‘Try the old pump first,’ he said.

‘It ain’t working,’ remarked Macgregor, flapping the handle up and down.

‘Then uncover the well and lower a bucket; we must try to reduce the water level.’

Slowly but methodically Macgregor obeyed. They worked for an hour without making any perceptible effect.

‘It fills up as fast as you take it out,’ said Macgregor, with something very like grim enjoyment in his voice.

‘It’ll spread into the library soon,’ called Susan. ‘Come here and look at this!’

Hilary paddled into the kitchen again and looked towards the corner at which Susan was pointing.

‘Listen! Hush!’ she whispered.

Hilary put his head on one side and listened. A low, unusual sound was proceeding from the corner, where the water was forming into little eddies.

‘My God!’ said Hilary in a muffled voice. ‘It’s gurgling, it’s actually flowing!’ He considered a moment. ‘We must barricade,’ he said, ‘make dams like they do in Holland, anything to keep it where it is for the night. Fetch some planks and some clay and earth, Macgregor; and be quick, man, before it gets worse.’

As Macgregor went off they stared at each other. The cook in tears stood on the kitchen table.

‘This is an awful ‘ouse and no mistake,’ she wailed. ‘I’ve been frightened out of me life ever since I come ‘ere. This water raising must have something to do with spirits. I can’t see what else it could be; it’s most unnatural!’

When Macgregor came back they did what they could, bedding planks in clay across the doorways that led to the library passage.

‘Well, that’s all for to-night,’ said Hilary in his tired voice. ‘We can only hope for the best, and telephone to Exeter for an engineer to-morrow morning. Anyway, let’s get to bed now.’

Outside the kitchen they found Sieglinde. Disliking the wet, she had not ventured in, but nevertheless stood there trembling for their safety. She capered with relief at the sight of them, screaming hysterically the while, and then, still screaming, rushed up the stairs to bed.

‘Come back!’ called Susan. ‘You know you’ve not been out yet. Hilary, just take her down the drive for a few minutes, will you?’






  








CHAPTER FIVE
 

I
 

When the flood abated it left the kitchen damp, so the cook got lumbago and took to her bed. Macgregor’s wife came in to oblige, but did not prove to be very obliging; in any case, the time she could give to the Brents was limited.

In the midst of this discomfort Hilary became melancholy, and Susan reproached herself bitterly for her obvious shortcomings as a housekeeper. But she did not reproach herself quite bitterly enough, it seemed, for with another side of her she felt distinctly resentful. Hilary, she told herself, was very difficult to live with, and buried as they were in the wilds of the country he was under her feet from morning till night. His writing was just a farce. She didn’t believe he would ever finish his novel, and as for the estate, he couldn’t manage it at all! A man without a regular occupation was a nuisance, he knew too much about what went on in his household. Perhaps if they lived in London it would be better, Hilary would have his clubs there.

She played with the idea of London affectionately. Dear old dirty, noisy, purposeful London, it was not such a bad place after all! It occurred to her suddenly that society might be fun. She had never had time for that kind of frivolity in her student days, but as Hilary’s wife she ought to have time. She ought to go about more, know smart people, wear pretty clothes; after all, she was quite young still. What was the good of perpetual tweeds and heavy shoes and living in Devonshire? She remembered that she had never been presented, and decided that she ought to be next season. She had never been to Newmarket or Ascot or anything. Now that she came to think of it, she knew very little of the smart, jolly people who had been Hilary’s bachelor friends. One or two of them had come to Bambury for the shooting, and she had liked them very much indeed. Now she came to think of it, they had seemed surprised that she and Hilary never went to London for the season. Why hadn’t they ever gone up for the season? She felt sure she would have liked it. The other day Hilary had said there was no money for the Savoy; that was ridiculous, he must be getting cranky. Yet, of course, Bambury did cost a great deal to run; but that was Hilary’s fault, he mismanaged everything!

Darling old thing, what a goose he was! Utterly incapable of looking after himself, much less an estate. Why, he couldn’t write a chapter without consulting her, and he had a trick of throwing all his letters at her to be opened. ‘Tell me if they’re interesting, Susan!’ He liked to talk for hours, too, with her to listen. ‘Susie, I’ve been thinking—’ And then he would begin. He never came into the house without calling her, ‘Susan, Susan!’ It seemed as though he needed her all the time. Then he was frightened to death if he got a finger-ache, and yet could never remember to take his medicine. She had to run all over the place with it, and when she had found him, she had to stand and watch while he drank it; he was worse than any child, worse than Sieglinde. But if they went to London he would have more to occupy him. He might get to know some nice, literary people who would be useful in his work. Susan felt that he completely lacked the necessary push where his work was concerned. He was such a queer mixture, so overbearing and yet so diffident; in fact, he was just her Hilary, quite unlike any other man.

II
 

As the summer came to a close in torrents of drenching rain Susan came to a decision.

‘Hilary!’

‘Yes, dear?’

‘Hilary, I’ve been thinking a great deal lately.’

‘Have you? What about?’

‘About this place. It costs us too much.’

He had been sitting in front of the fire reading. Now he laid down his book. He looked at her with something very like hope in his eyes as he pushed up his patch and waited.

‘Yes, it costs too much,’ she repeated firmly. ‘And besides that, I’m tired of providing thirty-six meals a day as well as our own.’

‘Thirty-six meals a day! Have you gone mad?’ said Hilary incredulously.

‘Not at all. There are six servants in the house, and they eat six meals a day each. Let me see, there’s their morning tea with bread and butter, then their breakfast, then a thing they call “eleven o’clock,” then their mid-day dinner, then afternoon tea, and then an enormous supper. Well, six sixes are thirty-six, so that makes thirty-six meals every day besides our own, doesn’t it? We ought to sell this place and go back to live in London on a smaller scale.’

He jumped up and seized her hands.

‘Do you really mean that, Susie?’

‘I really mean every word I’ve said. Why?’

‘Because I’ve been longing to say the same thing to you, only I haven’t dared. I thought it would break your heart to give this place up.’

‘Well, it won’t, so don’t worry about that, darling. Do you think we can sell it soon?’

He took a letter out of his pocket-book.

‘We can sell it to-morrow to the Wilsons if we wish. Read this,’ he said joyfully.

‘I’d accept this offer if I were you, dear,’ remarked Susan as she read. ‘You won’t lose very much, will you?’

‘Only about two hundred or so, and that won’t break any bones.’

She felt a sudden tightening of her heart as she looked round the oak-panelled drawing-room. How they had loved it at first, what hours they had spent deciding on the brocades, and what a charming colour scheme they had evolved in the end.

‘It’s a perfectly darling old house,’ she murmured.

‘I know,’ he agreed, ‘but we’re rather fed up one way and another, aren’t we, Susan?’

‘We are, Hilary, so we’d better get out.’

They sat and talked plans until it was dusk. Reuben, they decided, could not go to London, they would give him to Lord Lindhurst, who had always admired him. It would be a good home, no doubt about that, and Hilary had not had him very long, which was fortunate under the circumstances. Of course, Sieglinde would go with them always, wherever they went; but she was quite different, she was a person.

‘I shall try my social wings for the first time,’ remarked Susan.

‘Of course you will. We’ll have awful fun. We’ll look up lots of nice people together. I’ve dropped so completely out of things down here, and then there was the war; but they’re all there still, at least most of them are, and we ought to engineer rather a good time, I think.’

Susan considered.

‘Of course, there’s another idea, Hilary. What about travelling for a bit before we settle down? Have you ever thought of that?’

He shook his head.

‘We ought to get a place first, I think. You see, there’s all this furniture and my books.’

‘But couldn’t you store them?’

‘Well, I could — of course; but we’ve picked up one or two pieces lately that I’d rather hate to stick in a warehouse, that Henry VII perforated hutch, and that Elizabethan joint stool, for instance.’

‘Well, let’s find a house, then, and think about going abroad afterwards.’

‘What about a large service flat again?’ he mused.

‘No, too crushed up, and you’d hate the cooking if it were for keeps.’

‘Perhaps you’re right, Susie, a house would be better.’

‘Listen!’ she ordered. ‘I’ve got an idea. You and I are going to live little. We shan’t feel so tied up, and we’ll have lots of money to spend in other ways.’

‘As little as you please,’ he agreed, ‘as long as we have room for my things.’

‘Now, Hilary, that won’t do at all. Of course, we shan’t be able to get half the things into a small house; but we ought to get some of the better pieces in all right, and you must store the rest.’

He sighed.

‘My books—’ he began.

But Susan held up her finger.

‘Oh, very well, Susan, have it your own way. Where is the house to be?’

‘I’ve been thinking of Westminster, they’ve been building lots of jolly little houses there lately.’

‘Are we to have a brand-new house, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘But won’t the things look funny in a new house? You scoffed at me when I suggested it.’

‘Well, you suggested a kind of suburban villa. The houses I have in my mind are new-old places, you know, built yesterday to look like three hundred years ago.’

‘I see — ,’ he said doubtfully.






  








CHAPTER SIX
 

I
 

It took them three months to prepare for the final move. There were so many things to see to about the estate, cattle to sell and Hilary’s hunters, and of course any amount of legal business in connection with the sale of Bambury. Then there was the lease of the new house in Westminster that had to be gone into carefully, so that it was well into November before the furniture vans arrived.

From the moment the first batch of men set foot inside the door confusion reigned supreme all over the house. Nothing was safe from the burly grip of Taylor’s Depository’s henchmen.

It was:

‘Beg pardon, ma’am, but may we take this chest of drawers?’

‘Oh! Can’t you leave it till to-morrow, foreman? It’s still quite full of clothes.’

‘Well, we can, ma’am, but it’ll be a pity, it just fits perfect in a space we’ve got left over in this van.’

And Susan, nearly distracted, would have to turn to then and there and empty the garments out on the floor.

Hilary was more fussy than she would have thought possible, hovering round his oak like a hen with chicks. He was far worse than he had been during their move in, for then he had had the new house to distract his attention, whereas now he had only the vans to think of. He insisted on following each piece out into the drive, giving orders the while as to how it should be handled.

‘Mind that table, the legs are worm-eaten! Look out, there! You nearly caught that corner!’

‘I say, do be more careful with that Dole cupboard, foreman; it’s Henry VIII, you know, not a sack of coals. Oh! And I want to explain about the movements of this Cromwellian clock. Just come here, will you; it ought to be cased.’

He insisted on wrapping up all the books himself, tissue paper for the more elaborate bindings and newspaper for the others. He seemed to find this task very tiring and groaned a good deal, so that in the end Susan took pity and they toiled side by side. It caused him acute anguish to see the men touch his beloved books with their dirty hands.

‘I say, Susie, couldn’t we just put them into the cases ourselves?’

But at this Susan struck.

The pictures were another worry. Being so valuable it was necessary to give them a special van. ‘And for the Lord’s sake be careful of those old carved frames!’ fumed Hilary in a fever of anxiety.

The long-suffering men sweated and toiled, the wheels of the loaded vans cut deep trenches in the drive. The enormous shire horses shuffled and stamped with their bearded hoofs, and shook their nose-bags all over the grass borders. One of them ate up a standard rose tree.

‘Just look at this!’ grumbled Hilary. ‘Do you starve your animals, that they have to eat my best George Dicksons?’

II
 

Every evening he and Susan sank down exhausted, only gradually there was less and less left for them to sink on.

‘Don’t you think, darling,’ ventured Susan on the third day, ‘that we ought to have marked the things we want to store?’

‘I’m not going to mark anything till I see what will go in. We’ll have the whole bally shoot brought to North Street,’ said Hilary firmly.

III
 

At last they stood waiting at their new front door for Taylor’s vans to arrive, while Sieglinde sniffed rapturously at the lamp-posts.

‘They’re damnably late!’ said Hilary, looking at his watch.

There was nothing in the house but blinds, parquet floors, and three servants sitting disconsolately on camp stools in the kitchen.

‘Here they are!’ cried Susan excitedly. ‘Someone call Sieglinde and chain her downstairs.’

A van drew up at the door.

‘Now the first thing,’ said Hilary, ‘is to place the larger pieces. What’s in this van, foreman?’

The foreman consulted a list.

‘We’ve four refectory tables here,’ he announced, ‘and one grand piano and a large range of bookcases.’

‘Good,’ said Hilary. ‘Bring ’em in.’

‘Not all four refectory tables!’ said Susan faintly. ‘Please leave it to me,’ snapped Hilary.

The first table was eight-foot-six in length, it stuck in the passage and refused to turn.

‘It’s got to be got into the dining-room somehow. You must take out the window,’ ordered Hilary.

The men obeyed, and then began to hoist the load over the area. The top of the table grated against the spiked iron railings, and Hilary sweated with apprehension for its safety.

The second table had to go upstairs.

‘Top comes off ‘er, Bill,’ someone was heard to remark hopefully.

‘What’s that?’ called Hilary from the dining-room window. ‘On no account must those old pegs be touched, do you hear?’

‘Really, Hilary, you’re too unreasonable,’ Susan protested. ‘They can’t get upstairs with that thing intact.’

‘I won’t have those old pegs touched, I tell you. Once get them loose and they’re always dropping out.’

‘Where’s three and four to go, sir?’ asked a man, coming into the dining-room.

‘Right up to our bedrooms at the top of the house,’ said Hilary brightly. ‘We shall use them as dressing-tables. Put them in the windows.’

In less than twenty minutes the same man returned. ‘Sorry, sir, but we can’t get ’em across the rooms. One of ‘em’s two foot six inches too long. Shall we bring ’em down again?’

‘Just look at the banisters!’ moaned Susan despairingly. ‘They’re a mass of dents and scratches already. I knew those refectory tables would be too long.’

Apparently the tables were even more difficult to get down than they had been to take up, for Susan, standing anxiously at the foot of the narrow staircase, heard a series of ominous thuds and grunts coming towards her from the upper regions.

‘Now then, matey, ‘eave ‘er up a bit on your side. Got ‘er?’

‘Gently there. Take yer time. Steady, Bill!’

‘Go over your way a bit, Bill. No, she won’t ‘ave it. Try standing ‘er on end. Steady there, mind them leaded panes!’

‘Get on to yer knees, Bill. Put yer ‘ead under ‘er. Wo! Steady! Got ‘er? Now then, ease off a bit. Won’t she ‘ave it now?’

‘Can’t turn the corner!’ came a muffled voice.

‘Well then, steady — steady, matey! Now then, pitch!’

Susan sprang aside with some apprehension, but apparently the table was not to be set flying over the banisters as the mysterious order suggested, for she saw it sink gently to rest on the landing just above.

The bookcases proved another problem.

‘If you insist on having them all put in the dining-room we shan’t be able to sit at the table,’ said Susan, very near tears.

‘Then let some of them go there, and some in the drawing-room, and some in my study,’ suggested Hilary.

By this time several other vans had arrived, and everything seemed to be coming in at once.

The congestion in the front hall was terrible.

‘Grand piano, madam?’

‘Oh, upstairs, upstairs. Be careful of the dog! Come here, Sieglinde! Who let you loose?’

‘And this ‘ere large leather Chesterfield with chairs in suit, and the carved ‘Lizabethan four-post bedstead?’

‘Shall I take the refrig. and the gas cooker and them five gas fires to the basement?’ came yet another voice from behind.

‘Stop, stop!’ cried Susan. ‘You’re coming in much too fast. You must wait a minute until they clear the hall.’

‘There’s sixty or so cases of books comes next,’ announced the foreman.

‘Well, they can’t come in,’ said Susan angrily.

‘What’s that?’ asked Hilary, looking over her shoulder. ‘The books must come in. Just uncase them in the van, will you, foreman, and then stack them about the house. We’ll soon find room for them.’

In the afternoon a van-load of pictures arrived.

‘Large seascape with naval battle in foreground. Which room, sir?’ inquired the foreman gravely.

Hilary ruffled his hair.

‘Shall we offer it up?’ someone suggested.

‘Oh, please send it back!’ pleaded Susan, almost fainting with fatigue.

‘Well, perhaps that one can go,’ said Hilary regretfully. ‘We must leave room for some of the more valuable ones.’

IV
 

At last they had got in all that the house would hold, and five van-loads went back to the Depository for storage. Left alone, they looked about them at their new home. Piles of books lay all over the floors. The grand piano impeded the entrance to the drawing-room. Enormous pictures stood against enormous tables, and upstairs in Susan’s bedroom they had had to rehang the door to open outwards because of the Elizabethan four-poster.

Hilary whistled.

‘Well, we wanted a small house,’ he remarked cheerfully.

‘Oh, don’t be cheerful, Hilary, I can’t bear that!’ said Susan, bursting into tears.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








BOOK TWO
 






  








CHAPTER ONE
 

I
 

‘Susan,’ said Hilary firmly six months later, ‘I don’t know what we’re doing this evening, but whatever it is we’re not going to do it!’

He was sitting on the edge of the four-poster bed, upon which his wife lay resting. Susan emerged very slightly from the covers and opened a drowsy eye.

‘Who left that door ajar? Did you, Hilary? There’s a fearful draught in my ear!’

He pulled the door to without moving from the bed. ‘Ow! Do get away!’ grumbled Susan, twitching her leg. ‘You’re sitting with your whole weight on my foot!’ Hilary got up and stood gazing at her.

‘You look just fagged out,’ he remarked, ‘done up.’ Susan reared.

‘What rot! I’ve felt a bit tired to-day, I admit, but that’s only natural after a lot of late nights. I’m rested now, and we ought to dress. Good gracious, it’s nearly seven o’clock!’

‘Did you hear my previous remark, Susan?’ said Hilary rather pompously.

‘What previous remark? I expect I was asleep. You woke me up by letting a draught into my ear.’

‘I said that no matter what we were doing, we simply wouldn’t do it this evening. I came to my decision while you were sleeping, Susan. You were keeping still for once, and I could see the traces of wear and tear on your face. They were very obvious when your face was in repose,’ finished Hilary thoughtfully.

Susan sprang up.

‘Hilary, you devil! What a thing to say to any woman!

I’m not showing signs of wear and tear. Give me my handglass, quick!’

He fetched it and stood at the foot of the bed while she anxiously scrutinized her reflection.

‘Round the mouth,’ he suggested, ‘and a trifle under the eyes.’

‘Oh, be quiet! Yes — no — no, I can’t find any new ones. I’ve always had lines under my eyes, they’re the sign of a mirthful disposition.’ She looked up at him with a smile. ‘I say, we really must dress, darling.’

‘Susan,’ he protested, ‘I’m really worried about you. Joking apart, you don’t know how tired you look, and no wonder, when you consider the amount we’ve been doing lately. We’ve hardly been in bed before the small hours of the morning for I don’t know how long. It’s rush, rush, rush, and never a moment’s peace. I don’t think we’re young enough for it, Susie, you and I. I know we’re half dead.’

Susan laughed.

‘Speak for yourself,’ she said. ‘This is popularity, my dear, this is being sought after. You mustn’t forget that I’m a beauty, at least I’m supposed to be ever since Everett asked to paint me; and for the rest, you were always fairly popular, even before your marriage!’

‘Thank you, Susan, all crumbs gratefully received. No, but seriously, can’t we chuck this evening? Can’t we have an evening at home just this once?’

Susan shook her head.

‘Do you know where we’re dining, Hilary?’

‘No, and I care less.’

‘Oh! Well, we’re dining with the Duchess. It’s not just a quiet dinner, it’s a big affair; the French Ambassador’s going.’

‘Little snob!’ he murmured affectionately.

‘Of course,’ she laughed. ‘Aren’t all really nice people snobs? You are.’

She was standing at her dressing-table now brushing her hair, when she paused suddenly.

‘Oh, look!’ she exclaimed. ‘I’ve found two white ones.’

‘There’ll be more than two if you don’t take care. I tell you you’re wearing yourself out.’

‘Go and dress, darling, and leave me in peace; you’re about as cheering as Old Moore’s Almanack.’

When he had left her she switched on more light. Yes, she certainly did look a little bit fagged. She gave her cheeks a tinge of rouge and carefully applied some lipstick to her mouth. That was better, still she looked rather pinched. What could one do to fill one’s cheeks? There ought to be pads specially invented, rather like the little bolsters dentists use when they stop your teeth, only of course they’d have to be more comfortable than that. Perhaps they had something of the kind in Paris, one could usually find all one wanted in Paris; she wondered. She dressed in a soft, grey, flimsy garment, of which there was really surprisingly little. Her rounded shoulders and smooth back were completely bare, so were most of her shapely calves except for their thin silk stockings.

She turned to her maid with a questioning look.

‘What shall I wear on my head do you think, Alice? I feel rather pale this evening.’

Alice considered.

‘The purple wreath, perhaps, madam?’

‘No, I think not. Just fetch out the box, will you?’

Alice obeyed, and Susan proceeded to plunge her hand into a kind of bran-pie of head ornaments. She finally selected a strip of cloth of silver with which she bound up her forehead.

‘I never can make up my mind,’ said Susan, eyeing herself in the glass, ‘whether this sort of thing looks intensely Greek, or merely as though one had a headache.’

Alice was not sure either, but in any case it was very becoming, so she said:

‘I think it looks lovely, madam.’

Susan turned to let her maid get the full effect of her toilet.

‘Grey suits me, Alice,’ she announced contentedly.

And she did look charming with her small, glossy head, and her slim body in its wisps of grey. The colour seemed to blend with her large, calm eyes, and with the slight shadows in the curves of her throat. The maid fetched her cloak with its deep chinchilla collar, and folding herself into it, Susan went downstairs.

Hilary was waiting for her in the hall, and looked up as she paused on the stairs above him.

His patch was down, and his uncovered eye gleamed rather wistfully with a far-away look. His high-bridged nose seemed bonier than usual and his face a trifle more gaunt. He stood there, beautifully tall and thin and carefully groomed in his well-cut clothes. Susan admired him, from the last stair, while he got into his overcoat.

They sat hand in hand in the motor. They had always done this when they were first married, and it had grown into a pleasant habit.

‘Are you warm enough?’ he inquired anxiously, tucking the rug round her.

Susan nodded.

‘I’m thoroughly enjoying myself. I love every minute of London, don’t you?’

‘I did just at first, I enjoyed it enormously.’

‘But don’t you now? Oh, Hilary, you do! You know you love your clubs and your friends, and getting your hair cut properly again, and walking down Bond Street on fine mornings, and coming to all sorts of amusing things with me, and having a tiny house that doesn’t cost much. I think it’s too wonderful how well the house has planned out. We’ve made it so attractive; everybody says so.’

‘I wish it were just one good-sized room bigger,’ he said reflectively; my study’s an awful squeeze.’

‘But you’re in it so seldom, my darling. When you’re at home you always sit with me.’

‘I know, but I’d like to feel that I could use it if I wanted to, it would make me more reconciled to a small house.’

‘“More reconciled?” What do you mean? I thought you were longing to get rid of the responsibilities of a large one, you said so when we had Bambury.’

‘Did I?’ said Hilary vaguely. ‘Well, there’s a happy medium in all things. North Street really is a bit crowded. Why there isn’t a single spare corner for Sieglinde to sleep in when she’s feeling sick. It’s jolly awkward at night sometimes.’

‘My dear Hilary, don’t be silly. Is it likely I’d put Sieglinde in a spare corner if the poor lamb were feeling sick? Would you like me to treat you like that?’

Hilary let this pass.

‘By the way, Susie, I’ve been dreaming about that view of mine lately. It always makes me homesick for something, I don’t know what. It was a lovely view,’ he finished regretfully.

Susan looked at him out of the corner of her eye, observing as she did so the droop of his handsome mouth. It was impossible for her to gauge his expression, for he wore his patch on the side next to her, but she suspected that had she been able to do so she would have found it rather fierce and restless.

‘Oh, dear! I know you’re looking eagly,’ she sighed, ‘and I thought you were loving it just as much as I am.’

He patted her hand.

‘I’m all right,’ he said, ‘of course I am. Only I feel — I feel sometimes — well, I don’t quite know how to explain it. It’s the same sort of thing that I’ve felt all my life off and on, that we both felt, I think, at Bambury. It’s a kind of stifled, sat-up on feeling; you know, all the world on your back like what’s his name — Atlas. It’s as though things closed in, just little things that gathered strength from their numbers. If you can imagine being crushed to death under millions of feathers, Susan, well it’s rather like that might be.

Susan said:

‘If you were a woman, Hilary, I should say you were distinctly hysterical. I could understand it at Bambury, where there really were troubles and worries; but here — oh, no, darling, you need a tonic!’

Hilary laughed good-humouredly.

‘Perhaps I do,’ he agreed, as the motor came to a standstill. ‘Anyhow, here we are.’

II
 

The crowded days followed each other in a giddy whirl. Everyone wanted the Brents to go everywhere. Their engagements augmented as the season went on; they were, as Susan said, a popular couple.

The house in North Street glowed with flowers, and all but burst its walls when Susan entertained. People stood on the stairs, on the front door steps even, for the narrow passage was easily congested, and few were those who ever reached their hostess. The house was far too small for anything more ambitious than a tea-party, and no one but Susan, fast growing spoilt, would have dared to venture on an evening reception. And yet people came and went away uncomplaining, while Susan laughed at her own colossal impudence. As the season drew to a close, however, she was forced to admit that even her splendid vitality was giving a little.

They were sitting languidly over their breakfast at 10 a.m.; Susan pushed away bacon and eggs distastefully, and tweaked the ears of her new boudoir cap.

‘I’m dead to the world,’ she said.

‘What did I tell you?’ said Hilary. ‘You’ve never stopped racketing for months.’

Susan would have liked to be irritable, but lacked the energy, so she said nothing.

Hilary leant his head on his hand.

‘It’s the thought of the summer,’ he sighed.

‘How the thought of the summer? I don’t understand.’

‘Oh, house parties, visits, more people. My God! Can we stand it, Susan? We simply can’t!’

She too was feeling the need of comparative solitude. ‘We are very tired,’ she admitted.

‘We’re so tired,’ he groaned, ‘that we’re hardly human. We’re tired of people, and even of their voices. Have you ever noticed, Susie, how utterly unendurable the human voice is when it’s heard en masse?’ She nodded. ‘Well, then,’ he continued, ‘just stop and consider how much of that nerve-racking sound you and I have had just lately. It’s been a kind of noise torture, horrible! Susan, let’s chuck the house parties and everything and get out of England for a bit!’

‘Oh, Hilary, how ripping, but where shall we go?’ Hilary looked crafty.

‘It wants thinking out,’ he said. ‘We must cover our tracks, draw a herring across our trail. I’ve got it. We’ll say you’ve been ordered a cure in some obscure French valley; that will give us a decent excuse for cancelling all our invitations. We’ll go as far as Paris, and from there to Italy to a tiny place I know called Santa Chiara, in the Ligure. We shan’t meet a soul except a few Italians. It’s absolutely unsophisticated, and you’ll love the people, Susie!’

‘Can we bathe?’ asked Susan with sparkling eyes. ‘Bathe? Well, rather! You bathe all day long at Santa Chiara; it’s about all there is to do in that dear little Eden.’ Susan sighed contentedly.

‘I shall write and tell them all we’re not coming,’ she said. ‘Oh, Hilary, what a heavenly idea — just you and I and Italy and idleness!’

Hilary smiled.

‘I feel younger already at the mere thought of Dear Abroad.’

III
 

Later on that day, as Hilary sat at his desk paying bills, Susan came in and sat down beside him.

‘Hilary, I’ve been thinking about our going abroad.’ He looked up apprehensively, not liking the tone of her voice. Was she going to change her mind?

She stretched out her hand and took his pen from him. ‘This is very serious, Hilary; you must pay attention.’

‘Don’t look so solemn. What’s the matter? Surely there’s nothing very serious in going to Italy?’

‘Oh, but indeed there is,’ Susan assured him gravely. ‘I’m not sure — I don’t know that we can go at all; it’s as serious as that, my dear.’

‘Not go?’ shouted Hilary. ‘Oh, I say, this is too bad! What on earth is there to prevent our going, I should like to know?’

There was a moment’s silence during which Susan folded her hands in her lap, and then very quietly but in a voice of grave portent she uttered one word: ‘Sieglinde!’ Hilary’s mouth opened and shut, he stared at Susan with eyes of horror.

‘Yes, by jove, Sieglinde!’ he breathed.

Susan unclasped her hands.

‘Oh, Hilary, and I forgot her! You forgot her too, but that’s not so bad. That I should have forgotten her very existence, in my selfish pleasure at the thought of going to Italy! Well, it’s awful, Hilary, simply awful!’

‘No, darling, don’t exaggerate, she’s only a dog, after all. I can’t think how we both managed to forget all about her, but there is some excuse when you remember how dead tired we were this morning.’

‘Only a dog? Sieglinde?’ protested Susan.

But she got no further, for at that moment a tapping of Dachsie claws was heard on the parquet floor, and Sieglinde, walking into the room, sat up and laid her head on Susan’s knee.

‘I believe she damn well does it on purpose to make us feel badly,’ said Hilary fiercely.

Susan looked at him with swimming eyes.

‘Oh, what are we to do?’ she choked.

Hilary frowned.

‘What about the Lindhursts? They’d keep her, I expect.’

‘What, send her there with that devil cat, who’d probably scratch her eyes out!’

‘No, of course not, that won’t do,’ Hilary admitted in confusion. ‘Well, perhaps Macgregor might keep her down at the lodge; he’s still with the Wilsons, and they wouldn’t mind.’

‘Oh, I never could trust her with Mrs. Macgregor, she’s a vile-tempered woman; and besides, she keeps chickens!’

‘Well, what of that?’

‘Only that Sieglinde loves chicken,’ sighed Susan.

They racked their brains for twenty minutes, while Sieglinde showed every sign of agitation, looking from one to the other with large, apprehensive eyes.

‘She knows, she’s listening to all we’re saying,’ cried Susan miserably. ‘Oh, darling, don’t look so sad! Supposing I made a kind of silk sack and carried it under a long travelling cape, do you think I could smuggle her, Hilary?’ she asked with a slight return of hope in her voice. Hilary studied Sieglinde in silence for a second.

‘Don’t you think, all things considered, she’d fit better if we rolled her into a holdall?’ he said with the humour of despair.

But Susan was offended.

‘If you’re going to make fun of all my suggestions I’d rather not go away at all,’ she protested childishly.

Hilary said nothing; his own ill-timed joke was amusing him, and he felt he might laugh if he spoke. As it was he could not help his lips twitching.

‘It’s not only Sieglinde,’ Susan continued, in a voice that suggested satisfaction rather than the reverse, ‘it’s by no means only Sieglinde. There’s the house and the servants to consider. If we’re going to be abroad for two or three months, then I don’t think it safe to leave Rose and Mary in sole charge. Anything might happen.’

‘Oh, what nonsense!’ said Hilary irritably. ‘What do you suppose would happen? They’re not going to eat the house, are they?’

Susan considered.

‘They might give parties. They might have men in to sit in the drawing-room,’ she said, racking her brain to remember any domestic horrors she had heard of that would be likely to impress Hilary. ‘And I’ve even heard,’ she finished triumphantly, ‘of their moving downstairs and sleeping in the best bedrooms when people have been away.’

‘But would they?’ queried Hilary doubtfully.

‘Oh, don’t be so silly! Of course they would; I would in their place. And the men might be burglars disguised as something else.’

‘What do you think they’d be disguised as?’ asked Hilary innocently.

‘How irritating you are. What can it matter what they’d be disguised as. It wouldn’t make any difference to their being burglars, would it?’

‘Well, suppose we sack the two maids?’ Hilary suggested. ‘We might put in a policeman and his wife.’

‘What, and come home to a servant hunt? No thank you.’

‘Then what shall we do, Susan? I’m getting fed up. I thought when we took a small house like this that we’d avoid all these fusses and worries.’

‘Well, let me tell you, my dear,’ retorted Susan, ‘that a small house won’t look after itself any more than a big one. A small house may not be so expensive, but it’s quite as much trouble.’

‘So it seems,’ said Hilary glumly.

In the end they remembered a certain old nurse who had sometimes taken charge of Hilary’s flat in the Albany. Hilary couldn’t understand why he had not thought of Anne Paget at once; she had been in his family for goodness knows how long, and was just the sort of person they wanted.

‘If Anne will only come, we’re saved,’ he declared; ‘she can look after the maids and Sieglinde as well.’

‘Oh, will she be careful of Sieglinde, do you think, Hilary?’ said Susan, whose nerves were so tired that she was near weeping.

‘Of course she will, darling,’ he reassured her, ‘she’s quite as devoted to dogs as we are.’






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

I
 

You will travel light, my dear, won’t you?’ said Hilary, looking into his wife’s bedroom one morning.

Susan and Alice were standing knee-deep in a mass of diaphanous raiment, a variety of trunks had been brought up and stacked on the landing outside.

Susan smiled happily.

‘Of course,’ she replied; ‘we’re going to be absolutely free and Bohemian. I’m busy sorting out things at the moment, seeing just how little I can do with.’

Hilary felt doubtful, but he went away.

‘Only one cabin trunk is my idea, Alice,’ said Susan turning to her maid.

Alice gasped.

‘But, madam—’ she began.

‘Don’t argue, Alice; I said one cabin trunk.’

They selected articles one by one and put them aside.

‘Clear that end of the bed for the things I absolutely must have,’ ordered Susan.

In a very short time the end of the bed was overflowing and garments were spreading across several chairs.

‘I really think that’s all at last. Oh, I don’t know, I suppose this might as well go,’ said Susan rather guiltily, as she threw yet one more breakfast jacket on to the pile.

‘Am I expected to get all these into this small trunk?’ asked Alice, omitting in her sense of outrage to add ‘madam.’

‘Well, you heard what Mr. Brent just said about our travelling light,’ said Susan severely.

Alice looked sulky and flopped on to her knees.

‘Fold long and smooth like this,’ commanded Susan.

Alice, still sulking, did as she was told, and got up at last with a stifled groan.

‘It’s full to the brim, ma’am, and look what’s left!’

Susan did look, and speech deserted her.

II
 

That night at dinner she felt uncomfortable, and very much surprised at herself. She could not remember having been like this before, so much the slave of her clothes. Why, she had gone to Switzerland before her marriage with nothing but a couple of handbags, and yet now she was unable to get her innumerable possessions into three good-sized trunks. How had she ever gone to Switzerland with only two handbags? Looked back upon, it seemed to Susan to have been the most marvellous feat. She wondered if she had been rather dirty in those days, less particular about her appearance, and concluded that it must have been so. Now there was so much that she simply could not spare.

‘One must be soignée, it’s a matter of self-respect,’ she told herself.

Yes, but even at Bambury it had not been quite like this, there had not been so many things that she couldn’t do without. Had she grown too luxurious in the seven crowded months of her life in London? She neither knew nor cared very much. What she did know was that Hilary was under the illusion that she would travel with only one steamer trunk or something very like it.

‘I loved it,’ he was saying, ‘the freedom, the ease, just nothing but a Gladstone bag that I carried myself. You can’t think how independent one feels when one travels like that, Susie.’

Susan nodded silently, careful not to meet his eye.

‘And then,’ he continued, ‘think of the fun of travelling like a snail with your shell on your back; no porters, no beastly hotel omnibuses, no any of the tiresome paraphernalia.’

‘But, darling, I really couldn’t—’ Susan began, feeling that it would be positively inhuman to allow him to buoy himself up any more. ‘But, darling, I’m not a snail, and I’m sure you wouldn’t love me if I were, now would you?’

He smiled indulgently.

‘You’re my Susan,’ he told her, ‘and you’d always seem lovely to me whatever you looked like.’

‘Hilary, how untruthful! But about the snail, dear, I’m afraid I simply can’t manage with just a Gladstone bag. You don’t mind, do you?’

‘Of course not. I know that a man can do with much less than a woman. All I meant was that if you could manage with, say, one fairly small trunk and perhaps a hat-box it would save a lot of fag. I thought that after Santa Chiara we might wander about for a bit, go inland into the mountains. There are some practically unknown places up there that I’ve always longed to see. Don’t you think it would be rather jolly to get right off the beaten track for once?’

Susan nodded.

‘But if we do decide on that scheme,’ Hilary continued, ‘then a lot of luggage would be an awful bore — no means of getting it there except on mules, you know the sort of thing.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Susan faintly.

Hilary was still talking, expatiating on the beauties of mule-tracks that wound away from all civilization. ‘They wind and they wind up and up and up, through groves of oranges and lemons and olives.’ But Susan was listening with only half an ear, for she was trying to analyse Susan, this new Susan Brent.

A few years ago, when she had been a student, for instance, she would have adored this trip that Hilary had just suggested, especially the idea of the Gladstone bag and the mule-tracks. Later, harassed and oppressed by the dull bigness of Bambury, how she would have jumped at this vista of freedom and happy-go-lucky journeying. But now, although one side of her thrilled to the romance of it, strange to relate, rather awful to relate, she found herself shrinking a little at the prospect. Hilary babbled on about his oranges and lemons, but she thought of flies and clouds of mosquitoes swarming under the trees on hot afternoons. Hilary raved about romantic old Alberghi, but she felt misgivings regarding their beds and what might be lurking in them. Hilary laughed aloud at the memory of a time when his hair had grown quite long for want of a possible barber, but she thought of baths — hot, scented, steamy baths, and of what it would feel like to go for weeks without one.

Susan began to feel frightened at herself.

‘This is one of two things,’ she decided, ‘either I’m growing old and the spirit of adventure knows me no more, or I have allowed myself to become that despicable thing, the slave of habit. I must be firm before it’s too late!’

But being firm, especially with oneself, is very exhausting, and then, as Susan argued, she was going away for her health. She felt that she ought to tell Hilary the worst, but postponed the little confession out of indolence. Her weakness rather shocked her, but only for a few minutes. ‘I must take things easy and not worry,’ she told herself, ‘there’s nothing that ages a woman like worrying. Time enough to tell Hilary about the extra luggage when he orders the station bus.’ She began to hope that after all it might not be necessary to tell him. Surely he could see for himself what was happening? Subterfuge was impossible in their tiny house. Couldn’t he see that one of her wardrobe trunks was already full, and another trunk in the act of being packed? But Hilary said nothing. It was too irritating, perhaps he was doing it on purpose to annoy her.

III
 

Anne Paget had written to say that she would come, that she loved all dogs and would care for Sieglinde as though she were her child. Hilary had been to Cook’s and had bought the tickets, and ordered a large deck cabin for Susan.

‘By the way, Susie, are you a good sailor? Funny my not knowing, but we’ve never been at sea together yet, have we?’

Susan hesitated, she was not quite sure. She had only crossed the Channel twice, that was when she had gone to Switzerland before her marriage. She had certainly thought that she must be dying then, she remembered, but that might have been because they had gone the long way for the sake of economy.

‘I’ve been out in sailing-boats once or twice and have never been sick,’ she temporized.

‘Splendid!’ cried Hilary, ‘you’ll be all right!’

He was boyishly excited over this holiday, tiresomely so, Susan thought, for he forgot to do things. He said almost every day that the lure of the road was in his veins; ‘Wanderlust,’ he called it.

‘Hilary, have you given Mary any money to go on with, and left that cheque for Mrs. Paget?’

‘No, what a bore!’

‘But you must make arrangements; they can’t live on air.’

‘Well, what must I do? You ought to see to these things, Susan.’

‘Hilary, have you ordered the coal to come in at the beginning of September, while we’re still away?’

‘Oh, damnation! I forgot to ring the man up.’

‘Well, they ought to keep fires in the house, even in the summer I think it’s better to light a fire once a week. Really, Hilary, you must be a little helpful.’

‘Have you notified the police to keep an eye on the house, Susan? I should tell them, I think, that we’re leaving only maid-servants.’

‘Have you written out Green’s address for Anne Paget, in case any of the gutters get choked, Hilary?’

‘Did you tell them to disconnect the telephone when you sent that cheque, Susan? No good leaving it for the servants to use.’

And then simultaneously, as though by telepathy: ‘What about a vet if Sieglinde’s ill? No, we’d better leave the telephone on, and give Anne Hobday’s number.’ They fired questions at each other like a table tennis rally, and when Hilary quite unexpectedly flew into a rage, protesting hotly that all this fussing spoilt everything, and that if he couldn’t go in peace he didn’t want to go at all, Susan retorted that everybody did it, that you couldn’t leave a house to take care of itself.

The parting with Sieglinde was a terrible moment, and so was the descent of Susan’s wardrobe trunk. There are wardrobe trunks and wardrobe trunks. Susan’s was extremely imposing. She had managed in the end, after a herculean struggle, to crush most of her things into three boxes, including the wardrobe trunk; but she could not deceive herself, she was not going to be really comfortable, only one additional trunk could have made her that. There seemed to be a lot of hand luggage considering that they were such a small party, at least half a dozen odds and ends had to be disposed of. Of course, Alice had a fair-sized trunk, and to Susan’s unspeakable joy and amusement, Hilary in the end had succumbed to two portmanteaux. When it was all piled on the roof of the bus it did look rather appalling.

But Hilary, though dashed, was too buoyant as yet to let his spirits sink. They were leaving England, he and Susan, going abroad to Italy. Ripping thought, they were going abroad. A few hours and everything would be called by a new name, a French name, an Italian name. Everything would smell a little different, look a little different, feel a little different when you touched it. He found himself able to recapture some of the old joy, the old excitement that had always possessed him on the eve of a journey. The humming station stimulated him, the noisy, crowded boat train gave him a sensation of restfulness, and even after paying God knows how much excess luggage to Paris, he still felt resilient. He lent over and squeezed his wife’s hand happily as they settled into their corner seats, while the train puffed slowly out of Victoria.






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

I
 

‘DOESN’T this train rock more than usual?’ said Susan, closing her novel.

‘No, I don’t think so, dear; we’re going rather fast.’

Susan was silent, staring out of the window. Presently she said:

‘Just look at those trees blowing, Hilary; I believe we’re in for a gale.’

He looked, but only for a second, and fell to studying The Times again. It never occurred to him that Susan could be nervous.

As the train left Dover Town, Hilary folded his newspaper and got up. He stared along the luggage racks and made a note of all that they contained.

‘One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight,’ counted Hilary, pointing with a wagging finger.

‘Nine, darling,’ corrected Susan, as she stuffed her travelling cushion into its leather case.

‘Oh, yes, nine,’ he agreed in a rather flat voice.

The train was slowing down; they were arriving at Dover Harbour.

‘Hi! Porter, porter! shouted Hilary, hanging out of the window. He was conscious of a dreadful terror that porters might be scarce, and glanced over his shoulder apprehensively at the groaning luggage racks.

‘Don’t you think we’d better have two?’ Susan suggested.

Hilary turned to the porter:

‘Can you find us a few dozen able-bodied weight carriers?’ he inquired with forced jocularity.

They secured a second porter, who together with his over-burdened mate proceeded towards the boat. Even from where Susan stood on the platform it was obvious that the steamer was behaving in rather an eccentric manner, it seemed to be engaged in a kind of danse du ventre. She looked about distractedly for the maid.

‘Where is Alice? Can you see her anywhere, Hilary?’

Hilary stared along the platform, now surging with porters and preoccupied people.

‘Damn the girl! Where did she get in, can you remember?’

‘Well, I thought she was only two or three compartments away. I told them to find her a place near us.’

Hilary shrugged his shoulders.

‘I can’t see her,’ he remarked irritably; ‘and, you know, we ought to get on board.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous! How can we until we’ve found Alice? You must remember she’s never been abroad before.’

‘Well, we can’t miss the boat. All the bags have been taken on by now, and besides, it’s too late to stop the big luggage.’

Susan felt overwhelmed. What had become of Alice? Why was she not at her post? Was the girl going to prove a failure as a travelling maid?

‘Oh, what are we to do?’ she said rather helplessly.

Hilary glanced at her as she stood with the wind tugging at her hat, and something in her small, dejected-looking body, muffled in its large travelling coat, touched him. He decided that Susan looked very tired indeed, and the fact that she had worn herself out in nothing more heroic than the quest of pleasure seemed to him pathetic. He patted her arm gently.

‘Probably she’s gone on board already. Don’t worry, darling, she’s certain to ask for your cabin.’

‘But I never told her that I had a private cabin,’ Susan objected.

‘Oh, you should have done that, that was silly of you!’

‘Now don’t scold me, please, I couldn’t think of everything.’

‘I’m not scolding. I say, do hurry, my dear, they’ll give your cabin away if we don’t claim it.’

About half-way up the gang plank it suddenly arched its back, at least that was what it felt like to Susan, and a sickening tremor ran along its whole slippery length, as the wind struck the ship with a sharp slap.

‘Yo, ho, me lads!’ remarked Hilary brightly, as he struggled to retain his balance.

Susan glared back over her shoulder. She felt something very like hatred of him at that moment. The wind, sticky and odorous with salt, buffeted her ruthlessly, and she began to feel giddy. When they reached the deck their porters had vanished.

‘Have you seen my two porters?’ inquired Hilary of a steward.

The utter futility of this question irritated her still further. How ridiculous Hilary was sometimes. Just as though a man who had never laid eyes on them before could be expected to know which particular porters they had selected. The steward shook his head and hurried away, not deigning to reply. Owing to the disappearance of Alice, they were very late in getting on board, and the boat was already crowded and in considerable confusion. The decks were damp with what looked suspiciously like spray, and Hilary, upon whom it was beginning to dawn that his wife was dreading the crossing, felt uneasy.

‘It must have been raining,’ he said deceitfully.

Long rows of deck-chairs securely lashed with rope suggested that a rough voyage was expected. These chairs were already occupied by towsled and apprehensive human beings, some of them stretched out at full length. It struck Susan with a nasty shock that most of these people were eating things, and she turned her eyes away. Piles of bags and odds and ends generally impeded progress at every turn.

‘Oh, hell!’ muttered Hilary, barking his shins.

They made their way down the rubbery-smelling stairs to the lower promenade deck. Hilary consulted a telegram.

‘I say,’ he said, gripping a sailor firmly by the arm, ‘can you find me the deck cabin reserved for Mrs. Hilary Brent?’

‘Better ask the purser, sir.’

‘But where is the purser? Why isn’t he here?’

The man pointed vaguely as he freed his arm.

‘Office,’ he said, and departed.

Hilary turned to Susan.

‘You wait, dear, while I go and find out; this comes of getting on board at the last moment.’

Susan was staring blankly along the deck.

‘I don’t see Alice, do you?’

‘No, I don’t; it would serve her jolly well right if she got left behind, damned fool!’

‘What a thing to say!’ began Susan angrily, but Hilary was walking quickly away in what he supposed was the direction of the purser’s office.

After what seemed an interminable wait, she saw him returning with the purser in tow.

‘But I tell you I’ve got the telegram,’ he was saying.

The purser looked glum and consulted a list.

‘Cabin 21,’ he muttered.

‘Come on!’ called Hilary, and Susan turned obediently to follow him.

Cabin 21 was occupied when they found it. An abnormally thin lady with bright yellow hair reclined at full length upon one of the sofas. She was disconcertingly settled in, her smart hat and coat swung from a hook, and her dressing-case with its rows of shining bottles stood open at her elbow. Hilary thought foolishly that it looked like a watchdog showing its teeth. The lady looked up at him through her thickly-pencilled lashes with the glance of a frightened weasel.

‘Excuse me, madam, but this is my wife’s cabin,’ said Hilary, feeling an unspeakable brute.

‘But they said I could have it.’ And then, spotting the purser where he lurked, rather despicably, behind Hilary’s broad back, ‘That man said so,’ she exclaimed, pointing an accusing finger.

The purser looked sulky. He turned to Hilary.

‘You were so late getting on board that I thought you wouldn’t be coming, sir.’

‘Nonsense! And now that we are here what do you intend to do? I’ve had this cabin reserved for my wife for more than ten days.’

‘I don’t rightly see what I can do,’ said the purser.

The boat rocked gently and took a curtsying step forward. In spite of herself Susan winced, and the occupant of the cabin groaned as though in sympathy, but she remained stretched out on the divan.

Hilary felt that this was the moment for action.

‘We must have another cabin,’ he said firmly, ‘and there’s no time to lose either.’

‘There’s not a deck cabin left on the boat, sir; we’re very full up this trip.’

‘I want to lie down!’ whispered Susan faintly.

Hilary beckoned to the purser.

‘Now, then,’ he began as soon as they were out of earshot, ‘now, then, you listen to me. It’s not my job to turn that poor lady out of No. 21; it’s your job, purser, since you let her get in there; but turn her out you’ve got to. Do you understand?’

‘If you’d come at the proper time—’ the purser began, but Hilary interrupted him.

‘Never mind about that, we couldn’t come any sooner; as a matter of fact, we’ve lost my wife’s maid as it is. The point is that the cabin’s mine, and you’ve got to see that I — get it.’

As the man went off, presumably duly impressed, Hilary stared at the outline of Dover Castle. It struck him that it looked particularly dreary with the low clouds scudding above it. He fell into a depressing reverie, which was broken by someone stumbling against his back. Turning sharply, he came face to face with the yellow-haired lady in her uncertain progress towards a deck-chair. At that moment she dropped her gloves.

‘Your gloves,’ he said politely, as he picked them up, feeling that any small service he could render her was little short of obligatory under the circumstances. But she snatched them away from him without a word, mustering what strength was left her to glare indignantly as she did so. Hilary, conscious of being misunderstood, turned to rejoin his wife.

At the door of the cabin he bumped into Alice.

‘Where on earth have you come from?’ he said sharply.

The maid looked triumphant.

‘I got out of the train at Dover Town by mistake, sir, and of course I ran for a porter before I realized what I’d done.’

‘You got out of the train at Dover Town?’

‘Yes, sir, and while I had my back turned looking for the porter the train just moved out of the station. You could have knocked me down with a feather I was so surprised, you could really, sir.’

‘But, then, how on earth did you get here?’ inquired Susan, roused for the moment by her interest in Alice’s adventure.

‘Well, ma’am,’ continued Alice in a voice of smug satisfaction, ‘I knew in a flash what had happened, so I rushed to the exit and found a taxi and told him to drive me to the boat. “It’s double your fare if you make it in time,” I said; and oh, ma’am, he simply flew, and here I am.’

Hilary could have shaken her there where she stood. It struck him that, far from being dashed by her ridiculous mistake, the girl was under the impression that she had done a smart thing.

‘You nearly made us all lose the boat,’ he said angrily.

But Susan sided with Alice.

‘I think it was very clever of her to get here at all; you ought to have warned her that there were two stations.’

II
 

Hilary turned away. He had never travelled abroad with women before, nor could he remember any occasion in the past when an embarkation had been attended with so much fuss and unpleasantness. He strode along the deck, passing the lady with the bright yellow hair, who was reclining on her chair by now, and to all appearances swooning. But at the sound of his footsteps she opened her eyes, and he fled to the weather side of the ship. They were well under way he realized, as the spray and wind lashed his face unpleasantly. Two enormous War Profiteers smoking cigars paced heavily arm in arm just in front of him. ‘Oh, damn it all!’ he thought, ‘if they can afford Coronas they can afford to pay some of my super-tax.’ The slope of their fat and apparently rich backs irritated him beyond endurance, and he took refuge in the smoke-room. All the more comfortable seats were occupied, and the slippery bench that ran along the wall seemed determined to shoot him off into space as the boat lurched and bounded. Enormous seas splashed untidily against the ports, and from somewhere in his near vicinity truly distressing sounds became audible.

Like nearly all people who have never been sea-sick themselves, he could only marvel at his fellow-travellers’ misery, while not in the least realizing the anguish of their situation. He ordered a cocktail and some ham sandwiches. Presently he remembered Susan, and wondered if she too would not be all the better for a little food; they had breakfasted so early that morning. He procured some more sandwiches and another cocktail from the bar, armed with which he staggered along to her cabin. He opened the door very gently and peered in. Susan was lying with her lips compressed; her eyes were closed and her colour indescribable.

‘Hallo, darling!’ said Hilary in a cheerful whisper.

She opened her eyes with a kind of snap.

‘Go away, Hilary — go away!’

‘I’ve brought you a cocktail and some ham sandwiches; you’ll feel better if you can eat something, darling.’

She struggled into a sitting position.

‘You fool!’ she hissed. ‘You idiot! Go away, I tell you!’

Her voice was so unfamiliar and so furious that he retreated hastily, spilling part of the cocktail down the front of his coat as the boat lurched. He drank the rest of it up angrily, and going back to the smoke-room, lit a pipe.

Any joy of adventure that he might have had was leaving him fast, this journey was so entirely unlike all previous experiences. In the past he had loved this little preliminary sea voyage, loved the feeling of freedom that had always come over him as the coast of England faded away. He used to grow years younger, he told himself, as care-free as an Eton boy off for a spree, the moment he set foot on the Channel steamer. Sitting there, puffing blue clouds from his pipe, he could remember what his exact sensations had been — remember, yes, but not recapture them. With Susan both sea-sick and quite inexcusably bad-tempered, and Alice self-opinionated, incompetent, and likely to repeat her idiotic behaviour on the slightest provocation, how could any man feel blithe and care-free? At all events, he couldn’t. What, for instance, would Alice do when she got to foreign parts? Would she make a habit of getting out of the train at the wrong station? Supposing she did, how would one retrieve her? He pictured an Alice, thoroughly scared by that time, but still aggressive and becoming more British with each misadventure, wandering like a lost dog through some small Italian town in which no one could speak English. She would probably be robbed, or seduced, or arrested and locked up. She would certainly forget the address she had been going to, and would be unable to communicate with them. In the end it might even become an international affair! Really, Susan should not have brought her, it was quite ridiculous to travel with a maid nowadays, anyhow.

He sat on biting the stem of his briar and thinking of all the complications that could possibly ensue before this trip was over. He purposely exaggerated the possibilities with a grim kind of satisfaction. He felt that Susan was making a great deal of fuss. Curious he had never noticed that she was fussy before, and yet the way she was taking the small incident of a rough passage was certainly fussy. After all, other women were sea-sick at times — he had heard that it did people good to be sea-sick. In any case, there was no need to be bad-tempered; it wasn’t his fault that the sea was rough.

III
 

Alone in her cabin, deserted by Alice, who had quickly given in to the urge of the moment, Susan lay wrestling with waves of sea-sickness and a rising resentment against Hilary. She felt that he had shown her but scant consideration, leaving her alone for the whole voyage as he had done. Of course, she had ordered him out of her cabin — no woman likes her husband to see her under such unbecoming circumstances — but that did not mean that he should not have stayed within call. As a matter of fact, she had called him once and had got no reply. She had staggered, yes, literally staggered to the door, to ask him to drive away a man with a strong cigar who was smoking outside her window. But Hilary had been nowhere in sight, and a puff of smoke blown straight into her face had sent her scuttling back to her lounge. Hilary was selfish, like all men, she decided, selfish and quite without imagination.

The motion seemed to be diminishing. She looked at her watch, they must be arriving. Where was Alice? She rang the bell, and told the steward to go in search of the maid. After a prolonged interval, during which feet pattered and scurried on deck, a sign that the crossing was over at last, she saw something that she supposed could only be Alice, clinging mutely to the jamb of the cabin door. She stared at the vision in silence.

Of the once trim and well-ordered servant nothing remained. The creature that now clung so desperately to the door jamb was completely off the straight from its toque to its gaping boots. Its features were swollen, its eyes bleared, and it seemed to have lost all power of speech or movement. A long and melancholy sound smote the air; the siren was proclaiming their arrival.

‘Here we are!’ said a relieved voice from the deck. ‘Look, there’s Calais over there!’

Alice made as if to take a step forward, and sank helplessly on to the sofa.

‘Well, really, and you told me that you were an excellent sailor, Alice!’ said Susan in a shocked voice.

Alice pressed a crushed handkerchief to her lips, but offered no defence.

‘Where’s my comb?’ demanded Susan irritably; ‘it ought to be in its case, but of course it’s not. You really must pull yourself together and help me to get tidy; you’ll be utterly useless if you go on like this.’

Alice’s face got red and her eyes filled with tears of self-pity. Of her bumptiousness not a trace remained.

‘It’s been a terrible crossing!’ she said sepulchrally. ‘One poor woman with a baby nearly died of sea-sickness downstairs in the ladies’ cabin. I never want to go through this sort of thing again.’

Susan found her own comb and eventually some powder, and was doing what she could to restore her ravaged face, when, looking up, she saw Hilary in the doorway.

‘Got any porters?’ was all he said.

‘Got any porters!’

Did they look as though they could get any porters? Did they feel as though they could get any porters? What a question to ask!

‘So you’ve come back at last?’ she snapped.

‘Hasn’t Alice gone for the porters yet, Susan?’

Susan turned on Alice, ‘For goodness’ sake, girl, go and get porters.’

‘I don’t see any,’ said Alice glumly.

‘You don’t see any? Why, they’re streaming past the door. You can’t be blind as well as sea-sick, Alice.’

‘How am I to know what they look like, ma’am, in this foreign place. How am I to know what foreign porters dress like?’ demanded Alice, driven by her misery to impertinence.

‘Blue smocks and brass plates with numbers on their chests. And you mustn’t speak like that, please, Alice, I don’t like it,’ said Susan with an assumption of dignity that she was very far from feeling.

By this time people were pushing and jostling each other in the direction of the gang plank. The wiry little French porters swarming on board from the opposite direction met the stream breast on and swelled the confusion. In the cabin doorway stood Hilary looking neat and aloof, and just as though nothing on earth concerned him less than Susan and her heaped-up luggage.

Alice pulled herself together and went out on deck.

‘Here, porter! porter! porter!’ she called in a faint voice, to which, however, some of the old superiority had returned.

‘Oh, Lord!’ exclaimed Hilary, roused at last, ‘that won’t get ‘em. What an idiot that woman of yours is, Susan!’

He went out reluctantly and shouldered his way through the crowd, finally securing two porters. When he got back it was obvious that Susan was offended, for she answered in monosyllables if at all when he spoke to her. He supposed that it must in some way be his fault, though he couldn’t see what he had done. Responsibility weighed on him. He felt that he ought to keep a sharp look-out on Alice, who might escape at any minute and settle herself in the wrong train. If he didn’t pull himself together and take things properly in hand they might have to go after her to Brussels or Heaven alone knew where. He must rouse himself at once. He did so with an effort, surprised to find how much he disliked the scramble and fuss and discomfort of it all. He was conscious of feeling slightly confused, an unexpected sensation for so old and experienced a traveller. Why, he had thought nothing of running over to Paris in the past! He had gone there much as other people go down to Brighton; but to-day he seemed to have a weight round his neck that made him feel strange and ill at ease.

Susan was speaking.

‘I do think,’ she was saying haughtily, ‘that the least you might have done was to see about the porters.’

‘Well, and didn’t I get them?’

‘Yes, in the end, after you’d sent Alice.’

‘But what’s a maid for, Susan, if she’s not to get porters?’

‘But you know she can’t speak a word of French.’

‘I know she’s been outrageously impertinent to you. I’ve a good mind to put her on the next boat and send her home.’

‘She’s never been impertinent before, Hilary, I think it was because she was so dreadfully sick; she lost her head.

I shall speak to her again when we get to Paris.’

‘Well, I don’t see what good there is in taking her to Paris at all, she’s utterly useless and cheeky into the bargain.’

‘I dare say; but she did all the packing, I shouldn’t be able to find a thing without her, and I do think it was your place to get the porters. You must have known she’d be sick on a crossing like this.’

‘That’s it!’ exclaimed Hilary with a sudden flare of temper, ‘side with a stupid, incompetent, impertinent servant against me. I wish to God we’d never left England!’

This beginning of a squabble was interrupted by the return of Alice herself, and by the porters, who having threaded the luggage on to straps, proceeded to sling it round their necks as though it were a new and rather terrific type of necklace.

In the Custom House, Hilary, Susan and Alice fought with sub-human ferocity for the right to live. Their ears were deafened by the raucous shouting of the porters. ‘Trente-six, madame; voilà, madame!’

‘Quinze!’

‘Vingt et un!’

‘Numero huit!’

‘Trente-six!’

‘Quatre, quatre, quatre!’

‘Oui, Monsieur, numero neuf.’

Hilary said:

‘Can you remember our number?’

And Susan replied: ‘Was it two or twenty-two?’

He cursed himself for a careless fool, and looked about anxiously for the luggage.

‘Please, sir, they had little black moustaches,’ said Alice, anxious now to make amends.

But every porter he looked at had a little black moustache.

‘We must find them by our bags,’ he said at last. They elbowed their way close up to the counter and finally located Susan’s purple dressing-case standing on its head with the holdall on top of it. The officials, oppressed by a larger crowd of passengers than usual, displayed a spurious kindliness and opened nothing. Alice had got all the keys ready in case they should be required, but they were not; and Hilary, remembering an odd box or two of cigarettes that ought not to have been there, began to feel his spirits revive as the large defacing chalk marks appeared on their luggage.

IV
 

The exit from the Custom House was easier than the entrance. Along the platforms people were melting fairly peaceably into the different trains. He helped Susan to climb into the high French compartment, and having seen Alice safely established near by, with instructions, oft repeated, not to leave the train until he came and fetched her, he climbed in himself beside Susan. He touched the crochet lace antimacassar above his seat with reminiscent fingers before settling himself, and sniffed the once familiar smell of the continental train with the satisfaction of a horse returning to a well-known stable. His eyes took in the heavy padding of the seats with their string-coloured cloth, and the neat blue cut-away coat and red waistcoat of the man from the Wagon Restaurant, who passed along the corridor at that moment. A slight smell of coffee, French coffee, made him feel greedy, and the sound of a foreign language spoken all round him stimulated and excited him like a bugle call. After all, he was glad they had come; it might not be so bad, Alice might buck up, and Susan was looking better already. He patted the antimacassar once more and stroked the back of the seat.

‘All just the same,’ he murmured contentedly; ‘just the same old lace, just the same mud-coloured upholstery, just the same old smell of coffee, just the same old jabber of French.’

But something, he did not himself know what, made him sigh.






  








CHAPTER FOUR
 

I
 

‘PARIS, my beloved!’ murmured Hilary sentimentally as he stared out of the window of their first-floor bedroom, with his head a little on one side.

‘What do you say?’ inquired Susan from the alcove where she and Alice were rustling tissue paper.

He did not answer, but opening the window wider, stepped out on to the little balcony. The lure of the city was over him — the harsh cries, the whir of motors, the ceaseless cracking of whips. Not very long ago he had said that Paris had charm but could never be home. He remembered this now, but remembered also that he had not been in Paris when he had said it. Someone must be roasting coffee near by, for the delicious smell of it reached him where he stood.

‘They might roast coffee anywhere else in the world and it wouldn’t smell like this,’ he thought.

A young, bare-headed ouvrière, with a box slung over her arm, crossed the road and went into a shop opposite. He noticed the neat waves of her carefully-dressed hair; no girl of her class in England would attain to such astonishing primness. As she opened the door she looked up, and seeing Hilary, smiled. Two ridiculous men came sauntering arm in arm. Their hats were wide brimmed, their black ties floating, their trousers baggy, tapering to the ankles, and one of them had a long thin beard. They stopped, talked loudly and gesticulated for a second, and then, linking arms again, passed on towards the Tuileries Gardens.

‘Not often one sees that type these days, even in the Quartier,’ thought Hilary; ‘perhaps they’ve come alive from “Vie de Bohème,” bless them!’

A man in a blue smock began to play an enormous hose along the street. He seemed like a being from another sphere, rapt in divine contemplation, so unconscious was he of the existence of mere human creatures. People skipped and scuttled away from his deluge with surprising alacrity. The shower of drops and spray caught the sun and made a rainbow; through it the traffic and pedestrians alike could be seen glowing with a misty, coloured radiance, transfigured.

Two smartly-dressed women got out of a motor; one of them carried a tiny, crop-eared dog with gig-lamp eyes. The absurd animal wore a miniature bull-dog collar with a kind of Newgate fringe on either side of the red studded leather, and as they paused on the pavement for a moment the younger woman stooped and kissed the little creature’s nose. Their voices came up to Hilary where he stood on his balcony; quick, high, impetuous voices.

‘Ah, mais non!’

‘Mais oui, je vous assure!’

He wondered idly who they were and what they called their minute companion.

‘That sort of whiskered halo the thing’s got on must be damned uncomfortable,’ he decided.

A very, very old woman, wearing a spotless muslin cap and black alpaca apron, plodded along on shapeless feet in elastic-sided boots. Her face was completely circular, her skin the texture of ancient, weather-stained vellum. In the long lobes of her ears were gold ear-rings, and tucked under her arm was a large cotton gamp, probably intended to serve for sun as well as rain. As she walked she ground her gums together; Hilary thought of a cow chewing the cud.

An occasional man with a black leather wallet scurried in and out of the traffic or hurried along the pavement. These men were quite the dullest and most drab-looking individuals that Hilary had ever seen. He began to think that the wallet must have something to do with the fact that they nearly all wore pince-nez and seemed to lack expression. He couldn’t help noticing that every man who carried a wallet of that kind wore a business suit of a particularly depressing grey, with an upright collar and a black corded silk bow tie.

Some old-young children, terrifyingly worldly, passed at this moment. They were accompanied by a nounou carrying a baby, and a governess carrying a workbag. There were two little girls in uncomfortable looking frocks and mature hats; one of them, who might have been about seven, wore a gold wrist-watch above her small hand. A staid little boy, very dark and plump, was strutting ahead of the others. His fat, brown legs showed up aggressively above his black boots and striped socks. All of a sudden his dignity left him. With a stifled whoop he hurled a ball and proceeded to follow it along the pavement.

‘Raoul, venez ici, tout de suite!’ screamed the governess, shrilly.

The generous bosom of the nounou shook under her cotton bodice. She planted her feet very flatly, and she walked with her body curved a little backwards; perhaps the baby was heavy as he lay asleep in her arms. The great gold studs in her cap caught the sunshine and flared like two points of flame, the long tartan streamers hanging down her back swayed gently and complacently in the occasional breeze.

‘Why tartan?’ murmured Hilary, thinking aloud. ‘I’ve always wondered: why tartan?’

He saw the buttons boy from the hotel stroll out languidly to post some letters — a pink-faced, yellowhaired cherub of a boy, celestial in his pale-blue uniform. An American family whom Hilary had noticed in the dining-room now emerged and stood irresolute just beneath him. The mother, who was dressed with austere simplicity, had hair of a startling whiteness. The father, a small man somewhat bent, shuffled a little as though his legs were weak. His sharp, dry face wore a perpetually curious expression. Hilary thought that it looked like a question mark. Their handsome daughter glanced at a Baedeker as a goddess might stoop to consult a timetable. Her truly lovely back in its faultless coat was turned towards Hilary as she stood there.

‘Say, Popper,’ she remarked pleasantly, ‘kant we take an auto and trot along to cheer up old Vur-sye?’ Her voice was a disaster.

At that moment a taxi ran into a van and a horse cab ran into them both from behind. Several other vehicles narrowly missed colliding, and drivers on all sides started an altercation. The traffic stopped dead, a crowd gathered, the driver of the van climbed down from his perch and insulted the driver of the taxi, the driver of the taxi insulted back, while the crowd took sides and egged them on. From out of space appeared a small policeman with moustaches like an angry cat. He was frantically waving a white bludgeon. He yelled until he was purple in the face, but quite without result; they ignored him. At last, with the frenzy of desperation, he seized the driver of the van, who, having been run into, while strictly adhering to the rule of the road, was obviously in the wrong. The taxi drove off, the horse cab followed, buses, carts and motors got under way, and the life-blood of Paris flowed once more in her veins.

II
 

Hilary looked at his watch, he yawned like a man who has just woken up. Five o’clock and terribly hot still, with the acrid, dry heat of Paris. He went into the room. Alice had gone, presumably to brew herself some tea over a spirit lamp. Susan was trying on a hat. She had switched on the electric light in the alcove, and was gravely studying her reflection in the glass over the washstand. He stood looking at the pleasing curves of her shoulders and slender hips. Her arms were raised to her head, her fingers prodded and adjusted. She saw his reflection behind her and smiled.

‘Like it?’ she inquired.

He nodded. He thought the hat quite charming on Susan, and Susan herself very good to look upon; but his mind felt vague and a little detached. He could not find the right words at the moment, the suitable words for a new Paris hat, so he nodded again slowly. Susan and Alice between them had strewn both the beds with innumerable garments in billows of tissue paper. He got the impression of lace and ribbons and new boudoir caps that hung rakishly on the bed-posts. He knew that all this was both natural and right, the sort of thing a self-respecting wife always did in Paris, that is if she were young and attractive, and Susan was both. He knew that if she had been dowdy he would have disliked it, and even grown to dislike her in time. But he wanted very much to lie down on a bed, just for an hour before they went out again. The two arm-chairs were extremely uncomfortable, their backs were too straight and their velvet too hard. If he chanced to rub it the wrong way by accident it always pricked him and set his teeth on edge — a strangely detestable material for France to produce. He wanted a bed, how he wanted a bed! He wanted to take his boots off and stretch out.

Susan by now had discarded the hat and was swathing herself in an evening cloak. She twisted and turned and stepped backwards and forwards in front of the glass door of the wardrobe. He watched her uncomfortably, thinking of the bed and of how his feet ached in this hot weather. — 

They had been in Paris just five days, and the trophies of their sojourn lay strewn about the room. Oh, well! At least they were pretty trophies. Certainly he had been introduced to a side of Paris with which he was quite unfamiliar. Shops and shops and shops, streets of them, acres of them, miles of them! Wherever he and Susan went they always seemed to come to a shop, and not just a shop, but the shop, the very shop that Susan wanted. He supposed he must have passed them all before, many times, must even have looked into their windows. Certainly once, long ago, he had ordered some gloves from one of them; they had been for a woman in London. But that shop had been small and restful and neat, one of those seemingly humble but abnormally expensive establishments near the Opera House, whereas these others — 

Of all the shops especially designed for masculine torment one stood pre-eminent in his mind, the Grand Magasin du Louvre. It was terrible! A place of such unthinkable immensity, such bewildering intricacies, such chaotic hurry, such sulphuric heat. Even Susan seemed to lose her head there; she was always getting into the wrong lifts, or scampering eagerly up the wrong staircase, or mislaying her list or her pattern or her gloves. They would have to go back through the miles of departments and up all the countless stairs again to look for them, and as likely as not they would be in her bag all the time. Hilary would follow on after his wife, pocket-book in hand, ready to pay; footsore, neuralgic, with his eye out of focus. His patch made him hot, very hot in this weather, but when he discarded it his eye went wrong and he made mistakes in counting the money. All those little one and two franc bills, that had come in since the war, were a dreadful bore anyhow.

He had always considered himself a strong man, nervous perhaps, but very robust; now, however, he was beginning to doubt his powers of endurance, they seemed so inferior to Susan’s. Susan was wonderful, a tower of strength. A week ago in London she had been fagged out, but the air of the shops appeared to agree with her, she was positively Herculean.

In vain did he entreat her to go home and rest, to lie down for an hour, to take a day off. With smiles and blandishments she would assure him that she wasn’t a bit tired; quite the contrary, she had never felt fitter in her life.

He had not imagined that it would be quite like this. He had expected a few shops, of course, but other places too. He detested sight-seeing; still, there were things — 

Susan ought to see something of the real Paris, surely!

Curious, very, the change in Susan that had been wrought by less than a year of ‘Society.’ She seemed to have lost all interest in art, her own or other people’s. She might never have been a painter for all that she cared now. When he had married her she had been too serious; he hadn’t liked that, no man ever did. When they were at Bambury she had tried to be domestic; that had been a failure; well, that wasn’t his fault. Now she was all whims and foibles and vanity, with no interests apparently beyond pretty clothes; and did he like that? He wasn’t quite sure.

He himself never wrote now, not a word, not a line. Why didn’t Susan ask him why he never wrote now? But she didn’t, not she! She didn’t care a rap. Yet she was such a darling and very much in love with him. Was she? Oh, of course she was, deeply in love!

 

He sank down exhausted on the hard velvet chair. It was too hot to think, and yet he liked heat. But when it was hot one ought to take things easy, just lounge about and do nothing in particular. If only they could go out when it was cool this evening and stroll idly about the lamp-lit streets. Glorious to have nowhere in particular to go to, that was what he liked, plans were such a bore. Perhaps they would find a little humble restaurant. There had been one in the Rue Jacob. It used to be on the first floor, he remembered; the cooking had been excellent, so had the iced beer. At the thought of the iced beer his longing grew intense.

He said: ‘Susan, let’s go out and potter, when it’s cooler, shall we? We might blow in to dinner at some little Bohemian restaurant. What do you say?’

She stroked his hair affectionately.

‘I don’t think so, darling. I’d really rather we went to the Café de Paris, or we might dine here if you’re tired.’

‘I’m not tired,’ said Hilary crossly.

‘Aren’t you? I thought you were, you’re so grumpy. Well, anyhow, I mistrust Bohemian food in this weather; but we’ll go to the Café de la Paix, instead of the Paris, if you like.’

‘Thanks for the alternative,’ he retorted satirically.

He sat and stared at his boots, which he had not taken off after all. What was it he wanted that he had not got? He was here in Paris with a pretty young wife, their hotel was excellent, their finances ample. Yet something was being withheld from his grasp. He was not enjoying Paris as he had done in the old days, he was not one with Paris as he had been then. Paris was the same in spite of the war; it was all there, delightful, familiar, welcoming. But he could not reach it or recapture its charm, that nameless charm of its highways and byways. He glimpsed it, there were moments when he felt he had almost caught it, and then it would evade him again.

Perhaps it was he who had changed. He didn’t feel changed, not deep down inside him, but he did feel older, externally at all events. He sat on trying to puzzle it out while Susan dressed in her pretty new clothes; and then in a flash he knew what it was — he wanted to be alone, alone with his Paris!

Yes, that was it, he longed for solitude, the friendly solitude that had once been his. He longed for the freedom to walk down any street that he liked, to eat in any restaurant that he happened to be near, to sit and watch people in the Tuileries Gardens, or idle an hour on the pavement outside a café, drinking coffee from a glass. There would almost certainly be a couple of greyhaired old bourgeois playing dominoes, squabbling a little, very much in earnest.

He laughed softly to himself at the thought of Susan’s face if he suddenly told her that he needed to be alone; she would be sure to think that he longed to indulge in wild dissipation. Good Lord! He wanted no woman but Susan. He didn’t want any woman at all, that was the point. He wanted just Paris, to be alone with Paris. He longed to be given the freedom of its Boulevards, to walk in the shadows of its queer old houses on the Rive Gauche, to mix with its workers in the Quartier, to exchange the time of day with the courteous, pleasant people that one came across sipping coffee or vermouth on the pavements. The man at the next little marble table, for instance, one liked to get into conversation with him. He was often more interesting than one would imagine; in any case he was sure to be friendly.

And then:

‘Bon soir, monsieur.’

‘Bon soir, monsieur.’ And alone again, alone with Paris.

Well, why not be alone with Paris just for a few hours every day? Why not let Susan go shopping by herself as she did in London, as all women did? A man was a ludicrous figure in shops, entirely out of place; Susan ought to shop alone. But what about her French? She knew so little. He had to ask for the things she wanted, feminine things that he didn’t always know the names of. And besides, they drove so recklessly in Paris, more so than ever since the war; it was as much as your life was worth to cross a road, let alone to go in a taxi. Why, this very afternoon — Suppose he let her go about alone and anything happened, an accident perhaps; suppose she were badly injured in a motor smash and carried off to the nearest hospital. He pictured himself waiting for her and she not coming. Hours would pass in awful suspense. Finally, he would go out and try to find her. He would inquire at the shops that she usually frequented, go to the restaurants where she might have lunched, and in the end to the police. Of course, she would have been knocked unconscious, that always happened in street accidents — Susan unconscious, alone in Paris, helpless, injured, perhaps dying! She might even be killed — the Morgue — horrible! Oh, no, they only took drowned people to the Morgue; he was almost sure of this now he came to think of it; still — 

But why should all this happen to Susan? Didn’t thousands of people go out alone in Paris? Well, it just might happen, that was all, and he’d have no peace if he let her do it. Susan — she was a lovely, exasperating tie, that try as he would he could never get away from. If she caught cold he felt fussed and worried; once he had been known to take her temperature. She was fond of saying that she always mothered him, that she humoured him like a spoilt child. She certainly used to run after him at Bambury with medicine, or his patch that he’d forgotten to put on. But he was beginning to think that the boot was on the other leg and that he was for ever taking care of her, wrapping her up, objecting to thin shoes, unless, of course, he happened to be having a temper. But, after all, what were his tempers, they never lasted long, she said so herself.

Perhaps it was that they fussed over each other too much; he could not help wondering whether it was wise. He even suspected that his fussiness had got on her nerves from time to time, and yet he was only trying to take care of her. She had told him one day that he suffered from an overdeveloped protective instinct. Well, if he did, he wished with all his heart that he did not.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
 

I
 

They changed and went out to the Café de Paris; it was never very crowded at this time of year, which was some little comfort after all. But a man whom Hilary had known in his bachelor days was sitting directly opposite their table, and barely were they half-way through their dinner when he came across and joined them. Hilary, tired, dispirited and rather nervous, would have given a great deal not to have met Victor Lumsden at that moment; he felt that he was the one person in the world whom he least wanted to see. Well, that was the way damned things always happened! Lumsden was at a loose end, Hilary felt quite sure of this in his bones. He had never liked him even in the past, the look of him had always irritated him, and it irritated him more than ever now that he was growing fat. Hilary was forced to admit that Lumsden’s literary career bore a strong resemblance to his own, which was somehow an added grievance. A rich, intelligent dilettante, who had written a book or two of rather charming essays, Lumsden fancied himself an exponent of belles-lettres. At one time his good looks had been undeniable; but now, Hilary decided, he had given himself over altogether too freely to the pleasures of the table. His clean-shaven face was losing its contour, and more than a suggestion of bulginess was obvious under the sleeves of his jacket.

His clothes had always infuriated Hilary — too obviously new, too obviously well pressed, and invariably of a pale grey colour. Even in the evening he adhered as much as possible to his colour scheme by wearing a grey silk waistcoat, yet one more crime in Hilary’s eyes.

His hair was grey with a touch of white at the temples, his face was white with a touch of grey around the eyes and lips. And this had always been so as long as Hilary could remember. Nobody knew the man’s age; it might be anything. Unkind people said that Victor Lumsden dressed to match himself.

Hilary looked at him covertly as he sat and talked to Susan. A diamond-shaped sapphire surrounded by tiny brilliants held together the studiously careless folds of his soft grey four-in-hand tie. His platinum cuff links were discreetly set with stones to match the scarf-pin, his thin watch chain was platinum, and he presently consulted an incredibly flat platinum watch. His hands were beautiful and devoid of all rings save for one immense black intaglio worn on the little finger. It served to bring into relief the effeminate whiteness of his skin.

He had at one time been a great traveller, and was still a great reader, a great judge of miniatures, which he collected, a great judge of wines, which he partook of freely. He was also a great coiner of cynical and occasionally blasphemous witticisms, which people were fond of passing on as their own. He was not very popular with men, but it was supposed that quite an army of women had been in love with him, that no woman could long resist the peculiar charm which he exercised over her if she happened to attract him. What this charm was no one had been able to discover, not even the women themselves. He seldom if ever took much trouble about them, yet he succeeded where other men failed. His apparent indifference to women in general might well have led the casual observer to conclude that Victor Lumsden was far more interested in his books and his priceless miniatures than in any woman, however lovely.

His smooth lips smiled continually as he talked to the Brents. He was obviously pleased to meet Hilary again, and pleased to meet Susan, who was new to him.

‘Let’s all go to the Bal Bullier,’ he suggested. ‘I’ve got a box to-night; it’s a gala, fancy dress.’

‘I thought that was over,’ said Hilary wearily.

‘Oh, no. It’s rather late in the season, isn’t it? But lots of people are still in Paris, most of the interesting people haven’t gone yet.’

‘But we’ve nothing to go in,’ said Susan, and her voice was full of disappointment. ‘Oh, what a pity. If I’d only known in time—’

‘You needn’t bother about fancy dress, Mrs. Brent, dominos and masks will do quite well; I’ve got some odd ones at my flat that I can lend you.’

Hilary groaned inwardly. He didn’t feel like the Bal Bullier this evening at all; he felt like a quiet walk home and then bed. But Susan was obviously delighted at the idea, and no adequate excuse suggested itself to him.

II
 

They drove to the flat in Lumsden’s luxurious car. Hilary thought crossly, ‘He does himself jolly well, I expect that’s what’s the matter with his figure.’ In the rather terrifying gilt cage that served as a lift, Lumsden touched a button, and the cage shot up to the top of the building with sickening rapidity. He let them in with a latch-key and then rang the bell for a servant. When the man came, he told him to go and find two silk dominos and masks. His French was faultless.

The flat was large and immensely airy, with long windows and spacious rooms. There was none of the feeling of being shut in, so characteristic of English flats. Here one felt as though one were on the upper floor of some palatial house of which one owned the whole. They went into a room from whose open windows they seemed to see all Paris stretched like an animated map at their feet, only now the lines of the map were drawn in bright specks of light that glowed in the soft summer darkness far below. A great quiet pervaded this apartment. Susan thought that it was the quietest room she had ever been in. The walls were shaded from deep sapphire-blue to grey, the parquet of the floor was of some grey wood, of furniture there was scarcely any. A large black lacquer writing-table occupied the exact middle of the room, and this, with a heavily-cushioned divan and one or two comfortable chairs, was literally all that it contained. The curtains were blue, the chairs were blue, and so were the cushions huddled on the grey divan. The place suggested solitude with friendliness, emptiness with plenty, mental activity and Nirvana in one. It was as though this most modern of modern men had had the audacity to sally forth and chain some big, generous bit of the universe, like sky or sea or plain, and drag it home at his stirrup-leather to serve as an atmosphere in his Paris study. ‘It’s just full to the brim with emptiness,’ thought Susan, and she turned to look more closely at the man who had created it, wondering a little about him.






  








CHAPTER SIX
 

I
 

THE ball was in full swing when they arrived and were finally able to push their way through the ribald but good-natured crowd in the vestibule. The two men closed in on either side of Susan, and together they went up the narrow stairs to Lumsden’s box.

Susan took off her mask and looked about her curiously. The little boxes, mere wooden partitions erected along the balcony, were filled to overflowing with noisy people in every imaginable type of fancy dress that the ingenious mind could conceive. The occupants of these boxes shifted constantly as couples hurried down to the ballroom and were replaced by others in need of a few moments’ rest; it was like the patterns in a kaleidoscope. Susan craned her head over the barrier. Beneath her was a swirling, heaving, undulating sea of colour, that drifted now this way and now that to the loud, thudding rhythm of the band. From time to time this band gave place to a kind of auxiliary orchestra, composed of what sounded like pots and pans clashed together, castanets, drums and tin trumpets; every now and then a strange instrument emitted dismal wails like a soul in hell. The effect of this mad discord on the dancers was instantaneous: their steps became wilder, their dancing more abandoned, as the hideous sounds tickled their jaded ears.

A tall Oriental, naked to the waist, walked slowly across the floor, followed by a harem of six veiled women. His dignified gait and calm, unseeing eyes scattered the couples to right and left, leaving his passage free.

‘That’s Dupont,’ said Lumsden, ‘you know, the sculptor.’

But she did not know, though she nodded wisely. Lumsden’s own costume was a masterpiece, the war dress of a Samurai, correct in every detail.

A youth dressed as a peacock girated proudly all alone. His magnificent tail furled and unfurled at will, now sweeping the floor, now standing erect with feathers gleaming. Presently, growing tired of his solitary splendour, he found a girl and they danced together, she eluding, he following always close on her heels, with tail outspread. Round and round the room he pranced in imitation of the peacock’s display. It was a kind of grotesque mating dance, not altogether without beauty.

An elderly lady in the short skirts and yellow wig of a Bébé Jumeau, bowled a hoop in and out among the dancers and shrieked loudly when someone caught her. A man completely covered in silver paint and very little else danced gravely with a woman in crinolines.

‘See that fellow there?’ inquired Lumsden cheerfully. ‘Chances are he’ll be dead to-morrow; a man died after a ball last year from the effects of gold paint.’

A couple of Grey Friars shouted disrespectful compliments to some women, especially to a Cleopatra, whose breastplate on the left side had a tendency to become displaced. Two women passed, dancing together. One of them wore the clothes of a Paris workman, corduroy trousers and jacket and soft, peaked cap. Around her heavy, handsome throat she had knotted a red bandana. Her partner, a little wisp of a creature, grew tired and they stopped a moment to rest. Then, linking arms, they wandered off in the direction of the garden.

II
 

A party arrived in the next-door box, two women and two young men. One of the young men looked like Byron, and wore his hair accordingly. The effect was somewhat spoilt, however, by a monocle on black moiré ribbon, which was firmly screwed into his eye. This youth had apparently not troubled to put on fancy dress, he wore a correct morning coat and striped trousers. The other young man had a budding moustache, and was dressed as a French railway porter. One of the women was beautiful with an elusive, inward kind of beauty difficult to describe. Her immense black eyes were set in a face that was technically too long. Her queer little straight nose was too short to be classical, and its shortness served to accentuate the length of a dominating chin. But her mouth was the most perfect thing that Susan had ever seen; the lips folded together in a soft strong curve, with deep-set, shadowy corners. Her skin was brown, she looked sun-tanned, and her coal-black hair, bobbed very short, was uncompromisingly straight. The face was full of curious defects, defects which seemed to combine together to make a noble and perfect whole; under it and through it and over it there was a veiled persistent glow, like a bright lamp carefully shaded. The dress she wore was very simple, a striped jibbeh coming just below the knees; on her bare and perfectly-shaped feet were leather sandals. The costume suggested that its wearer liked to be comfortable, and also that she disdained to take much trouble.

The second woman wore a mask and domino and was accompanied by a manservant holding a cloak. She took a chair at the front of the box but did not remove her mask. Susan stared with interest at this party, standing up the better to see them. Lumsden knew them apparently, for he nodded and waved his hand.

‘Know who they are?’ he whispered to Susan.

‘No, tell me,’ she whispered back.

‘The black-haired woman in the striped thing is Venetia Ford, the artist. The masked one’s the Duchess of—’

But Susan did not listen to the last name. Venetia Ford! So that was Venetia Ford, the strange, erratic, brilliant genius of whom she had heard so much in the old days at the Slade. A fellow-student of hers had known Venetia Ford in Paris, and the girl had fallen under the spell of this woman’s charm, as did most people whom she admitted to her intimacy. Susan had not seen any of her paintings, for she never consented to sell a canvas. ‘She sits and hatches on the lot,’ was how the student had described it. She had shown Susan photographs of nearly all the pictures, however, and even through this uninspiring medium their beauty had filled her with wonder.

Her mind was working quickly, she was beginning to remember. The girl had told her that Venetia hated colour, that her pictures were all greys and whites and blacks and neutral tones — masterly things, subdued and powerful. She had said that Venetia had been begged to sell them over and over again, but had always refused; it was a crank of hers. One portrait, that of an Italian poet, she had parted with to the Luxembourg Gallery. She had only let that go because she loved France, which she had chosen as her home, and whose Legion of Honour she wore.

Susan remembered other things too about Venetia Ford — her American parentage, her wealth, that had come to her unexpectedly after years of work and starvation. The girl had told her of innumerable and very ruthless love affairs, on which it was said that Venetia fed her genius. By all accounts, she gave short shrifts to love! And now here she was at a Bal Bullier; Venetia Ford, the artistic ideal, the romance of the old Slade days. Susan remembered how she had begged for the photograph of ‘The Weeping Venus’; she had wanted to hang it up in her bedroom, where she could see it every morning when she woke, so lovely had she thought the picture. But the girl had refused jealously, and Susan had been furious at the time.

Those old days at the Slade, how they all came back — charcoal, turpentine and cigarettes, with a Bath bun and a glass of milk for luncheon. There had been high hopes and heavenly flashes of sudden inspiration, all jumbled up with a sense of being young and care-free, and with getting your feet wet, and wearing old clothes, and fighting for the omnibus on dull November mornings. She remembered her fellow-students, good sorts and poor as rats. Some of them were dead now, killed in the war. What a waste, they might have lived to be great artists. She had been very fond of one of them, a youth called Bobbie Heath; but then she had met Hilary. Where was Hilary? She turned to look behind her. Oh, there he was; she had forgotten him for the moment.

‘Come and dance,’ Lumsden was saying unnecessarily close to her ear.

She shook her head. Something, perhaps the old memories, had made her feel suddenly depressed; in any case she didn’t feel like dancing to-night.

A waiter was opening champagne; she drank two glasses and felt still more depressed. Some friends of Lumsden’s came into the box. Dupont the sculptor, without his harem. Seen close to, he looked quite old, his full beard was streaked with grey. His eyes were brown and sad like a dog’s, his long, nervous fingers stained almost black with nicotine. He talked to Susan in excellent English; a charming man, very gentle and courteous. For some reason he thought her a fellow-artist; she knew this from things he said. Pierre Bonné, the novelist, was laughing with Lumsden, while Hilary stood by very stiff and British, apparently not caring to join in their joke.

Some students from the Quartier burst into Venetia’s box.

‘Un petit verre de champagne!’ they demanded breathlessly. Susan saw her pour out three glasses for them.

‘Here, take it!’ she said with a hard, American accent.

The two young Englishmen were women, it seemed. One of them was Lady something, Susan didn’t catch the name; but Dupont was saying that their disguise was perfect, everyone thought they were men, he said. Venetia Ford went down to dance.

A few minutes later Susan saw her dancing energetically to the clash of the tin-pan orchestra. The freak wind instrument howled more loudly than ever, the trumpets tootled, the drum banged. Every now and then a cork popped in one of the adjacent boxes, and once someone upset a bottle of champagne, amid screams of mirth. The people two boxes away were making a hideous noise, swinging a species of policeman’s rattle and yelling songs at the top of their lungs. On closer inspection they proved to be English, very respectable, seeing Paris.

The dancing stopped and gave place to a Café Chantant, a dull performance that nobody wanted. Venetia Ford came back to her box, and leaning over the barrier she said something to Lumsden. The audience wished to go on dancing, they were rude to the artists, voicing their impatience.

‘Je m’en f — ! Je m’en f — !’ yelled a student angrily, and the cry was taken up on all sides.

III
 

Lumsden yawned a little too obviously.

‘He thinks me very dull,’ thought Susan, ‘I suppose I ought to have danced with him.’

Aloud she said:

‘Why don’t you go down and dance, Mr. Lumsden? You haven’t danced the whole evening.’

‘No, thanks,’ he answered, ‘I prefer it up here, at least we’re out of the rabble.’

‘Au revoir, madame.’

It was Dupont, he had been waiting to say good-night. ‘Would you like to be introduced to Venetia Ford?’ inquired Lumsden rather wearily.

She sprang up with alacrity and followed him into the adjoining box. Hilary had disappeared, but she supposed he’d turn up again presently. They were all there now — Venetia, the two Englishwomen, and the masked Duchess with her manservant.

‘May I introduce Mrs. Brent?’ said Lumsden.

Venetia Ford looked up with a smile and held out a small brown hand. As Susan took it she was struck by the soft and rather helpless feeling of this hand that painted such very large pictures. Venetia pulled a chair forward.

‘Don’t you dance?’ she inquired curiously.

‘I do,’ said Susan, ‘but somehow this evening—’

‘You’ve been feeling rather sad, not at all like dancing. I know, I’ve been watching your face.’

She was looking at Susan with her immense eyes, taking her in, but not unkindly.

‘Is this your first visit to Paris, Mrs. Brent?’

‘Yes, I’m here with my husband.’

‘I see. And where is this husband of yours?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Susan, ‘I’ve lost him!’

Everybody laughed. The Duchess, always masked, began to speak softly:

‘What do you think of our queer ball, madame? I hope we haven’t shocked you to-night.’

Except for the shadow of an accent she might have been English. Susan wondered who she was. She talked on pleasantly in low, courteous tones, trying, Susan thought, to put her at her ease. There was an indefinable stamp of breeding about this woman in her black mask and domino, her manners were those of a bygone school of aristocrats. She struck Susan as being entirely out of place in her surroundings, and she wondered why she had come there.

But gradually, as the Duchess talked on, Susan became conscious of a reaction in herself. She was resenting the well-bred and modulated voice, which belonged neither to the place nor the time. She felt a sudden desire to go down and join in the revel — to shout, wave her arms, to behave outrageously. They were wilder than ever below there, dancing now with a kind of frenzy. No one was drunk with the exception of one young man, who had had the discretion to go to sleep on the bandstand; but champagne was flowing in most of their veins. And the night was far spent, it would soon be over.

Susan thought:

‘I want to go down and dance like they’re dancing, as though nothing mattered.’

Perhaps Venetia divined her thoughts, for she said: ‘Do you like their funny dancing, Mrs. Brent?’

‘Yes, no — not exactly — they seem very happy.’

Venetia shrugged her shoulders.

‘Perhaps,’ she said doubtfully.

‘I saw you dancing yourself,’ Susan reminded her; ‘you seemed to be enjoying it, you looked as though you were.’

‘Oh, I! I enjoy everything and nothing. I liked it; yes, it amuses me to dance.’

They were silent for a moment, then Venetia said suddenly:

‘You look as though you did something interesting. What work do you do?’

Susan was conscious of a sharp little pang.

‘I don’t do anything,’ she said uncertainly.

Venetia’s face fell, she looked ludicrously disappointed. ‘Nothing at all?’ she asked incredulously.

‘No, nothing at all.’

The Duchess laughed. ‘Now you’ve shocked Venetia; she always thinks because she works hard herself that all we others should work as well. I tell her there must surely be some of us idle, or who would have time to admire her pictures?’

Susan flushed slightly. The Duchess was classing her as a drone, as one of ‘We others,’ who only admired.

‘You’re talking great nonsense!’ remarked Venetia; and then, turning to Susan, ‘She’s not idle,’ she said. ‘Have you never read any of the Duchess’s books?’

So the Duchess had only said that to be polite. They were dreadfully anxious to put her at her ease, these clever people, not to let her think that she was out of things. But she was out of things as they understood them, a butterfly that had fluttered into a hive of bees by mistake, only these were kind bees who didn’t want to sting. It came to her suddenly that she would probably leave Paris without having seen Venetia Ford’s pictures. She must see the Venus, she must, she must; and taking her courage in both hands, she asked point-blank for the coveted privilege. ‘Mrs. Ford.’

‘Yes?’

‘May I see your pictures? I’ve seen all the photographs, Grace Hill showed them to me, I used to know her. Do you remember Grace Hill?’

Venetia laughed.

‘I remember her!’ she said. ‘But why? Are you really interested in painting?’

‘I was — I mean I am, very interested indeed. Do you think I might come and see your pictures?’

Venetia considered for a moment.

‘Can you come to-morrow? It’s my only free day; and bring your husband too, if he cares about it.’

‘I don’t know where your studio is. May I have the address? Thank you ever so much, it is good of you.’ Venetia scribbled some directions on a bit of paper which she had picked up from the floor.

‘I’ll be waiting for you at four o’clock,’ she said, with her unexpected Yankee twang.

Lumsden, who had left them, now came back. Hilary was with him, they had met in the corridor. Susan introduced Hilary to Venetia Ford. She felt that these two would not like each other, and was glad when he got up to go.

‘It’s getting late, Susie, we ought to be going.’

‘Yes, I’m going too,’ said Venetia, yawning.

IV
 

They dropped Lumsden at his flat and went on in his motor. They were silent, immersed in their own thoughts.

Susan said presently:

‘I’ve accepted an invitation for us both to have tea at Venetia Ford’s studio to-morrow. Is that all right?’

‘Quite all right, my dear,’ he answered absently.

He was thinking:

‘Rather queer to feel old at my age. I felt it this evening like all hell! Couldn’t get back to the spirit of the thing. I kept on hoping that Susie wouldn’t dance. I suppose one feels like that about a wife. It was too grand, anyhow. I don’t like that kind. I like the simple ones we had in the old days — more real Paris’ and less of a tourist’s peepshow. That one I went to before the war with — who did I go with? Oh, yes, I know — that’s the kind I like. Susie seemed dull. I wonder if she enjoyed it? Tired, perhaps. Well, no wonder, all those shops. Oh, hell take the shops, I’m sick to death of ‘em! I can’t stand Lumsden, he looked a perfect fool. This car’s comfortable though; that’s it, it’s too comfortable; it’s somehow all wrong to be driving away from a Bal Bullier in a car like this. Oh, God damn everything, it’s all, all wrong!’

In her corner Susan was thinking too:

‘Venetia Ford, what a wonderful woman! They say she was starving once in a slum in Naples, but she didn’t stop painting for that. Now she’s rich and she needn’t do a stroke, she hasn’t stopped painting for that either. I suppose she goes on because she can’t help herself. That’s the real thing, that’s genius; can’t get very far if you don’t feel that kind of urge. I felt rather a worm when she asked me what I did — no I didn’t, I’m Hilary’s wife — yes, I did — oh, I don’t know! Awfully interesting people they were to-night. Dupont, I ought to have known about him, but I didn’t. I don’t seem to know about anything these days, not things that really matter. I wonder what the Duchess writes? Oh, well, I can’t read French, anyhow! I wonder if they’d like my friends in London? No, I’m sure they wouldn’t — bridge, poker. I can’t see Venetia Ford at Ascot, somehow. I wonder what she’d find to say to Lord Lindhurst and his pigs? Perhaps he’d commission her to fresco the walls of his new cow-sheds, it would be just like him. What a joke, I’d love to see Venetia’s face! We ought to have a post card about Sieglinde; I hope she’s all right. Those new boudoir caps were very cheap, only five shillings each, with the exchange. I wonder if Venetia Ford wears boudoir caps? Probably not, I don’t think they’d suit her. Hilary was terribly grumpy to-night. Perhaps he’s not well — he looks all right. Venetia Ford painted “The Weeping Venus” and I’m going to see the original to-morrow. I wonder what she’d have thought of my painting? Curious to think that I painted myself once. If I painted now I shouldn’t have felt so out of things this evening. Those people must think “We others,” as the Duchess calls us, awfully dull. Well, we are. That queer woman dressed up as a porter and the other one with the eyeglass, I should never have known they were women; Lady — what was her name? How I longed to dance just at the very end, I suppose it was the band got me — champagne — delayed reaction? I only had two glasses, still — Oh! No, I don’t think so. What good times we had at the Slade, I was very happy there — Well, I’m very happy now, at least I suppose I am — Can’t have everything in this world — I must look up Grace Hill again when we get back to London, might as well try—’

‘Here we are, Susie, are you asleep?’

‘No, I’m not asleep, but I’ll be glad of my bed.’

‘Well, come on, then. Wait, I must give this driver of Lumsden’s a tip. Where the devil is my purse? Oh, here it is.’

‘Tenez — that’s all right, bon soir.’

‘Merci, monsieur. Bon soir, monsieur et dame.’






  








CHAPTER SEVEN
 

I
 

THEY decided to take it easy the next morning and not go out at all. The English post came in with their coffee — several bills and a bulletin from Mrs. Paget anent Sieglinde and the servants.

Mrs. Paget wrote:

‘Dear little Sieglinde is getting on nicely, though she fretted awful at first. She sleeps on my bed of nights now, as I find she do howl so if not allowed; also she has her meals given regular, but I have to feed her out of my hand, as she refuses if given otherwise. Madam, I feel it my duty to tell you that cook is entertaining men in your absence; also, madam, the party-wall in the servants’ sitting-room do get very hot at times. It’s worst when they ‘as a roaring fire in their kitchen next door. I thought I smelt burning the night before last and sat up with it all night, though I think as one of the others might have been the one to do it, they being younger than me, as I told them. I’m afraid that Rose is following after cook’s example about having young fellers in. Madam, I’d rather you wrote to them yourself, as it’s very unpleasant for me speaking and them answering back. I hope that you and Mr. Hilary are keeping well and having a pleasant holiday.

 

‘Your obedient servant,

‘ANNIE PAGET.’

 

Susan sighed.

‘What’s the matter?’ inquired Hilary from the bed. ‘Oh, nothing, only Sieglinde’s threatening to hunger strike, and the cook’s giving stag parties in our absence and corrupting Rose, and the flue or something is getting red hot in the servants’ hall and needs watching all night, and—’

‘What?’ bellowed Hilary, sitting bolt upright. ‘Good God! If they let the house get on fire with all that valuable stuff we could never replace! That priceless Henry the Seventh hutch and all my pictures and books! Good God!’

‘Oh, lie down, do!’ said Susan sharply, in the voice usually reserved for Sieglinde. ‘We’re insured to the hilt if it does burn down; there’s nothing to make such a fuss about.’

‘Insured! What’s the good of that? Do you think we could ever get the oak again?’

‘Yes, I expect so, that is if we tried hard enough; as good fish come out of the sea as ever went into it.’

‘Well, I tell you we couldn’t. I wish you’d try and talk sense, Susan.’

‘Don’t I talk sense unless I say what I don’t think and what you do think?’ inquired Susan with irritating mildness.

‘No,’ said Hilary rudely.

He subsided under the bedclothes again, pulling them up to his eyes.

‘It’s nothing but worries all the time,’ was his next rather muffled remark.

Susan felt bored and a little anxious; it was evident that trouble was brewing at home. They had put Mrs. Paget in there to spy on the servants, and now what more natural than that she should be spying? But Susan was regretting this precaution of theirs — what the eye didn’t see the heart didn’t grieve over; still, of course, there had been Sieglinde. Well, they couldn’t turn round and go back to England at the very outset of their holiday, and perhaps after all an occasional young man might act as a safety valve. The over-heated flue was a different matter, but even that might not be dangerous, in any case they would have to risk it. Mrs. Paget was probably a fussy old woman. Family treasures were usually a bore, she decided.

By lunch-time Hilary’s ill-humour had melted away. He had come to the firm conclusion that Mrs. Paget was probably fussy. There was no need to worry about things, anyhow.

‘You mustn’t bother your head, my dear. Never meet trouble half-way, Susie.’

Susan refrained from the obvious retort.






  








CHAPTER EIGHT
 

I
 

As they rang the bell at Venetia Ford’s studio in the Rue Bonaparte, Susan felt curiously nervous. She was back in the old student days again, and her frame of mind was young and uncertain. The years of war, the period at Bambury, the frivolous, racketing time in London, were dropping away like a protecting garment, leaving her rather cold and dismayed. She felt as she knew she would have felt had she been a young art student about to meet Venetia in the midst of her masterpieces, shy and utterly inadequate.

The door was opened by a middle-aged manservant dressed in the livery of a French chauffeur. The man was English and not French, however, as she knew the moment he spoke. He showed them into the studio, which was empty. An ebony grand piano stood against one wall, and behind it were a pair of black velvet curtains.

‘Madam is late,’ he explained anxiously. ‘She says, will you excuse her, please, she’ll be here in a quarter of an hour.’

He put two chairs for them opposite the curtains and waited until they were seated; then, walking across the room, he pulled a cord very gently. The curtains slid back in a thick silence, revealing a picture that hung behind them: it was ‘The Weeping Venus.’ The effect was extraordinary. Susan drew a sharp breath and her heart seemed to stop beating for a moment. She looked and then turned her eyes away quickly, as though she had been guilty of an intrusion, had surprised, not only the grief of a goddess, but the aching, poignant, exhausting grief of Woman throughout the ages.

The Venus lay on a sombre couch with a moonlit sky as background. One arm was flung above her head, the other dropped at her side. Susan got the impression of a body languid with too much pleasure, emaciated by too much suffering. Tears fell from under the closed eyelids, and the face seemed to hold the sorrows of all the world. The flesh of the limbs was luminously white; but Susan felt as she looked again that the glow did not come from the moonlight alone, but from something within the figure itself, something hidden, secret and eternal. In spite of its subject, this picture was holy, and bore a strange likeness to holy things. Had Venetia Ford intended that her ‘Weeping Venus’ should suggest a Pietà?

The servant was waiting: he was still standing there unobtrusive but obviously expectant. His eyes were fixed anxiously on Susan’s face, jealously watchful. Presumably he was satisfied with what he saw, for he turned and left the studio, and Susan realized that Venetia Ford was served with both loyalty and devotion.

She began to think of Venetia Ford, of her unexpected voice with its American accent, of her small, inadequate hands that felt so useless when you touched them, and she turned to examine the studio more closely. The walls were hung with this woman’s pictures, here were the originals of some of the photographs. Grey, always grey or fawn or black, on the walls, in the restful furniture, in the pictures. The place was a study in monotones, and yet it was ruthlessly, terribly alive with the dominating personality of Venetia Ford herself.

II
 

Someone had just come into the room, a tall, fair woman dressed in white.

‘I must introduce myself,’ she said, smiling, ‘as Venetia isn’t here to do it for me. I’m Rosamund Randolph. It’s too bad of Venetia to be late like this. You won’t think her rude, will you?’ she inquired with a note of anxiety.

At that moment Venetia herself came in. She had taken off her hat in the hall outside and her hair was a little untidy. She shook it back and stood looking at the three of them with questioning eyes.

‘Well, here I am. I’m late, but I couldn’t help it. You’re not angry with me, are you?’

Without waiting for anyone to answer, she flung herself on to a divan. She was wearing a longish fawn-coloured coat and an odd little shirt with a stiff front. The wide starched collar was very low, revealing the rounded line of her neck. Susan looked from her to ‘The Weeping Venus,’ and then back again. She was thinking that the same curious luminosity was characteristic of both the artist and her picture.

‘Who drew back the curtains?’ inquired Venetia.

‘Your servant, when we first came in.’

‘Oh, Benson!’ said Venetia, and she laughed.

‘Of course, it’s too wonderful!’ Susan began.

‘I know it is,’ said Venetia. And somehow the remark did not sound conceited, but merely the statement of a fact. If Venetia had not known the merits of her picture, she could never have been the great artist who had painted it.

‘It’s rather terrible,’ Susan went on, ‘a terrible conception of love, I mean.’

‘Well, isn’t it like that, nowadays?’ inquired Venetia, tranquilly.

‘I don’t know,’ said Susan, rather bewildered. ‘It’s the beauty of the thing underneath all the terror that makes it so impossible to express in words. I’m not saying half that I want to say to you about it, I don’t believe anybody ever will.’

Venetia had turned, and was studying the Venus with cold, dispassionate eyes.

‘I shall never paint so fine a picture as that again; it’s my greatest work,’ she said thoughtfully.

Miss Randolph was talking to Hilary. They had found a topic of mutual interest in old French literature and early editions. The sun slanted down through the studio window and lit up her soft, fair hair. Her face was worldly and excessively kind, with a pleasant, comprehending kindness, and around the corners of her well-modelled mouth faint lines of humour were visible. From time to time she glanced at Venetia and smiled a little to herself. There was something in the quality of this thoughtful smile that suggested a mother with a well-loved child.

Venetia sat up as though struck by a sudden inspiration.

‘Let’s go round the studio,’ she suggested.

They examined the canvases one after another, while Venetia explained or did not explain the reason of their coming into being. A large framed picture stood on an easel not far from ‘The Weeping Venus.’ Its subject was simple: a girl at a piano. A black cape was thrown back from the girl’s shoulders, her short black hair was brushed off her forehead, her eyes were dropped to her hands on the keys. The face was sad with the dumb, uncomplaining sadness that comes only to youth. But the genius of the picture lay in the hands, the sensitive and arresting hands touching the keys. You knew as you looked at those thin, strong hands exactly what they were playing: they were setting a bit of the pianist’s soul to music before your eyes.

Venetia said:

‘It was here at this piano; she was very unhappy, poor Carla!’

‘It’s the feeling, there’s a kind of heartbreak in it,’ said Susan. ‘I don’t know how you got it.’

‘I waited for that. I waited until she cried all the time she was sitting,’ explained Venetia in a matter-of-fact voice.

Susan looked at her, striving to understand what manner of woman this was. Some people considered her utterly heartless; the girl at the Slade had said so. Venetia was staring at her melancholy picture and stroking her hair with a very brown hand, like a schoolboy in need of a comb; but Susan could not see the expression in her eyes. Were they even a little pitiful? She wondered. Venetia turned and smiled at her with her entrancing smile, the little shadows at the corners of her lips deepening. All in a moment her face was soft, but Susan thought that she detected a spirit of mockery in her eyes.

‘Enfin!’ said Venetia reminiscently.

They followed her into a small room at the back of the studio, a room lined with low bookcases full of books. A kettle was bubbling on a lacquer table, and Rosamund Randolph proceeded to make tea. The window stood wide open, and from the street below they could hear the sharp, harsh cries of Paris. Except for one picture the walls were bare; a picture of white camellias in a bowl, against a black curtain. Susan stared incredulously, then she went across to the picture and looked for initials that she knew she would find there. She felt herself turning a little pale, with a queer, jumbled-up, emotional sensation, that comprised pride and pleasure but also shame. This was her picture of white camellias, she had painted it years ago.

Hilary was saying:

‘What an awfully jolly picture!’

He was looking at it like a disinterested stranger, and she remembered that she had never told him of its existence.

‘Yes, it’s wonderful, I think,’ Venetia replied, ‘I bought it in Bond Street when I was in England. I forget what they told me the artist’s name was, some young thing quite unknown at that time. I have it in here because it makes me feel happy.’

Susan remembered having sold that picture; it had been bought by a dealer from an exhibition. At one time she had speculated as to its ultimate fate; but she had not troubled to inquire, and of recent years she had almost forgotten its existence. Venetia was looking at her. She had only to speak, to say: ‘I painted that picture that you admire so much,’ but a faint yet persistent sense of failure engulfed her. She turned away and was silent.

Venetia’s gaze had shifted; it was concentrated now upon a cut-glass jug of iced coffee. She poured herself out a brimming cup.

‘No, Venetia, put it down!’ commanded Miss Randolph; ‘you won’t sleep a wink to-night!’

She stretched out her hand to seize the cup, but Venetia quickly drank half of its contents in one large gulp. Over the rim of the china cup her eyes surveyed Rosamund defiantly.

Rosamund laughed and shrugged her shoulders.

‘Well, it won’t be my sleepless night,’ she remarked.

Venetia poured out more coffee, which she drank greedily.

‘I love it!’ she breathed with deep satisfaction. ‘It’s well worth a sleepless night!’

They sat there talking of everything but painting, for now that she had left the studio Venetia seemed to have lost all interest in her pictures. She began to eat innumerable sweets, boxes of which were all over the room. She helped herself from first one and then another, while the others smoked and watched her. Susan was glad they had dropped the subject of painting, and she purposely turned her chair so as not to see the white camellias.

She thought: ‘If Venetia Ford thinks my work good, then it must have been very good indeed. I don’t want to tell her I’ve given it all up because I married Hilary.’ Then she thought: I’m being unjust to Hilary. Hilary found me that barn at Bambury so that I could paint. Poor old thing, he was always urging me to work down there. It was I who didn’t feel like it. The war must have got me out of the way of it; I couldn’t get going again, quite natural! No, it wasn’t only the war, it was a lot of things that combined together. My whole life changed completely when I married. There was the big house and Hilary and the servants — oh, lots of things; it does make a difference, say what you please. I wonder if I’ll ever paint again? How can I? It would mean a studio. Well, why not? We could find one — perhaps we could take a larger house in London with a studio attached. No, that wouldn’t do at all, it would have to be in West Kensington or Chelsea or somewhere like that, much too out of the way. Hilary would hate it, and besides we can’t move again so soon.’

But even while she dismissed the idea, she was conscious of a little ache deep down in her somewhere, a kind of homesick feeling, as though she wanted to get back to something that had once been very dear.

III
 

They said good-bye to Venetia and her friend with mutual promises to meet again the next time they were all in Paris. Venetia was going in two days to Capri, and Susan and Hilary would move on soon now. As they walked back towards their hotel it was already dusk. They crossed the wide bridge over the Seine, and stopped for a few minutes to look at the river flowing mysteriously between its embankments with the lights of Paris reflected on its surface. The sky was still pink in one place with after-glow, and here and there a few faint stars were making their appearance. They had stayed a long time with Venetia Ford. It was getting late, it was almost dinner-time.

‘Don’t let’s go home,’ said Susan suddenly; ‘let’s go to your little Bohemian restaurant.’

Hilary looked at her in surprise.

‘But I thought you said—’ he began.

‘Oh, that was yesterday; it’s always pleasant to change your mind.’

He hailed a taxi and gave the address. His little restaurant was still there, it seemed, for the driver knew the place well.

Arrived, they climbed up the dingy stairs to the room on the first floor. It was full of flies; they could hear them buzzing and see their unappetizing traces on the mirrors. The table-cloths were not perfectly clean, and the waiters were all perspiring freely, large beads of perspiration stood out on their foreheads. Hilary secured a table against the wall and turned to look at his neighbours. They appeared to be of the bourgeois class, with napkins tucked into their collars. They bent nearly double over their food, and one fat old man with a heavy paunch ogled the menu lasciviously. Hilary noticed his short, thick fingers drumming on the table with impatience. A smell of slightly musty grease tinged with cheese and apples and cigar smoke permeated the room, in spite of the fact that the windows were open. Above the clatter of plates and the babble of voices he could hear their next-door neighbour sucking in soup.

Hilary ordered the dishes that he remembered having ordered there before, beginning with Croûte au Pot, and ending with Omelette au Rhum; then he fanned himself vigorously with the menu and glanced sideways at Susan. The food when it came, after too long a wait, proved very inferior to his memory of it. Perhaps the place had gone off since the war, certainly its clientele were no longer at all interesting. Their neighbour had made short work of his soup, and was now engrossed in eating peas with a knife. Hilary found himself staring fascinated at the skill of this horrid performance. Some parents opposite with three small children could be heard rebuking their offspring.

‘Mais voyons, Jean, écoute ton Papa!’

‘Mais finis donc, Marie, on ne crâche pas dans les rince-bouches!’

Susan said:

‘That was a marvellous picture!’

‘Which one?’ inquired Hilary, wondering when Marie would stop spitting into the finger-bowl.

Susan frowned. If he didn’t know which picture she meant, she didn’t want to tell him, it would obviously be useless to discuss it.

‘I thought that Venus,’ went on Hilary innocently, ‘was more like a corpse than a goddess, didn’t you? The colour of the flesh looked all wrong to me. And what made her choose such a hideous model?’

Susan was silent, then she changed the subject.

‘Have you heard from the hotel at Santa Chiara again?

I think we might be getting on there now, don’t you?’ He nodded.

‘They’ve got our rooms reserved all right, supposing we start on Tuesday?’

He wished he had not ordered Omelette au Rhum; the very look of it made him feel hot, sizzling there with the flames all round it. He wondered how he had ever thought this pot-house agreeable — an atrocious place. And the omelette was bad — he suspected the eggs of not being fresh, and noticed that Susan had left her portion almost untasted. He wished she would say something, even if it were only to complain of the cooking or find fault with him. She had been unusually silent through dinner, and he thought she looked patient, which was irritating. He felt that he ought to apologize to her for having suggested the Café des Etoiles; but something, perhaps it was his own disappointment, made him pretend that they had dined very well. He was disappointed, peevishly so. Of course, it was only a very small incident; still, it was the small things that made up life, one was generally bound to react to trifles.

They paid their bill and got up to go.

‘Do you want to walk home, dear?’ inquired Susan.

The tone of her voice confirmed his suspicion; she was being patient, it was written all over her. The day before, he had longed to roam Paris, to walk through the streets when the lamps were lit. He had felt aggrieved because Susan would not go to dinner at this very place where they had just dined, he had hated the idea of the Café de Paris. Now here was Susan humbly acquiescent, obviously trying to suggest the right thing; it was almost as though she had divined his thoughts in their bedroom yesterday afternoon. But he did not want to walk home at all, he found. When it came to the point he felt hot and rather uncomfortably full of the wrong sort of food, eaten without enjoyment.

‘I think you look rather tired, Susie; we’d better take a taxi, it’s a long way from here.’






  








CHAPTER NINE
 

I
 

THEY stood in the doorway waiting for the bus that would take their luggage to the station. They had all been up since seven a.m., though the train did not leave until eleven-forty. But Hilary, oppressed by his ever-growing sense of responsibility, had insisted on this early rising, and even so they had all been late, and now the bus was late too. Owing to Susan’s innumerable purchases the trunks had refused to close. At the last moment Hilary had had to jump up and down on one of them. When in the end, entirely owing to his exertions, the lid of this trunk had gone down into place, when Susan triumphant if somewhat flushed had crouched with a finger pressed to the hasp, when, in fact, their last trouble seemed to have been surmounted, then Alice was found to have mislaid the keys, so the lid flew open again.

‘But where did you put them?’ Susan had asked, with something very like tears in her voice; and Alice had begun to ransack the room, throwing open drawers and wardrobes, looking in the most unlikely places, with every evidence of panic.

In the end she found she had the keys in her pocket.

‘Why, here they are, after all!’ she had said nonchalantly.

And now the bus was ten minutes late. Ten minutes late! And Hilary had made such a point of having it early. He had explained at great length the day before that with so much luggage they must be in time. ‘My wife hates anything like a rush for the train,’ was how he had put it to the concierge. Their mountain of boxes stood in the hall, with a lesser mountain of hand luggage reposing beside it.

 

The clock in the office struck half-past ten and Hilary literally fumed.

At a quarter to eleven the bus arrived.

‘Dépêchez vous!’ commanded Hilary.

The driver and the porter smiled reassuringly.

‘Monsieur a du temps,’ they told him.

But he could not believe that he was in good time, not with Alice and all those trunks. At the station the weighing began. The over-weight was again enormous, judging from the amount it cost. Hilary was afraid he would run short of money, and wished he had changed more at Cook’s. The Gare de Lyons was teeming with people, it seemed more crowded than usual. He was dreadfully nervous of losing Alice in the rush, she might so easily elude him. The girl was getting on his nerves, he told himself, he was gradually growing to hate her smug incompetence. In his irritation he decided that she did things on purpose to annoy him. Why, for instance, would she insist on walking ahead of their two porters instead of keeping beside them as he had ordered her to do? Susan seemed calm to the verge of indifference; and well she might be, thought Hilary bitterly, with no responsibility on her shoulders. In the end they found their compartment quite easily, and were well settled in before the train moved.

Hilary said:

‘That’s all right!’ and pretended to read Le Rire.

In reality he was anxiously thinking about his health and concluding that he must be far from well. Something was evidently very wrong with him; he was just a bundle of nerves. The thought of a journey appalled him, with the luggage and Alice and Susan and things. Things, that was it, there were so many things, hundreds of them closing in around one. And yet he had never felt like this before, and he had travelled nearly all over the world. ‘I’ve roamed about more than most men,’ he thought, but remembered that hitherto the roaming had been done alone; that did make a difference, of course it did.

By the evening he began to feel happier; it was good to be going back to Italy. He thought of the vines and of bare-footed girls with baskets balanced on their heads. There was Genoa that he longed to show Susan, especially the old part down by the sea; they would certainly stay two days in Genoa. He looked across at Susan where she sat in the opposite corner reading tranquilly. Susan was never untidy when she travelled, she always looked fresh in spite of the smuts. He was glad that she managed to keep so neat, a slovenly woman would have driven him mad. He decided that Susan was very pretty indeed, and supposed that this should excuse her luggage. You couldn’t have it both ways in this world. If you had a pretty wife you must also have her trunks, and if you had her trunks you must have her maid to pack them.

II
 

They thoroughly enjoyed their dinner in the restaurant, and, soothed by good food and a bottle of wine, decided to turn in early. Hilary handed over their keys to the conductor, with strict injunctions that they were not to be disturbed at the frontier. This had been the custom in pre-war years and apparently still held good, for the man promised to get their trunks through the douane at Modane. He inquired, however, if madame had any new garments.

‘Good gracious, no!’ lied Susan glibly.

When they were alone Hilary said:

‘Have you taken the price tickets off those things, darling? You remember I spoke to you about that in Paris.’

‘Of course I have,’ she reassured him, ‘Alice spent yesterday morning doing nothing else.’

He stood smoking in the corridor with the other husbands whose wives were undressing. These men all looked very cheerful, he thought, not at all weighed down by domesticity. He pushed up his patch and rubbed his eye, which was aching a little.

‘Hilary!’

That was Susan calling. He went in and found her in bed.

He undressed slowly, looking about as he did so for any available space in which to put his clothes, but he found none. Susan had taken all the hooks, and her dressing-bag occupied the table. Oh, well, it was natural enough, a woman’s clothes did take up a lot of room, though he could never quite understand why, for Susan, at all events, appeared to dress in a few wisps of chiffon. In the end he folded his garments into as small dimensions as possible, and put them on the end of his berth, after which he climbed in himself and was soon in a deep sleep.

III
 

It was between one and two a.m. when Hilary woke up suddenly. Someone was shaking him by the arm and talking French in his ear.

He sat up blinking and grumbling.

‘What the devil’s the matter?’

The conductor made a deprecating gesture.

‘They have taken your trunks from the train, monsieur; there are dutiable articles in them.’

‘But what have they done with the trunks?’ demanded Hilary, wide awake in an instant.

‘They have taken them all to the Custom House for a fuller examination.’

‘I never heard such rot in my life! The luggage is always examined in the train on this journey.’

The conductor shrugged his shoulders.

‘They have found some dutiable articles, monsieur; and the Italians love money, especially since the war!’

‘The French love money too,’ muttered Hilary in English, remembering what he had paid on their overweight of luggage.

‘If monsieur will come with me — ,’ the conductor began.

‘Come with you, but where?’

‘To the Custom House, monsieur.’

‘What, at this time of night? Well, let me at least get a few clothes on.’

‘Monsieur, there is no time, you must come as you are — a coat, that is all — the train is very late already.’

Hilary swung his thin legs over the upper berth, and just missed treading on Susan’s face.

‘What is it?’ she inquired sleepily.

‘They’ve found God knows what in your trunks. I’ve got to go out to the Custom House.’

‘Well, don’t catch cold, darling, whatever you do,’ she cautioned, snuggling down.

He dragged on an overcoat over his pyjamas; his bedroom slippers flopped as he walked, and the cold night air blew round his ankles. In the Custom House he beheld their trunks stretched out on the operating-table; most of their insides lay scattered around them in dreadful, untidy heaps. A squat official with very wide shoulders held something suspended aloft. His attitude reminded Hilary of Perseus displaying the head of Medusa. On closer inspection the trophy proved to be a boudoir cap.

Hilary mustered his Italian, but found it very rusty. He suspected, to his intense chagrin, that he was putting O’s and I’s on to words that bore no kinship to the language. The official shook the cap in his face and pointed to a little ticket, the ticket that told the price of the cap and the name of the shop it had come from. Hilary’s heart sank, but he controlled his expression.

‘I regret,’ he began with overdone civility, ‘I deeply regret that my wife should have forgotten to tell me of this small purchase, so that we might have declared it; it is, however, the only new article of any kind in our trunks.’ The official grinned and seized Susan’s evening cloak. ‘If one thing is new, as this ticket proves, there are surely many others,’ he said. ‘My suspicions have been aroused.’

‘Well, at all events that coat’s not new; my wife bought it in London last year.’

The official peered slyly behind the collar, then looked almost pityingly at Hilary.

‘Grand Magasin du Louvre,’ he read aloud from the little silk label.

By this time others had joined the hunt, and Susan’s pretty underclothes were being displayed for the benefit of curious officials. They gathered round in pleased excitement, fingering the delicate fabrics with dirty hands.

‘I fear,’ said the principal tormentor solemnly, ‘that this lady is undoubtedly a dressmaker. She is probably going to sell these garments in Milan.’

‘She’s nothing of the kind,’ protested Hilary; ‘and besides, this train doesn’t go to Milan.’

‘Ah!’ said the official, ‘that only makes it all the more suspicious. Had the train been going direct to Milan—’

‘This is outrageous!’ Hilary exclaimed, his self-control deserting him fast. ‘You throw my wife’s clothes all over your disgustingly dirty Custom House, and then you accuse her of being a dressmaker. It’s little short of disgraceful!’

The Tormentor dug deeper into the trunk.

‘My suspicions were aroused,’ he repeated complacently.

‘Had it not been that my suspicions were aroused—’

Of course, Hilary paid in the end, and paid an enormous sum. The Customs officials gave him several documents to prove their absolute integrity. He had never seen such documents before, and could make neither head nor tail of them, except that in one which he was asked to sign he declared himself to be a species of dishonest rogue, who had wilfully set out to cheat the Italian Government. He paid duty on everything, as far as he could see, including an old pair of suspenders; also a fine for non-declaration. It was a nerve-racking experience. The officials began to repack the trunks while Hilary stood by helplessly. He saw Susan’s clothes being crushed almost to pulp, the better to get them in. There had been no time to rouse up Alice, and the things would probably be ruined.

‘Well, let them be ruined!’ he muttered furiously as he made his way back to the train.

Susan sat up as he entered their compartment, and he noticed with a sense of positive outrage that she was wearing a new boudoir cap.

‘Well!’ he began, and then stopped for want of words to express his feelings.

‘Darling, I’m afraid you’ve caught cold; you look dreadfully pinched and blue.’

‘Caught cold?’ thundered Hilary. ‘I should think I have caught cold! Of all the damned, infernal idiocy—’

He proceeded to narrate in strangled phrases the crime of the forgotten ticket.

‘And,’ he concluded in a kind of bitter triumph, ‘and I expect you’ll find all your new clothes ruined; they’ve been hurled back anyhow into the trunks.’

He felt that Susan deserved this, and paused, expectant, to watch the shot go home.

‘That ought to make Susan sit up!’ he thought.

But it seemed to have quite the contrary effect.

‘What an awful bore!’ she remarked, lying down again.

Hilary turned to pace the floor, but the lack of space precluded this form of exercise. His hair stood out in a ridiculous crest, his thin nose was pinched and red, and Susan, watching through half-closed eyelids, thought he looked like an angry bird. He was in a blind and childish fury that cried out for adequate expression. His eyes roved round the tiny compartment, but lit upon nothing suitable. Then suddenly he noticed a book that Susan had been reading, lying on top of her dressing-case. With trembling fingers he picked it up and hurled it on to the floor. Feeling greatly relieved, he went back to his bed and tried to get warm under the blankets.

‘I wonder if you’ve got any foreign blood in you anywhere?’ Susan remarked drowsily.

IV
 

Their arrival at Genoa was devoid of incident, except for a plague of porters. These eager and avaricious creatures swarmed round them like locusts. No less than five of them seized their bags, each struggling in turn to get a firm hold. In the end there were two who, failing all else, clung tenaciously to the labels. This first contingent went as far as the door, where they dropped the bags and looked greedy. A space of not more than three yards divided the bags from the hotel bus, and this was covered by six more porters who instantly fell on their prey. Hilary poured out handfuls of money to a rumble of grunts and growls. Nobody seemed at all pleased with their tip, and one of the porters spat.

‘I can’t make it out,’ said Hilary, bewildered; ‘it wasn’t like this before the war.’

Susan had settled herself in the bus, and her face wore a beatific expression. She caught Hilary’s hand and squeezed it rapturously.

‘Italy!’ she murmured, ‘Italy!’

‘Yes, it’s Italy all right, not much doubt about that; those porters were positive blood-suckers.’

‘Oh, Hilary, they had such lovely white teeth; Hilary, I’m in Italy at last. I can positively smell the grapes!’ Hilary thought that the bus smelt of garlic, but mercifully held his peace. They drove to the new hotel on the hill, a splendid, palatial erection. In the marble hall the manager met them and addressed Susan as ‘Milady.’ The place was so very impressive, and they themselves were so travel-stained, that Hilary engaged a suite with a bathroom, feeling that he could do no less with the manager’s eyes upon him.

Their large double bedroom looked over the harbour, their bathroom was tiled in white from floor to ceiling. Susan declared that everything was perfect — Italy, the hotel, even Hilary. They took turns to wallow in piping hot baths, and then, having dressed, went down to luncheon in a marble banqueting-hall. Most of the tables were empty; there were very few visitors, and those few were quite obviously German. The guttural speech of the Fatherland mingled unashamed with the soft Italian of the waiters. The Germans were treated with servile deference and attended to with great alacrity. Hilary and Susan waited for their lunch while a corpulent Teuton was fed. The Germans appeared to have plenty of money, judging from the prices on the bill of fare. Hilary had never met such prices before, they were passing the dreams of avarice.

When at last they had finished their lunch he found a mistake on his bill. He was charged for a bottle of expensive wine which a German had drunk almost under his nose, and he protested with some annoyance.

‘Of course,’ said Hilary, ‘they were always grabby, but it seems to be much worse now.’

Susan laughed happily. It was only a mistake, she declared, mistakes did occur on bills sometimes. He mustn’t begin to get fussy over money, especially in Italy, where it ought not to count.

They remained in Genoa for just two days, then left for Santa Chiara. Their hotel bill was phenomenal. Hilary said that it ought to be framed. The bus which took them to and from the station, a three minutes’ drive each time, was charged on the bill at sixty lire, with a statement that thirty lire was for transport of passengers, the remainder for transport of luggage. Hilary did his best to explain that they and their luggage had been carried together, and that moreover the design of an hotel bus suggested that luggage should be placed on its top. But the smart young man in the cashier’s office shrugged his shoulders and looked superior.

‘That has recently become our custom,’ was his only reply.

A feeling of helplessness began to grow on Hilary, the more so as it soon became evident that Susan would side against him. She was already getting to the stage when Italy could do no wrong — a kind of ecstatic, mesmeric condition that rendered argument impossible. Hilary remembered having had disputes about money in the old days; but then they had only involved a few shillings, whereas now they ran into pounds. Moreover, before the war the arguments had usually been friendly, and had ended in good-natured smiles; whereas now he felt constantly on the verge of temper, so preposterous were the demands. He was glad that they were leaving Genoa; it was nothing but a town of tradesmen, he told himself, and amply justified the Italian proverb that it takes seven Jews to make a Genoese.

‘It won’t be like that at Santa Chiara, Susie; the people there are so simple and unspoilt; they’re the nicest folk in all Italy.’

Susan nodded.

‘I do hope,’ she said, ‘that you won’t go on bargaining and disputing in shops; it’s so dreadfully mean to beat them down, with the exchange in our favour and Italy so poor. I should think they must hate the English!’






  








CHAPTER TEN
 

I
 

DONNA VITTORIA NERI doled out ladlefuls of iced orangeade into Venetian goblets. The golden liquid blurred the glasses with a rime of delicious frost; sprigs of green and floating cherries bumped against your lips as you drank.

Donna Vittoria’s pale old hands with their protruding veins looked like ivory inlaid with lapis-lazuli. On her fingers she wore some splendid rings, and her nails were pointed and polished. Her bright, black eyes were intensely interested in all that they chanced to light upon. Her mouth had smiled kindly for so many years that soft little lines had gathered round it, always ready to deepen in laughter; but her nose was high-bridged and rather severe, her snow-white hair impressive.

She was sitting now on the wide, stone terrace of her villa at Santa Chiara. The villa was large and old and beautiful, and full just now of a mysterious green darkness, for the shutters were closed across the windows. The terrace on which Donna Vittoria sat with her guests was shaded by an awning of sailcloth whose colour matched the orangeade in the Venetian goblets. Lemon trees in terra-cotta jars stood evenly spaced along the balustrade, and beyond in the fragrant and rather untidy garden oranges shone through their dark, pointed leaves. The air was almost frighteningly still. A leaf dropped from a bush on to the stone of the terrace, and everyone heard the short, crisp sound it made.

Hilary glanced out under the awning.

‘Earthquake weather?’ he queried.

Donna Vittoria shook her head.

‘No, there is too much sun for that, I think; it is usually the dull, grey days that mean earthquakes.’

Her voice was soft and slightly singsong, having a kind of rhythm about it. Her English was rather studied, as though culled from the English classics. She turned to look at Hilary’s wife and smiled a little as she did so.

‘You are really so very pretty, Mrs. Brent, that I cannot help staring at you. You don’t mind my doing so, do you, cara? I have known your Hilary since he was a baby?’ Susan blushed, embarrassed at the open interest she was arousing.

‘Ma si, si, com’e carina!’ exclaimed a fat little Neapolitan princess. ‘Guarda come ha i capelli lisci!’ and she stroked Susan’s glossy hair.

Her two plain daughters in their yellow dresses stared enviously at Susan, who had found so charming a husband. They both admired Hilary enormously. Donna Vittoria pressed cakes on her guests, little sweet cakes covered with jam and sugar; but the princess reached over and took a large peach, which she skinned without removing her green kid gloves.

Marchese Miranelli, dressed in white duck naval uniform, was lounging near Susan and rolling cigarettes. Every now and then his arm touched hers and lingered a little as though by accident. He was still very young, with crisp brown hair and the fine athletic figure so common in Italy. He admired his figure very much himself, and was at some pains to show it off whenever occasion offered. He was proud, too, of his English, which he could talk very fast and with only an occasional mistake. He was at all times a most prolific talker, but especially so when under the stimulus of a new sex attraction. He had married beneath him, but his wife was rich. Her father was one of the so-called ‘sharks’ that had profiteered during the war. Marchesa Miranelli was a fair-haired, sallow woman with a mouth that always looked as though she were sneering, and this peculiarly disagreeable expression marred any pretensions to good looks that she might otherwise have had. She was known in Santa Chiara as the greatest spreader of unkind scandal, and treated with civility out of fear rather than love. She was said to be very jealous of Gigi, who had married her chiefly to have his debts paid, and who, now that they were settled, at least for the moment, was obviously feeling the urge of his southern temperament.

The Baron and Baroness Farola completed the little party who had gathered at the Villa to meet Susan. ‘Il barone Beppo!’ as Farola was often called, was a person of some importance as long as he remained in the vicinity of his own domain. He and Donna Vittoria were neighbours, their vineyards practically touched each other on the hills behind Santa Chiara. He had been very handsome as a boy, and still handsome when he had married; but now, although scarcely middle-aged, he was growing completely bald. His curious aquamarine coloured eyes and fair skin pointed backwards over the centuries to the northern invasion that had swept down on Italy and left its indelible traces. But although he resembled his northern ancestors in appearance, his mentality could never have been theirs. He was entirely indolent, disliking all mental effort. He could speak no language but his own, and declared lazily that he did not wish to do so. He liked best to speak Genoese dialect, and was honestly homesick when very far away from his native province. He had never been outside Italy, but he despised the English and foreigners in general, and did not really care for Italians unless they were Genoese. He had married Violet Battestini, whose mother had been English, because Violet had inherited from her Italian father not only an ancient title, but a great deal of valuable property in Genoa.

Violet, always plump, was now immensely fat, and more indolent than her husband, if that were possible. Her Italian was execrable, for she had never troubled to learn it properly, and having been brought up in London by a middle-class mother during her years of minority after her father’s death, she spoke both Italian and English with a slight Cockney twang. However, she was kindly and delighted to meet Susan, with whom she could talk what she considered to be her own language, and discuss the London shops.

Susan liked this large, lazy and very homesick woman, whose unrestrained figure heaved heavily as she sighed. Susan realized that Violet looked with cold eyes on the orange trees of Santa Chiara, and longed for the lilacs and laburnums of Wimbledon. Poor Violet, her days were spent in reading all the lighter English novels, or eagerly devouring the society pictures in The Tatler and The Sketch. She was there in Santa Chiara in the flesh, it is true, but the soul of her was away in a suburban drawingroom, absorbed in a discussion of the English Royal Family, with whose doings she herself was intimately acquainted.

A little wind rustled the lemon trees. The awning flapped once and then hung limp again. The afternoon sun had been creeping round, and was now sinking slowly towards a vine-covered hill. A strong, sweet smell came up from the garden, where the jasmine was breathing more freely in the shade. Clouds of midges and gnats swarmed under the trees wherever the shelter was thickest, and Donna Vittoria’s very old bull-dog, walking stiffly towards her, lay down on the steps. Someone was singing beyond the wall; the clip, clip of a mule’s hoofs kept time to the song. The sky turned to sunset, the hills to purple. A servant brought lamps into the room behind the terrace.

Donna Vittoria got up. ‘It is getting damp,’ she announced, ‘my old bones tell me so.’

She stood there, a tall and gracious old lady, waiting for her guests to follow her indoors. An aloofness, so slight as to be scarcely perceptible, clung about her. One felt as one looked at her that she had lived too long, thereby exposing herself to much rude vulgarity, which, however, must always leave her untouched. One felt also that she would never condemn, while being genuinely surprised at the crudeness of the times. Rather would she stand there quietly and let it surge round her, her bright black eyes full of tolerant interest, the interest of a heart too big to stop beating.

Her guests took leave of her in the vast, dim drawingroom, with its cool marble floor and grey walls. The men kissed her hand, including Hilary, and the two young Principessine curtsied over it gravely. Susan wished that she were a man so that she too might kiss her hand, or at least a young virgin who could have curtsied. This old Italian gentlewoman made her feel humble, and she longed to perform some act of quiet reverence.

‘I wish she were my mother,’ thought Susan regretfully. ‘Why isn’t she my mother? I’d love to belong to her.’

II
 

The beach at Santa Chiara was a terrible contrast to Donna Vittoria’s villa. Hilary, remembering the usual procedure, had been at some pains to engage a cabin near the Casino, at what had once been known as the good end of the beach. He had ordered some comfortable chairs to be put in front of their cabin, and now on the third day after their arrival he and Susan had gone down happily to bathe.

It was ten o’clock on a hot but perfect morning. The sea was calm, the coast lay like a green sickle round the tiny bay. On the left rose up the open campanile of the parish church, with blue sky showing between its arches. But the villa of Miranelli’s father-in-law, very new, very pink and extremely large, jutted out on the pont beyond the old town, with a handsome flag streaming from its flagstaff. There were other new villas on that side of the bay, among them that of Miranelli’s brother-in-law. This last had a touch of Art Nouveau about it; there were frescoes of dolphins just under the roof, and a mermaid held up the lightning conductor.

Hilary frowned as he looked in the direction of these new villas. The line of the hillside was broken and defaced, trampled under foot by much insolent wealth. In a curve of the bay, among the old fishing-boats, a large motor-launch was anchored, its brass flashing in the sun.

‘What’s the matter?’ inquired Susan. ‘What are you staring at?’

‘At the things that were not here last time,’ he replied.

They undressed and went for a swim. In half an hour they came back, and, filled with the joy of the warm, buoyant water, they made their way up the beach to their cabin.

‘Hallo!’ exclaimed Hilary, ‘what have we here?’

A young man, naked to the waist, had sunk wet and dripping into Susan’s deck-chair. He was evidently enjoying gentle dalliance with a maiden who was vigorously pelting him with sand. Hilary stared coldly at this playful episode; but the youth made no effort to move, though the chair he was sitting in quite obviously belonged to Susan’s cabin. Even when Susan had gone in to change the young man sat on and continued to be pelted with sand, which was by now thickly sprinkled over everything in his vicinity.

‘Scusi,’ said Hilary, ‘but this is our chair.’

The youth grinned and got up slowly. The chair was damp from his wet body, and Hilary stood it out in the sun to dry. He quickly withdrew it again, however, for an armful of sand landed on to the seat. The beach was becoming crowded. Groups of women wearing large diamond ear-rings sat talking loudly outside the adjacent cabins. They discussed the most intimate details of their households, while permitting their children to make themselves thoroughly odious. These children screamed like so many siren whistles; they fought or fell down or threw sand into each other’s eyes. Indeed, it seemed to Hilary that this mania for creating a miniature dust storm had become universal. On all sides people were hurling sand about as though they were demented.

Hilary was beginning to feel prim. He disliked the noise and the mess, but even more he disliked the half-naked youths who sprawled so ungraciously all over the beach beside the young girls. These girls for the most part wore scant swimming suits, their fat thighs protruding unashamed, their overripe figures defined by damp jerseys. They were silly, they were vulgar, they shrieked with laughter, they rolled in the sand and the young men rolled with them. Their play was rough and immodest; at times it was almost cruel. It was as though they were revenging themselves on some enemy, perhaps the traditions of the past. Their strident young voices shrieked defiance, their wet hair hung down into their eyes. They were utterly ugly and undesirable in this mood of self-conscious abandon. A brawny young man seized a girl by the arms and dragged her backwards towards the sea. He pushed her into the water while his friends applauded from the beach.

Susan came out from her cabin and sank into a chair. No sooner had she done so than a bronzed young hooligan began to bounce a ball on the awning above her head. As was inevitable, the ball bounced eventually into Susan’s lap, and Hilary glared.

‘Oh, this is intolerable!’ he muttered.

He looked about him anxiously for Donna Vittoria. She had always come down to the beach in the old days, but now was nowhere to be seen.

‘No wonder, thought Hilary; ‘I suppose she can’t stand this rabble.’

At that moment a group of Miranelli’s rich in-laws became animated and extremely noisy. Hilary sighed, realizing that their cabin was next door to Susan’s and his. The fat little bourgeois who owned the white villa with the mermaid lightning conductor could be heard recounting his adventures at the Savoy Hotel in London. He went constantly to England, travelling for his firm. His father, also fat, wore a black alpaca coat, and mopped his brow continually with a doubtful handkerchief. He seemed to be suffering from acute nasal catarrh, judging by the sounds that reached Hilary’s ears.

Presently Marchesa Miranelli herself joined the group; very beautifully dressed, but more sallow than ever in the sharp morning light. Her unhappy eyes looked about restlessly as though in search of something.

Miranelli sauntered by in his swimming suit, his beautiful figure displayed to perfection. His arms and neck were burnt to the colour of dark bronze, his crisp hair curled, still wet from his bathe.

‘Good morning!’ he said, dropping down beside Susan.

He disdained to notice the family group, though his wife was staring at him angrily. He looked up at Susan with fictitiously faithful brown eyes and the naïve expression of an amorous schoolboy. She closed the book she had been trying to read and smiled down at him. He reminded her of a Greek statue, so perfect was the poise of his athletic young body.

She thought: ‘Hilary looks blue when he comes out of the water, nearly all Englishmen do; but this creature here is positively glowing.’ Then she felt suddenly sorry for Hilary, who couldn’t help looking blue, after all.

Miranelli was talking very fast in his fluent English. It struck her that he was talking about himself for the most part, but his frank egotism amused her. He was planning excursions in his father-in-law’s yacht, which he mendaciously told Susan belonged to him. They must sail over to Genoa one day soon and come back by moonlight, he said; he felt sure that she would find this amusing. The yacht was very splendid, it seemed, a large racing yacht that had cost a good deal of money. He himself always took charge of her. He was very keen on sailing, especially round this particular coast where sudden squalls added a spice of adventure to the fun. His long, brown hand fingered the pages of her book as he talked; he was very confident, in spite of his schoolboy expression.

Hilary had found an old friend, with whom he had turned away, a middle-aged Englishman who lived at Santa Chiara. His name was Dixon, and his only pretension to fame lay in the fact that he bathed in the middle of winter when the sea was dangerously cold. It was his boast that he never missed swimming for one day throughout the year, no matter what the weather might be. The less Spartan inhabitants of Santa Chiara thought him mad but harmless, and awaited his demise with friendly excitement. However, he cheated them regularly year by year, and looked rather younger, so Hilary thought, than when he had last seen him.

‘It’s all so terribly changed!’ complained Hilary, glad of a sympathetic ear.

’Changed?’ exclaimed Dixon. ‘My dear man, the place is ruined. Italy’s ruined, it’s going downhill fast.’

Hilary nodded.

‘It’s the people, they’ve grown so sophisticated, they’re not a bit like they used to be. I had to make quite a row about my deck-chairs; old Luini at the Casino wanted me to pay three times more than I’d ever paid before.

‘He would!’ said Dixon in a voice of satisfaction; ‘they’re all thieves and robbers, especially here. I tell them they’re positive brigands.’

‘Those new villas over there look too awful, they ruin the point,’ Hilary went on discontentedly.

Dixon agreed.

‘It’s the Pesce Cani, the sharks!’ he said; ‘they’re eating us all up, devouring us bodily.’

He was launched now, delighted to find a new person to whom he could recount his own grievances. Everyone invariably wished to cheat him; the bank had cheated him over the exchange. The watch-maker in the town had tried to steal his gold watch; it was very unsafe to leave any valuable English watch with an Italian watch-maker for repairs. The hotel at which he had lived for years was no longer comfortable. The manager was trying to raise the price of his board, outrageous when you came to consider what an excellent client he had been. He had protested, and in consequence the manager and the whole staff were making his life unendurable. Hilary would understand what he meant — little neglects, little irritations, they hoped to get rid of him, hoped that he would go. He was hated these days because he was English; it had occurred to him more than once that his life was in danger — no, really, he was quite serious, there was a strange spirit of savagery about since the war. It was unsafe now to walk up in the mountains alone, people hurled rocks on your head if they could, the peasants were growing very dangerous. A falling rock had killed a man only last year. They had called it a landslide, but that was all rot, everyone knew that the man had been unpopular. The trains were unsafe, in the hands of the Communists, accidents happened every few weeks. A waiter at his hotel was a Bolshevik, a desperate kind of fellow whom they were afraid to dismiss. Had Hilary noticed the Communists in Genoa? No? Oh, well, the town was swarming with them. Why, they had actually attacked Dixon himself once in the street; he had only saved his life by dodging into a shop.

Hilary listened incredulously. Obviously Dixon had become the man with a grievance, possibly too he was a little mad. But in spite of his exaggerations, much that he said reminded Hilary of things that he had noticed himself but had tried not to take too seriously. One thing was quite certain, all the friendliness had gone from Santa Chiara, an atmosphere of antagonism pervaded the whole place. Hilary thought of the threatening inscriptions that he and Susan had noticed scrawled on the walls: ‘Viva Lenin!’

‘Viva la Revoluzione!’ Side by side with these inscriptions would appear the emblem of the Fascio; the axe and the rods, menacing, warning, compelling to law and order.

The remembrance of a night in Genoa came back to him. He and Susan had been awakened by a quick volley of pistol shots, followed by a strange and savage cry: ‘Eya, Eya, Eya, A là, là!’ The cry was taken up by many voices; it sounded now here, now there, sharp, hard, and with a clang to it, as though some steel missile were being pitched backwards and forwards in the darkness. He had felt rather apprehensive, thinking of Susan and Alice, but the sound had apparently filled Susan with excitement. She had run to the window in spite of his protests, and seeing nothing, had expressed a desire to dress and go out; but on that score Hilary had been adamant. The manager had told him the next morning, when he inquired what the shots had meant, that the Fascisti had been out on a punitive expedition, raiding the premises of some notorious profiteers. On their way back they had met a party of Communists, and bloodshed had ensued. The urbane and dressy hotel manager had given an enormous shrug of his shoulders, as though to express his entire repudiation of Fascisti and Communists alike. Translating his gesture into words he had remarked: ‘Socialisti, ma! — Fascisti, ma chè!’

Hilary shaded his eyes with his hand and looked across the bay to the glaring new villas, the villas for whose aggressive sake grape-vines had been destroyed. They stood for much more than themselves, he thought. They stood for the thing that was destroying Italy, even as they had destroyed the vines — the thing that the Fascio was out to strangle, side by side with Communism.






  








CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

I
 

IT was a week later. Susan had gone to play bridge at the Miranelli’s, with whom she was becoming intimate. They had asked Hilary too, but he had found an excuse at the last moment. He had taken Susan to their handsome front door, and had seen it opened by an expensive-looking manservant, and now he was free for the whole afternoon to wander about as he listed. There were a good many old friends that he wanted to look up — the tobacconist in the square, the man who sold beach shoes, the waiter in the café by the bandstand.

He went in search of the shoemaker first, crossing the square where the post office now stood. The low pink building that formed three sides of this square had once been a convent, and still bore a small black cross on one of its gables. Large orange trees stood in a stiff row in front of the stone arcade; on the left of the square was a carved marble well-head. The fine white dust powdered Hilary’s shoes as he walked. The afternoon sun, fiercely persistent, struck the grains of mica in the dust and caused them to glow like diamonds. From outside a window, very high up, came the sound of a bird singing. Hilary glanced in the direction of the song; it was coming from a cage that looked scarcely more than six inches long, a terrible cage. He turned his eyes away quickly and plodded on.

He found the little shop of the shoemaker, at the end of the town, not far from the gates of Donna Vittoria’s villa. But the name above the door was no longer the same; surely the man had been called Barelli and not Musetto, as now appeared? He went in. An unknown young woman with a baby at her breast looked up at him inquiringly. What might be his pleasure?

‘Is Signor Barelli in?’ asked Hilary.

The woman shook her head and made her eyes tragic.

‘The poor Barelli is dead, Signore, and his wife is dead too. We have taken their shop.’

He bought some sand shoes that he did not want, and turned rather sadly to the street again. The death of Barelli meant nothing for him, and yet the news of it depressed him. He thought of the bird in the six-inch cage, and was careful to avoid that street on the way back. He would go to the café by the bandstand and have a vermouth; his friend Antonio would cheer him up, Antonio had been quite a character in the old days. But Antonio was nowhere to be seen when he reached the café.

‘What’s happened to the waiter that used to be here, a man called Antonio?’ he demanded almost angrily.

The new waiter, a boy with red-rimmed eyes, shook his head very slowly.

‘Antonio? Non so, Signore, non mi ricordo di quel nome.’

‘But he was here for years!’ persisted Hilary.

‘Non ne so niente, Signore.’

‘Send me the Padrone,’ ordered Hilary irritably.

The Padrone arrived and explained with many sighs and shakes of his bald head that Antonio had met death gloriously in the war. He went on to explain at some length that but for the intervention of Italy, Europe must have been lost. Hilary drank up his vermouth and made his escape as quickly as possible in the direction of the tobacconist’s. Ah, he was the same at all events, some comfort in that! Hilary could see his wrinkled old face through the shop window. He was selling stamps to a peasant, who, judging by his clothes, had come down from the mountains. Hilary pushed open the door. A grand old fellow, this tobacconist! Hilary remembered that the man had once been a quartermaster in the Italian navy. Now he had a little shop where he sold postcards and cigarettes, small packets of writing paper, and small bottles of watery ink at exorbitant prices. Hilary’s heart warmed towards the old sinner.

‘Buon giorno, Enrico!’ he cried cheerfully.

The man looked up in evident surprise, and his bushy white eyebrows drew together in a frown.

‘I am busy,’ he remarked, turning his back, ‘I can only serve one customer at a time.’

Hilary felt stiff and cold with displeasure. What a greeting was this after all these years! But he must not misjudge Enrico, he decided; perhaps the black patch had altered his appearance more than he realized. Enrico did not know him in the patch. He waited until the peasant was served, then, stepping up to the counter, pushed up his patch.

‘I am the Signor Brent,’ he explained, smiling. ‘Don’t you remember me, Enrico?’

The old man grunted and shook his head.

‘There are so many Forestieri who come here to profit by the exchange,’ he remarked aggressively. ‘I don’t remember you in particular, Signore.’

‘Give me three packets of Macedonia,’ said Hilary shortly, and pocketing his cigarettes, he left the shop.

II
 

The square was almost entirely deserted except for an army of hidden birds, who chirruped loudly in the ilex trees. Hilary paused to listen to their busy noises, smiling in spite of himself. He turned and made his way towards the parish church. He remembered it well; it was black and white marble, a lovely little specimen set on the hill. He began to ascend the dark, steep street; this was the very old part of the town, only poor people lived in the queer slanting houses. He had liked this street so much in the past, liked the gay coloured rags that flapped on the clothes-lines, and the battered old shrines set over the doorways. He looked for one particular shrine that he remembered, and found it, somewhat aloof as it had always been, set in the side of a high blank wall. The Virgin held out her deprecating hands. Her marble face had grown gentle and a little blurred with the passing of years and the rains thereof. Under the folds of her voluminous gown her form showed heavy with Redemption. He paused to read the words carved on the shrine:

 

‘Voi che passate,

Salutate.’

 

And he bared his head for a moment, before turning again towards the church.

Some women came to their doors as he passed; they shouted remarks to each other about him. He went on slowly, taking no notice; perhaps it was his patch that attracted their attention. The old familiar smells came to his nostrils — the smell of the stream he had just crossed when the water was low, the smell of onions in a market basket, the smell of green vegetables left to decay, the smell of some roses in an old tomato tin, the smell of humanity after hot days in summer. He felt no distaste for this composite odour but hailed it as an old friend, as something that still remained the same in the midst of change. It reassured him even more than the finding of his little shrine, and he sniffed it up gratefully, quickening his steps.

Now he had reached the large, black cross at the top of the hill. A garden with an orange grove lay to the right, he could see the oranges over the wall. On the left of the square stood the parish church; it looked very black and white and neat in the sunshine; and then, as if by magic, the children appeared. Hilary never knew where they came from. The square had been empty a moment before, except for two dogs asleep in the sun. But now it was literally teeming with children, or so it seemed to him in his embarrassment, children who closed in all round him and pointed at his patch.

‘Occhio nero! Occhio nero!’ they shouted, prancing with excitement. ‘Occhio nero! He’s got a black eye. Look at his black eye!’

There was something malicious in their shrill voices as they pressed him on all sides, almost treading on his toes. He looked about anxiously for a stray parent who would rescue him. A woman passed with a basket on her head, but she only laughed. He pushed through the children and went into the church; they would never dare to follow him in there. But barely had he seated himself in the darkest pew he could find, when his attention was attracted by low titterings and whisperings. Turning, he beheld the whole mischievous army collected behind him close to the door.

An old man busily telling his beads glanced over his shoulder, but went on praying. An aged female who was dusting the church gave a grunt of displeasure, but went on dusting. Hilary sat miserably and ridiculously in his pew, hoping to wear out the urchins’ patience. To be mobbed like this was so utterly ludicrous, and yet what could he do? He could think of only three alternatives, none of which were at all palatable. He could sit where he was until the children went home, that is if they did not close the church in the meantime; he could take off his patch surreptitiously and hide it; or, of course, he could lay about him with his walking-stick, which latter alternative fitted well with his humour. It would not be an advisable proceeding, however, as the parents would almost certainly rush to the assistance of their offspring, and a row would ensue. No, it would not do at all to lay about him with his walking-stick, neither would it do to remain indefinitely in the church. The best plan, indeed, the only dignified plan, would be to march home as he had come, patch and all, ignoring the children’s existence.

He strolled resolutely out of the door and addressed what appeared to be the ringleader.

‘I am going immediately to the police,’ he said, with an assumption of dignity.

But the words had no magic, the children only jeered. Then someone picked up a stone and threw it. It all happened very quickly. In less than a minute they had all picked up stones, and Hilary found that he was being followed down the hill by a well-directed volley of missiles. One of the stones caught him neatly on the ankle, and try as he would he could not help limping; he limped amidst shouts of triumph.

It was not until he had reached the square by the bandstand that his enemies ceased from their pastime and went home. They had caught sight of a large carabiniere, very imposing in his blue and red uniform. Hilary might have gone up to this arm of the law and reported the children had he been so disposed, but he felt no inclination to do anything half so sensible.

III
 

Hilary was unreasonably, childishly shaken by the treatment he had received that afternoon. He told himself that he had gone forth prodigal of kindliness and goodwill, only to be rebuffed on all sides. Take, for example, the man who had sold beach shoes; this man had died. Of course, no one could help dying; still, Hilary felt somehow that he ought to have postponed it a little longer. Antonio the waiter had been killed on the battlefield; glorious, very glorious, but how much happier it would have been to have found him at the café ready to bring you a glass of vermouth, and to talk over old times, perhaps to recount his experiences at the front. If it occurred to Hilary that pouring out vermouth for the inhabitants of Santa Chiara might possibly have been somewhat of an anti-climax for Antonio, he pushed this thought aside impatiently. Enrico the tobacconist had been openly discourteous. He had made a parade of keeping Hilary waiting while he prolonged the operation of selling three stamps to a peasant. Evidently Enrico had become tainted with the spirit of the times; he was probably a Communist in thin disguise, and resented the fact that Hilary could afford to buy cigarettes, even though Enrico himself benefited. That was the way with these people, they took your money and hated you because you had it to give them. Dixon was right, Italy was going downhill. When Hilary had finally reintroduced himself to Enrico, the old devil had pretended not to remember him, and had shot off some sarcasm about foreigners who came to Italy for the sole purpose of benefiting by the exchange.

Hilary told himself that he was growing sick to death of this eternal grumbling about the exchange. Was it his fault if it was in favour of England? Did they think that he personally controlled the exchanges of Europe? And anyhow, where would Santa Chiara be, where would Italy be for that matter, if the Forestieri stayed away because the exchange was in their favour? He began to feel a prickly sensation in the region of his spine, the first symptom of that John Bullishness that lurks deep down in every Englishman, however cosmopolitan he may think himself. He was disconcerted when he realized that he was muttering savagely: ‘Damned Italians! Damned lot of foreigners!’ as he limped across the square.

His ankle was aching pretty badly; the urchin who had thrown that stone must have had plenty of practice. He sat down under the ilex trees and nursed his ankle and his grievances. He did not attempt to delude himself into the belief that he cared a damn about the spiritual deterioration of Italy, at least he did not care about it at that moment. What he did care about, and that very much, was the effect of that deterioration in regard to himself. He had come away for pleasure and rest, and he was getting neither. He had come away feeling friendly, wishing to be friendly, because it was impossible to enjoy a holiday otherwise, and he bitterly resented the open antagonism that his own personality could not dispel. Moreover, if people cheated him they must do so with discretion, with tact, they must smile and be affable, outwardly friendly, at all events. He must not be made to feel that he was being robbed; the robbers must be modest in their demands, slightly subservient in their manner, always haunted and restrained by the invisible but ever present Union Jack that floated above him.

His ankle twinged and something wetted his fingers, a little blood was oozing through his sock. Filled with self-pity and no small amount of chagrin at the thought of the ridiculous figure he would cut if this incident should get about, he hobbled back to the hotel.

IV
 

Susan had not arrived home when he went up to their bedroom. He looked at his watch and felt annoyed and then anxious. Why was she so late? But before he had had time to get properly worked up, she came in looking radiant.

‘It’s evident you’ve been winning!’ snapped Hilary.

‘No, I haven’t, I’ve lost.’

‘Oh — I thought from your face—’

‘I’ve had an awfully amusing time in spite of my bad luck. Haven’t you been enjoying yourself, darling?’

‘I have not,’ he said curtly.

He proceeded to tell her his experiences of the afternoon, culminating in the wounding of his ankle. He thought that her attention strayed a little, that she was less perturbed than she should have been, and he exaggerated his limp, hoping to attract sympathy.

Presently she said:

‘But they were only children, darling!’

‘One of them was an infernally good shot, all the same.’

‘Yes, I know; but it’s foolish to get so furious with Italy because a few little peasant boys were naughty and threw stones.’

‘Oh, it’s not that, Susan, don’t be so opaque; it’s the disgusting unfriendliness of the whole place.’

‘I haven’t found it unfriendly, everyone’s been perfectly darling to me.’

He ignored this, continuing with his own train of thought.

‘Fancy allowing children to jeer at a black patch — an affliction!’

‘But, my dear, if they haven’t seen such a thing before, it would look queer.’

‘What, never seen a black patch, with all the wounded during the war?’

‘But perhaps none of the wounded they’ve seen happened to have an injured eye. You must be just.’

‘Just! Perhaps you think I’m a kind of Guy Fawkes! Perhaps you think I look queer!’

‘Don’t be ridiculous! I merely said that to them you probably did look queer.’

‘Oh, all right, I’m a freak! Where’s the Pond’s Extract?’ She fetched it, and stood waiting while he tugged at his shoe-lace, swore irritably and tugged again. Going to her bag, she found scissors and deftly cut the lace. His ankle was badly swollen. When he had gingerly taken off his sock, which had stuck, she dressed and bound up the ankle.

‘Poor old darling, Gulliver and the Lilliputians!’ she murmured.

He growled something inaudible. He felt angry with Santa Chiara, angry with Susan for not understanding why he felt angry, and, worst of all, he felt a fool for feeling angry. He wanted to warn Susan not to tell Miranelli or anyone else about what had happened; it was so ridiculous to have been stoned by small boys. But he suspected that Susan would only laugh at him. She seemed to think the whole occurrence quite trifling and natural.

He dressed for dinner, very self-conscious. He felt almost uncomfortably superior, and yet a little uncertain of his own superiority. He was fussy over tying his tie, and took longer than usual to part his thick hair, making two or three attempts before the line pleased him. He repolished his shoes with a clean pocket-handkerchief, muttering complaints about the valet as he did so. He brushed his jacket vigorously but produced no dust, then returned once again to the mirror and patted his hair. Susan, watching him over the rim of her book, began to whistle ‘Rule, Britannia’ very softly.






  








CHAPTER TWELVE
 

I
 

As Hilary and Susan made their way to their table an incredibly loud noise assailed them. The room was full of Italians, all talking at once. It was remarkable, he thought, how so lovely a language could grow harsh and unpleasant in these people’s mouths. The group at each table knew every other group and the whole of Santa Chiara as well, it seemed, for the names of Miranelli, Farola and Donna Vittoria were bandied about with embarrassing freedom. People shouted their remarks across the room, or wandered over to their friends between the courses, or scolded the waitress, or called greedily for more food, or commented audibly on Susan’s short hair. It reminded Hilary of an undisciplined school-feast.

Most of the conversation centred around the gaming, a recent innovation at the Casino. The Casino had been innocent enough when Hilary had last frequented it, given over to music, dancing, and the consumption of mildly alcoholic beverages. Now, however, it had changed for the worse in Hilary’s opinion; roulette and bacarrat were its sole attraction. The little people of Santa Chiara, small shopkeepers, humble gentry, and provincial nobility, now played every afternoon and for most of the night, losing much more than they could afford. The whole room was discussing this as Hilary drank his soup. ‘Poor Farola, he has lost again, terribly, poverino!’

‘What, again? How much was it this time?’

‘Who knows exactly? They are saying ten thousand.’

‘He is ruining himself, poveretto!’

‘Ah, yes, what a pity! Poveraccio!’

‘Miranelli won to-day; he is always lucky.’

‘Yes, as a rule. Have you won this afternoon, Signora?’

‘No, I lost. And you?’

‘I lost too; but last evening—’

‘Will they play to-night, do you think?’

‘Who knows? I hear that some police have been seen in the town, they are said to have come from Genoa.’

‘What, a raid?’

‘Possibly, we shall know that later; they will certainly not play if there is any danger.’

‘Were you there the other night when they switched off the lights? What a scuffle! Someone had given the alarm. I pocketed all my money pretty quickly, I can tell you.’

‘I shall be sorry if they don’t play to-night, I feel that I should win. Miranelli says—’

And so it went on.

A small and lonely commercial traveller stared covertly at Susan while pretending to read. He was travelling for a firm in sewing machines; no one spoke to him. His manners were better than those of the newly rich by whom he was ignored, his voice gentler, his clothes less ridiculous; still, he travelled in sewing machines instead of making them, hence the insuperable gulf.

‘Buona sera,’ said Susan, smiling at her admirer.

The little fellow jumped up as though something had stung him. He bowed till his nose all but touched his soup, then sat down again with a jerk.

‘He’s quiet, at all events,’ remarked Hilary.

‘He sang to me through the communicating door, yesterday afternoon, Hilary. I’m sure it was meant for me, it sounded like that.’

Hilary laughed.

‘Then he’s not so quiet, after all. Don’t encourage his vocal efforts, I implore you.’

II
 

After dinner they walked down to the square. Lights flared brightly in the Casino, so presumably there would be no raid. Miranelli passed with his wife.

‘Come and play!’ he called, waving his hand.

They saw Farola walking quickly in the shadow. His face looked drawn and anxious. He was alone. Rumour said that he was gradually selling all his wife’s property in order to have money to gamble with. As he walked he looked neither to the right nor the left, but always straight in front of him towards the flaring lights.

Hilary turned to Susan.

‘What an awful pity to have started this gambling business here. Did you see Farola just now?’

Susan shrugged her shoulders.

‘Aren’t you getting rather prim, Hilary?’

‘No, I don’t think so. It is rather awful to see the old families of the district making such fools of themselves.’

‘I suppose so; but if one took everything as much to heart as you do there’d be no end to it. I think sometimes that you positively go out of your way to find things to worry about. If Farola is bent on ruining himself, let him; it’s his funeral!’

She did not really feel as heartless as she sounded. Of course, it was a pity that the tables had come to Santa Chiara. But Hilary was so gloomy about everything these days, and her reaction was a certain flippancy at times.

‘I don’t know what you mean about my going out of my way to find trouble. One can’t make the simplest remark that you don’t misunderstand it!’ he was saying in an injured voice.

She turned to look at him as he limped along crossly at her side. His face was slightly puckered, like a fretful baby’s. Yes, he had been very irritable and unreasonable of late, hypercritical too, and very hard to please. His remark just now had been innocent enough, but coming on top of a long series of complaints, misgiving and criticisms, it had irritated her. Hilary’s heart was all pure gold, she had always known this from the first; but his moods were sometimes far from golden, and as moods are more visible than hearts, they often acquire undue importance. She felt that something was wrong with Hilary, had been wrong for a long time now. Was he growing a little weary of her constant presence? It might easily be so, why not? She did not deceive herself; it was not her way to be frightened of facing an idea because it might hold disconcerting possibilities. Here they were, she and her Hilary, two people tied up presumably for life. They were nice people too, she was sure of that; but they were not free people, neither of them was free. She could not deny that she too felt bored sometimes, bored with Hilary; she felt like that now. It was not in the least that she did not love him, but rather that she longed in spite of, or because of that love, to be a complete personality again, and not just a part of someone else. Perhaps that was exactly what Hilary was feeling. Was he struggling a little, like a butterfly on a pin? Were they both struggling weakly, two butterflies pinned together?

They sat down under the ilex trees, opposite the café, near the bandstand. The image of Miranelli intruded itself on her thoughts; it floated across her mind entirely unbidden, and she resented it as an intruder. Up flared her loyalty to Hilary. Who was Miranelli to come wandering in like this, with his smug, self-satisfied personality? She picked him up and threw him on to the dust-heap. The air was warm and soft and slightly tinged with brine. From the beach near by came the sound of waves combing back the shingles. Hilary sighed loudly, desirous of being heard. It was a foolish sound, but none the less desolate; and because he was after all rather a foolish creature, a great tenderness for him swept over her, and she took his hand in hers.

‘Hilary, my very dear, what is it?’

He turned impulsively, as though glad of the question. ‘I don’t know, Susie, I don’t know.’

‘Are you unhappy? Is anything worrying you?’

‘Yes, everything and nothing. I feel — oh, I can’t explain.’

‘Pinned, like a specimen butterfly?’ she asked softly. 

‘Yes, like that. How did you know?’

‘Because I’m pinned with you, so I can’t help knowing, can I?’

He straightened himself and forced a laugh.

‘This is all the arrantest rot, dearest. I think my liver’s out of order.’

‘No, Hilary, it isn’t that; it’s just that we’re married.’

‘What?’ he exclaimed, genuinely shocked to hear her put his own thoughts into words.

‘Yes, that’s it, dear,’ she continued calmly; ‘we’re one, and we ought to be two.’

‘But, good Lord, Susan, you sound awfully modern! Susan, don’t you love me?’

‘Of course I do; but I want to love you as my entire self, instead of just as a bit of you. I feel that sometimes, Hilary.’

‘Well, but — Susie—’

‘Aren’t I right, Hilary?’

‘Certainly not!’ he told her, suddenly outraged and angry. ‘I never heard such nonsense! Because one feels a little tired, a little pinned down by post-war difficulties, is that any reason for wishing to — to—’

His voice trailed off into a furious grunt; he didn’t quite know what to say. Made articulate by Susan, the thoughts that had secretly haunted him of late sounded grotesque and preposterous.

‘Now, don’t be cross,’ Susan was saying close to his ear; ‘I was only joking, dearest.’

‘You were not!’ he retorted, feeling worried.

‘Well, in any case, we’ve been and gone and done it, Hilary; and I do love you, dear, very much indeed.’

‘And I love you,’ he said, and his voice sounded rather bewildered.

They walked home hand in hand.

III
 

Hilary could not sleep. The trains, which ran along the front, between the hotel and the sea, boomed and rumbled and thundered, until he thought that they must be coming in at the window. He wondered irritably why it was that Italian trains made so much more noise than any others. A couple of mosquitoes tormented him, singing a loud staccato duet on E in alt. He put his head under the sheet and tried not to think.

Susan had said some disconcerting things out there under the ilex trees, particularly disconcerting, no doubt, because she had said them. They revealed her in quite a new light. All in a moment she seemed to have become less of a wife and more of an individual, an individual who had apparently been thinking quite a lot of late. What was it she had said? ‘I want to love you as my entire self, instead of just as a bit of you.’ That was a curious thing for Susan to have hit upon; it went quite deep too, very deep. Now if he had said that he could have understood it; a man might feel that way, probably always did. Yes, but a man would hesitate to make so bald a statement to his wife, of course he would. That was the way though, with women, once started they always went farther than men. No, but really, Susan had been preposterous. This was nothing less than a kind of moral Bolshevism, at least it was Bolshevism when a nice woman thought such things!

He paused, struck by a new and vivid thought. So vivid was it that he hurled off the bedclothes and sat up. A mosquito darted out of ambush and stung him on the chest. He slapped himself viciously but missed the mosquito. He stretched out his hand and shook Susan’s shoulder as she lay sleeping peacefully in the adjoining bed.

‘Are you in love with Miranelli?’ he demanded.

‘Oh! What — what? What is it?’ moaned Susan, only half awake.

‘Are you in love with Miranelli, Susan?’

Now she was wide awake and rather cross.

‘Miranelli? Are you quite mad, Hilary?’

‘Please answer me.’

‘Of course not, you idiot! Do go to sleep and leave me in peace!’

He longed to pursue the subject, to say, ‘Well, then, are you still in love with me?’ But Susan had turned over and was dropping off again. No, she did not take him seriously, she never had, not really. He lay back, turning this over in his mind. Perhaps he had always known it subconsciously, but never until this moment had it taken concrete form. Susan did not take him seriously. Why? Surely he was not a man to take other than seriously? He considered himself from several angles: his austere appearance, his literary turn of mind, his monastic taste for old oak, his financial rectitude — he had always abhorred debts; and then his high aspirations after — what were they after? He had never quite decided, but they were there, he was quite sure of that. Suddenly he remembered the view outside the study at Bambury; he had not thought of it lately, but now it came back to him. Curious the queer feeling that even the memory of it gave him — pre-natal of course, he had often told Susan so. Now he came to think of it, she had never laughed at his convictions; but perhaps she had been longing to laugh all the time, of course she had; and yet for the life of him he could not see that he was in the least laughable.

He closed his eyes and began to doze; no good staying awake all night; he would tax Susan with her flippancy in the morning. He was getting drowsy. Now he was more drowsy, delicious; the view outside the study window took form and colour and drifted over his mind. He could see it distinctly and in the minutest detail. What was he seeing it with? His eyes were closed; he was seeing it with something at the back of his head. He must stop thinking or he would lose it. He saw it very small and clear and iridescent, like a landscape seen through a camera lens. He lay there basking in the pleasure of the thing, trying not to enjoy it too vividly lest he should dispel the vision. He was floating, floating; now he was above it, skimming and hovering by turns above his belovèd view. He mustn’t lose it — he mustn’t — 

‘Ehi, in Casa! Ehi, in Casa!’ sang a robust voice under the window, the air from Barbiere being accompanied by loud thuds on the front door. Someone had got himself locked out; no doubt a late arrival from the Casino, with a misplaced sense of humour.

Hilary flung up his arms and groaned.






  








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

I
 

HE did not tax Susan next morning with not taking him seriously, as he had intended to do. He could not for the life of him think how to put it so that it would not sound ridiculous. He brooded over the trouble for some days, however, and then took it to Donna Vittoria.

Donna Vittoria listened and smiled.

‘You are so like your father, Hilary.’

‘I suppose I must be if you say so; you knew him better than most people, I think.’

‘Yes,’ she said thoughtfully,’

‘I knew him very well. He looked like you, too, not altogether ugly, Hilary mio, but tragic, a little tragic in a discreet, well-bred way. His eyes were like yours, such funny eyes, always looking beyond.’ Hilary said:

‘She ought to take me seriously, it’s so nonplussing.’

‘God forbid!’ said Donna Vittoria, fervently; ‘she could never live with you if she did, the poor child.’

He stared at her.

‘Why not?’ he demanded.

‘Because, caro, taken seriously you would be quite intolerable at times. It is only by regarding you as a spoilt though rather engaging child that one can find excuses.’

‘Then you think that Susan is right?’

‘I am sure of it.’

‘Do you think she loves me?’

‘Now — yes, very deeply.’

‘Still, you think I’m difficult to live with?’

‘I have no experience of that; but, yes, I should think you were.’

He got up and walked about, hands in pockets.

‘Oh, I don’t know, I don’t know!’ he said desperately. He stopped his pacing and stood in front of her.

‘It’s like this,’ he began, ‘I love my wife. Obviously I must love her, because I don’t feel the least bit attracted to any other woman. Before I married Susan there were other women, a good many; but that’s all over, and now there’s no one but Susan in all the world, no one at all.’

‘No one, Hilary?’

‘No, I swear it!’

‘There is Hilary,’ said Donna Vittoria softly.

His eye caught hers and his lips twitched.

‘Yes, there’s me,’ he admitted, beginning to laugh; ‘but there’s always a ME with all of us, surely.’

She nodded.

‘True, only don’t let it grow too big, don’t let it block out the view.’

He said:

‘I think you’re a little unfair to me, you know, or perhaps it is that I can’t make you understand. It’s not that I’m discontented, or selfish, or unreasonable, not really, though I dare say I appear to be all three. It’s just — well, it’s like this; I always seem to be standing at the foot of a mountain, a mountain that I want to climb up and get down the other side of. I feel that if I could only walk over the crest I should find my Eldorado lying at my feet.

I want to go on; I want to go on and on. It’s a curious feeling, it makes me restless.’

‘My dear,’ she said, folding her pale old hands, ‘if you want to go on and on, as you say, then why do you waste so much time over mole-hills, mistaking them all for mountains?’

‘Do I do that?’ he inquired incredulously.

‘But of course you do.’

‘Then it must be because the world’s full of mole-hills masquerading as mountains since the war.’

‘That is true, but why let them deceive you?’

‘Oh!’ he burst out, ‘it’s so utterly changed, it’s so utterly vulgar, so utterly uncomfortable! Look at this place, what a change for the worse — the people, the Casino, the hideous new villas! Then everything’s restless, terribly restless; it’s like living on the edge of a volcano. There’s a kind of challenge in the air all round one. And everybody’s grabbing from somebody else; there’s no simplicity left in the world, that’s the truth. I came here thinking that this place would be restful; it’s not restful at all, it’s perfectly beastly! I’m terribly disappointed.’

Donna Vittoria studied him calmly.

‘Poor Hilary, you cannot adapt yourself, and yet you are too young to stand aside as I do. You are like a good rider on a bolting horse, he exhausts himself by tugging at the bridle, because his pride will not let him admit that his horse is stronger than he is. It is no use, my friend, Europe is bolting — Italy is, at all events. But nations, like horses, cannot bolt for ever; either they kill themselves or they come to a stop.’

‘They have been known to kill their riders sometimes,’ murmured Hilary.

‘Precisely, but for that there is no remedy; and I think I would rather be killed on a bolting horse than die of stagnation in a world too exhausted to try to save itself through action, however mad that action may be. And after all, the madness of to-day is often the wisdom of to-morrow; is that not so, my Hilary?’

He nodded.

‘I think you are younger, years younger than I am,’ he said.

She got up and kissed him on the brow.

‘I am an old, old woman, but I think I can still see clearly; I have not to wear spectacles on my mind’s eyes, not yet.’

He took her hand and raised it to his lips.

‘Did you sometimes tell my father too what an almighty ass he was, Donna Vittoria?’

‘Well, I don’t think I ever used those words, exactly, Hilary, but perhaps I may have conveyed the impression you speak of, just sometimes,’ she said, laughing.

II
 

During the two weeks that followed, Hilary made a great effort. He honestly tried to like the Miranellis, honestly tried to find redeeming traits in the aristocracy of wealth that had built the new villas, honestly tried to excuse the insolent indifference of Farola and the Cockney twang of his fat Baronessa. He forced himself to nod to the discourteous tobacconist and to ignore the fact that the bank clerk made a mistake in the exchange, a mistake much in favour of the bank. He endured and even entered into the eternal dining-room discussion anent gambling, feigning a polite interest that he was very far from feeling.

The lonely little commercial traveller had left suddenly one day. He no longer carolled love songs near the communicating door. His bedroom had been found empty except for his poor belongings — a few shirts, two cheap suits, and a very old handbag. Presumably some latent sense of honesty had prompted him to leave these behind him as an apology for his unpaid hotel bill. The irate proprietress had shown Hilary the deserted nest, and something in the desolate appearance of a broken comb on the table had made him feel sorry for the miscreant. It seemed that the youth had gone to the Casino, perhaps in the hopes of making friends. He may have thought that his one chance of finding favour lay in his displaying prowess at the tables. Well, he had displayed prowess, to his own undoing; and now, so the proprietress told Hilary, he had decamped, not only with all her good food unpaid for in his accursed stomach, but with money belonging to the sewing machine firm left behind him at the tables.

‘Che vergogna!’ she exclaimed, casting up her eyes.

But Susan too had developed a taste for gambling, and except when they bathed together in the morning, Hilary saw very little of her. Every afternoon now she played bridge at one or other of the villas, and every evening went off to the Casino after a hasty dinner. In spite of his good resolutions, he did not feel called upon to join in the bridge parties. To sit indoors for hours when the weather was so perfect was more than he could endure. Sometimes he would join Susan at the crowded roulette table, or play baccarat for the sake of whiling away the time, until she could at last express her readiness to be taken home. — 

Hilary, who liked gambling at Monte Carlo, disliked it at Santa Chiara, and this seemed unreasonable to Susan. He still complained that the Casino as it now was had entirely spoilt the place and ought to be abolished. Still, although he could not resist an occasional grumble, he tried hard in this, as in everything else, not to criticize too freely.

He noticed with secret amusement that Susan was growing more Italian than the Italians themselves; what Genoa had begun Santa Chiara was fast completing. She was studying the language in all her spare moments, and was reading as best she could a paper-covered volume entitled: Piccoli Racconti delle Colline, or in other words: Plain Tales from the Hills, this with the assistance of Hilary and a dictionary. Her favourite time for study was after bathing in the mornings, as they sat under their striped awning.

‘Hilary, what’s one doing when one’s Sdrucciolare-ing?’

‘Good Lord! I don’t know. I don’t think it sounds quite nice.’

‘Do be serious and help me.’

‘Well, wait — isn’t it something to do with slipping? Or is it dragging?’

‘But I’m asking you, darling.’

‘Then don’t, ask the dictionary.’

‘No, you’re quicker; don’t be stupid, darling, do try to think.’

She persisted in practising her Italian in the shops. At this stage in her progress she was very self-confident, and inclined to resent interference from Hilary.

‘But that’s much too much to pay for it,’ he would protest feebly. ‘Have you grasped what they’re asking you to pay?’

‘Of course I have. Please don’t interrupt, Hilary, it puts me out of my stride.’

The shopkeepers appeared to be endowed with a kind of psychic faculty whereby they were able to divine Susan’s thoughts. If grapes were what she wanted, while demanding eggs, the grapes were forthcoming as if by magic. Hilary was compelled to give a grudging admiration. He could not resist making fun of her efforts, however, in spite of the fact that this obviously annoyed her. ‘I say, Susie, you might step in at the bootmaker’s and get me some shoe laces, will you? Just ask him for half a pint of ice cream, he’ll understand.’ He teased with the heavy hand of the Englishman, never weary of his own threadbare joke. Miranelli, on the contrary, complimented Susan on her accent, and corrected her faults with so much tact that he almost appeared to be praising. He had decided to fall in love with her. But his dawning passion was abruptly checked, for at the end of two weeks Hilary remembered the mountains.

The mountains lay behind Santa Chiara in a gracious, purple sweep. Here and there, in some quiet depression, a white village rested trustfully. The majestic curves with their little white burdens had always seemed to Hilary to suggest maternity, Nature the Mother, with the babe of Humanity at her breast. These mountains, together with their minute villages, had a wonderful way of catching the sunset; and sometimes, very faintly indeed, came the sound of their distant bells.

In the midst of the vulgarity and noise of Santa Chiara, Hilary began to long intensely to get away. He wanted to discover those distant places where all must surely be at peace. The lure of the road laid hold on him. Susan and he would go, now; they would hire guides and mules as he had said in London, and set forth through the olive groves that led up and up. Just Susan and he, very simple, very trustful, as trustful as the little villages that lay against the mountains.

He grew more and more enthusiastic with each new poetical fancy. They would be so happy up there in the mountains, leaving their problems and troubles behind them. In the big solitudes they would find one another, and heal all their little rifts and misunderstandings. The more he thought of this the more tender he became, until at length his mind began to dwell upon Susan with all the tenderness of courtship. He pictured her waiting for him at the window of some old, vine-covered inn. She was standing looking out at the distance from which he would presently come. Her eyes were bright with love and happiness; the mere fact of his approach fulfilled her. She was soft and feminine and beautifully patient, man’s perfect prototype of woman.

His enthusiasm found expression in writing poetry. He wrote a poem all about the mountains, which he read to Susan after they had gone to bed. She genuinely liked it and said so, but was not prepared for his quick rejoinder. ‘Then let’s go there, Susie.’

‘Go there?’

‘Yes, up into the mountains behind this place.’

‘When?’

‘To-morrow, I’m absolutely longing for the peace of it.’ There was a long pause, then she said:

‘You mean that you want to be getting a move on again?’ That was not precisely what he had meant, but he let it pass.

‘Our plan that we made in London — to get mules and explore the mountains round here, don’t you think it would be rather jolly to do it now?’

‘But what shall we do with the trunks?’ she temporized. ‘Leave them here at the hotel to be picked up on our way home. I’ve been inquiring about mules and guides; as a matter of fact, I’ve engaged them.’

So he had thought it all out, had arranged all the details. That was what came of leaving him to himself; she ought not to have left him for bridge every afternoon, naturally he had got into mischief. She looked at him as he lay there with the eagle expression in his eyes. She genuinely wanted to appear in favour of the plan, but somehow when she began to speak her voice sounded doubtful.

‘Well, of course — if you think it would be nice — if you’re really very keen on it—’

‘Then when shall we start?’ he inquired joyously. 

‘Well, not to-morrow.’

‘Then, when? In a week’s time?’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’

He kissed her and settled down contentedly, switching off the light.

‘I know we’re going to enjoy every minute of it,’ he assured her.

But Susan, less sanguine, sighed softly to herself in the darkness.






  








CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

I
 

THEIR trunks were stored in the boxroom of the hotel, the bags that they would take with them were packed, and ready to be slung on to the mule, under Hilary’s direction. Outside in the street the guide, Giuseppe, waited with the mules, and spat to pass the time. The mules whisked their tails, kicking viciously as the flies congregated in clouds round their eyes, the little bells on their trappings tinkled constantly with their restless movements.

Susan and Hilary sat at breakfast in the dining-room. Hilary ate absent-mindedly, with a map spread open at his elbow; from time to time he paused to trace out a route with his finger.

He looked up and smiled across at Susan.

‘It’s a mighty steep climb to get there; it ought to be rather exciting, I think.’ A waitress came in with a pile of letters. ‘Good! Here comes the English post; now we get through with letters for some weeks to come, thank goodness!’

Susan took the letters from the servant.

‘Hallo! Here’s one from old Paget. What a funny old thing, she’s addressed it to both of us, “Mrs. Brent or H. Brent, Esq.”’

She opened the envelope and began to read, her face changing as she did so.

‘Listen to this, Hilary!’

 

‘“DEAR MADAM AND MR. HILARY, 

‘“I have some bad news to write, I don’t rightly know how to tell you. It’s about dear little Sieglinde. Madam, I hope you won’t blame me, as I have taken the greatest care of dear little Sieglinde, treating her in all ways, as if she had been me own child. Madam, she seemed very queer, eating all what was offered one time and turning from her food, very sick like, another. Also she seemed to be very swollen up, so I sent for Mr. Hobday as per your instructions. Madam, he came and examined her last evening, and he says she is going to have pups. Now, Madam, this is an awful thing to happen to me, as have done my duty by her day and night, I have indeed. I didn’t rightly understand when they was to be born, but I don’t feel I can take the responsibility with you and Mr. Hilary being away, and all. I feel so upset, it’s made me quite ill. That Scotch dog next door but one is what I suspect done it. Sieglinde was always that taken with him, frisking round and playing like. Madam, I do feel it’s hard on me for this to have come about, in spite of all my loving care of her. I am sending the Vet.’s letter, which he thought it better you should have.”

‘“Your obedient servant, 

‘“ANNIE PAGET.”’

 

They stared at each other in silence for a moment, finding no adequate words; then Susan said unsteadily:

‘I must go to her at once.’

And she got up from the table.

‘Sit down, Susan!’ ordered Hilary. ‘Do sit down. I want to think.’

‘There’s nothing to think about,’ said Susan, trying to speak quietly, but her eyes filled with tears.

‘Dissipated old Messalina!’ said Hilary, ‘she ought to be ashamed of herself at her age. I’ll write to Hobday to take her for the whelping.’

He felt uncomfortable the moment he had said it.

Susan looked at him, genuinely aghast.

‘And I thought you belonged to the Jack London League, and things like that, Hilary, and all the time you’ve been nothing but a hypocrite! The idea of suggesting that I should send Sieglinde away in her hour of need! I never heard anything so cruel in all my life!

No, she shall not go to a vet.; she shall have her puppies in my bedroom!’

Hilary felt incapable of tackling this new situation. His suggestion of sending Sieglinde to a vet had sounded heartless, even to himself. He had made it in a moment of disappointment, knowing all the time that their trip to the mountains would have to be abandoned. After all, he wouldn’t like anything to happen to Sieglinde, poor old thing, and dachshunds were so terribly sensitive; but he did want to go to the mountains, more so than ever now that the prospect was vanishing.

‘It’s jolly hard on me!’ he grumbled.

Susan began to cry quietly.

‘Oh, I know she’ll die!’ she sniffed. ‘She’s never had puppies before, and she’s six years old.’

He softened.

‘Oh, cheer up, Susan, she’s not dead yet.’

‘I shall start for Genoa to-morrow morning,’ said Susan, drying her eyes; ‘we’d better go straight through from there. You must send Mrs. Paget a telegram at once, Hilary.’

‘Oh, very well,’ he agreed resignedly.

II
 

They were very depressed on the journey home. Susan spoke little, and when she did speak it was usually about Sieglinde.

‘Do dachshunds whelp easily, Hilary?’

‘Yes, of course, dear, don’t fret.’

‘But a Scottie!’

‘Yes, she might have found a Boche!’

‘Oh, don’t joke, it’s no joking matter.’

‘I know that as well as you do, it’s upset all our plans.’

‘But you wouldn’t have us desert her, Hilary? She does trust us so, we couldn’t desert her!’

And Hilary knew that they could not.

III
 

When they arrived they were tired and dispirited. The summer was apparently over in England, for it was cold and raining in torrents. The house felt airless and yet very chilly. The servants, who should have lit big fires, had not done so; the whole household appeared thoroughly demoralized by Sieglinde’s fall from grace. As they stood in the hall they could hear a series of loud, screaming barks rising from the basement, followed by the tapping of claws on the kitchen stairs, as Sieglinde lumbered up to meet them. Her heavy, pathetically awkward movements suggested that her hour was near. She kissed their boots, their hands and their faces, in a frenzy of gratitude and relief.

‘No, I don’t think we could have deserted you,’ said Hilary, looking down into Sieglinde’s apologetic eyes. The creature nestled up against him. He went into the dining-room, and, sitting down, nursed her tenderly. ‘Poor Sieglinde, poor old lady, cheer up, you’ll love your puppies when they come,’ he reasoned with her gently, stroking her long ears the while. Any resentment that he might have felt was not proof against this pathetic Sieglinde, who appeared to turn to him as to her natural protector. He wondered how he could ever have thought of sending her away.

Susan had gone upstairs with Alice, he could hear their voices faintly from time to time. He sat on alone in the dining-room with the dog’s warm body across his knees. He began to think over the holiday; it had not been a great success. Perhaps it was as well that they had not gone up into the mountains, Susan would probably have thought it too rough; yes, perhaps it was just as well. Here they were, home again, he and Susan and Alice. Alice had not done anything very terrible after all, he might have spared himself much of that fussing! On the whole he was relieved to be back in England, he found. Italy had been neither particularly comfortable nor particularly pleasant; he was disappointed in Italy. He stroked Sieglinde’s long back. He felt quiet and somewhat empty, spiritually. It was not an altogether unpleasant feeling, rather the reverse. He experienced the sensation of having unbuckled a suit of heavy armour, which had been pressing both outwardly and inwardly. His body felt light and unusual, his mind as though it had poured itself out. The house seemed a little unfamiliar, no doubt the result of coming back to it after many weeks of absence. He had noticed before, this curious effect of unfamiliarity, attendant on the return from a long journey. Everything looked just a little strange, like a body from which the soul has departed. He wondered if inanimate objects did derive some sort of a soul from the people they lived with, a soul kept alive only by contact. His things had missed him, perhaps it was that, they had not had his life force to draw upon. The oak, he thought, looked a little too grey, the walls whiter than usual, the colours in the pictures somewhat faded. The room he sat in smelt indefinably of absence, the angle of his chair was strange to him.

Sieglinde sighed and twitched in her sleep; he shifted her into a more comfortable position. Susan came up behind him and touched his hair lightly with her fingers. The touch felt phantom-like and unreal, and he turned to assure himself that she was there. She reached over his shoulder to stroke Sieglinde.

‘Don’t wake her, poor beast,’ he cautioned.

Susan sat down quietly beside him.

‘You are good to her, Hilary,’ she said gratefully.

He nodded, not attempting to deny the fact; he knew that he had been patient over this contretemps. Presently he shifted and moved his leg; it had gone to sleep.

‘You take her, Susie.’

Sieglinde woke up, protesting a little, to find herself shunted on to Susan’s knee. She turned round three times, scratched once with her paw, then, settling down, she fell asleep again. They did not talk much, but sat on immersed in their own thoughts. It was getting late. From time to time Sieglinde whimpered slightly in her dreams.

IV
 

Three weeks later the puppies were born, two little heaving black lumps with illegitimacy stamped on their brows. Sieglinde lay in a clothes-basket in a corner of Susan’s bedroom. She seemed disconcerted and somewhat embarrassed, evincing but little of the traditional maternal instinct. As far as Susan could see, her only activity with regard to her offspring was a constant and vigorous licking of their poor little bodies, whereby she reduced them to a state of slosh. After a week of this exaggerated cleanliness she was discovered one day trying hard to sit on both puppies at once, apparently with murderous intent, and it became obvious that Sieglinde was getting bored, and would soon refuse altogether to provide sustenance.

It was now too late to think of drowning the pups, both extremely active and healthy, so Susan began the process of hand feeding, at which Sieglinde looked on ironically.

‘I shall never be able to part with them now, Hilary,’ said Susan, holding a kicking puppy in either hand; ‘I think they’re beginning to know me.’

‘Oh, nonsense, of course you’ll part with them, Susan; we’ll find good homes for them in the country.’

Susan looked stubborn.

‘I shall keep them both. I think they’re too adorable!’

‘But we can’t have three dogs in this small house; it’s out of the question, surely?’

‘Well, we’ll see later on,’ she remarked non-committally; ‘they can’t walk properly yet.’

When they could walk properly the trouble began, for they learnt how to climb at about the same instant, and soon no basket could keep them imprisoned. One or other of them was always missing, and these frequent disappearances were very trying to the nerves.

It would be: ‘Hilary, have you got little Reuben?’

‘No, of course not. Do come here a minute, Susan, I want you.’

‘I can’t come now. Alice! Where is Alice? Oh, there you are! Have you seen Reuben, Alice? He’s gone again.’

‘No, ma’am. Yes, here he is, he’s chewing the bedspread.’

‘Well, give him to me. Oh, dear, now Timothy’s got out!’

If they would only have consented to hunt in couples the duties of the household might have been less arduous. But Reuben and Timothy were very independent and seldom thought alike on any subject. The only two characteristics which they had in common were the stubbornness of the dachshund and the talent for mischief of the Scottie. Sieglinde, rather meanly Susan thought, held aloof from the general confusion consequent on puppies in a small London house. She assumed an offended air, and preferred to sit with Hilary in his study rather than share Susan’s affection with the intruders. Susan, who considered her to be lacking in proper feeling, lavished more love on the puppies than she would otherwise have done; and Sieglinde, after three or four violently exaggerated efforts to re-establish her undisputed sway, sulked visibly and pretended to lose her appetite.

Reuben and Timothy, however, were glorious lads, sound in wind and limb, as only the base-born puppy can be. They ate well and slept well, and romped and fought, and chewed Susan’s slippers and Hilary’s gloves with a praiseworthy zest for life. In appearance they were not unlike woolly-bear caterpillars, very low to ground, and completely surrounded by an aureole of bristling hairs.

‘I say, do find homes for those puppies!’ begged Hilary daily now.

But Susan would make some excuse for delay.

‘Next week, darling; I am so busy just at the moment. I will write next week, I promise.’

But when the next week came the puppies would still be there.

 

 

 

 

 






  








BOOK THREE
 






  








CHAPTER ONE
 

I
 

THE autumn gloom deepened into winter gloom. That November it rained almost without ceasing. Susan, who had put off finding homes for the puppies out of love for them, now put it off from sheer lack of energy. She had been growing more and more inclined to let things go lately, and was conscious of a new sense of futility that seemed to cling around her daily life. She went as usual to bridge parties and theatres, tea parties and dinners, and spent if anything more money in the shops and at her dressmaker’s; but the old zest was no longer there to sustain her. That winter she admitted, frankly and openly, that she was very bored indeed.

She sent for the doctor, who took her pulse.

‘I must be ill,’ she told him, ‘I’m so dreadfully tired of things.’

The doctor ordered phosphates and an hour’s rest after luncheon. But in spite of her tiredness she did not want to rest. Some spirit of endeavour, almost of revolt, was stirring in the depths of her, a new and disquieting experience. She grew moody, elated and depressed by turns, and her usually placid temper gave way to fits of irritability. She reasoned with herself; this was preposterous at her age, nothing had changed. Her house was no more troublesome than it had been in the past, her husband no more irritable, her friends no more scatterbrained and superficial. Then what was the matter? The change, if change there was, must lie entirely in herself. She worried over her condition for a month or two and then awoke to the truth; her art was reclaiming her, she wanted to paint again. She was feeling as she had felt that night at the Bal Bullier and afterwards in Venetia Ford’s studio: a traitor and a renegade. She went out and bought a small canvas, unearthed colours and brushes and began; but the cook interrupted on some household matter, a fog came down and spoilt the light, and finally Hilary came home from his club.

‘Hallo, Susie, what a surprise!’

His words jarred her. Why was it a surprise, had he forgotten that he’d married an artist? She caught up the canvas and stood it with its face to the wall.

‘It’s nothing,’ she said, ‘I was only daubing.’

He took no notice of this remark.

‘Have you seen that bill from the Gas Company?’ he asked, beginning to rummage among some papers.

She looked at his thin, broad-shouldered back, at the fair hair growing so neatly in the nape of his neck, at his long hands picking up and dropping the papers, and then at his faultless but well-worn clothes, feeling as she did so that she was looking at a stranger.

He turned quickly and met her eyes.

‘Well?’ he said, smiling.

She looked down and took up a book. He did not trouble to question her further. Whistling softly, he sorted his bills from hers, making neat heaps to the right and left.

Presently she put down the book.

‘Hilary—’ she began, and then stopped.

He waited for her to continue; his face was quite placid, he was in a good temper, and the smile still showed in his eyes. He thrust his hands deep into his pockets, his lips on the verge of whistling again. As she still did not speak, he lit a cigarette.

‘What is it, Susie? Have Reuben and Timothy committed some new crime?’

She shook her head; it was natural enough, she supposed, that he should associate her troubles with nothing more serious than Reuben and Timothy, but her eyes filled with tears of self-pity. She was longing to tell someone of her kindling aspirations, of the urge that was in her to be up and doing; and here was Hilary, obviously the right person to tell, too obviously the right person, that was the trouble. She felt that there would be no excitement in her disclosure, were it made to this Hilary with his hands in his pockets; he would take it so much as a matter of course, scarcely troubling to argue about her feelings, certainly not realizing what it all meant. She exaggerated wildly in her thoughts; here was she, Susan Brent, face to face with a very grave problem, a problem that might well affect both their lives; for if she took up her art again now there could be no question of its being a temporary thing, it would be, must of necessity be, the chief interest in her life, nothing less than this would satisfy the craving that was in her. No, she could not tell Hilary, not just yet. She could hear exactly the sort of thing that he would say. He would put his head a little on one side and say, ‘Good! Shall you paint in the drawing-room, do you think, or where?’ But he would not really want to know where she would paint, would not really care very much what she painted.

Looking back, she realized that Hilary had never been very deeply interested in her art, although he had wanted her to paint the flowers at Bambury. She suspected, however, that this had been pure subconscious thrift on his part: having provided a barn, he had wanted her to use it; having provided the flowers, he had wanted her to paint them. Perhaps he thought that small occupations were good for women, she remembered having heard him say something of the kind. She pulled her thoughts up, she was being unjust; Hilary had not even suggested that she should give up painting when they married. But had he ever seriously contemplated her continuing her art as a career? She paused to consider. They had never discussed the possibility of such a thing, and in that she had been as much to blame as he; but she felt that it had always been tacitly understood that the idea would be distasteful to him. And then, in those early days, it had been enough for her to be Hilary’s wife; well, now it was not, that was all. She could not picture Hilary married to a worker, he was not the type of man to adjust himself to such circumstances, nor had he ever particularly liked clever women. The very fact of his perpetual and idle presence about the house, of his dependence on her, would tend in the long run to deprive her of all initiative. And yet why should it? Because Hilary did nothing with his life was that any reason why she should imitate him. Had he any right to take her whole mentality and fritter it away on futilities?

He was considering her quietly.

‘You look tired,’ he was saying. ‘Did you rest after lunch?’

She nodded.

‘And then I painted a bit,’ she told him, watching his face for some sign of interest. Surely he would ask at last to see what she had done?

‘Well, don’t overtire yourself, darling; you know what the doctor told you about resting. Have you taken your tonic?’ was all he said.

II
 

That evening Susan wrote to Venetia Ford. The letter was brief and shy:

‘It was I who painted the white camellias that you have in your rest room, I painted them years ago, before I married. You said that day that you liked the picture. Will you advise me? Is it too late now for me to begin again?’

In three days’ time she got her reply.

Venetia wrote:

‘The fact that you ask me if it is too late is an answer in itself, for it means that you feel the urge to begin, and as long as that is there it can never be too late. I won’t say to begin “again,” that is so stupid; there is no “again” about beginning. Every beginning is a thing by itself, having nothing to do with what may have gone before, and for this, thank God! To “begin,” as I feel it, must always be a first step forward, a firm, clean step, full of enormous possibilities. I want you to know that my heartfelt wishes will walk side by side with you. Come to Paris very soon and we will meet.’

Susan sat with the letter on her knee. Hilary had gone out, she was alone. She was conscious of a pleasant thrill, she felt big with endeavour. She got up and looked at her half-finished canvas, and as she did so the thrill died out. It seemed to her that the effort was unworthy, lacking both in strength and sureness of touch. She thought: ‘I’m not even capable of the “again.” Venetia Ford does not understand. How can she understand, she’s so different from the rest of us? And yet they say she’s brutally frank where art is concerned, her own as well as other people’s.’

She knew that in the queer and turbulent life of this woman one thing alone stood forth unspoilt and immaculate. Venetia’s art was as far above her as she herself was above her fellow-creatures because of it. Before that art she abased herself and prayed, and while betraying lesser things, she never betrayed her god.

‘If I could only go to Paris,’ sighed Susan, ‘could only get away from the house, from Hilary — I believe I could paint if I went to Paris, I believe it would all grow young again in me.’ She turned to consider the alternative of a studio in London. ‘But I’d never get a moment’s peace,’ she decided; ‘even if no one disturbed me I’d be thinking about things just the same; still — I wonder what Hilary would say to a studio? He wouldn’t object, he’s awfully good to me. I think I will take a studio in London. Why not? I’ll try it. I won’t tell Hilary about it until it’s all settled. I’ll go and look at studios to-morrow.’

III
 

The next afternoon Susan ransacked Westminster, but found no studio to her liking. They were either too large or too small or too dirty, and she finally made her way to Chelsea. The agent from whom she had taken her studio before the war recognized her at once.

‘I’ve been wondering when I should hear from you again, madam. I think we can find what you require.’ But when he had heard what she did require his assurance appeared to evaporate.

‘Well, of course, there are a few studios as well fitted as that, but they don’t often come on to our books.’

‘But, you see,’ explained Susan, ‘I must have a bathroom with a decent porcelain bath. Suppose I should want to dress at the studio, I must have at least a clean bath. And then I want a cheerful-looking place; I can’t bear damp stains, they depress me. I should like a parquet floor and central heating, a coke stove is so tiresome.’

‘I’m afraid you won’t get central heating, madam.’

‘Well, then, at least a good floor,’ she persisted, ‘a floor that one can dance on.’

She felt surprised at herself as she said it. What did it matter about the floor? She was taking the studio for work, not as a ballroom. The central heating didn’t really matter either, a coke stove had been good enough for her in the past; still, she rather clung to the idea of central heating. The agent made out some orders to view, which he handed to her with a smile, and she thought she detected something very like amusement in his pleasant grey eyes as he did so.

She got into her car and drove down the King’s Road. A thick fur rug lay over her knees and her feet reposed on a foot-warmer. Up and down the muddy pavements people were hurrying busily. Groups were waiting for the buses at every corner as she herself had once done. Oh, well, she had thought nothing of that sort of thing in the old student days, but now — She drew the rug more closely round her. As she did so it came to her suddenly that she ought to be tramping like all the rest, that her car was absurd and incongruous; one did not look for studios in Chelsea in a Daimler.

The chauffeur drew up in Church Street, and Susan got out of the car. She decided that this studio looked more hopeful than the others; she liked its little front garden, there were May trees near the gate; she found the key and went in. The studio proved to be large, quiet and clean, there was also a bedroom and kitchen. The bathroom was fitted with a porcelain bath, and the boards of the floor were oak. She stood and looked round her, feeling possessive; she already saw herself comfortably established. The faint smell of oil paints that clung to the atmosphere gave her a reminiscent thrill. There was something stimulating in the place, something conducive to work. As she went back to the car her mind was made up, she would go at once to the agent and arrange to take that studio.

Arrived at the office, she was slightly dashed, for it seemed that the studio might not be to let after all. The agent explained that the owner was abroad, but might be coming home very shortly, in which case she would require the place for herself. He had given Susan the order to view in the hope that he could arrange things. He would write to the lady at once and let Susan hear from him as soon as possible; no doubt it would be all right.

It was already dark by the time the interview was over, but Susan dismissed her car and started to walk home. The pavements struck damp through her thin shoes, a slight fog hung in the atmosphere. Buses went past, crowded to overflowing, lights flared crudely above barrows down the side streets, and in the windows of the King’s Road shops. Outside the doors of the Chelsea Palace stood a long queue of people waiting patiently.

It began to drizzle, and she had no umbrella, it was also surprisingly cold. A taxi crawled by, loitering temptingly. The driver held up an inviting hand, but Susan tramped on with stolid determination, as she would have done in the old days. She felt that she had gathered courage from that helpful studio, had got back something of her spirit of adventure.

She crossed Eaton Square, which was wet and deserted except for a policeman in a mackintosh cape. The street lamps glimmered more vaguely here, a sense of darkness and emptiness enveloped her. She thrilled with pleasure, it was quite a long time since she had done anything of this kind; she felt like a child abroad after bedtime, free and delightfully unusual. Susan arrived home tired and wet to the skin, to find Hilary standing in the hall. His anxiety gave way to bad temper immediately, and he scowled at her dripping coat.

‘Where the devil have you been, Susan? You said you’d be in at tea-time.’

The hall looked very pleasant and warm, with its grey pile carpet and old oak chairs; the spirit of adventure was leaving her fast, and she realized by contrast how very cold she was.

‘I walked home from Peter Jones,’ she said apologetically.

‘Well, of all the silly things to do!’ grumbled Hilary, as she turned to go upstairs.






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

I
 

SEVERAL days passed, but the agent did not write about the studio. Filled with impatience, Susan rang him up, only to learn that the lady was still travelling, and had probably not received her letters. This delay made the place seem yet more desirable. Again and again Susan went over all the details of it in her mind. She changed the position of the furniture at least a dozen times, decided exactly what new curtains she would buy and how many cushions she would put on the divan. She became absent-minded, answering at random; she forgot appointments, forgot Hilary at times. But Hilary did not notice the change in her, he was much too busy with a change that was taking place in himself.

That winter, for the first time in his easy, prosperous life, Hilary felt seriously discontented with Hilary. The thing had begun very gradually in his case, but once thoroughly started had fast gathered momentum. All the longings, all the vague dissatisfactions of a lifetime, became clear to him one day as he sat in his study: he was a man with no real meaning, with no definite reason for existence. The discovery shocked him into mental activity. Well, it wasn’t too late even now, he told himself; for a man of his brains it was never too late.

There were several conditions that may well have been responsible for this new frame of mind. For one thing, he had taken considerably less exercise since the war. His eye had interfered seriously with his hunting, and had turned him from a crack shot into a very uncertain one. For another, the trip abroad with Susan had proved disappointing, and quite unlike his experience of travelling in the old days. Then the house he lived in was decidedly too small, and Susan incapable of running a bigger establishment. And last, but not least, came the life in London; the smug, married life with its countless little duties, its responsibilities and small obligations. But whatever the cause of this sudden revelation, it acted upon him as a spur. Hilary made a headlong dash, and decided that a man ought to work. Work! The very sound of the word invigorated him. A man must work, and not only work, but work for posterity. The question was, How?

Every day now he pondered this problem, in the smoke-room of his club, at home in his study, or driving with Susan in the motor. He forbore to take her into his confidence until he should have fixed on a career. When everything was settled to the last detail he would announce the accomplished fact, and Susan, who had hitherto not taken him seriously, would find out that she had made a great mistake. She would see in him not only a devoted husband, but a man of strong personality and purpose. He pictured the scene to himself with some pleasure. He would be very quiet, very clear, very forceful. He would merely say:

‘Susan, I’ve been thinking deeply, and as the result of my thinking I have decided to—’ What?

He went over all the possible careers, on his fingers. He was too old for Diplomacy, too sensitive for Politics, not modern enough for Trade. The Army, the Law, the Church were out of the question. There remained, however, a literary career, and on this he finally decided. Once having made up his mind, he wondered why he had hesitated; he was already something of an author, he told himself. He determined, however, that there must be no more half measures, his whole time must be given up to serious work. He would write the kind of novel that would make people think.

He went to his desk and took out his old manuscript. It had lain there untouched ever since he came to London. Didn’t that show how one’s mind could deteriorate? Didn’t that just show how this life had sapped his brain? He re-read a few chapters, but decided that they were weak; the whole subject seemed weak to him now, reconsidering it. Simple love stories were good enough for women, but a man should go deeper than that, get down to the roots of things. He determined to begin on entirely new lines, the nucleus of the plot was already in his mind. He hatched on his secret for another week, and then, unable to keep it any longer, went in search of Susan.

She was sitting in the drawing-room drinking Russian tea, when Hilary walked in unusually slowly, closing the door behind him. She looked up with a piece of bread and butter half-way to her mouth, then she began to laugh. He stopped in the middle of the room.

‘May I ask what you’re laughing at, Susan?’

She continued to laugh helplessly, dropping the bread and butter.

‘It’s your face!’ she gasped. ‘You look so awfully funny, so, so — pompous!’

He walked over and stood in front of the fire, and drawing himself up, began.

‘There’s something I wish to tell you, Susan, that is when you feel you can be serious, and,’ he added as an afterthought, ‘when you’ve put the puppies out of the room.’ Susan grabbed at the puppies, who instantly rushed to cover. In her efforts to catch Reuben she knocked down and broke a plate. Hilary cast his eyes heavenward, but determined to remain calm and dignified whatever happened. She caught the protesting Reuben, and turned him out into the hall.

‘Well, go on, dear,’ she suggested; ‘never mind Timothy, he’s de-materialized.’

Hilary cleared his throat.

‘I’ve been thinking very seriously, Susan.’

‘Oh, no, darling! What is it? Do you want to fly over to Paris in a Handley-Page?’

‘It’s nothing of that kind,’ he said huffily, trying to control his rising irritation.

‘Then what is it? Don’t be so mysterious. Is it Reuben and Timothy, by any chance?’

‘It is not Reuben and Timothy, though they’ll have to be considered in the same connection. I had better tell you at once, Susan, that I’ve come to the conclusion that every man should work.’

‘Is that all?’ said Susan calmly. ‘I came to that conclusion years ago.’

He hesitated, a little nonplussed for a moment, and then:

‘I’m glad to know that we appear to be of the same mind on that point,’ he said, smiling graciously.

‘Yes, darling, but there’s no need to look like a city alderman about it.’

‘I’m not looking like anything of the kind!’

‘Yes, you are, dear, honest, you’re sticking out your stomach!’

He glanced down hastily, patting his waistcoat.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Susan!’

She composed her face.

‘Well, never mind, darling, go on with what you were saying.’

‘Oh, hell!’ he exclaimed peevishly, ‘you always make me feel like a fool!’

She got up and stroked his sleeve.

‘I don’t mean to — I will be good; you were saying that men ought to work.’

‘Yes, that’s it,’ he rejoined, ‘they ought to; I ought to work, you know.’ He was allowing more eagerness to creep into his voice than he had intended. ‘I have decided to work,’ he finished coldly.

Susan looked at him; he fancied that he detected some amusement in her glance.

‘You old darling!’ she murmured.

He ignored the doubtful compliment and went on; ‘I’ve thought of all the careers open to a man of my age, and I admit, quite frankly, that there’s not a great choice. I’m obviously too old to begin some things, and quite unfitted for others. There is, however, one job that I’ve always hankered after; I’ve always felt that I could write, that I’ve got real talent. Well, now I mean to write in dead earnest, Susan, I’m really going to write a novel this time.’

‘Oh!’ said Susan very faintly.

He lit a cigarette, coughing as he did so.

‘You’re getting one of your trachea coughs again. Don’t smoke so many cigarettes, I wish you’d stick to your pipe!’ she cautioned from long habit.

He ignored the warning and went on smoking.

‘My decision will necessitate certain alterations in the household.’

‘Yes, I realize that, Hilary.’

‘For instance, the puppies must go — I must have perfect quiet.’

She nodded. ‘Go on, dear.’

‘Well, I don’t want to seem selfish, but there’ll have to be more — how shall I put it? Well, more consideration shown to me if I’m to be a worker.’

‘In what way?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, in a hundred little ways. Take my meals, for instance, they will probably be irregular; there may be days when I shall either not lunch at all or want to lunch late, say at three or four o’clock. Now this will be your side of the bargain, Susie, you’ll have to be on the spot to look after the cook and see that she gives me fresh food when I need it.’

‘Yes, I see.’

‘And then, people,’ he went on, ‘you must keep them off me, dear, prevent their disturbing me when I’m at work. Take the window-cleaner, for example, I believe he’s been in the habit of cleaning all the windows on a Wednesday, hasn’t he?’ She nodded. ‘Well, suppose you see me close my study door on Wednesday morning — and by the way, whenever I close my study door it will mean that I’m not to be disturbed — well, as I was saying, suppose the window-cleaner comes as usual, I should like you to be there to intercept him. He may clean all the other windows in the house, of course, that is if he’s careful not to clank his bucket, but on no account must he attempt to clean my study window.’

‘Never?’ inquired Susan. ‘Will you be able to see to write?’

‘I didn’t say “never,”’ he corrected; ‘you must tell him to come some other day, that’s all; you’ll have to explain to him that I’m an author.’

‘Well, go on, Hilary.’

‘I’m afraid that social things may be rather a bore, don’t you think so, Susan? I’ll have to try to be less sociable. I want you to stop the telephone ringing quite so often; there’s nothing so distracting as a telephone bell, even now it sets my nerves on edge, and if I were working, good Lord! You’d better tell people that they mustn’t ring us up between ten in the morning and four in the afternoon, and if they do then you’ll have to answer the call in your bedroom and not at the telephone just outside my study door.’

He paused to consider further suggestions.

‘I think I’d like to get a note-book,’ said Susan innocently. ‘Do you mind if I just jot things down?’

‘Yes, do, darling,’ he agreed.

She scribbled in silence for a few minutes.

‘Anything else?’ she inquired.

‘No, I don’t think so. I shan’t be able to accept many invitations, nor do I think that we shall entertain quite so much as in the past. I imagine that seeing a lot of people might easily mix up one’s ideas with regard to the characters one’s trying to write. I expect that while I’m actually working on a book I’ll want to be a bit of a hermit.’

‘May Sieglinde and I remain in the house?’ she inquired with suspicious sweetness.

He kissed her lightly on the cheek.

‘Don’t try to be funny, darling. Who’s to read my work aloud to me if you’re not here?’ And then, as though struck by a new thought: ‘You’d better potter about a bit with your painting again if you’re dull; you know, just as a hobby. It wouldn’t prevent your seeing to things in the house, and I think I’d feel happier if I knew that you were occupied; there’s quite a good light in the drawingroom.’

She stared at him with something very like interest:

‘I feel as though I’d met you for the first time,’ she said.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he replied complacently; ‘I’ve always had it in me, I think.’

II
 

That night in bed Susan faced her problem to the accompaniment of gentle snores. The snores were so gentle, almost tender, in fact, that she had not the heart to disturb them. By the light of the street lamp coming in through the curtains, she could vaguely see Hilary’s profile; he lay on his back with his lips slightly parted and one arm above his head. The restful poise of his body in sleep suggested a quiet conscience; he slept there apparently very much at peace with himself and with all the world.

She turned her back on him the better to think; she must think, and think quickly, she knew, for she and Hilary, unknown to each other, had made a simultaneous decision. She had quite as much right to a career as he had, more, in a way, for she had been the first to start one seriously; but, then, she had married without making stipulations, had been very glad to marry, most women were. She had said — how many times she had said it — that a man should have something in the nature of real work, and when she had said it she knew very well that Hilary had been in her mind. And now here was Hilary eager to begin, only why had he chosen the work of all others that would so completely doom her to idleness.

She thought: ‘Of course, I can go to him and speak frankly. I can tell him that I too am not contented, that I want to get back to my painting. He’s a very just fellow, and I’m sure he’d understand if I were to put it before him as I see it. He might look surprised and a little pained, he might feel rather a martyr at first, but in the end he’d get used to the idea, at least I suppose he would—’ Then she thought: ‘Two geniuses in one small house, and not real geniuses either, that’s the trouble. Real genius can always surmount difficulties, it’s the would-be genius that’s touchy!’ She pictured their evenings when they spent them together: ‘I say, Susan, I haven’t had a moment’s peace all day.’ And her answer: ‘Well, I can’t paint and do your housekeeping at the same time.’

Her hours at the studio would be haunted by worries, and no one with an unquiet mind could paint flowers. She would always be wondering if the telephone were ringing outside the study door, or if the cook had gone out when Hilary needed feeding. Then there would be the dread of returning home not knowing what had happened to upset him in her absence, and Hilary’s face when he met her in the hall with the golden eagle look in his eyes. He might not even say much, she had known him very silent, and these silent moods of his were the hardest to bear; a good storm always cleared the atmosphere, whereas the other sort of thing sometimes lasted for days.

She went over the whole gamut of his probable emotions, a kind of doleful Rosary with an ‘I say, Susan!’ for each ‘Our Father.’ There would be his nervous days, on which he sent his morning tea away untasted, or mistook the finest China brew for Indian, and said so; the bath water would be tepid, the breakfast not plentiful enough or else disgustingly ample, the post would consist entirely of bills and Sieglinde would probably elect to be sick. There would be his angry days, when the least slip on anyone’s part would be certain to produce an explosion; when well-cleaned boots might be hurled outside the door for recleaning, collar buttons thrown down and not found for hours, cheques for household books drawn to the accompaniment of abuse against cooks in general and his cook in particular, and finally a stormy scene with Susan over her domestic inefficiency. There would be his melancholy days, when his eyes would look like those of the caged golden eagle at the Zoo; the weather would be depressing, the little house a prison, Sieglinde ageing fast, ‘And a dog’s life so short at best’; his disappointing career at the front would be remembered and gone over sorrowfully, the injury to his eye would assume immense proportions, his patch would be a blemish that no man should be called upon to bear, and finally this detestable world would make him feel homesick for something or some place that might or might not lie beyond it. And then there would be his charming days, the charming days that could sometimes wipe out all memory of the others; he would get up whistling softly, and sing operas in his bath; he would praise the eggs and bacon and enjoy ‘Pip and Squeak’ in The Daily Mirror, take Susan out to lunch at the Ritz or Savoy, and afterwards Sieglinde for a walk in the park; in the evening he might read aloud if they happened to be at home, and he was almost certain to admire her new dinner dress.

She dwelt upon this last mood with a kind of resentful tenderness. This mood was her great enemy, the enemy of her art. It cast a spell upon her, it sapped all her initiative, it made her feel a wife when she should have felt an artist. She knew how preposterous was Hilary’s new programme, how completely it ignored her as a salient human creature; but she was not yet quite prepared to take her husband seriously, he was still to be regarded in the light of a spoilt child. Of course, it was all nonsense; she told herself that she had not the least intention of standing outside his study door like the angel with a flaming sword. Still, to leave him for long hours while she worked at her studio, to leave him to the mercy of inspiration and the servants — no, she knew that she couldn’t do it. If she did she wouldn’t paint well, there would always be a hungry Hilary between her and her canvas. At this thought her resentment flared up afresh; he had purposely chosen the one job most calculated to end her ambitions. Had he known by telepathy that she meant to take a studio?

She tapped his shoulder sharply.

‘Don’t snore so, Hilary!’

He turned towards her in his sleep with the confidence of a dog seldom chidden, and when he presently snored afresh she let him go on snoring.

The slow tears filled her eyes and splashed down unheeded; she was deeply unhappy at the thought of her own nobility. She was going to be a noble and self-sacrificing woman; such a dull thing to be, she hated being noble! She must go and tell the agent that she didn’t want the studio. She must try to change the daily round to fit the new conditions; she must concentrate on Hilary and on Hilary’s literary efforts. In fact, she must try to be the perfect wife in the perfect home; that is to say, perfect for Hilary.






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

I
 

THE silver London sunshine came in through the study window. On the leads outside some February sparrows quarrelled loudly over their wives. A bunch of snowdrops, looking startlingly white in a blue finger-bowl, stood on the writing-table. The flowers were an offering to Hilary from the cook, who had actually stayed for a whole year! A log fire crackling on the hearth gave out a comfortable, homely scent, which at any other time would have produced in Hilary a distinct sensation of pleasure. Before this fire Sieglinde lay stretched on her side, her eyes tight shut, her paws twitching, her occasional muffled yaps indicative of hunting dreams. The room looked bright and cared-for and happy, the only discordant note being Hilary himself, as he sat at the writing-table, wrapped in gloom.

The table was littered with sheets of foolscap, closely-written pages much corrected and crossed out. A bundle of typed manuscript lay on the blotter, uncompromising, neat, and appallingly clear. Hilary ran his fingers through his hair until it stood on end. He patted it back into place and got up with a sigh that resembled a groan; quite automatically he lit a cigarette, his eighteenth that morning. He turned and walked restlessly up and down, the cigarette wagging on his lip; between his queer, disconsolate eyes the lines of perplexity deepened.

His novel, which had begun so gloriously, was not yet half finished and had now stuck fast. It seemed to Hilary to be like a bogged hunter, the more you tugged it the deeper it sank. Nothing had panned out as he had hoped, his carefully-contrived programme had been more or less of a failure. He wondered gloomily whether Susan was callous, or whether she was merely incapable; a charitable instinct of which he felt proud inclined him to the latter hypothesis. Everything had gone on, was still going on, much as it had always done. The telephone rang at short, sharp intervals, innumerable people ran in to meals, Reuben and Timothy had not found country homes, the window-cleaner ignored the closed door, and Susan was always out. It had struck him recently that Susan was even less domestic than she had been in the old days, far less so. He observed, or thought he did, that her new fall from grace had some sort of connection with his own more serious outlook, in fact with his decision to work. At first she had certainly appeared to make efforts, he remembered congratulating her on the fact; but all of a sudden the efforts had ceased, and now the book looked like ceasing too.

He felt justified in thinking rather bitterly of Susan, as he paced up and down. It was obviously all her fault, for instance, that his book was going wrong; the excellent plot was clear in his mind, all he needed was peace in which to work it out. Peace! Why the house was a veritable hell. No one, not even a Shakespeare, could write in the atmosphere he lived in. He paused to consider his plot more closely; it was certainly very original. Yet somehow or other the principal characters were refusing to get themselves formed; they were in an indescribable muddle.

The hero, a strong but sensitive man, was also intensely modern; his mentality, complicated by post-war conditions, was contradictory at times. But these very contradictions had originally been intended to bring out the author’s skill. Hilary had decided to soar into fame on the strength of this one great character. Recently, however, the hero had struck, and now he refused to be strong; the worst of it was that he was not weak either, he was merely nothing at all. When flogged by his angry creator he lost all semblance of mental balance, and became such an incomprehensible hysteric that to reason with him was impossible. ‘I ought to dig him out of the book and send him to be psycho-analysed!’ thought Hilary, with a flash of bitter humour.

The heroine, who had begun life superbly as a deepbreasted, calm and statuesque woman, was showing a distressing inclination to be Susanish on every occasion. Minor characters either refused to fit in or struggled to usurp too much space. In fact, everyone and everything connected with the book appeared to be enleagued against him.

Hilary stopped his restless pacing and sat down again at the writing-table. He drew the last page of his manuscript towards him and seized his fountain pen. The fountain pen was empty, as usual; its sterility filled him with rage. With a trembling hand he proceeded to fill it from a very large bottle of ink; the piston stuck and finally snapped, spraying ink all over his fingers. His brain felt as though it were wrapped in Jaeger, stuffy and rather hot, but someone had told him that an author should never give in to this feeling of torpor, lest it become chronic. A successful writer had said to him once: ‘I just stick to a thing from ten to one; in the end something always turns up.’

He remembered this now with a gleam of hope; it was only eleven as yet. He composed himself with pencil in hand, and presently the pencil moved; he was only drawing floral designs, however, and he put down the pencil hastily. At the end of another quarter of an hour he found it again and wrote: ‘All the finer, subtler instincts of this strong man’s nature were gradually becoming warped—’ He paused uncomfortably. What about those instincts, should they have become warped; or should they, on the contrary, have pulled themselves together and rallied to the strong man’s aid? The hero’s conditions were excessively trying. How would a strong man behave under the circumstances? How, for instance, would he himself behave?

The telephone rang loudly just outside the study door. He pretended not to hear it, clinging firmly to the hero. Ah, there it was again. Where were all the servants? Oh, well, never mind, someone must come in a minute. Damn! There it was again, and again and again! He flung down his pencil and rushed to the receiver.

Before he could speak came a female voice:

‘Is that you, my sweetie? Is that you, Susan? The party’s gone fut!’

Without explanation he cut off abruptly, and re-entering the study banged the door. He sat down again, struggling to regain his calm.

‘Mind over matter!’ he murmured.

He must decide about the hero’s finer instincts, he couldn’t let them wander in the wrong direction. Perhaps, after all, they had better be warped, life, real life, was so warping. He had almost made up his mind on this point when the air all round him was shattered with noise. The noise had a curious, pulsing, vibrating quality, suggestive of a continuous air-raid. Sieglinde woke up and barked furiously.

‘My God! What’s that?’ he exclaimed shrilly.

Now there was another noise, it was coming down the passage — bump, scrape, bump, scrape, and a pause outside the study. He flung open the door and nearly fell headlong over something that lay coiled at his feet. The thing, whatever it was, looked distinctly reptilian, like a python in some sort of armour. A man came forward touching his cap.

‘What the hell — !’ began Hilary furiously.

‘We’re the vacuum cleaner, sir. May we do this room first? No need to disturb you in the process.’

Hilary’s rage suddenly died away; he felt merely utterly hopeless.

‘Come in,’ he said, standing aside.

The snake charmer grasped his horrid pet by the neck, and then sank on to his knees. Hilary sat speechless, hunched up in his desk chair, and watched the agony of the carpet.

‘Rare lot of dust!’ remarked the man chattily, as he scrubbed up the pile with the cruel, steel snout until every hair stood on end. Having slain the carpet, he rose from his knees and loudly demanded his mate.

‘‘Erb, come ‘ere and fetch up them steps, you can do the curtains and chairs.’

The pulsing, throbbing, vibrating noise ceased as abruptly as it began. The house was so startlingly still by contrast that Hilary’s ears felt empty.

‘She’s gone off!’ remarked ‘‘Erb,’ appearing with the steps. ‘Turn ‘er on again, matey!’ he bawled.

The pandemonium broke loose once more and seemed to be gathering volume. Like an old war horse when the bugle sounds, ‘‘Erb’ threw up his head and listened.

‘She’s running sweetly now,’ he remarked, and proceeded to tackle the writing-table.

The table was heavy, of massive oak, and ‘‘Erb’ swung up one end with a groan.

‘Be careful!’ cried Hilary, as his papers lurched over and fell in a shower to the floor; but ‘‘Erb,’ who had wrapped himself in a curtain, was apparently oblivious of his presence.

Hilary collected his precious pages and put them carefully together. He could just see ‘‘Erb’ from the corner of his eye; he had finished the curtains and was turning his attention to the chairs. The resolute, toil-stained back of ‘‘Erb’s’ neck and his large hand grasping the python decided Hilary in favour of flight; he turned tail and fled upstairs. Another python was uncoiling on the landing, with a kind of slow, meditative playfulness. Hilary skipped over it and reached the bathroom, where he hid his manuscript in the linen cupboard.

His soul was filled with a sense of outrage. A nice thing this for Susan to have done! Not a word had she said about vacuum cleaners. Was he ever consulted, shown any consideration? He made his way down to the front hall again, and seizing his hat, left the house. He had quite forgotten to put on an overcoat, and the wind was excessively cold. Oh, well, he hoped he would get pneumonia, it would serve Susan jolly well right if he did.

II
 

There were not many people in Kensington Gardens, where Hilary finally found himself; he was glad of this, for he longed for solitude in which to review his situation. The miserable sense of failure was upon him, that always came when the book went wrong. He found a chair near the Serpentine, and sat down to smoke a cigarette. He was now more melancholy than resentful, it was all such a hopeless farce. Why had he tried to become a novelist, bound hand and foot as he was? And then his servitude was so puerile, a servitude to little things. A man might go in fetters for some great ideal, but he, Hilary, was being fettered by nothing more noble than a mismanaged household. It might have been different if they had had a child, a child might have made the little things endurable. He told himself sorrowfully that life’s crosses lay not in its great disasters so much as in its petty annoyances. He felt that this had always been so with him, he had always been surrounded by small troubles.

He let his mind slip backwards to the days of his childhood. He had been an only child living in large, melancholy houses. It seemed to him now that the houses he had lived in had always been darker than any of their neighbours. The house in Eaton Square, with its dingy outside paint and its grim but serviceable wall-papers that ate up all the light; their country place in Kent, a heavy, ornate structure, a bastard by Regency out of Early Victorian. Looking back upon his earliest youth, he found it full of shadows, somewhat dispelled later on at Eton, it is true, but the life of every man was coloured by his nursery, and his nurseries had always been drab. His heart swelled with pity for this creature that was Hilary, that had always been Hilary, that must always be Hilary. He liked Hilary so much too, such a good sort of fellow, but rather an idealist, over-sensitive, in fact. It didn’t do to be oversensitive in this world, the overbearing bullies were the men who made their way.

III
 

It was cold sitting there without any overcoat; he got up and began to walk home slowly. The streets were full of noises, intolerable noises. London was a hell of noise. Why had he come back to live here? He walked with drooping shoulders. Anyone to have seen him would have thought: ‘There goes a man with a great sorrow.’ But his mind was working busily, he was on a fresh track now.

Was this memory, he asked himself, or pre-vision or what? Through the rush and din of traffic he discerned a mighty silence, a vast, articulate silence, surrounded by distances. He heard the silence broken by the snapping of a twig, by the soft rubbing together of the feathers on a bird’s wing, by the lighting of a leaf on the ground. Out beyond, in the distance, a buzzard skimmed a moment, then dropped swiftly down and down, like a stone through space.






  








CHAPTER FOUR
 

I
 

THE weeks ran into months; it was already June and the Season was at its height. Susan and Hilary sat alone after dinner; it was very seldom now that she had a free evening in which to listen to his innumerable troubles. She surveyed him rather critically, putting down her book. He had not changed for dinner and his eyes looked tired.

‘I met Victor Lumsden to-day,’ she said. ‘I knew I had something to tell you.’

Hilary nodded, but his eyes still looked tired.

‘Is he in England for long?’ he inquired without interest. She began to read again without answering the question, and he did not trouble to repeat it. He was often like that now, quite lacking in interest unless the subject seemed to have some bearing on his work. The atmosphere oppressed her, she must try and break it somehow.

‘You’ll come to-morrow night to the Embassy, won’t you?’ she said, though she felt that she already knew the answer.

He shook his head slowly, surveying his shoes, which were slightly dusty round the toe-caps.

‘No, I don’t think so, Susan, if you don’t mind, that sort of thing always bores me.’

He began to cough a little; he was smoking too much, endeavouring to kindle inspiration by kindling cigarettes.

‘I’ve asked Lumsden to dine here to-morrow,’ she told him; ‘he can take me on after dinner.’

‘Yes, that’s all right. I’m dining at the P.E.N. Club, I must get to know some more interesting people.’

He happened to look up in her direction as he spoke, and as always he was struck by her youthful prettiness. She was wearing a dress of some dull white material, very simple and restrained, and no doubt very costly. As his eyes met hers she smiled a little, but the smile was entirely impersonal.

He thought: ‘Yes, that’s Susan, and that’s a vase of lilies over there on the table against the curtain. They’re both rather lovely, but they don’t seem very real; they’re not unlike each other, come to think of it.’

She was thinking: ‘I believe he’s going to be just a colossal failure. I might have succeeded, whereas he’s going to fail; but he’s fairly good-tempered to-night, thank goodness!’

Sieglinde came swanning to Hilary’s knee, her neck outstretched to its utmost limits. She laid her head sideways against his leg, looking up with inquiring eyes. He dropped his hand gently and played with her ear; the smooth, silky feel of it soothed him. Presently he pushed Sieglinde away, and getting up, drank some coffee.

‘Have some fresh coffee put into my study the last thing, will you, dear? And see that I have a big breakfast cup.’

‘Are you going to write again to-night, then, Hilary?’

‘Yes, I think so; I’ve got an idea I’m rather keen on.’

It was a long time now since he had shown her his book or asked her to read aloud to him.

‘Is it going all right?’ she inquired perfunctorily. ‘I haven’t seen it just lately.’

‘No, I know, you’ve been out rather a lot. Yes, it’s going all right, thank you.’

She heard the implied reproach in his voice and shrugged her shoulders impatiently.

‘Well, I can’t stay at home and never go out, I must have some occupation.’

‘You could paint a little, couldn’t you?’ he suggested; ‘that used to amuse you at one time.’

She flushed with sudden temper.

‘One can’t paint a “little,” and my art is not an amusement.’

He looked rather surprised and then annoyed; he was feeling good-tempered himself; how tiresome of Susan to be cross!

‘No, of course not; still, flower painting’s different, it’s not like, well — big subject pictures, for instance.’

She returned to her book; no good arguing, she decided, one might as well try to make a rock understand. She supposed that he had probably always been like that, only now she noticed it more.

They sat on in silence. He was thinking: ‘Poor Susan!

I can’t see that she ever had much real talent — always completely lacked staying power. It’s staying power that counts — stick at a thing. Poor Susan! Still, she’s very pretty — women have compensations that we men haven’t got. If it weren’t for Susan I’d be — where would I be? In the wilds somewhere finishing my book in peace. Good Lord, how sick I am of it all!’

A very real weariness had possessed him of late, a weariness of everything by which he was surrounded; and by subtle and almost imperceptible stages this weariness had come to include his wife. He had not yet allowed the thought to emerge, but it hovered in the background of his consciousness. Looking at her now as she sat in the lamplight she seemed to symbolize Womanhood, the thing of all others that he least desired. He wanted to be free, a man among men, or a man quite alone in the midst of big spaces. But his mind was not prepared yet to accuse her as Susan, it stopped short at the symbol she stood for. He started; Susan had yawned rather loudly.

‘You might take Sieglinde out, dear, it must be getting late,’ she remarked, yawning again.

He had heard it so often at about this same hour: ‘You might take Sieglinde out, dear.’ That was one of the small futilities that one did if one happened to be at home at ten p.m. You got up and took the dog for a run, once down the street and then back again. When you came in you bolted the front door, a bolt top and bottom, and then the chain. You were also careful to look at the window fastenings on the half-way landing as you went up to bed.

He rose obediently, whistling to Sieglinde, and together they went out into the street. Sieglinde tried to run back once or twice, she always tried to run back once or twice. Sometimes he would have to retrace his steps and fetch her, sometimes she came when called sternly enough. One could never be quite sure which it would be. Then the cats made a certain diversion. She had spotted one now, it was lurking in the shadows, intent on some amorous adventure. Sieglinde dashed forward almost under a motor, but Hilary caught her in time. ‘No you don’t! Come to heel!’ he thundered.

Poor cat, poor Sieglinde who wanted the cat, poor Susan who wanted Sieglinde. It was dreadfully sad to want anything, he decided, as he slowly retraced his steps.

II
 

Susan telephoned to Lumsden next morning and suggested that they should dine out that night. It would be more amusing, and less intimate than a tête-à-tête dinner in her own house. He fell in with her wishes readily enough, and drove her to the grill-room of the Ritz.

He had ordered both table and dinner beforehand, it seemed, for everything was in readiness on their arrival.

‘I hope you don’t mind dining down here,’ he said. ‘I detest a band with my dinner, don’t you? It entirely spoils concentration.’

He forbore to explain this cryptic remark, and Susan wondered whether she or his food would have suffered had they dined upstairs. He was wearing his grey silk evening waistcoat that so perfectly matched his hair. His manner, as always, was slightly detached; one never knew if he were bored or interested.

‘So Hilary’s gone to the P.E.N. Club,’ he remarked, as he helped himself generously to hors-d’œuvres. ‘I shouldn’t have associated him with that sort of gathering, but life is full of surprises.’

‘Oh, but why not?’ inquired Susan innocently, ‘Hilary’s always been a writer.’

‘Yes, I know he has,’ Lumsden replied; then he added, ‘Dear old fellow!’

Now if Lumsden had not added that ‘Dear old fellow!’ Susan might not have reacted as she did, but something in the tone of affectionate patronage aroused all her dormant loyalty.

‘He’s writing an extremely clever novel just now,’ she retorted, gallantly untruthful.

‘No, really? Do tell me, what’s it about? I can’t imagine old Hilary as a novelist; still, as I remarked before, life’s full of surprises.’

Susan collected her thoughts; what was the book about? She had never quite grasped the plot, she remembered. Hilary’s accounts had been somewhat vague, he was not always good at expressing himself, at all events verbally. But Lumsden was waiting; he looked rather amused.

‘Oh, it’s just about life,’ she replied non-committally.

‘Yes, I know, they all are,’ laughed Lumsden; ‘I suppose that’s why they’re so dull!’

She longed to be terse and bitingly witty, to give him as good as and better than he gave, if possible to place him at a disadvantage. But this man always made her feel dull and incapable of repartee.

A party of four sat down at the next table. The two men were in tweeds, very careful, very new. The women were obviously aspiring to something, there was a kind of loose flippancy in their manner and clothes. The host of this party had shiny black hair, which kinked over the ears in spite of much dressing. He saluted the waiter with awkward familiarity, and Susan got the impression that his order would be generous. He looked much too rich, but in spite of this fact his youth was rather appealing. He was so pathetically eager to please. He alternately cringed and bounded, like a dog.

‘Now, then, what d’you say, Sidney, cocktails all round first? Yes, waiter, four cocktails, and see you make ’em strong! And then, what? What’s your fancy, Aeda? Some nice lobster salad, and follow it with Poulet à la — à la — what’s it called, waiter? Oh, all right, that sounds scrumptious. Sounds jolly good, don’t you think so, Aeda? Will that do for you, Lily? Good, then it’s Poulet à la thingummyjig.’

They ordered champagne.

‘Have it iced, dear,’ said Aeda.

She caught Susan’s eye fixed upon her with interest, and delving in her bag, produced powder and lipstick.

‘It’s shockingly oppressive in here,’ she remarked, ‘quite like a Turkish, so to speak.’

The lobster salad in all its glory arrived, and was shown to the host. There was more than a suggestion of ritual in the act, and the little host looked uncomfortable. He did not appear to know what was expected of him, and the waiter removed it discreetly. The iced champagne had now arrived too, and their spirits perceptibly rose. They began to talk freely, to make little jokes, to feel themselves very much at home.

‘My God!’ murmured Lumsden, ‘what truly awful people one sees these days. I should have thought that this place—’

Susan looked thoughtfully at the offenders.

‘Well, I suppose they’re just beginnings. I suppose their kind were our beginnings once, come to think of it.’

Lumsden laughed.

‘I don’t know about that; you mustn’t forget that there are a few baronetcies that date back to the fifteenth century.’

‘So there are,’ she agreed; ‘but don’t forget either the thirteen centuries that went before them.’

He shrugged his shoulders.

‘You may be right; in any case I’ve always disliked the Book of Genesis.’

He was drinking some very excellent Burgundy, sipping it slowly with approbation. He gave the impression of bathing his lips in the soft graciousness of the wine.

‘I believe he’d like to take a bath in it,’ thought Susan, watching him covertly.

He had asked her perfunctorily when they sat down whether she would prefer red wine or white, but had scarcely attended to her answer. Still, the wine, like the food that he had ordered, was above reproach; the dishes were as carefully contrived as was Lumsden himself. From time to time his cold eyes rested on Susan, quietly appraising, secretly inquisitive.

‘My room in Paris sends you greetings, Mrs. Brent; we hope you’ll come there again some day.’

‘I wonder why it was so interesting?’ she mused. ‘It was just quite frankly empty.’

He smiled.

‘But you liked it for that?’

‘Yes, I liked it, I suppose it was for that. It interested me because it was so full of atmosphere.’

She looked at this grey, silky man as she spoke, and wondered how he had managed to create any atmosphere other than that of a beauty specialist’s parlour.

He was laughing gently to himself.

‘I’m a wizard, you know; there are many unseen things in my room, I assure you.’

Susan nodded.

‘It reminded me of all the most improbable things to find in a Paris flat, I remember — sea and sky and plains, big things. I suppose it was meant to do that?’

He regarded her thoughtfully.

‘I opened my windows very wide one day, I beckoned three times and they all rushed in. I can conceive it possible, however, that I might have to beckon in vain for something that would mean even more to me; yes, I think it’s quite possible.’

‘So do I,’ she said quietly.

He helped himself to another glass of wine.

‘One never knows, there’s always a charming element of chance about life, otherwise it would be too wearisome. Oh, by the way, Venetia Ford, she sent you a message — I’ve forgotten what it was.’

Susan looked up with interest.

‘Do please try and remember. Was it about my work?’

‘Wait a minute. Oh, yes, she said were you painting, and when were you going to see her in Paris.’

There was a little silence before Susan spoke, and then:

‘I’ve not taken up my painting again, after all, so you see I’ve no message to send back to Venetia Ford; at least, no message that she would understand.’

‘She’s a queer, erratic creature,’ said Lumsden, continuing, as he usually did, with his own train of thought; ‘very great, of course, I should say the greatest woman artist that the world has ever seen. She always strikes me as being rather uncanny; I believe she’s possessed when she paints.’

‘Yes, “The Weeping Venus,”’ said Susan, almost reverently.

‘It’s rather a terrible picture, I think. The last degradation, the dregs, you know. Don’t you feel that about it, Mrs. Brent?’

‘Yes, but I feel so much more besides, I think you’ve only got at half the truth. To me the Venus stands for the circle of Eternity, in which the two extremes always meet.’

‘As I sometimes think they do in Venetia herself,’ he replied.

She would have liked to continue the discussion of Venetia Ford and her pictures, but Lumsden was looking round impatiently for a waiter in order to pay the bill.

‘Shall we be getting on?’ he suggested. ‘It’s about time for the Embassy, if you feel like it.’

III
 

The Embassy Club was fuller than usual, and Susan and Lumsden drifted apart, claimed by their separate friends. From time to time during the evening they floated automatically together again on the tide of mutual acquaintances. Lumsden asked her to dance with him once or twice, but evinced no desire to be more than casually polite; she thought, indeed, that he was trying to avoid her, and was conscious of a sense of relief.

Her mind was busy and intensely disturbed. She was thinking of Venetia Ford and her pictures in conjunction with this gathering. Was everybody more banal than usual? Or were they so only by comparison? She could hear her friends laughing and talking all round her, they were making a great deal of noise. But to-night their high spirits were not convincing, the laughter was tinged with a vague depression that emanated from herself. She thought: ‘What an awful waste of energy, and all for nothing at all.’ She was glad when Lumsden appeared a little later, and asked if he could drive her home.

‘I have to go early,’ he explained apologetically; ‘I’ve promised to finish a bit of work for my publisher.’

In the motor going home he kissed her. He did it with a swift and accomplished dexterity that brought their lips together before she had realized his intention.

She pushed him away.

‘Don’t, please, do that again, I can’t tell you how much I dislike it.’

He murmured an apology.

‘But you see,’ he continued after a pause, ‘I was kissing the spirit of beauty in you, the intangible rather than the concrete.’

She was silent, but he went on talking almost blithely, switching his conversation over to the impersonal with surprisingly little effort. When the car drew up at the house in North Street he accompanied her to the front door and waited while she fitted her latch-key.

‘Good night, Mrs. Brent,’ he said quietly, lifting her hand to his lips with an assumption of old-world courtliness.

IV
 

She undressed feeling tired and dispirited. Hilary was writing, she had seen the light under his study door. Poor old Hilary down there all alone in the study, struggling so hard to find expression for himself; she felt sorry for him, because he would fail. She lay very wide awake thinking of Hilary. Lumsden and his kiss were completely forgotten. Then she suddenly realized the nature of her thoughts; they were quietly cold and impersonal. She was sorry for the man down there in the study, as she often felt sorry for another man, a man who sold matches in the street. Hilary had grown to be as far away as that, as the man who sold matches in the Buckingham Palace Road. She wanted the old match seller to find customers for his wares, because he was obviously pathetic; and she wanted Hilary to find customers for his, because he was obviously pathetic. Obvious pathos called forth easy pity, but the pity was too easy to go very deep.

The study door banged. He was coming upstairs, not quietly but heavily, thumping a little. Perhaps he did not know that she was already in bed; or perhaps, as was more likely, he would not trouble to walk quietly if he did know it; he had never restrained the childish impulse to give obvious expression to his moods.

‘Is that you, Hilary?’

‘Yes, it’s me. I thought I heard you come in.’

He began to move restlessly about his dressing-room. He was pottering, fidgeting with first one thing and then another. Now he had dropped something, it must be a hairbrush! He swore.

‘God damn!’ she heard him mutter; and there was more besides, it sounded like an angry prayer. While he was undressing he grunted a good deal, and once or twice he sighed, irritably and audibly.

‘Oh, do make less noise!’ she called, pulling up the bedclothes. ‘I’m dead tired, I want to go to sleep.’






  








CHAPTER FIVE
 

I
 

IT was unusually hot and airless.

‘The heat’s too awful!’ grumbled Hilary.

‘But I thought you liked heat,’ remarked Susan.

‘I don’t like this heat,’ he retorted irritably.

‘It seems to me, my dear,’ she said, ‘that you only like things in the abstract; you like the idea of tropical heat, but when it really comes you feel cross.’

He shrugged his shoulders and turned away; he knew that he was being childish. But he wanted to be childish, he found it a relief to his overwrought body and mind. He was now working entirely at night, for the sake of comparative coolness, and the loss of sleep attendant on his new regime told heavily on his nerves. He could not turn day into night, he found, and seldom slept comfortably through the morning. In the afternoons he lounged about restlessly, or drove himself into the country in his runabout. He would leave the little car in some quiet lane, and wander over the fields, looking for a solitude that always evaded him. He had begun to long morbidly for solitude now, and for the intense silence of spaces too vast to be sound-ridden.

The placid English landscape crowded in upon him; it jostled him continually with its cottages, its farmhouses, its cattle, its whole neat and compact personality. There were too many stiles that led nowhere in particular, unless it were into another meadow as carefully hand-fed as the last. There were too many hedges, neatly trimmed and tended, enclosing little plots of soil that obviously belonged to someone. His eyes were always tormented by countless, definite, man-made lines — straight lines, slanting lines, lines that crossed each other at regular, measured intervals. If he walked along a path he had to walk between them. If he climbed a hill in order to escape, there they were again below him in the valley. They were almost worse seen this way, for one got them all together. The valleys looked to Hilary like some maddening design in a drawing-book, stiff and rather skilfully compounded of innumerable interwoven lines. His impatience found vent in small acts of destruction. Swish, and his walking-stick had decapitated a meadow-sweet. He thrust through clouds of buttercups, careless of where he trod; the buttercups gave way, leaving gold dust on his shoes.

Driving back in the evenings was enough to turn the heart sick. The country grew more timid as the city reached out to grasp it. Paler green, a little dingy, smaller trees that look frightened, and then the dust-clogged grass by the road, a horrible ghastly thing. He pitied while he despised this tame, man-ridden nature, deprived of all its powers of resistance, its forces of destruction. The car would jolt a little; ah, the tram-lines were beginning, and with them all the squalor of a hideous civilization. The air would become heavy, and a little way ahead would hang the curious, brown-grey pall, the congealed breath of London. There would come familiar smells — the intolerable stench of the fried-fish shop, with its rank and sizzling fat; the oozy, rubbery smell of asphalt, the sickly smell of lubricating oil, the acrid smell of petrol, the indefinable compound smell of slums after a hot day.

He would try to think of happier things, of Susan, for instance. But the thought of Susan brought no peace as it had once done. On the contrary, it disturbed him mightily; it had grown to be almost a menace. He would picture her standing quietly just in front of him, a small thing, rather helpless. In his mind he took a step to the side, but then so did she, and they would be face to face again. He turned round abruptly, turned his back on her; but an unseen presence was always distressing, he knew that she was close on his heels. Whatever he did, wherever he went, he could never be really alone; there must always be this bit of himself, that was yet so terribly alien. This thought began to obsess him; he must get away, get free.

He must get away from London, from England, from Europe; even Europe felt too small. He must get away from Susan.

He was edging his little car in and out of the traffic when he took his momentous decision. He failed to respect the policeman’s hand, he had not even seen it. He darted in front of an angry bus and skidded across a tram-line; the long-suffering motor sprang forward wildly as he pressed his foot down on the accelerator. He must get home and find his wife. Wherever she was he must find her. If she were out he would go and fetch her; he would drag her home and make her listen; he could not endure the suspense. But what would he say? How could he explain? Would Susan be able to understand? She would naturally think that there was some other woman; yes, that was what everyone would think. He had to admit, even to himself, that his conduct would be difficult to explain on any other hypothesis. Well, he was going to be unfaithful, it was true, but not for the love of women. He was going to break faith for the sake of an urge towards something infinitely greater. He realized now, he told himself, that everything depended on this one thing — his success, almost his reason. He must push all lesser considerations behind him, be strong, even ruthless if necessary. He must call up every ounce of self-preservation, and go out into the world, reborn and free.

II
 

The reckless drive home sobered him a little; he felt less highfalutin and much less confident. He let himself quietly in with his latch-key, and made his way straight to the study. He could hear Susan laughing and talking upstairs; she had evidently had people dining with her.

The study was full of subdued twilight, it was nine o’clock and not yet quite dark. He sat down in an armchair, resting his chin on his hand. His gaze strayed in the direction of the priceless Gothic table that held his writing materials; the tone of the oak was silver fair in the glimmer that came through the window. How he had prized that table once, with its delicate, graceful solidity.

But now it no longer had the power to stir him to more than a grudging admiration. He stared at his fine collection of books with their careful, hand-tooled bindings, at a coffer the museum had tried to buy, at a woman by Holbein on the opposite wall. Yes, he had managed to collect lovely things, too many lovely things, that was the trouble. They were there all round him, accusing, reproachful, trying to make him regret.

Mechanically he took out his note-book and found the photograph of Susan which he always carried. The photograph had been taken just after their marriage, and in it Susan looked more helpless than usual; that was why he had loved it, he remembered. He tightened his lips and thrust it back, angry because of a little heart pang; this was no time for sentiment. After all, he told himself, it was fairer to Susan that he should go, much fairer; he had not been a satisfactory husband lately. He would give her the freedom that he meant to take himself, see to it that she had not one whit less. If she found someone else, he would let her divorce him, that would be only fair and honourable. He might come back in a year, two years, but perhaps he would never come back; in any case they must both be free, and their freedom must be complete.

Gradually, as he sat there, his mind grew calmer, and what he was about to do assumed a more natural aspect. Susan had obviously grown less fond of him, and no wonder. It might not be so difficult to make her understand, after all. Looking back over the last few months, he was rather appalled to realize what an unpleasant housemate he had been — a mass of whims and complaints, and his temper was wellnigh intolerable. Yet he could not reproach himself, he felt; it was Fate, just stark, staring Fate, that had gripped him by the throat. Their lives had drifted quite far apart, he and Susan were seldom together now. A rather unexpected anxiety if either were late or not well was all that remained of their first, fine, careless rapture, and that was probably only a habit of mind, a survival. Poor, striving, struggling, blind men and women, how little they ever really knew of each other, how little they ever really penetrated beyond the surface of each other’s lives: pathetic creatures!

III
 

He heard a hand on the study door; it opened very quietly and Susan came into the room. A church clock outside was striking eleven; he must have been sitting there with his thoughts for two whole hours. Susan leant forward peering into the shadows; the room had grown quite dark.

Her voice came strangely to his ears; it sounded subdued, unfamiliar.

‘Hilary, are you there, dear? Why are you sitting in the dark?’

He jumped up and switched on the reading lamp.

She stared at him curiously.

‘Are you all right? You look completely fagged out.’

‘Have they all gone home?’ he inquired, ignoring her question.

‘Not home, they’ve gone on to the bridge club. I had a feeling you were not well.’

He pushed the arm-chair towards her and sat down himself at the writing-table.’

‘I’m quite well, thanks, my dear.’

He paused, fidgeting with a pencil.

His mind felt wonderfully clear, considering, only it was just a little difficult to begin. He knew more or less what he wanted to say, what he must say; but Susan looked so natural sitting there in his room, her presence made it much more difficult.

He said:

‘I went as far as Cambridge to-day, it was awfully hot, even driving.’

She did not reply, she was looking at him steadily. He fancied that she knew he was fencing.

‘That’s not what I wanted to say,’ he went on, ‘I didn’t want to talk about Cambridge. I wanted to talk about ourselves. Are you sleepy, Susan? Shall we put it off till to-morrow?’

‘No, I’m not at all sleepy,’ she told him; ‘we’ll talk for as long as you like.’

He nodded and began abruptly:

‘I’ve been a jolly bad bargain, Susie. I think husbands are born and not made.’

She did not attempt to contradict him.

‘Perhaps that’s true of wives as well,’ she said, smiling a little.

‘Yes, perhaps, but I’ve been unusually rotten, an intolerable kind of man.’

‘You’ve not been unfaithful as far as I know, and I ought to be grateful for that, I suppose.’

He hesitated. How could he explain.

‘No, I’ve not been unfaithful,’ he said doubtfully, ‘that is, not in the physical sense; but do you know, that’s never seemed to me to be particularly important, at least not as important as other things. It’s the spiritual betrayal that counts most of all, and I’ve been unfaithful to you in my spirit. I’m unfaithful to you now in that way, Susan, and yet I want no one but you.’

She said: ‘You’re very unhappy, aren’t you, Hilary? I’ve felt it for a long time.’

‘Yes, I’m very unhappy indeed,’ he answered simply; ‘but it’s not your fault, you know.’

‘No, it’s not my fault, except that I exist in the capacity of your wife.’

‘But I asked you to be my wife,’ he said warmly, ‘I wanted you, I was madly in love when we married.’

‘My dear, we married when love was in the air; it was an epidemic, like influenza.’

‘Oh, don’t put it that way; I think you were very much in love with me too.’

It shocked him that she should be so matter of fact. She was silent for a moment; and then:

‘What is it that you really want to tell me, Hilary?’

He said:

‘It’s so dreadfully grave a thing that I don’t quite know how to begin. If we were just friends it would be easy, but as it is—’

‘But I am your friend,’ she said quietly, ‘I always shall be your friend.’

He took her small, unresponsive hand, and she left it calmly in his. The muscles round his eye twitched painfully; he pushed up his patch with a gesture of impatience. Something in the movement filled her with pity. Why wasn’t he a little child? Had he been a little child she could have taken him in her arms, consoled and comforted him. She had once compared her pity for Hilary with her pity for the man who sold matches; now she knew that she had been wrong, and not only wrong but ridiculous.

‘Can’t you bring yourself to say it?’ she asked abruptly.

‘Say what?’ he temporized, looking away.

‘That you want to leave me,’ she said.

She felt that she had known this thing all along. She had certainly known it when she had gone to his study that evening. Oh, but she had known it for days, for weeks, for months, perhaps she had always known it. Her own words had given her a little shock that still tingled over her body. She felt rather breathless, rather afraid, rather excited; then it came to her in a sudden flash of self-revelation that she also felt glad — yes, glad.

He gasped.

‘But how did you know? You know that I want to leave you?’

‘I think I’ve known it for a very long time. You’ve been lacking in courage, Hilary.’

He said:

‘Good Lord, Susan! I believe you’re glad, I believe you want me to go.’

‘Yes, I want you to go,’ she replied quietly. ‘I’ve opened your cage door wide.’

He gripped her hand.

‘Oh, you do understand, say you understand!’ he pleaded. ‘It’s me, all me; I should never have married, I’ve been a colossal failure as a husband.’ His words came fast, tripping over each other; he was telling her everything now — his longings, his poor little stunted ambitions, his imperative need of freedom. He dropped her hand and began to pace the room; there were tears in his curious eyes. ‘And I swear it’s not women I want,’ he said; ‘it’s just to be alone and free.’

She motioned him back to his chair again, and this time it was she who took his hand.

‘Listen, Hilary, I can understand, for I’ve felt like you do, myself.’

He listened incredulously to the tale she unfolded, scarcely able to believe his ears. Susan with ambitions, Susan longing to work, Susan also craving to be free!

‘So that all the time you’ve been feeling it too!’ he said in a voice of wonder.

She nodded.

‘Yes, I’ve been feeling it too; I want to be free to work.’ He stood up and grasped her shoulder.

‘Not only to work,’ he said emphatically, ‘I give you your freedom complete and entire, as you have given me mine. If you should ever love another man, Susan, and of course you will, my dear, remember that I’m your faithful servant. I should always let you divorce me. I shall spare you in all ways, consider you in all ways, you can trust me absolutely. To-morrow I shall make over half my income to you, so you’ll never have to worry over ways and means.’

She stopped him with a gesture.

‘No, not that, please, Hilary. I have money enough of my own to live on, and for the rest I mean to earn it.’

‘Do as you please,’ he told her, ‘the money will be there should you need it.’

She said, and said it with apparent calm, ‘When do you intend to go, Hilary?’ Her heart was beating uncomfortably fast, she could feel it in her throat.

He considered.

‘As soon as I can get a passage, perhaps the day after to-morrow.’

‘A passage?’

‘Yes, I shall leave Europe. I shall go to Canada, I think.’ She was silent, finding nothing to say; then she forced herself to be practical.

‘It’s a very short time to get you ready in, dear. How long will you stay in Canada?’

‘I may stay there always,’ he told her, careful not to meet her eyes.

After a pause she said quietly:

‘Well, I must do the best I can with your packing.’

He demurred.

‘Oh, you mustn’t trouble about me, Susan, I can pack all I’m likely to need, myself.’

‘No, don’t do that,’ she said softly; ‘I shall like to pack for you, Hilary.’

They got pencil and paper and made out a list. He refused point blank to take more than one valise; he was going to start afresh, out there.

‘But your books,’ she protested, ‘you’ll be miserable without them.’

He waved her gently aside. She could sell all his books if she liked, he told her, sell the house and everything in it. From now on his collections were hers to do exactly as she pleased with. They sat on talking quietly through the night, like two friends discussing their separate plans.

He collected his manuscripts and tied them up neatly. ‘I’d like these in my hand-bag, Susan.’

‘I shall put in your anæsthol pastilles, Hilary, nothing else ever stops your throat cough. Oh, and don’t forget the drops for your eye; you’d better go and find the prescription.’

‘Wait a minute, I think it’s in here,’ he said; ‘yes, here it is in this drawer.’

She took it firmly out of his hand and thrust it into her dress.

‘I’d better keep it, I think, it’s sure to get lost if I don’t. Remember, you’ll find it in the pocket of your bag, together with three new patches.’

He said:

‘You’re very good to me, Susan; I’m awfully grateful, my dear.’

‘You’ve no need to be grateful,’ she told him; ‘at least, no more need than I have to be grateful to you.’

‘And you think that you’ll take a studio? Will you be comfortable living there?’

‘Yes, of course. Why not?’

‘But will it be safe? You’ll get a maid who’ll sleep in at night?’

‘If I can; but don’t worry, I shall be all right.’

‘Well, promise me you’ll be careful crossing the roads; you’re always so reckless, Susan.’

‘If your cough’s not better after the sea voyage, you’d better see a throat man in New York,’ she said; ‘and try not to smoke too much.’

‘Yes, I promise. Oh, and by the way, Susan, be careful of those ridiculously thin shoes of yours, they look to me regular death traps.’

‘And we’ve decided not to write or cable to each other; yes — I think that was wise,’ she said thoughtfully.

‘We’ll never get free of each other,’ he replied, ‘unless we stick firmly by that.’

‘You’re quite right, and we must get free of each other. Well, Hilary, it’s a pact.’

A loud twittering broke out with unexpected suddenness; the sparrows were getting up.

‘Why, it’s morning!’ said Susan in surprise; ‘we’ve been talking all night.’

Hilary touched her hand rather timidly.

‘We are queer people, you and I,’ he said; ‘I don’t think we belong to our times at all; I think we must belong to the century after next.’

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








BOOK FOUR
 






  








CHAPTER ONE
 

I
 

SUSAN sat looking at Venetia Ford with wide, questioning eyes. The sunshine came in through the open window, mellowed by the trees in Hyde Park. This soft, greenish and rather mysterious light seemed to form part of the spirit of the room; it suggested the denser groves of a forest, or the water of a glacier stream.

Venetia had taken this flat for three months; a beautiful flat, as comfortable and charming as its late owner’s ingenious mind could make it. But Venetia had already partially decked it in her own sombre livery; black and white skin rugs and black satin cushions lay on floors, divans and chairs, together with soft fabrics of those greys and fawns that her eyes so loved to rest upon. The atmosphere was slightly redolent of the scent that she always affected, which seemed to emanate less from her personally than from her surroundings in general.

Venetia lay back on a low divan with her arms above her head. Her black hair merged into a black satin cushion, the one was as black as the other. She wore a soft, white linen shirt, and a Russian coat of grey satin; her absurdly small feet were in round-toed shoes, heel-less, made like a child’s.

‘I’m so glad you came over,’ Susan was saying; ‘I’ve wanted to see you so often lately.’

‘Then why didn’t you come to Paris? You were free to do so as you liked.’

‘Yes, I know; but I wanted to accomplish something first, I didn’t want to come empty-handed.’

‘And you feel that you’ve not accomplished anything, so far?’

‘I’ve accomplished nothing at all.’

‘I gathered as much when I was in your studio,’ remarked Venetia drily.

Susan said:

‘I sometimes sit in that studio doing nothing for hours and hours. There are days when I couldn’t paint a stroke to save my immortal soul. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this; if it bores you I want you to stop me at once; you will stop me if I bore you, won’t you?’

Venetia turned slightly in Susan’s direction and smiled her swift, frank smile.

‘My dear, if you bore me I’ll certainly tell you; life’s too short to submit to being bored. At the present moment I’m very much interested, but I’m rather disappointed too.’

‘I love my art, it isn’t that, you mustn’t think it’s that,’ said Susan; ‘and I love my freedom,’ she added hastily, ‘my independence!’

‘How long has your Hilary been away now?’

‘Let me see, this is the end of June — a little over a year.’

‘And you don’t think he’s likely to come back, you say?’

‘No, I don’t know that he’ll ever come back. We parted like two understanding friends; I was glad in some ways to give him his freedom. We’d begun to get under each other’s feet, to hamper each other’s progress. We were too acutely conscious of each other, I think it may have been that. Hilary couldn’t write because of me, he never actually said so, but I felt it; and I couldn’t paint because of him, we sapped each other’s vitality. It’s curious my talking to you like this, I felt very shy when I saw you in Paris, but now I seem to have got over my shyness, I feel that you’re so — how shall I put it?’

‘So impersonal,’ suggested Venetia.

Susan hesitated. ‘I wonder. No, I don’t think it’s quite that; it’s more that to me you stand for the embodiment of art. I’m confessing to my art when I confess to you, Mrs. Ford.’

‘But art is impersonal, my child. Do you mind my using your Christian name? I hate acquired names, they bore me. And I’d rather you called me Venetia, please; that’s all I am, Venetia. I never sign my pictures in any other way; it wouldn’t mean me if I did. I lost Ford quite comfortably several years ago; I only use him now on legal documents.’

She laughed, perhaps at the memory of Ford, or perhaps it was at herself.

‘But is art impersonal, are you quite sure of that?’

‘Quite sure, aren’t you?’ asked Venetia.

‘No, I think that when painting lacks the human touch it becomes little better than a design for wall-paper.’ Venetia sighed impatiently.

‘Oh, that human touch, the weakness, the selfishness of it! It simply means refusing to allow inspiration to count for more than one’s own little personality. If you spoke of humanity now, humanity as a whole, that would be different. But even that is not quite enough; humanity serves to nourish art, to feed it, that’s really all.’

‘But I don’t think I could detach myself like that, stand outside and beyond other interests. I’m sure I need people and things in my life, they act as a kind of stimulant.’

‘By all means use them as a stimulant if you wish, but stimulants should be taken in moderation; you let them go to your head too much, and consequently you never see clearly.’

‘Would you have me sit on a mountain-peak, gazing at the eternal snows?’

‘No, I’d have you right here in the centre of London, with the real you as far away from it all as though you were on the Himalayas.’

‘I’m not great enough,’ said Susan gloomily, ‘I can’t throw everything off. You’re just Venetia; but I’m not just Susan, I’m a part of the everyday things.’

‘Is your painting a part of the everyday things too?’

‘That’s just it, my painting can’t stand alone now, any more than I can. In the old days I loved painting flowers, I adored it; I was very much in earnest, very ambitious, very certain of making good. Then I married, as you know, and gave it all up, Hilary took up too much time; and now I don’t seem to be able to get back, to be able to use my freedom. I’m like a man who’s been bed-ridden for years, I can’t walk, my legs feel atrophied. I wonder sometimes if flowers have changed like everything else since the war, they don’t seem quite the same these days.’

‘You tell me that your flowers are not enough, that you can’t express yourself in them?’

‘Yes, that’s it, they don’t fulfil me any more, they’re no longer a good medium for self-expression.’

‘But why do you want to express yourself? Wouldn’t it be better if you just expressed the flowers?’

‘No, because I want them to be a part of me, I can’t paint convincingly otherwise. My original mistake was in specializing as a flower painter; it would be quite different if I could paint big things like you do.’

‘No,’ said Venetia, ‘it wouldn’t be different; you’d feel empty, as you call it, just the same. To paint one petal with inspiration is as great as painting “The Weeping Venus.” It’s not the subject of a picture that counts, it’s the spirit of the subject that you must paint; and to find the spirit even in a blade of grass one must look with one’s own entire spirit. Art is the most exacting lover in the world, you can’t give too much of yourself. If you don’t find fulfilment in painting your flowers you mustn’t blame the flowers, blame Susan. You’re not really wholeheartedly in love with your art, you can’t rise to complete self-abnegation.’

Susan said:

‘And yet I remember in the old days, when I was a student at the Slade, I had moments of wonderful uplift and certainty. I suppose that was inspiration.’

‘Yes, you gave it all then, all you had to give. I know that, you see, for I bought your picture.’

‘And now you don’t think I give any more?’

‘I’m quite sure you don’t,’ said Venetia. ‘The work that I’ve seen at your studio is clever, but it’s utterly dead.’

‘Yes, you’re right, I’ve been feeling that too.’

‘Those blue delphiniums,’ Venetia continued, ‘they’re carefully grouped, the composition’s charming; that’s because you’re clever, Susan, you used your brain for that part. But the flowers themselves never grew in the soil, never lived in the sunshine, never felt the rain. They’re just pretty forms with the colour of delphiniums, but without a vestige of spirit.’

Susan’s eyes filled with tears, her lips trembled.

‘It’s too terrible to be only able to paint corpses, I might as well be an undertaker at once. The queer thing is that I — don’t understand it, it never used to be like this.’

‘It’s not only the intrusion of everyday things that is ruining art in you, Susan, it’s something far more vital than that; I think your allegiance is divided.’

‘My allegiance is divided? Oh, no, indeed not. How do you think I divide it?’

‘Ah, that only you yourself can know,’ said Venetia very quietly.

Susan was silent, then a sudden thought struck her. ‘After all, Venetia, look at you, you divide your allegiance sometimes.’

‘You think that because you see me here at play. You look round this flat, and you say to yourself, “What luxury, what comfort, how expensive!” But, my dear, all this is nothing to do with my art; a palace, a garret, it’s all the same to me when the spirit of work is on me. I’m here just now because I’m tired of Paris; I’m here because, having painted two pictures, I’m completely empty for the moment. But the door, in my case, is always open; I leave it wide open, not just ajar. In a little while, perhaps tomorrow, next week, next month or next year — who knows? — something will come in by my open door and then I shall paint again. With you it’s different; you’re not empty at all; you’re full to the brim with something, Susan, and that thing isn’t your art.’

‘I was much too old to begin again; I often think it’s that. I’m stiff, I can feel it when I take up a brush, there’s no joy left in my hand.’

Venetia looked at her not unkindly, then she lit a cigarette.

‘Must you go on painting for a living?’

‘No, I’ve no need to earn my bread.’

‘Then give it up,’ said Venetia decidedly; ‘you’ll be far happier if you do.’

Susan responded to this suggestion by a gust of sudden resentment.

‘I will not give it up!’ she declared truculently, ‘I will certainly not give it up!’

Venetia shrugged her shoulders.

‘If we’re going to dine at the Bon Acceuil I must go and get ready,’ she remarked. Then she turned and held out her hand with a smile, ‘Come with me while I tidy up, Susan.’

II
 

Susan followed her into the luxurious bedroom, with its endless fitments and sybaritic chairs. The dressing-table gleamed with cut glass and tortoise-shell, countless bottles, countless boxes, countless trays, immaculate brushes and combs. Venetia proceeded to powder her face with the strange yellow powder that was fashionable in Paris. She made up her lips and rubbed up her nails with thoughtful and meticulous care; then she sprayed herself with her characteristic scent, of which no one had ever been able to discover the name. A large fire was burning in the grate, in spite of the fact that it was June, for Venetia never felt really warm away from southern sunshine. The atmosphere of the room was perfumed and hot, conducive to drowsy idleness; there was nothing here that suggested a worker, nothing that suggested work, it might have been the room of a fashionable woman entirely absorbed in the care of her body.

‘I wonder if she’s a fraud?’ thought Susan, and then she remembered ‘The Weeping Venus.’

No, this woman was not a fraud, she was merely unlike anyone else. She could live in great luxury and not be luxurious, indulge her body and not be self-indulgent, give rein to her passions without being passionate, be a thorough egotist without being egotistical. For above and around and through Venetia Ford glowed the eternal spirit of genius, ready at any moment to burn up the dross, to purify as by fire. And because she knew this spirit for what it was, a divine thing, worthy of worship, she could never sink too low for its rays to reach her; out of the depths she could call upon its name, and be lifted towards the light.






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

I
 

‘I’M ready,’ said Venetia, ‘come along.’

She had put on a long black velvet cloak and a queer little mannish hat. Her eyes were shining as though with amusement, perhaps she had partially read Susan’s thoughts. Susan herself was simply dressed in a well-tailored coat and skirt. She had taken to wearing tailor-made clothes lately as part of her emancipation. They got into Venetia’s comfortable motor and drove to the little restaurant in Bloomsbury, the Bon Acceuil, so humble looking and so extremely expensive. To the Bon Acceuil came all post-war Bohemia, a Bohemia that had grown to be very epicurean. There was real Bohemia and would-be Bohemia; men and women who did things — great painters, well-known writers, and the men and women who tried to do things — the titled camp-followers of art.

The clients of Ries, the Austrian wizard whose magic had created this place, were divided into those who paid their bills and those who emphatically did not. It was shrewdly suspected that the former contingent were forced to make good for the latter. But no one complained at the Bon Acceuil, it would have seemed rather bad form to do so. To have the privilege of being conducted to your table by Ries himself, to receive the extraordinarily winning smile that betokened this great man’s approval, was, you felt, a sufficient return for the money you would part with before the evening was over. Indeed, there was something about the Bon Acceuil that no mere money could buy, an intangible atmosphere of individuality and charm quite unlike any other restaurant in London.

There were only seven tables in the room downstairs, and this in itself showed Ries to be a man of self-restraint and an artist. He might easily have taken much larger premises and had seventy tables, so great was his fame. But Ries despised the vulgarity of crowds, the noisy ostentation of bigness. Ries was the Fragonard of the culinary art; the pictures he produced were small but perfect. If he liked you as a model the service was efficient, the dinner a poem, and Ries himself filled your glass with nectar, of which only the privileged were allowed to partake. If, on the other hand, you did not suit the picture, then things were quite different, entirely different, as one or two people had found out. It was just this atmosphere of personal selection, this spell of the Round Table, as it were, for which you paid at the Bon Acceuil; and if you paid for a little more besides, for those people who could not pay for themselves, well, after all, why not, if you had it? The pleasantest people at the Bon Acceuil were usually those whose stomachs were full but whose pockets were always empty.

II
 

Venetia sat down at her favourite table, the one just under the Ikon. This little picture of the Virgin and Child was the symbol of Ries’s piety, for Ries was deeply religious. He came forward now, black haired and blue eyed, with the welcoming smile on his lips. Susan shook hands with him, so did Venetia.

‘You order the food,’ said Venetia to Susan; she was always bewildered by menus.

Susan ordered a careful dinner, and Ries went in person to superintend its preparation. The room began to fill up quickly with the habitués of the place.

It was:

‘Hallo, Susan!’

‘Oh, hallo, Bunny!’

Then another party in very high spirits:

‘Susan, good! Are you doing anything to-morrow night? Can you come round to my studio and dance? You can’t? What a bore! We hoped you’d be free. Oh, well, better luck next time.’

A young man came wandering in by himself. He also said:

‘Hallo, Susan!’

Susan held out her hand to him with a smile.

‘Jerry, my dear, how are you? Is all as it should be with you?’

‘Certainly not. I say, are you going on to the Cavern to dance later? Do come.’

Jerry was tall and pale and elusive, he possessed an enchanting smile. He was one of the people who never paid, having nothing wherewith to pay. His grey eyes were always very wide open, a little bit scared at life, but his mouth was supremely calm and gentle — a thoughtful, happy, innocent mouth, like that of a mediaeval saint. He longed to work for his living, in theory, at all events; but somehow the mere suggestion of work was enough to make him fade. Fade away is perhaps a better simile to express what took place, if, as occasionally happened, he found himself in danger of a job; he drooped, he wilted, he grew less real, he became almost intangible. But Venetia approved of him; he was one of those rare creatures who could dress audaciously, and yet not look too odd. On this occasion he was wearing a many-coloured silk handkerchief knotted round his throat.

‘Do come on to the Cavern!’ he persisted. ‘Bunny’s coming and Lady Helen! we’re all dining here together.’

‘Shall we go?’ inquired Susan, looking at Venetia. ‘Yes, let’s!’ said Venetia with enthusiasm.

‘All right, then, Jerry, we’ll meet you there at about eleven o’clock.’

He looked at her and stuttered a little, as he did when he grew too eager.

‘That’s a — oh — that’s a promise, remember, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, I promise. Now go away and feed.’

Van Dousen, the young composer, came in with his beautiful, ample, fair-haired wife, who looked like a Tintoretto. Van Dousen was always immaculately dressed, in the extreme height of the fashion. He did not suggest Mayfair, however, in spite of his excellent tailor; his face was that of a Spanish bull-fighter, pale, restrained, and at times rather mask-like. It seemed to be hiding something primitive, something fierce that belonged to hot sunshine, to strong, crude colours, to blood and steel, and the gaudy silk of a tattered garment flung on to burning sand.

The Van Dousens stopped at Susan’s table for a moment before they passed on to their own.

‘Are you going to the Cavern?’ inquired Alice Van Dousen. ‘We are; it’s always amusing.’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ said Susan rather wearily, and she sighed as they turned away.

Two youths pushed in through the swing-door. They were rather dishevelled and walked with care, obviously nervous of the tables and chairs. They came and sat down by Susan and Venetia without waiting for an invitation.

‘Beastly bad luck, Mrs. Brent!’ began one of them, and poured out a melancholy story that had neither beginning nor end. Susan could hear his friend entertaining Venetia with reminiscences of his childhood.

Their faces were greasy and deeply flushed; they were very unpleasing to look at. They themselves were foolish and boring; it was much too early in the evening to be drunk. When they finally joined some boon companions Susan made a sound of disgust.

Venetia looked at her whimsically.

‘Your friends smelt of whisky,’ she remarked.

‘Oh, I’m sick of it all, Venetia, it’s so silly and so unreal!’

Venetia shrugged her shoulders.

‘Oh, I don’t know. What is reality? It’s as real as anything else.’

‘No, it’s not,’ said Susan passionately; ‘we’re just so many marionettes trying to pretend that we’re having a good time. Jerry’s different; he’s a marionette too, but he’s more like Petroushka; I think he’s grown a soul.’

Venetia said:

‘What a lot you think about them all. What a lot people mean to you, don’t they?’

‘On the contrary, they mean too little.’

‘No, you’re wrong,’ said Venetia, ‘they all mean too much; you’re for ever analysing and worrying about them, instead of just taking them as you find them, taking the good with the bad. An artist has no real need of people, except perhaps as an auxiliary to work. Enjoy them or don’t enjoy them, what do they matter? Let the marionettes dance, I like to see them; I like to be a marionette myself, sometimes.’

‘You’re right, Venetia, I’m too hypercritical. I wasn’t like this in the old days; I’d have loved this place when I was a student, I’d have thought I was really seeing life. But now I don’t feel that I’m seeing anything; life seems to have got beyond me. I do try to enter in, I try to be popular, and I think I’ve succeeded pretty well so far; but all the time I’m feeling stiff and unresponsive, as though I — didn’t really belong among these people, as though I belonged somewhere else.’

‘You do belong somewhere else,’ said Venetia, ‘you must always have belonged somewhere else.’

She paid her bill and they got up to go.

‘Well, I warn you that I intend to enjoy myself; I’m going to dance all the rest of the night,’ she said, wrapping herself in her coat.






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

I
 

SUSAN looked round her studio a week later and decided that she hated the place. The light was wrong, the colour of the walls was wrong, it was all ugly, lonely and uncomfortable.

Jerry, the marionette with a soul, had told her yesterday that he loved her. He had said it so gently, so very beautifully, that she had nearly burst into tears. There was something extremely attractive in Jerry, he called forth the mother instinct. She had come very near to loving him, she felt, and she wished with all her heart that she could have come a little nearer. She was thinking of him now as she sat doing nothing — of his eyes, his appealing stutter. She had let him kiss her, and then all of a sudden something had seemed to go snap. She had pushed him away and had wanted to hit him. Poor Jerry, he had looked so scared. He had stammered out a reproachful apology and left her with tears in his eyes; and now she was feeling extremely flat and quite unusually lonely.

It came to her suddenly that an overwhelming loneliness was really the key-note of her present life. She was always lonely, lonely and free, like a leaf detached from its branch. Why couldn’t she fall madly in love with Jerry? How pleasant, how extremely comforting it would be! But she couldn’t fall in love; she had tried several times since she had regained her freedom. She got up and looked at herself in the glass. ‘Yes, I really am pretty!’ she murmured. Then she lit a Gold Flake cigarette; she smoked Gold Flakes now, they were more in the picture.

She thought over all her friends one by one, including Venetia Ford. Venetia, the ideal of the old student days, how little she counted in reality. What difference would it make to Venetia if she, Susan, failed ignominiously? If she got ill and died, would Venetia care, beyond the first little shock of pity? Would any of them really care a jot what happened? Yes, Jerry might, since he loved her. But Jerry was always falling in love; he’d be sorry for a time and then get over it. There was Lumsden, who was constantly in London now, courting her slyly but persistently. He never came out into the open, not he! He was rather afraid of Hilary. Lumsden sat there like a big grey spider, weaving a big grey web; but she did not wish to walk into his parlour, the prospect failed to attract her. Still, supposing she needed Lumsden’s help, his advice as a man of the world, supposing she needed his unselfish chivalry, would she get it? She felt very doubtful. Lumsden would be courteous but non-committal, unless she were prepared to pay his price. Lumsden gave very little away for nothing, especially to women.

The Van Dousens, so friendly, so anxious to be kind, so eager to include her in everything, did they really want her because she was Susan, or because she was pretty and amusing? If she got smallpox, or lost a leg, or went blind, or injured her spine, or, in fact, did any of the dreadful things that one read of other people doing, wouldn’t she become just ‘Poor Susan Brent,’ and be gradually quite forgotten? The Van Dousens were sufficient unto themselves, they were full of their personal interests. What they did outside those personal interests counted with them for very little. That was the way with most people, she decided, when you came to boil it down: the happily married were extremely selfish, the unhappily married found consolation, and became not only selfish but jealous. The army of single, unattached folk included too many cranks. They inclined to help causes rather than individuals, when they had anything left over from helping themselves.

Of all her very good friends and acquaintances she could not think of one that she could go to in real trouble, in the lasting, dreary, everyday trouble that is apt to become such a bore. They would listen, they would sympathize, but they would not be responsible, they would go to some pains to avoid responsibility. It was natural enough, she herself had been like that in the old days, when Hilary had counted.

Hilary — her next-door neighbour had a smoker’s cough that always reminded her of Hilary. There it was now, an aggravating cough, but it somehow made her feel more lonely. Hilary never wrote and she never wrote, she would not have known where to write to. They had kept their pact of absolute silence. Well, that was what she had wanted. Had Hilary finished his book? She wondered. Where was he? Out in the wilds? She hoped he was not too far from an oculist, that eye of his was so troublesome. What nonsense! Hilary could look after himself, he was no concern of hers any more. How overbearing he had been at times, an intolerable man to live with. And yet he had been very tender too, and rather touching in lots of little ways; for instance, his fussiness if she were out late, that was rather a nice kind of fussiness. She began to walk idly about the studio, fingering things, opening books at random. Empty, it was all incredibly empty; there was no one in all the world, she felt, who cared now whether she came home or not. Of course, there was Sieglinde, she’d always care; but Sieglinde usually went with her, she couldn’t doom the dog to long evenings alone, for the sake of an enthusiastic welcome.

‘Sieglinde, come here!’ she commanded.

Sieglinde came forward in S-like curves, her responsive tail slapping the boards.

Susan stooped and fondled the smooth head.

‘Do you really love me, Sieglinde?’

Sieglinde levered herself up by her nose and rested her paws on Susan’s knee. Her eyes were anguished with love; she whimpered, but otherwise there was silence. Susan stooped down and kissed her ears, then she pushed her gently away.

‘It’s no good, Sieglinde, you’re not enough; you’re a darling, but you’re not quite enough.’






  








CHAPTER FOUR
 

I
 

VENETIA FORD had been sulky for days, she had also been full of whims. She snapped at Susan whenever they met, yet appeared to like being with her. Venetia was vague when she was not sulking, forgetful of all her engagements. When Susan reminded her of luncheons and dinners, of dances and countless receptions, she made little sounds of impatience in her throat, and remarked that she was not feeling well. After a week of this strange behaviour Venetia wished to be alone. She cancelled appointments, refused to see Susan, and went for long, solitary walks in Richmond Park. Susan became really anxious about her. When they finally met again she was struck by a new, rather wild expression in Venetia’s large, dark eyes.

‘I want a studio, find me one,’ said Venetia one day with alarming suddenness.

‘What, are you going to paint?’

Venetia nodded.

‘I want a studio,’ she repeated.

Then began the most exhausting fortnight that Susan had ever known. Bloomsbury, Westminster, Chelsea, Battersea, they hunted them all in vain. Her own poor efforts to find a studio had been as child’s play to this, for Venetia cared less than nothing for comfort, what she wanted was an empty barn. There were plenty of furnished studios to be had, but of unfurnished ones there were none. Venetia grew angrier and angrier with life in general and with the tenants of studios in particular.

‘It’s awful! I can’t live with these gilt chairs, your studio’s furnished like a saloon.’ Or, ‘You’ll have to take all this stuff away. When I work I want the place bare!’

In vain did Susan try to pour oil, to soothe the offended owners. Her efforts at tact only made things worse, Venetia became more outspoken. There were days now when Venetia could not eat, and days when she ate too much. There were days when she simply refused to get up, and days when she could not rest. There were evenings when nine o’clock saw her in bed, and others when she danced all night. And just in the middle of the studio hunt she decided that she was getting too fat. This was a most unfortunate decision, for Venetia was very much over-tired; however, she was deaf to all Susan’s entreaties and insisted on trying a new cure.

The cure comprised an electric couch and sand-bags strapped on the stomach. The result of the sand-bags was very unpleasant; Venetia declared they made her insides rattle, and discarded them in disgust. A school of Greek dancing attracted her next; it was an excellent school for children; the pupils began at five years old, but Venetia was nothing daunted. Her first lesson should have lasted for a quarter of an hour, but it lasted for two hours instead.

‘I must get this fat off my hips,’ said Venetia, skipping and curving and stretching and crouching until every muscle ached. The aches in her muscles depressed her terribly, she complained that she was growing old.

‘I’m older than I look, a great deal older,’ was a favourite remark at this stage.

Depression alternated with wildly high spirits, amiability with gusts of temper. She was as unreasonable and cranky as a woman great with child and far more difficult to manage.

‘I wish you’d get the confinement over,’ said Susan in desperation. ‘I wish you’d paint that picture of yours, and then we could settle down.’

Venetia laughed.

‘It’s not just one picture, I’ve got three in my head at the moment.’

‘Triplets!’ sighed Susan. ‘No wonder you’re queer, no wonder you don’t feel well!’

When they finally found an empty studio it was almost the end of July. Venetia decided to remain in London and work through August and September. She secured her model, and then it was that Susan realized genius. She realized it fully for the first time in her life when she saw Venetia paint. Venetia was usually intolerant of an audience, but Susan had brought her a message one morning and had lingered on in the studio. Venetia had barely glanced at the message, or at Susan either for that matter. She appeared to forget them both immediately, and Susan, discreetly concealed in a corner, watched this woman at work.

 

Venetia was like a thing possessed, but all her movements were quiet. You felt the possession rather than saw it, it seemed to permeate the atmosphere. She worked with incredible swiftness and strength, there was never a stroke too much. Wherever her brush met her canvas the effect she desired was produced. No one spoke, the room was intensely still. Sometimes a brush clicked against the palette, the model sighed gently once or twice, but otherwise there was silence. In the midst of this silence Susan slipped away. She did not want to wait for the inevitable moment when Venetia would lay down her palette, she wanted to retain this first impression in all its splendid virility. She walked back thoughtfully to her studio, and let herself in with her key.

‘You can go, I shan’t want you any more to-day,’ she called to the servant in the kitchen.

She waited until the girl had gone, and then turned to a half-finished canvas on the easel: dahlias, a turbulent mass of colour. Quietly and deliberately she picked up a knife and cut the canvas to pieces.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
 

I
 

SUSAN had given a Chelsea revel. The dawn was well up over the chimneys before the party dispersed. They strolled away in twos and threes towards the King’s Road and taxis.

Susan surveyed her dishevelled studio — empty bottles, dirty plates and a broken glass or two. She waded about among cigarette ends and billows of paper streamers. The cold, new day, critical and young, was trying to look in through a gap in the curtains. She switched off the lights and opened the windows, feeling suddenly sick at heart. The room was a marred and ugly thing, smelling of stale smoke and food. What had recently been all gaiety and noise was now rather terribly still. The studio looked like a weary harlot who had fallen asleep in her clothes.

Susan sat down and lit a cigarette. It was too late to go to bed, she decided, and too early to do anything but think. Sieglinde, who had thoroughly disapproved of the party, had at last stopped wandering about. She had gone to sleep on a sofa cushion, and was snoring long, flute-like snores. The snores wove themselves into Susan’s thoughts, becoming a rhythmical accompaniment. ‘Think, think, think!’ snored Sieglinde, and Susan thought of herself.

She began to review the last few years of her life very gravely and carefully, and she saw herself completely dissatisfied with all that she had longed to attain. Yet the life she now led was what she had yearned for in the days when it lay beyond her reach, no better and no worse — the Bohemian life of studios, of people like herself who worked hard all day and played for most of the night. Then why wasn’t she happy? Well, she wasn’t happy; perhaps, though, that was her fault. But this new life was not the only failure, she had never been really contented. She had never been really happy in her mind except in the place where she was not. At Bambury the neighbours had been too dull, the house too large and expensive, so she and Hilary had moved to London and had taken a little house. They had cultivated all sorts of pleasure-loving people, who were certainly not at all dull. And yet how had it ended? Not in contentment. The house had been much too cramped, and their friends had palled on her after a time; she had thought them frivolous and brainless.

Well, here she was in a Chelsea studio, free to paint, free to do as she pleased; but her freedom was only nominal, it seemed, for something intangible held her. She felt that her spirit could no longer soar out and meet new adventures with rapture; it was like a bird kept too long in a cage, it could not fly far from its prison.

She began to cry quietly: ‘And I was so splendid once, I know I was gallant as a girl; only now I feel maimed, I’m not whole any more, there’s a bit of me gone for ever.’

This was ridiculous, there was nothing to cry about! She dried her eyes and stood up. The floor depressed her, she hated confetti, perhaps she’d feel better if she swept it. She changed her dress, and fetching a broom began to sweep energetically; then she collected the glasses and plates and piled them in heaps in the kitchen. How she hated the feel of dirty plates, feeding was a beastly process! She washed her hands at the sink, and found that there was no clean towel in the kitchen. She dried them on the maid’s dirty apron and felt still more deeply aggrieved. It was six o’clock. What an hour to be up; no wonder she felt depressed.

II
 

Her depression, in its acute stage, lasted for more than a week. She shut herself up, avoiding her friends; they were too light-hearted and callous, she felt. She saw them continually now in her mind’s eye as they had been on the night of the dance — garish creatures, all paint and harsh colours, all laughter and little sharp, meaningless cries.

By the ninth day the cloud had lifted somewhat, and she dined with Venetia Ford. But Venetia was cross, and complained at intervals of her riches, her studio, her flat and her cook.

‘If you only knew what a dog’s life I lead, with all this continual worry. How can I paint when I’m never let alone? That’s what comes of being rich, I suppose. There’s my Paris apartment and my two Paris studios, and my villa at Capri and this flat here, and now my new studio, and no one to help me, and all my affairs in America to see to. God Almighty! I wish I could give it all up and just live on five hundred a year!’

She speared a peach and peeled it viciously, then proceeded to bury it under a tumulus of sugar.

‘You couldn’t eat peaches on five hundred a year,’ suggested Susan mildly.

‘How stupid you are sometimes!’ snapped Venetia, ‘remarkably unsubtle for a woman of brains. You always judge by outward appearances. Do you suppose I care what I eat? I don’t care a damn, not a damn, I tell you! All I care for is freedom from all this nonsense. It’s peace I yearn for, not peaches!’

Susan was silent while the peach was eaten. Venetia reached out for another.

‘Since they are here we may as well eat them,’ she remarked, and catching Susan’s eye began to laugh.

Susan walked home feeling more depressed than ever. So Venetia Ford had come down from her mountain-peak, and was wallowing in a veritable slough of cares. Even she, it seemed, experienced moments when her work was not enough to detach her completely from the pettiness of life. ‘It’s always the same,’ thought Susan gloomily, ‘there’s always something that acts as a brake, as a stupid, tiresome deterrent.’ Most of her friends were hampered by poverty, like Wilson the sculptor, who longed to work big, to set up monster records of his genius. Wilson sat modelling small clay figures, while his soul was chiselling away at the Alps. But Venetia complained of being hampered by her wealth. What a stumbling, clumsy old world it was!

As she entered her studio she trod on some letters that lay scattered over the mat. She must have a letter-box fixed on her door, she was always forgetting to do so. She stooped to collect the miscellaneous assortment — circulars, bills, a letter from Jerry, and one other letter in a thin, grey envelope. This letter had been lying face downwards, the texture of its envelope looked unfamiliar. She picked it up, and then stood very still with the envelope in her hand. For some seconds she did not break the seal, and when she finally did so her gesture was rather violent. The letter was addressed from an hotel in Paris. She read it with lips compressed:

‘Susan, my dear. In writing to you I know I am breaking our pact. But I’m going to risk your being angry, for the sake of the urge that is in me. Nothing seems to matter very much, except that I should see you. There are things that I’ve been thinking, and I want to say them, Susan.

I want us to meet and thrash them out. I can hear you say that we have thrashed things out, that the final word has been said; but that is not so. I have changed very much; you will find this, I think, if we meet. I got your address from Lumsden, who is in Paris. I am coming to see you on Thursday next at about five o’clock, so no need for you to reply. You can’t reply if you want to, Susan, for I shall actually be on my way at the moment of your reading this letter. Listen, you are free. If you don’t want to meet me, be out when I come, I shall take that as your answer. But, oh, my dear, don’t be out unless you must.

 

‘HILARY.’

 

She folded the letter with meticulous care, and put it neatly back into its envelope. Getting up, she lit a cigarette, applying the match very exactly. She walked over to the window and arranged the curtains, to the bookcase and pushed in the books. Then she moved three photographs into new positions and shook out the cushions on the divan. This done, she stood still in the middle of the room; her hands felt restless, she longed to move them, but could think of nothing else to do.

‘I’m doing little things,’ she murmured incredulously. ‘I’m doing little, silly, quite unnecessary things!’

She sat down. The letter said Thursday; it was Tuesday now, there were nearly forty-eight hours! She was filled with a new and curious sensation; there was pain about it, she was glad of the pain, she was suddenly purely masochistic in spirit. All in a moment she knew that she had suffered, was suffering still, and that in some rather dreadful way she was madly, blindly happy because of it. But she tightened her lips, and her small, determined chin shot forward ever so slightly. She was resolute, adamant; she would not see Hilary, and still less would she ever again trust her freedom in his selfish, uncertain keeping. It was far too splendid to be just oneself, even if at moments one felt sad. Hilary was probably in a scrape of some kind, or perhaps he fancied he was ill. He was always fussy about his health, while being exceptionally healthy. His personality was suddenly with her, he might almost have been in the room. She knew that he wanted to come back to her again; she fancied that she knew just what he would say, just how he would try to make his point.

Little pictures came all unbidden, and floated through her mind: Hilary’s delphiniums in the borders at Bambury — a particular brocade that they had chosen together for the drawing-room curtains in London — the vision of the cook standing ankle-deep in water when the spring on the hillside had flooded the kitchen — the enormous refectory table that had stuck in the hall at North Street — a crack on one of Hilary’s ivory hairbrushes in which he had caught his hair one day — and finally a pair of his riding boots that had never fitted him properly. Those boots, she remembered, had blistered his heels just as she had predicted they would.

Her face relaxed, she found herself smiling, tenderly, indulgently. She was smiling like a mother. What a fuss there had been over those little blisters, he had groaned when she helped him to tug off his boots. Memories, just memories of everyday things, simple, intimate and homely. They belonged to nearly all the world, as she knew, and yet were intensely personal. She began to whistle softly. She felt as though something warm and comforting were wrapping her round from head to foot. She basked in the sensation, stretching out her arms.

She thought: ‘Happy, happy everyday things!’ and broke off whistling to smile again.

But the smile died away and her eyes grew hard. She remembered suddenly her own complete failure. Jumping up, she began to pace the studio. No, she would never take him back, not now. Had she managed to make a success of her life apart from Hilary, then perhaps — but now she would never feel certain of herself, never feel quite certain of her own motives. His thin, rather melancholy face was haunting her; she could see him pushing up his patch and waiting. He would need both his eyes to watch her expression, and perhaps the injured eye would go back on him. He would cough and smoke innumerable cigarettes because he was feeling unhappy. His fingers would probably be badly stained, as no one had been there with pumice stone.

She thought: ‘But if he should fail again, if we both fail a second time!’ The humiliation of such a possibility overwhelmed her. No, the risk was too great to be taken. She told herself that he would always fail, again and again, being Hilary.

She tried to remember him coldly, dispassionately — his tempers, his selfishness, his utter futility. He made capital out of his so-called talent. Why, he hadn’t any talent at all worth mentioning. He made capital out of his injured eye, which was really nothing when compared with real wounds. In fact, he made capital out of anything and everything that might help him to get his own way. He had treated her painting with patronizing tolerance, and had really been wishing all the time that she could cook. Well, she might not be a great success as an artist, but she wasn’t going to be a domestic beast of burden for any man on earth, least of all for Hilary! His food! His nerves! His pictures! His books! His priceless old oak! His work! His freedom! He had taken his freedom, now let him keep it! She didn’t want him back, she wouldn’t take him back. Her head throbbed, she was very angry. How dare he come crawling back like this! How dare he pretend to be pathetic!

‘No, no!’ she exclaimed, stamping her foot; ‘no, no, and no, and no!’






  








CHAPTER SIX
 

I
 

WEDNESDAY was a day of interminable hours that refused to get themselves disposed of. Hilary must be somewhere in England by now, probably in London, perhaps even in Chelsea. In the morning she wandered along the King’s Road, but soon returned to her studio, feeling tired. By the afternoon, however, she was wandering again, this time in the Pensioners’ Gardens. She was haunted by the constant and nerve-racking fancy that she saw Hilary in the distance, and she hurried away down side-paths in a panic. This man’s walk, that man’s back — it must surely be Hilary. Wasn’t that Hilary over there on that bench? She imagined him lurking in the vicinity of Church Street; he might suddenly come round a corner and face her. She was frightened of him now, primitively frightened; he was always hard on her heels.

On Thursday morning she felt much calmer. She was glad that she had not slept all night, it had given her more time to think. She would not only be out when he came, she decided, she would actually have left London. She dressed with a feeling of quiet resolution, putting on her clothes with care. But two cups of black coffee stimulated her imagination. Was she right, after all, in refusing to see him? Wouldn’t it look rather like running away? Hilary would think that she had been afraid, would flatter himself that if she had only seen him she must have given in on the spot. That would not do; he must have no illusions, he must not be allowed to suppose that she still cared. She thought this out carefully and decided to face him, to face him quite calmly and refuse. She would say: ‘No, Hilary.’ Just that: ‘No, Hilary.’ And she would say it gently; she could afford to be gentle, when one felt strong there was no need for blustering.

By half-past four she had seized her hat and coat, she had even got so far as the garden gate. Then she pulled herself up. ‘I am not afraid!’ she repeated for the twentieth time that day. She went back into the studio and tried to read. Sieglinde, telepathically aware of some strain, wandered round and round in a circle of unrest.

‘Lie down!’ ordered Susan shrilly.

Sieglinde crouched, trembling from head to foot. The clock chimed a quarter to five. A taxi came gratingly down the street; it was going to stop — no, it wasn’t after all — yes it was — oh, no, it was passing. There were steps on the pavement, but that was a woman, a woman and a child by the sound of it. What a noise the child was making, it was crying angrily, perhaps it had fallen down. Two minutes to five, then five o’clock. She compared the clock with her wrist watch. Her wrist watch said five minutes past the hour. Which of the two was right?

The gate slammed and steps were coming down the path, someone was going to ring! She knew those steps, she had always known them, she would know them if they passed across her grave. The bell rang gently, a questioning ring, having nothing aggressive about it. She got up with a jerk and opened the door. Hilary was standing before her on the step, his head was a little bent.

‘Susan!’

‘Hilary!’

She stood quite still and let him go past her into the studio, then she closed the door quietly and faced him. They stared at each other in silence for a moment, then he spoke very humbly and simply.

‘Susan, I want to come home.’

She shook her head firmly but found no words. He stared at her, pushing up his patch.

‘I want to come home,’ he repeated slowly. ‘I very much want to come home.’

She shook her head again.

‘No, no, not now. It’s too late for that, we’ve finished.’

He took off his hat and flung it down, it rolled away under a table.

‘Oh, Hilary, your hair, it’s quite grey at the sides!’

‘Is it?’ he answered dully.

She felt herself suddenly bathed in tears, not only her face but her heart.

‘It’s grey, your silly old tow-coloured hair, that used to remind me of—’

He came forward quietly; he seemed like Fate — relentless, unavoidable, eternal.

‘It’s grey!’ she wept, and again, ‘It’s quite grey!’

Then he took her into his arms.

II
 

They sat hand in hand by the anthracite stove. They had no idea why they sat just there, for the stove had been empty for weeks.

Presently he said:

‘Do you want to tell me something? Is there anything you’d like to tell me?’

‘No, nothing at all. I’ve nothing to tell. It seems rather foolish, doesn’t it?’

‘Then there’s no other man?’

She shook her head.

‘I thought I was falling in love once, my dear; his name was Jerry, you’ll see him. He was vague and childish and very appealing, and he stuttered a little at times. I let him kiss me, and then — I don’t know — I suddenly wanted to hit him—’

She paused with her question still unasked, she felt shy and uncomfortably young.

Perhaps he understood, for he smiled a little.

‘Do you want to ask me anything, Susan?’

She was silent, not finding the courage for her words, and he smiled again as he spoke:

‘I got very near it once,’ he said, ‘and then I thought of your shoes. She was wearing the silly inadequate shoes that I used to scold you for wearing. They reminded me that you caught cold easily, and I wondered if you’d got influenza.’

They looked at each other and laughed uncertainly; they were tremulous with relief. They were also a little ashamed of their virtue, as is sometimes the way with people. Then all of a sudden he grew very solemn, and his queer, eagle eyes looked scared. He touched Susan’s arm with timid fingers.

‘By the way, you do love me, don’t you, Susan?’

His voice was that of a man surprised by the presence of sudden danger.

She stared at him helplessly. She was not Susan Brent, she was just plain and primitive woman. The stark femininity of all the ages looked out of her eyes into his at that moment.

He saw the look and nodded slowly.

‘That’s all right,’ he remarked with a sigh of relief, ‘you don’t need to tell me any more.’

She was slipping, slipping. She wanted to cry out, to clutch at any twig in passing.

‘But I do, I do!’ she exclaimed vehemently, ‘I’m not sure that it is all right!’ Now she was fighting the age-long fight, the antagonism of her sex surged in her. ‘I’m not just a primitive creature,’ she wailed, ‘I’m not just that kind of woman!’

He said:

‘You’re my Susan, and that’s all that counts. What else could you be, do you think?’

She rallied to one more supreme effort, her sense of self-preservation was strong.

‘But, Hilary, do you mean all this? You’re so wilful, you’re so — so unstable a thing. I’m afraid, I’m terribly afraid.’

He took her hand firmly.

‘Now listen,’ he commanded, ‘sit still and listen to me. I’ve reckoned the whole thing out over there in the States, I’ve got it quite clear in my mind. I had time to burn when I was in the Rockies, and afterwards in my camp. I used to sit by my fire at night and think over your life and mine, and the more I thought the more clearly I saw the divine necessity for chains.’

‘Chains?’ she queried.

‘Yes, chains, my dear, the whole world’s just full of them. I used to fancy that I heard them clanking, even in the backwoods of Canada. You see, it’s this way, if we weren’t chained, we’d just float about like toy balloons; we have to have ballast to keep us down, to prevent us from blowing away. Nature’s a very wise old bird, she gets all our needs in one. Why, even the wild beasts aren’t really free, they’re chained to the fight for life. Now people like us, like you and me, Susan, we’ve not got to fight for our food; we have an occasional thundering big war, but that passes and we’re peaceful again. We’re all coddled up in civilization; we ring, so to speak, and the joint’s on the table. This makes us less able to stand on our own, more liable to get blown about, so that our kind need heavier chains to hold us than some of the simpler sort. As I figured it out sitting by my camp-fire, our chains are our only protection.

‘But all history’s full of chains, I know now that they’ve always existed. Take the Crusaders as one example, they were chained to a great ideal; and so, for that matter, were all the saints, and the martyrs and those sort of people. Then get nearer home and look at our friends, do you think that one of them’s free? Good Lord, no, indeed! They’re clanking about just as you and I clank about, Susan. Look at Lindhurst, he used to be chained to his rank, to his family pride and traditions. Well, that was a good chain, it fitted his legs, it was quite long enough for him then. Now he’s chained to his farm and progressive ideas; that chain’s a little bit longer, but it’s not long enough for him to get lost, that’s the point, he’s still safely hobbled. Look at Lumsden; he’s chained to his clothes and his food and his own colossal conceit. That’s not very noble, perhaps, but it’s him, and it’s better than if he were at large. Look at all your painters and writers and clever people, do you mean to tell me that they go scot-free? They’re all chained up as tight as you please to their talents and struggles to be famous. And oh, Susan, we’re not only born with chains, the whole world’s a forge, and we’re always forging new ones. We actually forge them out of our pleasures and fasten them on while we’re laughing. That’s nature again, or self-preservation, whichever you like to call it!

‘Look at me, I’ve had money all my life, that was the first little shackle. Then what must I do but start to collect any number of valuable things. Why, every picture and table I bought added a link to my chain; my worldly possessions hung round my legs until I could scarcely move.’

‘I’ve stored them all at Taylor’s Depository, darling; they’re still round your legs,’ murmured Susan.

‘Have you? Oh, I am so glad! There you are, you see, I’ve missed them. I used to look at the pine trees out there and think of my Gothic oak. That sounds pathetic, but it’s not, you know, it only means that oak’s my wood; if I’d been a hewer of trees in Canada, I might have been chained to pine. Of course, all chains are heavy at times, it’s their nature to be heavy; but it’s most uncomfortable to feel really light, it’s a miserably lonely sensation.’

‘I’m a chain too, I suppose,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘Have you forgotten that, Hilary?’

‘No, I’d not forgotten, I was coming to that; I’ve been saving that up for the last. Susan, of all the chains in the world the heaviest chain is love; it’s so heavy that it almost breaks our hearts, and yet it’s the easiest to carry. And because of that it’s sometimes deceptive, and we think it isn’t there, we go away shouting out loud that we’re free; but we’ve not gone far before we feel its weight, feel its intolerable tug. That’s why I’m here, that’s what happened to me, the chain grew taut and cut into me. The only way is to keep very close together, a slack chain doesn’t hurt so much.

‘Do you know what really happened when I was out there? I couldn’t get rid of you. I’d left your bodily presence behind, but I’d taken the thought of you with me. I couldn’t finish my blessed book, I shall never try to finish it now. If ever I take to writing again I shall write the Philosophy of Chains. I’d always worried if you were out late, and I worried ten times more away from you. I’d always felt anxious if you weren’t well, and I pictured you ill and dying. Every hideous thing that could possibly happen happened to you in my mind. You gave me no peace; talk about the telephone, you were worse than a million telephones all ringing at once. I got angry, of course, I tugged at my chain, I swore that I wouldn’t come back; but you were tugging at the other end, and your weakness was worth all my strength. I tried to make love to all kinds of women. “After all,” I said, “I’m free—”

But it didn’t work, darling, I couldn’t make love, not with the proper conviction. They all saw through me, the women, I mean: I expected they saw you in my eyes.’

He was getting very sentimental by now. She heard it and smiled a little. But her face wore the large and tolerant expression that belongs to the givers of life.

Sieglinde came up and thrust in between them, she disliked their selfish demonstrations. They kissed her by turns and then pushed her away.

‘There’s another old chain,’ remarked Hilary.






  

THE UNLIT LAMP


 

This 1924 novel concerns Joan Ogden, a bright, sensitive and ambitious young woman. She lives in a small provincial seaside town in the early 1900’s with her staid middle-class family, but her ambition is to go to medical school so that she can become a doctor. This would mean leaving her family behind, something Joan’s possessive and neurotic mother and old fashioned father are determined to prevent. Joan’s closest ally in her ambition is Elizabeth Rodney, her Cambridge educated tutor, who fills Joan with excitement at the thought of a life beyond her stifling family. Unfortunately, the only medical connections Joan’s parents have in mind is a marriage to medical student Richard Benson. Joan is horrified. She is not attracted to men in the slightest, rather, she longs to move to London with Elizabeth and set up home with her. As her plans begin to take shape, a series of family events causes her to look again at the direction her life may take. It is a story of ambition, youthful hope and emotional blackmail, with some fine psychological profiles and a strong narrative.

Originally called Octopi, presumably as a reference to the many emotional tentacles that trap Joan in her humdrum life, and then After Many Days, the final published title of The Unlit Lamp was taken from a line in Robert Browning’s poem “The Statue and the Bust” - “ the unlit lamp and the ungirt loin” being provided after a suggestion from Una Troubridge. It was to have been Hall’s first published novel, but it was considered far too heavy and sombre for a first novel and was held back so that The Forge could be released first, as it was a light social comedy and would attract higher sales. However, it was the first of her published works to have her name as plain “Radclyffe Hall” on it. 

Both Hall and her first known sexual partner, Agnes Nicholls, are used as the basis for the minor characters Harriet Nelson and Rosie Wilmot. There are other autobiographical hints in the novel: Hall, like Joan Ogden, found life in a small seaside town just as suffocating, and as a youngster she also suffered the loneliness and isolation she puts her character through. 

It has also been suggested that the three key female characters — Elizabeth, Mrs Ogden, and Joan — are a reflection of the à trois relationship between Hall, Una and Ladye. 






  









 

Agnes Nicholls (1876-1959) was one of the greatest English sopranos of the twentieth century, both in the concert hall and on the operatic stage. Nicholls was Hall’s first sexual partner and provided the model for some of the relationships depicted in the novel.
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Chapter One
 

1
 

The dining-room at Leaside was also Colonel Ogden’s study. It contained, in addition to the mahogany sideboard with ornamental brackets at the back, the three-tier dumb waiter and the dining-table with chairs en suite, a large roll-top desk much battered and ink-stained, and bleached by the suns of many Indian summers. There was also a leather arm-chair with a depression in the seat, a pipe-rack and some tins of tobacco. All of which gave one to understand that the presence of the master of the house brooded continually over the family meals and over the room itself in the intervals between. And lest this should be doubted, there was Colonel Ogden’s photograph in uniform that hung over the fireplace; an enlargement showing the colonel seated in a tent at his writing-table, his native servant at his elbow. The colonel’s face looked sternly into the camera, his pen was poised for the final word, authority personified. The smell of the colonel’s pipes, past and present, hung in the air, and together with the general suggestion of food and newspapers, produced an odour that became the very spirit of the room. In after years the children had only to dose their eyes and think of their father to recapture the smell of the dining-room at Leaside.

Colonel Ogden looked at his watch; it was nine o’clock, He pushed back his chair from the breakfast table, a signal for the family to have done with eating.

He sank into his arm-chair with a sigh; he was fifty-five and somewhat stout. His small, twinkling eyes scanned the columns of The Times as if in search of something to pounce on. Presently he had it.

‘Mary.’

‘Yes, dear.’

‘Have you seen this advertisement of the Army and Navy?’

‘Which one, dear?’

‘The provision department. Surely we are paying more than this for bacon?’

He extended the paper towards his wife; his hand shook a little, his face became very slightly suffused. Mrs. Ogden glanced at the paper; then she lied quickly.

‘Oh, no, my love, ours is twopence cheaper.’

‘Oh!’ said Colonel Ogden. ‘Kindly ring the bell.’

Mrs. Ogden obeyed. She was a small woman, pale and pensive looking; her neat hair, well netted, was touched with grey, her soft brown eyes were large and appealing, but there were lines about her mouth that suggested something different, irritable lines that drew the corners of the lips down a little. The maid came in; Colonel Ogden smiled coldly. ‘The grocer’s book, please’, he said.

Mrs. Ogden quailed; it was unfortunately the one day of all the seven when the grocer’s book would be in the house.

‘What for, James?’ she asked.

Colonel Ogden caught the nervous tremor in her voice, and his smile deepened. He did not answer, and presently the servant returned book in hand. Colonel Ogden took it, and with the precision born of long practice turned up the required entry.

‘Mary! Be good enough to examine this item.’

She did so and was silent.

‘If’, said Colonel Ogden in a bitter voice, ‘if you took a little more trouble, Mary, to consider my interests, if you took the trouble to ascertain what we are paying for things, there would be less for me to worry about, less waste of money, less...’ He gasped a little and pressed his left side, glancing at his wife as he did so.

‘Don’t get excited, James, I beg; do remember your heart.’

The colonel leant back in his chair. ‘I dislike unnecessary waste, Mary.’

‘Yes, dear, of course. I wonder I didn’t see that notice; I shall write for some of their bacon to-day and countermand the piece from Goodridge’s. I’ll go and do it now — or would you like me to give you your tabloids?’

‘Thanks, no’, said the colonel briefly.

‘Do the children disturb you? Shall they go upstairs?’

He got up heavily. No, I’m going to the club.’

Something like a sigh of relief breathed through the room; the two children eyed each other, and Milly, the younger, made a secret face. She was a slim child with her mother’s brown eyes. Her long yellow hair hung in curls down her back; she looked fragile and elfish; some people thought her pretty. Colonel Ogden did; she was her father’s favourite.

There were two years between the sisters; Milly was ten, Joan twelve. They were poles apart in disposition as in appearance. Everything that Milly felt she voiced instantly; almost everything that Joan felt she did not voice. She was a silent, patient child as a rule, but could, under great provocation, display a stubborn will that could not be coped with, a reasoning power that paralysed her mother and infuriated Colonel Ogden. It was not temper exactly; Joan was never tearful, never violent, only coldly logical and self-assured and firm. You might lock her in her bedroom and tell her to ask God to make her a good child, but as likely as not she would refuse to say she was sorry in the end. Once she had remarked that her prayers had gone unanswered, and after this she was never again exhorted to pray for grace.

It was what she considered injustice that roused the devil in Joan. When the cat had been turned out to fend for itself during the summer holidays, when a servant had been dismissed at a moment’s notice for some trifling misdemeanour, these and such-like incidents, which were fortunately of rare occurrence, had been known to produce in Joan the mood that her mother almost feared. Then it was that Joan had spoken her mind, and had remained impenitent until finally accorded the forgiveness she had not asked for.

Joan was large-boned and tall for her age, lanky as a boy, with a pale face and short black hair. Her grey eyes were not large and not at all appealing, but they were set well apart; they were intelligent and frank. She escaped being plain by the skin of her teeth; she would have been plain had her face not been redeemed by a short, straight nose and a beautiful mouth. Somehow her mouth reassured you.

They had cut her thick hair during scarlet fever, and Joan refused to allow it to grow again. She invariably found scissors and snipped and snipped, and Mrs. Ogden’s resistance broke down at the final act of defiance, when she was discovered hacking at her hair with a pen-knife.
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As the front door slammed behind Colonel Ogden the sisters smiled at each other. Mrs. Ogden had gone to countermand the local bacon, and they were alone.

‘Rot!’ said Joan firmly.

‘What is?’ asked Milly.

‘The bacon row.’

‘Oh, how dare you!’ cried Milly in a voice of rapture. ‘Supposing you were heard!’

‘There’s no one to hear me — anyhow, it is rot!’

Milly danced. ‘You’ll catch it if mother hears you!’ Her fair curls bobbed as she skipped round the room.

‘Mind that cup’, warned Joan.

But it was too late; the cup fell crashing to the floor. Just then Mrs. Ogden came in.

‘Who broke that cup?’

There was silence.

‘Well?’ she waited.

Milly caught Joan’s eye. Joan saw the appeal in that look. Milly began.

‘It was my fault’, said Joan calmly.

‘Then you ought to be more careful, especially when you know how your father values this breakfast set. Really it’s too bad; what will he say? What possessed you, Joan?’

Mrs. Ogden put her hand up to her head wearily, glancing at Joan as she did so. Joan was so quick to respond to the appeal of illness. Mrs. Ogden would not have admitted to herself how much she longed for this quick response and sympathy. She, who for years had been the giver, she who had ministered to a man with heart disease, she who had become a veritable reservoir of soothing phrases, solicitous actions, tabloids, hot soups and general restoratives. There were times, growing more frequent of late, when she longed, yes, longed to break down utterly, to become bedridden, to be waited upon hand and foot, to have arresting symptoms of her own, any number of them.

India, the great vampire, had not wrecked her, for she was wiry, her little frame could withstand what her husband’s bulk had failed to endure. Mrs. Ogden was a strong woman. She did not look robust, however; this she knew and appreciated. Her pathetic eyes were sunken and somewhat dim, her nose, short and straight like Joan’s, looked pinched, and her drooping mouth was pale. All this Mrs. Ogden knew, and she used it as her stock-in-trade with her elder daughter. There were days when the desire to produce an effect upon someone became a positive craving. She would listen for Joan’s footsteps on the stairs, and then assume an attitude, head back against the couch, hand pressed to eyes. Sometimes there were silent tears hastily hidden after Joan had seen, or the short, dry cough so like her brother Henry’s. Henry had died of consumption. Then as Joan’s eyes would grow troubled, and the quick: ‘Oh, Mother darling, aren’t you well?’ would burst from her lips, Mrs. Ogden’s conscience would smite her. But in spite of herself she would invariably answer: ‘It’s nothing, dearest; only my cough’, or ‘It’s only my head, Joan; it’s been very painful lately.’

Then Joan’s strong, young arms would comfort and soothe, and her firm lips grope until they found her mother’s; and Mrs. Ogden would feel mean and ashamed but guiltily happy, as if a lover held her.

And so, when in addition to the fuss about the bacon, a cup of the valued breakfast set lay shattered on the floor, Mrs. Ogden felt, on this summer morning, that life had become overpowering and that a headache, real or assumed, would be the relief she so badly needed.

‘It’s very hard’, she began tremulously. ‘I’m quite tired out; I don’t feel able to face things to-day. I do think, my dear, that you might have been more careful!’ Tears brimmed up in her soft brown eyes and she went hastily to the window.

‘Oh, darling, don’t cry.’ Joan was beside her in an instant. ‘I am sorry, darling, look at me; I will be careful. How much will it cost? A new one, I mean. I’ve still got half of Aunt Ann’s birthday money; I’ll get a cup to match, only please don’t cry.’

The slight gruffness that was characteristic of her voice grew more pronounced in her emotion.

Mrs. Ogden drew her daughter to her; the gesture was full of soft, compelling strength.

‘It’s a shame!’

‘What is, dear?’ said Mrs. Ogden, suddenly attentive.

‘Father!’ cried Joan defiantly.

‘Hush, hush, darling.’

‘But it is; he bullies you.’

‘No, dear, don’t say such things; your father has a weak heart.’

‘But you’re ill, too, and father’s heart isn’t always as bad as he makes out. This morning—’

‘Hush, Joan, you mustn’t. I know I’m not strong, but we must never let him know that I sometimes feel ill.’

‘He ought to know it!’

‘But, Joan, you were so frightened when he had that attack last Christmas.’

‘That was a real one’, said Joan decidedly.

‘Oh well, dearest — but never mind, I’m all right again now — run away, my lamb. Miss Rodney must have come; it’s past lesson time.’

‘Are you sure you’re all right?’ said Joan doubtfully.

Mrs. Ogden leant back in the chair and gazed pensively out of the window. ‘My little Joan’, she murmured.

Joan trembled, a great tenderness took hold of her. She stooped and kissed her mother’s hand lingeringly.

But as the sisters stood in the hall outside, Joan looked even paler than usual, her face was a little pinched, and there was a curious expression in her eyes.

‘Oh, Joan, it was jolly of you’, Milly began.

Joan pushed her roughly. ‘You’re a poor thing, Milly.’

‘What’s that?’

‘What you are, a selfish little pig!’

‘But—’

‘You haven’t got any guts.’

‘What are guts?’

‘What Alice’s young man says a Marine ought to have.’

‘I don’t want them then’, said Milly proudly.

‘Well, you ought to want them; you never do own up. You are a poor thing!’






  








Chapter Two
 

1
 

Seabourne-on-Sea was small and select. The Ogdens’ house in Seabourne was small but not particularly select, for it had once been let out in apartments. The landlord now accepted a reduced rent for the sake of getting the colonel and his family as tenants. He was old-fashioned and clung to the gentry.

In 1880 the Ogdens had left India hurriedly on account of Colonel Ogden’s health. When Milly was a baby and Joan three years old, the family had turned their backs on the pleasant luxury of Indian life. Home they had come to England and a pension, Colonel Ogden morose and chafing at the useless years ahead; Mrs. Ogden a pretty woman, wide-eyed and melancholy after all the partings, especially after one parting which her virtue would have rendered inevitable in any case.

They had gone to rooms somewhere in Bayswater; the cooking was execrable, the house dirty. Mrs. Ogden, used to the easy Indian service and her own comfortable bungalow, found it well-nigh impossible to make the best of things; she fretted. That winter there had been bad fogs which resulted in a severe heart attack for Colonel Ogden. The doctor advised a house by the sea, and mentioned Seabourne as having a suitable climate. The result was: Leaside, The Crescent, Seabourne. There they had been for nearly nine years and there they were likely to remain, in spite of Colonel Ogden’s grumbling and Mrs. Ogden’s nerves. For Leaside was cheap and the air suited Colonel Ogden’s heart; anyhow there was no money to move, and nowhere in particular to go if they could move.

Of course there was Blumfield. Mrs. Ogden’s sister Ann had married the now Bishop of Blumfield, but the Blanes were, or so the Ogdens thought, never quite sincere when they urged them to move nearer to them. They decided not to try crumb-gathering at the rich man’s table in Blumfield.

It was her children’s education that now worried Mrs. Ogden most. Not that she cared very much what they learnt; her fetish was how and where they learnt it. She had been a Routledge before her marriage, a fact which haunted her day and night. ‘Poor as rats, and silly proud as peacocks’, someone had once described them. We Roudedges’— ‘The Roudedges never do that’— ‘The Roudedges never do this’!

Round and round like squirrels in a cage, treading the wheel of their useless tradition, living beyond their limited means, occasionally stooping to accept a Government job, but usually finding all work infra dig. Living on their friends, which somehow was not infra dig., soothing their pride by recounting among themselves and to all who would listen the deeds of valour of one Admiral Sir William Routledge said to have been Nelson’s darling — hanging their admiral’s picture with laurel wreaths on the anniversary of some bygone battle and never failing to ask their friends to tea on that occasion — such were the Routledges of Chesham, and such, in spite of many reverses, had Mary Ogden remained.

True, Chesham had been sold up, and the admiral’s portrait by Romney bought by the docile Bishop of Blumfield at the request of his wife Ann. True, Ann and Mary had been left penniless when their father, Captain Routledge, died of lung haemorrhage in India. True, Ann had been glad enough to marry her bishop, then a humble chaplain, while Mary followed suit with Major Ogden of The Buffs. True, their brother Henry had failed to distinguish himself in any way and had bequeathed nothing to his family but heavy liabilities when his haemorrhage removed him in the nick of time — true, all true, and more than true, but they were still Routledges! And Admiral Sir William still got his laurel wreaths on the anniversary of the battle. He had moved from the decaying walls of Chesham to the substantial walls of the bishop’s palace, and perhaps he secretly liked the change — Ann his descendant did. In the humbler drawing-room at Leaside he received like homage; for there, in a conspicuous position, hung a print of the famous portrait, and every year when the great day came round, Mary, his other descendant, dutifully placed her smaller laurel wreath round the frame, and asked her friends to tea as tradition demanded.

‘Once a Routledge always a Routledge’, Mrs. Ogden was fond of saying on such occasions. And if the colonel happened to feel in a good temper he would murmur, ‘Fine old chap, Sir William; looks well in his laurels, Mary. Who did you say was coming in this afternoon?’ But if on the other hand his heart had been troubling him, he might turn away with a scornful grunt. Then, Mary, the ever tactless, would query, ‘Doesn’t it look nice then, dear?’ And once, only once, the colonel had said, ‘Oh, hell!’

The school at Seabourne was not for the Routledge clan, for to it went the offspring of the local tradespeople. Colonel Ogden was inclined to think that beggars couldn’t be choosers, but Mary was firm. Weak in all else, she was a flint when her family pride was involved, a knight-errant bearing on high the somewhat tattered banner of Routledge. The colonel gave way; he would always have given way before a direct attack, but his wife had never guessed this. Even while she raised her spiritual battle-cry she thought of his weak heart and her conscience smote her, yet she risked even the colonel’s heart on that occasion; Joan and Milly must be educated at home. The Routledges never sent their girls to school!
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In the end, it was Colonel Ogden who solved the difficulty. He frequented the stiff little club house on the esplanade, and in this most unlikely place he heard of a governess.

Every weekday morning you could see him in the window. The Times held in front of him like a shield, his teeth clenched on his favourite pipe; a truculent figure, an imperial figure, bristling with an authority that there were now none to dispute.

Into the club would presently saunter old Admiral Bourne who lived at Glory Point, a lonely man with a passion for breeding fancy mice. He had a trick of pulling up short in the middle of the room, and peering over his spectacles with his pleasant blue eyes as if in search of someone. He was in search of someone, of some tolerant fellow-member who would not be too obviously bored at the domestic vagaries of the mice, who constantly disappointed their owner by coming into the world the wrong colour. If Admiral Bourne could be said to have an ambition, then that ambition was to breed a mouse that should eclipse all previous records.

Other members would begin to collect, Sir Robert Loo of Moor Park, whose shooting provided the only alternative to golf for the male population of Seabourne. There was Major Boyle, languid and malarial, with a doleful mind, especially in politics; and Mr. Pearson, the bank manager, who had found his way into the club when its funds were alarmingly low, and had been bitterly resented ever since. Then there was Mr. Rodney the solicitor, and last but not least, General Brooke, Colonel Ogden’s hated rival.

General Brooke looked like Colonel Ogden, that was the trouble; they were often mistaken for each other in the street. They were both under middle height, stout, with grey hair and small blue eyes, they both wore their moustaches clipped very short, and they both had auxiliary whiskers in their ears. Added to this they both wore red neckties and loose, light home-spuns, and they both had wives who knitted their waistcoats from wool bought at the local shop. They both wore brown boots with rubber studded soles, and worst of all, they both wore brown Homburg hats, so that their backs looked exactly alike when they were out walking. The situation was aggravated by the fact that neither could accuse the other of imitation. To be sure General Brooke had lived in Seabourne eighteen months longer than Colonel Ogden and had never been seen in any other type of garments; but then, when Colonel Ogden had arrived in his startling replicas, his clothes had been obviously old and had certainly been worn quite as long as the general’s.

It was Mr. Rodney, the solicitor, who offered Colonel Ogden a solution to his wife’s educational difficulties. Mr. Rodney, it seemed, had a sister just down from Cambridge. She had come to Seabourne to keep house for him, but she wanted to get some work, and he thought she would probably be glad to teach the Ogden’s little girls for a few hours every day. The colonel engaged Elizabeth Rodney forthwith.






  








Chapter Three
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The schoolroom at Leaside was dreary. You came through the front door into a narrow passage covered with brown linoleum and decorated with trophies from Indian bazaars. On one side stood a black carved wood table bearing a Benares tray used for visiting cards, beside the table stood an elephant’s foot, adapted to take umbrellas. To your right was the drawing-room, to your left the dining-room, facing you were the stairs carpeted in faded green Brussels. If you continued down the passage and passed the kitchen door, you came to the schoolroom. Leaside was a sunny house, so that the schoolroom took you by surprise; it was an unpleasant room, always a little damp, as the walls testified.

It was spring and the gloom of the room was somewhat dispelled by the bright bunch of daffodils which Elizabeth had brought with her for the table. At this table she sat with her two pupils; there was silence except for the scratching of pens. Elizabeth Rodney leant back in her chair; what light there was from the window slanted on to her strong brown hair that waved persistently around her ears. Her eyes looked inattentive, or rather as if their attention were riveted on something a long way away; her fine, long hands were idly folded in her lap; she had a trick of folding her hands in her lap. She was so neat that it made you uncomfortable, so spotless that it made you feel dirty, yet there was something in the set of her calm mouth that made you doubtful. Calm it certainly was, and yet...one could not help wondering...

Just now she looked discouraged; she sighed.

‘Finished!’ said Joan, passing over her copy-book.

Elizabeth examined it. ‘That’s all right.’

Milly toiled, the pen blotted, tears filled her eyes, one fell and made the blot run.

‘Four and ten and fifteen and seven, that makes—’

‘Thirty-six’, said Elizabeth. ‘Now we’ll go out.’

They got up and put away the books. Outside, the March wind blew briskly, the sea glared so that it hurt your eyes, and around the coast the white cliffs curved low and distinct.

‘Let’s go up there’, said Elizabeth, pointing to the cliffs.

‘Joan, Joan!’ called Mrs. Ogden from the drawing-room window, ‘where is your hat?’

‘Oh, not to-day, Mother. I like the feel of the wind in my hair.’

‘Nonsense, come in and get your hat.’

Joan sighed. ‘I suppose I must’, she said. ‘You two go on, I’ll catch you up.’ She ran in and snatched a tam-o’-shanter from the hall table. ‘Don’t forget my knitting wool, dear.’

‘No, Mother, but we were going on to the downs.’

‘The downs to-day? Why, you’ll be blown away.’

‘Oh, no, Miss Rodney and I love wind.’

‘Well, as you come home, then.’

‘All right. Good-bye, Mother.’

‘Good-bye, darling.’
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Joan ran after the retreating figures. ‘Here I am’, she said breathlessly. ‘Is it Cone Head or the Golf Course?’

‘Cone Head to-day’, replied Elizabeth.

There was something in her voice that attracted Joan’s attention, a decision, a kind of defiance that seemed out of place. It was as if she had said: ‘I will go to Cone Head, I want to get out of this beastly place, to get up above it and forget it.’ Joan eyed her curiously. To Milly she was just the governess who gave you sums and always, except when in such a mood as to-day, saw that you did them; but to Joan she was a human being. To Milly she was ‘Miss Rodney’, to Joan, privately at all events, ‘Elizabeth’.

They walked on in silence.

Milly began to lag. I’m tired to-day, let’s go into the arcade.’

‘Why?’ demanded Joan.

‘Because I like the shops.’

‘We don’t’, said Joan. Milly lagged more obviously.

‘Come, Milly, walk properly, please’, said Elizabeth.

They had passed the High Street by now and were trudging up the long white road to Cone Head. Over the point the wind raged furiously, it snatched at their skirts and undid Milly’s curls.

‘Oh! oh!’ she gasped.

Elizabeth laughed, but her laughter was caught up and blown away before it could reach the children; Joan only knew that she was laughing by her open mouth.

‘It’s glorious!’ shouted Joan. ‘I want to hit it back!’

Elizabeth battled her way towards an overhanging rock. ‘Sit here’, she motioned; the rock sheltered them, and now they could hear themselves speak.

‘This is hateful’, said Milly. ‘When I’m famous I shall never do this sort of thing.’

‘Oh, Miss Rodney’, exclaimed Joan, ‘look at that sail!’

‘I have been looking at it ever since we sat down — I think I should like to be under it.’

‘Yes, going, going, going, you don’t know and you don’t care where — just anywhere, so long as it isn’t here.’

‘Already?’ Elizabeth murmured.

‘Already what?’

‘Nothing. Did I say already?’

‘Then I was thinking aloud.’

She looked at the child curiously; she had taught the girls now for about two years, yet she was not even beginning to understand Joan. Milly was reading made easy. Delicate, spoilt by her father and entirely self-centred; yet she was a good enough child as children go, easier far to manage than the elder girl. Milly was not stupid either. She played the violin astonishingly well for a girl of ten. Elizabeth knew that the little man who taught her thought that she had genius. Milly was easy enough, she knew exactly what she wanted, and Elizabeth suspected that she’d always get it. Milly wanted music and more music. When she played her face ceased to look fretful, it became attentive, animated, almost beautiful. This then was Milly’s problem, solved already; music, applause, admiration, Elizabeth could see it all, but Joan? — Joan intrigued her.

Joan was so quiet, so reserved, so strong. Strong, yes, that was the right word, strong and protective. She loved stray cats and starving dogs and fledgelings that had tumbled out of their nests, such things made her cry; stray cats, starving dogs, fledgelings and Mrs. Ogden. Elizabeth laughed inwardly. Mrs. Ogden was so exactly like a lost fledgeling, with her hopeless look and her big eyes; she was also rather like a starving dog. Elizabeth paused just here to consider. Starving, what for? She shuddered. Had Mrs. Ogden always been so hungry? She was positively ravenous, you could feel it about her, her hunger came at you and made you feel embarrassed. Poor woman, poor woman, poor Joan — why poor Joan? She was brilliant; Elizabeth sighed; she herself had never been brilliant, only a very capable turner of sods. Joan was quietly, persistently brilliant; no flash, no sparks, just a steady, glowing light. Joan at twelve was a splendid pupil; she thought too. When you could make her talk she said things that arrested. Joan would go — where would she go? To Oxford or Cambridge probably; no matter’ where she went she would make her mark — Elizabeth was proud of Joan. She glanced at her pupil sideways and sighed again. Joan worried her, Mrs. Ogden worried her, they worried her separately and collectively. They were so different, so antagonistic, these two, and yet so curiously drawn together.

Elizabeth roused Joan sharply: ‘Come on, it’s late! It’s nearly tea time.’ They hurried down the hill.

‘I must get that wool at Spink’s’, said Joan.

‘What wool?’

‘Mother’s — for her knitting.’

‘Won’t tomorrow do?’

‘No.’

‘But it’s at the other end of the town.’

‘Never mind, you and Milly go home. I’ll just go on and fetch it.’ They parted at the front door.

‘Don’t be long’, Elizabeth called after her.

Joan waved her hand. Half an hour later she was back with the wool. In the hall Mrs. Ogden met her.

‘My darling!’

‘Here it is, Mother.’

‘But, my darling, it’s not the same thickness!’

‘Not the same—’ Joan was tired.

‘It won’t do at all, dearest, you must ask for double Berlin.’

‘But I did!’

‘Then they must change it. Oh, dear; and I wanted to get that waistcoat finished and put away tonight; it only requires such a little wee bit of wool!’ Mrs. Ogden sighed.

Her face became suddenly very sad. Joan did not think that it could be the wool that had saddened her.

‘What is it, Mother?’

‘Nothing, Joan—’

‘Oh, yes, you’re unhappy, darling; I’ll go and change the wool before lessons tomorrow.’

‘It’s not the wool, dear, it’s — Never mind, run and get your tea.’ They kissed.

In the schoolroom Joan relapsed into silence; she looked almost morose. Her short, thick hair fell angrily over her eyes — Elizabeth watched her covertly.






  








Chapter Four
 

1
 

The five months between March and August passed uneventfully, as they always did at Seabourne. Joan was a little taller, Milly a little fatter, Mrs. Ogden a little more nervous and Colonel Ogden a little more breathless; nearly everything that happened at Leaside happened ‘little’, so Joan thought.

But on this particular August morning, the usual order was, or should have been, reversed. One was expecting confusion, hurry and triumph, for to-day was sacred to the memory of Admiral Sir William Routledge, gallant officer and Nelson’s darling. To-day was the day of days; it was Mrs. Ogden’s day; it was Joan’s and Milly’s day — a little of it might be said to be Colonel Ogden’s day, but very little. For upon this glorious Anniversary Mrs. Ogden rose as a phoenix from its ashes. She rose, she grew, she asserted herself, she dictated; she was Routledge. The colonel might grunt, might sneer, might even swear; the overworked servants might give notice, Mrs. Ogden accepted it all with the calm indifference befitting one whose ancestor had fought under Nelson. Oh, it was a wonderful day!

But this year a cloud, at first no larger than a man’s hand, had floated towards Mrs. Ogden before she got up. She woke with the feeling of elation that properly belonged to the occasion, yet the elation was not quite perfect. What was it that oppressed her; that somehow took the edge off the delight? She sat up in bed and thought. Ah! She had it! Assuredly this was the longed-for Anniversary, but — it was also Book Day, Wednesday and Book Day! Could anything be more unjust, more unbearable? Here she had waited a whole year for this, her one moment of triumph, and it had come on Book Day. Ruined — spoilt — utterly spoilt and ruined — the thing she dreaded most was upon her; the household books would be waiting on her desk to be tackled directly after breakfast, to be gone over and added up, and then met somehow out of an almost vanished allowance; it was scandalous! We Routledges! She leapt out of bed.

‘What the devil is it?’ asked Colonel Ogden irritably.

Mrs. Ogden began to hurry. She pattered round the room like a terrier on a scent; garments fell from her nerveless fingers, the hairbrush clattered on to the floor. She eyed her husband in a scared way; her conscience smote her, she had felt too tired to use proper economy last week. The books, the books, the books, what would they come to? She began cleaning her teeth. Colonel Ogden watched her languidly from the bed. His red, puffy face looked ridiculous against the pillow; a little smile lifted his moustache. She turned and saw him, and stopped with the tooth-brush half-way to her mouth. She felt suddenly disgusted and outraged and shy. In a flash her mind took in the room. There on the chair lay his loose, shabby garments, some of them natural coloured Jaeger. And then his cholera belt! It hung limply suspended over the arm of the chair, like the wraith of a concertina. On the table by his side of the bed lay a half-smoked pipe. His bath sponge was elbowing her as she washed; his masculine personality pervaded everything; the room reeked of it.

She went on cleaning her teeth mechanically, taking great care to do as her dentist bade her — up and down and then across and get the brush well back in your mouth; that was the way to preserve your teeth. Up and down and then across — disgusting! What she was doing was ugly and detestable. Why should he lie in the bed and smile? Why should he be in the bed at all — why should he be in the room at all? Why hadn’t they taken a house with an extra bedroom, or at least with a room large enough for two beds? What was he doing there now? He ought not to be there now; that sort of thing was all very well for the young — but for people of their age! The repellent familiarities!

She gathered her dressing-gown more tightly around her; she felt like a virgin whose privacy had suffered a rude intrusion. Turning, she made to leave the room.

‘Where are you going, Mary?’ Colonel Ogden sat up.

‘To have my bath.’

‘But I haven’t shaved yet.’

‘You can wait until I have had my bath.’

She heard herself and marvelled. Would the heavens fall? Would the ground open and swallow her up? She hurried away before her courage failed.

In the bath-room she slipped the bolt and turned the key, and sighed a sigh of relief. Alone — she was alone. She turned on the water. A reckless daring seized her; let the hot water run, let it run until the bath was full to the brim; for once she would have an injuriously hot bath; she would wallow in it, stay in it, take her time. She never got enough hot water; now she would take it all — let his bath be tepid for once, let him wait on her convenience, let him come thumping at the door, coarse, overbearing, foolish creature!

What a life — and this was marriage! She thought of Colonel Ogden, of his stertorous breathing, his habits; he had a way of lunging over on to her side of the bed in his sleep, and when he woke in the morning his face was a mass of grey stubble. Why had she never thought of all these things before? She had thought of them, but somehow she had never let the thoughts come out; now that she had ceased to sit on them they sprang up like so many jacks-in-the-box.

And yet, after all, her James was no worse than other men; better, she supposed, in may respects. She believed he had been faithful to her; there was something in that. Certainly he had loved her once — if that sort of thing was love — but that was a long time ago. As she lay luxuriously in the brimming bath her thoughts went back. Things had been different in India. Joan had been born in India. Joan was thirteen now; she would soon be growing up — there were signs already. Joan so quiet, so reserved — Joan married, a year, five years of happiness perhaps and then this, or something very like it. Never! Joan should never marry. Milly, yes, but she could not tolerate the thought of it for Joan. Joan would just go on loving her; it would be the perfect relationship, Mother and Child.

‘Mary!’

‘What is it?’

‘Are you going to stay there all day?’ The handle of the door was; rattled violently.

‘Please don’t do that, James; I’m still in my bath.’

‘The devil you are!’ Colonel Ogden whistled softly. Then he remembered the date and smiled. ‘Poor old Mary, such a damned snob poor dear — oh well! We Routledges!’
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Breakfast was late. How could it be otherwise? Had not Mrs. Ogden sat in the bath for at least half an hour? There had been no hot water when at last Colonel Ogden got into the bath-room, and a kettle had had to be boiled. All this had taken time. Milly and Joan watched their mother apprehensively. Joan scented a breakdown in the near offing, for Mrs. Ogden’s hands were trembling.

‘Your father’s breakfast, Joan; for heaven’s sake ring the bell!’ Joan rang it. ‘The master’s breakfast, Alice?’

‘The kidneys aren’t done.’

‘Why not, Alice?’

‘There ‘asn’t been time!’

‘Nonsense, make haste. The colonel will be down in a minute.’

Alice banged the door, and Mrs. Ogden’s eyes filled. Her courage had all run away with the bath water. She had been through hell, she told herself melodramatically; she had at last seen things as they were. Thump — thump and then thump — thump — that was James putting on his boots! Oh, where was the breakfast! Where were James’s special dishes, the kidneys and the curried eggs; what was Alice doing? Thump — thump — there it was again! She clasped her hands in an agony.

‘Joan, Joan, do go and see about breakfast.’

‘It’s all right, Mother, here it is.’

‘Put it on the hot plate quickly — now the toast. Children make your father’s toast — don’t burn it whatever you do!’ Thump — thump — thump — that was three thumps and there ought to be four; would James never make the fourth thump? She thought she would go mad if he left off at three. Ah! There it was, that was the fourth thump; now surely he must be coming. The toast was made; it would get cold and flabby. James hated it flabby. If they put it in the grate it would get hard; James hated it hard. Where was James?

‘Children, put the toast in the grate; no, don’t — wait a minute.’

Now there was another sound; that was James blowing his nose. He must be coming down, then, for he always blew his nose on his soiled pocket handkerchief with just that sound, before he took his clean one. What was that — something broken!

‘Joan, go and see what Alice has smashed. Oh! I hope it’s not the new breakfast dish, the fire-proof one!’

Thump, thump, on the stairs this time; James was coming down at last. ‘Joan, never mind about going to the kitchen; stay here and see to your father’s breakfast.’

The door opened and Colonel Ogden came in. He was very quiet, a bad sign; there was blood from a scratch on his chin to which a pellet of cotton wool adhered.

‘Coffee, dear?’

‘Naturally. By the way, Mary, you’ll oblige me by leaving a teacupful of hot water for me to shave with another time.’ He felt his scratch carefully.

‘Joan, get your father the kidneys. Will you begin with kidneys or curried eggs?’

‘Kidneys. By the way, Mary, I don’t pay a servant to smear my brown boots with pea soup; I pay her to clean them — to clean them, do you hear? To clean them properly.’ The calm with which he had entered the room was fast disappearing; his voice rose.

‘James, dear, don’t excite yourself’

The colonel cut a kidney viciously; as he did so, tell-tale stains appeared on the plate.

‘Damn it all Mary! Do you think I’m a cannibal?’

‘Oh, James!’

‘Oh, James, oh, James! It’s sickening, Mary. No hot water, not even to shave with, and now raw kidneys; disgusting! You know how I hate my food underdone. Damn it all Mary, I don’t run a household for this sort of thing! Give me the eggs!’

‘Joan, fetch your father the eggs!’

‘What’s the matter with the toast, Mary? It’s stone cold!’

‘You came down so late, dear.’

‘I didn’t get into the bath-room until twenty minutes past eight. I can’t eat this toast.’

‘Joan, make your father some fresh toast; be quick, dear, and Milly, take the kidneys to Ellen and ask her to grill them a little more. Now James here’s some nice hot coffee.’

‘Sit down!’ thundered the colonel.

Joan and Milly sat down hastily. ‘Keep quiet; you get on my nerves, darting about all round the table. Upon my word, Mary, the children haven’t touched their breakfast!’

‘But, James—’

‘That’s enough I say; eat your bacon, Milly. Joan, stop shuffling your feet.’

Milly, her face blotched with nervousness, attempted to spear the cold and stiffening bacon; it jumped off her fork on to the cloth as though possessed of a malicious life energy. Colonel Ogden’s eyes bulged with irritation, and he thumped the table.

‘Upon my word, Mary, the children have the table manners of Hottentots.’

Now by all the laws of the Medes and Persians, Mrs. Ogden, on this Day of Days, should have remained calm and disdainful. But to-day had begun badly. There had been that little cloud which had grown and grown until it became the household books; it was over her now, enveloping her. She could not see through it, she could not collect her forces. ‘We Routledges!’ It didn’t ring true, it was like a blast blown on a cracked trumpet. She prayed fervently for self-control, but she knew that she prayed in vain. Her throat ached, she was going fast, slipping through her own fingers with surprising rapidity.

Colonel Ogden began again: ‘Well, upon my—’

‘Don’t, don’t!’ shrieked Mrs. Ogden hysterically. ‘Don’t say it again, James. I can’t bear it!’

‘Well upon my word.’

‘There! You’ve said it! Oh, Oh, Oh!’ She suddenly covered her face with her table napkin and burst into loud sobs.

Colonel Ogden was speechless. Then he turned a little pale, his heart thumped.

‘Mary, for heaven’s sake!’

‘I can’t help it, James! I can’t, I can’t!’

‘But, Mary, my dear!’

‘Don’t touch me, leave me alone!’

‘Oh, all right; but I say, Mary, don’t do this.’

‘I wish I were dead!’

‘Mary!’

‘Yes I do, I wish I were dead and out of it all!’

‘Nonsense — rubbish!’

‘You’ll be sorry when I am dead!’

He stretched out a plump hand and laid it on her shoulder. ‘Go away, James!’

‘Oh, all right! Joan, look after your mother, she don’t seem well.’

He left the room, and they heard the front door bang after him. Mrs. Ogden looked over the table napkin. ‘Has he gone, Joan?’

‘Yes, Mother. Oh, you poor darling!’ They clung together.

Mrs. Ogden dried her eyes; then she poured out some coffee and drank it.

‘I’m better now, dear.’ She smiled cheerfully.

And she was better. As she rose from the table the dark cloud lifted, she saw clearly once more; saw the Routledge banner streaming in the breeze.

And now for those tiresome books’, she said almost gaily.

She went away to the drawing-room and Joan collapsed; she felt sick, scenes always upset her.

She thought: ‘I wish I could hide my head in a table napkin and cry like Mother did.’ Then she thought: ‘I wonder how Mother manages it. I wouldn’t have cried, I’d have hit him!’

She could not eat. In the drawing-room she heard her mother humming, yes, actually humming over the books!

‘That’s all right’, thought Joan, ‘they must be nice and cheap this week, that’s a comfort anyhow.’

Presently Mrs. Ogden looked into the dining-room.

‘Joan!’

‘Yes, Mother?’

‘No lessons to-day, dear.’

‘No, Mother.’

‘Come and help me to place the wreath.’

They fetched it, carrying it between them; a laurel wreath large enough to cover the frame of the admiral’s picture.

‘Tell Alice to bring the steps, Joan. Now, dear, you hold them while I get up. How does it look?’

‘Lovely, Mother.’

‘Joan, never forget that half of you is Routledge. Never forget my dear, that the best blood in your veins comes from my side of the family. Never forget who you are, Joan; it helps one a great deal in life to have something like that to cling to, something to hold on to when the dark days come.’
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All day long the house hummed like a beehive. There was no luncheon; the children snatched some bread and butter in the kitchen, and if Mrs. Ogden ate at all, she was not observed to do so. Colonel Ogden, wise man, had remained at the club. Alice, her mouth surreptitiously full, hastened here and there with dust-brushes and buckets; Milly begged to do the flowers, and cut her finger; Joan manfully polished the plate, while Mrs. Ogden, authoritative and dignified, reviewed her household as the colonel had once reviewed his regiment.

Presently Alice was ordered to hasten away and dress. ‘And’, said Mrs. Ogden, let me find your cap and apron spotless, if you please, Alice.’

At last Joan and Milly went upstairs to put on their white cashmere smocks, and Mrs. Ogden, left to herself, took stock of the preparations. Yes, it was all in order, the trestle table hired from Binnings’, together with the stout waiter, had both arrived, so had the coffee and tea urns and the extra cups and saucers. On the sideboard stood an array of silver. Cups won at polo by Colonel Ogden, a silver tray bearing the arms of Routledge, salvage this from the family wreck, and numerous articles in Indian silver, embossed with Buddhas and elephants’ heads. The table groaned with viands, the centre piece being a large sugar cake crowned with a frigate in full sail. This speciality Binnings was able to produce every year; the cake was fresh, of course, but not the frigate.

But the drawing-room — that was what counted most. The drawing-room on what Mrs. Ogden called ‘Anniversary Day’ was, in every sense of the word, a shrine. Within its precincts dwelt the image of the god, the trophies of his earthly career set out about him, and Mary, his handmaiden, in attendance to wreathe his effigy with garlands.

Poor old Admiral Sir William, a good fellow by all accounts, an honest sailor and a loyal friend in his day. Possibly less Routledge than his descendants, certainly, according to his biographer, a man of a retiring disposition; one wonders what he would have thought of the Ancestor Worship of which he had all unwittingly become the object.

But Mary was satisfied. The drawing-room, which always appeared to her to be a very charming room, was of a good size. The colour scheme was pink and white, broken by just a splash of yellow here and there where the white chrysanthemums had run out and had been supplemented by yellow ones. The wall-paper was white with clusters of pink roses; the curtains were pink, the furniture was upholstered in pink. The hearth, which was tiled in turquoise blue, was lavish in brass. Mrs. Ogden drew the curtains a little more closely together over the windows in order to subdue the light; then she touched up the flowers, shook out the cushions for the fifth time and stood in the door to gauge the effect.

‘Now’, said Mrs. Ogden mentally, ‘I am Lady Loo, I am entering the drawing-room, how does it strike me?’

The first thing that naturally riveted the attention was the laurel, wreathed print of Admiral Sir William. What a pity James had been too poor to buy the painting — for a moment she felt dashed, but this phase passed quickly, the room looked so nice. The colour, so clean and dainty, just sufficiently relieved by the blue tiled grate and the Oriental piano cover; this latter and the Benares vases certainly seemed to stamp the room as belonging to people who had been in the Service. On the whole she was glad she had married James and not the bishop. The flowers too — really Milly had arranged them quite nicely. But what a pity that it would be too light to light the lamp; still, the shade certainly caught the eye, she was glad she had taken the plunge and bought it at that sale. It was very effective, pleated silk with bunches of artificial iris. Still, she was not sure that a plain shade would not have looked better after all. When one has so unusually fine a stuffed python for a standard lamp, one did not wish to detract from it in any way. She considered the photographs next; there was a goodly assortment of these in silver frames; she had carefully selected them with a view to effect. The panel of herself in court dress, that showed up well; then James in his full regimentals — James looked a trifle stout in his tunic, still, it all showed that she had not married a nobody. Then that nice picture of her brother Henry taken with his polo team — poor Henry! Oh, yes, and the large photograph of the bishop — really rather imposing. And Chesham — the prints of Chesham on the walls; how dignified the dear old place looked, very much a gentleman’s estate.

But there was more to come; Mrs. Ogden had purposely left the best to the last. She drew in her breath. There on an occasional table, lay the relics of Admiral Sir William Routledge, gallant officer and Nelson’s darling. In the middle of the table lay his coat and his gloves, across the coat, his sword. To right and left hung the admiral’s decorations mounted on velvet plaques. In front of the coat lay the oak-framed remnants of Nelson’s letter to the admiral, and in front of this again the treasured Nelson snuff-box bearing the inscription ‘From Nelson to Routledge’.

She paused beside the table, touching the relics one by one with reverent fingers, smiling as she did so. Then she crossed the room to where a shabby leather covered arm-chair looked startlingly incongruous amid its surroundings. Very carefully she lowered herself into the chair; a small brass plate had been screwed on to the back, bearing the inscription ‘Admiral Viscount Nelson of Trafalgar sat in this chair when staying at Chesham Court with Admiral Sir William Routledge’. Mrs. Ogden spread her thin hands along the slippery arms, and allowed her head to rest for a moment where supposedly Nelson’s head had once rested. The chair was her special pride and care; perhaps because its antecedents were doubtful. Colonel Ogden had once reminded her that there never had been any proof worth mentioning that Nelson had stayed at Chesham, much less that he had sat in that infernally uncomfortable old chair, and Mrs. Ogden had retorted hotly that Routledge tradition was good enough for her. Nevertheless, from that moment the Nelson chair had, she felt, a special claim upon her. She was like a mother defending the doubtful legitimacy of a well-loved son; the Nelson chair had been threatened with a bar sinister.

She gave the arms a farewell stroke, and rising slowly left the room to dress. She trod the stairs with dignity, the aloof dignity that belonged to the occasion, which she would maintain during the rest of the day. Her lapse from Routledge in the morning but added to her calm as tea-time approached.
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Admiral Bourne was the first to arrive. He liked the children, and Milly sidled up and stood between his knees, certain of her welcome.

‘Pretty hair!’ he remarked thoughtfully, stroking her curls, ‘and how is Miss Joan getting on? You haven’t let your hair grow yet, Miss Joan.’

Joan laughed. ‘It’s more comfortable short’, she said. ‘So it is’, agreed the admiral ‘Capital, capital!’

‘You must come and see my cream mice, dozens of them—’ he began. But at that moment Elizabeth and her brother were announced and Joan hurried to meet them. She examined Mr. Rodney with a new interest, for now he was not just father’s friend at the club, but he was Elizabeth Rodney’s brother. She thought: ‘He looks old, old, old, and yet I don’t believe he is very old. His eyes are greenish like Elizabeth’s, only somehow his eyes look timid like Mother’s, and Elizabeth’s remind me of the sea. I wonder what makes his back so humped, his coat goes all in ridges—’ Then she suddenly felt very sorry for him, he looked so dreadfully humble.

Elizabeth, tall and erect, was dressed in some soft green material; she appeared a little unnatural to the children, who had grown accustomed to her tailor-made blouses and skirts. Her strong brown hair was carefully dressed as usual, but as usual a cud or two sprang away from the hair-pins, straying over her ears and in the nape of her neck. Elizabeth was always pale, but to-day she looked very vital; she was conscious of looking her best, of creating an effect. Then she suddenly wondered whether Joan liked her dress, but even as she wondered she remembered that Joan was only thirteen.

Joan was thinking: ‘She looks like a tree. Why haven’t I noticed before how exactly like a tree she is; it must be the green dress. But her eyes are like water, all greeny and shadowy and deep looking — a tree near a pool, that’s what she’s like, a tall tree. A beech tree? No, that’s too spready — a larch tree, that’s Elizabeth; a larch tree just greening over.’

The rooms began to fill, and people wandered in and out; it was really quite like a reception. There was a pleasant babble of conversation. James had come in; he had said to himself: ‘Must look in and share the Mem-Sahib’s little triumph — poor Mary!’ He really looked quite distinguished in his grey frock coat and black satin tie. Here were General and Mrs. Brooke. By common consent the two old war horses buried their feud on ‘Anniversary Day’. It was: ‘How are you, Ogden?’

‘Glad to see you, General!’

They would beam at each other across their black satin ties; after all — the Service, you know!

Sir Robert and Lady Loo were shown in; good, that they had arrived when the rooms were at their fullest. Lady Loo came forward with her vague toothy smile. She looked like a very old hunter, long in the face, long in the leg and knobbly, distinctly knobbly. Her dress hung on her like badly fitting horse-clothing. To her spare bosom a diamond and sapphire crescent clung with a kind of desperation as if to an insufficient foothold; you felt that somehow there was not enough to pin it to, that there never would be enough to pin anything to on Lady Loo. But for all this there was something nice about her; the kind of niceness that belongs to old dogs and old horses, and that had never been entirely absent from Lady Loo.

As she sat down by Mrs. Ogden, her bright brown eyes looked inquisitively round the room, resting for an instant on the admiral’s portrait, and then on the relics upon the occasional table. Mrs. Ogden watched her, secretly triumphant.

‘Dear Lady Loo. How good of you to come to our little gathering. My Day I call it — very foolish of me — but after all — Oh, yes, how very kind of you — But then, why rob your hothouses for poor little me? You forgot to bring them? Oh, never mind, it’s the thought that counts, is it not? Your speaking of peaches makes me feel quite homesick for Chesham — we had such acres of grass at Chesham! — Yes, that is Joan — come here, Joan dear! Naughty child, she will insist on keeping her hair short. You think it suits her? Really? Clever? Well — run away, Joan darling — yes, frankly, very clever, so Miss Rodney thinks. Attractive? You think so? Now fancy, my husband always thinks Milly is the pretty one. Shall I ask Joan to recite or shall Milly play first? What do you think? Joan first, oh, all right — Joan, dear!’

The dreaded moment had arrived; Joan, shy and awkward, floundered through her recitation.

‘Capital, capital!’ cried Admiral Bourne, who had taken a fancy to her.

Elizabeth felt hot; why in heaven’s name make a fool of Joan like that? Joan couldn’t recite and never would be able to. And then the child’s dress — what possessed Mrs. Ogden to make her wear white? Joan looked too awful in white, it made her skin look yellow. Then the dress was too short; Joan’s dresses always were; and yet she was her mother’s favourite. Curious — perhaps Mrs. Ogden wanted to make her look young; well, she couldn’t keep her a baby for ever. When would Joan begin to assert her individuality? When she was fifteen, seventeen, perhaps? Elizabeth felt that she could dress Joan; she ought to wear dark colours, she knew exactly what she ought to wear. At that moment Joan came over to her, she was flushed and still looked shy.

‘Beastly rot, that poem!’

Elizabeth surveyed her: ‘Oh, Joan, you’re so like a colt.’ And she laughed.

Joan wanted to say: ‘You’re like a larch tree that’s just greening over, a tree by the side of a pool.’ But she was silent.

The noise of conversation broke out afresh. Milly, longing to be asked to play, was pretending to adjust the clasp of her violin case. Elizabeth looked from one child to the other and could not help smiling. Then she said: ‘Joan, do you like my dress?’

‘Like it?’ Joan stammered; ‘I think it’s beautiful.’

Elizabeth wanted to say, ‘Do you think me at all beautiful, Joan?’ But something inside her began to laugh at this absurdity, while she said: ‘I’m so glad you like it, it was new for to-day.’

‘Now, Milly, play for us’, came Mrs. Ogden’s voice. ‘Miss Rodney will accompany you, I’m sure.’

Milly did not blush, she remained cool and pale — small and cool and pale she stood there in her white cashmere smock, making lovely sounds with as much ease and confidence as if she had been playing by herself in an empty room.

Extraordinary child. She looked almost inspired, coldly inspired — it was queer. When she had finished playing, her little violin master came out of the corner in which he had been hidden.

‘Very good — excellent!’ he said, patting her shoulder; and Milly smiled quite placidly. Then she grew excited all of a sudden and skipped around the room for praise.

Joan sat beside her mother; very gently she squeezed her hand, looking up into Mrs. Ogden’s face. She saw that it was animated and young, and the change thrilled her with pleasure. Mrs. Ogden looked down into her daughter’s eyes. She whispered: ‘Do you like my dress, darling; am I looking nice?’

‘Lovely, Mother — so awfully pretty!’ But Joan thought: ‘The same thing, they both wanted to know if I liked their dresses, how funny! But Mother doesn’t look like a tree just greening over — what does Mother look like? She could not find a simile and this annoyed her. Mrs. Ogden’s dress was grey, it suited her admirably, falling about her still girlish figure in long, soft folds. No one could say that Mary Ogden never looked pretty these days, that was quite certain; for she looked pretty this afternoon, with the delicate somewhat faded prettiness of a flower that has been pressed between the pages of a book. Suddenly Joan thought: ‘I know — I’ve got it, Elizabeth is like a tree and Mother’s like a dove, a dove that lights on a tree. No, that won’t do, I don’t believe somehow that Mother would like to light on Elizabeth, and I don’t think Elizabeth would like to be lit on. What is she like then?’

People began to go. ‘Good-bye, such a charming party.’

‘So glad you could come.’

‘Good-bye — don’t forget that you and Colonel Ogden are lunching with us next Saturday.’

‘No, of course not, so many thanks.’

‘Good-bye—’

‘Over at last!’ Mrs. Ogden leant back in her chair with a sigh that bespoke complete satisfaction. She beamed on her husband.

He smiled. ‘Went off jolly well, Mary!’ He was anxious to make up for the morning.

‘Yes, it was a great success, I think. Don’t you think it went off very well, James?’

The colonel twitched; he longed to say: ‘Damn it all, Mary, haven’t I just told you that I think it went off well!’ But he restrained himself.

Mary continued: ‘Well, dear, the Routledges always did have a talent for entertaining. I can remember at Chesham when I was Joan’s age—’
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Sir Robert and Lady Loo were driving swiftly towards Moor Park behind their grey cobs. ‘Talent that youngster has for fiddle playing, Emma!’

‘Yes, I suppose so. The mother’s a silly fool of a woman, no more brains than a chicken, and what a snob!’

‘Ugly monkey, the elder daughter.’

‘Joan? Oh, do you think so?’

‘Awful!’

‘Wait and see!’ said Lady Loo with a thoughtful smile.

Elizabeth walked home between her brother and the little violin master; she was depressed without exactly knowing why. The little violin master waved his hands.

‘Milly is a genius; I have got a real pupil at last, at last! You wait and see, she will go far. What tone, what composure for so young a child?’

‘Joan is like a young colt!’ said Elizabeth to herself. ‘Like a young colt that somehow isn’t playful — Joan is a solemn young colt, a thoughtful colt, a colt wise beyond its months.’ And she sighed.






  








Chapter Six
 

1
 

Elizabeth sat alone in her brother’s study. Books lined the walls from floor to ceiling; Ralph’s books and some of her own that she had brought with her from Cambridge.

This was Sunday. Ralph had gone to church. ‘Such a good little man’, thought Elizabeth to herself; but she had not gone to church, she had pleaded a fictitious cold. Ralph Rodney was still youngish, not more than forty-five, and doing fairly well in the practice which he had inherited from his uncle. But there was nothing beyond Seabourne — just Seabourne, nothing beyond. Ralph would probably live and die neither richer nor poorer than he was at present; it was a drab outlook. Yet it was Ralph’s own fault, he might have done better, there had been a time when people thought him clever; he might have started his career in London. But no, he had thought it his duty to keep on the business at Seabourne. Elizabeth mused that it must either be that Ralph was very stupid or very good, she wondered if the terms were synonymous.

Their life history was quite simple. They had been left orphans when she was a year old and he was twenty. She had been too young to know anything about it, and Ralph had never lived much with his parents in any case. He had been adopted by their father’s elder brother when he was still only a child. After the death of her parents, Elizabeth had been carried off by a cousin of their mother’s, a kind, pleasant woman who divided her time between Elizabeth and Rescue Work.

They had been very happy together, and when Elizabeth was twenty and her cousin had died suddenly, she had felt real regret. Her cousin’s death left her with enough money to go up to Cambridge, and very little to spare, for the bulk of Miss Wharton’s fortune had gone to found Recreation Homes for Prostitutes, and not having qualified to benefit by the charity, Elizabeth was obliged to study to earn her living.

Her brother Ralph she had scarcely seen, he had gone so completely away. This was only natural; and the arrangement must have suited their parents very well, for their father had not been an earner and their mother had never been strong.

Elizabeth was now twenty-six. The uncle had died eighteen months ago, leaving Ralph his small fortune and the business. Ralph was a confirmed bachelor; he had felt lonely after the old man’s death, had thought of his sister and had besought her to take pity on him; there it had begun and there so far, it had ended.

Yet it need not have ended as it had done for Ralph, but Ralph was a sentimentalist. He had loved the old uncle like a son, and had always made excuses for not cutting adrift from Seabourne. Uncle John was growing old and needed him in the business; Uncle John was failing — he had been failing for years, thought Elizabeth bitterly, a selfish, cranky old man — Uncle John begged Ralph not to leave him, he had a presentiment that he would not last much longer. Ralph must keep an eye on the poor old chap. After all, he’d been very decent to him. Ralph wanted to know where he’d have been without Uncle John.

Always the same excuses. Had Ralph never wanted a change; had he never known ambition? Perhaps, but such longings die, they cannot live on a law practice in Seabourne and an ailing Uncle John; they may prick and stab for a little while, may even constitute a real torment, but withstand them long enough and you will have peace, the peace of the book whose leaves are never turned; the peace of dust and cobwebs. Ralph was like that now, a book that no one cared to open; he was covered with dust and cobwebs.

At forty-five he was old and contented, or if not exactly contented, then resigned. And he had grown timid, perhaps Uncle John had made him timid. Uncle John was said to have had a will of his own — no, Elizabeth was not sure that it was all Uncle John, though he might have contributed. It was Seabourne that had made Ralph timid; Seabourne that had nothing beyond. Seabourne was so secure, how could it be otherwise when it had nothing beyond; whence could any danger menace it? Ralph clung to Seabourne; he was afraid to go too far lest he should step off into space, for he too must feel that Seabourne had nothing beyond. Seabourne had him and Uncle John had him. It was all of a piece with Uncle John to leave a letter behind him, begging Ralph to keep the old firm together after he was dead. Sentiment, selfish sentiment. Who cared what happened to Rodney and Rodney! Even Seabourne wouldn’t care much, there were other solicitors. But Ralph had thought otherwise; the old man had begged him to stick by the firm, Ralph couldn’t go back on him now. Ralph was humbly grateful; Ralph felt bound. Ralph was resigned too, that was the worst of it. And yet he had been clever, Elizabeth had heard it at Cambridge; but Cambridge that should have emancipated him had only been an episode. Back he had come to Seabourne and Uncle John, Uncle John much aged by then, and needing him more than ever.

When they had met at Seabourne, her brother had been a shock to her. His hair had greyed and so had his skin, and his mind — that had greyed too. Then why had she stayed? She didn’t know. There was something about the comfortable house that chained you, held you fast. They were velvet chains, they were plush chains, but they held.

Then there was Uncle John. Uncle John’s portrait looked down from the dining-room wall — Uncle John young, with white stock and keen eyes. That Uncle John seemed to point to himself and say: ‘I was young too, and yet I never strayed; what was good enough for my father was good enough for me and ought to be good enough for my nephew and for you, Elizabeth.’ Then there was Uncle John’s later portrait on the wall of the study — Uncle John, old, wearing a corded black tie, his eyes rather dim and appealing, like the eyes of a good old dog. That Uncle John was the worse of the two; you felt that you could throw a plate at the youthful, smug, self-assertive Uncle John in the dining-room, but you couldn’t hurt this Uncle John because he seemed to expect you to hurt him. This Uncle John didn’t point to himself, he had nothing to say, but you knew what he wanted. He wanted to see you living in the old house among the old things; he wanted to see Ralph at the old desk in the old office. He needed you; he depended on you, he clung to you softly, persistently; you couldn’t shake him off. He had clung to Ralph like that, softly, persistently; for latterly the strong will had broken and he had become very gentle. And now Ralph clung to Elizabeth, and Uncle John clung too, through Ralph.

Elizabeth got up. She flung open the window — let the air come in, let the sea come in! Oh! If a tidal wave would come and wash it all away, sweep it away; the house, Uncle John and Elizabeth to whom he clung through Ralph! Tradition! She clenched her hands; damn their tradition; another name for slavery, and excuse for keeping slaves! What was she doing with her life? Nothing. Uncle John saw to that. Yes, she was doing something, she was allowing it to be slowly and surely strangled to death, soon it would be gone, like a drop squeezed into the reservoir of Eternity; soon it would be lost for ever and she would still be alive — and she was so young! A lump rose in her throat; her hopes had been high — not brilliant, perhaps — still she had done well at Cambridge, there were posts open to her.

She might have written, but not at Seabourne. People didn’t write at Seabourne, they borrowed the books that other people had written, from Mr. Besant of the Circulating Library, and talked foolishly about them at their afternoon teas, wagging their heads and getting the foreign names all wrong, if there were any. Oh! She had heard them! And Ralph would get like that. Get? He was like that already; Ralph had prejudices, timid ones, but there was strength in their numbers. Ralph approved and disapproved. Ralph shook his head over Elizabeth’s smoking and nodded it over her needlework. Ralph liked womanly women; well, Elizabeth liked manly men. If she wasn’t a womanly woman, Ralph wasn’t a manly man. Oh, poor little Ralph, what a beast she was!

What did she want? She had the Ogden children, they were an interest and they represented her pocket money — if only Joan were older! After all, better a home with a kind brother at Seabourne than life on a pittance in London. But something in her strove and rent: ‘Not better, not better!’ it shouted. ‘I want to get out, it’s I, I, I! I want to live, I want to get out, let me out I tell you, I want to come out!’

‘Elizabeth, dear, how are you?’ Her brother had come in quietly behind her.

‘Better, thank you. You’re not wet, are you, Ralph? It’s been raining.’

‘No, not a bit. I wish you’d been there, Elizabeth. Such a fine sermon.’

‘What was the text’, she inquired. One always inquired what the text had been; the question sprang to her lips mechanically.

‘“Cast thy bread upon the waters for thou shalt find it after many days!” A beautiful text, I think.’

‘Yes, very beautiful’, Elizabeth agreed. ‘Curious that being the text to-day.’

‘Why?’ he asked her, but his voice lacked interest; he didn’t really want to know.

She thought: ‘I suppose I’ve cast my bread upon the waters, it must be a long way out at sea by now.’ Then she began to visualize the bread and that made her want to laugh. A crust of bread? A fat slice? A thin slice? Or had she cast away a loaf? Perhaps there were shoals of sprats standing upright on their tails in the water under the loaf and nibbling at it, or darting round and round in a circle, snatching and quarrelling while the loaf bobbed up and down — there were plenty of sprats just off the coast. Anyhow, her bread must be dreadfully soggy if it had been in the water for more than two years. ‘For thou shalt find it after many days!’ Yes, but how many days? And if you did find it, if the sprats left even a crumb to be washed up on the beach, how would it taste, she wondered. How many days, how many days, how many Seabourne days, how many Ralph and Uncle John days; so secure, so decent, so colourless! The text said, ‘Many days’; it warned you not to grow impatient, it was like young Uncle John in the dining-room taking it for granted that time didn’t count — Uncle John had never been in a hurry. And yet they were beautiful words; she knew quite well what they meant, she was only pretending to misunderstand, it was her misplaced sense of humour.

Ralph had cast his bread upon the waters, and no doubt he expected to retrieve it on the shores of a better land; if he went hungry meanwhile, she supposed that was his affair. But perhaps he was expecting a more speedy return, perhaps when Ralph looked like old Uncle John his bread would be washed back to him; perhaps that was how it was done. She paused to consider. Perhaps your bread was returned to you in kind; you gave of your spirit and body, and you got back spirit and body in your turn. Not yours, but someone else’s. When Ralph was sixty she would be forty-one; there was still a little sustenance left in you when you were forty-one, she supposed, though not much. Perhaps she was going to be Ralph’s return for the loaf that had floated away.

It was all so pigeon-holed and so tidy. She was tidy, she had a tidy mind, but the mind that had thought out this bread scheme was even more tidy-than hers. The scheme worked in grooves like a cogwheel, clip, clip, clip, each cog in its appointed place and round and round, always in a circle. Uncle John and his forebears before him had cast away their loaves turn by turn; it was the obvious thing to do; it was the Seabourne thing to do, Father to son, uncle to nephew, brother to sister; a slight difference in consanguinity but none in spirit. Uncle John’s bread had gone for his father and the firm; Ralph’s bread had gone for Uncle John and the firm, and she supposed that her bread had gone for Ralph and the firm. But where was her return to come from? In what manner would she find it, ‘after many days’? Would the spell be broken with her? She wondered.






  








Chapter Seven
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It was a blazing July, nearly a year later. Seabourne, finding at first a new topic for conversation in the heat wave, very soon wearied of this rare phenomenon, abandoning itself to exhaustion.

Colonel Ogden wilted perceptibly but Mrs. Ogden throve. The heat agreed with her, it made her expand. She looked younger and she felt younger and said so constantly, and her family tried to feel pleased. Lessons were a torment in the airless schoolroom; Joan flagged, Milly wept, and Elizabeth grew desperate. There was nowhere to walk except in the glare. The turf on the cliffs was as slippery as glass; on the sea-front the asphalt stuck to your shoes, and the beach was a wilderness peopled by wilting parents and irritable, mosquito-bitten children. Then, when things were at their worst at Leaside, there came from out the blue a very pleasant happening; old Admiral Bourne met the Ogden children out walking and asked them to tea.
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The admiral’s house was unique. He had built it after his wife’s death; it had been a hobby and a distraction. Glory Point lay back from the road that led up to Cone Head, out beyond the town. To the casual observer the house said little. From the front it looked much as other houses, a little stronger, a little whiter perhaps, but on the whole not at all distinctive except for its round windows; and as only the upper windows could be seen from the road they might easily have been mistaken for an imitation of the Georgian period. It was not until the house was skirted to the left and the shrubbery passed that the character of Glory Point became apparent.

A narrow path with tall bushes on either side wound zigzag for a little distance. With every step the sound of the sea came nearer and nearer, until, at an abrupt angle, the path ceased, and shot you out on to a cobbled court-yard, and the wide Atlantic lay before you. The path had been contrived to appear longer than it was in reality, the twists and turns assisting the illusion; the last thing you expected to find at the end was what you found; it was very ingenious.

To the left and in front this court-yard appeared to end in space, and between you and the void stood apparently nothing but some white painted posts and chains. But even as you wondered what really lay below, a sharp spray would come hurtling over the chains and land with a splash almost at your feet, trickling in and out of the cobbles. Then you realized that the court-yard was built on a rock that ran sheer down to the sea.

At the side of this court-yard stood a fully rigged flagstaff with an old figure-head nailed to its base. The figure-head gazed out across the Atlantic, it looked wistful and rather lonely; there was something pathetic about the thing. It had a grotesque kind of dignity in spite of its faded and weather-stained paint. The ample female bosoms bulged beneath the stiff drapery, the painted eyes seemed to be straining to see some distant object; where the figure ended below the waist was a roughly carved scroll showing traces of gilt, on which could be deciphered the word ‘Glory’.

From this side the house looked bigger, and one saw that all the windows were round and that a veranda ran the length of the ground floor. This veranda was the admiral’s particular pride, it was boarded with narrow planks scrubbed white and caulked like the deck of a ship; the admiral called it his ‘quarter-deck’, and here, in fine weather or foul, he would pace up and down, his hands in his pockets, his cigar set firmly between his teeth, his rakish white beard pointing out in front.

Inside the house the walls of the passages were boarded and enamelled white, the rooms white panelled, and the steep narrow stairs covered with corrugated rubber, bound with brass treads. Instead of banisters a piece of pipe-clayed rope ran through brass stanchions on either side; and over the whole place there brooded a spirit of the most intense cleanliness. Never off a man-of-war did brass shine and twinkle like the brass at Glory Point; never was white paint as white and glossy, never was there such a fascinating smell of paint and tar and brass polish. It was an astonishing house; you expected it to roll and could hardly believe your good fortune when it kept still. Everyone in Seabourne made fun of Glory Point; the admiral knew this but cared not at all, it suited him and that was enough. If they thought him odd, he thought most of them incredibly foolish. Glory Point was his darling and his pride; he and his mice lived there in perfect contentment. The brass shone, the decks were as the driven snow, the white walls smelt of fresh paint, and away beyond the posts and chains of the cobbled court-yard stretched the Atlantic, as big and deep and wholesome as the admiral’s kind heart.
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Through the blazing sunshine of the afternoon, Joan and Milly toiled up the hill that led to Glory Point. Now, however, they did not wilt, their eyes were bright with expectation, and they quickened their steps as the gate came in sight. They pushed it open and walked down the pebbled path.

‘It’s all white!’ Joan exclaimed. She looked at the round white stones with the white posts on either side and then at the white door. They rang; the fierce sun was producing little sham flames on the brass bell-pull and knocker. The door was opened by a manservant in white drill and beyond him the walls of the hall showed white. ‘More white’, thought Joan. ‘It’s like — it looks — is honest the word? No, truthful.’

They were shown into a very happy room, all bright chintz and mahogany. In one of the little round windows a Hartz Mountain Roller ruffled the feathers on his throat as he trilled. The admiral came forward to meet them, shaking hands gravely as if they were grown up. He, too, was in white, and his eyes looked absurdly blue. Joan thought he matched the Delft plates on the mantlepiece at his back.

‘This is capital; I’m so glad you could come.’ He seemed to be genuinely pleased to see them. They waited for him to speak again, their eyes astray for objects of interest.

‘This is my after-cabin’, said the admiral, smiling. ‘What do you think of it?’

‘It’s the drawing-room’, said Milly promptly. Joan kicked her. ‘We call it a cabin on a ship’, corrected the admiral.

‘Oh, I see’, said Milly. ‘But this isn’t a ship!’

‘It’s the only ship I’ve got now’, he laughed.

Joan thought: ‘I wish she wouldn’t behave like this, what can it matter what he calls the room? I wish Milly were shy!’

But Milly, quite unconscious of having transgressed, went up and nestled beside him. He put his arm round her and patted her shoulder. ‘It’s a very nice ship’, she conceded.

Above the mantlepiece hung an oval portrait of a girl. Joan liked her pleasant, honest eyes, blue like the admiral’s, only larger; her face looked wide open like a hedge rose.

Joan had to ask. She thought, ‘It’s cheek, I suppose, but I do want to know.’ Aloud she said: ‘Please, who is that?’

The admiral followed the direction of her gaze. ‘Olivia’, he answered, in a voice that took it for granted that he had no need to say more. ‘Olivia?’

‘My wife.’

‘Oh!’ breathed Joan, feeling horribly embarrassed. She wished that she had not asked. Poor admiral, people said that he had loved her a great deal!

‘Where is she?’ inquired Milly.

Joan thought: ‘Of all the idiotic questions! Has she forgotten that he’s a widower?’ She was on tenterhooks.

The admiral gave a little sigh. ‘She died a long time ago’, he said, and stared fixedly at the portrait.

Joan pulled Milly round. ‘Oh, look, what a pet of a canary!’ she said foolishly. She and Milly went over to the cage; the bird hopped twice and put his head on one side. He examined them out of one black bead.

The admiral came up behind them. ‘That’s Julius Caesar’, he volunteered.

Joan turned with relief; he was smiling. He opened the door of the cage and thrust in a finger, whistling softly; the canary bobbed, then it jumped on to the back of his hand, ignoring the finger. Very slowly and gently he withdrew his hand and lifted the bird up to his face. It put its beak between his lips and kissed him, then its mood changed and it nipped his thumb. He laughed, and replaced it in the cage.

‘Shall we go over the ship?’ he inquired.

The children agreed eagerly. He stalked along in front of them, hands in jacket pockets. He took them into the neat dining-room, opening and shutting the port-holes to show how they worked, then into the smoking-room, large, long, and book-lined with the volumes of his naval library. Then up the rubber-covered stairs and along the narrow white passage with small doors in a row on either side. A man in more white drill was polishing the brass handles, there was the clean acrid smell of brass polish; Joan wondered if they polished brass all day at Glory Point, this was such a queer time to be doing it, at four in the afternoon. The admiral threw open one of the doors while the children peered over his shoulder.

‘This is my sleeping cabin’, he said contentedly.

The little room was neat as a new pin; through the open port-holes came the sound and smell of the sea — thud, splash, thud, splash, and the mournful tolling of a bell buoy. The admiral’s bunk was narrow and white, Joan thought that it looked too small for a man, like the bed of a little child, with its high polished mahogany side. Above it the port-hole stood wide open — thud, splash, there was the sea again; the sound came with rythmical precision at short intervals. Milly had found the washstand, it was an entrancing washstand! There was a stationary basin cased in mahogany with fascinating buttons that you pressed against to make the water flow; Milly had never seen buttons like this before, all the taps at Leaside turned on in a most uninteresting way. Above the washstand was a rack for the water bottle and glass, and the bottle and glass had each its own hole into which it fitted with the neatest precision. The walls of the cabin were white like all the others in this house of surprises, white and glossy. Thud, splash, thud, splash, and a sudden whiff of seaweed that came in with a breath of air.

Joan thought, ‘Oh it is a truthful house, it would never deceive you!’ Aloud she said, ‘I like it!’

The admiral beamed. ‘So do I’, he agreed.

‘I like it all’, said Joan, ‘the noises and the smell and the whiteness. I wish we lived in a ship-house like this, it’s so reassuring.’

‘Reassuring?’ he queried; he didn’t understand what she meant, he thought her a queer old-fashioned child, but his heart went out to her.

‘Yes, reassuring; safe you know; you could trust it; I mean, it wouldn’t be untruthful.’

‘Oh, I see’, he laughed. ‘I built it’, he told her with a touch of pride; ‘it was entirely my own idea. The people round here think I’m a little mad, I believe; they call me “Commodore Trunnion”; but then, dear me, everyone’s a little mad on one subject or another — I’m mad on the sea. Listen, Miss Joan! Isn’t that fine music? I lie here and listen to it every night, it’s almost as good as being on it!’

Milly interrupted. ‘Tell us about your battles!’ she pleaded. ‘My what?’ said the admiral, taken aback.

‘The ones you fought in’, said Milly coaxingly.

‘Bless the child! I’ve never been in a battle in my life; what battles. have there been in my time, I’d like to know!’

Milly looked crestfallen. ‘But you were on a battleship’, she protested.

The admiral opened his mouth and guffawed. ‘God bless my soul, what’s that got to do with it?’

They had made their way downstairs again now and were walking towards the garden door. Milly clung to her point.

‘It ought to have something to do with it, I should suppose’, she said rather pompously.

The admiral looked suddenly grave. ‘It will, some day’, he said. ‘When will it be?’ asked Joan; she felt interested.

‘When the great war comes’, he replied; ‘though God grant it won’t be in your time.’

No one spoke for a minute; the children felt subdued, a little cloud seemed to have descended among them. Then the admiral cheered up, and quickened his steps. ‘Tea!’ he remarked briskly.
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Over the immaculate lawn that stretched to the right of the house, came the white-clad manservant carrying a tray; the tea-table was laid under a big walnut tree. This was the sheltered side of the house, where, as the admiral would say, you could grow something besides seaweed. The old clipped yews were trim and cared for; peacocks and roosters and stately spirals. Between them the borders were bright with homely flowers. The admiral had found this garden when he bought the place; he had pulled down the old house to build his ship, but the garden he had taken upon himself as a sacred trust. In it he worked to kill the green fly and the caterpillar, and dreamed to keep memory alive. They sat down to tea; from the other side of a battlemented hedge came the whirring, sleepy sound of a mowing machine, someone was mowing the bowling green. They grew silent. A wasp tumbled into the milk jug; with great care the admiral pulled it out and let it crawl up his hand.

‘Silly’, he said reprovingly, ‘silly creature!’

It paused in its painful milk-logged walk to stroke its bedraggled wings with its back legs, then it washed its face, ducking its jointed head. The old man watched it placidly, presently it flew away.

‘It never said “Thank you”, did it?’ he laughed.

‘No, but it didn’t sting’, said Joan.

‘They never sting when you do them a good turn, and that’s more than you can say of some people, Miss Joan.’

Tea over, they strolled through the garden; at the far end was a small low building designed to correspond with the house. ‘What’s that?’ they asked him.

‘We’re coming to that’, he answered. ‘That’s where the mice live.’

‘Oh, may we see them, please let us see them all!’ Joan implored. ‘Of course you shall see them, that’s what I brought you here for; there are dozens and dozens’, he said proudly.

Inside the Mousery the smell was overpowering, but it is doubtful if any of the three noticed it. Down the centre of the single long room ran a brick path on either side of which were shelves three deep, divided into roomy sections.

The admiral stopped before one of them, ‘Golden Agouti’, he remarked.

He took hold of a rectangular box, the front of which was wired; very slyly he lifted a lid set into the top panel, and lowered the cage so that the children might look in. Inside, midway between floor and lid was a smaller box five inches long; a little hole at one end of this inner box gave access to the interior of the cage, and from it a miniature ladder slanted down to the sawdust strewn floor. In this box were a number of little heaving pink lumps, by the side of which crouched a brownish mouse. Her beady eyes peered up anxiously, while the whiskers on her muzzle trembled.

The admiral touched her gently with the tip of his little finger. ‘She’s a splendid doe’, he said affectionately; ‘a remarkably careful mother and not at all fussy!’ He shut the door and replaced the cage. ‘There’s a fine pair here’, he remarked, passing to a new section; ‘what about that for colour!’

He put his hand into another cage and caught one of the occupants deftly by the tail. Holding the tail between his finger and thumb he let the mouse sprawl across the back of his other hand, slightly jerking the feet into position.

The children gazed. ‘What colour is that?’ they inquired.

‘Chocolate’, replied the admiral. ‘I rather fancy the Self varieties, there’s something so well-bred looking about them; for my part I don’t think a mouse can show his figure if he’s got a pied pelt on him, it detracts. Now this buck for instance, look at his great size, graceful too, very gracefully built, legs a little coarse perhaps, but an excellent tail, a perfect whipcord, no knots, no kinks, a lovely taper to the point!’

The mouse began to scramble. ‘Gently, gently!’ murmured the admiral, shaking it back into position.

He eyed it with approbation, then dropped it back into its cage, where it scurried up the ladder and vanished into its bedroom. They passed from cage to cage; into some he would only let them peep lest the does with young should get irritable; from others he withdrew the inmates, displaying them on his hand.

‘Now this’, he told them, catching a grey-blue mouse. ‘This is worth your looking at carefully. Here we have a champion, Champion Blue Pippin. I won the Colour Cup with this fellow last year. Of course I grant you he’s a good colour; very pure and rich, good deep tone too, and even, perfectly even, you notice.’ He turned the mouse over deftly for a moment so that they might see for themselves that its stomach matched its back. ‘But so clumsy’, he continued. ‘Did you ever see such a clumsy fellow? Then his ears are too small, though their texture is all right; and I always said he lacked boldness of eye; I never really cared for his eyes, there’s something timid about them, not to be compared with Cocoa Nibs, that first buck you saw. But there it is, this fellow won his championship; of course I always say that Cary can’t judge a mouse!’

Champion Blue Pippin was replaced in his cage; the admiral shook his finger at him where he sat grooming his whiskers against the bars.

‘A good mouse’, he told Joan confidentially. ‘Very tame and affectionate as you see, but a champion, no never! As I told them at the National Mouse Club.’

They turned to the shelves on the other side. Here were the Pied and Dutch varieties.

‘I don’t care for them, as you know’, said Admiral Bourne. ‘Still I keep a few for luck, and they are rather pretty.’

He showed them the queer Dutch mice, half white, half coloured. Then the Variegated mice, their pelts white with minute streaks or dots of colour evenly distributed over body and head. There were black and tan mice and a bewildering assortment of the Pied variety which the admiral declared he disliked. Last of all, in a little cubicle by itself, was a larger cage-than any of the others, a kind of Mouse Palace. This cage contained a number of neat boxes, each with its ladder, and in addition to the ordinary outer compartment was a big bright wheel. Up and down the ladders ran the common little red-eyed white mice; while they watched them a couple sprang into the wheel and began turning it.

‘Oh! The white mice that you buy at the Army and Navy!’ said Milly in a disappointed voice.

‘That’s all’, the admiral admitted. ‘I just have this cage of them, you know, nice little chaps.’ And then, as the children remained silent, ‘You see, Olivia liked them; she used to say they were such friendly people.’

He spoke as though they had known Olivia intimately, as though he expected the children to say: ‘Yes, of course, Olivia was so fond of animals!’

Reluctantly they left the Mousery and strolled towards the gates; three tired children, one of eleven, one of thirteen and one of sixty-eight. The sun was setting over the sea, it was very cool in the garden after the mousery.

The admiral turned to Joan. ‘Come again’, he said simply. ‘Come very often, there may be some more young ones to show you soon.’

And so they parted on the road outside the gates. The children turned once to look back as they walked down the hill; Admiral Bourne was still standing in the road, looking after them.






  








Chapter Eight
 

1
 

A new family had come to Conway House under Cone Head. The place had stood vacant for years; now, at length, it was sold, and Elizabeth knew who the new people were. When Elizabeth, meaning to be amiable, had remarked one afternoon that the Bensons had been old friends of her cousin in London, and that she herself had known them all her life, Mrs. Ogden had drawn in her lips, very slightly raised an eyebrow and remarked: ‘Oh, really!’ in what Joan had grown to recognize as ‘the Routledge voice’. It was true that Mrs. Ogden was annoyed; there was no valid reason to produce against Elizabeth having known the Bensons, yet she felt aggrieved. Elizabeth appeared to Mrs. Ogden to be — not quite ‘governessy’ enough. She had been thinking this for the last few months. You did not expect your governess to be an old friend of people who had just bought one of the largest places in your neighbourhood, it was almost unseemly. Elizabeth, when closely questioned, had said that the family consisted of Mr. and Mrs. Benson, a son of twenty-two, another of seventeen, and one little girl of fourteen. And just at the very end, mark you at the end, and then only after a pressing cross-examination as to who they were, Elizabeth had said quite vaguely that Mr. Benson was a banker, but that his mother had been Lady Sarah Totteridge before her marriage, and that the present Mrs. Benson was a daughter of Lord Down.

Mrs. Ogden had made it clear that she could not quite understand how Elizabeth’s cousin had come to know the Bensons, and Elizabeth had said in a casual voice that her cousin and Mrs. Benson had had a great mutual interest; and when Mrs. Ogden had inquired what this interest had been, Elizabeth had replied, ‘Prostitutes’, and had laughed! Of course the children had not been in the room — still, ‘Prostitutes’. Such a coarse way to put it. Mrs. Ogden had spoken to Colonel Ogden about it afterwards and had found him unsympathetic. All he had said was, ‘Well, what else would you have her call them? Tarts? Don’t be such a damn fool, Mary!’

However, there it was; Elizabeth did know the Bensons and would, Mrs. Ogden supposed, contrive to continue knowing them now that they had come to Conway House. She could not understand Elizabeth; it was ‘Elizabeth’ now at Elizabeth’s own request; she had said that Rodney sounded so like Ralph and not at all like her. Did anyone ever hear such nonsense! However, the children had hailed the change with delight and so far it did not appear to have undermined discipline, so that Mrs. Ogden supposed it must be all right. She had to confess that it was a most unexpected advantage for Milly and Joan to have such a woman to teach them. Cambridge women did not grow on gooseberry bushes in Seabourne.
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Her criticisms of Elizabeth afforded Mrs. Ogden a rather tepid satisfaction for a time, but they never quite convinced her, and one day her thoughts stopped short in the very middle of them. She had a moment of clear inward vision; and in that moment she realized the exact and precise reason why, in the last few months, she had grown irritated with Elizabeth. So irritated in fact that nothing that Elizabeth said or did could possibly be right. It was not Elizabeth’s familiarity, not the fact that Elizabeth knew the Bensons, not Elizabeth’s rather frank English, it was none of these things — it was Joan.

Joan was fourteen now, she was growing — growing mentally out of Mrs. Ogden. There was so much these days that they could not discuss together. Joan was a student, a tremendously hard worker; Mrs. Ogden had never been that sort of girl. Even James could help Joan better than she could — James was rather well up in history, for example. But she was not well up in anything; this fact had never struck her before. ‘Don’t be such a damn fool, Mary!’ James had said that for so many years that it had ceased to mean anything to her, but now it seemed fraught with dreadful, new possibilities. Would Joan ever come to think her a fool? Would she ever come to think Elizabeth a fool? No, not Elizabeth — wait — there was the menace. Elizabeth had goods for sale that Joan could buy; how was she buying them, that was the question? Was she paying in the copper coin of mere hard work, content if she did Elizabeth credit? Or would she, being Joan, slip in a golden coin of love and admiration, a coin stolen from her almost bankrupt mother?

Elizabeth, that happy, clever young creature, with her self-assurance and her interest in Joan, what was she doing with Joan — what did she mean to do with Joan’s mother? How much did she want Joan — the real Joan? And if she wanted her, could she get her? Mean, oh, mean! When Elizabeth had everything on her side — when she had youth so obviously on her side — surely she had enough without Joan, surely she need not grow fond of Joan?

She had fancied lately that Elizabeth had become ever so slightly possessive, that she took it for granted that she would have a say in Joan’s future, would be consulted. Then there was the question of a university — who had put that idea into Joan’s head? Who, but Elizabeth! Where would it end if Joan went to Cambridge — certainly not in Seabourne. But James would never consent, he was certain to draw the line at that; besides, there was no money — but there were scholarships; suppose Elizabeth was secretly working to enable Joan to win a scholarship? How dare she! How dare either of them have any secrets from Joan’s mother! She would speak to Elizabeth — she would assert herself at once. Joan should never be allowed to waste her youth on dry bones. Elizabeth might think that women could fill men’s posts, but she knew better. Yet, after all, Joan was so like a boy — one felt that she was a son sometimes. Hopeless, hopeless, she was afraid of Elizabeth! She would never be able to speak her mind to her; she was too calm, too difficult to arouse, too thick-skinned. And Joan was moving away, not very far, only a little away. Joan was becoming a spectator, and Joan as an audience might be dangerous.

Mrs. Ogden trembled; she strove desperately to scourge her mentality into some semblance of adequacy. She tried, sincerely tried, to face the situation calmly and wisely and with understanding. But her efforts failed pathetically; through the maze of her struggling thoughts nothing took shape but the desperate longing, the desperate need that was Joan. She thought wildly: ‘I’ll tell her how I want her, I’ll tell her what my life has been. I’ll tell her the truth that I can’t; simply can’t live without her, and then I shall keep her, because I can make her pity me.’ Then she thought: ‘I must be mad — a child of fourteen — I must be quite mad!’ But she knew that in her tormenting jealousy she might lose Joan altogether. Joan loved the little mother, the miserable, put upon, bullied mother, the mother of headaches and secret tears; she would not love the self-assertive, unjust mother — she never had. No, she must appeal to Joan, that was the only way. Joan was as responsive as ever; then of what was she afraid? Oh, Joan, Joan, so young and awkward and adorable! Did she find her mother too old? After all, she was only forty-two, not too old surely to keep Joan’s love. She would try to enter into things more, she would go for walks, she would bathe, anything, anything — where should she begin? But supposing Joan suspected, supposing she saw through her, supposing she laughed at her — she must be careful, dreadfully careful. Joan was excited because Conway House was sold, and had implored her to go and call on Mrs. Benson; very well then, she would go, and take Elizabeth with her — yes, that would be gracious, that would please Joan. And she would try not to hate Elizabeth, she would try with all the will-power she had in her to see Elizabeth justly, to be grateful for the interest she took in the child. She would try not to fear Elizabeth.






  








Chapter Nine
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The windows of Conway House glowed, and the winter twilight was creeping in and out among the elms in the avenue. The air was cold and dry, the clanking of the skates that Joan and Elizabeth were carrying made a pleasant, musical sound as they walked. A boy joined them; he was tall and lanky and his blunt freckled face was flushed.

‘Here I am. I’ve caught you up!’ he said.

They turned; he was a jolly boy and they liked him Richard Benson, the younger son of the Bensons now of Conway House, was enjoying his Christmas holidays immensely; for one thing he had been delighted to find Elizabeth established at Seabourne; they were old friends, and now there was the nice Ogden girl. Then the skating was the greatest luck, so rare as to be positively exciting. Elizabeth and Joan were very good sorts: Elizabeth skated very well, and Joan was learning — he hoped the ice would hold. He was the most friendly of creatures, rather like a lolloping puppy; you expected him to jump up and put his paws on your shoulders. They walked on together towards the house, where tea would be waiting, they all felt happily tired — it was good to be young.

The house had been thoroughly restored, and was now a perfect specimen of its period. The drawing-room was long and lofty, and panelled in pale grey, the curtains of orange brocade, the furniture Chippendale — a gracious room. Beside the fire a group of people sat round the tea-table, over which their hostess presided. Mrs. Benson was an ample woman; her pleasant face, blunt and honest like that of her younger son, made you feel welcome even before she spoke; and when she spoke her voice was loud but agreeable. Joan thought: ‘She has the happiest voice I’ve ever heard.’ The three skaters having discarded their wraps had entered the drawing-room together. Mrs. Benson looked up.

‘Elizabeth dear!’ Elizabeth went to her impulsively and kissed her. Joan wondered; Elizabeth was not given to kissing, she felt that she too would rather like to know Mrs. Benson well enough to kiss her. As they shook hands Mrs. Benson smiled.

‘How did the skating go to-day, Joan?’

‘Oh, not badly, only one tumble.’

‘She got on splendidly!’ said Richard with enthusiasm.

‘Elizabeth should be a good teacher’, his mother replied. ‘She used to skate like an angel. Elizabeth, do you remember that hard winter we had when the Serpentine froze?’

Mrs. Benson laughed as though the memory amused her; she and Elizabeth exchanged a comprehending glance.

‘They know each other very well’, thought Joan. ‘They have secrets together.’

She felt suddenly jealous, and wondered whether she was jealous because of Mrs. Benson or because of Elizabeth; she decided that it was because of Elizabeth; she did not want anyone to know Elizabeth better than she did. This discovery startled her. The impulse came to her to creep up to Elizabeth and take her hand, but she could visualize almost exactly what would probably happen. Very gently, oh, very gently indeed, Elizabeth would disengage her hand, she would look slightly surprised, a little amused perhaps, and would then move away on some pretext or another. Joan could see it all. No, assuredly one did not go clinging to Elizabeth’s hand, she never encouraged clinging.

The group round the tea-table chattered and ate. Mrs. Ogden was among them, but Joan had not noticed her, for she was sitting in the shadow.

‘Joan!’

‘Oh, Mother, I didn’t see you.’ She moved across and sat by her mother’s side, but her eyes followed Elizabeth.

Mrs. Ogden watched her. She wanted to say something appropriate, something jolly, but she felt tongue-tied. There was the skating, why not discuss Joan’s tumble — but Elizabeth skated ‘like an angel’. Joan would naturally not expect her mother to be interested in skating, since she must know that she had never skated in her life. Lawrence, the eldest Benson boy, came towards them. He looked like his father, dark and romantic, and like his father he was the dullest of dull good men. He liked Mrs. Ogden, she had managed to impress him somehow and to make him feel sorry for her. He thought she looked lonely in spite of her overgrown daughter.

He pulled up a chair and made conversation. ‘It’s ripping finding you all down here, Mrs. Ogden. I never thought that Elizabeth would settle at Seabourne.’

Elizabeth, always Elizabeth! Mrs. Ogden forced herself to speak cordially. ‘It was the greatest good fortune for us that she did.’

‘Yes — I suppose so. Elizabeth’s too clever for me; I always tell her so, I always chaff her.’

‘Do you? Do you know, I never feel that I dare chaff Elizabeth, no — I should never dare.’

‘Not dare — why not? I used to tease the life out of her.’

‘Well, you are different perhaps; you knew her before she was well — so clever. You see I’m not clever, not in that way. I’m very ignorant really.’

‘I don’t believe it; anyhow, I like that kind of ignorance. I mean I hate clever women. No, I don’t mean I hate Elizabeth, she’s a dear, but I’d like her even more if she knew less. Oh, you know what I mean!’

‘But Elizabeth is so splendid, isn’t she? Cambridge, and I don’t know what not; still, perhaps—’

‘But surely a woman doesn’t need to go to Cambridge to be charming? Personally I think it’s a great mistake, this education craze; I don’t believe men really care for such things in women; do you, Mrs. Ogden?’ Mrs. Ogden smiled. ‘That depends on the man, I suppose. Perhaps a really manly man prefers the purely feminine woman—’

He was very young. At twenty-two it is gratifying to be thought a manly man; yes, decidedly he liked Mrs. Ogden.

‘Oh, I don’t think that—’ It was Richard who spoke, he had strolled up unperceived. His brother looked annoyed.

‘Don’t you?’ queried Mrs. Ogden. She caught Lawrence’s eye and smiled.

Richard blushed to his ears, but he went on doggedly: ‘No, I don’t, because I think it’s a shame that women should be shut out of things, bottled up, cramped. Oh, I can’t explain, only I think if they’ve got the brains to go to college, we ought not to mind their going.’

‘Perhaps when you’re older you’ll feel quite differently, most men do.’ Mrs. Ogden’s voice was provoking.

Richard felt hot and subsided suddenly, but before he did so his eyes turned to Joan where she sat silent at her mother’s side. She wondered whether he thought that the conversation could have any possible bearing on her personally, whether perhaps it had such a bearing. She glanced shyly at her mother; Mrs. Ogden looked decidedly cross.

‘I hope’, she said emphatically, ‘that neither of my girls will want to go to a university, they would never do so with my approval.’

‘Oh, but—’ Richard began, then stopped, for he had caught the warning in Joan’s eye. ‘I came to say’, he stammered, ‘that if you’ll come into the library, Joan, I’ll show you those prints of Father’s, the sporting ones I told you about.’ He stood looking awkward for a moment, then turned as if expecting her to follow him.

‘May I go, Mother?’

But Joan was already on her feet, what was the good of saying ‘No’ since she so obviously wanted to go? Mrs. Ogden sighed, she looked at Lawrence appealingly. ‘They are so much in advance of me’, she said as Joan hurried away.

Sympathy welled up in him; he let it appear in his eyes, together with a look of admiration; as he did so he was thinking that the touch of grey in her hair became Mrs. Ogden.

She thought: ‘How funny, the boy’s getting sentimental!’ A little flutter of pleasure stirred her for a moment. After all she was not so immensely old and not so passer either, and it was not unpleasant to have a young male creature sympathizing with you and looking at you as though he admired and pitied you — in fact it was rather soothing. Then she thought: ‘I wonder where Joan is’, and suddenly she felt tired of Lawrence Benson; she wished that he would go away so that she might have an excuse for moving; she felt restless.
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In the library Joan was listening to Richard. He stood before her with his hair ruffled, his face flushed and eager.

‘Joan! I don’t know you awfully well, and of course you’re only a kid as yet, but Elizabeth says you’re clever — and don’t you let yourself be bottled.’

‘Bottled?’ she queried.

‘Don’t you get all cramped up and fuggy, like one does when one sits over a fire all day. I know what I mean, it sounds all rot, only it isn’t rot. You look out! I have a presentiment that they mean to bottle you.’

Joan laughed.

‘It’s no laughing matter’, he said in an impressive voice. ‘It’s no laughing matter to be bottled; they want to bottle me, only I don’t mean to let them.’

‘Why, what do you want to do that makes them want to bottle you?’

‘I’m going in for medicine — Father hates it; he hopes I’ll get sick of it, but it’s my line, I know it; I’m studying to be a doctor.’

‘Well, why not? It’s rather jolly to be a doctor, I should think; someone’s got to look after people when they’re ill.’

‘That’s just it. I’m keen as mustard on it, and I shan’t let anyone stop me.’

‘But what’s that got to do with me?’

‘Nothing, not the doctor part, but the other part has; if you’re clever, you ought to do something.’

‘But I’m not a boy!’

‘That doesn’t matter a straw. Look at Elizabeth; she’s not a boy, but she didn’t let her brain get fuggy; though’, he added reflectively, ‘I’m not so sure of her now as I was before she came here.’

‘Why not?’ said Joan; she liked talking about Elizabeth.

‘Oh, just Seabourne, it’s a bottling place. If Elizabeth doesn’t look out she’ll be bottled next!’

At that moment Elizabeth came in. ‘We were talking about you’, said Joan, but Elizabeth was dreadfully incurious.

‘Your mother is waiting, it’s time to go’, was all she said.
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In the fly on the way home the silence was oppressive. Mrs. Ogden seemed to be suffering, she looked wilted. ‘What is it, darling? Joan inquired. She had enjoyed herself, and now somehow it was spoilt. She had hoped that her mother was enjoying herself too.

Mrs. Ogden leant towards her and took her hand. ‘My dear little girl’, she murmured, ‘have you been happy, Joan?’

‘Yes, very; haven’t you, Mother?’

There was a pause. ‘I’m not as young as you are, dearest.’

Elizabeth, sitting beside Mrs. Ogden, smiled bitterly in the dark. ‘Wait a while’, she said to herself. ‘Wait a while!’ Her own emotions surprised her, she was conscious of a feeling of acute anger. As if by a simultaneous impulse the two women suddenly drew as far apart as the narrow confines of the cab permitted. To Elizabeth it seemed as something so intense as to be almost tangible leapt out between them — a naked sword.

Sitting with her back to the driver, Joan was lost in thought; she was thinking of the utter hopelessness of making her mother really happy. But with another part of her mind she was pondering Richard’s sudden outburst in the library. She liked him, she thought what a satisfactory brother he would be. Why was he so afraid of being caught and bottled? Lawrence, she felt, must be bottled already; he liked it, she was sure that Lawrence would think it the right thing to be. She wondered how Richard would manage to escape — if he did escape. A picture of him rose before her eyes; he made her laugh, he was so emphatic. She resolved to talk him over with Elizabeth. Of course it was all nonsense — still, he seemed dreadfully afraid. What was it really that he was afraid of, and why was he so afraid for her?

The cab jolted abruptly, Joan’s thoughts jolting with it. The driver had pulled up to drop Elizabeth at her brother’s house.
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Chapter Ten
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The summer in which Joan’s fifteenth birthday occurred was particularly anxious and depressing because of Colonel Ogden’s health.

One morning in July he had woken up with a headache and a cough; bronchitis followed, and the strain on his already flagging heart made the doctor uneasy. Undoubtedly Colonel Ogden was very ill. Joan, working hard for her Junior Local, was put to it to know what to do; whether to throw up the examination for the sake of helping her mother or to continue to cram for the sake of not disappointing Elizabeth. In the end the doctor solved this difficulty by sending in an experienced nurse.

Just about this time a deep depression settled on Joan, a kind of heavy melancholy. She wondered what the origin of this might be; she was too honest to pretend to herself that it was caused by anxiety about her father. She wanted to grieve over him. She thought: ‘Poor thing, he can’t breathe; he’s lying in a kind of lump of pillows upstairs in bed; his face looks dreadfully ugly and he can’t help it.’ But the picture that she drew left her cold. Then a hundred little repulsive details of the illness crowded in on her imagination; when she was with her father she would watch for them with apprehension. She forced herself to show him an exaggerated tenderness, which he, poor man, did not want; it was Milly he was always asking for — but Milly was frightened of illness.

Mrs. Ogden, who was sharing the duties of the nurse, looked worn out, an added anxiety to Joan. They would meet at meals, kiss silently and part again, Mrs. Ogden to relieve the nurse, Joan to go back to her books. She thought: ‘How can I sit here grinding away while she does all the beastly things upstairs? But I can’t go up and help her, I simply can’t!’ And one day, almost imperceptibly, a new misery reared its head; she began to analyse her feelings for her mother.

She tried to be logical; she argued that because she wanted to work for an exam there was no reason to suppose that she loved her mother less; she thought that she looked the thing squarely in the eyes, turned it round and surveyed it from all sides and then dismissed it. But a few moments later the thought would come again, this time a little more insistent, requiring a somewhat longer effort of reasoning to argue it away.
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One evening during this period, Joan heard her own Doubt voiced by her mother. They had been sitting side by side on the little veranda at the back of the house; the night was warm and from a neighbouring garden something was smelling sweet. Neither of them had spoken for a long time; Mrs. Ogden was the first to break the silence. Quite suddenly she turned her face to Joan; the movement was almost lover-like.

‘Joan, do you love me, dearest?’ It had come. This was the thing Joan had been dreading for weeks, perhaps it was all her life that she had been dreading it. She felt that time had ceased to exist, there were no clear demarcations; past, present and future were all one, welded together in the furnace of her horrible doubt. Did she love her mother, did she — did she? Her mother was waiting; she had always been waiting just like this, and she always would wait, a little breathlessly, a little afraid. She stared out desperately into the darkness — the answer; it must be found quickly, but where — how?

‘Joan, do you love me, dearest?’ The answer must be somewhere, only it was not in her tired brain — it was somewhere else, then. In her mother’s brain? Was that why her mother was a little breathless, a little afraid? She pressed her cold cheek against Mrs. Ogden’s, rubbing it gently up and down, then suddenly she folded her in her arms, kissing her lips, seeking desperately to awaken her dulled emotions to the response that she knew was so painfully desired.

When at last they released each other, they sat for a long time hand in hand. To Joan there was an actual physical distaste for the handclasp, yet she dared not, could not let go. She was conscious in a vague way that her mother’s hand felt different. Mechanically she began to finger it, slipping a ring up and down; the ring came off unexpectedly, it was loose, for the hand had grown thinner. Her mind seized on this with avidity; here was the motive she needed for love: her mother’s hand, small and white, was thinner than it had been before, it was now terribly thin. There was pathos in this, there was something in this to make her feel sorry; she stooped and fondled the hand. But did she love her? No, assuredly not, for this was not love, this was a stupendous and exhausting effort of the will. When you loved you just loved, and all the rest followed as a matter of course — and yet, if she did not love her, why did she trouble to exert this effort of will at all, why did she feel so strongly the necessity for protecting her mother from the hurt of discovery? Deception; was it ever justifiable to deceive, was it justifiable now? And yet, even if she were sure that she did not love her, could she find the courage to push her away? To say: ‘I don’t love you, I don’t want to touch you, I dislike the feel of you — I dislike above all else the feel of you!’ How terrible to say such a thing to any living creature, and how more than terrible to say it to her mother! The hydra had grown another head; what would her mother do if she knew that Joan loved her less?

Away out in the darkness a bell chimed ten o’clock; Mrs. Ogden got up wearily. ‘I must see to nurse’s supper.’ Inside Joan’s brain a voice said: ‘Go and help her, she’s tired; go and get the supper yourself.’ But another and more insistent voice arose to drown it: ‘Do I love her, do I, do I?’ Mrs. Ogden went into the house, but Joan remained sitting on the veranda.






  








Chapter Eleven
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THE weeks dragged on; Colonel Ogden might recover, but his illness would of necessity be a long one, for his heart, already weak, was now disposed to stop beating on the least provocation. Joan worked with furious energy. Elizabeth, confident of her pupil, protested that this cramming was unnecessary, but Joan, stubborn as always, took her own line. She felt that work was her only refuge, the only drug that, temporarily at all events, brought relief.

It was now the veriest torture to her to be in her mother’s presence, to be forced to see the tired body going on its daily rounds, to hear the repeated appeals for sympathy, to see the reproach in the watchful eyes.

But if the days were unendurable, how much worse were the nights, the nights when she would wake with a sudden start in a cold sweat of terror. Why was she terrified? She was terrified because she feared that she did not love her mother, and one night she knew that she was terrified because, if she could not love her mother, she might grow to love someone else instead — Elizabeth for instance. The hydra grew another head that night.

Elizabeth, the ever watchful, became alarmed at her condition. Joan, haggard and pale, distressed her; she could not get at the bottom of the thing, for now Joan seemed to avoid her. Yet she felt instinctively that this avoidance did not ring true; there was something very like dumb appeal in the girl’s eyes as they followed her about. What was it she wanted? There was something unnatural about Joan these days — when she talked now, she always seemed to have a motive for what she said, she seemed to hope for something from Elizabeth, from Milly even; to hang on their words. Elizabeth got the impression that she was for ever skirting some subject of which she never came to the point. She felt that something was being demanded of her, she did not know what.

There were good days sometimes, when Joan would get up in the morning feeling restored after a peaceful night. Her troubles would seem vague like a ship on a far horizon. Then the reaction would be exaggerated. Elizabeth was not reassured by a boisterously happy Joan, and was never surprised when a few hours would exhaust this blissful condition. Something, usually a mere trifle, would crop up to suggest the old Horror. Very quietly, as a rule, Joan’s torments would begin, a thought — flimsy as a bit of thistledown, would light for an instant in her brain to be quickly brushed aside, but like thistledown it would alight again and cling. Gradually it would become more concrete; now it was not thistledown, it was a little stone, very cold and hard, that pressed and was not so easy to brush aside. And the stone would grow until it seemed to Joan to become a physical burden, crushing her under an unendurable load, more horrible than ever now because of those hours of respite.

Elizabeth coaxed and cajoled; she wanted at all hazards to stop Joan from working. She let down the barrier of her calm aloofness and showed a new aspect of herself to her pupil. She entreated, she begged, for it seemed to her that things were becoming desperate. At last she played her trump card, she played it suddenly without warning and without tact, in a way that was characteristic of her in moments of deep feeling. One day she closed her book, folded her hands and said:

‘Joan! If you loved me you couldn’t make me unhappy about you as you do. Joan, don’t you love me?’

For answer Joan fled from the room as if pursued by a fiend.

‘Do I love her? Do I? Do I?’ There it was again — this time for Elizabeth. Did she love Elizabeth and was that why she did not love her mother? Here was a new and fruitful source of self-analysis; if she loved Elizabeth she could not love her mother, for one could not really love more than one person at a time, at least Joan was sure that she could not.
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Alone in the schoolroom Elizabeth clasped her slim hands on her lap; she sat very upright in her chair. Suddenly she rose to her feet; she knew what was the matter with her pupil, she had had an illuminating thought and meant to lose no time in acting upon it. She went upstairs and knocked softly on the door of Colonel Ogden’s bedroom. Mrs. Ogden opened it; she looked surprised.

‘May I speak to you for a moment, Mrs. Ogden?’

Mrs. Ogden glanced at the bed to make certain that this intrusion had not wakened the sleeping patient, then she closed the door noiselessly behind her and the two faced each other on the landing. Something in Elizabeth’s eyes startled her.

‘Is anything wrong?’ she faltered.

‘I think we had better talk in the dining-room’, was all that Elizabeth would say.

They went into the dining-room and shut the door; neither of them sat down.

‘It’s about Joan’, Elizabeth began, ‘I’m worried about her.’

‘Why, is anything the matter?’

‘I think’, said Elizabeth, ‘that a great deal is going to be the matter unless something is done very soon.’

‘You frighten me, Elizabeth; for goodness’ sake explain yourself.’

‘I don’t want to frighten you, but I’m beginning to be frightened myself about Joan; she’s been very queer for weeks, she looks terribly ill, and I think something is preying on her mind.’

‘Preying on her mind?’

‘I think so — she seems unnatural — she isn’t like Joan, somehow.’

‘But, I haven’t noticed all this!’ Mrs. Ogden’s voice was cold. ‘Are you sure that you’re not over-anxious, Elizabeth?’

‘I’m sure I’m right. If you haven’t noticed that Joan’s ill, it must be because you have been so worried about Colonel Ogden.’

‘Really, Elizabeth, I cannot think it possible that I, the child’s mother, should not have noticed what you say, were it true.’

‘Still, you haven’t noticed it’, said Elizabeth stubbornly.

‘No, I have not noticed it, but I’m glad to have an opportunity of telling you what I have noticed; and that is that you systematically encourage the child to overwork.’

Elizabeth stiffened. ‘She does overwork, though I have begged her not to, but I don’t think it’s that, entirely.’

‘Then what do you think it is?’

‘Do you really want me to tell you?’

‘Certainly — why not?’

‘Because, when I do tell you, you’ll get angry. Because it is a presumption on my part, I suppose, to say what I am going to say; because oh! because after all I’m only the governess and you are her mother, but for all that I ought to tell you what I think.’

‘You bewilder me, Elizabeth, I can’t imagine what all this means; didn’t know, you see, that Joan made you her confidante.’

‘She doesn’t, and possibly that’s a pity; I’ve never encouraged her to confide in me, and now I’m beginning to wonder whether I haven’t been a fool.’

‘I think that I, and not you, Elizabeth, would be the person in whom Joan would confide.’

‘Yes, of course’, said Elizabeth, but her voice lacked conviction.

‘Elizabeth! I don’t like all this; I should be sorry if we couldn’t get on together; it would, I frankly admit, be a disadvantage for the children to lose you, but you must understand at once that I cannot, will not, allow you to usurp my prerogatives.’

‘I’ve never done so, knowingly, Mrs. Ogden.’

‘But you are doing it now. You appear to want to call me to book, at least your manner suggests it. I cannot understand what it is you are driving at; I wish you would speak out, I detest veiled hints.’

‘You don’t like me, Mrs. Ogden; if I speak out you will like me even less—’ Elizabeth’s mind was working quickly; this might mean losing Joan — still, she must speak.

She continued: ‘Well, then, I think it’s a mistake to play on the child’s emotions as you do; Joan’s not so staid and quiet as she seems. You may not realize how deeply she feels things, but she feels them horribly deeply — when you do them. I’ve watched you together and I know. You’ve done it for years, Mrs. Ogden, perhaps unconsciously, I don’t know, but for years Joan has had a constant strain on her emotions. She loves you in the only way that Joan knows how to love, that is with every ounce of herself; there aren’t any half tones about Joan, she sees things black or white but never grey, and I think, I feel, that she loves you too much. Oh, I know that what I’m saying must seem inexcusable, perhaps even ridiculous, but that’s just it: I think Joan loves you too much. I think that underneath her quiet outside there is something very big and rather dangerous; an almost abnormally developed capacity for affection, and I think that it is this on which you play without cease, day in and day out. I feel as if you were always poking the fire, feeding it, blowing it until it’s red hot, and I can’t think it’s right, Mrs. Ogden, that’s all; I think it will be Joan’s ruin.’

‘Elizabeth!’

‘Wait, I must speak. Joan is brilliant, you know that she’s brilliant, and that she ought to do something with her life. You must surely feel that she can’t stay here in Seabourne for ever? She must — oh! if I could only find the right words — she must fulfil herself in some way — either marriage or work, at all events some interest outside of and beyond you. She’s consuming herself even now, and what will she do later on? Yet, how can she come to fruition if she’s drained dry before she begins to live at all? I don’t know how I dare to speak to you like this, but I want your help. Joan is such splendid material; don’t let her worry about you as she does, don’t let her see that you are not a happy woman, don’t let her spend herself on you!’

She paused, her knees shook a little, she felt that in another moment she would begin to cry, and emotions with her came hard.

Mrs. Ogden blanched. So it had come at last! This was what she had always known would happen; Elizabeth had dared to criticize her handling of Joan. She felt a blind rage towards her, a sudden longing to strike her. The barriers went down with a crash, primitive invectives sprang to her lips and she barely checked them in time. She choked.

‘You dare to say this, Elizabeth?’

‘I love Joan.’

‘What!’

‘I love Joan, and I must save her, Mrs. Ogden.’

‘You? How dare you suggest that the child is more to you than she is to me; do you realize what Joan means to me?’

‘Yes, it’s because I do realize it—’

‘Then be silent.’

‘I dare not.’

Mrs. Ogden stamped her foot. ‘You shall be silent. And understand, please, that you will leave us when your notice expires; but in the meantime you will not interfere again between Joan and me, I will not tolerate it! I refuse to tolerate it!’ She burst into a violent fit of weeping.

Elizabeth grew calm at the sight of her tears. ‘I am going to ask you to reconsider your decision to dismiss me’, she said. ‘I want to go on teaching Joan, I shall not accept my notice to leave unless you give it me again, which I hope for my sake you will not do; what I have said, I have said from a conviction that it was my duty to speak plainly.’ Then she played skilfully in self-defence. ‘You see, Joan simply adores you.’

Mrs. Ogden sobbed more quietly and became attentive. Elizabeth pressed her advantage home; she could not endure to lose Joan, and she didn’t intend to lose her.

‘Can’t you see that Joan’s love for you is no ordinary thing, that it’s the biggest thing about her, that it is her, and that’s why everything you do or say, however unintentional, plays on her feelings to an abnormal extent?’

Mrs. Ogden drew herself up. ‘I hope’, she said stiffly, ‘that I’m quite capable of judging the depth of my child’s affection. But I shall have to think over your request to remain with us, Elizabeth. I hardly think—’ she paused.

‘I am anxious to stay’, said Elizabeth simply.

‘Whether you stay or go, I consider that you owe me an apology.’

‘I’ll give it very gladly, for a great deal that I’ve said must have seemed to you unwarrantable’, Elizabeth replied.

Mrs. Ogden was silent. She longed to tell Elizabeth to go now at once, but her rage was subsiding. Colonel Ogden was still ill and governesses were not to be found easily or cheaply in Seabourne, at least not with Elizabeth’s qualifications. There were many things to consider, so many that they rushed in upon her, submerging her mind in a tide of difficulties — perhaps, after all, she would accept the apology for the moment, and bide her time, but forgive Elizabeth? Never!

Elizabeth left the room. ‘She won’t dismiss me’, she thought, ‘I’m cheap, and she won’t find anyone else to take my post at my salary; but I shall have to be more careful in future, it won’t do to play with cards on the table. I behaved like an impetuous fool this afternoon. What is it about Joan that makes a fool of one? I shall stop on here until Joan breaks free — I must help her to break free when the time comes.’
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That night when the doctor called to see the colonel, Mrs. Ogden asked him to examine Joan.

‘My governess is rather inclined to overwork the child’, she told him, ‘but I don’t think you will find much wrong with her.’

Joan, dutifully stripping to the waist, was sounded and pronounced by the doctor to be in practically normal health. Too thin and a little anaemic, perhaps, and the heart action just a little nervous, but Mrs. Ogden was assured that she had no grounds for anxiety. The doctor advised less study and more open air; he patted Joan’s shoulder and remarked comfortingly that he only wished all his patients were such healthy specimens. Then he gave her a mild nerve tonic, told her to eat well and go to bed early, shook hands cordially with Mrs. Ogden and departed.






  








Chapter Twelve
 

1
 

Colonel Ogden was convalescent. Every morning now when it was fine he went out in a bath chair, dragged by a very old man. The dreadful bend of the old man’s shoulders as he tugged weakly with his hands behind him, struck Joan as an outrage. The old man shuffled too, he never seemed able to quite lift his feet; she wondered how many pairs of cheap boots he wore out in the year. It was the starting of the bath chair that was particularly horrible, the first strain; after that it went more easily. Muffled to the eyes and swathed in rugs, his feet planted firmly on the footstool, his hat jammed on vindictively, Colonel Ogden sat like a statue of outraged dignity, the ridiculous leather apron buttoned over his knees. Above his muffler his small blue eyes tried hard to glare in the old way, but the fire had gone out of them, and his voice coming weakly through the folds of his scarf, had already acquired the irritable whine of the invalid. Mrs. Ogden would stand, fussy and solicitous, on the steps to see him off, sometimes she would accompany him up and down the esplanade, adjusting his cushion, tucking in his rug, inquiring with forced solicitude whether he felt the wind cold, whether his chest ached, whether his heart was troublesome. The colonel endured, puffing out his cheeks from time to time as though an explosion-were imminent, but it never came, or at least if it did come it was such a melancholy ghost of its former self as to be almost unrecognizable. And very deaf, a little rheumy in the eyes, and terribly bent in the back, the old bath-chair man tugged and tugged with his head shot forward at a tortoise-like angle, the dirty seams standing out on the back of his neck.

But though Colonel Ogden required a great deal of attention now that the nurse was gone, his wife’s immediate anxiety regarding him was relieved, which gave her the time to brood constantly over Joan. The girl was seldom from her thoughts, she began to loom even larger than she had done before in her mother’s life, to appear ten times more valuable and more desirable, now that Mrs. Ogden felt that a serious rival had declared herself. Elizabeth’s words burnt and rankled; she rehearsed the scene with the governess many times a day in her mind and went to sleep with it at nights. She felt Elizabeth’s personality to be well-nigh unendurable; she could never look at her now without remembering the grudge which she must always bear her, though a veneer of civility was absolutely necessary, for she did not intend to lose her just yet. She told herself that she kept her because she was still too tired to look for a successor, who must be found as soon as she recovered from the strain of the colonel’s illness; but in her heart of hearts she knew that this was not her reason — she knew that she kept her because she was afraid of the stimulus of Joan’s affection for Elizabeth that might result from an unconsidered action on her part. She was afraid to let Elizabeth go and afraid to let her stay, afraid of Elizabeth and mortally afraid of Joan.

She watched the girl with ever increasing suspicion, and what she saw convinced her that she was less responsive than she used to be. Joan had grown more silent and more difficult to understand. Now, the mother and daughter found very little to say to each other; when they were together their endearments were strained like those of people with a guilty secret. Yet even now there were moments when the mother thought that she recognized the old Joan in the almost exasperated flood of affection that would be poured out upon her. But she was not satisfied; these moments were of fleeting duration, spoilt by uncertainty, by lack of comprehension. There was something almost tragic about these two at this time, bound together as they were by a subtle and unrecognized tie, struggling to find each for herself and for the other some compensation, some fulfilment. But if Mrs. Ogden was deceived, even for a moment, her daughter was not. Joan knew that they never found what they sought and never would find it now, any more. She could not reason it out, she had nothing wherewith to reason, she was too young to rely on anything but instinct, but that told her the truth.

The Horror was still with her; she wanted to love Mrs. Ogden, she felt empty and disconsolate without that love. She longed to feel the old quick response when her mother bent towards her, the old perpetual romance of her vicinity. She was like a drug-taker from whom all stimulant has been suddenly removed; the craving was unendurable, dangerous alike to body and mind.
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Now began a period of petty irritations, petty tyrannies and miseries. Mrs. Ogden watched! She was gentle and overtired and pathetic, but oh! so terribly watchful. Joan could feel her watching, watching her, watching Elizabeth. Things happened, only the merest trifles, yet they counted. One day it was a hat, another a pair of shoes or a pattern of knitting wool. Perhaps Elizabeth would say:

‘Put your black hat on this afternoon, Joan; it suits you.’ Then Joan would look up and see Mrs. Ogden standing inside the dining-room door.

‘Joan!’

‘Yes, dearest?’

‘I dislike you in that hat, put the blue one on, darling.’

A thousand little unexpected things were always cropping up to give rise to these thinly veiled quarrels. Even Milly began to feel uncomfortable and ill at ease, but with characteristic decision she solved the problem for herself.

‘I shan’t stay here when I’m bigger, Joan; I shall go away’, she announced one day.

Joan was startled; the words made her uneasy, they reopened the eternal question, presenting a new facet. She began to ask herself whether she too did not long to go away, whether she would want to stay at Seabourne when she was older, and above all whether she loved her mother enough to stay for ever in Seabourne. They were sitting in the schoolroom, and Joan’s eyes sought Elizabeth, who answered the unspoken thought. She turned to Joan with a quick, unusual gesture.

‘Joan, you mustn’t stay here always either.’

‘Not stay here, Elizabeth? Where should I go?’

‘Oh, I don’t know; to Cambridge perhaps, and then — oh, well, then you must work, do things with your life.’

‘But, Mother—’

Elizabeth was silent. Joan pressed her.

‘Elizabeth, do you think Mother would ever consent?’

‘I don’t know; you have the brain to do it if you choose.’

‘But suppose it made her unhappy?’

‘Why should it? She’ll probably be very proud of you if you make good — in any case you’ll have to leave her if you marry.’

‘But it might — oh! can’t you see that it might make her unhappy, dreadfully unhappy?’

‘What do you feel about it yourself; Joan; are you ambitious, I mean?’ Joan was silent for a moment, then she said: ‘I don’t think I am really ambitious. I mean I don’t think that I could ever push everything aside for the sake of some big idea; I hate being hurt and hurting, and I think you’ve got to do that if you’re really ambitious; but I want to go on working, frightfully.’

‘Well, you’ll probably get through your exam all right.’

‘And if I do, what then?’

‘Then your Oxford local, I suppose.’

‘Yes but, then?’

‘Well, then we shall have to consider. I should think Cambridge for you, Joan — though I don’t know; perhaps Oxford is better in some respects.’ She paused and appeared to reflect.

Joan looked at her fixedly. She thought: ‘This is said to me in direct opposition to Mother; it’s being said on purpose. Elizabeth hates her and I ought to hate Elizabeth, but I don’t!’






  








Chapter Thirteen
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Richard Benson came home towards the end of August after a visit to friends in Ireland. To Elizabeth’s disappointment, Joan showed no pleasure at his return. However, it appeared that Richard had not forgotten her, for Mrs. Benson wrote insisting that she and Elizabeth should come to luncheon, as he had been asking after them.

They went to Conway House on the appointed day. Joan was acquiescent, she never offered much opposition to anything at this time unless it were interference with her self-imposed and ridiculous cramming. After all it was a pleasant luncheon, and Elizabeth, at all events, enjoyed it.

Joan thought: ‘I’m glad she looks happy and pleased, but I wish they’d asked Mother; I wonder why they didn’t ask Mother?’ Her mother’s absence weighed upon her. Not that Mrs. Ogden had withheld a ready consent, she was glad that her girls had such nice neighbours, but Joan knew instinctively that she had felt hurt; she was beginning to know so much about her mother by instinct. She divined her every mood; it seemed to her to be like looking through a window-pane to look at Mrs. Ogden, and the view you saw beyond was usually deeply depressing. Mrs. Ogden had smiled when she kissed her good-bye, but the smile had been a little rueful, a little tremulous; it had seemed to say: ‘I know I’m not as young as I used to be, I expect they find me dull.’ Joan wondered if they did find her dull, and her heart ached.

She was thinking of her now, as she tried to eat. Richard, more freckled and blunt-faced than ever, talked and joked in a kind of desperation; it seemed to him that something must be seriously wrong with Joan. Mrs. Benson’s keen eyes watched the girl attentively, and what she saw mystified her. She took Elizabeth into the drawing-room after lunch, having first ordered Richard and Joan into the garden. When she and Elizabeth were alone together she began at once.

‘What on earth’s the matter with Joan, Elizabeth?’

‘I don’t know — why? Do you think she looks ill?’

‘Don’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I was quite shocked to-day. I always feel interested in that child, and I should be dreadfully anxious if she belonged to me.’

‘Well, she’s at a difficult age, you know.’

‘Oh, my dear, it’s more than that; have you been letting her work too hard?’

‘Oh!’ said Elizabeth violently, ‘I’m sick to death of being asked that; of course she works too hard, but it isn’t that, it’s—’

‘Yes?’ queried Mrs. Benson.

‘It’s — oh! I don’t know, Mrs. Benson, I can’t put it into words, but it’s an awful responsibility, somehow; I can’t tell how it worries me.’ Her voice shook.

Mrs. Benson patted her hand reassuringly. ‘Whatever it is, it’s got on your nerves too, Elizabeth.’

Elizabeth looked at her a little startled. Yes, it had got on her nerves, it was horribly on her nerves and had been for weeks. She longed to talk frankly and explain to this kind, commonplace woman the complicated situation as she saw it, to ask her advice. She began: ‘Joan’s got something on her mind—’ Then stopped.

‘But of course she has’, said Mrs. Benson.

‘And she’s growing — mentally, I mean. Oh, and physically too—’

‘They all do that, Elizabeth.’

‘Yes, but — I don’t understand it; at least, yes, I do understand it, only I can’t see my way.’

‘Your way?’

‘Yes, my way with Joan.’

‘Can’t you try to rouse her? She seems to me to be getting very morbid.’

‘No, she’s not — at least not in the way you mean. Don’t think I’m mad, but Joan gives me such a queer feeling. I feel as though she’d been fighting, fighting, fighting to get out, to be herself, and that now she’s not fighting any more, she’s too tired.’

‘But, my dear child, what is it all about?’

‘I think I know, in fact I’m sure I do, and yet I can’t help her. I want her to go away from here some day, I want her to have a life of her own. Can’t you see how it is? She’s so much her mother’s favourite — they adore each other.’

Mrs. Benson did not speak for a little while, then she said: ‘I don’t know Mrs. Ogden very well, but I think she might be a very selfish mother; but then, poor soul, she hasn’t had much of a life, has she?’

Then Elizabeth let herself go, she heard her voice growing louder, but could not control it.

‘I don’t care, she has no right to make it up to herself with Joan. Joan’s young and clever, and sensitive and dreadfully worth while. Surely she has a right to something in life beyond Seabourne and Mrs. Ogden? Joan has a right to love whom she likes, and to go where she likes and to work and be independent and happy, and if she can’t be happy then she has a right to make her own unhappiness; it’s a thousand times better to be unhappy in your own way than to be happy in someone else’s. Joan wants something and I don’t know what it is, but if it’s Mrs. Ogden then it ought not to be, that’s all. The child’s eating her heart out and it’s wrong, wrong, wrong! She dare not be herself because it might not be the self that Mrs. Ogden needs. She wants to go to Cambridge, but will she ever go? Why she’s even afraid to be fond of me because Mrs. Ogden is jealous of me.’ She paused, breathless.

Mrs. Benson looked grave. ‘My dear’, she said very quietly, ‘I sympathize, and I think I understand; but be careful.’

Elizabeth thought: ‘No, you don’t understand; you’re a kind, good woman, but you don’t understand in the least.’

Aloud she said: ‘I’m afraid I seem violent, but I’m personally interested in Joan’s possibilities, she’s very clever and lovable.’

Mrs. Benson assented. ‘Why not encourage her to come here more often’, she suggested. ‘She and Violet are about the same age, and Violet’s nearly always here in the holidays. Richard and Joan seemed to get on very well last year. Oh, talking of Richard; you know, I suppose, that he insists upon being a doctor?’

Elizabeth laughed. ‘Well, as long as he’s a good doctor I suppose he won’t kill anyone!’ They both smiled now as they thought of Richard. ‘His father’s furious’, Mrs. Benson told her, ‘but it’s no good being furious with Richard; you might as well get angry with an oak tree and slap it.’

‘Does he work well?’

‘Oh, I believe so; you wouldn’t think it to look at him, would you? but I hear that he’s rather clever. Anyhow, he’s a perfect darling, and what does it matter whether he’s a doctor or a cabinet minister, so long as he’s respectable!’

‘Will he specialize eventually, do you think?’

‘He wants to, if he can get his father to back him.’

‘Oh, but he will do that, of course. Does Richard say what he wants to specialize in?’

Mrs. Benson smiled again. ‘He does’, she remarked with mock grimness. ‘He says he means to specialize in medical psychology — nerves, I believe is what it boils down to. Can you see Richard as a nerve specialist, Elizabeth?’

‘Well, if having no nerves oneself goes to the making of a good nerve doctor, I should think he would succeed.’

‘He tells me he’s certain to succeed, my dear; he takes it as a matter of course. If you could see the books he leaves about the house! Do you know, Elizabeth, I’m almost afraid for my Richard sometimes; it would be so awfully hard for him if he failed to make good, he’s so sure of himself; you know. And it’s not conceit; I don’t know what it is — it’s a kind of matter-of-fact self-confidence — it’s almost impressive!’
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Richard and Joan were walking up and down the path by the tennis lawn; they looked very young and lanky and pathetic, the one in his eagerness, the other in her resignation. Joan, as she listened to the enthusiastic sentences, wondered how anyone could care so much about anything.

He was saying: ‘It’s ripping the feeling it gives you to know that you can do a thing, and to feel that you’re going to do it well.’

‘But how can you be certain that you will do it well?’ Joan inquired. 

‘I don’t know, but one is certain — at least, I am.’

‘Will you live in Seabourne when you’ve taken your degree?’

‘Good Lord, no, of course not! No one who wants to get on could do anything in a place like this!’

‘It’s not such a bad place’, she protested. She felt an urgent need to uphold Seabourne just then.

‘It’s not a bad place for old people and mental deficients; no, I suppose it’s not.’

‘But your mother isn’t old and she isn’t mentally deficient.’

‘Of course not; but she doesn’t stick here. She goes up to London for months on end sometimes; besides, she’s different!’

‘I don’t see how she’s different. How is she different from my mother for instance? And my mother never gets away from Seabourne.’

It was on the tip of his tongue to say: ‘Oh! but she is different!’ but he checked himself and said: ‘Well, perhaps some people can stick here and remain human; only I know I couldn’t, that’s all.’

She longed to ask him about Cambridge, but she felt shy; his self-confidence was so overpowering, though she liked him in spite of it. It struck her that he had grown more self-confident since last Christmas; she remembered that then he had been dreadfully afraid of being ‘bottled’; now he didn’t seem afraid of anything, of Seabourne least of all. She wondered what he would say if she told him her own trouble; it was difficult to imagine what effect her confidences would have on him; he would probably think them ridiculous and dismiss them with an abrupt comment.

‘I suppose’, she said drearily, ‘some people have to stick to Seabourne.’

‘There’s no “have to”’, he replied.

‘Oh, yes, there is; that’s where you don’t know. Look at Elizabeth!’

‘Elizabeth doesn’t have to stay here; she’s lazy, that’s all that’s the matter with her.’

Joan flared at once: ‘If you think Elizabeth’s lazy you can’t know much about her; she’s staying on here because of her brother. He’s delicate, and he can’t live alone, and he needs her; I think she’s splendid!’

‘Rot! He isn’t a baby to need dry nursing. If Elizabeth had the will I expect she’d find the way. If Elizabeth stops here it’s because she’s taken root, it’s because she likes it; I’m disappointed in Elizabeth!’

‘She hates it!’ said Joan with conviction.

He turned and stared at her. ‘Then why in heaven’s name—’ he began.

‘Because everyone doesn’t think only of themselves!’ She was angry now; she had not been angry for so long that she quite enjoyed the excitement. ‘Because Elizabeth thinks of other people and wants to be decent to them, and doesn’t talk and think only of her own career and of the things that she wants to do. She sacrifices herself, that’s why she stays here, and if you can’t understand that it’s because you’re not able to understand the kind of people that really count!’

They stopped and faced each other in the path; her eyes glowered, but his were twinkling though his mouth was grave. ‘If you’re talking at me, Joan’, he said solemnly, ‘then you may spare your breath, because you see I know I’m right; I know that even if Elizabeth is splendid and self-sacrificing and all the rest of it, she’s dead wrong to waste it on that little dried up brother of hers. She ought to get out and do something for the world at large, or if she can’t rise to that then she ought to do something for herself. I think it’s a sin to let yourself get drained dry by anyone, I don’t care who it is; that wasn’t the sort of thing God gave us our brains for; it wasn’t why He made us individuals.’

Joan interrupted him: ‘But Elizabeth isn’t drained dry; she’s the cleverest woman I know.’

‘Yes, now, perhaps.’

‘She always will be’, said Joan coldly.

He felt that he had gone too far; he didn’t want to quarrel with her.

‘I’m sorry’, he said humbly. ‘It’s my fault, I suppose. I mean I daresay I’m selfish and self-opinionated, and perhaps I’m not such great shakes, after all. Anyhow, you know I’m awfully fond of Elizabeth.’

Joan was pacified. ‘One does get fond of her’, she told him. ‘She’s so calm and neat and masterful, so certain of herself and yet so awfully kind.’

He changed the subject. ‘I’m swatting at Cambridge’, he announced. 

‘Are you?’

He heard the interest in her voice and wondered why his casual remark had aroused it.

‘Yes; when I’ve taken my science degree I shall go up to London for hospital work — and then’ — he gave a sigh of contentment — ‘I shall get my Medical — and then Germany. You ought to go to Cambridge, Joan.’

‘Is it expensive? Does it cost much?’ she asked him.

‘Well, that depends. Why, are you really going?’

She hesitated. ‘Elizabeth would like me to.’

‘Oh, yes, she was there, wasn’t she? Well, you won’t be there when I am, I’m afraid; we’ll just miss it by a year.’

‘I don’t suppose I shall go at all.’

‘Why not?’

‘Oh, lots of reasons. We’re poor, you know.’

‘Then try for a scholarship.’

‘I’d probably fail if I did.’

‘Why on earth should you fail; you’re very clever, aren’t you?’

She began to laugh. ‘I don’t know if I’m what you would call clever; you see you think yourself clever, and I’m not a bit like you. I like working, though, so perhaps I’d get through.’

Elizabeth, coming towards them across the lawn, heard the laugh and blessed Richard.






  








Chapter Fourteen
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It is strange in this world how events of momentous importance happen without any warning, and do not, as is commonly stated, ‘Cast their shadows before’. Moreover, they reach us from the most unexpected quarters and at a time when we are least prepared, and such an event dropped out of space upon the Ogden household a few days later.

The concrete form which it took was simple enough — a small business envelope on Colonel Ogden’s breakfast tray; he opened it, and as he read his face became suffused with excitement. He tried to get up, but the tea spilt in his efforts to remove the heavy tray from his lap.

‘Mary!’ he shouted, ‘Mary!’

Mrs. Ogden, who was presiding at the breakfast table, heard him call, and also the loud thumping of the stick which he now kept beside the bed. He used it freely to attract his family’s attention to his innumerable needs. She rose hastily.

Joan and Milly heard the quick patter of her steps as she hurried upstairs, followed, in what seemed an incredibly short time, by her tread on the bedroom floor, and then the murmur of excited conversation.

Joan sighed. ‘Is it the butter or the bacon?’ queried Milly. Milly had come to the conclusion that her parents were unusually foolish; had she been capable of enough concentration upon members of her family, she would have cordially disliked them both; as it was they only amused her. At thirteen Milly never worried; she had a wonderful simplicity and clarity of outlook. She realized herself very completely, and did not trouble to realize anything else, except as it affected her monoideism. She was quite conscious of the strained atmosphere of her home, conscious that her father was intolerable, her mother nervous and irritating, and Joan, she thought, very queer. But these facts, while being in themselves disagreeable, in no way affected the primary issues of her life. Her music, her own personality, these were the things that would matter in the future so far as she was concerned. She had what is often known as a happy disposition; strangers admired her, for she was a bright and pretty child, and even friends occasionally deplored the fact that Joan was not more like her sister.

Upstairs in the bedroom the colonel, tousled and unshaven, was sitting very bolt upright in bed.

‘It’s Henrietta!’ he said, extending the solicitor’s letter in a hand which shook perceptibly.

‘Your sister Henrietta?’ inquired Mrs. Ogden.

‘Naturally. Who else do you think it would be? — Well, she’s dead!’

‘Dead? Oh, my dear! I am sorry; why, you haven’t heard from her for ages.’

Colonel Ogden swallowed angrily. ‘Why the deuce can’t you read the letter, Mary? Read the letter and you’ll know all about it.’

Mrs. Ogden took it obediently. It was quite brief and came from a firm of solicitors in London. It stated that Mrs. Henrietta Peabody, widow of the late Henry Clay Peabody, of Philadelphia, had died suddenly, leaving her estate, which would bring in about three hundred a year, to be equally divided between her two nieces, Joan and Mildred Ogden. The letter went on to say that Colonel and Mrs. Ogden were to act as trustees until such time as their children reached the age of twenty-one years or married, but that the will expressly stated that the income was not to be accumulated or diverted in any way from the beneficiaries, it being the late Mrs. Peabody’s wish that it should be spent upon the two children equally for the purpose of securing for them extra advantages. The terms of the letter were polite and tactful, but as Mrs. Ogden read she had an inkling that her sister-in-law Henrietta had probably made rather a disagreeable will. She glanced at her husband apprehensively.

‘It means—’ she faltered, ‘it means—’

‘It means’, shouted the colonel, ‘that Henrietta must have been mad to make such a will; it means that from now on my own children can snap their fingers under my nose; it means that I have ceased to have any control over members of my own family. A more outrageous state of affairs I never heard of! What have I ever done, I should like to know, to be insulted like this? Why should this money be left over my head? One would think Henrietta imagined I was the sort of man to neglect the interests of my own children; she hasn’t even left the income to me for life! Did the woman wish to insult me? Upon my word, a pretty state of affairs! Think of it, I ask you; Milly thirteen and Joan fifteen, and a hundred and fifty a year to be spent at once on each of ‘em. It’s bedlam! And mark you, I am under orders to see that the money is spent entirely upon them; I, the father that bred them, I have no right to touch a penny of it!’ He paused and leant back on his pillows exhausted.

Through the myriads of ideas that surged into her brain Mrs. Ogden was conscious of one dominating thought that beat down all the others like a sledge-hammer: ‘Joan — how would this affect Joan?’

She tried to calculate hastily how much she could claim for the children in her housekeeping; she supposed vaguely that Elizabeth’s salary would come out of the three hundred a year; that would certainly be a relief. Then there were doctors and dentists, clothes and washing. Somewhere at the back of her mind she was conscious of a faint rejoicing that never again would she have to shed so many tears over current expenses, and a faint sense of pride in the knowledge that her daughters were now independent. But, though these thoughts should have been consoling, they could not push their way to the foreground of her consciousness, which was entirely occupied at that moment by an immense fear; the fear of independence for Joan. Colonel Ogden was looking at her; clearly he expected her to sympathize. She pulled herself together.

‘After all, James’, she ventured, ‘it’s a great thing for Joan and Milly, and it will make a difference in our expenses.’

He glared. ‘Oh, naturally, Mary, I could hardly expect you to see the situation in its true light; I could hardly expect you to realize the insult that my own sister has seen fit to put on me.’

‘Really, James’, said Mrs. Ogden angrily, stung into retort by this childish injustice, ‘I understand perfectly all you’re saying, but I do think you ought to be grateful to Henrietta. I certainly am, and even if you don’t approve of her will, I don’t see that there’s anything to do but to look on the bright side of things.’

‘Bright side, indeed!’ taunted the colonel. ‘A pretty bright side you’ll find developing before long. Not that I begrudge my own children any advantages; I should think Henrietta ought to have known that. No, what I resent, and quite rightly too, is the public lack of confidence in me that she has been at such pains to show; that’s the point.’

‘The point is’, thought Mrs Ogden, ‘whether Joan will now be in a position to go to Cambridge. This business will play directly into Elizabeth’s hands.’ Aloud she said: ‘Am I to tell the children, James?’

‘You can tell them any damn thing you please. If you don’t tell them they’ll hear about it from somebody else, I suppose; but I warn you fairly that when you do tell them, you can add that I intend to preserve absolute discipline in my household, I’ll have no one living under the roof with me who don’t realize that I’m the master.’

‘But, my dear James’, his wife protested, ‘they’re nothing but children still; I don’t suppose for a moment they’ll understand what it means. I don’t suppose it would ever enter their heads to want to defy you.’
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She turned and left the room, going slowly downstairs. The children were still at breakfast when she reached the dining-room. As they looked up, something in their mother’s expression told them of an unusual occurrence; it was an expression in which pride, apprehension and excitement were oddly mingled. Mrs. Ogden sat down at the head of the table and cleared her throat.

‘I have very serious news for you, children’, she began. ‘Your Aunt Henrietta is dead.’

The children evinced no emotion; they had heard of their Aunt Henrietta in America, but she had never been more than a name. Mrs. Ogden glanced from one to the other of her daughters; she did not quite know how to explain to them the full significance of the news, and yet she did not wish to keep it back. Her maternal pride and generosity struggled with her outraged dignity. She felt the situation to be quite preposterous, and in a way she sympathized with her husband’s indignation; she was of his own generation, after all. Yet knowing him as she did, she felt a guilty and secret understanding of Henrietta Peabody’s motive. She told herself that if only she were perfectly certain of Joan, she could find it in her to be grateful to the departed Henrietta. She began to speak again.

‘I have something very important to tell you. It’s something that affects both of you. It seems that your Aunt Henrietta, apart from her pension, had an income of three hundred pounds a year, and this three-hundred a year she has left equally divided between you. That means that you will have one hundred and fifty pounds a year each from now on.

Her eyes were eagerly scanning Joan’s face. Joan saw their appeal, though she did not understand it; she left her place slowly and put her arm round her mother.

Milly clapped her hands. ‘A hundred and fifty a year and all my own!’ she cried delightedly.

‘Shut up!’ ordered Joan. ‘Who cares whether you’ve got a hundred and fifty a year or not? Besides, anyhow, you’re only a kid; you won’t be allowed to spend it now.’

‘It isn’t now’, said Milly thoughtfully. ‘It’s afterwards that I care about.’

Mrs. Ogden ignored her younger daughter. What did it matter what Milly felt or thought? She groped for Joan’s hand and squeezed it.

‘I think I ought to tell you’, she said gravely, ‘that your father is very much upset at this news; he’s very much hurt by what your aunt has done. I can understand and sympathize with his feelings. You see he knows that he has always been a good father to you, and it would have been more seemly had this money been left to him, though, of course, your father and I have control of it until you each become twenty-one years old or get married.’

Something prompted her to make the situation quite clear to her children. She had another motive for telling them, or at all events for telling Joan, exactly how things stood; she wanted to know the worst at once. She knew anything would be more endurable than uncertainty as to how this legacy would affect Joan.

The children were silent; something awkward in the situation impressed them; they longed to be alone to talk it over. Mrs. Ogden left the room to interview the cook; she had had her say, and she felt now that she could only await results.
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As the door closed behind her they stared at each other incredulously.

Joan was the first to speak. ‘What an extraordinary thing!’ she said. Milly frowned, ‘You are queer; I don’t believe you’re really pleased. I believe you’re almost sorry.’

‘I don’t know quite what I am’, Joan admitted. ‘It seems to worry Mother, though I don’t see why it should; but I have a feeling that that’s going to spoil it.’

‘Oh, you always find something to spoil everything. Why should it worry Mother? It doesn’t worry me; I think we’re jolly lucky. I know what I’m going to do, I’m going to talk to Doddsie this very day about going to the Royal College of Music.’

Joan scented trouble. Would Milly’s little violin master side with her when he knew of his pupil’s future independence?

‘You’d better look out’, she warned. ‘You talk as though you had the money now. Father won’t agree to your going up to London, and anyhow you’re much too young. For goodness’ sake go slow; one gets so sick of rows!’

Milly smiled quietly; she felt that it was no good arguing with Joan; Joan was always apprehensive and on the look-out for trouble. Milly knew what she wanted to do and she intended to do it; after all, she reckoned, she wouldn’t remain thirteen years old for ever, and when the time came for her to go to London to London she meant to go, so there was no good fussing. A glow of satisfaction and gratitude began to creep over her; she thought almost tenderly of Aunt Henrietta.

‘Poor Aunt Henrietta!’ she remarked in a sympathetic voice. ‘I hope it didn’t hurt her — the dying, I mean.’

Joan looked across at her sister; she thought: ‘A lot you really care whether it hurt her or not!’

The front door bell rang; they knew that decided ring for Elizabeth’s, and leaving the table they hurried to the schoolroom. Elizabeth was unpinning her hat; she paused with her arms raised to her head, divining some unusual excitement. She looked at Joan, waiting for her to speak. Joan read the unvoiced question in her eyes. But before she could answer, words burst from Milly’s lips in a flood; Elizabeth had heard all about it in less than a minute, including all Milly’s plans for the future. During this recital Elizabeth smiled a little but her eyes were always on Joan’s face. Presently she said:

‘This will help you too, Joan.’

Joan was silent; she understood quite well what was meant. Elizabeth had put into words a feeling against which she had been fighting ever since her mother had told her the news — a triumphant, possessive kind of feeling, the feeling that now there was no valid reason why she should not go to Cambridge or anywhere else for that matter. She looked at Elizabeth guiltily, but there was no guilt in Elizabeth’s answering smile; on the contrary, there was much happiness, a triumphant happiness that made Joan feel afraid.






  








Chapter Fifteen
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After all, the novelty of the situation wore off very quickly. In a few weeks’ time the children had got quite accustomed to the thought of a future hundred and fifty a year; it did not appear to make any difference to their everyday lives. To be sure an unknown man arrived from London one day and remained closeted with Colonel Ogden for several hours. The children understood that he had come from the solicitors in order to discuss the details of their inheritance, but what took place at that interview was never divulged, and they soon ceased to speculate about it.

Could they but have known it the colonel had raged at considerable length over what he considered the gross insult that his sister had put upon him. It had been revealed to him as he read the will that a direct slight had been intended, that Henrietta had not scrupled to let him know, with as much eloquence as the legal phraseology permitted, that she was sorry for her nieces, and that she knew a trick worth two of making them dependent on their father for future benefits. The lawyer from London did not appear to see any way out of the difficulty; he had been politely sympathetic, but had in the main contented himself with pointing out the excellence of the late Mrs. Peabody’s investments. The estate could be settled up very quickly.
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Joan was conscious that she had changed somehow, and was working with a new zest. She realized that whereas before her aunt’s death she had worked as an antidote to her own unhappiness, she was now working for a much more invigorating purpose, working with a well-defined hope for the future. The examination for which she had slaved so long now loomed very near, but she was curiously free from apprehension, filled with a quiet confidence. Her brain was clearing; she slept better, ate better and thought of Mrs. Ogden less. She felt quite certain that she would pass, and the nearer the examination came the less she worked; it was as though some instinct of self-preservation in her had asserted itself at last. Elizabeth encouraged her new-found idleness to the full; it was a lovely autumn, warm and fine, and together they spent the best part of their days on the cliffs. Milly rejoiced in the general slackness; it gave her the time she needed for practising her violin. Sometimes she would go with them, but more often now Elizabeth let her off the detested walks, wanting to be alone with Joan.

Joan was surprised to find that she was gradually worrying less about her mother, that it seemed less important, less tragic when Mrs. Ogden complained of a headache. With this new-found normality her affection did not lessen; on the contrary, she ceased to doubt it, but together with other things it had begun to change in quality. It seemed to her as though she had acquired an invisible pair of scales, on to which she very gently lifted Mrs. Ogden’s words and actions.

Sometimes, according to her ideas, Mrs. Ogden would be found wanting, but this neither shocked nor estranged her, for at other times her mother would give good measure and overflowing. But this weighing process was not romantic; it killed with one blow a vast deal of sentimentality. Joan began to realize that Mrs. Ogden’s cough did not necessarily point to delicate lungs, that her headaches were largely the outcome of a worrying disposition, and occasionally a comfortable way out of a difficult situation; in fact, that Mrs. Ogden was no more tragic and no more interesting, and at the same time no less interesting, than many other people.

3
 

A new factor entered into Joan’s life at this period, and may have been responsible for partially detaching her interest from her mother. Joan had begun to mature — she was growing up. It was impossible to study as she had done without gradually realizing that life offered many aspects which she did not understand. It would have been unlike her to dismiss a problem once she had become conscious of it. This new problem filled her with no shyness and no excitement, but she realized that certain emotional experiences played an immensely important part in the universal scheme. She had been considering this for some time, gradually realizing more and more clearly that there must be a key to the riddle, which she did not possess. It was not only her books that had begun to puzzle her — there were people — their lives — their emotions — above all their unguarded words, dropped here and there and hastily covered up with such grotesque clumsiness. She felt irritated and restless, and wanted to know things exactly as they stood in their true proportion one to the other. She shrank from questioning her mother; something told her that this ought not to be the case, but she could not bring herself to take the plunge. However, she meant to know the truth about certain things, and having dismissed the thought of questioning Mrs. Ogden she decided that Elizabeth should be her informant.

There was no lack of opportunity; the long warm afternoons of idleness on the cliffs encouraged introspections and confidences. Joan chose one of these occasions to confront Elizabeth with a series of direct questions. Elizabeth would have preferred to shirk the task that her pupil thrust upon her. Not that the facts of life had ever struck her as repulsive or indecent; on the contrary, she had always taken them as a matter of course, and had never been able to understand why free discussion of them should be forbidden. With any other pupil, she told herself, she would have felt completely at her ease, and she realized that her embarrassment was owing to the fact that it was Joan who asked. She fenced clumsily.

‘I can’t see that these things enter into your life at all, at the present moment’, she said. ‘I can’t see the necessity for discussing them.’

But Joan was obdurate. ‘I see it’, she replied, ‘and I’d like to hear the truth from you, Elizabeth.’

Elizabeth knew that she must make up her mind quickly; she must either refuse to discuss these things with Joan, or lie to her, or tell her the truth, which was after all very simple, and she chose the latter course. She watched the effect of her words on her pupil, a little apprehensively, but Joan did not seem disturbed, showing very little surprise and no emotion.
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That long and intimate talk on the cliffs had not left Joan unmoved, however; underneath the morbidity and exaggerated sensitiveness of her nature flowed a strong stream of courage and common sense. The knowledge that Elizabeth had imparted acted as a stimulant and sedative in one; Joan felt herself to be in possession of the truth and thus endowed with a new dignity and new responsibility towards life. She began to put everyday things to the touchstone of her new knowledge, to try to the best of her ability to see them and people in their true proportion, and then to realize herself. Material lay near her hand for this entrancing study; there was Elizabeth, for instance, and her mother. Shyly at first, but with ever growing courage, she began to analyse Mrs. Ogden from this fresh aspect, to select a niche for her and then to put her in it, to decide the true relativity which her mother bore to life in general. Joan, although she could not have put it into words, had begun to realize cause and effect. Mrs. Ogden did not suffer by this analysis, but she stood revealed in her true importance and her true insignificance, it deprived her for ever of the power of imposing upon her daughter. If she lost in this respect she gained in another, for Joan’s feelings for her now became more stable and, if anything, more protective. She saw her divested of much romance, it is true, but not divested of her claim to pity. She saw her as the creature of circumstances, as the victim of those natural laws which, while being admirably adapted for the multitude, occasionally destroyed the individual. She realized as she had never been able to realize before the place that she herself held in her mother’s life; it was borne slowly in upon her that she represented a substitute for all that Mrs. Ogden had been defrauded of.

A few months ago such a realization would have tormented her, would have led to endless self-analysis, to innumerable doubts and fears lest she in return could not give enough, but Joan’s mind was now too fully occupied for morbidity, it was busy with the realization of her own personality. She knew herself as an individual capable of hacking out a path in life, capable, perhaps, of leading a useful existence; and this knowledge filled her with a sense of importance and endeavour. She found herself able to face calmly the fact that her mother could never mean to her what she meant to her mother; to her mother she was a substitute, but she, Joan, was not conscious of needing a substitute. She did not formulate very clearly what she needed, did not know if she really needed anything at all except work, but one thing she did know and that was that her mental vision stretched far beyond Seabourne and away into the vistas of the great Untried.

Things were as they were, people were as they were, she was as she was and her mother was as she was. And Elizabeth? Elizabeth she supposed was as she was and that was the end of it. You could not change or alter the laws that governed individual existence, but she meant to make a success of life, if she could; her efforts might be futile, they probably would be; nevertheless they were worth making. She concluded that individual effort occasionally did succeed, though the odds were certainly against it; it had failed in Mrs. Ogden’s case, and she began to realize that hitherto it had failed in Elizabeth’s; but would Elizabeth always fail? She saw her now as a creature capable of seizing hold of life and using it to the full. Elizabeth, so quiet, so painfully orderly, so immaculately neat, and in her own way so interesting, suddenly became poignantly human to Joan; she speculated about her.

And meanwhile the examination drew nearer. Now it was Elizabeth who grew nervous and restless, and Joan who supported her; it was extraordinary how nervous Elizabeth did grow, she could neither control nor conceal it, at all events from her observant pupil. Joan began to understand how much it meant to Elizabeth that she should do well, and she was touched. But she herself could not feel any apprehension; she seemed at this time to have risen above all her doubts and fears. It is possible, however, that Elizabeth’s perturbation might in time have reacted on her pupil had fate not interposed at the psychological moment.






  








Chapter Sixteen
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Surely the last place in the world where anyone would have expected to meet a tragedy was in the High Street of Seabourne. There never was a street so genteel and so lacking in emotion; it was almost an indecency to associate emotion with it, and yet it was in the High street that a thing happened which was to make a lasting impression on Joan. She was out with Elizabeth and Milly early one afternoon; they were feeling dull, and conversation flagged; their minds were concentrated on innumerable small commissions for Mrs. Ogden. It was a bright and rather windy day, having in the keen air the first suggestion of coming winter. The High Street was very empty at that hour, and stretched in front of them ugly and shabby and painfully unimportant. Hidden from sight just round the corner, a little bell went clanging and tinkling; it was the little bell attached to the cart of the man who ground knives and scissors every Thursday. A tradesman’s boy clattered down the street on a stout unclipped cob, a basket over his arm, and somewhere in a house near by a phonograph was shouting loudly.

Then someone screamed, not once but many times. It was an ungainly sound, crude with terror. The screams appeared to be coming from Mrs. Jenkin’s, the draper’s shop, whither Elizabeth was bent; and then before any of them realized what was happening, a woman had rushed out into the street covered in flames. The spectacle she made, horrible in itself, was still more horrible because this was the sort of thing that one heard of or read of but never expected to see. Through the fire which seemed to engulf her, her arms were waving and flapping in the air. Joan noticed that her hair, which had come down, streamed out in the wind, a mass of flame. The woman, still screaming, turned and ran towards them, and as she ran the wind fanned the flames. Then Elizabeth did a very brave thing. She tore off the long tweed coat she was wearing, and running forward managed somehow to wrap it round the terrified creature. It seemed to Joan as though she caught the woman and pressed her against herself, but it was all too sudden and too terrible for the girl to know with any certainty what happened; she was conscious only of an overwhelming fear for Elizabeth, and found herself tearing at her back, trying to pull her away; and then suddenly something, a mass of something, was lying on the pavement with Elizabeth bending over it.

Elizabeth looked over her shoulder. ‘Are you there Joan?’ The voice sounded very matter of fact.

Joan sprang to her side. ‘Oh, Elizabeth!’

‘I want you to run to the chemist and tell him what’s happened. Get him to come back with you at once; he’ll know what to bring, and send his assistant to fetch the doctor, while I see to getting this poor soul into the house.’

Joan turned to obey. A few moments ago the street had been practically empty, but now quite a throng of people were pressing forward towards Elizabeth. Joan shouldered her way through them; half unconsciously she noticed their eager eyes, and the tense, greedy look on their faces. There were faces there that she had known nearly all her life, respectable middle-class faces, the faces of Seabourne tradespeople, but now somehow they looked different; it was as though a curtain had been drawn aside and something primitive and unfamiliar revealed. She felt bewildered, but nothing seemed to matter except obeying Elizabeth. As she ran down the street she saw Milly crying in a doorway; she felt sorry for her, she looked so sick and faint, but she did not stop to speak to her.
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When she returned with the chemist the crowd was denser than ever, but all traces of the accident had disappeared. She supposed that Elizabeth must have had the woman carried into the shop.

Inside, all was confusion; somewhere from the back premises a child wailed dismally. A mass of unrolled material was spread in disorder upon the counter, behind which stood an assistant in tears. She recognized Joan and pointed with a shaking finger to a door at the back of the shop. The door opened on to a narrow staircase, and Joan paused to look about her; the old chemist was hard on her heels, peering over her shoulders, his arms full of packages. A sound reached them from above, low moaning through which, sharp and clear, came Elizabeth’s voice:

‘Is that you, Joan? Hurry up, please.’

They mounted the stairs and entered a little bedroom; on the bed lay the servant who had been burnt. Elizabeth was sitting beside her, and in a corner of the room stood Mrs. Jenkins, looking utterly helpless. Elizabeth looked critically at Joan; what she saw appeared to satisfy her; for she beckoned the girl to come close.

‘We must try and get the burnt clothes off her’, she said. ‘Have you brought plenty of oil, Mr. Ridgway?’

The chemist came forward, and together the three of them did what they could, pending the doctor’s arrival. As they worked the smell of burnt flesh pervaded the air, and Mrs. Jenkins swayed slightly where she stood. Elizabeth saw it and sent her downstairs; then she looked at Joan, but Joan met her glance fearlessly.

‘Are you equal to this?’

Joan nodded.

‘Then do exactly what we tell you.’

Joan nodded again. They worked quickly and silently, almost like people in a dream, Joan thought. There was something awful in what they did, something new and awful in the spectacle of a mutilated fellow-creature, helpless in their hands. Into Joan’s shocked consciousness there began to creep a wondering realization of her own inadequacy. Yet she was not failing; on the contrary, her nerve had steadied itself to meet the shock. After a little while she found that her repulsion was giving way to a keen and merciful interest, but she knew that all three of them, so willing and so eager to help, were hampered by a lack of experience. Even Mr. Ridgway’s medical knowledge was inadequate to this emergency. Apparently Elizabeth realized this too, for she glanced at the window from time to time and paused to listen; Joan knew that she was waiting in a fever of impatience for the doctor to arrive. The woman stirred and moaned again.

‘Will she die?’ Joan asked.

Elizabeth looked at the chemist; he was silent. At last he said: ‘I’m afraid she’s burnt in the third degree.’

Joan thought: ‘I ought to know what that means, but I don’t.’

Then she thought: ‘The poor thing’s suffering horribly, she’s probably going to die before the doctor comes, and not one of us really knows how to help her; how humiliating.’

At that moment they heard someone hurrying upstairs. As the doctor came into the room they stood aside. He examined the patient, touching her gently, then he took dressings from his bag. He went to work with great care and deftness, and Joan was filled with admiration as she watched him. She had no idea who he was; he was not the Ogden’s doctor, this was a younger man altogether. Then into her mind flashed the thought of Richard Benson. She wondered why she had laughed at Richard when he had talked of becoming a doctor. Was it because he was so conceited? But surely it was better to be conceited than inadequate!

The doctor was unconscious of her scrutiny; from time to time he spoke to Elizabeth, issuing short, peremptory orders. Elizabeth stood beside him, capable and quiet, and Joan felt proud of her because even in this extremity she managed somehow to look tidy.

‘I think I’ve done all that I can, for the moment’, he said. ‘I’ll come again later on.’

Elizabeth nodded, her mouth was drawn down at the corners and her arms hung limply at her sides. Something in her face attracted the doctor’s attention and his glance fell to her hands.

‘Let me look at your hands’, he said.

‘It’s nothing’, Elizabeth assured him, but her voice sounded far away.

‘I’m afraid I disagree with you; your hands are badly burnt, you must let me dress them.’ He turned to the dressings on the table.

She held out her hands obediently, and Joan noticed for the first time that they were injured. The realization that Elizabeth was hurt overwhelmed her; she forgot the woman on the bed, forgot everything but the burnt hands. With a great effort she pulled herself together, forcing herself to hold the dressings, watching with barely concealed apprehension, lest the doctor should inflict pain. She had thought him so deft a few minutes ago, yet now he seemed indescribably clumsy. But if he did hurt it was not reflected on Elizabeth’s face; her lips tightened a little, that was all.

‘Anywhere else?’ the doctor demanded.

‘Nowhere else’, Elizabeth assured him. ‘I think my hands must have got burnt when I wrapped my coat round her.’

The doctor stared. ‘It’s a mystery to me’, he said, ‘how you managed to do all you did with a pair of hands like that.’

‘I didn’t feel them so much at first’, she told him.

The doctor called Mrs. Jenkins and gave her a few instructions; then he hurried Elizabeth downstairs into the little shop, leaving her there while he went to find a cab.

Joan stood silently beside her; neither of them spoke until the fly arrived, then Joan said: ‘I shall come home with you, Elizabeth.’

‘I’ll send in two nurses’, said the doctor. ‘Your friend here will want help too.’

Joan gave him Elizabeth’s address.
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During the drive they were silent again, there didn’t appear to be anything to say. Joan felt lonely; something in what had happened seemed to have put Elizabeth very far away from her; perhaps it was because she could not share her pain. The fly drew up at the door; she felt in Elizabeth’s coat pocket for her purse and paid the man; then she rang. There was no one in the house but the young general servant, who looked frightened when she saw the bandaged hands. Joan realized that whatever there was to do must be done by her; that Elizabeth the dominating, the practical, was now as helpless as a baby. The thought thrilled her.

They went slowly upstairs to the bedroom. Joan had been in the house before but never in that room; she paused instinctively at the door, feeling shy. Something told her that by entering this bedroom she was marking an epoch in her relations with Elizabeth, so personal must that room be; she turned the handle and they went in. As she ministered to Elizabeth she noticed the room, and a feeling of disappointment crept over her. Plain white-painted furniture, white walls and a small white bed. A rack of books and on the dressing-table a few ivory brushes and boxes. The room was very austere in its cold whiteness; it was like Elizabeth and yet it was not like Elizabeth; like the outward Elizabeth perhaps, but was it like the real Elizabeth? Then her eyes fell upon a great tangle of autumn flowers, standing in a bright blue jar on the chest of drawers; something in the strength and virility of their colouring seemed to gibe and taunt the prim little room; they were there as a protest, or so the girl felt. She wondered what it was in Elizabeth that had prompted her to choose these particular flowers and the bright blue jar that they stood in. Perhaps Elizabeth divined her thoughts, for she smiled as she followed the direction of Joan’s eyes.

‘A part of me loves them, needs them’, she said.

Very gently Joan helped her to undress; it was a painful and tedious business. Joan noticed with surprise that Elizabeth’s clothes were finer than Mrs. Ogden’s; it gave her a pleasure to touch them. Her nightgown was of fine lawn, simple in design but very individual. Strange, oh! strange, how little she really knew Elizabeth. She looked entirely different with her hair down. Joan felt that in this new-found intimacy something was lost and something gained. Never again could Elizabeth represent authority in her pupil’s eyes; that aspect of their relationship was lost for ever, and with it a prop, a staff that she had grown to lean on. But in its place there was something else, something infinitely more intimate and interesting. As she helped her into bed, she was conscious of a curious embarrassment. Elizabeth glanced at the clock; it was long past tea-time.

‘Good Heavens, Joan, you simply must go! And do see your mother at once, and tell her what’s happened. Do go; the nurse will be here any moment.’

Joan stood awkwardly beside the bed; she wanted to do something, to say something; a lump rose in her throat, but her eyes remained dry. She moved towards the door. Elizabeth watched her go, but at that moment she was conscious of nothing but pain and was thankful that Joan went when she did.






  








Chapter Seventeen
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Mrs. Ogden had been waiting at the dining-room window and ran to open the front door as Joan came down the street. The girl looked worn out and dispirited; she walked slowly and her head was slightly bowed as she pushed open the gate.

Mrs. Ogden, who had heard from Milly of the accident, had not intended to remonstrate at Joan’s prolonged absence. On the contrary, while she had been waiting anxiously for her daughter’s return, she had been planning the manner in which she would welcome her, fold her in her arms; poor child, it was such a dreadful thing for her to have seen! As the time dragged on and Joan did not come a thousand fears had beset her. Had Joan perhaps been burnt too? Had she fainted? What had happened, and why had Elizabeth not let her know?

Milly’s account had been vague and unsatisfactory; she had rushed home in a panic of fear and was now in bed. Her sudden and dramatic appearance had upset the colonel, and he too had by now retired to his room, so that Mrs. Ogden, who had longed to go and ascertain for herself the true state of affairs, had been compelled to remain in the house, a prey to anxiety.

At the sight of her daughter safe and sound, however, she temporarily lapsed from tenderness. The reaction was irresistible; she felt angry with Joan, she could have shaken her.

‘Well, really!’ she began irritably, ‘this is a nice time to come home; I must say you might have let me know where you were.’

Joan sighed and pushed past her gently.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, ‘but you see there was so much to do. Oh, I forgot, you haven’t heard.’ She paused.

‘Milly has told me; at least, she has told me something; the child’s been terrified. I do think Elizabeth must be quite mad to have allowed either of you to see such a horrible thing.’

‘Elizabeth put out the fire’, said Joan dully.

‘Elizabeth put out the fire? What do you mean?’

‘She wrapped the woman in her coat and her hands got burnt.’

‘Her hands got burnt? Where is she now, then?’

‘At home in bed; I’ve just come from her.’

‘Is that where you’ve been all these hours? I see, you’ve been home with Elizabeth, and you never let me know!’

‘I couldn’t, Mother, there was no one to send.’

‘Then why didn’t you come yourself? You must have known that I’d be crazy with anxiety!’

Joan collapsed on a chair and dropped her head on her hand. She felt utterly incapable of continuing the quarrel, it seemed too futile and ridiculous. How could her mother have expected her to leave Elizabeth; she felt that she should not have come home even now, she should have stayed by her friend and refused to be driven away. She looked up, and something in her tired young eyes smote her mother’s heart; she knelt down beside her and folded her in her arms.

‘Oh, my Joan, my darling’, she whispered, pressing the girl’s head down on her shoulder. ‘It’s only because I was so anxious, my dearest — I love you too much, Joan.’

Joan submitted to the embrace quietly with her eyes closed; neither of them spoke for some minutes. Mrs. Ogden stretched out her hand and stroked the short, black hair with tremulous fingers. Her heart beat very fast, she could feel it in her throat. Joan stirred; the gripping arm was pressing her painfully.

Mrs. Ogden controlled herself with an effort; there was so much that she felt she must say to Joan at that moment; the words tingled through her, longing to become articulate. She wanted to cry out like a primitive creature; to scream words of entreaty, of reproach, of tenderness. She longed to humble herself to this child, beseeching her to love her and her only, and above all not to let Elizabeth come between them. But even as the words formed themselves in her brain she crushed them down, ashamed of her folly.

‘I hope Elizabeth was not much burnt’, she forced herself to say. Joan sat up. ‘It’s her hands’, she answered unsteadily.

Mrs. Ogden kissed her. ‘You must lie down for a little; this thing has been a great shock, of course, and I think you’ve been very brave.’

Joan submitted readily enough; she was thankful to get away; she wanted to lie on her bed in a darkened room and think, and think and think.

2
 

The days that followed were colourless and flat. Joan took to wandering about the house, fidgeting obviously until the hour arrived when she could get away to Elizabeth.

On the whole Elizabeth seemed glad of her visits, Joan thought. No doubt she was dull, lying there alone with her hands on a pillow in front of her. The nurse went out every afternoon, and Joan was careful to time her visits accordingly. But it seemed to the girl that Elizabeth had changed towards her, that far from opening up new fields of intimacy Elizabeth’s condition had set up a barrier. She was acutely conscious of this when they were alone together. She felt that whatever they talked about now was forced and trivial, that they might have said quite different things to each other; then whose fault was it, hers or Elizabeth’s? She decided that it was Elizabeth’s. Her hurried visits left her with a feeling of emptiness, of dissatisfaction; she came away without having said any of the clever and amusing things that she had so carefully prepared, with a sense of having been terribly dull, of having bored Elizabeth.

Elizabeth assured her that the burns were healing, but she still looked very ill, which the nurse attributed to shock. Joan began to dislike the nurse intensely, without any adequate reason. Once Joan had taken some flowers; she had chosen them carefully, remembering that one part of Elizabeth loved bright flowers. It had not been very easy to find what she wanted, and the purchase had exhausted her small stock of money. But when she had laid them shyly on the bed Elizabeth had not looked as radiantly pleased as she had expected; she had thanked her, of course, and admired the flowers, but something had been lacking in her reception of the offering; it was all very puzzling.

Mrs. Ogden said nothing; she bided her time and secretly recorded another grudge against Elizabeth. She was pleased with a new scheme which she had evolved, of appearing to ignore her. Acting upon this inspiration, she carefully forbore to ask after her when Joan came home, and if, as was usually the case, information was volunteered, Mrs. Ogden would change the subject. Colonel Ogden was not so well, and this fact gave her an excuse for making the daily visit to Elizabeth difficult if not impossible. The colonel needed constant attention, and a thousand little duties were easily created for Joan. Joan was not deceived, she saw through the subterfuge, but could not for the life of her find any adequate excuse for shirking the very obvious duty of helping with the invalid.

When she was not kept busy with her father, her mother would advise her to study. She had been in the habit of discouraging what she called ‘Elizabeth’s cramming system’, yet now she seemed anxious that Joan should work hard, reminding her that the examination was only two weeks distant, and expressing anxiety as to the result. Colonel Ogden made no secret of his preference for his younger daughter. It was Milly’s company that he wanted, and because she managed cleverly to avoid the boredom of these daily tasks, the colonel’s disappointment was vented on Joan. He sulked and would not be comforted. At this time Mrs. Ogden’s headaches increased in frequency and intensity, and she would constantly summon Joan to stroke her head, which latter proceeding was supposed to dispel the pain. Joan felt no active resentment at what she recognized as a carefully laid plot. Something of nobility in her was touched and sorry. Sometimes, as she sat in her mother’s darkened bedroom stroking the thin temples in silent obedience, she would be conscious of a sense of shame and pity because of the transparency of the deception practised.

In spite of Mrs. Ogden, she managed to see Elizabeth, who was getting better fast; she was down in the study now, and Joan noticed that her hands were only lightly bandaged. She asked to be allowed to see for herself how they were progressing, but Elizabeth always found some trifling excuse. However, it was cheering to know that she would soon be back at Leaside, and Joan’s spirits rose. Elizabeth seemed more natural too when they were able to meet, and Joan decided that the queer restraint which she had noticed in the early days of her illness had been the outcome of the shock from which the nurse said she was suffering. She argued that this in itself would account for what she had observed as unusual in Elizabeth’s manner. She had told her why the daily visits had ceased to be possible, explaining the hundred little duties that had now fallen to her share, and Elizabeth had said nothing at all. She had just looked at Joan and then looked away, and when she did speak it had been about something else. Joan would have liked to discuss the situation, but Elizabeth’s manner was not encouraging.

Elizabeth had told her that the servant had died of her burns; according to the doctor it had been a hopeless case from the first, and Joan realized that, after all, Elizabeth’s courage had been in a sense wasted. She looked at her lying so quietly on the sofa with her helpless hands on their supporting pillow, and wondered what it was in Elizabeth that had prompted her to do what she had done; what it was in anyone that occasionally found expression in such sudden acts of self-sacrifice. Elizabeth had tried to save a life at the possible loss of her own, and yet she was not so unusual a creature so far as Joan could judge, and the very fact that she was just an everyday person made her action all the more interesting. She herself appeared to set no store by what she had done; she took it for granted, as though she had seen no other alternative, and this seemed to Joan to be in keeping with the rest of her. Elizabeth would refuse to recognize melodrama; it did not go with her, it was a ridiculous thing to associate with her at all. There had been a long article in the local paper, extolling her behaviour, but when Joan, full of pride and gratification, had shown it to her, she had only laughed and remarked: ‘What nonsense!’

But Joan had her own ideas on the subject; she neither exaggerated nor minimized what Elizabeth had done. She saw the thing just as it was; a brave thing, obviously the right thing to do, and she was glad that Elizabeth should have been the person to do it. But quite apart from this, the accident had been responsible for starting a train of thought in the girl’s mind. She had long ago decided that she wanted to make a career, and now she knew exactly what that career should be. She wanted to be a doctor. She knew that it was not easy and not very usual; but that made it seem all the more desirable in her eyes. She thought very often of Richard Benson, and was conscious of wishing that he were at home so that she could talk the matter over with him. She was not quite sure how Elizabeth would take her decision, and she expected opposition from her mother and father, but she felt that Richard could and would help her. She felt that something in his sublime confidence, in his sublime disregard for everything and everybody, would be useful to her in what she knew to be a crisis in her life. She scarcely glanced at her books; the examination was imminent, but she knew that she would not fail.
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When at length the great moment arrived it found Joan calm and self-possessed; she breakfasted early and took the train for a neighbouring town in which the examination was to be held. The weather was oppressive, the atmosphere of the crowded room stifling, seeming to exude the tension and nervousness of her fellow competitors; yet, while recognizing these things, she felt that they were powerless to affect her. She glanced calmly over the examination paper that lay upon her desk; it did not seem very formidable, and she began to write her answers with complete assurance.

On her return home that evening she went in to see Elizabeth for a few moments. She found her more perturbed and nervous than she could have conceived possible. Joan reassured her as best she could and hastened on to Leaside. Her mother also seemed anxious; something of the gravity of the occasion appeared to have affected even Mrs. Ogden, for she questioned her closely. Joan wondered why they lacked confidence in her, why they seemed to take it for granted that she would have found the examination difficult; she felt irritated that Elizabeth should have entertained doubts. She had always expressed herself as being certain that Joan would pass, yet now at the last moment she was childishly nervous; perhaps her illness had something to do with it. Joan wished for their sakes that the examination could have been completed in one day and the result made known that first evening, but for herself she felt indifferent. What lay ahead of her was unlikely to be much more formidable than what she had coped with already, so why fear? She smiled a little, thinking of Richard Benson — was she, too, growing conceited — was she growing rather like him?






  








Chapter Eighteen
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The usual time elapsed and then Joan knew she had passed her examination with honours. There was a grudging pride in Mrs. Ogden’s heart in spite of herself, and even the colonel revived from his deep depression to congratulate his elder daughter. Joan was happy, with that assured and peaceful happiness that comes only to those who have attained through personal effort; she felt now very confident about the future, capable of almost anything. It was a red-letter day with a vengeance, for Elizabeth was coming back to Leaside that same afternoon to take up her work again. She would not have heard the news, and Joan rejoiced silently at the prospect of telling her. She pictured Elizabeth’s face; surely the calm of it must break up just this once, and if it did, how would she look? There were flowers on the schoolroom table; that was good. Mrs. Ogden had put them there to celebrate Joan’s triumph, she had said. Joan wished that they had been put there to welcome Elizabeth back. The antagonism between these two had never ceased to worry and distress her, not so much on their behalf as because she herself wanted them both. At all times, the dearest wish of her heart was that they should be reconciled, lest at any time she should be asked to choose between them. But on this splendid and fulfilling morning no clouds could affect her seriously.

The hours dragged; she could not swallow her lunch; at three o’clock Elizabeth would arrive. Now it was two o’clock, now a quarter past, then half past. Joan, pale with excitement, sat in the schoolroom and waited. Upstairs, Milly was practising her violin; she was playing a queer little tune, rather melancholy, very restrained, as unlike the child who played it as a tune could well be; this struck Joan as she listened and made her speculate. How strange people were; they were always lonely and always strange; perhaps they knew themselves, but certainly no one else ever knew them. There was her mother, did she really know her? And Elizabeth — she had begun to realize that there were unexpected things about her that took you by storm and left you feeling awkward; you could never be quite certain of her these days. Was it only the shock of the illness, she wondered, or was it that she was just beginning to realize that there was an Elizabeth very different from that of the schoolroom; a creature of moods, like herself?

Somewhere in the house a clock chimed the hour, and as it did so the door-bell rang. Joan jumped up, she laughed aloud; how like Elizabeth to ring just as the clock was striking, exactly like her. The schoolroom door opened and she came in. She was a little thinner perhaps, but otherwise the great experience seemed to have made no impression on her outward appearance.

‘Elizabeth, I’ve passed with honours!’

Elizabeth was midway between the door and the table; she opened her lips as if to speak, but paused.

‘I knew you would, Joan’, was all she said.

Somewhere deep down in herself, Joan smiled. ‘That’s not what you wanted to say’, she thought. ‘You wanted to say something very different.’

But she fell in with Elizabeth’s mood and tried to check her own enthusiasm. What did it matter if Elizabeth chose to play a part, she knew what this news meant to her; she could have laughed in her face. ‘But what really matters is that you’ve come back’, she said.

‘Yes, I suppose that is what really matters’, replied Elizabeth, her calm eyes meeting Joan’s for an instant.

‘Oh, Elizabeth, it’s been too awful without you, dull and awful!’

‘I know’, she answered quietly.

‘And suppose I’d failed you, Elizabeth, suppose I’d failed in the examination’, Joan’s voice trembled. ‘Suppose I had had to tell you that!’

‘I should still have been coming back.’

‘Yes, I know, and that’s all that really matters; only it’s better as it is, isn’t it?’

‘You would never fail me, Joan. I think it’s not in you to fail, somehow; in any case I don’t think you’ll fail me.’ She hesitated — then, ‘I don’t feel that we ought to fail each other, you and I.’

She took off her hat and coat and drew off her gloves with her back turned; when she came back to the table her hands were behind her. She sat down quickly and folded them in her lap. In the excitement of the good news and the reunion, Joan had forgotten to ask to see her hands. ‘Where’s Milly?’ said Elizabeth.

Joan smiled. ‘Can’t you hear? She’s at her fiddle.’

Elizabeth looked relieved. ‘Don’t call her’, she said, ‘let me see your examination report.’ Joan fetched it and put it on the table in front of her. For a moment or two Elizabeth studied it in silence, then she looked up.

‘It’s perfectly excellent’, she remarked.

In her enthusiasm, she picked up the paper to study it more closely, and at that moment the sun came out and fell on her hands. Joan gasped, a little cry of horror escaped her in spite of herself. Elizabeth looked up, she blanched and hid her hands in her lap, but Joan had seen them; they were hideously seamed and puckered with large, discoloured scars.

‘Oh, Elizabeth — your hands! Your beautiful hands! You were so proud of them—’

Joan laid her head down on the table and wept.
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After supper that night Joan took the plunge. She had not intended doing it so quickly, but waiting seemed useless, and, besides, she was filled with a wild energy that rendered any action a relief. Colonel Ogden was dozing over the evening paper; from time to time he jumped awake with a stifled snort; as always the dining-room smelt of his pipe smoke and stale food. At Joan’s quick movement he opened his eyes very wide; he looked like an old baby.

She began abruptly, ‘Mother, I want to tell you that I’m going to study to be a doctor.’

It was characteristic of her to get it all out at once without any prelude. Mrs. Ogden laid down her knitting, and contrary to all expectations did not faint; she did not even press her head, but she smiled unpleasantly.

She said: ‘Why? Because Elizabeth has burnt her hands?’

It was the wrong thing to say — a thoroughly stupid and heartless remark, and she knew it. She would have given much for a little of the tact which she felt instinctively to be her only weapon, but for the life of her she could not subdue the smouldering anger that took hold of her at the moment. She never for an instant doubted that Elizabeth was in some way connected with this mad idea; it pleased her to think this, even while it tormented her. The mother and daughter confronted each other; their eyes were cold and hard.

‘What’s that?’ said Colonel Ogden, leaning a little forward.

Joan turned to him. ‘I was telling Mother that I’ve decided on a career. I’m going in for medicine.’

‘For what?’

‘For medicine. Other girls have done it.’

Her father rose unsteadily to his feet; he helped himself up by the arms of his chair. Very slowly he pointed a fat, shaking finger at his wife.

‘Mary, what did I tell you, what did I tell you, Mary? This is what comes of Henrietta’s iniquitous will. My God! Did I ever think to hear a girl child of fifteen calmly stating what she intends to do? Does she ask my permission? No, she states that she intends to be a doctor. A doctor, my daughter! Good God! What next?’ He turned on Joan: ‘You must be mad’, he told her. ‘It’s positively indecent — an unsexing, indecent profession for any woman, and any woman who takes it up is indecent and unsexed. I say it without hesitation — indecent, positively immodest!’

‘Indecent, Father?’

‘Yes, and immodest; it’s an outrageous suggestion!’

Mrs. Ogden took up her knitting again; the needles clicked irritatingly. Once or twice she closed her eyes, but her hands moved incessantly.

‘Joan!’ She swallowed and spoke as if under a great restraint. 

‘Yes, Mother?’

‘If you were a boy I would say this to you, and since you seem to have chosen to assume an altogether ridiculous masculine role, listen to me. There are things that a gentleman can do and things he cannot; no gentleman can enter the medical profession, no Routledge has ever been known to do such a thing. Our men have served their country; they have served it gloriously, but a Routledge does not enter a middle-class profession. I wish to keep quite calm, Joan. I can understand your having acquired these strange ideas, for you have naturally been thrown very much with Elizabeth and Elizabeth is — well, not quite one of us; but you will please remember who you are, and that I for one will never tolerate your behaving other than as a member of my family. I—’

The colonel interrupted her. ‘Listen to me’, he thundered. In his anger he seemed to have regained some of his old vitality. ‘You listen to me, young woman; I’ll have none of this nonsense under my roof. You think, I suppose, that your aunt has made you independent, but let me tell you that for the next six years you’re nothing of the kind. Not one penny will I spend on any education that is likely to unsex a daughter of mine. I’ll have none of these new-fangled woman’s rights ideas in my house; you will stay at home like any other girl until such time as you get married. You will marry; do you hear me? That’s a woman’s profession! A sawbones indeed! Do you think you’re a boy? Have you gone stark, staring mad?’

‘No, I’m not mad,’ Joan said quietly, ‘but I don’t think I shall marry, Father.’

‘Not marry, and why not, pray?’

She did not attempt to explain, for she herself did not know what had prompted her.

‘I can wait’, she told him. ‘It wouldn’t be too late to begin when I’m twenty-one.’

He opened his mouth to roar at her, but the words did not come; instead he fell back limply in his chair. Mrs. Ogden rushed to him. Joan stood very still; she had no impulse to help him; she felt cold and numb with anger.

‘I think you’ve killed your father’, said Mrs. Ogden unsteadily. Joan roused herself. She looked into her mother’s working face; they stared at each other across the prostrate man.

‘No,’ she said gravely, ‘it’s you, both of you, who are trying to kill me.’ She went and fetched brandy, and together they forced some between the pallid lips. After a little he stirred.

‘You see, he’s not dead’, said Joan mechanically. ‘I’ll go for the doctor.’

When the doctor came he shook his head.

‘How did this happen?’ he inquired.

‘He got angry’, Mrs. Ogden told him.

‘But I warned you that he mustn’t be excited, that you ought not to excite him under any circumstances. Really, Mrs. Ogden, if you do, I won’t answer for the consequences.’

‘It was not I who excited him’, she said, and she looked at Joan. Joan said: ‘Will he die, Doctor Thomas?’ She could hear herself that her voice was unnaturally indifferent.

The doctor looked at her in surprise. ‘Not this time, perhaps; in fact, I’m pretty sure he’ll pull round this time, but it mustn’t happen again.’

‘No,’ said Joan, ‘I understand; it mustn’t happen again.’

‘Quite so’, said the doctor dryly.
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Chapter Nineteen
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In the two years that elapsed before Joan’s seventeenth birthday nothing occurred in the nature of a change. Looking back over that time she was surprised to find how little had happened; she had grown accustomed to monotony, but the past two years seemed to have been more monotonous than usual. The only outstanding event had been when she and Milly joined the tennis club. Mrs. Ogden did not encourage her daughters to take part in the more public local festivities, which were to a great extent shared with people whom she considered undesirable, but in this case she had been forced to yield to combined entreaties.

The tennis club meant less after all to Joan than she had anticipated, though she played regularly for the sake of exercise. The members were certainly not inspiring, nor was their game challenging to effort. They were divided into two classes; those who played for the sake of their livers and those who played for the sake of white flannels and flirtation. To the former class belonged General Brooke, a boisterous player, very choleric and invariably sending his balls into neighbouring gardens. His weight had increased perceptibly since the colonel’s illness; perhaps because there was now no one to cause him nervous irritation. When he played tennis his paunch shook visibly under his flannel shirt. The latter class was made up principally of youths and maidens from adjacent villas. To nearly every member of this younger generation was supposed to belong some particular stroke which formed an ever fruitful topic for discussion and admiration. Mr. Thompson, the new assistant at the circulating library, sprang quickly into fame through volleying at the net. He was a mean player and had an odious trick of just tipping the ball over, and apologizing ostentatiously when he had done it. There was usually a great deal of noise, for not only was there much applause and many encouraging remarks, but the players never failed to call each score. Joan played a fairly good game, but contrary to all expectation she never became really proficient. Milly, on the other hand, developed a distinct talent for tennis, and she and young Mr. Thompson, who was considered a star player, struck up a friendship, which, however, never penetrated beyond the front door of Leaside.

At fifteen Milly was acutely conscious of her femininity. She was in all respects a very normal girl, adoring personal adornments and distinctly vain. The contrast between the two sisters was never more marked than at this period; they made an incongruous couple, the younger in her soft summer dresses, the elder in the stiff collars and ties which she affected. In spite of all Mrs. Ogden’s entreaties Joan still kept her hair short. Of course it was considered utterly preposterous, and the effect in evening dress was a little grotesque, but she seemed completely to lack personal vanity. At seventeen she suggested a well set-up stripling who had borrowed his sister’s clothes.

The life of the schoolroom continued much as usual. Mrs. Ogden, now two years older and with an extra two years of the colonel’s heart and her own nervous headaches behind her, had almost given up trying to interfere with Joan’s studies. She went in for her examinations as a matter of course, and as a matter of course was congratulated when she did well, but the subject of her career was never mentioned; it appeared to have been thrust into the background by common consent. Elizabeth looked older; at times a few new lines showed on her forehead, and the curious placidity of her mouth was disturbed. Something very like discontent had gathered about the firmly modelled lips.

But if Joan was given more freedom to study, she was to some extent expected to pay for that freedom. Seabourne could be quite gay according to its own standards; there were tennis and croquet parties in the summer and a never-ending chain of whist drives in the winter, to say nothing of tea parties all the year round. To these festivities Joan, now seventeen, was expected to go, and it was not always possible to evade them, for, as Mrs. Ogden said, it was a little hard that she should have to go everywhere alone when she had a daughter who was nearly grown up.
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The Loos gave a garden party at Moor Park. Poor Joan! She felt horribly out of place, dressed for the occasion in a muslin frock, her cropped head, crowned by a Leghorn hat, rising incongruously from the collarless bodice. Sir Robert thought her a most unattractive young woman, but his wife still disagreed with him. She had always admired Joan, and now the fact that there was something distinctly unfeminine about the girl was an added interest in her hostess’s eyes. For Lady Loo, once the best woman to hounds in a hard riding hunt, had begun to find life too restful at Moor Park. She had awakened one day filled with the consciousness of a kind of Indian summer into which she had drifted. Some stray gleam of youth had shot through her, filling her with a spurious vitality that would not for the moment be denied. And since the old physical activity was no longer available, she turned in self-defence to mental interests, and took up the Feminist Movement with all the courage, vigour and disregard of consequences that had characterized her in the hunting-field. It was a nine-days’ wonder to see Lady Loo pushing her bicycle through the High Street of Seabourne, clad in bloomers and a Norfolk jacket, a boat-shaped hat set jauntily on her grey head. It is doubtful whether Lady Loo had any definite ideas regarding what it was that she hoped to attain for her sex; it certainly cannot have been equality, for in spite of her bloomers, Sir Robert, poor man, was never allowed to smoke his cigar in the drawing-room to the day of his death.

Lady Loo’s shrewd eyes studied Joan with amusement; she took in at a glance the short hair and the wide, flat shoulders.

‘Will you ever let it grow?’ she asked abruptly.

‘Never’, said Joan. ‘It’s so little trouble as it is.’

‘Quite right’, said her hostess. ‘Now why on earth shouldn’t women be comfortable! It’s high time men realized that they ain’t got the sole prerogative where comfort is concerned.’ She chuckled. ‘I suppose’, she remarked reflectively, ‘that people think it’s rather odd for a young woman of your age to have short hair. I suppose they think it’s rather odd for an old woman like me to bicycle in bloomers; but the odd thing about it is that they, the women I mean, should think it odd at all. It must be that all the centuries of oppression have atrophied their brains a little, poor dears. When they get equal rights with men it’ll make all the difference to their outlook; they’ll be able to stretch themselves.’

‘Do you think so, Lady Loo?’ said Mrs. Ogden. ‘I should never know what to do with that sort of liberty if I had it, and I’m sure Joan wouldn’t.’

Lady Loo was not so sure, but she said: ‘Well, then, she must learn.’

‘I think there are many other things she had better learn first’, rejoined Mrs. Ogden tartly.

Lady Loo smiled. ‘What for instance? How to get married?’

Mrs. Ogden winced. ‘Well, after all,’ she said, ‘there are worse things for a girl than marriage, but fortunately Joan need not think of that unless she wants to; she’s got her—’ she paused— ‘her home.’

Lady Loo thought. ‘You mean she’s got you, you selfish woman.’ Aloud she said: ‘Well, times are changing and mothers will have to change too, I suppose. I hear Joan’s clever; isn’t she going to do something?’

Joan flushed. ‘I want to’, she broke in eagerly.

Mrs. Ogden drew her away and Lady Loo laughed to herself complacently.

‘Oh! the new generation’, she murmured. ‘They’re as unlike us as chalk from cheese. That girl don’t look capable of doing a quiet little job like keeping a house or having a baby; she’s not built for it mentally or physically.’

At that moment a young man came across the lawn. ‘Joan!’ he called. It was Richard Benson.

Joan turned with outstretched hands in her pleasure. ‘I didn’t know you were in England’, she said.

‘I got back from Germany last week. It’s ripping your being here today.’

He shook hands politely with Mrs. Ogden and then, as if she did not exist, turned and drew Joan after him.

‘Now then,’ he began; ‘I want to hear all about it.’

‘All about what? There’s nothing to tell.’

‘Then there ought to be. Joan, what have you been doing with yourself?’

‘Nothing’, she answered dully, and then, quite suddenly, she proceeded to tell him everything. She was surprised at herself, but still she went on talking; she talked as though floodgates had been loosed, as though she had been on a desert island for the past two years and he were the man who had come to rescue her. He did not interrupt until she fell silent, and then: ‘It’s all wrong’, he said.

She stood still and faced him. ‘I don’t know why I told you; it can’t be helped, so there’s no use in talking.’

His keen grey eyes searched her face. ‘My dear, it’s got to be helped; you can’t be a kind of burnt sacrifice!’

She said: ‘I sometimes think we’re all sacrifices one to the other, that’s what Elizabeth says when she’s unhappy.’

‘Then Elizabeth’s growing morbid’, he remarked decidedly. ‘It’s the result of being bottled.’

At the old familiar phrase she laughed, but her eyes filled with tears.

‘Richard’, she said, ‘it’s utterly, utterly hopeless; they don’t mean it, poor dears, but they can’t help being there, and I can’t help belonging to them or they to me. If I worry Mother, she gets a batch of nervous headaches that would move a stone to compassion. And her cough takes several turns for the worse. But if I worry Father, and make him really angry, the doctor says he’ll die of heart disease, and I know perfectly well that he would, he’s just that kind of man. What do you suggest, that I should be a parricide?’ She smiled ruefully. ‘I ought to go up to Cambridge next year, if I’m to be any good, and then to the hospitals in London, but can you see what would happen if I were to suggest it, especially the latter part of the programme? I don’t think I’d have to carry it out to kill my father, I think he’d die of fury at the mere idea.’

‘He’ll die anyhow quite soon’, said Richard quietly. ‘No man can go on indefinitely with a heart like his.’

‘That may be’, she agreed, ‘but I can’t be a contributory cause. There’s one side of me that rages at the injustice of it all and just wants to grab at everything for itself; but there’s another side, Richard, that simply can’t inflict pain, that can’t bear to hurt anything, not even a fly, because it hurts itself so much in doing it. I’m made like that; I can’t bear to hurt things, especially things that seem to lean on me.’

‘I understand’, he said. ‘Most of us have that side somewhere; maybe it’s the better side and maybe it’s only the weaker.’

‘Tell me about yourself’, said Joan, changing the subject.

‘Well, this is my last year at Cambridge, you know, and then the real work begins — Joan, life’s perfectly glorious!’

She looked at him with interest; he had not changed much; he was taller and broader and blunter than ever, but the keenness in his grey eyes reminded her still of the bright inquiring look of a young animal.

‘Look here’, he said impetuously, ‘I’ll send you some medical books; study as well as you can until you come of age, and then — cut loose! Ask Elizabeth to help you, she’s clever enough for anything; and anyhow I won’t send things that are too difficult at first, I’ll just send something simple.’

Her eyes brightened. ‘Oh, will you, Richard?’

‘You bet I will. And, Joan, do come over more often, now I’m home, then we can talk.’

‘I will’, she promised, and she meant it.
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They had scarcely met for two years, for Richard had spent most of his vacations abroad; there was little in common between him and his father. His decision to take up medicine had shocked Mr. Benson, but he was a just man in spite of the fact that he completely failed to understand his younger son. He and Richard had thrashed things out, and it had been decided that Richard’s allowance should continue until he had taken his medical degree, after which his father would make him a present of a lump sum of money to do as he liked with, but this was to be final, and Richard was well content. His self-confidence never failed.

He talked Joan over with his mother that evening.

‘She’s an awfully jolly girl’, he said.

Mrs. Benson demurred at the adjective. ‘Jolly is hardly the way I should express her’, she replied. ‘I think she’s a solemn young creature.’

‘No wonder’, he said hotly. ‘Her life must be too awful; a mother who’s an hysteric, and a father—’ He paused, finding no words adequate to describe Colonel Ogden.

Mrs. Benson laughed. ‘Oh, Richard! You never change. Don Quixote tilting at windmills — and yet you’re probably right; the girl’s life must be rather hard, poor child. But there are thousands like her, my son.’

‘Millions’, he corrected bitterly. ‘Millions all over England! They begin by being so young and fine, like Joan perhaps; and, Mother, how do they end?’

‘But Richard dear, I’m afraid it’s the lot of women. A woman is only complete when she finds a good husband, and those that don’t find one are never really happy. I don’t believe work fulfils them; it takes children to do that, my dear; that’s nature, and you can’t get beyond nature.’

‘No’, he said. ‘You’re mostly right, and yet they can’t all find husbands — and some of them don’t want to’, he added reflectively.

‘Joan will marry’, said Mrs. Benson. ‘She ought to let her hair grow.’ He burst out laughing. ‘Bless you, you old darling’, he exclaimed. ‘It’s what’s inside the head that decides those things, not what’s outside it!’

She took his hand and stroked it. ‘I’m glad I had you’, she said. He stooped and kissed her cheek. ‘So am I’, he told her.

They wandered into the garden, arm in arm.

‘It’s lovely here’, he said. ‘But it’s not for me, Mother; I don’t think lovely things were meant for me, so I must make the ugly ones beautiful somehow.’

‘My dear, you’ve chosen an ugly profession; and yet the healing of the sick is beautiful.’

‘I think so’, he said simply.

Presently she said: ‘I want to talk to you about Lawrence.’

‘Fire away! You don’t mean to tell me that Lawrence has been sowing anything like wild oats? Your voice sounds so serious.’

‘No, of course not, you goose; can you see Lawrence knee-deep in a field of anything but — well — the very best Patna rice?’ They laughed. ‘No, it’s very far from wild oats — I think he’s fallen in love with Elizabeth.’

‘With Elizabeth? But, good Lord! Lawrence hates clever women!’

‘I know; he always said he did, and that’s what makes it so astounding; and yet I’m sure I’m right, I can see it in his eye.’

Richard whistled. ‘Will she have him, do you think?’

‘I don’t know. Elizabeth is not an ordinary woman; sometimes I think she’s rather strange. I love her, but I don’t understand her — she’s not very happy, I think.’

‘Will Lawrence make her happy, Mother?’

She paused. ‘Well — he’ll make her comfortable’, she compromised. They laughed again.

‘Poor old Lawrence’, he said. ‘He’s the best fellow in the world, but quite the very dullest; I can’t think how you produced him, darling.’

‘I can’t think how I produced you!’ she retorted.






  








Chapter Twenty
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During the weeks that followed, Joan managed to visit the Bensons on every available opportunity, or so it seemed to her mother. Mrs. Benson, lavish in invitations, encouraged the intimacy between Joan and Richard, and watched with amusement the rather pathetic and clumsy efforts of her elder son to win Elizabeth. Mrs. Ogden searched her heart and found no consolation. She had very little doubt that Joan and Richard were falling in love; they were very young of course, especially Joan, but she felt that Joan had never really been young, that she was a creature with whom age did not count and could not be relied upon to minimize or intensify a situation. She became retrospective, looking back into her own dim past, recalling her own courtship and mating. The burning days of Indian sunshine, the deep, sweet-smelling Indian nights with their melodramatic stars, the garden parties, the balls, the picnics, and the thin young Englishmen who had thought her beautiful; she remembered their tanned faces, serious with new responsibilities.

She remembered the other English girls and her own sister Ann, with their constant whispers of love and lovers, their vanities, their jealousies, their triumphs and their heartbreaks. She, too, had been like that, whispering of love and lovers, dreaming queer, uneasy dreams, a little guilty, but very alluring. And then into the picture came striding James Ogden, a square young man with a red moustache and cold twinkling blue eyes. They had danced together, and almost any man looked his best in the full dress uniform of the Buffs. They had ridden in the early mornings, and James was all of a piece with his Barb, a goodly thing to behold. He had never troubled to court her properly, she knew that now. Even then he had just been James, always James, James for all their lives; James going to bed, James getting up, James thinking of James all day long. No, he had not wasted much time on courtship; he had decided very quickly that he wanted to marry her and had done so. She remembered her wedding night; it had not been at all like her slightly guilty dreams; it had been — she shuddered. Thinking back now she knew that she herself, that part of her that was composed of spirit, had been rudely shaken free, leaving behind but a part of the whole. It had not been her night, but all James’s, a blurred and horrible experience filled with astonished repugnance.

Then their married life in the comfortable bungalow; after all, that had had compensations, for Joan had come as a healer, as a reason, an explanation. She had found herself promoted to a new dignity as a young married woman and mother, the equal of the other married women, the recipient of their confidences. Ann had married her chaplain, now a bishop, but Ann neither gave nor received confidences, she had become too religious. By the death of their father the two sisters had found themselves very much alone; they were stranded in a strange, new continent with strange, new husbands, and Mary Ogden would have given much at that time could she have taken her secret troubles to her sister. But Ann had discouraged her coldly, and had recommended prayer as the only fitting preliminary to marital relations.

Then another man had come into her life, quite different from James; a tall man with white hair and a young face. Unlike James, he took nothing for granted; on the contrary, he was strangely humble, considering his brilliant career. He was James’s very good friend, but he fell in love with James’s wife; she knew it, and wondered whether, after all, what men called love was as gross and stupid and distasteful as James made it. She let him kiss her one night in the garden, but that kiss had broken the spell for them both; they had sprung apart filled with a sense of guilt; they were good, conventional creatures, both of them. They were not of the stuff that guilty lovers are made of. But in their way they were almost splendid, almost heroic, for having at one time bidden fair to throw their prejudices to the wind, they had made of them instead a coat of mail.

Mrs. Ogden searched her heart; it ached, but she went on prodding. What would happen to Joan if she married — did she love Richard? Did she know what it meant? What was her duty towards the girl, how much should she tell her, how much did she know? She had been afraid of Joan going to Cambridge. She laughed bitterly; what was Cambridge in comparison to this? What was anything in comparison to the utter desolation of Joan in love, Joan giving herself utterly to another creature! She felt weak and powerless to stop this thing, and yet she told herself she was not quite powerless; one thing remained to her, she could and would tell Joan the facts of her own married life, she would keep back nothing. Yet she would be careful to be just, she would point out that all men were not like James, and at the same time make it clear that James was, as men go, a good man. Was it not almost her duty to warn Joan of the sort of thing that might happen, and to implore her to think well before she took an irrevocable step? Yes, she told herself, it was a duty too long delayed, a duty that must be fulfilled at once, before it was too late.
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As Mrs. Ogden came to her momentous decision, Richard was actually proposing to Joan. They stood together in the paddock beyond the orchard, some colts gambolled near by. He went at it with his head down, so to speak, in the way he had of charging at things.

He said, seizing her astonished hand: ‘Joan, I know you only come here to pick my brain about medicine and things, but I’ve fallen in love with you; will you marry me?’

She left her hand in his, because she was so fond of him and because his eyes looked a little frightened in spite of his usual self-confidence, but she said:

‘No, I can’t marry you, Richard.’

He dropped her hand. ‘Why can’t you?’ he demanded.

‘Because I don’t feel like that’, she told him. ‘I don’t feel like that about you.’

‘But, Joan,’ his voice was eager, ‘we could do such splendid things together; if you won’t have me for myself will you have me because of the work? I can help you to get away; I can help you to make a career. Oh, Joan, do listen! I know I could do it; I’ll be a doctor and you’ll be a doctor, we’ll be partners — Joan, do say “Yes”.’

She almost laughed, it struck her that it was like a nursery game of make-believe. ‘I’ll be a doctor and you’ll be a doctor!’ It sounded so funny; she visualized the double plate on their door front: ‘Doctor Richard Benson’, and underneath: ‘Doctor Joan Benson’. But she reached again for his hand and stroked it gently as if she were soothing a little brother whose house of bricks she had inadvertently knocked down.

‘I’m not the marrying sort’, she said.

‘God knows what you are, then!’ he burst out rudely. Then his eyes filled with tears.

‘Oh, Richard!’ she implored, ‘don’t stop being my friend, don’t refuse to help me just because I can’t give you what you want.’

Now it was his turn to laugh ruefully. ‘You may not be the marrying sort,’ he said, ‘but you’re a real woman for all that; you look at things from a purely feminine point of view.’

‘Perhaps I do’, she acquiesced. ‘And that means that I’m being utterly selfish, I suppose; but I need your friendship — can I have it?’

‘Oh, I suppose so’, he said with some bitterness. ‘But you won’t really need it, you know, for you never mean to break away.’

She flushed. ‘Don’t say it!’ she exclaimed. ‘I forbid you to say it!’

‘Well,’ he told her, ‘if you mean to, it’s time you began to get a move on. If you won’t take me, then for God’s sake take something, anything, only don’t let Seabourne take you.’
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On the way home Joan told Elizabeth. They stopped and faced each other in the road.

‘And you said — ?’ Elizabeth asked.

‘I said “No”.’ replied Joan. ‘What did you think I’d say?’

‘No!’ said Elizabeth, and she smiled. Then, ‘I wonder if you’ll be surprised to hear that I had a proposal too, last week?’

Joan opened her lips but did not speak. Elizabeth watched her.

‘Yes’, she said. ‘I had a proposal from Lawrence. It seems to run in the family, but mine was very impressive. I felt it carried the weight of the whole Bank of England behind it. It sounded very safe and comfortable and rich, I was almost tempted—’ She paused.

‘And what did you say, Elizabeth.’

Elizabeth came a step nearer. ‘I said I was too busy just now to get married; I said I was too busy thinking of someone I cared for very much and of how they could get free and make a life of their own.’

‘You said that, Elizabeth?’

‘Yes. Does it surprise you? That’s what I said — so you see, Joan, you mustn’t fail me.’

Joan looked at her. She stood there, tall and neat, in the road; the dust on her shoes seemed an impertinence, as though it had no right to blemish the carefully polished leather. Her eyes were full of an inscrutable expression, her lips parted a little as though about to ask a question.

‘If it’s devotion you want,’ said Joan gruffly, ‘then you’ve got all I’ve got to give.’

There was a little silence, and when Elizabeth spoke it was in her matter-of-fact voice. She said, ‘I not only want your devotion but I need it, and I want more than that; I want your work, your independence, your success. I want to take them so that I can give them back to you, so that I can look at you and say, “I did this thing, I found Joan and I gave her the best I had to give, freedom and—”’ she paused, ‘“and happiness.”’

They turned and clasped hands, walking silently home towards Seabourne.
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Mrs. Ogden was watching from the dining-room window as she often watched for Joan. Her pale face, peering between the lace curtains, had grown to fill the girl with a combined sense of irritation and pity. She called Joan into the room and closed the door. Joan knew from her mother’s manner that something was about to happen, it was full of a suppressed excitement. Without a word she led Joan to the sofa and made her sit beside her; she took the girl’s face between her two cold hands and gazed into her eyes.

Then she began. ‘Joan, darling, I want to talk to you. I’ve wanted to have a serious talk with you for some time. You’re not a child any longer, you’re nearly a woman now, it seems so strange to me, for somehow I always think of you as my little Joan. That’s the way of mothers, I suppose; they find it difficult to realize that their children can ever grow up, but you have grown up and it’s likely that you’ll fall in love some day — perhaps want to marry, and there are things that I think it my duty to tell you—’ She paused. ‘Facts about life’, she concluded awkwardly.

Her conscience stirred uneasily, she felt almost afraid of what she was about to do, but she thrust the feeling down. ‘It is my duty, I’m doing it for Joan’s sake’, she told herself. I’m doing it for her sake and not for my own.’

Joan sat very still, she wondered what was coming; her mother’s eyes looked eager and shy and she was a little flushed. Mrs. Ogden began to speak again in quick jerks, she turned her face slightly aside showing the delicate line of her profile, her hands moved incessantly, plaiting and unplaiting the fringed trimming on her dress.

‘When I was not very much older than you, in India,’ she went on, ‘I was like you, little more than a child. I was not clever as you are — I never have been clever, my dear, but I was beautiful, Joan, really beautiful. Do you remember, you used to think me beautiful?’ The voice grew wistful and paused, then went on without waiting for a reply. ‘I had no mother to tell me anything, and what I learnt about things I learnt from other girls of my own age; we speculated together and came to many wrong conclusions.’ Another pause. ‘About the facts of life, I mean — about men and marriage and — what it all meant. Men made love to me, dearest, they admired your mother in those days, but their love-making was restrained and respectful, as the lovemaking of a man should be to a young unmarried girl, and—’ she hesitated, ‘it told me nothing — nothing, Joan, of what was to come. Then I met your father. I met James, and he proposed to me and I married him. He was good looking then, in a way — at least I thought so — and a wonderful horseman, and that appealed to me, as you may guess, for we Routledges have always been fond of horses. Well, dear, that’s what I want to tell you about — not the horses, my married life, I mean.’

She went on quickly now, the words tumbled over each other, her voice gathered volume, growing sharp and resentful. As she spoke she felt overwhelmed with the relief that came with this crude recital of long hidden miseries. Joan watched her, astonished; watched the refined worn face, the delicate, peevish lips that were uttering such incongruous things. Something of her mother’s sense of outrage entered into her as she listened, filling her with resentment and pity for this handicapped and utterly self-centred creature, for whom the natural laws had worked so unpropitiously. She thought bitterly of her father, breathing heavily on his pillows upstairs, of his lack of imagination, his legally sanctified self-indulgence, his masterful yet stupid mind, but she only said:

‘Why have you told me all this, dearest?’

Mrs. Ogden took her hand. ‘Why have I told you? Oh, Joan, because of Richard Benson, because I think you’re falling in love for the first time.’

Joan looked at her in amazement. ‘You think that?’ she asked. 

‘Well, isn’t it so? Joan, tell me quickly, isn’t it so?’

‘No,’ said Joan emphatically, ‘it isn’t. Richard asked me to marry him to-day and I refused.’

Mrs. Ogden burst into tears; her weeping was loud and unrestrained; she hid her head on the girl’s shoulder. ‘Oh, Joan — my Joan—’ she sobbed. ‘Oh, Joan, I am so glad!’

Now she did not care what she said, the years of unwilling restraint melted away; she clung to the girl fiercely, possessively, murmuring words of endearment. Joan took her in her arms and rocked her like a child. ‘There, there!’ she whispered.

Presently Mrs. Ogden dried her eyes, her face was ugly from weeping. ‘It’s the thought of losing you’, she gasped. ‘I can’t face the thought of that — and other things; you know what I mean, the thought of your being maltreated by a man, the thought that it might happen to you as it happened to me. You see, you’ve always seemed to make up for it all, what I missed in James I more than found in you. I know I’m tiresome, my darling, I know I’m not strong and that I often worry you, but, oh Joan, if you only knew how much I love you. I’ve wanted to tell you so, often, but it didn’t seem right somehow, but you do understand, don’t you, my darling? Joan, say you understand, say you love me.’

Somewhere in the back of Joan’s mind came a faint echo: did she love her? But it died almost immediately.

‘You poor, poor darling,’ she said, ‘of course I understand, and love you.’






  








Chapter Twenty-One
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Richard was faithful to his promise. Large brown paper parcels of books began to arrive from Cambridge; Joan and Elizabeth studied them together. The weariness of the days was gone for Joan; with the advent of her medical books she grew confident once more, she felt her foot already on the first rung of the ladder.

At this time Elizabeth strove for Joan as she had never striven before. Joan did not guess how often her friend sat up into the small hours of the morning struggling to master some knotty point in their new studies. How she wrestled with anatomy, with bones and muscles and circulatory systems, with lobes and hemispheres and convolutions, until she began to wonder how it could be possible that anyone retained health and sanity, considering the delicate and complicated nature of the instrument upon which they depended. A good many of the books dealt with diseases of the nerves and brain, and Joan found them more fascinating and interesting than she had imagined possible. Poor Elizabeth had some ado to keep pace with her pupil’s enthusiasm. She strained every nerve to understand and be helpful; she joined a library in London and started a line of private study, the better to fit her for the task in hand. She gloried in the difficulties to be surmounted, and felt that this work was invested with a peculiar significance, almost a sanctity. It was as though she were helping Joan towards the Holy Grail of freedom.

At the end of six months Elizabeth paused for breath, and together the two students reviewed their efforts. They were very well pleased with themselves and congratulated each other. But in spite of all this Elizabeth was dissatisfied and apprehensive at moments. She told herself that she was growing fanciful, nervy, that she was hipped about life and particularly about Joan, that she needed a change, that she had been overworking recklessly; she even consulted their text books with a view to personal application, only to throw them aside with a scornful exclamation. Theories, all theories! Those theories might conceivably apply to other people, to Mrs. Ogden for instance, but not to Elizabeth Rodney! She was not of the stuff in which neurosis thrives; she was just a plain, practical woman taking a plain, practical interest in, and having a plain, practical affection for a brilliant pupil. But her state of mental unrest increased until it became almost physical — at last she broke — 

‘Joan!’ she exclaimed irritably one day, flinging a text book on to a chair, ‘what, in Heaven’s name, are we doing this for?’

Joan looked up in bewilderment. ‘Out of scientific interest I suppose’, she ventured.

‘Interest!’ Elizabeth’s eyes gleamed angrily. ‘Interest! Scientific interest — yes, that’s it! I’m sitting up half the night out of mere scientific interest in a subject that I personally don’t care a button about, except inasmuch as it affects your future. I’m trying to take a scientific interest in the disgusting organs of our disgusting bodies, to learn how and why they act, or rather how and why they don’t act, to read patiently and sympathetically about a lot of abnormal freaks, who as far as I can see ought all to be shut up in a lunatic asylum, to understand and condone the physical and mental impulses of hysterics, and I’m doing all this out of scientific interest! Scientific interest! That’s why I’m slaving as I never slaved at Cambridge — out of pure scientific interest! Well, I tell you, you’re wrong! I don’t like medical books and I particularly dislike neurotic people, but it’s been enough for me that you do like all this, that you feel that you want to be a doctor and make good in that way. It’s not out of scientific interest that I’ve done it, Joan; it’s because of you and your career, it’s because I’m mad for you to have a future — I’ve been so from the first, I think — I don’t care what you do if only you do something and do it well, if only you’re not thrown on the ash-heap — —’ She paused.

Joan felt afraid. Through all the turbulent nonsense of Elizabeth’s tirade she discerned an undercurrent of serious import. It was disconcerting to find that Elizabeth could rage, but it was not that which frightened her, but rather a sudden new feeling of responsibility towards Elizabeth, different in quality from anything that had gone before. She became suddenly aware that she could make or mar not only herself but Elizabeth, that Elizabeth had taken root in her and would blossom or fade according to the sustenance she could provide.

‘It’s you, you, Joan!’ she was saying. ‘Are you serious, are you going to break away in the end, or is it — am I — going to be all wasted?’

‘You mean, am I going to leave Seabourne?’

‘Yes, that is what I mean; are you going to make good?’

‘Good God!’ Joan exclaimed bitterly. ‘How can I?’

‘You can and you must. Haven’t you any character? Have you no personality worthy to express itself apart from Seabourne. No will to help yourself with? Are you going to remain in this rut all the rest of your life, or at least until you’re too old to care, simply because you’ve not got the courage to break through a few threads of ridiculous sentiment? Why it’s not even sentiment, it’s sentimentality!’ Her voice died down and faltered: ‘Joan, for my sake—’

They stared at each other, wide-eyed at their own emotions. They realized that all in a moment they had turned a sharp corner and come face to face with a crisis, that there was now no going back, that they must go forward together or each one alone. For a long time neither spoke, then Joan said quietly:

‘You think that I’m able to do as you wish, that I’m able to break through what you call “the threads of sentimentality”, and you despise me in your heart for hesitating; but if you knew how these threads eat into my flesh you might despise me less for enduring them.’

Elizabeth stretched out a scarred hand and touched Joan timidly; her anger had left her as suddenly as it had come, she felt humble and lonely.

‘You see,’ she said, ‘I’m a woman who has made nothing of life myself and I know the bitterness that comes over one at times, the awful emptiness; but if I can see you happy it won’t matter ever again. I don’t want any triumphs myself; not now; I only want them for you. I want to sit in the sun and warmth of your success like a lizard on an Italian wall; I want positively to bask. It’s not a very energetic programme, perhaps, and I never thought I’d live to feel that way about anything; but that’s what it’s come to, you see, my dear, and you can’t have it in you to leave me shivering in the cold!’

Joan clung to the firm, marred hand like a drowning man to a spar; she felt at that moment that she could never let it go. In her terror lest the hand should some day not be there she grew pale and trembled. She looked into Elizabeth’s troubled eyes.

‘What do you want of me?’ she asked.

‘If I told you, would you be afraid?’

‘No, I’m only afraid of your taking your hand away.’

‘Then listen. I want you to work as we are doing until you come of age, then I want you to go to Cambridge, as I’ve often told you, but after that — I want you to make a home with me.’

‘Elizabeth!’

‘Yes. I have a little money put by, not very much, but enough, and I want you to come to London and live there with me. We could jog along somehow; I’d get a job while you studied at the hospital; we’d have a little flat together, and be free and very happy. I’ve wanted to say this to you for some time and to-day somehow it’s all come out; it had to get said sooner or later. Joan, I can’t stand Seabourne for many years, and yet as long as you’re here I can’t get away. I tell you there are times when I could dash myself to bits on the respectable mud-coloured wall of our house, when I could lay a trail of gunpowder down the middle of the High Street and set light to the fuse, when I could hurl Ralph’s woollen socks in his face and pull down the plush curtains and stamp on them, when I could throw all the things out of the study window, one by one, at the heads of the people on the parade, when I could — oh, Joan! — when I could swim a long way out to sea and never come back; I nearly did that once, and then I thought of you and I came back, and here I am. But how long will you make me stay here, Joan? How long shall I have to endure the sight of you growing weaker instead of stronger, as you mature, and some day perhaps the sight of you growing old and empty and utterly meaningless, with all the life and blood sucked out of you by this detestable place, when we might get free and hustle along with life, when we might be purposeful and tired and happy because we mean something.’

Joan got up.

‘Listen’, she said. ‘When I’m twenty-one I will go to Cambridge and after that I shall come to you in London; we’ll find a little flat and be very happy, Elizabeth.’

Elizabeth looked straight into her eyes with a cold, searching scrutiny. ‘Is that a promise, Joan?’

‘Yes, it’s a promise.’
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Joan’s medical studies went almost unnoticed by Mrs. Ogden, whose mind was occupied with more pressing worries. Milly had suddenly announced her intention of going to the Royal College of Music, and her master had backed her up; there had been a scene, recriminations. The colonel had put his foot down and had not on this occasion had a heart attack, so that the scene had been painfully prolonged. In the end he had said quite bluntly that there was no money for anything of the kind. This had surprised Mrs. Ogden and had made her feel vaguely uncomfortable; she began to remember certain documents that James had asked her to sign lately; he had told her that they concerned the investment of the children’s money. And then, to her who knew him so well, it was all too evident that something was preying on his mind; she fancied that recently there had been more in his morose silences than could be accounted for by ill-health. He had grown very old, she thought.

Milly had not stormed, nor did she appear to have gone through much mental perturbation; in fact she had smiled pleasantly in her father’s face. It never occurred to her for one moment that she would not get her own way in the end; it hardly seemed worth worrying about. She did not believe that there was no money to send her to the College; she told Joan afterwards that this sort of remark was on a par with all the rest of the lies their father told when he did not wish to be opposed.

‘After all,’ she said, ‘there is my hundred and fifty a year, and of course, I should take a scholarship. It’s only Father’s usual tactics, and it’s all on a par with him to like the feeling of holding on to my money as long as he can; he thinks it gives him the whip hand. But I’m going up to the College, and I’m not going to wait until I’m twenty-one. I shall manage it, you’ll see; I’m not in the least worried about it really; if necessary I shall run away.’

But Mrs. Ogden was not so confident; she questioned her husband timidly.

‘James, dear — of course I understand your not wishing Milly to go to the College at her age; she’s only a child, that in itself is a reason against it; but to say there’s no money! Surely, dear—’

He cut her short. ‘At the moment there is not,’ he said gruffly. 

‘James!’

‘Oh, what is it, Mary?’

‘I ought to understand. Am I spending too much on the household? Surely I haven’t bought Milly too many new clothes, have I, dear? I thought perhaps that hundred and fifty a year of hers would have gone a long way towards helping her expenses in London; they say she’d certainly take a scholarship, and there’s no doubt she has very real talent. With Joan it’s different. I don’t consider that she has very marked talent in any particular direction; she’s an all round good student and that’s all; but Milly is certainly rather remarkable in her playing, don’t you think so?’

The colonel did not answer for a full minute, and when he spoke a pleading note had come into his voice, a note so unusual that his wife glanced quickly at him.

‘Mary, it’s these doctors and things, this damned long illness of mine has been the very deuce. If it hadn’t been for that money of Henrietta’s I don’t know where we’d have been, but I’m not the man to spend my children’s money on myself.’ He drew himself up painfully and his face flushed. ‘No, Mary, if Henrietta wished to make me feel that I’d no right to it, I wouldn’t touch a penny that I couldn’t pay back. If the damned unsisterly old devil is able to understand anything at all in the next world, I hope she understands that!’

‘But, James, have we borrowed some of the children’s money?’

‘A little’, he admitted. ‘We’ve had to. After all, the children would be in a bad way without their father. I consider it my duty to keep myself alive for their sakes. Where would you all be without me?’ he concluded with some return of his old manner.

Mrs. Ogden looked at him; he was a very broken man. A faint pity stirred in her, a faint sense of shock as though there were something indecent in what she was now permitted to see. She had been little better than this man’s slave for over twenty years, the victim of his lusts, his whims, his tempers and his delicate heart, the peg on which to hang his disappointments, the doormat for him to kick out of the way in his rages. She had lost youth and hope and love in his ungrateful service; at times she almost hated him, and yet, now that the hand was weakening on the reins, now that she realized that she could, if she would, take the bit between her teeth, she jibbed like a frightened mare; it was too late. There had been something in his almost humble half-explanation that brought his illness home to her as no fits of irritability or silence could have done.

‘Never mind, my dear,’ she said gently; ‘you’ve done everything for the best.’

He looked at her with frightened eyes and edged nearer.

‘I’ve done what I hope was for the best’, he said uncertainly. ‘Some of their money we had to take to keep going. I didn’t want to tell you that funds were pretty low. I suppose I ought to have told you not to spend so much on clothes, but — oh, well, damn it all! A man has his pride, and I hated to have to touch a penny of Henrietta’s money after the way she treated me; God knows I hated it! It must come all right, though. I’ve changed some of the investments and put the money into an excellent concern that I heard about quite by chance through Jack Hicks — a mine out in Rhodesia — they say there’s a fortune in it. Mary, listen and do try to understand; it’s a new mine and it’s not paying yet, that’s why we’re short at the moment, but it ought to begin paying next year, and by the time the children come of age it’ll be in full swing. It paid for a bit, jolly well, of course, otherwise I wouldn’t have put the money into it, but I hear they’re sinking a new shaft or something, and can’t afford any dividends just at present. It’s only a matter of time, a few months perhaps. There can’t be a question about it’s being all right; I realize that from what Jack told me. And then, as you know, Mary, I always fancy myself as a bit of an expert in mineralogy. From what I can see the children ought to get a fortune out of it; don’t suppose they’ll be grateful to me though, not likely, these days. Of course you understand, Mary, that I didn’t depend entirely upon my own opinion. If it had been our own money I shouldn’t have hesitated, for I’ve never found anyone whose opinion I’d rather take than my own on financial matters; but being the children’s money I went into it thoroughly with Hicks, and between us we came to the conclusion that as an investment it’s as safe as the Bank of England.’

‘I see’, said Mrs. Ogden, trying to keep all traces of doubt from her voice. She did not see in the least and, moreover, gold mines in Rhodesia reminded her unpleasantly of some of her poor brother Henry’s ventures, but her head felt suddenly too tired to argue. ‘Shall I economize?’ she asked him.

He hesitated. ‘Well, perhaps—’ His voice shook a little, then he pulled himself together. ‘No, certainly not’, he said loudly. ‘Go on just as you are, there’s no reason whatever to economize in reasonable expenditure. Of course this crack-brained scheme of Milly’s is quite another matter; there’s no money for that sort of thing and never will be, as I told Joan pretty plainly when she began expounding her theories of a career. But in all reasonable matters go on just the same.’

He reached out his hand and took hers, patting it affectionately. ‘I think I’ll go to bed’, he said. ‘I feel rather tired.’
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Milly had hit upon a course of action diametrically opposed to her real feelings, which were placid and a little amused. She intended to go to London, and it occurred to her that the best way to achieve this might be to make herself dispensable; at all events it was worth trying. She therefore sulked and wept to an abnormal extent, and took care that these fits of weeping should not go unobserved. Whenever possible she shut herself up with her violin, ignoring the hours of meals. Her family became alarmed and put a tray outside her door, which she mostly left untouched, having provided herself with a surreptitious supply of rolls and potted meat. Her father looked at her glumly, but through his angry eyes shone an uneasy, almost wistful expression, when forced to meet his favourite daughter face to face. At the end of a fortnight he could bear it no longer and began to make tentative efforts at reconciliation.

‘That’s a pretty dress you have on, Milly; going out to give the neighbours a treat?’

Milly turned away. ‘No’, she said shortly.

‘Coming out with your old father this morning, when he goes for a drive in his perambulator? It’s devilish dull with no one to talk to.’

She stared at him coldly. ‘I have my violin to practise; I’m sorry I can’t come.’

The colonel winced; she was more than a match for him now, this impudent daughter of his, perhaps because he loved her as deeply as he was capable of loving. Once, when she had been unusually rude, snubbing his advances with the sharp cruelty of youth, Joan had seen his bulgy eyes fill with tears. She waited until they were alone together and then she turned on her sister.

‘Beast!’ she said emphatically.

‘I don’t know what you mean’, retorted Milly.

‘I think you’re a perfect beast to treat Father the way you do lately. Anyone can see he’s terribly ill and you speak to him as though he were a dog.’

‘Well, he’s treated me as though I were a dog no, — worse; he’d give a dog a sweet biscuit any day, but he denies me the only thing I long for, that I’m ready to work for — my music. It’s my whole life!’ she added melodramatically.

‘Rot!’ said Joan. ‘That’s no reason for speaking to him as you do; I can’t stand it, it makes me feel sick and cold; his eyes were full of tears to-day.’

‘Well, my eyes are almost blind from crying — I cry all night long.’

‘That’s a whopper, you snored all last night.’

‘Oh!’ exclaimed Milly, angrily. ‘How I do hate sharing a room with you, there’s no privacy!’

Joan laughed rudely. ‘You are an ass, Milly, you try so hard to be grown up and you’re nothing but a silly kid.’

‘Perhaps if you knew all,’ Milly hinted darkly, ‘you’d realize that some people think me grown up.’

‘Do they?’

‘Yes, Mr. Thompson does, if you must know.’

‘I didn’t say I wanted to know.’

‘Well, Mr. Thompson doesn’t treat me as though I were a little girl; he’s very attentive.’

‘Do you mean the young man at the library, who smells of hair oil?’

‘I mean Mr. Thompson, the tennis player.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Joan vaguely, ‘I remember now, he does play tennis.’

‘Considering he’s the best player we’ve got,’ said Milly flushing, ‘it’s not at all likely that you didn’t know who I meant.’

‘Oh, shut up!’ Joan exclaimed, growing suddenly impatient. ‘I don’t care what Mr. Thompson thinks of you. I think you’re a beast!’

Joan tried clumsily to make it up to her father; she tore herself away from her books to walk beside his bath chair, but all to no avail, he was silent and depressed. He wanted Milly, with her fair curls and doll’s eyes, not this gawky elder daughter with her shorn black locks. He fretted for Milly; they all saw how it was with him. Milly saw too, but continued to treat him with open dislike. In the midst of this welter of illness and misery Mrs. Ogden flapped like a bird with a broken wing; she reproached Milly, but not as one having authority. All day long the sounds of a violin could be heard all over the house; it was almost as though Milly played loudest when the colonel went upstairs to rest; he would doze, and start up suddenly, wide awake.

‘What’s that? What’s that?’ And then, ‘Oh, it’s Milly; will the child never think of anyone but herself!’

The doctor came more often. ‘I’m not satisfied’, he told Mrs. Ogden. ‘I think you must take him to London for the Nauheim cure. It’s too late to go to the place itself, but he can do the cure in a nursing home.’

Mrs. Ogden looked worried. ‘He’ll never go’, she said.

‘He must, I’m afraid’, the doctor replied firmly. ‘But before moving him we must have Sir Thomas Robinson down in consultation.’

They told the colonel together. ‘I absolutely refuse!’ he began. ‘There’s no money for that sort of nonsense. Good God, man, do you think I’m a millionaire!’

The doctor said soothingly: ‘I’ll speak to Sir Thomas and ask him to reduce his fee, he’s a charming fellow.’

‘I won’t have him!’ thundered the colonel. ‘I refuse to be ordered about like a child.’

Doctor Thomas motioned Mrs. Ogden to leave the room; presently he called her in again.

‘He’s promised to be good’, he told her with an assumption of playfulness.

The colonel was sitting very upright in his chair, his face was paler than usual but his little moustache bristled angrily above his parted lips.

‘Well, I must be off’, said the doctor, hastily picking up his hat.
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Mary Ogden laid her hand on her husband’s arm. ‘I’m sorry if this annoys you’, she said.

For a moment he did not speak, then he cleared his throat and swallowed. ‘He tells me, Mary, that it’s my one chance of life, always providing that the specialist man consents to my being moved.’ She was silent, finding nothing to say. He had died so many times already in all but the final act, that now, if Death had moved one step nearer, she scarcely perceived that it was so. Her mind was busy with a thousand pressing problems, the money difficulty, how to manage about her girls, who to leave in charge of the house if she went to London, and where she herself would stay; it would all cost a very great deal. She thought aloud. ‘It will cost a lot—’ she murmured.

He turned towards her. ‘They say it’s my only chance’, he repeated, and there was something pathetic in his eyes.

She pulled herself up. ‘Of course, my dear, we must go, no matter what it costs. And as it’s certain to cure you the money will be well spent.’

He looked at her doubtfully. ‘Not certain; there’s just a chance, Thomas said. And after all, Mary, I suppose a man has a right to take his last chance? I’m not so very old, you know.’

He seemed to expect her to say something; she felt his need but could not fill it.

‘Not so very old,’ he repeated, ‘and I come of a good sound stock; my father lived to be eighty-five. Not that I aspire to that, my dear, but still, a few years more, just to look after you and the children? What?’

His lips were shaking. ‘Mary!’ he broke out suddenly; ‘damn it all, Mary, I’ve got to go if my time has come, but do for God’s sake show a little feeling, say something; it’s positively unnatural the way you take it!’






  








Chapter Twenty-Two
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Joan took two letters from her jacket pocket; one was from Elizabeth, the other from her mother. Aunt Ann had come to the rescue in the end, and Joan and Milly had been sent to the palace during Mrs Ogden’s absence in London; they had been there now for three weeks. There was peace up here in the large, airy bedroom; peace from her dominating, patronizing aunt, peace from the kind, but talkative bishop.

She looked at the letters, undecided as to which to open first. Her fingers itched to open Elizabeth’s, but she put it resolutely aside. Mrs. Ogden wrote from the family hotel in South Kensington where she had taken up her abode.

‘My own darling Joan’, she began. ‘At last I hear from you; I had begun to fear that you must be ill. Surely a postcard every day would not be too much trouble for you to send? If only you knew how I watch and wait for news, you would be more regular in writing, my darling. As for me, I write this from my bed. I am utterly worn out and suppose that my general condition is accountable for my having caught a cold which has gone down on to my chest. The doctor says I must be really careful, and my heart has been troubling me again lately, especially at night when I try to sleep on my left side. I have had the strangest sensation in my throat and all down my left arm. However, I must get up as soon as I feel able to stand, as your poor father has no one else to look after him. I do not myself think the nurses are very kind or the food at all good at the Nursing Home; I spoke to the matron about it just before I went to bed, she is an odious person and was inclined to be offensive. This hotel is very uncomfortable, my bed hard and unsympathetic in the extreme, and the servants far from attentive. I rang my bell six times yesterday before anybody came near me. I shall have to complain. I cannot attempt to eat their eggs, which is very trying as I am kept on a light diet. Your father varies from day to day. The doctor assures me that he is quite satisfied with his progress, but I think the cure altogether too severe. Oh! my Joan, how cruel it seems that there was not enough money for you to come to London with me. I feel that if only I could have you to talk things over with, I could bear it so much better. I am such a child in moments of anxiety, and my loneliness is terrible; I sit alone all the evenings and think of you and of how much I need you — as never before! I feel utterly lost; your poor, little mother in this big, big city, and her Joan so far away and probably not thinking of her mother at all, probably forgetting—’

‘Oh, I can’t read any more now!’ Joan thought desperately. ‘It’s always the same, she’s never contented, and always sees the darkest side of things, and I know there’s nothing really wrong with her heart or her chest!’

Her poor mother, so small and so inadequate! Why did her mother love her so much? She oughtn’t to love her so much; it was all wrong. Or if the love was there, then it ought to be a patient, waiting, unchanging love; the kind that went with making up the fire and sitting behind the tea-tray awaiting your return. The love that wrote and told you that you were expected home for Christmas, and that when you arrived your favourite pudding would be there to greet you. Yes, that was the ideal mother-love; it never waned, but it never exacted. It was a beautiful thing, all of one restful colour. It belonged to rooms full of old furniture and bowls of potpourri; it went with gentle, blue-veined hands and a soft, old voice. It was a love that kissed you quietly on both cheeks, too sure of itself to need undue demonstration. She sighed, and thrusting the letter away, opened Elizabeth’s. She smiled a little as she saw the small, neat handwriting. Elizabeth always left a margin down one side of the paper.

‘Well, Joan, I have been waiting to answer your last letter until I had something of interest to write about. Will you be surprised to hear that I have been up to London? Do you remember my telling you about a friend of mine at Cambridge, Jane Carruthers? Well, I heard from her the other day after having lost sight of her for ages. She has some job or another at the Royal College of Science and lives in London permanently now, and as in her letter she asked me to look her up, I struck while the iron was hot and went straight off, via a cheap excursion.

‘But it’s really about her service flat that I want to tell you. She lives in a large building called “Working Women’s Flats” or “Gentlewomen’s Dwellings”, I can’t remember which, but I prefer the former, in a street just off one of those dignified old squares in Bloomsbury. The street itself is not dignified, but if you walk just to the end of it you are surrounded at once by wonderful Georgian houses with spreading fanlights and link extinguishers and wide shallow front-door steps. They are the most quietly friendly houses in the world, Joan; a little reserved, but then we should like them all the better for that.

‘Jane’s flat is on the fourth floor, so that instead of seeing the undignified street you catch a glimpse of the trees in the square, and of course there are plenty of roofs and chimney-pots, always interesting things, or so I think. Even in London the roofs have character. It’s the most delightful little flat imaginable, two bedrooms with a study in between. She has made it very homey with books and brown walls, and she tells me that it’s cheap as rents go in London; only it’s difficult to get in there at all.

‘Oh, Joan, it’s the very place for you and me. I felt it the moment I set foot inside the front door; don’t think me an idiot, but I felt excited, I felt about fifteen. I could see us established in a flat like Jane’s. The whole time I was trying to discuss tea and cakes I found myself planning a new arrangement of Jane’s bookshelves, the better to hold your books and mine — I should have put the writing-table in the other corner of the room too. I murmured something to this effect just as Jane was expounding some new scientific theory she has hit upon; she looked a little surprised and rather pained, I thought.

‘I asked her about my chances of finding a job in London. I thought I might as well, as it will be very necessary, and she says she thinks that I ought to be able to get quite a decently paid post, with my fairly good Cambridge record.

‘And now for a confession. I have put my name down for one of the flats. I saw the agent and he says that there’s a long waiting list, but we can afford to wait for nearly three years, you and I, and if one is available before that, we must beg, borrow or steal in order to secure it. We might buy some odds and ends of furniture on the hire system and let the place furnished until we want it for ourselves. Jane says the flats let like wildfire, but I think I should try to live there while you were at Cambridge. I’m sure I could make both ends meet, and then you could come there for part of your vacations. But if that were not possible it wouldn’t matter much for I could always put up at Ralph’s.

‘I am beginning to laugh all by myself as I write, for I can see your astonished face. Oh, yes, I know, I have acted on impulse, but it’s glorious to be reckless of consequences sometimes, and then think how un-Seabournish I have been. Can you hear Ralph’s consternation if I told him? — which I shan’t. I think we will keep it as a secret between us, at all events for the present. Never cross a Seabourne bridge until you come to it.

‘Joan, I am missing you.’
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Joan folded the letter and sat staring in front of her. So it had really come very near; her freedom, her life with Elizabeth. The flat would have a study with shelves for their books; they would go out of it every morning to jostle with crowds, to work and grow tired; and come back to it every evening to talk, study, or perhaps to rest. They would cook their own supper, or sometimes go out to one of the little Italian restaurants that Richard had told her about, queer little restaurants with sanded floors and coarse linen table-cloths. Sometimes, when they could afford it, they would go to cheap seats at the theatre or to the gallery at Covent Garden, and afterwards find their way home in the ‘bus, or the Underground, discussing what they had seen and heard. They would unlock their front door with their own latch-key and hang up their coats in their own front hall; then they would laugh and joke together over the old days in Seabourne, which, by then, would seem very far away.

‘Joan!’ came her aunt’s voice with a note of irritation; ‘Joan, I asked you to do those flowers for the drawing-room. Have you forgotten?’






  








Chapter Twenty-Three
 

1
 

Mrs. Ogden wrote yet again: ‘I brought your father home yesterday; the doctor thought he would be better in his own house. God knows if the cure has helped him at all, I do not think so; but, Joan, my dearest, come back to me at once, for I am so longing to see you.’

Joan looked into the fire, she did not care whether her father was better or worse, and now she did not care whether she cared or not. From Seabourne to Blumfield, from Blumfield to Seabourne! And that was just life; not a tragedy at all, only life, a simple and monotonous business.

As their train drew in to the familiar station the tall figure of Elizabeth was waiting on the platform. She was standing very still, like a statue of Fate; a porter, pushing a truck of luggage towards her, called out: ‘By your leave, Miss!’ and seemed to expect her to move; but the tall, impassive figure appeared not to notice him and he pulled up abruptly, skirting it as best he could.

Milly said; ‘Hallo, Elizabeth!’ and then: ‘What a beastly station this is. I hate the bare flower-beds and the cockle-shells!’

They collected the luggage, Elizabeth unusually silent. It was not until they drove off in the fly that she began to talk.

‘Joan, your father is very ill; Mrs. Ogden told me to meet you, she couldn’t leave him to-day. He’s no better for the cure — they say he’s worse; but you’ll judge for yourself when you see him.’

They bumped down the High Street and on to the esplanade. A weak, watery sunshine played over the sea and the asphalt. Walking stiffly, with his hands behind his back, General Brooke was taking the air. A smell of seaweed and dried fish came in through the open windows and mingled with the pungent, musty smell of the fly. The cliffs that circled the bay looked white and spectral, and far away they could just discern the chimneys of Glory Point, sticking up in a fold of green. Joan roused herself from a deadly lethargy that had been creeping over her.

‘How is Mother?’ she asked.

Elizabeth shrugged her shoulders. ‘Just the same’, she said. ‘Very worried about your father, of course, but just the same as usual.’ She was staring at Joan with hard, anxious eyes, her lips a little compressed.

‘I’m glad you’ve come back, Joan, because—’ She did not finish her sentence, and the cab drew up at Leaside.

They got out, tugging at their bags. Milly rang the bell impatiently. Elizabeth pulled Joan back.

‘Look here,’ she said in a low voice, ‘I’m not coming in, but, Joan — remember your promise to me.’ And before Joan could answer she had turned and walked quickly away.
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Mrs. Ogden met them in the hall; her eyes were red. She flung her arms around Joan’s neck and began to cry again.

‘Your poor father, he’s very ill. Oh, Joan, it’s been so terrible all alone in London without a soul to speak to or to appeal to! You don’t know what I’ve been through; don’t leave me again, I couldn’t bear it!’

Joan pushed her gently into the dining-room; it was all in confusion, with the remnants of luncheon still on the table. ‘Don’t cry, dear’, she said. ‘Try to tell me what has happened.’

Mrs. Ogden dried her eyes, clinging to Joan’s hand the while. Her soft greyish hair was untidy, escaping from the net. ‘The cure was too severe for him; he ought never to have gone to London; he didn’t want to go and they forced him, the brutes! He got worse and they sent him home two days ago; they said he was quite fit to travel and had better get home, but he wasn’t fit to travel — that’s the way they get rid of their responsibilities. And the nurses at that home were inhuman devils. I told them so; he hated them all. He seemed better yesterday, but this morning he fainted, and when the doctor came he put him to bed. He’s there now, and oh, Joan, he’s groaning! They say he’s not in pain, but of course he must be, and sometimes he knows me, and sometimes he’s delirious and thinks he’s back in India.’

‘Come upstairs’, said Joan drearily. ‘I want to see him.’

The familiar bedroom was not familiar any longer; it looked strange and austere as Joan entered. The blinds were down, flapping in the draught from the windows. A large fire blazing in the grate added to the sense of something important and portentous that hung about the place. On the bed lay a strange figure; someone whom Joan felt she had never seen before. Its face was unnaturally pale and shrunken and so were the wandering hands extended on the coverlet. This stranger moaned incessantly, and turned his head from side to side, his eyes were open and blank.

Joan took one of the wandering hands in hers: ‘Father!’ she said softly.

He looked through her and beyond, breathing with an effort.

A quiet tap came on the door and the nurse, hastily summoned from the Cottage Hospital, came in. She was a pink-faced, competent-looking girl, and wore her cloak and bonnet. She took in the situation at a glance.

‘I’ll just take off my things,’ she said, ‘and be back in a minute.’

Presently the doctor came again. He said very little, and pressing Mrs. Ogden’s limp hand, departed. The nurse, now in charge, had rendered the bedroom still more unfamiliar, with her temperature chart, and a table covered with a clean white towel, upon which she had set out strange little appliances that they did not know the use of. When she spoke she did so in a loud whisper, glancing ever and anon towards the figure on the bed. Her cuffs creaked and so did her shoes. A smell of disinfectant was everywhere; they wondered what it was, it was unfriendly, but no one dared to question this empress ruling over the kingdom of Death.

The colonel belonged to her now; they all felt it, and submitted without a protest. He was hers to do as she pleased with, to turn in the bed or to leave in discomfort, to raise up or lay down. She it was who moistened his lips with cotton wool, soaked in a solution of her own making. Sometimes she opened his mouth and moistened his tongue as well. He lay there utterly helpless and unable to protest, while she subjected him to countless necessary indignities. Her trained hands, hard and deft, permitted of no resistance, doing their work quietly and without emotion. It seemed horrible to Joan to see him brought so low, but she, like the rest of household, stood back respectfully, bowing to the realization that only three beings had any control over her father now: the doctor, the nurse — and Death.

Just before he died, on the afternoon of the fifth day, he knew his wife and called her: ‘Mary!’ His voice was unexpectedly loud. She went and put her arms round him.

‘Mary!’

‘Yes, James?’

‘I’m going to die — it’s funny my going to die — wish I knew more about it.’

‘Hush, dearest, don’t talk.’

‘Mary.’

‘Yes, James?’

‘Sorry — if I’ve been hard on you — but you see—’

‘Hush, my dear, you mustn’t try to talk.’

But the colonel had ceased to try to do anything any more in this world.






  








Chapter Twenty-Four
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They buried him in the prim cemetery which had somehow taken upon itself the likeness of Seabourne, holding as it did so many of the late occupants of Seabourne’s bath chairs and shelters. Everyone attended the funeral. Admiral Bourne, General Brooke wearing a top hat, the despised bank manager, Ralph Rodney, in fact all the members of the club, and most of the local tradespeople. Sir Robert and Lady Loo sent a handsome wreath, but Mr. and Mrs. Benson came in person.

Colonel Ogden had never been really liked in his lifetime; an ignorant and over-bearing man at best. But now that he was a corpse he had for the time being attained a new importance, almost a popularity, in the eyes of Seabourne. His death had provided an excitement, something to do, something to talk about. The four days of his final illness had been more interesting than usual, in consequence of the possibility of tragedy. People would not have admitted it even to themselves, but had he recovered they would have felt flat; it would have been an anticlimax.

It was not until the funeral had been over for a week that Mrs. Ogden could be persuaded to think of ways and means. At first she had given way to a grief so uncontrollable that no one had dared to mention the family solicitor. But now there were bills to be paid and plans to be made for the future, and at last Joan persuaded her mother to write to the firm in London who had attended to Colonel Ogden’s affairs.

When the quiet man in a frock coat came down to Leaside, Joan was present at the interview, which was short and to the point. The point being that there was very little left of the three hundred a year that should have been hers and Milly’s. The quiet man made a deprecating gesture, explaining that, against his firm’s advice, the colonel had persisted in changing the trust investments. The firm had refused to act for him in this, it seemed, whereupon he had flown into a rage and acted without them. They had inquired at the bank, on Mrs. Ogden’s authority, and had discovered that the bulk of the trust moneys had been put into a mine which was paying nothing at present and seemed unlikely ever to pay again. But Mrs. Ogden must surely be aware of this, as she was the co-trustee? Had she not had papers to sign for the sale of securities and so on? Ah, yes, of course, she naturally did not like to question her husband’s judgment — just signed whatever he told her to; still — she should have been more cautious, she should have insisted upon knowing what was being done. But then ladies were proverbially ignorant of such things. Well, well, it was very sad, very distressing; there would be her pension, of course, and about fifty pounds a year left of the trust moneys — No, not more, unfortunately, but that fifty pounds came from a sound investment, thank goodness. The two young ladies would have twenty-five pounds a year each; that was better than nothing, still — 

They thanked him, and when he had gone sat looking at each other helplessly.

Joan said: ‘This is the end for Milly and me, now we shall never get away.’

Her own words astonished her, they were so cruel; she had not meant to think aloud. Mrs. Ogden burst into tears. ‘Oh, James, James!’ she sobbed hysterically; ‘listen to her, she wants to get away! Oh, what shall I do, now that you’ve left me; what shall I do, what shall I do?’

‘Stop crying, Mother, I’m sorry I said that, only you see — but don’t let’s talk now, by this evening we shall both feel more able to decide things.’

She left the room, closing the door quietly, and snatching up a hat went out of the house. A black anger was slowly surging up in her, anger and a feeling of desperation. What had they done to her and her sister, the overbearing, self-willed father and this weak, inadequate mother with her exaggerated grief? For now that the colonel was dead Mrs. Ogden elected to mourn him as though he had been the love of her life; she gave herself up to an orgy of sorrow that permitted of no interruption. It had puzzled Joan, remembering as she did the things her mother had told her. Through it all her mother could not bear to have her out of her sight for an instant, it was as though she craved her as an audience. She thought of all this as she strode along, the fine drizzle soaking her shoulders.

It was not so much for herself that she cared as for Milly, and above all for Elizabeth; how could she ever tell Elizabeth the truth, that now there would be no money for Cambridge or for their little flat in London? But, yes, it was for herself that she cared too. Oh, horribly, desperately she cared for herself. She clenched her hands in her pockets, a pain almost physical possessed her; she could not give it up like this, all in a moment. She realized as never before how much that future with Elizabeth had meant to her, and now it had been snatched away. What would she do, what could she do? Nothing, if her mother would not help her to get free — and of course she would not; she could not even if she would; she was poor, poor, poor, they all were, poorer than they had ever been. What would Milly do now? What would Elizabeth do? Milly would rage, she would metaphorically stamp on their father’s grave. And Elizabeth?
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Elizabeth was alone in the schoolroom when Joan got back. As she came in, pale and drenched with rain, Elizabeth held out her hand. ‘I’ve been waiting for you; come here, Joan.’

Joan took the proffered hand and pressed it.

‘Joan, I know what it is you want to tell me, I’ve known for some time.’

‘You know — but how?’

‘My dear, all Seabourne knows that your father had been speculating before he died. Do you think there’s ever anything that all Seabourne doesn’t know? I heard something about it from Ralph; he told me.’

Joan snatched her hand away, she spoke bitterly: ‘All Seabourne knew and you knew, it seems; I see — only Milly and I were kept in the dark!’

‘Don’t be angry. What was the good of making — you unhappy before it was absolutely necessary; surely you know soon enough as it is?’

‘But I don’t understand, Elizabeth; do you realize what this means to you and me?’

‘You mean that now you have no money you can’t go to Cambridge?’

‘Yes, Cambridge, but above all the flat. I was thinking of our plans for our life together.’

‘Go up and change and then we’ll talk’, said Elizabeth quietly. ‘You’re wet through.’

Joan obeyed.
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‘And now’, Elizabeth began, when Joan, wrapped in a dressing-gown, had sunk into a chair. ‘Let’s thrash this thing out from clue to earring. How much has he left you?’

‘Twenty-five pounds a year each.’

Elizabeth considered. ‘It might be done’, she said. ‘With care and scraping, I think it might be done, providing of course you take a scholarship, which you can do. You remember I told you that I could get a job in London? Well, I’m more sure of that now than I was when I wrote, I’m practically certain it can be managed. Don’t interrupt, please. This is my plan: you will go to Cambridge when you’re twenty-one and I shall take the flat. If it’s available sooner we’ll let it. While you’re at Cambridge I shall find a P.G. That oughtn’t to be difficult, and the little money that I’ve saved will go to help with Cambridge. Oh, don’t argue, you can pay me back when you get into harness. And there’s another thing I never told you; I have a relation from whom I must inherit something, a most disagreeable relation of my father’s who can’t help leaving me his little all, because it’s entailed. Well, I propose to raise a loan on my expectations, “borrowing on reversion” is what they call it, I think, and with that loan we’re going to make a doctor of you, so you see it’s all arranged.’

Joan stared at her, bewildered. ‘But, Elizabeth, I could never pay you back, perhaps.’

‘Oh, well,’ said Elizabeth laughing; ‘then you’ll have to work for me, you may even have to keep me in my old age.’

Joan began to cry, with the suddenness of a child; she cried openly, not troubling to hide her face.

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Joan, don’t do that!’

‘It’s you’, sobbed Joan, choking. ‘It’s you — just you.’

Elizabeth got up, she hesitated and then went to the door, she did not look at Joan.

‘Think it over’, she said.
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Mrs. Ogden’s hands fluttered helplessly over the litter of papers that lay among the plates on the half-cleared supper table; the eyes that she raised to Joan were vague.

‘Can you make all this out?’ she said drearily. ‘I shall never be able to understand legal terms.’

Joan picked up a letter and read it through. ‘There’s your small life interest under grandpapa Ogden’s will, and then there’ll be your pension, Mother, but it’s very little, I’m afraid; we shall obviously have to leave this house.’

Mrs. Ogden shook her head. ‘I can’t do that’, she said, with an unexpected note of firmness in her voice. ‘Where could I go and pay less rent than I do here? Only thirty-five pounds a year.’

‘But you see, dear, there are other expenses, servants and light and coal.’ Joan spoke patiently. ‘And then the rates and taxes; a tiny flat in London would cost so much less to run.’

‘How can you suggest London to me now, after all I went through there with my James’s illness?’ Her lips began to tremble. ‘I should never be able to face the noise and the dirt and the fearful climate, with my heart as it is. You’re cruel, Joan.’

‘But, Mother, we have to face things as they are.’

‘I can’t’, said Mrs. Ogden faintly. ‘I’m too ill.’

Joan sighed. ‘You must, darling; you can’t stay here, you haven’t got the money, we none of us have now. It’ll be all right, truly it will, if you’ll let me help to straighten things out.’

A sly, stubborn expression came over Mrs. Ogden’s face; she wiped the tears from her eyes and tucked away her handkerchief. ‘Tell me exactly what I have got’, she asked quietly.

Joan told her.

‘And then there’s the fifty pounds a year, dearest, that your poor father saved from the wreck; surely with that as well we can get on here quite comfortably.’

Joan dropped the letter, something seemed to turn very cold inside her. Even that, then! She meant to take even that from them. ‘But, Mother, there’s Milly’s future and — and mine’, she finished lamely.

Mrs. Ogden flushed. ‘I don’t understand you’, she said.

‘Oh, Mother, don’t make it all so terribly difficult, you know what I mean; you know quite well that Milly and I want to work for our living. We shall need the little he’s left us if we’re ever to make good; it’s bad enough, God knows, but we might manage somehow. Oh, Mother, dear! won’t you be reasonable?’

Mrs. Ogden’s mouth tightened. ‘I see,’ she said; ‘you and Milly wish to leave home, to leave me now that I have no one else to care for me. You want to hide me away in a tenement house, while you two lead the life that seems amusing to you. This home is to be broken up and I am to go to London — my health doesn’t matter. Well, I suppose I’d be better dead and then you’d be rid of the trouble of me. Your father must be turning in his grave, I should think, feeling as he did about your ridiculous notions. And what a father he was, devoted to you both; he killed himself working and striving to make money for you, and this is the gratitude he gets.’ She began to sob convulsively. ‘Oh, James!’ she wailed. ‘James, James, why did you ever leave me!’

Joan got up. ‘Stop it!’ she said harshly. ‘Stop it at once, Mother. You know you’re unjust and that you’re not telling the truth, and as for my father, he had — Oh, never mind, I won’t say it, but stop crying and listen to me. Milly and I are young, we’ve got all our lives before us and we’re unhappy here, don’t you understand? We are not happy, we want to go out into the world and do something; we must, I tell you, we can’t stay here and rot. It’s our right to go and no one has any business to stop us; you least of all, who brought us into the world. Did we ask to be born? No, you and father had us for your own pleasure. Very well, then, now you must let us go for ours; it’s your duty to help us because you are our mother and we need your help. If you won’t help us we shall go just the same, because we must, because this thing is stronger than we are, but—’

Mrs. Ogden clutched at Joan’s hand, she dragged her to her, kissing her again and again. ‘You fool!’ she said passionately. ‘Can’t you understand that it’s not Milly I care about, or the money, but you; will you never see that I love you more than anything else in the world?’
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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The two years that elapsed after Colonel Ogden’s death were years of monotonous uncertainty. There was no charm about this uncertainty, no spirit of possible high adventure raised it from the level of Seabourne; like everything else that came under the spell of the place, it was dull. Mrs. Ogden had sunk into a deep depression, which expressed itself in the wearing of melodramatic widow’s weeds; when she roused herself now it was usually to be irritable. There was a servant less in the house, for they could no longer afford to keep a house-parlourmaid, and things had already begun to look dingy and ill cared for. The overworked generals provided a certain periodical variety by leaving at a moment’s notice, for Mrs. Ogden was fast developing the nagging habit, and spent hours every day in examining the work that had been left undone. And then there was the money. Always a difficult problem, it had now become acute. Released from the domestic tyranny of her husband, Mrs. Ogden lapsed into partial invalidism. She scarcely did more than worry along somehow. The books went unchecked and sometimes unpaid, and in consequence the tradespeople were less respectful in their manner, or so she imagined.

Elizabeth still crammed Joan, but for this she received no payment, and they studied at Ralph Rodney’s house during his office hours. In his plush-hung study, beneath the portrait of Uncle John grown old, they sat and worked and made plans; sometimes they were happy and sometimes inexplicably sad. Elizabeth knew that Mrs. Ogden hated her, had always hated her with the stubborn hatred of a weak nature. In the old days she had not cared, except inasmuch as it might separate her from Joan, but now she had become acutely sensitive to the atmosphere of antagonism that she met at Leaside. It had begun to depress her, while at the same time her will rose up to meet the emergency; it was ‘pull Devil, pull baker’ more than ever before. Between these two passionately determined women stood Joan, miserable and young, longing for things to come to a head, for something that she felt ought to happen; she didn’t know what. She was conscious of a sense of emptiness, of unfulfilment; she was sleeping badly again, tormented-by dreams that were only half remembered, the shadow of which haunted her throughout the day. She longed for peace; when she was away from Elizabeth she was restless until they met again, yet when they were together now their companionship was spoilt by Joan’s consciousness of her mother’s disapproval. Elizabeth had swift gusts of anger now that came up suddenly like a thunderstorm; she, too, was changing, breaking a little under the strain. These two had begun to act as an irritant on each other, and the hours of study would be interrupted by quarrels that had no particular beginning or end, and reconciliations that were only partial because so much seemed to be left unsaid.

Joan became scrupulously neat; she found relief in grooming herself Her hair no longer tumbled over her forehead, but was parted and brushed till it shone, and she took an unconscionable time over her ties and the polishing of her brown shoes. If she had had the money, she would certainly have bought silk stockings to match her ties, a pair for every new tie. The more unhappy she felt the more care did she lavish on her appearance; it was a kind of bravado, a subtle revenge for some nameless injustice that fate had inflicted on her. Elizabeth secretly approved the change, but was silent; in vain did Joan wait for words of approbation; they never came. She longed for praise, with a childish desire that Elizabeth should admire her. Elizabeth did admire her, but a new perverseness that had sprung up in her lately made her refrain from saying so.

Events were moving slowly, but all the more surely for that, perhaps. Less than a year now and Joan would be of age, and then what? The unspoken question looked out of Elizabeth’s eyes. Joan saw it there; it seemed to materialize and stand between them. They could not evade the hungry, restless thing; it made them feel self-conscious and afraid of each other.

It was summer now and still Mrs. Ogden wore her heavy mourning; she looked frailer than ever in the long crêpe veil, and her pathetic eyes seemed to have grown dim with too much weeping. Seabourne elected to pity her, and looked askance at Joan. Not that Mrs. Ogden ever accused her daughter of heartlessness; she only implied it, together with her own maternal devotion. People thought her a helpless little woman, worthy of better treatment at the hands of that queer, cranky girl of hers. They began to talk at Joan rather than to her.
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The loss of her money had had an entirely unexpected effect on Milly, who had not raged after all, but had just smiled disagreeably. ‘I knew he’d do something devilish,’ she said, ‘and how like him to die and leave us to bear the brunt.’

If she fretted she did so silently, taking no one into her confidence; it was curiously unlike the old Milly. At eighteen she was beautiful, with the doll-like beauty that would some day become distressing, the beauty that would never weather pleasantly.

Her little violin master had wrung his hands at the news of her misfortune; to him the disaster meant the end of his hopes, the end of a life-long ambition. Tears had stood in his eyes when Milly told him what had happened; he had put his arm around her, thinking that she must be in need of consolation, but she had flung away from him with a laugh.

Mrs. Ogden behaved as though her younger daughter were nonexistent, and Elizabeth, though she saw that all was very far from well, had become absorbed in her own troubles and held her peace. Joan on the other hand, watched her sister with increasing apprehension; she felt that this unnatural calm could not go on.

In the circumstances, it was too foreign to Milly’s nature, an alien and unwholesome thing that might some day give place to a whirlwind. Milly still played her violin, but lately there was something defiant, almost cruel, in her playing; she played now because she must and not because she wanted to. She appeared to have grown calmly frivolous, but there was no joy in her frivolity, or so it seemed to Joan; it was premeditated. The society of Seabourne welcomed her advent with enthusiasm; it found her bright and amusing. Her principal pleasure was now lawn tennis, which absorbed her during the summer months; she was bidding fair to become a star player, and she and Mr. Thompson of the circulating library vied with each other in amiable competition.

Mr. Thompson was sleeker than ever, and slightly impertinent in his manner, Joan thought; his hair shone and his flannels were immaculate. ‘No, reely now, Miss Milly, reely now!’ he protested, failing to take her service after an exaggerated effort. It became quite usual for him to see her home in the evenings, carrying her racket confidentially under his arm.

Joan said: ‘I can’t understand you, Milly; why on earth do you treat that bounder as if he were one of us?’

But Milly only smiled and held her peace.

She seemed to spend hours every Saturday afternoon at Mr. Dodds’. ‘He’s teaching me some new German music’, she told Joan, when questioned.

Milly had become a great letter writer; she was always writing letters these days, and always receiving them. She made a practice of collecting her post before the family came down to breakfast, slipping out of the bedroom on any transparent pretext.

But gradually a subtle change began to come over Milly; some of the bravado left her, its place being taken by a queer resentful desire to please; it was almost as though she were frightened. She offered to run errands for Joan, but was quick to take offence if her offer was refused. She was no longer so secretive either, and seemed to welcome occasions for confidential talks. When they were in bed at nights she tossed and complained of sleeplessness; she was constantly hinting at some secret that she would gladly divulge if pressed. But Joan did not press her; she was growing sick of Milly.

One morning it happened that Joan herself went early to the letterbox; Milly had overslept, and was in her bath. Among some circulars and a few bills, there was a letter addressed to ‘Miss Ogden’ in a neat clerical hand. She opened it and read, turning white with anger as she did so.

The letter was fulsome in its details, leaving nothing to the imagination. So this was how Milly spent her Saturday afternoons! Not in learning new music with innocent little Mr. Dodds, but hiding guiltily in an old sand-pit on the downs, with Mr. Thompson of the circulating library. Indulging herself in vulgar sensuality like any kitchen-maid courting disaster. Here then was the explanation of the man’s impertinence, of her sister’s new-found desire to propitiate; this then was Milly’s revenge for her wrong, this low intrigue with a common tradesman in their own town. She tore upstairs with the letter in her hand. Milly was only half dressed and looked round in surprise as the door burst open.

Joan held the letter out towards her. ‘This!’ she panted. ‘This beastly thing!’

Milly saw the handwriting and turned pale. ‘How dare you open my letters, Joan?’

‘I open your letters? Look at the envelope; he forgot to put your Christian name; it came addressed to me.’

Milly snatched the letter away. ‘You beast!’ she said furiously, ‘you cad! you needn’t have read it all through.’

‘I didn’t read it all through, but I read enough to know what you’ve been doing. Good God! You — you common little brute!’

Milly turned and faced her; her eyes were wild but resolute, like an animal’s at bay. ‘Go on!’ she said, ‘go on, Joan, call me anything you like, but at the same time suppose you try to realize that I’m also a human being. Do you imagine that I really mind your knowing about Jack and me? I don’t care! I’ve wanted to tell you scores of times. Yes, we do meet each other in the sand-pit every Saturday, and he makes love to me and I like it; do you hear? I enjoy it; I like being kissed and all the rest. I love Jack because he gives me what I want; if he’s common I don’t care, he’s all I’ve got or am ever likely to get. You stand there calling me names and putting on your high and mighty air as though I were some low creature that had defiled you; and why? Only because I’m natural and you’re not. You’re a freak and I’m just a normal woman. I like men; they mean a lot to me, and there aren’t so many men in Seabourne that a girl can afford to pick and choose. How am I going to find the sort of man you would approve of in Seabourne; tell me that? And where’s the harm? Lots of other girls like men too, but they go to dances and things and meet what you, I suppose, would call gentlemen. But it’s all one; they do very much what Jack and I have done, only you don’t know it, you with your books and your doctoring and your Elizabeth! Well, if I’d had a chance given me to meet your precious gentlemen, perhaps I’d be engaged to be married by now, instead of having to be satisfied with Jack in a sand-pit.’ She began to laugh hysterically. ‘Jack in a sand-pit, how funny it sounds; Jack in a sand-pit!’ She stopped suddenly and stared into Joan’s eyes. ‘Listen,’ she said seriously, ‘listen, you queer creature; haven’t you learnt anything from all your medical books? Don’t you know that some people’s natures are like mine, and that they can’t help giving way sometimes to their impulses; and after all, Joan, where’s the harm; tell me that? Where’s the harm to anyone in what Jack and I have done? Perhaps I’ll marry him — he wants me to — but meanwhile where’s the harm in our being happy, even if it is in a sand-pit on Saturday afternoons?’

Joan looked at her in amazement. This was Milly, beside whom she had slept for years; this was her sister, talking like some abandoned woman, quite without shame, glorying in her lapse. This was the real Milly; all the others had been unreal, this was the natural Milly. Something in her own thoughts made her pause. Natural, yes, natural. This was Milly upholding the nature she had inherited, fighting for its pleasures, its gratifications; Milly was only being natural, being herself: Were other people like that when they were themselves? Was that why a housemaid they had had years ago had left because she was going to have a baby? Had she, too, been just natural? And what was being natural? Was it being like Milly, or like the housemaid with her sin great and heavy within her? What gave people these impulses which they would not or could not resist? Was it nature working on them for her own ends? Milly and the housemaid, she coupled them together in her mind. They were both human beings and what they had done was very human, too; very pitiful and sordid, like most human happenings.

She looked at her sister where she stood half dressed, her head drooping a little now, her cheeks flushed. She was so thin. It was touching the way her thin arms hung down from the short sleeves of her vest; they were like young twigs waiting to complete their growth. Seen like this there was so little of Milly to upbraid, she looked so childish. Yet she was not childish; she was wiser than Joan, she had probed into some secret. How funny!

‘Come here,’ Joan said unsteadily; ‘come here to me, Milly.’

Milly went to her, hiding her head on her shoulder. She began to cry. ‘Joan listen, I didn’t mean half I said just now, all the beastly, coarse things, I didn’t mean any of them. I know it’s wrong, it’s awful — and I’ve been so horribly ashamed — only I couldn’t help it. I just couldn’t help it!’

Joan thought quickly; she knew instinctively that her moment had come. It was now or never with Milly.

‘Do you want to marry him?’ she asked quietly.

Milly looked up, a little smile trembling over her tear-stained face. ‘Of course not’, she said. ‘Would you want to marry Jack?’

‘Well, then, look here; do you still want to go to the Royal College or have you lost all interest in your fiddle?’

‘Lost interest? Why, I want it more than anything on earth; you know I do.’

‘Right!’ said Joan; ‘then you shall go. I’ll speak to Mother to-morrow.’






  








Chapter Twenty-Six
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It’s no good, Mother’, said Joan firmly. ‘Things like this can I happen, they do happen; it’s human nature, I suppose.’

‘It’s not my idea of human nature’, Mrs. Ogden replied in a trembling voice.

‘Well, in any case it seems to have been Milly’s nature, and the point is now that she ought to be sent to London.’

‘To think,’ Mrs. Ogden burst out suddenly, ‘to think that a daughter of mine could stoop to a vulgar intrigue with a common young man in a shop! Could — oh! I simply can’t bring myself to say it — but could — well, go to such lengths that he ought to marry her. It’s too horrible! It’s on a par with our servant Rose, years ago; that was the milkman, and now it’s my own flesh and blood — a Routledge!’

Joan sighed impatiently. ‘Good Lord! Mother, what does it matter who it is, a Routledge or a Rose Smith, it’s all the same impulse.’

Mrs. Ogden winced. ‘Please, please; surely there’s no need to be so coarse, Joan?’

‘I’m not coarse, Mother. Life may be, but I’m not; I’m just looking things squarely in the face. It seems to me that people have different temperaments. Some are pure because they can’t help it, and some are impure because they can’t help it. Milly likes men too much, and I like them too little, but here we are, we’re your daughters, Routledges if you like, and all you can do is to make the best of it. It’s horribly hard on you, Mother, but the only way that I see out of it for Milly is for her to go to the College. She’ll probably forget this miserable business when she has her music again.’ She paused.

Mrs. Ogden voiced a sudden, fearful thought. ‘Joan,’ she said faintly, ‘will there — is there going to be a child?’

‘No’, said Joan. ‘I don’t think you need fear that, from what Milly tells me.’

Mrs. Ogden fell back in her chair, ‘I think I’m going to faint’, she whispered, wiping her lips with trembling fingers. Joan went to her and, lifting her bodily, sat down with her mother on her knee. ‘You can’t faint’, she told her with the ghost of a smile. ‘We’ve no time for fainting, dear; we must go into the accounts and see where the money’s to come from.’
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Milly took her scholarship and went to London. As the train moved slowly from the platform, Joan had an overwhelming sense of something that mattered. Was it Milly’s departure? Perhaps. Milly’s face had looked very small and young peering from the window of the third-class carriage, it had stirred Joan’s protective instinct; yet her sister had smiled and waved happily, filled with joy at her new-found independence. But something had happened that did really matter, there was a change at last; change for Milly, it must be that Milly had got out of the cage. Why was Milly free while she, Joan, remained a prisoner? Was it because Milly was heartless, a callous egoist? Milly did not submit, she took the bit between her teeth and went at her own pace no matter who pulled on the reins. And her own pace had led her not to destruction, as by all the laws of morality it should have done, but to the actual goal of her heart’s desire; surely this was immoral, somehow?

Milly’s letters were full of enthusiasm. She wrote:

‘I can’t begin to tell you, Joan, how ripping it all is up here. I like Alexandra House; some of the others kick at the rules, but I don’t mind them. Good Lord! After Leaside it seems Paradise to me. And I’m going ahead with my playing; I’m in the College orchestra, which is jolly good, I think; of course it’s only a students’ orchestra, but it’s splendid practice. The students are quite good sorts, I’ve made one or two friends already. I never tell a soul about Jack; you said not to and I’m being cautious, for once. He keeps on writing, but I don’t answer; what’s the good? I hope he’ll soon leave Seabourne, as it will be so awkward to have him there when the holidays come. By the way, he says he’s going to try to get work in London, but don’t worry, I shan’t see him if he does; that’s all over and I’m very busy.’

It had worked better than Joan had dared to hope. Milly, absorbed in her music, had apparently submerged the other side of her nature, at all events for the time being. Joan could not help thinking of herself as a benefactress, a very present help in trouble. She had saved the situation, and perhaps her sister, and yet she felt discontented. No clouds of glory trailed for her, there was no spiritual uplift; she was conscious of nothing but a great restlessness that swept over her like a wind.

She would soon be of age; Elizabeth never let her forget this, for Elizabeth was restless too. She urged and drove to work; once she had held Joan back, but now she thrust her on and on. They slaved like two creatures possessed, working well on into the evenings. If Ralph turned them out of his study they went upstairs to Elizabeth’s bedroom; work, always work and more work. On Saturday afternoons they tore themselves away from their books, and tired and dispirited walked slowly up to the Downs and sat there, looking out to sea.

Elizabeth said once: ‘You were little when I first knew you, Joan.’ And Joan answered: ‘Yes, I was little then.’

It seemed as though they had uttered a momentous statement, they quailed at the solemnity of their own words. It was like that now; their overstrained nerves tanged sharply to every commonplace.

‘Next year’, said Elizabeth thoughtfully.

‘Next year’, Joan repeated with a sinking heart.

‘I’m growing old, Joan, but you’ll make me young again.’

And Joan’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You’re not old; don’t say things like that, Elizabeth!’

‘Oh, yes, I shall be old quite soon, and so we mustn’t wait too long. Joan, I can’t wait much longer.’

She turned her tired eyes on Joan. ‘Good God!’ she said passionately, ‘I’ve waited long enough.’

And Mrs. Ogden complained. She always complained now; about her health, her house, the servant, her daughters. She was indefinitely ill, never quite normal, yet the doctor came and pronounced her to be sound. She complained of feeling lonely because Joan left her so much, pointing out that even their evenings together were broken into by the prolonged hours of study. She cried a good deal, and when she cried the evidences of it remained with her for hours; her eyes were becoming permanently red-rimmed. She said that she cried nearly every night in bed.

Elizabeth, far beyond being able to control her feelings, now expressed open dislike of her. ‘A selfish, hysterical woman’, she called her; Joan winced, but remained silent, and alone with her mother was forced in turn to listen to elaborate tirades against Elizabeth. That was the way they spent their short evenings now, in bickering about Elizabeth. Mrs. Ogden said that she was a thief, a thief who had stolen her child from her, and occasionally Joan’s self-control would go with alarming suddenness and a scene would follow, deplorably undignified and all quite futile. It would end by Mrs. Ogden going slowly upstairs, clinging to the banister, probably to cry herself to sleep, while Joan, her head buried in her hands, sat on far into the night.






  








Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

1
 

On Joan’s twenty-first birthday it poured with rain. She woke early, conscious of a sound that she could not place for a moment, the sound of a gutter overflowing on to the leads outside her window. She got up and looked out through the streaming panes. The view was almost completely hidden by mist, and her room felt cold with the first approach of autumn. She dressed and went down to breakfast, to find Mrs. Ogden already behind the coffee-pot.

Her mother looked up, smiling. ‘Many happy returns of the day’, she said.

There were two parcels and two letters on Joan’s plate. She opened the parcels first; one contained a writing-case, from her mother, the other a book, from Milly. Her letters were from Richard and Elizabeth. She recognized Elizabeth’s writing on the unusually large envelope, and something prompted her to open Richard’s letter first.

He wrote:

‘This is to congratulate you on coming of age, that is if there be cause for congratulation, which, my dear, rests entirely with you. I hope, I believe, that now at last you have made up your mind to strike out for yourself; this is your moment, and I entreat you to seize it.’

The letter ended:

‘Joan, for the fourth time, please marry me!’

Joan laughed quietly as she folded this epistle and opened the long envelope addressed in Elizabeth’s hand. It contained no letter of any kind, only a legal document; the lease of the flat in Bloomsbury.
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She found Elizabeth in Ralph’s study, writing letters. As she came in Elizabeth got up and took both her hands. ‘My dear’, she said, and kissed her.

Joan sat down. ‘So you’ve done it!’ was all she found to say.

‘You mean the flat? Yes, it’s my birthday present to you — aren’t you pleased, Joan?’

‘Elizabeth,’ Joan tried to speak quietly, ‘you shouldn’t have done this until we’d talked things over again; when did you sign the lease?’

Elizabeth stiffened. ‘That’s not the point’, she said quickly. ‘The point is what do you mean about talking things over again? Our plans were decided long ago.’

Joan faltered. ‘Don’t get angry, Elizabeth, only listen; I don’t know how to say it, you paralyse me, I’m afraid of you!’

‘Afraid of me?’

‘Yes, of you; terribly, horribly afraid of you and of myself Elizabeth, it’s my mother; I don’t see how I can leave her, now that Milly’s gone. Wait; you’ve no idea how helpless she is. She seems ill and we never keep a servant, these days — what would she do all alone in the house? She depends so much on me; why, since Father’s death she can’t even keep the tradesmen’s books in order, and with no one to look after her I think she’d ruin herself, she seems to have lost all idea about money. We must wait just a little longer in any case, say a year. Elizabeth, don’t look like that! Perhaps she’ll pull herself together, I don’t know; all I know is that I can’t come now—’ She paused, catching her breath.

Elizabeth had come close and was standing over her, looking down with inscrutable eyes. ‘Her eyes look like the sea in a mist’, Joan thought helplessly, reverting to the old habit of drawing comparisons. But Elizabeth was speaking in a calm, cold voice.

‘I see’, she was saying. ‘You’ve changed your mind. You don’t want to come and live with me, after all; perhaps the idea is distasteful to you? Of course we should be dirt poor.’

Joan sprang up, shaking with anger. ‘You know you’re lying!’ she said.

Elizabeth smiled. ‘Am I? Oh no, I don’t think so, Joan. It’s all quite clear, surely. I’ve been a fool, that’s all; only I think it would have been better, worthier, to have been frank with me from the first. I will not wait a year, or a month, for that matter; either you come now or I shall go.’

‘Go, Elizabeth?’

‘Yes, go!’

‘But where?’

‘Anywhere, so long as it’s away from Seabourne and you. I’ve had enough of this existence; even you, Joan, are not worth it. I’m going before it’s too late to go, before I get so deeply rooted that I can’t free myself.’

Joan said dully: ‘If you leave me, I think — I don’t think I can bear it.’

‘Then come with me.’

‘No, I can’t’

‘You can. You’re quite free except in your own imagination, and your mother is not ill except in hers. You’d find that she’d get on all right once she hadn’t got you as an audience; naturally she’ll depend on you as long as you let her. But I say to you, don’t let her, she’s little short of a vampire! Well, let her vampire herself for a change, she shall certainly not vampire me; if you choose to be drained dry, I do not. Good God! You and she between you are enough to drive anyone insane!’

Joan faced her with bright, desperate eyes. ‘Elizabeth, you can’t go away, I need you too much.’

‘I must go away.’

‘But I tell you I can’t let you go!’

‘Oh, yes, you can, Joan; you need your self-esteem much more than you need me; you’ll be able to look upon yourself as a martyr, you see, and that’ll console you.’

‘Don’t, Elizabeth!’

‘You’ll be able to wallow in a bog of sentimentality and to pat yourself on the head because you’re not as other men. You have a sense of duty, whereas I — You’ll feel that you are offering yourself as a sacrifice. Oh, I know it all, and it makes me sick, sick, do you hear? Positively sick. And you actually expect me to sympathize. Perhaps you expect me to praise you, to tell you what a really fine fellow I think you, and that I feel honoured to follow in your trail and be permitted to offer you a cup of cold water from time to time. Is that what you want? Well, then, you won’t get it from me; you’ve had too much from me already, Joan, and what are you giving me in return?’

Joan said: ‘Not much, but all I have.’

Elizabeth laughed. ‘All you have! Well, it’s not enough, not nearly enough; if this is all you have, then you’re too poor a thing for me. You see, I too have my ideals, and you don’t fulfil them. You’re the veriest self-deceiver, Joan! You think you’re staying on here because you can’t bring yourself to hurt your mother. It’s not that at all; it’s because you can’t bear to hurt yourself in the process. It’s yourself you love. Well, I’ve had enough; it’s no good our trying to understand each other, it’s better to make the break here and now.’

Joan held out her hand. ‘Good-bye, Elizabeth.’

Elizabeth ignored the hand. ‘Good-bye’, she said, and turned away.






  








Chapter Twenty-Eight
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Where’s Elizabeth?’ asked Mrs. Ogden curiously. ‘Have you two quarrelled at last?’ Joan did not answer; she went on dusting the drawing-room mechanically; the servant had left and she and her mother were alone.

‘I must go and put the meat in the oven’, she said, leaving the room.

She put the joint in the oven and, turning to the sink, began peeling potatoes; then she rinsed them and put them to boil. The breakfast things were waiting to be washed up; an incredible lot of them for two people to have used, Joan thought. She hated the feeling of cold grease on her fingers; she could not find the mop and the scummed water crept up her bare wrists. But much as she detested this washing-up process, she prolonged it intentionally — it was something to do.

The potatoes boiled over; she moved the saucepan to a cooler spot and, finding a broom, swept the kitchen. Where was Elizabeth? She had left Seabourne for London; so much she had learnt from the porter at the station, but where was she now? It was a week since they had quarrelled, but it seemed like years. And Elizabeth did not write; she must be too angry, too bitterly disillusioned! She fetched the dustpan and took up the dust; it lay in great unsightly flakes where she had swept it from corners neglected by the discontented maid. Elizabeth had sacrificed all the best years of her life for this, to be deserted, left in the end; she had offered all that she had to give, and she, Joan, had spurned it, hurled it back in her face — in Elizabeth’s face!

The bell clanged. ‘Milk!’

Joan fetched a jug.

‘How much will you have to-day, miss?’

‘I don’t know’, said Joan vaguely.

With a look of surprise the man filled the jug. ‘Fine weather, miss, after the rain.’

‘Yes — oh, yes, very fine.’

She would write to her, go to her, anything but this; she would humble herself, implore forgiveness. If only she knew where she was; she would ask Ralph. No, what was the good? Elizabeth would not have her now, she did not want a weak-kneed creature who didn’t know her own mind; she liked dependable, strong people like herself.

‘Joan!’ came a voice.

‘Yes, Mother?’

‘Bring me my nerve tonic, dear.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

‘Oh, and bring me my shawl, I feel cold; you’ll find it in my top right-hand drawer.’

She obeyed, fetching the shawl, measuring out the tonic in a medicine glass.

‘I don’t feel it’s doing me much good’, Mrs. Ogden complained. ‘I slept very badly again last night.’

‘You must give it time’, said Joan comfortingly. ‘This is only your third dose.’

Where was Elizabeth? Had she found a new friend to share the flat? ‘You might go and buy me that trimming, some time to-day, darling; it may be all sold out if we wait.’

‘All right, I’ll go when I’ve tidied the house, Mother; they had plenty of it yesterday.’

But Mrs. Ogden persisted: ‘I have a feeling that it will all be sold out and I’m short by just half a yard. Can’t you finish the house when you come back?’

‘I’d rather get on and finish it now, Mother; I’m quite sure it’ll be all right.’

Mrs. Ogden reverted to the subject of the trimming again during lunch, and several times before tea. ‘We shall never get it’, she complained querulously. ‘I feel sure it’ll all be sold out!’

She allowed herself to be a little monotonous these days, clinging to an idea with wearying persistence. In her husband’s lifetime she would have been more careful not to irritate, but the restraint of his temper being removed, she no longer felt the necessity for keeping herself in hand.

Joan bought the trimming just before the shop closed, and this done, they settled down to their high tea. Joan cleared the table wearily, answered two advertisements of general servants, and finally took her book to the lamp. It was a new book that Richard had just sent her. Richard did not yet suspect what she had done; he probably thought she was busily making plans for her departure; how furious he would he when he knew. But Richard didn’t count; he could think what he liked, for all she cared.

She could not read, the book seemed beyond her comprehension, or was it all nonsense?

Mrs. Ogden’s voice broke the silence: ‘Joan, it’s ten o’clock!’

‘Is it, dear?’

‘Yes, shall we go to bed?’

‘You go, I’ll come presently.’

‘Well, don’t stay up too late; it makes me nervous, I can’t sleep properly till I know you’re in bed.’

‘I shan’t wake you coming upstairs.’

‘I never go to sleep at all until I hear your door close. Have you written about those servants?’

‘Yes, I’m going out now to post the letters.’

‘Then I’ll wait up until you get back, darling.’

‘No, please not, Mother; I have a key.’

‘But it makes me nervous when I know you’re out. Run along, dear; I shall wait for you.’

‘Very well,’ said Joan, ‘I shan’t be long.’
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Mrs. Benson called and talked about Richard, and she looked at Joan as she spoke. She would have liked her Richard to have this girl, if, as she had begun to suspect, he had set his heart on her.

‘You and Richard have so much in common, Joan; he’s always writing to me about you.’

Mrs. Ogden said nothing.

‘When are you going to Cambridge?’ Mrs. Benson continued hurriedly, bridging an awkward pause.

Joan looked at her mother, but she was still silent.

‘Aren’t you going?’ Mrs. Benson persisted.

Joan hesitated. ‘Well, you see, it’s rather difficult just now—’

‘She doesn’t want to leave me’, said Mrs. Ogden with a little smile. ‘She thinks I’m such a helpless creature!’

‘But, surely—’ Mrs. Benson began, and then stopped.

The atmosphere of this house was beginning to depress her, and in a sudden flash she realized the cause of her depression. There was something shabby about everything here, both physical and ‘mental. Inanimate things, and people were letting themselves go, sliding; Mrs. Ogden was sliding very fast — and Joan? She let her eyes dwell on the girl attentively. No, Joan had only begun to slip a little as yet, but there were signs; her mouth drooped too much at the corners, her lips were too pale and her strong hands fidgeted restlessly, but otherwise she was intact so far, and how spruce she looked! Mrs. Benson envied this talent for tidiness, which had never been hers. Yes, on the whole, Joan’s clothes suited her, it would be difficult to conceive of her dressed otherwise; still the short hair was rather exaggerated. She wondered if Richard would make her let it grow when they were married, for, of course, she would marry him in the end.

‘So Elizabeth has gone to London’, she said after a silence, feeling that she had made a bad slip the moment the words were out. ‘Yes, she went more than a week ago’, Joan replied.

Mrs. Ogden looked up with interest. ‘But surely not for long? How queer of you not to have told me, dear.’

‘I thought I had’, said Joan untruthfully.

‘I heard from her this morning’, Mrs. Benson plunged on, feeling that she might as well be killed for a sheep as a lamb. ‘She’s got a very good post as librarian to some society.’

Then Elizabeth was in London!

‘Well, of all the extraordinary things!’ said Mrs. Ogden, genuinely surprised. ‘Joan, you never told me a word!’

‘I didn’t know about the post of librarian, Mother.’

‘No, but you knew that Elizabeth had left Seabourne for good.’

‘Yes, I knew that—’

‘Well then, fancy your not telling me; fancy her not coming here to say good-bye — extraordinary!’ Her voice was shaking a little with excitement now. ‘What made her go off suddenly, like that? Surely you and she haven’t quarrelled, Joan?’

Joan looked at Mrs. Benson; did she know? Probably, as Elizabeth had written to her. Mrs. Benson smiled and nodded sympathetically, her motherly eyes said plainly: ‘Never mind, dear, it’s not so bad as you think; you’ve got my Richard.’ But Joan ignored the comfort. What could Mrs. Benson know of all this, what could anyone know but Elizabeth and herself.

She said: ‘I think she was tired of Seabourne, Mother. Elizabeth was always very clever, and there’s nothing to be clever about here.’

Mrs. Ogden smiled quietly. ‘Elizabeth was certainly very clever; but what about her interest in you?’

‘Yes, she took a great interest in me; she believed in me, I think, but — oh, well, she couldn’t wait for ever, could she?’

She thought: ‘If they go on like this I shall scream!’

‘Well, I must be going’, said Mrs. Benson uncomfortably. ‘Come up tomorrow and lunch with me, Joan; half-past one, and I hope you’ll come too, Mrs. Ogden.’

Mrs. Ogden sighed. ‘I never go anywhere since James’s death. It may be morbid of me, but I feel I can’t bear to, somehow.’

‘Oh, but do come, please. We shall be quite alone and it’ll do you good.’

The smile that played round Mrs. Ogden’s lips was apologetic and sad; it seemed to repudiate gently the suggestion that anything, however kindly meant, could do her good, now.

‘I think not’, she said pressing Mrs. Benson’s hand. ‘But thank you all the same for wanting such a dull guest.’

Mrs. Benson thought: ‘A tiresome woman; she’s overdoing her bereavement, poor thing.’

The door had scarcely closed on the departing guest when Mrs. Ogden turned to her daughter. ‘Is this true?’ she demanded, holding out her hands.

‘Is what true?’

‘About Elizabeth.’

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ exclaimed Joan gruffly, ‘don’t let’s go into all that. Elizabeth has gone away, isn’t that enough? Aren’t you satisfied?’

‘Yes’, said Mrs. Ogden, and her voice was wonderfully firm and self-possessed. ‘I am quite satisfied, Joan.’
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At Christmas, Milly came home, a little taller, a little thinner, but prettier than ever. Joan was glad enough of her sister’s brief visit, for it broke the monotony of the house.

Milly was happy, self-satisfied and friendly. She seemed to look upon the episode of Mr. Thompson as an escapade of her foolish youth; she had become very grown-up and experienced. She had a great deal to tell of her life in London; she shared rooms with a girl called Harriet Nelson, a singer. Harriet was clever and fat. You had to be fat if you wanted to be an operatic singer, and Harriet had a marvellous soprano voice. She had taken the principal part in the College opera last year, but unfortunately she couldn’t act, she just lumbered about and sang divinely.

Milly said that Harriet was not a bad sort, but rather irritating and inclined to show off her French. She did speak French pretty well, having had a French nurse before her family had lost their money. Her father had been a manager in some big works up north, they had been quite well off during his lifetime; Harriet was always bragging about their big house and the fact that she used to hunt. Milly didn’t believe a word of it. Still, Harriet always seemed to have plenty to spend, even now. Milly complained of shortness of money, one felt it when it came to providing teas and things.

Then there was Cassy Ryan, another singer who also had a wonderful voice and was a born actress as well. She was a great darling. Milly would have liked to chum up with her, her diggings were just above Milly’s and Harriet’s. They had high jinks up there occasionally, judging by the row they made after hours; they had nearly been caught by ‘Old Scout’, the matron, one night, and had only just had time to empty the coffee down the lavatory and jump into bed with the cakes. Milly wished that she had been one of that party, but she didn’t know Cassy very well; Harriet did, but was rather jealous and liked keeping her friends to herself. Cassy’s father had been a butcher; Cassy said that he used to get drunk and beat her mother; and one day he had got into a frenzy and had thrown all the carcasses about the shop. One of them had hit Cassy and her lip had been cut open by a piece of bone; she still had the scar of it. But it didn’t matter about Cassy’s father having been a butcher; Cassy belonged to the aristocracy of brains, that was the only thing that really counted.

The violin students were rather a dull lot with the exception of Renee Fabre, who was beautiful. She was Andros’s favourite pupil. Milly thought that he pushed her rather to the detriment of the others; but it really didn’t matter, because Renee would be well off hands when Milly wished to take the field.

Andros was a great dear; he wore a pig-skin belt instead of braces, and when he played his waistcoat hitched up and you saw the belt and buckle; it was very attractive. He had a blue-black beard, which he combed and brushed, and really beautiful black eyes. He was very Spanish indeed; they said that he had cried like a baby over his first London fog, he missed the sunshine so much.

You were allowed to go and see people, and Milly had gone once or twice to Sunday luncheon with Harriet’s family in Brondesbury. Her mother was a brick; nothing was good enough for Harriet, special dishes were cooked when it was known that she was bringing friends home.

Milly babbled on day after day; when she wasn’t talking about her new life she was making fun of the old one. Seabourne provided great scope for her wit; she enjoyed walking up and down the esplanade, ridiculing the inhabitants.

‘What a queer crew, Joan, just look at them! They think they’re alive, too, and that’s the funniest thing about them.’

Joan tried to enter in and to appear amused and interested, but she was very heavy of heart. And in addition to this a certain new commonness about her sister jarred her; Milly had grown second-rate and her sense of humour was second-rate too. Still, she was happy and, so far as Joan knew, good, and the other thing mattered so little after all. Mr. Thompson had left Seabourne, so there was really nothing to worry about so far as Milly was concerned; she was launched, and if she came to shipwreck later on it would not be Joan’s fault, she had done everything she could for Milly.

There was no mutual understanding between them; Joan felt no temptation to take her sister into her confidence. Milly had received the news of Elizabeth’s departure much as she always took things that did not concern her personally — listening with half an ear, while apparently thinking of something else. She had sympathized perfunctorily: ‘Poor old Joan, what a beastly shame!’ But her voice had lacked conviction. After all, it was not so bad for Joan, who had no talent in particular, it was when you had the artistic temperament that things went deep with you. Joan had retired into her shell at this obvious lack of interest, and the subject was not discussed any more.

Milly seemed to take it for granted that Joan had given up all idea of Cambridge. ‘All I ask,’ she said laughing, ‘is that you don’t grow to look like them.’

‘Like whom?’ Joan asked sharply, nettled by Milly’s manner. ‘Like the rest of the Seabourne freaks.’

‘Oh, don’t get anxious about me; I may change my mind and go up next year, after all.’

‘Not you!’ said Milly with disturbing conviction.

On the whole, however, the holidays passed peaceably enough. They avoided having rows, which was always to the good, and when at last Milly’s trunks were packed and on the fly, Joan felt regretful that her sister was really going; Milly was rather amusing after all.






  








Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The winter dragged on into spring, a late spring, but wonderfully rewarding when it came. Everything connected with the earth seemed to burst out into fulfilment all in a night; there was a feeling of exuberance and intense colour everywhere, which reflected itself in people’s spirits, making them jolly. The milkman whistled loudly and clanked his cans for the sheer joy of making a noise. They had a servant again at Leaside, so that Joan no longer exchanged the time of day with him at the back door, but she stood at the dining-room window and watched him swinging down the street, pushing his little chariot in front of him; a red-haired and rosy man, very well contented with life.

‘He’s contented and I’m miserable’, she thought. ‘Perhaps I should he happier if I were a milkman, and had nothing to long for because there was nothing in me to long with.’
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Far away, in London, Elizabeth strode through Kensington Gardens on her way to work; her head was a little bent, her nostrils dilated, sniffing the air. A chorus of birds hailed her with apparent delight. She noticed several thrushes and at least one blackbird among them. The Albert Memorial came into sight, it glowed like flame in the sun; a pompous and a foolish thing made beautiful.

‘I suppose it’s spring in Seabourne too’, she was thinking, and then: ‘I wonder if Joan is very unhappy.’

She quickened her steps. ‘Go on, go on, go on!’ sang the spring insistently, and then: ‘Go back, go back, go back! There is something sweeter than ambition.’ Elizabeth trembled but went on.

To Joan the very glory of it all was an added heart-break. Grief is never so unendurable in suitable company, it finds quite a deal of consolation in the sorrow of others; it feels understood and at home. But on this spring morning in Seabourne Joan’s grief found no one to welcome it. Even the servant at Leaside was shouting hymns as she laid the breakfast; she belonged to the Salvation Army and every now and then would pause to clap her hands in rhythm to the jaunty tune.

‘My sins they were as scarlet!

They are now as white as snow!’

She carolled, and clapped triumphantly. Joan could hear her from her bedroom upstairs.

Mrs. Ogden heard her too. ‘Ethel!’ she called irritably; ‘not so much noise, please.’ She closed her door sharply and kneeling down in front of a newly acquired picture of The Holy Family, began to read a long Matinal Devotion — for Mrs. Ogden was becoming religious. The presence of spring in her room coloured her prayers, giving them an impish vitality. She entreated God with a new note of sincerity and conviction to cast all evil spirits into Hell and keep them there for ever and ever. She made an elaborate private confession, striking her breast considerably more often than the prescribed number of times. ‘Through my fault, through my fault—’ she murmured ecstatically.
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An amazingly High Church clergyman had been appointed to a living two miles away, and something in the incense and candles he affected had stirred a new emotional excitement in Mrs. Ogden. Her bedside table was strewn with little purple and white booklets: ‘Steps towards Eternal Life’, ‘Guide to Holy Mass’, ‘The Real Catholic Church’. They found their way downstairs at times, and got themselves mixed up with Joan’s medical literature.

There appeared to be countless services at ‘Holy Martyrs’, all of which began at inconvenient hours, for Mrs. Ogden was for ever having the times of the meals altered so that she might attend. It was wonderful how she found the strength for these excursions. Two miles there and two back and early service every Sunday morning, for she had become a regular Communicant now, and wet or fine went forth fasting.

Joan understood that the new ‘priest’, as Mrs. Ogden insisted that he should be called, was ascetic, celibate and delicate. His name was Cuthbert Jackson, and he was known to his flock as ‘Father Cuthbert’.

It was not at all unusual for Mrs. Ogden to feel faint on her return from Mass — the congregation called it Mass to annoy the bishop — and once she had actually fainted in the church. Joan had been with her on that occasion and had helped to carry her mother into the vestry; it had been very embarrassing. When, after a severe application of smelling salts, Mrs. Ogden had opened her eyes, there had been much sympathy expressed, and she had insisted on leaving the church via the nave, clinging to her daughter’s arm.

She remonstrated with her mother about these early services, but to no effect.

‘Oh, Joan! If only you could find Him too!’

‘Who?’ Joan inquired flippantly; ‘Father Cuthbert?’

‘No, my darling. I didn’t mean Father Cuthbert — but then you don’t understand!’

Joan was silent, she felt that she was getting hard. It worried her at times, but something in the smug contentment of her mother’s newfound faith irritated her beyond endurance. Mrs. Ogden had become so familiar with the Almighty; so soppily sentimental over her Redeemer. Joan could not feel Christianity like this or recognize Christ in this guise. She suspected that Mrs. Ogden put Him only a very little above Father Cuthbert: Father Cuthbert to whom she went every few days to confess the sins that she might have committed but had not. Joan had formed her own picture of Christ, and in it He did not appear as the Redeemer especially reserved for elderly women and anaemic parsons, but as a Being immensely vast and fierce and tender. Hers was a militant, intellectual Christ; the Leader of great armies, the Ruler over the nations of the earth, the Companion of wise men and kings, the Friend of little children and simple people. She felt ashamed and indignant for Him whenever her mother touched on religion, she was so terrifyingly patronizing.

Mrs. Ogden had quickly become a slave of small pious practices. She went so far as to keep a notebook lest she should forget any of them. They affected the household adversely, they made a lot more work for other people to do. No meat was permitted on Fridays; in fact, they had very little to eat of any kind. It was all absurd and tiresome and pathetic, and obviously bad for the health. The only result of it, so far as Joan could see, was that Mrs. Ogden evinced even less interest than before in domestic concerns, only descending from her vantage ground to find fault. She seemed to be living in another world, while still keeping a watchful eye on her daughter.

She found an excellent new grievance in the fact that Joan resisted all efforts to make her attend church regularly; there was no longer Elizabeth to worry about, so she worried about Joan’s soul. Joan was patiently stubborn, she refused to confess to Father Cuthbert or to interest herself in any way in his numerous activities. He came to tea at Mrs. Ogden’s request and tried his best, poor man, to wear down what he felt to be Joan’s prejudice against him. But he was melodramatic looking and doubtfully clean, and wore a large amethyst cross on his emaciated stomach, and Joan remained unimpressed.

‘If you want to be a Catholic,’ she told her mother afterwards, ‘why not be a real one and be done with it.’

‘I am a real one’, said Mrs. Ogden.

‘Oh no, Mother, you’re not, you’re only pretending to be. You take the plums out of other people’s religion and disregard the rest. I think it’s rather mean.’

If you mean the Pope!—’ began Mrs. Ogden indignantly. ‘Oh, I mean the whole thing; anyhow, it wouldn’t suit me.’

Mrs. Ogden was offended. ‘I must ask you not to speak disrespectfully of my religion’, she said. ‘I don’t like it.’

‘Then don’t keep on pushing it down my throat.’

They started bickering again. Bickering, always bickering; Joan knew that it was intolerable, undignified, that she ought to control herself, but the power of self-control was weakening in her. She was sorry for her mother, for the past that was so largely responsible for Mrs. Ogden’s present, but the fact that she felt sorry only irritated her the more. She told herself that if this new religious zeal had been productive of peace she could have been tolerant, but it was not; on the contrary the domestic chaos grew. If Mrs. Ogden had tried her servants before, she did so now ten times more; she nagged with new-found spiritual vigour; it was becoming increasingly difficult to please her.

‘It’s them meal times, miss’, blubbered the latest acquisition to Joan, one morning. ‘It’s the chopping and the changing that’s so wearying; I can’t stand it, no I can’t, I feel quite worn out.’

‘Don’t say you want to leave, Ethel?’ Joan implored with a note of despair in her voice.

‘But I do! She’s never satisfied, miss; she’s at me all the time.’

‘She’s at me, too,’ thought Joan, ‘and yet I don’t seem able to give month’s notice.’

4
 

It was summer again. How monotonously the seasons came round it was always spring, summer, autumn, or winter; it could never be anything else, that made a year. How many years made a lifetime?

Joan began playing tennis again; one always played tennis every summer at Seabourne, but now she disliked the game. Since Milly’s affair with Mr. Thompson the tennis club and its members had become intolerable to her. The members found her dull and probably disliked her; she was so sure of this that she grew self-conscious and abashed in their midst. She wondered sometimes if that was why she found fault with them, because they made her feel shy. She had never made friends, she had been too much wrapped up in Elizabeth. No one was interested in her, no one wanted her. Richard wrote angry letters; she never answered them, but he went on writing just the same. He seemed to take a pleasure in bullying her.

‘I shan’t come home this summer’, he wrote. ‘I can’t see you withering on your stalk. You can marry me if you like; why not, since nothing better offers? But what’s the good of talking to you? It’s hopeless! I don’t know why I waste time in writing; I suppose it’s because I’m in love with you. You’ve disappointed me horribly; I could have stood aside for your work, but you don’t want to work, and you make your duty to your mother the excuse. Oh Joan! I did think you were made of better stuff. I thought you were a real person and not just a bit of flabby toast like the rest of the things at Seabourne.’

She had said that she cared less than nothing for his approval or disapproval, but she found she did care after all; not because she loved Richard, but because it was being brought home to her that she, like the rest of mankind, needed approbation. No one approved of her, not even the mother for whose sake she was sacrificing herself. Self-sacrifice was unpopular, it seemed, or was it in some way her own fault? She must be different from other people, a kind of unprepossessing freak. She sat brooding over this at the schoolroom table, with Richard’s last epistle crushed in her hand. Her eyes were bent unseeing on the ink-stained mahogany, but something, perhaps it was a faint sound, made her look up. Elizabeth was standing in the doorway gazing at her.

Joan sprang forward with a cry.

Hallo, Joan’, said Elizabeth calmly, and sat down in the arm-chair. Joan’s voice failed her. She stood and stared, afraid to believe her eyes.

Elizabeth waited; then: ‘Well?’ she queried.

Joan found her voice. ‘You’ve come back for the holidays? Thank you for coming to see me.’

Elizabeth said: ‘There’s no need to thank me; I came because I wanted to; don’t be ridiculous, Joan!’

‘But I thought — I understood that you’d had enough of me. I thought my failing you had made you hate me.’

‘No, I don’t hate you, or I shouldn’t be here.’

‘Then I don’t understand’, said Joan desperately. ‘Oh! I don’t understand!’

Elizabeth said: ‘No, I know you don’t. I don’t understand myself, but here I am.’

They were silent for a while, eyeing each other like duellists waiting for an opening. Elizabeth leant back in the rickety chair, her enigmatical eyes on the girl’s agitated face. She was smiling a little.

‘What have you come for?’ said Joan, flushing with sudden anger. ‘If you don’t mean to stay, why have you come back to Seabourne? Perhaps you’ve come to jeer at me. Even Richard hasn’t done that!’

Elizabeth stretched her long legs and made as if to stifle a yawn. ‘I’ve given up my job’, she said.

‘You’ve given up your job in London?’

‘But why?’

‘Because of you.’

‘Because of me? You’ve thrown over your post because of me?’

‘Yes; it’s queer, isn’t it? But I’ve come back to wait with you a little while longer.’






  








Chapter Thirty
 

1
 

It was extraordinary how Elizabeth’s return changed the complexion of things for Joan; strange that one human being, not really beautiful, only a little more than average clever and no longer very young, could by her mere presence, make others seem so much less trying.

Now that she had Elizabeth again the people at the tennis club, for instance, were miraculously changed. She began to think that she had misjudged them; after all, they were very good sorts and kindly enough, nor did they really seem to be bored with her; she must have imagined it. She found herself more tolerant towards Mrs. Ogden’s religiosity. Why shouldn’t her mother enjoy herself in her own way! Surely everyone must find their rare pleasures how and where they could. And, oh! the joy of using her brain again! The exhilaration of renewed mental effort, of pitting her mind against Elizabeth’s.

‘We must work a bit to keep you from getting rusty, Joan, but I can’t do much more for you now; you’re getting beyond me, and Cambridge must do the rest’, Elizabeth said.

Ralph was pleased at his sister’s return and welcomed Joan cordially as the chief cause thereof. The atmosphere at his house had become restful, because now it contained three happy people. Joan had never known anything quite like this before; she wondered whether the dead felt as she did when they met those they loved on the other side of the grave. A deep sense of peace enveloped her; Elizabeth felt it too, and they sat very often with clasped hands without speaking, for now their silence drew them closer together than words would have done.

As if by mutual consent they avoided discussing the future. At this time they thought of neither past nor future, but only of their present. And they no longer worked very hard; what was the use? Joan was ready, and, as Elizabeth had said, it was now only a matter of not letting her get rusty, so they slackened the gallop to a walk and began to look about them.

They ransacked Seabourne and the neighbouring towns for diversion, visiting such theatres as there were, making excursions to places of interest that they had lived close to for years yet never seen. They discovered the joys of sailing, setting out of mornings before it was quite light, becoming acquainted together for the first time with the mystery and wonder that is Nature while she still smells drowsy and sweet after sleep.

And they walked. They would go off now for a whole day, lunching wherever they happened to find themselves. Sometimes it would be at a little inn by the roadside and sometimes on the summit of a hill, or in woods, eating biscuits they had stuffed into their pockets before starting.

When Milly came home for her holidays she did not seem surprised to find Elizabeth back in Seabourne. They were relieved at this, for they had both been secretly dreading her questions, which, however, did not come. Milly was not wanted, but they found room for her in their days, nevertheless; she joined them whenever their programme seemed amusing, and because they themselves were so happy they made her welcome.

At this time Elizabeth did her best to placate Mrs. Ogden; she did it entirely for Joan’s sake, and although her efforts were rebuffed with coldness, she knew that Joan was the happier for them. Mrs. Ogden was aggrieved and rude; she could not find it in her, poor soul, to compromise over Joan. If she had only met Elizabeth half way, had made even a slight effort to accept things as they were, she would almost certainly have won from her daughter a lifelong gratitude. But she let the moment slip, and so for the time being she found herself ignored.

Contentment agreed with Joan; she grew handsomer that summer, and people noticed it. Now they would turn sometimes and look after the Ogden girls when they passed them in the street, struck by the curious contrast they made. Joan was burnt to the colour of a gipsy; her constant excursions in the open air had brightened her eyes and reddened her lips and given her slim body a supple strength which showed in all her movements. Milly’s beauty was a little marred by an ever-present suggestion of delicacy. Her skin was too pink and white for perfect health, and of late dark shadows had appeared under her eyes. However, she seemed in excellent spirits, and never complained, in spite of the fact that she coughed a good deal.

‘It’s the dry weather’, she explained ‘The dust irritates my throat.’

Her shoulders had taken a slight stoop from the long hours of practice, which contracted her chest, but her playing had improved enormously; she was beginning to acquire real finish and style.

‘I shall be earning soon!’ she announced triumphantly.

Elizabeth could not resist looking at Joan, but she held her tongue and the dangerous moment passed.

Joan began to find it in her to bless Father Cuthbert and Holy Martyrs, for between them they took up a good deal of Mrs. Ogden’s time. To be sure, her eyes were red with secret weeping, and she lost even the remnant of appetite that her religious scruples permitted her; but Joan was happy and selfish to the verge of recklessness. She was like a man reprieved when the noose is already round his throat; for the moment nothing mattered except just being alive. She felt balanced and calm, with the power to see through and beyond the frets and rubs of this everyday life, from which she herself had somehow become exempt.

She and Elizabeth went to tea with Admiral Bourne. It was like the old days, out there in the garden, under the big tree. The admiral eyed them kindly. ‘Capital, capital!’ was all he said. After tea they asked to see the mice, because they knew that it would give him pleasure, and he responded with alacrity, leading the way to the mousery. But although they had gone there to please Admiral Bourne, they stayed on to please themselves; playing with the tame, soft creatures, feeling a sense of contentment as they watched their swift, symmetrical movements and their round bright eyes.
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They walked home arm in arm through the twilight.

Joan said: ‘Our life seems new, somehow, Elizabeth, and yet it isn’t new. Perhaps it’s because you went away. We aren’t doing anything very different, only working rather less; but it all seems so new; I feel new myself.’

Elizabeth pressed her arm very slightly. ‘It’s as old as the hills’, she said.

‘What is?’ asked Joan.

‘Nothing — everything. Did you change those library books?’

‘Yes. But listen to me, Elizabeth. I will tell you how your going away and coming back has changed things. I’m changed; I feel softer and harder, more sympathetic and less so. I feel — oh, how shall I put it? I feel like a tiny speck of God that can’t help seeing all round and through everything. I seem to know the reason for things, somewhere inside of me, only it won’t get right into my brain. I don’t think I love Mother any less than I did, and I don’t think I really hate Seabourne any less; but I can’t worry about her or it, and that’s where I’ve changed. I’ve got a feeling that Mother had to be and Seabourne had to be and that you and I had to be, too; that it’s all just a necessary part of the whole. And after all, Elizabeth, if you hadn’t gone away and I hadn’t been frightfully unhappy there wouldn’t have been your coming back and my happiness over that. I think it was worth the unhappiness.’

They stood still, staring at the sunset. A sweet, damp smell was coming up from the ground; there had been a little shower. The sea lay very quiet and vast, flecked here and there with afterglow. Down below them the lights of Seabourne sprang into being, one by one; they looked small and unnaturally bright. The ugly homes from which they shone were mercifully hidden in the dusk. Only their lights appeared, elusive, beckoning, never quite still. Around them little hidden specks of life were making indefinable noises; a blur of rustlings, chirpings, buzzings. They were very busy, these hidden people, with their secret activities. Presently it would be night; already the moon was showing palely opposite the sunset.

Elizabeth turned her gaze away from the sky and looked at Joan. The girl was standing upright with her head a little back. She had taken off her hat, and the queer light fell slantwise across her broad forehead, and dipped into her wide open eyes that held in their depths a look of fear. Her lips were parted as if to speak, but no words came. She stretched out a hand, without looking at Elizabeth, as though groping for protection. Elizabeth took the hand and held it firmly in her own.

‘Are you frightened, Joan?’ she asked softly.

‘A little; how did you know?’

‘Your eyes looked scared. Why are you frightened? I thought you were so confident just now.’

‘I don’t know, but it’s all so strange, somehow. I think it’s the newness I told you about that frightens me, now I come to think of it. You seem new. Do you feel new, Elizabeth?’

Elizabeth dropped the hand and turned away.

‘Not particularly’, she said; ‘I’m getting rather old for that sort of thing; if I let myself feel new I might forget how old I’m getting. No, I don’t think I’d better feel too new, or you might get more frightened still; you told me you were frightened of me once, do you remember?’

‘Oh, rot! I could never be frightened of you, Elizabeth; you’re just a bit of me.’

‘Am I? Well, come on or we’ll be late, and I think I’m catching cold.’

‘Let’s walk arm in arm again’, Joan pleaded, like a schoolgirl begging a favour, and Elizabeth acquiesced with a short laugh.
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Milly was obviously not well; she coughed perpetually, and Joan sent for the doctor. He came and sounded her chest and lungs, but found no alarming symptoms. Mrs. Ogden protested fretfully that Joan was always over-fussy when there was nothing to fuss about, and quite unusually indifferent when there was real cause for anxiety. She either could not or would not see that her younger daughter looked other than robust.

Joan had a long talk with her sister about the life at the College. They were pretty well fed, it seemed, but of course no luxuries. Oh, yes, Milly usually went to bed early; she felt too dead tired to want to sit up late. She practised a good many hours a day, whenever she could, in fact; but then that was what she was there for, and she loved that part of it. Couldn’t she slack a bit? Good Lord, no! Rather not; she wanted to make some money, and that as soon as possible; you didn’t get on by stamping your practising. Joan mustn’t fuss, it bored Milly to have her fussing like an old hen. The cough was nothing at all, the doctor had said so. How long had it been going on? Oh, about two months, perhaps a little longer; but, good Lord! it was just a cough! She did wish Joan would shut up.

Elizabeth was anxious too; she felt an inexplicable apprehension about this cough of Milly’s. She was glad when the holidays came to an end and Milly and her cough had removed themselves to London.

With her sister’s departure, Joan seemed to forget her anxiety. She had fallen into a strangely elated frame of mind and threw off troubles as though they were thistledown.

‘Mother seems very busy with her religion’, she remarked one day. Elizabeth agreed.

They fell silent, and then; ‘Perhaps we can go soon now, Elizabeth; I was thinking that perhaps after Christmas—’

Elizabeth bit her lip. Something in her wanted to cry out in triumph, but she choked it down.

‘The flat’s let until March’, she said quietly.

‘Well then, March. Oh! Elizabeth, think of it!’

Elizabeth said: ‘I never think of anything else — I thought you knew that.’

‘But you seem so dull about it, aren’t you pleased?’

‘Yes, but I’m afraid!’

‘Of what?’

‘Of something happening to prevent it. Don’t let’s make plans too long ahead.’

Joan flushed. ‘You don’t trust me any more’, she said, and her voice sounded as though she wanted to cry.

‘Trust you? Of course I trust you. Joan, I don’t think you know how I feel about all this; it’s too much, almost. I feel — oh, well, I can’t explain, only it’s desperately serious to me.’

‘And what do you think it is to me?’ demanded Joan passionately. ‘It’s more than serious to me!’

‘Joan, you’ve known me for years now. I was your teacher when you were quite little. I used to think you looked like a young colt then, I remember — never mind that — only you’ve known me too long really to know me; that can happen I think. I often wish I could get inside you and know just how I look to you, what sort of woman I am as you see me, because I don’t believe it’s the real me. I believe you see your old teacher, and later on your very good and devoted friend. Well, that’s all right so far as it goes; that’s part of me, but only a part. There’s another big bit that’s quite different; you saw the edge of it when I left you to go to London. It’s not neat and calm and self-possessed at all, and above all it’s outrageously discontented and adventurous; it longs for all sorts of things and hates being crossed. This part of me loves life, real life, and beautiful things and brilliant, careless people. It feels young, absurdly so for its age, and it demands the pleasures of youth, cries out for them. I think it cries out all the more because it’s been so long denied. This me could be reckless of consequences, greedy of happiness and jealous of competition. It is jealous already of you, Joan, of any interests that seem to take your attention off me, of any affection that might rob me of even a hair’s-breadth of you. It wants to keep you all to itself, to have all your love and gratitude, all that makes you you; and it wouldn’t be contented with less. Well, my dear, this side of me and the side that you know are one and indivisible, they’re the two halves of the whole that is Elizabeth Rodney; what do you think of her? Aren’t you a little afraid after this revelation?’

Joan laughed quietly. ‘No,’ she said, ‘I’m not a bit afraid. Because, you see, I think I’ve known the real Elizabeth for a long time now.’






  








Chapter Thirty-One
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The tiny study at Alexandra House was bright with flowers, although it was November. The flowers had been the gift of one of Harriet Nelson’s youthful admirers, Rosie Wilmot, an art student. The room was littered with a mass of futilities, including torn music and innumerable signed photographs. The guilty smell of cigarette smoke hung on the air, although the window had been opened.

Harriet, plump and pretty, with her red hair and blue eyes, lolled ungracefully in the wicker arm-chair; her thick ankles stretched out in front of her. On a low stool, sufficiently near these same ankles to express humbleness of spirit, crouched Rosie Wilmot.

‘Chérie,’ Harriet was saying with an exaggerated Parisian accent, ‘you are a naughty child to spend your money on flowers for me!’

‘But, darling, you know how I loved buying them!’

Rosie’s sallow cheeks flushed at her own daring. Her long brown neck rose up from a band of Liberty embroidery, like the stem of a carefully coloured meerschaum. She rubbed her forehead nervously with a paint-stained hand, fixing her irritatingly intense eyes the while on Harriet’s placid face.

Harriet stretched out an indolent hand. ‘There, there,’ she said soothingly, ‘I’m very pleased indeed with the flowers; come and be kissed.’

Milly raised scoffing eyes to the ceiling. She made her mouth into a round 0, and proceeded to blow smoke rings.

‘Let me know when it’s all over,’ she said derisively, ‘and then we’ll boil the kettle.’

‘You can boil it now’, said Harriet, waving Rosie back to her footstool.

They proceeded to make tea and toast bread in front of the fire. Milly fetched some rather weary butter and a pot of ‘Gentleman’s Relish’ from the bedroom, and Rosie produced her contribution in the shape of a bag of Harriet’s favourite cream puffs. She had gone without lunch for two days in order to afford this offering, but as Harriet’s strong teeth bit into the billowy cream which oozed out over her chin, Rosie’s heart swelled with pleasure; she had her reward.

‘Méchante enfant!’ exclaimed Harriet, shaking her finger, ‘you mustn’t spend your money like this!’

At that moment the door opened and Joan and Elizabeth walked into the room.

‘Good Lord, you!’ exclaimed Milly in amazement.

They laughed and came forward, waiting to be introduced.

‘Oh, yes; Harriet, this is my sister Joan, and this is Miss Rodney.’ Harriet nodded casually.

‘This is RosieWilmot, Joan; Rosie, Miss Rodney.’

Rosie shook hands with a close, intense grip. Her eyes interrogated the new-comers as though they alone held the answer to the riddle of her Universe. Milly dragged up the only remaining chair for Elizabeth.

‘You can squat on the floor, Joan’, she said, throwing her sister a cushion. ‘That’s right. And now, what on earth are you doing here?’ It was Elizabeth who answered. ‘We’ve come up for a fortnight. We’re staying with the woman who has my flat.’

‘But why? Has anything happened?’

‘No, of course not. We just thought it would be rather fun.’

Milly whistled softly; however, she refrained from further comment. Harriet was examining Joan. Joan fidgeted; this self-possessed young woman made her feel at a disadvantage.

‘You’re musical too?’ inquired the singer, still staring.

‘Oh, no, not a bit; I don’t know one note from another.’

‘Tiens! Then what do you do?’

Joan hesitated. ‘At the present moment, nothing.’

Harriet turned to Elizabeth. ‘And you?’ she inquired. ‘I feel sure you must do something; you look it.’

‘I? Oh, I teach Joan.’

Milly fidgeted with the tea things; the unexpected arrivals necessitated more hot water. Her sister’s sudden appearance with Elizabeth made her vaguely uneasy. How on earth had these two managed to escape, and what did this escape portend? Would it, could it possibly affect her in any way? And they seemed so calm about it; Joan apparently took it as a matter of course that she should come up to London for a fortnight’s spree. Milly felt incapable of boiling the kettle again; she poured out some tepid tea and handed it to her sister.

‘Is Mother all alone?’ she inquired.

Joan smiled at the implied reproach. ‘No, we’ve got a very good maid at the moment, though goodness only knows how long she’ll stay.’

Milly was silent; what could she say? Joan’s manner was utterly unconcerned, and in any case, why shouldn’t she come up to London for a bit; everyone else did. She felt a little ashamed of herself; hadn’t she always been the one to rage against the injustice of their existence, to encourage insubordination? And she owed her own freedom entirely to Joan; Joan had stuck by her like a brick.

‘I’m jolly glad you’ve come’, she said, squeezing her sister’s hand. ‘Jolly glad!’
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Through the open window drifted the sound of innumerable pianos, string instruments and singing; a queer, discordant blur that crystallized every now and then into stray cadences, shrill arpeggios, or snatches of operatic airs. The distorted melody of some familiar ballad would now and then be wafted through the misty atmosphere from the adjacent College. ‘My dearest heart’, sang a loud young voice, only to be submerged again under the wave of other sounds that constantly ebbed and flowed. This queer, almost painful inharmony struck Joan as symbolic. It awed her, as the immense machinery of some steel works she had once seen as a child had awed her. Then, she had been frightened to tears as the great wheels spun and ground, whirring their straining belts. And now as she listened to this other sound she was somehow reminded of her childish terror, of the pistons and valves and wheels and belts that had throbbed and ground and strained. Here was no steel and iron, it is true, but here was a vast machine none the less. Only its parts were composed of flesh and blood, of striving, living human beings, and the sound they produced was such pitiable discord!

Her thoughts were broken into by the consciousness that eyes were upon her; she turned to meet Harriet Nelson’s stare.

Harriet smiled and tapped Rosie’s shoulder. ‘Go and find me a handkerchief, in my drawer’, she ordered.

The girl went with alacrity, and Joan was motioned to the vacant footstool.

She protested: ‘Oh, but surely this is Miss Wilmot’s place.’

‘Never mind that, sit down; I want to talk to you.’

Joan obeyed unwillingly.

‘Now tell me about your life. Milly mentions you so seldom, I had no idea she had such an interesting sister; tell me all about yourself; you live with your friend Miss — Miss — Rodney, is that her name? Is she nice? She looks terribly severe.’

‘Oh, no, I don’t live with Miss Rodney; I live with my mother at Seabourne.’

‘You live there all the year round? Quelle horreur! Why don’t you come to London?’

‘Well, you see—’ began Joan uncomfortably. But at this stage they were interrupted. For some moments Rosie had been standing motionless in the doorway, the clean handkerchief crushed in her hand. Her smouldering eyes had taken in the situation at a glance, and it seemed to her catastrophic. She stood now, paling and flushing by turns, biting her under-lip. Her thin neck was extended and shot forward; the attitude suggested an eagle about to attack. Harriet saw her there well enough, but appeared to notice nothing unusual and continued to talk to Joan. In fact her voice grew slightly louder and more intimate in tone. Rosie drew a quick breath; it was noisy and Harriet looked up impatiently; then her eyes fell to the crushed handkerchief.

‘Give it to me, do!’ she exclaimed.

Rosie took a step forward as if to obey, but instead she raised her arm and hurled the crumpled linen ball straight at Harriet, then snatching up her coat she fled from the room. Joan jumped up, Elizabeth looked embarrassed and Milly laughed loudly; but Harriet only shrugged her plump shoulders.

‘Nom d’un nom!’ she murmured softly. ‘Poor Rosie grows insupportable!’

The situation was somewhat relieved by a knock on the door. ‘Can I come in?’ inquired a pleasant, deep voice.

Cassy Ryan looked from one to another of the group gathered near the tea-table. Her soft brown eyes and over-red lips suggested her Jewish origin. She was a tall girl and as yet only graciously ample.

She turned to Milly. ‘I’ve only come for a moment; I want you to try the violin obbligato over with me tomorrow, Milly; I’m not sure of that difficult passage.’

She hummed the passage softly in her splendid contralto voice. ‘It won’t take you long; you don’t mind, do you?’

‘Rather not!’ said Milly, introducing her to Joan and Elizabeth.

Cassy turned to Harriet. ‘What’s the matter with Rosie?’ she inquired. ‘I met her on the stairs just now looking as mad as a hatter.’

‘Oh, she’s only in one of her tantrums; she’s furious with me at the moment.’

Cassy shook her head. ‘Poor kid, she’s half daft at times, I think. You oughtn’t to tease her, Harriet.’

‘Bon Dieu!’ exclaimed Harriet, flushing with temper. ‘I shall forbid her to come here at all if she goes on making these scenes.’ She pressed a hand to her throat. ‘It makes my throat ache; I don’t believe I’ve a soupcon of voice left.’

She stood up and deliberately tried an ascending scale, while the rest sat silent. Up and up soared the pure, sexless voice, the voice of an undreamt-of choir-boy or an angel; and then, just as the last height was reached, it hazed, it faltered, it failed to attain.

‘There you are!’ screamed Harriet, forgetting in her agitation how perfectly she could speak French. ‘What did I tell you? I knew it! That’s Rosie’s fault, damn her! Damn her! She’s probably upset my voice for days to come, and I’ve got that rehearsal with Stanford tomorrow; my God, it’s too awful!’

She paused to try her voice once more, but with the same result. ‘Where’s my inhaler?’ she demanded of the room in general.

Milly winked at Cassy as she went into Harriet’s bedroom. ‘Here it is, on your washstand’, she called.

Harriet began feverishly to boil up the kettle; she appeared to have completely forgotten Joan and Elizabeth; she spoke in whispers now, addressing all her stifled remarks to Cassy. Milly brought in the inhaler and a bottle of drops; they filled it from the kettle and proceeded to count out the tincture. Harriet sat down heavily with her knees apart; she gripped the ridiculous china bottle in both hands and, applying her lips to the fat glass mouthpiece, proceeded to evoke a series of bubbling, gurgling noises.

Milly drew her sister aside. ‘You two had better go’, she whispered. ‘Don’t try to say good-bye to her; she’s in one of her panics, she won’t notice your going.’

Cassy smiled across at Elizabeth with a finger on her lips; her eyes were full of amusement as she glanced in the direction of her friend. Years afterwards when the names of Cassy Ryan and Harriet Nelson had become famous, when these two old friends and fellow students would be billed together on the huge sheets advertising oratorio or opera, Joan, seeing an announcement of the performance in the papers, would have a sudden vision of that little crowded sitting-room, with Harriet hunched fatly in the wicker arm-chair, the rotund inhaler clasped to her bosom.






  








Chapter Thirty-Two
 

1
 

The transition from Seabourne to London had been accomplished so quietly and easily that the first morning Joan woke up on the divan in the sitting-room of Elizabeth’s flat she could hardly believe that she was there. She thumped the mattress to reassure herself, and then looked round the study which, by its very strangeness testified to the glorious truth.

The idea had originated with Elizabeth. ‘Let’s run up to London for a fortnight’, she had said, and Joan had acquiesced as though such a thing were an everyday occurrence. And, strangest of all, Mrs. Ogden had taken it resignedly. Perhaps there had been a certain new quality in Joan’s voice when she announced her intention. Perhaps somewhere at the back of her mind Mrs. Ogden was beginning to realize that her daughter was now of an age when maternal commands could be disregarded. Be that as it may, she consented to Joan’s cashing a tiny cheque, and beyond engineering a severe migraine on the morning of their departure, offered no greater obstacle to the jaunt than an injured expression and a rather faint voice.

Elizabeth had arranged it all. She had persuaded her tenant to take them in as ‘paying guests’, and had overcome Joan’s pride with regard to finances. ‘You can pay me back in time’, she had remarked, and Joan had given in.

The little flat was all that Elizabeth had said, and more. Miss Lesway had put in a small quantity of furniture to tide her over; she was only there until March, when she would move into a flat of her own. But the things that she had brought with her were good, quiet and unobtrusive relics of a bygone country house; they suggested a grandfather, even a great-grandfather for that matter. From the windows of the flat you saw the romantic chimney-pots and roofs that Elizabeth loved, and to your right the topmost branches of the larger trees of the Bloomsbury square. Yes, it was all there and adorable. Miss Lesway had welcomed them as old friends. Tea had been ready on their arrival and flowers on Elizabeth’s dressing-table.

2
 

Beatrice Lesway was a Cambridge woman. She was a pleasant, somewhat squat, practical creature; contented enough, it seemed, with her lot, which was that of a teacher in a High School. Her father had been a hunting Devonshire squire, a rough-and-tumble sort of man having more in common with his beasts than with his family. A kindly man but a mighty spendthrift, a paralysing kind of spendthrift; one who, having no vices on which you could lay your hand, was well-nigh impossible to check. But that was a long time ago, and beyond the dignified Sheraton bookcase and a few similar reminders of the past, Miss Lesway allowed her origin to go unnoticed. Her eyes were so observant and her sense of humour so keen, that she managed to extract a good deal of fun from her drab existence. The pupils interested her; their foibles, their follies, their rather splendid qualities and their less admirable meannesses. She attributed these latter to their upbringing, blaming home environment for most of the more serious faults in her girls. She liked talking about her work, and had an old-fashioned trick of dropping her ‘g’s’ when speaking emphatically, especially when referring to sport. Possibly Squire Lesway had said: ‘Huntin’, racin’, fishin’, shootin’’; in any case his daughter did so very markedly on those rare occasions when she gave rein to her inherited instincts.

‘Some of the girls would be all the better for a good day’s huntin’ on Exmoor, gettin’ wet to the skin and havin’ their arms tugged out by a half-mouthed Devonshire cob; that’s the stuff to make men of ‘em, that’s the life that knocks the affectation and side out of young females.’

Once she said quite seriously: ‘The trouble is I can’t give that girl a sound lickin’; I told her mother it was the only way to cure a liar; but of course she’s a liar herself, so she didn’t agree with me.’

She liked Elizabeth, hence her acceptance of this invasion, and she liked Joan too, after she got used to her, though she looked askance at her hair.

‘No good dotting the “i’s”, my dear,’ had been her comment.

Miss Lesway herself wore Liberty serges of a most unpleasing green, and a string of turgid beads which clinked unhappily on her flat bosom. Her sandy hair was chronically untidy, and what holding together it submitted to was done by celluloid pins that more or less matched her dresses. Her hands and wrists were small and elegant, but although she manicured her shapely nails with immense care, and would soak them in the soap dish while she talked to friends in the evenings, she disdained all stain or polish. On the third finger of her left hand she wore a heavy signet ring that had once belonged to her father. Her feet matched her hands in slimness and breeding, but these she ignored, dooming them perpetually to woollen stockings and wide square-toed shoes, heelless at that.

‘Can’t afford pneumonia’, she had said once when remonstrated with.

The thick-soled, flat shoes permitted full play to the clumping stride which was her natural walk. Her whole appearance left you bewildered; it was a mixed metaphor, a contradiction in style, certainly a little grotesque, and yet you did not laugh.

It was impossible to know what Beatrice Lesway thought of herself, much less to discover what cravings, if any, tore her unfeminine bosom. She managed to give the impression of great frankness, while rarely betraying her private emotions. At times she spoke and acted very much like a man, but at others became the quintessence of old maidishness. If she did not long for the privileges denied to her sex she took them none the less; you gathered that she thought these privileges should be hers by right of some hidden virtue in her own make-up, but that her opinion of women as a whole was low. The feminist movement was going through a period of rest, having temporarily subsided since the days, not so very long ago, when Lady Loo had donned her knickerbockers. But the lull was only the forerunner of a storm which was to break with great violence less than twenty years later. Even now there were debates, discussions, threats, but at these Miss Lesway laughed rudely.

‘Bless their little hearts,’ she chuckled, ‘they must learn to stop squabbling about their frocks before they sit in Parliament.’

‘But surely,’ Elizabeth protested, putting down the evening paper, ‘a woman’s brain is as good as a man’s? I cannot see why women should be debarred from a degree, or why they should get lower salaries when they work, for the same hours, and I don’t see why they should be expected to do nothing more intellectual than darn socks and have babies.’

Miss Lesway made a sound of impatience. ‘And who’s to do it if they don’t, pray?’

Elizabeth was silent, and Joan, who had not joined in this discussion, was suddenly impressed with what she felt might be the truth about Miss Lesway. Miss Lesway had the brain of a masterful man and the soul of a mother. Probably that untidy, art-serged body of hers was a perpetual battleground; no wonder it looked so dishevelled, trampled under as it must be by these two violent rival forces.

‘Well, I shall never marry!’ Joan announced suddenly.

Miss Lesway looked at her. Joan had expected an outburst, or at least a severe reproof, but, instead, the eyes that met hers were tired, compassionate, and almost tender.

Miss Lesway said: ‘No, I don’t think you ever will. God help you!’
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Everything was new and interesting and altogether delightful to Joan and Elizabeth during this visit. They played with the zest of truant schoolboys. No weather, however diabolical, could daunt them; they put on their mackintoshes and sallied forth in rain, sleet and mud. They got lost in a fog and found themselves in Kensington instead of Bloomsbury. They struggled furiously for overcrowded buses, or filled their lungs with sulphur in the Underground. They stood for hours at the pit doors of theatres, and walked in the British Museum until their feet ached. Joan developed a love of pictures, which she found she shared with Elizabeth, and the mornings that they spent in the galleries were some of their happiest. To Joan, beauty as portrayed by fine art came as a heavenly revelation; she knew for the first time the thrill of looking at someone else’s inspired thoughts.

‘After all, everything is just thought’, she said wisely. ‘They think, and then they clothe what they’ve thought in something; this happens to be paint and canvas, but it’s all the same thing; thought must be clothed in something so that we can see it.’

Elizabeth watched her delightedly. She told herself that it was like putting a geranium cutting in the window; at first it was just all green, then came the little coloured buds and then the bloom. She felt that Joan was growing more in this fortnight than she had done in all her years at Seabourne; growing, expanding, coming nearer to her kingdom, day by day.
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The fortnight passed all too quickly; it was going and then it was gone. They sat side by side in an empty third-class compartment, rushing back to Seabourne. Everything had changed suddenly for the worse. Their clothes struck them as shabby, now that it no longer mattered. In London, where it really had mattered, they had been quite contented with their appearance. Their bags, on the luggage rack opposite them, looked very worn and battered. How had they ever dared to go to London at all? They and their possessions belonged so obviously to Seabourne.

Joan took Elizabeth’s hand. ‘Rotten, it’s being over!’

‘Yes, it’s been a good time, but we’ll have lots more, Joan.’

‘Yes — oh, yes!’ Why was she so doubtful? Of course they would have lots more, they were going to live together.

She realized now how necessary, how vitally necessary it was that they should live together. Their two weeks in London had emphasized that fact, if it needed emphasizing. In the past she had known two Elizabeths, but now she knew a third; there had been Elizabeth the teacher and Elizabeth the friend. But now there was Elizabeth the perfect companion. There was the Elizabeth who knew so much and was able to make things so clear to you, and so interesting. The Elizabeth who thought only of you, of how to please you and make you happy; the Elizabeth who entered in, who liked what you liked, enjoying all sorts of little things, finding fun at the identical moment when you were wanting to laugh; in fact who thought your own thoughts. This was a wonderful person who could descend with grace to your level or unobtrusively drag you up to hers; an altogether darling, humorous and understanding creature.

The train slowed down. Joan said: ‘Oh, not already?’

They shared the fly as far as the Rodney’s house, and then Joan drove on alone.

Mrs. Ogden opened the front door herself.

‘She’s gone!’ were her words of greeting.

‘Who has? You don’t mean Ethel?’

Mrs. Ogden sank on to the rim of the elephant pad umbrella stand. ‘She walked out this morning after the greatest impertinence. Of course I refused to pay her. I’m worn out by all I’ve been through since you left; I nearly telegraphed for you to come back.’

‘Wait a minute, Mother dear; I must get my trunk in. Yes, please, cabby — upstairs, if you don’t mind; the back room.’

‘She kept the kitchen filthy; I’ve been down there since she left and the sink made me feel quite sick! I’ve thought for some time she was dishonest and brought men in in the evenings, and now I’m sure of it; there’s hardly a grain of coffee left and I can’t find the pound of bacon I bought only the day before yesterday.’

‘Oh! I do wish we hadn’t lost her!’ said Joan inconsequently. ‘Have you been to the registry office?’

No, of course not; what time have I had? You’ll have to do that tomorrow.’

Joan went upstairs and began unstrapping her trunk. She did not attempt to analyse her feelings; they were too confused and she was very tired. She wanted to sit down and gloat over the past two weeks, to recapture some of their fun and freedom and companionship; above all she did not want to think of registry offices.

Mrs. Ogden came into her room. ‘You haven’t kissed me yet, darling.’

Joan longed to say: ‘You didn’t give me a chance, did you?’ But something in the small, thin figure that stood rather wistfully before her, as if uncertain of its welcome, made her kiss her mother in silence.

‘Have you had any tea?’ she asked, patting Mrs. Ogden’s arm.

‘No, I felt too tired to get it, but it might do my head good if you could make some really strong tea, darling.’

Joan left her trunk untouched, and turned to the door. ‘All right, I’ll have it ready in a quarter of an hour’, she said.

Mrs. Ogden looked at her with love in her eyes. ‘Oh, Joan, it’s so good to have you home again; I’ve missed you terribly.’

Joan was silent.






  








Chapter Thirty-Three
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That Christmas Mrs. Benson invited them to dinner, and, being cookless, Mrs. Ogden accepted. Milly was delighted to escape from the dreaded ordeal of Christmas dinner at home. Her holidays were becoming increasingly distasteful. For one thing she missed the convivial student life, the companionship of people who shared her own interests and ambitions, their free and easy talk, their illicit sprees, their love affairs and the combined atmosphere of animal passion and spiritual uplift which they managed to create. She dearly loved the ceaseless activity of the College, the hurrying figures on the stairs, the muffled thud of the swing-doors. The intent, preoccupied faces of the students inspired and fascinated her; their hands seemed always to be clutching something, a violin case, a music roll. Their hands were never empty.

She felt less toleration than ever for her home, now that she had left it; the fact that she was practically free failed to soften her judgment of Seabourne; as she had felt about it in the past, so she felt now, with the added irritation that it reminded her of Mr. Thompson.

Milly was not introspective and she was not morbid. A wider experience of life had not tended to raise her standard of morality, and if she was ashamed of the episode with Mr. Thompson, it was because of the partner she had chosen rather than because of the episode itself. She was humiliated that it should have been Mr. Thompson of the circulating library, a vulgar youth without ambition, talent, or brain. The memory of those hours spent in the sand-pit lowered her self-esteem, the more so as the side of her that had rejoiced in them was in abeyance for the moment, kept in subjection by her passion for her art. She watched the students’ turbulent love affairs with critical and amused eyes. Some day, perhaps, she would have another affair of her own, but for the present she was too busy.

In her mind she divided the two elements in her nature by a well-defined gulf. Both were highly important, but different. Both were good in themselves, inasmuch as they were stimulating and pleasurable, but she felt that they could not combine in her as they so often did in her fellow students, and of this she was glad.

Her work was the thing that really counted, as she had always known; but if the day should come when her work needed the stimulus of her passions she was calmly determined that it should have it. She knew that she would be capable of deliberately indulging all that was least desirable in her nature, if thereby a jot or tittle could be gained for her music.

Her opinion of her sister was becoming unstable, viewed in the light of wider experience; she was beginning to feel that she did not understand Joan. In London Joan had seemed free, emancipated even; but back at Leaside she was dull, irritable and apparently quite hopeless, like someone suffering from a strong reaction.

It was true enough that the home-coming had been a shock to Joan; why, it is impossible to say. She had known so many similar incidents; servants had left abruptly before, especially of late years, so that familiarity should have softened the effect produced by her arrival at Lea-side. But a condition of spirit, a degree of physical elation or fatigue, perhaps a mere passing mood, will sometimes predispose the mind to receive impressions disproportionately deep to their importance, and this was what had happened in Joan’s case. She had felt suddenly overwhelmed by the hopelessness of it all, and as the days passed her fighting spirit weakened. It was not that she longed any less to get away with Elizabeth, but rather that the atmosphere of the house sapped her initiative as never before. All the fine, brave plans for the future, that had seemed so accessible with Elizabeth in London became nebulous and difficult to seize. The worries that flourished like brambles around Mrs. Ogden closed in around Joan too, seeming almost insurmountable when viewed in the perspective of Leaside.

Milly watched her sister curiously. ‘You look like the morning after the night before! What’s the matter, Joan?’

‘Nothing’, said Joan irritably. ‘Do let me alone!’

‘Your jaunt with Elizabeth doesn’t seemed to have cheered you up much.’

‘Oh, I’m all right.’

‘Are you really going to Cambridge, do you think, after all?’

‘Will you shut up, Milly! I’ve told you a hundred times I don’t know.’

Milly laughed provokingly, but the laugh brought on a paroxysm of coughing; and she gasped, clinging to a chair.

Joan eyed her with resentment. Milly’s cough made her unaccountably angry sometimes; it had begun to take on abnormal proportions, to loom as a menace. Her tense nerves throbbed painfully now whenever she heard it.

‘Oh, do stop coughing!’ she said, and her voice sounded exasperated. What was the matter with her? She was growing positively brutal! She fled from the room, leaving Milly to cough and choke alone.
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Christmas dinner at the Bensons’ was a pleasant enough festivity. Mrs. Benson was delighted that the Ogdens had come, for Richard was at home. His stolid determination not to seek Joan out, coupled with his evident melancholy, had begun to alarm his mother. She tried to lead him on to talk about the girl, but he was not to be drawn. The situation was beyond her. If Richard was in love with Joan, why didn’t he marry her? His father couldn’t very well refuse to make him a decent allowance if he married; it was all so ridiculous, this moping about, this pandering to Joan’s fancies.

‘Marry her, my son, and discuss things afterwards’, had been Mrs. Benson’s advice.

But Richard had laughed angrily. ‘She won’t marry me, unfortunately.’

‘Then make her, for of course she’s in love with you.’

No good; Mrs. Benson could not cope with the psychology of these two. She felt that her only hope lay in propinquity, so if Richard would not go to Joan the roles must be reversed and Joan must be brought to Richard. She watched their meeting with scarcely veiled eagerness.

They shook hands without a tremor; a short, matter-of-fact clasp. Curious creatures! Mrs. Benson felt baffled, and angry with Richard; what was he thinking about? He treated Joan like another boy. No wonder the love affair was not prospering!

Elizabeth was already there when the Ogdens arrived, and she, too, watched the little comedy with some interest. She would rather have liked to talk to Richard about Cambridge, it was so long since she herself had been there, but Lawrence Benson was for ever at her elbow, quietly obtrusive. He had taken to wearing pince-nez lately. Elizabeth wished that he had not chosen the new American rimless glasses; she felt that any effort to render pince-nez decorative only accentuated their hideousness. She found herself looking at Lawrence, comparing the shine on his evening shirt front with the disconcerting shine of his glasses. He was very immaculate, with violets in his buttonhole, but he had aged. The responsibility of partnership and riches appeared to have thinned his sleek hair. Perhaps it made you old before your time to be a member of one of the largest banking firms in England — old and prim and tidy. Elizabeth wondered.

Lawrence reminded her of an expensive mahogany filing cabinet in which reposed bundles of papers tied with red tape. Everything about him was perfectly correct, from the small, expensive pearl that clasped his stiff shirt, to his black silk socks and patent leather shoes. His cufflinks were handsome but restrained, his watch-chain was platinum and gold, not too thick, his watch was an expensive repeater in the plainest of plain gold cases.

Elizabeth felt his thin, dry fingers touch her arm as he stooped over her chair. ‘You look beautiful tonight’, he murmured.

She believed him, for she knew that her simple black dress suited her because of its severity. The fashion that year was for a thousand little bows and ruches, but Elizabeth had not followed it; she had draped herself in long, plain folds, from which her fine neck and shoulders emerged triumphantly white. She was the statuesque type of woman, who would always look her best in the evening, for then the primness that crept into her everyday clothes was perforce absent. She smiled across at Joan, as though in some way Lawrence’s compliment concerned her.

They went in to dinner formally. Mr. Benson gave his arm to Mrs. Ogden, Lawrence to Elizabeth, and Richard to Joan. Milly was provided with a Cambridge friend of Richard’s, and Mrs. Benson was pompously escorted by the local vicar.

Something of Mrs. Ogden’s habit of melancholy fell away during dinner. She noticed Lawrence looking in her direction, and remembered with a faint thrill of satisfaction that although now he was obviously in love with Elizabeth, some years ago he had admired her. Joan, watching her mother, was struck afresh by her elusive prettiness that almost amounted to beauty. It had been absent of late, washed away by tears and ill-health, but tonight it seemed to be born anew, a pathetic thing, like a venturesome late rosebud that colours in the frost.

Joan’s mind went back to that long past Anniversary Day when her mother had worn a dress of soft grey that had made her look like a little dove. How long ago it seemed! It had been the last of many. It had ceased to exist owing to her father’s failing health, and now there was no money to start it again. As she watched her mother she wished that it could be re-established, for it had given Mrs. Ogden such intense pleasure, filled her with such a harmless, if foolish, sense of importance. On Anniversary Day she had been able to rise above all her petty worries; it had been her Day, one out of the three hundred and sixty-five. Perhaps, after all, it had done much to obliterate for the time being the humiliations of her married life. Joan had never thought of this possibility before, but now she felt that hidden away under the bushel of affectations, social ambitions and snobbishness that The Day had stood for, there might well have burnt a small and feeble candle — the flame of a lost virginity.

The same diaphanous prettiness hung about her mother now, and Joan noticed that her brown hair was scarcely greyer than it had been all those years ago. She felt a sudden, sharp tenderness, a passionate sense of regret. Regret for what? She asked herself; surprised at the violence of her own emotion; but the only answer she could find was too vague and vast to be satisfactory. ‘Oh, for everything! for everything’, she murmured half aloud.

Richard looked at her. ‘Did you speak, Joan?’

‘No — at least I don’t know. Did I?’

Her eyes were on her mother’s face, watchful, tender, admiring. Mrs. Ogden looked up and met those protecting, possessive eyes, full upon her. She flushed deeply like a young girl.

Richard touched Joan’s arm. ‘Have you forgotten how to talk?’ he demanded.

She laughed. ‘You never approve of anything I say, so perhaps silence is a blessing in disguise.’

‘Oh, rot! Joan, look at my brother making an ass of himself over Elizabeth. Shall I start looking at you like that? I’m much more in love than he is, you know.’

‘Richard dear, you’re not going to propose again in the middle of dinner, are you?’

‘No; but it’s only putting off the evil day, I warn you’

He was not going to lecture her any more, he decided. Elizabeth had written him a letter which was almost triumphant in tone; Joan was making up her mind, it seemed; perhaps after all she would show some spirit. In any case he found her adorable, with her black, cropped hair, her beautiful mouth, and her queer, gruff voice. Her flanks were lean and strong like a boy’s; they suggested splendid, unfettered movement. She looked all wrong in evening dress, almost grotesque; but ‘to Richard she appeared beautiful because symbolic of some future state — a forerunner. As he looked at her he seemed to see a vast army of women like herself, fine, splendid and fiercely virginal; strong, too, capable of gripping life and holding it against odds — the women of the future. They fascinated him, these as yet unborn women, stimulating his imagination, challenging his intellect, demanding of him an explanation of themselves.

He dropped his hand on Joan’s where it lay in her lap. ‘Have you prayed over your sword?’ he asked gravely.

She knew what he meant. ‘No’, she said. ‘I haven’t had the courage to unsheathe it yet.’

‘Then unsheathe it now and put it on the altar rails, and then get down on your knees and pray over it all night.’

Their eyes met, young, frank and curious, and in hers there was a faint antagonism.






  








Chapter Thirty-Four
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In the following February Milly was sent home. They wrote from Alexandra House to say that for the present, at all events, she was too ill to continue her studies. She had had a touch of pneumonia shortly after her return, with the result that her lungs were weak. The matron wrote what was meant to be a kind and tactful letter. It was full of veiled sentences; the sort of letter that distracted Joan by reason of its merciful vagueness. The letter said that Milly was not strong, that she was losing weight and was apt to run a little temperature night and morning; according to the doctor, her lungs required care and she must be given time to recover, and plenty of open air.

Joan looked across at Mrs. Ogden as she finished reading.

‘It’s tubercle’, she said briefly.

Her voice sounded calm and cold. ‘I might be saying “It’s Monday to-day,”’ she thought. She felt stupid with pity for Milly and for herself.

Mrs. Ogden tightened her lips; she assumed her stubborn expression. ‘What nonsense, Joan! We’ve never had such a thing in our family.’

‘But, good heavens, Mother! — your father and your brother died of galloping consumption.’

‘Nothing of the kind. Henry died of bronchial pneumonia; you don’t know what you’re talking about, my dear.’

Joan thought. ‘She’s going to refuse to face it, she’s going to play ostrich; what on earth am I to do!’ Aloud she said: ‘Well, I’d better go up and fetch her; we can’t let her travel alone.’

‘Ah! there I agree with you; certainly go up and bring her home. But whatever you do, don’t frighten the life out of the poor child with any ridiculous talk about consumption.’

Joan left her gently embroidering a handkerchief. ‘I must see Elizabeth at once’, she told herself.
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It was already half-past nine in the evening, but Joan rushed round to the Rodneys’ house, to find that Elizabeth had gone to bed with a headache.

‘I expect she’s asleep’, said Ralph doubtfully.

He was wearing an old Norfolk jacket and carpet slippers; his grey hair was ruffled, and an end-of-the-day grey stubble clung like mould to his chin. His eyes looked heavy and a little pink; he had probably been asleep himself, or dozing in the arm-chair, under the picture of old Uncle John. He was certainly too sleepy to be polite, and looked reproachfully at Joan, as though she had done him some wrong.

Oh! the gloom of it all! Of this seaside house with its plush study, of old Uncle John and his ageing descendant, of the lowered gas-jet in its hideous globe, that was yet not dim enough to hide the shabby stair-carpet and the bloodthirsty Landseer engraving on the landing.

It was misty outside, and some of the mist had followed Joan into the house; it made a slight, melancholy blur over everything, including herself and Ralph. She left him abruptly, climbing the stairs two at a time.

She opened the bedroom door without knocking. The gas had been turned down to the merest speck, but by its light Joan could see that Elizabeth was asleep. She turned the gas up full, but still Elizabeth did not stir. She was lying on her side with her cheek pressed hard into the pillow; her hair was loosely plaited, thick, beautiful hair that shone as the light fell across it. One of her scarred hands lay on the white bedspread, pathetically unconscious of its blemish.

Joan stood and looked at her, looked at Elizabeth as she was now, off her guard. What she saw made her look away and then back again, as if drawn by some miserable attraction. Elizabeth’s lips were closed, gently enough, but from their drooping corners a few fine lines ran down into the chin; and the closed eyelids were ever so slightly puckered. Joan bent nearer. Yes, those were grey hairs close to the forehead; Elizabeth had a good many grey hairs. Strange that she had never noticed them before. She flushed with a kind of shame. She was discovering secret things about Elizabeth; things that hid themselves by day to look up grimacing out of the night-time and Elizabeth’s sleep. Elizabeth would hate it if she knew! And there lay her beautiful hand, all scarred and spoilt; a brave hand, but spoilt none the less. Was it only the scars, or had the texture of the skin changed a little too, grown a little less firm and smooth? She stared at it hopelessly.

She found that she was whispering to herself: ‘Elizabeth’s not so young any more. Oh, God! Elizabeth is almost growing old.’

She felt that her sorrow must choke her; pity, sorrow, and still more, shame. Elizabeth’s youth was slipping, slipping; it would soon have slipped out of sight. Joan stooped on a sudden impulse and kissed the scarred hand.

‘Joan! Are you here? You woke me; you were kissing my hand!’

‘Yes, I was kissing the scars.’

Elizabeth twitched her hand away. ‘Don’t be a fool!’ she said roughly.

Joan looked at her, and something, perhaps the pity in her eyes made Elizabeth recover herself.

‘Tell me what’s the matter’, she said quietly. ‘Has anything new happened?’

Joan sat down beside her on the bed. ‘Come here’, she said.

Elizabeth moved nearer, and Joan’s arm went round her with a quiet, strong movement. She kissed her on the forehead where the grey hairs showed, and then on the eyelids, one after the other. Elizabeth lay very still.

Joan said: ‘They’re sending Milly home; I’m afraid she’s in consumption.’

Elizabeth freed herself with a quick twist of her body. ‘What?’

‘Read this letter.’

Elizabeth blinked at the gas-jet. ‘It’s my eyes’, she complained almost fretfully. ‘Light the candle, will you, Joan? Then we can put the gas out.’

Joan did as she wished, and returning to the bed leant over the foot-rail, watching Elizabeth as she read. Elizabeth had gone white to the lips; she laid down the letter and they stared at each other in silence.

At last Elizabeth spoke. ‘She’s coming home soon’, she said in a flat voice.

‘Yes; I must go and fetch her the day after tomorrow.’

‘She’ll need — nursing — if she lives.’

‘Yes — if she lives—’

‘It’s February already, Joan.’

‘Yes, next month is March. We called it our March, didn’t we, Elizabeth?’

‘There are places — sanatoriums, but they cost money.’

‘We haven’t got the money, Elizabeth. And in any case, Mother’s decided that Milly can’t be seriously ill.’

‘I have some money, as you know, Joan, but I was saving it for you; still—’ Her voice shook.

Joan sat down on the bed again and took Elizabeth’s hand. ‘It’s no good’, she said gently.

And then Elizabeth cried. She did it with disconcerting suddenness and complete lack of restraint. It was terrible to Joan to see her thrown right off her guard like this; to feel her shoulders shake with sobs while the tears dripped through her fingers on to the bedspread.

She said: ‘Don’t, oh, don’t!’

But Elizabeth took no notice, she was launched on a veritable torrent of self-indulgence which she had no will to stem. The pent-up unhappiness of years gushed out at this moment. All the ambitions, the longings, the tenderness sternly repressed, the maternal instinct, the lover instinct, all the frustrations, they were all there, finding despairing expression as she sobbed. She rocked herself from side to side and backwards and forwards. She lost her breath with little gasps, but found it again immediately, and went on crying. She murmured in a kind of ecstatic anguish: ‘Oh! oh! — Oh! oh!’ And then, ‘Joan, Joan, Joan!’ But not for an instant did her tears cease.

Ralph heard the sound of sobbing as he passed on his way to bed, and a quiet, unhappy voice speaking very low, breaking off and then speaking again. He hesitated a moment, wondering if he should go in, but shook his head, and sighing, went on to his own room, closing the door noiselessly after him.
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Two days later Joan was waiting in the matron’s sitting-room at Alexandra House. Someone had told her that Miss Jackson wished to speak to her before she went up to her sister. She remembered that Miss Jackson was Milly’s ‘Old Scout’, and smiled in spite of herself.

The door opened and Miss Jackson came in. She held out her hand with an exaggeratedly bright smile. ‘Miss Ogden?’

Joan thought: ‘She’s terribly nervous of what she has to tell me.’

‘Do sit down, Miss Ogden, please. I hope you had a good journey?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

The matron looked at her watch. ‘Your train must have been unusually punctual; I always think the trains are so very bad on that line. However you’ve been fortunate.’

‘Yes, we were only five minutes late.’

‘You don’t find it stuffy in here, do you? I cannot persuade the maids to leave the window open.’

‘No, I don’t feel hot — I think you wanted to speak to me about Milly.’

‘Milly; oh, yes-4 thought — the doctor wanted me to tell you—’

‘That my sister is in consumption? I was afraid it was so, from your letter.’

Miss Jackson moistened her lips. ‘Oh, my dear, I hope my letter was not too abrupt! You mustn’t run ahead of trouble; our doctor is nervous about future possibilities if great care is not used — but your sister’s lungs are sound so far, he thinks.’

‘Then I disagree with him’, said Joan.

Miss Jackson felt a little shocked. Evidently this was a very sensible young woman, not to say almost heartless; still it was better than if she had broken down. ‘We all hope, we all believe, that Milly will soon be quite well again,’ she said, ‘but, as you know, I expect, she’s rather frail. I should think that she must always have been delicate; and yet what a student! A wonderful student; they’re all heart-broken at the College.’ There was real feeling in her voice as she continued: ‘I can’t tell you what an admiration I have for your sister; her pluck is phenomenal; she’s worked steadily, overworked in fact, up to the last.’ Joan got up; she felt a little giddy and put her hand on the back of the chair to steady herself.

‘My dear, wait, I must get you some sal-volatile!’

‘Oh, no, no, please not; I really don’t feel ill. I should like to go to Milly now and help her to collect her luggage, if I may.’

‘Of course; come with me.’

They mounted interminable stairs to the rooms that Milly shared with Harriet. A sound of laughing reached them through the half-open door. It was Milly’s laugh.

‘She’s very brave and cheerful, poor child’, Miss Jackson whispered. Joan followed her into the study.

‘Here’s your sister, Milly dear.’

Milly looked up from the strap of her violin case. ‘Hullo, Joan! This is jolly, isn’t it?’

Joan kissed her and shook hands with Harriet.

I’ll leave you now’, said Miss Jackson, obviously anxious to get away. Harriet raised her eyebrows. ‘Vieille grue!’ she remarked, scarcely below her breath.

Milly laughed again, she seemed easily amused, and Joan scrutinized her closely. She was painfully thin and the laugh was a little husky; otherwise she looked much as usual at that moment. Joan’s heart beat more freely; supposing it were a false alarm after all? Suppose it should be only a matter of a month or two, at most, before Milly would be quite well again and she herself free?

‘How do you feel?’ she inquired with ill-concealed anxiety.

‘Oh, pretty fit, thank you. I think it’s all rot myself. I suppose Old Scout informed you that I was going into a decline, but I beg to differ. A few weeks at Seabourne will cure me all right. Good Lord! I should just think so!’ and she made a grimace.

Harriet began humming a sort of vocal five-finger exercise; Joan glared at her. Damn the woman! Couldn’t she keep quiet?

Harriet laughed. ‘Don’t slay me with a glance, my dear!’

Joan forced herself to smile. ‘I was thinking we’d be late for the train.’

‘Oh, no, you weren’t; but never mind. You amuse me, Joan. May I call you Joan? Well, in any case, you amuse me. Oh! But you are too funny and young and gauche, a regular boor, and your grey-green coloured eyes go quite black when you’re angry. I should never be able to resist making you angry just for the pleasure of seeing your eyes change colour; do you think you could manage to get really angry with me some day?’

Joan felt hot with embarrassment. What was the matter with this woman; didn’t she know that she was in the room with a perfectly awful tragedy, didn’t she realize that here was something that would probably ruin three people’s lives? She wondered if this was Harriet’s way of keeping the situation in hand, of trying to carry the thing off lightly. Perhaps, after all, she was only making an effort to fall in with Milly’s mood; that must be it, of course.

Harriet’s decided voice went on persistently. ‘Come up and see me sometimes; don’t stop away because Milly isn’t here, though I expect she’ll be back soon. But in the meantime come up and see me; I shall like to see you quite often, if you’ll come.’

‘Thank you,’ said Joan, ‘but I’m never in London.’

Harriet smiled complacently. ‘We’ll see’, she murmured.

Joan turned to Milly. ‘Come on, Milly, we ought to go; it’s getting late.’
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In the train Milly talked incessantly; she was flushed now, and the hand that she laid on Joan’s from time to time felt unnaturally hot and dry. She assured Joan eagerly that the doctor was a fool and an alarmist; that he had sent a girl home only last year for what he called ‘pernicious anaemia’, whereas she had been back at College in less than four months as well as ever. Milly said that if they supposed she was going to waste much time, they were mistaken; a few week’s perhaps, just to get over that infernal pneumonia, but no longer at Leaside — no, thank you! If she stayed at Leaside she was sure she would die, but not of consumption, of boredom! Her lungs were all right, she never spat blood, and you always spat blood if your lungs were going. It was quite bad enough as it was though; jolly hard lines having a set-back at this critical time in her training. Never mind, she would have to work all the harder later on to make up for it.

She talked and coughed and coughed and talked all the way from London to Seabourne. She was like a thing wound up, a mechanical toy. Joan’s heart sank.

Elizabeth was at the station and so was Mrs. Ogden. They had come quite independently of each other. As a rule Elizabeth kept away if she knew that Mrs. Ogden was meeting one of the girls, anxious these days not to feed the flame of the older woman’s jealousy; but to-day her anxiety had outweighed her discretion.

Mrs. Ogden kissed Milly affectionately. ‘Why, she looks splendid!’ she remarked to the world in general.

Elizabeth assumed an air of gaiety that she was very far from feeling. It seemed to her that Milly looked like death, and her eyes sought Joan’s with a frightened, questioning glance. For answer, Joan shook her head ever so slightly.

They all went home to Leaside together. Elizabeth had offered to help with the unpacking. She was not going to torment herself with any unnecessary suspense, and she cared less than nothing whether Mrs. Ogden wanted her or not. She had got beyond that sort of nonsense now, she told herself. She pressed Joan’s hand quite openly in the fly. Why not? Mrs. Ogden was jealous of any demonstrations of affection towards Joan other than her own; Elizabeth knew this, but pressed the hand again.

She and Joan had no opportunity of being alone together that evening. They longed to talk the situation over. They were taut with nervous anxiety; even a quarrel would have been a relief. But Mrs. Ogden was in a hovering mood, they could not get rid of her; even after Milly had gone to bed she continued to haunt them. Frail, unobtrusive, but always there. She seemed to be feeling affable, for she had pressed Elizabeth to stop to supper and had even thanked her for helping with the unpacking. It was remarkable; one would have expected tears or at least depression or irritability over this fresh disaster, for disaster it was, even though Mrs. Ogden chose to take a cheerful view of Milly’s condition. It was impossible that she should contemplate with equanimity more doctor’s bills, and the mounting tradesmen’s accounts for luxuries. Whatever the outcome, Milly would require milk, beef-tea and other expensive things; and there was little or no money, as even Mrs. Ogden must know. And yet she was cheerful; it made Elizabeth feel afraid.

She became a prey to a horrible idea that Mrs. Ogden was happy, yes, positively happy over Milly’s illness, because she saw in it a new fetter wherewith to bind Joan. Perhaps she had suspected all along that Joan had determined to break away soon. Perhaps she had begun to realize that her influence over her daughter was waning. And now came Milly’s collapse, with all that it entailed of responsibility, of diminished finances, of appeal to every generous and unselfish instinct. Elizabeth shuddered. She did not accuse Mrs. Ogden of consciously visualizing the cause of her satisfaction; but she knew that no greater self-deceiver had ever lived, and that although she was probably telling herself that she was being cheerful and brave in the face of sorrow, and acting with unselfish courage, she was subconsciously rejoicing in the misfortune that must bind Joan closer to her than ever.

They could hear Milly coughing fitfully upstairs; a melancholy sound, for it was a young cough. Mrs. Ogden remarked that they must get some syrup of camphor, which in her experience never failed to clear up a chest cold. She told Joan to write to London for it next day.

Elizabeth got up; she felt that she must walk and walk, no matter where. Her legs and feet seemed terribly alive, they tormented her with their twitching.

‘I must go’, she said suddenly.

Joan followed her into the hall. Their eyes met for an instant in a look of sympathy and dismay; but Mrs. Ogden was standing in the open doorway of the drawing-room, watching them, and they parted with a brief good night.






  








Chapter Thirty-Five
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Two weeks elapsed before Mrs. Ogden would consent to any further examination of Milly’s lungs. At first she refused on the ground that Milly was only in need of rest, and when Joan persisted, made other excuses, all equally futile. She seemed determined to prevent Doctor Thomas’s visit, and it struck Joan that her mother was secretly afraid.

Doctor Thomas was getting old. He had attended the Ogdens as long as Joan could remember. He attended most of the residents of Seabourne, though it was said that the summer visitors preferred a younger man, who had recently made his appearance. Joan herself would have preferred the younger man, but on this point Mrs. Ogden was obdurate; she would not hear of a stranger being called in, protesting that Doctor Thomas would be deeply hurt.

Doctor Thomas came, and rubbed his cold hands briskly together; he smiled at the assembled family as he smiled on all serious occasions throughout his career. A wooden stethoscope protruded from his tail-pocket; he took it out and balanced it playfully between finger and thumb.

‘Let me explain’, said Joan peremptorily, as Mrs. Ogden opened her lips to speak.

She had to raise her voice somewhat, for the doctor was a little hard of hearing.

‘Eh, what? What was that?’ he inquired from time to time.

Milly’s lip curled. She shrugged her shoulders and complied with an ill grace when told to remove her blouse.

‘Take a deep breath.’

Doctor Thomas pressed his stethoscope to her chest and back; he pressed so hard with his large, purplish ear that the stethoscope dug into her bones.

‘Ow! That hurts’, she protested peevishly.

‘Say “ninety-nine”!’

‘Ninety-nine.’

‘Again, please.’

‘Ninety-nine.’

‘Again.’

‘Oh! Ninety-nine, ninety-nine, ninety-nine!’

For a young woman about to be twenty-one years old, Milly was behaving in an extraordinarily childish manner. The doctor looked at her reproachfully and began tapping on her back and chest with his notched and bony fingers. Tap, tap, tap, tap: Milly glanced down at his hand distastefully.

‘And now say “ninety-nine” again’, he suggested.

Milly flushed with irritation and coughed. ‘Ninety-nine!’ she exclaimed in an exasperated voice.

The old doctor straightened himself and looked round complacently. ‘Just as I thought, there’s nothing seriously wrong here.’

‘Then you don’t think — ?’ began Joan, but her mother interrupted. ‘That’s just what I thought you’d say, Doctor Thomas; I felt sure there could be nothing radically wrong with Milly’s lungs. Thank God, she comes from very healthy stock! I suppose a good long rest is all that she needs?’

‘Exactly, Mrs. Ogden. A good rest, good food, and plenty of air; and no more practising for a bit, Miss Milly. You must keep your shoulders back and your chest well out, and just take things easy.’

‘But for how long?’ Milly asked, with a catch in her voice. ‘How long? Oh, for a few months at least.’

Milly looked despairingly at Joan, but, try as she would, Joan could not answer that look with the reassuring smile that it was obviously asking for. She turned away and began straightening some music on the piano.

‘I must be off’, said the doctor, shaking hands. ‘I shall come in from time to time, just to see that Miss Milly is obeying orders; oh, and I think cod liver oil would prove beneficial.’

‘No; that I will not!’ said Milly firmly.

‘Nonsense! You’ll do as the doctor tells you’, Mrs. Ogden retorted.

‘I will not take cod liver oil; it makes me sick!’

Joan left them arguing, and followed Doctor Thomas to the front door. ‘Look here,’ she said in a low voice, ‘surely you’ll examine for tubercle?’

He looked at her whimsically through his spectacles. ‘My dear young lady, you’ve been stuffing your head up with a lot of half-digested medical knowledge’, and he patted her shoulder as though to soften his words. ‘Be assured,’ he told her, ‘that I shall do everything I think necessary for your sister, and nothing that I think unnecessary.’
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Joan went back to the drawing-room. The argument about the cod liver oil had ceased, and Milly was crying quietly, all by herself, in the window. She looked up with tearful eyes as her sister took her hand and pressed it.

‘Cheer up, old girl!’ Joan whispered, her own heart heavy with forebodings.

Mrs. Ogden said nothing; her face seemed expressionless when Joan glanced at her. Ethel’s successor brought in the tea and Milly dried her eyes. It was a silent meal; from time to time Milly’s gaze dwelt despairingly on her violin case where it lay on the sofa, and Joan knew that she was grieving as a lover for a lost beloved.

‘It’s only for so short a time’, she said, answering the unspoken thought.

Milly shook her head and her eyes overflowed again, the tears dripped into the tea-cup that she held tremulously to her lips.

Mrs. Ogden pretended not to notice. ‘More tea, Joan?’ she inquired.

Joan looked at her and hated her; and before the hate had time to root, began to love her again, for the weak thing that she was. There she sat, quiet and soft and utterly incapable. She was not facing this situation, not even trying to realize what it meant to her two daughters.

‘But I could crush her to pulp!’ Joan thought angrily. ‘I could make her scream with pain if I chose, if I told her that I saw through her, despised her, hated her; if I told her that I was going to leave her and that she would never see me again. I could make her cry like Milly’s crying, only worse; oh, how I could make her cry!’ But her own thought hurt her somewhere very deep down, and at that moment Mrs. Ogden looked up and their eyes met.

Joan stared at her coldly. ‘Milly is fretting’, she said.

Mrs. Ogden’s glance wavered. ‘She mustn’t do that, after what the doctor has told us. Milly, dearest, there’s nothing to cry about.’ Milly hid her face.

‘It’s all my life, Mother’, she sobbed.

‘What is, my dear?’

‘My fiddle!’

‘But, my dear child, you’re not giving up your violin; he only wants you to rest for a time.’

Milly sobbed more loudly, she was growing hysterical. ‘I want to go back to College,’ she wailed. ‘I hate, hate, hate being here! I hate Seabourne and all the people in it, and I hate this house! It stifles me, and I’m not ill and I shan’t stop practising and I shan’t take cod liver oil!’ She wrenched herself free from Joan’s restraining arm. ‘Let me go upstairs’, she spluttered. ‘I want to go upstairs!’

Joan released her. Alone together, the mother and daughter looked at each other defiantly.

‘She ought to see a specialist’, Joan said; ‘Doctor Thomas is an old fool!’

Mrs. Ogden’s soft eyes grew bright with rising temper. ‘Never!’ she exclaimed, raising her voice. ‘I hate the whole brood; it was a specialist who killed your father. James would be alive now if it hadn’t been for a so-called specialist!’

Joan made a sound of impatience. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Mother; you don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re taking a terrible responsibility in refusing to have a first-class opinion.’

‘I consider Doctor Thomas first-class.’

‘He is not; he’s antediluvian and deaf into the bargain! I tell you, Milly is very ill.’

Mrs. Ogden’s remaining calm deserted her. ‘You tell me, you tell me! And what do you know about it? It seems that you pretend to know more than the doctor himself. You and your ridiculous medical books! You’ll be asking me to consult your fellow-student Elizabeth next.’

‘I wish to God you would!’

‘Ah! I thought so; well then, send for your clever friend, your unsexed blue-stocking, and put her opinion above that of your own mother. How many children has she borne, I’d like to know? What knowledge can she have that I as a mother haven’t got by natural instinct, about my own child? How dare you put Elizabeth Rodney above me!’

Joan lost her temper suddenly and violently. ‘Because she is above you, because she’s everything that you’re not.’

Mrs. Ogden gave a stifled cry and sank back in her chair. ‘Oh! my head, it’s swimming, I feel sinking, I feel as if I were dying. Oh! oh! my head!’

‘Sit up!’ commanded Joan. ‘You’re not dying, but I think Milly is.’ Mrs. Ogden began to cry weakly as Joan turned away. ‘Cruel, cruel!’ she murmured.

Joan went up to her and shook her slightly. ‘Behave yourself Mother; I’ve no time for this sort of thing.’

‘To tell me that a child of mine is dying! You say that to frighten me; I shall tell the doctor.’

Joan shrugged her shoulders. ‘You may tell him what you please. I’m going up to Milly, now.’
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Richard had been gone for some weeks and Mr. and Mrs. Benson had moved back to London when Milly came home. Joan would have given much to have had Richard to talk to just now, but she could only write and tell him her fears, which his brief answers did little to dispel: He advised an immediate consultation and mentioned a first-class specialist; at the same time he managed to drop a word here and there anent Joan’s own prospects, which he pointed out were becoming more gloomy with every month of delay. No, Richard was not in a consoling mood these days.

Lawrence, on the other hand, was full of kindness. He had taken to coming down to Conway House for the weekends, and he seldom came without a jar of turtle soup or some other expensive luxury for the invalid. His constant visits to Leaside might have suggested an interest in one of its inmates; in fact Mrs. Ogden began to wonder whether Lawrence was falling out of love with Elizabeth and into love with Milly. But Joan was not deceived; she felt certain that he only came there in the hopes of catching a glimpse of Elizabeth if, as sometimes happened, he found her out when he called at her brother’s house; she was amused and yet vaguely annoyed.

‘Your admirer’s in the drawing-room, Elizabeth.’

Elizabeth smiled. ‘Well, let him stay there with your mother; we’ll sneak out by the back door, for a walk.’

But Lawrence invariably saw them escaping; it was uncanny how he always seemed to be standing at the window on such occasions. On a blustery day in March he hurried after them and caught them at the corner of the street, as he had already done several times. He always said the same thing:

‘Ripping afternoon for a walk, you two; may I join you?’

He threw out his chest and took off his hat.

‘Jolly good for the hair, Elizabeth!’

Elizabeth’s own hat, blown slightly askew, was causing her agony by reason of the straining hat-pins; and in any case she always suffered from neuralgia when the wind, was in the east. She managed to turn her head slightly in his direction, but before she had time to snub him, a gust removed her hat altogether and blew her hair down into her eyes. The hat bowled happily along the esplanade, and after it went Joan, with Lawrence at her heels. She could hear him pattering persistently behind her. For some reason the sound of his awkward running infuriated her; his steps were short for a man’s, as though he were wearing tight boots. She felt suddenly that she must reach the hat first or die; must be the one to restore it to its owner. She strained her lanky legs to their limit; her skirts flew, her breath came fast, she was flushed with temper and endeavour. Now she had almost reached it. No, there it went again, carried along by a fresh and more spiteful gust. Several people stood still to laugh.

‘Two to one on Miss Joan!’ cried General Brooke, halting in his strut.

Ah! At last! Her hand flew out to capture the hat, which was poised, rocking slightly for a moment, like a seagull on a wave. She stooped forward, grabbed the air, tripped and fell flat. Lawrence, who was close behind her, nearly fell over her, but saved himself just in time. He pursued the hat a few steps farther, seized it and then returned to help Joan up; but she had already sprung to her feet with an exclamation of annoyance.

‘I’ve won!’ laughed Lawrence provokingly. ‘You’re not hurt, are you?’

She was, having slightly twisted her ankle, but she lied sulkily. ‘No, of course not.’

It seemed to her that he was smiling all over, not only with his mouth, but with his eyes and his glasses and the little brass buttons on his knitted waistcoat. His very shoes twinkled with amusement all over their highly polished toecaps. Instinctively she stretched out her hand to take the hat from him.

‘Oh, no!’ he taunted. ‘No, you don’t; that’s not fair!’

Elizabeth was standing still watching them, with her hands pressed against her hair. ‘Thank you’, she said, as Lawrence restored her hat to her; but she looked at Joan and smiled.

Joan turned her face away to hide a sudden rush of tears. How ridiculous and childish she was! Fancy a woman of twenty-three wanting to cry over losing the game! They walked on in silence, Joan trying not to limp too obviously, but Elizabeth was observant.

‘You’re hurt’, she said, and stood still. Joan denied it.

‘It’s nothing at all; I just twisted my ankle a bit.’ And she limped on. ‘Hadn’t you better turn back?’ suggested Lawrence a little too hopefully. ‘Look here, Joan, I’ll get you a fly.’

‘I don’t want a fly, thank you; I’m all right.’

‘No, you’re not; do let me call that cab for you; it’s awfully unwise to walk on a strained ankle.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ snapped Joan, ‘do let me know for myself whether I’m hurt or not!’

She realized that she was behaving badly; she could hear the irritation in her own voice. Moreover, she knew that she was spoiling the walk by limping along and refusing to go home; but some spirit of perverseness was dominating her. She felt that she disliked Lawrence quite enormously, and at that moment she almost disliked Elizabeth. Why had Elizabeth accepted her hat from Lawrence’s hand? She should have said something like this: ‘Give it to Joan, please; I would rather Joan gave me my hat.’ Ridiculous! She laughed aloud.

‘What are you laughing at?’ inquired Lawrence.

‘Oh, nothing, only my thoughts.’

‘Can’t we share the joke?’

‘No, it wouldn’t amuse you.’

‘Oh, do go back, Joan’, said Elizabeth irritably. ‘You’re hardly able to walk.’

‘Do you want me to go back, then?’

‘Yes, of course I do; and put on a cold water bandage as soon as you get home.’

Joan looked at her with darkening eyes, and left them abruptly.
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‘What on earth’s upset her?’ asked Lawrence, genuinely concerned. Nothing — why? She’s not upset.’

‘She seemed angry about something.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so. Probably her ankle was hurting her rather badly, only she didn’t want to admit it.’

‘Well, I thought she was angry. But never mind, let’s talk about you.’ And he edged a little nearer.

Elizabeth evaded the hand that hovered in the vicinity of her arm. ‘I’m so dull to talk about’, she parried. ‘Let’s talk about metaphysics!’

He gripped her arm now in a grasp that there was no evading. ‘Why will you always make fun of me, Elizabeth?’

She was silent, her head drooped, and he, misunderstanding the movement, tightened his fingers.

‘I love you!’ he said rather loudly in her ear, raising his voice to be heard through the wind. ‘When will you marry me, dearest?’

‘Oh, Lawrence, don’t’, she protested. ‘Some day, perhaps, or never. I don’t know!’

‘But you do love me a little, Elizabeth, don’t you?’

‘No, not a bit; I don’t love you at all.’

‘But you would. I’d make you.’

‘How would you make me?’

He considered. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted lamely; ‘but I’d find a way, try me and see; it’s not possible that I shouldn’t find a way.’

He was very sincere, that was the worst of it. His eyes glowed fondly at her behind his glasses.

‘And, my dear, I could give you all you want,’ he added. ‘All I want, Lawrence?’

‘Yes, I mean we’d be rich.’

She stopped to consider him thoughtfully. A good-looking man, too well dressed; a dull man, too conscious of worldly success; a shy man, shy not to be over bold at times. A youngish man still, too pompous to be youthful.

‘Would you like to marry a woman who doesn’t love you?’ she asked him curiously.

‘I’d like to marry you, Elizabeth.’

‘But why? I can’t imagine why anyone should want to marry me.’

‘I want to marry you because you’re everything I love. My dear Elizabeth, if you were seventy I should still love you.’

‘You think so now, because I’m not seventy.’

‘Look here’, he said suddenly. ‘Is it still Joan that’s stopping you?’ She stiffened. ‘I said I didn’t love you, isn’t that enough?’

He continued in his train of thought. ‘Because if it is Joan, you know, just think how we could help her, in her career, I mean. She’ll need money and I have at least got that. If you’ll marry me, Elizabeth, I swear I’ll do more for that girl than I’d do for my own sister. Say you’ll marry me, Elizabeth—’

She pushed his hand away from her arm rather roughly. ‘If I married you’, she said, ‘I should have to stop thinking of Joan’s career; it would be your career then, not hers; and in any case money will never help Joan.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because she’s Joan, I suppose; she’s not like anyone else in the world.’

He was silent, his rejected hand hanging limply at his side. Presently he said: ‘You do love that child. I suppose it’s because you’ve had the making of her.’

‘I suppose so; she’s a very lovable creature.’

‘I know. Well, think it over.’

‘You’re a patient man, Lawrence.’

‘There’s no help for it.’

‘I wish you’d marry someone else, that is if you want to marry at all; it may take me such a long time to think it over.’

He looked at her stubbornly. ‘I’ll wait’, he said. ‘I’m the waiting kind when I want a thing badly enough.’






  








Chapter Thirty-Six
 

1
 

Milly’s illness was discussed at every tea-table in Seabourne, and proved a grateful topic in the stiff little club as well. If the Ogdens did nothing else, they certainly provided food for comment. Joan’s Short Hair, the Colonel’s Death, Mrs. Ogden’s Popish Tendencies and now Milly’s Consumption were hailed in turn with discreet enthusiasm.

Major Boyle, the doleful politician, killed Milly off at least a dozen times that spring.

‘Family’s riddled with it!’ he remarked lugubriously. ‘I happen to know for a fact that three of the mother’s brothers died of it.’

General Brooke laughed asthmatically. ‘That’s queer’, he chuckled, ‘for she only had one!’

Major Boyle sighed as though this in itself were a tragedy. ‘Oh, really, only one? Then it must have been a brother and two cousins — yes, that was it, two cousins — riddled with it!’

The little bank manager fidgeted in his chair, his mouth opened and shut impatiently; if only they would let him get a word in edgeways. At last he could contain himself no longer.

‘Miss Joan told me—’ he began.

But Sir Robert Loo interrupted with intentional insolence. ‘You were saying, Boyle, that two of the cousins died of consumption; which were they, I wonder? I was at Christ Church with Peter Rout-ledge, a cousin of the mother’s, awfully nice chap he was, but a bit of a wildster.’

They began tossing the ball of conversation backwards and forwards and around between themselves, keeping it the while well above the head of the bank manager. Eton, Christ Church, old days in India, the Buffs, the Guards, crack shots, shooting parties, phenomenal exploits with the rod and line, lovely women. They nodded their heads, chewing the ends of their cigars and murmured ‘By Gad!’ and ‘My dear fellow!’ the while they exaggerated and romanced about the past.

They emptied their glasses and sucked in their moustaches. They lolled back in the arm-chairs or straddled in front of the smoky fire. Their eyes glowed with the enthusiasms of thirty or forty years ago. They forgot that they were grey or white or bald, or mottled about the jowls, that their stomachs protruded and their legs gave a little at the knees. They forgot that their sons defied them and their wives thought them bores, that their incomes were for the most part insufficient, and that nearly all their careers had been ignominiously cut short by the age limit. They lived again in their dashing youth, in the glorious days when they had been heroes, at least in their own estimation; when a scrap with savages had taken on the dimensions of Waterloo. When fine girls and blood fillies met with about equal respect and admiration, when moonlight nights on long verandas meant something other than an attack of lumbago; and when, above all, they had classified their fellow-men as being ‘One of us’ or ‘An outsider’.

There sat Mr. Pearson the bank manager, with the golden ball flying around and above him, but never, oh! never within his grasp. He sighed, he cleared his throat, he smoked a really good cigar that he could ill afford; he envied. No, assuredly his youth provided no splendours. He thought distastefully of the Grammar School, he spat mentally when he remembered the Business College. He felt like a worm who is discovered in a ducal salad, and he cringed a little and respected.

He, too, was bald these days, and his waistcoats gaped sometimes where they buttoned; in seniority he was the equal of most of them, but in family, opportunity, knowledge of life and love of fair women, judging by their reminiscences, he was hopelessly their inferior.

He knew that they resented him as a blot on their club, and that time would never soften this resentment. He knew all about their almost invisible incomes, he even accorded financial accommodation to one or another from time to time. He saw their bank books and treated with as much tact as possible their minute overdrafts. Sometimes he was allowed to offer advice regarding a change of investments or the best method whereby to soften the heart of the Inland Revenue. But all this was at the bank, in his own little office. Behind his roll-top desk he was a power; in the little office it was they who hummed and hawed and found it difficult to approach the subject, while he, urbane and smiling, conscious of his strength, lent a patronizing ear to their doubts and worries.

But positions were reversed in the smoking-room of the club. Securely entrenched in their worn leather chairs, they became ungrateful, they forgot, they ignored: ‘Eton, Christ Church, the Buffs, the Guards!’ And yet he would not resign. He clung to the club like a bastard clings to the memory of an aristocratic father — desperately, resentfully, with a shamefaced sense of pride.

‘My sister tells me’, said Ralph Rodney, gently dragging the conversation back to its original topic. ‘My sister tells me that Milly’s lungs are absolutely sound.’

General Brooke snorted and Major Boyle shook his head mournfully. ‘Can’t be, can’t be,’ he murmured; ‘the family’s riddled with it!’

‘I’m sorry to hear about poor old Peter Routledge’, remarked Sir Robert, pouring himself out another whisky. ‘I’d lost sight of him of late years. Damned hard luck popping off like that, must have been fairly young too; he was one of the best chaps on earth, you know, sound through and through, if he was a bit of a wildster.’

Over in a dark corner someone stirred. It was Admiral Bourne, whom they had thought asleep; now he spoke for the first time. He sat up and, taking off his glasses, wiped them.

‘She was such a pretty little girl’, he said tremulously. ‘Such a dear little girl.’ And he dabbed his eyes with his handkerchief.

They pretended not to notice; he was a very old man now and almost childish, with him tears and laughter had grown to be very near the surface.

‘How goes it with the mice, Admiral?’ inquired someone kindly, to change the subject.

He smiled through his tears and cheered up immediately. ‘Capital, capital! Yes, indeed. And I think I’ve bred a real wonder at last, I’ve never seen such a colour before, it’s not Roan and it’s not Mauve and it’s not Blue; it’s a sort of — a sort of—’ He hesitated, and forgot what he was going to say.

They handed him an evening paper. ‘Thanks, thanks’, he said gratefully. ‘Thank you very much indeed’, and subsided into his corner again.
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In spite of gloomy prognostications Milly’s health did nothing melodramatic or startling as the months dragged on, though her cough continued and she grew still thinner. At times she was overcome by prolonged fits of weakness, but any change there was came quietly and gradually, so that even Elizabeth was deceived. She watched Joan’s anxious face with growing impatience.

‘Don’t let yourself get hipped over Milly’, she cautioned.

Joan protested. ‘I’m not a bit hipped, but I’m terribly afraid.’

Elizabeth flared up. ‘You really are overdoing it a bit, Joan; it’s almost hysterical! Even Doctor Thomas must know his trade well enough to suspect tubercle if there were any.’

‘I know, but I can’t believe in him. Surely you think Milly’s looking terribly ill?’

‘I think she looks very fagged, but I’m not prepared to know better than the doctor.’

They argued for an hour. Elizabeth was exasperated. Why would Joan persist in taking the most gloomy view of everything?

‘It’s a good excuse for your staying on here’, she said bitterly.

Joan looked at her.

‘Yes, I mean that’, said Elizabeth. ‘You find Milly’s illness a ready-made excuse.’

‘I ought to get angry with you Elizabeth, but I won’t let myself. Do you seriously think I can leave her? What about Mother?’

‘Yes, what about your mother? Why can’t she keep Milly company for a while; can’t they look after each other? Will you never consider yourself or me?’

‘Oh, what’s the good; you don’t understand. You know how helpless Mother is, and then there’s Milly. I’ve promised her not to leave her.’

‘Oh, yes, I do understand; I understand only too well, Joan. You’re twenty-three already; and we’re no nearer Cambridge than we were; what I want to know is how long is this going on?’

Joan was silent.

‘Oh, my dear!’ said Elizabeth, stretching out her hand. ‘Won’t you come now?’

Joan shook her head. ‘I can’t, I can’t.’

A coldness grew up between them, a coldness unrelieved now by even so much as bad temper. They met less often and hardly ever worked together. At times they tried to avoid each other, so painful was this estrangement to them both. The lines deepened on Elizabeth’s face and her mouth grew hard. She darned Ralph’s socks with a shrinking dislike of the texture and feel of them, and ordered his meals with a sickening distaste for food. She felt that the daily round of life was growing more and more unendurable. Breakfast was the worst ordeal, heralding as it did the advent of another useless day. Ralph liked eggs and bacon, which he would have repeated ad nauseam. She could remember the time when she had shared this liking, but now the smell of the frying bacon disgusted her. Ralph did not always trouble to eat quite tidily, and he chewed with a slightly open mouth; when he wiped his lips he invariably left yellow egg-stains on his napkin. She began to watch for those stains and to listen for his noisy chewing. His face got on her nerves, too; it was growing daily more like Uncle John’s, and not young Uncle John’s either — old Uncle John’s. His eyes were acquiring the ‘Don’t hurt me’ look of the portrait in the study. Something in the way his legs moved lately suggested approaching old age, and yet he was not so old; it must be Seabourne.

‘Oh, do let’s get away from here!’ she burst out one morning. ‘Let’s go to America, Australia, the Antipodes, anywhere!’

Ralph dropped his paper to stare at her, and then he laughed. He thought she was trying to be funny.
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At Leaside things were little better. A dreariness more tangible than usual pervaded the house. Milly alternated between moods of exuberant hopefulness and fits of deep depression, when she would cling to Joan like a sickly child. ‘Don’t leave me! Oh, Joan, you mustn’t leave me’, was her almost daily entreaty. She was difficult to manage, and insisted on practising in spite of all they could say; but these bursts of defiance generally ended in tears, for after a short half hour or so the music would begin to go tragically wrong, as her weak hand faltered on the bow.

‘Oh!’ she sobbed miserably, whenever this happened; ‘it’s all gone; I shall never, never play again. I wish I were dead!’

Any emotion brought on a violent fit of coughing, which exhausted her to the verge of faintness, so that in the end she would have to be put to bed, where Joan would try to distract her by reading aloud. But Milly’s attention was wont to wander, and looking up from the book Joan would find her sister’s eyes turned longingly to the open window, and would think unhappily: ‘She’s just like a thrush in a cage, poor Milly!’

Mrs. Ogden grew much more affectionate to her younger daughter, and caressed her frequently; but these caresses irritated rather than soothed, and sometimes Milly shrank perceptibly. When this happened Mrs. Ogden eyes would fill with tears, and her working face would instinctively turn in Joan’s direction for sympathy. ‘Oh, my God!’ Joan once caught herself thinking, ‘will neither of them ever stop crying!’ But this thought brought a swift retribution, for she was tormented for the rest of the day over what she felt to have been her heartlessness.

The maidservant left, as maids always did in moments of stress at Leaside; and once again Joan found herself submerged in housework. After her, as she swept and dusted, dragged Milly; always close at her heels, too ill to help, too unhappy to stay alone.

It took a long time to find a new servant, for Mrs. Ogden’s nagging proclivities were becoming fairly well known, but at last a victim was secured and Joan breathed a sigh of relief. They scraped together enough money to hire a bath chair for Milly; it was the same bath chair that Colonel Ogden had used, only now a younger man tugged at the handle. This man was cheerful and familiar, possibly because Milly was so light a passenger and looked so young and ineffectual. He joked and spat at frequent intervals — the latter with an astounding dexterity of aim — and Milly hated him.

‘I can’t bear his spitting’, she complained irritably to Joan. ‘It’s simply disgusting!’

It was history repeating itself, for Mrs. Ogden accompanied the bath chair but seldom, and when she did so she managed to get on the patient’s nerves. The daily task fell, therefore, to Joan, as it had to a great extent in her father’s lifetime.
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At this period Joan’s hardest cross lay in the fact that she was never alone. She had grown accustomed to having her bedroom to herself during term time, but now there was no term time for Milly, and, moreover, Joan had moved into her mother’s room. Milly complained that if Joan was there she lay awake trying not to cough, and that this choked her. She said, truthfully enough, that she had had a room to herself at Alexandra House for so long now that anyone in the next bed made her nervous, because she couldn’t help listening to their breathing.

This change was not for the better as far so Joan was concerned, for Mrs. Ogden had become abnormally pervading in her bedroom since her husband’s death. During his lifetime he had been the one to dominate this apartment as he had dominated the rest of the house; but now James was corporeally absent there remained only his memory, which took up very little room; all the rest of the space was purely Mrs. Ogden, and she filled it to overflowing.

Joan did not realize to what an extent her mother had spread until they came to share a room. There was literally not an available inch for her things anywhere. The drawers were full, the cupboards were full; on the washstand was a fearsome array of medicine bottles which, together with a quantity of unneeded trifles, overflowed on to the dressing-table. And what was so disheartening was that Mrs. Ogden seemed incapable of making the necessary adjustments. She was far from resenting Joan’s invasion; on the contrary, she liked having her daughter to sleep with her, and yet each new suggestion that necessitated the scrapping or the putting away of some of the odds and ends was met with resistance. ‘Oh! not that, darling; that was given to me when I was a girl in India’; or, ‘Joan, please don’t move that lacquer box; I thought you knew that it came from the drawing-room at Chesham.’

Her years of widowhood had developed the acquisitive instinct in Mrs. Ogden, who was fast becoming that terrible problem, the hoarder in the small house. With no husband to ridicule her or protest, she was able to indulge her mania for treasuring useless things. Joan discovered that the shelves were full of them. Little empty bottles, boxes of various size and shape, worn out hair-brushes, discarded garments, and even threadbare bedroom slippers, all neatly wrapped up and put away against some mythical day when they might be wanted, and all taking up an incredible amount of space. In the end she decided that she would have to let her own possessions remain where they were, in Milly’s room.

Far more oppressive than lack of room, however, was the consciousness of a continual presence. It seemed to Joan that her mother had begun to haunt their bedroom. It was not only the exasperating performance of communal dressing and undressing, but she was never able to have the room to herself, even during the day; if she went upstairs for a few minutes’ solitude, her mother was sure to follow her, on some pretext or another.

In spite of the hoarding instinct Mrs. Ogden was exaggeratedly tidy and spent a great deal of time in straightening up after her daughter, with the result that the most necessary articles had a maddening way of disappearing. Mrs. Ogden had the acute kind of eye to which a crooked line is a torture; a picture a little out of the straight or a brush askew on the table was all that was required to set her off: Once launched, she fidgeted about the room, touching first this and then that, drawing the curtains an inch more forward, fiddling with the obdurate roller until the blind just skimmed the division in the sash window, putting a mat straight with the toe of her slipper, or running her fingers across the mantlepiece, which never failed to yield the expected harvest of dust. Sharing a bedroom, Joan found herself doing a hundred little odd jobs for her mother that she had never done before. It was not dot Mrs. Ogden asked to be waited on in so many words, but she stood about and looked the request. Rather than endure this plaintive, wandering glance, Joan sewed on the skirt braid or found the lost handkerchief, or whatever else it happened to be at the moment.

But the long nights were the worst of all. Side by side, in a small double bed, lay the mother and daughter in dreadful proximity. Their bodies, tired and nervous after the day, were yet unable to avoid each other. Mrs. Ogden’s circulation being very bad she could never sleep with less than four blankets and two hot-water bottles. The hot, rubbery smell of these bottles and the misery of the small double bed, became for Joan a symbol of all that Leaside stood for. She took to lying on the extreme edge of the bed, more out than in, in order to escape from the touch of her mother’s flannel nightgown. But this precaution did not always save her, for Mrs. Ogden, who got a sense of comfort from another body beside her at night, would creep up close to her daughter.

‘Hold my hand, darling; it’s so cold.’ And Joan would take the groping hand and warm it between her own until her mother dropped asleep; but even then she dared not leave go, lest Mrs. Ogden should wake and begin to talk.

Lying there uncomfortably in the thick darkness, with her mother’s hand held limply in her own, she would stare out in front of her with aching eyes and think. During those wakeful hours her brain worked furiously, her vision became appallingly clear and all-embracing. She reviewed her short past and her probably long future; she seemed to stand outside herself, a sympathetic spectator of Joan Ogden. When she slept she did so fitfully and the sleep was not refreshing. She must hire a camp bed she told herself over and over again, but where to put it when it came? There was not a foot of unused space in the bedroom. She thought seriously of flinging herself on Milly’s mercy, and begging to be taken back into their old room, but a sense of self-preservation stopped her. She was certain, whatever the doctor said, that Milly’s lungs were diseased, and she did not want to catch consumption and probably die of it. Queer that, for there was not much to live for in all conscience, and yet she was quite sure that she did not want to die.

With the morning would usually come a gleam of hope; perhaps on that day she would see Elizabeth, perhaps they would be as they had been, the dreadful barrier of coldness having somehow disappeared in the night. Sometimes she did see Elizabeth, it is true, but the barrier was still there, and these meetings were empty and unfruitful.






  








Chapter Thirty-Seven
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That August Joan’s worst fears were justified, for Milly began to spit blood. Trying to play her violin one morning she was overtaken by a fit of coughing; she pressed her handkerchief to her mouth.

‘Oh! Look, look, Joan, what is it? Oh, I’m frightened!’

They sent for Doctor Thomas, who ordered Milly to bed and examined her. His face was grey when he looked up at Joan, and they left the room together and went downstairs to Mrs. Ogden.

‘It’s terribly sudden and quite unexpected’, Doctor Thomas said.

‘But I simply can’t believe it’, wailed Mrs. Ogden. ‘She comes of such healthy stock, I simply can’t believe it!’

‘I’m afraid there is very little doubt, Mrs. Ogden; I myself have no doubt. Still, we had better have a consultation.’

Mrs. Ogden protested: ‘But blood may come from all sorts of places; her stomach, her throat. She may even have bitten her tongue, poor child, when she was coughing.’

The doctor shook his head. ‘No,’ he said; ‘I’m afraid not; but I should like to have a consultation at once, if you don’t mind.’

‘I will not have a specialist in my house again’, Mrs. Ogden repeated for about the fiftieth time in the last few months. ‘It was your specialist who killed my poor James!’

The doctor looked helplessly at Joan, and she saw fear in his old eyes. She felt certain that he was conscious of having made a terrible mistake, and was asking her dumbly to forgive, and to help him. His mouth worked a little as he took off his dimmed glasses to polish them.

‘No one knows how this grieves me’, he said unsteadily. ‘Why I’ve known her since she was a baby.’

From the depths of her heart Joan pitied him. ‘The lungs may have gone very suddenly’, she said.

He looked at her gratefully. ‘And what about a consultation’? he asked with more confidence.

Joan turned to her mother. ‘There must be one’, she told her.

‘But not a specialist. Oh, please, not a specialist’, implored Mrs. Ogden. ‘You don’t know what a horror I have of them!’

‘There’s a colleague of mine down here, Doctor Jennings. I’d like to call him in, Mrs. Ogden, if you won’t get a London man; but I’m afraid he can’t say any more than I have.’

‘Is he a specialist?’ inquired Mrs. Ogden suspiciously.

‘No, oh no, just a general practitioner, but a very able young man.’ Joan nodded. ‘Bring him this afternoon’, she said.

The doctors arrived together about three o’clock. Joan, sitting in the dining-room, heard their peremptory ring and ran to open the door. She felt as though she were in a kind of dream; only half conscious of what was going on around her. In the dream she found herself shaking hands with Doctor Jennings, and then following him and Doctor Thomas upstairs. Doctor Jennings was young and clean and smelt a little of some disinfectant; it was not an unpleasant smell, rather the reverse, she thought. Milly looked up with wide, frightened eyes, from her pillow as they entered; Joan took her hand and kissed it. Doctor Jennings, who seemed very kind, smiled reassuringly at the patient while making his exhaustive examination, but once outside the bedroom his smile died away.

‘I should like a few minutes alone with Doctor Thomas’, he said. Joan took them into the dining-room and left them. She began pacing up and down outside in the hall, listening vaguely to the murmur of their lowered voices. Presently Doctor Thomas looked out. ‘Will you and your mother please come in now.’

She went slowly into the drawing-room and fetched her mother; Mrs. Ogden looked up with a frightened face and clung to her arm. ‘What do they say?’ she demanded in a loud whisper.

The two doctors were standing by the window. ‘Please sit down, Mrs. Ogden’, said Doctor Jennings, pushing forward a chair.

It was all over very soon and the doctors had left. They were completely agreed, it seemed; Milly’s lungs were already far gone and there was practically no hope. Doctor Jennings would have liked to send her to Davos Platz, but she was not strong enough to take the journey, and in any case he seemed doubtful as to whether it was not too late.
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So Milly was dying. Joan’s eyes were dry while her mother sobbed quietly in her chair. Milly was dying, going away, going away from Seabourne for ever and ever. Milly was dying, Milly might very soon be dead. Her brain cleared; she began to remember little incidents in their childhood, little quarrels, little escapades. Milly had broken a breakfast cup one day and had not owned up; Milly had cried over her sums and had sometimes been cheeky to Elizabeth. Milly was dying. Where was Elizabeth, why wasn’t she here? She must find her at once and tell her that Milly was going to die, that Milly was as good as dead already. Elizabeth would be sorry; she had never really liked Milly, still, she would begin to like her now out of pity — people did that when someone was dying.

She got up. ‘I’m going to the Rodneys’, she said.

‘Oh! don’t leave me, don’t leave me now, Joan’, wailed Mrs. Ogden.

‘I must for a little while; try to stop crying, dearest, and go up to Milly. But bathe your eyes first, though; she oughtn’t to see them looking red.’

Mrs. Ogden walked feebly to the door; she looked old and pinched, she looked more than her age.

‘Don’t be long’, ‘she implored.
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In the street, Joan saw one or two people she knew, and crossed over, in order to avoid them. It was hot and the sea glared fearfully; she could feel the sun beating down on her head, and putting up her hand found that she was hatless. She quickened her steps.

Elizabeth was upstairs sorting clothes, they lay in little heaps on the bed and chairs; she looked up as Joan came in.

‘I’m thinking of having a jumble sale’, she said, and then stopped. Joan sat down on a pile of nightgowns. ‘It’s Milly — they say she’s dying.’

Elizabeth caught her breath. ‘What do you mean, Joan?’

Joan told her all there was to tell, from the blood on the handkerchief that morning to the consultation in the afternoon. Elizabeth listened in shocked silence.

At last she said: ‘It’s awful, simply awful — and you were right all along.’

‘Yes, I knew it; I don’t know how.’

‘Joan, make your mother let me help to do the nursing; I’m not a bad nurse, at least I don’t think I am, and after all I’d be better than a stranger, for the child knows me.’

‘They say she may live for some little time yet, but they can’t be sure, she may die very soon. Are you quite certain you want to help, Elizabeth?’

Elizabeth stared at her. So it had come to this: Joan was not sure that she would want to help in the extremity, was capable of supposing that she could stand aside while Joan took the whole burden on her own shoulders. Good God! how far apart they had drifted.

‘I shall come to Leaside and begin tomorrow’, was all she said.
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Seabourne was genuinely shocked at the news. Of course they had all been saying for months past that Milly was consumptive, but somehow this was different, entirely different. People vied with each other in kindness to the Ogdens, touched by Milly’s youth and Mrs. Ogden’s new grief. Friends, and even mere acquaintances, inquired daily, at first; their perpetual bell-ringing jangled through the house, tearing at the nerves of the overstrained inmates. Still, all these people meant so well, one had to remember that.

The Bishop of Blumfield wrote a long letter of sympathy and encouragement, and Aunt Ann sent three woolly bed jackets that she had knitted herself. Richard wrote his usual brief epistle to Joan, but it was very kind; and Lawrence came to Leaside once a week, loaded like a pack mule with practical gifts from Mrs. Benson.

Milly, thin and flushed in her bed upstairs, was pleased at the attention she was receiving. She knew now that she was very ill and at times spoke about dying, but Joan doubted whether she ever realized how near death she was, for on her good days she would begin making elaborate plans for the future, and scheming to get back to the College as soon as possible.

She died in November after a violent haemorrhage that came on suddenly in the middle of the night. Beyond the terror of that haemorrhage there was nothing fearful in Milly’s passing; she slept herself into the next world with her cheek against the pillow, and even after she was dead they still thought that she was sleeping.

She was buried in the local cemetery, near her father. There were countless wreaths and crosses and a big chrysanthemum cushion with ‘Rest in Peace’ straggling across it in violets, from the students of Alexandra House. A good many people cried over Milly’s death, principally because she had been so pretty and had died so young. Seabourne was shocked and depressed over it all; it seemed like a reproach to the place, the going out of this bright young creature. They remembered how talented she had been, how much they had admired her playing, and began telling each other anecdotes that they had heard about her childhood. But Joan could not cry; her heart was full of bitterness and resentment.

‘She broke away’, she thought. ‘Milly broke away, but only for a time; Seabourne got her in the end, as it gets us all!’






  








Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Milly’s death had aged Mrs. Ogden; she did not speak of it on every occasion as she had of her widowhood, but seemed rather to shrink from any mention of the subject, even by Joan. The sudden, awful climax of an illness which she had persisted in regarding lightly; the emergence of the horrid family skeleton of disease in one of her own children, the fact that Milly had died so young and that she had never been able to love her as she loved Joan, all combined to make an indelible impression which she bore plainly on her face. People said with that uncompromising truthfulness which is apt to accompany sympathy: ‘Poor thing, she does look old, and she used to be such a pretty woman; she’s got no trace of that now, poor soul.’ And it was true; her soft hair had lost its gloss and begun to thin; her eyes, once so charmingly brown and pathetic, were paler in colour and smaller by reason of the puffiness beneath them. She stooped a little and her figure was no longer so girlish; there was a vague spread about it, although she was still thin.

Her religion gripped her more firmly than ever, and Father Cuthbert was now a constant visitor at Leaside. He and his ‘daughter’, as he called Mrs. Ogden, were often closeted together for a long time, and perhaps he was able to console her, for she seemed less unhappy after these visits. Joan watched this religious fervour with even greater misgivings than she had had before; the fasting and praying increased alarmingly, but she could not now find it in her heart to interfere. She wished that her mother would talk about Milly; about her illness and death, or even bring herself to take an interest in the selection of the tombstone. She felt that anything would be better than this stony silence. But the selection of the tombstone was left to Joan, for Mrs. Ogden cried bitterly when it was mentioned.

Joan could not pretend that Milly had formed an essential part of her life; in their childhood there had been no love lost between them, and although there had been a certain amount of affection later on, it had never been very strong. Yet for all this, she mourned her sister; the instinct of protection that had chained her to Milly in her last illness was badly shocked and outraged. That Milly’s poor little fight for self-expression should have ended as it had done, in failure and death, seemed to her both cruel and unjust. She could not shake off a sense of indignation against the Power that so ruthlessly allowed these things to happen; she felt as though something had given her a rude mental shove, from which she found it difficult to regain her balance.

Prayer with Joan had always been extemporary, indulged in at irregular intervals, as the spirit moved her. But in the past she had been capable of praying fervently at times, with a childlike confidence that Someone was listening; now she did not pray at all, because she had nothing to say.

She missed Milly’s presence about the house disproportionately, considering how little that presence had meant when it was there. The place felt empty when she remembered that her sister would never come home again for holidays, would never lie chattering far into the night about the foolish trifles that had interested her. She had often been frankly bored with Milly in the past, but now she wished with all her heart that Milly were back again to bore her; back again to litter up their room with the rubbish that always collected around her, and above all back again to play so wonderfully on her inferior violin.
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Their joint nursing of Milly in her last illness had gone far to draw Joan and Elizabeth closer once more. Elizabeth had been splendidly devoted, splendidly capable, as she always was; she seemed to have softened. For three months after Milly’s death they forbore to discuss their plans, and when, in the end, Elizabeth broached the subject, she was gentle and reasonable, and seemed anxious not to hurry Joan.

But Joan ached to get away; to leave the house and never set foot inside it again, to leave Seabourne and try to forget that such a place existed, to blot out the memory of Milly’s tragedy, in action and hard work. She began to read furiously for Cambridge. A terror possessed her that she had let herself get too rusty, and she tormented Elizabeth with nervous doubts and fears. She lost all self-confidence and worked badly in consequence, but persisted with dogged determination.

Elizabeth laughed at her. She knew that she was worrying herself needlessly, and told her so; and as they gradually resumed their hours of study Joan’s panic subsided.

At the end of another three months Joan spoke to her mother. ‘Dearest I want to talk about the future.’

Mrs. Ogden looked up as though she did not understand. ‘What future?’ she asked.

‘My future, your future. I want you to let me find you a tiny flat in London. I know we’ve discussed this before, but we never came to any conclusion, and now I think we must.’

Mrs. Ogden shook her head. ‘Oh! no’, she said. ‘I shall never leave here now.’

‘Why not? This house will be much too big for you when you’re alone’.

‘Alone?’

‘Yes; when I go to Cambridge, as I want to do in the autumn.’ There was a long silence. Mrs. Ogden dropped her sewing and looked at her daughter steadily; and then:

‘You really mean this, about Cambridge, Joan?’

Joan hesitated uncomfortably; she wished her mother would not adopt this quiet tone, which was belied by the expression in her eyes.

‘Well, if I don’t go now, I shall never go at all. I’m nearly twenty-four already’, she temporized.

‘So you are, nearly twenty-four. How time flies, dear.’

‘We’re hedging’, thought Joan. ‘I must get to the point.’

‘Look here, Mother’, she said firmly. ‘I want to talk this out with you and tell you all my plans; you have a right to know, and, besides, I shall need your help. I want to take a scholarship at Cambridge in the autumn if I can. I shall only have my twenty-five pounds a year, I know, because Milly’s share you’ll need for yourself, but Elizabeth has some money put by, and she’d offered to let me borrow from her until I can earn something. I’m hoping that if it’s not too late, I might manage to hang out for a medical degree, but even if that’s impossible I ought to find some sort of work if I do well at college. And then there’s another thing.’ She hesitated for a moment but plunged on. ‘If you had a tiny place of your own it would cost much less, as I’ve always told you. Say just two or three comfortable rooms, for, of course, there wouldn’t be money enough for you to keep up a flat for the two of us; but that wouldn’t matter, because Elizabeth’s got a flat of her own in London, and could always put me up when I was there. If you were in London I should feel so much happier about it all; I could look after you better, don’t you see? We could see so much more of each other; and then if you were ill, or anything — and another thing is that you’d have a little more money to spend. You could go and stay with people; you might even be able to go abroad in the winter sometimes. Dearest, you do understand, don’t you?’

Mrs. Ogden was silent. She had turned rather pale, but when she spoke her voice was quite gentle.

‘I’m trying to understand, my dear’, she said. ‘Let’s see if I’ve got it right. You say you mean to take your own money and go up to Cambridge in the autumn. I suppose you’ll stay there the usual time, and then continue your studies at a hospital or some place; that’s what they do, don’t they? Some day you hope to become a doctor, or if that fails to find some other paid work in order to be free to live away from me. You mean to break up our home, if you can, and to take me to London as a peace offering to your conscience, and when I’m there you hope to have the time to run in and see me occasionally. I’m right, aren’t I; it would be only occasionally? For between your work and Elizabeth your time would be pretty well taken up.’

Joan made a sound of protest.

‘No, don’t interrupt me’, said her mother quietly; I’m trying to show you that I understand. Well, now, what does it all mean? It seems to me that it means just this: I’ve lost your father, I’ve lost your sister, and now I’m to lose you. Well, Joan, I’m not’ an old woman yet, so I can’t plead age as an excuse for my timidity, and what would be my awful loneliness; but Milly’s death has shaken me very much, and I’m afraid, yes, afraid to live in a strange place by myself. You may think I’m a coward; well, perhaps I am, but the fact remains that what friends I have are in Seabourne, and I don’t feel that I can begin all over again now. Then there’s the money; if you take your money out of the home, little as it is, I shall find it difficult to make ends meet. I’m not a good manager — I never have been — and without you’ — her voice trembled— ‘without you, my dear, I don’t see how I should get on at all. But what’s the good of talking; your mind’s made up. Joan,’ she said with sudden violence, ‘do you know how much you are to me? What parting from you will mean?’

‘Oh, my dear!’ exclaimed Joan desperately, ‘you won’t be parting from me really; you’d have to let me go if I were a son, or if I married — well, that’s all I’m asking, just to be treated like that.’

Mrs. Ogden smiled. ‘Yes, but you’re Joan and not a son, and you’re not married yet, you see, and that makes all the difference.’

‘Then you won’t come to London?’

‘No, Joan, I won’t leave this house. I have very sacred memories here and I won’t leave them.’

‘Oh, Mother, please try to see my side! I can’t give up what’s all the world to me; I can’t go on living in Seabourne and never doing anything worth while all the rest of my life; you’ve no right to ask it of me!’

‘I don’t ask it of you; I’ve some pride. Take your money and go whenever you like; go to Elizabeth. I shall stay on here alone.’

‘Mother, I can’t go while you feel like this about it, and if I take my money and I’m not here to manage you can’t stay on in this house; it’s impossible, when every penny counts, as it does with us. Won’t you think it over, for my sake? Won’t you promise to think it over for, say, three months? I needn’t go to London until some time in August. Mother, please! Mother, you must know that I love you, that I’ve always loved you dearly ever since I was a little girl, only now I want my own life; I want work, I want—’

‘You want Elizabeth’, said Mrs. Ogden gently. ‘You want to live with Elizabeth.’

Joan was silent. It was true, she did want to live with Elizabeth; she wanted her companionship, her understanding, her help in work and play; all that she stood for of freedom and endeavour. Only with Elizabeth could she hope to make good, to break once and for all the chains that bound her to the old life. If she lived with her mother she would never get free; it was good-bye to a career, even a humble one.

She knew that in her vacations she would want leisure for reading but she could visualize what would happen when Mrs. Ogden had had time, during her absence, to store up a million trifling duties against her return. She could picture the hundred and one small impediments that would be thrown, consciously or unconsciously, in her way, if she did succeed in getting work. And above all she had a clear vision of the everlasting silent protest that would be so much more unendurable than words; the aggrieved atmosphere that would surround her.

‘Mother,’ she said firmly, ‘it’s true, I must live with Elizabeth if I’m ever to make good. If you won’t consent to coming to London I shall have to go somehow, just the same, but I shan’t go until the middle of August, and I want you to think it over in the meantime.’

Mrs. Ogden got up. ‘I think we’ve talked long enough’, she said. ‘In any case, I have; I feel very tired.’ And going slowly to the door she left the room.
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Joan sat and stared at the floor. It had been quite fruitless, as it had been in the past; she and her mother could never meet on the ground of mutual understanding and tolerance. Then why did they love each other? Why that added fetter?

The discussion that evening had held some new features. Her mother’s calmness, for one thing; she had been nonplussed by it, not expecting it. Her mother had told her to take her money and go whenever she pleased; yes, but go how? What her mother gave with one hand she took away with the other. If she left her now it would be with the haunting knowledge of having left a woman who either would not or could not adapt herself to the changed circumstances; who would harbour a grievance to the end of her days. Her mother’s very devotion was a weapon turned ruthlessly against her daughter, capable of robbing her of all peace of mind. This would be a bad beginning for strenuous work; and yet her mother had undoubtedly some right on her side. She had lost her husband, and she had lost Milly, and even supposing that neither of them had represented to her what Joan did, still death, when it came, was always terrible. And the talk, the gossip there would be! Everyone in Seabourne would pity her for having such an unnatural daughter; they would lift their eyebrows and purse their lips. ‘Very strange, a most peculiar young woman.’ Oh, yes, all Seabourne would be scandalized if she left home, especially at such a time. She would be thought utterly callous and odd; a kind of heartless freak.

Then there had been the subterfuge about her staying occasionally with Elizabeth. She had said, in a voice that she had tried to make casual: ‘Elizabeth has a flat of her own in London, and she could always put me up when I was there.’ That had been a lie, pure and simple, because she was a coward when it came to hurting people. She had tried to cloak her real purpose, and her mother has seen through her with humiliating ease. It was true enough that Mrs. Ogden would have to economize, and would find herself in a better position to cope with the changed circumstances if she took a flat just big enough for herself; but was that her only motive for not wanting her mother to have a spare bedroom? She knew that it was not. She despised herself for having descended to lies. Was she becoming a liar? The answer was not far to seek; she had lied not only to save her mother pain, but because she had not had the courage to say straight out that she intended leaving her mother’s home for that of another woman. She had realized that in doing such a thing she was embarking upon the unusual; this she had felt the moment she came to putting her intention into words, and she had funked the confession.

She stopped to consider this aspect carefully. It was unusual, and because it was unusual she had been embarrassed; a hitherto unsuspected respect for convention had assailed her. She had never heard of any girl of her acquaintance taking such a step, now that she came to think of it. It was quite a common thing for men to share rooms with a friend, and, of course, girls left home when they married. When they married. Ah! that was the point, that was what made all the difference, as her mother had pointed out. If she had been able to say: ‘I’m going to marry Richard in August’, even although the separation would still have been there, she doubted whether, in the end, her mother would really have offered any strenuous opposition. Pain she would have felt; she remembered the scene with her mother that day long ago, when Richard had proposed to her, but it would have been quite a different sort of pain; there would have been less bitterness in the thought, because marriage had the weight of centuries of custom behind it.

Centuries of custom, centuries of precedent! They pressed, they crushed, they suffocated. If you gave in to them you might venture to hope to live somehow, but if you opposed them you broke yourself to pieces against their iron flanks. She saw it all; it was not her fault, it was not her mother’s fault They were just two poor straws being asked to swim against the current of that monster tyrant: ‘the usual thing’!

She got up and walked feverishly about the room. They must swim against the current; it was ridiculous, preposterous that because she did not marry she should be forced to live a crippled existence. What real difference could it possibly make to her mother’s loneliness if her daughter shared a flat with Elizabeth instead of with a husband? No difference at all, except in precedent. Then it was only by submitting to precedent that you could be free? What she was proposing seemed cruel now, even to herself; and why? Because it was not softened and toned down by precedent, not wreathed in romance as the world understood romance. ‘Good God!’ she thought bitterly, ‘can there be no development of individuality in this world without hurting oneself or someone else?’ She clenched her fists. ‘I don’t care, I don’t care! I’ve a right to my life, and I shall go in August. I defy precedent. I’m Joan Ogden, a law unto myself; and I mean to prove it.’






  








Chapter Thirty-Nine
 

1
 

Elizabeth’s attitude towards the new decision to leave Seabourne made Joan uneasy. Elizabeth said nothing at all, merely nodding her head. Joan thought that she was worried and unhappy about something, but tried in vain to find out the reason.

They worked on steadily together; but she began to miss the old enthusiasm that had made of Elizabeth the perfect teacher. Now she was dull and dispirited, even a little abstracted at times. It was clear that her mind was not in their work. Was it because she doubted their going to London in August? If Elizabeth began to weaken seriously, Joan felt that all must indeed be lost. She needed support and encouragement, as never before, now that she had taken the plunge and told her mother definitely for the last time that she meant to break away. She felt that with Elizabeth’s whole-hearted support she could manage somehow to stand out against the odds, but if she was not to be believed in, if Elizabeth lost faith in her, then she doubted her own strength to carry things through.

‘Elizabeth,’ she said, with a note of fear in her voice, ‘you feel quite certain that we shall go?’

Elizabeth looked up from the book she was reading. ‘I don’t know, Joan.’

‘But I’ve told Mother definitely that I intend to go in August.’

‘Yes, I know you have.’

‘But you’re doubtful? You think I shall go back on you again?’

‘You won’t mean to do that, but so many things happen don’t they? I think I’m getting superstitious.’

‘Nothing is going to happen this time’, said Joan, in a voice which she tried vainly to make firm. ‘I’m not the weak sort of thing that you seem to think me, and in August I go to London!’

Elizabeth took her hand and held it. ‘I could weep over you!’ she said.
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The days were slipping by. It was now June and Mrs. Ogden still persisted in her refusal to leave Seabourne. On this point Joan found herself up against an opposition stronger than any she had had to meet before. Gently but firmly, her mother stuck to her decision.

‘You go, my dear’, she said constantly now. ‘You go, and God bless you and take care of you, my Joan.’ She seemed to be all gentleness and resignation. ‘After all, I’m not as young as I was, and I’m dull and tiresome, I know.’

She had grown thinner in the past few weeks, and her stoop was more pronounced. Joan knew that she must be sleeping badly, for she could hear her moving about her room well into the small hours. Her appetite, always poor, appeared to fail completely.

‘Oh! Mother, do try to eat something. Are you ill?’

‘No, no, my dear, of course not, but I don’t feel very hungry.’

‘Mother, I must know; is your head worrying you again?’

‘I didn’t say it was; what makes you ask?’

‘Because you sit pressing it with your hand so often. Does it ache?’

‘A little, but it’s nothing at all; don’t worry, darling; go on with your studying.’

Joan often discovered her now crying quietly by herself, but as she came in her mother would make as though to whisk the tears away. ‘Mother, you’re crying!’

‘No, I’m not, dearest; my eyes are a little weak, that’s all.’

Towards Elizabeth she appeared to have changed even more completely. Now she was always urging her to come to meals. ‘You’ll want to talk things over with Joan’, she would say. ‘Please stop to lunch today, Elizabeth; you two must have a thousand plans to discuss.’

She spoke quite openly to Elizabeth about Joan’s chances of taking a scholarship at Cambridge, and what their life together would be in London. She sighed very often, it is true, and sometimes her eyes would fill with tears, but when this happened she would smile bravely. ‘Don’t take any notice of me, Elizabeth; I’m just a foolish old woman.’

Joan’s heart ached with misery. This new, submissive, gentle mother was like a pathetic figure of her childhood; a creature difficult to resist, and still more difficult to coerce. Something so utterly helpless that it called up all the chivalry and protectiveness of which her nature was capable.

She found a little parcel on her dressing-table one evening containing six knitted ties and a note, which said: ‘For my Joan to wear at Cambridge. I knitted them when I couldn’t sleep.’ Joan laid down her head and cried bitterly.

In so many little ways her mother was showing thought for her. She found her going through her clothes one day. ‘Mother, what on earth are you doing?’

‘Just looking over your things, dearest. I see you’ll need new stockings and a new hat or two. Oh! and, Joan, do you really think these vests are warm enough? I believe Cambridge is very damp.’

She began to seek out Elizabeth, and whereas, before, she had contented herself more or less with generalities regarding Cambridge and Joan’s life with her friend, she now appeared to want a detailed description of everything.

‘Elizabeth,’ she said one day, ‘come and sit here by me. I want you to tell me all about your flat. Describe it to me, tell me what it looks like, and then I can picture you two to myself after Joan’s gone. Is it sunny? Where is the flat? Isn’t it somewhere near the Edgware Road?’

‘In Bloomsbury’, said Elizabeth rather shortly; then she saw that Joan was listening, and added hastily: ‘Let me see, is it sunny? Yes, I think it is, rather; it’s a very tiny affair, you know.’

‘Oh, but big enough for you two, I expect; I wonder if I shall ever see it.’

‘Of course you will, Mother’, said Joan eagerly. ‘Why we expect you to come up and stay with us; don’t we, Elizabeth?’

Elizabeth assented, but Mrs. Ogden shook her head. ‘No, not that, my dear, you won’t want to be bothered with me; but it’s a darling thought of yours all the same. And now, Elizabeth, tell me all about Cambridge. When I’m alone here in the evenings I shall want to be able to make pictures of the place where my Joan is working.’

Elizabeth felt uncomfortable and suspicious; was Mrs. Ogden making a fool of her, of them both? She tried to describe the town and then the colleges, with the Backs running down to the river, but even to herself her voice sounded hard and unsympathetic.

‘Oh, dear, I’m afraid I’ve bored you’, said Mrs. Ogden apologetically. And Elizabeth, looking across at Joan, saw an angry light in her eyes.
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Mrs. Ogden gave the maid-servant notice, without consulting her daughter, who knew nothing about it until the girl came to her to protest. ‘The mistress has given me a month’s notice, and I’m sure I do’no what I’ve done. It’s a hard place and she’s awful to please, but I’ve done my best. I have indeed!’

Joan went in search of her mother. ‘Why on earth have you given

Ellen notice?’ she demanded. ‘She’s the best girl we’ve ever had.’

‘I know she is’, said Mrs. Ogden, who was studying her bank book. ‘Then why — ?’

‘Well, you see, darling, I shan’t be able to afford a servant when you’ve gone, so I thought it better to give her notice at once. Of course I couldn’t very well tell her why I was sending her away, could I?’

Joan collapsed into a chair. ‘But, good heavens, Mother! You can’t do the housework. Surely with a little management you might have kept her on; she only gets nineteen pounds a year!’

‘Ah! but there’s her food and washing’, said Mrs. Ogden patiently. ‘But what do you propose to do? You can’t sweep floors and that sort of thing; this is awful!’

‘Now don’t begin to worry, Joan. I shall be perfectly all right; I can have a charwoman twice a week.’

‘But what about the cooking, Mother?’

‘Oh, that will be easy, darling; you know how little I eat.’

Joan began walking about the room, a trick she had acquired lately when worried. ‘It’s impossible!’ she protested. ‘You’ll end by making yourself very ill.’

Mrs. Ogden got up and kissed her. ‘Do you think,’ she said softly, ‘that I can’t make sacrifices for my girl, when she demands them of me?’

‘Oh, Mother, I do beg of you to come to London! I know I could make you comfortable there.’

Mrs. Ogden drew herself away. ‘No, I can’t do that’, she said. ‘I’ve lived here since you and Milly were little children, my husband died here and so did your sister; you mustn’t ask me to leave my memories, Joan.’

In July the servant left. ‘No, darling, don’t do the housework for me; I must learn to do things for myself’, said her mother, as Joan was going into the kitchen as a matter of course.

A period of chaos ensued. Mrs. Ogden struggled with brooms and slop-pails as a mosquito might struggle with Cleopatra’s Needle. The food she prepared came out of tins, for the most part, and what was fresh was spoilt before it reached the table. Their meals were tragedies, and when on one occasion Joan’s endurance gave out over a particularly nasty stew, Mrs. Ogden burst into tears.

‘Oh! and I did try so hard!’ she sobbed.

Joan put her arms round her. ‘You poor darling,’ she comforted, ‘don’t cry; it’s not so bad, really; only I don’t see how I’m ever to leave you.’

Mrs. Ogden dried her eyes. ‘But you must leave me’, she said steadily. ‘I want you to go, since you’ve set your heart on it.’

‘Well, I do believe you’ll starve!’ said Joan, between laughter and tears.

Every evening Mrs. Ogden was worn out. She could not read, she could not sew; whenever she tried her eyelids drooped and she had to give it up. In the end she was forced to sit quietly with closed eyes. Joan, watching her apprehensively from the other side of the lamp, would feel her heart tighten.

‘Mother, go to bed; you’re tired to death.’

‘Oh, no, darling, I’ll sit up with you; I shall have plenty of evenings to go to bed early when you’ve gone.’

Not content, apparently, with moderate hours of work, Mrs. Ogden bought an alarm clock. The first that Joan knew of this instrument of torture was when it woke her with a fearful start at six-thirty one morning. She could not exactly locate whence the sound came, but rushed instinctively into her mother’s room.

‘What is it? Are you ill? What was that bell?’ she panted.

Mrs. Ogden, already out of bed, pointed triumphantly to the alarm. ‘I had to get it to wake me up’, she explained.

‘But, my dear mother, it’s only half-past six; you can’t get up at this hour!’

‘There’s the kitchen fire to light, darling, and I want you to have a really hot bath by half-past seven.’

Joan groaned. ‘Go back to bed at once’, she ordered, giving her a gentle push. ‘I’ll light the kitchen fire; this is ridiculous!’
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It was the middle of July; only a few weeks more and then freedom. ‘Freedom, freedom, freedom!’ repeated Joan to herself in a kind of desperation. ‘I’m going to be free at last.’ But something in her shrank and weakened. ‘No, no’, she thought in terror. ‘I will leave her; I must.’

She sought Elizabeth out for comfort. ‘Only a few weeks now Elizabeth.’

‘Yes, only a few weeks now’, repeated Elizabeth flatly. They wen on with their plans with quiet stubbornness. They spent a day in London buying their furniture on the hire system; the selection was not very varied, but they could not afford to go elsewhere. They chose fume oak for the most part, and blue-grey curtains with art carpets to mate them. Their greatest extravagance was a large roomy bookcase.

Joan said: ‘Think of it; this is for our books, yours and mine.’

Elizabeth smiled and pressed her hand. ‘Are you happy, my dear? she asked doubtfully.

Joan flared up. ‘What a ridiculous question to ask; but perhaps you’re not happy?’

‘Oh, don’t!’ said Elizabeth, turning away.

They had tea in the restaurant of the ‘Furniture Emporium’, tepid Indian tea and stale pound cake.

‘Ugh!’ said Joan disgustedly, as she tried to drink the mixture. ‘Yes, it’s undrinkable’, Elizabeth agreed.

They paid for the meal which they had left untouched, and catching a bus, went to the station.

On their way home in the train they sat silent. They were very tired, but it was not that which made speech difficult, but rather the sense o deep disappointment oppressing them both. No, it had not been at all like they had expected, this choosing of the furniture for their home together; something, intangible had spoilt it all. ‘It was my fault’, Joan thought miserably. ‘It was all my fault. I meant to be happy, I wanted to be, but I wasn’t a bit — and Elizabeth saw it.’

When they said ‘Good night’ at the Rodneys’ house they clung to each other for a moment in silence.

‘Go. Oh, do go!’ said Elizabeth brokenly, and Joan went with drooping head.






  








Chapter Forty
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It had come. Joan lay awake and realized that this was her last night in Seabourne. She got up and lit the gas. Her eyes roved round the familiar bedroom; there was Milly’s bed — they had not had it moved after her death, and there was the old white wardrobe and the dressing-table, and the crazy arm-chair off which she and Milly had torn the caster when they were children. The caster had never been replaced. ‘How like Seabourne’, she thought, smiling ruefully. ‘Casters never get themselves replaced here; nothing does.’

She looked at her new trunk, already locked and strapped; it had been a present from her mother, and her name, ‘Joan Ogden’, was painted across its top in white block letters. ‘I thought it safer to put the full name’, her mother had said.

The blind flapped and the gas flame blew sideways; it was windy, and the thud of the sea on shingles came in and seemed to fill the room. ‘I am happy!’ she told herself; ‘I’m very happy.’

How brave her mother had been that evening; she had smiled and talked just as though nothing unusual were about to happen, but oh! how miserably tired she had looked, and ill. Was she going to be ill? Joan’s heart seemed to stop beating; suppose her mother should get ill all alone in the house! She had never thought of that before, but of course she would be alone every night, now that she had sent away the servant. What was to be done? It was dangerous, terribly dangerous for a woman of that age to sleep alone in the house. She pulled herself up sharply; oh, well, she would speak to her in the morning and tell her that she must have a maid. Of course it was all nonsense; she must afford one: But what about tomorrow night? She couldn’t get a servant by that time. Never mind; nothing was likely to happen in one or two nights. No, but it might be weeks before she found a maid; what was to be done?

If her mother got ill, would she telegraph for her? Yes, of course; and yet how could she if she were alone in the house? ‘Oh, stop, stop!’ cried Joan aloud to herself. ‘Stop all this, I tell you!’ She had an overwhelming desire to rush into her mother’s room on the instant, and wake her up, just to see that she was alive, but she controlled herself. ‘Perhaps she’s crying’, she thought, and started towards the door. ‘No,’ she said resolutely, ‘I will not go in and see her!’

She began to think of Elizabeth too; of her face when they had said good-bye that afternoon. ‘Don’t be late in calling for me’, she had cautioned, and Elizabeth had answered: ‘I shan’t be late, Joan.’ What was it that she fancied she had seen in Elizabeth’s eyes and heard in her voice? Not anger, certainly, and not actually tears; but something new, something rather dreadful, a sort of entreaty. She shuddered. Oh, why could there never be any real happiness for Joan Ogden, never any real fulfilment, never any joy that was quite without blemish? She felt that her unlucky star shed its beams over everyone with whom she came in contact, everyone she loved; those beams had touched Elizabeth and scorched her. Yet how much she loved Elizabeth; she would have laid down her life to save her pain. But she loved her mother too, not quite in the same way, but deeply, very deeply. She knew this, now that she was about to leave her; she had always known it, of course, but now that their parting was near at hand the fact seemed to blaze forth with renewed force. She began thinking about love in the abstract. Love was jealous of being divided; it did not admit of your really loving more than one creature at a time. She remembered vaguely having thought this before, years ago. Yet in her case this could not be true, for she loved them both, terribly, desperately, and yet could not serve them both. No, she could not serve them both, but she had chosen.

She lay down on her bed again and buried her face in the pillow. ‘Oh, Elizabeth,’ she whispered, ‘I will come, I will be faithful, I swear I will.’
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They breakfasted at Leaside at eight o’clock, for Joan’s train left at ten-thirty. At ten o’clock Elizabeth would arrive with the fly. Joan could not swallow.

‘Eat something, my darling’, said Mrs. Ogden tenderly.

She looked as though she had been crying all night, her eyes were red and swollen, but she smiled bravely whenever she saw her daughter’s glance turned in her direction.

She refused to give in about not sleeping alone. ‘Nonsense,’ she said brusquely, when Joan implored, ‘I shall be all right; don’t be silly, darling.’

But she did not look as though she would be all right, and Joan searched her brain desperately for some new scheme, but found none. What was she to do? And in less than two hours now she would be gone. Throwing her arms round her mother’s neck she dropped her head on her shoulder.

‘I can’t leave you like this’, she said desperately.

Mrs. Ogden’s tears began to fall. ‘But you must leave me, Joan; I want you to go.’

They clung together, forlorn and miserable.

‘You will write, Mother, very often?’

‘Very often, my Joan, and you must too.’

‘Every day’, Joan promised. ‘Every day.’

She went up to her room and began to pack her bag, but, contrary to custom Mrs. Ogden did not follow her. At a quarter to ten she came downstairs; her mother was nowhere to be seen.

‘Mother’! she called anxiously, ‘where are you?’

‘In my room, darling’, came the answer from behind a closed door. ‘I’ll be down in a minute; you wait where you are.’

Joan wandered about the drawing-room. It had changed very little in all these years; the wallpaper was the same, though faded now, there were the same pink curtains and chairs, all shabby and reflecting the fallen family fortunes, The turquoise blue tiles in the grate alone remained startlingly bright and aggressive. The engraving of Admiral Sir William Routledge looked down on her as if with interest; she wondered if he were pleased or angry at the step his descendant was-about to take; perhaps, as he had been a man of action, he was pleased. ‘“Nelson’s Darling” ought at least to admire my courage!’ she thought ruefully, and turned her back on him. She sat down in the Nelson arm-chair.

Nelson’s chair, how her mother had treasured it, how she did still; her poor little mother. Joan patted the extended arms with tender hands, and rested her head wearily where Nelson’s head was said to have rested. ‘Good-bye’, she murmured, with a lump in her throat.
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She began to feel anxious about her mother. It was five minutes to ten; what on earth was she doing? In another five minutes Elizabeth would come with the fly. Her mother had told her to wait in the drawing-room, but she could not wait much longer, she must go and find her. At that moment the door opened quietly and Mrs. Ogden came in. She was all in grey; a soft, pearly grey, the colour of doves feathers. Her hair was carefully piled, high on her head, and blended in softness and shine with the grey of her dress; she must have bathed her eyes, for they looked bright again and almost young. She cam forward, stretching out her arms.

Joan sprang up. ‘Mother! It’s — why it’s the old dress, the same dress you wore years ago on our last Anniversary Day. Oh! I remember ii so well; that’s the dress that made you look like a grey dove, I remember thinking that.’ The outstretched arms folded round her. ‘What mad you put it on to-day?’ she faltered, ‘it makes you look so pretty!’

Mrs. Ogden stroked her cheek. ‘I wanted you to remember me like this’, she whispered. ‘And, Joan, this is Anniversary Day.’

Joan started. ‘So it is,’ she stammered, ‘and I had forgotten’.

The door-bell clanged loudly. ‘Let the charwoman answer it,’ said Mrs. Ogden, ‘she’s here this morning.’

They heard the front door open and close.

‘Joan!’ came Elizabeth’s voice from the hall. ‘Joan!’

No one answered, and in a moment or two Elizabeth had come into the room. Joan and her mother were standing hand in hand, like two children.

Elizabeth said sharply: ‘Joan, we shall miss the train, are you ready?

Joan let go of Mrs. Ogden’s hand and stepped forward; she was deadly pale and her eyes shone feverishly. When she spoke her voice sounded dry. like autumn leaves crushed under foot.

‘I’m not coming, Elizabeth; I can’t leave her.’

Elizabeth made a little inarticulate sound in her throat: ‘Joan!’

‘I’m not coming, Elizabeth, I can’t leave her.’

‘Joan, for the last time I ask you: Will you come with me?’

‘No!’ said Joan breathlessly. ‘No, I can’t.’

Elizabeth turned without another word and left the room and the house. Joan heard the door clang dully after her, and the sound o wheels that grew fainter and fainter as the fly lumbered away.
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The queer days succeeded each other like phantoms. Looking back on the week which elapsed between Elizabeth’s going and her last letter, Joan found that she could remember very little of that time, or of the days that followed. She moved about, ate her food, got up and went to bed in a kind of stupor, broken by moments of dreadful lucidity.

On the sixth day came the letter in the familiar handwriting. The paper bore no address, only the date, ‘August, 1901’; a London postmark was on the envelope.

Elizabeth wrote:

‘JOAN,

‘I knew that you would never come to me, I think I have known it in my heart for a long time. But I must have been a proud and stubborn woman, for I would not admit my failure until the very last. I had a hundred things to keep hope alive in me; your splendid brain, your longing to free yourself from Seabourne and what it stands for, the strength of all the youth in you, and then the love I thought you had for me. Yes, I counted a great deal on that, perhaps because I judged it by my love for you. I was wrong, you see, your love did not hold, it was not strong enough to give you your liberty; or was it that you were too strong to take it? I don’t know.

‘Joan, I shall never come back, I cannot come back. I must go away from you, tear you out of me, forget you. You have had too much of me already. Oh! far too much! But now I have taken it back, all, all; for I will not go into my new life incomplete.

‘I wonder if you have ever realized what my life at Seabourne has been? So unendurable at times that but for you I think I should have ended it. The long, long days with their dreadful monotony, three hundred and sixty-five of them in every year; and then the long long years!

‘I used to go home from Leaside in the evening, and sit in the study with Ralph and Uncle John’s portrait, and feel as if tight fingers were squeezing my throat; as if I were being suffocated under the awful plush folds of the curtains. I used to have the horrible idea that Seabourne had somehow become a living, embodied entity, of which Ralph and Old Uncle John and the plush curtains and the smell of mildew that always hung about Ralph’s books, all formed a terrifying part. Then I used to look at myself in the glass when I got up every morning, and count the lines on my face one by one, and realize that my youth was slipping past me; with every one of those three hundred and sixty-five days a little less of it remained, a little more went into the toothless jaws of Seabourne.

‘Joan, I too have had my ambition, I too once meant to make good. When I first came to take care of Ralph’s house, I never intended to stay for more than a year at most. I meant to go to London and be a journalist if they’d have me; in any case I meant to work, out in the real world, the world that has passed Seabourne by, long ago.

‘Then I saw you, an overgrown colt of a child, all legs and arms. I began to teach you, and gradually, very gradually, you became Seabourne’s ally. You never knew it, but at moments I did; you were helping the place to hold me. My interest in you, in your personality, your unusual ability; the joy it was to teach you, and later the deep love I felt for you, all chained me to Leaside. My very desire to uproot you and drag you away was only another snare that held me to the life I detested. Do you remember how I tried to break free, that time, and failed? It was you who pulled me back, through my love for you. Yes, even my love for you was used by Seabourne to secure its victim.

‘I grew older year by year, and saw my chances slipping from me; and I often felt older than I was, life at Seabourne made me feel old. I realized that I was only half a being, that there were experiences I had never had, fulfilments I had never known, joys and sorrows which many a poor devil of a charwoman could have taught me about. I felt stunted and coerced, checked at the very roots of me, hungry for my birthright.

‘But as time went on I managed to dam up the torrent, till it flowed away from its natural course; it flowed out to you, Joan. Then it was that my desire to help forward a brilliant pupil, grew, little by little, into an absorbing passion. I became a monoïdeist, with you as the idea. I lived for you, for your work, your success; I lived in you, in your present, in your future, which I told myself would be my future too. Oh! my dear, how I built on you; and I thought I had dug the foundations so deep that no waves or tempests could destroy them.

‘Then, five days ago, the house fell down; it crashed about my ears, it stunned me. All I knew then was that I must escape from the ruin or let myself be crushed to death; all I know now is that I must never see that ruin again.

‘Joan, I will not even go near enough to our disaster to ask you what you are going to do. Why should I ask? I already know the answer. You must forget me, as I must forget you. I don’t understand the way of things; they seem to me to be cruelly badly managed at the source; but perhaps Someone or Something is wise, after all, as they would have us believe; No, I don’t mean that, I can’t feel like that — resigned; not yet.

‘By the time this letter reaches you I shall be married to Lawrence Benson. Do I love him? No, not at all; I like him and I suppose I respect him, but he is the last person on earth that I could love. I have told him all this and he still wants to marry me. We shall leave very soon for South Africa, where his bank is opening new branches. Oh! Joan, and you will be in Seabourne; the injustice of it! You see I am hovering still in the vicinity of my ruin, but I shall get clear, never doubt it.

‘Do not try to see me before I go, I have purposely given no address, and Ralph has been asked not to give it either; and do not write to me. I want to forget.

ELIZABETH.’
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The new town band played every Thursday afternoon in the new skating-rink in the High Street. The band was not really new and neither was the skating-rink, both having come into existence about twelve months after Milly Ogden’s death, which made them almost nineteen years old. But by those who remembered the days when these and similar innovations had not existed, they were always spoken of as ‘New’.

The old residents of Seabourne, those that were left of them, mourned openly the time when the town had been really select. They looked askance at the dancing couples who gyrated round the rink with strange clingings and undulatings. But in spite of being shocked, as they genuinely were, they occasionally showed their disapproving faces at the rink on Thursday afternoons; it was a warm place to sit in and have tea during the winter and early spring months, and in addition to this they derived a sense of superiority from criticizing the unseemly behaviour of the new generation.

‘Well!’ exclaimed Mrs. Ogden, as a couple more blatant than usual performed a sort of Nautch dance under her nose, ‘all I can say is, I’m glad I’m old!’

Joan smiled. ‘Yes, we’re not so young as we were’, she said.

Her mother protested irritably. ‘I do wish you would stop talking as though you were a hundred, Joan, it’s so ridiculous; I sometimes think you do it to aggravate me, you don’t look a day over thirty.’

‘Well, never mind, darling, look at that girl over there, she’s dancing rather prettily.’

‘I’m glad you think so; personally, I can’t see anything pretty about it. Of course, if you like to tell everyone your age I suppose you must; only the other day I heard you expatiating on the subject to Major Boyle. But, considering you know I particularly dislike it, I think you might stop.’

Joan sighed. ‘Here comes die tea, Mother.’

‘Yes, I see it. Oh, don’t put the milk in first, darling! Well, never mind, as you’ve done it. Major Boyle doesn’t go about telling his age, vain old man, but he’s sure not to miss an opportunity now of telling everyone yours.’

‘Have you got your Saxin, Mother?’

‘Yes, here it is, in my bag; no, it’s not. Oh dear, I do hope I haven’t lost my silver box, just see if you can find it.’

Joan took the bag and thrust in her hand. ‘Here it is’, she said.

‘Good gracious!’ sighed Mrs. Ogden. ‘I’m growing as blind as a bat; it’s an awful thing to lose your eyesight. No, but seriously, darling, do stop telling people your age.’

‘I will if you mind so much, Mother. But everyone we know doesn’t need to be told, if they think it out, and the new people aren’t interested in us or our ages, so what can it matter?’

‘It matters very much to me, as I’ve told you.’

‘All right, then, I’ll try and remember. How old do you want me to be?

Mrs. Ogden took offence at the levity in her daughter’s tone and the rest of the meal passed in comparative silence. At last Joan paid for the tea and they got up to go. She helped her mother with her wrap.

‘My fur’s gone under the table’, said Mrs. Ogden, looking vague.

Joan dived and retrieved the worn mink collar. ‘Your gloves, Mother!’ she reminded.

Mrs. Ogden glanced first at the table and then at the chair, with a worried eye. ‘What have I done with my gloves?’ she said unhappily, ‘I really believe there’s a demon who hides my things.’ She screwed up her eyes and peered about; her hand strayed casually into the pocket of her wrap. ‘Ah! here they are!’ she cried, ‘I knew I’d put them somewhere.’

Immediate problems being satisfactorily solved, Joan jerked herself into her own coat; a green freize ulster with astrakhan cloth at the neck and sleeves. As she did so her soft felt hat tilted itself a little back on her head. It was the sort of hat that continually begs forgiveness for its wearer, by saying in so many words: ‘I’m not really odd or unusual, observe my feminine touches!’ If the hat had been crushed down in the middle it might have looked more daring and been passably becoming, but Joan lacked the courage for this, and wore the crown extended to its full height. If it had been brown or black or grey it might have looked like its male prototype, and been less at variance with its wearer’s no longer fresh complexion and angular face, but instead it was pastel blue. Above all, if it had not had the absurd bunch of jaunty feathers, shaped like an interrogation mark, thrust into its band, it might have presented a less abject appearance, and been less of a shouted apology for the short grey hair beneath it.

They were ready at last. Mrs. Ogden had her bag, her umbrella, her fur and two parcels, all safely disposed about her person. She took her daughter’s arm for guidance as they threaded through the labyrinth of tea-tables; if she would have put on her glasses this would not have been necessary, but in one respect she refused to submit to the tyranny of old age; she would never wear spectacles in public, except for reading.

A cold March wind swept round the corners of the High Street. ‘Put your fur over your mouth, Mother, this wind is deadly’, Joan cautioned.

Mrs. Ogden obeyed, and the homeward walk was continued in silence. Joan opened the door with a latch-key and turned up the gas in the hall.

‘Oh, dear!’ she exclaimed anxiously, ‘Who left that landing window open?’

Mrs. Ogden disengaged her mouth. ‘Helen!’ she called loudly, ‘Helen!’ She waited and then called again, this time at the kitchen door, but there was no reply. ‘She’s gone out without permission again, Joan; I suppose it’s that cinema!’

‘Never mind, dearest, you go and sit down, I’ll shut the window myself. It seems to me that one’s got to put up with all their ways since the war; if you don’t, they just walk out.’

She shut the window, bolted it, and returning to the hall collected her mother’s coat and hat, then she went upstairs.
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Her head ached badly, as it did pretty often these days. She put away Mrs. Ogden’s things and passed on to her own room. Taking off her heavy coat, she hung it up neatly, being careful not to shut the door of the cupboard until she was sure that the coat could not be crushed; she then took off her hat, brushed it, and put it in a box under the bed.

The room had changed very little since the time when she and Milly had shared it. There was the same white furniture, only more chipped and yellower, the same Brussels carpet, only more patternless and threadbare. The walls had been repapered once and the paint touched up, after Milly’s death, but beyond this, all had remained as it was. Joan went to the dressing-table and combed her thick grey hair; she had given up parting it on one side now and wore it brushed straight back from her face.

She looked at her reflection in the glass and laughed quietly. ‘Poor Mother’, she said under her breath. ‘Does she really think I don’t look my age?’

To the casual observer she looked about forty-eight, in reality she was forty-three. Her grey eyes still seemed young at times, but their colour had faded and so had their expression of intelligent curiosity. The eyes that had once asked so many questions of life, now looked dull and uninterested. Her cheeks had grown somewhat angular, and the clear pallor of her skin had thickened a little; it no longer suggested good health. In all her face only the mouth remained as a memory of what Joan had been. Her mouth had neither hardened nor weakened, the lips still retained their youthful texture and remained beautiful in their modelling. And because this mouth was so startlingly young and fresh, with its strong, white teeth, it served all the more to bring into relief the deterioration of the rest of her face. Her figure was as slim as it had been at twenty-four, but now she stooped a little at times, because her back hurt her; she thought it must be rheumatism, and worried about it disproportionately.

She had taken to thinking a great deal about her health lately, not because she wanted to, but rather because she was constantly assailed by small, annoying symptoms, all different and all equally unpleasant. Her legs ached at night after she got to bed, and feeling them one evening she discovered that the veins were swollen; at times they became acutely painful. She seldom got up now refreshed by sound sleep, there was no joy in waking in the mornings; on the contrary, she had grown to dread the pulling up of the blind, because her eyes felt sensitive, especially after the night.

Her mentality was gradually changing too, and her brain was littered with little things. Trifles annoyed her, small cares preoccupied her, the getting beyond them was too much of an effort. She could no longer force her unwilling brain to action, any mental exertion tired her. She had long since ceased to care for study in any form, even serious books wearied her; if she read now it was novels of the lightest kind, and she really preferred magazines.

Her mind, when not occupied with her own health or her mother’s, was beginning to find relaxation in things that she would have once utterly despised; Seabourne gossip, not always kind; local excitements, such as the opening of a new hotel or the coming of a London touring company to the theatre. Her interests were narrowing down into a small circle, she was beginning to find herself incapable of feeling much excitement over anything that took place even as far away as the next town. At moments she was startled when she remembered herself as she had once been, startled and ashamed and horribly sad; but a headache or a threatened cold, or the feeling of general unfitness that so often beset her, was enough to turn her mind from introspection and send her flying to her medicine cupboard.

Mrs. Ogden was her principal preoccupation. They quarrelled often and seldom thought alike; but the patience that had characterized Joan’s youth remained with her still; she was good to her mother in spite of everything. For the first few years of their life alone together, Joan had rebelled at times like a mad thing. Those had been terrible years and she had set herself to forget them, with a fair amount of success. Mrs. Ogden had become a habit now, and quite automatically Joan fetched and carried, and rubbed her chest and gave her her medicine; it was all in the day’s work, one did it, like everything else in Seabourne, because it seemed the right thing and there was nothing else to do.

If there had been people who could have formed a link with her youth, she might more easily have retained a part of her old self; but there was only her mother, who had always been the opposing force; nearly everyone else who belonged to that by-gone period had either left Seabourne or died. She seldom met a familiar face in the street, a face wherewith to conjure up some vivid memory, or even regret. Admiral Bourne had been dead for fifteen years, and Glory Point had fallen into decay; it stood empty and neglected, a prey to the winds and waves that it had once so gallantly defied. No one wanted the admiral’s ship-house, neither the distant cousin who had inherited it, nor the prospective tenants who came down from London to view. It was too fanciful, too queer, and proved on closer inspection to be very inconvenient, or so people said.

General Brooke had gone to meet his old antagonist Colonel Ogden, and Ralph Rodney had died of pleurisy, during the war. The Bensons had sold Conway House to a profiteer grocer, and had moved to London. Richard, who had written at intervals for one or two years after Elizabeth’s marriage, had long since ceased to write altogether. His last letter had been unhappy and resentful, and now Joan did not know where he was. Sir Robert and Lady Loo spent most of their time out of England, on account of her health, and were seldom if ever, seen by the Ogdens.

Seabourne was changing; changing, yet always the same. The war had touched it in passing, as the Memorial Cross in the market-place testified; but in spite of world-wide convulsions, dreadful deeds in Belgium and France, air raids in London and bombardments on the coast, Seabourne had remained placid and had never lost its head. Immune from bombs and shells by reason of its smug position, it had known little more of the war than it gathered from its daily papers and the advent of food tickets. Even the grip of the speculative post-war builder seemed powerless to make it gasp. He came, he went, leaving in his wake a trail of horrid toadstool growths which were known as the new suburb of ‘Shingle Park’. But few strangers came to live in these blatant little houses; they were bought up at once by the local tradespeople, who moved from inconvenient rooms over their shops to more inconvenient villas outside the town.

Yes, any change that there was in Seabourne was more apparent than real; and yet for Joan there remained very little to remind her of her youth, beyond the same dull streets, the same dull shops and the same monotony, which she now dreaded to break. In her bedroom was one drawer which she always kept locked, it contained the books that she and Elizabeth had pored over together. She had put them away eighteen years ago, and had never had the courage to look at them since, but she wore the key of that drawer on a chain round her neck; it was the only token of her past that she permitted to intrude itself.

There was no one to be intimate with, for people like the Ogdens; Mrs. Ogden refused to admit the upstarts to her friendship. Stiff-necked and Routledge as ever, she repulsed their advances and Joan cared too little to oppose her. Father Cuthbert and a few oldish women, members of the congregation, were practically the only visitors at Lea-side. Mrs. Ogden liked to talk over parish affairs with them, the more so as she was treated with deep respect, almost amounting to reverence, by the faithful Father Cuthbert, who never forgot that she had been one of his first supporters.

With time, Joan, his old antagonist, had begun to weaken, and now she too took a hand in the church work. She consented to join the Altar Society, and developed quite a talent for arranging the flowers in their stiff brass vases. The flowers in themselves gave her pleasure, appealing to what was left of her sense of the beautiful. Someone had to take Mrs. Ogden to church, she was too feeble to go alone; so the task fell to Joan, as a matter of course. She would push her mother in a light wicker bath chair which they had bought second-hand, or on very special occasions drive with her in a fly. Also as a matter of course she now took part in the services, neither impressed nor the reverse, but remaining purely neutral. She followed the easiest path these days, and did most things rather than make the necessary effort to resist. After all, what did it matter, one church was as good as another, she supposed. She was not quite dishonest in her attitude towards Ritualism, neither was she strictly honest; it was only that the combative instincts of youth had battered themselves to death in her; now she felt no very strong emotions, and did not want to.
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The poor of Seabourne were really non-existent; but since certain types of religiously minded people are not happy unless they find some class beneath them on whom to lavish unwelcome care, the churches of each denomination, and of these there were at least four, invented deserving poor for themselves and visited them strenuously. Of all the pastors in the little town, Father Cuthbert was the most energetic.

Mrs. Ogden was particularly interested in this branch of church work. District visiting had come to her as second nature; she had found immense satisfaction and a salve to her pride in patronizing people who could not retaliate. But lately her failing health made the long walks impossible, so that she was reduced to sitting at home and thinking out schemes whereby the humbler members of the congregation might be coerced into doing something that they did not want to.

She looked up from the paper one morning with triumph in her eye. ‘I knew it would come!’ she remarked complacently.

‘What would come?’ Joan inquired.

She did not feel that she cared very much just then if the Day of Judgment itself were at hand; but long experience had taught her that silence was apt to make her mother more loquacious than an assumption of interest.

‘The influenza; I knew it would come! There are three cases in Seabourne.’

‘Well, what of it?’ said Joan, yawning. ‘The world’s very much overpopulated; I’m sure Seabourne is.’

‘My dear, don’t be callous, and it’s the pneumonic kind; I believe those Germans are still spreading microbes.’

‘Oh, nonsense!’ said Joan irritably.

Mrs. Ogden went over to her bureau and began rummaging in a drawer; at last she found what she was looking for. ‘These worsted vests must go to the Robinsons to-day’, she declared. ‘That eldest girl of theirs must put one on at once; with her tendency to bronchitis, she’s an absolute candidate for influenza.’

Joan made a sound of impatience. ‘But, Mother, you know the girl hates having wool next her skin; she says it makes her itch; she’ll never wear them.’

‘Oh, but she must; you’ll have to see her mother and tell her I sent you; it’s nonsense about wool making the skin irritate.’

‘I don’t agree with you; lots of people can’t wear it. I can’t myself, and, besides, the Robinsohs don’t want our charity.’

‘The poor always need charity, my dear.’

‘But they’re not poor; they’re probably better off’ than ‘we are, or they ought to be, considering what that family earned during the war.’

‘I can’t help what they earned in war-time, Joan; they’re poor enough now; everyone is, with all the unemployment.’

‘I daresay, only they don’t happen to be unemployed.’

‘I expect they will be soon’, said Mrs. Ogden with ghoulish optimism.

Joan sighed; this task of thrusting herself on people who did not want her was one of the trials of life. For many years she had refused to be a district visitor, but lately this too had been one of the duties that her mother’s increasing age imposed upon her. Mrs. Ogden worried herself ill if she thought that her share in this all-important work was being neglected, so Joan had given in.

She stretched out her hand for the vests. ‘How they must hate us’, she said thoughtfully.

Mrs. Ogden took off her spectacles. ‘They? Who?’

‘Only the poor Poor.’

‘You are a strange girl, Joan. I don’t understand half the time what you’re talking about, and I don’t think you do yourself.’

‘Perhaps not!’ Joan’s voice was rather sharp; she wished her mother would not speak of her as a ‘girl’, it was ridiculous and embarrassing. At times this and equally trifling irritations made her feel as though she could scream. ‘Give me the idiotic things!’ she said angrily, snatching up the vests; ‘I’ll take them, if you make me, but they’ll only throw them away.’

Mrs. Ogden appeared not to hear her; she had become slightly deaf in one ear lately, a fact which she had quickly discovered could be used to her own advantage.

‘Bring in some muffins for tea, darling’, she called after Joan’s retreating figure.
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Joan strode along the esplanade on her way to the Robinson’s cottage. Anger lent vigour to her every movement; she felt almost young again under its stimulus. This useless errand on which she had been sent! Just as though the Robinsons didn’t know how to dress themselves. The eldest girl, about whom her mother was so anxious, wore far smarter clothes at church than Joan could afford, and, in any case why should the poor thing be doomed to a perpetual rash because Mrs. Ogden wanted a peg on which to hang her charity?

She walked with head bent to the wind; it looked like rain and she had forgotten her umbrella. Suppose that storm-cloud over there should break, she’d be drenched to the skin, and that would be bad for her rheumatism. At the thought of her rheumatism her back began to ache a little. All this trouble and risk of getting wet through was being taken for people who would probably laugh at her the moment she was safely out of their house. Of course the knitted vests would either be given to the dustman or thrown away immediately. Now the gale began to absorb all her attention; it was increasing every minute. She had some ado to hold her hat on. Her anger gave place to feelings of misery and discomfort, physical discomfort which filled her whole horizon. She forgot for the moment the irritation she had felt with her mother; almost forgot the errand on which she was bent, and was conscious only that the wind was bitter and that she felt terribly tired.

She came at last to the ugly little street where the Robinson family lived. She always dreaded this street; it was so full of children. Their impudent eyes followed her as she walked, and they tittered audibly. She rang the bell. She had not meant to pull it so hard, and was appalled at the clanging that followed. After a pause she could hear steps coming down the passage.

‘No need to pull the ‘ouse down when you ring, I should ‘ope’, said a loud voice.

The door was flung open. ‘Now then—’ Mrs. Robinson was beginning truculently, when she saw who it was and stopped.

Joan felt that she could not face it. Mrs. Robinson was composing her countenance into the sly Sunday expression.

‘Some vests; they’re from my mother!’ she said hurriedly, and thrusting the parcel into the woman’s hands, she fled down the steps.

3
 

There was no rain after all, and that was a great relief. Going home with the wind behind her she had time to remember again that she was angry. She would tell Father Cuthbert once and for all that he must find another district visitor. She was not going to trudge about all over Seabourne, ministering to people who disliked her, helping Father Cuthbert to make them more hypocritical than they were already.

By the time she arrived at Leaside, however, apathy was uppermost again; what was the good of having a row? What did it matter after all? What really mattered most at the moment was that she wanted a cup of strong tea and a fire to get warm by. She would have to invent a suitable interview with Mrs. Robinson; anything for peace!

‘Did you get the muffins, darling?’ came Mrs. Ogden’s voice from the dining-room.

Joan stood still in the hall and pressed her hand to her head with a gesture almost tragic. She had forgotten the muffins!
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The Ogdens took their annual holiday in May, in order to avoid the high prices of the summer season. For a full month prior to their departure, a feeling of unrest always possessed them. The numbers of things, real and imaginary, that had to be settled before they could leave for Lynton, in North Devon, augmented year by year, until they had arrived at dimensions that only a prolonged visit to Kamchatka or Zanzibar could possibly excuse. Joan found that as the years went on she was beginning to subscribe more and more to her mother’s fussiness; even beginning to acquire certain fussinesses of her own. Sometimes the realization of this made her pause. ‘I never used to care so much about trifles’, she would think. But she found it almost impossible to stop caring. She would lie awake at night going over in her mind the obstacles to be overcome before they could leave Seabourne, and would go to sleep finally with a weight on her brain. In the morning she would wake wondering what unpleasant thing it was that hung over the household.

This brief visit to Lynton generally caused much worry regarding clothes. Everything seemed to be worn out at once, and the necessity for replenishing scanty wardrobes was added to the financial strain of the holiday. Mrs. Ogden had decided that rooms were both objectionable and expensive, and that unless she could go to an hotel she would rather stay at home. In some respects Joan was thankful for this decision; constant quarrels with outspoken landladies had made her dread anything in the nature of apartments. But the expense was considerable, for the Bristol Hotel was not cheap, even though they took the smallest bedrooms available, or, worse still, shared a tiny double room at the back of the house. They pinched and screwed for this longed-for holiday during all the rest of the year, and at times Joan wondered whether the respite of three weeks at an hotel away from Seabourne was worth the anxiety that it entailed; whether, when she was finally there, she was not too tired to enjoy it.

As the month of departure drew near Mrs. Ogden was wont to develop an abnormal activity of mind. All the things that might so easily have been spread out over the preceding months seemed only to be remembered a few weeks prior to going away, and what did not exist to be remembered she invented. It would also have been more natural and orderly had wreaths been taken to the cemetery on the anniversaries of her husband’s and Milly’s deaths, but this was never done, and their graves were always visited shortly before leaving for Lynton.

‘I can’t go away without seeing for myself that those cemetery people are looking after things properly’, was the explanation she gave.

A purely hypothetical army of moths was another cause of anxiety. Mrs. Ogden never visualized anything less than a Biblical scourge of these pests. ‘We shall have the carpets and blankets eaten to shreds if we’re not careful’, she would prophesy. Bitter apple, naphthaline, even pepper, was showered all over the house, and every article that could by the wildest stretch of the imagination be supposed to tempt a moth’s appetite was wrapped in newspaper and put away weeks before the house was left. It was not unusual for some muffler or golf-coat that might be required at Lynton to go the way of all the rest, and when this happened an irritating search would have to be made.

About this time a species of spring cleaning always took place. ‘You can’t put the china and glass away without washing it, Joan; unless the place is left clean we shall be overrun with mice and black-beetles. I will have things done properly!’ Every picture was draped in newspaper, every chair in dust sheets; curtains were taken down, rugs rolled up, photographs and knick-knacks were put away in boxes. During this process the servant occasionally gave notice at a date which would make her departure fall due shortly after the Ogdens had left for their holiday. When this happened the confusion was augmented by the necessity of finding a caretaker, or at least someone who would see that the house had been properly locked up.

2
 

It was towards the end of April that Mrs. Ogden chose to visit her dead. The day was kept as a kind of doleful festival, full of gloomy excitement. Joan would unearth decent black for herself, and repair her mother’s widow’s weeds, which were always resumed for the pilgrimage. Little food would be eaten; there was scant time for meals, and, besides, Mrs. Ogden had ordained a self-imposed fast. Usually the wreaths would not arrive to the minute, and would have to be fetched from the florist’s. The fly was invariably late, and the servant would be sent to make inquiries at the livery stable. Perhaps it would rain, in which case waterproofs, goloshes and umbrellas were an additional burden. And to cap all this, it was obviously unseemly to display impatience at such a time, so that immense self-control was added to the strain of already taut nerves.

This April everything seemed to have gone wrong. The florist had arbitrarily raised his prices, and the wreaths were to cost half as much again as they had in previous years. Mrs. Ogden considered his excuses positively impertinent; she had not noticed the late frosts, the abnormally dry weather, or, indeed, any of the disasters to which he attributed the high price of flowers. In the end she had been obliged to give in, but the incident had very much upset her, and she blamed this upset for the cold on her chest which now kept her in bed when she should have visited the cemetery. With the infantile stubbornness of the old she had refused to abandon the idea of going until the last moment; and had even got half through her dressing before Joan could persuade her to go back to bed. This wilfulness of her mother’s had delayed everything, and the meals were not ordered or the canary cleaned and fed by the time the fly arrived.

There had been a sharp shower, and Joan found to her dismay that the wreaths, all wet and dripping, had been stood against the wallpaper in the front hall. A little stain of dampness was making its appearance on the carpet as well. She went to fetch a cloth from the scullery. As usual, the window had been left open and on the sill sat a neighbour’s cat.

She spoke irritably. ‘How many times have I told you to shut this window, Rose? That cat comes here after the canary.’

She shut the window herself with a bang, and going back to the hall dabbed at the wallpaper, but it was all too evident that the wet marks meant to leave a stain. Sighing, she picked up the wreaths. The damp moss soaked through her gloves. ‘Oh, damn!’ she muttered under her breath, forgetting in her irritation the solemnity of the occasion. She took off her gloves, thrust them into her pocket, and putting the wreaths into the cab got in after them.

‘Where to, miss?’ inquired the unimaginative driver.

‘Cemetery!’ snapped Joan.

What a fool the man must be. Did he think she was going to the skating-rink or the pier, with a large grave wreath over each arm?

The cemetery lay a little beyond Shingle Park, and as they bumped along through old Seabourne and out on to the unfinished road Joan glanced casually out of the window. Her head felt heavy and her eyes ached. ‘Ugly, very ugly!’ she murmured absent-mindedly. The roughcast shanties grinned back defiance. Their walls were so thin that people who had watched their erection declared that daylight had showed through the bricks before the rough cast was applied. Their foundations were non-existent, the woodwork of their front doors shamelessly unseasoned and warping already in the damp sea air. They stood for everything that was dishonest and unsound, and yet not one of them was empty.

The purchasers had begun to develop their front gardens, and several of these were already making quite a good show of spring flowers. On either side of the gritty ash paths jonquils and wall-flowers were growing courageously. A sense of the pathetic stirred Joan’s heart; everyone was trying so hard to be happy, to make a place of enjoyment for themselves. People had taken their savings to buy these homes; in the evenings they worked in their tiny gardens, and in the mornings they looked out of their windows with pride on the fruits of their labours. And all the while these mean little houses were grinning in impish derision. They knew the secrets of their shoddy construction, of their faulty walls and shallow foundations; presently their owners would know them too. But in the meantime the houses grinned.

A sudden anger roused Joan from her lethargy and she shook her fist at them as she passed. ‘You hideous, untruthful monstrosities,’ she said aloud, ‘I hate you!’

The fly drew up at the cemetery and she got out, a wreath in either hand. She made her way to her father’s grave and on it laid the wreath of palm leaves with its meagre spray of lilies. Colonel Ogden’s tombstone was quite impressive. His wife had chosen it before she realized the state of her future finances; a broken column in fine Scottish granite and a flower-bed with granite kerb. Joan peered down at this flower-bed suspiciously. Yes, just as she had expected, there were weeds among the forget-me-nots; she must speak to the gardener. One had to be after everyone these days, they were all so slack and dishonest. She made a mental note of her complaint and turned to her sister’s grave.

Milly’s resting-place testified to the fact that by the time she died the state of the family fortunes had been all too well understood; a small white cross and a plain grass mound marked the place where Milly’s fight had ended. Joan propped the wreath of narcissi against the foot of the cross, and stood staring at the inscription.

MILDRED MARY OGDEN. Died November 25th, 1900. Aged 21 years.

How long ago it seemed; Milly had been dead for twenty years. If she were alive now she would be forty-one. What would she be doing if she were alive now? Assuredly not standing near her father’s grave in Seabourne; and yet who could tell? Perhaps she, too, would have failed. It was difficult to picture a Milly of forty-one. Would she have been fat or thin? Would her hair have gone grey like her sister’s? Joan lingered over her imaginings, but failed to arrive at any satisfactory conclusion. Perhaps Milly would have kept her looks better than she had; a life such as her sister would have led might well have kept her young. She tried to conjure up a clear vision of Milly as she had been. Brown eyes, very soft golden hair that was inclined to curl naturally, rather a sulky mouth at times and a short straight nose — no, not quite straight. Hadn’t Milly’s nose been a little tip-tilted? They had no photograph of her when she was twenty-one; that was a pity. But what had she looked like exactly? Joan went over her features one by one; it was like sorting out bits of a jig-saw puzzle; when she began to put them together there was always a slight misfit. Twenty years! it was a long time. The memory of Milly had been gradually fading, and now she could no longer be quite sure of her face, could no longer be perfectly certain what her voice had sounded like.

She turned away from the grave with a sigh. Things might have been different if her sister had lived: they might have helped each other; but would they have done so? Perhaps, after all, Milly had chosen the wiser part in dying young. Suppose she had failed to make a career? In that case there might well have been three of them at Leaside instead of two, and two people were enough to get on each other’s nerves, surely. She pulled herself up. ‘What’s the good of going back?’ she thought. ‘If, if, if — it’s all so futile! I’m not going to be morbid, in addition to everything else.’

She got into the cab. ‘Home!’ she ordered peremptorily.






  








Chapter Forty-Four
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Joan stared into her half-packed trunk with a worried expression.

If only she could know what the weather would be! Should she take her flannel coat and skirt? Should she take any light suits at all, or would it be enough if she only had warm things?

‘Joan, I can’t find my new bedroom slippers; I’ve looked everywhere. Where have you put them?’ came Mrs. Ogden’s voice from across the landing.

‘Oh, do wait a minute, Mother! I’m trying to think out what to take; I can’t find your slippers for a minute or two.’

There ensued an offended silence. Joan straightened her aching back and sat down to consider. It might be hot at Lynton in May. It had been very hot last year, but that was in the middle of a heat wave, whereas now — still, on the whole, she had better take her grey flannel, it wasn’t a bulky thing to pack. She took a piece of paper from her pocket and began to study a list. ‘Travel in brown tweed, old coat and skirt, brown shoes and stockings and grey overcoat.’ What hat should she leave out? Perhaps the old blue one; anything was good enough, it was always a dirty journey. She referred to the list again. ‘Pack six pairs stockings, three pairs gloves, four vests, three nightgowns, blue serge suit, two pairs shoes, one pair slippers.’ She ticked the articles off on her fingers one by one. Her mauve dinner dress was rather shabby, she remembered, but that couldn’t be helped; she must make out with a black skirt and low-necked blouses, for a change.

‘Joan, I can’t lift my bag down from the top of the wardrobe; I do wish you’d come here.’

‘Oh, all right’, sighed Joan, getting up.

They had been packing for several days and yet nothing was finished; the next morning they were to start at seven in order to catch the express in London.

‘Where’s the medicine bag?’ Joan asked anxiously.

Mrs. Ogden shook her head. ‘I don’t know; hasn’t it been got out? I suppose it’s in the cupboard under the stairs’.

They routed out the bag from its dusty lair and began to sort bottles. ‘Joan, you must not go on taking that bromo-seltzer after what Major Boyle told us.’

‘Of course I shall go on taking it; it’s perfectly harmless.’

‘It’s very far from harmless. Major Boyle says that he knows for a fact—’

‘I don’t care a rap what Major Boyle thinks he knows,’ Joan interrupted impatiently. ‘It’s the only thing that does my head the least good, and I’m going to take it.’

‘Well, I do wish you wouldn’t; I’m sure it’s very dangerous.’

‘Oh, Mother, do leave me alone; I’m not a child, I can quite well look after myself.’

They squabbled for a little while over the bromo-seltzer, while the bag grew gradually full to bursting. At last it was closed, but not without an effort.

‘Good gracious, here’s the bird-seed left out!’ Mrs. Ogden exclaimed, producing a good-sized cocoa tin from the washstand cupboard. ‘And now what’s to be done?’

‘It must go in a trunk’, said Joan firmly.

‘But suppose it upsets?’

‘Oh, it won’t.’

‘Well, I don’t know; it might.’

‘Then put it in the hold-all; it will be all right there.’

‘I can’t understand why it can’t go in the medicine bag; it always has at other times’, said Mrs. Ogden discontentedly. ‘And it’s Bobbie’s special mixture; I can only get it at one place.’

‘Bobbie won’t die, Mother, if he has to live for three weeks on Hyde’s or Spratt’s or something; there’s lots of seed at the grocer’s at Lynton, I’ve often seen it.’

But Mrs. Ogden persisted, ‘We must find room in the bag for it, my dear.’

‘I will not unpack the whole of that bag for any bird,’ said Joan untruthfully; if there had been the least necessity she would not only have unpacked the bag but the entire luggage for Bobbie’s sake.
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They got off at last, and were actually in the Barnstaple train; bags, wraps, bird-cage and all.

Mrs. Ogden sighed contentedly. ‘The worst of the journey’s over’, she declared. ‘It’s that change in London I always dread.’

Joan leant back in her corner and tried to sleep, but a flutter from the cage at her side roused her. She bent down and half uncovered Bobbie, who hopped to the bars and nibbled her finger.

‘There, there, my pet’, she murmured softly.

Bobbie burst into a loud song. ‘He likes the noise of the train’, smiled Mrs. Ogden, nodding her head.

They began to pet the bird. ‘Pretty Bob, pretty fellow!’

The canary loved them both, but Joan was his favourite; for her he would do almost anything. He bathed while she held his bath in her hands, and would dry himself on her short grey hair. At times Mrs. Ogden felt jealous of these marks of esteem. ‘I’m a perfect slave to that bird’, she often complained, ‘and yet he won’t come to me like that.’

But her jealousy never got beyond an occasional grumble, the little canary managed to avoid being a bone of contention; Bobbie was a mutual tie, a veritable link of love between them.

At Barnstaple they changed again, and got into the small toy train that wanders over the moors to Lynton. The sun was setting across the wide, misty landscape, turning pools that the rain had left into molten gold, sending streams of glory earthward from behind the banked-up storm-clouds. Joan sat with Bobbie’s cage on her knee; she might easily have put it down beside her, there was room on the seat, but she liked the nearness of the bird. She wished that he were big enough to take out and hug.

A great peace possessed her, one of those mysterious waves of wellbeing that came over her at times. ‘Feeling other-worldly’, she described it to herself. Mrs. Ogden was dozing, so there was no one to talk; the small puffings and rumblings of the train alone broke the silence. She closed her eyes in sensuous enjoyment. The little bird shook out his feathers and cracked a seed, while the twilight deepened and the lamp flashed out in the carriage. Joan sat on in a kind of blissful quiescence. ‘All is as it should be,’ she thought dreamily, ‘and I know exactly why it is so, only I can’t quite find the words. Somewhere at the back of my mind I know the why of everything.’
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On the second afternoon after their arrival, Joan sat alone in the hall of the hotel. Mrs. Ogden had gone to lie down; she had scarcely got over the fatigue of the journey. Joan picked up a paper idly; she had no wish to read the news, but since the paper was there she might as well glance through it. Two young girls with bobbed hair and well-tailored clothes had come on to the veranda from the garden.

One of them was in riding-breeches. They sat down with their backs to the open window, through which their voices drifted. ‘Have you seen that funny old thing with the short grey hair?’

‘Yes, you mean the one at lunch? Wasn’t she killing? Why moire ribbon instead of a proper necktie?’

‘And why a pearl brooch across her stiff collar?’

‘I believe she’s what they used to call a “New woman”,’ said the girl in breeches, with a low laugh. ‘Honey, she’s a forerunner, that’s what she is, a kind of pioneer that’s got left behind. I believe she’s the beginning of things like me. Oh! hang it all, I’ve left my gloves in the garden; come on, we must look for them.’ And they went down the steps again.

Joan laid down the newspaper and stared after them. Of course they had not known that she was there. ‘A forerunner, a kind of pioneer that’s got left behind.’ She shoved the hair back from her forehead. Yes, they were right, that was what she had been, a kind of pioneer, and now she had got left behind. She saw the truth of this all round her, in women of the type that she had once been, that in a way she still was. Active, aggressively intelligent women, not at all self-conscious in their tailor-made clothes, not ashamed of their cropped hair; women who did things well, important things; women who counted and who would go on counting; smart, neatly put together women, looking like well-bred young men. They might still be in the minority and yet they sprang up everywhere; one saw them now even at Seabourne during the summer season. They were particular about their clothes, in their own way; the boots they wore were thick but well cut, their collars immaculate, their ties carefully chosen. But she, Joan Ogden, was the forerunner who had failed, the pioneer who had got left behind, the prophet who had feared his own prophecies. These others had gone forward, some of them released by the war, others who had always been free-lances, and if the world was not quite ready for them yet, if they had to meet criticism and ridicule and opposition, if they were not all as happy as they might be, still they were at least brave, whereas she had been a coward, conquered by circumstances. A funny old thing with grey hair, who wore moire ribbon instead of a necktie and a brooch in the wrong place; yes, that was what she had come to in twenty years.

She sprang up and hurried out of the hotel. On her way to the town she unfastened the pearl brooch and hurled it into the bushes. It was twenty minutes to six. She arrived at the shop she wanted just as they were putting up the shutters.

‘I’m not too late, am I?’ she inquired breathlessly.

The clerk behind the counter reassured her. ‘You’ve just ten minutes, madam.’

‘Then show me some stiff collars, the newest pattern.’ She chose half a dozen hastily. ‘And now some neckties, please.’

She made the best selection she could from the limited stock at her disposal, and left the shop with her parcel under her arm. Half way up the drive to the hotel, she stood still and stared incredulously at her purchases; she had spent considerably over thirty shillings — she must have gone mad! She walked on slowly with bent head. A pioneer that had got left behind; what an impulsive fool she was! Pioneers that got left behind didn’t count; they were lost, utterly lost in the desert. How could the young turn back for the old? In any case they didn’t do it, and one could not catch up with the young when one was forty-three.






  








Chapter Forty-Five
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At the end of the pleasant hotel dining-room sat a big, florid man, alone at a table. His reddish hair was sprinkled with grey and so were the small side-whiskers he affected. His large hands held a wine-card delicately, as though used to some work that necessitated extreme fineness of touch. His jaw was perhaps a trifle too massive, his mouth a trifle too aggressive in expression, but his eyes were eager and limpid, and his smile was frank and very kind.

He put down the wine-card and looked about him. His fellow guests interested him, people always did. These people were like their prototypes in every English hotel that he had ever been to; dull men with duller wives, dreary examples of matrimonial stagnation. Dull sons with dull fathers, dull daughters with dull mothers. The two girls with bobbed hair sat together and chattered incessantly, but even they looked commonplace in their evening dresses, which did not suit them or their weather-stained necks and hands.

From his vantage-point, facing the swing doors, he could see the full length of the room. Even the way people walked had a significance for him; he was wont to say that you could read a person’s whole life history in the way they moved. As he looked towards the entrance, two women came in; an old and very feeble lady wearing a white lace cap, and a middle-aged woman with short, grey hair, who supported her companion on her arm. In her disengaged hand she carried a white, fleecy shawl and a bottle of medicine, while tucked away under her elbow was a box-shaped thing that looked like a minute foot-warmer. The two women seated themselves at a window table quite neat the man.

‘Open the window, dear,’ he heard the old lady say; ‘this room is stuffy.’

The younger woman did as she was asked, and he noticed that the window seemed too heavy for her. They drank their soup in silence, but presently the old lady shivered. ‘It’s colder than I thought’, she said plaintively. ‘I think we’ll have it shut, after all.’

Her companion rose obediently and closed the window, then she put the small box-shaped object under the other’s feet.

‘So it was a foot-warmer!’ thought the man with some amusement. He bent a little forward, the better to hear what they would say. ‘I’m eavesdropping,’ he thought, ‘but they interest me.’

‘Won’t you have your shawl on, Mother?’

‘Well, perhaps I will. It’s much colder here than it was last year.’ The younger woman got up once more, this time to fold the shawl around her mother’s shoulders.

‘Oh, Lord!’ muttered the man impatiently, ‘will she never sit still?’

He looked attentively at the pair. ‘Gentle, tyrant mother,’ he told himself, ‘and virgin daughter withering on her stem.’ But as he looked, something in the short-haired woman’s appearance arrested him. ‘It’s a fine face, even now,’ he thought, ‘and the mouth is positively beautiful. I wonder why — I wonder how it happened. Who is it she reminds me of?’

The woman turned her head and their eyes met; he thought she started and looked more intently; at all events she turned to her mother and said something in a low voice. In a second or two the old lady glanced at him.

The man felt his heart tighten. Something in the face of this short-haired woman and a certain gruff quality in her voice were strangely familiar. Just then his attention was distracted, and when he looked again the women’s faces were turned away and they were speaking in an undertone. The pair finished their dinner and left the room, while he sat on stupidly, letting the years slip backwards.
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Presently he got up and walked to the door. He went out into the hall, meaning to look at the hotel register. The hall was empty except for the short-haired woman who had apparently anticipated him, for she was turning over the pages of the book. He came up quietly and looked over her shoulder. Her finger was hovering near his own entry: ‘Sir Richard Benson, Harley Street, London.’

She saw him out of the corner of her eye. ‘I was looking you up’, she explained simply.

‘So I see’, he said and smiled. ‘May I look you up, too?’

She nodded and he turned back a page. ‘Mrs. and Miss Ogden, Seabourne,’ he read aloud.

They stared at each other in silence for a moment, and then: ‘Oh, Joan!’

‘Richard!’

They clasped hands and laughed, then they clasped hands all over again and laughed again too, but with tears in their eyes.

Presently he said: ‘After all these years, Joan, and to meet in a place like this!’

‘Yes, it’s a long time, isn’t it!’

‘It’s a lifetime’, he replied gravely.

They went out on to the veranda. ‘Mother’s going to bed’, she told him. ‘I can stay out here for twenty minutes.’

‘Why only twenty minutes, Joan?’

‘Because I must go and read to her when she’s undressed; she’s still rather sleepless after the journey.’

He was silent. Then he said: ‘Well, tell me all about it, please; I want to hear everything.’

She smiled at the familiar words. ‘That won’t take twenty minutes; I can say it in less than two.’

‘Then say it’, he commanded.

‘I was bottled, after all’, she told him with mock solemnity, but her voice shook a little.

He took her hand and pressed it very gently. ‘I know that, my dear.’ She said: ‘You stopped writing rather suddenly, I thought. Why was that?’

He hesitated. ‘Well, you know, after Elizabeth’s marriage and your decision to throw up the sponge — you remember you wrote to the of your decision, don’t you? — Well, after that I did write occasionally, for a year or two, but then it all seemed so hopeless, and I realized that you didn’t mean to marry me, so I thought it best to let you go. I had my work, Joan, and I tried to wipe you out; you were a disturbing element.’

She nodded. She could understand his not having wanted a distraction in the days when he was making his career, she could even understand his having dropped her; what interest could he have had in so disappointing a life as hers? ‘And you, on the other hand, have made good?’ she queried, continuing her own train of thought.

He sighed. ‘Oh, yes, I suppose so; I’m considered a very successful man, I believe.’

It came to her as a shock that she ought to know something about this very successful man, and that the mere fact that she knew nothing showed how completely she had dropped away from all her old interests.

‘Don’t be angry, Richard’, she said apologetically. ‘But please tell me what you do. Did you specialize in nerves after all?’

He shook his head. ‘No, Joan, I specialized in brain; I’m a surgeon, my dear.’

‘A great one, Richard?’

‘Oh, I don’t know; I’m fairly useful, I think.’

His words roused a vague echo in her, something stirred feebly; the ghost of by-gone enthusiasm, called from the grave by the mere proximity of this man, so redolent of self-confidence and success. She moved uneasily, conscious that her thoughts were straying backwards. ‘Elizabeth—’ she began, but checked herself, and at that moment a porter came up.

‘Please, miss, the lady in twenty-four says will you come up at once, she’s in bed.’

‘I must go; good night, Richard.’

‘Wait a minute!’ he said eagerly. ‘When shall I see you again?

She hesitated. ‘I think I can get off for a walk at nine o’clock to-morrow morning; Mother won’t be getting up until about twelve.’

‘I shall be waiting here in the hall’, he said.

When she was gone, he lit a cigar and went out into the night to think.
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The next morning Joan awoke with a feeling of excitement; the moment she opened her eyes she knew that something unusual had happened. She got up and dressed, more carefully than she had done for many years past. She parted her hair on one side again. Why not? It certainly looked neater parted. She was glad now that she had bought those new collars and ties. She took an incredibly long time to knot the tie satisfactorily and this dashed her a little. ‘My hand’s out,’ she thought, ‘and I used to tie a tie so well.’ She put on her grey flannel suit, thinking as she did so that it was less frumpish in cut than the others; then she crushed her soft felt hat into the shape affected by the young women with bobbed hair, and was pleased with the result.

Her mother was awake when she went into her room.

‘My darling!’ she exclaimed in a protesting voice, ‘what is the matter with your hat! You’ve done something queer to the crown. And I don’t like that collar and tie, it’s so mannish looking.’

Joan ignored the criticism. ‘I’m going for a walk with Richard, Mother, I’ll be back in time to help you to dress at twelve o’clock.’

Mrs. Ogden looked surprised. ‘Is he staying long?’ she inquired.

‘I don’t know, I haven’t asked him; but it’ll be all right if I’m back at twelve, won’t it?’

‘Well, yes, I suppose so. I was going to get up a little earlier this morning, so as to get as much benefit from the air as possible; still, never mind.’

Joan hesitated; the long years of habit tugged at her, but suddenly her mind was made up.

‘I’ll be back at twelve, darling, you’d better stay quiet until then.’ She hurried over her breakfast. Richard was waiting for her in the hall and came forward as she left the dining-room.

‘Ah! That’s better’, he said.

She looked at him questioningly. ‘What’s better?’

‘Why, you are. You look more like yourself this morning.’

‘Do I? It’s only the clothes, I always look odd in the evening.’

He looked amused. ‘Well, perhaps you do, a little’, he admitted.

They strolled down the drive and through the gates into the little town. The air was full of West Country softness, it smelt of brine and earth and growing things. ‘If we keep straight on,’ she said, ‘we shall come to the Valley of the Rocks.’

‘I don’t care where we come to, my dear, as long as we get to a place where we can talk in peace. I’ve a great deal to hear, you know.’

She turned to study him. He was so familiar and yet such a complete stranger. His voice was the same rather eager, imperative thing that she remembered, and she thought that his eyes had not changed at all. But for the rest he was bigger, astonishingly so; his shoulders, his face, the whole of him, seemed overpoweringly large this morning. And he looked old. In the bright light she could see that his face was deeply lined, and that little pouches had formed under his eyes. But it struck her that she had never seen a more utterly kind expression; it was a charming age that had come upon Richard, an age full of sympathy and tolerance. They passed the Convent of the Poor Clares with its white walls inset with Della Robbia plaques of the Innocents in their swaddling clothes. Richard glanced at them and smiled.

‘I rather love them, don’t you, Joan? They’re a kind of symbol of the childhood of the world.’

She followed the direction of his eyes, but the plaques did not strike her as being very interesting. Perhaps he missed some response in her, for he fell silent.

When they reached the Valley of the Rocks he stood still and looked about him. ‘I had no idea there was anything as beautiful as this in England’, he said.

She nodded. She too had always thought this valley very lovely, but because of its loveliness it depressed her, filling her with strange regrets. They sat down on a wide boulder. Somewhere to their right the sea was talking to itself on the pebbles; on a high pinnacle of grey rock some white goats leapt and gambolled. Joan looked at the deep blue of the sky showing between the crags, and then at Richard.

His chin was resting on his hands, which were clasped over his stick, and she noticed the hard strong line of his jaw, and the roughened texture of his neck.

Presently he turned to her. ‘Well, aren’t you going to tell me?’ he asked.

‘There’s nothing to tell’, she said uneasily.

He laughed. ‘What, in twenty years, has nothing happened?’

‘Nothing at all, except what you see in me.’

He said gravely: ‘I see Joan; older certainly, and grey-haired like myself, but still Joan. What else could I see?’

She was silent, plucking at some moss with nervous fingers. It was kind of Richard to pretend that the change in her had not shocked him, as, of course, it must have done. She knew instinctively that he was kind, a man one could trust, should the need arise. But she was not interested in Richard or herself, she cared very little for the impression they were making on each other. One question, and one only, burnt to get asked, yet her diffidence was keeping her silent. At last she took courage.

‘How is Elizabeth? It’s a long time since I last saw her.’

He looked at her quickly. ‘Yes, it must be a long time, now I come to think of it,’ he said, ‘I saw her last year, you know, when I was in Cape Town.’

She longed to shake the information out of him, his voice sounded so dull and non-committal. ‘Is she happy?’ she asked.

‘Happy? Oh! that’s a large order, Joan. Those goats over there are probably happy, at least they have a good chance of being so; but when you come to the higher animals like men and women, it’s a very different thing. We poor human beings with our divine heritage, we think too much; we know too much and too little to be really happy, I fancy.’

‘Yes, I expect you’re right’, she agreed, but she did not want to hear about the psychological problems of the race in general, according to Richard; she wanted to hear about Elizabeth.

Possibly he divined her thoughts, for he went on quickly, ‘But you don’t care at this moment for the Worries and troubles of mankind, do you? You just want to know all about Elizabeth.’

She touched his sleeve almost timidly. ‘Will it bore you to tell me, Richard?’

He smiled. ‘Good Lord, no, of course not; only she asked me not to.’

‘She asked you not to?’

‘Yes, she asked me not to talk about her, if I ever met you again.’

‘But why? I don’t understand.’

‘No, neither do I. I told her it was rot and I refused to promise. You want to know if Elizabeth’s happy. Well, yes, I suppose that in her own way she is. My brother’s a most devoted husband and seems to be as much in love with her as he ever was; he stands from under and fetches and carries, and Elizabeth likes that sort of thing.’

Joan frowned. ‘I see you’re still unjust to her, Richard; you always were a little bit, you know.’

‘My dear, I’m not unjust; you asked me to tell you about her, and I’m telling you the impression I received when I stayed in her house last year.’

‘Go on’, said Joan.

‘Well, then, she has a truly magnificent mansion in Cape Town. It’s white and square and rather hideous, that’s the outside; inside it’s full of very expensive, supposedly antique furniture, all shipped out from England. They entertain a great deal; my brother’s managed to grow indecently rich; helped by the war, I’m afraid. And he’s generous, positively lavish. Did you know that Lawrence got a baronetcy a little while ago? Well, he did, so Elizabeth’s now Lady Benson! Funny, ain’t it? I’m sorry there are no children; Lawrence would have loved to found a family, poor old fellow. He deserved that baronetcy all right, though, he was extremely useful to the Government during the war. Elizabeth was pretty useful too in a humbler way. I believe she organized more charities and hospital units and whatnots than any woman in South Africa; they tell me her tact and energy were phenomenal, in fact she’s a kind of social leader in Cape Town. People go out with introductions to her, and if she takes them up they’re made for ever, and if she don’t they sink into-oblivion; you know, that sort of thing.’ He paused.

Joan said: ‘So that’s Elizabeth.’

He looked at her with sudden pity in his eyes. ‘She’s changed since you knew her, Joan.’

‘Never mind that’, she interrupted. ‘Tell me what she looks like.’

He considered. ‘Rather placid, I should say — yes, decidedly placid, but you feel that’s not quite a true impression when you look at her mouth; her mouth is mystifying.’

‘How mystifying?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Full of possibilities — it always was. She’s rather ample these days; not fat you know, but Junoesque, you can imagine that she would be when she began to put on flesh. Oh! And her hair’s quite white, the nice silvery kind, and always wonderfully dressed. She’s a fine looking woman but she’s cranky in some ways; for instance, she won’t come to England. She’s never set foot on British soil since she left for South Africa, except to skim across it en route for the Continent. When she comes to Europe, she goes to Paris or Rome or some other place abroad. She says that she hates England. As a matter of fact I think she dislikes leaving South Africa at all, she says she’s grown roots in the bigness of things out there. Lawrence tells me that when she feels bored with the gaieties of Cape Town, she goes right away to the veldt; he thinks it’s original and fine of her to need so much space to stretch in and so much oxygen to expand her lungs. Perhaps it is, I don’t know. In any case she was awfully kind to me when I stayed with them; I was there for three months, you know, having a rest.’

‘Did she ever speak about me?’ Joan asked, with an eagerness she could not hide.

‘Only once; let me think. It was one night after dinner. I remember we were sitting alone on the terrace, and she asked me suddenly if I ever heard from you. I told her that I hadn’t done so for years, that it was partly my fault, because I’d stopped writing. Then she said: “I don’t really want to discuss Joan Ogden, she belongs to the past, and I belong to all this, to my life here. I’ve given up being sentimental, and I find nothing either interesting or pathetic in failures. And I want you to promise me that if you should ever meet Joan, you won’t talk about me; don’t discuss me with her, she has no right to know.”’ He paused. ‘I think those were her words, my dear, at all events they were very like that.’

His voice was calm and even, and he turned to look at the pale face beside him. ‘I think she’s succeeded in forgetting her disappointment over you’, he said. ‘And if she hasn’t quite got over it, she’s managed to console herself pretty well. She’s not the sort of woman to cry long over spilt milk.’

He knew that he was being brutal. ‘But it’s necessary,’ he thought; ‘it’s vitally necessary. And if it rouses her even to a feeling of regret, better that than this lethargy of body and mind.’

Joan stared out in front of her. All the expression seemed to have been wiped out of her face and eyes. ‘Shall we go?’ she said presently. ‘I think it’s getting late.’

He assented at once, and they turned towards Lynton; he watched her covertly as she walked beside him. All his knowledge, all his experience, were braced to their utmost to meet the necessity that he felt was hers. But while his mind worked furiously, he talked of other things. He told her about his work during the war; he had gone to France to operate, and incidentally to study shell-shock, and the effects produced thereon by hypnotic treatment. He saw that she was scarcely listening, but he talked on just the same.

‘That shell-shock work would have interested you, Joan, you’d have been awfully useful out there; they wanted women of your type. The average trained nurses sometimes hindered rather than helped, they didn’t seem to catch on to the new ideas.’ He stood still and faced her. ‘By the way, what did you do during the war?’ he asked suddenly.

She gave a hard little laugh. ‘What did I do? Well, you see, I couldn’t leave Mother. I wanted to go with a unit to Serbia, but she got ill just then, I think the mere idea made her ill; so I made swabs at the Town Hall at Seabourne; I must have made thousands I should think. I had a Sister Dora arrangement on my head; we all had, it made us look important. Some of the women wore aprons with large red crosses on their bibs, it was very effective! And we gossiped, we did it persistently; that Town Hall grew to be a veritable “School for Scandal”; we took away a character with every swab we made. We quarrelled too, I assure you it was most exciting at times; why, life-long friendships went to pieces over those swabs of ours. You see we were jealous of each other, we couldn’t bear to think that some of our friends were more expert than we were, the competition was terrific! Oh, yes, and I was so good at my job that they couldn’t in decency avoid making me the head of our room for a short time; I wore a wide blue sash over one shoulder. I shall never forget the sense of power that I felt when I first put on that sash. I became hectoring and dictatorial at once; it was a moment worth living for, I can tell you!’

He was silent, the bitterness in her voice hurt him intensely. ‘Good-bye’, she said as they reached the hotel. ‘And thank you for telling me about Elizabeth.’






  








Chapter Forty-Seven
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Richard stayed on from day to day. He had come to Lynton meaning to remain a week, but now almost a fortnight had passed, and still he stayed.

He planned endless walks and motor drives, excursions to all parts of the country. There were many of these in which Mrs. Ogden could not join, and a situation arose not unlike that which had arisen years ago, owing to Elizabeth. But now the antagonists fought in grim silence, playing with carefully concealed cards, outwardly polite and affable.

While treating Mrs. Ogden quite respectfully, Richard never allowed Joan to evade him, dragging her out by sheer force of will, and keeping her out until such time as he thought she had had enough open air and exercise. He managed with no little skill to combine the authority of the doctor with the solicitude of an old friend, and Joan found herself submitting in spite of her mother’s aggrieved attitude.

She began to feel better in health but sick in mind; Richard awoke so much in her that she had hoped was over and done with. He joked over the old days at Seabourne, in the hopeful, exuberant manner of a. man who looks forward to the future. And all the while her heart ached intolerably for those days, the days that had held Elizabeth and her own youth. He seemed to be trying to make her talk too. Do you remember all the medical books I used to send you, Joan?’ or, ‘That was when you and Elizabeth were going to live together, wasn’t it?’ He discussed Elizabeth as a matter of course, and because of this Joan found it difficult to speak of her at all. She began to be obsessed with a craving to see her again, to talk to her and hear her voice; the thought of the miles that would always lie between them grew intolerable. This woman who had known her since she was a little child, who had fashioned her, loved her and then cast her out, lived again in her thoughts with all the old vitality. ‘I shall die without seeing her,’ was a phrase that ran constantly in her brain; ‘I shall die without ever seeing Elizabeth again.’

Richard observed the sunburn on her cheeks and felt happier. He believed that his method was the right one, and dug assiduously among Joan’s memories. He was convinced that she had been very near a nervous breakdown when he had found her, and congratulated himself on what he thought was a change for the better. Her reticence when Elizabeth was mentioned only served to make him speak of her the more. ‘No good letting the thing remain submerged,’ he thought; ‘she must be made to talk about it.’

In spite of the mental unrest that possessed her, or perhaps because of it, Joan looked forward to the long days spent on the moors, the long drives in the car through the narrow, twisting lanes. Richard was an excellent companion, always amusing and sympathetic, and there was a painful fascination in talking over the old days. His eyes were kind when he looked at her, and his hand felt strong and protective as he helped her in and out of the car. She thought, as she had done a long time ago, what an adorable brother he would have made.

Sometimes he would tell her about his work, going into technical details as though she too were a doctor. When he spoke of a case which particularly interested him, he gesticulated, like the Richard of twenty years ago.

‘How little you’ve changed’, she said one day.

He replied: ‘We none of us really change, Joan, except on the surface.’

‘I’ve changed, Richard; the whole of me has.’

‘Oh, no, you haven’t; you’re all of you there, only you’ve pushed some of it away out of sight.’

She wondered if he were right. Was it possible that all that had once made Joan Ogden, was lurking somewhere in her still? She shuddered. ‘I don’t want to go back!’ she said fiercely. ‘Oh, Richard, I don’t want ever to go back!’

‘Not back, but forward’, he corrected. ‘Just go forward with your whole self.’
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The time that Richard could afford to take from his work had come to an end, it was his last day at Lynton. ‘Let’s walk to Watersmeet this afternoon, Joan’, he suggested. ‘It’s such a perfect day.’

‘I oughtn’t to leave Mother’, she said doubtfully. ‘She doesn’t seem very well.’

‘Oh, she’s all right, my dear; I’ve been up to see her and she’s only a little over-tired. After all, at her age, she’s bound to feel tired sometimes.’

Joan weakened. ‘Well, wait a minute, then, while I go and say goodbye.’

They made their way down the steep hill and over the bridge to the far side of the river. The water was rushing in a noisy torrent between the rocks and boulders.

‘Oh! How I love the noise of it’, he exclaimed. ‘It’s life, just life!’

She looked at his lined and ageing face and marvelled at his enthusiasms. He was so full of them still and of a great self-courage that nothing had ever had the power to break. They strolled along the narrow path under the fresh spring green, keeping the river that Richard loved beside them all the way. He took her hand and held it and she did not resist; she was feeling very grateful towards this friend who had come from the world and found her. Presently she grew tired, it was hot down there by the river.

He noticed her lagging steps: ‘Rest, my dear, we’ve walked too far.’ They sat down under the trees and for a long time neither spoke. He was the first to break the silence:

‘Joan, will you marry me?’ he said abruptly.

It was the same old familiar phrase that she had heard so often before, and she found it hard to believe that they were two middle-aged people instead of the boy and girl of twenty years ago, but in another moment she had flushed with annoyance.

‘Is that joke in very good taste, Richard?’

He stared at her. ‘Joke? But I mean it!’ he stammered.

She sprang up and he followed her. ‘Richard, have you gone quite mad?’

‘I was never more sane in my life; I ask you: Will you marry me?’

She looked at him incredulously, but something in the expression of his eyes told her that he did mean it. ‘Oh, Richard,’ she said with a catch in her voice, ‘I can’t! I never could, you know.’

He said: ‘Joan, if I weren’t so ridiculously middle-aged, I’d go down on my knees, here in the grass, and beg you to take me. I want you more than anything else in the world.’

She said: ‘You’ve made some awful mistake. There’s nothing of me to want; I’m empty, just a husk.’

‘That’s not true, Joan’, he protested. ‘You’re the only woman I’ve ever cared for. I want you in my life, in my home; I want your companionship, your help in my work.’

‘In your work?’ she asked in genuine surprise.

‘Yes, in my work, why not? Wouldn’t it interest you to help me in the laboratory, sometimes? I’m rather keen on certain experiments, you know, Joan, and if you’ll only come, we could work together. Oh, it would all be so utterly splendid! Just what I planned for us years ago. Don’t you think you can marry me, Joan?’

She laid a firm hand on his shoulder. ‘Listen,’ she said gently, ‘while I try to make you understand. The woman you’re thinking of is not Joan Ogden at all; she’s a purely fictitious person, conceived in your own brain. Joan Ogden is forty-three, and old for her age; she’s old in body, her skin is old, and she’ll soon be white-haired. Her mind has been shrivelling away for years; it’s not able to grasp big things as it was once, it’s grown small and petty and easily tired. Give it a piece of serious work and it flags immediately, there’s no spring left in it.

‘Her body’s a mass of small ailments; real or imaginary, they count just the same. She goes to bed feeling tired out and gets up feeling more tired, so that every little futile thing is enough to make her irritable. She exaggerates small worries and makes mountains out of molehills. Her nerves are unreliable and she dwells too much on her health. If she remembers what she used to be like, she tries to forget it, because she’s afraid; long ago she was a coward and she’s remained one to this day, only now she’s a tamer coward and gives in without a struggle.

It’s different with you, Richard, you’ve got a right to marry. You want to marry, because you’re successful and because at your age a man settles down. But haven’t you thought that you probably want children, a son? Do you think the woman I’ve described would be a desirable mother, even if she could have a child at all? Would you choose to make posterity through an old, unhealthy body; to give children to the world by a woman who is utterly unfit to bear them, who never has loved you and never could?’

He covered his face with his hands. ‘Don’t, I can’t bear it, Joan!’

‘But it’s the truth and you know it’, she went on quietly. ‘I’m past your saving, Richard; there’s nothing left to save.’

‘Oh, Joan!’ he said desperately. ‘It can’t be as bad as that! Give me a chance; if anyone can save you, I can.’

She turned her face away from him. ‘No!’ she said. ‘Only one creature could ever have saved me and I let her go while I was still young.’

‘Do you mean Elizabeth?’ he asked sharply.

She nodded. ‘Yes, she could have saved me, but I let her go.’

‘God!’ he exclaimed almost angrily. ‘I ought to be jealous of her; I am jealous of her, I suppose! But why, oh, why, if you cared for her so much, didn’t you break away and go with her to London? Why did you let even that go by you? I could bear anything better than to see you as you are.’

She was silent. Presently she said: ‘There was Mother, Richard. I loved her too, and she needed me; she didn’t seem able to do without me.’

His face went white with passion; he shook his clenched fists in the air. ‘How long is it to go on,’ he cried, ‘this preying of the weak on the strong, the old on the young; this hideous, unnatural injustice that one sees all around one, this incredibly wicked thing that tradition sanctifies? You were so splendid. How fine you were! You had everything in you that was needed to put life within your grasp, and you had a right to life, to a life of your own; everyone has. You might have been a brilliant woman, a woman that counted for a great deal, and yet what are you now? I can’t bear to think of it!

‘If you are a mass of ills, as you say, if your splendid brain is atrophied, and you feel empty and unfulfilled, whose fault is that? Not yours, who had too much heart to save yourself. I tell you, Joan, the sin of it lies at the door of that old woman up there in Lynton; that mild, always ailing, cruelly gentle creature who’s taken everything and given nothing and battened on you year by year. She’s like an octopus who’s drained you dry. You struggled to get free, you nearly succeeded, but as quickly as you cut through one tentacle, another shot out and fixed on to you.

‘Good God! How clearly one sees it all! In your family it was your father who began it, by preying first on her, and in a kind of horrid retaliation she turned and preyed on you. Milly escaped, but only for a time; she came home in the end; then she preyed in her turn. She gripped you through her physical weakness, and then there were two of them! Two of them? Why, the whole world’s full of them! Not a Seabourne anywhere but has its army of octopi; they thrive and grow fat in such places. Look at Ralph Rodney: I believe he was brilliant at college, but Uncle John devoured him, and you know what Ralph was when he died. Look at Elizabeth: do you think she’s really happy? Well, I’m going to tell you now what I kept from you the other day. Elizabeth got free, but not quite soon enough; she’s never been able to make up for the blood she lost in all those years at Seabourne. She’s just had enough vitality left to patch her life together somehow, and make my brother think that all is very well with her. But she couldn’t deceive me, and she knew it; I saw the ache in her for the thing she might have been. Elizabeth’s grasped the spar; that’s what she’s done, and she’s just, only just managed to save herself from going under. She’s rich and popular and ageing with dignity, but she’s not, and never can be now, the woman she once dreamt of. She’s killed her dream by being busy and hard and quite unlike her real self; by taking an interest in all the things that the soul of her laughs at. And that’s what life with Ralph in Seabourne has done for her. That, and you, Joan. I suppose I ought to hate Elizabeth, but I can’t help knowing that when she broke away there was one tentacle more tenacious than all the rest; it clung to her until she cut it through, and that was you, who were trying unconsciously to make her a victim of your own circumstances.

‘Joan, the thing is infectious, I tell you; it’s a pestilence that infects people one after another. Even you, who were the most generous creature that I’ve ever known; the disease nearly got you unawares. If Elizabeth hadn’t gone away when she did, if she had stayed in Seabourne for your sake, then you would have been one of them. Thank God she went! It’s horrible to know that they’ve victimized the thing I love, but I’d rather you were the victim than that you should have grown to be like the rest of them, a thing that preys on the finest instincts of others, and sucks the very soul out of them.’ His voice broke suddenly, and he let his arms drop to his sides. ‘And I know now that I’ve been loving you for all these years’, he said. ‘I’ve just been loving and loving you.’

She stood speechless before his anger and misery, unable to defend herself or her mother, conscious that he had spoken the bitter and brutal truth.

At last she said: ‘Don’t be too hard on Mother; Richard; she’s a very old woman now.’

‘I know’, he answered dully. ‘I know she’s very old; perhaps I’ve been too violent. If I have you must forgive me.’

‘No,’ she said, ‘you were right in everything, only one can’t always crush people because one has right on one’s side.’

He stroked her arm with his strong, hard fingers. ‘Can’t you marry me?’ he reiterated stubbornly.

She said: ‘I shall never marry anyone. I’m not a woman who could ever have married. I’ve never been what you’d call in love with a man in my life; but I think if I’d been different, Richard, I should have wanted to marry you.’
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The next morning Richard Benson left Lynton, and in the course of a few days the Ogdens returned to Leaside.

‘I don’t think we’ll go to Lynton again’, said Mrs. Ogden fretfully. ‘It’s not done me any good at all, this year.’

Joan acquiesced; she felt that she never again wanted to see the place in which so many unwelcome memories had been aroused. She sat staring out of the window as the train neared Seabourne, and wished that Richard had never crossed her path; all she wanted was to be left in peace. She dreaded remembering and he had made her remember; she was afraid of unhappiness and he had made her unhappy.

As the familiar landmarks sped past one by one, little forgotten incidents of her youth surged through her mind in rhythm to the glide and jolt of the train. She pictured the Seabourne station as it used to be before they had enlarged it, and the flower-beds and cockle-shells that Milly had once jeered at. On the short platform stood a little army of ghosts: the red-haired porter who had limped, and had always called her Miss Hogden. He had been gone these ten years past, where, she did not know. Richard, freckled and gawky, reminding you somehow of a pleasant puppy; rather uncouth he had been in those days. Milly, small and fragile, her yellow curls always bobbing, and Elizabeth, slim as a larch tree, very upright and neat and quiet; her intent eyes scanning the incoming train for a sight of Joan’s face at the window. And then herself, Joan Ogden, black-haired, grey-eyed, young; with a body all suppleness and vigour, and a mind that could grasp and hold. She would be leaning far out of the carriage, waving an ungloved hand. ‘Here I am!’ And then the meeting; the firm clasp of friendship, respect and love; the feel of Elizabeth’s signet ring cold against your fingers, and the goodly warmth of her palm as it met your own. Ghosts, all ghosts; ghosts of the living and the dead. Her eyelids felt hot and tingling; she brushed the tears away angrily. Ghosts, all ghosts, every one of them dead, to her, at all events; and she, how utterly dead she was to herself.
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That winter Mrs. Ogden’s prophecy came true, and influenza laid hold of Seabourne with unexpected virulence. Mrs. Ogden was almost the first victim. She was very ill indeed. Joan was bound to her hand and foot, for the doctor warned her that her mother’s condition was likely to be critical for some time. ‘It’s her heart I’m afraid of’, he said.

Curiously enough the old lady fiercely resented her invalidism. She, who for so many years had nursed her slightest symptom, now that at last she was really ill, showed the rebellious spirit of a young athlete deprived of his normal activities, and Joan’s task in nursing her grew daily more arduous. She flagged under the constant strain of trying to pacify her turbulent patient, to whom any excitement might be dangerous. All household worries must be kept from her mother; incredibly difficult when a house was as badly constructed as Leaside. The front door could not open without Mrs. Ogden hearing it and inquiring the cause, and very little could go on in the kitchen that she was not somehow aware of.

At this most inappropriate moment Joan herself got influenza, but the attack seemed so mild that she refused to go to bed. The consequences of keeping about were disastrous, and she found herself weak to the verge of tears. The veins in her legs began to trouble her seriously; she could no longer go up and down stairs without pain. This terrified her, and in a chastened mood she consulted the doctor. He examined the veins, and with all the light-hearted inconsequence of his kind prescribed long and constant periods of rest. Joan must lie down for two hours after luncheon and again after dinner; must avoid stairs and, above all, must never stand about.

One of the most pressing problems was Mrs. Ogden’s digestion; always erratic, it was now submerged in a variety of gastric disturbances brought on by the influenza. There was so little that she could eat with impunity that catering became increasingly difficult, the more so as for the first time in her life she evinced a great interest in food. If the servant made her Benger’s she refused to drink it, complaining of its consistency, which she described as ‘Billstickers’ paste’. In the end Joan found herself preparing everything her mother ate.

She grew dully methodical, keeping little time-sheets: ‘Minced chicken 1 p.m. Medicine 3 p.m. Hot milk and biscuits 5 p.m. Benger’s 9 p.m.’ Her days were divided into washing, dressing, feeding, undressing and generally ministering to the patient.

About this time she read in the paper the announcement of Richard Benson’s engagement, and a few days later saw a picture of him in the Bystander, together with his future bride. The girl Richard was to marry was scarcely more than a child; a wide-eyed, pretty creature with a mass of soft hair, and the meaningless smile which the young assume in obedience to the fashionable photographer. Joan gazed at the picture in astonishment, and then at her own reflection in the glass. Richard had not waited long to find a mate, after his final proposal at Lynton. It was so characteristic of him to have waited twenty years, and then to have made up his mind in a few months. She felt no resentment, no tinge of hurt vanity; she was glad he was going to marry, her sense of justice told her that it was fitting and right. With this marriage of his the last link with her own past life would be snapped, and she was content to let it be so.

She wondered if she should write and congratulate him, but decided that she had better not. Her intuition told her that he, too, might want to wipe out the past, and that even her humble letter of friendship would probably come as an unwelcome reminder. She thought of him a great deal, analyzing her own feelings, but although she recognized that her thoughts were kindly, tender even, she could not trace in them the slightest shadow of regret. Richard was a fine man, a successful man; he had made good where others had failed; but to her he was just Richard, as he had always been.

She was astonished at the scant show of interest which Mrs. Ogden evinced in the event. She had expected that nothing else would be talked about for at least a week, and had been prepared for a considerable amount of sarcasm; but her mother scarcely spoke of the engagement beyond remarking on the disparity of age between the bride and bridegroom. Joan felt surprised, but failed to attach much importance to the incident, until it was repeated with regard to other things. It began to be borne in on her that a change was coming over her mother, that she was growing less fussy, less exacting, less interested in what went on around her, and as the weeks went by she was perplexed to find that a household disturbance, which would formerly most certainly have agitated Mrs. Ogden almost past endurance, now aroused no anxiety, not even much curiosity.

She would sit idle for hours, with her hands in her lap; she seemed at last to be growing resigned to her life of restricted activity. Joan thought that this was nothing more than a natural consequence of old age imposing itself on her mother’s brain, as it had long been doing on her body. In many ways she found this new phase a relief, lessening as it did the strain that had gone near to breaking her.

The canary grew tamer with the old lady, perching on her shoulder and taking food from her lips. These marks of Bobbie’s esteem delighted Mrs. Ogden; in fact he seemed to be the only creature now who could rouse her to much show of interest; she played happily with him while Joan cleaned his cage, and at night insisted on having it on a chair by her bed so that she could be the one to uncover him in the morning.

The days grew very peaceful at Leaside. Joan seldom went beyond the front door, except to buy food; walking made her legs ache, and in any case she didn’t care to leave her mother for long. Father Cuthbert came and went as he had done for years past, but now Mrs. Ogden showed no pleasure at his visits. While he was there she listened quietly to what he said, or appeared to do so, but when he left she no longer expatiated on his merits to Joan, but just sat on with folded hands and apparently forgot him.

The doctor’s bill came in; it was very high and likely to get higher. Joan felt that some of it must be paid off at once, so she sold the Indian silver. Major Boyle, who loved a depressing errand, volunteered to take it to a firm in London, and was able to shake his head mournfully over the small amount it realized.

‘He’s missed his vocation,’ thought Joan irritably, ‘he ought to have been a mute at funerals.’

She dreaded the moment when her mother would miss the silver from the sideboard, and begin to ask questions; but three days elapsed before Mrs. Ogden noticed the empty spaces. When she did so, and Joan told her the truth, she only sighed, and nodded slowly. ‘Oh, well!’ was all she said.

The sale of the silver did not realize nearly enough to meet the bills which had been accumulating. Everything cost so much these days, even simple necessities, and when to these were added all the extras in food and fires that her mother’s health required, Joan awoke to the fact that they were living beyond their meagre income. She considered the advisability of dismissing the servant, as her mother had once done; but at the thought of all that this would entail, her heart utterly failed her. The girl’s wages were at least double what they would have been prior to the war, and she expected to eat meat three times a day; but she was a pleasant, willing creature to have about the house, and Joan decided that she must stay.

A kind of recklessness seized her; it seemed so useless to try and make ends meet, with reduced dividends and abnormal taxes, and then she was so terribly tired. Her tiredness had become like physical pain, it enveloped her and prevented sleep. She did the simplest things with a feeling of reluctance, dragging her body after her like a corpse to which she was attached. If there was not enough money for immediate necessities, why then they must sell out a little capital. She feared opposition from her mother, but decided that the time had arrived when desperate straits required desperate remedies, so broached the subject without preliminaries.

‘Mother, we’re behindhand with the bills, and we can’t very well overdraw again at the bank.’

Mrs. Ogden looked up with dim, brown eyes. ‘Are we, dear?’ she said indifferently.

‘Yes, the doctor’s bill cripples us most, and then there are others, but his is the worst.’

‘It would be’, sighed Mrs. Ogden.

‘Listen, Mother, I’m afraid we must sell a little of Milly’s and my capital; not much, you know, but just enough to get us straight. Perhaps when things get cheaper, later on, we may be able to put it back.’

‘My pension used to be enough, with the other money; why isn’t it now, do you think?’

Joan sighed impatiently. ‘Because it’s worth about half what it was. Have you forgotten the war?’

‘NO, that terrible war! Still, to sell capital — isn’t that very wrong, Joan?’

‘It may be wrong, but we’ve got to do it; things may be easier next year.’

Mrs. Ogden offered no further opposition and the stocks and shares were sold. Like the Indian silver, they realized much less than Joan expected. But poor as were the results of the sacrifice, when the gilt-edged securities were translated into cash, Joan felt that the sum she deposited at the bank gave a moment’s respite to her tired brain. She refused to consider the future.
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In June Mrs. Ogden died quietly in her sleep. Joan found her dead one morning, when she went in to call her as usual. She stood and stared incredulously at the pale, calm face on the pillow; a face that seemed to belong to a much younger woman. She turned away and lowered the blind gently, then went downstairs in search of the servant. A great hush enveloped the house, and the queer sense of awe that accompanies death had stolen in during the night and now lay over everything. Joan pushed open the kitchen door; here, at all events, some of the old familiarity remained. The sun was streaming in at the uncurtained window and the sound of hissing came from the stove, where the maid was frying sausages.

Joan said: ‘Go for the doctor at once, will you? My mother died in the night.’

The girl dropped her fork into the frying-pan and swung round with frightened eyes. ‘Oh, Lor’!’ she gasped, beginning to whimper. But for the first time in her life, Joan had fainted.






  








Chapter Forty-Nine
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Joan sat alone in the dismantled drawing-room. All around her lay the wreckage and driftwood of years. The drawers of her mother’s bureau stood open and in disorder; an incredible mass of discoloured letters, old bills, clippings from bygone periodicals, and little hidden treasures put away for safety and forgotten.

On the floor, with its face to the wall, stood the engraving of Admiral Sir William Routledge, with the dust thick on its back.

‘And we had a thorough spring clean last April’, Joan thought inconsequently.

The admiral’s coat and other trophies lay in a neat heap on the Nelson chair, ready for Aunt Ann to take away with her. The poor little everyday tragedy of denuded walls enclosed Joan on all four sides; faded paper, bent nails, dirty streaks where pictures had hung. Even the curtains had gone, and no longer hid the chipped and yellowing paint of the window-frames and skirting.

All over Leaside the same thing was happening. Upstairs in the bedrooms stood half-packed trunks, the kitchen was blocked with wooden cases. The suggestive smell of the Furniture Depository hung in the atmosphere, pervading everything, creeping up from the packing-cases with their dusty straw and the canvas covers that strewed the passages. Muddy boots had left their marks on the linoleum in the hall, and the globe on the gas-bracket by the front door had had a hole knocked in it by a carelessly carried case.

Joan looked at the relics of Admiral Sir William and wondered how Aunt Ann meant to pack them; would they all go in her trunk? The engraving would certainly be too large; would she insist on taking it into the railway carriage with her? She got up and touched the sleeve of the discoloured old coat and found to her surprise that a tear had fallen on her hand. What was she crying about? Surely not at parting with these ridiculous things! Then what was she crying about? She did not know.

Perhaps the house was infecting her with its own sadness, even a Leaside might be capable of sadness. This meagre little house had known them for so long; known their quarrels, their reconciliations, their ambitions, their failures. It had known her father, her mother, her sister and herself, and once, long ago, it had known Elizabeth. And now Joan was the only one left, and she was going, she had to go. Nearly everything would shortly be taken to a sale-room; that was settled, Aunt Ann had advised it.

‘We must keep only those things that are of family interest’, she had said firmly, and Joan had agreed in view of the debts.

Perhaps the little house was mourning the changed order, mourning the family that it had sheltered so long, the ugly furniture from which it was parting. The chairs and tables, now all in disarray, seemed to be looking at Joan with reproach. After all, these things had served faithfully for many years; she was conscious of a sense of regret as she looked at them. ‘I hope they’ll find good homes and be kindly treated’, she thought.

The Bishop of Blumfield and his wife had come to Seabourne for the funeral, and had stayed on for nearly three weeks at the new hotel. The bishop was incredibly old; his skin had taken on a yellowish polish like an antique ivory netsuke. Aunt Ann had disapproved of his taking so long a journey, but he had insisted on coming; he was often inclined to be wilful these days. Aunt Ann herself bore her years aggressively. A tall, majestic old lady, with fierce eyes, she faced the world, her backbone very straight. Her sister’s death, while it had come as a shock, had done little to soften the attitude of disdain with which she now regarded her fellow beings. Mary Ogden had always been rather despicable in her eyes, and why think her less so merely because she was dead? But a sense of duty had kept her at Seabourne for the past three weeks. After all, Joan was a Routledge, or half of her was, and her future must be provided for in some way.

Joan looked at her wrist watch, it was nearly half-past eight. Aunt Ann had announced that she would dine at seven and come in afterwards for a long talk. Joan guessed what this talk would be about; namely, her own plans. What were her plans? She asked herself this for the hundredth time since her mother’s death. She must inevitably work for her living, but what kind of work? That was the difficulty.

All this thinking was a terrible effort — if only she had had enough money to keep Leaside, she felt that she would never have left it. She would gladly have lived on there alone, just she and Bobbie; yes, she was actually regretting Leaside. After all, Seabourne was comfortably familiar, and in consequence easy. She shrank with nervous apprehension from any change. New places, new people, a new manner of life, noise, hurry, confusion; she pressed her hand to her head and took up the Morning Post as she had already done many times that day.

The situations vacant were few indeed, compared with those wanted. And how much seemed to be expected of everyone nowadays! Governesses, for instance, must have a degree, and nearly all must play the piano and teach modern languages. Private secretaries, typists, book-keepers, farmers, chauffeurs; their accomplishments seemed endless.

‘Typist. Used to all the well-known makes of typewriter; good speed, fair knowledge of foreign languages, shorthand.’

‘Book-keeper seeks situation in hotel or business house; long experience.’

‘University woman, as secretary-companion; speaks French, German, Italian, used to travelling, can drive car.’

‘Young woman requires situation in country. Experience with remounts during war, assist small farm or dairy, entire charge of kennels, sporting or other breeds, or work under stud groom in hunting stables.’

‘Lady chauffeur-mechanic, disengaged now, excellent personal references, clean licence. Three years’ war service driving motor ambulance France and Belgium; undertake all running repairs, any make car.’

Joan laid down the paper. No, she was utterly incapable of doing any of these things; incapable, it seemed, of filling any position of trust. She had been brilliant once, but it had led to nothing; people would not be interested in what she might have become. She supposed she could go into a shop, but what shop? They liked young, sprack women to stand behind counters, not grey-haired novices of forty-five; and besides, there were her varicose veins.
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The door-bell rang and Aunt Ann walked in. Behind her, leaning on an ebony stick, came the little old Bishop of Blumfield. Aunt Ann sat down with an air of determination and motioned the bishop to a chair.

‘No, thank you; I prefer to stand up’, he said stubbornly. His wife shrugged her shoulders and turned to Joan.

‘It’s time we had a serious talk’, she said. ‘The first thing, my dear, is how much have you got to live on?’

‘Rather less than fifty pounds a year. You see we had to sell out some capital and mother’s pension died with her.’

Aunt Ann sniffed disapprovingly. ‘It’s never wise to tamper with capital, but I suppose it was inevitable; in any case what’s done is done. You can’t live on fifty pounds a year, I hope you realize.’

‘No, of course not’, Joan agreed. ‘I shall have to find work of some kind, but there seem to be more applicants than posts, as far as I can see; and then I’m not up to the modern standard, people want a lot for their money these days.’

‘I cannot imagine,’ piped the bishop in his thin, old voice, ‘I cannot imagine, Ann, why Joan should not live with us; she could make herself useful to you about the house, and besides, I should like to have her.’ His wife frowned at him. ‘Good gracious, Oswald, what an unpractical suggestion! I’m sure Joan wouldn’t like it at all; she’d feel that she was living on charity. I should, in her place; the Routledges have always been very independent, high-spirited people.’

Joan flushed. ‘Thank you awfully, Uncle Oswald, for wanting me, but I don’t think it would do’, she said hastily.

‘Of course not’, Aunt Ann agreed. ‘Now, the point is, Joan, have you got anything in view?’

During the pause that ensued Joan racked her brain for some dignified and convincing reply. It seemed incredible to her that she had not got anything in view, that out of all the innumerable advertisements she had been unable to find one that seemed really suitable. Her aunt’s eyes were scanning her face with curiosity.

‘I thought you were always considered the clever one’, she remarked. Joan laughed rather bitterly. ‘That was centuries ago, Aunt Ann. The world has progressed since then.’

‘Do you mean to say that you feel unfitted for any of the careers now open to women?’ inquired her aunt incredulously.

‘That’s precisely what I do feel. You see one needs experience or a business education for most things, and if you’re going to teach, of course you must have a degree. I’ve neither the time nor the money to begin all over again at forty-five.’

Mrs. Blanc settled herself more comfortably in her chair. ‘This requires thought’, she murmured.

‘There’s just a faint chance that I might get taken on at a shop’, Joan told her. ‘But I’m rather old for that too, and there’s the standing.’

‘A shop?’ gasped her aunt, with real horror in her voice. ‘You think of going into a shop, Joan?’

‘Well, one must do something, Aunt Ann; beggars can’t be choosers.’

‘But, my dear — a Routledge — a shop? Oh, no, it’s impossible; besides it’s out of the question for us that you should do such a thing. What would it look like, for a man in your uncle’s position to have a niece serving in a shop! What would people say? You must consider other people’s feelings a little Joan.’

But at this point Joan’s temper deserted her. ‘I don’t care a damn about other people’s feelings!’ she said rudely. ‘It’s my varicose veins I’m thinking of.’

The bishop gave a low, hoarse chuckle. ‘Bravo! she’s quite right’, he said delightedly. ‘Her veins are much more important to her than we are; and why shouldn’t they be, I’d like to know! Even a Routledge is occasionally heir to the common ills of mankind, my dear.’

His eyes sparkled with suppressed amusement and malice. ‘In your place, Joan, I’d do whatever I thought best for myself. Being a Routledge won’t put butter on your bread, whatever your aunt may say.’

His wife waved him aside. ‘I’ve been thinking of something, Joan’, she said. ‘Your future has been very much on my mind lately, and in case you had nothing in view, I took steps on your behalf the other day that I think may prove to be useful. Did your mother ever mention our cousin Rupert Routledge to you?’ Joan nodded. ‘Well, then, you know, I suppose, that he’s an invalid. He’s unmarried and quite well off, and what is more to the point, his companion, that is, the lady who looked after him, has just left to take care of her father, who’s ill. Rupert’s doctor wrote to me to know if I could find someone to take her place, and of course I thought of you at once, but I didn’t mention this before in case you had anything in your own mind. You’re used to illness, and the salary is really excellent; a hundred a year.’

‘He’s not an invalid’, piped the bishop eagerly. ‘He’s as strong as a horse and as mad as a hatter! Don’t you go, Joan!’

‘Oswald!’ admonished Mrs. Blanc.

But the bishop would not be silenced. ‘He’s mad, you know he’s mad; he’s sixty-five, and he thinks he’s six. He showed me his toys the last time I saw him, and cried because he wasn’t allowed to float his boat in the bath!’

Mrs. Blanc flushed darkly. ‘There is not and never was any insanity in our family, Oswald. Rupert’s a little eccentric, perhaps, but good gracious me, most people are nowadays!’

The bishop stuck his hands in his pockets and gave a very good imitation of a schoolboy whistle.

Mrs. Blanc turned to Joan: ‘He was dropped on his head when he was a baby, I believe, and undoubtedly that stopped his development, poor fellow. But to say that he’s mad is perfectly ridiculous; he’s a little childish, that’s all. I can’t myself see that he’s very much odder than many other people are since the war. In any case, my dear, it would be a very comfortable home; you would have the entire management of everything. There are excellent old servants and the house is large and very convenient. If I remember rightly there’s a charming garden. Not to put too fine a point on it, Joan, it seems to me that you have no alternative to accepting some post of this kind as you don’t feel fitted to undertake more skilled work. And of course I should feel much happier about you if I knew that you were living with a member of the family.’

Joan looked into the fire. ‘Where does he live?’ she inquired.

Mrs. Blanc fished in her bag. ‘Ah, here it is. I’ve written the address down for you, in case you should need it.’

Joan took the slip of paper. ‘The Pines, Seaview Avenue, Blintcombe, Sussex’, she read.

‘I’ve already written to Doctor Campbell about you’, said Mrs. Blanc, with a slight note of nervousness in her voice. She paused, but as Joan made no reply she went on hastily: ‘I got his answer only this morning, and it was most satisfactory; he says he’ll keep the post open for you for a fortnight.’

Joan looked up. ‘Yes, I see; thank you, Aunt Ann, it’s very good of you. I may think it over for a fortnight, you say?’

‘Yes, Joan, but don’t lose it. A hundred a year is not picked up under gooseberry bushes, remember.’

‘He’s mad, mad, mad!’ murmured the bishop in a monotonous undertone, ‘and occasionally he’s very unmanageable.’

Mrs. Blanc raised her eyebrows and shook her head slightly at Joan. ‘Don’t pay any attention to your uncle’, she whispered. ‘He’s overtired and he gets confused.’
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When they had gone Joan took the paper from her pocket and studied the address again. ‘The Pines, Seaview Avenue, Blintcombe, Sussex.’ Blintcombe! She felt that she already knew every street, and every house in the place. There would certainly be ‘The Laurels’, ‘The Nook’ and ‘Hiawatha’ in addition to ‘The Pines’. There would be ‘Marine Parade’, ‘Belview Terrace’, and probably ‘Alexandra Road’ in addition to ‘Seaview Avenue’. There would be a pier, a cinema, a skating-rink, a band and a swimming-bath. There would be the usual seats surrounded by glass along the esplanade, in which the usual invalids incubated their germs or sunned themselves like sickly plants in greenhouses, and of course very many bath chairs drawn by as many old men. In fact, it would be just Seabourne under a new name, with Cousin Rupert to take care of instead of her mother.

She sprang up. ‘I won’t go!’ she exclaimed aloud. ‘I won’t, I won’t!’

But even as she said it she sighed, because her legs ached. She stood still in the middle of the room, and stooping down, touched the swollen veins gingerly. The feel of them alarmed her as it always did, and her flare of resolution died out.

A great sense of self-pity came over her, bringing with it a crowd of regrets. She looked about at all the familiar objects and began remembering. How desolate the room was. It had not always been like this. Her mind travelled back over the years to the last Anniversary Day that Leaside had known. Candles and flowers had lent charm to the room, yes, charm; she actually thought now that the drawing-room had looked charming then by comparison. That was the occasion, she remembered, when her mother had worn a dove-grey dress, and Elizabeth, all in green, had reminded her of a larch tree. Elizabeth, all in green! She always remembered her like that. Why always in that particular dress? Elizabeth had looked so young and vital in that dress. Perhaps it had been symbolical of growth, of fulfilment; but if so it had been a lying symbol, for the fulfilment had not come. And yet Elizabeth had believed in her up to the very last. It was a blessed thing to have someone to believe in you; it helped you to believe in yourself. She knew that now — but Elizabeth was married, she was leagues away in Cape Town; she had forgotten Joan Ogden, who had failed her so utterly in the end. Oh, well—’

She sat down at her mother’s desk and began to write:

‘DEAR DOCTOR CAMPBELL,

‘My aunt, Mrs. Blanc, tells me—’

Then she tore up the letter. ‘I can’t decide to-night’, she thought, ‘I’m too dead tired to think.’






  








Chapter Fifty
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Joan got out of the cab. In her hand she gripped a bird-cage, containing Bobbie, well muffled for the journey. ‘That’s the ‘ouse, miss’, said the driver, pointing with his whip. A large gate painted and grained, with ‘The Pines’ in bold black lettering across it. She pushed it open and walked up the drive Speckled laurels and rhododendrons, now damp and dripping, flanked her on either hand. The yellow gravel was soggy and ill-kept, wit’ grass and moss growing over it. At a bend in the drive the house came into view; a large three-storied building of the Victorian era, with a wide lawn in front, and a porch with Corinthian columns. The house had once had the misfortune to be painted all over, and now presented the mournful appearance of neglected and peeling paint. As Joan rang the bell she got the impression of a great number of inadequate sash windows, curtained in a dull shade of maroon.

A middle-aged maid-servant opened the door. ‘Miss Ogden’? she inquired, before Joan had time to speak.

‘Yes, I’m Miss Ogden. Do you think my luggage could be brought in, please?’

‘That cabby should have driven up to the door’, grumbled the woman. ‘And he knows it, too; they’re that lazy!’

She left Joan standing in the hall while she lifted her skirts and stepped gingerly down the drive. Joan looked about her, still clutching the cage. The impression of maroon persisted here; it was everywhere: in the carpet, the leather chairs, the wallpaper. Even the stained-glass fanlight over the front door took up the prevailing tone. The house had its characteristic smell, too; all houses had. Glory Point, she remembered, had smelt of tar, fresh paint and brass polish; the Rodney’s house had smelt of Ralph’s musty law books. Leaside had smelt of newspaper cooking, and for many years of her father’s pipes. But this house, what was it it smelt of? She decided that it smelt of old people.

The servant came back, followed by a now surly cabby, carrying a trunk

‘I’m sorry to have kept you waiting, miss’, she said less austerely.

A door opened at the far end of the hall, and a pleasant-looking old woman came forward. Her blue print dress and large apron were reassuringly clean, and she smiled affably at Joan. She spoke in the loud sing-song voice of the midlands. ‘I’m the cook-housekeeper; Keith’s my name’, she drawled. ‘I don’t know why you’ve been left standin’ like this, miss. I says to ‘er, I says, “Now you be sure an’ ask her into the drawing-room when ‘er comes, and let me know at once!” But Mary, ‘er be that queer, some days.’

‘Oh, it’s all right’, said Joan, tactfully. ‘She had to go and see about my luggage.’

‘Very impolite, I calls it; Mary should know better. Please to step this way.’

Joan followed her into a large, cold room, evidently seldom used, for the blinds were down and the furniture in linen covers.

‘And I says to ‘er, “Mind you ‘ave the blinds up and all,” and now just look at this!’ grumbled Mrs. Keith, as she struggled with a cord at one of the windows. ‘And now, miss,’ she continued, turning to Joan, ‘since you’re new to us and we’re new to you, I’d better tell you about the master. He’s a little queer like, childish, as no doubt you’ve heard. But he’s very gentle and quiet some days, and if as how you find him troublesome at first, please just come to I. He knows I and he be good with I. And when you goes in to him first, mind to take notice of his toys, if he asks you; he be just a great baby, although he’s a grey-haired man, and his toys is all the world to him. After you’ve been introduced to him, you come downstairs and I’ll explain about his diet and all his little fancies. He’s a poor, afflicted gentleman, but we’re all very fond on ‘im. I’ve been here for thirty-five years, and I hope you’ll stay as long, miss, if I may say so. And now I’ll show you your room.’

They mounted the sombre staircase to a fair-sized bedroom on the first floor.

‘I’ll be waiting for you on the landing, to take you to Master Rupert when you’re ready’, said Mrs. Keith as she closed the door.

Joan put Bobbie’s cage down on the chest of drawers and took off his cover. ‘My dear little yellow bird,’ she murmured caressingly, ‘we must keep you out of the draught!’

She took off her hat and washed her hands. Going to her bag she found a comb and hastily tidied her hair.

‘I’m quite ready, Mrs. Keith’, she said, rejoining the housekeeper.

The old woman opened a door a little way down the passage. ‘This be his nursery’, she whispered.

The room was long and unexpectedly light, having three large windows; but it struck Joan with a little shock of pity that they were barred along the lower half, just as the window had been in the old bedroom at Leaside when she and Milky were venturesome little children. In front of the fire stood a tall nursery guard.

‘Here’s the kind lady, Master Rupert; ‘er what I told you about.’

A large, shabby man, with a full grey beard and a mane of hair, was kneeling in front of an open cupboard. As Joan came forward he looked round piteously.

‘I’ve lost my dolly, my best dolly’, he whimpered. ‘You haven’t hidden my dolly, have you?’

‘Now, now, Master Rupert!’ said Mrs. Keith sharply. ‘This is Miss Ogden, what’s come here to look after you; come and say “How do you do” to her, at once.’

The big, untidy man stood up. He eyed Joan with suspicion, fingering his beard. ‘I don’t like you,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I don’t like you at all. Go away, please; I believe you’ve hidden my dolly.’

‘Can’t I help you to look for her?’ Joan suggested. ‘What’s this one; is this the dolly?’ she added, retrieving a dilapidated wax doll from under a chair.

‘That’s my dolly!’ cried the man in a tone of rapture. ‘That’s my dear, darling dolly! Isn’t she beautiful?’ And he hugged the doll to his bosom.

‘Say “Thank you”, Master Rupert’, admonished Mrs. Keith.

But the man looked sulky. ‘I shan’t thank her; she hid my dolly. I know she did!’

‘Oh, you must thank her, Master Rupert. It was her who found your dolly for you. Come now, be good!’

But the patient stamped his foot. ‘Take her away!’ he ordered peremptorily. ‘I don’t like her hair.’

‘Come downstairs’, murmured Mrs. Keith, pushing Joan gently out of the room. ‘He’ll be all right next time he sees you; you be strange to him just at first, but presently he’ll love you dearly, I expects.’
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In the housekeeper’s room the old woman became expansive. Obviously nervous lest the patient had made a bad impression, she tried clumsily to correct it by entertaining Joan with details about her predecessors, of whom Mrs. Keith had apparently known four. Seated in the worn armchair by the fire, Joan listened silently to this depressing recital.

At last Mrs. Keith came to Joan’s immediate predecessor, Miss King, who had stayed for twenty years. She had been such a pretty lady when she first arrived, yellow-haired and all smiles. She had only taken the post to help her family of little brothers and sisters. But when they were all grown up and no longer in such pressing need of help, Miss King had still stayed on, because, as she said, she had grown used to it, somehow, and didn’t feel that she could make a change after all those years. Master Rupert, had loved her dearly, for she had understood all his little ways and had played with him for hours. She used to read aloud to him too. He liked fairy stories best, after ‘Robinson Crusoe’; Miss Ogden would find that he was never tired of ‘Robinson Crusoe’, it would be a good book for her to start reading to him.

Master Rupert used to beg to have his little bed put in Miss King’s room, he was so afraid of the dark. But of course she couldn’t consent to this, for he was a full-grown man, after all, though he didn’t know it, ‘Poor afflicted gentleman, being all innocent like.’ When Miss King had had to go in the end, she had been very unhappy at leaving. But her old father had become bedridden by that time, so her family had sent for her to look after him.

‘Hard, I calls it,’ said Mrs. Keith, ‘for her to have to go home for that, after all the years of toiling with Master Rupert; but then you see, miss, her was a spinster like, and so the others thought as how her was the one to do it.’

From the discussion of Joan’s predecessors, Mrs. Keith went on to speak of Master Rupert himself. She explained that his mind had only grown up to the age of six. ‘Retarded something or other’, she said the doctor called it. His parents had died when he was twelve, and his guardian, not knowing what to do with him, had sent him to a home for deficient children. But after a time he had grown too old to remain there, and so, as he had been left quite well off, poor gentleman, his trustees had bought ‘The Pines’ for him to live in, and there he had lived ever since.

Mrs. Keith explained at some length the daily routine that Joan must follow, and went into the minutest details regarding the patient’s menu. ‘He do be greedy, a bit’, she remarked apologetically. ‘Them as is mentally afflicted often is, the doctor says. The way he eats would surprise you, considering how little exercise he takes! But his stomach is that weak, and he’s given to vomiting something awful if I’se not careful what he gets; so the doctor, ‘e says to me, ‘e says, “Better give him light meals in between times,” ‘e says, “so as to fill him up, like.” He’s a poor afflicted gentleman,’ she repeated once more, with real regret in her voice. ‘But he’ll be all right with you, miss, never fear; I knows ‘im and he’s that fond of I, it’s touching. You see, miss, I’se known ‘im for thirty-five years.’

‘If I want advice I shall certainly come to you, Mrs. Keith’, Joan told her gratefully. ‘But I expect I’ll get on all right, as you say.’

She felt very tired after the journey and longed painfully to lie down and rest. Her brain seemed muddled and she was so afraid she might forget something.

Was it Benger’s at eleven and beef-tea at four, or the other way round?’ she asked anxiously.

‘It were the other way round, miss; don’t you think you’d better write it down?’

‘Perhaps I had’, Joan agreed, fishing in her jacket pocket for her little notebook.

Now, then’, she said, trying hard to speak brightly. Now then, Mrs. Keith, we’d better make a list. Hot milk coloured with coffee, that’s when he wakes up, I understand; then beef-tea at eleven o’clock, and his cough mixture at twelve-thirty. He has Benger’s at tea-time and again before going to bed. Oh, I shall soon get into it all, I expect. I’m used to invalids, you see.’

THE END
 






  

A SATURDAY LIFE


 

First published in 1925, A Saturday Life concerns Sidonia, a remarkable girl, who is bright, headstrong and determined to have her own way. The only child of an absent-minded, gentle mother, who simply wanted to pursue her own archaeological interests, Sidonia is “overtaken” by a series of six special artistic gifts, one after the other, throughout her childhood and adolescent life; as one wanes, another magically appears to take its place. These gifts — poetry, singing, drawing, dancing, sculpting and piano playing — come to Sidonia because she is the reincarnation of six artistic talents. Alongside the gifts, a series of mentors help to guide her - Lady Frances, a friend of the family; an Italian family; and an art teacher. Sidonia learns many lessons on her artistic journey, about life in general as well as about her artistic talents, and her true destiny may come as something of a surprise to the reader. 

This was Hall’s third novel and a departure in that although it was promoted as a comedy, it contained a hint of spirituality that the previous novels did not. However, like her earlier novels, there are autobiographical hints - Sidonia, her mother and family friend Frances reflect the à trois of Hall, Una and Ladye, and the young Sidonia is a strong autobiographical portrait of the young Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall. It is also possible that competition between artistic commitments and everyday life was a preoccupation of the novelist.

Lady Francis is one of the author’s “invert” characters, as indicated by her mannerisms, clothes and female orientated relationships.

Unusually, Hall dedicated the novel to herself, perhaps because Sidonia is actually a portrait of her own genius - as she saw it.






  









 

Mabel Batten sang to John Singer Sargent as he painted this portrait of her, around 1897. In 1907 at the Homburg spa in Germany, Hall met Mabel Batten, a well-known amateur singer of lieder. Batten (nicknamed ‘Ladye’) was aged 51 to Hall’s 27, and was married with an adult daughter and grandchildren. They fell in love, and after Batten’s husband died they set up residence together. Batten gave Hall the nickname ‘John’, which she used for the rest of her life.
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CHAPTER ONE
 

1
 

IN the Queen Anne drawing-room of a Queen Anne house, in a Queen Anne square in Kensington, a child of seven years old was dancing slowly with concentrated solemnity. Her eyes were closed, her lips slightly parted, and she hummed a queer little melancholy tune in rhythm to which she moved. The light in the room was subdued yet golden, filtering in beneath the sun blinds from the hot summer day outside. Splashes of sunshine lay on the carpet, and fell on the body of the dancing child as she swayed from side to side.

A tall and elegant Queen Anne clock chimed four with staccato precision. The voice of the clock sounded somewhat surprised as it broke in upon the child’s humming. The whole room looked unusually sedate with its stiff walnut furniture and formal chintz; it formed in no way a suitable setting for the little girl’s strange performance.

The child stopped dancing, and opening her eyes, surveyed herself thoughtfully in a long mirror. Except for a wreath of artificial leaves, she was unashamedly naked. The wreath was jammed down low on her forehead, and bound in a mop of auburn hair which curled short and thick on the nape of her neck. Her eyes were green and very wide open, their expression habitually questioning. Her small, pale face was slightly triangular, wide across the cheek-bones and pointed at the chin. Her nose was straight and blunt at the tip; her mouth rather large and well shaped. But the most remarkable thing about her, as she stood there looking at herself in the glass, was the faultless line of her strong little body, the luminous glow of her skin. She suggested something perfect in freedom, that belonged to the youth of the world.

She lifted her arms and studied the pose, which apparently did not please her, for she changed it to that of drawing a bow, letting fly an imaginary arrow. A new sound came from her parted lips, a lively, aggressive tune this time. She raised her right knee and then her left, and throwing back her head she danced again with a series of stampings and prancings. The dance was a strange convincing thing, wilful, a little cruel. She frowned as her bare feet stamped out the rhythm, drawing her thick brows together.

‘Miss Sidonia!’ exclaimed a horrified voice. Her nurse had come in unperceived.

The child looked round. ‘Go away!’ she hissed. ‘Go away! Can’t you see I’m dancing?’

‘I never saw such a sight, no never! What have you done with your clothes?’

Sidonia pointed to a corner of the room. Over there. Now please go away.’

‘You naughty, heathenish little girl! Have you gone off your head, Miss Sidonia?’

The humming grew louder, the dance more violent. ‘Stop that this instant!’ commanded the nurse.

Sidonia laughed a triumphant laugh. ‘I can’t stop; I’m sort of wound up!’

‘You will stop. Whoever saw the likes, taking off your clothes in the drawing-room in broad daylight? Supposing the footman was to come up. You’re a very immodest child.’

‘I’m dancing, and no one can dance properly in clothes,’ remarked Sidonia in passing.

‘Well, of all the bold and brazen talk! If you don’t stop at once I’ll go and fetch your mother.’

The nurse stepped forward to seize her charge, who, however, evaded her skilfully.

‘I don’t advise you to touch me,’ warned Sidonia. ‘If you do I shall have to bite you.’

‘We’ll see about that!’ said the angry nurse, catching the child by the wrist.

Sidonia’s head made a downward sweep, and her small, white teeth struck viciously. ‘I’m sorry,’ she remarked, sis the blood began to flow, ‘but I warned you what would happen if you touched me.’

The nurse turned pale. ‘Miss Sidonia!’ she gasped; and then, ‘Now I shall fetch your mother.’

But Sidonia waved her lightly away, as though the incident were closed.
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Lady Shore was sitting at a very large table in the room at the back of the hall. Since her husband’s death, three years before, this room had become her refuge and her comfort. It had been Sir Godfrey’s particular sanctum; the casket of all his dreams and imaginings. In it he had planned his journeys to Egypt, his battles with the secrets and sands of ages, and his ruthless and interminable digging. She had stood beside him, his wife and his friend, his faithful and ardent fellow-worker. These two had shared the heat of the day in no merely metaphorical sense, for the sun of the desert had sallowed her skin and weakened her eyes.

She had always accompanied him, ever since their marriage, on all his expeditions; until gradually, something in her that belonged to the present had died, and been buried in the dust of Egypt. She and her frail, somewhat small Sir Godfrey, with his retrogressive yet adventurous mind, had turned, as it were by common consent, to the past for romance and freedom. They had sought among the ruins of a dead civilization for the beauty they missed subconsciously in their own. When they had unexpectedly produced a child, their feelings had been a mixture of pride and dismay at the advent of this very lively link with the present.

‘Time does not exist,’ Lady Shore had remarked, staring down at the new Sidonia; ‘the past and the present and the future are all one,’ and Sir Godfrey had nodded wisely.

And the longer she lived the more certain she grew that time in fact did not exist. She could never see events in the light of to-day. Why trouble since they equally belonged to to-morrow, as they had done to the reign of Amenhotep I?

She let her eyes dwell on the hard little scarabs that lay scattered on the table before her. She fingered them tenderly, reverently even; the Shore Collection was famous.

‘Come in,’ she called absently as someone knocked. ‘Yes, Blake, what is it? I’m very busy.’

‘I’m sorry me-lady, but just look at this!’ extending the wounded hand.

‘Dear me, it’s bleeding! Have you hurt yourself, Blake?’

‘I’ve been bitten!’ remarked Blake, and waited.

Lady Shore pushed back a lock of grey hair which had fallen across her nose. It had always fallen across her nose, and for years had been prematurely grey. Her short-sighted eyes strayed towards the table, but remembered themselves in time.

‘Surely not Ptah?’ she inquired rather anxiously. ‘Ptah’s such a gentle cat.’

‘It’s no cat that has met its teeth in my hand,’ said Blake in an ominous voice.

Lady Shore gave a sigh of genuine relief and looked up at Blake with her kind, vague smile. ‘It’s Horus, of course! I’m so sorry, Blake. I know he’s irritable, I think he’s still grieving for Sir Godfrey.’

‘It’s no parrot neither, neither parrot nor cat. It’s a human bite, this is, me-lady.’

‘A human bite?’ Lady Shore was startled. ‘A human bite?’ she repeated.

Blake drew herself up. Her moment had come, she felt that she had been subtle. She felt, moreover, that she was fully entitled to make the worst of most things. Had she not followed Sir Godfrey and his lady to the haunts of bugs, heathens and mosquitoes, serving Lady Shore in the capacity of maid for years before Sidonia was born? Had she not risked her health in that service, refusing two proposals of marriage at least, and finally consenting to be nurse to Sidonia, with all that that post entailed?

‘It’s Miss Sidonia, me-lady,’ she announced. ‘She’s dancing round the drawing-room stark naked!’

Lady Shore blinked furiously several times. ‘Nonsense!’ she exclaimed, almost with animation.

‘If you don’t believe me, come and see for yourself,’ said Blake, now thoroughly offended.

Lady Shore sighed gently, a patient sigh, not very appropriate to the occasion. Blake watched with stern, disapproving eyes, while her mistress tidied the scarabs. Lady Shore collected a sheaf of notes which she put in a neat little pile; then she closed an imposing-looking reference book, having carefully marked her place. Intensely untidy in everything else, she was quite the reverse in her work. It was almost as though her instinct for tidiness belonged exclusively to some period B.C.

‘We will go to the child, Blake,’ she said.

3
 

That evening Prudence Shore put aside her manuscript (she was writing a life of Sir Godfrey) and abandoned herself to the consideration of her daughter’s extraordinary conduct.

‘Of course, she had always known that Sidonia was a very unusual child; from an early age this had been apparent, Sir Godfrey had often remarked it. Sidonia had shown abnormal aptitudes from the time she was three years old; she had varied between periods of complete idleness and periods of acute activity. At three years old she had seized a pencil and drawn Adam and Eve, fig leaves and all. No doubt the result of the ‘Biblia Innocentium’, but remarkable nevertheless. Moreover, from that moment, for six months at least, she had drawn with a kind of frenzy. They had bought her blocks of expensive paper and had sharpened innumerable pencils. When the six months had come to an end, however, Sidonia had begun to stare blankly at her block, or to scribble mere infantile inanities.

At five she had taken another spurt, this time in the direction of somewhat morbid poetry. At five she had written:

 

Š am dying — I am dying — 

Oh, Lord, help me in my pain!’

 

This poetical epoch had lasted until she was six, at which age, for a short time, Sidonia got religion.

‘God sat on the foot of my bed last night,’ she announced with conviction one morning.

‘What did He look like, dear?’ asked her mother absently; she had just been studying a fresco of Anubis.

‘I don’t know; it was something shadowy and tall, with a bright light all round its shape.’

‘Are you sure you were not just dreaming of God? Were your eyes really open when you saw Him?’

‘I didn’t see Him with my eyes at all, I saw Him out of the side of my head.’

What might have been a genuine psychic impression became tainted with distressing rapidity. The housemaid at the time was from the South of Ireland, hence the ornate reconstruction.

‘Have you seen God again?’ inquired Lady Shore rather less than a fortnight later.

‘I saw Jesus last night, He had on a red cape with gold stuff all round the edge.’

‘Did He speak to you, dear?’

‘Oh yes, we talked. He told me to get a Rosary like Kathleen’s, then He patted my head and went out.’

‘Went out?’

‘Yes, like a candle when you blow.’

‘I see,’ said Lady Shore, bewildered.
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Lady Shore was reviewing these things in her mind as she sat in the Queen Anne drawing-room. To them had been added a curious remark, made that very afternoon. She had reasoned with her daughter as gently as she could regarding the biting of Blake. Sidonia had said that she was sorry for the bite, though it went very well with her dance. But when told that to appear naked in a drawing-room might be considered somewhat odd, since it was no longer the custom, she had argued that our bodies were very unimportant, only there so that people might perceive us.

‘We couldn’t see each other without them, you know,’ she had said, smiling up at her mother.

And poor Lady Shore had been too much impressed to pursue the subject further.

She sighed and rubbed her short-sighted eyes that itched after long hours of writing. ‘If that dance had only been Egyptian!’ she thought, and was conscious of distinct disappointment. ‘But it wasn’t Egyptian, it was purely Greek,’ she murmured aloud, with distaste. ‘And yet where has the child ever seen Greek dancing? We’ve no Greek vases or pictures of frescoes; there’s nothing Greek anywhere in the house. I’m sure she’s never been to the British Museum — it really is very extraordinary!’

Ptah, the enormous blue Persian cat, rubbed his side against her leg. His yellow eyes stared up into her face unflinchingly, coldly wise. A long, low purr vibrated through his frame; it had neither beginning nor end. It might have started at the tip of his nose, or, conversely, at the tip of his tail. The sound penetrated to Lady Shore’s consciousness; she felt soothed without knowing why.

‘Time does not exist,’ she said, dropping her hand till it sank into Ptah’s thick fur.

Then she sighed yet again. Her remark, she felt, was inadequate under the circumstances. She often made inadequate remarks, a habit which caused her much worry. She got up and went to the study for comfort; she wished that Sir Godfrey had not died.






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

1
 

THE Greek dancing caused considerable trouble, but at last a teacher was found. A lady not lacking in pioneer courage had opened a school in Fulham. There, to the amused astonishment of the neighbours, who were not yet fully educated in such matters, the pupils of Rose Valery disported themselves in strange garments conspicuous by their abrupt terminations. Such an exhibition of bare young thighs, calves and feet had never before been seen, at all events in Fulham. The pupils ranged in age from five years old to nineteen, or thereabouts; and twice a week, with the assistance of an upright piano, they endeavoured to recapture the soul of ancient Greece. Some years later the Rose Valery Classes won for themselves much well-deserved praise and produced some excellent dancers, but when Sidonia first made her appearance the scheme was barely in the bud.

Lady Shore had consulted her friend Frances Reide. She always consulted Frances Reide; it saved trouble. And Frances had seen Sidonia dance, and had laughed and had recommended Rose Valery. Precisely why Frances Reide had laughed Lady Shore had not understood. Frances had screwed her tortoiseshell eyeglass into her eye, after breathing on it hard and then polishing; she had sat with her hands pressed down on her knees and her head stuck forward inquisitively. She had murmured, ‘Good Lord!’ and then ‘Great Scott!’ and finally she had laughed.

‘Well?’ Lady Shore had inquired nervously.

And Miss Reide had given a non-committal whistle.

‘Shall I take it up? I mean, should she be trained?’

‘You can try it; no harm in trying.’

‘But how? Where? It’s not like ballet or ballroom dancing.’

‘It certainly is not!’ said Frances Reide, twitching out her eyeglass with a jerk.

Sidonia had invented a costume for herself, since nudity was forbidden. She had managed to contrive a tunic effect by wearing an outgrown linen chemise and a pair of very short drawers. Blake was still shocked, but Lady Shore had felt it wiser to compromise.

‘You see,’ complained Lady Shore to her friend some days later, ‘she’s at it from morning till night; she’s for ever tearing off all her clothes and putting on those ridiculous garments. The child will end by getting pneumonia. She’s like a creature possessed.’

‘Perhaps she is possessed,’ murmured Frances. ‘Yes — she probably is possessed.’

Lady Shore looked startled; they were sitting in the drawing-room, and she glanced quickly round it for comfort. Oh, no! — Not here. I mean, not Sidonia. Now if it had been Egyptian—’

‘If it had been Egyptian you’d have been rather pleased; I know you!’ said Frances, smiling. ‘If Sidonia were to turn into Set or something, you’d be rather thrilled than otherwise. You’re just an adorable, muddle-headed baby; Sidonia’s much older than you are, Prudence.’

‘I’m terribly anxious about the child. I only wish Godfrey were here,’ sighed Lady Shore.

‘A lot of use he’d have been!’ remarked Frances. ‘He was just another old infant.’

‘But so brilliant, Frances, so clever, my Godfrey.’

‘Yes, clever, but B.C., my dear.’

‘And so is Sidonia,’ said Lady Shore, brightening. ‘Do you mean to tell me that her dancing is modern? Now, what have you got to say, Frances?’

Frances looked as though she could an’ if she would have said a great many things; instead she asked for a cigarette and obtained permission to smoke. She smoked in silence for a minute or two while Lady Shore sat and blinked at her, struck as always by her friend’s personality, by her wonderful, shining sprackness. Her dark hair shone, especially on the temples, where there appeared a gentlemanly greyness. Her black eyes, flat set and Oriental looking, were almost as bright as her eyeglass; even her thick eyebrows looked well-groomed and glossy. Her skin, the colour of the very best vellum, was drawn neatly over her face; her nose was austere; her mouth hard bitten, but redeemed by a sense of humour. She was well above the average height and as trim about the flanks as a racehorse. She gave the impression of perpetual fitness; you felt that she was always in show condition and would certainly win in the ring. Even Lady Shore did not know how old she was, she changed so remarkably little. They had met in Egypt ten years before, and Frances looked much the same now as then.

It was not until after Sir Godfrey’s death, however, that a real friendship had grown up between these two women.

‘Grown up’ is perhaps hardly the way to express what had happened, there had been no gradations in this friendship; Frances Reide had just dumped it down fully grown, an accomplished fact, as it were. The friendship was as trim, as sprack and as decided as was Frances Reide herself. She elected, and no one ever knew why, to be Lady Shore’s Guardian Angel. She was also her confidante upon every subject, and sometimes her adviser. The better to carry out her self-imposed task she had left her beloved Chelsea, and had taken a small house in Young Street, not one minute’s walk from the square.

‘You’re a dear old, addle-pated mummy-chaser, and I’ve got to see that you don’t get run over or walk into the Round Pond by mistake.’ That was how Frances had put it.

Not a very inspiring declaration, it is true, but it stood for quite a deep devotion. Lady Shore had peered with her short-sighted eyes, and had finally said, ‘Thank you, Frances.’

She was peering now with her short-sighted eyes, waiting for her friend to speak. Her lock of grey hair had fallen again, and was tickling her nose rather violently. She pushed it back clumsily into place; Frances was looking at her.

‘It’ll fall down again, I suppose you know.’

‘Yes, it’s always coming down,’ agreed Lady Shore humbly. ‘My dear Prudence, why don’t you wear a net? I’ve urged you to buy some hair nets.’

‘I have bought hair nets, I bought six at Barker’s,’ retorted Lady Shore quickly.

‘Then why don’t you wear them?’

‘Well, you see,’ said Lady Shore, ‘I can’t get them on without making a rent, and my hair bulges out through the holes, when they’re torn.’

Frances Reide took the cigarette out of her mouth and smiled an indulgent smile. On seeing the smile Lady Shore plucked up courage.

‘We were talking of Sidonia,’ she reminded. ‘I said that Sidonia was B.C.’

‘And she is B.C. I agree with you there, she is quite disconcertingly B.C. at times, only — well, she’s terribly modern too, in fact she’s more than modern. What I feel about Sidonia is difficult to express, I can’t find any words that fit it; she’s a sort of a backward and forward proposition, possibly an omen of some future product. She makes me feel both stimulated and uncomfortable; it’s that B.C. touch with the ultra-modern, a heady sort of combination. The child attracts me, she always has, she’s got a weird fascination. Sidonia’s like a rather outrageous cocktail, I’m never quite sure it’s very proper.’

‘How can a child be improper?’ laughed Lady Shore. ‘How, indeed? But she is, at least I think so.’

‘Improper?’

‘Oh, not in your sense of the word, Sidonia’s too young for that.’

‘Well then, how?’

‘I don’t know — I can’t make out — perhaps it’s in her relation to time, she’s improper because she’s NOW.’

‘Ah!’ said Lady Shore, thinking backwards with some avidity. ‘Ah, yes, things were purer then.’

‘I don’t know about things being exactly purer. I didn’t mean that, in any case.’

‘We must surely realize from The Book of the Dead—’

Lady Shore began again, thoughtfully.

Frances held up a warning hand. ‘Never mind that, Prudence; “Let the dead bury their dead”. What you’ve got to do now is to tackle the present.’

‘Oh no,’ said Lady Shore absent-mindedly.

‘Yes, Prudence, you’ve just got to tackle the present; in other words, Sidonia.’

‘But if she belongs to the past and the future, then there is no present,’ Lady Shore remarked hopefully.

‘Then you’ll have to make one, to give her a present; you’ll have to force it on her somehow.’

‘She loves gooseberry fool and jam roly-poly; that’s a very present taste, don’t you think so, Frances?’

‘That’s hopeful; yes, dear, that’s distinctly hopeful; your problems seem near solution.’

‘Frances, you’re making fun of me.’

‘A little,’ Miss Reide admitted.

‘Then don’t. Pm terribly inadequate, I know. I can’t get a grip on Sidonia somehow; it’s like trying to hold a bit of quicksilver. And then there’s my work,’ she finished plaintively; ‘that life of Godfrey takes up so much time.’

‘There is also the life of Sidonia,’ said Frances. She got up to go. ‘Try the Rose Valery School; I don’t know of anything better.’

‘I will, indeed I will,’ Lady Shore assured her, pressing her hand in gratitude.
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Sidonia’s first appearance at the Rose Valery School was positively melodramatic. To begin with, she looked so extremely unusual, with her pale face and shock of auburn curls. She was little and quiet and immensely self-possessed, not at all put out by the groups of gaping students. The moment Rose Valery set eyes on the child she had, or so she said afterwards, great difficulty in stifling a scream of pleasure.

‘Now, my dear,’ said Miss Valery, controlling her emotion, ‘we must see just how much you know of dancing. That lady over there is going to play the piano, and I want you for the moment to dance anything you like; just make movements in time to the music.’

Lady Shore pushed her offspring forward.

‘Don’t do that!’ said Sidonia, scowling.

Lady Shore desisted, and the piano began.

‘Now then, dear!’ encouraged Miss Valery.

‘I don’t like the piano,’ said Sidonia firmly.

‘Oh, but you must have music, you know. Miss Robinson, again, please!’

Sidonia stamped her foot. ‘I won’t have a piano, I hate the sound, it’s wrong!’

‘Wrong!’

‘Yes. I want a big harp thing, like I heard a man play at a concert the other day.’

‘She wants a harp!’ cried Miss Valery in rapture. ‘A lyre! She’s not Greek, she’s Greece!’ She turned to Sidonia, ‘Quite right, my dear, they always danced to harps.’

‘Who’s they?’ asked Sidonia with interest.

‘The ancient Greeks, they always danced to harps.’ Sidonia looked vague.

‘Who were they?’ she inquired, with her head a little on one side.

Rose Valery smiled across at Lady Shore, then she stroked Sidonia’s hair. ‘Haven’t you heard of the ancient Greeks?’

‘No,’ said Sidonia, ‘I don’t think so.’

‘She’s a little backward,’ Lady Shore explained; ‘but she’s not quite eight yet, you know.’

‘Backward!’ murmured Miss Valery; ‘backward, and she wants a lyre!’

The piano began again.

‘Oh, stop!’ cried Sidonia. ‘I hate it! It’s hard and wrong.’

‘Then what shall we do? Can you dance without music?’

‘I’ll hum,’ said Sidonia firmly.

She hummed in a loud, self-reliant voice, moving rhythmically as she did so. The students whispered together and tittered, but Sidonia danced on, all unconscious. She changed the rhythm several times, fitting her steps to each new tune.

By the end of ten minutes, when she had stopped dancing, Miss Valery was pale with excitement.

‘She’s not Greek, she’s Greece!’ she repeated ecstatically. Sidonia wandered unconcernedly away to a group of children at the far end of the room. ‘Why are you wearing those ugly clothes?’ she demanded. ‘I like to dance naked, don’t you?’

The children were silent, then one of them said: ‘It’s immodest to take off your things.’

‘Immodest? What rot! That’s what my nurse says, but she’s an old ass!’

‘Sidonia!’ called Lady Shore rather sharply, as though some telepathy had reached her.

Sidonia turned. ‘That’s my mother,’ she explained, ‘she doesn’t understand things either.’

‘But it’s perfect, quite perfect,’ Rose Valery was saying. ‘I hope you’ll let me train her professionally.’

‘Well, I hadn’t thought of that yet,’ said Lady Shore nervously. ‘I should have to think that over, Miss Valery.’

‘Good-bye, little Artemis, I shall see you next week,’ said Miss Valery, kissing Sidonia.

‘Good-bye,’ said Sidonia coldly. She was feeling rather cross; she hated being called by names that she did not understand.
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‘They were awfully shocked when I told them I liked dancing naked,’ Sidonia confided in the brougham going home.

‘Oh, darling, you didn’t tell them that! Oh, no, darling! And after mother explained that it was never done.’ Sidonia was silent; she sat back in her corner feeling foolish and shy. Had she done a dreadful thing in telling the children? She couldn’t for the life of her see why. But now she foresaw that she might feel awkward at meeting those children again. Doubtless, like Blake, they considered her immodest, one of them had actually said so. She sat up suddenly, stiff and defiant. She didn’t care a rap what any of them thought. She knew that she knew something they did not know, though she couldn’t find a name for it even to herself.

‘I will, I will, I will, I will, I will!’ she murmured softly. ‘Will what, my darling?’

‘Dance naked,’ said Sidonia.

And Lady Shore was silent with the silence of despair.






  








CHAPTER THREE
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BY the time Sidonia had had eighteen lessons Rose Valery was bewildered and outraged. It was all very well for a child to be pure Greek, but one must consider public susceptibilities.

Sidonia had proved herself to be a born dancer — oh, yes, Sidonia could dance! She had also proved to be an incorrigible rebel, and a proficient worker up of all the other children. Take, for instance, that matter of the cashmere tunics. Sidonia, aged seven, had disapproved of them, and had said so with complete disregard of people’s feelings. Then again, she had laughed extremely rudely at the costumes at the students’ performance, costumes made by mothers for the most part. It had given the greatest offence. The children were divided into those who cried resentfully and those who adored Sidonia. The former told their parents, who complained to Miss Valery; the latter aped Sidonia’s disobedience. For Sidonia disobeyed as a matter of course whenever she thought she knew best, which, unfortunately, was often. She took her own poses and invented her own steps, and what was worse, refused point-blank to do the special limbering exercises upon which Miss Valery prided herself. True, Sidonia did not require to be limbered, but then the other children did; and since the exercises were not popular in any case, it soon became apparent that progress was at a standstill.

‘Bend down! Lower — lower! And now jump!’

Sidonia pretended to fall flat. Her satellites giggled and also pretended.

‘Attention!’ thundered Miss Valery. ‘Now! left arm forward and right knee up. One! Two! Three! — Spring!’

But only four sprang, the other five were satellites, and, like their leader, they remained standing in their awkward and wobbly pose.

‘Spring!’ screamed Miss Valery, hysterical with temper.

‘Why?’ inquired Sidonia mildly.

‘Why? Because I say so!’ shrilled Miss Valery.

‘But it’s so awfully ugly,’ said Sidonia.

‘Sidonia, be silent! I insist on your obeying.’

‘I won’t when I know it’s ugly and wrong.’

‘What do you mean by “wrong” I’d like to know?’

‘Not right,’ Sidonia said gravely.

She had gradually submitted to the sound of the piano, on finding that no harp was forthcoming, but she still insisted on singing loudly to herself, and this threw the other children out of step.

‘Stop that humming at once, Sidonia.’

‘I can’t, it will come. It comes as I move my legs.’

A burst of laughter had greeted this sally, which, however, Sidonia had meant seriously.

Then, of course, there had been that remark about clothes, or rather the joy of the lack of them. The children, shocked at first, had gradually become amused, until one day Sidonia, stripping in the cloakroom, had given a demonstration of how to dance naked. Naturally the children had talked at home, with the result that three mothers and one uncle had written. The uncle had been particularly emphatic, he harped upon the word ‘corruption’. He pointed out that although England was an island, it was, thank God, a very different island from one that he might mention. (An allusion completely lost on Miss Valery.) He stated at some length that the era was not pagan, but eminently Christian in all respects. He even went so far as to condemn the Valery School, comparing it to a cesspool of ancient iniquity. In conclusion he said that the prospectus was misleading, purposely so, no doubt; that he might feel it his duty to bring the matter up in the proper quarters, and that he wished to withdraw his niece immediately from further contamination.

Rose Valery was sadly considering these things in her third floor flat in Fulham. She did not want to lose the brilliant Sidonia, upon whom she had built such high hopes; at the same time, she could not afford to lose pupils because her school got a bad name. The letter of the uncle had upset her very much; he was quite an important uncle.

‘Ridiculous!’ she murmured. ‘Utterly ridiculous! Stupid, prurient-minded old man!’

Still, she herself had been rather shocked; yes, she undoubtedly had been. It was one thing to worship the Greek in marble, always a modest medium; it was quite another to see it dancing minus clothes on linoleum in a Fulham cloakroom. Ah, that was it, the cloakroom was to blame, with its ugly and sordid personality, its dangling corpses of shabby coats, its rows of worn, misshapen shoes. Out in an oleander grove the child would have looked quite perfect. Blue sea, an Alma-Tadema fountain, and perhaps a potted lemon shrub or two, that was another charming alternative. Sidonia would have been wonderful in such a picture.

‘It certainly was purely Greek,’ Rose Valery repeated for the twentieth time that day. The repetition seemed to bring comfort, of which she felt sorely in need. ‘Adorable Greece!’ she murmured, letting her eyes stray round the room. They fell on Maple’s second best suite, disguised now by one or two cheap goat-skins. On a mattress on stumps, masquerading as a divan, and loaded to repletion with gaudy cotton cushions. On a very inadequate pendant light muffled up in a pink silk handkerchief. On some photographs of Athens, the Acropolis and the Erechtheion; and last, but not least, on a plaster cast of the Niké of Samothrace standing alone with an ancient Greek lamp burning soulfully in front of it. Miss Valery believed that the lamp was ancient, she felt acutely the necessity to believe; the more she had doubts the more she believed, she was busy at believing now.

‘I am a Greek reincarnation,’ she said doubtfully; I feel that I simply must be!’

The story she had woven for her own consolation made her blush whenever she thought of it. It dealt with her life as a Greek courtesan, and was very completely satisfying. The lamp was in some way connected with the story, that was why it had to be a genuine antique. She was never quite certain where she had kept it; probably in her bedchamber.

Her father had been a parson, of course, not more than ten years ago; but death had gathered him in rather suddenly, thus releasing his daughter to come to London and reconstruct classic postures. She thought of her father in this hour of trouble, a placid, imperturbable man; a helpful creature in serious emergencies, though lacking in imagination. She could never have mentioned her secret to her father, the secret of her Greek incarnation.

‘Ah, well,’ she mused, looking guiltily at the lamp, ‘he knows it all now — all! all!’

But whether the Reverend Walter Valery knew all about it or not; whether or no death had convinced him, as life had failed to do, that reincarnation was a fact; whether or no in the light of his vaster, grander knowledge he was able to look with charity on his daughter’s past career, there still remained the problem of Sidonia to tackle; Sidonia, who bid fair to wreck the Rose Valery School.

Miss Valery wandered over to a small looking-glass, and began to finger her hair. It bore a resemblance to scrambled eggs slipping out of a ribbon fillet. She had modelled this coiffure on sundry Greek friezes studied at the British Museum. It contained a slight suggestion of each one of these friezes, it also suggested the parsonage. Her pale blue eyes looked distinctly worried, and so did her worn, lined face; but she twitched down the fillet and puffed out her side-locks, after which she felt rather better.

‘In those days we should not have minded at all,’ she thought, returning to Sidonia, ‘and yet, now—’

She paused. How she hated that ‘Yet, now,’ it was always popping up to fret her. For side by side with the Greek courtesan there marched the Pauline Christian — the creature of hymn-books and family prayers who had played the organ on Sundays; the creature who had carried soup to the poor, organized work parties and Mothers’ Meetings. Hard to have to organize Mothers’ Meetings when you yourself might be for ever unwed! She remembered having felt this very often in the past, but of course she had never mentioned it.

She shook herself impatiently and took up her pen; she really must write at once to Lady Shore.

‘It is not that I, personally, minded,’ she lied. ‘I’m a pagan at heart, I fear, but what am I to do when people complain? I have my school to consider. Please don’t misunderstand me, dear Lady Shore. I know there is no harm in Sidonia, no one could be with the child for five minutes without realizing her innate purity. But Sidonia is very self-willed indeed, which makes her difficult to teach. For one thing she refuses to do my set exercises, and they are so extremely important. Quite apart from the incident in our cloakroom last Monday, I have other causes for complaint. Sidonia puts the children up to grave disobedience; she herself, of course, will never obey. I cannot keep the class together much longer unless I can check this insubordination. At the same time, I do not want to lose Sidonia; she is a wonderfully beautiful dancer for her age, and I cannot but feel that she might easily be one of my best pupils. Would it not be better if I gave her private lessons?’






  








CHAPTER FOUR
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AS was only to be expected, Frances Reide was sent for. The message had been urgent: ‘Come at once,’ it had read. But when Frances arrived, somewhat shaken out of her usual composure, it was to find her friend examining a scarab through a large magnifying glass.

‘I’m very uncertain about this one,’ Lady Shore remarked. ‘I suppose Godfrey wasn’t deceived?’

Frances sat down abruptly. ‘You sent for me, Prudence.’

‘Yes, of course; it’s about Sidonia.’

‘Ah!’ said Frances, lighting a cigarette, ‘I guessed it might be about Sidonia.’

Lady Shore picked up the magnifying glass again, and flicked the scarab on to its stomach. ‘I don’t quite like the look of these cracks, they feel new; don’t you think so, Frances?’

Frances gently pushed away the outstretched hand. ‘And Sidonia?’ she demanded quietly.

‘Oh, Sidonia! Oh yes, she’s a very naughty child. You’d better see what Miss Valery says.’

She began to fumble about among her manuscripts. ‘Now where did I put the thing?’ she complained. ‘I’m always losing something in this house. Oh, by the way, Frances, Professor Wilson says he’ll be only too delighted to write a preface for my book, that is, if it’s ever finished! I’ve warned him that I’m always a very slow worker, and of course a life of Godfrey — be careful of those scarabs with your sleeve! Now where on earth have I put that letter? It was here a minute ago. Oh, well, it’s gone,’ she finished complacently. ‘Wait a second, and I’ll tell you all about it.’

Her hands strayed towards her immense reference book; she began turning over the pages rather guiltily.

‘Hum!’ remarked Frances, moving in her chair.

‘Just a moment,’ said Lady Shore, making notes.

Five minutes elapsed, then ten, then fifteen, at the end of which Frances rose. ‘Come back!’ she commanded, towering very tall, ‘Come back at once, or I go.’

‘What — what?’ cried Lady Shore, in the voice of one roused suddenly out of deep sleep. Oh! Yes, of course. I’m so sorry, dear. Sidonia, it’s about Sidonia.’

‘The letter, please,’ said Frances firmly.

‘Yes, the letter — oh, here it is! It was under my blotting paper all the time. You’d better read it for yourself.’

Frances read the letter through without making any comment, then she said, ‘We must send for Sidonia.’

‘All right, but what are we going to say? Have you thought what we’re going to say?’

‘“Don’t”, that’s what it occurs to me to say; just “Don’t”, and again — just “Don’t”.’

‘Oh, it’s all too tiresome,’ broke out Lady Shore, ‘at this moment it’s really too bad. Why can’t my child behave like other children? That’s not much to ask of her, surely?’ Frances considered. ‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘it’s because she’s not like other children. I think private lessons would be the right thing; she’s obviously upsetting the school.’

‘Yes, and now Miss Thomas has given me notice,’ went on Lady Shore, almost tearful. ‘She finds Sidonia impossible to teach except in those subjects that she likes.’

‘Will you leave Sidonia to me for once?’ inquired Frances, ringing the bell.

‘Yes, oh, yes; if you can make any impression I shall be only too thankful, I assure you.’

‘I want Miss Sidonia,’ said Frances ominously.

‘Yes, miss,’ replied the footman, and presently Sidonia’s head appeared thrust inquiringly round the door.

‘Come here!’ commanded Frances.

‘Oh, hallo, Frances!’ chirped Sidonia brightly, scenting a rising storm.

Frances surveyed her from head to foot. ‘You’re a nice one!’ she remarked reflectively.

Sidonia fidgeted, and then she scowled. ‘I’m busy at lessons,’ she said.

‘Yes, I’ll bet you are. Well, I’m getting busy too, only it’s going to be with you.’ She glanced down at the letter in her hand, ‘This is from Miss Valery, Sidonia.’

Sidonia flushed an uncomfortable pink, but the smile she gave was angelic.

‘She’s bored with you,’ went on Frances calmly. ‘She finds you a plaguy little bore; a most unpleasant child, I gather.’

Sidonia’s eyes flashed. ‘I like that!’ she muttered.

‘I’m glad you like it,’ said Frances. ‘Now suppose you just listen carefully to me. Do you know the meaning of “Don’t”?’

Sidonia laughed rudely. ‘Well, rather!’ she scoffed. ‘Who doesn’t at my age, I wonder?’

‘That’s good,’ said Frances, ‘that’s excellent, my child; understanding is half the battle.’

Sidonia looked uncomfortable again. ‘You’re laughing at me,’ she remarked.

‘Not at all, I assure you I was never more serious, as I hope soon to make you understand. And now for the first of my series of “Don’ts”. We’ll begin first, I think, with Miss Thomas. You refuse to study except when it suits you; you defy and persecute your governess.’

‘I only choose the things I like best to do.’

‘Then Don’t,’ said Frances quietly. ‘And now about your dancing; you’re rude and you’re pert, and you set yourself above Miss Valery. She writes that you break up the class by refusing to obey her rules. She complains that you make the other children just as boring and as silly as you are yourself, that you take your own line regardless of orders; and, moreover, that your own line is quite idiotic. She says she feels sorry for you in her heart, because your behaviour is so babyish and stupid. She says you remind her of the pantomime clown, always trying to be clever when he’s really only there to make people laugh at his antics.’

Sidonia gave a stifled cry of rage. ‘Damn! Damnation!’ she shouted.

‘Sidonia!’ It was Lady Shore, thoroughly shocked. ‘What language! Where did you learn it?’

‘And Blast!’ cried Sidonia, now comfortably launched, ‘and Swine and Bitch and Bloody!’

Lady Shore sank back in her chair with a moan.

Frances held up her finger. ‘This is very interesting, Sidonia,’ she remarked. ‘Where did you learn those words?’ Outside “The Three Bells”, where we wait for the bus. I’ve been storing them up!’ said Sidonia triumphantly.

‘Just so, I see; you’ve been storing them up. Do you admire the men who use them?’

‘No, I don’t; they’re beastly, dirty, common men. Why should I admire them, Frances?’

‘Because if you store up what they say you must want to be like them, dirty and common!’

‘I’m not, I’m not!’ Sidonia stamped furiously. ‘I’m not a bit dirty or common!’

‘Do you think you’ll want to use those words again?’ Sidonia considered, then she nodded.

‘Then Don’t,’ said Frances. ‘I merely say Don’t. If you’re wise you’ll refrain from swearing. And now about the dancing. As I’ve said, Miss Valery is thoroughly bored. Do you know what it means to be a bore?’

Sidonia shook her head.

‘Poor child,’ said Frances pityingly, ‘she’s a bore without knowing what it means.’

‘Then you tell me what it means!’ commanded Sidonia. Of course I will, only I’m so sorry for you. A bore is a person who tries to be clever when they’re really intensely stupid. Bores are the stupidest people on earth, because they don’t realize that they’re stupid. They think, as a rule, that they’re very amusing and that what they do makes people laugh. Of course, people laugh, but it’s not at what they do, it’s always at them for doing it. And then, because they’re so very stupid and think themselves so clever, they fancy they know better than everybody else; that’s the greatest sign of the bore. It’s quite enough to tell a bore to do a thing for him or her to refuse you on the spot. They think, you see, that it’s grand to refuse, that it makes them seem more important. A bore always wants to tell you their reasons for constantly being disobedient, but of course they never listen to yours when you try to explain why you want obedience, they’re so sure that you must be in the wrong. They can’t think things out like other people; poor dears, they’ve just got to do almost everything and anything that comes into their heads. In fact,’ she concluded, sighing a little, ‘they’re ill, like the old man we saw last summer, the man they called “the village idiot”.’

Sidonia stood petrified as though turned to stone. Then, ‘You think I’m like that?’ she asked softly.

‘Oh, yes, you’re a bore, so you must be like that. I thought it only fair to tell you.’

And then the storm broke. ‘It’s a lie!’ shrieked Sidonia. ‘It’s a beastly lie! It’s a lie! I’m not a stupid idiot like that man last summer! I’m not what you’d call a bore! I’m clever! I dance divinely, I tell you! Miss Valery herself said “divinely”. I heard her! Of course, I don’t obey, because I do know better. What she wants me to do is ugly! Ugly and stupid, stupid and ugly! She’s a damned stupid old geezer!’ Frances smiled coldly. ‘And why do you think you know better than Miss Valery?’

‘I don’t know, I don’t know! I only know that I do. I feel all alive and queer when I’m dancing, it’s like pins and needles all over; and I hate their piano, it ought to be a harp — and I hate Miss Thomas upstairs — and I hate the exercises and I won’t, won’t do them — and I hate sums and spelling and grammar — and I hate my clothes, they’re ugly and hard, I want to tear them into strips!’ Her face took on an inspired expression. ‘Like this!’ she screamed, tearing a large rent in her overall. ‘Like this and this and this!’

Frances watched her quietly. ‘I’m glad you mentioned clothes, I was coming to them,’ she remarked.

Sidonia stopped tearing and eyed her antagonist.

‘I don’t think you let your clothes trouble you much, Sidonia, you’re so constantly taking them off. I understand from this letter that you did so in the cloakroom at Miss Valery’s — last Monday, I think. Am I right?’

Sidonia was silent, then she burst into tears. ‘Bores don’t undress, anyhow,’ she sobbed angrily.

‘Oh, indeed they do, they constantly undress in public, they like to be thought unusual. They think that people admire their daring, whereas really people laugh at them behind their backs, as no doubt they do at you, my poor child.’

Sidonia hurled herself on to the floor, where she rolled in a paroxysm of weeping. ‘I don’t do it to be queer and daring,’ she wailed; ‘I do it because my clothes feel all wrong!’

‘Then Don’t,’ advised Frances gravely. ‘Miss Valery will give you private lessons; you will dance alone in future.’ Sidonia sat up. ‘No, no, please!’ she wept. ‘I don’t want to dance alone, always.’

‘But why not? You often dance all alone here.’

‘Yes, I know, but it’s not so right, somehow.’

‘Not so right? What do you mean?’

Sidonia tried to stifle her sobs, she stuttered in her effort to speak calmly. ‘I d-don’t know what I mean, but we never d-did it, we always danced all together.’ She paused. ‘It was under some big dark trees — no — I can’t remember, Frances.’ She fell to weeping bitterly again; but now the sobs came from her heart.

‘Come here,’ said Frances gently enough. One can grow out of being a bore if one tries.’

‘It’s all so queer,’ choked Sidonia, ‘but I don’t know how. I think the devil gets me at times.’

‘My darling,’ said Lady Shore, almost weeping in sympathy, ‘I’m quite sure the devil doesn’t get my little girl.’

‘But he does, I do be tellin’ you,’ Sidonia insisted, remembering the Irish housemaid. ‘And Kathleen said he’d got a tail and two horns, perfectly awful horns! And Kathleen said that hell was a lake of burning bubbling fire where the wicked burn for ever and ever while the saints and angels watch them. Oh, I’m frightened!’ wailed Sidonia, clinging to her mother, ‘I’m frightened — perhaps bores go to hell!’

‘Not while they’re still young,’ Frances reassured her, ‘there’s time for you yet if you’ll only try hard.’

‘I’m glad Kathleen’s gone,’ murmured Lady Shore. ‘Whoever heard such rubbish!’
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‘Well, of all the queer fish!’ remarked Frances thoughtfully, when Sidonia had disappeared upstairs. ‘Did you hear what she said about dancing together under some big, dark trees?’

Lady Shore nodded mournfully, mopping her eyes. ‘I think she remembers something.’

‘I dare say, but what?’

‘Ah!’ said Lady Shore mysteriously, in the voice of one who knows.

‘Now, Prudence, don’t be childish, don’t put on that voice; you don’t know any more than I do.’

‘I often wonder—’ Lady Shore began, then she caught her friend’s smile and stopped.

‘Well, anyhow, let’s hope I’ve done some good,’ said Frances with assumed cheerfulness.

‘You snubbed her so terribly,’ whimpered Lady Shore. ‘I kept wondering if Godfrey was listening.’

‘Well, and if he was I’m quite sure he approved. Sir Godfrey was a man of good sense — sometimes.’

‘Indeed he was not,’ retorted his widow hotly; ‘he was far too clever for that.’
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After all, it was Frances who pleaded Sidonia’s cause with Miss Valery. Frances went to see her a few days later, and was not very long in discerning the chink in her armour.

‘I don’t understand it myself, Miss Valery, it’s almost as though Sidonia remembered something, something free and fearless and — pagan.’

Miss Valery started.

‘I’ve thought that too, in fact I’ve felt convinced of it.’

‘Then you think — you believe — ?’

Miss Valery hesitated, but in the end the temptation proved too strong.

‘It might be reincarnation, I suppose?’ she said, with a laugh that was meant to sound sceptical.

‘I wonder.’ Frances’ voice was thoughtful, she appeared to ponder the point.

‘It would certainly explain a great many things,’ said Miss Valery reflectively.

‘Your appearance, for instance,’ suggested Frances, with the wiliness of the serpent.

‘No, really? Do you think that I look Greek, then?’ Frances hesitated, but only for a moment. Oh, but absolutely.’

Miss Valery blushed, and Frances pressed her advantage. ‘You feel Greek to me somehow.’ She let her eyes rest on Miss Valery’s hair. ‘It’s everything about you,’ she said mendaciously.

‘It’s very strange. I suppose such a thing might be?’ Miss Valery’s voice was eager now, her expression almost pleading.

Frances thought: ‘Poor old thing, I am being a bit thick, but I want her to keep Sidonia, and after all if it makes her happy to think she looks Greek—’

Aloud she said: ‘It’s because there may be something in the reincarnation business that I hadn’t the heart to oppose Sidonia about her dancing in class. The child seemed so certain that it was the right thing, that she ought to dance with the others. She said that they used to do it that way under some large, dark trees.’

‘Ilex trees,’ murmured Miss Valery reminiscently. ‘Probably. You would know more about that than I would. Anyhow, that’s what she said.’

Miss Valery emerged from a fleeting dream, and returned to Fulham with an effort.

‘I’m so silly,’ she explained, pressing her forehead; ‘I’m so stupid about things sometimes. But I must consider my school, mustn’t I? You do think I ought to be practical, don’t you?’ She looked up at Frances with a vague, Greek smile.

“It’s very hard to be practical, Miss Reide, one’s so apt to drift back a little.’

‘I can understand that,’ Frances told her soothingly. ‘I expect that’s Sidonia’s trouble.’ To herself she thought: ‘I’m becoming an awful liar. I was not at all truthful to Sidonia when I interpreted that letter, and of course this poor woman doesn’t look at all Greek. I hope the end will justify the means.’ Miss Valery was considering; Frances guessed that much from the far-away look in her eyes. Her fillet had slipped a little askew, and Frances felt suddenly sorry. But she sat on her conscience.

‘I don’t think,’ she said softly, ‘that Sidonia would get on at all well alone, not if she has this curious instinct about big, dark trees and things.’

Miss Valery looked at her appealingly. ‘But there aren’t any big, dark trees now, not here,’ she said in a voice that struggled to be practical.

‘Ah, no,’ agreed Frances, ‘there aren’t any trees, but dancing with the children reminds her of them.’

‘But,’ objected Miss Valery, ‘one would think — one might have thought—’ She paused and flushed a little.

‘Yes?’ queried Frances, screwing in her eyeglass.

‘Well — that I would have reminded her of them, too.’

‘But you do, you do!’ Frances hastened to assure her. ‘I don’t see how you could fail to remind her. But Sidonia seems to need the whole thing complete, that is with the exception of the trees, of course. Given you and the pupils she can picture the trees.’ Her voice grew grave: ‘I believe — I’ve got a feeling, that those trees may be more important than we know.’

Miss Valery nodded. ‘It’s not that I mind the nudity myself,’ she said firmly.

‘No, of course not; how absurd to imagine that you would!’

‘But parents are so different,’ Miss Valery went on; ‘and as for uncles!’

‘Oh, uncles!’ agreed Frances in a voice of disdain. One hardly likes to think of them in connection with ancient Greece! I suppose they must always have existed, even then, but if so they must have been quite different.’

‘Everything was different,’ said Miss Valery with a sigh. ‘No, not you,’ thought Frances, ‘you could never have been different.’ Aloud she said: ‘Well, I’ve come here to plead Sidonia’s cause, to ask you to take her back. Sidonia’s not an ordinary child, and I know she’s a little difficult; but if you will only try her again I can promise that she’ll be more obedient.’

Miss Valery’s defences gave way all at once. She flung out impetuous arms. ‘I’ll do it!’ she exclaimed to no one in particular, unless to the Niké of Samothrace, upon whom her gaze rested triumphantly.

Frances got up. ‘That’s top-hole!’ she remarked. ‘Now I can relieve the child’s mind.’

On the way home she felt a little doubtful. ‘I do hope I have done the right thing,’ she thought. ‘It’s a bit of a risk with Sidonia. The little devil shall keep her clothes on though, if I have to pin them to her skin!’
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‘But will you try to be really good?’ inquired Frances of Sidonia that evening. ‘Hang it all, child, I’ve done my best for you; don’t go and make a fool of me!’

Sidonia considered this last remark for some seconds before replying; then she held out a grubby hand, which Frances shook very gravely.

‘I like you, Frances,’ Sidonia remarked.

‘Good!’ said Frances. ‘Then it’s a bargain?’

‘I promise I’ll try,’ said Sidonia.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
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SIDONIA did ‘try’ for nearly three years. The result was very disappointing. She had kept on her clothes, and had been quite docile anent the limbering exercises. She had led the dances in several performances, to the sound of applause from delighted onlookers. Indeed, for a time it seemed as though Frances had succeeded beyond her dreams.

Miss Valery was in the seventh heaven. What a pupil! What grace, what finish! Sidonia would take all London by storm, all England, perhaps all Europe! Sidonia would establish once and for all the claim of the divine antique. No more contortions on malformed toes, no more calves crudely bulging with muscle. No more anything except Miss Valery, her school of Greek dancing and her wonderful pupil. A few years now, and out would prance Sidonia to reform and educate the public.

And then, towards the end of the third year, something happened to Sidonia. Something very subtle and intangible at first, which, however, grew and grew. Miss Valery refused to believe her eyes, refused to believe her senses. Sidonia was working as well as ever, better; and yet — and yet — gradually the quality of her dancing was changing; it was growing distinctly British. Very painstakingly, stolidly even, she went through her steps and poses. She put on her wreath and her cashmere tunic, and proceeded to dance like any other child brought up in a Kensington square.

‘No, no!’ wailed Miss Valery. ‘That was heavy, Sidonia. Prance lightly, dear. Prance as though you liked it!’

Sidonia the obedient had ceased to like it, nevertheless she pranced. Thump, thump, thump went Sidonia’s feet.

And Miss Valery groaned aloud.

She sent for a harp and a man to play it. That might awaken a memory, she thought. Sidonia looked coldly upon the harp.

‘I can’t get my rhythm without the piano,’ she declared, promptly going out of step.

‘But you said — oh! Sidonia, don’t you remember — ?’

Sidonia shook her head.

‘Yes, you did, Sidonia, you said you’d like a harp.’ Sidonia smiled rather vaguely.

‘Oh yes, I remember; I was only a little girl then, though.’

‘Absurd! You’re only eleven now.’

‘But it does make a difference,’ said Sidonia.

Miss Valery said: ‘You’ve broken my heart.’

And Sidonia felt genuinely sorry.
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Frances took it very philosophically. ‘You’re like a young elephant,’ she remarked one day, after having seen Sidonia dance.

Lady Shore said: ‘What? She can’t dance any more. Dear, dear!’ Then forgot all about it.

The dancing lessons were soon abandoned, to Sidonia’s immense relief. No one was any the worse for the episode, always excepting Miss Valery.

For close on eight months Sidonia lay low.

‘After all, she’s a very ordinary child,’ thought Frances, with a tinge of regret. The old Sidonia had interested her to quite an unusual extent. The Sidonia that she now beheld was beautiful, it is true, but not vital. She was quiet and extraordinarily well behaved; rather dull, or so Frances thought.

Lady Shore said: ‘Isn’t it a comfort, Frances, Sidonia’s settling down. I used to feel very anxious about her, she was really too highly strung.’

Sidonia was very attentive at lessons. The governess gave excellent reports. Indeed, the peace that now reigned in the house was almost celestial in nature. Sidonia was placid; she did her sums, she went for her walks in the park. She ate well, slept well, never complained, and seldom said anything amusing. Yet Frances was not quite easy in her mind.

‘I don’t like the vacuum feeling about her. I wonder what will get in next,’ she thought; ‘she’s so empty just now, it can’t last.’
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‘Good heavens!’ exclaimed Lady Shore a week later, ‘who’s that playing the piano?’

She was sitting in her study with Professor Wilson, discussing his preface to her book.

Professor Wilson stared over his glasses. His expression was mildly surprised. ‘Those researches regarding the mummy,’ he said, ‘should have very special attention.’

‘Yes, but who’s that playing the piano upstairs?’ persisted Lady Shore, looking startled.

The Professor shook his head gently. ‘And the photographs taken at the actual tomb must be carefully reproduced. I hope you will see to this, Lady Shore, I consider them most important. Though I cannot help doubting the identity of the mummy. Sir Godfrey knew that I always had my doubts.’

‘There is not a soul in this house who can play,’ said Lady Shore, turning a trifle pale. ‘None of us here can play the piano.’

For some reason the sounds that now reached her ears filled her with strange alarm. For once the enthralling lure of the past failed completely to hold her, she could not concentrate on the Professor, could not concentrate on her book even. The identity of the mummy seemed suddenly less important than that of the mysterious musician. All she knew was that someone was playing a piano, which no one knew how to play.

‘If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go and see,’ she said, hastening from the room.

At the drawing-room door she stood transfixed, speechless in her amazement. Perched on the piano stool sat Sidonia, eyes closed, apparently rapt. Her small, thin hands worked over the keys with astonishing ease and agility. She was playing a swift but demure little tune, somewhat reminiscent of Mozart. She opened her eyes and gazed at her mother.

‘Oh, listen!’ she exclaimed, ‘just listen to me. Isn’t it lovely? I’ll play it again.’

She did so. Her foot groped and found the loud pedal. ‘That’s expression!’ she said happily.

Lady Shore gasped. ‘My darling child! But — but — where did you learn to play?’

‘Nowhere, it just came this afternoon. Isn’t it splendid? I love it!’

Lady Shore stared at her daughter in silence.

Presently she said: ‘You hated the piano, you used to say so at your dancing.’

‘I love it!’ Sidonia repeated ecstatically.

Lady Shore felt suddenly very uncomfortable. She knew that had she been Ptah, the cat, the fur on her tail would have bristled. None of Sidonia’s previous crazes had made her feel at all like this. She could not explain to herself why it was that the child at the piano frightened her. She turned, and quickly leaving the room, went down to Professor Wilson. She longed intensely for all the dear, familiar things — mummies and kas and sarcophagi.

‘That was my daughter Sidonia,’ she explained; ‘I didn’t know that she could play.’
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From the moment of discovering her musical ability Sidonia played incessantly. Lady Shore got used to the new idea, and her fright gave place to partial resignation. From the Queen Anne drawing-room over her head came constant distracting sounds. They were liable to break out at all hours of the day, and to vary considerably in character. Sometimes it would be Tosti’s ‘Good-bye’, picked out with one stumbling finger; but at other times the music flowed full and free, possessing a curious charm. Lady Shore, struggling with the intricacies of the past, tried not to listen as she wrote:

‘Says Professor Budge in his introduction to The Book of the Dead: “He has conversed with Set, and visited Mendes the sacred Acacia Tree, Elephantine—”’

Sidonia struck a resounding chord. Lady Shore groaned. Oh dear, where was I? “Elephantine, the seat of the Goddess Sati, Qem-ur, Busiris, the temple of—”’

What on earth was Sidonia playing now? Something familiar? No — she took off her glasses and rubbed them fiercely. A languid time conducive to repose stole softly into the study. But Lady Shore did not find it reposeful; sighing, she sat back in her chair. The music trailed off, then faltered, then stopped. There ensued a series of fearful bangs; Sidonia must surely be striking the keys with her fists, it sounded like that. Lady Shore got up and hurried to the telephone; her movements were unnaturally flustered.

‘Western 811,’ she called sharply. ‘No, not Kensington. Western, Western 811!’

A pause, and then — 

‘Hallo, is that you, Frances? Can you come round here? No, now at once. Oh, thank you, my dear; yes, do.’

Lady Shore turned and went up to the drawing-room. ‘I won’t have that noise, Sidonia!’

Sidonia was sitting hunched up on the stool. Her face was dark with anger.

‘Take that!’ she said furiously, striking again, while the piano vibrated painfully. Then she suddenly burst into dismal sobs. ‘I can’t find it! I can’t make it come!’

‘Dear, dear, this is dreadful!’ complained Lady Shore. ‘Yes, isn’t it?’ sobbed Sidonia.

Frances came quietly into the room.

‘What’s up?’ she demanded, with some curiosity.

‘I don’t know. Sidonia’s hitting the piano. She’s angry, I don’t know why.’

Frances said:

‘Is it the music, Sidonia?’

Sidonia nodded vigorously.

‘I nearly get it and then it goes. I can’t make it right. It makes me feel funny. I feel like my monkey when his sawdust came out!’

‘She means,’ suggested Frances, ‘that she doesn’t know enough. She’s got no knowledge of harmony.’

Sidonia wept more quietly now.

‘I can’t, can’t, can’t find something I want!’

‘No, of course you can’t,’ soothed Frances kindly. ‘You don’t know the way to find it.’ She turned with a smile to Lady Shore: ‘You leave us, Prudence; I’ll come down in a minute or two.’

And Lady Shore hastened to make her escape. She felt that the Present was closing in around her.
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‘I should chuck nearly everything else for her music, I really think it’s worth while,’ said Frances later on in the study. ‘I’d let her go in for the piano seriously, as well as counterpoint and harmony.’

Lady Shore bit thoughtfully at a long-suffering thumbnail. In many a crisis that nail had consoled her; she thought it consoled her now.

‘If you think so, dear,’ she said a little doubtfully. ‘But I can’t forget the Greek dancing!’

‘You must forget it,’ said Frances, ‘and begin all over again.’

‘To Sidonia’s beginnings there is no end!’ murmured Lady Shore between nibbles.

‘Shall I see about the lessons, or will you?’ asked Frances.

‘Oh, would you?’

‘Yes, I’ll go to-morrow and make inquiries. Would you like her to go to the Royal Academy?’

Lady Shore shook her head. ‘No, I think better not. Remember what happened at Miss Valery’s.’

‘Yes, of course, but she won’t want to play the piano naked.’

‘Who can tell?’ said Lady Shore resignedly.

Frances got up and stood staring at the floor. Her brow was heavy with thought. ‘We’ve got to moor Sidonia, you know.’

‘But how?’ inquired Lady Shore.

‘By finding the one right thing for her to do. There must be a right thing somewhere.’

Lady Shore nodded without conviction. ‘She’s so unlike Godfrey and me,’ she sighed. ‘She doesn’t take the slightest interest in Egypt, and Egypt is very settling.’

‘I doubt if you’ll ever settle Sidonia, Prudence; that is, short of embalming her.’

‘Please, don’t be flippant!’ said Lady Shore huffily. ‘Flippant? Good heavens! I’m deadly serious. Sidonia would make the most alluring little mummy.’

‘I hope she’ll make a good citizen first.’

Frances looked suddenly rather grave. ‘Yes, I hope so too,’ she said quietly.






  








CHAPTER SIX
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MR WILLOWBY-SMITH was engaged for the piano; Mr. Lovell for harmony and counterpoint. They were both immensely impressed by Sidonia, that is for the first six months, after which it became apparent that something, they could never make out what, was obviously lacking in the child.

Sidonia seemed quite incapable, for instance, of advancing beyond the rudiments of harmony. She either could not or would not see why certain effects were unpermissible.

‘But I like it that way,’ she was wont to remark. ‘I like my chord better than yours.’

In vain did Mr. Lovell explain patiently. Sidonia still clung to her chord. With the piano it was very much the same. Her technique remained quite fluent but faulty; her reading was a negligible quantity.

‘When I look at those black blobs and O’s and things it all goes out of my head,’ she complained.

‘Never mind your head,’ said Mr. Smith tartly. ‘You read what other people had in theirs.’

‘I can’t feel it like that,’ Sidonia protested. ‘I can only feel what’s inside me.’

The hours of practice were usually spent in a series of improvisations.

‘Sidonia, your scales!’ Lady Shore would warn on her way downstairs to the study.

But having arrived at the scale of G, Sidonia would drift away again. And so it went on for a year. At the end of this period she suddenly remarked: ‘I don’t think I’ll learn the piano any more, it doesn’t seem to go with me.’

Frances was studying The Times at the moment, in search of a cook for Lady Shore, but she looked up quickly. ‘What’s that you say?’

‘I don’t think I’ll learn—’

Frances threw down the paper and walked over to Sidonia, who was innocently playing with Horus. She caught the child’s shoulder and swung her round. ‘Wrong, Sidonia! You’d better guess again. You will go on learning the piano, my child.’

‘I shan’t!’

‘Yes, you will!’

‘No, I won’t!’

‘And I tell you you will!’

It came to Frances in her desperation that this moment was great with portent. If Sidonia gave up her piano now, if they allowed her to give it up, then the future would stretch out a dreary vista of countless failures to fulfil. The piano had suddenly become an emblem, a mystical symbol, a thing of psychic import.

‘You will!’ she repeated, glaring through her eyeglass. ‘All right,’ said Sidonia, suddenly acquiescent, ‘but you’re awfully silly to make me.’
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As time went on they began to wonder if they had been silly to make her, for even Frances had to admit that Sidonia did not improve. She now played well, but only by ear, and only to amuse herself. It was often a very charming performance, for the girl had a sympathetic touch and a sense of rhythm and feeling. But at fifteen Sidonia had failed completely to master the more laborious intricacies of music, and moreover her incurably restless mind had stretched out another feeler. She suddenly bought some modelling wax and proceeded to model the head of a child. The effort was crude but arresting, the tousled head of a little girl wearing a wreath of leaves. The lips were curved in an innocent smile suggestive of laughter not very far off. The wide, square brow and half-closed eyes looked almost uncannily wise. She showed her effort to Frances one day.

‘It’s me, as I used to feel,’ she announced.

Frances, who had not taken the new craze very seriously, gazed at the head in silence. The spirit of Sidonia’s earliest youth stared back at her from the wax, and yet for the life of her she could not praise; her heart was heavy with misgivings.

‘Well?’ said Sidonia eagerly. ‘Don’t you like it?’

‘Yes, it’s very nice indeed,’ replied Frances.
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At fifteen Sidonia was tall and slim. Her face was still childish, but now at times its expression was very grave. Her wide, green eyes were more questioning than ever, her mouth a little pathetic. Yet withal there was a defiance about her, she seemed almost to be defying herself. She had made few friends of her own age, though she naturally knew the other children in the square.

‘Oh, yes, I know them,’ she would say if questioned. Only they’re not my friends.’

She appeared to feel that immense importance attached to the privilege of friendship. On the whole Sidonia was a lonely soul, except for her mother and Frances. She would sometimes talk this over with Frances, gravely, painstakingly even.

‘I know I’ve not got friends, real friends. It’s lonely not having a special friend.’

Frances had one day stretched out her hand: ‘There’s me, Sidonia, if you’ll have me.’

But Sidonia had slowly shaken her head. ‘No, you’re mother’s; you can’t be mine too.’

‘I can try.’

‘No, I won’t have half anything, Frances; I want all of a thing, every tiny scrap.’

And Frances had sighed, perplexed.

As one of the natural complications of her age, Sidonia became intensely shy; ‘people’ began to frighten her.

She dreaded the long afternoon once a month when Lady Shore was ‘At Home’. Tongue-tied and miserably conscious of herself, she sat awkwardly upright, or passed plates of cake, or spilt cups of tea in an agony of embarrassment. Lady Shore herself was far from enjoying these uncomfortable social functions; but her generation, and, moreover, The Square imposed them upon her as a duty.

‘I don’t see why you should,’ Sidonia argued. ‘You always look bored and unhappy.’

‘My dear, there are obligations in life.’

‘Are there?’ said Sidonia vaguely.

She became very idle, inclined to lose interest in most of her daily pursuits. She played when she felt like it, modelled when she felt like it, and when she felt like it (but this was seldom) she did her lessons, yet for the most part her days were passed in doing nothing at all.

‘She’s growing too fast,’ said Lady Shore anxiously.

‘I don’t think so,’ Frances reassured her. ‘I think, on the contrary, that she’s having a rest, a kind of hibernating period. One day soon she’ll jump up like a giant refreshed. I wonder what will happen then?’

Upstairs in the schoolroom Sidonia was modelling with languid, uninterested fingers. Presently she pushed away the wax and sat staring out of the window. Her mouth drooped dolefully at the corners, her eyes were wet with self-pity.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry for Sidonia!’ she murmured. ‘She’s such an adorable, talented creature, and so unspeakably sad.’

These moods of ecstatic melancholy thrilled her from head to foot. She literally plunged into them head-foremost, grasping for a sorrow that she had never felt, whose nature she did not understand. For the moment, her violent fits of rage had almost completely left her. She seldom if ever now flew into a passion; she usually felt too depressed. She confided her state of mind to Frances one day in Kensington Gardens. It was April, and the trees either side of the Broad Walk were pushing out little, happy green thoughts along the whole length of their branches. Some matinal babies in shiny perambulators grabbed at invisible motes in the air or kicked at their rugs with the will to grow.

‘Aren’t they pathetic?’ said Sidonia.

Frances put in her eyeglass and looked.

‘Jolly little beggars, I think.’

‘Oh, Frances, how can you, when they’ve got to get old! It’s dreadful to be a baby!’

‘God bless you, child, they don’t feel that way.’

‘That’s because they don’t know, poor darlings!’

Frances turned to examine Sidonia; her lips twitched a little at the corners.

‘You had frightful colic when you were an infant; I expect the memory of it haunts you.’

‘Oh, it’s not that,’ said Sidonia loftily, ‘it’s the hopelessness of beginnings. I think sometimes I hate the sun. I’m like something that’s crawled up out of a grave.’

‘Don’t be so morbid, Sidonia.’

‘I can feel the mould clinging round my eyelids.’

‘Then use your eyewash,’ said Frances.

Sidonia ignored this tactless remark.

‘I dream the most extraordinary things.’

‘What sort of extraordinary things?’

‘Oh, people I’ve known and don’t know any more; passionate, yearning people.’

‘They sound distinctly bad form to me,’ said Frances with some decision.

‘But, Frances, listen! I’m dreadfully sad. I’m all weighed down with things somehow — with the awful splendour and glory of living!’

‘Have you been reading Swinburne?’ inquired Frances suspiciously.

Sidonia nodded.

‘Ah, I thought as much. He’s given you mental indigestion.’

‘Oh, you!’ exclaimed Sidonia, trying not to laugh. ‘You don’t understand; you’d never understand. I believe it’s the fault of that eyeglass.’

‘Maybe; you see, I’m an eye to the good, that helps me to see through Sidonia.’

‘And what do you see when you’ve seen through me?’ Sidonia inquired with deep interest.

‘Everything and nothing, if you want to know. A kind of kaleidoscopic muddle.’

Sidonia felt suddenly in need of love. She sidled up closer and took Frances’ hand. ‘I do love you, Frances, though you’re not my special friend. Do tell me all you think about me.’

‘You old hypocrite!’ said Frances. ‘This is cupboard love. What it is you want at the moment?’

Sidonia stared tragically out into space. ‘Sympathy, please,’ she whispered.

‘You’ll find the liver pills in the right-hand corner of the bathroom cupboard. I should take a dose,’ advised Frances.






  








CHAPTER SEVEN
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BY the time the trees in the Broad Walk were dropping their leaves Sidonia had begun to recover. She no longer found the babies quite so pathetic, in fact they rather bored her. It may have been the two months of sea air in Devonshire that had brought a faint colour back to her cheeks and restored to her a faint sense of humour. Or it may have been merely that her hibernating period was drawing quickly to a close. This latter was certainly Frances’ opinion, as she watched her with increasing interest.

Whatever the reason, there could be no doubt that Sidonia was stirring again. The whole household, including Lady Shore, was uncomfortably aware of the fact.

The British Museum was the latest goal of Sidonia’s spiritual cravings. No matter what the weather, the protesting Blake was dragged forth to this storehouse of learning.

‘I’m fair creaking with rheumatism,’ grumbled Blake. ‘Nasty, cold vault of a place.’

But Sidonia, all smiles and cajoleries, persisted nevertheless.

‘Does she study the mummies?’ inquired Lady Shore, a faint note of hope in her voice.

‘Bless you, no, me-lady! She never goes near them, it’s them freezing things that she’s after.’

‘The freezing things?’

‘Yes, immodest I calls them.’

Lady Shore had a sudden inspiration. ‘Do you mean the Parthenon Frieze?’

‘That’s it me-lady,’ said Blake primly. ‘The Parthenon Frieze; it’s horrid!’

Lady Shore sighed and pushed back her hair; she had hoped that it might have been mummies. She was beginning to fret over the gulf that lay between her and her only child. If Sidonia could have been like many other girls, showing no marked interest in anything in particular, Lady Shore would have felt far less aggrieved, less resentful on Sir Godfrey’s behalf. She sighed again and turned to Blake.

‘It’s antique, not immodest,’ she said patiently.

‘A body’s a body, excuse me, me-lady, whether it’s ancient or modern, and ancient or modern, clothes is clothes, and no clothes is no clothes to my way of thinking.’

‘But what does Miss Sidonia do when she gets to the Parthenon Frieze?’

‘She just stands there staring and talking to herself about its being wonderful and such-like, and then she goes flying all round the room and standing in front of them others. Awful some of them is, me-lady, not fit for her eyes to rest on. And yesterday she talked to a man who was drawing a naked figure, discussed it with him, she did indeed, and he listening quite attentive. And on the way home she bought a sketch book and said she was going to draw, too. She scarcely gives me time to eat me Bath bun and drink up me glass of milk. I do think you might speak to Miss Sidonia, me-lady, she’s like someone what’s lost their wits.’

In the meantime Sidonia, now thoroughly alight, was working with enthusiastic fury. All day long and every day her hands were sticky with wax. She could scarcely be induced to come down to meals, and when she did so her attention wandered, her food was swallowed in gulps. Mere lessons naturally went by the board; the governess complained and Lady Shore wept. She who so seldom permitted herself tears wept helplessly on Frances’ shoulder.

‘My child is mad, quite mad!’ she choked. ‘What would her poor father say?’

‘You might forbid her,’ suggested Frances feebly.

‘Forbid her?’ cried Lady Shore, tearfully shrill. ‘And what good would that do, I’d like to know?’

‘Probably none,’ said Frances.
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There were times now when Sidonia experienced true joy, the infinite joy of creation. At others her soul was bathed in a peace whose depths she could not fathom. She was still too young to analyse these things, to understand their significance; but now, when she held the soft wax in her hands, pliant, responsive, almost living, she thought, she said to herself: ‘This is what I’ve been needing; this thing is somehow me.’ Her face grew more animated, fuller, clearer. She sang as she dashed about the house, always eager to get back to work. Models she had none, so she press-ganged the servants, the housemaid, Blake — even Ptah, the cat, came in for his share of the burden. She dragged her board down to the stately drawing-room and made Frances sit in the evenings. She left lumps of wax on the Queen Anne tables, and once on the study divan. Lady Shore sat down on this latter outrage, and went to a bargain sale at Barker’s before it had been discovered.

‘Oh, if I could only understand you, Sidonia!’ she complained despondently.

‘Well,’ said Sidonia, ‘it’s like a kind of memory, the memory of something wonderful you’ve dreamt about, but can’t quite get back when you wake.’

‘But do you mean it? Are you in earnest?’

‘How can you ask me such a thing as that, Mother? Can’t you see that I mean it?’

Lady Shore felt abashed. ‘It’s certainly a nice quiet talent,’ she said, suddenly remembering the piano.

Sidonia frowned.

‘Then it oughtn’t to be. A statue ought to strike you all of a heap; come alive at you, like Galatea. It ought to make you gasp for breath, or go wild with pleasure and shout.’

‘I never heard that Pygmalion shouted,’ murmured Lady Shore apprehensively.

‘I expect he did, though,’ Sidonia told her. ‘I expect he shouted and danced for joy; that’s how you feel when you’re not too muzzy with trying to get things back.’

Lady Shore stared helplessly at her child in an effort to understand. She thought of Sir Godfrey, so placid, so frail, a trifle devitalized even. She thought of herself, of her own past youth, with its quiet, well-ordered days; of her married life, with its charming ideal and its one all-absorbing interest. No, she could not comprehend Sidonia as the outcome of so discreet a mating. She almost began to doubt her own virtue, in view of present events.

‘My dear—’ she began, then stopped abruptly, not quite knowing what to say.

A protest of some sort was clearly needed, but was difficult to formulate. Indeed, there was little room just now in her mind for Sidonia’s vagaries. Unless she was forced to meet them face to face, she most earnestly wished to forget them. Professor Wilson was being very tiresome anent the identity of Sir Godfrey’s pet mummy. The book, which had taken her so long to finish, was now being held up by his preface. In vain did Lady Shore explain that Sir Godfrey had never been wrong; in vain did she bring out mountains of notes in that great Egyptologist’s handwriting. Professor Wilson only smiled kindly and clung to his own opinion. She wished him to write the preface to her book, he and Godfrey had been such old friends — still — to choose this occasion to air his doubts — ah, no! It was too disloyal. This question of the mummy might lead to a quarrel, might end in a rupture, a most distressing thought. After all, there might be no preface to her book, and she felt that it needed a preface. She, the most unsuspicious of creatures, had almost begun to wonder lately whether Professor Wilson was jealous. He might very well be jealous of Godfrey, who had, after all, discovered the mummy. Her mind was straying away to this trouble, when she realized that Sidonia was speaking again.

‘You see, it’s got a kind of a high-light, and I’ll need that when I have lessons.’

‘What’s got a high-light?’ inquired Lady Shore, riveting her attention with an effort.

‘Why, the attic upstairs. I must have it, Mother, before I can really learn modelling.’

Through the worry and distraction of Lady Shore’s brain one thing leapt into distinctness; Sidonia had started yet another idea and was off once again with the bit between her teeth.

‘You want lessons in modelling, you say?’ she faltered. ‘And in painting and drawing,’ said Sidonia.

‘But since when have you felt that you want to be an artist?’

Sidonia considered for a moment.

‘Well, always really, at the back of my head, only it’s just coming out.’

Lady Shore flushed with sudden irritation, an unusual sensation for her.

‘If you were not my own child, Sidonia, I should lose all patience with you. I sometimes think you must be mad, flying from one thing to another as you do; I said so to Frances the other day.’

Sidonia laughed.

‘I may be mad, Frances says genius is always rather mad.’

‘And does Frances say that you are a genius?’

‘No,’ said Sidonia, ‘but I am.’

This statement took Lady Shore aback, it sounded so very conclusive.

‘That’s why I’m morbid,’ Sidonia went on happily, ‘genius is always despondent.’

‘Rubbish!’ retorted Lady Shore. ‘Your father was the happiest man on earth, and he was certainly a genius.’

‘That must be where it comes from then,’ said Sidonia, ‘I’ve inherited my genius from him.’

Lady Shore frowned.

‘And this is just a whim, like all the rest of your crazes!’

‘No, Mother, it’s not, this is desperately serious. I mean to do simply enormous statues, things that they’ll have to put very high up so as to make them look right.’

‘But look at your dancing,’ began Lady Shore, ‘look at your music, your harmony — —’

Sidonia smiled her delightful smile, showing her small white teeth.

‘Nothings, just nothings, they didn’t count; this is the thing that’s me.’

‘You’ve said that every time, Sidonia.’

‘Then I must have been making mistakes. It’s dreadfully difficult to explain — father would probably have understood, because he was a genius too.’

Lady Shore felt her vagueness coming on; she gripped at the nearest tangible straw.

‘The attic is full of boxes, my dear, and the boxes are full of your father’s papers.’ She was thankful she had remembered that, it obviously settled the question. ‘And so,’ she concluded, gaining self-assurance, ‘you can’t have it for a studio, can you?’

At that moment Horus began to scream. His screams sounded rather unusual.

‘Oh, dear!’ cried Lady Shore, springing to her feet. ‘I believe he’s caught up in his swing again.’

The parrot was literally brawling by now. ‘Help! Help! You old fool!’ he yelled.

‘I’m coming, ducky,’ called back Lady Shore. ‘Be good for a moment. I’m coming!’

She hurried away to release the bird, and Sidonia began to laugh. She felt suddenly very far from depressed; she scented a coming battle. ‘I will have that attic,’ she said aloud. ‘I will have that attic, if the devil’s in the way!’

A defiant, combative spirit possessed her; she longed to defy someone openly. Her mother was not a worthy antagonist, too meek, too easily flustered. She seized her hat and coat and tore along the square in search of the more fulfilling Frances.
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Frances sat at the large writing-table in the little front room in Young Street. A cigarette hung between her lips, the smoke drifted under her eyeglass. She let the glass drop and rubbed her eye; then she stretched and laid down her pen. Turning in her chair, she surveyed the room with a little grunt of contentment. On the wide, low sill of the leaded-paned window stood bowls of comfortable-looking earth that would presently give forth hyacinths and jonquils. A log-fire crackled in the grate. The room smelt of burning ship’s logs, leather furniture, beeswax and cigarette smoke. Nearly everything in it was much too large, including a huge, red leather arm-chair, which looked as though it had been transported from the smoking-room of a Piccadilly club. The portrait of an ancestor in full regimentals hung over the mantelpiece. He might have been Frances in fancy dress, a fact of which she was secretly proud. In spite of the smallness of the room and the massive nature of the furniture, the place had an atmosphere of comfort that was somehow more masculine than feminine. Frances had managed to express herself in this tiny house in Young Street.

She sat down contentedly in the huge arm-chair and stretched out her feet to the fire. She felt warm and rather deliciously tired, her eyelids drooped and she dozed.

‘Rot! I must see Miss Reide, I tell you. Of course she’s at home to me.’

Frances sat up and opened her eyes. The commotion in the hall continued.

‘She’s not at home, miss.’

‘You’re new, you don’t know. Frances!’ came a loud, impatient voice.

‘Come in, come in! Don’t stand there shouting.’

Sidonia blew in like a whirlwind.

‘And now,’ began Frances, ‘what’s it all about?’

‘The attic!’ panted Sidonia.

Frances surveyed the turbulent figure as it stood in a patch of late winter sunshine. The thick, auburn hair glowed like copper in the light; the face was flushed, with parted lips; the strange, green eyes gleamed angrily. Tall and straight as a young birch tree, Sidonia stood and confronted her.

‘Yes,’ thought Frances, ‘you’re very lovely.’ Aloud she said, ‘What attic?’

‘I intend to have it whatever any of you say. I intend to do my work there.’ Sidonia’s voice was distinctly provocative. ‘I intend to have it!’ she repeated.

‘There are quite a lot of attics in London, Sidonia, several million of them, I believe. Which particular one may this be?’ Our attic at home. Why shouldn’t I have it?’

‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ said Frances.

‘You’ll say that I mayn’t.’

‘I haven’t said so.’

‘No, but you will; I feel it.’

‘Have you come round here and roused me from sleep hoping that I’ll say that you can t have the attic?’

Sidonia hesitated uncomfortably for a moment. This was precisely what she had done.

‘I’ve come round to tell you that I mean to have the attic.’

‘Well, that’s that!’ said Frances, and yawned.

Things were not going in quite the right way. Frances was palpably bored.

‘You none of you know how to treat a genius. I sometimes think I’d like to hang myself!’ cried Sidonia tragically, watching the effect.

‘It’s a nasty, gurgly kind of death; I don’t think I’d choose it,’ said Frances, smiling.

‘Who cares a damn for Egyptology!’ Sidonia burst out furiously. ‘Who cares for beastly, old, mouldy notes when they’ve got the Parthenon Frieze! Who cares for rotten old Rameses when they’ve got the Apoxyomenos! Who cares for mummies when they’ve got the Steles! Who cares for kas when they’ve got Ilyssus! Who cares—’

‘Oh, stop, do stop!’ cried Frances. ‘I care for nothing at all at the moment except to know what all this fuss is about.’ Sidonia stamped her foot angrily.

‘Mother’s just said that I can’t have the attic for a studio, because father’s papers are up there; and I want to have lessons in modelling, I tell you, I must have lessons in modelling.’

‘So that’s it, is it? Sit down, Sidonia, and let us try to keep calm.’

Sidonia obeyed with a lowering brow.

‘Now,’ said Frances, ‘we can talk. You’re in one of those mental cyclones of yours, and this time it blows towards sculpture. A little while ago it was playing the piano, and before that it was Greek dancing. Before that again — oh, I can’t remember, there have been so many of them. At the moment, however, it’s modelling, you say. How long do you think that will last?’

She looked at Sidonia with a questioning smile, but the smile died away on her lips. Sidonia’s eyes were full of tears which overflowed and ran down. The girl was sitting in a desolate heap, huddled up in the corner of the chair. Nothing remained of the lust for battle that had brought her hot-foot to Frances. Something in the dreariness of the figure made Frances’ heart contract sharply. These tears were quite different from any other tears she had ever seen Sidonia shed. Whatever their source, they were falling slowly, like the difficult tears of the old. Frances became uncomfortably aware that this trouble was not of the complacent kind in which Sidonia had been indulging recently. She moved rather nervously and cleared her throat. If Sidonia would only have wept aloud; but she did not, she just sat there staring into space, while the tears welled up silently and fell. Neither of them spoke for a minute or two, then Frances said: ‘I am your friend, though you can’t have all of me, Sidonia.’

Sidonia groped for the proffered hand and held it tightly in hers. She said:

‘You see, I’m different somehow — it’s beastly, but there it is. I’m always pretending I like myself, that’s just to hear myself say it. I hate myself, only I can’t get away — I can’t get away from myself. I always mean to go on with things, but I can’t go on when they’ve gone. The things get away, but I’m stuck here — Frances, I swear I’m telling the truth — I’m stuck here, but they go.’ She paused, peering anxiously at Frances through her tears. ‘You do believe me, don’t you?’ Frances nodded.

‘But to-morrow, Sidonia, you’ll probably feel quite different again.’

Something very like fear came into Sidonia’s eyes. ‘Don’t say that!’ she cried shrilly, ‘it scares me.’






  








CHAPTER EIGHT
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SIDONIA got her attic in the end, as she usually did get what she wanted, by the force of sheer self-assertion. Rather than hear that monotonous request, repeated at ever-shortening intervals; rather than face that discontented brow, those angry, reproachful eyes; rather, indeed, than live in the same house with a foiled but still combative Sidonia, Lady Shore had moved her Godfrey’s papers to the big wine cellar, which was fortunately dry.

‘After all,’ she explained apologetically to Frances, ‘I used to go upstairs; well, now I go down. I don’t suppose it makes much difference.’

And Sidonia worked. Quietly, methodically, she settled into her stride. The first fine frenzy for modelling left her, but now no hiatus ensued; the fire died down to a steady glow of strong, well-balanced industry. She was like a creature who after many storms had sailed into deep, calm water. Lady Shore had, of course, provided masters, as she always provided in the end. It would have been far simpler had Sidonia attended classes, but to this Lady Shore would not consent, and Sidonia, well satisfied for the moment, at all events, did not press the matter.

Unfamiliar figures came and went in the house; seedy-looking youths, pretty, frowsy girls, an occasional octogenarian. Sidonia’s taste in models was distinctly catholic, so catholic indeed that on one occasion Lady Shore had screamed softly, suspecting a burglar, when she saw what was going upstairs. On the whole, however, she had no cause for complaint. High overhead, in her attic eyrie, Sidonia was living her own life very fully, but for the moment without ostentation. Humbleness of spirit she had not attained, but the self-satisfaction which she now experienced was too vast and too deep to find ready expression.

She had said, and had meant every word at the time, that she hated herself, her fickleness, her strangeness. She had thought herself strange that day not long ago when she had sat talking to Frances. How frightened she had been. Yes, actually frightened; she remembered this now with surprise. But all that had passed, and if she was strange, she had nothing to fear from her beautiful, soul-satisfying strangeness. Her strangeness made her feel calm, assured, even a little aloof. It became a delightful condition of mind. ‘The Above and Beyonds’, she christened this state, a name that undoubtedly expressed it very well.

Her modelling was remarkable, everyone said so, including Sidonia herself. But she said it so gently, so tenderly even, that no one took exception, unless it were Frances.

‘Pride cometh before a fall!’ cautioned Frances.

And Sidonia answered very simply: ‘Yes, but this isn’t pride.’
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A year slipped by, and another year. Lady Shore began a new book.

‘It’s so peaceful, I think I could work again.’

‘Sidonia’s seventeen,’ said Frances.

Lady Shore looked puzzled.

‘So she is, my dear. I shall write my hand-book on scarabs.’

‘Some people would think Sidonia quite lovely.’

‘Yes, of course. Have you seen my spectacles?’

‘Here they are. We don’t know many men, do we, Prudence?’

Lady Shore was trying hard to breathe a scratch off her glasses. ‘There’s Professor Wilson,’ she murmured abstractedly.

‘I said men, not ichthyosauri!’ snapped Frances.

‘But why do we want to know men, my dear?’

‘There’s safety in numbers,’ Frances remarked thoughtfully; ‘the thing to be dreaded and feared is one man. One man is usually the wrong one.’

Lady Shore put down her glasses.

‘Oh, dear!’ she complained, ‘I know, you want to discuss something tiresome.’

‘Sidonia’s seventeen,’ repeated Frances stubbornly. ‘Sidonia’s no longer a child.’

Lady Shore looked frightened.

‘You don’t think — you can’t mean — oh, no! Not Professor Wilson?’

Frances lit a cigarette.

‘Honest, Prudence, you’re not safe to be at large in this twentieth century! No, I do not mean Professor Wilson; I don’t mean anyone at present; but the day may come soon when Sidonia will look about her, and then there’d be safety in numbers.’

Lady Shore stared at her friend rather blankly; her eyes seemed unusually weak. Presently she said: ‘Is it marriage, you mean?’

‘Well, I don’t mean free love!’ retorted Frances.

Lady Shore considered. She gloomed for a while, then suddenly brightened up.

‘The Gilberts, they’ve got a nice boy, I believe.’

‘Yes, he’s twelve,’ said Frances dryly.

‘Oh, no! He must surely be quite sixteen.’

‘He’s in Etons,’ murmured Frances.

‘Dear me, so he is! No, that won’t do. Now let me think. What about Lady Poulsen?’

‘Yes, there’s Joe Poulsen, he’s twenty-three, but he’s only one,’ objected Frances.

‘Still, he’s a beginning,’ Lady Shore reminded her.
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They invited Joe Poulsen to dinner forthwith. He came; a well-groomed, good-looking young man, a facsimile of every other well-groomed young man that Sidonia had ever seen. He spoke; his voice was pleasantly modulated. His voice and his words were the voice and the words of every other youth who had been in his set at Oxford. Sidonia had no experience of youths, yet she divined that this was so. During dinner the young people were distinctly constrained. In his thoughts he blamed Sidonia, and in hers she blamed him. His conversation seemed to her somewhat limited.

‘I say, do you play tennis? Do you go to many dances? My mother’s going to give a little hop soon, you must come. Have you been to that new show at Daly’s? It’s awfully jolly, the clothes are awfully pretty, and it’s got some ripping tunes. Do you play golf? No? I say, what a sell! I’d like to have played you one day.’

His rather weak mouth smiled continually at her. His eyes were controlled, but admiring. He thought her somewhat heavy in hand, but nevertheless very beautiful. Sidonia, who at seventeen had quite lost her shyness, surveyed Joe Poulsen with critical eyes. She found him good-looking, but dull. She did not play tennis or go to dances. Musical comedies she frankly loathed, and in golf she took less than no interest. To his well-meant but vapid questions she could find no helpful answers. She heard herself murmuring, ‘No,’

‘No,’ and ‘No.’ It sounded ungracious, almost rude. It was strange that he never once made a bull’s-eye — that all his shots flew so wide of the mark. She tried to give him a lead once or twice, but he seemed incapable of following. After dinner matters did not improve.

‘Play for us, darling,’ suggested Lady Shore, nervously aware of atmospheric flatness.

Sidonia obeyed, only too glad to escape from the boredom that was stealing over her. She felt that she was playing rather extra well, conscious of countless little pleasant melodies that went drifting through her brain and out by her fingers. But before her last chord had completely died away she could hear young Poulsen’s voice.

‘Thanks most awfully,’ he was murmuring. And then, because she would not even smile at him, ‘Simply ripping!’ She asked him: ‘Are you fond of music?’

‘Rather!’ he lied glibly.

Sidonia yawned and glanced at the clock.

Presently Lady Shore beckoned to Frances, who followed her into the back drawing-room.

‘I thought they might get on better if we left them for a little,’ whispered Lady Shore, trying to look crafty.

‘I say that’s a ripping dress you’ve got on!’ began Joe Poulsen as soon as they were alone. ‘It goes so awfully well with your hair.’

They were sitting side by side on the chesterfield. Sidonia was wondering rather uncomfortably how they had managed to get there. Her strong and yet delicate profile was towards him, and he noticed the charming, blunt tip to her nose and the gracious line of her lips.

‘You’ve got wonderful hair!’ he murmured, thinking of her lips, and of how unusually delicate was their colour, how different their texture from those of his sister.

She turned and looked at him, smiling a little.

‘I must be older than he is,’ she thought. ‘I feel like a great-aunt or something.’

His own hair was fair and straight. His eyes were brown, very round, very stupid. They were looking stupid now and a little sheepish.

‘I do wish you danced,’ he said rather desperately, touching her sleeve with his finger.

Out of sudden compassion she humbled herself.

‘I must learn; it’s so stupid of me not to!’

‘Oh, I say!’ he protested. ‘Don’t call yourself stupid! You’re dreadfully clever, aren’t you?’

To his infinite surprise Sidonia nodded gravely.

‘I’m a sculptor,’ she told him. ‘I shall be great some day.’

He stared.

‘Good Lord!’ he murmured.

She surveyed him calmly.

‘You’d make a good model, I like the line of your throat.’ His hand went up quickly to his faultless bow.

‘I say!’ he laughed, looking uneasy.

‘And your jaw’s rather jolly when your face is in repose; you’ve got a good bony construction.’

‘Oh, hell! This is awful!’ he thought. Aloud he said: ‘Yes — thanks awfully — I’m afraid I’m rather a duffer about art. I say, it must be getting abominably late.’

‘Yes, I think it is,’ agreed Sidonia.

They were sitting in silence when Lady Shore came back, and their faces lit up with relief at her entrance.

‘I’m afraid I must be going,’ said Joe Poulsen, jumping up with ill-concealed alacrity.

He departed, and Sidonia gave an enormous yawn.

‘I’m for my bed,’ she announced.

Lady Shore and Frances looked at each other. Then Lady Shore smiled contentedly. Sidonia’s quick steps could be heard on the stairs; she was literally running up to bed.

‘We must get more and more,’ announced Frances. ‘Go out into the highways and by-ways and compel them to come in.’

But Lady Shore was not listening. She was bathed in a flood of immense relief. After all, no need to think of marriage for Sidonia, not for several years in any case. Sidonia was not at all what Frances imagined. Sidonia quite obviously did not like men. Sidonia was wedded to her art.

She told these glad tidings to Frances.
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Frances remained entirely unconvinced. Sidonia did not look like someone wedded to their art. Yet neither did she seem to suggest the wedded state in its purely physical sense. Her mind was too explorative, her beauty too unusual, almost a little strange, or so it seemed to Frances. There was something flame-like in the quality of her face, and at the same time cold and aloof. That was it, the girl was like some queer, unnatural fire, that gave out brilliance but no heat.

‘I pity the poor devil who tries to warm his hands at that glow!’ she thought; ‘and yet one never knows—’

She seemed to be for ever pondering Sidonia, these days, for ever trying to solve the enigma. ‘I never thought that the infant I used to snub could have got firm hold of me like this,’ she mused. ‘It’s like ivy with me for the long-suffering oak; I’m not sure I enjoy the feeling.’

But whether Frances enjoyed it or not, Sidonia had certainly begun to cling. Clinging is perhaps too tame a word; what Sidonia was doing was to shoot out roots, and firmly, triumphantly grow. She had suddenly realized Frances Reide one day in the attic studio: her queer, fiat, Oriental eyes, her skin smooth and colourless as vellum, the gentlemanly tinge of grey hair on her temples, the hard-bitten, whimsical mouth.

‘What on earth are you staring at?’ Frances had inquired. ‘At you. I’ve just found you. You’re awfully jolly!’

‘Well, it’s taken you a long time to find that out.’

‘I know, that’s the fun of it; it’s really rather thrilling.’ And Frances had laughed uneasily.

She laughed a little now, considering Sidonia in conjunction with Sidonia’s mother; in conjunction with her own staid, comfortable house; with the enormous red leather chair that suggested the smoking-room of a Piccadilly club, the chair that was gradually becoming Sidonia’s.

Sidonia had discovered the red leather chair soon after discovering Frances.

‘Ripping!’ she had said contentedly one day, curling up in the comfortable depths.

Frances had agreed.

‘Yes, my favourite chair.’

‘No, mine,’ Sidonia had announced.

There had been no really turbulent scenes since the ownership of the attic had been settled.

‘My work has given me perfect poise,’ was the way Sidonia explained it.

And, indeed, as far as the work was concerned they had really nothing to complain of. However, as Sidonia was careful to point out, inspirational work was the sort of end that required a variety of means.

‘You rest me, Frances, and stimulate me too; you’re good for my work. You don’t mind, do you, if I come round to see you pretty often?’

And Frances, who had hitherto pictured her home as a kind of Englishman’s castle, found herself giving a pleased consent to Sidonia’s impromptu visits.

There was another aspect of the case, however, that was more difficult to deal with. Sidonia’s visits were all very well, interfering as they did with no one but Frances. It was quite a different thing when Sidonia began to demand her frequent presence in the studio. It would be:

‘Come up and look at my new group, Frances.’

‘Not now, your mother wants me.’

‘Oh, rot! She’s forgotten your very existence; she’s deep in Thutmosis II!’

Or:

‘Let’s make tea in the attic this afternoon, just you and me, and we’ll talk.’

‘Heavens, child, we’ve talked for the last ten years!’

‘No, we haven’t, we’ve only just found each other.’

‘There’s nothing whatever in me to find. I’m forty-five and a dragon.’

‘Well, I’m not Saint George, so don’t be afraid. You’re a very well-tailored dragon.’

‘Sidonia, you know it’s your mother’s day at home. I must go and pass round the cake.’

‘Good Lord! How funny! You passing round cake!’

And it seemed rather funny, somehow.

It was all so unexpected, so startling even. Frances was startled at herself.

‘Am I fifteen years old,’ was her fierce mental comment, ‘to enjoy tea and hot buttered toast in an attic?’

‘You’re young, young, young!’ Sidonia was fond of saying, squatting in a limp, adoring heap at Frances’ knee.

‘No, I’m old, old, old!’ Frances would assure her, with a mixture of amusement not untinged with desperation. Sidonia’s roots were very tough indeed.

‘Well, but nobody knows your real age, Frances; they say you’ve always looked the same.’

‘But you know, I’ve told you; and I don’t look the same, I was rather plump at your age.’

‘Then I like you as you are, tall and beautifully thin, with your darling, flat Chink eyes.’

‘I’m as blind as a bat; perhaps you like this too?’ said Frances, screwing in her eyeglass.

‘Of course I like it, you vain old thing; you only did that because you knew I liked it.’

‘Do come down, Sidonia, and help me with the tea.’

‘Not much! I detest a Zoo.’

‘It’s not a Zoo, you impertinent child.’

‘Yes, it is; feed the old bears with buns!’

‘But they’re not all old bears. Frank Littleton’s coming. Don’t you want to know any young men?’

‘Not the kind that you’ve snared into poor mother’s Zoo. I don’t want to know young men, anyhow.’

‘Damn it all!’ exclaimed Frances, suddenly angry, ‘you must and you shall know young men.’

‘Oh, you lamb! Do you really want me off hand?’ Frances lit a cigarette in silence.

No, assuredly it would not do; Sidonia ought to get married. Well, not married, perhaps, she was too young for that, but engaged. An engagement was steadying. And because she was conscious of a little empty feeling at the thought of Sidonia engaged, being Frances, she stubbornly redoubled her efforts to bring an engagement about.

Of course, there was no necessity for Sidonia to marry if she didn’t want to; at twenty-one she would come into money, a thousand a year, perhaps more. Enough in all conscience, or so Frances thought, for the average woman to live on. She herself had more than double that income, but that had no bearing on the case. She had never been able to regard herself in the light of an average woman. It was no good, she simply could not judge them (the other female millions) from a purely feminine standpoint. Women, she considered, were far safer without money. God intended them to marry and have nice little babies. She herself had never married; but then that was different. Why? Oh! well, because it was.

She thought it very tender, very beautiful even, to see a woman moving with a kind of clumsy shyness, a woman heavy with new life. Once in Rome she had stood in the Piazza di Spagna to watch a peasant girl who was suckling her child. The great, generous breast, so startlingly white beside the baby’s brown face, had seemed a lovely and arresting thing, finely, fiercely unashamed. The girl had looked up and smiled.

‘Mio Bimbo!’ she had explained, with the gentle patronage of one who feels slightly aloof, and her eyes had dwelt kindly but pityingly on Frances.

Frances had nodded and walked on quickly. She had felt that she wanted to pray.

Pictures, quiet pictures vaguely tinged with sadness, hidden away in the deeps of Frances, drifting across her mind all unbidden, bringing a smile that was somehow not quite a smile to her hard-bitten, whimsical mouth. Pictures of things seen and half forgotten — sometimes of things imagined. Pictures of rooms looking out on old gardens; pictures of gardens folded up in twilight; pictures of evenings beside a pleasant log-fire; pictures of nights filled with soft, contented breathing; pictures of a woman with a child at her breast. Frances would smile and wonder where they came from, these pictures that belonged to somewhere and someone that had nothing to do with Frances Reide. Would wonder at the strength of the diaphanous things to stir in her a feeling of longing, a sudden discontent with the little house in Young Street, a sudden rather fierce resentment against life, a vague, uncomprehending pity for herself, a desire to lift up her voice in protest and ask, ‘Why? Why? Why?’

But Frances was not a dreamer, nor was she introspective, by choice at all events. So when the pictures came she would plunge into accounts, or go round to Lady Shore, or struggle for a westward-bound bus outside Barker’s. Or if it chanced to be the middle of the night, switch on the bedside lamp and read Sax Rohmer.






  








CHAPTER NINE
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NOT so easy to entice willing swains for Sidonia to the cloister of the Queen Anne square. Young men did not linger very long in Kensington, they seemed to prefer the Colonies. But Frances, nothing daunted, sallied forth to the chase, and succeeded tolerably well. It was then that old friends, neglected for years, friends who had eligible sons, were retrieved and beguiled with countless invitations into past intimacy. It was then that mere acquaintances, also having sons, found themselves becoming friends before they could turn round. It was then that the little house in Young Street bulged with tea-parties; that Lady Shore, bewildered, patient, vague as ever, was pressed into service and found herself a hostess giving countless luncheons, dinners, and even theatre parties.

‘Oh, dear! Oh, dear! What is it all about?’ she inquired now almost daily.

‘Sidonia,’ answered Frances, with a tightening of the lips.

‘But, my dear, she’s still so young; she isn’t even out yet.’

‘Well, she’ll not come out at all unless we get her going. You can’t force her to “come out” when the time comes if she won’t.’

‘Oh, she will — girls always do, I did,’ said Lady Shore.

‘Yes, you’re you, but she’s Sidonia.’

‘But surely—’

‘There’s no surely. That’s the trouble; with Sidonia there’ll never be a surely.’

‘Isn’t this “coming out”? Do you think I should present her?’ Lady Shore looked rather frightened, it was all a great disturbance.

‘I was going to speak of that. She refuses point-blank.’

‘But why?’

‘I don’t know, Prudence, I only know she does.’

Lady Shore sighed with relief.

‘Then there’s nothing we can do. I always told you, Frances, she was wedded to her art.’

The object of all this, now nearly eighteen, behaved in a way that was truly diabolic. She was bored and superior, speaking very little; she was gloomy and depressed, escaping into corners; she was pert and self-assertive; flirtatious or repelling; in fact, she ran successfully through the gamut of her moods, and throughout glared at Frances with a furious resentment. Well-meaning, kind young men felt snubbed and therefore angry; at home they told their mothers that the Shore girl might be pretty, but dull, distinctly dull, and just a little odd. ‘You know, a bit too brainy, stand-offish, such a bore!’

Frances cajoled, implored.

‘Sidonia, do be civil.’

‘I won’t! It’s all your fault. I want my work and you.’

‘What nonsense!’ exclaimed Frances.

‘Frances, why persist? You must surely see by now that it’s no earthly.’

‘I see that you’re a hopelessly opinionated youngster.’

‘Why? Because I like you better than pimply young men?’

‘Don’t talk like such a fool!’

‘But I do, so why not say it? I like you ten times better.’ They were sitting in the studio. The afternoon sunshine slanted in through the skylight and lit gaily upon Frances. She moved away into the shadow, Sidonia, watching her, smiled; then she stared at the half-finished bust of Frances, where it stood in the middle of the room. Frances followed the direction of her eyes.

‘Is that thing like me?’

Sidonia nodded.

‘The image of you. Are you glad you look like that?’ Frances flushed a little in the kindly shadow; she had just been thinking that the face was arresting.

‘Work and you, you and work,’ Sidonia went on dreamily.

‘It’s queer, Frances, that I’ve known you in a way all my life, — you used to snub me outrageously once.’

‘I do now,’ said Frances quickly.

‘Not really; you try to, but you don’t succeed. You’re too fond of me now to snub me.’

‘Not I! I’m as critical as ever, my child.’

‘I’m not your child,’ snapped Sidonia.

‘No, I know, but you might be, I’m old enough.’

‘Oh, do drop this eternal talk about age! If you were a man I’d marry you, Frances. I’d fall in love with you if you were a man, so you see I don’t find you too old.’

‘Frances!’ came a rather apologetic voice from the foot of the attic stairs.

Sidonia sprang quickly in front of the door.

‘There’s mother. You’re not to go!’

Frances stood up.

‘What on earth do you mean? Of course I must go. Let me pass.’

They stood for a moment confronting each other, then Sidonia bent suddenly forward.

‘Kiss me before you go, Frances.’

Frances laughed.

‘Why should I kiss you?’

‘Because I feel that I want you to.’

Frances said quietly:

‘Look here, Sidonia; I’m only Frances, the same old Frances that you’ve known nearly all your life. I’m not new or alluring, I do assure you. Now let me pass, there’s a nice child.’

Sidonia flung away from the door.

‘I ask you to kiss me and you won’t!’ she said furiously. Oh, you! You’re all Mother’s! Mother this, Mother that! God! I’m sick of it! Don’t I count at all?’ She was childish now, stamping her foot. ‘What does Mother need? Just a mummy, that’s all; but I need someone real, I need you! Why can’t I have you? Aren’t I younger than Mother. Aren’t I attractive? Don’t I interest you enough? Frances’ — she began to speak softly now— ‘Frances, look at me! Don’t you love me? Frances, won t you be my friend? All, all my friend? I don’t want to marry anyone, I tell you; I just want to work and have you, all of you. Frances, mother would never miss you. Listen, I’m not being beastly about mother, but please, please try to love me a little; I need you much more than she does.’ She laid her hand caressingly on Frances’ arm. ‘Frances, why won’t you love me?’

Frances disengaged her arm very gently and left the studio.
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IT was on the occasion of Sidonia’s nineteenth birthday that Lady Shore realized for the first time that all was not well with Prudence Shore. Perhaps she had felt this dimly for months; thinking back, she was almost certain that she had; but on 10th August, Sidonia’s birthday, the uncomfortable sensation came well to the fore. A nebulous sensation as yet, without a name, but, nevertheless, most disturbing.

She had opened her eyes with the birthday feeling — so upsetting to one of her temperament — the feeling of total inadequacy to rise to the spirit of the day. Not that she did not feel maternal, she did, that was the trouble. She wanted so desperately to look the right thing, to say the right thing, to behave like a mother. But the more she worried the vaguer she grew; it had always been like that.

It was not alone the birthday feeling that was troubling her to-day, however; she had grown used to that, had borne it resignedly from the moment Sidonia had made her first appearance. It was something more intimately connected with herself, not detachable as Sidonia had been; a feeling that something had changed in life, something that mattered very much.

They had come to Brendon for the summer this year, to the quiet ‘Stag-Hunter’s Rest’. Lady Shore loved the garden with its sloping lawn, and the river that ran at the foot of the lawn, making little contented sounds. She loved the simple, homely rooms, and the moor that seemed to be bending down in friendship towards the house. She had taken the three best bedrooms in the inn, and a pleasant, low-ceilinged parlour. They had brought Ptah the Second in his warmly-lined hamper (Ptah the First was no more); Horus had come in his travelling cage, and Frances was spending the holiday with them, as she did from time to time.

‘And so,’ said Lady Shore, thinking aloud as she dressed, ‘we’re all here, all happy, all well, thank God; therefore, what is the matter with me?’

She hurried down to breakfast with Sidonia’s present, a handsome pigskin dressing-case. The case was heavy with silver fittings, it made her arm ache to carry it. She was late, it seemed, for Sidonia and Frances were already seated at the table. Oh, dear! How unfortunate to be late to-day, she had meant to be in time! She stood rather awkwardly in the doorway, a little lop-sided because of the case. Her hair had been dressed not ten minutes ago, and yet she could feel that lock tickling her cheek. Oh, dear! How vexatious that short bit was, she had wanted so much to look tidy.

She said, ‘Many happy returns, my darling,’ on a note that was over-festive.

‘Thank you, Mummy,’ came Sidonia’s cool young voice.

Hadn’t she noticed the parcel?

‘Here, give me that thing!’ commanded Frances. ‘It’s much too heavy for you.’

‘It’s my present, Sidonia,’ explained Lady Shore, relinquishing her burden with relief.

Sidonia devoured a spoonful of Devonshire cream, then she took the parcel from Frances. She tore off the paper.

‘Oh, Mother, how ripping! I love pigskin. Come here and be thanked.’

Lady Shore thrust out an obedient cheek, which Sidonia brushed somewhere in the region of the ear.

‘Why can’t I fold her in my arms?’ thought Lady Shore desperately, but the bare idea made her feel shy.

She looked at her tall and slender child, with the curling, auburn hair. The green eyes looked calmly back at her, not unkindly, but oh, so calmly. Sidonia began to feed busily again — more Devonshire cream, more jam. She ate cream and jam in alternate spoonfuls, not troubling to spread them on bread. She was wearing riding breeches and gaiters, and a loose, white linen coat.

‘Are you riding to-day?’ inquired Lady Shore.

‘Um-m,’ Sidonia murmured, mouth full.

Frances was also dressed for riding. She looked her best in such clothes. She was no mean horsewoman, although of late years, in fact until this summer, she had ridden very little.

‘I thought we’d go right out over the moor, and take some lunch in our pockets,’ she explained. ‘Why don’t you meet us somewhere for tea? Get the man here to drive you in the runabout.’

There was a just perceptible moment of silence, then Lady Shore shook her head.

‘Oh, no, that would tie you down as to time. I might be late, my watch is always wrong, besides I must work to-day.’

‘Well, if you don’t feel like it,’ said Frances doubtfully. ‘Have you got your stylo ink?’

‘Yes, I found it in my underclothes drawer, after all.’

‘And your blotting paper?’

Lady Shore nodded.

‘But I wish we’d brought those reference books with us; not that they’re very much use—’

She stifled a sigh. This morning somehow her handbook on scarabs seemed rather dull. She had worked on it now for eighteen months, and yet it remained unfinished.

Frances put in her tortoise-shell eyeglass and looked at her friend more closely. Horus, transferred to his handsome brass cage, broke into a volley of shrieks. Lady Shore got up patiently and gave him some toast, which he hurled to the bottom of the cage.

‘Give us a kiss, old girl!’ he lisped hoarsely. ‘Come on, give us a kiss!’

She stood there staring at the turbulent parrot with her kind, short-sighted eyes. He ducked his head and she tickled his neck.

‘Pretty poll,’ she murmured.

Her black serge skirt was sagging away from the safety pin at her belt; some short, grey strands of hair in her neck had escaped from their celluloid clasp. Frances got up and hiked at the belt, then she fingered the straying locks. Without turning round Lady Shore found a hairpin and raked them into the slide.

Sidonia sat back with a sigh of repletion; she stretched out her long, thin legs.

‘Finished?’ inquired Frances.

Sidonia nodded.

‘Then come on, we ought to get ready.’

They left the room, and Lady Shore continued to tickle the parrot. Presently she heard the horses coming round, and she went out and stood by the door. Sidonia and Frances came downstairs; they were laughing, arm in arm.

‘Now, Prudence, please be good,’ cautioned Frances, ‘and don’t frowst indoors all day. Why not take your work out on to the lawn? It’s such a heavenly morning.’

Lady Shore stretched out a friendly hand.

‘I’ll be all right, don’t worry about me; you two go off and enjoy yourselves.’

She watched them mount and ride away in the direction of the moor. Sidonia’s young back was held very straight; she had only just learnt to ride, taught by Frances. Frances slouched easily over her horse; she was smoking a cigarette. She had the careless, flexible seat of one who has ridden much to hounds; the deceptive seat, that looks almost too careless and is yet so very secure.
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Lady Shore turned and went into the parlour, where the maid was clearing the table. When the servant had gone she spread out her books and put on her spectacles. She found her place and began to write; she wrote quickly for twenty minutes and then quite suddenly put down her pen with a little jerky movement. She wanted to think, she was full of thoughts, they were interrupting her writing. She thought: ‘Godfrey’s scarabs, little bits of stone, they’ve got no particular meaning—’ No, no, that wasn’t at all what she meant, of course they were full of meaning. Then she thought: ‘There is no time — past — present — we said that once. And yet I don’t know; Sidonia, so tall — how long her legs looked in breeches. It’s nice that those two should be such good friends, I used to worry in case they shouldn’t be, Frances seemed so severe. Natural enough when one comes to think of it, Sidonia must be very companionable — a mother’s not a good judge of those things, she still seems a child to me. Frances, what a remarkable woman! Evergreen, that’s Frances. I think she’s grown younger lately too, that’s being so much with Sidonia. Nice for Sidonia to have such a friend, such a staunch dependable creature. Sidonia’s not dependable — oh, I don’t know, she’s very young yet to judge. They seemed like two girls coming down arm in arm. Frances is evergreen. Sidonia knows how to bring Frances out — Sidonia’s very amusing. It’s good for Frances to ride again — I haven’t ridden for years, not since Egypt. Never could ride, as a matter of fact, Godfrey used to make fun—’

She got up and wandered over to the window. What a wonderful day it was. White clouds skimming over blue expanses and their shadows skimming under them over the moor! Away up there, somewhere on the moorland, Sidonia and Frances would be riding by now. They had been right to go, it was such lovely weather, and one ought to have open air. Frances had wanted her to meet them for tea and she had refused, that was silly; she had said that she wanted to work to-day, and yet now she wasn’t working. Had Frances really wanted her?

‘Of course she wanted me,’ she thought quickly, ‘she wouldn’t have asked me otherwise. I ought to have planned a birthday treat, a picnic or something. Oh, dear, how like me, I always think of things too late. They went off very happily together; I’m glad they decided to ride.’

Ptah strolled languidly into the room and, sitting down, scratched his ear and moaned. Lady Shore stared at him absently while he continued to scratch. Presently his moans made him seem more real.

‘I wonder if Ptah is itching?’ she thought. ‘I hope he hasn’t got ticks! Perhaps it’s canker. I must get a vet., he’s looking a little peaky. Wish I could make up my mind about that doubtful scarab, I don’t like the feel — that crack — I don’t know. Yes, I’m glad they decided to ride, why shouldn’t they spend a day on the moor? They spend a lot of time on the moor—’ And then a new thought that struck like a hammer: ‘I’m desperately lonely, that’s what’s been the matter — I’m missing something that used to be wrapped round me, something warm and protective. I don’t seem to be wrapped up any more — I’m missing — I’m missing — it’s Frances.’

She stared in blank amazement at Ptah, pushing him slightly with her foot.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘what do you think of that?’

But Ptah continued to scratch his sore ear with a horrid kind of enjoyment.

‘I’m spoilt,’ she told him, ‘that’s it, I’ve been spoilt; but I do feel horribly lonely.’

She sat down again and took up her pen. She tried to think about scarabs; but somehow she thought of Sidonia instead, of the large possessive Sidonia. Then some instinct she did not analyse made her force her mind back over nineteen years. She rested her aching head on her hand, while her lips moved in soft repetition.

‘Sidonia, my little baby!’ she murmured. ‘Sidonia, my little baby!’
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At half-past four they came hurrying home. In time for tea, that was dear of Frances! Lady Shore heard Sidonia’s voice in the hall, high, imperative, a little shrill with hunger.

‘Food! In the name of the Prophet, food! I’m literally famished, aren’t you, Frances?’

More cream, more jam, in which Frances joined this time, and thick chunks of home-made bread.

Lady Shore looked up with her usual smile. ‘Had a good time?’ she inquired.

Yes, they had had a heavenly day, it had been quite perfect on the moor. What a pity she hadn’t joined them for tea, it was too fine to stop indoors. Frances fished for the eternal cigarette and proceeded to blow smoke rings. She blew them very neatly in and out of each other, it was rather a talent of hers.

‘Well,’ she said presently, ‘we must go and change. Ough! I’m stiff; it’s old age coming on.’






  








CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

1
 

OF course the weather was very depressing, especially after Brendon. That autumn they paid the inevitable toll for a fine July and August. By the end of October fogs had set in, it was also unbearably chilly. Still, Frances could hardly conceive that the weather accounted for Sidonia’s melancholy, and not only her melancholy, but her lowering brow, her gusty fits of bad temper. Sidonia was obviously quite well, she looked the picture of health, she had even filled out a little in the face, the result of Devonshire cream. But day by day and week by week her brooding brow grew darker, her mouth drooped a little more glumly at the corners, her eyes looked a little more restless. Moreover, she evinced a deep interest in Theosophy, and began to borrow books on the subject.

‘What on earth’s the matter, Sidonia?’ inquired Frances.

Sidonia was reading. She hurled away her book.

‘I’m bored!’ she announced explosively.

Frances was silent.

‘Well, why can’t you speak?’ snapped Sidonia, frowning at her.

Frances put in her eyeglass and stared.

‘Don’t do that! It gets on my nerves.’

Frances dropped the eyeglass obediently, and whistled softly to Horus.

‘Of all the intolerable tunes!’ groaned Sidonia. ‘What fool thought of “Pop goes the weasel”?’

‘I wonder?’ said Frances, continuing to whistle, while Horus swayed gently and joined in.

‘If that parrot does that I’ll go stark, staring mad.’

‘Poor bird, why shouldn’t he feel happy?’

‘Happy!’ said Sidonia with bitter emphasis. ‘Happy! That’s a tall order!’

‘I wonder if all that Devonshire cream—’

‘What about it?’

‘Oh, nothing — it’s bilious stuff—’

‘If you think I look bilious, why not say so at once?’ Sidonia went over to the glass.

‘No, you don’t look bilious, no need for alarm, but you sound—’

‘Now, Frances, don’t bring in those liver pills; I’m sick of that hoary old chestnut.’

‘It’s a pity you’re too old to spank,’ remarked Frances. Oh, really; I suppose you’d like to spank me.’

‘Like to! I’d simply adore the job.’

‘I dare say, you’re so unimaginative.’

‘Not at all. I’m revelling now in my mind; my fingers are positively tingling.’

‘Can’t you see beyond mere, gross physical things?’

‘Not without my eyeglass, I’m afraid,’ said Frances. ‘Then put in your eyeglass.’

‘May I? Thank you, my dear.’

‘And now, look at me,’ Sidonia commanded. ‘Well, I’m waiting. What do you see?’

‘I see a beautiful, pale-faced girl, with masses of auburn hair. Her eyes are green and positively huge, her lips are like — wait a minute — coral! I see a tall, very handsome man with a heavy, drooping moustache. He is bending towards her, now he stoops—’

‘Shut up!’ said Sidonia crossly.

‘Don’t interrupt, you’re spoiling conditions. Where did I get to? Oh yes, he stoops and ardently kisses her hand. Now I see masses of snow-white flowers — wait, it’s clearing — they’re orange blossoms!’

Sidonia shrugged her shoulders.

‘You are funny, aren’t you?’

‘Oh, no, not at all. I’m trying to be psychic, not just grossly physical, you know.’

‘Of all the deplorably boring things a misplaced sense of humour is the worst.’

‘I don’t agree with you,’ said Frances firmly; ‘a misplaced sense of tragedy is far more trying.’

‘You’re merely idiotic this morning,’ snapped Sidonia, flouncing out of the room.

Everyone felt the strained atmosphere, it reached even Lady Shore. She confided her trouble to Blake one day.

‘The house feels as though a wet blanket had fallen, a kind of suffocating feeling.’

‘Suffocating rubbish, me-lady!’ said Blake. ‘Miss Sidonia’s in one of them moods.’

‘In one of them moods?’ queried Lady Shore, absent-mindedly adopting Blake’s grammar.

‘Yes, me-lady, them devilish moods! One of the British Museum kind that gave me the rheumatism.’

‘Oh, I remember, the Parthenon Frieze. But she’s got her work now, she is modelling.’

‘Maybe,’ said Blake, ‘and again maybe not. Leastways, she’s hatching on something. She’s broody like, all ruffled up and sweaty.’

‘Sweaty, Blake?’

‘Well, maybe not sweaty, but kind of queer. I’ve seen it in hens lots of times. There’s many a lesson to be learnt from hens for them as ‘as eyes to see. I’ve watched them old roosters many’s the time, chasing round after the females.’

‘My hair-net, please,’ said Lady Shore nervously; ‘no, not that one, Blake, it’s torn.’
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The volcano erupted again ten days later; this time it was up in the attic.

‘What is my life?’ said Sidonia suddenly. ‘I ask you, what is my life?’

Frances was deep in a new Sax Rohmer; she adored detective stories.

‘Yes, what is your life?’ she inquired mechanically. They were just garotting the hero.

‘Ah!’ breathed Sidonia, ‘exactly. What?’ Her voice was grimly triumphant.

‘Well, what?’ Frances turned down her page with a sigh.

‘No wonder you ask!’ said Sidonia.

She slapped a large, squelchy chunk of clay on to the bust she was modelling. With a vicious thumb she pressed in the cheeks, making the face cadaverous; then she pulled round the stand with its back to Frances.

‘Don’t watch me, please,’ she grumbled.

‘Good Lord! I’m not watching.’

‘Then read your book — No, don’t go, I want you here.’

The villain was escaping via a telegraph wire when Sidonia broke out again.

‘You asked me about my life.’

‘I did not, it was you, my dear, who asked me.’

‘Well, what does it matter? It’s all the same.’

‘Oh, all right, but I didn’t start it.’

‘What is my life?’

‘Yes, for Heaven’s sake! What?’

‘A desert!’ said Sidonia tragically.

Frances surveyed her in some alarm. ‘Are you sure you’re quite well?’ she inquired.

‘Physically, yes, but spiritually, no. My spirit is starved to death.’

‘But why? I wish I could understand.’

‘You none of you understand.’

‘Oh, come, don’t be morbid, we’re not so bad.’

‘You’re too gross, it would never reach you.’

‘What would never reach me?’

‘My spiritual vibrations, they’re much too tenuous to reach you.’

‘Now, Sidonia, that’s theosophical rot! You’ve been reading all that stuff in books.’

‘Well, what if I have? I like those books, they help me to understand.’

‘Well, as long as you don’t ask me to read them—’

‘No fear!’ said Sidonia grandly.

She worked in silence for half an hour, then she called Frances over to look.

‘My God! What is it?’ Frances breathed.

The hideous face leered back at her from its eager, stretching neck.

‘What do you think of that for work?’

‘I think it’s awful!’

‘It’s me; that’s the way I really am, that’s my soul.’

‘What rubbish!’ said Frances.

‘In Art,’ Sidonia went on sternly, ‘one should try to show souls, not bodies.’

‘If they all look like that I’m glad they’ve got bodies, it seems to help them a little.’

‘What I’ve tried to portray is the way my soul feels.’

‘In that case I’d go and say my prayers.’

‘We live prayers, we’ve no need to say them.’

Frances considered, then she said, ‘Sidonia, let’s ride every day in the Row.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know, it might be amusing.’

‘Oh, no, I hate riding except in the country. That thing I’ve just done’s jolly clever!’

‘I suppose so, but why does your soul look like that?’ Sidonia surveyed her in silence for a moment. ‘Because I’m stifling it,’ she said slowly.

And then without warning of any kind she burst into noisy sobs. Frances was too much appalled to speak. This was a dreadful happening — Sidonia modelling devilish things and talking about her soul, Sidonia in floods of hysterical tears while her soul gasped for breathing space! And all so sudden. Eight weeks ago she had seemed as happy as the day. Could anyone have seemed more thoroughly happy than Sidonia galloping on Exmoor? Her mind flew back to the time long ago when Sidonia had wept with rage over her dancing; and later, when she had beaten the piano for not responding to her mood. And here it was again — or something very like it — only being more mature it was more alarming.

‘Oh, do let’s take up our riding again,’ said Frances, finding her voice at last; ‘I know it would do us both good.’ Sidonia shook her head in between sobs, then she looked up, tears and all.

‘That thing I’ve just done isn’t really good, it’s rotten. I know it’s rotten!’ and seizing a hammer she smashed in the face, leaving a pulp of clay.

Frances put a firm arm around her, holding her close for a moment.

‘Look here, Sidonia, let’s have this out. I must know what’s the matter.’

Sidonia still continued to sob, now she wept on Frances’ coat. ‘Let’s sit down on the divan,’ suggested Frances, ‘you can cry more comfortably there.’

After a little Sidonia spoke.

‘It’s my work, it’s all going wrong. If you knew the big thing that struggles inside me and can’t get out into the clay.’

‘You can’t express all the things you feel?’

‘Yes, that’s it — no, it’s not quite that either. I don’t feel enough to open the door for the thing that’s inside me to get out — my talent, my genius — whatever it is. The thing can’t live because I’m not living.’

‘But you’re very much alive, you’re the most vital creature in all the world, I should think.’

‘No, Frances, I’m not; this isn’t real life, it’s just home and three meals a day. Oh!’ she burst out, pushing Frances from her, ‘it’s three meals a day and you!’

‘What on earth—’

‘Don’t argue. It’s you, chiefly you, all cuffs and collars and neat sarcasm and “be a nice child, Sidonia!” and “Now I must go down and help your mother.” As though I didn’t need help! It’s a hot bath twice a day prepared by Blake, and clean linen sheets and embroidered towels, and roast beef on Sundays with Yorkshire pudding, and those damnable chimes of St. Mary Abbott’s, and upholstered people all going to church with enormous morocco prayer books, and you in a black tie because it’s Sunday, and shoes with patent leather toe-caps and a ladylike toque that makes you look awful, in case they should think you’re eccentric, and your everlasting “I’m nearly fifty, my dear” — well, you are, that’s the trouble, Frances. You’re nearly fifty and I’m nineteen, and I won’t be squeezed into your prim pattern. I don’t feel prim and I won’t be! You and Mother, Mother and mummies, there’s nothing to choose between you. I want to get out and meet flesh and blood people who aren’t ashamed to feel. I want to get out and see life as it is, not a Queen Anne spectre of life—’ She paused to take breath.

‘You dislike us, then?’ said Frances, and her voice sounded queerly constrained.

‘No, I don’t, that’s the frightening part of it all; I long, simply long to hate you. But you’ve always been there, you and Mother and mummies, and lately, Frances, just you. And I like hot baths and clean linen sheets and Blake to bring in the soap. I even like beef when it’s underdone,’ she finished, smiling a little.

‘But it won’t do, Sidonia?’

‘No, no, it won’t do. I’ll never be a really great artist at this rate.’

‘Then, what?’

‘I don’t know, I haven’t thought yet, I’ve only been sure just lately.’

‘How long is it since you’ve been sure it won’t do?’ Only after we came home from Brendon. I knew the moment I started work that I couldn’t go on any longer.’ Frances stared hard at the ruined bust, her long, dark eyes enigmatical.

‘We must think,’ she said gravely.

Sidonia seized her hand impulsively.

‘Frances, why aren’t you different?’

Frances was silent. Presently she said:

‘There’s the Royal College of Art, of course — it used to be rather a stodgy sort of place, but Jensen has altered all that, I believe. He’s a wonderful teacher. Curiously enough, someone was talking about it only the other day, who was it? — oh, well, never mind. They say pupils come to him from all over the world. Do you think you’d like to go there?’ Sidonia considered.

‘I’d meet other workers, people who may be going to be great—’

‘You would, and all under fifty, I imagine.’

‘I’d rub shoulders a bit with real life if I went, at least I’d meet flesh and blood people. What I need, Frances, is the stimulus of brains, other brains, you know, the adventurous sort, the kind that aren’t afraid of taking mighty big risks. I’d meet those kind of people there.’

‘Perhaps. I believe they drink milk at eleven.’

‘I shouldn’t mind that.’

‘No, I suppose not. In any case, they may not have two baths a day.’

‘Oh, what does that matter!’

‘It doesn’t, I agree, it may make them all the more vital.’

‘I’ll go,’ said Sidonia, ‘I’ll go after Christmas. Why didn’t I think of it before?’

‘There’s a Travelling Scholarship you might take, it would give you something to work for.’

‘I’ll take it!’

‘Don’t be too sure, my dear, it’s not so easy to get.’ Sidonia laughed.

‘They won’t stop me if I really make up my mind.’

‘Very well then, that’s that!’ said Frances.

She got up.

‘I’m going home now, I’ve got some letters to answer.’

‘Frances!’

‘Yes?’

‘You’re not angry with me?’

‘Good heavens, no, of course not.’
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Frances walked slowly across the square to her white front door in Young Street. Still slowly she slipped in her latch-key and turned back the brass Yale lock. The pleasant log-fire that she loved on the hearth; the room with its smell of beeswax and leather, cigarette smoke and flowers; over the mantelpiece Uncle Charles Reide, very calm, very like herself; and Sidonia’s enormous red leather chair pulled pleasantly close to the fire. A comfortable room, a sober room, a room that looked every day of fifty. She laughed; what else could anyone do in this queer, topsy-turvy world? Presently she lit a Russian cigarette, and ringing the bell, ordered tea.






  








CHAPTER TWELVE
 

1
 

SIDONIA stood in the doorway and surveyed the large, square, ugly studio with bright, imperious eyes. Above her head on a neat white board appeared the words: ‘Women’s Life.’

The room was entirely devoid of charm, that is, to the uninitiated. Grey walls much stained and finger-marked, much scarred and pierced by nail holes. Innumerable heaps of dirty, grey rags, stiffened with last term’s clay, and here and there a strip of pink flannelette, faded and discoloured until it toned with the rest. Grey-painted turntables supporting grey skeletons composed of compo piping; subhuman these, with their twists and loops and grotesquely spread wire fingers. In the middle of the room a platform on which the model would pose. On shelves and floor and hanging from the walls a collection of amputated human members, whose plaster had also become somewhat grey filmed over by the fine, insidious mildew that seemed to be the spirit of the place.

 

Clay, clay, clay! It was everywhere, nothing and no one could escape it. Its breath rose up from the galvanized troughs in the adjoining room; large oozing troughs from which it was taken and pounded with iron bars, then kneaded into neat little loaves and rolls by the brawny Jenkins and his mate. These rather uncanny loaves and rolls were reposing now on a shelf; a kind of spectral bakery this, smelling of earth instead of dough.

Some fourteen women stood about the studio or squatted on wooden boxes. They had put on clean cotton overalls, for this was the beginning of the term; but already the inevitable stains had appeared on hands and overalls and shoes. The women varied considerably in age, this much Sidonia took in at a glance; for the rest, old or young, fat or thin, short or tall, most of them were exceedingly plain. The craze for bobbing was as yet unborn, and many were the curls and knobs and knots and artistic Liberty hairpins. On the whole, however, the effect was not good; there was something too hurried about it.

Sidonia touched her own pleasing waves with a feeling of satisfaction. Her hair had always refused to grow long (by long, she meant down to her knees), and as she objected to half-way things, she had not allowed it to grow at all. It framed her face in a thick, soft curve that ended just below her ears. A little unusual, short hair at twenty, but Sidonia cared nothing for that.

‘As an artist I must be allowed my whims,’ she had often explained to Frances.

And since Sidonia’s whims became whirlwinds when opposed her explanation had been ruefully accepted. She was thinking now as she stood in the doorway how more than right she had been. These women with their frowsy, hasty heads, how often did they wash their hair? Not often, she decided; and then she remembered what manner of women they were.

Life, real life! Or a bit of it, at all events. Real flesh and blood, purposeful people. If they didn’t wash their heads — well, no wonder they didn’t, they were too busy living, she supposed. And perhaps after all they did wash their heads — it was only a trifle, anyhow. They seemed to have pale, intense kind of faces; she could not see very well from the door, but it stood to reason that they would have such faces, she wished them to look like that. And their voices? No, their voices were not really shrill — only rather challenging and eager. The whole place was redolent of something big and fine to which all these women contributed.

She longed to stretch out her arms to them, to embrace them and call them her sisters. To cry out in loud and compelling tones:

‘Here I am, Sidonia, who has come among you; teach me the meaning of work, of life!’

But someone was talking about Albert biscuits; a sentence drifted to her where she stood.

‘Oh, no, not Alberts! Couldn’t you get Pat-a-cakes? They’re ever so much nicer than Alberts.’

How simple! Not dull, no, of course not — just simple, the simplicity of true Bohemia. Did people eat ‘Pat-a-cakes’ and ‘Alberts’ in Bohemia? Well, obviously they must do. She took a step forward, smiling her welcome. Why didn’t they all smile back? One or two students glanced round, it is true, but nobody smiled or moved.

‘Who’s the kid?’ whispered someone a little too loudly.

‘Don’t know. I say, look at her hair.’

Sidonia stood still, her progress suddenly checked. She was not really feeling dashed, she decided; but things were not happening quite as she had pictured them.

‘Now then, which of you has torn my cage?’ came a voice whose depth astonished Sidonia.

A white-haired woman strode into the studio from a door at the other end. She was tall and carried her shoulders well back like a General on parade. But unlike a General, a dominating bust preceded her every stride. Over this breast-work she glared at the room, waiting for someone to speak.

‘No use your all smiling,’ came the deep voice again, ‘my cage has been torn, I tell you.’

‘It’s just where you put it, Crossby,’ said someone.

‘No, it’s not.’

‘Well, we haven’t touched it.’

‘Jenkins, come here!’ bawled Miss Crossby more loudly, jutting out her masterful chin.

From the room of the oozing, galvanized troughs came Jenkins, very dirty, but serene. His torn list slippers were stiff with clay and so were the hairs on his arms. He looked at Miss Crossby with the patient eyes of one who is just too big to fit in, stooping a little as he did so.

‘My cage is all torn to bits again,’ said Miss Crossby, pointing accusingly.

‘Well, maybe you tore it by accident, miss. Them cages is very fragile.’

‘Should I send for you if I’d torn it myself? Good gracious, man, where’s your sense?’

‘Well, I didn’t tear it, miss,’ said Jenkins, peeling some clay from his fingers.

‘It’s your place to see that my things aren’t touched.’ Jenkins spat on his hands thoughtfully.

‘Look here, miss, don’t worry yourself this way, we can soon put a patch over that little rent. Here’s a cage, you can use this one to-day if Miss Flemming don’t object.’

Miss Flemming was just about to object, but apparently thought better of it.

‘Anything for peace,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders, ‘this fussing gets on my nerves.’

From somewhere out of space the model arrived.

‘She’s late!’ said Miss Crossby truculently. ‘I can’t abide unpunctual people. My father was a regular Napoleonic man. “Time is money” was his motto.’

The model drew her coat more tightly around her and glanced in the direction of the hot pipes.

‘Good morning,’ she said. ‘This room strikes cold, I can feel it right through me clothes.’

‘Positively muggy to-day,’ said Miss Crossby.

‘It’s raining cats and dogs!’ replied the model, shivering.

She retired behind a canvas erection that served as her dressing-room, and Sidonia, suddenly tired of waiting decided to tackle Jenkins.

‘Can you tell me—’ she began, but Miss Crossby interrupted.

‘You want Miss Lotter,’ she announced decidedly. ‘Here she comes, she’s late too.’

Sidonia supposed that she must want Miss Lotter, as nobody looked surprised; but as Miss Lotter came hurrying forward it was difficult to imagine that anyone could want her, had ever wanted her, would ever want her.

Miss Lotter had very straight, dusty-looking hair of no particular colour. Her teeth protruded disconcertingly over her pale underlip. Her nose might have been a redeeming feature, had she not been continually blowing it; Sidonia was to learn as time went on that she suffered from chronic colds. But the most remarkable thing about her was her tallness, her thinness and the slope of her shoulders; they seemed to toboggan down to her waist under her brown cashmere blouse.

‘I am so sorry,’ she began nervously, ‘to have kept you waiting like this. I’ve been helping Professor Jensen this morning, there’s so much to do at the beginning of a term. The cloakroom’s over there; if you’ll follow me I’ll show you, and then you can get to work.’
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In the narrow passage that served as a cloakroom Sidonia caught her breath, for now with the smell of hot pipes and clay there mingled a far more personal odour, the odour of women’s clothes. The mackintosh smell; the tweed coat smell; the hat smell, rather brilliantiny; the woollen smell from mufflers and shetlands; the smell of old fur tippets; the Properts smell of sensible footgear; the Meltonian smell of less sensible; the smell of galoshes and wet umbrellas; the black, stinging smell of sand shoes. And more vague — yet there — lurking somewhere in the background, the smell of brush and comb and ginger snaps.

‘All the pegs are very full this morning,’ said Miss Lotter, voicing the obvious.

Sidonia looked round her in silence for a moment, then she took off her hat and coat. Some fastidious instinct of which she felt ashamed prompted her to lay them on a chair. She turned to Miss Lotter.

‘All right, I’m ready.’

‘Have you got a penny?’ asked Miss Lotter.

‘Yes.’

Sidonia felt rather bewildered.

‘Then you’d better put it on a glass.’

Sidonia followed the direction of her glance. Along the sill of the one low window stood a row of glasses upside down with pennies laid on their bottoms.

‘For your milk,’ Miss Lotter explained.

‘But I don’t drink milk,’ said Sidonia sharply, thinking of Pat-a-cakes and Alberts.

‘What, not at lunch?’

‘Oh, no, I hate it!’

‘I expect you’ll need it,’ persisted Miss Lotter; ‘it’s very stuffy in there.’

Sidonia shook her head; she would not drink milk.

‘Oh, well,’ sighed Miss Lotter, ‘you know best.’

They turned and together went into the studio. The model was apparently having a rigor in close proximity to the hot pipes. Over her shoulders was thrown a long woollen cloak, from which her bare knees protruded. She was making small, protesting sounds, indicative of bodily discomfort.

‘It’s terribly cold in here,’ she began, in her underfed, Cockney voice.

Sidonia looked at her with distaste. The skin of her face was chapped and rough and one of her lips was cracked.

‘I must have the place kept warmer than this,’ she went on with tiresome persistence.

Miss Lotter looked worried; she glanced at the thermometer.

‘It’s seventy-two in here now.’

‘Don’t feel like it to me, I’m that terribly cold; me body’s a mass of goose-flesh.’

Miss Lotter ignored this last remark.

‘There’s your turn-table in that corner,’ she told Sidonia. ‘But I shan’t see well right away over there. I must push it a little nearer.’

‘You won’t be working from the model to-day, you’ll begin with the antique, Miss Shore.’

‘Not working from the model?’ said Sidonia incredulously, scarcely believing her ears.

‘Oh no, Professor Jensen wants you to copy the head of Julius Caesar; he always begins with the antique.’

Sidonia flushed.

‘There’s some mistake. I’ve worked from life for a year.’

‘But not under the Professor,’ corrected Miss Lotter with her difficult, dental smile.

Sidonia hated her large, white teeth and her nervous yet superior manner.

‘I shall certainly not copy Julius Caesar,’ she said coldly. ‘I came here to work from life.’

Then something happened that surprised Sidonia. Miss Lotter’s face changed completely. It became inspired, fanatical even, and at the same time austere. She stared down from her unusual height as though she disliked what she saw. When she spoke her voice was trembling a little. She plaited and unplaited her fingers.

‘We don’t argue with Professor Jensen; you’ll find that it’s not done here. What he says goes. We obey him, Miss Shore, because we both love and respect him.’ She paused and swallowed something down in her throat. ‘Love and respect him,’ she repeated. ‘When you know him you’ll understand, I expect. He will make you understand.’

Sidonia stared, then she shrugged her shoulders. What a ridiculous creature!

‘Very well, Miss Lotter,’ she said with dignity, ‘I’ll speak to Jensen myself.’
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A queer little gnome with a crooked back, that was Sidonia’s first impression. A gnome in incredibly shabby clothes, brown shoes and thick worsted socks. He had come in quietly to pose the model and had quietly left again. Later in the morning, when she saw him better, she decided that he looked like Saint Paul. But this latter description did not please her either, though his curly grey hair and short square beard gave him a scriptural appearance. Saint Paul, she felt, must have looked rather fierce, an eagle-nosed, black-eyed man; whereas this man’s features were rugged and his eyes were intensely blue.

‘Blue as an ice crevasse,’ thought Sidonia, ‘disconcertingly bright and piercing.’

They were eyes that seemed to look through and beyond while missing no trifling detail. They set him apart from other men, successfully defying comparison. That was the way with Einar Jensen, you never quite knew what he looked like.

‘Oh, Jensen?’ you said. ‘What is Jensen like? I don’t know — he’s — well, he’s like Jensen.’

He came and stood by her side and smiled; his smile was wide like a schoolboy’s.

‘Good morning, mademoiselle. Does it go well?’

She told him quite firmly that it did not.

‘I want to work from the life.’

Still smiling, he shook his head very slightly.

‘But I came here for that,’ Sidonia persisted.

‘A week or two and we see,’ he said in his rather husky voice.

She thought: ‘Why don’t I answer him back? A little, untidy man!’

But she stood there finding nothing to say; his eyes had passed through and beyond her. As he turned to go he looked over his shoulder.

‘Acorn — oak,’ he remarked briefly.

A trick of his, this pruning out of words, he expected you to fill in the gaps. He was always very busy yet never seemed hurried, except in his speech; he economized time in words.

Sidonia worked on in gloomy silence. Nobody noticed her. Once, when she found herself in need of more clay, she was told to go and fetch it herself. The students all knew each other, it seemed, she was the only new one. They chattered incessantly or stalked about measuring the model with callipers. The model was chary of holding the pose for more than twenty minutes. A delicate girl, she decided beforehand that every new pose would be straining. Miss Crossby grumbled.

‘Can’t get along — could stop in that position myself for ever!’

During the model’s frequent rests they discussed their family affairs.

‘Mother’s got bronchitis.’

‘Oh dear, I’m sorry. Illness is such a worry.’

‘Yes, I know, and her heart’s never been very strong. My sister’s come home to nurse her.’

‘Have you seen the new thing at Wyndham’s yet?’

‘Not yet, I’m going with my brother. Thank heaven, he’s got a good job at last, they’ve taken him on at Parr’s Bank.’

‘That must be a great relief to you.’

‘Well, it certainly helps the financial situation.’

‘I bought that serge costume we saw at Ponting’s, it really is sweetly pretty!’

‘Yes, I thought it suited you, such a lovely blue. I can’t afford any new gewgaws just now, the children cost so much at school.’

‘It’s too awful at my place, the landlady’s kids are all whooping and being sick.’

‘Oh, I wanted to ask you about those rooms. Are they dear?’

‘No, cheap and dirty.’

Sidonia stuck on Julius Caesar’s ear with a vicious, exasperated dab. Someone had started a new topic now, they began discussing their favourite food.

‘I do adore strawberries and cream, don’t you?’

‘They’re not up to ices, especially Fuller’s.’

‘Do you like their Walnut or their Angel Cake best?’

‘The Angel.’

‘Now I like the Walnut.’

‘Have you ever eaten Risotto?’

‘What’s that?’

‘An Italian dish made with rice. It’s simply scrumptious; they make it at Dino’s, I’ll take you there one evening.’

‘Let’s all get together and give a revel; chocolate and cream and cinnamon buns.’

‘What will you bring? I’ll bring the buns.’

‘All right, let’s; I’ll scare up some chocolate.’

Chocolate and cream and Julius Caesar’s ear, cinnamon buns and ices. Mother’s bronchitis and Julius Caesar’s nose, with a match stuck in to mark the measurements! The model hopping in and out of her pose and Crossby’s eternal protests.

And then poor Miss Lotter’s streaming cold. Her nose seemed inexhaustible, a veritable widow’s cruse.

At half-past twelve Sidonia sat down and nibbled her lunch alone. After lunch she returned to Julius Caesar, with a heartfelt, personal hatred. At four o’clock she joined Frances in the street; it had been arranged that Frances should meet her.

‘Well?’ inquired Frances.

But Sidonia was silent, so Frances held her peace.






  








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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AT the end of a week Sidonia had decided to go immediately to Paris. At the end of a month she was quite convinced that no one could teach but Jensen. After ten days of grinding at the antique he had set her to work from life. Not until then did Sidonia discover the thing that made Jensen great.

Jensen as a teacher gave nothing of himself, the giving all came from his pupils. Gently, almost silently, he seemed to galvanize the personality in others. It might be a poor, rather feeble thing, or it might be akin to genius; but worthy or unworthy, it belonged to the student.

‘Make — you,’ he told Sidonia, ‘your feeling, your thought in clay. None of us see model alike, make me understand how you see her.’

He would pad round the room with his slow, shuffling gait, sometimes stopping in front of a student’s work and saying nothing at all; sometimes pointing out the faults, in his quick, jerky sentences.

‘Big — fat — keep under size, only butchers slice off.’

Or:

‘Surface too smooth — whitened sepulchre — not run before walk — good proverb!’

Sometimes he seized a lump of clay and worked on the thing himself.

‘Like this — so — like this — not afraid — get it quick — make clay come alive in your fingers!’

Then he would shake his head.

‘Not you now any more — little bit of me, that spoils it.’ And his eyes. Blue and bright as an ice crevasse, so aloof, yet so terribly personal. You tried to think only the thoughts that would please him when he looked at you with those eyes. He was poor, you knew that; as a sculptor he had failed. ‘Can’t express,’ he once told Sidonia. But the thing that he knew he could not express seemed to cry out to you for expression.

‘But not me, not me!’ he was always saying. ‘Yourself, it all inside you.’

He was such a patient man in spite of his abruptness; he was infinitely patient with Crossby, for instance; Crossby who did little finicking work, quite unlike her aggressive personality.

‘You — big,’ he would say, with an illustrative gesture; ‘big body, big voice — make spirit big too. Not prick at clay as if your tool a pin; no, give strong strokes, more generous — be generous.’

Crossby would jut out her chin and glare at him over her mighty bosom. But her voice was never loud with temper in his presence, she took it out afterwards on her fellow-students. Miss Lotter was another source of worry to Jensen; so good, so painstaking a pupil. She always did exactly and precisely what he told her, and when she had done it the result was nil. She had worked with him now for nearly five years, making but little progress. Nobody knew why she persisted, unless it was because she worshipped Jensen. She adored him and she bored him.

‘Can I help you, Professor? Shall I go through those letters? I could stay on a bit this evening.’

‘Shall I speak to Jenkins about that new clay?’

‘Were your pipes hot enough this morning?’

‘Shall I tell them at the shop that they forgot to send your paper? Oh, indeed, it’s no trouble, not at all out of my way.’ He endured it just because he was so very patient. Because she was plain, no longer young, and quite devoid of talent. Patient and pitiful — that was Einar Jensen.

In three months’ time Sidonia knew her fellow-students as well as she was ever to know them. She had joined in one revel of chocolate and cinnamon buns, had introduced a few of them to Frances after work hours, and had been to tea with Miss Lotter.

Miss Lotter lived in a dreary little studio somewhere in the wilds of West Kensington, a studio from which she had managed to crush out any vestiges of character that the place might once have had. Sidonia learnt her history. Miss Lotter was an orphan, the daughter of a dentist in Shrewsbury. Miss Lotter had pointed to her teeth with a smile, and had said that they were not a good advertisement. She had a little money which she eked out with commissions; an occasional medal for some slight commemoration, posthumous bas-reliefs, done from faded photographs. No, it was not a good trade, she admitted; your materials cost too much. Why had she chosen sculpture? She didn’t know, exactly. She loved beauty, perhaps that was why — she wanted to create it.

How she tried to like Sidonia! Rather heroic really — her eyes would almost water in her efforts to be affable.

‘Jensen thinks the world of you.’

‘Does he?’

‘Oh, yes, you know it. He always spends more time with your work than with ours.’ And then, supremest effort, ‘But he’s right, you have got genius. You’ve got the thing he loves, a kind of dash about what you do.’ No news this to Sidonia, she knew what Jensen felt, she could see it in his face when he stood before her work. He would nod his head and sometimes, very rarely, he would praise.

‘Oak beginning out of acorn.’ Or: ‘Yes, good! It’s full of something—’ Then thoughtfully, ‘I wonder, full of something — is it you?’

Before another six months elapsed she was working in his studio. It had come about quite naturally. He had said to her one day:

‘You care work on Saturdays and Sundays in my studio? I not always there, but sometimes; still, you work just the same.’

She had accepted with alacrity. Work! She did nothing else. She was like a thing wound up. Frances watched her with misgiving.

‘Don’t exhaust it all, Sidonia. Don’t be greedy with your art.’

‘But, Frances, it’s so wonderful to feel you’re really getting there, to feel nothing can stop you. I am greedy, that’s just it.’

They would often work in silence, she and Jensen, in his studio. Sometimes she would pause to watch his crooked back. One day he caught her at it.

‘Crooked!’ he said.

She nodded.

‘Dropped as little baby — too big for my sister — she herself only a child.’

Sometimes they talked for hours, breaking through his habit of silence. He told her about Denmark, about his childhood there. They had all been very poor.

‘But I’m glad,’ he said. ‘It better, it makes you understand.’

Sidonia dropped her tool.

‘Is that what’s wrong with me?’

‘You do not understand?’

‘No.’

‘You speak right — you do not.’

He surveyed her very gravely.

‘You learn about it some day, you learn some great, big lesson — I often wonder how. At least, perhaps you learn, some people never do.’

‘Do you know why I came here, mon maître?’

‘To study with me — Jensen.’

‘Not at all; to learn about it, to learn about real life.’

‘And you found?’

‘I found Miss Crossby and Miss Lotter and the others.’

‘Ah, yes. They teach you nothing?’

She shook her head and laughed.

‘And yet,’ said Jensen slowly, ‘they are life—’

She looked at him incredulously.

‘Miss Crossby and Miss Lotter?’

‘What else?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. I pictured something different; more vital, daring people — rather wicked if you like.’

‘Wicked people — but so dull! Duller than poor Miss Lotter. Even fewer sins than virtues, mademoiselle.’

‘Still, I’d like to see a few.’

‘You will, but they will bore. Always the same you find, dressed up in different clothes; in the end one sin, just only one sin — Self.’

‘Do you think I’m selfish?’

‘Yes, mademoiselle, at present. To me it seems so strange that your work what it is. Where do you get genius, all shut up as you are?’

She frowned.

‘I don’t know. What must I do to get out of myself?’

‘You read Grimm’s Fairy Tales?’

‘Long ago.’

‘Read again; read the story of the man who had not learnt to shiver and shake.’

‘What about it?’

‘You will see. You must learn to shiver and shake.’

‘And then?’

‘Then you will be complete, it will consecrate your work.’ They discussed a thousand things, Theosophy among them. Jensen had studied deeply on such subjects, it seemed.

‘You see, my wife bed-ridden. Where she go to when she die? All day long she knits me socks, nothing else she can do.’ Sidonia had a vision of bed-ridden Mrs. Jensen, producing woollen tortures for her husband’s long-suffering feet.

‘Don’t you find them rather rough?’ she asked, looking at his socks.

‘They tickle,’ he said gravely, ‘but silk so expensive. Can I tell her not to knit when it all she has to do?’

‘No, of course not,’ said Sidonia, feeling sorry.

‘Then there’s me,’ he went on. ‘I can feel, but not in clay. My work a disappointment, poor work, inferior; no life, only technique — that’s why I teach so well. Rodin made little Rodins, I make you all yourselves. Then because I cannot do, I can have larger patience. I have patience with Miss Lotter, she good but very stupid — that however, not her fault—’ They were silent for a moment, then he smiled apologetically. ‘And my back, so very crooked! I like strong, beautiful people; I like not see my back — it also aches. What will happen when I die? Shall my back grow straight, you think? That is what I ask the books — that, and other things.’

‘Then you believe in an after life?’

‘Oh, yes, but I am certain.’

‘Why, mon maître?’

‘I cannot tell you; myself has told myself.’
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DURING that year Sidonia grew more considerate; perhaps it was Einar Jensen. It was difficult to be so much with the man without imbibing something of his spirit.

‘They all so interesting — people,’ he would say, ‘and somewhere, deep in, so sorrowful.’

Sidonia tried to see through his eyes, but with only partial success like everything else that she did her kindness was inclined to be somewhat violent. Lady Shore and Frances were the first to feel the effects of her change of heart.

‘I shall go through your filing cabinets, Mother, they’re in a disgraceful condition.’

It was so unexpected that Lady Shore was completely taken off her guard.

‘Oh, no, my dear, that would never do; they’re full of important papers!’

‘I think I’ll arrange them another way. I don’t like that method of yours.’

‘Please don’t, Sidonia, I’ll never find a thing!’

But Sidonia went through the filing cabinets, and left them arranged according to her own ideas.

‘I’ll get your cigarettes for you, Frances, I’m going quite near the shop.’

‘Will you? Thanks. Five hundred of my usual Russians. Tell him to put them on the bill.’

‘Those Russians are awfully bad for your throat. By the way, how is your cough?’

Sidonia came back with five hundred cigarettes, but not the usual Russians.

‘I’ve brought you these; they’ve got little pads, cotton wool to catch the nicotine.’

‘Not a mouthpiece, Sidonia, don’t say they’ve got a mouthpiece!’

‘Yes, that kind are so much healthier.’

‘Oh, damn! And it’s Saturday afternoon and I’ve just run out of my own!’

‘Don’t be stubborn, you’ve got to smoke these to please me.’

‘But I hate a mouthpiece!’ groaned Frances.

The studio gave her yet wider scope, there were so many people to help. She noticed that Crossby’s work looked dry as she passed it one Sunday morning. ‘I’ll just go and damp it down a bit,’ she said, with an eye on Jensen.

How she came to deluge the thing as she did Sidonia never knew. She was thinking of Jensen, she remembered afterwards, and of what impression she was making. When Crossby removed the wrappings on Monday she uttered a howl of despair. An arm and shoulder plopped on to the floor in a pool of slimy mud.

Sidonia had borne it rather well, she had not even answered back. All she had said was: ‘Sorry. I tried to be kind. Don’t bellow like a mad bull, Crossby.’

But Miss Lotter came in for the most attention, because she was obviously jealous, and, moreover, she had projecting teeth, and not a vestige of talent to excuse them.

‘Do come into Jensen’s studio to-morrow morning, I know he’ll be glad to see you. You can sit and talk to us while we work; talking never disturbs him.’

Miss Lotter stiffened and blew her nose, which always gave trouble at such moments.

‘Thank you. I wonder if I know my way? Perhaps you will take me, Miss Shore.’

‘Oh, now you’re cross,’ said Sidonia sadly. ‘I only meant to be nice.’

‘Before you came I took care of all his papers!’ Miss Lotter’s voice sounded shrill.

‘Well, that job’s still going,’ smiled Sidonia pleasantly. ‘I’m much too busy to sort them.’

The next day she arrived with a box of chocolates, specially bought for Miss Lotter. As Miss Lotter bit them they stuck to her front teeth. She had to wipe them off with her handkerchief.

Sometimes Sidonia would bring theatre tickets.

‘I’ve got you two stalls for the Garrick, Miss Lotter. I know you hate standing at the pit door for hours, it’s so awfully bad for your colds.’

And Miss Lotter would accept in bitterness of spirit, because she could never resist stalls.

Jensen, seeing all, while appearing to see nothing, said to Sidonia one day:

‘How do you understand kindness to others?’

‘I don’t know exactly, how do you?’

‘Difficult — terribly hard explain — sometimes in saying nothing.’

Sidonia looked surprised.

‘Then how are they to know?’

‘That just it, they must never know.’

Sidonia pondered these things in her mind; she found it more difficult to ponder in her heart. Yet, in spite of this, she began to see dimly that other people mattered a lot to themselves, quite apart from their relation to her. She was stiff and awkward enough in her methods, tactless and self-assertive. She worried most where she wished to help, hurt where she wished to heal. Perhaps only Jensen discerned in all this a tentative flicker of spirit. He would sometimes sit staring at her thoughtfully, smiling a little to himself. They were excellent companions, though he treated her as though she were a child. But she could not resent this treatment at his hands, all the world was a child to Jensen.

He patted her shoulder gently one day.

‘You make so glad,’ he said.

Sidonia looked round.

‘Why?’ she asked, surprised.

‘Because you wake up; also your work — getting soul in — goes well.’

‘Oh, mon maître, are you really pleased with my work?’ He smiled and nodded slowly.

‘I have waited long. Only two with great talent in years — you and another. You think heart not break over them sometimes, Lotter and Crossby and the rest? They pay money; what I give in exchange? Only talk — no good — bring out nothing. You try taking Travelling Scholarship next year, then you work — get great. You have your diploma under usual time — that not hard to arrange through me — then in five, ten years I come and see your work. I say, “Fine teacher, Einar Jensen.” I say, “Never mind if he can’t do himself — was able to make this one do.” Ah, yes, mademoiselle, I look forward to that. The other I had — she died.’ She held out her hand.

‘If only I can, if only I don’t disappoint you!’

‘Not disappoint Jensen,’ he said very gravely. ‘Remember, he count on you.’ Then he laughed. ‘No, don’t remember him at all, just remember his excellent teaching.’ Sidonia’s eyes filled with unexpected tears.

‘It’s your faith in me,’ she told him unsteadily.

He said: ‘Big mountains — a little real faith and no mountains any more. My faith in you that kind, remember. When you go away, take it with you.’
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At the end of her second year at the school Sidonia won the Travelling Scholarship. No one was surprised, least of all Sidonia, but Jensen was pathetic in his joy. He said very little, but his eyes were continually smiling.

‘You like my art child — proud father, Jensen. You go — work hard — come back — great things — world more beautiful after.’

Beyond these few mutilated remarks he did not discuss her success. Miss Lotter wrote her congratulations in a cold little formal letter.

Sidonia would go to Italy in November, beginning her tour with Florence.

‘We’ll have a heavenly time!’ she told Frances. ‘We’ll love every minute of it!’

Frances, who was dusting Lady Shore’s books, looked round with a startled eye.

‘We?’

‘Yes, of course you’re coming too, Frances; I can’t speak a word of Italian.’
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That evening Sidonia went to bed early. Lady Shore and Frances did not.

‘But if I go who’ll look after you, Prudence? And yet Sidonia — alone—’

‘And in Italy, too,’ murmured Lady Shore, ‘where the men are so very un-English!’

‘And Sidonia’s rather remarkable looking—’

‘I know. They admire fair hair.’

‘Still, at twenty-two she ought to be able—’

Lady Shore sat up abruptly.

‘They might marry her for her money!’ she exclaimed. ‘I won’t have a foreign son-in-law. I’ve borne a great deal, but I won’t bear that!’

‘No, of course not,’ soothed Frances sympathetically.

‘I shall get along all right,’ continued Lady Shore. ‘I’ve had to do without you to some extent lately. Whenever Sidonia’s in the house she expects you to dance attendance. It’s natural enough, I’m a dull old woman, I’m too vague to be a mother. You two have always been very good friends since Sidonia began to grow up.’

Frances glanced at her in surprise; this did not sound quite like Prudence.

‘I’ve missed you, of course,’ Lady Shore went on, ‘but at my age those things happen.’

‘Don’t be so absurd, I’m nearly as old.’

‘No, Frances, not in your mind. My mind’s as old as ancient Egypt — I’ve begun to realize that lately.’

‘Damn!’ exclaimed Frances with sudden impatience. ‘You two just tear me in half. If I stay Sidonia may elope with a dago, and if I go you’ll probably get lost!’

They laughed. Lady Shore took Frances’ hand and began to pat it lightly.

‘I used to say there was no time, Frances; a consoling thought, but not true. Time has found me out, he always does; I’m very old for my age. I ought to be going abroad with my daughter — looking forward to it, I suppose — but the thought leaves me absolutely paralysed. I could no more stay Sidonia’s course than fly to the top of Saint Paul’s. Still, I — have my duty towards the child; she ought not to go alone, and as I’m incapable of giving her myself I must give her my friend, that’s all.’

They sat in silence for quite a long time; neither of them felt very happy. Presently Frances got up.

‘All right, I’ll go to Italy with her.’
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SIDONIA stood on the Ponte Vecchio and gazed down at the Arno. Up in the mountains there had been a fall of snow, and the water was intensely green. Sidonia’s eyes were also very green, not unlike the river they stared at, but misted over, as though half hidden behind a curtain of dreams. Presently she lifted her eyes from the water and looked intently at the mountains, which stood in an exquisite clear-cut line, deep blue against the sky. Her hair blew back from her slightly flushed cheeks, the fur at her throat had fallen open. People paused to stare, struck by her beauty and by the expression of contemplation on her face.

Frances stood patiently waiting behind her, with the collar of her coat turned up. Her hands were thrust deeply into her pockets, for the wind, blowing straight down on Florence from the snow, was bitterly, cruelly cold.

The traffic on the bridge proceeded noisily: ˆ-e-e yup!’ And the cracking of whips. Crack, crack, crack! The clatter of hoofs and the jangle of bells from passing market carts. A beggar stood still and pulled up his sleeve, exposing a withered arm. He explained to Frances, in voluble Florentine, that God was particularly fond of His poor. Frances shook her head, but Sidonia turned round.

‘Give him something,’ she ordered briefly. And then, apparently forgetting the man, she continued to gaze at the view.

‘It’s nearly lunch-time, Sidonia.’

If Sidonia heard she gave no sign; she appeared to be smiling at her thoughts.

Presently Frances began again:

‘Well, I’m going, anyhow, I’m frozen to death. Do come, you’ll get influenza or something; look at your fur all undone!’

Sidonia turned and followed reluctantly; she was walking more slowly than usual, dawdling along in the bitter wind of which she was apparently unconscious. The ancient buildings either side of the bridge seemed to attract her irresistibly. Her eyes dwelt with love on their low-hung tiled roofs and heavy projecting beams.

‘It’s queer,’ she remarked, ‘but it all seems familiar. It seems like a very old friend.’

They continued their walk to the Hotel Albion, where they had taken rooms. Sidonia was very silent, with slightly drooped head, apparently lost in thought. She had been in this strange, introspective mood ever since their arrival on the previous day; and Frances, who had never seen her quite like this before, began to feel rather worried. Had Sidonia overworked? Was she tired, perhaps? But she did not look at all tired. Frances, glancing at her now, thought how splendidly vital she looked. Vital, yes, but a little subdued.

‘She reminds me of an arc-light with a shade thrown over it,’ she thought, still puzzled and anxious.

She was somewhat relieved at luncheon, however, by Sidonia’s huge appetite.

‘I simple adore this food!’ she announced, heaping up a plateful of spaghetti.

Luncheon finished at last, they went upstairs to their little sitting-room. The windows looked over the river to the Borgo San Jacopo. Sidonia stood for some time at the window, then she sighed and stretched her arms.

‘What’s the programme for this afternoon?’ inquired Frances.

Sidonia turned round, looking vague.

‘I don’t know — don’t let’s have any programme, let’s just wander about the streets.’

The suggestion did not appeal to Frances, but she gave in nevertheless. No doubt this queer mood of Sidonia’s would pass, and then she would get to work.

They wandered about the streets until dusk. It was market day, Florence was crowded. In the Piazza Signoria they found themselves jammed in a huge, gesticulating, heaving throng, who jostled and swore and laughed. Farmers in heavy, red homespun coats with yellow fur collars turned up to their noses; women with loudly-protesting chickens tucked away under their arms; business men, vainly trying to pass, pushing and thrusting with their shoulders; children scrambling in and out or dodging in front of the slowly-moving horses. ˆ-e-e yup!’ Crack! Crack! ˆ-e-e yup! E-e-e yup!’ from the impatient drivers.

The dusk, when it fell, was a thing of beauty, calm and very translucent. It came to Florence from the outlying hills, from the still more distant mountains. A tinge of afterglow lingered round it, like a smile on a thoughtful face. It cast its spell over people and buildings; mellowing, blending, welding together, melting them into its lovely whole, making them part of itself. The huge crowd still rocked from side to side, but its laughter seemed to have grown softer. It was slowly dispersing down the darkening streets, wandering in groups of twos and threes into the neighbouring Trattorie. Farmers and their wives climbed into ancient carts with crates of fowls tucked away under their seats. ‘Avanti!’ Crack! Crack! ‘Avanti! E-e-e yup!’ There was more room now, you could hear hoofs striking sharply on the stones. The fiaccherai waved their shabby whips. ‘Vettura, Signore? Vettura?’ The spell of the dusk had lifted. Dogs, long imprisoned in the crowd, barked their freedom. A child began to wail. Some girls, arm in arm, strolled across the Piazza, bare-headed. The Piazza was gradually finding itself again, stretching its arms in relief. A star came out over the Palazzo Vecchio. It looked like a point of very bright steel pricking the evening sky. Some clouds, still faintly tinged with pink, sailed slowly behind the open arches of the tower.

ˆ-e-e yup!’ And the crack of whips growing fainter, as the little vetture drove off with their fares. Street lamps — now one, now two, now three; then, suddenly, all alight. The dusk had quietly sidled away, and night had come down on Florence.

That evening Sidonia said thoughtfully:

‘Frances, I’ve found a new friend.’

Frances looked startled.

‘Already, Sidonia?’

‘Yes, it was love at first sight.’

‘Well, who is it?’ inquired Frances, trying to speak brightly, but feeling a little resentful.

‘You’ll never guess.’

‘I’m not going to try. Where and when did you meet them?’

‘In the Piazza Signoria.’

‘This afternoon?’

Sidonia nodded.

‘Are they male or female?’ asked Frances.

Sidonia considered.

‘She’s old, very old; I expect she’s really older than she seems. There’s something a little dour about her, a little gloomy and fierce. She makes me think of the queerest things, battle and sudden death. Yet she’s tender, too, she’s terribly tender, her tenderness makes you afraid. And, above all, Frances, she’s the symbol of home; of home that’s been fought for and died for.’

Frances said:

‘Darling, you sound quite mad. Supposing you try to explain. Who is this creature? I don’t think I like her.’

‘Florence!’ said Sidonia gravely.
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Florence! Of course, an entrancing city — still, one must be moderate in all things.

‘But Sidonia’s never been moderate in her life,’ Frances argued with herself as the days slipped by.

But this reflection could not alter the fact that Sidonia was doing no work. In vain did Frances remind her of the scholarship, she merely shrugged her shoulders and smiled.

There was quite a new quality, too, in her smile, a kind of lazy indifference.

‘We’ve been here three weeks and seen nothing at all.’

‘There’s plenty of time,’ said Sidonia.

Not like her these words, ‘There’s plenty of time.’ Yet now they were for ever on her lips.

‘You’ve not even unpacked your note-books,’ grumbled Frances, ‘and we’ve not seen a thing of interest.’

‘What on earth do you mean — we’ve seen nothing of interest?’

‘Well, no galleries, no museums. You’ve scarcely looked at the Perseus even, though we walk through the Piazza every day!’

‘I know him by heart, and, moreover, I don’t like him.’

‘You don’t like him?’

‘No, I don’t. Benvenuto may have been a good enough jeweller, but he’s too ornate as a sculptor.’

‘I don’t agree; still, let’s go to San Lorenzo. You must see the Medici chapel.’

‘Very well,’ said Sidonia, but without enthusiasm, ‘we’ll go this afternoon if you like.’

‘I don’t understand you,’ Frances exclaimed crossly. ‘Here you are, a student of sculpture, and all you do is to dawdle round the streets in a kind of ridiculous trance. Up the Borgo San Lorenzo, down the Borgo San Lorenzo, admiring a lot of red blankets!’

‘Yes, but think of the shops where the blankets live, they’re almost under the pavement.’

‘Well, what does that matter?’

‘It matters a lot. That’s exactly how I remember them; and then there’s that darling Giovanni delle Bande Nere, sitting on his big stone perch. How can you say I’m not interested in sculpture? I stand in front of him for hours!’

‘You bewilder me, Sidonia, I’m getting rather worried. You’ll be asked to give an account of your work. Are you going to tell them that you used your scholarship to walk up and down the streets of Florence?’

Sidonia yawned.

‘Don’t fuss so, Frances, there’s really plenty of time.’

‘There is not time, my dear, only about four months left. We can’t stop in Florence for ever.’

‘Why not?’

‘Oh, well, if you won’t be serious—’

‘But I am,’ Sidonia assured her.
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They went to San Lorenzo that afternoon. Sidonia was languid but patient.

‘It almost seems a shame to go in out of the sun,’ she remarked regretfully, as they entered.

‘Got your note-book?’ asked Frances, looking at her sharply.

‘Oh, bother! It’s at home. How stupid!’

She showed some interest in the Michael Angelos, especially in the tomb of the Magnifico. But her interest struck Frances as being historical rather than artistic in nature. ‘He was indeed splendid!’ murmured Sidonia.

Frances hastened to agree.

‘Michael Angelo? Yes, a wonderful sculptor.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of him,’ she was told, ‘I was thinking just then of Lorenzo.’

The next day they visited the Bargello in the morning. ‘What a building!’ exclaimed Sidonia. ‘Look at those splendid blocks of stone, the strength, the virility of them!’ Once inside, her enthusiasm appeared to wane, though this time she had brought her note-book. She engaged a voluble Tuscan guide, and could not understand a word he said. Frances translated as best she could, but Sidonia’s attention wandered.

‘Don’t talk so much, Frances. It doesn’t really matter, it’s amusing to watch his face.’

‘But — the Donatellos, the Verrocchios, Sidonia—’

‘Yes, I know; well, here they all are!’

‘They’re superb!’ said Frances in the voice of school-marm.

But Sidonia had turned away. Presently she said:

‘It’s curious, Frances, but they seem to me rather cold.’ Frances could scarcely believe her ears.

‘Cold? You, a sculptor, consider them cold?’

‘In Florence, yes,’ said Sidonia.

The Della Robbias called forth more enthusiasm.

‘Ah, colour at last!’ she exclaimed.

She spent quite a long time examining the plaques, especially the fruit round their borders.

‘I can’t help feeling,’ she told Frances gravely, ‘that colour counts a great deal. I don’t paint, more’s the pity; still, no good denying that colour makes all the difference.’

‘What about form?’

‘Oh, form’s all right. It’s quite satisfying in England, but out here, somehow, one wants colour or sound. Sound is only colour made articulate.’

Frances grunted.

‘You shall have your colour; let’s go on to the San Marco convent.’

They went. Fra Angelico interested Sidonia, but not so much as Savonarola. She was quite enthusiastic over his hair-shirt.

‘I like vital people,’ she asserted.

‘But I thought a hair-shirt was specially invented to reduce vitality,’ remarked Frances.

‘Not at all. It requires enormous vitality to be able to sustain it,’ Sidonia told her.

Frances thought:

‘Good Lord! This is awful! She’s simply wasting their money. They’ll probably stop her next instalment. Has she forgotten Jensen?’ Aloud she said: ‘Well, I don’t like extremes, in hair-shirts or anything else. Can’t people say their prayers without itching all over?’

‘That depends on the temperament, Frances.’

But Frances was feeling argumentative, a fact which she regretted the next moment.

‘There are more ways than one of wearing a hair-shirt, one need not always wear it physically.’

‘Don’t I know it!’ exclaimed Sidonia with sudden passion. ‘I’m perpetually wearing mine!’

‘Wearing yours?’

‘Yes, mine. Oh, you don’t understand. I’m my own hair-shirt!’ she finished fiercely.

They drove home together in gloomy silence, Sidonia refusing to speak. Even the Palazzo Vecchio failed to evoke her usual screams of delight.

‘What perfect proportion!’ suggested Frances, anxious to dissipate the gloom.

But Sidonia, chin sunk in the collar of her coat, did not even turn her eyes.
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They spent a truly miserably evening, Frances not knowing why. Everything she said seemed to irritate. Finally she gave it up.

‘Let’s go to bed,’ she suggested desperately. ‘My feet are aching, aren’t yours?’

‘No, it’s my heart. You go to bed; I’m not sleepy, I’ll come along presently.’

And with this anti-soporific remark Frances had perforce to be content.
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The next morning the atmosphere had cleared again; presumably Sidonia had slept well. There was nothing suggestive of the hair-shirt about her as she strolled into Frances’ room. Her face was serenely calm and untroubled, her big, green eyes were luminous. But her first words after saying ‘Good morning’ were far from reassuring.

‘Let’s slack to-day, I feel beautifully lazy. We might go for a drive or something.’

‘We might,’ said Frances, sitting up in bed, ‘only I don’t think we will.’

‘Why not?’

‘Now look here, Sidonia, this can’t go on. It’s getting badly on my nerves. There’s Rome to do and Venice and Naples, and we haven’t begun Florence yet.’

‘But there’s plenty of time, why worry your head?’

Frances shot off one word.

‘Jensen!’

If she expected Sidonia to flinch she was bitterly disappointed. All she got was:

‘Jensen likes everyone to be themselves. I shall get going presently.’

People — Frances wondered if people would help, she knew a good few in Florence. So far she had not looked anyone up, perhaps she had better begin. But the people must be of the energetic kind, likely to shame Sidonia.

‘I know!’ she thought, with sudden inspiration, ‘I’ll write to Liza Ferrari.’

She had known the Ferraris for many years. Liza had once been a drawing-room singer of very marked talent and charm. When Ferrari had married her they had been quite poor. They had met in Paris when he was a student at the Conservatoire. Now they were said to be very rich through the death of an uncle of Ferrari’s, but in spite of this they were mighty workers. Both of them still taught singing, presumably for the love of the thing, since money could be no object. Their villa had become the meeting-place of all the intellectuals in Florence. They themselves were quite the most interesting and original couple that Frances had ever known.

‘I shan’t explain them at all,’ she thought, ‘I’ll just let them break on Sidonia.’






  








CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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THROUGH the Barriera di Bellosguardo and up the steep, winding road. White walls on either side of the road, topped by olive orchards. The leaves of the olives silver-green in the rainy midday sun; a pale sun, bright and cool as water; it reminded you of moonlight. Along the road an occasional shrine painted on the side of the wall. Uncomplaining Madonnas with storm-scarred faces, clasping eternally smiling Infants, Infants who never cried. Sometimes a bunch of withered flowers left by a passer-by. Sometimes no flowers — nothing at all but the Baby’s eternal, questioning smile, and His mother’s enduring face. Here and there at a turn in the road a glimpse of Florence below. A small city heavy with bells and towers, bowed down under its domes. To-day a city of sunlit mist, lying in the curve of the sheltering hills like a child in the crook of an arm.

The horse strained and paused; he stumbled a little on the steep, rough surface of the road.

‘Have we got much farther to go?’ inquired Sidonia.

‘No, here we are,’ Frances told her.

The carriage stopped before the wooden gates of the Villa Sant’ Antonio. It was seldom called by its name, however; it was known as the Villa Ferrari. As they pushed the gates open and walked into the garden they were greeted by a torrent of noise. Ten dogs of various breeds and sizes, from a large Maremma sheep-dog to a Yorkshire terrier, circled around them barking. The barking varied according to the dog, from deep baying to short, shrill yaps; moreover, it was rather difficult to know what sentiments inspired it.

From somewhere behind the Villa itself came more barking, distinctly angry; it sounded as though a pack of hounds were anxious to break from their kennel.

‘Good Lord!’ said Sidonia, not feeling brave, ‘I hope the rest of them won’t come to welcome us.’

A kid, tethered to the side of the path by a very smart collar and chain, called loudly for its mother in a peevish voice, growing more hysterical each moment. The clucking of fowls, the screams of a macaw, the not very distant crying of a baby; and more faintly, proceeding from the villa it seemed, a curious inharmonious sound that was yet suggestive of music.

‘I think you said sound was colour made articulate!’ remarked Frances, smiling slightly.

‘Then this must be a kaleidoscope,’ Sidonia admitted.

The villa was long and low and pink, with a very beautiful loggia. On every side stretched a terraced garden with groups of pointing Cyprus. Near the house grew an ancient ilex tree of quite astonishing proportions.

They rang. The bell contributed its voice to the general pandemonium, a clamorous bell that seemed bent on suggesting that you must have pulled too hard. The sound of music was quite plain now, and still plainer when the door was opened. A piano, a violin, another piano and people singing in chorus — three different melodies played and sung at once, producing anything but melody.

‘Will you please wait a moment?’ said the servant, ‘Signor Ferrari teaches.’

They waited in a wide, stone-vaulted hall among pots of arum lilies. At the end of this hall stood wrought-iron gates, through which they could see a room beyond. From this quarter came the loudest sounds, a lusty chorus and piano, though the violin being played upstairs seemed quite capable of holding its own.

Frances walked over to the wrought-iron gates.

‘Umberto!’ she called, peering in.

‘Macché!’ came a cheerful welcoming voice, as the music stopped abruptly.

A man sprang up from the grand piano and hurried towards the gates. He was not very tall and inclined to be stout; dark skinned for a European. His eyes were large and red-brown in colour, fine eyes under heavy brows. His snow-white hair was cut en brosse, it gave him a fierce appearance, which, however, was contradicted by the gentle lines of his mouth. He was dressed from head to foot in white, even his pumps were of white doeskin. On nearly every finger of his beautiful hands he wore large emerald rings.

‘Frances, how jolly to see you again!’

His English was very perfect; except for a trick of rolling his r’s, it might have been his native tongue. As a matter of fact, he prided himself on having no native tongue; half Turkish, half Italian, and brought up in France, he spoke a variety of languages.

Frances introduced him to Sidonia; he surveyed her with grave approval. Sidonia looked back with less approval; she thought him distinctly strange. And, indeed, Ferrari did look strange until you got used to him; like everything else in the Villa Sant’ Antonio, he wanted a lot of getting used to. After a time you thought him quite usual, white clothes, emerald rings and all; you could not conceive of him dressed otherwise, and moreover you grew to like it.

‘Have you seen Liza?’ he inquired rather eagerly; he was always eager about Liza.

They explained that they had only just arrived.

‘Wait a minute, I’ll call her,’ he said.

But he did not call, he literally bellowed; the sound was astonishingly powerful.

‘Liza, come down! Here’s Frances and her friend.’

‘Come up, come up!’ came a voice.

They turned to ascend in the direction of the voice, which kept on giving instructions.

‘I’m in the day nursery, fourth door on the right, mind the two steps down on the landing!’

The nursery was an outsize room, it had at least five large windows. It seemed to be looking everywhere at once and greedily collecting all the sunshine. On a brick hearth burnt a huge log-fire, counteracted, however, by the five open windows. In front of the fire sat Liza Ferrari with a naked, sun-tanned baby on her lap. She was deeply engrossed in tickling its stomach with a teasing, maternal finger.

She tucked the infant under her arm and got up to welcome her guests. Like her husband, she was dressed entirely in white; but in her case the fact that she wore flowing garments made her look slightly sacerdotal. Her silver-blonde hair was loosely knotted in her neck. She was tall and full-breasted, pale and blue-eyed, with unexpectedly red lips. As you looked at Liza you knew she was not beautiful, and you wondered why you thought that she was. When she smiled you understood the illusion, for the smile redeemed her whole face. Her voice was quiet and she spoke very slowly, in striking contrast to her husband, who literally gabbled in his moments of excitement, which were frequent. Her mother had been a Roman, her father English, and in consequence she was bilingual. She combined the majestic soul of ancient Rome with the generous soul of the Eton playing fields. Her parents’ union had been an unalloyed success. The consequence of it was Liza.

She turned to Frances.

‘Sit down, my dear. Miss Shore, take that comfortable chair. You don’t mind my baby, I hope? He’s teething, he may begin to cry at any minute.’

As though he had understood her words, the baby puckered up his face, then he caught sight of Frances’ eyeglass and yelled, kicking strongly the while. Ferrari took his protesting son, and began to prance round the room.

 

  ‘Gira gira il mondo, 

    Gira gira tondo,’

 

 he sang in his huge bass voice.

In the midst of the overwhelming hubbub, howling infant and booming father, Liza remained inexpressibly calm, talking to Frances and Sidonia.

Sidonia thought:

‘She’s like Ceres the Mother, she ought to have a sheaf of corn. I believe if she went out and smiled at the garden things would begin to bloom.’

A mighty gong, in keeping with all the other noises, vibrated through the house. A nurse was summoned to take the baby, and they went downstairs to colazione.
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The dining-hall was even bigger than the nursery, a truly palatial apartment, in the middle of which stood a long refectory table, large enough to seat a school of monks. The table was very simply appointed, roses were its only costly feature. They stood in a low bowl of beaten copper, a mass of deep-red blooms. Around the table were eighteen oak chairs of the strong, rush-bottomed variety. They appeared to belong to the several stages of human development and growth. There were adult chairs, semi-adult chairs and baby chairs on kind, long legs. Sidonia, who had thought that the infant upstairs was the only offspring, looked surprised. The next moment she understood, however, for the children began to come in. They filed past, in a neat, well-groomed procession, smelling slightly of coal-tar soap. By way of introduction their mother called their names. It was like the roll-call of an army.

‘Maurice! Geppe! William! Flavia! Jane! Pietrino! Giacinto! Olivia!’

Eight in all, not counting the baby, Ascanio, who appeared in his nurse’s arms. The eldest, Maurice, was just fourteen; the youngest, six months old.

‘I have them so easily,’ Liza explained, ‘much more easily than some of our ewes. I go up in the morning and I’m down in the evening. In the meantime I’ve borne a child.’

A governess marshalled the children to their seats, the nurse took her place with the baby on her knee. Four of the pupils were staying to lunch, two young men and a couple of girls. There was some confusion over the seats. Jane, aged three, wished to sit by her mother. But the places either side were for Frances and Sidonia, and next to Sidonia sat Ferrari.

‘If I don’t come up here we shan’t hear each other speak,’ he explained in his penetrating voice.

It reminded Sidonia a little of Crossby. She thought she must have heard him wherever he sat, and however great the disturbance. Jane began to cry. It was not an English cry in spite of her English name. It was purely Latin, a kind of throaty blare, hoarse with temper and abandon.

‘Io voglio! Io voglio! Io voglio!’ she screamed, clinging to Sidonia’s chair. Disengaged at last, she subsided on the floor in a furious, crumpled heap.

In the end they were settled, including six dogs, who reposed on rugs in a corner. The food was served by two men in white duck, wearing white cotton gloves. One of the gloves had a rent in the finger, but the nail that protruded was clean. Had it not been, its owner would almost certainly have been sent to attend to the offending member.

‘I can’t endure dirt,’ Liza was always saying, ‘I hate it inside or out.’

Several neat maids stood behind the children’s chairs, doubtless to avert disasters. Their faces wore the anxious, vigilant expression associated with fielding at a cricket match. The dishes were all vegetarian, but delicious nevertheless. There was also an endless variety of them, over which the children disputed.

‘We never eat corpses,’ Liza told Sidonia, ‘poor, decomposing beasts!’

‘I like this food better,’ Sidonia said politely.

‘You would if you knew what happens to meat when it’s left too long in the sun.’

Sidonia tried hard to curb her imagination; she was eating spaghetti at that moment!

Everyone said exactly what they liked with astonishingly naïve abandon. And everyone ate exactly what they liked, exactly how and when they liked it. The children all grabbed and talked and grabbed; they spoke English and Italian equally.

‘Dai mi dell’uva.’

‘Pig! You’ve had enough grapes.’

‘No, I haven’t; ancora dell-uva!’

‘There’s a fat white worm in my fig,’ remarked Geppe, holding up a maggot for inspection.

‘Be careful, don’t kill it!’ exclaimed his father anxiously. ‘Go and put it out in the garden.’

‘Papà, papà, I’ve got one too!’ shrieked Jane in triumph. ‘Mine’s much bigger than Geppe’s.’

‘Give it to me,’ commanded Ferrari, ‘we’ll let it walk about on the roses.’

Sidonia wondered what they did with fleas; she could not resist asking.

‘I open the window and they hop,’ he said gravely, not at all amused at her question.

The two male pupils began to get excited.

‘Ma no!’

‘Ma si!’

‘Ma no ti dico!’

Sidonia could not hear what else they said, if indeed there was anything else. They seemed to be crossly bumping up and down on a kind of verbal see-saw.

‘Ma no!’

‘Ma si!’

‘Ma nô!’

‘Ma si!’ They were quarrelling like naughty children.

Liza rang a minute silver bell, which produced a temporary silence.

‘I have to call Time occasionally,’ she explained, ‘it’s so bad for the voice to get angry.’

Flavia, aged five, had been quiet so far, engrossed in filling her stomach. Now she looked up with a bright expression, taking advantage of the lull.

‘Our cats got married this morning,’ she piped, ‘they’ll have a lot of little cats to-morrow.’

Her mother smiled placidly:

‘Not to-morrow, dear, in nine weeks; God is never in a hurry.’

A very fat sheep strolled into the room through one of the open French windows. It wore a red collar with silver studs, and its fleece had obviously been combed. It stared at the table with stupid eyes, then, turning, stamped its foot at the dogs. Hitherto they had been very good, but now there was general post — barking, scuffling, charging, butting. A game of the purest pretence.

‘Enough!’ boomed Ferrari in a cheerful, warning voice.

‘Povera pecorella!’ murmured Liza sympathetically.

Finally, the pecorella beat a retreat by way of the garden window. But the dogs were roused; they desired to play and accordingly started to do so, under the table and round the table, bumping into the chairs.

‘You don’t mind our beasts, do you?’ inquired Liza. ‘We each have a dog.’ And then, as though wishing to be strictly truthful, ‘The servants each have one too.’
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At the end of luncheon Ferrari said abruptly:

‘Miss Shore, let me look at your throat.’

The request was so sudden that Sidonia felt startled. Did he think that she looked ill or something? He took her arm and led her to the window.

‘Open your mouth. Wider, please.’

Everyone went on laughing and talking, no one evinced surprise.

‘Now wider — say “ah”! Yes, just as I thought; you should have a magnificent organ. It’s a bad time to try it directly after food; still, if you don’t mind. Leave us alone for ten minutes,’ he ordered, pushing Sidonia into the hall and towards the wrought-iron gates. Once through the gates he turned and stared at her. ‘I knew it from your face, I could see it.’

‘But I’m a sculptor,’ she told him weakly.

‘Cold! cold!’ he murmured, shaking his head.

Curious that he should say that, she thought; she had felt it herself just lately. He went over to the piano.

‘Now then, a scale,’ he commanded, giving her the note. ‘Say “ah”, and go right up the scale, stopping when you feel you must.’

‘But my voice isn’t trained, I’ve never tried to sing.’

‘All the better. Now, we’ll begin.’

She opened her mouth and let it come, a full, strong, satisfying sound, and finally lit on E in alt, like a bird that drops on to a bough. She was conscious of a new excitement as the notes bubbled up in her throat, a thrill that was almost akin to joy at the sounds she herself was producing.

‘Liza!’ roared Ferrari. ‘Liza, come here! Oh, hell, where are you, Liza?’

She came, not hurrying at all, it seemed, in spite of his excitement. Her quiet eyes dwelt on the two by the piano, and she smiled at them, comprehending.

Ferrari turned impetuously to Sidonia.

‘Do it again,’ he ordered.

Sidonia, nothing loth, did it again.

‘What about that?’ inquired Ferrari. ‘Don’t say I can’t see a voice in a throat. What about that, my Liza?’

Liza nodded.

‘Yes,’ she said, in her quiet, slow tones, ‘a wonderful voice, but quite untrained; it needs training. Didn’t you know that you had such a voice?’

Sidonia shook her head.

‘I’m a sculptor,’ she heard herself telling Liza. ‘I’m out here on a Travelling Scholarship.’

‘You don’t look like a sculptor,’ said Liza thoughtfully, ‘you look much more like a singer.’

Ferrari was walking up and down with excitement.

‘You shall take her first, my Liza. You shall place the voice, and when that’s done you’ll hand her on to me, and I’ll teach her.’

‘But I can’t—’ began Sidonia.

Liza looked at her and smiled.

‘But you must, with a voice like that,’ she said gently. ‘You don’t understand. I’m not free, I’m bound, I’m here to study sculpture.’

‘Well, don’t let us worry; come on Wednesday at eleven, and then I’ll give you your first lesson. After that you can go home and think it all out. Where there’s a will there’s a way.’ They joined the others in the pleasant salon.

‘Has she got a good voice?’ inquired Frances indifferently.

Ferrari expatiated on Sidonia’s voice, while Sidonia sat brooding uncomfortably. When Liza interrupted to talk about her children she was conscious of distinct relief. Liza had wonderful children, it seemed, they nearly all showed some talent; but she talked quite naturally and gently about it, as though it were a matter of course. There was Maurice; they had heard him playing that morning? He would make a very fine violinist. And Pietrino, aged ten, who could read scores at sight, he wanted to conduct an opera. She went over them one by one on her fingers.

‘In case I lose count,’ she explained. ‘I only hope I may have nine more. I’m a blissfully easy breeder.’






  








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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WHEN the day arrived for Sidonia’s first singing lesson Frances refused to accompany her.

‘No, I’m not coming,’ she said briefly, and would give no other explanation.

Sidonia found the Villa Ferrari in its usual good-tempered uproar, but Liza took her to the top of the house, where she had her own little studio.

‘We shan’t be disturbed in here, Miss Shore. It’s better so at the beginning.’

They went through a number of exercises. Liza was quietly enthusiastic; Sidonia had a wonderful voice, a fine dramatic soprano. In the end, Sidonia did not quite know how it happened, she found herself arranging to take four lessons a week; Liza would not hear of less than that. She telephoned down to Florence for a piano to be taken to Sidonia’s sitting-room.

‘I’ve told them that they must deliver it at once. They know me, you ought to get it to-day; whatever we do, we mustn’t lose time.’

Sidonia refused to stay to lunch, making some vague excuse. She thought:

‘If I can’t be alone to think this thing out I know I’ll go raving mad!’

Her vettura was waiting, and she told the man to drive to the Boboli Gardens. All the way down from Bellosguardo her mind kept hammering out one name: ‘Jensen, Jensen, Jensen.’

Jensen had not written, but then he never wrote. When his pupils went forth to try their wings he preferred to leave them quite free. She had sent him two picture-postcards, she remembered, but that had been on her first arrival. Since that she had not cared to write to him, not knowing exactly what to say.

Einar Jensen — such far-seeing eyes, such coarse woollen socks, and such faith! A man had no business with faith like that, it was cruel to himself and to others. His sort of faith was an outrage, she decided; he talked about leaving everyone free, and then chained them down with his faith.

After all, what was faith but a huge self-delusion? You wanted a thing very much indeed, and then you proceeded to grow your faith because that made you feel that you would get it. Faith was selfish too, excessively selfish. What Jensen wanted was not her success so much as his own by proxy. But he dressed it up, people always did, it sounded more picturesque to call it faith. Einar Jensen — coarse woollen socks that his bed-ridden wife lay knitting. Einar Jensen, how crooked he was — dropped as a little baby. How rough this road was that led down to Florence! Why didn’t they roll in the stones? What a beautiful city, a frightening city; it had snared her — she could not get away. Jensen loved beauty, but he was in London helping Miss Lotter and Crossby. Working without any faith, this time, patiently. Why was he so patient? He had worked hard for her too, to get that diploma granted under the usual time. Well, that was for himself; he had wanted a star pupil, he had chosen to call it faith, that was all. There was nothing really genuine anywhere.

The vettura stopped at the Boboli Gardens. She got out and paid off the man. It was long past luncheon time, she didn’t want luncheon. She was glad to find the gardens practically deserted. She began to wander aimlessly about among the ilex trees. Ilex, the symbol of immortality — Jensen, who longed so intensely to go on, who believed in his immortal soul. Faith again; but she wished she had it, even if it were a delusion. Christianity, theosophy and all the rest, they could not give her this boon of faith, she sought in vain in their books. Books, what were books? You could not find faith ready-made in printer’s ink, it had to be in you, an integral part of your make-up, as it was with Jensen. And yet, even he had doubts, it seemed— ‘What will happen when I die? Shall my back grow straight, you think?’ How he hated his crooked back!

She suddenly disliked the ilex trees, and walked to another part of the gardens. Why should Jensen be immortal? God! What an awful thought, to live for ever and ever! She must write to Jensen. What should she say? Should she tell him she had given up sculpture?

‘But I’ve not given it up,’ she said, speaking aloud. ‘It’s only that I’m not feeling like it at the moment!’ The sound of her own voice reassured her a little; she was probably making herself miserable for nothing. Not likely that she would have worked for three years, only to give it all up in the end. She needed a rest, or at all events a change; she had worked too hard, that was it. If she didn’t use her scholarship no harm would be done, provided she sent back the money. How lucky that Jensen was so understanding, so anxious that everyone should be themselves; it was one of his greatest qualities.

‘But I wish his back wasn’t so crooked,’ she thought.
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She left the gardens and walked slowly home. It was nearly three o’clock. Frances would probably be worried to death; she might even be waiting in the hall. But Frances was not waiting in the hall. Oh well, no doubt she thought that Sidonia had stayed at the villa for luncheon. She hurried upstairs to their sitting-room. Frances was placidly reading. ‘Your piano’s arrived,’ she remarked, looking up. ‘Already?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was there anything to pay?’

‘I don’t know, you’d better ask the porter.’

No word of inquiry as to where she had been, not even a sign of interest. A few months ago this must have hurt her; she had been so devoted to Frances. She was still devoted but in a different way; the glamour of Frances had died. Now it was just: ‘That darling old thing who makes you feel you can’t do without her.’ At the moment, however, she omitted the ‘darling’.

‘I’ve had no luncheon,’ she said crossly.

‘Why?’ inquired Frances. ‘Are you fasting or something?’ Of course not. I’ve been walking in the Boboli Gardens.’

‘What an unseasonable occupation.’

‘Yes, I do feel rather cold.’ She waited, but no reply was forthcoming. ‘I said I felt cold,’ she repeated.

‘Well, why not have a hot bath?’

Sidonia ignored this practical suggestion; she went to the piano and began to play. She had played so little lately that her fingers felt stiff. She banged down the lid and jumped up.

‘Oh, I know what you’re thinking about me, Frances P ‘For your sake I hope you don’t.’

‘As bad as that?’

‘Yes, quite as bad. I think you’re behaving like a cad!’ Sidonia flushed angrily.

‘Be careful — please!’

‘I don’t intend to be careful.’

‘I’m not a child. Frances.’

‘No, that’s the trouble, you’ve arrived at years of discretion.’

‘May I ask if all this is because I’ve had a singing lesson?’

‘That’s only a part of the whole.’

‘Well, is it because I don’t feel like studying — studying sculpture, I mean?’

Frances quietly closed her book.

‘It’s because you’ve taken money that you had no right to, and not only that—’

Sidonia interrupted.

‘But I’m going to send the money back at once.’

‘And not only that,’ repeated Frances slowly, ‘you’ve deprived another student of winning the scholarship; you’ve stolen someone else’s opportunity.’

This aspect of the case had not occurred to Sidonia; it was certainly disconcerting. She began to pace up and down the room.

‘If I tell you that I can’t help myself—’

Frances frowned.

‘Then it’s time you learnt how; you’re not a child, as you say.’

Sidonia stopped pacing, she stood very still. Her eyes looked bright and startled.

‘Frances, I think it’s going to happen again.’

‘Do you? I think it’s happened.’

They were silent for a time, then Sidonia said softly: ‘You despise me rather, don’t you?’

Frances threw away a half-smoked cigarette.

‘Yes, frankly, I think I do. Your infant manias, drawing, poetry, painting, religion, were all very well. Then came your dancing and piano playing; even then you were only a child. But your sculpture is different, it’s more mature, and consequently more significant. What you do to your sculpture you do to yourself, it’s become so much part of you. For over three years now you’ve worked at modelling, worked as though you were possessed at times; yet now, in three weeks, you propose to give it up and study something quite different. You go to lunch with my friends, the Ferraris; Ferrari tries your voice. He always tries everyone’s voice that goes there — he tried mine once, years ago. Then Liza insists on giving you a lesson, that’s because she’s mad about teaching. I assure you she sees a prospective pupil in every beggar she meets. You may have a fine voice, I don’t know, I can’t see that it matters much either way. I only wanted you to meet the Ferraris because I knew they were workers. I thought: “If Sidonia meets those kind of people they may shame her into doing her job.” And what’s the result? Four men and a piano that’s much too big for the room! I can only suppose that you mean to take lessons, otherwise why the piano? And all this in the middle of a Travelling Scholarship that you’ve stolen from someone else. Good heavens! You throw away things and people as though they were so many old boots! Have you no sense of duty? No stability? I was almost going to say, no pity?’

‘Pity? For whom?’

‘I was thinking of Jensen; you don’t show much pity for him, do you?’

‘Or for myself either I think you might add.’

‘Yes, I might, but I don’t intend to. You’ve always got pity to spare for yourself. You’re so busy pitying Sidonia Shore that you can’t see an inch beyond her.’

‘I don’t know why I let you speak to me like this,’ said Sidonia, amazed at her own forbearance.

‘Don’t you? Well, then, I’ll tell you; I know quite well. You’d infinitely rather I talked about you, no matter how, than not at all. What you’d hate would be for me to ignore you.’

‘Then why don’t you ignore me?’

‘Because I can’t,’ said Frances thoughtfully. ‘No one will ever be able to ignore you.’

Sidonia seized her hand.

‘Be patient with me, Frances. Darling, do try to understand. I think it’s this place, I think it’s bewitched me. If you’d studied as much theosophy as I have you’d know that that sort of thing can happen. It’s a kind of pre-natal lure.’

‘What perfect rot! It may strike you as interesting to have nine lives like a cat, but in my opinion it’s preferable to concentrate on living one life honestly.’ Frances got up. ‘I must write to your mother, she’ll have to be told what has happened.’

‘Very well,’ said Sidonia, ‘I’ll write to Jensen and send him a cheque. I don’t know where to return the money, I shall ask him to do it for me.’

Frances stared at her incredulously for a moment, then she left the room.
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Sidonia sat down and seized her pen; she must write to Jensen at once. She felt hard and not a little resentful. Frances had misunderstood her. She began:

‘CHER MAITRE, ‘I enclose a cheque for the Scholarship money received so far. I am quite unable to work, I find; a pity, but there it is. I can’t keep the money and not do the work. Will you send it to the proper quarter for me? Of course, I have not given up my sculpture, this is only a temporary lull. Later on, perhaps in a year or sooner, I expect I shall take it up again. This loss of interest in my work does not surprise me, it has happened to me over other things before, and feeling as I do, it is absolutely useless for me to force my inclination.’

She paused and nibbled the top of her pen. She had a sudden vision of Einar Jensen — little and grey and crooked. Oh, damn it all! What was the use! Better be brutal and have done with it. But she wrote:

‘Oh, mon maître, when I think of you I can scarcely bear what has happened! You, who had such great faith in me. Why did you have such faith? I wasn’t worthy of it; no one living could be worthy of faith like yours. What will you say when you get this letter? No, that doesn’t matter, it’s what will you think? You were such a friend to me, don’t stop being my friend. A truly terrible thing has happened; my love for sculpture seems to have gone. I look at the splendid statues out here, and I don’t seem to understand them; I’ve lost my appreciation. When I tell you that I find ours a cold, lifeless art you will realize the greatness of my disaster. It has all come so quickly, with such awful suddenness, that I scarcely realize what has happened. But I want to be perfectly frank with you, I feel I must keep nothing back. I am going to study singing in Florence, I had my first lesson this morning; and now I know that I simply must sing, the urge is too great to crush down. I have always longed to express myself, and in singing I may find expression. Write to me quickly and say that you forgive, say that you understand.’

In ten days’ time she got his reply. He wrote English better than he spoke it.

‘CHERE ENFANT, ‘I do not understand, but that is my fault, not yours. I see only darkly, we all of us do, therefore ridiculous to judge. You must be yourself, wherever it may lead, that is all that anyone can be. Everyone acts according to his lights, according to the spirit that is in him. Perhaps in time spirit grows so pure that it makes mistakes no longer. In any case, mon enfant, every path leads somewhere, there is no cul de sac in life. But you, you will not be a sculptor any more, that I feel in myself. You had a very beautiful gift, it gave me great joy to see it. If it has left you you are not to blame, perhaps there was fault with my teaching. You know I must always be your friend. Come and see me sometimes when you get back to England.’
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Lady Shore wrote a somewhat involved epistle in reply to Frances’ letter. She said that she had had very bad lumbago, that Sidonia would always be difficult to manage, that Horus was down with a moult and asthma, that Blake and the cook disliked each other and in consequence the housemaid had left, that Professor Budge had asked her to tea in his room at the British Museum, that Ptah was showing peculiar propensities considering his limitations, and when on the third page she returned to Sidonia it was only to say what Frances knew already, namely that since Sidonia had money of her own she would obviously study whatever she pleased, however and wherever she chose.

5
 

For nearly three weeks Frances held aloof, in spite of Sidonia’s wooing. In the end, however, she bowed to the inevitable; what was the good of quarrelling with Sidonia? And then it was Christmas, a bad time for quarrels. Sidonia was thoroughly launched on her lessons. She had shown Jensen’s letter to Frances.

‘He’s a wonderful man, don’t you think so, Frances? You see he bears no resentment.’

On the whole Sidonia seemed happy and peaceful, a peace not altogether shared, however, by the other inmates of the hotel.

‘Do, do, do! Ré, ré, ré! Mi, mi, mil’ sang Sidonia, varied by other vocal gymnastics all with abominable tunes. There were also a great many ‘Ahs’ and ‘Ous’ to be heard at all hours of the day.

Her voice was so big that you could not escape it, it chased you wherever you went. People stood still on the Lung’ Arno to listen.

‘Che bella voce!’ they murmured.

The occasion when she arrived home with her first song was almost epoch-making.

‘Caro mio ben!’ she sang delightedly, and yet again, ‘Caro mio ben!’

But she found it difficult to learn the song, she was not a quick musical student. Reading had always been her stumbling-block, and she found it so now more than ever. But Liza was not at all down-hearted; she assured Sidonia that opera singers were often rather stupid about learning their rôles. They had to employ a long-suffering man to din their parts into them note by note. Sidonia might have to do the same. After all, what mattered most was the voice, and Sidonia had plenty of that.






  








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

1
 

EASTER came early but warm that year, and with it came Lady Shore. She had suddenly decided to visit Frances, and incidentally Florence and Sidonia. She arrived without Blake, to save expense, a quite unnecessary economy. It took her a week to recover from the journey, and another to get used to the food.

‘It’s all so greasy!’ she complained distastefully. ‘I must be growing very insular.’

Frances thought that she was looking older and not at all well. She evinced certain new timidities too, she was nervous of going out alone.

‘They all talk so fast that it bewilders me,’ she said. ‘I never could learn Italian.’

She had brought with her a Baedeker and what appeared to be a kind of conversation handbook. Frances found the latter in her bag one day. It was called The Little Help-Mate in Italy. She opened The Little Help-Mate at random and read with some surprise: ‘I will wear my green coat and my nankeen pantaloons.’

‘Kindly bring me my black cashmere boots and the new crinoline from my wardrobe.’ And further: ‘I trust that the train will not be late. At what time does the packet leave Naples?’

Frances looked up at Lady Shore.

‘Have you studied this book?’ she inquired.

‘Not yet, I found it among Godfrey’s papers; I thought it might come in useful.’

‘Well, I think I’d let it alone,’ said Frances, ‘it seems to me rather decadent.’

They took Lady Shore to tea with the Ferraris, but were careful to prepare her for what she might find. What she did find was Giacinto, aged six, stark naked, except for a large pink bow on his head. He was playing with a dog in the music-room, and he shook hands with them gravely.

‘It’s so warm,’ explained Liza, ‘and I love them to feel free.’

It gave Lady Shore an unpleasant shock, her mind flew back to the dressing-room at Miss Valery’s dancing class. Of course, Sidonia was older now; still — the force of example — 

The other children began to appear, they all seemed scantily clad. As far as Lady Shore could make out they were not wearing more than one garment a-piece.

‘Aren’t you afraid they’ll catch cold?’ she inquired, but Liza shook her head.

‘Oh, no, I believe in sunshine and air. We all take sun-baths later on.’

‘Not all of you surely?’ murmured Lady Shore in a confidential undertone.

‘Oh yes, we do, and the pupils as well; it’s wonderfully good for the voice.’

A silence descended on the group after this, but Liza continued to smile. Presently she said:

‘My husband and I always try to live very close to Nature. For one thing we find that it keeps us well, for another that it keeps us kind.’

She suggested that Sidonia should sing for them.

‘Your mother must hear your voice, my dear.’

Sidonia, nothing loth, sang her limited repertoire, while Lady Shore listened astonished. The volume of sound which her daughter produced made her feel a little breathless; she remembered that Horus was suffering from asthma in addition to a most prolific moult.

‘I hope Blake won’t forget to put those drops in his water,’ she thought, growing suddenly anxious.

Giacinto sidled over and slipped his hand into hers.

‘Don’t you think my bow nice?’ he whispered.

Lady Shore nodded untruthfully.

‘I like it too,’ said Giacinto in her ear. ‘My hair gets so greasy we have to tie it up. When it’s hot it gets greasy like Papa’s nose — it’s terribly greasy now.’ He lifted her hand to the top of his head. ‘You feel, it will make your hands shiny.’ And then more loudly: ‘You can rub it if you want; I like you, I’ll let you rub it.’

Ferrari came in, dressed in white as usual; his rings looked extremely large. They were also painful, as Lady Shore found, when he gave her his cordial handshake. He talked about Sidonia, she should have a great future, she had compass and a beautiful quality of tone. She had looks, too; he thought her a lovely creature, the perfect type for Isolde. Several pupils had followed in his wake, bringing with them a blast of high spirits. They began to invent new games for the children; one young man crawled on the floor.

‘I’m a bear! I’m a bear!’ he kept shouting in Italian. ‘Catch me! Gr — r — r — r; I’m a bear!’

Liza sat watching this noisy performance with a lap-dog curled on her knee.

‘I must always have Santuzza or a baby on my lap, otherwise I feel lonely,’ she said.
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That evening, Lady Shore complained of a headache and retired to bed with a hot-water bottle. Frances was giving her aspirin, when Lady Shore looked up with the pellet in her hand.

‘My dear — of course they’re old friends of yours — but really they shocked me terribly.’

Frances laughed.

‘They’re a law unto themselves, Prudence; they’re the kindest-hearted people in the world.’

‘But supposing — oh, no, I’m being ridiculous! How old is Sidonia, nearly twenty-three? — still, Madame Ferrari distinctly said that they all took sun-baths later on.’ She sat up in bed looking suddenly frightened. ‘It’s just occurred to me that they’d take them together. I’m sure it’s like mixed bathing!’ Frances was silent, and Lady Shore went on: ‘I mistrust this living so close to Nature, Nature’s most unexpected. Look at Ptah, such a charming cat, and yet now—’ She broke off abruptly.

‘But, darling, the Ferraris aren’t cats, they’re very advanced human beings.’

‘They may be too advanced; if you go too far you’re apt to slip off the other end.’

‘Well, I really wouldn’t worry, I’m sure Sidonia’s safe.’ Lady Shore swallowed her aspirin, then she lay down with a sigh.

‘I think I’ll go home,’ she said rather weakly. ‘I don’t think this place is healthy.’

‘I’d like to come with you,’ Frances told her, feeling suddenly homesick.

‘Oh, you can’t do that!’ exclaimed Lady Shore. ‘Who’s to look after the child?’

‘She’s not a child.’

‘No, but she still is to me. Oh, dear! I’m terribly anxious.’

‘Well, supposing I promise to stop till the summer?’ said Frances.

Lady Shore opened her aching eyes.

‘But what’s going to happen then?’

‘Sufficient unto the day is the Sidonia thereof,’ soothed Frances; ‘and now go to sleep.’
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A week later Lady Shore returned to England. Frances felt unsettled and lonely. A gulf was opening between her and Sidonia, the gulf of interests not shared. It was no good, Frances continued to feel angry at Sidonia’s latest departure. They had made up their quarrel, but to Frances, at all events, there remained a growing irritation. She did not pretend to be a judge of singing, and she did not admire Sidonia’s voice. She supposed it might sound all right in an opera-house, but found it overwhelming out of one. She had never been really fond of grand opera. She informed Sidonia of this one day, without any adequate reason.

‘I suppose you’ll aspire to Wagner rôles?’

‘Well, rather! I want to sing “Isolde”.’

‘When you do I shall go to sleep in the stalls, that’s the way Wagner affects me.’

A moment later she wished she hadn’t said it, Sidonia looked so surprised. She refrained from comment, but her looks said plainly:

‘And I thought you were such an intelligent woman.’

But Frances felt nervous and rather wound up, she blundered on with her subject.

‘It’s not only the music, it’s the singers. I can never get beyond their figures.’

‘But if, as you say, you sleep peacefully through it, figures can’t matter very much.’

‘Yes, they do, there’s an intermediate stage. I suppose I’m not spiritual enough. I ought not to want to laugh at Siegfried when he finds Brünnhilde on her mountain, but she’s usually so much like a mountain herself, that his doubts regarding the lady’s sex strike me as being funny. As a matter of fact I don’t like grand opera.’

‘Well, why should you?’ smiled Sidonia.

But Frances frowned; Sidonia ought to want her to like it. In everything she had done hitherto Frances had been asked to take an interest. Yet she could hardly blame the girl, she had set herself so resolutely against the singing. She had said a good many hurtful things, and what had she gained? Why, nothing. Sidonia still sang and would go on singing, at all events for a time; in the end it might even be her career, one never knew with Sidonia. She took it for granted that Frances disapproved and apparently was content to leave it at that. Frances said: ‘I’ll have to be going home soon. I only came out for five months.’

‘Yes, I know. I’ve been thinking of that,’ said Sidonia. ‘I suppose you’ll stay on until the summer?’

No protest, no urging Frances to remain, just a calm acceptance of the fact that their lives had begun to run on separate lines.

‘When you do go, Frances, I shall live with the Ferraris, I’ve spoken to Liza about it. She’s willing to let me pay for my board, so that I’ll feel quite free. In any case, I shall join them this summer. I’m going to Alassio with the summer school.’

‘I see. And when do you propose to leave Florence?’

‘At the end of June, as far as I know.’

Frances was silent for a moment, then she said:

‘All right — I’ll make my plans accordingly.’






  








CHAPTER NINETEEN
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THE country began to blush with spring. The hillsides and gardens surrounding Florence were heavy with almond blossom. To Florence itself came rioting colour; anemonies, crimson, purple and pink; hyacinths, lilac, daffodils, violets, and the slim, striped cups of sweetsmelling freesia. The shops were a blaze of flowers. Under the arches of the Mercato Nuovo all the blossoms of the earth seemed to be collected. They lay there together in great, generous bundles, their gorgeous bodies contrasting sharply with the grey of the time-worn stones. Sidonia thought that they looked like slave girls displaying their charms for sale.

The Porcellino sat smiling complacently, a spring smile, a youthful smile for his age, almost the smile of a sucking-pig. Sidonia could have sworn that this smile of his had a way of changing with the seasons. She had grown to love the old bronze boar, he was so enduring and faithful. His sides were worn smooth by the legs of children, generations of whom had climbed on to his back, and clung there triumphant and fearless. He was theirs and they knew it, his back was for them, for the future citizens of Florence. But occasionally Sidonia felt that his welcome was extended to her as well. He seemed at such times to be trying to speak, trying to say something friendly. She could never resist laying her hand on his neck, she always wanted to touch him. One day she secretly kissed his nose, and left a rose in his mouth.

This spring he sat in front of his market, like a monarch awaiting homage. Behind him and stretching on either side were the flowers of his Tuscan kingdom. Sidonia bought prodigal armfuls of these, she felt that she could never get enough. A kind of flower madness possessed her, she literally wallowed in them. It was wonderful weather, the sky deep blue, the river a soft, turbid yellow. The spirit of Florence was in a gay mood, you could hear it laughing down the streets. People greeted each other with new spring voices and smiled with new spring smiles. Sidonia was never to forget that spring in which she was so gloriously happy, so full of the splendid vitality of things, so contented to be just herself in Florence. Her mood found expression in her singing; she poured herself out in music.

Then Jensen died. He did it unobtrusively, almost apologetically. One week he was teaching the students as usual, and the next week he was dead. He had not even had an expensive illness; there had hardly been time for him to give much trouble — it was all very like Einar Jensen.

Sidonia received Miss Lotter’s letter on her return from a singing lesson. She was feeling particularly joyful that morning, the lesson had gone so well.

Miss Lotter wrote because she was wounded and longed to wound in return. That was the way she took sorrow, poor soul, it made her feel desperate and angry. The letter began abruptly:

‘I think I ought to tell you that Professor Jensen died a fortnight ago. I would have written sooner, but have been ill myself, and am only now able to write. His death has come as a great shock to us all, as I’m sure you will understand. He had not been well for some little time, but refused to take care of himself. Everyone thought he was looking ill, though he never mentioned his health. I think — we all do — that your failure grieved him more than he would admit; he seemed to lose interest after he heard that you wished to give up your Scholarship. Not that he failed towards us in any way, it would not have been like him to fail, but all the spirit went out of his teaching, it was rather dreadful to see.

‘He caught a severe cold, which he neglected; it led to double pneumonia. I did what I could for them while he was ill; as you know, his wife has been bed-ridden for years. I went every evening, and just towards the end I sat up with him every night. They were not well off, and I wanted to save them what money I could in nurses. It did not last long, he was dead in a week; I was with him when he died. He was patient with me then as he always had been, and wonderfully uncomplaining. As for me, I have lost my only friend, the person I revered most on earth. I do not want to reproach you, Miss Shore, but why, oh! why did you do it? Why did you raise his hopes as you did, only to dash them down?

‘It is only fair to tell you that he never complained, never criticized your conduct. But everyone at South Kensington knew how badly he must have felt; you placed him in such a dreadful position before the Board of Directors. He had always had such faith in you, and had worked so hard in your interest. But it was not the humiliation that killed him, he cared very little for public opinion; no, it was his faith in you, Miss Shore; when you broke that you broke Jensen. The others all think as I do in this, we feel that you treated him very badly.

‘I am sorry if this letter comes as a shock, but I think it my duty to be frank. No doubt, had you realized the possible consequences, you would not have acted as you did.’

Sidonia re-read the letter three times; she felt stunned and unbelieving. Spring in Florence, the room full of flowers, and Einar Jensen dead! She snatched the glowing flowers from their vases, and opening the window, flung them into the street.
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As she told Frances afterwards, it was not Jensen’s death so much as what must have gone before. His disappointment, his broken faith, his desolate sense of failure; and then Miss Lotter to attend his last illness — Miss Lotter with him when he died. Sidonia pictured him helpless in bed, while Miss Lotter fussed and dictated. She had always had such a heavy tread; it must have driven Jensen mad. And then her smile, with those difficult teeth that held her underlip so firmly; she could see that smile bending over Jensen, coaxing him to drink his medicine, and her silly voice, timid yet self-assertive, she could hear it going on and on:

‘Can I turn your pillow, Professor? Are you easier? — Come now, you must take this Bengers — let me help you, don’t try to move yourself. — Can’t I do something to make you more comfortable? — Shall I give them any message at the school?’

Eternal questions, eternal solicitude, eternal brave, toothy smile. Eyes always welling with large, weak tears, voice always just a little too cheerful. And the bed-ridden man lying there saying nothing, perhaps even grateful to Miss Lotter; and his bed-ridden wife not knitting any more, or worse still, knitting on hopefully.

 

Sidonia could not sleep; always pictures, always memories. What will happen when I die? Shall my back grow straight you think?’ Had his back grown straight? She lay wondering. Supposing there were now no Einar Jensen, supposing he had just gone out. In that case she would never be able to tell him how deeply sorry she was. She longed intensely to hear his voice. He would probably say: ‘It not your fault. You had to be yourself; I never blamed.’ Yes, that was the sort of thing Jensen would say. — If only she could hear him say it!

She could not sing. The lessons were put off; she wanted to indulge her sorrow. She could not go out because of the flowers, because it was spring in Florence. Her grief was as complete as her previous disregard. She reproached herself for what she had done, and for much that was purely imaginary. When Jensen did this, when Jensen said that, she had not done or said the right thing. In a thousand little ways she had failed towards him; her work had often been careless. Sometimes she had argued and taken her own line; sometimes she had sulked and done nothing; and always Jensen had been so patient — and then, his terrible faith. When she spoke of his faith she would burst into tears, unable to endure the thought of it.

Frances listened to much of this in silence, feeling that words were useless. Sidonia turned to her by instinct, as she might have done when she was a child.

‘Don’t talk, Frances, just let me talk to you; it helps me to tell you about it.’ Or, ‘I never knew how much Jensen mattered till he died. Do you think it’s always like that?’

They would sit hand in hand in the soft spring evenings looking out towards the river, watching the lights as they blinked from the windows of the Borgo San Jacopo. Sidonia would say:

‘Jensen never saw Florence. He saw so little that was beautiful.’ And tears of genuine regret would well up and run slowly down her face.

Frances knew that this grief would pass; Sidonia was only twenty-three and Jensen had only been her teacher. At twenty-three grief dare not last, Nature is too much in need of our forces for purely physical affairs.
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Frances picked up a queer old book one day in a secondhand book-shop. The book was in English, which attracted her attention, and she glanced through it with curiosity. It appeared to be a kind of simple treatise on the different theories held in the East regarding reincarnation; she finally bought the book for two lire after bargaining with the salesman. She never quite knew what had made her buy it, unless it were the thought of Sidonia. Sidonia liked that sort of thing, it might distract her perhaps.

 

That afternoon Frances opened the book and began to read it herself. She found it extremely uninteresting, all save one chapter, part of which held her attention. She read:

‘According to an Eastern tradition, whose origin is lost in antiquity, there are certain spirits who incarnate seven times only on Earth. The seventh incarnation of such a spirit is known as “The Final Path”, but among those in the West who hold this theory it is sometimes referred to as “The Saturday Life”.

‘People who are living a “Saturday Life” are said to have no new experiences, but to spend it entirely in a last rehearsal of experiences previously gained. They are said to exhibit remarkable talent for a number of different things; but since they have many memories to revive, they can never concentrate for long on one. This also applies to their relations with people, which are generally unsatisfactory.

‘Their lives are influenced from time to time by the people they have met in past incarnations; but those who are leading a “Saturday Life” cannot tarry too long with old friends; even though their affections be stirred, they can only shake hands and pass on.’

Frances glanced across at Sidonia, where she stood staring out of the window.

‘There’s something here that may interest you, Sidonia. Have you ever heard of a Saturday Life?’

Sidonia shook her head. She did not turn round.

‘Well, read this,’ said Frances, holding out the book. Sidonia took it listlessly.

‘What is it? Where did you get it?’

‘I found it in a shop in the Via Ghibellina.’

Sidonia read the passage indicated, then she sat down and read it again. When she looked up her eyes were glowing with suppressed excitement.

‘Of course, I don’t believe in that sort of thing,’ Frances said hastily.

‘But supposing it were true?’ Sidonia murmured. ‘Supposing it were really true?’

She was staring in front of her with parted lips, her face flushed ever so slightly. The dull, blurred look of grief had gone, for the moment at all events. Frances said:

‘Yes — if it were true, it would certainly help to explain—’ Sidonia came over and stood in front of her.

‘It would explain me!’ she said solemnly. Then suddenly a smile, as it were of relief, began to spread over her face. ‘Nothing that’s happened would be my fault. It couldn’t be, could it, Frances?’

Frances hesitated.

‘No — I suppose not — I suppose you’d be a victim, in a way.’

‘I’d be serving a kind of Saturday Lifer. It sounds like a convict, doesn’t it?’

‘Well, you would be something very like a convict, chained to your previous experiences.’

A short silence ensued, then Sidonia said:

‘If it were true, then I couldn’t help Jensen; I had to do just what I’ve done. I had to hurt him and mourn him afterwards. He was part of my Saturday Life.’

Frances frowned.

‘Of course, it’s all rubbish, still it might be a dangerous theory. One feels that one ought to improve on things, not just go on making the same old mistakes.’

‘Perhaps we have to digest our mistakes, so as to improve on them during some spiritual existence.’

‘Um-m,’ said Frances, polishing her eyeglass, ‘we’ll have all Eternity to do it in, that’s some comfort.’

‘I like the Saturday Life idea,’ said Sidonia thoughtfully, ‘though it makes me feel rather afraid.’

‘Afraid of what?’

‘I’m not perfectly sure, afraid of myself, perhaps. Afraid of anything very big and vital that might get bound up with me.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t worry, not on the strength of this silly old book.’

‘As for that,’ sighed Sidonia, ‘I can’t stop worrying since I heard of Jensen’s death. I sometimes think I’ll never sing again, all the joy’s gone out of my music. And as for my lessons, I honestly feel incapable of going on with them. Frances, I mean it, I think it’s over; I know I’ll never sing again.’

Frances said nothing. Two weeks later Sidonia had resumed her lessons.
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Gradually, as the spring turned to summer, Sidonia’s work absorbed her once more. The edges began to wear off her grief, and she found herself able to think of Jensen, to speak of him without tears. She was rather surprised and a little remorseful; she had thought that a grief like hers would last for the best part of a lifetime. And yet here it was, in a few weeks only, growing more tolerable every day. Not that she forgot Jensen, she would never forget him. But Jensen would soon have slipped into the place sometimes reserved for carefully-pressed flowers — rosemary for remembrance.

Frances was glad that this should be so, not only for Sidonia, but for herself as well; she longed to get back to England. She felt she could now leave Sidonia safely. She went to Cook’s to inquire about tickets, to note down joyfully the hours of trains; she felt like a man setting out on an adventure, only her adventure was a little house in Young Street and a Queen Anne square that was home.

‘I’ll look after Sidonia,’ said Liza. ‘You can go back to your dirty old London, Sidonia will stay here with me.’

‘And you needn’t expect to see me for ages,’ broke in Sidonia. ‘I shan’t come back to England till I’m fit to make my début. If you and mother are pining for a sight of me you’ll have to come out to Florence.’

‘But surely you’ll come back for the holidays sometimes?’

‘There won’t be any holidays,’ said Sidonia.






  








CHAPTER TWENTY
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THE entire Ferrari household and ten of their pupils left Florence at the end of June. The muster at the station was a thing once seen never to be forgotten. Mountains of luggage were stacked about the platform, all bearing the Ferrari special label. Six servants led by six turbulent dogs were dragged up and down at intervals. A number of old pets had been left behind to make way for more recent acquisitions, who, as Liza explained, still felt rather strange, and must therefore accompany the family. ‘You beasts must learn to be unselfish,’ she had remarked on her final round of inspection.

From several stout, padlocked travelling hampers came sounds of indignant protest. Liza glanced once in their direction with a smile. There was Geppe’s tame hare, who drummed with his feet and devoured green carpets, mistaking them for grass. According to Liza, this latter activity pointed to something far beyond instinct. There was Gilbert, the lemur, who belonged to Ferrari, and who wished to travel on his master’s shoulder with a tail curled round his neck like a boa; Gilbert was shaking his hamper in fury. From another hamper came the doleful remonstrance of a cat with a litter of kittens; while Nannie Carmen’s last born, being dragged towards the van, bleated loudly and butted with round, plush-covered stumps, at the legs of the long-suffering porter. There was also a pair of love-birds, whose small, persistent quarrelling could be heard through the cover of their elegant, dome-topped cage. A white rat or two, a dormouse and a slow-worm were disposed about the children’s persons.

The eight children and the baby, three nurses and a governess stood lined up in front of the train. First came Maurice the eldest and tallest child, the others followed according to age. A little in front, like commanding officers, stood the three neat nurses and the governess. This military formation, Ferrari’s own idea, was always carefully adhered to. The children were hatless, with their bare feet in sandals, the rest of them was dressed in spotless piqué.

Maurice was munching a thick bar of chocolate, Pietrino an apple, Olivia a pear. All the children were eating something, even the baby had a sponge cake; it was one of Liza Ferrari’s health-rules that the children should eat before a journey. She liked them to eat on the journey as well, though two of them suffered from train sickness.

Liza surveyed her munching offspring with quiet, maternal pride. She was wearing a voluminous white cape over her white crêpe gown. She took no part in the general uproar, which she did not attempt to stem. She reminded Sidonia of a tall, white lighthouse in the midst of a surging sea.

Olivia snatched Pietrino’s apple, he leant across and snatched her pear. The military line remained unbroken, but a violent altercation ensued: ‘Cattiva tel’

‘You know you’ve had two apples!’

‘I have not! Bugiarda — liar!’

‘Ghiotto! You’re greedy like the Pecorella.’

‘I’m not a sheep!’

‘Well you’re like one!’

‘I’m not.’

‘Basta, bambini,’ commanded the governess, as the doors of the train were unlocked.

Ferrari, suddenly coming to life, began to wave his arms. He was dressed in his usual white clothes, and wore sandals like the children.

‘Now then, get your places! Par içi, mademoiselle,’ to a middle-aged French girl in a dust coat. ‘Bambini, avanti!’ The children broke line and scrambled into a carriage; after them hustled several dogs and a red-faced, perspiring nurse.

‘Come along all of you, do come along! Now, pupils, don’t get left behind.’ He ran up and down the train giving orders; he was hatless and his white hair bristled.

The pupils consisted of several Italians, Sidonia and the middle-aged French girl, a young Welsh tenor and his delicate wife, a small Polish Jew with a large baritone voice, and two German sisters, who clung to their handbags with a dogged, Teutonic grip. On the linen covers of these cheap handbags were embroidered affectionate wishes from the Fatherland. In all, the party that left for Alassio, where Ferrari had taken two villas, consisted of thirty-one talkative souls, not including the dogs.

Frances, rather silent, a little depressed in spite of the near advent of England, grasped Sidonia’s hand.

‘Well — good-bye, be good, and take great care of yourself.’

Sidonia smiled and nodded from the window.

‘Is everyone in?’ yelled Ferrari.

A nurse shot out of the train like a rocket.

‘Mia bambola!’ wailed a voice.

‘Leave it, leave it!’ Ferrari commanded. ‘We’ll buy a new doll at Alassio.’

The nurse shot back without the doll, and the train began to move.

‘Auf wiedersehen!’

‘Good-bye!’

‘Au revoir!’

‘Addio! Addio!’

It was like the Tower of Babel. They waved and smiled at Frances and their friends where they stood on the receding platform. The train moved faster; Sidonia’s face came to the window for a moment.

‘My love to mother! Good-bye, darling!’ She waved her hand and was gone.

Frances turned away; she must go straight back to the hotel and do her packing. It had been such a business getting Sidonia off, but now she must begin to think of herself; she was leaving for England the next morning. The hotel seemed strange without Sidonia. Frances took out the green case from Cook’s that held her books of tickets. On the last of these appeared the word ‘London’, it looked almost unfamiliar. She had been away for nearly seven months. She knew she was longing to get home, yet now that England had come within reach she was sorry to be leaving Florence. She looked round the little sitting-room, and then at Sidonia’s piano, that greedily usurped so much space; at any moment now the men might arrive to take it away. She had always disapproved of the piano, yet now she did not want it to go. She felt thoroughly tired and contrary, and inclined to be sentimental over things that had no real importance.

She folded and packed through the whole afternoon, stopping at last with a backache. She almost expected to hear Sidonia’s voice coming from the communicating room.

She began to consider Sidonia. What a curious creature she was; how she had grieved over Einar Jensen! But it had not lasted; she was happy again, or so it seemed to Frances. ‘And a good thing, too,’ Frances told herself. ‘She couldn’t have kept it up for long, not that kind of desperate grief. It had to pass, it was like a storm — everything is with Sidonia!’ Then she remembered the queer old book — of course, it was all perfect nonsense. ‘The Saturday Life’, she murmured thoughtfully, ‘a preposterous idea, still — I wonder — ?’






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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TWO years of life at the Villa Ferrari, two brimming, delightful years! Sidonia looked round her at the terraced garden. Summer was coming once again to Bellosguardo. She stood there under the great ilex tree that seemed to protect the house. A kindly tree, a kindly house; both had given her hospitality and more — they had given her love, she felt. She stroked the tree with lingering fingers. Her thoughts hovered over the past two years, as a flight of migratory swallows might hover over some place of kind harbourage before bidding it farewell. What clever, broadminded people she had met; one always met such people at the Villa. They had become her friends, her companions; she knew that she would miss them terribly. These people believed in her voice, her career; they admired her beauty and said so openly, as people did in Italy, happy to praise. In the streets of Florence the humbler folk who knew her by sight would turn to stare: ‘Guarda, guarda, la bella Inglese!’

‘Guarda che bella biondina!’ And Sidonia would feel glad that they found her good to look upon — glad that they delighted in the colour of her hair. She would smile to herself and walk proudly.

In all the two years she had never gone home, never left Florence except in the summer. Lady Shore and Frances had come out twice, but only for two or three weeks. Liza had once suggested a visit to Rome, but Sidonia had shaken her head.

‘No, Liza, Florence is enough for me. Some day perhaps I’ll go farther afield, but not yet, I don’t want to go yet.’

The spell of Florence had held her fast, she had grown to love its every corner. She and Liza would drive down together in the little carozza with its fringed linen top, so suggestive of a perambulator. The coachman, looking too big for the box, would whoop to the small plump ponies. The brake would squeak, the carozza would sway on to two wheels going round corners; but finally, by the grace of God, they would find themselves in the Tornabuoni. They would potter about in and out of the shops and lunch at Rigarno’s, where Mamma Rigarno, very fat, very proud and perspiring profusely, made celestial omelettes in front of your eyes, while Papà Rigarno pretended to help her, and il figlio Rigarno served.

Then home again in the cool of the evening, if it happened to be spring, sunset and twilight contesting for Florence like knights for the favour of a much-loved lady, while a low-swung moon looked on. The barking of dogs, the cries of children as the carriage swung in at the gates; the screams of the macaw, the bleating of the kid (there was always a kid for the collar and chain, old Nanny Carmen saw to that); Ferrari’s voice booming somewhere in the garden; the sound of several tunes being played at once; the clang of the noisy, embarrassing bell — it had all grown familiar, grown to be part of Sidonia’s life, the life of the Villa Ferrari.

She was one of them now, an important spoke in the busy family wheel. An ingenious, yet very simple wheel, for ever revolving round Liza’s ideals. Every ideal had a rule attached, by which the household was bound; and every rule was specially devised to make something or someone free! Many things were forbidden, but even more were gently insisted upon. You must wear as few clothes as convention permitted, and sometimes even fewer. You must worship the elements of sun and air, and avoid all animal food. It was wrong to tolerate the use of furs once you realized the horrors of trapping. It was wrong to vaccinate yourself or your children, because vivisection was wrong. You must not see anything indecent in Nature, if you did so you had a prurient mind; things were as they were, God had made them so. Who were you to know better than God? No baby was found under a gooseberry bush or brought in the doctor’s bag; then why say it was? If you lied to your children they would naturally grow up liars. The mystery of birth was a wonderful thing, every child must be taught to respect it. The moment a child asked intelligent questions you must tell it the whole truth at once. The very fact that the child had asked meant that it was old enough to know.

Beyond the rules that were necessary adjuncts to Liza’s scheme of life she believed that no child, and indeed no adult, should ever be checked in anything; give them plenty of God’s good air and sunshine and go on hoping for the best. The world was divided into three large sections: the good, the bad and the fools. There was, fortunately, plenty of room for them all; therefore, why interfere? But be kind. Nothing mattered so much as kindness; like faith, it could sometimes move mountains. Be kind to the good, and they would soon become better; be kind to the bad, and they might become good. As for the fools, they were more of a problem, but even so not quite hopeless. People who made a practice of repeating to themselves the magical words ‘Be kind!’ were never likely to do much harm. Naturally not, for to harm anything was obviously most unkind!

You never trod on a worm in your path, you carried it on to the border; you never trod on a human soul by doing it a vital wrong. Worms and souls, they were all God’s property, as well as numerous intermediate things, such as horses and dogs, and cattle and chickens, and even mosquitoes and fleas. Could you create a flea? Could you resurrect a flea? Very well, then, why presume to kill it? If the flea was alive it was meant to live. If it bit you it wasn’t its fault or yours, though it might be uncomfortable for you.

Be kind, be kind! Be kind to the plants, they might feel, one never could tell. If you cut their flowers you should do it skilfully, thus helping them to grow others. Never drop flowers in the dusty road and leave them to wither there, alone. Never let ignorant florists plunge wire into their delicate bodies. Never wear flowers against your own body, most flowers disliked it and died. Never hurt anything if it could be avoided, it spoilt the harmony of God’s design.

Be kind, be kind! The Ferraris were kind; eccentric, but oh, so kind! The Villa Sant’ Antonio was as full of kindness as a gold mine of precious metal. The Ferraris’ kindness broke all bounds and went flooding out over the surrounding country. They belonged to those people who must always help something. They were born helpers, helping was necessary to their welfare, as well as to the welfare of the helped. The peasant whose crops had died of drought, a woman whose baby had broken out in sores, a mangy cat, an overloaded mule, these things and their like belonged to the Ferraris, because of the help they claimed. People laughed a little, but took what they gave. There were even some people who criticized their clothes, or rather their lack of them. But Liza would say:

‘Let them criticize. Everyone has a right to think and say exactly what they like in this world. If no one took any notice of them slanders would injure no one.’

This expressed her mental attitude very exactly, a mental attitude reflected physically by her great placidity of movement. She would walk through her house and her terraced gardens with a firm, unhurried tread. She never hurried, she never worried. She was quite impervious to household cares while never neglecting her household. Her large and carefully-kept white hands held a thousand little strands together, and one big strand; the impulsive Ferrari, who was always knotting himself up. Sidonia, with all her moods and crazes, her changing and violent emotions, was soon gathered up into those strong, white hands, and held there kindly but firmly. She knew quite well what had happened to her, but was glad to let it happen. She felt like a little craft safely tethered behind a white sailing frigate. For the two years that followed Jensen’s death she wanted to feel secure.

She had lately had a lesson every day, and now she knew several Wagner rôles. Her voice had submitted like herself; it was under perfect control. It had mellowed, too, grown more mature, as Sidonia’s figure had done; no longer a tall, thin slip of a girl, she was now a robust young goddess. The lines of her body were round and generous, Liza said it was better so:

‘There must be meat on the bone, my dear, a voice needs perpetual feeding.’
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Good years, kind years of bountiful growth, drawing all too quickly to a close. Sidonia gazed out across the garden and her eyes were wide with regret. It was nearly June; in three days she would leave all this and go back once more to England. She would go with letters of introduction to important musical people; with one special letter to Ferrari’s old friend, Saunders, the impresario. This would be an impulsive letter:

‘Our pupil, Sidonia Shore — a wonderful voice in our opinion, and the girl herself very intelligent — lovely timbre and splendid compass — she should make her name in Wagner some day. If she is in anything like good form when you hear her, I think you will agree with all I have said.’

Sidonia knew beforehand the sort of thing he would write. Liza would contribute her bit; a calm, considered comment at the very end, more valuable, probably, than all the rest.

She did not feel nervous of meeting Saunders, though they said he was very disagreeable. She had perfect confidence in her own ability, he was almost certain to do something for her. She stood there visualizing her future, a brilliant operatic career: ‘Sidonia Shore will appear as “Isolde”.’ ‘Sidonia Shore will sing in Tannhaüser.’ She could conceive of no more splendid fulfilment, no more complete self-expression.
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Liza and Ferrari came out arm in arm. They stood at the top of the marble steps looking down on their flowering garden. He pointed to a fig-tree thickly covered with little, hard green marbles, which would presently swell and ripen into purple figs.

‘See how that old tree bears,’ he said. ‘Everything is fruitful this year.’

They looked at each other, smiling gently — Liza was once more great with child. Her face expressed neither fear nor joy, only a vast contentment. Now, when she walked, she placed her feet with a slow, considered care. She moved with reverence, as a priest might move carrying the Blessed Sacrament.

She and Ferrari came down the steps; he seemed quite a small man beside her. The face that he turned towards his wife had a wondering expression in the eyes; he had never grown used to this oft-repeated miracle, it continued to fill him with awe. It led him to curb his impetuous actions, to moderate his great voice. Liza paused to rest in her walk, her hour was drawing very near.

‘Oughtn’t you to lie down?’ inquired Sidonia anxiously as she joined them.

Liza shook her head.

‘Listen, Sidonia, I’ve got so many things to say.’

‘We must give you our final words of advice,’ broke in Ferrari impressively.

‘Remember,’ said Liza, walking on slowly, ‘to keep your breath under control. Don’t let the breath get over the notes, makes the notes sit on the breath.’

‘And when you sing for Saunders, my dear, give it him good and strong!’ Ferrari chuckled. ‘I know old Saunders, he doesn’t think a voice is a voice if you don’t blow the top of his head off.’

They made her walk between them, each taking an arm, while they counselled and cautioned and encouraged. She might not get her audition until the autumn, in which case she must practice with very great care, and above all not overdo it. Remember, she would be quite alone now — no Liza and no Ferrari. There must be no smoking and no late nights, and, of course, no wrapping up of her throat, no matter how cold the wind.

‘And for goodness’ sake don’t eat asparagus!’ Liza reminded.

‘Or ices,’ said Ferrari.

‘Or oysters,’ cautioned Liza.

‘Or nuts,’ said Ferrari.

‘Or anything really nice!’ laughed Sidonia.

Maurice came over the lawn and joined them; a tall youth now with down on his lip. He would soon be going to the Conservatoire at Milan to study his violin. He walked along at his mother’s side, but his glance kept straying to Sidonia. They sat for a while in the pergola, through the arches of which they could just glimpse Florence where she lay in the sunshine below. Sidonia felt suddenly heavy at heart. ‘Firenze bella,’ she murmured.

Maurice sighed. His expressive eyes rested on Sidonia’s face.

‘I’m so much in love,’ he remarked quite simply. ‘I’m so much in love with Sidonia.’

Nobody smiled; Liza’s eyes filled with tears as he turned and left the pergola.

‘My boy is unhappy; he’s only a child, but I hate to see him unhappy.’

Ferrari took her hand.

‘Only growing pains, my Liza; believe me, only growing pains.’

Sidonia stretched out her arms impulsively.

‘Dio! I think I’m in love with you all, from Umberto here down to Ascanio!’

They laughed at that.

‘And long may you remain so,’ they told her, kissing her by turns.

‘I shall come back,’ said Sidonia wistfully. ‘Darlings, I shall come back.’

‘Who knows?’ murmured Liza.

‘I do — I know. Darlings, I must come back!’

They sat on until the sun went down in a hot, red disk behind the Cyprus trees; then the three of them turned towards the house, walking solemnly hand in hand.






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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SIDONIA’S emotions upon her home-coming were mixed and rather distressing. For one thing she felt intensely cold; it was raining and blowing a gale. She decided that she had never known what sunshine could mean until she had to do without it. She looked from the car at the drenched, muddy streets, at the drenched and lugubrious people. No one was talking, much less smiling; their English faces seemed to her dull and sodden, like the rain-soaked garments they wore. Frances had come alone to the station, Lady Shore had a cold. Sidonia glanced at Frances from time to time, but she got scant consolation from her profile; Frances looked stiff and a little aloof in her mannish, tailor-made clothes. Not that she did not feel glad to see Frances, Frances was a dear old thing, but after Liza she seemed rather queer, almost a little unfamiliar.

The Queen Anne house was another shock, it had grown so appallingly small. The hall was narrow and so were the stairs; even the drawing-room had shrunk. Upstairs in her bed lay Lady Shore, clad in a Jaeger nightgown. She welcomed Sidonia with husky croaks:

‘Darling, you mustn’t kiss me!’

Sidonia did not very much want to kiss her, yet she felt a little aggrieved. From his cage in the window Horus gasped and sneezed in horrid imitation. The room smelt of Elliman’s and eucalyptus; Lady Shore smelt of both these things, with a tinge of cinnamon thrown in.

Frances said:

‘Prudence, you’ve forgotten your medicine!’ and proceeded to pour out a dose.

Lady Shore said:

‘So I have. — You’ve grown fatter, Sidonia.’

Sidonia said nothing at all.

In her own little bedroom she found Blake unpacking, Blake grown incredibly old. The maid looked up with a garment in her hand.

‘Don’t seem to be much of this thing,’ she remarked. ‘Don’t seem to be over-much of nothing!’

Sidonia snatched the dress hastily away.

‘I’ll unpack for myself; don’t you bother, Blake.’

Whereupon Blake rose stiffly from her knees, with the face of one deeply offended.

They had roast beef and horse-radish sauce for dinner. It made Sidonia feel sick; she had not eaten meat for nearly two years, and this meat was bleeding profusely. She nibbled a watery boiled potato and some sea-weed known as ‘spring greens’.

‘Aren’t you hungry?’ Frances inquired.

‘It’s not that, I’m a vegetarian, you know.’

‘But, good heavens! We’ve got no vegetables in England. I do hope you’re not going to starve.’

Lady Shore had two poached eggs on a tray and a tablespoonful of whisky. The combination of whisky and eggs made Sidonia turn away her head. Frances would not release the tray until she had minutely examined each thing on it, she even picked up the butter dish and smelt its contents suspiciously.

‘Is this the fresh butter I sent in to-day? Ah, I thought not! Well, this won’t do for her ladyship, take it down and get the fresh.’

By the time the tray was on its way upstairs the beef on Frances’ plate had congealed; Sidonia stared at the hardening grease with an interest that was positively morbid. In another ten minutes a hand-bell rang. Frances jumped up once again.

‘That must be your mother, she’s ready for her tonic. I’ll be back in a second, Sidonia.’

But she did not come back for quite a long time, and Sidonia tackled pudding alone — a decoction of stale bread and treacle and figs, that made a gritty noise when you chewed it. The dessert, for which the whole table was cleared, then carefully swept and garnished, consisted of three apples and two unripe bananas. There were also some brazil nuts in a dish by themselves; they manfully refused to be cracked. Sidonia sighed, not from sorrow but from greed; she felt excessively hungry. It seemed incredible, she thought, but there it was; after two years at the Villa Ferrari she detested this English food.

Dinner over, they went up and sat with Lady Shore. She spent the evening in sucking jujubes and blowing something into her nose. This something, however, she never allowed to remain there; no sooner was it in than she seized her handkerchief and blew it out again. This performance appealed intensely to Horus, he literally shrieked with laughter. In the end Frances had to cover him up, whereupon he reproduced the atomizer sound from underneath his baize. As well as she could for her streaming cold Lady Shore surveyed her daughter.

‘You’re certainly much more robust,’ she said. ‘You’ve certainly grown much fatter.’

She seemed incapable of getting beyond this change in Sidonia’s appearance; that, together with the cold in her head, entirely monopolized her mind. Sidonia sought vainly for something to say, for topics of conversation. She looked appealingly at Frances once or twice, but Frances was preoccupied.

‘Did I give you your aspirin at five? Yes, of course I did, how stupid!’ She was ringing the bell for a fresh hot-water bottle.

Sidonia stretched her arms and yawned.

‘I think I’ll turn in, Mummy dear. Good night, Frances; I’m half asleep after the journey.’
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For about ten days she longed to run away, but of course she only settled in. She revenged herself for feeling perpetually cold by having fires lit all over the house. The pitch of the drawing-room piano was down, she got them to come and raise it; then she engaged an accompanist and started to practise her singing. She went through her rôles, enormous rôles they seemed to Lady Shore. She practised her scales, interminable scales, and then the Ferrari exercises. Lady Shore lay and groaned in her bed, the groans were not solely on account of her cold. The housemaid gave notice because of the fires, and the cook complained of overwork because of Sidonia’s vegetarian requirements. Ptah made another discordant note; he disliked Sidonia’s singing. The sound seemed to give him an acute ear-ache, he was always trying to hide. On the other hand, Horus joined in with zest, and this distracted Sidonia.

‘Will nobody cover that devil?’ she demanded in a voice of exasperation.

She began to go out to a number of parties at which she would be asked to sing — friends of the Ferraris, musical people, who often invited her alone. Wherever she sang they praised her voice, her style, her excellent training. She should go very far, only wait until Saunders heard her. Saunders was away in Germany, it seemed, and would not be back until September; but he wrote in answer to Sidonia’s letter enclosing Ferrari’s introduction. The date he appointed for Sidonia’s audition was September 21st; he would try her voice in the opera-house at half-past three precisely.

Sidonia sighed as she read his letter, it was such a long time to wait. She would so much have liked to know her fate before the summer holidays. Would they expect her to go to the seaside? She felt almost certain that they would. Lady Shore was about again now and the air was heavy with plans. Sidonia wanted to stop alone in London, but to this Lady Shore objected. Sidonia might get ill, the house might be burgled, it might even be burnt down. She stared apologetically at her daughter while clinging firmly to her point. Her eyes seemed to say:

‘I’m a tiresome old woman, but please try to like me a little.’

Lady Shore looked older; her voice was older and so were her eyes and hands. She was gradually allowing old age to intrude, too lazy to keep him at bay. She took it for granted that Sidonia’s new friends did not want Sidonia’s mother.

‘I’m not really musical, never was,’ she would say. ‘I’m just a dusty old bookworm.’

But she fretted a little nevertheless; rather late in the day she found herself wishing that she counted for more with her daughter.

‘But what can I do?’ she inquired of Frances.

‘Nothing,’ said Frances briefly.

And she could do nothing. Sidonia was a woman, with a life and ambitions of her own. Ferrari’s friends had taken her up, they began to lionize her a little. She was popular, very much in request; she was scarcely ever at home; she even talked of taking a studio and setting up house for herself. Then one day she suddenly pitied Lady Shore. She pitied her for nothing in particular, unless it was for the way her hands were resting limply on her lap. Yes, she felt certain that it must have been those hands, so inadequate, so obviously ageing. They seemed to cry out to the youth in her, making it feel abashed.

‘Mother.’

‘Yes, dear?’

‘I’ve been out a lot lately, but you do understand, don’t you, darling?’

‘Of course I do. You’re young, Sidonia — and beautiful,’ she added shyly.

‘But we never seem to go anywhere together.’

‘That’s so; but your friends are not of my generation, they don’t want me.’ There was not a trace of resentment in the voice, Sidonia wished that there had been.

Then Sidonia said a ridiculous thing, she said it because of those hands. No sooner was it out than she wished she had not spoken, foreseeing all kinds of complications. She said:

‘But don’t any of your friends want me?’

Lady Shore looked up in surprise.

‘Of course they do. They’re always asking me to bring my clever daughter to see them, especially people like the Wilsons and the Seaforths who have known you ever since you were a child.’

Sidonia hesitated for a moment; she knew she was being unwise, but she went on:

‘Then why not take me to see them?’

‘Oh, would you really come, Sidonia?’

Sidonia nodded. After all, why not? It would bore her but it would be kind, and Liza believed in kindness. She need only go to see a few old friends, she ought to have gone already.

‘I’m going to the Seaforths’ this afternoon, if you’d come—’ ventured Lady Shore timidly.

Sidonia got up and kissed her.

‘Of course I’ll come,’ she said, feeling self-righteous. And that was where she met David.
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THE Seaforths lived in a large, dingy house on the other side of Kensington Gardens. According to their note-paper their address was Hyde Park, but if you were poor or thrifty or honest you directed your taxi to Bayswater.

Mrs. Seaforth was imposing. She was massive and blonde, and affected the princess fringe of her youth. She was always a little over-trimmed and her favourite stones were turquoises. General Seaforth remained so much in the background that one never quite knew what he looked like.

When Lady Shore and Sidonia arrived they found the drawing-room crowded. Most of the men were a little bald; most of the women wore painstaking clothes and bought their hats at Whiteley’s. The silver tea set was decorative and huge, and so was the tray that it stood on; both were excessively badly polished, perhaps on account of their hugeness. The conversation was very polite, dealing strictly with generalities; as the hostess was constantly shuffling her guests, there was small chance for anything else. In the midst of these incongruous surroundings David Morgan was passing tea and cakes. He was rather solemn and stately about it; he suggested Apollo turned waiter. He stood still in front of Sidonia with a plate, and they eyed each other gravely. He was so unexpected, she was so unexpected, that neither of them spoke for a moment; then — 

‘Cake?’ inquired David.

‘No, thanks,’ said Sidonia, who was eating a bread-and-butter finger.

After that he became considerably less helpful; he just sat and stared at Sidonia, and she stared back without pride, without shame. They were not unlike inquisitive children. He had nobody with him, not even a mother to explain his presence at the party. This was natural enough, for his mother was dead, but he had inherited her sense of duty. The Seaforths had been old friends of his parents, hence the claim that they had on himself; he always visited them four times a year at about the change of the seasons.

He was tall, quite six-foot-two, thought Sidonia, and his shoulders were flat and broad. His waist and flanks were excessively slim, his close-cropped hair waved a little. His eyes were grey, not intelligent, but kind, his features blunt and regular. His clean-shaven face would have looked well in bronze. He had a deep cleft in his chin.

Mrs. Seaforth, intent on yet one more shuffle, brought Sidonia and David together. They smiled at each other; they had waited for this, it appeared to them natural and inevitable. He was silent for a moment, stroking his hair, then he said:

‘Do you like polo? Would you care to have vouchers for Ranelagh? I can always let you have some.’

She had heard something very like this before. Joe Poulsen had once said: ‘Do you play golf?’ How dull and uninteresting it had sounded. But this did not sound in the least the same, because of the man who was speaking.

She had heard of Ranelagh, everyone had, but Lady Shore never went there; nor for that matter did Ferrari’s friends. She hesitated, uncertain.

‘It’s rather jolly if we get some fine weather.’

She thought his voice sounded eager.

‘I’m sure it is.’

‘But I’d like you to come when I’m playing,’ he told her with naïve self-importance.

‘Oh, do you play polo?’

It seemed that he did. Mrs. Seaforth had overheard the question.

‘Good gracious! He played in America last year, he’s one of our best players.’

David blushed.

‘Oh, I say! But you will come, Miss Shore?’

‘I shall love to,’ she told him truthfully.

They sat and talked for an hour and a half; they said nothing at all arresting. Sidonia could never remember very clearly what they had talked about. But while they talked they gazed at each other, their words a screen for their eyes. When at last Lady Shore made a move to go he obtained her permission to call.

‘And I’ll send you those vouchers to-night,’ he said. ‘Come on Tuesday, Miss Shore, if you can.’
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On Tuesday she saw David Morgan play polo; she went with Lady Shore. They got chairs in the front row against the wooden barrier, and Sidonia thought that he saw her. Most young men look well in polo clothes, they flatter the masculine figure, and David’s was as near perfection as a figure could very well be. He swooped at the ball, bending gracefully forward over his pony’s shoulder. He dashed across the ground at breakneck speed; he swerved, he swung round, he checked. His left hand rested lightly on the bridle with the ease of perfect control; his right hand wielded his polo stick with deadly and unerring precision. Sidonia thought him a goodly sight, as indeed he was. People discussed him.

‘Morgan’s in form.’

‘Yes, by Jove! He is a fine player!’

‘He did the trick in the States last year.’

‘I believe so; I wish I’d been there.’

David changed ponies. Now he rode a grey, a hot-headed little beast. It reared twice before it settled down to the game, and as it did so Sidonia was conscious of a queer tight feeling in her throat. They were off! The ball struck the low wooden barrier close to Sidonia’s feet. After it pounded David Morgan, his eye intent on it. He checked his impetuous pony with a jerk. His aim was vigorous and true; the ball sped away in the direction of the goal, but was quickly intercepted. David was flushed and Sidonia heard him swearing gently to himself. There was just one moment when their eyes could have met, but David did not look up. Had he known she was there? He must have known, she was sure that he had seen her earlier. But if so he was not thinking of her, he was thinking only of the game; and this, for some inexplicable reason, pleased her.

All the way home she analysed that emotion, she compared it to its predecessors. As a child her dancing had delighted her, then her talent of improvising. Later, her sculpture had thrilled her at times, and her singing, yes, that always thrilled her. She had found old Frances quite exciting but that had been ages ago. In any case, none of those emotions had been the same; their quality had been different. What she had felt this afternoon was more humble yet more exalted; it had seemed to thrust her down and down, and then to sweep her triumphantly upwards.
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David came and dined quietly two days later; they had not asked anyone to meet him.

‘Just treat me like one of the family,’ he had said; ‘I rather like family parties.’

He was very respectful to Lady Shore; when she spoke he listened attentively, his manners were perfect towards the old, in which category he evidently placed her. With Frances he seemed rather less at his ease; he was very painstaking with her, and once or twice as the evening went on Sidonia caught him looking at her curiously. The expression on his face was a little amused, and she thought, though she could not be perfectly sure, that it was also just a little pitiful.

‘What do you think of him?’ she asked Frances afterwards.

‘I think he’s a very nice young man.’

‘Is that all?’

‘Well, no — he’s very good-looking.’

‘Is that all?’

‘I think so,’ said Frances.

He came very often. He suggested plans, things that would give Sidonia pleasure — a box at the theatre, lunch at the Berkeley, tea at his flat on Hay Hill. Lady Shore liked him when she thought of him at all, which was only when she happened to be with him; Frances thought of him rather more often; Sidonia thought of nothing else.
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It all happened quite naturally, quite without a hitch; events moved as though on roller skates. He explained to Lady Shore, having got her alone, that he had an estate in Essex, and moreover that the property had been in his family ever since the sixteenth century. He told her further that he was an orphan, having no brothers or sisters; that his income was rather more than sufficient, and that he wished to settle down.

‘But mind you,’ said David, ‘I’ve never been wild, not wild as men go, Lady Shore.’

She listened politely, rather bewildered as to what these confidences meant. She supposed that having no mother of his own he was glad to find an elderly woman in whom he could sometimes confide. When he finished by humbly begging permission to propose at once to Sidonia she stared in amazement, first at the idea that her permission was required, and then at what she conceived to be the suddenness of his request.

‘My dear young man, of course you may propose, but I don’t think Sidonia likes men. She’s got her career—’

‘I know,’ said David, ‘I’m thinking of her career.’

‘Then you’re interested in opera and that sort of thing?’

He hesitated a moment.

‘Well, to tell you the truth, I was thinking of marriage,’ he said gravely.
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That afternoon he took Sidonia to the Zoological Gardens, he was a Fellow of the Society. Of course, he had not meant to propose to her in so unromantic a spot, but somehow, while they were watching the seals being fed, he found himself taking her hand. She saw what was coming and drew him away, the seals smelt so abominably fishy. He proposed as they walked past the jackals’ cage; a few yards farther on she accepted him. In the taxi going home he glanced out of the window — Regent’s Park seemed fairly deserted — so he took her in his arms and kissed her lips, and she lay there kissing him back.






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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SIDONIA began to monopolize Frances again; she wanted to talk about David. Of course, Frances did not understand him; still, she was better than no one. Frances listened, but said very little; Sidonia wished to talk, not to be talked to, which perhaps was just as well. Her sentences circled round his name like moths round candle-light: ‘David says — David thinks — David likes — David hates — David approves — David disapproves—’ It went on all day long.

David wished to be married in September, it was now the first of July. There could be no going away for any of them that summer, as Sidonia must get her trousseau.

‘But surely, my dear,’ protested Frances, ‘you can’t need three months to do that?’

‘Well, you see David thinks it’s rather important, he doesn’t want me to hurry over it; then I’ve got to get nearly everything new; David doesn’t much like my clothes.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know, he thinks they’re too Italian, and I think myself that they’re rather Ferrari-ish; one couldn’t help getting a little like Liza when one lived in the house with her.’

She announced one day that she meant to let her hair grow.

‘David thinks it looks rather odd.’

‘But, my dear, you’ve had it like this all your life!’

‘All my life? I’ve had no life until now.’

She neglected her singing, there was so little time and she had so many other things to see to.

‘What about your audition?’ murmured Frances one day.

Sidonia looked rather worried.

‘I’ve not quite decided yet what I shall do — it’s so awkward its coming in September.’

‘What does David say?’

‘Well, naturally, Frances, he doesn’t much like the idea of the stage.’

‘But your voice—’

‘Oh, of course, he likes that all right, but he wants to keep it for himself. And, after all,’ she went on reflectively, ‘I suppose it’s natural enough — I can’t see David as a -prima donna’s husband holding my cloak and my flowers, can you? It’s a rotten sort of stunt for a man.’

‘Ah, well,’ said Frances, ‘there are charity concerts; you’ll be able to sing at those.’

But Sidonia did not smile.

‘And there’ll be my own home, I don’t think my voice will be wasted.’

Frances stared at her honestly amazed.

‘But — I don’t understand one bit, Sidonia. Do you mean to say that you’ll give up your career? Aren’t you afraid you’ll regret it?’

Sidonia smiled gently, a charming smile if just a little patronizing.

‘Regret? With David? Why, he is my career! The trouble is you’ve never been in love.’

‘No, that’s true enough, still I should have thought—’

‘Oh, no you wouldn’t, not if you had David!’

The honeymoon caused a lot of discussion; Sidonia thought somewhere in England would be nice. A man like David always felt so dull abroad. David hated not understanding what they said, and still more trying to make them understand him. And then there was the food. David liked a big breakfast; he’d never hold out on coffee and rolls, and the bacon was vile out of England.’

‘Why not go to Florence?’ suggested Frances. ‘You love it, and they’re used to English people there.’

There was silence for a moment, Sidonia looked embarrassed, she fidgeted a little with her hands. Then she said:

‘Frances, you do know I love the Ferraris? You do know I love Liza, don’t you?’

‘Yes, of course, how could you do anything else? They’ve been wonderful friends to you.’

‘I know they have, and they’re perfect dears, I was marvellously happy with them. But I don’t think they’d quite go with David, somehow; David wouldn’t understand them.’

‘They might not understand him either,’ said Frances. ‘No, that’s just it, they probably wouldn’t.’
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Frances was very much in request, David was always needing her. Lady Shore was too vague to make a good chaperone, late for every appointment; but Frances was quite a reliable soul, David could depend on Frances. He had very strict ideas in regard to his future wife; he would take Sidonia out alone in the daytime, but preferred to have Frances after dark. The moment the street lamps were lit he grew prim; from then on they must always be three. Frances, good-natured, but frankly bored, played watch-dog at David’s behest. He struck her as being a pompous sort of lover, but Sidonia assured her that he was not.

‘He’s only a little old-fashioned, Frances; it’s rather a relief after all the ultra-modern people. But David’s not pompous, good Lord! You don’t know him.’ She laughed a little to herself. ‘In any case I simply adore him, so what on earth does it matter!’

What did matter, and matter very much to Frances, was Sidonia’s mentality, which seemed to be rapidly descending to the level of a schoolgirl’s. She had noticed that David’s outlook in some things was still distinctly Etonian. Perhaps this mental condition was infectious, and if so she hoped that the infection would be temporary. But as time went on the disease increased; Sidonia began to brag about it.

‘I just let go and depend on David. I’m rather proud of myself. When you think how I’ve slaved over things all my life it’s wonderful that I can let go, I think it shows strength of character.’

‘Um-m, I don’t quite see that.’

‘Oh, don’t you? I do. David says a woman’s strength is her weakness.’

These sort of remarks, more frequent every day, left Frances feeling dreadfully inadequate. There were so many things that she longed to say, things that she felt should be said, but whenever she tried to approach them with tact Sidonia would flare up immediately.

‘You ask me whether we suit each other; that’s only because you don’t like him! You think he’s stupid; well, what if he is? That’s just precisely why I want him. David’s a rest, and I need a rest. I’m sick to death of clever people!’

‘But, Sidonia, now don’t fly off at a tangent — I know he’s a nice young man, I know he’s honest and good and all that — but you haven’t a taste in common!’

‘We’ve got the one thing that counts in common—’

‘And that is?’

‘Love!’ said Sidonia.

Frances was silent. Presently she said:

‘Have you ever told David about “The Saturday Life”?’ Sidonia frowned.

‘No, he hates that sort of thing, he thinks it’s rather unwholesome. I’m not sure he isn’t right, it’s all so exotic, it’s — well — un-English, isn’t it?’

‘I suppose it is; but then so is Christianity, that didn’t begin in Essex!’

‘Are you laughing at David?’

‘No, I’m only wondering—’

‘David says that everyone wonders too much. He says that religion’s quite simple.’

‘Do you think it’s simple? You never used to.’

‘I never thought anything simple, but since I’ve known David I’m beginning to see that a man thinks only of essentials. The details are what muddle women up so, women think too much about details.’

It was not only trying, it was rather distressing; Sidonia was so very thorough. She simplified life down to the merest unit, simplified it down to David. She wiped out all that had gone before, like a child that sponges a tiresome sum from its slate with illicit enjoyment. Her memory became conveniently short. She decided to be married at St. Mary Abbott’s.

‘It’s rather a dear old church,’ she said one day, ‘there’s a dignity about it.’

‘But you used to dislike it!’ said Frances, bewildered.

‘Did I? I don’t remember that. David simply adores the chimes; they are rather jolly, aren’t they?’
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David wished that Frances would dress a little better, he thought her clothes so unbecoming. He liked a woman to wear soft, clinging things, even if she were past her youth. He thought that Frances looked rather odd, especially in the evenings. He disliked her eyeglass, it made people stare. Couldn’t Sidonia persuade her to wear pince-nez? He was charming about Frances, he took an interest in her, but his interest was rather regretful. He seemed for some reason to pity her deeply.

‘Poor old thing, it’s damned hard luck!’

But when Sidonia questioned him regarding the hard luck he refused quite gently to explain.

‘We must always be awfully kind to her,’ he said, ‘ask her to The Hall, and all that. I expect she’ll enjoy it, though when one comes to think of it, it must be jolly hard on her to see us so happy.’

‘I don’t think she minds.’

‘Oh, you bet she does! I’m sorry for the poor old pelican.’ Sidonia laughed. It was not a very flattering description of Frances, but then David meant it kindly — and, indeed, he had meant it very kindly, it was David’s expression of sympathy. He tried to express this sympathy for Frances in a hundred little ways.

‘I don’t want the poor thing to feel left out,’ he was always explaining to Sidonia.

Whenever he brought Sidonia flowers he brought Parma violets for Frances; not a buttonhole that she might have worn, but a large round blob with its leg in silver paper. He embarrassed her by constant small attentions until she dreaded to leave her chair. Whenever she moved he would bound to his feet.

‘Let me — can I get you something?’

He had a great talent for opening doors; he was always opening them for Frances. Wherever she went, whatever she did, she was conscious that he watched with an anxious eye, the eye of one longing to be kind. He longed to be kind to Lady Shore too, but she was much less accessible. She wandered through the maze of the betrothal with the face of a straying somnambulist. If she saw things these days she did so in a dream, and no one attempted to wake her. It was Frances who ordered the wedding-cake, Frances who sent out the invitations. Frances who arranged for a full choral service at David’s special request. Sidonia chose her own wedding-dress, but Frances attended all the fittings. The dress was of ivory satin, very simple, the train was of cloth of silver. David produced a wonderful veil of priceless old Honiton lace. This was a family heirloom, it seemed; the Morgan brides always wore it. He also produced a sporting best man, and brought him to call on Lady Shore.

‘You will like old Bobbie,’ David told Sidonia, ‘he’s one of the best, ab-so-lutely!’

Sir Robert Tattenham was plump and breezy, yet he suggested David. They were different in build, they were different in face, but somehow they did not seem different. Of course, they had many tastes in common — both played polo, both rode to hounds, neither of them ever missed a match at Lord’s, both had been to Eton and Oxford. Their tailor was the same though their clothes were different — Sir Robert affected checks — but not in these minor details alone did their resemblance reside. It was deeper than that; a brotherhood of mind, a kind of twin outlook on life. When you knew them both well, when you met them together, this brotherhood of mind almost hypnotized you into thinking that they must look alike.

Sir Robert insisted that things were quite simple, ambiguities bored him. There were good and bad people, wellborn and base-born, rich folk and poor folk, manly men and freaks. There was also ‘cricket’ and the opposite. His manner was polished towards Lady Shore, admiring but respectful towards Sidonia. With Frances he became just a trifle self-assertive, the fault of her collar and tie. Like David he had the door-opening habit, the watchful, well-meaning eye.

He stayed for the whole of one afternoon, and finally left with David. Once out of the house he grew somewhat shy, because he admired Sidonia. He wanted to say quite a number of things; she reminded him of a young chestnut filly that he had acquired quite recently. He thought her a fine, upstanding creature, with good ankles and plenty of line; he envied David his honeymoon, and decided that the children, when they came, would be strong — Sidonia looked to him like a first-class breeder.

‘Don’t you think I’m a lucky man?’ inquired David.

‘Rather!’ replied Sir Robert.

‘Don’t you think we’ll hit it off well together?’

‘Rather!’ replied Sir Robert.

After that they were silent, engrossed in their thoughts, which their breeding forbade them to mention. They dined together at the Carlton Club and discussed the food — not Sidonia.






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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SIDONIA was married on September 21st, the day appointed for her audition with Saunders. She only remembered this afterwards; Saunders must have waited in vain.

The church was filled with nicely-dressed people, the chancel with nicely-placed lilies. Sidonia was given away by her mother, there being no male relation. Up the long nave wobbled Lady Shore, her mauve toque a little awry; her anxious eyes straining painfully in front of her, her lips close set in the will to be efficient. At her side walked the tall and serene Sidonia under the Morgan veil; she was holding a gold-mounted ivory Prayer Book, the gift of the bridegroom to the bride.

David was waiting for her calmly, with Sir Robert close to his elbow. David’s trousers were grey with the classical crease, his black morning-coat was neatly braided and he wore a white carnation in his buttonhole. His face was a little paler than usual, but otherwise he showed no emotion; he looked tall and manly and thoroughly reliable, in spite of his too handsome profile. He met Sidonia with a grave little smile, and they turned and stood together.

The service began. Through the stained glass windows came the sun, throwing shifting, harlequin patterns across the carpet in the chancel. The lilies smelt of weddings and funerals, the chancel smelt slightly of furniture polish and of musty books on the choir stalls. The clergy, in spite of their surplices, suggested a man-of-war; they might have been dressed in trim white ducks, so neat and efficient they seemed. They moved with the quiet and disciplined tread of men accustomed to duty. They were very well groomed, from their neatly-parted hair down to their polished boots.

The wedding guests sat or stood or knelt, punctilious, very attentive; old friends of Sir Godfrey and Lady Shore, old friends of the Morgan family. Most of them felt intensely depressed in spite of the cheerful words of the choir that had heralded in the bride. One or two women had tears in their eyes, one or two men looked embarrassed; for the rest, their faces were set in the mould that is specially reserved for such occasions.

It was all very neat, very British, very proper, in spite of the vicar’s exhortations. It was all very like the cut of David’s coat, irreproachable, expensive and good; it was all very full of superfluous people among whom only two people counted; it was all very full of time-honoured words, man’s words, that he printed for his own delectation and believed in for his own peace of mind. But David’s cropped head was dutifully bowed — he was young and kind and in earnest. He was probably praying inarticulate prayers to the God who belonged to weddings. Sidonia’s head was bowed because David’s head was bowed, her hands clasped the unaccustomed Prayer Book. It was really a great and desperate adventure dressed up in ridiculous clothes; an adventure of the body, but also of the soul, an adventure concerning the ages that had gone, the ages that were yet to come.

In a front pew knelt Frances, feeling suddenly old, because they were both so young.

2
 

The organ boomed out; they would soon be coming, they were in the vestry now signing their names. Ah, here they were. What a splendid couple, the handsomest pair in England! Women craned forward to look at the bride. How was she feeling? Elated? Shy? Nervous? Some of them thought of their own wedding-day. They began to whisper: ‘God bless them!’

‘Amen.’

‘Did you see her look up? How pretty that was, she smiled up into his face.’

‘I don’t like her dress.’

‘Oh, don’t you? Why not?’

‘I think it looks rather stiff.’

‘I wonder if she’ll let her hair grow now she’s married?’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised, men don’t like short hair.’

‘But isn’t she lovely?’

‘Oh, perfectly lovely! And he’s got the kindest face.’

‘This sort of thing always take me back.’

‘I know, one feels quite sentimental.’

A medley of sentiment and commonplace of memories and speculations. The organ booming the newly-married into the street, into life. Sidonia very proud, a little self-centred; David very large and protective. ‘My wife!’

‘My husband!’ They would say that now, whenever it came in useful; and sometimes — just at first — for the sound of the words, because they were in love with each other.

More sentiment, more memories, more speculations and some curiosity thrown in, as the people in the street crowded close to the porch, irresistibly drawn by a wedding. The chimes that David was said to adore clashing down the High Street, Kensington. The policeman on point duty holding up the traffic to let the wedding party pass in their motors. Inquisitive faces on the tops of buses. A beggar selling bootlaces, looking pathetic, hoping to profit by the occasion; and the clash of David’s jubilant chimes splitting the air with their clamour.
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The Queen Anne house was full to overflowing. Barker’s had stretched a new awning from its door and red carpet over its steps. Its discreet interior was humming with voices, humming with congratulations. Everyone was shaking hands with the bride, and secretly pitying Lady Shore for the loss of her only daughter. David, smiling, charmingly courteous, especially to the old ladies; Sir Robert making decorous jokes and handing glasses of champagne. Then no more Sidonia; she had gone to change. What would her travelling dress be like? Then Sidonia again, all in pale grey this time — and the motor throbbing at the door.

People flocking down from the drawing-room — wedding guests — the invited. People crushing close to the steps — shabby — the uninvited. The policeman’s voice:

‘Keep back there, please!’

Then a woman’s voice:

‘‘Ere she comes! Look, Willie, there’s the bride, isn’t she pretty!’

‘Keep back there, please!’

‘Good-bye — good-bye—’

‘God bless you! Good luck — good-bye!’

The traditional slipper thrown by Sir Robert, the traditional storm of rice and confetti. Sidonia’s face at the motor window for a moment, then David’s, smiling. And soon the bustle of departing guests, all saying the usual things.
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Frances and Lady Shore stood in the hall; the house was untidy but quiet. Lady Shore’s hair, rebelling at last, had escaped on to her cheek. She was feeling much too tired to push it back; it tickled, and she let it tickle. Frances, still neat but looking rather worn, brushed some confetti off her coat. They turned and stared at each other wearily, divining each other’s thoughts.

‘Yes,’ said Frances, as if it were an answer, ‘this sort of thing does make one feel old.’

Lady Shore nodded, and more hair came down.

‘We’re not very young any more, are we, Frances?’

‘It’s not only that,’ said Frances thoughtfully, ‘I think it’s Sidonia and David. They got into the car with a kind of frisk; they reminded me somehow of overgrown lambs! It made me feel — oh, I don’t know.’






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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THE Queen Anne house was extraordinarily peaceful; it seemed to be smiling to itself. It lived in the pleasant, dim light of sunblinds, soothed by a warm September. Sidonia’s little room was tidied and left with a dust-sheet over the bed. The attic, once the cause of such hot dispute, received Sir Godfrey’s papers again, and Lady Shore began the pleasant task of cataloguing all her books.

‘I’ve wanted to do this for years,’ she said happily, taking down an armful of volumes, ‘but somehow I’ve never had time before. Oh, well, the child’s settled at last!’

Frances, her head tied up in a cloth because the books were so dusty, continued to examine their title-pages, making voluminous notes.

‘I feel so much younger,’ continued Lady Shore. ‘Sidonia’s been a great anxiety!’

Frances was silent, she did not look round, she was deeply engrossed in her work.

At one o’clock they retired to the bathroom and washed the grime from their hands; at a quarter past one they sat down to lunch, placing their chairs side by side. They were hungry. They ate cold beef and pickles, rice pudding and Gruyère cheese. After lunch they returned to the study again and catalogued books until dinner. During the evening Lady Shore said:

‘Why not stay the night, Frances? You look tired to death. I’ll tell them to make up Sidonia’s bed; it’s fairly comfortable, I think.’

‘I ought to get home—’ said Frances doubtfully; but she slept in Sidonia’s bed.

They worked at the books for a week or two; they enjoyed their work, they felt quietly pleased. Frances admired her own neat catalogue and showed it to Lady Shore. It was very elaborate — red and black ink — there were many little flourishes and scrolls.

‘Pretty good, don’t you think?’ inquired Frances.

‘Quite perfect, my dear. What should I do without you?’ Frances laughed.

‘The Lord only knows. Well, here’s your catalogue, it’s finished.’

Then Lady Shore said an extraordinary thing, she said it with a gleam in her eye:

‘Why shouldn’t we go to a cinema, Frances? Wouldn’t it be rather fun?’

Frances was taken aback for a moment, she had never known her friend go to cinemas. Then she laughed again. ‘Yes, why not? Do let’s, we might go this afternoon.’ They went to the Marble Arch Pavilion because the film sounded exciting. They sat and watched desperate, hairbreadth escapes with the thrill of two elderly children.

‘I can’t think why we’ve never done this before,’ said Lady Shore reflectively.

‘Nor I,’ agreed Frances, ‘it’s so little trouble, and really it is rather interesting.’

They continued to discuss the film during tea, which they had at Stewart’s in Piccadilly.

‘It’s a change to go out to food sometimes,’ remarked Lady Shore, eating a bun.

‘I think so — we ought to lunch out now and then; you don’t get a bad lunch here.’

‘Or at Barker’s; they’ve got a good restaurant at Barker’s. I lunched there once when you were in Florence.’

‘I’ve never tried Barker’s — but Derry and Toms — or I know an Italian restaurant.’

‘I don’t like Italian food.’

‘Oh, I forgot. You and I might make a real splash one day, Prudence, and lunch at the Ritz or the Berkeley!’

They smiled at each other across the table.

‘I think I’d like that,’ said Lady Shore.

They discovered, quite suddenly, that the drawing-room looked shabby and required new chintz covers and curtains. They spent a long morning at Storey’s in the High Street examining Queen Anne chintzes. The chintz that they finally selected was bright, reflecting their cheerful mood — masses of prim little red and pink roses in prim little clusters of leaves. When it made its appearance about two weeks later they stood and admired the effect.

‘This is a lovely old house!’ said Frances, looking round the drawing-room with affection.

‘Yes. I’ve been thinking — I’ve been wondering lately — Frances, why don’t we share it?’

Frances shook her head.

‘No, I don’t think that would do, we’re not young enough any more; we ought to have started a mutual home at least ten years ago.’

‘But there was Sidonia ten years ago.’

‘Yes, of course — there was Sidonia.’

‘I miss her,’ said Lady Shore hastily.

‘Naturally,’ Frances agreed.

Three days later Lady Shore said:

‘That furniture up in Sidonia’s room, I think it’s rather inadequate. If she ever wanted to come for a night — or if you were staying, Frances—’

They paid another visit to Storey’s, this time to the antique department, and somehow or another they purchased oak. They had meant to buy Chippendale, or perhaps Queen Anne, but Frances had always liked old oak. The room now had curtains of blue brocade and a velvet pile carpet to match. The new-old oak looked well, they decided. They were glad they had chosen that blue brocade.

‘I think I’d like to build another bathroom on that flat roof half-way up the stairs.’ Lady Shore’s voice was all innocence.

‘Do you think you really need it?’ inquired Frances. But yet again, they found themselves at Storey’s, this time in the building department.

The new bathroom was tiled, and when it was finished Frances had the first bath.

‘You must christen it for luck,’ insisted Lady Shore, ‘and mind you turn on the shower.’
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Lady Shore said that she needed a rest, Egyptology could be very tiring; she was not going to do any more work just yet, she was going to enjoy herself. She developed a passion for matinées, followed by tea at Stewart’s. Occasionally now she would go out at night, dining with old friends, accompanied by Frances; they were generally asked together. Nearly every Sunday afternoon they went to the Albert Hall concert, unless they deserted Landon Ronald in favour of Henry J. Wood. Frances preferred Landon Ronald’s conducting, Lady Shore Henry J’s. They both said they did not understand music, but enjoyed a good-natured argument all the same. If Frances sometimes dozed while the concert was in progress, she generally managed to wake up in time to appear quite passably intelligent.

They both felt so well, in spite of the weather; they thought they would escape influenza.

‘How right we are to go out more, Frances.’

‘Yes, one ought to keep in touch with things, it makes one feel more alive.’

‘It’s not only that,’ said Lady Shore happily, ‘it seems to enlarge one’s mind.’
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Frances came back with some goldfish one day, the water from their bowl splashing over her skirt. She could not conceive what had made her buy them at the fishmonger’s shop in the High Street; they had looked so pretty, perhaps it had been that, they had also looked very uncomfortable. She ordered a large aquarium for them and a packet of ants’ eggs at Barker’s. They had trouble in deciding where to put the aquarium; it had to be fairly high up, for Ptah the Second, unregenerate, though ageing, sat watching the goldfish lustfully. In the end they hid them out of his sight on top of a Chippendale cabinet. Frances or Lady Shore changed the water daily — sometimes, between the two of them it got changed twice, but perhaps the goldfish understood.

The days seemed always to be full of pleasant things; nothing that counted for very much, of course, but small, entertaining trifles. They thought they were getting disgracefully frivolous, but found that they thoroughly enjoyed it. Lady Shore dropped her afternoon’s At Home (Frances said they were too old-fashioned), and gave instead some regular parties at which everybody played bridge. Quite often now there were people to dinner, sometimes at the little house in Young Street and sometimes at Lady Shore’s — quiet folk, old family friends, but pleasant because of that. Lady Shore consulted the catalogues that wine merchants pushed through the letter box. She herself preferred water or lemonade, but Frances enjoyed a good glass of wine and so did the family friends. She tried to remember what Godfrey had said concerning old port and sherry — the port should be dry and the sherry sweet? Or was it the other way round?

She and Frances bought rather expensive flowers; flowers cheered up the house, they said. Lady Shore ordered two new evening dresses and took more interest in her hair; Blake had discovered an improved type of net, guaranteed not to tear easily. On special occasions a man came from Wilson’s, after which Lady Shore did not know her own head, but Frances approved of the effect; and once, only once in a reckless moment, Lady Shore had her hair waved.

They basked in a kind of Indian summer that emanated entirely from themselves. No mere external weather had the power to depress them; they defied it, and went out just the same. They discussed Sidonia very often, of course, but placidly, happily, smiling a little; telling each other how much they missed her, but always smiling as they said it. In the evenings they would turn to remembering things — Sidonia’s childhood, her crazes, her amusing remarks about this or that, the time she had danced stark naked. They might grow a little doubtful, a little bewildered, just a little bit ill at ease; but when this happened they decided they felt tired, it was time that they went to bed; and Frances, nothing loth, would be easily persuaded to remain and sleep the night.






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 

1
 

LADY SHORE was the first guest to visit Sidonia at The Old Hall after the honeymoon. A house party was gathered together in her honour, David had insisted on this. Lady Shore had begged to be asked alone, or if not alone, then with Frances; but David was firm.

‘She’s your mother, Sidonia; we must ask people to meet her. And I’d rather she came without Frances this time, Frances can come later on.’

Lady Shore felt even shyer with the married Sidonia than she had with the single; and as David and his wife were now one flesh, she found herself shy with him also. The house was huge and the weather very cold. David said it was always cold in Essex, that was why Essex was healthy. There were many servants and many guests, and Blake proved extremely inadequate; she spent her time criticizing the staff and complaining that they gave themselves airs.

Sidonia was very kind to her mother, but of course she was dreadfully busy; David took up the best part of her time, and then there was the large house party. Lady Shore envied the perfect self-possession that marked her daughter’s manner, the ease with which she entertained her guests, her way of appearing to ignore the servants while never erring in politeness.

David insisted that his mother-in-law was the privileged guest of honour, but her privileges, she found, were regulated by him; he believed in taking care of the old. Thus when Lady Shore would beg to be left at home David said she needed fresh air; when she felt like a walk he said that it might rain, and insisted on her staying at home. He ordered her breakfast to be taken to her room, though she liked coming down to breakfast; he even decided what wraps she should wear, having first consulted a reliable thermometer outside his dressing-room window.

‘Isn’t he darling to you, Mummy?’ said Sidonia, beaming fondly at David.

‘Very darling indeed,’ replied Lady Shore, trying to sound properly grateful.

At the end of ten days she returned home feeling rather depressed and discouraged.

‘It’s all so big, and they’re both so big,’ she complained to Frances that evening.
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They had barely begun to settle down again when Frances received her summons.

‘You must stay for three weeks at least,’ wrote Sidonia, ‘I’ve such tons of things that I want to show you,’ and she added, ‘David says so too.’

Frances packed with unusual care, going doubtfully over her clothes; she felt, somehow, that they would look all wrong, that they would not suit The Old Hall. Sidonia was at the station to meet her with an open runabout. David, it appeared, disliked closed cars, he said they were always so stuffy. He was waiting in the drive when they arrived and greeted Frances cordially.

‘So glad to see you, Frances; it’s good of you to come. I hope you don’t mind our being quiet?’

There was no house party in honour of Frances, David had said that he thought on the whole she had better be asked alone.

‘She looks a bit unlike other people; the bumpkins down here might think her rather freakish, and I don’t want that for old Frances.’

Sidonia agreed that they did not want that, and added that Frances would enjoy herself more if she came down quietly as one of the family.

Frances was not given much time for her luncheon, Sidonia wanted to go out; David had quickly retired to the gunroom to prepare for some slaying on the morrow. Sidonia wished to show Frances the grounds, which were not, she said, looking their best. They began by making a tour of the greenhouses, of which there appeared to be acres. The greenhouses had one distinct advantage, they were at least beautifully warm. Frances envied the bold, pink peaches basking there so complacently.

‘I can’t pick you more than one, darling,’ said Sidonia; ‘David likes a few of them kept for dessert, and the rest go up to Covent Garden.’

They passed on slowly from house to house, Frances dutifully admiring. The Malmaison houses made a wonderful show, with their opulent, paper-collared inmates. Every now and then they chanced on a man squirting dark brown water over something; it smelt quite extraordinarily unlike the flowers that would presumably result. The tour of the greenhouses finished at last, they began to walk round the gardens. There was nothing to see, of course, it being winter, but Sidonia expatiated upon every flower that might or might not appear later. She called them all by their Latin names, even to the humble violet. Some of the names she read from labels, but quite a good many she seemed to know by heart. At last she turned to Frances with a smile:

‘Now I’ll take you to see my chickens. I’ve got some splendid Sebrights and Houdans, but I think you’ll like the Cochins best; I do, they’re so amusing.’

They crossed two paddocks, extremely damp, not to say boggy in places, then a spinny, then a narrow plank over a stream, and finally arrived at an open space on which stood the poultry farm. Frances’ shoes were sticking to her stockings, held there by Essex mud, but Sidonia was wearing thick greased boots to which she pointed with pride.

‘You’ve got such unsuitable shoes on, Frances; I thought you went in for heavier soles, those things are perfectly useless.’

Frances sighed; she knew they were useless, but then she had bought them specially; she had thought them sufficiently ladylike to meet with David’s approval. They stood by the elaborate poultry houses and gazed at their elaborate inmates, while Sidonia expounded her theories on breeding, with many technical details.

‘The male bird influences the colour, Frances, he also influences the comb. A second year male bird gets animal food mixed with cayenne pepper.’

‘Good heavens! Why?’ inquired Frances, who associated chickens with garbage.

‘It promotes proper vigour,’ Sidonia told her. ‘And of course it assists fertility.’

She babbled on about cockerels and pullets, sterile and fertile eggs, until Frances felt that never again could she look her boiled egg in the face.

‘How on earth has she learnt it all?’ she thought. ‘She’s only been here five weeks!’

The light was waning, it grew even colder. Frances began to shiver.

‘Not cold, are you?’ said Sidonia incredulously.

‘A tiny bit,’ Frances admitted.

Sidonia looked the picture of health; her cheeks were glowing, her hands were quite warm when Frances leant forward to feel them. However, they turned in the direction of the house, which Frances felt was a concession.

Sidonia took Frances up to her bedroom.

‘Do stay with me while I change,’ she pleaded. ‘David doesn’t like these tweed things worn indoors. Have you brought a tea-gown with you?’

‘My dear, I never wear tea-gowns, you know that. Have you forgotten me, Sidonia?’

‘Oh no, nor you do.’ She began to laugh, ‘You are an old joke, aren’t you, darling?’

‘If I don’t change my shoes soon I’ll be a corpse!’ said Frances a little crossly.

‘Take them off here, they can dry by the fire. I never catch cold from damp stockings.’

Frances obeyed her reluctantly, then she looked about the room. It was large with long French windows, added by latter-day Morgans. The windows were out of keeping with the house and so was the Georgian furniture; an enormous wardrobe, an enormous bed over which was suspended a blue satin tester. The carpet was faded Aubusson, a delicate thing of beauty, but a crewel-work firescreen stood by the grate, and the screen had refused to fade. Over the marble mantelpiece hung a portrait of David’s mother. Frances looked at these relics and then at Sidonia; they did not seem to belong to each other, they could never belong, she felt.

‘I had an idea that you’d have a different bedroom — an Italian bedroom,’ she ventured.

Sidonia smiled.

‘I bet you did! Well, I may change this room some day. At the moment I rather love it as it is, it looks so homely and safe.’

‘Safe?’

‘Yes, safe. I can’t explain, and you wouldn’t understand me if I could. Anyhow, David loves these old things, they all belonged to his mother.’

The maid was helping her into a tea-gown, a thing of soft swirls and folds. It fell away from her strong young throat, showing the family string of pearls that David’s mother had worn. Sidonia surveyed herself in the glass with a little contented smile. Frances thought how happy she looked, happy and very much at peace.

They went downstairs arm in arm to tea. Sidonia pressed Frances’ hand.

‘You do love me still just a little bit, don’t you?’ inquired Sidonia softly.

Frances laughed. ‘Yes, fraud — I do.’

‘I’m not a fraud, Frances.’

‘Oh, yes you are!’

‘Well, I don’t mean to be — I never mean to be,’ said Sidonia rather sadly.

She grew confidential over tea.

‘I’ll tell you about our bedroom,’ she said, ‘I’ll tell you why I haven’t changed it. David thinks that the bedroom of married people is always — well, rather sacred. He feels that one ought not to move the things that loving people have loved; he thinks that it’s rather like a church, hallowed by time and all that.’

‘I see,’ said Frances, and then she added, ‘I think that’s rather nice of your David.’
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The three of them dined in solemn state; the food was solemn, the servants were solemn, and so was David — when he looked at Frances. He went out of his way to be attentive to her.

‘Do have some more wine, you look quite fagged. Can’t you eat a little more meat?’

‘Have you chucked your vegetarianism?’ inquired Frances of Sidonia, who was eating mutton with obvious gusto.

‘I’ve stopped all that rot!’ said David quickly, ‘Sidonia’s not Nebuchadnezzar! She was looking distinctly anaemic when we married, and look at her now, she’s a picture!’ After dinner Sidonia sat on his knee and ruffled his short, crisp hair.

‘Plague of my life!’ he exclaimed. ‘Don’t do that!’ But his voice expressed only pleasure. Then they settled down firmly to petting each other and continued throughout the evening.

David engaged had been pompous and stiff, but David married was quite different. Of course, neither he nor Sidonia counted Frances, she was just one of the family.

‘You mustn’t mind us,’ David told her fatuously. ‘We’re feeling so silly to-night.’

‘Oh, she doesn’t mind,’ affirmed Sidonia. ‘You don’t mind, do you, darling?’

Frances sat smiling the vacant smile of the great unwanted Third; she had never felt quite so large in her life, she seemed to be filling the room. She was so much there, and she could not get away, she could not get rid of herself. She tried to look unobservant but pleased, and only succeeded in looking embarrassed.

‘Frances is feeling prim!’ laughed Sidonia.

‘What rot! I’m feeling nothing of the sort.’

‘Oh, yes you are, I can see it in your face. But isn’t my David a sweetheart?’

‘Of course he is,’ said Frances weakly, her voice sounding quite idiotic.

They began to talk a lingo of their own, rather suggestive of the nursery. It was also suggestive of those endearments lavished on pampered dogs. They grew more playful as the evening went on.

‘I’m going to kiss Frances!’ announced David, teasing.

‘Let him kiss you at once!’ commanded Sidonia.

‘And don’t look so shy,’ laughed David.

In the end he performed a feat of strength by carrying Sidonia up to bed.

‘Some weight!’ he remarked as he staggered upstairs. ‘Some weight, but I like hefty women.’
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Once in their room he became very grave.

‘I do pity Frances, Sidonia.’

‘I can’t think why.’

‘Oh, can’t you, dear? Just think of all she’s missed, married life and all that sort of thing. It’s damned hard luck on a woman — no man, no kids, no home of her own! No wonder she looks so withered and dried up.’

‘But does she?’

‘Good Lord! as dry as a bone. You can’t expect anything else.’

‘I don’t think Frances has ever wanted to marry.’

‘What rubbish! Of course she has. I bet she’s longing to marry even now. It’s damned hard luck, I think!’ Presently he began again: ‘I’ve been thinking over Frances’ type just lately; you know, the middle-aged virgin! I’ve noticed that they tend to get rather unsexed, at all events late in life.’ He rubbed his chin gently, his face looked puzzled. ‘It’s very curious,’ he continued, ‘but we have an example of the same thing in does — I believe that does have been known to grow horns when their breeding activities are over.’

Sidonia laughed. ‘How awful! I hope Frances won’t grow two little horns.’

‘Of course not, don’t be silly,’ said David, ‘I was only speaking metaphorically.’ He considered a moment, puckering his brow, then he looked at Sidonia solemnly. ‘But I tell you what, she may grow some hairs!’

‘Grow hairs?’

‘Yes, the long, lonely sort, on her chin — I’ve seen that happen before now!’






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 

1
 

THE weather was bad, but David felt that Frances should see the country.

‘It’s so good for her to get out of herself, it’s more wholesome,’ he told Sidonia.

There were Norman churches all over the place in addition to Jacobean houses. One need not consider distance with a car, which of course was such a blessing! David generously gave up his shooting in order to please ‘Poor old Frances’, every afternoon they drove to some new place that David felt she ought to visit. After a week of this intensive sight-seeing Frances developed neuralgia. By the end of a fortnight she had ceased to remember the name of a single church; they had all begun to look so much alike, and so had the Jacobean houses. She made one or two bad mistakes in the evenings when David discussed their drives. He would say:

‘That’s a fine old church at Puddle.’

And she would very probably reply:

‘Yes, isn’t it; I love its queer, wooden steeple.’

David would look pained.

‘No, no! Not that one, that’s at Rochford, not Puddle! Puddle’s got a Norman tower, you know, an exceptionally fine example.’

At last she protested feebly to Sidonia.

‘Don’t let’s motor to-day, it’s going to rain.’

‘I don’t think so, we’ll put the hood up if it does; we’re not salt, a little rain won’t hurt us.’

‘But I feel a bit tired.’

‘Well — of course if you don’t want to — but David says you’re looking ten years younger; he says it’s the open air.’

They went in the end, and in David’s new car, a Bentley just down from London. He said you could do sixty miles an hour and not know you were doing more than ten. He lent Frances one of his motor coats and wrapped it round her himself.

‘You won’t mind if I speed a bit?’ he inquired. ‘We want to let her stretch her legs.’

Frances thought that they had speeded for two weeks, but she nodded and smiled agreeably.

‘Will you be an angel and sit at the back? I want to sit by David and see how the car goes,’ said Sidonia.

‘Of course,’ agreed Frances.

David admired his new car immensely, it made him feel extra kind. He insisted on tucking Frances up in rugs until she resembled a cocoon.

‘Now you’ll keep beautifully warm,’ he told her, giving a few final tucks.

He decided to run across to Plumbury Heath, just a matter of a hundred miles. A couple of hours might do it, he bragged, provided the roads were clear. He drove down the drive and out through the gates with very suspicious caution; then they struck the high road to Plumbury Heath and the Bentley ‘stretched her legs’.

Sidonia was all right, she had on a cap that buttoned under her chin; she craned forward with one hand clinging to the car in very obvious delight. David crouched loosely over the wheel with his hat jammed low on his head. He occasionally rested an elbow on the siren, otherwise he appeared to be in trance. They dashed over cross-roads and passed danger signs with a splendid disregard for such trifles; but Frances supposed that he must drive well, since she still remained alive.

The Bentley had looked such a comfortable car as it stood there purring in the drive, but Frances began to realize that something was radically wrong with the back seat. It was hard, it was narrow, it was also very slippery. It evidently did not like Frances at all, for it kept trying to dislodge her; and her legs were so firmly bound up in rugs that she could not retaliate. She had thought that at least the day was windless, but now it appeared to be blowing a gale. David and Sidonia had a wind-screen, of course, Frances had only the wind. There was also a quantity of unexpected dust, that got in under her eyeglass. She vainly tried to release her legs, as she did so her toque blew backwards. She left her legs to attend to her head, her eyeglass dropped out and, caught by the wind, streamed gaily over her shoulder. She clutched at it crossly, frowning as she did so. At that moment David glanced round.

‘All right?’ he inquired in a hurried bawl; his eyes were watering a little.

‘Quite all right!’ yelled Frances, clinging to her toque. She did wish he would look at the road again instead of being polite!
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They made the Heath in two hours and a half. David said it was a jolly fine record considering the twisty road. They went to tea at The Lion Hotel. Frances felt numbed and hazy. Her eyes were half closed from wind and dust, her hair was a mass of frayed-out ends, her legs were stiff from sitting so long tucked up in David’s rugs. He helped her down.

‘Some car!’ he remarked. She nodded, speechless for the moment. ‘I say, I’m afraid you’re tired, though,’ said David with genuine anxiety in his voice. He insisted on getting her a glass of port. ‘You’re tired,’ he kept on repeating.

She would so much rather have had a cup of tea, but David would not allow it; he declared that port wine prevented chills, and for the sake of peace she drank it. David and Sidonia ate enormously, they might have been playing a game of Rugger from the amount of food they consumed. Sidonia had kept fairly neat and quite warm.

‘It’s the warmth from the engine,’ she explained, ‘and then we’ve got a wind-screen in front; we must have one fixed at the back.’

Whenever their eyes could be divorced from their tea they both looked anxiously at Frances.

‘I’m all right, I like speeding,’ she lied irritably at last. ‘I thoroughly enjoyed the drive.’

David smiled.

‘No, you don’t like speeding. We’re a couple of selfish pigs.’

‘Yes, I do.’

But he only shook his head.

‘It’s been rather too much for you, I’m afraid. Shall I get you another glass of port?’
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Sidonia sat on the back seat going home, and David took Frances beside him.

‘You’ll feel more confidence here,’ he told her; ‘you’ll be able to see the driver.’

In spite of Frances’ angry protests, he drove home at twenty miles an hour. Very occasionally they touched twenty-five, but when they did this he slowed down. They got back some time after 11 p m., not having stopped for dinner. David ordered cold supper to be brought, and brought as quickly as possible.

‘You must eat. I’m afraid you’re in for a chill. I feel we’ve been most inconsiderate.’

Frances was only too anxious to eat, she was literally starving with hunger. She made an extremely hearty meal, but David was not quite satisfied; he watched her every mouthful, declaring the while that she only picked at her food.

‘Now you turn in with a nice hot-water bottle and get a night’s rest,’ he said kindly.

She was only too thankful to escape to her room. He made her feel such a fool!
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The one or two neighbours that Frances met struck her as being very dull; but Sidonia did not seem to find them so, she said they were jolly people. She was learning to ride sidesaddle in order to please David. The Master in those parts objected to a woman with a leg on either side of her horse.

‘And I think he’s quite right,’ David told Frances. ‘It never looks well, somehow.’

Frances had come down hoping for some hunting, but she did not mention this fact; however, David did.

‘Got your habit with you? I can give you a topping mount on Wednesday. It’s a good meet too, our best country. Not that the hunting’s up to much round here; still, it’s better than nothing.’

Frances shook her head.

‘I haven’t ridden side-saddle for years and years, I don’t think I’d stick on now; in any case, I haven’t got a habit, but I brought my breeches with me—’

David shook his head.

‘Can’t be done, old thing. Absolutely can’t be done!’ he said playfully.

Frances’ visit was drawing to a close. She wished she could have got some hunting, but perhaps she might get some shooting instead, she was quite a respectable shot. Since the trial of his Bentley David had ceased to suggest more motor excursions.

‘If you’d really like to go out with the guns just tell David so,’ urged Sidonia.

Frances screwed up her courage to ask him one evening when she found him alone in the gun-room.

‘Anything here that would fit me?’ she inquired.

He turned round with a puzzled expression.

‘Fit you? What kind of thing?’

‘Well, a gun of course! I didn’t mean ready-made clothing.’ Her voice was flippant with nervousness.

‘Oh, a gun—’ said David slowly.

‘I wouldn’t mind having a shot if you’ll have me. I used to shoot quite well at one time.’

‘It’s a tiring business,’ David told her. ‘Are you quite sure you’d stay the course?’ His voice was gentle, but she saw at once how intensely the idea bored him.

‘Perhaps not,’ she said dryly, ‘I’m only a woman.’

‘Exactly,’ agreed David in relief.

There was nothing to feel angry about, yet she did feel extremely angry — angry with him for being so male, angry with herself for minding his aggressive masculinity.

‘You don’t want to shoot,’ he was saying persuasively, ‘it’s a beastly job for a woman. Fox hunting’s different, it’s not so intimate — the killing business, I mean.’ He paused and surveyed her with questioning eyes. ‘It’s a beastly business!’ he repeated.

‘For me, but not for you!’ Her voice sounded foolish, trembling with irritation.

‘Oh, I’m different,’ he told her, lighting a cigar. ‘A man does those things to keep hard and fit, he’s a slaying animal by nature; it probably comes from primitive times, when he killed to feed his women.’

‘And now he does it for the pure joy of slaughter?’

‘Oh, no, for the joy of sport.’

‘It’s exactly the same thing.’

‘Perhaps,’ he admitted, ‘that’s why I don’t want you to do it.’

She was not being clever, she had given him an opening; she struggled to cover her slip.

‘Mayn’t a woman feel primitive sometimes? She existed as well as the man, you know, in the days when they shared a cave—’

He looked at her steadily.

‘No, Frances, she may not. Woman has evolved much farther than man in some things; she’s become the beacon that we all try to follow; she dare not retrogress.’

Frances smiled a little.

‘Platitudes, David.’

‘Platitudes if you like, but platitudes are not always worthless, they often spring from some fundamental truth. What I’ve just said is true.’

‘Then you think?’

‘I think that you ought to have married. Why haven’t you married, my dear?’

He stood there surveying her critically, but his eyes were not altogether unsympathetic. She thought: ‘Supposing I tried to explain?’ and began to laugh softly to herself.

‘Bless you!’ she said, ‘I’ve never wanted to marry.’

‘All women do,’ he told her.

‘Not being a woman, how can you know?’

‘Because I’m a man, I suppose.’

This answer was so illogical, so naively opinionated, that Frances, in spite of her irritation, could not find it in her heart to retort. There were so many obvious things she could say, that she curbed her inclination to say them. She looked at him smoking his excellent cigar; why disturb such sublime contentment? His brown shoes shone like mahogany his well-worn tweeds were distinctly of the kind that took pride in remembering their tailor. His hair looked so crisp and healthy and young, his grey eyes so clear and untroubled. So far he had met no problems in life, and therefore for him there were none. Quite suddenly her irritation left her. She felt very miserably old and wise in the presence of his overwhelming youth. He reminded her, somehow, of a reckless boy, a boy filled with dreadful confidence. She said:

‘It’s not all so simple as that; some problems are quite difficult to solve.’

‘Oh, I don’t know, Frances — don’t try to solve them. Just get on a nice, safe, well-laid track and run along, that’s my motto.’

‘Some of us don’t fit any track. What’s to be done then, David?’

He frowned.

‘There’s the right gauge for everyone born, only some people won’t try to find it. Some people like to think they’re misfits, it makes them feel more unusual.’

‘Do you really think that?’

‘I honestly do. I can’t believe that God makes mistakes.’

‘But mayn’t He vary the pattern sometimes?’

‘He might if He wished, but He doesn’t.’

Frances was silent for a moment, then she said:

‘Do you think Sidonia is the usual pattern?’

His answer came glibly: ‘Yes, why not? I think she may have been a bit cranky before we married; but marriage has normalized her of course, it always normalizes women. After all, it is their natural vocation, you can’t deny that, can you? Frances, may I ask a very personal question?’

She assented.

‘Well then, honestly, are you really happy?’

‘No, of course not, nobody is.’

‘Ah, there you are!’ he said triumphantly.

‘But I might have been still more unhappy if I’d married.’

He shook his head, looking very wise.

‘Not you!’

‘You think not?’

‘I’m sure of it.’

She lit a cigarette, inhaling deeply. The corners of her mouth twitched a little, but she managed to keep her face properly grave while David’s eyes were upon her.

‘You smoke much too much,’ he told her reproachfully, ‘it’s shockingly bad for your nerves.’






  








CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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FRANCES had left by an early train and Sidonia sat reading alone in the drawing-room. She wondered if David, who had gone out hunting, would get home in time for tea. She yawned; a most uninteresting book — she could not keep her mind on the plot. After a little she gave it up and drew her chair closer to the fire. She began to consider Frances’ visit. It had not, she felt, been a great success, but that had not been David’s fault, nor had Frances been really to blame. Only poor old Frances hadn’t quite fitted in — she was a misfit, poor old Frances! Sidonia stared into the crackling logs. How fond she had been of Frances once — for a short time very devoted. She had loved and admired those things in her that now seemed a little ridiculous. She had even been jealous of her mother, she remembered, jealous of her hold on Frances.

‘I would have liked to take her away from mother,’ she mused, smiling to herself incredulously. ‘Thank God, I didn’t succeed in doing that; what a mess I’d be in now! I might have had Frances round my neck, and David would have grown to hate her. I might have grown to hate her too in time — poor old Frances, she’s rather dictatorial.’

She let her mind drift away from the present, it went slipping back and back.

‘Only happy people would dare to do this,’ she murmured contentedly.

She tried to recall her first conscious memory. She thought she remembered her perambulator, and a vigorous protest that she had made on re-entering if after a walk in the park. She was sure she could remember disliking the strap that they buckled to keep her in; she could almost recapture the spirit of her fury — tucked-up fists and small, thumping heels. After that a medley of odds and ends, not unlike Blake’s old rag-bag. Her mother’s stray lock — she had tweaked it one day, and her mother’s glasses had fallen off and been broken against the fender. Very faint memories of a pale little man with a hesitating voice, her father. Brioche bread for tea, the nursery milk jug, the handle of which was a thieving cat in pink china. Blake darning socks by the nursery fire. A canary who had sat with his feathers ruffled up and finally died, no one quite knew why. The alphabet, laboriously learned with Blake. The urge to draw things, the urge to write things, the excitement of rhyming words. Her governess, Miss Thomas — Miss Thomas used to cry when she had tried her too sorely. Slate pencils, the smooth, pale kind that you chewed; delightful new pencil boxes. A series of Bibles and prayer books and hymnals; bought with saved-up pocket money these, during spells of religiosity. The period when she had wanted to dance all day long, and dance naked. Miss Valery’s school, one or two of the children she had liked but quickly forgotten. Miss Valery herself— ‘She’s not Greek, she’s Greece!’ And that one particular note on the piano that invariably failed to sound. Sidonia smiled, remembering the school; it had grown quite celebrated now — one often saw Valery pupils appearing at the West End theatres these days. Tunes — the lure of little haunting tunes that your fingers itched to play. Mr. Willowby-Smith’s impatience because you could not read music. The first struggling effort to model in wax, the thrill of partial achievement. The dispute that had arisen over the attic. The School of Art, Miss Lotter — Jensen.

‘Jensen!’ She spoke his name half aloud, ‘Jensen, Einar Jensen!’ A little shadow, too faint for sorrow, crept over her mind for a moment.

Jensen had chopped his speech so queerly — Jensen had known great hopes, great faith. Florence, her singing, the Villa Ferrari; Liza, Umberto, the children. Then all in a moment the first sharp knowledge of grief that had come with a Florentine spring — flowers — there had been such cruelty in flowers that Jensen would never see. The nights, when tossing wide awake on her bed, she had longed for nothing in the world but one thing, the sound of his voice — forgiving. The slipping of grief into deep regret, of regret into gentle remembrance. The two years that followed — her voice, her ambitions — the merging of herself in the life of the villa, in those dear, cranky, great-hearted people. Maurice in love — Ferrari had smiled and had called his love ‘growing pains’. The terraced garden with its glimpse of Florence — Mamma Rigarno and her omelettes — shopping with Liza in the Tornabuoni — driving back in the evenings, ˆ-e-e yup! E-e-e yup!’ The coachman urging his ponies. A fig-tree that grew in the villa garden, it had been quite heavy with little green figs that would later turn to purple. Liza, majestic, treading with slow care — Liza once more great with child. Then England, a cold, detestable country. Then David, and England suddenly transformed into a splendid and gallant place where David had made his home. And after David nothing but David; the peace, the marvel of that! Liza had written so kindly on their marriage, Ferrari had written too. They had not been angry about her singing; Liza had said that creating a child was finer than creating a rôle. Darling Liza! That had been so like her; seeing it all as the means to an end. ‘But,’ thought Sidonia, ‘I’d be jealous of a child — I’d be jealous on David’s behalf.’

Her mind concentrated itself on David, suddenly curious about him. What manner of creature was her Strange how little she really knew him while loving him as she did. Did any two people really know each other? Wasn’t there always a secret something that they instinctively withheld? She knew certain obvious things about David — his good looks, his magnificent figure; her sculptor’s eye rejoiced in his figure as it had always done. She knew that he was not a clever man, that subtleties tended to bore him, that he saw right and wrong as black or white, while of course she admitted of grey. She knew that he was inclined to judge people by their ability or inability to fall in with his own views on life, that she had been David’s great exception, David’s perilous adventure.

Perilous — was she a perilous adventure? Her thoughts paused, suddenly uneasy. A log fell into the grate with a crash; she got up and put it back. She crossed to the window and looked out at the garden, dripping now under rain. It was David’s garden and therefore her garden; their garden for years and years. But one never knew, she might die young; on the other hand, she might live to be very old. She and David might walk in their garden arm in arm because they were growing feeble. They might say:

‘Look, that’s the mulberry tree we planted. How quickly mulberries growl’

But the mulberry tree would not have grown quickly, it would have taken nearly a lifetime. A lifetime; a lifetime might mean anything — a moment, an hour, or she and David growing distressingly old. Would it be distressing to grow old with David? It must always be distressing to grow old; but she and David loved each other; they would kiss each other for each new wrinkle, and yet — it might be a very long business — time for the mulberry tree to grow. Supposing the days should seem over long? Inconceivable, of course; still, supposing — could two deeply-loving and devoted people tolerate outside interests? Could one or both, perhaps, find a solace in some new activity of mind?

‘No, no!’ she exclaimed with sudden fear. ‘Love — that would always be enough!’

‘Oh, but she was grateful to David Morgan who had opened the gates of life, who had taught her the sweetness of secret things, who had made her completely woman. She began to dwell on their hours of love, on his kisses, his moments of deep tenderness, on her own glad and eager response.

‘It is enough!’ she said, clasping her hands. ‘Not only enough, but all.’

2
 

He stoic up very quietly behind her.

‘Dreaming?’ he inquired gently.

She turned and flung her arms round his neck.

‘Yes, dreaming of you,’ she said.

She rested her cheek against his sleeve. His sleeve was wet from the rain. Little drops of moisture clung to his cheeks; he smelt of damp earth and saddle leather, of the countryside, clean and vital.

‘We had a topping good run to-day!’

She smiled, scarcely hearing his words. She laid her hands on his rain-soaked shoulders, then slowly she let them trail down his side till they clasped his strong, slim flanks.

‘Aren’t you a beautiful fellow!’ she said softly. ‘Aren’t you a lovely man, David!’

They stood quite still and gazed at each other; then he caught her to him roughly. She yielded herself, triumphant, reckless with the urge that he called into being.






  








CHAPTER THIRTY
 

1
 

IT was August, eight months later, when Lady Shore heard that Sidonia was going to have a child. She handed the letter over to Frances with a startled expression in her eyes.

‘She seems very calm about it,’ said Frances, ‘but that may be a good sign with her. I see that she doesn’t want you to go down until the very last moment.’

‘A child — Sidonia is going to have a child!’ murmured Lady Shore, biting her thumbnail. ‘I can’t get used to the idea somehow; it seems so unlike Sidonia.’

‘These things do happen, you know,’ smiled Frances. ‘Yes, but do they happen to Sidonia?’

‘Well, apparently they do.’

‘Oh, dear!’ sighed Lady Shore drearily. ‘I wish my Godfrey were alive.’

‘I can’t see what use he’d be just now, he wasn’t a midwife, darling.’

‘I know, but Godfrey was always so calm — he’d have been a great support to me.’

‘Don’t worry, Prudence, it’s a natural phenomenon; you had a child once yourself.’

‘So I had, but that seems ages ago. Ring the bell for Blake, will you, Frances?’

Blake answered the bell in her own good time.

‘I’m ironing, me-lady,’ she announced on entering, ‘my iron will be getting cold.’

Lady Shore looked at her with entreaty.

‘Never mind the ironing to-day, it doesn’t matter. Miss Sidonia is going to have a baby.’

‘There now!’ said Blake, somewhat mollified. ‘I thought it was overdue!’

‘Blake—’

‘Yes, me-lady?’

‘You were with me in Egypt when Miss Sidonia was born.’

‘I was that; I’m not likely to forget it either, the mosquitoes was something awful!’

Lady Shore pushed back the hair from her brow.

‘I can’t remember the mosquitoes.’

‘Not remember the mosquitoes that bit you that bad at the actual moment of birth?’

‘Never mind the mosquitoes! I was rather ill, wasn’t I?’

‘‘Orribly ill!’ said Blake.

‘Can you recall the sort of things we did? Did we take any special precautions?’

Blake pondered.

‘We stopped them donkey boys from chattering under your window — we ordered a new mosquito net, only it came too late — we sent Sir Godfrey out of the ‘ouse to stop him getting in the way—’

‘Yes, yes, but I mean important things.’

‘You was ‘orribly sick while carrying, me-lady!’ said Blake, on a ghoulish note.

‘Oh, well, thank you, Blake. You’d better do your ironing — no doubt we shall manage between us.’

‘We must ‘ope,’ remarked Blake as a parting shot, ‘that Miss Sidonia won’t miscarry.’

‘Good heavens, why should she?’

Blake looked back round the door:

‘Them very tall women—’ she said cryptically.

Lady Shore sighed and folded her hands.

‘I must be practical, Frances. I feel that the moment has now arrived when I’ll need all my presence of mind.’

‘Well, you’ve got several months in which to prepare. I shall make you take hypophosphites.’

‘Life — new life,’ said Lady Shore softly, ‘it’s a very wonderful thing. Godfrey and I, Sidonia and David, and now this small, unborn other. It goes on link by link in the chain, right down the ages, Frances; always the same and yet always different. I wonder so much what it means.’
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A week before Christmas came a letter from David begging Lady Shore to come at once. His writing was that of a careless schoolboy, his spelling distinctly erratic. He wrote: ‘I may be foolish to be anxious, but I’d like to have you here now; apart from which you have every right to be present to welcome your first grandchild. As one cannot be sure when the thing may happen, I don’t want you to delay. I must say at once that I don’t like the nurse, nor have I much confidence in our doctor. Sidonia is quite extraordinarily brave, but certain of her symptoms, according to the books, are not at all reassuring. I’ve been reading up the subject very carefully lately, and I don’t like several things about her. The doctor tells me that all is well, but I cannot agree with him. Of course, my Aunt Alice had thirteen children; but then, she wasn’t Sidonia. If you write to Sidonia don’t mention what I’ve said, and be very careful when you see her; the last thing we ought to do is to frighten the poor child, whatever we may feel ourselves. She has not seen this letter, so once again — be very careful.’

Lady Shore rang every bell in the house, and finally Blake appeared.

‘Pack up my things at once,’ said Lady Shore, ‘we shall leave by an afternoon train.’

Frances was sent for and came post-haste; the panic was very infectious.

‘Where’s my Chavasse? I’ve lost him again!’ exclaimed Lady Shore, hanging over the banisters.

‘Do you mean Chavasse’s Advice to a Mother?’ inquired Frances, looking up.

‘Yes, and his Advice to a Wife.’

‘I saw them last on your study table.’

‘Well, I’ve looked, and they’re not there now!’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure; I couldn’t have missed them, they’re covered in light brown paper.’

Frances turned and went into the study. The books were the first things she saw.

‘Here they are,’ she called; ‘they’re just where I told you, right on the front of your table.’

‘Thank God!’ murmured Lady Shore fervently as she hurried back into her bedroom.

Her face was wearing an inspired expression, as though she expected help from on high.

‘If you’ll go away and just leave things to me we may catch that train,’ snapped Blake.

She omitted to say ‘me-lady’, there was really no time for trifles, and Lady Shore did not notice the omission; at the moment they were just two anxious old women, the one cross the other abstracted.

‘Why didn’t he send a telegram!’ murmured Lady Shore for the twentieth time.

‘Because he’s a man,’ said Blake satirically. ‘They cause all the trouble and then lose their ‘eads. I wonder ‘ow we can abide them.’

‘Don’t pack my Chavasse!’ exclaimed Lady Shore, concentrating her attention for a moment.

‘Why not?’ inquired Blake in an injured voice.

‘Because I want to read him in the train.’

Blake sneered.

‘I don’t hold with all that stuff. Nature’s nature and books is books, and they’ve nothing to do with each other.’

‘Don’t be so silly,’ said Lady Shore sharply, ‘everyone reads Chavasse.’

She thrust the books into her dressing-case and began to pin on her toque. Blake slammed the lid of the trunk with a bang and closed the hasp with a snap.

‘Has the car come yet?’ fussed Lady Shore. ‘Won’t anyone get this trunk taken down?’

The train they caught to Chelmsford was not an express, so that Lady Shore had time in which to think. Frances had found her an empty carriage, and she decided to take Blake in with her, in case she felt inclined to voice her own misgivings. As the train moved off Lady Shore put on her glasses and turned to Chavasse for comfort; unfortunately, she opened the book at random, and her eye lit on: ‘Swelling of the ankles.’ She read for fifteen minutes or so, then looked across at Blake.

‘This is too awful!’

‘What is?’ inquired Blake.

‘The things that can happen in childbirth.’

Blake sniffed.

‘I don’t believe in them books; the Lord knows His business all right.’

‘I dare say He does, but just listen to this.’

Blake listened but remained unconvinced.

‘You was much worse than that.’

‘Oh, no, surely not.’

‘Yes, indeed, you nearly slipped through our fingers.’

‘Did I suffer very much? It’s a curious thing, but I can’t remember very clearly.’

‘I ‘ope I’ll never be asked to witness anything like it again,’ said Blake; ‘if you’ve forgotten you’re a marvel!’

‘But on the whole women come through all right.’ Lady Shore spoke to comfort herself.

‘Some do and some don’t. We must ‘ope for the best. Miss Sidonia’s no different from the rest.’

‘She’s always been strong, though,’ persisted Lady Shore, but Blake only shook her head.

‘The delicate kind often comes off the best, they has the easiest confinements, so I’ve heard.’

Lady Shore took off her glasses in despair and tried to doze in her corner, while Blake looked stolidly out of the window with a face quite devoid of expression.

‘Good gracious! We’ve forgotten the spirit lamp!’ exclaimed Lady Shore, starting up.

Blake continued to stare out of the window.

‘They’ll ‘ave all such things,’ she mumbled.

‘But suppose they haven’t? That spirit lamp might have come in very useful.’

As Blake did not answer she sank back again and resolutely closed her eyes. She managed to stay in a fitful doze until they arrived at Chelmsford.
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David was anxiously waiting on the platform as the train drew into the station. His face lighted up when he saw Lady Shore, and he hurried her off to the car; he had specially hired a closed motor, he said, in case she should feel the cold. ‘Thank God you’ve come, Mother!’

He seldom called her mother, and she turned to look at him more closely. His eyes were rather sunken, she thought, and his face decidedly thinner. He looked like a man barely over an illness, and Lady Shore’s heart misgave her.

‘How is she?’ she inquired as soon as they were in the car. David shook his head slowly.

‘Not well. Of course, she thinks she’s all right, and I haven’t undeceived her; but between ourselves I don’t like her symptoms, I think they’re rather disquieting.’

‘What symptoms don’t you like?’

‘Well, her right ankle’s puffy.’

‘Oh, dear!’ said Lady Shore, remembering Chavasse. ‘No, indeed, that isn’t a good symptom!’

‘Then she’s sleepy all the time,’ David went on, ‘yet she’s dreadfully nervy and irritable. The doctor down here is obviously a fool; I’ve got Sir Thomas French for the confinement.’

‘Has the nurse arrived yet?’

‘Yes, she came two days ago — I told you about her in my letter. Sidonia likes her, she says she’s sensible; but in my opinion she’s too sensible, she’s got no intuition and that’s jolly bad; she judges too much by appearances.’

They were silent for a time, then he moved a little nearer and groped for Lady Shore’s hand. He held it during the rest of the drive, like a child much in need of comfort.

‘I’m terribly anxious I’ he burst out presently. ‘I never thought it could be like this. I can’t sleep at night for thinking of Sidonia, and of all she’s going through for my sake.’ His voice shook a little, he stared out of the window and his grip on Lady Shore’s hand tightened. ‘She’s so damnably plucky!’ he muttered unsteadily, ‘she’s so plucky that it’s awful to see her!’

Lady Shore stared at his agitated profile, she thought that he looked almost old. It was clear that David was quite unnerved, no doubt from so many sleepless nights. His voice was changed too, no longer self-assertive as she was accustomed to hear it; and it suddenly dawned on Lady Shore that their rôles were completely reversed. David had liked looking after her, but now he longed to be looked after; David had liked reassuring others, now he wanted to be reassured. His face had grown older, but his heart had grown younger; he was feeling like a badly-scared child. She became very practical all at once.

‘You must keep calm, my dear,’ she told him gently, ‘I feel sure she’ll get through all right; after all, it’s a constant occurrence in nature. I had Sidonia, and yet here I am. Still, we’ll need all our strength to help her, perhaps, so we must keep absolutely calm.’

He turned his worried, grey eyes upon her.

‘It is such a comfort to have you, Mother; you see, we two love her so, don’t we?’

She nodded, afraid to trust herself to speak, so much did this creature touch her. He looked so large to be sitting there clinging to her hand for comfort. The car turned in at the iron gates.

‘She mustn’t suspect that we’ve talked about her,’ said David, suddenly grown nervous.

‘No, of course not, trust me, I’m very discreet. You’ll see, it’ll be all right.’

Sidonia was waiting for them in the library behind a hospitable tea-table. She got up at once and kissed her mother.

‘Hallo, Mummy!’ she said cheerfully.

Her eyes were clear, her skin smooth and cool with a faint tinge of colour in the cheeks. Lady Shore had not quite known what to expect, but she certainly had not expected this. Sidonia was looking exceedingly well, though she limped a little when she walked.

‘I knocked my ankle last week,’ she explained. ‘Look, Mummy, it’s quite badly swollen.’

Lady Shore stared at Sidonia’s ankle and then at Sidonia’s husband.

‘She knocked her right ankle,’ she said rather pointedly.

David was silent, but his smile seemed to say.

‘Isn’t she unendurably plucky!’

‘A knock would cause swelling,’ went on Lady Shore.

‘She didn’t knock it hard,’ whispered David.

‘Don’t be an idiot!’ snapped Sidonia. ‘I’m not engineering an alarming symptom. Ask nurse if you don’t believe me.’

He sat down beside her and stroked her hand.

‘Of course you’re not, sweetheart,’ he agreed, but the eyes that he turned to Lady Shore were cloudy with misgiving.

‘I never felt better in my life,’ went on Sidonia.

‘She’s a whale for sleep,’ put in David significantly.

‘Well, of course I am, that’s part of my condition. If you’d let me alone it might do me good, but you always come hovering round or something just to see that I’m still alive!’ She turned to Lady Shore. ‘I’m glad you’ve come, Mummy, you can look after David a bit. For heaven’s sake make him go out hunting, or find him a job in the carpenter’s shed, or let him help someone to sweep up the leaves — he’s driving me nearly mad!’

‘She’s a little strung up,’ explained David apologetically.

‘I’m nothing of the kind,’ said Sidonia, ‘I’m feeling very well and I’m going to have a baby; I can’t see what there is to fuss about.’
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The local doctor called after tea, and spent a few minutes with Sidonia.

‘She’s splendid!’ he told Lady Shore as he left. ‘Nothing could be more satisfactory.’

‘Well, she certainly seems all right,’ said Lady Shore, turning bewildered eyes on David.

‘Of course she’s all right.’ The doctor smiled, then he lowered his voice confidentially. ‘The prospective father is a little over-anxious, they’re like that sometimes with the first.’ The nurse came up, a rosy-cheeked woman with a pleasant, reassuring face.

‘I won’t telephone to-morrow if she seems all right, doctor, unless of course you wish me to.’

‘Use your own judgment about that, nurse; no need to ring up if she’s going on well, I leave that entirely to you.’ David glared at the nurse with positive venom. The moment she had gone he turned to Lady Shore.

‘There you are! What did I tell you?’ he said furiously. ‘The woman’s a careless idiot!’
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Sidonia’s baby was born on Christmas Day at six o’clock in the morning. Just as the dawn was streaking the sky he clamoured into the world.

David sat hunched on the library chesterfield in his camel’s hair dressing-gown; he had flatly refused to lie down in his dressing-room in case he might hear Sidonia moaning. His face was ashen, his eyes red-rimmed, his mouth set in lines of anguish. All night long he had waited like this, ruffling his hair at intervals.

Lady Shore found him still crouching there when she came to tell him the news.

‘David, my dear, you’ve got a son!’

He stood up and stared at her blankly.

‘David, you’ve got a son!’ she repeated, holding out congratulatory hands.

He took both her hands like a man in a dream.

‘And Sidonia?’ he whispered, ‘Sidonia?’

‘Going on splendidly. You can see her now, it was quite a normal confinement.’

He did not let go of her reassuring hands, and she left them quietly in his.

‘Sidonia’s given me a son!’ he said slowly, and his voice sounded hushed and incredulous.

Then his head dropped forward on to Lady Shore’s shoulder and, quite unashamedly, he wept.






  








CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 

1
 

EARLY in the new year Frances was sent for to pay her respects to the heir. She found a perfectly normal David waiting at the station with his open Bentley.

‘Hallo, Frances! So glad you’ve come. Sidonia’s longing to see you. She wants to show off our gold-medal baby — he’s a perfectly stunning fellow!’

As they drove he talked glibly about the confinement. ‘As easy as nothing at all,’ he told her. ‘Sir Thomas said the most normal affair that he’d attended for years.’

‘I suppose you were terribly anxious,’ said Frances, smiling a little to herself.

‘Well, not really. I was a bit worried, of course; but I knew Sidonia would come through all right, she’s got a splendid constitution.’

He touched the accelerator slyly with his foot, and the Bentley gave a leap forward.

‘Not too fast?’ he inquired in a teasing voice.

‘No, go on, I like it,’ said Frances.

They raced along selfishly for over fifteen minutes, just missing two dogs and a cat, and finally dashed through the open gates and whirled up the drive with a flourish.

‘Your nerve’s much better, you’ve been smoking less,’ said David, as he helped her out.

2
 

Sidonia was lying in the huge Georgian bed over which swung the blue satin tester.

‘You can go away, David,’ she remarked firmly after a moment or two, ‘I want to have Frances all to myself; go and smoke a cigar in the library.’

He laughed.

‘All right, but don’t be too long, and take care of my son and heir 1’

As the door swung to on David’s broad back Sidonia looked up and smiled.

‘His son and heir! Did you hear that? I ask you — you’d think he’d carried the child for nine months and gone through the confinement at the end. David is funny sometimes!’

The baby was lying in the crook of her arm, a red little creature swathed in flannel. The creases of the packing were still on his face; his eyes were smoke-blue like a kitten’s. Frances stood at the foot of the bed and surveyed the pair very gravely.

‘Well, Sidonia, how does it feel?’

‘Like heaven!’ Sidonia told her. ‘Look, Frances, he’s got red fluff on his head. I had red fluff on my head, mother says. I believe he’s going to look just like me.’

The baby doubled up tiny fists and began making tiny noises. He fumbled blindly but greedily.

‘He’s hungry, the lamb!’ Sidonia explained. ‘It’s his dinner-time and he knows it too; we can go on talking while I nurse him.’

The talking was mostly done by Sidonia, and mostly about the baby. He liked this, disliked that; he loved this one, hated that one — showed a preference already for certain members of the household. He was quieter with his mother than he was with the nurse; he knew his mother when he saw her.

‘In fact,’ thought Frances, patiently attentive, ‘he does all the impossible baby things that first babies have done since the world began.’

Presently Sidonia fished under her pillows.

‘Do you remember this, Frances?’

Frances stared at the small brown book that Sidonia was holding out to her.

‘Yes,’ she said slowly, ‘that’s surely the book that I found on a second-hand bookstall in Florence — I didn’t know you’d kept it.’

‘Oh, I kept it all right! I’ve just read it again, but I don’t want David to find it. Poor old darling, he hates all this sort of thing — he’s not got much imagination.’

They were silent for a little while after that, then Frances said:

‘Your David’s all right. He’s the tenderest thing on earth, deep down, and a perfect fool about you, I may tell you!’

Sidonia nodded rather absently: her eyes were kept on the baby.

‘“The Saturday Life”, do you remember, Frances? We thought it might be true.’

‘You did, I didn’t,’ said Frances firmly. ‘I don’t believe in such rot!’

Sidonia laughed.

‘You sound like David! Well, even if it is true, I think it’s over — I’m in my last act now, Frances.’ She stared at the top of the baby’s head. ‘There can never be anything after him; he’s an end in himself, he’s the end. I’ve a feeling that it’s always ended like this. And, you know, he was born on a Saturday too, the last day of the week.’

Frances’ eyes filled with difficult tears, not because of Sidonia’s ‘Saturday Life’, but because of her beauty, lying there — a woman with a child at her breast.

‘Well, so long as you’re happy,’ she said rather gruffly.

‘I’m happy, and I don’t feel afraid any more. I used to feel afraid sometimes, you know.’ Sidonia paused, then she smiled at Frances. ‘I’m going to prove that I’m not afraid. I shall christen him Noel, Godfrey, David, but I’ve thought of a special name of my own for him; I shall always call him Saturday!’

Frances screwed in her tortoiseshell eyeglass and fished for a cigarette.

‘Um-m,’ she grunted, striking a match. ‘All the same, I’d call him Monday, I think, if I were you.’
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This 1926 novel opens circa 1890 and introduces the hero Gian-Luca, a solemn faced little boy with blond hair. His mother had died in childbirth having him, and because of this his grandmother has rejected him as the cause of her daughter’s death. He grows up in Soho, London, lonely and socially isolated, burdened with the stigma of illegitimacy, and not knowing which community he belongs to, as he is half Italian. Despite this inauspicious start, he works his way up to become a waiter at the prestigious restaurant The Doric. He marries a motherly girl named Maddalena, and serves in the armed forces in the 1914-1918 war. On his return, his behaviour starts to show signs of mental ill-health and he is ordered by his employer to take a family holiday in Italy to recover. However, dramatic disclosures only make matters worse. What follows is a story of pain, suffering and ultimately redemption. 

Adam’s Breed was widely acclaimed as an outstanding piece of writing. In 1927 it was awarded the Prix Femina and the James Tait Black Prize for the best literary novel of the year, and it is still widely regarded as Hall’s best work, outshining The Well of Loneliness, which despite its brave subject matter, is not considered to be such fine literature as Adam’s Breed. The idea for the novel had come to Hall when she was dining out with Una, and she was watching a waiter going about his job. At the time she began it, the working title was “Food”. 

There are numerous allusions to Bible stories throughout the novel, reflecting Hall’s intense interest in spiritual matters and her Catholic faith. Also, as with her other novels, there are autobiographical touches — Gian-Luca’s childhood reflects Hall’s own lonely and unloved early years when she too was fatherless and felt herself to be an unwanted burden to her family.
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CHAPTER ONE
 

1
 

Teresa Boselli stood at the window staring down at Old Compton Street; at the greasy pavements, the greasy roadway, the carts, the intolerable slow-moving vans, those vans, that to Teresa’s agonized ears, seemed to rumble more loudly because of that window. There were men in the street, and women too, mothers — yet they let those vans go on rumbling; they did not know, and even if they knew they would probably continue on their way uncaring.

Teresa’s whole being, soul, heart and brain, seemed to fuse itself together into something hard, resisting — a shield, a wall, a barricade of steel wherewith to shut away those sounds. In the street below the traffic blocked itself; protesting horses shuffled and stamped, their drivers shouted to each other, laughing; a boy went by whistling a music-hall song; a dog, perched jauntily on a grocer’s cart, sprang up to bark at nothing in particular; and Teresa shook her clenched fists in the air, then let them drop stiffly to her sides. Her eyes, small, black and aggressively defiant, burnt with a kind of fury.

Turning from the window, she looked about the room with its horsehair arm-chair and couch. She herself had crocheted the antimacassars that, slightly out of shape and no longer very white, adorned the slippery horsehair. She herself had chosen the red serge curtains and the bottle-green window blind, the brown linoleum so very unlike parquet and the rug so alien to Persia. She herself had made the spotted muslin hangings over pink sateen that clothed the dressing-table, and she herself had pinned on the large pink bow wherewith they were looped together. She herself had fixed the little wooden bracket that held the patient plaster Virgin, and hers were the hands that had nailed the Sacred Heart directly over the bedstead. A battered wooden bedstead, a battered Sacred Heart; the one from long enduring the travail of men’s bodies, the other from long enduring the travail of their souls. In the oleograph the Heart was always bleeding — no one ever staunched it, no one ever worried. To Teresa it had stood for a symbol of salvation; she had sometimes condoned with its sufferings in her prayers, but never — no, not once — in her life. She had seen this particular picture of the Heart in a window near the church in Hatton Garden. She had gone in and bought it, three and sixpence it had cost. That had been six months ago this November, while Olga, the belovèd, the only child, the beautiful, had been away in Florence serving as maid to the children of rich Americans, teaching them Italian — Maledetti!

On the wooden bedstead lay an old patchwork quilt, the labour of Teresa’s fingers, and under the quilt lay Olga, the belovèd, the labour of Teresa’s body, and of Fabio, downstairs in the shop below cutting up mottled salame. But when Teresa thought of Olga, the belovèd, she tried not to think of Fabio.

Teresa was forty. For forty years she had stared at life out of fierce, black eyes that had only once softened to human passion, for the rest they had softened when she looked at Olga; but when she had prayed to the Blessed Virgin, to whose gentle service she had once been dedicated, her eyes had been frightened and sometimes defiant, but not soft as when she looked at Olga. ‘Mea culpa, Mea culpa!’ she had told the Blessed Virgin — remembering the one hot sin of her youth— ‘Ora pro nobis, Sancta Maria Virgio Mater Dei, Ora pro nobis.’ And then: ‘Take care of Olga, dear Mother of Jesus, preserve her from temptation and the lusts of men—’

Tall and spare as a birch tree was Teresa, as a birch tree that has waited in vain for the spring. Her wavy black hair was defying time; it shone, and where the light touched it, it bloomed, faintly blue in the light. Her forehead had much that was noble about it, but the brows — thick and coarse as those of a man — all but met above the arch of her nose, a few isolated hairs alone dividing them. A slight shade, more marked towards the corners of her mouth, added to the strong virile look of her. Her dress was sombre and rather austere, it was fastened at the throat by a large mosaic brooch, and in her ears she wore filigree gold ear-rings. A purposeful woman, an efficient woman, a woman who knew well that four farthings make a penny; a woman who liked the feel of those four farthings, who invested them with romance. Farthings, pennies, shillings, sovereigns — always the ultimate sovereigns. Golden things! Some people might like buttercups; Fabio did, for Fabio was simple, but Teresa preferred the cold beauty of sovereigns; sovereigns could buy flowers, but flowers could not buy sovereigns, her practical Tuscan mind told her that. And yet she was no miser, there was method in her saving, she saved for a definite reason, for Olga. Perhaps, too, she saved a little for Fabio, Fabio who was stupid where money was concerned. He could cut up salame into fine transparent slices, but only after Teresa had taught him how to do it; scolding, ridiculing, making him feel humble — Fabio who always replied: ‘Sì, sì, cara.’ Long ago now, more than twenty years ago, she had said: ‘If you love me, you’ll marry me, Fabio, in spite of what you know has happened.’

And Fabio had said: ‘I will kill him first, Cane!’

But Teresa had said: ‘No, marry me first.’

And Fabio had replied: ‘Allora—’

After that he had brought her back with him to England. Fabio had already been a naturalized Englishman at the time of his meeting with Teresa in Florence — he had found it convenient in his business — yet never was man more Latin in spirit. Short flares of temper and infinite patience; the patience that sat for hours waiting for trains in the heat of a Tuscan summer; the patience that suffered the hardships of conscription, and later the heart-breaking sunlessness of England, and later still, Teresa’s cold marital endurance — Teresa who was always repenting the sin that Fabio had helped her to efface. Once back again in London among his salami, his spaghetti and his Parmesan cheeses, damped down by rain and fog and mud, and a little, perhaps, by Teresa’s endurance, Fabio had forgotten to kill his ‘Cane,’ which doubtless was just as well. Only when Olga was born two years later did he remember how often he had prayed to Saint Joseph, the wise old patron of wedlock, that she might not be born too soon.

Sounds! The room was full of them, the house was full of them! The whole world was full of them — a hell composed of sounds! Footsteps in the shop below, the clanging of the shop bell — voices — Fabio’s voice, then others, unknown voices. A door banging, the shop door, people going in and out. And always that ceaseless din of traffic in the street, now fainter, and now louder, more vindictive. Teresa’s body tightened to do battle once again, as though by standing rigid and scarcely drawing breath she might hope to subdue the universe.

The figure on the bed moved a little and then sighed, and together with that sigh came a more imperious summons, the sharp, protesting, angry wailing of an infant not yet fully reconciled to life.

Teresa hurried to the bed. ‘Olga!’ she whispered, ‘Olga!’ The girl’s eyes opened and closed, then they opened again and remained fixed on Teresa; there was recognition in their gaze.

Teresa bent lower; the nurse had gone out, she would not be back for an hour. ‘Who was he?’ — the same monotonous question. ‘Tell me, my darling — tell Mamma that loves you. Who was it hurt my little lamb?’

Olga’s head moved from side to side; feebly, like some sore stricken creature, she beat with her hands on the patchwork quilt.

Teresa’s strong arm slid under her shoulders. ‘Tell Mamma,’ she whispered close to her ear, ‘tell Mamma, like a good child, Olga, my darling, and then the Blessed Virgin will make you well again.’

She spoke as she might have done fourteen years ago, when the five-year-old Olga had been coaxed and coerced into making some childish confession.

‘Tell Mamma, Olga — tell Mamma.’

But the pale lips remained very gently closed. Olga, slipping back again into oblivion, kept her secret safe in her heart. Then Teresa’s will to know rose up stern and terrible, the will of those countless peasant forbears, creatures of hot suns and icy winds, of mountains and valleys and strong, brown soil; creatures who, finding no man to respect them, had made a god of their self-respect, offering the virtue of their women on his shrine, not for that virtue’s sake but for their own. And against this god in the days of her youth, at the time of the gathering in of the grapes, Teresa Boselli had passionately sinned, and had for ever after hated her sin; but never more hotly than at this moment when she saw it lifting its head in her child, in Olga, who, having betrayed her mother would not betray her lover. Teresa’s thin form towered gaunt above the bed.

‘Tell me!’ she commanded. ‘Tell me!’

The girl’s lids had fallen, she was very far away; no sounds from the external world could reach her. Teresa stared down at the drawn young face, and her breast ached as though it would kill her with its pain. Groping for her rosary she tried to tell her beads, the Dolorous Mysteries, beginning in Gethsemane, and as each tragic decade came to a close she demanded the life of her child.

‘Give me the fruit of my womb, Blessed Mary.’

Her prayers gathered force as her terror increased; the face on the pillow was changing, changing — it was growing very solemn, very aloof. In a passion of entreaty she dropped to her knees, pressing the rosary against her forehead until the beads scarred her flesh. In her anguish she struck at the gates of heaven, she tore at the garments of the Mother of God.

‘Not like this — not like this — you spared me, spare her. I demand it of you — I demand Olga’s life! Why should her sin be greater than mine? You who were a Mother, you who knew grief — you who saw death at the foot of the Cross — you whom I have served in penitence and love — I demand it of you — give me Olga’s life!’

And Olga, drifting always farther away, lay with quiet, closed eyelids and motionless lips, giving her life’s blood, but not the secret of her loyal and impenitent heart.

Then Teresa fell to weeping; she wept without restraint, noisily, heavily — her sobs shook the bed. From time to time she drank in her own tears.

The nurse came back. ‘What’s the matter, what’s happened?’ She laid her fingers on the girl’s thin wrist. ‘I must send your husband for the doctor,’ she said, and she hurried downstairs to the shop.

Fabio lifted his head from his hands; he was sitting on a narrow, high-legged stool behind his sausages and cheeses. A small man, himself as rotund as a cheese, with a mild, pale face, and a ring of grey hair that gave him a somewhat monkish appearance, in spite of his white coat and apron.

‘Well?’ he said, blinking at her a little.

The nurse shook her head: ‘You must go for the doctor — any doctor if he’s out.’

Fabio got heavily off his stool, his lips were trembling: ‘You go,’ he suggested. ‘I would wish to be with our Olga.’

‘No, I must go back — I’m needed upstairs — but be as quick as you can.’
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Olga was dying — the doctor came and went; he would call again later, he told them.

‘Fetch me a priest!’ demanded Teresa, calm as a general now before battle. ‘There is yet time enough for a miracle to happen, the Holy Oil has been known to save life.’

She stared across the bed at the kneeling Fabio.

‘Don’t drive me from Olga—’ he pleaded pitifully.

Teresa was relentless: ‘Do as I tell you!’

And getting to his feet he obeyed her.
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That night, in spite of the Holy Oil, Olga went on her journey. After the great love that lay hidden in her heart, after the great anguish that lay whimpering in the basket, the spirit that was Olga slipped silently away to the Maker who would have no need to question, knowing all things and the reason thereof.
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Teresa demanded to be left alone with her child and the child of her child, and because of her voice and the look in her eyes, Fabio left them alone. The room was shrouded in comparative darkness. Four thin, brown candles guarded the bed. From the little red lamp in front of the Virgin came a fitful, flickering glimmer. Teresa stood over the slender body, gazing down with her hard, black eyes; then she turned and lifted the baby from his basket, a tiny lump of protesting flesh muffled in folds of flannel. From her fumed-oak bracket the Virgin watched with a gentle, deprecating smile. She could not help that deprecating smile — it was moulded into plaster. Majestically, Teresa turned and faced her, and they looked at each other eye to eye. Then Teresa thrust the baby towards her, and the gesture was one of repudiation.

‘Take him!’ said Teresa. ‘I give him to you, I have no use for him. He has stolen my joy, he has killed my child, and you, you have let him do it — therefore, you can have him, body and soul, but you cannot any longer have Teresa Boselli. Teresa Boselli has done with prayer, for you cannot answer and God cannot answer — possibly neither of you exists — but if you do exist, then I give this thing to you — do as you like with it, play with it, crush it, as you crushed its mother over there!’

Fabio came up quietly behind her; he had stolen back to her unperceived. He took the baby from her very gently.

‘Little Gian-Luca come to Nonno,’ he murmured, pressing his cheek against the child.






  








CHAPTER TWO
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Fabio reared himself up in bed. It was past midnight, and the candle was guttering prior to its final extinction. Fabio’s hair, a dishevelled halo, stuck out grotesquely above his ears, his nightshirt, unbuttoned, snowed the thick, black hairs that gave to his chest a fictitious look of strength, and his eyes so mild and placid by nature, harboured something very like anger.

‘I will have him baptized!’ he shouted suddenly. ‘And I will have him called Gian-Luca!’

Teresa, her throat modestly concealed by the collar of her cotton night-gown, her hair brushed severely from her brow and plaited, her hands clasped before her on the red coverlet, looked at her husband coldly.

‘Why baptized?’ she inquired as though surprised.

‘And if baptized, why Gian-Luca?’

Fabio turned to her: ‘Is it you who speak so — you who have always been so pious?’

‘I have done with piety,’ said Teresa quietly, flicking some dust from the bedspread.

‘And you would deny him the rites of the Church?’

‘I have done with the Church,’ said Teresa.

‘Ah! Then perhaps you have done with God, too?’

‘Yes, I have done with God, too.’

Fabio stared at his wife aghast. He had not been a practising Catholic for years; still, he had had his ideas about things, and God had been one of his ideas. Something angry and pitiful was stirring in his heart on behalf of the small Gian-Luca; a feeling that he was not receiving fair play, that for all he, Fabio, knew he was being deprived of some mystical, incomprehensible advantage, of something that he had a right to, and the more his heart smote him the angrier he grew.

‘He shall be baptized!’ he repeated furiously.

‘Forms—’ murmured Teresa, ‘just meaningless forms—’ and she shrugged her angular shoulders. The child began to cry, and stooping down she rocked the wicker bassinette. ‘Just meaningless forms,’ she murmured again, and then: ‘Why Gian-Luca, Fabio?’

‘It came to me so — it came tome, “Gian-Luca,” I cannot say more than that.’

‘It came to you so?’

‘Yes, I thought “Gian-Luca,” as I took him from you that night.’

‘I see — a sign from heaven, I suppose?’

‘Corpo di Bacco!’ bellowed Fabio. ‘Corpo di Baccol I will baptize him now, I myself will baptize him!’

He lunged out of bed and over to the wash-stand, dipping his fingers in the jug. Bending down to the now quiet infant, he made the sign of the cross on its forehead. ‘Gian-Luca, I baptize thee,’ he muttered fiercely, ‘in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.’ Then his anger suddenly deserted him. He looked up at Teresa; she was watching the proceedings with a little smile on her lips.

Feeling cold and rather frightened, he crawled back to bed and tried to take her in his arms. ‘My Teresa,’ he whispered, ‘be gentle, my Teresa, don’t hate our little grandson so much — be gentle to him for Olga’s sake — perhaps, she can see us, who knows?’

‘Fool!’ said Teresa. ‘Olga is dead; it would have been better if the child had died too. I feel nothing any more, neither love nor hate, my heart is broken. Can a broken heart feel?’

‘I will try to mend it for you,’ he pleaded.

‘You!’ she said, turning her face away.

The candle guttered and went out. Fabio stared miserably into the darkness; he prayed a little but without much hope, he had always been rather hopeless in his prayers, always a little too fearful of God. And meanwhile the newly baptized Gian-Luca had mercifully gone off to sleep, his crumpled face was pressed into the pillow, his round, shiny head, ridiculously bald, was slightly bedewed with sweat. From time to time Teresa’s hand dropped softly and set the cradle in motion; this she did automatically, from a sense of duty and custom. The rocking of the cradle fell into line with a hundred other everyday duties that must and would be accomplished, and presently Gian-Luca would fall into line too. He would never be neglected; like the shop and the house he would always be kept clean and sweet, and like the shop and the house he would come to long at times for the hand that dishevelled, that rendered untidy, in a foolish access of affection.

 

2
 

Gian-Luca having no one to talk to, and having no language wherewith to talk in any case, found himself, as all infants must be, at a great disadvantage in relation to life. Had his mind been a blank, as people seemed to think, it would have been easier not to howl; but his mind was a turbulent seething muddle, in which colic and darkness and the sudden flare of gas-jets and ticklings and prickings and stupid grasping hands and uncomfortable confinement in preposterous positions, were all jumbled together in nebulous chaos, impossible at first to disentangle. From this chaos one day there suddenly emerged a creature who was beautifully concrete, a kindly young woman who had always been there and had always borne a relation to hunger and to hunger’s ultimate appeasement. But whereas before she, like everything else, had been part of the haze called life, she now emerged a well-defined being that was capable of arousing anger or approval, capable of being smiled at or howled at, capable even, of being thumped. She could open her bodice and give you what you wanted, or she could refuse to do so. In the latter contingency you felt blind with rage, in the former you felt much less than was supposed, much less indeed than you appeared to be feeling; in the former you quickly became atavistic, doing what you must, automatically, because something, somewhere, ordered you to live.

The concrete creature was Rosa Varese, the daughter of Nerone who sold tobacco a little way down the street; she was married and had lost her own baby of croup in the very nick of time to provide you with dinners, but all this of course you did not know, nor would you have cared if you had. Your emotions were entirely concerned with yourself, not through any wish of yours, but by order of that something that commanded you, Gian-Luca, to live.

Side by side with the curious mystery of food was the mystery of safety-pins; the first inanimate objects these to emerge from the nebulous chaos. They could press, they could prick, they could feel hard and cold, in fact they could fill you with fury; but — and this was what was so strange about them — they could fall into your lap and look very alluring — beautiful even when they lay in your lap, so beautiful that you wished to pay homage and in consequence put them in your mouth. Safety-pins, no doubt rather humble in themselves, were nevertheless important; through discovering them you discovered other things such as coal and soap and thimbles; in a word you developed your sense of beauty, and your instinct told you to worship beauty by trying to swallow it.

But although you were fast becoming familiar with the joys and sorrows of life, there were still big gaps in your comprehension; for instance, the things that they put on your feet — they caused you a most peculiar sensation, you wanted to cry, you wanted to laugh, you wanted above all to pull them off. But whenever you succeeded in pulling them off, someone was always there to slap your hands, and this, in view of your awakening perceptions, struck you as outrageously unjust. And then there was that thing they put on your head, it tormented you and tickled your ears; you were fastened to it by something soft, something that went under your chin. One day you discovered that the something soft could be chewed, and in consequence you chewed it — you did not try to swallow it like beauty — and since you could make but small impression with your gums, why did they always pull it away, making sounds meanwhile that you disapproved of?

Sounds! You began to listen for sounds, you tried to make them yourself, you began to feel that it was not enough to crow or to howl or to gurgle. You began to feel that given time, you yourself would make sounds that counted; you were still rather vague as to what they would be, but you knew that somewhere out of the void would come sounds that belonged exclusively to you; others might make them but that would not matter, for with some sort of magic that you did not understand, the fact that you made them would mean that they were yours, as surely as your mouth was yours. One way and another you were full of curiosity, full of a desire to do things. When you had done them they occasionally hurt you, as when you bit the buckle of your pram-strap and made your gum bleed, but taken on the whole you considered it worth while, and the next day you ducked your head and bit the thing again — that was the way to face life, you felt.
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Rosa spoke seldom but cried very often, so that poor Gian-Luca had not the advantage of hearing those consoling expressions of endearment that presumably help the infant sub-conscious to resign itself to life. Had he not possessed a great joy of living, in spite of colic and other tiresome things, Rosa’s tears might very well have damped him; as it was they only irritated. Her tears had a way of dripping on to his head in the very middle of dinner, and he vaguely divined, as it were by instinct, that they spoilt the quality of the dinner itself, which was of course quite inexcusable.

He could not understand the element of tears, they were wet like his bath but they tasted different, and they came for all sorts of unexpected reasons, for instance when you bumped your head. Rosa would stare at Gian-Luca in silence, and then there would come a noise in her throat, sometimes a series of noises even; ‘Mio bambino—’ and then more noises and something splashing off her on to him. They usually spent the day at the Bosellis’, but every night she returned with Gian-Luca to her father’s tobacco shop down the street where she and her husband lived. She was young and bereaved; she gave of her milk but not yet of her heart, that was not to be expected; her heart was far away with quite another baby, whose food Gian-Luca was consuming.

Gian-Luca had a queer, old wooden cradle beside the bed shared by Rosa and her husband. He liked Rosa’s husband, a handsome young man who roared and slapped his thighs; not so much to please Gian-Luca as to please himself — he had never quite grown up. He did a delightful thing too, every morning, he smeared a species of foam on to his chin; he smeared some on to Gian-Luca’s one day, and Gian-Luca licked it off. The tobacconist was not quite so amusing, still, it must be admitted that he had a wooden leg.... The leg made a most arresting noise when he walked — thump, thump, thump, thump — Gian-Luca would listen, and rock with excitement when he heard it. If it had not been for a tendency to colic, every minute of the day would have seemed worth while, but of course one’s stomach being nearly the whole of one, it is apt to have very large pains.

Rosa’s husband was a waiter at the Capo di Monte and when he came home, which he did very late, he naturally wanted his sleep. He suffered from a swollen joint on one foot, and this made him angry at times. Between Gian-Luca’s colic and Rosa’s tears and the pain in that joint when he took off his shoe, his nights were becoming decidedly unpleasant, which reacted on them all in the mornings. There were mornings now, growing more frequent of late, when his roaring, even to Gian-Luca’s ears, did not suggest a game; when he and Rosa would settle down to quarrel, which they always did in English because they both disliked it, and because each knew that the other disliked it. Their quarrel-English was particularly florid and beautifully free from restraint; it largely partook of Saturday nights outside the ‘George and Dragon.’

Gian-Luca learnt that certain sounds were ugly, that they made you feel strangely disturbed and unsafe. He also learnt that some sounds might be soothing, as for instance when Mario and Rosa made it up with many soft murmurings and kissings. As the weeks turned into months he became all ears, he became a kind of reservoir for words. The words went filtering into him through his very skin, and finally emerged in one loud, triumphant vocable: ‘Gug!’ said Gian-Luca, and then— ‘Gug!’

But ‘Gug’ was not enough, gratifying though it was, it could only express Gian-Luca, and by the time Gian-Luca had known the world a year, he had come to realize that to make one’s presence felt one might have to express a few other things as well — a bore perhaps, but there it was. Gian-Luca looked about him for the next most worthy object, and wisely decided that four legs and a tail, to say nothing of a thoroughly soul-satisfying bark, had every right to his attention. ‘Dog!’ said Gian-Luca, staring at the mongrel that wandered in and out of Nerone’s little shop.

‘Doggie!’ said Rosa, as one talking to an infant.

‘Dog,’ repeated Gian-Luca firmly.

‘Poveretto!’ wept Rosa to Mario that evening. ‘That his first word should be “doggie” instead of “mamma,” poveretto — what a world of misery we live in!’

‘You would think so if you had my bunion,’ grumbled Mario; then he kissed her, for of course a dead baby hurt far more than even the most virile bunion.

But though Rosa wept with pity, Gian-Luca did not weep; what the ear has never heard and the eye has never seen, the heart of one year’s beating cannot mourn for. In his vast self-satisfaction he walked towards the coal box, fell down, got up, fell down, and finally decided that Nature was not mocked, and that progress on all fours was the only mode of locomotion.
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Fabio was told the marvel, Gian-Luca had said ‘Dog’, and Fabio was thoroughly offended.

‘Nonno, Nonno, Nonno!’ he cried, pointing to himself. ‘Little Gian-Luca must say, Nonno!’

Gian-Luca eyed him kindly, he liked his funny hair, and reaching up he pulled it politely.

‘Ecco!’ exclaimed Fabio. ‘He is as strong as any giant, but all giants call their grandfathers “Nonno,” don’t they Teresa? They say: “Nonno, Nonno!”’

Teresa looked up from a mound of pale grey knitting, then she dropped her eyes again without speaking. She was always knitting something in her spare time these days, knitting had become her obsession. She knitted in the shop, in her cash-desk, during meals, and at night she would knit herself to sleep. She knitted very fast, with a harshly stabbing needle, occasionally raising the needle to her head for a swift, proficient scratch between the stitches.

‘Pearl one, knit two, pearl one,’ murmured Teresa glancing at a book that lay beside her.

‘Nonno! Nonno! Nonno! Say Nonno!’ shouted Fabio, shaking a finger at Gian-Luca.

‘Poveretto!’ began Rosa, with her apron to her eyes, preparing to burst into tears.

But at that Teresa suddenly looked up from her knitting. ‘Basta e supera, you hear?’ she said sharply; then, as though she had forgotten Rosa, ‘Knit one, pearl one, slip one.’ Gian-Luca considered ‘Nonno’ for some weeks before he finally said it, and when he did so he made a grave mistake; he applied it, not to Fabio, but to the wooden leg of Fabio’s friend and rival down the street. The leg had been particularly active for some time, Gian-Luca had heard it for an hour, and when its owner, balancing himself against the counter, had actually lifted it and waved it in the air— ‘Nonno!’ screamed Gian-Luca, beside himself with pleasure.

It was very unfortunate that Fabio should have entered to buy some ‘Macedonia’ at that moment. It was even more unfortunate that Nerone should have laughed, with something like triumph in his eyes. Fabio surveyed the group, thrust his hands into his pockets, and left the shop without a word.

‘Ma che!’ exclaimed Nerone, in an access of delight, ‘Ma che! I think him jealous of my stump!’

For fifteen years these two had behaved like ageing children; quarrelling, boasting, teasing, and loving — always loving — but quick to take advantage of each other whenever it offered.

‘That salame — very bad, your place is going to pieces, Fabio. You naturalize yourself and then you sell us bad salame, the salame looks at you and then goes bad.’

‘I do not sell bad salame — mine is the best in England. As for you, you talk and talk, then sell rotten cigarettes, all powder, one might as well smoke snuff.’

‘You accuse my cigarettes, straight from Italy they come.’

‘Teresa says they come more likely from the Ark. Teresa says I cough— “That is Nerone,” she says, “with his rotten Macedonia all dropping out one end.” She says: “That is that old fox Nerone.”’

‘Ah! So that is what Teresa says. Well now, tell me this my Fabio, you find tobacco in my smokes, is it not? What else do you find, beside tobacco?’

‘The dust from the shop.’

‘Oh, I find much more than that — oh, much more, in your salame.’

‘And please, what do you find?’

‘If I tell you you will get angry.’

‘Not at all, I know my salame, he is prime.’

‘Prime you say? Santa Madonna! Listen to him, prime he says! Very well, then, it is prime, but — I find a little worm. He looks at me, I look at him, he bows, I lift my hat. I have him in a tumbler, come and see!’

For fifteen years these two had played dominoes together, drinking Amarena in the evenings. When Fabio lost the game — as he nearly always did — Nerone would openly rejoice; if, however, Fabio won it, Nerone lost his temper, and that made Fabio happy for a week. When both their wives had been alive, before Nerone became a widower, they had managed to quarrel over them:

‘My Lucrezia, what a cook! What a marvellous risotto! Why do you let your Teresa boil her rice into a pulp? You should send her here, Lucrezia will teach her how to boil it.’

‘Then you send us your Lucrezia, and we will show her zabaione, we will teach her not to turn it into lumps like scrambled eggs!’

But when sorrow had come upon them — and to Fabio shame as well — they had ceased to nag each other for the moment. They had turned away their eyes, while their hearts grew kind and shy, neither had wished to see the sorrow of the other. They had found no words, or if they spoke they did so fearfully, timid of saying the wrong thing. And when Lucrezia died, Fabio sent a wreath of iris, so large that it ousted all the other floral tributes. And when Olga died, Nerone sent a splendid cross of roses, and: ‘I will have them white, all white,’ he told the florist.
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No sooner had Gian-Luca found his tongue, than he found his feet with a vengeance; there were set-backs, of course, but to all intents and purposes he quickly became a biped. His adventures increased and multiplied, leading him now into strange, alluring places: the backyard, for instance, where the empty cases stood, festooned with flue and smuts. These empty packing-cases attracted him greatly; they were dirty, they were hollow, and queer, fantastic labels, together with all sorts of scrawls and lines and crosses appeared on their battered sides. To do them justice, they were very wise old cases, having travelled with aplomb all the way from Italy. Gian-Luca, of course, was not aware of this, still he felt that there was something about them.... This conviction of his grew and grew, until he longed for a fuller communion, a communion only to be properly attained by filling the void with himself. Into the lowest and kindest of the cases Gian-Luca heaved his minute proportions, to discover — as occasionally happens — that in life it is simpler to get in than to get out, and this revelation when it came was terrific; he was rescued half an hour later by Teresa; still, there had been that half-hour — 

At about this time they weaned him from Rosa, and Gian-Luca made his first acquaintance with sorrow. Rosa came daily to push his perambulator, but Rosa, without the comfort of her breasts, was not Rosa to him any more. She seemed cold and aloof; ‘tout passe, tout lasse...’ but naturally Gian-Luca did not know this fact as yet. Though Gian-Luca sorrowed, yet his Rosa rejoiced, she no longer splashed him with tears; if her lips trembled now they did so with smiles, nay more, she was constantly laughing. ‘I will bring you a little new friend, one day soon!’ she had taken to whispering in his ear; and sometimes she led him into a church, and sat clicking her rosary just above his nose, while he kicked and protested on her lap. ‘You must not tell Nonna where we have been,’ Rosa would caution, holding up her finger; just as though Gian-Luca knew where they had been, or could have told Nonna if he had!

Sometimes Rosa would stay on and play with him a little in the room that had once been Olga’s, but more often he would be shut up there alone, and this, for some reason, he did not object to — he liked the room that had been Olga’s. There were bars in front of the window now, and a high nursery guard for the occasional fire, but beyond these two drawbacks the room was all his, his to do with as he listed. He could twist the large knobs on the wash-stand by the window, he could crawl away under the bed, he could climb along the charming slippery horsehair sofa or toboggan down the seat of the chair. He could stare in fascination at the deep wounds in the wall; one just above the bed and four just opposite. He longed to put his finger into these deep wounds, but found that they were too high up. In the region of the wounds the paper hung torn and jagged — it looked like mutilated skin; and Gian-Luca, all agog with primitive instinct, would ache and ache to tear it away.

‘Gug!’ said Gian-Luca, returning fiercely to his first form of self-expression, ‘Gug! Gug!’ And his small hand would grasp the empty air in its eager will towards destruction. Except for those five wounds the walls were quite bare; Teresa had left them just as they had been on the night when Olga died. Only the Virgin, together with her bracket, and the Heart — whose bleeding no hand ever staunched — had gone, and in their place were the wounds that Gian-Luca longed to prod.






  








CHAPTER THREE
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When he was four a splendid thing happened; Gian-Luca was given the freedom of the shop. It had been impossible to do other than accord it, short of tying up Gian-Luca’s legs, so Teresa threw open the door from the parlour and said: ‘Go — but do not steal the pickles.’

This occurred one morning in July, when the warmth of the sun was busily engaged in coaxing out endless smells. The street door was also standing wide open, and through it came a series of rumblings and shoutings that expressed the spirit of Old Compton Street.

The shop! All his life Gian-Luca remembered those first impressions of the shop; the size of it, the smell of it, the dim, mysterious gloom of it — a gloom from which strange objects would continually jump out and try to hit you in the face — but above all the smell, that wonderful smell that belongs to the Salumeria. The shop smelt of sawdust and cheeses and pickles and olives and sausages and garlic; the shop smelt of oil and cans and Chianti and a little of split peas and lentils; the shop smelt of coffee and sour brown bread and very faintly of vanilla; the shop smelt of people, of Fabio’s boot blacking, and of all the boots that went in and out unblacked; it also smelt of Old Compton Street, a dusty, adventurous smell.

Gian-Luca stared about him in amazement and awe, he had never known before this moment how truly great Nonno was, but he saw now that Nonno distributed like God, and that what he distributed was good. From the ceiling were suspended innumerable coils of what looked like preserved intestines. They may possibly have been intestines at one time, but when Fabio sold them they had beautiful names: ‘Bondiola,’ ‘Salsiccie,’ ‘Salami di Milano,’ in other words they were sausages. The sausages varied as much in figure as they did, presumably, in taste; there were short stumpy sausages; fat, bulging sausages; sly, thin sausages; anatomical sausages. There were regal sausages attired in silver paper, there were patriotic sausages in red, white and green, and endless little humble fellows hanging on a string, who looked rather self-conscious and shy.

And the pasta! There were plates of it, cases of it, drawers of it, and all the drawers had neat glass fronts. The glass-fronted drawers were entirely set apart for the aristocracy of pasta. One saw at a glance that social etiquette was very rigidly observed, each family of pasta kept strictly to itself, there were no new-fangled ideas.

There were paste from Naples, marked: ‘Super Fine.’ — Tagliatelle, Gnocchi, Zita, Mezzani, Bavettine, and the learned Alfabeto. There were paste from Bologna — Cestini, Farfalle Tonde; and from Genoa, the conch-like decorative Bicorni and the pious Capelli di Angelo. There were paste shaped like thimbles and others shaped like cushions and yet others like celestial bodies; there were rings and tubes and skeins and ribbons, all made of pasta; there were leaves and flowers and frills and ruchings, all made of pasta; there were yards of slim white paste that suggested vermifuge, and many leagues of common macaroni. The common macaroni had to fend as best it could — it lay about in heaps on the floor.

But not alone did Fabio deal in sausages and pasta, he dealt in many other things. Providing as he did a smell for every nose, he also provided a taste for every palate. Huge jars of plump, green olives, floating in turgid juices, stood ready to be fished for with the squat, round wooden spoons; a galaxy of cheeses, all approaching adolescence, rolled or sprawled or oozed about the counter. Tomatoes, in every form most alien to their nature, huddled in cans along a shelf; there were endless sauces, endless pickles, endless pots of mustard, endless bins of split and dried and powdered peas. There were also endless bottles containing ornate liquids — Menta, Arancio, Framboise, Grenadine, Limone — beautiful, gem-like liquids, that when a sunbeam touched them glowed with a kind of rapture — came alive. Chianti in straw petticoats, blinked through its thin-necked bottles, suspended from large hooks along the walls, while beneath it, in the shadowy bins, lurked yellow Orvieto, full-blooded, hot Barolo and the golden Tears of Christ. Apples, nutmegs, soups and jellies, herring-roes and tinned crustacea, rubbed shoulders with the honey of Bormio. A kind of garden this, a Garden of Eden, with a tree of life on whose long-suffering sides had been grafted all the strange stomachic lusts of modern Adam. And as God once walked conversing with His offspring in the garden, so now, the worthy Fabio moved among his customers; a mild-faced, placid Deity, himself grown plump with feeding — smelling of food and wine and perspiration.

In the little wooden cash-desk sat Teresa at her knitting, with a pen-holder stuck behind her ear. A black-browed, imperturbably austere, regenerate Eve, completely indifferent to apples. From time to time she laid aside her knitting, found her pen, and proceeded to make entries in the ledger. Gian-Luca, looking at her, felt that Nonno might be God, but that Nonna was the source from which he sprang. Nonna controlled a drawer from which flowed gold and silver; enormous wealth, the kind of wealth that no amount of saving could ever hope to find in money-boxes.

Gian-Luca had suspected the omnipotence of Nonna, and now his suspicions were confirmed. He knew, had always known, that Nonna must be worshipped, that moreover, she was worthy of his worship. For one thing she was beautiful, she had small, black, shining eyes, and hair that reminded him of coal. He often longed to rub his cheek against her glossy hair, only somehow that would not go with worship. He adored her bushy eyebrows — one eyebrow when she frowned — not unlike Nerone’s moustache — and the downy, dusky look just above her upper lip, and the tallness and the gauntness of her. He admired her long, brown fingers with their close-pared, oval nails, and her heavy ears that held the filigree gold ear-rings. He admired her blue felt slippers and her flannel dressing-gown, and most of all the queerness and the coldness that was Nonna in relation to Gian-Luca himself. It would be:

‘Nonna, Nonna!’

‘Yes, Gian-Luca, what is it?’

‘See my horse! Look, I will make him run!’

And the horse would run, would gallop, on his little wooden wheels, but Nonna would go on with her knitting. Or:

‘Nonna!’

‘Yes, Gian-Luca?’

‘I want to kiss your finger.’

‘Do not be foolish, fingers are for work.’

‘Then may I touch your ear-rings?’

‘Then may I see your knitting?’

‘Gian-Luca — run upstairs and play with Rosa.’

She was conscientious, quiet and she never lost her temper; Nerone had large rages, even Fabio had small rages, but Nonna very seldom raised her voice. And he loved her. With the strange perversity of childhood, he found her a creature meet for love. Her aloofness did but add to the ardour of his loving, to the wonder and fascination of her. From the room that had been Olga’s, he would often hear her footsteps passing and repassing on the landing; now surely she was coming — she was coming in at last; but she never came — Gian-Luca wondered why. It was Rosa who swept that room and tidied up his toys; it was Rosa who washed his hands and slapped him and caressed him. Rosa would call him: ‘piccolo,’ ‘amore,’ ‘cuore mio,’ but Teresa called him Gian-Luca. Fabio would call him ‘angiolo,’ ‘tesoro,’ ‘briccone,’ but Teresa called him Gian-Luca; and in this there lay great loneliness, great cause for speculation, and yet greater cause for further loving.
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Teresa looked up from her knitting one evening, and her eyes rested long on her grandson.

‘Gian-Luca, come here.’

He slid off his chair and went to her, shy but adoring. The light from the lamp lay across her long hands and fell on one side of her hair. It fell on Gian-Luca and illumined him also — a thin little boy in a black overall with a large smear of jam down the front.

‘You have spilt your jam, Gian-Luca,’ said Teresa promptly, but her eyes were not on the stain; then she did a very unexpected thing, she suddenly touched his hair. For a moment her hand lingered on his head, feeling the ashen-fair mop, feeling as one who is blind might feel, seeking for sight through the fingers. ‘This has nothing to do with us,’ she said slowly.

Fabio put down his paper and frowned: ‘You mean?’

She was silent for a moment, pointing. Then: ‘This hair has nothing to do with us,’ she repeated in her flat, even voice.

Fabio’s frown deepened. ‘What of it?’ he muttered. ‘What can it matter, the colour of his hair?’

But Teresa had turned the child’s face to the light and was staring down into his eyes.

Gian-Luca’s eyes, neither grey, blue nor hazel, were a curious compound of all three. They were limpid, too, like the cool, little lakes that are found high up in mountains. His were the eyes of Northern Italy — the eyes that the vast barbarian hordes, sweeping over the vineclad fruitful valleys, had bequeathed to the full-breasted, fruitful women — the eyes that they would see in their sons.

‘Nor have we such eyes in our stock,’ said Teresa, and she pushed Gian-Luca away.

He stood and surveyed her gravely, reproachfully, out of those alien eyes.

‘It is bed-time,’ she told him. ‘Little boys must go to bed.’

‘Sì, si’, agreed Fabio anxiously. ‘They must.’

Gian-Luca went up and kissed Teresa on both cheeks; every evening he kissed her like this, on both cheeks, as family custom demanded. Then he turned and kissed Fabio also on both cheeks; Fabio was very prickly to kiss, for he shaved only twice a week.

‘I will come and turn out the gas,’ Teresa told him, ‘and do not take too long undressing yourself, and do not eat the orange Nonno gave you until to-morrow, it would make your stomach ache.’

Gian-Luca nodded and went towards the door, but in looking back he felt anxious and perturbed to see that Nonna had dropped her knitting and was staring blankly at the wall.
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Gian-Luca was usually quite happy in the darkness, after Teresa had put out the light. The darkness had never held terrors for him; he liked it, he found it friendly. Moreover, when he closed his eyes and lay half dozing, he would sometimes see pictures inside his head; vivid and clear and beautiful they were, like a landscape after spring rain. Gian-Luca knew something of trees and grass — once or twice he had been on excursions out of London with Rosa and her husband — but nothing he had seen then came up to his pictures; the only trouble was that they faded away if he so much as drew breath. In Gian-Luca’s pictures there were wide green spaces, and once there had been running water; sometimes there were low-lying, far-away hills, and sometimes a kind of beautiful gloom — green, from the leaves that made it. The pictures were happy, intensely happy, and Gian-Luca grew happy as he saw them. By the next day, however, he had always forgotten their most alluring details; he would have to wait until he went to bed again, and then the darkness would remind him; back would come memory and sometimes new pictures, and that was why he liked the darkness.

To-night, however, the pictures would not come, though he shut his eyes and waited. The act of shutting his eyes disturbed him, it reminded him suddenly of Nonna. Nonna had stared down into his eyes; she had felt his hair too, and had said things about it — she had said things about his hair and his eyes, things that he had not understood. For a moment, when her hand had rested on his head, he had thought that she meant to caress him; Nonna was not at all given to caresses, still, for one moment he had thought... Well, then he had realized, without knowing how, that Nonna was not being kind — she was not being actually unkind either, only — she hated his hair. He lay and pondered these things, bewildered, and his heart felt afraid because of its love. It was dreadful to love a goddess like Nonna — a goddess who hated your hair — 

He began crying softly to himself in the darkness, a sniffling, lonely kind of crying. The pictures would not come and Nonna would not come; why should she come when she hated his hair? Still crying, he drifted away into sleep and dreamt of hair and eyes; quantities of fair hair that blew about him, strangling; two strange, pale eyes, that snapped themselves together and became one enormous, threatening orb, watchful, coldly vindictive.

He woke because there were voices in the room; Fabio and Teresa were undressing. From his cot that stood beside their double bed, he could see them moving about. They spoke in hissing, insistent whispers, doubtless lest they should disturb him. He closed his eyes again, pretending to sleep, he did not want Nonna to look at him just then. Her voice sounded different, perhaps, because she whispered, perhaps because she hated his hair. The same words recurring over and over— ‘Olga,’ and then: ‘But his hair — his eyes—’ over and over again. Long after both of them had climbed into bed they continued whispering together; they always seemed to be whispering about Olga, and once Nonno said, ‘How lovely she was!’ And Gian-Luca thought that Nonna sighed. No, he could not bear it; he put out his hand and tweaked the sleeve of her night-gown. He could hear the swift movement of surprise that followed.

‘Go to sleep, Gian-Luca,’ she said coldly.

After that they did not whisper any more, and he must have obeyed her and fallen asleep, for the very next moment it was morning.
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That day he said: ‘Rosa, tell me, who is Olga-how-lovely-she-was?’

Rosa went crimson. ‘You listen!’ she chided, frowning at him darkly.

He ignored this remark and clung to his point: ‘Who is Olga?’ he persisted. At the back of his mind was a far, faint memory of having heard that name before.

‘You come quick, or I go tell Nonna! You come quick out!’ scolded Rosa; and then relenting, ‘Oh, look, look, caro! See those pretty flowers, Rosa buy you a bunch.’

He was not deceived, though he took the flowers and allowed her to stoop and kiss him. For some reason she did not like Olga, that was plain — perhaps because Olga had his sort of hair.

At dinner he looked up from a plate of macaroni and said suddenly, ‘Who is Olga?

There ensued a long moment of deathly silence while Teresa and Fabio stared at each other; then Teresa said quietly: ‘Where have you heard?’

And Gian-Luca answered: ‘Last night.’

‘Olga,’ said Teresa, ‘was my little girl. She is not here, she is dead.’

‘Olga,’ said Fabio, ‘was your mother, Gian-Luca.’ And getting up slowly he went to a drawer. ‘This is her picture when she was small — this is Olga, Gian-Luca.’

Gian-Luca clapped his hands: ‘Pretty, pretty!’ he babbled, delighted with what he saw.

Teresa and Fabio exchanged a quick glance, then Fabio put away the photograph. Teresa took up her knitting again — she was knitting a waistcoat for Fabio. Gian-Luca watched her efficient brown hands moving in the bright-coloured wools; he was thinking of Nonna’s little girl. Nonna’s little girl was a matter of importance, was something that he could understand; moreover, it was comforting, it brought Nonna nearer, it made her seem so much more accessible somehow, and more — well, a trifle more like other people. Rosa, for instance, had a little girl now, a plump, fretful creature of two and a half; her name was Berta, and she grabbed Gian-Luca’s toys with amazing acquisitiveness for one who was so young. Rosa would dump her down on the floor while she swept and dusted his room in the morning, pausing now and then to exclaim in admiration:

‘Bella, la mia Berta!’ And then to Gian-Luca: ‘Bella, la mia bambina, non è vero?’

Gian-Luca thought that Berta was cross and fat and ugly, and in any case he was rather jealous of her, she took up too much of Rosa’s time. But Nonna’s little girl looked neither cross nor ugly; on the contrary, she was pretty and had masses of dark hair. He stared across at Nonna; had she ever played? he wondered — with him she was anything but playful!

Nonna must have felt that his eyes were upon her, for she raised her own eyes and said, not unkindly: ‘We will not talk of Olga, Gian-Luca.’

‘Why?’ he protested.

‘She is dead,’ said Nonna: ‘one does not talk of the dead.’ And after that nobody talked any more, so the meal was finished in silence.
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In the afternoon Fabio reached down his hat and went in search of Gian-Luca: ‘Come, tesoro, I will take you for a walk, Nonna will guard the shop.’ He held out a friendly hand to the child, and together they turned into the street. ‘Would you like to go and play with Berta?’ inquired Fabio, anxious, as always, to be kind.

Gian-Luca shook his head, but after a moment: ‘I would like to play with Olga.’

Fabio said dully: ‘Olga is in heaven, she cannot play, piccino.’

‘No?’ Gian-Luca’s voice sounded doubtful. ‘Do they not play in heaven, Nonno? Do they not want to play?’

‘They are with God,’ Fabio told him gently.

‘And will not God play with them?’

‘God does not play.

‘I do not like God,’ said Gian-Luca.

‘And yet He is good—’ murmured Fabio to himself.

‘I am almost certain He is good—’

They walked on in silence for a while after that; it was hot, and Gian-Luca’s legs began to flag, Fabio stooped down and took him in his arms.

‘Nonno is a horse, you shall ride!’ he said gaily, as though to reassure the child.

Fabio ran a little and Gian-Luca laughed, thumping to make him go faster. In this manner they returned to Old Compton Street; the sweat was pouring down Fabio’s face. At the door of his shop stood Rocca, the butcher, enjoying the balmy air. Rocca saw Fabio:

‘Buon giorno, Capitano!’ Rocca had been a good soldier in his day, and now he used military titles for fun. ‘Buon giorno, Capitano!’ he shouted.

Rocca was much esteemed for his meat, which was usually both cheap and tender. He was also much esteemed for himself — an honest fellow if somewhat lacking in the gift of imagination. As a rule, his display of edible wares was moderately unobtrusive, but to-day he had something arresting to show; Rocca had purchased a couple of kids, which dangled outside his window. The kids were very realistic indeed, they hung there complete, pelts and all. Their little hind legs were bent back over sticks, their noses pointed to the pavement. They looked young but resigned, and their patient mouths had set in a vaguely innocent smile. In their stomachs were long, straight purposeful slits through which their entrails had been drawn. Despite that innocent smile on their mouths, their eyes were terribly dead and regretful, and as they swung there, just over the pavement, they bled a little from their wounds.

‘Belli, eh?’ demanded Rocca.

‘Ma sì!’ agreed Fabio, lifting Gian-Luca higher in his arms, whereupon Gian-Luca burst into tears.

‘Oh, poor — oh, poor—’ he sobbed wildly.

‘Ma che!’ exclaimed Fabio, genuinely astonished, ‘what is the matter, piccinino?’

But Gian-Luca could not tell him, could not explain.

‘Can it be the little goats?’ inquired Fabio incredulously. ‘But do not cry so, my pretty, my lamb, they cannot hurt you, they are dead!’

‘Ecco!’ roared Rocca in his voice of a corporal, ‘Ecco!’ And producing some fruit drops from his pocket he offered them to Gian-Luca.

But Gian-Luca turned away. ‘Oh, poor — oh, poor ——
he wailed, until Fabio, shaking his head, carried him home, still weeping.

‘No doubt it was the heat,’ he told Teresa afterwards.

‘I thought he might be feeling the heat.’






  








CHAPTER FOUR
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AT about this time Gian-Luca developed his first real signs of temper. This may have been due to heredity, of course, but Teresa certainly contributed. It struck him one day that even a goddess could not be quite indifferent to devotion; the thing to do, therefore, was to worry her with love, and Gian-Luca acted accordingly. He evolved the idea of climbing into her bed, and when ordered to desist, cried loudly. He constantly followed her round the house, never very far from her heels, like a puppy, or running just ahead in the region of her toes until she fell over him. If she went into her cash-desk Gian-Luca would be there, squatting by her stool; if she went into the shop to help Fabio with the serving, out would come Gian-Luca like a Jack-in-the-box, and she would find him clinging to her skirts. But these signs of devotion were only a beginning, there was more, much more to follow, for Gian-Luca decided that he wanted to be petted continually, all the time. Not an evening now but he would sidle up to Teresa and stand there waiting to be petted; sometimes he would reach up and gently stroke her arm; once he got as far as stroking her cheek. When this failed to elicit the proper response, he would hurl himself into her lap. She would say: ‘Gian-Luca! What are you doing?’ — not crossly, but in a voice of surprise; and then, while he still clung, her thin arms would go round him and her hands would continue their knitting on his back, he would hear the clicking of the needles. Fabio would call him.

‘Come here to Nonno, caro.’

But Gian-Luca, would reply: ‘I want Nonna!’

And at that, as like as not, Teresa would put him down: ‘Run away, Gian-Luca, Nonna wants to go on knitting.’

And when he made to clamber on her knee again, she would shake her head and say: ‘No, no, Gian-Luca.’

One morning he gallantly offered her his jam on a half consumed slice of bread and butter.

‘Please eat my jam, Nonna.’

‘No, thank you, Gian-Luca.’

‘Please, Nonna.’

‘But I do not want your jam, my child. You eat it, it is nice cherry jam.’

Of course he knew that it was nice cherry jam, that was why he wanted her to eat it. She never allowed herself butter and jam, and this pained him as unworthy of a goddess.

When she told him, as she often did, to run away upstairs, he now invited her to follow: ‘You come, Nonna.’

‘No, I cannot, Gian-Luca, I must go and help in the shop.’

‘Oh, please.’

‘Do not worry me so, Gian-Luca.’

And then he would begin to cry. His crying would reach Fabio, who would hurry from the shop to see what was happening in the parlour, and he and Teresa would argue in Italian in order that Gian-Luca should not know what they said; but as Rosa had been busily teaching him Italian, their little ruse was often unsuccessful. He understood enough to know that Fabio sympathized and considered that he ought to be petted, and, or course, at this discovery would come yet more tears, the rather pleasant tears of self-pity.

‘Dio!’ grumbled Rosa. ‘You nearly five years old, and yet you cry and cry like a baby; you soon will be all washed away with your tears — Gian-Luca will be melted, like the sugar.’

The thought that he might melt like the sugar was attractive; he now took much more interest in the sugar in his coffee. If he could melt away before Nonna’s very eyes! ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ he sobbed in a kind of ecstasy, choking himself with his tears.

‘You shut it!’ scolded Rosa, who was again nearing her time, and whose Mario was making her jealous with a barmaid. ‘You shut it up at once, you make such dreadful noise, I think my poor head split in two!’

But well launched, Gian-Luca found it very hard to ‘shut it’, for his crying would become automatic; a series of chokings and gulpings and coughings that went on independently of any will of his.

Then one day he made his most stupendous effort; he had sixpence, and with it he bought a bunch of flowers. He carried them with unction, using both hands in the process.

‘Why you want?’ demanded Rosa who felt cynical and cross.

But Gian-Luca would not answer that question.

Nonna was not in the shop on his return, she happened to be knitting in the parlour. He approached her very slowly with the offering extended; his face was rather red and his breath came rather fast. Nonna looked up.

‘For you!’ said Gian-Luca. ‘I bought them myself—’

And he waited.

‘Thank you,’ said Nonna. ‘What very pretty flowers — it was kind of Gian-Luca to buy them.’ But she did not even smell them, she put them on the table and quietly returned to her knitting.

Still he waited. Nothing happened, nothing was going to happen, no rapture, no expressions of delighted gratitude, no clasping, and no kissing of himself. There lay the fading flowers, and there sat Nonna, knitting, and there stood Gian-Luca, always waiting.... Then suddenly he broke, something went snap inside him. He looked about him wildly for what he might destroy. His eyes came back to Nonna, to her long brown hands, her knitting, the thing that she preferred before his flowers. His arm shot out, he seized it and tore it from her hands; he hurled it to the floor and stamped upon it: ‘Bestia!’ he choked, as though the thing had ears. It parted from its needles and unravelled as he stamped; at the sight of this his fury increased beyond control, and hurling himself down he tore and bit the wool, like a small wild beast that worries at a victim.

Teresa sat very still; her empty hands were folded, they did not strike, nor did they rescue. When she spoke she did so gently, and quite without emotion:

‘Gian-Luca, you will go at once to bed.’

He looked up at her: ‘I hate you! You do not love my flowers — you do not kiss me, not ever—’

‘You may take away your flowers, I do not want them now,’ she told him. ‘I find you a very naughty child.’

And that was all — she found him a very naughty child — he was conscious of wanting her to hit him. If Nonna would not kiss him, then he wanted her to hit him; he wanted to try and make her hit him. Words, heard, but half forgotten until that moment leapt from him, he screamed them at her: ‘Vipera! vipera! Vecchia strega!’ And screaming still, he waited for the blow. But Nonna did not strike, did not raise her eyes or voice — she merely raised her finger and pointed to the door. And Gian-Luca, exhausted now in spirit, mind and body, left her and went stumbling upstairs to put himself to bed.
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It was just as well, perhaps, that the following winter Gian-Luca had to go to school, for though beaten in his one supreme contest with Teresa, he still clung to the hope of imposing himself upon her, if not by one means then by another. Thus it happened that his active and versatile mind concocted quite a new scheme; the scheme was simple, it consisted in the main of becoming extremely naughty, and in this, it must be said that Gian-Luca succeeded beyond his own expectations. Just as his weeping had become automatic, so now did his naughtiness; once launched he found it difficult to stop, and scrape followed scrape with such startling rapidity that even Teresa had to put down her knitting in order to interfere; and in this lay Gian-Luca’s miniature triumph; Nonna no longer ignored him.

The shop was a fruitful source of mischief, there were so many things you could do. For instance, you could dip into the huge jar of pickles and consume large quantities of onions and gherkins, after which — with an effort — you could make yourself sick, an arresting form of disturbance. Then, of course, there were the cheeses; the hard, manly cheeses could be surreptitiously bitten; the more feminine kind that swooned on wooden platters, could be prodded or partly consumed by the tongue. Salame, when eaten in course brown chunks, was an almost infallible cure for digestion, and the essence of peppermint that Nonna administered, when properly sweetened and diluted with hot water, was really rather in the nature of a treat — you sipped it out of a spoon.

And then there was Rosa. Rosa, grown cross, could easily be induced to make scenes. One could always torment Rosa and Rosa’s watch, especially the watch, which was very ornate. If, as sometimes happened, she would take it off while she swept and forget to put it on again, it was almost sure to attract your attention, and then — well, you naturally wound it up, whereupon it had a habit of stopping. This suggested that you might not have wound it enough, so you wound it again with more vigour — 

Rosa would scream: ‘Mascalzone! birbone! I tell Nonna, you see if I not tell Nonna!’

And as this was precisely what you hoped she would do, you laughed, not in malice but in pleasure.

When it rained, as, of course, it did constantly — you could dart away from Rosa and plump into a puddle. There was also Rosa’s Berta who grew uglier every day, and whose yells when pinched were most gratifying.

Then would come the longed-for evenings when Nonna would look grave, and when Nonna would say:

‘Come here, Gian-Luca.’

You went at once, and standing very still beside her knee, you tingled with excitement and pleasure at the sound of her voice, retailing all your sins. Nonna might remark upon the fact that you were smiling:

‘There is nothing whatever to smile about, Gian-Luca.’ Nothing? There was everything! You were smiling because Nonna had at last been brought to recognize your sins. The more you sinned the more you swelled with pride and self-importance, the more you knew that you were brave. With this knowledge of your prowess came a knowledge of yourself, a very soul-satisfying knowledge. In your mind’s eye you saw Nonna being rescued from a dragon, and you were her rescuer. Once rescued, how she wept on you for love and gratitude! With what humbleness she kissed you, and with what timidity she asked to be allowed to hold your hand while crossing streets — 

There was just one thing, however, that you simply could not do — you could not pass Rocca’s, the butcher’s; and this, while it figured in the list of your sins, had nothing at all to do with sin. It bewildered you a little, you yourself were not quite clear as to why you felt so tearful at the thought; you would shut your eyes, because a dragon-slayer never cried, and then up would come the picture of those goats! Rosa would try persuasion, she might even apply force — no good, you simply could not do it. You kicked and screamed and finally lay flat down on the pavement, but — you did not pass Rocca’s the butcher’s.

‘You wicked, you do it all on purpose!’ blubbered Rosa, distracted by the scene that you were making.

But you answered: ‘No — I hate it! It bleeds — I hate the dead-shop!’ That was what you called it: ‘The dead-shop.’
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Strange days; Gian-Luca himself thought them strange, filled as they were with new excitements; indeed, when he finally had to go to school it seemed rather flat by comparison. He was naughty at school, but not really very naughty, there being no Nonna there to see, and on the whole he liked it, there were lots of other children; not small, fat, silly children like Rosa’s ugly Berta, but large, thin, clever children like himself.

It had been arranged to send him to the Board School, which was undenominational and took all creeds alike — only Gian-Luca had no creed. Beyond Scripture lessons therefore, which left him rather cold, his mind was quite undisturbed by doctrine. Teresa shrugged her shoulders.

‘Can it matter either way?’

‘I am not quite sure—’ said Fabio doubtfully.

‘In that case I will judge, and I say it cannot matter.’

And as usual Teresa decided.

Fabio was rather tired, life was tiring him a little, and the business was growing every day. He had long since ceased to take an active part in his religion, that had been the duty of Teresa in the past; religious forms were made, he felt, for women. Teresa’s secession from the Church had grieved and shocked him, he had grown to depend on her prayers. He suspected that Teresa’s prayers had been both loud and fierce, the kind that would be heard for the sake of peace alone, if for no other reason. Fabio could not pray like that; perhaps he lacked conviction, he had always been a shy and doubtful man; it had solaced him, however, to know that his Teresa stood up to God and asked for what they wanted. At times, of course, Teresa prayed only for herself, as when she knelt beside the bed demanding God’s forgiveness. She had done continual penance, and so, via her, had Fabio; and although this had contributed to wearing down his manhood, at the same time it had brought him more in touch with God, by proxy; that is with Teresa’s God. Left to find God for himself, by reason of Teresa’s disaffection, he could only grope for something that was kind; something that was softer and more loving than Teresa, something that would understand his needs. Freed from her religious spells he no longer liked her God, though the fact that he disliked Him made him fearful. He felt angry with Teresa, who had thus disturbed his peace, who had suddenly left him in the lurch. So, partly in anger, partly in pity, and a little in superstition, Fabio had baptized Gian-Luca. It had been his final act of defiance against Teresa, there would never be another — not now.

Fabio had grown much older — it was Olga’s death that had aged him — this winter he had suffered from pains across his back. The pains had been lumbago, or so the doctor said, and when they caught him, Fabio had some ado to move, had just to stand quite still and call Teresa. For some reason the lumbago would make him think of God. God — lumbago, lumbago — God; that was how it came to Fabio.

‘I do believe He is kind—’ thought Fabio in self-pity, clinging to the counter in acute distress.

He was frightened when he thought of God, and when he got lumbago he was even more frightened of the pain across his back — that, no doubt, was why he coupled them together.

There had been a final argument about Gian-Luca’s school, when Fabio, lying prostrate with red flannel round his middle, had suggested that they might consult a priest.

‘That I will not,’ said Teresa. ‘You may if you wish, my Fabio, but the time is short, the child must go next week.’

‘Corpo di Dio!’ bellowed Fabio, who had tried to move in bed, and whose face was bedewed with agony. ‘I care not what you do — only bring my liniment! I care not where you send him, so you rub me!’
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Rosa was deeply shocked and so was Nerone, while the Signora Rocca was appalled. She announced her intention of calling on Teresa for the purpose of expressing her disgust.

‘Leave them in peace, for God’s sake!’ advised her husband. ‘Have they not already had their troubles?’

‘And have I not had mine?’ inquired his wife severely, and whenever she said this, Rocca’s tardy conscience smote him, and he thought it wiser to be silent.

Rosa spoke to Mario, who, although not very pious, had been known to make Novenas for his bunion. ‘Is it not dreadful, Mario, the little Gian-Luca — no father and now no religion, not at all!’ And finding her Berta, she began to kiss her warmly, whereupon her Berta yelled.

Rosa gave Gian-Luca a little Rosary and taught him to say his beads; but Gian-Luca sucked and bit the beads until they came apart, and one of them got swallowed by mistake.

Nerone stumped round to Fabio on an angry wooden leg: ‘First you naturalize yourself, then you neglect yourself the Church, then you take Gian-Luca away, what next I ask? You become a Protestant perhaps? No wonder you sell us bad salame.’

Except for Signora Rocca, they all attacked poor Fabio; not one of them dared tackle Teresa. The butcher’s wife was different, she had money of her own, she went to Mass in purple silk on Sundays. Teresa was busy in the cash-desk when she arrived, but together they went into the parlour.

‘A little glass of wine?’

‘No, I thank you.’

‘What a pity, we have some such excellent Chianti!’

‘I have come,’ said the signora, taking the easy-chair, ‘to discuss the wine of the spirit.’

‘Ah!’ murmured Teresa. ‘Do you think that we should stock it?’

‘I have come,’ said the signora, ‘to speak about Gian-Luca, whose soul is in the greatest peril.’

‘How so?’ inquired Teresa.

‘Can you ask?’ Signora Rocca opened her enormous eyes as far as they would go. ‘Can you ask, when I hear that you have sent him to the Board School where they teach the worship of the devil?’

‘I have not heard that,’ said Teresa very mild, ‘but no doubt it will come in useful.’

‘You appal me, signora!’

‘Do not let that be so — I wish only to reassure you.’

‘But I beg you to listen — a child born in our midst, and a child already at so grave a disadvantage — through the misfortune of his birth—’

‘But should not that recommend him to God — if, as they say, He takes care of the afflicted?’

‘God works through His Church alone, signora — would you snatch Gian-Luca from the Church? Consider!’

‘“Consideration is a constant source of error,” murmured Teresa gently.

But Signora Rocca was also versed in proverbs. ‘“You give the lettuce into the keeping of the geese!”’ she quoted in her gutteral Genoese.

‘I do nothing,’ said Teresa, and her tone was quite unruffled. ‘“He who does nothing makes no blunders.”’

‘“He who does evil never lacks for an excuse,”’ retorted the signora promptly.

‘It is also said,’ Teresa reminded her, smiling, ‘that: “The elephant cannot feel the biting of the flea.”’
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It was natural enough that the small community gathered together in Old Compton Street should have found a fruitful source of scandal in the open withdrawal of Gian-Luca from the Church. Of late years the Bosellis had kept all tongues wagging; there had been Olga’s trip to Italy, her misfortune, her death, and now this almost unheard-of happening — a child that they looked upon as one of themselves, was being sent to a Board School. They were stranger-people, all just a little homesick, all slightly misfits and thus on the defensive; and because of this they belonged to each other, bound firmly together by four most important things, their cooking, their religion, their will to make money; and last but not least by the love of their language — they came together to speak it. No one approved of naturalization, yet in Fabio’s case they forgave it; had he not been naturalized to help on his business? And this, though they might not follow his example, they could at least understand. Fabio had long been lax in his religion — this they also understood up to a certain point, and Teresa’s disaffection after Olga’s death they pitied rather than condemned; but to take Gian-Luca and put him at a Board School, to dump him willy-nilly among purely foreign children, quite apart from the religious aspect of the case — no, this they did not understand.

Rosa, who was pious, had often said to Mario: ‘All will be well when Gian-Luca goes to school; the good little Sisters will teach him how to pray, and presently he will make his first Communion, then all will be very well.’

And Mario had nodded: ‘That is so, my Rosa.’

For although her Mario was occasionally weak in regard to the sins of the flesh, he was nevertheless a good son of Holy Church, attending Mass with Rosa every Sunday morning; accompanying her to Confession every Easter, when he underwent a kind of spiritual spring-cleaning — after which he would be good for a little.

Nerone’s religion, like his love of Italy, was purely an accident of birth. Nerone was a man who clung to early associations as a child may cling to sucking its thumb long after it has left the cradle. Nerone had been poor, disastrously so; as a boy he had often gone hungry. His natal village had consisted of one street whose chief characteristic was a smell. Its church had been tawdry and shamefully neglected, its priest discouraged and untidy, its population hard-bitten to the bone by ceaseless poverty and toil. In the summer Nerone had grilled in his attic and in the winter he had frozen. Italy had given him nothing but hardships, whereas England had provided comparative ease. But Italy had bred him, her soil was the first that his flea-bitten feet had trodden; her religion had grown like him from that soil, and both she and her religion stood for associations that Nerone worshipped in his mind. If he did not always worship them in his business — oh, well, a man had to live!

Nerone loved his country, but he lived in England above his tobacco shop; Nerone loved his Church, but he gave her very little; when approached for subscriptions his attitude was that of a man who was well acquainted with God and was not to be taken in. Nerone loved his people, but refused Italian money, even from new arrivals. To Lucrezia, in her lifetime, he had been wont to say:

‘You be careful, Lucrezia, you never take the lira, you always ask for the shilling. We send the shilling home, and behold, he has children! We make him an Italian, and when he is a lira he has little centesimi!’

So the shillings all went home to a bank in Siena, where they promptly bred offspring for Nerone. Some day Nerone would follow the shillings, but not before the uttermost farthing had been squeezed from the place of his temporary exile. And Nerone had his dreams — he was very full of dreams in spite of his astuteness in business. He dreamt of the village with one long, straggling street; he dreamt of the church where he had served his first Mass; of the candles, the Madonna with her faded tinsel flowers, the smell of dust and garlic and stale incense on the air, the kneeling figure of his mother. And because of his dreams which might some day come true, Nerone sold tobacco at a shop in Old Compton Street; and because of his dreams, he refused Italian money and had never been known to lend; and because of his dreams he was bigoted and proud and detested all things English. But, because of his dreams — and this was so strange — he had ordered white roses for Olga’s funeral; he had said: ‘I will have them all white.’ Nerone loved Fabio and small caged birds and risotto and Amarena. He bullied Fabio and petted his birds; their perches were too narrow and so were their cages, but he fed them with groundsel and lettuce. He also loved children, even little English children who laughed at his wooden leg, and Gian-Luca he very particularly loved; had not Gian-Luca called him ‘Nonno’? It was therefore a personal outrage to Nerone that Fabio’s weakness had permitted, and for more than a month he never spoke to Fabio without bitter allusions to Gian-Luca’s soul, to the fact that Fabio was a traitor to his country and had once sold salame with a worm thrown in. Their evenings together had ceased abruptly, they no longer played dominoes now; but at nine o’clock every night Fabio sighed, and Nerone down the street became terribly restless. Nerone would go to a little cupboard and get out his dominoes; he would throw them on the table and begin to stir them as though he were making zabaione. ‘Mache!’ Nerone would pick up his dominoes and put them away in their box; he would try to read the paper, or go for a walk, or find fault with the dutiful Rosa.

In the little back parlour behind his shop Fabio’s sighs grew louder; he would presently get up and begin touching things, until even Teresa, so calm since Olga’s death, had been known to look up and scold. On the thirty-fifth evening of this mutual torment, came Nerone stumping on his wooden leg.

‘Good evening, Fabio!’

‘Good evening, Nerone.’

‘You come and play a little game of dominoes, Fabio?’ ‘Ecco! Perhaps I will.’

‘Of course I beat you, but that you expect....’

‘And perhaps you do not beat me!’

‘Very well, then, suppose we go now and see.’

‘I am ready — I am not at all afraid!’

It was over; Gian-Luca’s soul might be lost, but not Nerone’s game. Arm in arm they hurried out into the fog. ‘You old fox!’ said Fabio, by way of endearment.

‘You old brigand!’ chuckled Nerone.

Rocca took his Church in a swinging, jaunty stride, and occasionally slapped it on the back. His oaths were lewd and varied and most personal to God; he sharpened his wits on priests and nuns. Rocca had been a soldier and now he was a butcher — he was pleasantly familiar with death; and as the Church, to Rocca, stood more for death than life, he was pleasantly familiar with the Church. He thought it a great pity that Gian-Luca should be sent to a Board School, because he mistrusted new ideas — vegetarianism and the like. Roccas’s only comment had been short and to the point:

‘Give me the devil I know!’ he had remarked. Beyond this he would not discuss the subject except when in a fury with his wife. On such occasions Rocca lifted up his voice: ‘Giurabbaccaccio! But leave them in peace; is he your grandson? Alas, no!’

And at this Signora Rocca was forced to be silent; she was childless, a reproach among women.

Rocca jeered at priests, but he continually fed them, and many were the sirloins and legs of English mutton that found their way to the Old Italian Church. Rocca jeered at nuns, but the little ‘Flying Angels’ had good cause to bless him on more than one occasion, for the wherewithal to brew beef-tea for their poor. Rocca jeered at God, but when one bitter winter, Rocca had managed to get double pneumonia, when he had lain there gasping and despairing — fearful of living because of his anguish, fearful of dying because of his transgressions — Rocca had invited God into his house, and God, being what He is, had not refused to come.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
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By the time that Gian-Luca was eleven years old, the resentment felt against the Bosellis for their choice of a school had all but disappeared. It could not well be otherwise; people still deplored it, but Fabio and Teresa were cogs in the machine that turned out the happenings of everyday life for the little group of exiles. And then, there was Fabio’s salumeria, no one could get on without his wares — the sausages, the paste, the rich yellow oil, the straw-covered bottles of Chianti; nor could they get on without Fabio himself — Fabio always so mild and friendly, with his halo of rough, grey hair. He had shown no resentment at their criticism, indeed he had seemed to feel that it was just; on the other hand, he had taken no steps to undo his grievous error. Against such humble but stubborn placidity the storm had raged in vain; now it had practically beaten itself out, and Fabio, Teresa, and the young Gian-Luca were once more at peace with their neighbours.

To this happy and desirable state of affairs Gian-Luca himself contributed not a little; people liked him, he was amiable and good on the whole.

‘Can it be,’ they murmured, ‘that the English Board School is not so infernal after all?’

Certainly Gian-Luca was not at all infernal, his temper was less violent than it had been. His manners were no worse than those of other children, indeed, they were rather better; he shone by comparison with Rosa’s son, Geppe — a turbulent creature of six years old, born just before Gian-Luca’s first term at school. Moreover, Gian-Luca was a handsome child; he was slim and tall for his age. His hair had retained its ashen fairness, and grew low on his forehead from a little cap-like peak — the boys made fun of this at school. His mouth was well modelled, but the underlip protruded slightly; a wilful mouth, a mouth that might some day harden to endeavour or soften to dissipation. He was pale, with that curious southern pallor that turns to bronze in the sun. His hands were long-fingered and strong, like Teresa’s, but more firmly and delicately fashioned.

People whispered together: ‘He is beautiful, Gian-Luca, but not with the beauty of Olga Boselli.’

And their pleasure in his beauty was another ground for kindness; did they not spring from the race that had bred Donatello, Verrocchio, and the Della Robbias?

One thing only in Gian-Luca could they find to resent — he seemed to them strangely aloof. They could not be certain of what he was thinking — his eyes gave no clue to his thoughts. Other children looked tearful, or merry, or greedy, or sly, as the case might be; but Gian-Luca’s expression was calm and distant — he always seemed to be staring through people at something they had not perceived.

‘What are you staring at?’ Nerone would grumble. ‘Dio! One would think that you knew me by now! Is it that you find me so handsome a fellow? Or is it that you look at something beyond me — and if so what do you look at?’ Gian-Luca would flush with embarrassment; conscious perhaps, that in staring at Nerone his eyes had merely sought an object to rest on while his thoughts were busy elsewhere.

At this time in his life he was very full of thoughts — almost as full as he had been when an infant — only now the thoughts were more definite and hard; they came striking at his brain like so many pebbles; he could almost feel them as they struck. Two thoughts in particular had begun to obsess him; the thought of his father and the thought of his country. No one at home ever mentioned his father, he might never have had a paternal parent — he began to think this was very strange. Certain awkward questions that he could not answer were occasionally asked him at school; the boys wanted to know if his father was dead, and if he had been an Italian.

Gian-Luca knew a little about his mother, but nothing about his father, and since every other child appeared to own a father, he supposed that he must have owned one, too, and further that his father must naturally be dead, otherwise why had he never seen him? Very well then, that was settled; his father must be dead, but he wanted to ask Fabio what to call him; a name was a very great assistance, he felt; it helped you to visualize the person — meanwhile he invented a name for his father, and after a little it became so familiar that it sounded quite true when he spoke it.

‘My father was called Leonardo,’ said Gian-Luca, in reply to a question at school one day.

‘Then you’re an Italian,’ was the prompt retort. ‘What’s the good of pretending you’re English!’

And this was another thing that worried Gian-Luca, he had pretended to be English — a kind of betrayal of something or someone in order to appear more like his schoolmates. This betrayal of his would haunt him at night when he lay in bed waiting for his pictures; they very seldom came now, which also disturbed him; his nights were just sleep, or those hard little thoughts that struck against his brain like pebbles. He often heard Nerone inveighing against Fabio, for what he called ‘the desertion of his country’. But Gian-Luca could never understand what he meant; who could be more Italian than Fabio? Did not Fabio eat pasta and drink good red wine that came in big cases from Italy? As for Gian-Luca, it was only when at school that he ever thought of being English; he was lonely at school, they left him out of things — and moreover they called him ‘Macaroni.’

Fabio had taken to remarking lately: ‘You grow so very English, Gian-Luca.’

And Teresa would say: ‘You speak now as they do, you will soon have a Cockney accent.’

‘That is not so,’ Gian-Luca would protest. ‘I do not like their ugly accent.’

Nerone would pity him: ‘Poor Gian-Luca, you have no Church, what a disaster!’

But this fact did not worry Gian-Luca in the least, what he wanted was a country, not a Church.

‘If I am English I cannot be Italian,’ he argued, bewildered and distressed, ‘and yet if I am English I am like the other boys — then why do they leave me out of things?’ He finally decided that he hated the English who always left him out of things. In spite of this, however, he made colossal efforts to model himself on their pattern; he longed with the unfailing instinct of youth to be like his companions at school. He yelled, he shoved, he kicked out his boots; if the other boys swore, Gian-Luca swore too. Whatever they did, he would follow suit, hoping against hope to win their approval. But although they liked him, it was only as a stranger who had suddenly appeared within their gates; his grandfather sold queer, outlandish foodstuffs, while Gian-Luca himself had been heard to speak Italian — enough in all conscience to set him apart as a kind of unnatural freak!

Gian-Luca grew an outward crust of indifference, which however, did not deceive them; they suspected that underneath it he was soft, and they prodded to find the softness. He still disliked passing Rocca s shop, and this they quickly divined. They went out of their way to make him pass it whenever occasion offered. Rocca, these days, had relays of kids all hanging with their heads to the pavement; he was even more prosperous than he had been, a fact that he attributed entirely to the kids — he said that they had brought him luck. The boys made a habit of punching the kids for the pleasure of seeing them swing, for the pleasure also of laughing at Gian-Luca, who invariably turned a little pale. But one day Gian-Luca, in a kind of desperation, doubled up his fist and punched too. He punched until Rocca came out to protest, and even after that he still punched.

‘Take that! And that! And that!’ he spluttered, panting and white to the lips.

‘Look at young Macaroni!’ applauded the boys. ‘Go it, young Macaroni!’

Then Gian-Luca turned on them like a thing demented: ‘Beasts!’ he yelled. ‘How I hate you — you beasts! Porci! Sporcaccioni!’

And naturally after this incident there was a coldness between Gian-Luca and his schoolmates.
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That winter Gian-Luca decided to speak to Fabio regarding his two greatest troubles. Fabio could tell him about his father; he could also reassure him about his country; perhaps he might even be able to explain why the boys at school treated Gian-Luca like a stranger — why they so often left him out of things. Fabio would speak in the soft, happy language that always set the heart beating just a little faster; the language of deep-sounding, beautiful words — familiar, reassuring, fulfilling. Gian-Luca rehearsed the scene in his mind.

Fabio would say: ‘But you are an Italian, what need you care for the foolish English, they have nothing to do with us!’

And he, Gian-Luca would reply: ‘That is so. I hate the English as Nerone hates them; they are stupid, they have the brains of pigs, they think only of beer and roast beef? Then Fabio would pat him on the back with approval: ‘It is good to be Italian, very good,’ he would say; ‘your father was also an Italian. Your father was a very great man, he was a soldier; he also owned vineyards, enormous vineyards, from which comes the finest Chianti. When he died, he said: ‘Take care of my Gian-Luca and tell him how splendid I was!’

Gian-Luca decided to speak on a Sunday, when Fabio would be free to attend. It should be in the morning before Fabio went out. Teresa would be sitting by the fire; Teresa would look up from her knitting for a moment; she might even wish to join in their conversation, adding some reassuring words of her own....In any case Teresa must be there. They would tell him those glorious things about his father that he had imagined for himself: they might even say that his father’s name was none other than Leonardo.

But when the momentous occasion arrived, Gian-Luca felt strangely shy; Fabio was reading his paper by the window, Teresa was knitting by the fire as he had pictured; it was all as it should be, it was all quite perfect, yet Gian-Luca felt strangely shy. He began to fidget with this thing and that, moving aimlessly about the room, picking up objects and putting them down — much as Fabio did when mentally distressed — until at last Teresa, who disliked this habit, looked up from her knitting with a frown.

‘Can you not find what you want, Gian-Luca? I wish that you would read your book.’

He hesitated with a vase in his hand; it fell and was broken to pieces.

Teresa’s frown deepened: ‘Dio! Gian-Luca, now see what foolishness you do!’

He caught his breath, staring down at the vase; then suddenly he began to speak wildly. ‘I am not happy — I am very unhappy — I want to know about my father!’

In the silence that followed he could hear his own heart beating. Fabio had crushed the newspaper in his hand.

‘Your father?’ Fabio’s voice sounded very far-away, and the eyes that he turned on Gian-Luca were frightened.

But now Gian-Luca was feeling less afraid; he was able to go on almost calmly: ‘You knew my father, Nonno — I would like to hear about him — I have often thought that his name was Leonardo, I have thought that my father was a soldier.’

Then Fabio told the truth in a moment of panic: ‘But I never knew your father, Gian-Luca, I never knew your father’s name.’

Gian-Luca stood quite still staring at him: ‘You knew my mother—’ he began.

‘Your mother was my child—’ said Fabio unsteadily.

‘Your mother was my own poor child!’

Gian-Luca considered for a moment, then he said: ‘And she never brought my father to show you? That was strange, for Rosa showed Mario to Nerone — she says so — Rosa showed Mario to Nerone, she says, a long time before they got married.’

‘I think he is old enough to know,’ said Teresa. ‘The children of our country age sooner than the English—’

Her voice was quiet; it was almost detached, as though she were speaking of a stranger.

‘Not yet,’ protested Fabio quickly.

‘I would like to know,’ said Gian-Luca.

Teresa surveyed him in silence for a moment, then: ‘You have a right to know — come here.’

He went and stood patiently beside her, while she picked up a stitch that she had dropped; this accomplished, she looked him full in the eyes:

‘It is I who must tell you, it seems, Gian-Luca.’

‘Too soon! Too soon!’ muttered Fabio from the window.

But Teresa shook her head: ‘He has asked — he has been thinking — it is therefore not too soon — it is I who must tell him, it seems—’

Her fingers were moving with incredible swiftness, the sound of her needles was rhythmical, precise — like the tapping of a small machine. The eyes that met Gian-Luca’s were defiant, unafraid — but they made Gian-Luca feel afraid.

‘Listen,’ she said, ‘listen carefully, Gian-Luca — we never knew your father — we do not even know whether your father is dead or alive. He did not marry Olga as Mario married Rosa — he did not wish to give you his name. We do not know your father’s name, and that is why we call you by ours; that is why when Olga died at your birth you remained here and lived with us. Mario was good, he had love for Rosa, so he gave her his name in marriage. Your father had no love for you nor for your mother — he gave neither marriage nor name.’ She paused to allow her words to sink in.

‘Then he was not good?’ faltered Gian-Luca.

‘He was bad,’ said Teresa. ‘He was cruel and bad; have I not just told you so?’

Gian-Luca stared at her, pale and aghast: ‘Then my father was not a great man — not a soldier?’

‘Who knows, Gian-Luca; to be great in this world does not mean that a man is good.’

‘But—’ he said miserably, ‘you do not know his name — and I thought that his name was Leonardo—’

‘We shall never know your father’s name, I am afraid; your mother kept it a secret.’

‘Then was she also bad?’

‘Your mother was all goodness,’ Teresa’s sallow cheeks flushed with a painful crimson.

‘And yet I have not got a name—’ he persisted.

‘You say that I have not got a name—’ Then a sudden thought struck him and he too flushed crimson: ‘Does that make me different from other boys, Nonna? Is that why they leave me outside?’

‘I think not, Gian-Luca — they may not know — and yet you are not quite as other children — but if you are honest and good and hard-working that will not harm you, my child.’

‘Yes, but how am I different?’ he questioned anxiously. ‘I cannot myself see any difference.’

‘Some day you will understand,’ she told him, ‘and meanwhile be patient — work hard.’

‘Yes, but how am I different? Why am I different?’ Gian-Luca suddenly wanted to cry.

‘You are all that we wish you to be,’ broke in Fabio. ‘Is it not so, Teresa?’

‘He is all that he can be,’ she answered slowly. ‘Gian-Luca is all that he can be.’

Gian-Luca forced back his tears with an effort: ‘You do not know if my father is alive?’

‘No,’ said Fabio, ‘we do not, piccino — but we sometimes think that he is.’

‘And he does not wish to see me, who am his son?’

‘It would seem not, my little Gian-Luca.’

‘But why?’

‘Because,’ intervened Teresa, ‘he does not love you, Gian-Luca.’

‘Dio Santo!’ exclaimed Fabio; ‘you tell things too soon.’

‘I think not,’ she answered coldly.

Gian-Luca looked from one to the other; he was trying to understand; he was trying to visualize quite a new world, a world where the most unheard-of things happened — where fathers, for instance, might not love their children. He thought of Nerone’s affection for Rosa, of Mario’s devotion to Berta and Geppe; of Rocca, who would shake his head and say sadly: ‘If only I had a son!’ For with all these people among whom he lived, the love of children was a primitive instinct like that of eating and drinking — no higher and no lower — just a primitive instinct. A man loved his body and in consequence he fed it; a man loved the children who sprang from his body, because they were part of himself.

Gian-Luca, aged eleven, could not know all this — nor would he have cared very much if he had. All that concerned him deeply at the moment was the love that he felt himself to be missing. His thoughts turned to Berta and Geppe with their howls, their rages, their insatiable greed; and then to Mario with his tiredness, his bunion, and his infinite, long-suffering patience. He himself had found such patience in Fabio — he remembered this now — he had found it in Fabio. And Teresa? She had been patient with him, too, coldly, enduringly patient. But something had been lacking even in Fabio, and all in a moment he knew what it was; Fabio’s patience had lacked a certain quality of joy — the quality of joy that made Mario laugh sometimes at the sins of his small man-child. And as though Teresa had divined Gian-Luca’s thoughts, she turned her gaze full on his face.

‘Remember,’ she said, ‘that you always have yourself, and that should suffice a man.’

He nodded. He drew himself up, grateful to her for thinking of him as a man. ‘I am Gian-Luca,’ he announced quite firmly, ‘also, I am an Italian!’

‘You are not that,’ she told him. ‘Nonno is naturalized — your mother became English, so you are English — you are English in the eyes of the law.’

‘But I do not feel as they do!’ he exclaimed in quick resentment. ‘At school they know that I do not feel as they do and they always leave me outside!’

‘Nevertheless you are English,’ said Teresa, ‘and perhaps it is better so.’

Then Gian-Luca forgot that she had called him a man, forgot to be more than eleven years old. ‘Non voglio! Non voglio!’ he wept in fury. ‘I wish to be as Geppe is — Italian. I shall say to them all that I am an Italian — I will not pretend any more.’

‘That is foolish,’ Fabio told him gently. ‘In the eyes of the law you are English.’

‘I am not! I wish only to be an Italian — I hate the English and Nerone hates them too—’

‘And that is also foolish—’ said Fabio patiently, ‘for the English provide us with money.’

‘And some day you will earn their money,’ said Teresa, ‘and by doing so you will grow rich.’

Gian-Luca stopped crying and eyed her gravely: ‘Is it not that I have no real country, Nonna, just as I have no real father?’

There was silence for a moment while she too looked rather grave. ‘You have yourself,’ she repeated firmly. No one can take that from you, Gian-Luca — remember that you always have yourself.’
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That evening Rosa came in to supper, bringing her Berta and Geppe. Berta was now nearly ten years old; her locks as stiff and as black as horsehair — they were tied up with pale pink ribbon. Berta had enormous, flashing brown eyes, and large round calves to her legs. She was wearing a number of silver bangles and a pair of minute coral ear-rings. Berta was already decidedly feminine — she looked at Gian-Luca, who was reading, and she frowned. Presently she went up and snatched at his book, then she darted away as though frightened.

Gian-Luca felt unfriendly. ‘Get out!’ he muttered. ‘Get out and leave me alone!’

At that Berta ran and complained to her mother. ‘He has pinched me!’ she whined mendaciously.

‘What is the matter with Gian-Luca?’ inquired Rosa. ‘I think he has a devil on his back! Why will he not show his book to Berta? When she asked him so prettily, too!’

Geppe, as always, was busy sucking something, and what he sucked oozed down on to his chin. He looked like his father — very red, very black — and he clung to his mother’s hand with the persistence and the vigour of an octopus. Rosa made as though to disengage her hand whereupon Geppe started to howl.

‘He is timid,’ said Rosa, smiling round the room, ‘and moreover he adores his Mammina.’ She lifted her son to a chair at the table, then seated herself beside him. Having tied a large napkin under his chin— ‘You must eat, tesoro!’ she commanded.

The supper consisted of a cake of polenta, pastasciutta, a salad, some gruyère cheese, and a stout fiaschone of Chianti. Berta was greedy and kept asking for more — Geppe was greedy but he took without asking.

Com’è carino,’ laughed Rosa, beaming at him. ‘Com’è carino, il mio maschiotto!’

Geppe choked himself and in consequence was sick, so when Rosa had carefully wiped his chin, she gave him a drink of Chianti and water, by way of settling his stomach. They all went on eating; Fabio chewed his salad with the sound of a mule munching beans. At the head of the table sat Teresa with her knitting; from time to time she would put down her fork in order to knit off a row.

‘Mario is suffering from his joint,’ announced Rosa. ‘It is very swollen and red.’

‘He should rub it with soap,’ Fabio muttered, with his mouth full. ‘They say that soap hardens the skin.’

‘The chemist gave us iodine and a plaster, but I think that the plaster draws.’

‘Soap!’ repeated Fabio. ‘I believe in soap! Myself I have got tender feet.’

‘No doubt you are right. I will surely tell Mario — poor fellow, his new shoes pinch. It is difficult to find any shoes to fit him, unless we make slits for the swelling.’ Rosa sighed, ‘He cannot move quickly enough, and that is bad for a waiter; a waiter should always get about quickly, especially when clients are hungry!’

‘It is good that they are hungry,’ said Teresa, looking up. ‘We gain money by way of their stomachs.’

‘That is so,’ laughed Fabio, cutting himself some cheese. ‘That is how we are able to fill our own stomachs.’

‘A boy at Geppe’s school has got pidocchi in his head,’ chirped Berta, licking her fingers. ‘I think that Geppe will get them too, and if he gets pidocchi, perhaps I may catch them — I do not wish to catch them, they tickle.’

‘Be not so silly, tesoro,’ smiled Rosa. ‘I am sure that you will not get pidocchi. Mamma will comb your hair every day; that will make it beautifully shiny.’

‘Scema!’ spluttered Geppe. ‘I have not got pidocchi, and if I get them I will give them to you. I will rub my head against yours!’

‘Then I will scratch you,’ said Berta firmly, and proceeded to put the threat into action.

There ensued a deafening shriek from Geppe, and a mild-voiced protest from Rosa.

‘The good Saint Berta will not love you if you scratch,’ she reminded her elder offspring.

‘Give me some Chianti,’ said Berta, quite unmoved. ‘I am thirsty; give me some Chianti!’

Fabio filled her glass with red wine and water, which she drank in a series of gulps.

‘It is excellent Chianti,’ murmured Fabio thoughtfully, ‘the best I have tasted in years.’

‘The price of pasta has gone up,’ remarked Teresa; ‘I blame the Italian Government for that.’

‘If it rises much more we are ruined,’ sighed Fabio, who, being replete, could afford to be gloomy.

‘Mario’s Padrone is buying French pasta, because of the rise,’ Rosa told them disapprovingly; ‘but I myself do not think that is right. After all, the Padrone is Italian!’

‘One must live as one can,’ Teresa retorted, ‘and the English will eat it just the same.’

‘That is so,’ agreed Rosa. ‘The English are stupid; my father thinks them very stupid.’

The meal finished, they wiped their mouths on their napkins and Fabio fetched a cigar.

‘Even tobacco has risen,’ he grumbled, burning his fingers with a match.

‘Everything is always rising,’ frowned Teresa, ‘but Fabio and I will rise with it. For those who have got the will to succeed there is nearly always a way. Our business grows, we have not enough room; soon we must hire a new shop.’

‘That is your fine business head,’ Rosa told her. ‘I sometimes think that my Mario’s is less fine, but then he is always so patient and kind, and moreover he suffers with his bunion.’

‘Nerone should buy him a business of his own,’ grunted Fabio. ‘I will speak with him about it.’

‘That I fear he will never do,’ sighed Rosa. ‘However, we are very well off as we are — the children have plenty to eat....’
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Gian-Luca escaped upstairs to his room — Olga’s room, in which he now slept. He wondered why Rosa’s children always howled; he could never remember them other than howling. He thought Geppe greedy and Berta a bore; he did not like either of them very much, and yet they had Mario for their father, and Mario loved them — that was so strange, for he, Gian-Luca went unloved. There was Fabio, of course, but Fabio did not count, or at least he counted very little. Fabio felt old when you touched his skin, he had pains in his back, he was timid of Teresa — Teresa who might have counted.

Gian-Luca sat down on the well-worn sofa and began to think over Teresa. With a queer, tight feeling round his heart, he realized that he no longer loved her. She allured him still, and that must be why he had that tight feeling round his heart. When she spoke in her quiet, flat voice, he had to listen; when she wished something done, he had perforce to do it, willing and eager to obey; but he no longer loved her or wished for her love — and that made him feel the more lonely.

He tried to picture Teresa as she had been, or rather, as he had once seen her; to recapture some of the sense of beauty that had shrouded her presence like incense. His head fell back and he closed his eyes, the better to conjure up the vision, but all that he saw now was a gaunt, ageing woman with beetling brows and a high, pinched nose; a woman whose hair showed the scalp at the temples, whose lips were too pale, whose chin sagged a little, and whose teeth were no longer very white. And something in all this was intolerable to him, so that unwilling tears trickled under his closed eyelids — tears for himself, but also for Teresa — because he no longer found her fair.

He could hear the sound of laughter coming up from downstairs; then of quarrelling — Berta and Geppe — Fabio’s voice, heavy and soft after supper; Rosa’s voice, loud, rather shrill; and from time to time Teresa’s slow words, spoken in a pause between stitches. A door banged; thump — thump — that would be Nerone, come to fetch Fabio for their game of dominoes— ‘Buona serai Buona sera; vanno bene tutti?’ Then more talk, more laughter, and Nerone’s wooden leg stumping away with Fabio.

Gian-Luca put his head on one side and listened. His people! But were they his people? If he was English then they were not his people; and at this thought his weeping broke out afresh, he buried his face in his arm. All that was nearest and dearest about them came back to him in a flood; he wept for them now as a small child will weep for faces lost in the dark. Even Rocca and his goats seemed less to be condemned; had not Rocca offered him fruit drops?

There was something worth loving then, even in Rocca — something that he wanted to cling to.

He lifted his face and stared round the room, his eyes wandered over to the wound above the bed; it had grown in dimensions, for the thin, dry plaster had crumbled still further with the years. Gian-Luca no longer wished to prod it with his finger; he merely thought it very ugly; it seemed to add to his own desolation, itself so desolate a thing. He rubbed away the tears with the back of his hand — resentful, almost angry — then he suddenly remembered Teresa’s words — courageous words, coldly courageous. Going over to the table he found pencil and paper: ‘I have got myself,’ wrote Gian-Luca. Climbing on to the bed, he pinned up his motto, then he climbed down again the better to see it.

And that was how Gian-Luca tried to cover up the wound in the plaster — and in his own heart.






  








CHAPTER SIX
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There was someone who always wanted Gian-Luca, and that was Mario Varese; he had a good-hearted, pitiful affection for Rosa’s foster-child. Mario no longer slapped his thighs, he no longer roared in play; indeed, it might be said that he was now quite grown up — he had broadened out somewhat in the process. Mario was nearly thirty-three, and his hair was receding a little. At one time his dress-suit had hung loosely on him, but now it was rather tight. His cheeks, always red, were redder than ever, and his eyes, that had bulged only slightly in the past, now resembled two brown balls of toffee. But for all this, Mario was still good-looking — and when he could afford it, flashy; on the plump little finger of his large left hand he wore a gold ring with a rhinestone.

Mario was very much the man of affairs when reposing in the bosom of his family; to hear him talk of his prowess as a waiter was to know that the Capo di Monte without Mario would merely have ceased to exist. Mario explained at considerable length the art of dealing with clients, the methods of tempting a poor appetite, or soothing an irritable temper.

‘You assert yourself — but with grace,’ said Mario. ‘You expatiate on the food. You say: “I will stroke the lettuce with garlic — no more than that, a caress of garlic—” Then you say: “I observe that the signore is not hungry, that he feels no great wish to eat — in that case, I suggest Fegato alia Veneziana, fried with onions and plenty of butter — but fried, oh, so very gently!” You watch him, and if he swallows the lot, you step forward and remark with a smile: “Good, very good; is it not so, signore?” If he agrees, then you whip out the menu and tempt with another dish. It is all very easy, and you make them drink too; you observe — as though you were thinking aloud— “The cellar contains some marvellous wine!” then you smile: “But, alas! the Padrone has his whims; it is only the few who are permitted to taste it. He is like a hen with her chicks,” you say: “He is like a great artist who will not sell his pictures; he rejoices but to look at the outside of the bottles — the insides he reserves for those who have a palate — however, I will do my best for you, signore; I myself will speak with the Padrone”!’

Mario said that the Padrone was sly, but that Mario Varese was slyer. ‘It is wonderful,’ laughed Mario, ‘how the little round tins contain only that which is fresh! They say: “Listen, Mario! I want something light — what about a plate of that good consommé? I am rather afraid of tomato soup; it usually lives in a tin!”

“Signore!” I exclaim, as one who is wounded, “here we make all things fresh!” The chef, he it is who opens the tin in which that excellent consommé lives; they drink it up quickly, perhaps they ask for more — Ma che! They do not know the difference!’

Mario said that the Padrone had sworn to bring all London to the Capo di Monte. ‘We have red cotton curtains at the window now, but soon they will be silk!’ bragged Mario. The Padrone, he said, was one who would rise; he had a beautiful wife — her hair was golden and she took in the dishes from the little door just behind the bar. She was not quite a barmaid, but she stood among the bottles and bowed to the clients as they passed. Her manner was aloof and she smiled very seldom, therefore when she did smile it made an impression, and those upon whom she smiled were pleased. The Padrone was like that, he also was aloof: he had the bump of selection. ‘You’ll see! You’ll see!’ chuckled Mario delightedly. ‘One of these days we become the fashion, then we put up our prices, we make them pay high for the fat green snails at the Capo di Monte; and we grow like the snails, fat and rich!’

Rosa never listened, but Gian-Luca did, and he came to the conclusion that all men were foolish, except of course the Padrone and Mario, who must be unusually wise. The matter of the tinned soup troubled him a little, but not, it must be said, for very long. If, as Mario had explained, they did not know the difference, then what difference could it make to them? However, he consulted Fabio about it.

‘I myself do not take it, but I sell it,’ Fabio told him. And although this left the ethical question rather vague, it appeared to satisfy Fabio.

Mario was so indispensable, it seemed, that holidays were few and far between; when he got one, however, the occasion was momentous — it called for a gathering of the clan. A holiday was not a real holiday to Mario unless it was accompanied by toil; that was the way the good Mario took his pleasures; he planned, he worked, he wore himself out — but after it was over and he lay abed with Rosa, he could count up on his fingers all the things they had done in the course of a brief nine hours.

Mario declared that a little glimpse of green was better than a bottle of Asti; but when he found the green there was never time to see it. He sat under it, he walked on it, he lay on it perhaps, but only until he got his breath. On those very rare occasions when Mario found a meadow he would scamper over to the next. He had the sort of mind that goes with large adventure, preferring always that which lies beyond.

This mind of his, imprisoned for the best part of the year within the narrow confines of his business, broke loose the very moment it could sniff the country air; off it went and Mario with it, always seeking the beyond, always trying to go just a little farther.

Mario was eloquent regarding country air; he said that it took at least ten years off his age. But at times the spirit led him so far afield to find it, that the day would be spent in a third-class railway carriage — then it would be time to go back. He adored his children, so they too must be considered; he was never quite happy without them. He was not quite happy with them, but Mario shrugged his shoulders and supposed that that was often the way in this world.
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It was spring, and even in Old Compton Street the spring is apt to be exciting. Nerone’s new skylark sang and jumped and sang. Nerone had made a felt top for its cage, the better to shut out the sky.

‘Ma guarda! Is he not joyous?’ said Nerone. ‘It appears that he too feels the spring.’

The skylark felt the spring, Gian-Luca felt the spring, and Mario felt the spring and grew restless. Gian-Luca looked at his motto every morning: ‘I have got myself,’ and the words, lit up by sunshine, seemed to glow with a new and exciting meaning, until, what with youth and the spring in his bones, he almost forgot his troubles.

Mario, perspiring at the Capo di Monte, broke a dish, for which he had to pay. He grew less subtle in dealing with the clients; when he cleared their tables now he would whisk with his napkin until the crumbs flew into their laps.

‘Sapristi!’ — the Padrone was proud of his French— ‘Sapristi! You imbecile, what are you doing?’

And Mario would laugh — yes, actually laugh, right in the teeth of the Padrone!

In the mornings, when he shaved, he did so with vigour, cutting his chin in the process. The blood might drip on to the rim of his collar, but Mario did not care; he would go to the washstand and rub off the stain with an old flannel wash-rag — after which his collar would look limp.

‘I will not have a clean one, it costs so much, the washing,’ he would say. ‘We must save, we must put by the pennies for when we can go into the country.’

Berta got nettle-rash and cried a good deal; she got it every spring and autumn.

‘Geppe has given me pidocchi!’ she insisted, whenever Rosa would listen.

Geppe pretended to grope in his head and to throw the results at Berta.

‘Oh! Oh!’ shrieked Berta in a panic of fear. ‘Oh! Oh! He is throwing me pidocchi!’

Rosa scrubbed up the house, and forgetting it was London, she put the bedding out in the sun. When she brought it in it was covered with smuts.

‘Accursed country!’ said Nerone, and he swore: ‘We live in an accursed country!’

Teresa was constantly busy in the cash-desk, the money went jingling through her fingers. Whenever a sunbeam touched a golden coin she smiled and stroked it gently with her thumb. For the habit of thrift had persisted in Teresa; now she saved for the pleasure of saving. Every Saturday morning she went off to the bank with a little bag hidden in her cloak.

As for Fabio, his halo looked wilder than ever, but the pains in his back had disappeared. He served in the shop without coat, or even waistcoat, his shirt bulging out between his braces.

‘God be praised,’ smiled Fabio, well content with the gastronomical effects of the fine weather. ‘God be praised; we are selling more this spring than we have done for many years past.’

Even Rocca grew poetical, a mood which found expression in his garnishing and laying out of meat. Rocca bought a calf’s head to which he pinned rosettes, then he thrust a spring of parsley in its mouth.

The Signora Rocca said very many prayers; it was May, the month of Our Lady.

‘Oh loving, oh clement, oh sweet Virgin Mary,’ she murmured, and then, bethinking her of Michael the Archangel, and, via him, of Satan: ‘May God rebuke him — and do thou, Prince of all the heavenly host, by the power of God, thrust down into hell Satan and all wicked spirits.’
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Late one afternoon came Mario and Rosa, accompanied by Nerone and the children. They walked solemnly into Teresa’s back parlour; their faces were preoccupied and grave.

Mario said: ‘Two weeks from to-morrow the Padrone had made me the present of a day. It is very important that we all discuss the matter; the question is, where do we go?’

‘Yes, that is the question,’ murmured Rosa dutifully; ‘as Mario has said, we go, where?’

They sat down, staring at Fabio and Teresa: ‘Where do we go?’ they demanded.

‘There are many nice places,’ suggested Fabio.

‘It is beautiful weather,’ said Teresa.

‘Now first,’ began Mario, ‘we must have the Gian-Luca.

You consent to his coming, I hope, Teresa? The day will of course be a Sunday.’

Teresa nodded and went on with her knitting.

‘That is good,’ Mario smiled. ‘You hear that, Gian-Luca? You accompany us once again.’

Gian-Luca trod slyly on Geppe’s toe, and Geppe screamed like a siren. Mario waited for the hubbub to subside, after which he went on speaking slowly:

‘I have long wished to visit a certain place which I know is of very great interest; to begin with its name is full of romance — it suggests the sea and the sky.’ He paused and made a wide gesture with his arms. ‘The sea and the sky — —’ he repeated.

‘And where is this place you speak of?’ inquired Rosa. ‘It is called Land’s End,’ said Mario.

No one laughed, no one seemed very much surprised; they had all known quite well what sort or thing was coming, for when Mario thought of a holiday he invariably longed for those far-away places that his mind had yearned over for years. Perhaps he had less imagination than the skylark, for he seemed to enjoy discussing every detail. ‘I have heard—’ he would say — and then he would be off! As he talked his eyes would grow rounder and rounder, and his face would shine with enthusiastic sweat until even Rosa would hush Geppe into silence the better to fancy herself there. A harmless diversion, a game of make-believe in which Rosa joined to please Mario.

Mario looked from one to the other.

‘There are rocks at Land’s End!’ he announced.

‘And the sea!’ chimed in Rosa.

‘And a beach,’ said Gian-Luca.

‘I have heard that the beach is stony,’ mused Mario; ‘however, no doubt there are sea-gulls—’

‘Is it not in Cornwall?’ Fabio inquired.

‘Precisely,’ said Mario complacently, ‘and Cornwall is a place of historical interest because of that king they call Arthur. Though I do not think Arthur lived at Land’s End, but of that I am not quite sure.’

‘You shall tell me about him some day,’ said Rosa; ‘you have always been clever at history. But is it not rather far for the children — have you considered that, Mario?’

Mario frowned. ‘Could we not start early. Can it matter how early we start?’

‘It will cost—’ murmured Rosa. ‘It will cost a great deal, and we should not have much time there, I am afraid, even if we did start early.’

‘That is so,’ sighed Mario, suddenly depressed, because Rosa was not quite playing the game.... But after a moment he grew more hopeful. ‘There are castles,’ he told them, ‘wonderful castles; I have seen the picture of one they call Corfe. What if we all go and visit the Corfe?’

‘There is also Folkestone,’ suggested Rosa, tactfully edging a little nearer home. ‘At Folkestone one watches the boats coming in — there are sometimes Italians on board!’

‘Mi stufano!’ Mario burst out rudely. ‘Why should I wish to see Italians?’

‘It has come to me!’ suddenly shouted Nerone, waving a triumphant hand. ‘As you cannot go to Land’s End, then why not go to Southend? To me it sounds all the same thing.’ But Mario shook his head. ‘No, I think not, Babbo; I do not much like the winkles. Moreover, there is mud and many, many, children, and some of them—’ He finished the sentence in English, because Berta, who was said to be frightened of illness, might not understand medical terms in that language. ‘And some of them cough with the whoop.’

Teresa glanced up at him from her knitting: ‘Epping Forest—’ she murmured.

‘There are too many trees,’ said Mario discontentedly; ‘it is difficult to get beyond trees; they come in so close; they confine, they molest you — and besides, they shut out the view.’ His mouth drooped a little — he was gentler than Geppe, but he looked rather like him at that moment— ‘I desire to go somewhere wide,’ he muttered, ‘somewhere enormously wide!’

Then Rosa spoke gently, stroking his hand the better to soften her words: ‘Let us go to Kew Gardens and have lunch on the grass; we will take the big hamper with us. In the afternoon we can find the cake shop we went to once before — they had nice little tarts with raspberry jam — I remember because Geppe ate so many. We can travel on top of the omnibus, and you always like that, don’t you Mario?’

For a moment Mario’s face grew darker, his expression was sombre and resentful. Then all of a sudden he cheered up completely: ‘Ecco!’ he exclaimed, ‘my Rosa has solved the problem! It is not quite Land’s End, but there is much to see — we will study the plants and the Chinese Pagoda; after all, there is very much to see. And now we must consider what we take with us to eat — Fabio shall give us a sausage!’






  








CHAPTER SEVEN
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The morning of Mario’s holiday ushered in the beginning of a heat wave. Rosa was up by five o’clock preparing the luncheon basket. A large panettone had arrived the previous evening, sent by a friend of Mario’s; it had to be cut into four fat quarters before it would fit into the hamper. Fabio had sent round a length of salame and a very ornate pork pie, while Nerone had made no less a contribution than two large bottles of Orvieto in honour of the occasion.

‘For,’ said Nerone — to console himself at parting with a wine of so excellent a vintage— ‘it is not very often that a holiday occurs, and when it does one should be generous.’ Rosa, her fringe done up in curl papers, her nose already pink and shiny, rushed hither and thither in a flannel dressing-jacket worn over her petticoat.

‘Via! Via!’ she was always exclaiming, pushing Berta and Geppe out of her way: ‘Via! Via! Who told you to get up? I command you to go back to bed!’

But Berta and Geppe were not thus to be disposed of, nor for that matter was their father. Mario kept wandering in and out of the kitchen — he was bursting with foolish suggestions.

‘I would pack the hard-boiled eggs at the bottom of the hamper; that way they will not get so cracked; they will be steady.’

‘Via! Via, Mario!’ cried Rosa, frowning. ‘I shall put all the eggs on the top of the hamper; the bottles of wine must go at the bottom, under the panettone.’

‘I would like my tobacco put in the hamper, too, so that it will not bulge my pocket. I do not wish to spoil my best suit, and my rubber pouch has just split.’

‘We do not wish to eat your tobacco,’ Rosa snapped, ‘nor do we wish to have it as a flavouring. Can’t you go and will you get us our breakfast?’

‘We are hungry! We are hungry!’ chanted Berta and Geppe, beginning to jump up and down.

Then Mario laughed and went off to his bedroom; his face was beaming with pleasure. ‘What a day!’ he exclaimed, throwing open the window. ‘Holy Mother of God, what sunshine!’

The hamper packed and their breakfast eaten, Rosa washed both children.

‘Ow!’ grumbled Geppe as Rosa’s large finger entered his ear with the wash-rag.

She shook him slightly and prodded again. Presently she oiled down his hair; when she had finished it looked like black paint, but Rosa was pleased with the effect. She dressed him with care in his best sailor suit, the one that was trimmed with white braid.

‘If you dirty yourself I will beat you!’ she lied. ‘Go and sit over there on that chair.’

Berta’s toilet was much more complicated; Berta herself saw to that. ‘I wish to wear my white muslin dress, the one that they gave me at the convent,’ she stamped.

‘That you shall not,’ announced Rosa with decision.

‘It was given you to honour Our Blessed Lord, when you take part in His procession.’

‘Nevertheless, I will wear it,’ said Berta, and she promptly sat down on the floor.

‘Cattiva! You will wear your pink print.’

‘I will wear my white muslin,’ said Berta mulishly. ‘I will wear nothing else but that.’

‘Mario!’ called Rosa, ‘come and speak to this Berta; she refuses to put on her dress.’

‘And what does she wish to wear?’ inquired Mario, sauntering in from his bedroom.

‘The muslin that the good nuns gave her last year for the Blessed Sacrament procession.’

‘And why not?’ smiled the father, filling his pipe. ‘Why may she not wear the muslin?’

Rosa looked shocked. ‘Because,’ she said gravely, ‘it belongs to Our Blessed Lord.’

‘He will not object, I am certain,’ said Mario. ‘He would wish his little Berta to be happy.’

So Berta got her way and wore the white frock, blue bows, silver medal and all.

‘And see that you do not lose the medal or soil the ribbon,’ cautioned Rosa.

Mario retired to make his own toilet. He examined his clothes that lay ready on the chair; a dove-grey suit, a pink shirt and collar and a brand-new crimson silk neck-tie.

‘Va bene,’ said Mario, ‘but where are my boots? Where are my new brown boots? Rosa!’ he bawled, ‘come and find me my boots — I have looked, but they are not here!’ Rosa came in with her mouth full of pins; she too had been dressing at that moment. ‘Here are your boots, cretino,’ she said crossly, producing them from the wardrobe, ‘but I would not advise you to wear them; it is hot, they are certain to draw your feet.’

‘That is nonsense!’ he told her, ‘I wish to wear them; what one wishes to do never hurts.’

He fondled the yellowish leather with his hand, then he rubbed it on the bedspread.

‘Magari!’ sighed Rosa, ‘between you and the children, I think we shall never get off. I so carefully warned Geppe to keep himself clean, and now he has spilt coffee all down his blouse.’

At that moment Gian-Luca arrived, looking hot in a knickerbocker suit of brown tweed. He was wearing a spotlessly clean Eton collar and a ready-made blue satin bow.

‘Ah! Gian-Luca!’ exclaimed Mario, ‘you are fine this morning, almost as fine as I am!’ and Mario surveyed himself in the glass, turning first this way, then that. ‘Now you have come, it is time we start,’ he continued, straightening his neck-tie. ‘Let us go and collect the luncheon-basket, also Rosa and the children.’
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They walked as far as Piccadilly Circus, Mario carrying the hamper. At the Circus they climbed to the top of a bus bound for Hammersmith Broadway.

‘Be careful! Be careful!’ shrieked Rosa to Geppe, who was trying to swing himself up by the hand-rail.

‘He will hit me in the face with his heels,’ fussed Berta; ‘I wish you would make him behave!’

Mario was stopped at the bottom of the steps by a kindly but firm conductor. ‘You must leave that ‘amper with me,’ said the conductor; ‘no ‘ampers allowed on top.’

‘Not so,’ retorted Mario; ‘I will take him on my lap — I will nurse him — he cannot be left!’

The conductor pulled the cord and the bus moved off slowly behind the stout, sweating horses.

‘I will not leave him!’ cried Mario, still clutching his hamper; ‘you see, I take him on my lap.’

‘Oh, all right.’ The conductor stood aside for him to pass, and Mario struggled up the steps.

The bus was very full — Geppe sat on top of Rosa. ‘Here we are!’ shrilled Berta from her seat beside Gian-Luca. ‘You will have to go over there and sit beside Mamma.’ Mario squeezed in with the hamper on his knees; it grew heavier every moment. ‘Dio!’ he groaned, ‘what is living in this hamper? Is it perchance a giant?’

‘You take Geppe and give it to me,’ suggested Rosa; ‘I will now hold it for a little.’

Their burdens exchanged, they began to mop their faces — it was growing exceedingly hot.

At Hammersmith Broadway the crowd was enormous, and most of it was waiting for the bus to Kew Gardens.

‘You had better carry Geppe,’ said Rosa to Mario; ‘I fear that he may get lost.’

Geppe objected, beginning to cry: ‘I want to walk with Gian-Luca!’

As his father picked him up, he beat with his heels: ‘Put me down, put me down, I tell you!’

Rosa dragged Berta along by the hand, while Gian-Luca struggled with the hamper.

‘No more room on top!’ yelled the harassed conductor. ‘Inside only, please.’

By dint of superhuman exertion, they managed at last to get in.

‘Now then, young ‘un, don’t gouge out my eyes with that basket!’ protested a voice to Gian-Luca.

There were several other children on the knees of their parents, all fretful and on the verge of tears.

‘It’s this terrible ‘eat,’ said a mother to Rosa; ‘it do try ‘em, don’t it, the ‘eat?’

The smell in the bus suggested that it did — the sun was blazing through the windows.

‘Phew! Ain’t it awful!’ a lady complained, clinking her black jet bugles.

Berta sat scratching her nettle-rash, and Geppe’s nose required attention. Gian-Luca peered over the top of the hamper, his collar was feeling rather tight.

‘May I undo my collar?’ he whispered to Rosa.

But Rosa shook her head: ‘No, no, caro, you look so nice as you are; you cannot undo your collar.’

He subsided behind the hamper again, so as not to see Berta who was making him itch. He wished that Mario would observe Geppe’s nose — it really did require blowing. Rosa’s fringe had begun to come out of curl — Gian-Luca noticed that too — one long, black strand was gradually uncoiling; very soon it would be in her eye. Her hat — last summer’s — looked rather jaded, the roses no longer very red; however, by contrast, Berta’s headgear was a triumph; a yellow poke bonnet trimmed with cornflowers and daisies and tied under the chin with white ribbon. Berta’s hair stuck out in a bush behind; her eyes stared, inquisitive and greedy. ‘I am hungry,’ she was saying; ‘how long does it take?’

‘We are nearly there,’ consoled Rosa.
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Kew Gardens lay like a jewel in the sun, the grass green and gleaming as an emerald.

‘Ma guarda, guarda!’ cried Mario in delight; ‘have we walked into Paradise?’

Gian-Luca paused to examine a magnolia that grew just inside the gate.

‘Come on!’ ordered Mario; ‘we have very much to see; we cannot waste time, we must hurry!’ He was walking a little lopsidedly now, by reason of the hamper that he had taken from Gian-Luca. His boater straw hat had slipped back on his head, his shoulders were hunched with effort.

They passed a hothouse and a small museum. ‘Those are for later,’ said Mario; ‘I think now we will make for the large museum; that is of interest, I remember.’

On the way Geppe spied some enticing-looking ducks, swimming on an artificial lake.

‘Come on! Come on!’ called Mario, sharply; ‘we have no time to play with ducks.’

The museum was stuffy and very dull, two cases only were amusing. These stood by the door; they contained little people — natives with carts and oxen. The children stopped in delight before them.

‘What funny clothes!’ remarked Berta.

Gian-Luca agreed.

‘Oh, look, oxen!’ piped Geppe, blurring the glass with his breath.

‘Come, piccini!’ came Mario’s voice in the distance. ‘Come, Rosa, there are two more floors.’

They turned reluctantly to follow the voice, which seemed always to soar on just ahead. At the foot of the stairs they caught it up.

‘I think I will stay here,’ said Rosa.

‘As you please,’ Mario smiled; ‘but we will see all. Come, children, come on, Gian-Luca!’ And he and the children disappeared up the stairs, leaving Rosa to wait at the bottom.

The tour of the museum completed at last, Mario bethought him of luncheon. ‘I think we might go to the Pagoda,’ he suggested; ‘do I not see its top across there?’

‘It is such a long way off, and already it is late,’ complained Rosa; ‘let us find a place nearer.’

In the end they sat down in the shade of a wood. It was only a small imitation wood, an incongruous and rather pathetic thing, trying to look wild and romantic and careless, a few hundred yards from a hothouse. However, there were beech trees and many sanguine birds — there were also bluebells in the grass.

‘Look, Mario, are they not lovely?’ exclaimed Rosa.

But Mario’s gaze was very far away. ‘We ought to have gone to that Pagoda—’ he said slowly, ‘I can see it over there against the sky.’

Gian-Luca was staring intently at the bluebells; he stooped and touched them with his finger. They were cool and fine as though wrought in wax, their heads bent sideways a little. Something in the blueness and coolness of them reminded him of his pictures — the pictures that never came to him now when he lay between sleeping and waking — but something in this blueness and coolness made him sad, not happy like things seen in his pictures. He resented this sadness; he frowned at the bluebells and suddenly pushed them with his foot.

‘Have I not got myself?’ thought Gian-Luca; then wondered what that could have to do with bluebells.

Rosa was unpacking the luncheon-basket and Mario was opening a bottle of wine. Berta and Geppe were trying to quarrel, but they could not settle down to it, their attention kept on wandering in the direction of the food.

Gian-Luca accepted a large hunk of pie, and began to forget his depression; for after all, at eleven years old, many mysteries — like bluebells and sudden sadness and belonging to one’s self — seem much less disturbing once the cry of the stomach is appeased.

‘Madonna! What excellent wine!’ gurgled Mario, drinking his second glass. ‘Your father is as mean as a Genovese, Rosa, but to-day he has been generous like an emperor.’ They gorged until Berta and Geppe grew sleepy, and Rosa’s head nodded on her bosom. But Mario was not sleepy; like a lion refreshed, he began to pace up and down.

‘Come on! We must go to the Pagoda,’ he urged. ‘Avanti! There is not much time.’

They struggled to their feet. Rosa repacked the hamper, then she wiped Geppe’s mouth and tied on Berta’s bonnet, after which they had to hurry to catch up with Mario, who was out of the wood already. On the way to the Pagoda there were prunias in blossom, a sight to rejoice sore eyes, but Mario stumped forward with never a glance.

‘Come on, avanti!’ he kept on saying.

However, when at last they reached the Pagoda, Mario’s thoughts appeared to stray. ‘We have not seen the hothouses yet,’ he told them; ‘and they are not to be missed.’ The first houses that he chose stood all in a row; five broiling, progressive hells. No need to go out into the air for a moment; you could pass from one to the other. At the fourth degree of torment, Rosa protested:

‘I cannot support it,’ she gasped.

‘I feel sick,’ put in Berta, hoping for attention.

‘As for me, I like it!’ bragged Geppe.

Gian-Luca was not sure that he himself did like it; he felt rather sorry for the trees. They were tall, anxious trees, always doomed to look through windows; and, moreover, they had grown and grown, until their heads were pressing against the glass roof. But Mario, once started on a quest for knowledge, was not at all easy to coerce; he might pause for a moment to read out a label, to elicit some scrap of information from a keeper; but before there was even time to draw breath, he would be off again, faster than ever.

There were many other houses, some cooler, some hotter, but all of great interest to Mario, it seemed.

‘I know I am going to be sick!’ announced Berta, punctually every five minutes.

At last Rosa struck; they had now reached a house that was tactlessly known as: ‘The Stove.’

‘Into this, my friend, you shall penetrate alone; we will wait outside,’ she said firmly.

Even Mario showed signs of wilting a little when he finally emerged from ‘The Stove,’ but not for very long; having dried his drenched forehead, he suggested a tour of the gardens.

‘I am told,’ he remarked, in the pompous voice of one who imparts information, ‘that these wonderful gardens extend for many acres — two hundred and eighty-eight, I believe — and at every few yards there is something of interest; we missed a great deal when we came here last time.’

His eyes were so round and his face was so eager that Rosa forbore to protest; so once more he started his caravan in motion, and they went for a tour of the gardens. It would not have been so tiring had he been content to investigate objects of interest as they came, but his mind worked faster even than his legs; he was always breaking off in the middle of one thing in order to push on to the next. Then his conscience would smite him:

‘Let us go back a minute to King William’s Temple, it is not very far.’ Or: ‘Perhaps we should have gone to the other museums; up to now, we have seen only one.’

In the very middle of the Rhododendron Dell, he stood still abruptly and groaned.

‘What is the matter?’ inquired Rosa in alarm.

Mario did not answer, but when he walked on he was limping like a horse with a splint.

‘Did I not tell you that those new boots would draw?’ inquired his wife, almost crossly.

‘You did,’ he admitted, ‘and, as usual, you were right; they draw with the strength of the devil!’

Berta and Geppe began to hang back.

‘I am tired and my head aches,’ whined Berta.

‘I have got a stone in my shoe,’ whimpered Geppe, ‘and that hurts much more than a bunion!’

Gian-Luca’s collar got tighter and tighter; he felt as though he must burst. It was his turn to carry the hamper again, and his arm was beginning to grow stiff. Rosa’s hat had slipped to one side of her head, her fringe was completely out of curl; her kind, plump face looked dusty and sallow, there were rings of fatigue round her eyes. Berta’s white frock had a rent in the side — caught on a branch in passing. Geppe limped along in imitation of his father, and as he limped, he complained. But Mario, still happy in spite of his anguish, pushed on with the courage of an explorer.

‘There are still some museums, and then the Kew Palace,’ he smiled, taking Rosa’s arm.

‘My dear,’ she murmured; ‘my very dear Mario — are you not worn out, amore?’

‘I am splendid,’ he told her. ‘Just a little bit lame, but otherwise I am splendid.’

They were gentle with each other, the two of them, these days — now they seldom, if ever, quarrelled. The passions of their youth were cooling a little, and with their passions, their tempers. Then the frequent quarrels between their offspring left little time for their own; they were too busy coping with Berta and Geppe to devote much thought to themselves.

Mario said: ‘It is very pleasant to get out of London for a little — even if one only comes to Kew Gardens; still, it is very pleasant.’

She nodded: ‘But I wish you had let me slit that boot, I cannot endure to see you hurt—’

He patted her hand: ‘Do not worry, donna mia; it would spoil the new boot to split it.’

They dragged themselves on through the last museums, and, finally, over the Palace; after which they found Rosa’s cheap little cake-shop, where Geppe once more ate jam tartlets.
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On the way home that evening Geppe fell asleep, leaning against his mother. His small hand was quite incredibly sticky, but Rosa held it in hers. Berta, very upright in the corner of the bus, blinked hard to keep herself awake.

‘Look at that Geppe,’ she whispered to Gian-Luca; ‘he sleeps — but then, he is so young!’

Having left Gian-Luca at Fabio’s side-door, they betook themselves slowly homeward. Rosa was carrying Geppe, still asleep, Mario was leading Berta; with his other hand he clung to the hamper, which bumped against his leg as he hobbled. A quiet May dusk, the friend of tired faces, went with them down the street.
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‘And have you enjoyed yourself?’ inquired Rosa, when at last she and Mario lay side by side in bed.

‘Ma sicuro,’ he assured her; ‘oh, very much, my Rosa — only think of all that we have seen!’

Turning over he checked off the items on his fingers, calling them out one by one. There were not enough fingers, so he tapped on the bedspread, while she lay and watched him — smiling.






  








CHAPTER EIGHT
 

1
 

Gian-Luca left school the following Christmas, having made neither enemies nor friends. He was missed a little by both teachers and students; by the former because of a quick intelligence that had made him an interesting pupil, by the latter because there was now no ‘Macaroni’ to be teased and left out of things.

For a few weeks he experienced the novel sensation of having nothing to do. Just at first this was rather a pleasant sensation; he could lounge in and out of the shop as he pleased, or better still, stroll down the street to Nerone’s and hang about bothering Rosa in her kitchen until she drove him away. But after a time this enforced idleness began to pall on Gian-Luca, and then it was that he formed a new habit — he formed the habit of books. Hitherto all books had meant lesson-books, he had read scarcely anything else, and lesson-books had been part of a rule imposed not by himself but by others. Now, however, it was different, he himself was the rule, he could read or not read what he chose; and this fact gave Gian-Luca a pleasant sense of power, so that even the volumes which he had brought from school became suddenly much more interesting.

From his early childhood he had loved the sound of words, and now he began to discover things about them; their length, their shape, their colour, their balance, their relation one to the other. He discovered the felicity of certain groupings, the strength and virility of others; the power of a name, the clamour of a line, the solemnity and vastness of a stanza. For the magic that unsealed his ears and his eyes, lay for him in a volume of verses; the verses were Italian; he had found the book one day, quite by chance, in Mario’s bedroom. No one had ever heard of the author, or at least, so Mario said:

‘Non lo conosco,’ said Mario with a shrug. ‘He is doubtless somebody new.’

When Teresa and Fabio had retired for the night Gian-Luca had relighted his gas, which was forbidden, and then he had crept back to bed with his book. As he read he began to see pictures again — yet now he was very wide awake — these were pictures that someone unknown had seen first, and left for Gian-Luca on the pages. The next morning he was knocking at Mario’s door before that good fellow was up.

‘It is I, Gian-Luca.’

Mario’s voice came, rather husky: ‘Per carità! What do you want?’

Gian-Luca put his head into the room, then his hand which was clutching the book. Mario reared up in bed like an angry retriever, his curly hair standing on end.

‘Is it not enough that I work half the night because the Padrone has decided to serve suppers? Is it not enough that Rosa must wake me at six to do her infernal washing? Is it not enough that Geppe has a cold and coughs and weeps without ceasing? And now you! Come in, there’s a draught in my ear; I shall have the earache in a minute!’

Gian-Luca obeyed him; closing the door, he went over and stood at the foot of the bed. His face was so solemn that in spite of his temper Mario began to smile:

‘Have you decided to visit the North Pole or has Fabio swallowed a yard of salame? I am wide awake now — what has brought you so early, and why do you look so grave?’

‘I came,’ said Gian-Luca, ‘to ask you for this book — I find it has beautiful verses.’

‘What book? Oh, that thing! Ma sì, you can keep it. I cannot recall at the moment who gave it — a friend of Rosa’s, I think; but put it in your pocket, Rosa disapproves of verses, and I hear her coming upstairs.’

As a matter of fact the book had been a present to Mario from his barmaid, given in the days when sentimental tokens had passed very freely between them. But Mario had never read one of the poems, and moreover, he now wished to deny the barmaid who, being a Latin, was causing him trouble by refusing to be denied.

Rosa came in: ‘What has happened?’ she demanded. ‘I hope that no one is ill.’

‘Not at all,’ said Mario, winking anxiously at Gian-Luca, ‘it is only that this imp here has come to torment us, having nothing better to do—’

‘Oh, well,’ sighed Rosa. ‘I must not be idle, I have very much to do.’ And she left them.

‘Now go!’ commanded Mario, glaring at Gian Luca, ‘but first, have you hidden that book as I told you? You have? That is well; I am glad that you take it; I wonder that Rosa has not found it already — I thought I had burnt it up.’
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Gian-Luca’s unknown Italian poet was a wonder-worker, it seemed, for he wove a spell not only for himself, but for all his fellow craftsmen. Having read and re-read what he had to say, Gian-Luca bethought him of Browning, and found to his delight that though Browning was English — a very great drawback he felt to any poet — yet, nevertheless, he could make the heart beat and the eyes fill with sudden tears. From Browning he turned to Tennyson and Wordsworth, and finally rediscovered Kipling. He had studied them all while he was at school, but now when he read them they seemed different.

Alone in the room that had once been Olga’s, Gian-Luca made friends of his books. He would talk to them, pet them: ‘Oh, bello!’ he would say, stroking a page with his hand. Or he might feel disapproval, in which case he would scold: ‘That is ugly, I do not like that line; if you were in Italian it would fit much better, it would not have so many small words.’

He made a shelf from an old packing-case, so that his friends might be well lodged, and when it was finished he nailed it to the wall directly opposite his bed. The shelf was just long enough to cover the wounds that had gaped in the plaster for years.

‘Bene!’ smiled Gian-Luca, ‘I have hidden them all now; they were ugly, I am glad that they are hidden!’

One morning he sought out Fabio in the shop, asking him gravely for books.

‘Ma che! I have none, but here are macaroons!’ laughed Fabio, giving him a handful.

Gian-Luca ate the macaroons with much gusto, but the next day he sought out Mario.

‘Can you lend me some books?’ inquired Gian-Luca.

‘Ma che! I have none,’ said Mario.

Then, seeing Gian-Luca’s look of disappointment, Mario scratched his chin, thinking hard: ‘I have it, Gian-Luca! I know where you must go, you must go to the Free Lending people; there they have hundreds and thousands of books; you can bring away with you a sackful.’

Gian-Luca discovered the Free Library, but he asked for books in Italian.

The Librarian smiled. ‘We have nothing in Italian — plain English, my child, that’s what we keep here — try Shakespeare, he’s not bad you know!’

As the days went on the Librarian grew more friendly. ‘Do you write yourself?’ he inquired without a tremor. Gian-Luca shook his head. ‘You should try,’ said the Librarian, ‘it’s never too young to begin.’

‘So far I am reading,’ Gian-Luca told him.

‘So I have observed,’ said the Librarian.

‘Some day I shall make money, and then I will write,’ Gian-Luca remarked confidentially. ‘It is better to grow rich before writing lovely things, otherwise one might starve.’

‘Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings—’ began the Librarian, and he laughed. ‘I see that you appreciate England, my child; however, I believe that some writers make money—’

‘It is dangerous, my grandmother says that it is dangerous, and she is very clever,’ said Gian-Luca. ‘You see, I have only got myself, so I cannot write until I am rich.’

‘I wish I’d only got myself,’ sighed the Librarian; ‘there are quite a number of me.’

‘How many?’ asked Gian-Luca, rather surprised.

‘Five girls and two boys,’ said the Librarian.

It was true that Teresa had mocked at poets when Gian-Luca had mentioned quite vaguely one evening that it must be rather fine to write verses.

‘That is not for you,’ she had told him firmly. ‘For you is a business life — some day you may inherit this shop of ours, when Nonno and I are dead. Although,’ she had added, ‘we see no reason why you should not read if you find it amusing, but never read so much that you neglect other matters. Poets are very foolish people as a rule — they must also be very conceited. Nonno and I are not young any more, so you must be self-reliant, a worker — you cannot afford to start scribbling nonsense, for you stand very much alone.’

This had neither surprised nor shocked Gian-Luca, indeed he agreed with Teresa. A person who was minus even a name would have to fight hard for a place in the world, and something in this thought made him stubborn and defiant — his arrogant underlip shot out a little whenever he remembered himself.

He was old for his age, every day he felt older; perhaps it was because he now knew life so well, knew all sorts of queer things about fathers and children — children who had no real names. Every morning on waking he looked at his motto, kneeling up in bed the better to see it; and every night he would examine it afresh — he found it so reassuring.

‘I have got myself,’ he would mutter softly, and his muttering was not unlike a little prayer, and then: ‘I am neither Italian nor English — not anything at all — I am just Gian-Luca.’

At times this made him feel very lonely, but at others it struck him as being rather splendid; and when this happened his mouth would grow wilful, with its arrogant underlip.

However, Gian-Luca did try to write verses, though shy and shamefaced about it. He felt quite sure that it was a waste of time, but as he had nothing very useful to do and something inside him kept asking and urging, he decided to give it its own way. Of the poems by that unknown Italian poet, there was one that Gian-Luca particularly adored: ‘Gioia della Luce’ the poem was called, ‘The Joy of Light,’ and the more he read it the less he understood its meaning, and yet somehow he felt that he did understand it — but not exactly with his brain. The poem was long, it went on and on in a turbulent torrent of words. The great, ringing words stumbled over each other, shouting, proclaiming, lifting up their arms — at least that was the idea that came to Gian-Luca — the words were lifting up their arms! It made him want to laugh, it made him want to cry, it made him want to run for miles and miles. It reminded him of bluebells and blossoms at Kew Gardens, of the longings that Mario had sometimes for the sea, of things that he himself had only half imagined, of things so vast and splendid that imagination failed. Yes, that was what he knew to be so queer about the poem, it was full of little happenings like the bluebells and the blossoms, it was also full of bigness like most of Mario’s longings — and of something that Gian-Luca knew to be within himself.

With the blessed self-assurance and temerity of youth, he selected this poem as his model. ‘I will write about myself,’ he thought complacently, ‘I will write in big and lovely-sounding words.’

‘“Sono Gian-Luca — Gian-Luca—”’he began, and he suddenly added, ‘“poverino.”’ Then he tore up the paper; no, it was not quite right, the words sounded neither big nor lovely. He re-read his model and started again, this time he composed four verses.

‘Dio!’ said Gian-Luca, ‘they are very bad indeed.’ And once more he tore up the paper.

By the end of a week he had written an epic with which he was not at first ill pleased; but the more he admired it, the more he became certain that the epic ought not to be admired.

‘Che, che!’ he grumbled; ‘how is this, I wonder? I feel but I cannot express; perhaps I had better try something little — I will write about the bluebells at Kew.’

The bluebells at Kew proved still harder to express, for he felt that they required so few words. He knew just what they looked like and just what they meant, but when he had finished his lyric about bluebells, it might have been written about onions. He consulted the ‘Gioia della Luce’ once more, and this time while he read it he scowled; he was growing very angry, and he swore a fat oath that Rocca occasionally used. He wanted to punish the ‘Gioia della Luce,’ and proceeded to slam to the book.

‘Now you cannot get out to annoy me,’ he said fiercely; ‘I will keep all your beautiful words in prison, I will keep them shut up for a month.’ After which he hurled the book under the bed, where it lay amid old dust and boxes.

‘It is no good,’ sighed Gian-Luca, feeling calmer now, but sad; ‘I can read but I cannot write.’

And some instinct told him that he would never write, however hard he might try. He might live to grow rich, to grow very, very old — older than Fabio and Teresa; he might do many splendid and wonderful things, but one thing he would not do, he would never write a poem that in any way equalled ‘Gioia della Luce.’






  








CHAPTER NINE
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‘Fabio,’ said Teresa, ‘come here, my Fabio, there is something I want to show you.’

She was sitting at the table which was strewn with papers; a ledger and two pass-books lay open before her, and her voice when she spoke was unusually gentle, there was something caressing about it. Fabio drew up a chair to her side and adjusted his steel-rimmed glasses.

‘So many papers!’ he exclaimed with a smile.

‘So much good money,’ she answered.

Her hand began straying among invoices and bills, letters and order-sheets: ‘Today I have heard from yet one more restaurant; they send a large order for immediate delivery — I am thinking we had better get another cart and horse, and another young man to drive it.’

Fabio scratched his head and looked rather frightened: ‘It seems that we grow,’ he murmured.

‘We grow,’ agreed Teresa; ‘we are getting quite well known; the Casa Boselli prospers.’ She let her eyes dwell on one of the pass-books, then she pushed it over to Fabio. ‘The total will show you that we grow,’ she said, pointing; ‘that sum represents our deposit alone, and here is the drawing account.’

He stared incredulously, frowning a little. ‘I had not realized—’ he stammered.

‘We have not gone over the accounts together for more than a year,’ she remarked, smiling quietly. ‘Will you now check these figures, Fabio?’

He fished a stump of pencil from his waistcoat pocket and wetted the lead with his tongue.

‘First the ledger,’ said Teresa, ‘and then the two passbooks, after which you might total up the orders.’

Fabio ran his pencil down the long columns: ‘Trenta, trentotto, cinquanta—’ he muttered, then: ‘Cento, cento dieci, duecento, trecento—’ From time to time he sucked at his pencil or licked the end of his thumb. Presently he raised his eyes to Teresa. ‘Our Lady is good,’ he said softly.

Teresa shrugged her shoulders: ‘Our wares are good, you mean; I am very well pleased with our business.’

‘It would seem,’ said Fabio, ‘that you and I grow rich.’ But his voice lacked enthusiasm. He was thinking: ‘We grow rich — yes — but Olga is dead — the dead have no use for money.’

Perhaps Teresa divined his thoughts, for her face closed up like a secret door that, in closing, is one with the surrounding structure; when she spoke her voice was no longer caressing. ‘I have not let life crush either of us, Fabio.’

‘That is true,’ he said humbly; ‘you speak the truth, Teresa — but somehow—’ He paused and began to rub his eyes. ‘But somehow, those pains in my back, when they come, make me timid — they make me feel old. I am old to to be useful in so large a business, it begins to frighten me a little. I am stupid about money, and the pains in my back—’

‘They are only lumbago; you drink too much red wine,’ she told him, closing the ledger.

He nodded: ‘I know — but I love my Chianti, it takes my hand like a friend — when I feel it in my gullet I am more of a man — however, those pains in my back—’

Teresa, strong as a tall steel girder, surveyed him a moment in silence. ‘I will rub you to-night. Does it pain now?’ she inquired.

He shook his head.

‘Very well, then, that is good, for I want to talk about Gian-Luca.’

He had known that this was coming, that it had to come — the boy had been idle for weeks. But Fabio, these days, shrank from all mental effort as a sea-anemone will shrink from a touch — he had lived too long with Teresa. Something told him that he would be left to decide upon a career for the child; that now that Gian-Luca was no longer a baby, Teresa would feel even less obligation towards him than she had done in the past; and his fears were confirmed, for Teresa was saying:

‘He is not a baby any more; it is now your turn, Fabio — I have done what I had to — it is time that you took a hand.’

‘You mean — ?’ he faltered.

‘That Gian-Luca must work; we are not like the English — idle.’

He nodded; she was right, Gian-Luca must work — Fabio had no doubt at all about this, for Fabio came of a thrifty peasant stock. They might spoil their children while they were little, but once they left school they no longer spoilt them; their children then, as a matter of course, became part of the earning machine. Nor did it occur to Fabio to consider those sums lying at the bank; that had not been the way with his peasant forbears, it was not the way now with Fabio. He loved Gian-Luca, patiently, tenderly, bearing him no resentment; but the idea of giving him a better education than that provided by the local Board School never crossed his horizon. When he himself had been Gian-Luca’s age he had worked at any employment that offered; that had been and still was the way of his people, they were not afraid of small beginnings. Adaptable and infinitely painstaking in business, with an eye always on the future, they respected hard work, sagacity and money, but completely lacked imagination.

Fabio laid his hand on Teresa’s arm: ‘Will you not advise — ?’ he began.

Teresa shook her head: ‘I have no advice to give; now it is you who must decide. The boy is twelve years old, he will soon be a man, he will not be backward, I think. While he was little I did my duty, I saw that he was clothed and fed and kept clean — he is no longer little, he needs me no more, therefore I may rest from Gian-Luca.’

‘How you hate him!’ exclaimed Fabio in spite of himself. Teresa looked surprised: ‘You are wrong, I do not hate him, but to me he is alien — from the moment of his birth he has always been alien flesh.’

Fabio stared at her dumbly, then he cleared his throat and turning, spat into the fire. He was thinking: ‘I must go and consult with Nerone, perhaps he will tell me what to do.’
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On the following day he sought out Nerone at an hour when he hoped to find Mario at home. Mario, he knew, was fond of Gian-Luca, and no doubt he also would be willing to advise. The three of them retired to a room behind the shop, in which Nerone kept his birds; the skylark, brought in because of the weather; a bullfinch that suffered much from its feet, two Norwich canaries that would very shortly breed, and a box cage of avadavats. The avadavats were huddled together in a long, ruffled melancholy row. Mario began to tease the bullfinch with his finger, but kindly, because of its feet.

‘I wish that I too could stand on one leg!’ he said, almost enviously.

‘I have come to talk about Gian-Luca,’ began Fabio; ‘he must work, the moment has arrived.’

‘You are right,’ agreed Nerone, ‘we spoke of it last night; it is most unnatural how he reads.’

Mario stopped teasing the bullfinch for a moment: ‘What does Teresa say?’ he inquired.

‘She will not say anything at all,’ sighed Fabio. ‘I have come to you two for advice.’

‘Advice? Can you yourself not decide?’ demanded Nerone sternly.

‘There is so little choice,’ Fabio temporized; ‘for Italians of our class there is very little choice, when we want to find work in England.’

‘Oh, oh, but I thought you were English!’ gibed Nerone.

‘There is very little choice—’ repeated Fabio.

‘There is of course tobacco,’ Nerone smiled complacently; ‘but tobacco I am keeping for Geppe. When Geppe leaves school he will come into the shop, which is lucky for his father, eh, Mario?’

‘After meals one smokes—’ mused Fabio, gently. ‘It is always much the same thing—’

‘So it is!’ laughed Mario. ‘They may say what they please, but when a man is starving will he think of his soul? I say no, he will think of his stomach; therefore, empty or full it is all the same thing — stomachs and nothing but stomachs.’

‘Some people will even chew tobacco,’ remarked Nerone; ‘everybody does in America, I am told.’

‘There you are!’ broke in Fabio; ‘what did I say? For us it is always the same.’

‘You prosper, I believe,’ Nerone said jealously; ‘I hear that you will soon be very rich. Why not let Gian-Luca work in your shop for a little? After that he could go as a waiter if you do not require him at home.’

‘He may wish to be a cook,’ suggested Fabio, ‘or perhaps a hall porter at a restaurant.’

‘If he wants to be a waiter, I can help him,’ put in Mario; ‘there is no doubt at all about that!’

‘You!’ sneered Nerone; ‘are you not well over thirty, and still at your Capo di Monte? Per Bacco! I think Gian-Luca could help you; I think it is the other way round!’

Mario flushed darkly. ‘You go too far, Babbo; insult me if you must, but not my restaurant. How often have I told you that the Capo will be famous, very famous, one of these days?’

‘Many times you have lied thus,’ Nerone said rudely; ‘many times have I spat out your lies!’

‘Basta! Basta!’ cried Fabio, dreading a quarrel; ‘I implore you not to get angry.’

‘Who would not get angry?’ grumbled Nerone. ‘Am I not a long-suffering man?’ Presently he said: ‘Have you thought of our Rocca? I hear that he is wanting a boy.’

‘I had thought of that, of course,’ replied Fabio, ‘but I do not think it would quite suit Gian-Luca; he is still rather funny about those small goats.’

‘Let me ask the Padrone to take him at the Capo,’ Mario insisted eagerly.

‘Sacramento!’ yelled Nerone. ‘You and your Capo! And nothing you are, no, less than nothing! It is I who provide for Rosa and the children, it is I who scrape and save. As for you, you have nothing so far as I can see but a bunion on your left foot. I would not exchange my good wooden leg for your bunion — no, that I would not!’

‘I am thinking, Mario,’ said Fabio slowly; ‘I am thinking of what you have said. If I kept Gian-Luca for two years in the shop, he might go to you afterwards. Already I can see him in a neat white waistcoat and a little black satin tie; I can see him in a fashionable restaurant after he has learnt at the Capo. He is one of those boys who is bound to rise; he will have such a fine appearance, I cannot promise that you will keep him long; still, no doubt it would be good training—’

‘As for that, no better exists,’ bragged Mario. ‘Will he not be under me?’

‘Ah!’ exclaimed Fabio in enormous relief; ‘then I think we can take it as settled. I have always intended to make him a waiter; I have my ideas for Gian-Luca!’

‘Then why did you come to consult us, Dio Santo!’ bawled Nerone, now thoroughly roused.

‘I wished to hear what you would say,’ Fabio told him. ‘We are such old friends that I thought it only courteous to tell you of my plans for the boy.’
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Everyone thought Fabio’s decision a wise one, including Gian-Luca himself. Gian-Luca, aged twelve, had no exalted ideas, and very few illusions about life. It seemed to him perfectly natural and right that he should help Fabio in the shop, and that afterwards he should work under Mario at the celebrated Capo di Monte. Most people that he knew did just that sort of thing, or at all events, something very like it. ‘And,’ argued Gian-Luca, ‘if I cannot write well, perhaps I can serve well — even better than Mario.’ For at twelve years old he already had great confidence in his own ability to serve.

‘What fun you will have!’ said Berta enviously, with her eye on ajar of fruit toffee from Turin. ‘There are so many things one can eat in this shop, it is ever so much nicer than ours.’ She and her brother had wandered in one Saturday afternoon, to find Gian-Luca in a little white jacket, importantly installed behind the counter. He looked at her disdainfully.

‘We do not eat, Berta, that is not the way to grow rich; we offer our sweets to our customers, they eat and we keep the money.’

‘Oh, but think—’ persisted Berta. ‘Just one little bit!

That cannot be worth a farthing.’

‘You are not to!’ cried Gian-Luca, catching at her hand. ‘You are not to go stealing our toffee!’

‘Dirty pig!’ retorted Berta; ‘I do not want your toffee, we have much nicer toffee at home.’

‘Then leave it alone, and do not touch those raisins, you are squashing them soft with your fingers!’

Geppe strolled round with his hands in his pockets: ‘Good day,’ he said, nodding in the manner of Nerone; ‘it appears that we shall have some fine weather.’

‘Good day,’ said Gian-Luca, bowing a little; ‘it appears that we undoubtedly shall.’ Geppe’s game was certainly very appealing, Gian-Luca’s eyes began to sparkle. ‘And now,’ he said pompously, ‘I will show you how I serve; you go out and come in again.’

At that moment, however, Teresa appeared: ‘Be off, you two children!’ she commanded. ‘Have you sorted that wrapping-paper, Gian-Luca? You have not? Then do so at once.’

‘Ha, ha!’ mocked Berta. ‘He is so very grand and he does not know how to sort paper!’

‘I do!’ said Gian-Luca.

‘You do not!’ sneered Berta. ‘It is obvious that you do not.’

Gian-Luca’s arm shot out across the counter and he tugged at a lock of black hair.

‘Take that!’ yelled Berta, slapping his face.

‘And that!’ he retorted, with a truly frightful pinch. ‘And that!’ spluttered Berta, beginning to scratch, whilst Geppe ate olives in a corner.

‘And this!’ remarked Teresa, as she seized Rosa’s offspring and thrust them forth into the street. ‘And now,’ she said, turning again to Gian-Luca, ‘if you think you have finished behaving like a baby, I will show you how to sort paper.’ She proceeded to explain the art of saving, as applied to paper and string. ‘One does not always give a new piece,’ she told him. ‘One uses one’s discretion according to the order; small orders may be done up in old bits of paper — say anything under two shillings.’

Gian-Luca nodded, rather red in the face and considerably humbled in spirit. ‘And what must one do, Nonna, if they ask for something that does not exist in the shop?’

‘In that case one persuades them to take something else; they should never go away empty-handed.’

‘But if they do not want it?’

‘You must make them think they want it; that is the art of good selling.’

‘I will try—’ he murmured doubtfully, forgetting for the moment how proficient in all things he was.
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There was much to learn about the art of selling, as Gian-Luca was soon to discover. There was also much to learn about the ways of people who came for the purpose of buying. There were people who spoke with habitual rudeness, who ordered you about your own shop. When you handed them the parcel they never said ‘Thank you,’ they just turned and went out of the door. You longed to make faces at these sort of people or to pinch them like you pinched Berta; however, you remembered that at least they had to pay, and that consoled you a little. There were people who never knew quite what they wanted, who could never make up their minds. They asked you for tomatoes, but their eyes strayed to funghi; when you showed them the funghi they inquired about biscuits: ‘I wish to take home a small present, they told you. In the end, as like as not, they bought cheese. There were people who never fancied anything handy, anything that lived low down: ‘Let me see that honey up there,’ they would say, pointing; ‘no, not this — that honey up there, if you please, I think it looks fresher than this.’ There were people who believed in always being friendly, no matter how busy you were. They usually arrived when the shop was quite full, and engaged you in long conversations about nothing — but they always counted their change. There were people who seemed unable to see you, who looked over your head at Fabio or Teresa. You leant across the counter in your most approved manner: ‘Are you being served?’ you inquired politely, but they answered: ‘I think I’ll wait, thank you.’ But the worst kind of people were those who did see you, and appeared to be amused at what they saw. These people made you nervous as you struggled with their parcels or tried to make out their bills. They would thank you profusely with mock gravity, they might even tweak your ear, and they frequently called you objectionable names like ‘Kiddie,’ ‘My lad,’ or ‘Infant.’ After such people left you began to grow downwards, you began to get smaller and smaller. In the end your head barely reached above the counter — at least, that was the way you felt.

On the whole, however, you enjoyed serving people; you could study them while you served. You realized quite soon that you never knew people until you began to serve them.
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During Gian-Luca’s two years at the shop, he learnt about all sorts of things. England was busily fighting the Boers, so Gian-Luca learnt a little about war, and a little about Death, from hearsay. The Boer War in no way affected his people, it scarcely even touched their trade; but into Old Compton Street there crept a sense of sadness — Rosa was constantly wiping her eyes for the mothers she did not know. He learnt about Teresa, and in place of his love there grew up an aloof respect. He saw her as she was when she stood at the helm, hard-headed, close-fisted, fearless in business, with a kind of genius for affairs. He learnt about Fabio; about his little fears, his weariness, his sense of growing old, the pains in his back that made him think of God, that God Who was part of the pains in his back, but never quite a part of Fabio. And Gian-Luca, very young, very strong, and very gallant as he seized the long knife and sliced the salame, began to pity Fabio and, in pitying, despised him — as is sometimes the way of youth.

All his life he had seen packing-cases arrive, and had often watched Fabio unpack them. But never before had he quite understood the full significance of all those large cases, that now arrived in their hundreds. There were certainly more than there used to be, and this fact was rather exciting; for in each was a smell or a series of smells, a taste or a series of tastes. Every case contained something that someone would eat, an astonishing quantity when seen all together, and this meant that the whole world was always hungry — incredibly hungry, preposterously hungry, ready and eager to consume every morsel that Teresa and her kind could produce. He found this thought amusing; he would look at a cheese and begin to speculate about it: ‘I wonder who you will go to,’ he would think; ‘I wonder whose palate you will tickle.’ He visualized millions of red, gaping caverns, into which must be poured something pleasing to the taste. ‘We are right who take up this business,’ he would think; ‘they could never get on without us!’ And then there would come a sense of secureness, he would feel less alone in the world.
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Gian-Luca still went to the Free Library, and this surprised the Librarian. ‘I should think you’d have no time for reading,’ he remarked, ‘now that you’re such a man of business. I should think that you must feel rather bored with books, considering there’s no money in them—’

‘What has that got to do with it?’ inquired Gian-Luca, staring at him in surprise; for at this time he was very much a Latin; he kept two distinct Gian-Lucas, one for beauty, one for business, and so far they had never collided.

‘I can’t make you out,’ said the puzzled Librarian; ‘it’s so queer that you like books at all.’

‘Rocca likes music,’ Gian-Luca told him, ‘he goes to the gallery at Covent Garden; Rocca is mad about Opera!’

‘And who is Rocca?’ inquired the Librarian. ‘He sounds very hard, somehow.’

‘Rocca’s our butcher, he used to be a soldier. When he was a little boy he knew Garibaldi,’ said Gian-Luca, defending Rocca.

‘Ah, well,’ smiled the Librarian, ‘it’s a very large world, there must surely be room for us all — Come and see me some day, I live in Putney; perhaps you could come to tea?’

‘It would have to be a Sunday,’ Gian-Luca told him gravely. ‘I am very busy all the week—’

‘That will do; you can come next Sunday at four — I will show you my own special books. What would you like for tea — Chelsea buns? Or do you prefer Swiss roll?’

‘I prefer Swiss roll, apricot,’ said Gian-Luca.

‘I will tell my wife,’ promised the Librarian.
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Gian-Luca arrived at the Librarian’s house punctually at four the next Sunday. Fabio had laughed when bidding him good-bye:

‘It seems you make new English friends, piccino. Now I have never been the friend of a Librarian, though perhaps I may have fed one — it may be so — unless they eat only books!’

The Librarian lived in one of a row of neat little redbrick villas; its name was ‘Balmoral’, and each side of the gate stood a foolish-looking acacia. The Librarian opened the door himself, his feet were in carpet slippers; an old briar pipe was gripped between his teeth, and he wore neither collar nor tie.

‘Come in, come in! I am so pleased to see you,’ he exclaimed, holding out his hand.

A small, rosy lady of uncertain age, was awaiting them in the drawing-room. The walls of the room were lined with books, as had also been those of the passage. She shook hands with Gian-Luca and smiled at him kindly with her head a little on one side. Her eyes were the eyes of a tame city bird — she reminded Gian-Luca of a sparrow.

‘My husband has talked so much about you that I feel as though I knew you quite well,’ she said.

At which Gian-Luca made a stiff little bow and brushed her hand with his lips. Teresa believed in punctilious good manners, and considered the English very boorish.

‘You have very many books!’ remarked Gian-Luca, quite unable to hide his curiosity.

‘We have,’ she agreed, ‘very, very many books.’ And unlike a sparrow, she sighed.

The books had a somewhat rakish appearance, caused by the sagging of the shelves; in one corner of the room a shelf had collapsed, and its contents were stacked on the floor.

‘A slight accident, you see,’ observed the Librarian, ‘it happens occasionally here; I made all the shelves in this room myself, and they’re really not so bad considering—’

Tea not being ready, he took the boy’s arm, and proceeded to conduct him over the house. ‘If you want to see all my books,’ he said happily, ‘I shall have to take you even into the bathroom. We have to be careful not to have our baths too hot, otherwise the steam might spoil the bindings.’

Gian-Luca was astonished; every room they went into was packed and bulging with books; they elbowed the wardrobes, edged up close to the beds, or lay in untidy heaps on the chairs. The queer, bookish smell of them filled the air — it was pleasant to Gian-Luca’s nostrils. Presently they went downstairs to the study, an absurdly small apartment overlooking the yard. Its sole furniture consisted of a roll-top desk, an arm-chair and a reading-lamp.

‘Here,’ said the Librarian in a very solemn voice, ‘are all my old first editions. They deserve a veritable palace to themselves, yet I find them wonderfully uncomplaining—’

He looked round at his treasures with the eyes of a parent who marvels at the sweetness of his offspring. ‘They are so full of wisdom, it must be that,’ he murmured, ‘the wise are seldom self-assertive.’

‘Are they not worth much money?’ said Gian-Luca. ‘Hundreds!’ the Librarian told him; ‘but no money could buy them,’ he hastened to add, in the tone of one on the defensive. He placed a slim volume in Gian-Luca’s hands. ‘Take this, for instance, it is almost unique; they haven’t got this one at the British Museum, and they won’t have it until I am dead! I should like to take it with me for my library in Heaven, but that I fear wouldn’t be allowed.’ His quizzical eyes were watching Gian-Luca, who by now was staring round him in open amazement.

‘So many, so valuable, so expensive!’ said Gian-Luca; ‘I have never seen so many owned books before — at home they have none at all.’ He went over to a shelf and took out a volume which he opened, beginning to read. The Librarian noticed his gentle hands, and forbore to protest at his action. In a minute or two Gian-Luca looked up:

‘I very much love their smell. It is such an old smell and yet it seems alive — do you think that perhaps they may breathe?’

‘Who knows?’ said the Librarian, smiling at the thought. ‘They feel very much alive to me.’

Then Gian-Luca’s mind became practical again. ‘Did you buy them all yourself?’ he demanded.

The Librarian laughed: ‘Do I look as though I had? Do I look as though I could afford them?’

Gian-Luca examined his friend more closely, and observed that his clean-shaven face was much wrinkled, as though from continual smiling. Two funny, deep lines ran down into his chin, and his hair had a tuft like a schoolboy’s. But although he appeared to have amused himself vastly — over what Gian-Luca could not conceive — his clothes would have thoroughly shocked Teresa, so frayed and untidy were they.

‘No,’ said Gian-Luca, who felt bound to tell the truth, ‘you look terribly poor to me.’

The Librarian nodded: ‘You’re right, I am poor — we’re all as poor as rats. But when I was younger a dreadful thing happened — I had a most wicked old uncle. He left me no money but all his books, I’m afraid he must have done it out of spite! It was rather like leaving a cellar to a drunkard, he probably knew that I’d read myself to death, as I have done financially.’

Gian-Luca was silent for a moment, then he said: ‘Could you not sell your fine books? After all, one must live and one cannot eat books, and at times one feels very hungry.’

‘Good Lord!’ sighed the Librarian; ‘now I’m disappointed in you. Do you always think only of your stomach?’

‘We think of other people’s at the Casa Boselli — that is what really pays. My grandmother says that your money is your best friend, and as she has much she must know.’ Then Gian-Luca’s heart softened quite suddenly, and he smiled at the shabby Librarian. ‘All the same,’ said Gian-Luca, ‘I would like you for a father — I think you would make a nice father.’ And he meant it.

The Librarian surveyed him very kindly. ‘You’re wrong there,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I’m a rotten bad father, and in any case, I’ve got far too many children as it is!’

‘Which do you like best, books or children?’ Gian-Luca inquired, a little puzzled.

‘That,’ said the Librarian, ‘is a difficult question — I’ve never been able to decide.’ As he spoke, something bumped against the door, which opened rather abruptly. A very fat child lurched into the room, and seeing Gian-Luca, began to suck its thumb. ‘My latest folly!’ said its father, pointing.

‘It’s three, the others are all grown-up. Go away at once, folly!’ he commanded sternly; ‘you’re much too corpulent to fit into my study, in another minute you’ll get stuck.’ But the infant continued to stare at Gian-Luca, and its father apparently forgot it. ‘You were saying,’ he went on, ‘that you think of people’s stomachs — a revolting portion of the body.’

‘Why?’ said Gian-Luca, a little offended. ‘I cannot buy books and I cannot write them; so I am going to be a waiter.’

The Librarian seemed to be thinking aloud: ‘Dull, very dull, very ugly—’ he murmured.

‘It will interest me,’ said Gian-Luca, with dignity, ‘to see where all the food goes to. We have hundreds of pounds of food at our shop, it arrives in enormous cases!’

‘I know where it ultimately goes,’ said the Librarian; ‘but come on, I expect tea’s ready.’ And seizing his latest folly by the hand, he led the way to the dining-room.

‘You observe,’ he smiled, motioning Gian-Luca to a chair, ‘that we have not forgotten the Swiss roll!’

The plump little lady who looked like a sparrow, beamed across the table at Gian-Luca. She seemed to feel that he must need comforting, and put four lumps of sugar in his tea. Gian-Luca preferred two, but he drank his tea politely, he was obviously growing very thoughtful.

‘If you had fewer children, could you then not buy more books?’ he suddenly inquired of the Librarian.

‘Dear me!’ said the hostess, looking rather startled. But Gian-Luca continued to be thoughtful.

‘Or suppose,’ he went on dreamily, ‘that you read fewer books, could you not afford to have more children?’

‘I’m greedy!’ smiled his host; ‘I’m greedy, I want both; that’s why I wear carpet slippers on a Sunday — it’s not to ease my feet, but to save my boots — and that is what comes of being greedy!’

‘I do not understand you,’ said Gian-Luca, frowning.

‘I don’t understand myself,’ said the Librarian. Then he looked at Gian-Luca: ‘Now, you’re what the world calls wise, you don’t neglect the substance for the shadow; that s what we all do here, we all neglect the substance, in spite or this disgracefully stout offspring whom you see. However, if at moments you should come to long for the shadow — well, Gian-Luca, we’ll be very glad to see you.’

‘Yes, indeed, always glad,’ said the hostess gently; ‘you must come very often, Gian-Luca.’

She was looking at her guest with pity in her eyes, a pity that she could not have explained. ‘Undoubtedly, a very prosperous child,’ she was thinking, ‘he’s well dressed — I suppose his grandparents must be rich, these Italians only come here to make money!’ Yet the mother that was in her was not quite satisfied, it was thinking too, but not about prosperity — it was thinking that never in its life had it seen such a queer, unresponsive and lonely little boy — so self-sufficient and so lonely.
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That evening Gian-Luca went up to his room and found his pencil and paper. A vague spirit of discontent was upon him, a vague longing to find self-expression.

‘The Librarian lives in the shadows,’ he wrote, ‘But Gian-Luca must live in the daylight.’

Only rhymes could appease the ache that was in him, he disdained the idea of prose. But the rhymes would not come; there was no rhyme for shadows and nothing that seemed to go very well with daylight. So Gian-Luca lost his temper and tore up his paper, and hurled his pencil to the floor. He sat glaring into space:

‘It is all wrong!’ he muttered. ‘Something is all wrong with me. I wish to write poems, I wish to be a waiter; yet a waiter cannot write, and a poet cannot wait — I am greedy like the Librarian. Also, I am sometimes greedy over food, I should very much dislike to go hungry.’

‘Piccino!’ came Fabio’s voice up the stairs; ‘come quick! We have minestrone for supper!’

The would-be poet got up with some haste, he was feeling very hungry at that moment. A most enticing odour was pervading the whole house.

‘I come now at once!’ replied Gian-Luca.






  








CHAPTER TEN
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The capo di monte was in Dean Street, Soho. It occupied the whole of a tall, blistered house that had once been painted brown, and on either side of its swing glass doors sat two white Capo di Monte cherubs, perched on pedestals of carved Italian walnut. Judging from their smiles and the contours of their figures, the food at the Capo was food, a fact which they proclaimed to the hungry of Dean Street — or at least had been put there to proclaim. The Padrone was intensely proud or his cherubs, he dusted them himself every morning; they had come with him all the way from Italy, and had given their name to the restaurant.

The Padrone was still quite young in years, but old in the ways of business. He had soft brown eyes and a devilish temper. His skin was sallow and luminously greasy; his nose was aggressive, his mouth over-ripe, and his teeth were magnificently healthy. He was tall, but already his soiled white waistcoat showed signs of a little paunch. For the rest he was obviously born to succeed, being quite untroubled by scruples.

Fabio had felt a little doubtful about him when it actually came to the point, but Gian-Luca had preferred the life of the restaurant to the more monotonous career of the shop.

‘I would like to see things outside,’ he had said, ‘a waiter sees all sorts of people, Nonno; I think I would rather go to the Capo, Mario likes it so much.’

So Fabio had nodded and murmured: ‘Sì, sì,’ as he usually did when afraid of an argument, and one morning Gian-Luca started off with Mario en route for the Capo di Monte.

Gian-Luca was carrying a brown paper parcel which contained his exciting new clothes; a black suit with a species of Eton jacket, some stiff shirts and collars, and four white cotton bows which fastened with a clip at the back. In addition to all this he had six enormous aprons that would cover him down to his feet; in fact he had been very generously equipped for his duties as ‘piccolo’. The March wind blew clouds of dust in their eyes as they turned the corner of Dean Street.

‘Now listen,’ said Mario, halting on the pavement; ‘I would say a few final words.’

Gian-Luca stood still obediently, though he secretly wondered what there could be left to say, so much had been said already. It was ten o’clock, and since seven that morning Mario had never stopped talking. However, he was evidently still full of words which were no doubt better out than in.

‘Now first,’ said Mario, removing some dust from the corner of an eye with his thumb; ‘now first, you observe me in all that I do, and whenever you can, you do likewise. Now second, you are always smiling to the clients, even if they spit in your face — they do not quite spit, I speak figuratively, but one feels sometimes that they would like to. Now third, you move quickly; whatever you do, do it quickly and do not make a noise; a plate should be given or removed with a flourish, and yet it should seem to be arriving out of space — do not fumble with the hand, the hand should appear superfluous, but be careful not to spill the gravy. Now fourth, keep a quarter of an eye on the clients, but an eye and three-quarters on the Padrone; he has many little ways that are purely his own, for instance, a language of gestures. You must learn all his gestures and exactly what they mean, otherwise he may lift his voice — I have found it better to understand his gestures, it often saves trouble later on. The Padrone is a genius, and as such he has his moods, that is only to be expected; he appears to be impatient, that, however, is not so, he is probably thinking about a new dish that will some day make him famous. Now fifth, you must always wait on the Padrona and do whatever she asks you; she is beautiful, so the Padrone loves her — I do not think she on her part loves him, but that is none of our business. If you win the Padrona, you win the Padrone, and that makes an easier life; I myself am always most careful to win her, I have found that it more than pays. The Padrona controls all the dishes from the lift, you will have many dealings with her; she also controls all the wines and the spirits, but that need not concern you just yet. And sixth, never give away any secrets regarding the business of the house; every house, you will find, has a few little secrets; they are not for the public, they are not for the clients—’

Mario glanced at his watch. ‘Come on, come on! Already it is late,’ he said, pushing Gian-Luca; ‘we have no time to stand here talking in the street!’

They began to hurry against the wind, Gian-Luca clutching his parcel. ‘This way!’ cried Mario, as, arrived at the Capo, he led Gian-Luca through a grimy side-door, and down some steep stairs to the basement.

Gian-Luca had often been past the restaurant, but had never until now been inside its portals — the Padrone did not encourage visits from the friends and relations of his staff. Gian-Luca found himself standing by Mario in a narrow passage lit by one electric globe; the uneven stone floor was very far from clean, the walls were discoloured with damp and mildew, and from somewhere out of sight came a furious voice, swearing loudly in Italian.

‘The Padrone,’ whispered Mario, in the awed tone of one who hears God speaking in His thunder.

They stood very still while the storm subsided, or rather until it betook itself upstairs, then Mario smiled nervously: ‘Come along to the kitchen, I will show you our chef, Moscatone.’

The kitchen was a vault quite devoid of daylight; like the passage it had one electric globe; in this case, however, the globe was more powerful, so that every defect jumped at once to the eye, and Gian-Luca decided that there were many. The cooking appeared to be all done by gas, judging from the huge gas stove and the smell; the smell of the kitchen was far from appetizing, consisting, as it did of greasy gas ovens, a stopped sink, and last night’s black beetles. Moscatone, a gigantic Neapolitan, was standing in the middle of the floor; his huge face was shining and splotched with temper:

‘I will slay him! Corpo di Dio, I will slay him!’ he rumbled, like a bursting volcano.

A scullion, busily peeling potatoes from a pan gripped between his knees, looked up with a smile.

‘He is offal,’ he murmured; ‘he is even less than offal—’

And he mentioned with some detail exactly and precisely what he was.

‘Here is my friend Gian-Luca,’ said Mario; ‘Gian-Luca, this is Moscatone; the very best chef in England we have here, that is why some day we will be famous.’

Moscatone’s anger blew away like a cloud, dispelled by his enormous guffaw. ‘Famous, the Capo! I think not, however — how do you do, Gian-Luca?’

Gian-Luca took the extended hand, which felt soft and unpleasantly greasy.

‘He is going to learn to be a waiter under me,’ put in Mario, with pride in his voice.

‘Is that so?’ said Moscatone, as though surprised. ‘He will learn under you, you say?’ Then he changed the subject, for in spite of his temper he was really a kind-hearted giant.

‘Come along, you must change your clothes,’ ordered Mario; ‘I will show you the way to the dressing-room, Gian-Luca.’ And he led the way to a green baize door at the end of a long dark passage.

What Mario had called the ‘dressing-room’ was a small composite apartment; part wardrobe, part storeroom for boxes and rubbish, part dustbin, and part lavatory. A fair young man with a round, foolish face, was already very much in possession. He was standing in front of a bit of cracked mirror, in his shirt sleeves, adjusting his tie.

‘Here we are!’ announced Mario, as though they were expected; ‘Gian-Luca, this is yet another waiter. His name is Schmidt, and moreover he is Swiss, a very excellent fellow.’

‘Good Morgen,’ said Schmidt, who spoke no Italian, but who prided himself on his English; ‘I vill not be a tick, not ein half a tick — it is nearly completed already.’

‘Do not hurry,’ said Gian-Luca, surveying him gravely; ‘we can wait while you finish your tie.’

Schmidt grinned. ‘Do not hurry? Vell, my friend, I must hurry; if I do not I get in the soup.’ He turned from the glass to put on his coat, and pushing past Mario was gone.

‘He is always like that,’ said Mario disapprovingly. ‘He is always in too great a hurry; a waiter must be quick, but never in a hurry. They are foolish people, these Swiss.’

He began to unearth some old dress clothes from the crowded peg on the door. Gian-Luca undid his brown paper parcel, and together they struggled to dress. There was so little room that whenever they moved they promptly collided with each other.

‘Pazienza!’ sighed Mario in a vague, patient protest, as Gian-Luca bumped him with his elbow.

‘I do not understand my apron,’ said Gian-Luca. ‘It seems to me very wide.’

‘I will show you,’ Mario told him kindly. ‘The wider it is the better.’ He folded Gian-Luca into the apron which swathed his legs like a shroud. ‘Ecco!’ exclaimed Mario. ‘And now you are ready, and very fine indeed you look, piccino,’ and he smiled with affection and approval.
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Upstairs it was certainly more cheerful than the basement, it also smelt less of stopped sink. The restaurant was a long, low, well-lighted room, with a stand of aspidistras in the centre. Here and there, in a pot tied up in pink paper, a fern was trying not to die; there were many little tables, and the one good-sized window was embellished with red cotton curtains.

‘Some day they will be silk,’ thought Gian-Luca when he saw them, remembering Mario’s words.

‘Ah!’ exclaimed the Padrone, jumping up from a table at which he had been drinking vermouth. ‘You are late as usual, accursedly late. I am sick of you and your lateness!’

Mario’s eyes goggled: ‘I am sorry—’ he faltered.

‘My apron delayed us,’ piped Gian-Luca.

The Padrone stared. ‘And who may you be? Ah, yes, I remember, the new piccolo.’

‘At what time would you wish me to arrive?’ inquired Gian-Luca, assuming the air of a man.

‘Half-past nine and not a minute later,’ he was told.

‘I will come,’ said Gian-Luca calmly.

‘That is well,’ growled the Padrone, rather taken aback, ‘that is well. Time is money at the Capo. And now go and wash the glass in those doors; after that you must sweep out the restaurant. Come here you, Schmidt, and give him a baize apron and show him the buckets and brooms!’ he bellowed. ‘Corpo di Bacco! Where is the fool? Santa Madonna! where is he?’
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Gian-Luca washed the glass, and then, just for fun, he polished all the brass as well. He brushed down the steps and finally retired to sweep up the restaurant floor. From the corner of his eye he watched Mario and Schmidt scuttling in and out of the pantry; they were very busy laying the tables for luncheon, and Mario puffed a good deal. Schmidt, who was rather a painstaking fellow, had a habit of breathing on things, especially the glasses, which he always suspected, and once, when he thought he detected a smudge, he spat on his finger and removed it. Gian-Luca, thumping about on his knees, watched the proceedings with interest.

‘Nun was! You not got those clean serviettes yet? Mein Gott! You take long, venever you be ready?’ he heard Schmidt grumbling at Mario.

‘Mind you your business!’ shouted Mario hotly. ‘I know how I set the table!’ Schmidt laughed. ‘You not spit on the glasses,’ went on Mario, who had looked up and caught him in the act.

‘Then why you bring them in dirty from the pantry?’

‘You not make them any cleaner with spit!’

‘Was? Do you say then that my mouth is dirty?’ Schmidt’s face was now red with temper, ‘Ich ask; you perhaps would accuse my mouth?’

‘Dio!’ groaned Mario, who was limping a little. ‘What do I care about your mouth!’

Schmidt went back to the pantry, muttering in German, and Mario stood still for a moment; very gently he began to rub his sore joint against the calf of his leg, then he sighed, and mopping his brow with his napkin he too hobbled off to the pantry.

Gian-Luca, left alone, settled into his stride — the proverbial new broom sweeps clean. The dust rose in clouds, in less than five minutes he produced a miniature dust-storm.

Through the haze he could see a woman approaching: ‘Santa Madonna!’ she was saying. ‘Santa Madonna! Do not use so much force. Have we imported a Samson?’ He paused with the brush firmly gripped in his hand and, still kneeling, stared up into her face. Then he sneezed and she sneezed; after that he stood up.

‘The floor is very dirty,’ he told her.

The Padrona laughed softly. ‘Do I not know as much? Naturally the floor is very dirty.’ And then, speaking in Italian: ‘But you must brush gently. One flicks with the brush to make the top clean; one does not disinter all the filth of a year — see, like this, I will show you, like this—’

And together they both went down on their knees.

The Padrona smelt nice when she came close to you. Gian-Luca could smell her through the dust. She had very small hands with pink-tinted nails; her feet were small, too — she wore little bronze slippers and thin silk stockings to match. She laid her hand gently over Gian-Luca’s and moved the brush backwards and forwards.

‘Ecco!’ she murmured. ‘Now I think you understand. As they say here in England, “Let sleeping dogs lie!” And that proverb applies to our dust.’

‘Thank you,’ said Gian-Luca, very red in the face, and he quickly looked down at the floor. With a gentleness worthy of the Padrona he caressed the carpet with his brush.

The Padrona went behind the counter of the bar and busied herself with some bottles; from time to time she glanced at Gian-Luca, and her lips twitched into a smile. She began to notice his ash-blond head bent in an effort of attention. The back of his neck looked absurdly young, the hair grew down into a youthful hollow, and where it ended it turned suddenly sideways, forming a little comma.

‘Have you not swept enough?’ inquired the Padrona. ‘I think you have swept enough.’

‘As you will,’ said Gian-Luca, getting to his feet, ‘but I feel that the floor is not clean.’

‘Come here,’ said the Padrona. ‘You shall help me with these bottles; you shall take this damp cloth and wipe them; but first, what is your name and how old are you? Mario brought you, did he not?’

He was staring at her now because he found her lovely; his pleasure overcame his shyness. He said: ‘I am called Gian-Luca, signora; I am nearly fifteen, I was fourteen last November, I came here with Mario this morning.’

‘I see — Gian-Luca; but Gian-Luca what?’

‘Boselli,’ he told her, and flushed; then quickly, ‘But I’d like to be called Gian-Luca, please; I have always been called just Gian-Luca.’

‘Why not? It’s a very nice name,’ she smiled, surveying him calmly with experienced eyes, the colour of mountain gentians. ‘You are tall, very tall for your age, Gian-Luca—’ And she nearly added, ‘and amazingly handsome.’ But instead she pointed to the row of bottles, which Gian-Luca proceeded to dust.

The Padrona was thirty; she was also a Venetian; she was also married to the Padrone; three facts which she found no cause to resent — she looked younger than thirty, she was proud of her birthright, and her husband was — well, just the usual husband — a thing it was always essential to possess and to pet into comparative good temper. Her nature was sceptical, sunny and placid; having never expected too much of life, she had never been disappointed. She was conscious of her beauty and in consequence of men, but her technical virtue was perfectly intact, and was always likely to remain so. With the clients she assumed that air of aloofness that had always impressed the good Mario. With her husband she was docile and unfailingly good-tempered, there was no necessity to be anything else; her beauty was the only weapon she needed to subjugate the Padrone. The Padrone was jealous, he adored and he suffered, and the more he suffered the more he adored. He lived in perpetual terror of losing the love of so beautiful a creature. Her docility never made him quite happy — he feared that it might be a cloak; yet so foolish was his love that he cringed to his wife and vented his anguish on the waiters.

But at moments the Padrona felt a little dull; she detested the English climate. It was weary work standing for hours behind the counter, serving out other people’s drinks. There were times when her husband’s ridiculous outpourings had begun to get on her nerves, when she noticed that little inclination to a paunch — it had not been there when they married. So when Gian-Luca turned to her with a smile, because he could not resist it, the Padrona smiled back and said:

‘Splendid, Gian-Luca; you polish my bottles to perfection.’

And when he was once more busily at work she began to speculate about him, her speculations being principally concerned with what he would be like in a few years’ time, and with what would happen when he first fell in love, and with whether the woman would be fair or dark, older than he was or younger. For of such fairly harmless but foolish romancing the mind of the Padrona was full. The more strictly virtuous the married woman, the more she will sometimes dally with fancies; and then Gian-Luca being almost a child, what could be the harm in her fancies?

Presently she said: ‘Is your mother dead, Gian-Luca?’

‘Sì, signora; she is dead.’

‘And your father?’

A long pause and then: ‘Sì, signora; my father is also dead.’

The Padrona sighed. ‘I see, that is sad; but I also have lost both my parents. What part of Italy do you come from — from Rome?’

‘My mother was born here in England, signora, and I too was born in England.’

He stood quite still with a bottle in his hand, dreading the Padrona’s next question. Would she ask if his father had been born in England, too? And if she did, what would he say? The Padrona spared him this embarrassment, however; her mind had reverted to business; it was nearly one o’clock and she had suddenly discovered that she had only two siphons left.

‘Go quickly, piccolo, and fetch me six more siphons and twelve small bottles of soda,’ she ordered.

He flew to obey and went rushing downstairs, all but upsetting Mario in the process.

‘Piano, piano!’ cautioned Mario. ‘You must walk with more repose; a waiter should never appear hurried.’

‘Where are the siphons?’ said Gian-Luca breathlessly.

‘In the cellar at the end of the passage,’ Mario told him; ‘but, Gian-Luca, remember what I say and walk softly; a waiter must not be a whirlwind.’
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By half-past one the Capo was crowded. The Padrona took dish after dish from the lift that came up with a bump at the back of the bar, and passed them across to Mario and Schmidt, who grabbed quickly and disappeared. In between times she served out whisky and brandy, filled glasses with beer from the nickel-plated tap, produced cigarettes, cigars and liqueurs, shouted orders down the lift shaft, opened bottles, stacked up glasses, and surreptitiously powdered her nose with a puff in a pink silk handkerchief.

Gian-Luca watched Mario with the bright, alert eyes of a dog who expects an order; he was anxious to study the celebrated manner that Mario employed to the clients. Mario had said: ‘You assert yourself, but with grace — you expatiate on the food.’ And Gian-Luca, who was there on his first day to learn, waited, growing ever more anxious. He remembered all the things that Mario had said about tempting the appetite; his words regarding the handling of dishes — only that morning he had spoken of a flourish, and remarked that a plate should appear out of space, quickly but without noise. He had begged Gian-Luca to watch all his movements, and not only to watch but to copy — and yet now Mario was doing none of these things, and moreover he was making a noise. Schmidt, on the other hand, could carry four dishes and two plates with never a sound, but when Mario did likewise the pyramid slipped; and once a truly dreadful thing happened, for Mario upset a large dish of salad right on to the shoulder of a client. Gian-Luca dashed forward to the rescue with his napkin, but he only rubbed in the mayonnaise; the client, a fat business man, objected; the Padrone was called to apologize, and Mario, pale, with goggling eyes, stood there doing nothing at all. Of course after that Mario may have been nervous, for a number of small things happened; an irate lady was given a chop when her order had been for chicken; a coffee cup was broken; some clients were kept waiting unduly long for their food.

‘I say, look here, waiter, we can’t sit here all day; do hurry up with that mutton!’

And Mario was dumb — that was what was so dreadful, he neither protested nor cajoled. And he hobbled; the more impatient they grew the more ostentatiously he hobbled. There was peace at Schmidt’s tables, comparative peace; but Mario was having a bad day.

‘Perhaps,’ thought Gian-Luca, ‘he watches the Padrone too much, and that makes him careless.’

The Padrone was certainly well worth watching, for his strange sign-language was now in full swing; he appeared to be spelling things out on his fingers as though they were all deaf and dumb. From time to time his sallow cheeks would swell as though about to burst, and this happened whenever Mario went near him, and yet he remained quite speechless. The Padrone’s silence was more terrifying than the explosion of a bomb, for one felt that he must be gathering force for what was to come later on. Possibly Mario was feeling this too, for his face looked worried and pale.

‘Via! Do not get under my feet!’ he kept hissing in Gian-Luca’s ear.

There were far too many plates and dishes for the lift, and in consequence much running up and down to and from the kitchen.

‘Can you not help?’ whispered Mario furiously, turning to glare at Gian-Luca.

‘What must I do?’ Gian-Luca whispered back.

‘Why, take all those dishes to the scullery, and on your way up bring a basket of rolls, and I want some more clean knives and forks.’

‘Und I vant four coffee and fasti,’ ordered Schmidt. ‘You hurry und bring me at once.’

‘Gian-Luca,’ came the Padrona’s soft voice, ‘go and get me a few clean glasses.’

It was almost as though as Mario’s first protest, a spell had been suddenly broken. Now the orders poured in on Gian-Luca like hail; hitherto he had not been asked to assist, being there on his first day to learn.

‘Hallo, boy! Can you give me a match?’ said a young man, and proceeded to hold out a cigar.

‘Send me that waiter; I’ve asked for my bill!’ came a voice from the opposite table.

Up and down stairs with armfuls of dishes, with glasses, with coffee, with ices, went Gian-Luca. He had no time to observe Mario’s methods and he felt that this might be just as well. His arms ached from the weight of the large metal trays, his legs ached from the steep kitchen stairs, his head ached from a super-human effort to remember, not one thing, but more like a dozen. In the kitchen Moscatone had returned to bad temper, and he almost threw the food at Gian-Luca. The man who washed up in the vault-like pantry would keep sending messages to the Padrone — of a kind that could not be repeated. Whenever this happened Gian-Luca snatched his plates and tried hard to pretend not to hear; then the man who washed up got offended with Gian-Luca and called him an insolent, bandy-legged puppy, and many less complimentary things.

At half-past three there were still people eating, just two little inconsiderate groups; or rather not eating, but chewing the cud, a habit that all waiters learn to dread very early in their careers. At half-past four Gian-Luca got his luncheon, which consisted of odds and ends; he shared them with Schmidt and the now sulky Mario who refused to speak or to look up. But the odds and ends were both plentiful and good, and Schmidt and Mario had each a glass of beer wherewith to enliven their spirits. After gobbling their food they all got up stiffly and went to the door for some air. Presently Mario decided to go home for a little, while Schmidt went out for a stroll; but Gian-Luca, feeling work-tired for the first time in his life, preferred to remain at the Capo.
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That evening Mario acquitted himself better; Rosa had managed to cheer him up, and when he came back he was looking almost playful.

‘Ah, Gian-Luca,’ he said very brightly, as they washed their hands together at the sink, ‘and what do you think of the Capo di Monte? Is it not rather fine?’

Gian-Luca was silent for a moment, then he said: ‘I think that one must begin.’

‘Jawohl,’ agreed Schmidt, ‘one must begin. I am nur here to learn English.’

The evening clients appeared more aristocratic, some of them had dressed for dinner. The Capo was occasionally patronized by people who were going on to the theatre. This amused Gian-Luca; he liked the women’s clothes and the neat dress suits of the men.

‘Some day I will have waistcoat buttons like his,’ he decided, examining a smart young man out of the corner of his eye.

Once or twice Gian-Luca was actually able to get near to these elegant people.

‘A match?’ said Gian-Luca, striking one with a flourish and holding it to a fair lady’s cigarette.

‘Thank you,’ said the fair lady with a small, fleeting smile. ‘Niente, signora,’ bowed Gian-Luca.

‘That was very well done,’ whispered generous Mario; ‘that was done with distinction and grace.’

But the next time Gian-Luca offered a match his hand was pushed away with a curt refusal.

‘If I want one I’ll ask,’ said a lonely male diner, beginning to study the menu.

The Padrone was very busy recommending wines to those who had dressed for dinner. A handful of bank clerks and such-like people he ignored completely, as did the Padrona, though some of them lifted their hats to her in passing and one youth openly admired her. Gian-Luca, of course, had no time to admire her, though he felt very conscious of her presence; when passing the bar he would look the other way because he so much wished to look at her. He hoped that she observed him with an armful of plates, quite as many as Schmidt could manage. When he felt her eyes on him, he assumed the grand air, he whisked out his napkin or made a remark with a shrug of the shoulders to Mario. If he had to approach her he became very stiff.

‘A packet of Gold-Flakes, if you please, signora.’

‘Ecco! How many packets?’

‘Only one, please, signora.’

‘Very well, there you are then, Gian-Luca.’

And off he would go without even a glance, convinced that the Padrona was smiling. He could feel that smile on the back of his head; it seemed to be singeing his hair.

They had had to abandon serving suppers at the Capo after a fortnight’s trial. The Padrone was too experienced a slave-driver not to be able to gauge with some niceness the limits of endurance of his slaves. At half-past ten or a little after, the waiters found themselves free, and Mario, Gian-Luca, and the still cheerful Schmidt were jostled together in a last frantic effort to get out of and into their clothes. Mario appeared to have wilted again, his round face looked weary and drawn; from time to time he would glance through the door as though expecting something to happen. And it happened quite soon; downstairs came the Padrone, they could hear him talking to himself — he was muttering fiercely under his breath.

‘He works himself up,’ thought Gian-Luca.

The Padrone stood still in the doorway for a moment with his soft brown eyes fixed on Mario; then he opened his mouth and began to shout. All the while he was shouting his eyes remained gentle — dove’s eyes in the face of a tiger. One by one he checked off the mistakes of the day, beginning with the horror of the salad:

‘Scemo! Imbecille! Sporcaccione!’ he shouted. ‘How long am I going to endure you! You limp round my place like an old lame mule; no one else would engage you; very well you know that! If you did not come cheap, I myself would dismiss you; you bring shame on my Capo di Monte.’

And then, as though Heaven itself cast off Mario, Schmidt happened to move his foot — the toe of his boot struck full on that joint that had ached so intolerably all day. With a sharp yell of anguish Mario collapsed like a rag doll against the wall; his face grew red and, to Gian-Luca’s horror, he suddenly burst into tears.






  








CHAPTER ELEVEN
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ON s’accoutume à tout,’ said a wise French writer, and he might have added, ‘Surtout quand on est jeune’; for youth in spite of its many small tragedies, its longings, its revolts, its uncertainties of spirit, has at least the blessing of adaptability, and no mean a blessing either. And so it was that by the end of eight months Gian-Luca had got used to the life of the Capo; his arms and his legs no longer ached acutely, his brain learnt to keep calm in moments of confusion, he seldom lost his temper and never lost his head; in fact, according to the watchful Padrone, Gian-Luca possessed that rarest of all gifts, the instinct for perfect service.

Mario’s fall from grace as a super-waiter had somewhat disconcerted his pupil, who had honestly believed all that he had said regarding his position at the Capo. Mario was such a fine fellow at home, at times almost overbearing; but Mario at the Capo was a very different person; a cringing, servile, incompetent creature, who, far from being the Padrone’s right hand, was obviously not even his left. It was evident therefore, that Mario had lied in a foolish spirit of bravado.

‘Ma che!’ thought Gian-Luca, making a grimace. ‘Ma che! He is really a very bad waiter; if I were the Padrone I would not keep him even if he is cheap.’

But then would come memories of early childhood, of a Mario more active, more fierce, more light-hearted; a Mario who had insisted that a lonely little boy should always take part in his rare excursions; and Gian-Luca would be conscious of a tightening of his throat at times when he looked at Mario, of a vague regret, of an irritating pity for the great, limping, foolish fellow — a pity that was irksome and quite out of place in the busy life of the restaurant. All the same, it inclined him to neglect his own work in order to help his friend; and this worried Gian-Luca, who would tell himself sternly that a boy who had not even got so much as a name could ill afford to neglect his work, could indeed ill afford to pity. For Gian-Luca, now fifteen years old and a Latin, was quickly advancing towards manhood; more than ever he discerned the important difference that lay between substance and shadow. And somewhere in the region of unpractical shadows belonged this pity for Mario; it went with the pity for Rocca’s small goats, a thing he sternly ignored.

Mario still bragged when Gian-Luca would listen — yes he actually still had the face to brag! Even after eight months of daily revelations, he continued to weave romances. Gian-Luca would stare incredulously at him, finding no adequate words; feeling hot and uncomfortable all down his spine, blushing with embarrassment for him. Then gradually a light began to dawn on Gian-Luca, though he tried to turn away his eyes; with a terribly clear vision he perceived the truth — Mario bragged from self-abasement; Mario had long ago realized himself, and he lied from the humility of failure.

‘But a man should not fail,’ thought Gian-Luca sternly. ‘Who has got the time for failures?’

Meanwhile he could not help glowing a little with the knowledge of his own success. The Padrone was pleased; he could see that by his fingers which now seldom signalled to him. Poems were all very well, thought Gian-Luca, for those who wished to stay poor — he knew a poet now who fed at the Capo, that was when he fed at all. He was always hungry and he never washed his neck, and moreover, he seldom paid his bills.

‘Sapristi!’ the Padrone would grumble when he saw him. ‘I am stupid to give that vile little worm credit; but he knows those of Chelsea, some that are famous, and they are the people I want. They shall come to the Capo and paint pictures on my walls, and eat foolish dry birds like peacocks. I shall make them believe that the peacocks strut in with their tails spread out: I shall say: “If only you had seen him, how he walked round the kitchen, so lovely, so elegant, only this morning!” And then they will think that he tastes all the better; I know them; they like a sensation.’

So the poet got credit from time to time, but from time to time he did not; and when he came back with some money in his pockets he would usually be looking rather thin. He said to Gian-Luca:

‘You’re a handsome boy, why don’t you go as a model? I can get you taken on by Munster, if you like; he’s looking for a sort of John the Baptist.’

‘What would he pay me?’ inquired Gian-Luca promptly. ‘That depends on his circumstances. When he’s flush he pays well; otherwise, my true Italian, he might pay you nothing at all.’

‘Then I think I am better where I am,’ smiled Gian-Luca, ‘for some day I shall be a head-waiter.’

‘Oh, summit of all ambition!’ sighed the poet, who was picking a cutlet bone.

Gian-Luca surveyed him with patient eyes; he forgave much in one who was so hungry. There were not many people, for the luncheon hour was past, so he talked to the poet a little.

‘You write poetry, do you not?’ he said politely.

The young man looked up in feigned surprise. ‘Is it possible that my fame gets abroad?’ he inquired. ‘Yes, I write, and I read too beautifully aloud — my own poems, of course; other people’s are so dull. I’ll send you my latest production, if you like, because I adore your profile. Only beautiful people are allowed to read my book; I’ve stated that clearly in the preface.’

But the book was never sent, for the poet went to Paris, owing ten pounds to the Padrone.

‘No,’ thought Gian-Luca, ‘I do not think I will write poems; I do not think I will try any more.’
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The Padrone liked Gian-Luca so well that he went in person to see Fabio. ‘I hear that you are cheap,’ was how he began. ‘Now suppose I should give you an order?’

‘We are cheaper than cheap,’ said Fabio promptly, ‘and we only sell of the best.’

‘That remains to be seen,’ said the Padrone suspiciously. ‘I have heard that story before.’

Now Fabio was mild, but the mildest Italian responds like an old war-horse to a bugle when he senses the battle of a bargain. Fabio’s eyes began to shine in anticipation, and he rubbed his plump hands on his apron.

‘I am likely to require twelve dozen tins of tomatoes,’ the Padrone announced with unction. ‘On so large an order what discount do I get? My order depends on the discount.’

‘Is that all?’ exclaimed Fabio. ‘So insignificant an order — will you not be requiring paste?’

‘That is as it may be,’ grinned the Padrone. ‘Let us first come to terms for the tomatoes.’

‘Shall we say two per cent, for cash?’ inquired Fabio. ‘Per Bacco! No!’ shouted the Padrone.

‘That is generous,’ remarked Fabio in a rising crescendo. ‘It is robbery!’ retorted the Padrone.

They argued, they glared, they thumped on the counter, bringing strange but explicit accusations. One would have thought that blows were in the offing, so fierce were their faces and their gestures. As a matter of fact they were fast becoming friends, acquiring a mutual respect. In the end they retired to the room behind the shop and opened a bottle of wine.

‘Salute!’ smiled Fabio.

‘Felicità!’ bowed the Padrone, lifting his glass with an air. ‘To-morrow we deliver without fail,’ promised Fabio. ‘Do not incommode yourself unduly, Signor Boselli; tomorrow will be good, but a day more or less—’

‘I thank you for your courtesy,’ beamed Fabio.
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In the course of a week came the beautiful Padrona to pay her respects to Teresa. Teresa surveyed her with critical eyes, not at all allured by her beauty.

‘She is Venetian, she is false, she is stupid,’ said Teresa; ‘and moreover she has a wanton eye on Gian-Luca.’

‘Ma Dio!’ gasped Fabio; ‘he is yet but a child.’

‘He will not remain always a child,’ she reminded.

‘But what of the husband? I am certain he is firm, I am sure he is a lion among men.’

‘When the lion lies down with the lamb,’ smiled Teresa, ‘I have heard that he loses his strength.’

Fabio groaned loudly. ‘Madonna!’ he complained; ‘and we have but now completed that large order.’

‘That is why,’ said Teresa. ‘Her eye is on Gian-Luca, so she sends her lion here to spend money.’

‘What must be done?’ inquired Fabio weakly, beginning to fidget with the things about the room.

‘Nothing,’ said Teresa. ‘If we take him away, we do but make him think the more.’

‘But supposing—’

‘We will not suppose,’ she said firmly. ‘He is handsome and young, but he is also ambitious; he will not stay long at the Capo di Monte. Meanwhile he will probably meet some young girls, one of whom he can marry later on — there is Berta, for instance; it is true she is plain, still, she will probably improve.’

‘Alas!’ exclaimed Fabio, wringing his hands. ‘What a terrible danger is youth! When I think of our Olga—’

But Teresa’s face stopped him.

‘I wish you would weigh up those hams,’ she said quickly; ‘I feel sure they are under weight again.’
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A year slipped by uneventfully enough in all save one momentous happening; Gian-Luca experienced his first love of woman, and the woman he loved was the blue-eyed Padrona with her masses of red-gold hair.

A boy’s first love is a love apart, and never again may he hope to recapture the glory and the anguish of it. It is heavy with portent and fearful with beauty, terrible as an army with banners; yet withal so tender and selfless a thing as to brush the very hem of the garment of God. Only once in a life comes such loving as this, and now it had come to Gian-Luca. In its train came all those quickening perceptions that go to the making of a lover; the acuteness of hearing, of seeing, of divining. A hitherto unsuspected capacity for joy; and an equal capacity for sorrow.

Gian-Luca felt himself taken unawares; yet when he thought it over he would feel quite convinced that he must have always loved the Padrona. Be this as it may, he now noticed things about her that had quite escaped him in the past; the lights in her hair; a dimple in her cheek, so faint as to be almost imperceptible; the fact that two of her pink finger-nails had little white marks upon them, and above all a tiny scar on her hand, a scar that filled him with the queerest emotion whenever his eyes beheld it. And what he now found so strange in his condition was his yearning over imperfections; he loved those two nails with the white marks the best, and the hand with the scar, and the whole of the Padrona when she looked tired, or ill, or fretful — or if her hair was untidy.

Alone in the night he would think mighty thoughts about goodness and greatness and valour; yet so humble was he that these thoughts would be detached. He longed to lay down his life for the Padrona, but that would be neither greatness nor valour, not even goodness — just something quite simple, like fetching cigarettes from the bar. This love of Gian-Luca’s was a thing of pure giving, expecting nothing in return. Its motto was to serve, its desire to comfort, its ultimate ambition to worship. And as all that he now did was done unto Love, he polished the nickel more brightly; his tumblers and wine-glasses shone like the sun, his aprons were spotless, his hands red from washing, and he surreptitiously bought a pocket-comb with which he was always combing his hair when he found himself alone in the pantry.

If the Padrona noticed these things, she gave no sign that she did so. Her manner was gentle, her smile kind and sunny — though in this last respect she unbent just a little, she was always smiling at Gian-Luca. As time went on it was him she would call to fetch and carry for her bar.

‘You go,’ she would say, and her small front teeth would come gleaming out at him like pearls of great worth, ‘you go — that old Mario is always so slow, and I cannot endure our fat Swiss.’

Occasionally too, she would send him on errands in the time between luncheon and dinner. This time belonged by rights to the waiters, in it they could usually do as they pleased; but the days when Gian-Luca was not sent on errands he would generally sit near the bar with a book, for among other things he wished to grow wise, in order to be worthy of the Padrona.

The Padrona would sometimes come into the bar. ‘Reading, Gian-Luca?’ she would say, smiling at him; and once she had asked him to show her his book. ‘Dio Santo!’ she had exclaimed, ‘it looks very dull; as for me, I am not at all clever!’

At such moments Gian-Luca could only stare, all his self-assurance would leave him. In the hands of the Padrona he melted like wax; and once he had had to remember his motto: ‘I have got myself’, in order to be certain that his legs were not turning into fluid. But somehow these days the motto sounded wrong, nor could it restore his self-assurance. ‘I have got Gemma!’ he would catch himself repeating; Gemma being the name of the Padrona that nobody used but the Padrone.

The Padrone! a large, black-browed, insolent man who bullied the miserable Mario; a man whom the fierce Moscatone of the kitchen had threatened to split like a fowl. A man who had more lurid titles below stairs than hairs in his greasy black head; a man who owned the Capo and the food of the Capo and the slaves of the Capo and the mistress of the Capo.

‘If only I too, were a man!’ groaned Gian-Luca, writhing at the thought of the Padrone.

Yet he served him more devotedly than ever before, in mortal terror of offending. To offend the Padrone was to anger the Padrona — how strange were the ways of women!

At about this time Schmidt grew very friendly to Gian-Luca, anxious to curry favour, for everyone knew at the Capo di Monte that Gian-Luca was much liked by the Padrona. No doubt it was owing to her intercessions that he was given an evening now and then, and sometimes, on a Sunday, he would get the day off, an unusual proceeding at the Capo. She had once been heard telling the Padrone that Gian-Luca was young and still growing: ‘If we work him too hard he may get ill,’ she had said, ‘and that would be very inconvenient.’ Schmidt had winked heavily at Mario over this, but Mario had only frowned. Mario, outrageous old poacher that he was, had the makings of a fine gamekeeper.

To Gian-Luca, Schmidt said: ‘You admire our Padrona? She is beautiful, wunderschon!’

Schmidt looked very sympathetic, he sighed once or twice, and just at that moment Gian-Luca’s heart was full; so instead of snubbing Schmidt as he generally did he expanded ever so slightly. Schmidt was as sentimental as a schoolgirl and as lustful as any satyr, thus Gian-Luca’s budding manhood began to amuse him.

‘Ach Gott! They are dreadful, these women,’ mourned Schmidt, ‘they are surely put here to torment us.’

Mario, ever watchful, cautioned Schmidt severely. ‘You be careful with Gian-Luca; I will not have you teach him to be a dirty dog like you are. I love him, he is clean, he knows nothing of life, my wife she was his foster-mother.’ Schmidt nodded and grinned wisely. ‘I understand,’ he said, ‘but Gian-Luca is in love mit die Padrona.’

‘You shut your face up quick,’ Mario told him in a rage. ‘If you do not, I make it shut up for you.’

In his methods with Gian-Luca, however, Mario was foolish for he jeered at the Holy of Holies. ‘Caspita!’ he laughed one afternoon that summer, ‘you are growing as vain as any peacock. Now if all this fuss is about our Padrona, I advise you to stop being silly; for one thing you are young, for another she is old, I can see several wrinkles already — anyhow, it is silly, and if your Nonna knew she would certainly laugh at you as I do.’

Gian-Luca got up quickly from his chair in the pantry; he was pale, and his voice shook a little. ‘She is young and she has not got one single wrinkle.’ He turned to the door. ‘I am going out with Schmidt,’ he flung over his shoulder at Mario.

Now this was the last thing that Mario had wanted, so he hobbled after Gian-Luca. ‘Piccino!’ he called, ‘do not stay out too long, and be a good boy, remember.’

Schmidt, who was standing on the pavement, sniggered: ‘You are his little baby.’

Gian-Luca grew scarlet. ‘I am sixteen,’ he said hotly; ‘at sixteen one is not a baby.’

Schmidt whistled and merrily twirled his cane. His hat was too small for his head; he looked vulgar and foolish with a rose-bud in his coat, and an imitation diamond in his tie. Gian-Luca eyed him with disapproval, and decided that he could not endure him. But presently Schmidt said:

‘I have heard the Padrona — she praised you to-day to that husband.’

‘Did she?’ breathed Gian-Luca, trying to keep calm. ‘Do you think you could remember what she said?’

Schmidt pretended to think hard, and after a minute he invented a little conversation. He watched Gian-Luca from the corner of his eye; he was inwardly splitting with laughter. ‘Did she really say that?’ Gian-Luca kept repeating.

‘Jawohl,’ smiled the mendacious Schmidt. Then he suddenly got bored— ‘I shall follow that girl, look how pretty she is, she have got die small feet! You come on, Gian-Luca, perhaps we can speak — you make love, I let you this time, and that way you forget all about your Padrona for a while, and that do you good.’

Gian-Luca turned and left him in disgust, his soul had been deeply outraged. It was almost as though Schmidt had spat in the face of something very pure and sacred. He felt, too, as though he himself had been to blame, as though he had exposed her to this. ‘Oh, forgive me!’ he murmured. ‘My very dear, forgive me. My beautiful — my good — my holy—’
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Two days later the Padrona said to Gian-Luca: ‘Would you like to come upstairs and have tea with me? It is terribly hot down here.’

She was neither so sly, nor so stupid, nor so wanton as Teresa had proclaimed her to be; indeed at that moment she felt purely maternal — she was sorry for the pale-faced boy.

Gian-Luca hastily tore off his apron. ‘Signora!’ he murmured. ‘Signora—’

‘Come along then, you look tired — you work harder than them all, my husband was saying so this morning.’

He followed her upstairs and into a room that smelt of her favourite scent; it was crammed with the carved walnut furniture so dear to the Venetian heart. The chairs and the settee were upholstered in plush which stuck to your clothes as you sat. There were endless coloured photographs of Venice on the walls, and over the fireplace hung an oleograph depicting the Holy Family. A large tea-table was already set out, it was generously supplied with cakes; Gian-Luca had seen them in the process of baking — Moscatone liked the Padrona.

‘Sit down,’ she said, pointing to a little arm-chair. ‘Will you have tea or coffee, Gian-Luca?’

‘Whichever you prefer, signora—’ he faltered.

She laughed and gave him some coffee. It was not very easy to make him talk, he kept flushing and paling, by turns. To everything she said he replied:

‘Sì, signora.’

‘No, signora.’ Or, ‘Prego, signora.’ Beyond this he seemed incapable of speech, nor was he enjoying his tea.

‘Now do not be prim and shy,’ she said smiling; ‘at this moment we are just two friends. Downstairs you are a waiter and I am your Padrona; up here you are Gian-Luca and I am your friend. You think that is strange? But it is not strange at all, I have been to call on your Nonna.’

‘Have you?’ said Gian-Luca. ‘Oh, but that was kind, signora!’ He had not been told of the visit.

She waved this aside: ‘We have business dealings, and in business it is always best to be friendly. Now tell me about yourself, Gian-Luca; are you happy with us at the Capo?’

‘Signora—’ he began, then stopped abruptly, unable to control his voice.

‘Well, go on, my child.’

‘I am more than happy — I — I am no longer lonely.’

She looked at him with interest in her large blue eyes, she had heard a little of his story. ‘Were you lonely before, then, povero bambino?’ she said softly. ‘It is wrong that the young should be lonely.’

‘I have always been very lonely,’ he told her, suddenly not feeling shy any more; ‘you see I had only got myself before I came here, signora.’

‘And now, Gian-Luca?’

He hesitated, but only for a moment. ‘Now I have got you,’ he said quite simply; ‘and so I no longer feel lonely.’ His queer, limpid eyes were full upon her, innocent, ardent, unashamed. ‘When one may see you every day, signora, and be near you, and hope to please you and serve you, then one is blessed — one grows and grows — something inside one blossoms.’

‘You are a queer child!’ she said, flushing slightly. ‘You are a strange boy, Gian-Luca — yet if I had a son I would wish him to be like you.’ And she suddenly took his hand.

His fingers closed quickly and strongly over hers, and stooping he kissed the little scar. ‘I have so often wondered if it hurt—’ he whispered. ‘I have so often wondered if it hurt.’

She sat very still with her hand in his — for a long time she did not speak; then she said: ‘No, it did not hurt very much, Gian-Luca — not as much as you are hurting me now.’ He started. ‘I am hurting you now, signora?’

And she could not help smiling at the horror in his face; then she grew very grave. ‘Yes, my child, you are hurting — because I think you grow too fond. You are so young, Gian-Luca, and I am quite old, therefore you must not get angry. I am old enough to be your mother, remember — that is, very nearly,’ she added.

‘But can one ever be too fond?’ he asked her; ‘is it not beautiful to love?’

‘It is beautiful,’ she told him, ‘but not always wise, especially for you who do all things intensely. I have watched you, piccino — as you work, so you would love, and life being what it is, that makes me fearful for you.’ She let her gaze rest on his questioning face — she was strangely disturbed and sorry. She thought: ‘Calf love: it is natural enough — it always begins for an older woman, but I must be more careful — yet what can it matter, he is perfectly safe with me.’ Then she thought: ‘If Cesare knew, what a fury! Ma che! That man is an imbecile. It is always the same, this thing we call love; it pretends, we pretend, but it is always the same—’ Yet her sceptical thoughts did not quite reassure her. ‘Gian-Luca,’ she said, ‘what will happen to you when you come face to face with real life? You are so quiet, so self-assured — you are old for your age, but if all the while you burn up inside, as I think you do, what will happen to the poor Gian-Luca?’

He smiled. ‘Signora,’ he said very gently, and his voice sounded suddenly mature; ‘signora, I have never had anyone before, I have only had myself, just Gian-Luca. It had to be so — it could not be helped — I had not even a country. I was born all wrong — I had no name, signora; that is why they called me Boselli. I loved my grandmother when I was a child, but she did not want me — I wounded. That was not her fault — she hated my eyes, and also my hair, I remember. At first I was angry and then very sad, and then I wrote out a motto. I wrote: “I have got myself.” For you see, everyone must have something—’ He paused, still smiling, as though at his thoughts; then he said: ‘But that is all over; now I no longer have such a motto, I have quite a new motto now.’

She could not resist it — she said: ‘And your new one?’

‘Must I tell you?’ he asked, but quite calmly.

‘I think so—’ she faltered, a little ashamed.

‘“I have got Gemma.” It is that now,’ he told her.

Once again she fell silent He still held her hand — he was stroking it softly with his fingers. His face was very pale, very quiet, very earnest; his arrogant mouth looked composed and gentle, and his eyes were dropped to the hand he was stroking, as though it needed vigilance and care. The Padrona stirred and the movement seemed to rouse him for he looked up into her face. As he did so she smiled a little questioning smile, slightly raising her eyebrows. Then all of a sudden his composure left him, he became very much a child.

‘Oh!’ he burst out; ‘if the house would catch fire. If only the house would catch fire!’

‘Madonna!’ she exclaimed, and drew away her hand; ‘I hope that it will not — but why?’

‘So that I could save you,’ he said, flushing deeply; ‘so that I could rescue you, signora!’

Then she laughed, and he too laughed a little with embarrassment. ‘Forgive, signora,’ he said shyly. At that moment who should walk in but the Padrone; he was all affability and smiles.

‘Ah, Gian-Luca, so here you are. Have you devoured many cakes?’ He sat down and began unbuttoning his waistcoat. ‘I have just come from seeing your Nonno,’ he went on; ‘he and I have affairs together. He inquired was I pleased. And I said that Gian-Luca would some day make a fine head-waiter. He is really an excellent fellow, your Nonno, and his shop is a joy to the eye.’ The Padrone was now taking off his shoes — he had large and untidy stockinged feet.

‘Shall I get you your slippers?’ inquired the Padrona — and when she had fetched them she stooped and put them on.

He patted her head as one pats a dog, but his hand lingered over her hair.

‘It is time that I go,’ said Gian-Luca, getting up. ‘I am deeply grateful for your kindness.’ He brushed the Padrona’s fingers with his lips, and bowed to the smiling Padrone.

‘A fine boy,’ said the Padrone, as the door closed on Gian-Luca; ‘I hope we may some day have one like him.’
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A great happiness came down like a luminous cloud, in which Gian-Luca moved and had his being. Every detail of that afternoon spent with the Padrona, lived vital and clear in his mind.

He remembered that her hand had lain passively in his, when he had bent and kissed the scar; that her smile had been gentle, her voice reassuring, her words full of kindness for him.

‘Is it possible,’ he thought, ‘that she loves me — Gian-Luca?’ And he all but decided that it was. So great was his joy that one day he said to Mario: ‘Let me help you a bit more. I have plenty of time, I can quite well take on part service at your tables, and that way perhaps you can rest your poor foot.’ For joy in the heart makes it kind.

Meanwhile the Padrone, observing his growth, ordered him to get a dress-suit. ‘That short jacket is foolish now,’ he told Gian-Luca; ‘you look like a telegraph pole. How tall are you anyhow?’ he inquired.

‘I am nearly six foot,’ said Gian-Luca.

‘Dio mio, what a giant, and not quite seventeen — but when you are older you may then look less gawky.’ And the Padrone laughed.

Fabio was told about the dress-suit, and he promptly consulted Mario. ‘Where can one find it second-hand?’ asked Fabio; ‘he will only grow out of a new one.’

‘And in any case,’ said Mario, ‘it is always the custom that a waiter’s first dress-suit should be bought secondhand.’

‘For what is the use of needlessly spending?’ added Fabio.

‘But a waste of good money,’ agreed Mario.

It was not very easy to fit Gian-Luca, his arms and his legs were so long. In the end he looked like an elegant scarecrow, and he frowned at his own reflection in the glass, but Mario declared that he would do. His duties as piccolo now fell to the share of a new boy recently imported, and Gian-Luca became a fully-fledged waiter, sanctioned to open wine. The Capo was certainly rising in the world, the fame of its cooking was spreading. Moscatone had had his wages augmented.

‘You see,’ said the Padrone, in the privacy of bed; ‘there is no other chef in all England, Gemma, who could do what he does in such premises as these; the kitchen is unfit for a pig.’

‘Will you be raising Gian-Luca as well?’ his wife inquired.

‘Gia, I think I will raise him, if I do not he may go, and I want him to stay on — I may shortly put him over Mario.’

The Padrona was silent; she was not quite certain that she wished Gian-Luca to stay on. It was not always easy to remember, these days, that the thin young giant was a child. Moreover, she had recently witnessed his temper; it had only been over the cat — Schmidt had hurled the cat through the pantry window because he had caught it lapping his tea. Everyone knew, except Gian-Luca, that a cat was possessed of nine lives — the Padrona herself did not care much for animals, she kept the cat to catch mice. But Gian-Luca had seized the Swiss by the collar and had shaken him until he yelled. The Padrona had had to go into the pantry and protest before he would let go; and even then he had looked reluctant, so much was he enjoying himself. The cat had survived — cats always survived; it was only a little bit lame — but the incident had thrown a new light on Gian-Luca, who could be very violent, it seemed. Yet whenever she thought of Gian-Luca leaving, she felt dull and a little depressed. After all, her existence was not a bed of roses — no bed could be that, that was shared with the Padrone.

These thoughts, however, remained hidden from Gian-Luca, who continued to see only kindness in her smile. And yet — with the infallible instinct of the lover, he began to feel strangely uneasy. For one thing, he had not been invited again to have tea in that room upstairs; for another, she seldom spoke to him now, unless it were to give orders. It was all very subtle, very hard to define, as elusive as a will-o’-the-wisp; but somehow the Padrona was withdrawing herself, was gradually slipping far away. He would look at her now with appeal in his eyes, standing tall and abashed in his ill-fitting clothes; waiting while she groped for a bottle of wine, or drew off the beer into glasses. Once she had noticed that look in his eyes and had frowned:

‘Make haste!’ she had said irrelevantly.

He had flushed and had stretched out a trembling hand for the glasses that were not ready.

The cloud of glory was certainly changing, becoming a damp, cold mist, through which Gian-Luca groped helplessly, unable to find his way. At times he would be stupid from sheer eagerness to please, bringing the Padrona the wrong thing; or he might grin at her familiarly, while his only desire was to be deferential. There were moments when his voice sounded sulky and gruff when he wished to be polite — and always his eyes held that dumb appeal, the appeal of a creature in a trap.

Schmidt, intensely attracted by the lure of emotion, felt obliged to forgive Gian-Luca. He could never resist discussing such matters, and so began sympathizing.

‘You think she not like you so much as before? Never mind, Gian-Luca, it all come right. You bring her a small bunch of flowers one day — Ach! but she is wunderschön!’

He oozed sentiment now from every pore, he was like a ridiculous maiden. ‘I vill tell you about my girl,’ he said sighing; ‘she is all pink and white like raspberries and cream — she have lovely brown eyes and the big, round hips, what move all the time ven she walks—’

‘Go to hell!’ growled Gian-Luca, who could not endure this coupling of his love with Schmidt’s.

‘Very well then,’ said Schmidt, as he turned away; ‘you think yourself vunderful, very high up! But one efning you come and you say to me: “Schmidt, you show me some jolly, nice girls!”’

‘Dio!’ groaned Gian-Luca; ‘will you leave me alone? I do not want any of your girls!’
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The Padrone it was, and not the Padrona, who suddenly invited Gian-Luca to take part in a day’s excursion on the river. This was in September when business was still slack, they would all lunch at Maidenhead. The Padrone was anxious to appear polite to Fabio, in order that he might drive harder bargains, so his ever fertile mind hit upon the idea of doing a small kindness to the grandson.

‘Guarda,’ Mario shrugged, ‘you are getting very grand, you will soon not wish to come with me and Rosa.’

‘Foolish words!’ Gian-Luca told him. ‘Do I not love you and Rosa?’ He was feeling far too happy to be cross.

The train was very crowded but this did not incommode them; the Padrone travelled grandly, first class. This had always been his way when things were going well; he drove hard and squeezed in business, but when on pleasure bent he spent his money freely, like a duke. The Padrona was most richly dressed in cherry-coloured foulard; her shady hat had three white ostrich feathers. Round her neck she wore a large, expensive, puffy feather boa, and her little hands were squeezed into new gloves. She was feeling tired, however, and her face looked pale and fretful — she leant back and closed her eyes during the journey. From time to time Gian-Luca stole a surreptitious glance; her long lashes lay so softly — they were golden like her hair, but they darkened very slightly at their tips.

Arrived at Maidenhead, the Padrone hired a steam launch; they were very rich in everything to-day. They steamed up and down the river, the Padrone sprawling out with his greasy head supported by red cushions. He was smoking a cigar which he chewed from time to time, and then spat across his wife into the water. They went to lunch at Skindles’ to amuse the tired Padrona, who liked gaiety, or so her husband said. Skindles’ was very crowded and the service very slow; the Padrone made several little scenes.

‘These English people!’ he jeered to Gian-Luca: ‘they eat roast beef and cabbage and pickled onions. Their waiters are vile and their cooks are still viler; and when they come out to enjoy themselves, one would think they were attending a funeral.’

The Padrone himself was growing rather noisy, he was drinking a good deal of wine. His morning had begun with several gins and bitters, and just before luncheon he had swallowed another in order to keep up his spirits. The Padrona was very quiet and aloof, she scarcely glanced at Gian-Luca; in his desperation he began making jokes at which the Padrone laughed boisterously — the Padrona did not laugh at all. Gian-Luca was filled with the bitter knowledge of doing and saying the wrong thing; he was thankful when at last the meal came to an end and his host was disputing the bill. The Padrona left them to go to the cloak-room and Gian-Luca strolled into the garden, but after him hurried the red-faced Padrone and seized the lapel of his coat. The Padrone was now feeling melodramatic, his brown eyes were swimming, his lips sagged a little.

‘If you knew how that woman torments me!’ he began; ‘if you knew how she makes me suffer. I say: “Cesare, be careful, be very, very careful, she is young, any moment she may leave you!”’

‘Ma no,’ said Gian-Luca.

‘Ma sì,’ babbled the Padrone; ‘I say; “She is young, she may leave you.”’

Gian-Luca had perforce to stand there and listen, the Padrone was really very drunk.

‘If you knew — if you knew—’ he kept on repeating, and his eyes filled with idiotic tears.

‘I do not wish to know,’ Gian-Luca told him, hot with embarrassment and shame.

‘You are so discreet—’ gulped the tearful Padrone. ‘I would not tell anyone but you—’

The Padrona came back, having powdered her nose, and they went for a walk by the river. She was still very silent, still very aloof; she walked primly between Gian-Luca and her husband, taking the latter’s arm. On the feeble pretext of showing her a boat, Gian-Luca got her away. The Padrone, scarcely seeming to notice, strolled on down the tow-path alone.

‘Signora, are you angry with me?’ whispered Gian-Luca.

‘Of course not,’ she answered, smiling; but she looked straight passed him along the river, as one will look who is bored.

Words failed him. He suddenly seized her hand which he pressed and tried to retain; he felt that he must die of loving at that moment unless she would let him express it. He glanced at the unconscious back of the Padrone — the Padrone did not turn his head.

‘I love you so terribly!’ gasped Gian-Luca; ‘I love you so terribly, signora!’

‘Be quiet!’ she said, wrenching her hand away; ‘I will not tolerate this folly.’ And turning, she hurried after her husband, leaving Gian-Luca to follow.

For the rest of the day they were all very silent, the Padrone was growing sleepy. In the train going home he did fall asleep, and proceeded to snore quite loudly. Gian-Luca sat looking out of the window, not daring to look at the Padrona. His heart ached with a pain so intolerable and new that he wanted to protest, to cry out; but arrived at the station he helped them to alight — the Padrone as well as the Padrona.

‘So,’ thought Gian-Luca; ‘so this is love!’ And because of his heartache he felt a little frightened.
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By the time that his seventeenth birthday arrived, Gian-Luca had decided that no one in the world was so utterly unhappy as he was. If all had not been well with the Padrona before, it was certainly less well now; if he had felt that she was slipping away, she was now so far off as to be quite inaccessible, for now she no longer singled him out to attend to her needs at the bar. She selected Schmidt — the plump Schmidt of all people — to polish and tidy and fetch and carry; Schmidt who would have a sly look in his eye whenever he passed Gian-Luca.

‘Nun was!’ grinned Schmidt; ‘I do not wish it, you know — I have my own girl I like much better, and this gives me nur more work.’

Gian-Luca eyed him with open contempt; did he think, the fool, that the Padrona admired him? ‘No, no, it cannot be that—’ thought Gian-Luca; ‘it is only that she now hates me.’

Yet why did she hate him? He had told her of his love, but surely she had known it long before he had spoken that day at Maidenhead? Then what was his transgression? A transgression of words? Yes, that must be it, he might love her it seemed, and she on her part might know that he loved her — only, he must not say so. This made him laugh a little it seemed so very foolish; then it made him frown a little, it seemed so very mean.

‘While I spoke as a child, she could smile,’ thought Gian-Luca; ‘that day in her sitting-room I spoke as a child, I amused her perhaps; now I do not amuse her because she knows I am a man.’

For the quality of his love was gradually changing, the dew was no longer on the meadow. The knight-errant of youth was still in the saddle, but his armour was already slightly tarnished. Something deep down in Gian-Luca was conscious of this change and began to grow infinitely sad. It cried out because of the splendour that was passing — that particular splendour that could never come again, for no two dawns are alike in this world. Gian-Luca began to feel very angry because of the sadness that was in him; he would glare at the Padrona from the end of the room, and all that she did would seem mean and unlovely, yet this in itself would fill him with loving, and then he would almost hate her.

The poor Padrona would have many little tasks to perform in connexion with the bar. She might be mopping up the counter, for instance, removing the stale-smelling, beery foam, or rubbing the blurs left by whisky and brandy; or perhaps she might be wiping the sides of a bottle that had grown sticky sweet with liqueur. Her face would almost certainly be flushed by the exertion of providing other people with drinks; from time to time she would pause to draw a cork, bending ungracefully to the bottle which she held between her round feminine knees. ‘Two mixed grill and mashed!’ she might shout down the lift shaft, electing to speak in English; and when she did this her voice sounded Cockney, not soft and pleasing as when she spoke Italian.

The restaurant would smell stuffy, Schmidt’s forehead would be beaded, and Mario’s collar damp and creased; while downstairs in the kitchen, the sweating Moscatone might pause from time to time to pick his front teeth with a fork. And the beautiful Padrona with her fine Venetian hair, and her eyes the colour of gentians, would seem strangely out of place amid her surroundings, yet very much a part of them too.
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‘You grow sulky,’ said Mario to his foster-son; ‘what is the matter? You no longer work gladly.’

‘I am tired of the Capo,’ Gian-Luca told him; ‘I think I must find a better job.’

‘You are young and a fool,’ snapped Mario crossly. ‘I too have been foolish enough in my day, but never, no, never such a big fool as you are.’

‘I am tired of the Capo,’ Gian-Luca repeated, pretending not to understand.

It was all very lonely, more lonely by far than anything he had yet known. In the past he had been lonely but without the Padrona, whereas now he was utterly lonely with her; and to find oneself lonely with the creature one loves is to plumb the full depths of desolation. There was no one he could talk to, Mario did not sympathize and Schmidt was a low-minded fellow; as for Fabio and Teresa — at the mere thought of them Gian-Luca could not help laughing.

He still had his books, and long into the night he would read the ‘Gioia della Luce.’ All poetry hurt him a little it was true, but that poem could comfort while it hurt. There were many other poems which he re-read in that book, some of them spiritual and placid — they might have been written by a saint or a seer; but then would come others, crude outpourings of passion that he had not understood as a child. Like the ‘Gioia della Luce,’ they partook of the greatness that, carnal or spiritual, belonged to the genius of their writer, Ugo Doria.

‘A very curious book,’ thought Gian-Luca; ‘I must read some more of this poet’s work.’ So one day he made his way to Hatchard’s, where he heard that they sold foreign books.

‘Ugo Doria?’ said the salesman, smiling at Gian-Luca. ‘Oh, yes, he is getting quite famous. Will you have him in English or in Italian? We have all the translations of his earlier works, but his new book of essays has not been translated yet.’

‘I can only afford one book,’ said Gian-Luca; ‘I will take the essays in Italian.’ And he went to the Capo with the book in his pocket, in case he could read it between luncheon and dinner.

Gian-Luca could not know that the technique was flawless, that each word had been tried and weighed and considered, that side by side with his vast inspiration the writer possessed the mind of an explorer — an explorer in the country of language. He could not know that all Italy was saying that Doria wrote with his pen dipped in gold dust, that never since Dante had there lived such a poet, and moreover, that his prose was even finer than his verse. But he did know that he, the sorrowful waiter, who could not write poems though his heart felt full to breaking, found solace and comparative comfort while he read, because of the beautiful lilt of the words. While he read he could almost forget the Padrona — 

‘And so,’ thought Gian-Luca, ‘he must be very great. I would like to see him, I would like to serve him, I myself would like to pour out his wine — I wish that he would come to the Capo.’

But Doria never came to the Capo — he happened to be living in Rome at that moment; and then, after all, he could only write — he might make one forget the Padrona for a while, but he could not soften her heart.






  








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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It was just after Christmas when Signor Millo marched into Fabio’s shop one day and handed his card across the counter.

‘This way, signore, this way!’ exclaimed Fabio, pink to the brow with pleasure and excitement. And he took him into Teresa’s back parlour and pushed up the most propitious chair.

Signor Millo was a man of forty-five, of medium height and broad-shouldered. His brown hair curled close to his round, shapely head; there was something about him that suggested the antique — perhaps the Roman arena. But his brow was intellectual, and his mouth rather grave. His eyes, dark and set very wide apart, had a wonderfully wise and benign expression as though they neither questioned nor condemned. Seeing him thus, as he sat in the arm-chair with his hat held loosely between his knees, was to wonder what manner of man this was. An athlete? An author? A philosopher, perhaps? As a matter of fact he was none of these things; he was Francesco Millo, the director of the Doric, which, thanks to his skill, to his excellent judgment and elegant epicurean palate, had risen in the last few years to great fame among the restaurants of London.

That he should have come in person to the Casa Boselli was quite on a par with the rest of the man. He might have sent several intelligent people, all well up in their professional duties, but instead he had preferred to call on Fabio himself — such little excursions amused him. It is said that in each man there lurks the hunter; the hunter of money, the hunter of lions, the hunter of fame, the hunter of women; and Francesco Millo was also a hunter, as keen on the trail and as steadfast as any, indeed he was tireless, hence the fame of his restaurant, for Millo was a hunter of food.

He had said to himself at the beginning of his career; ‘There are three very vital things; quality, variety and originality, and the last is perhaps the most vital of the three. A dinner should have, like a book or a picture, good workmanship, plenty of light and shade, and above all that individual touch, that original central idea.’

And so, whenever the spirit moved him — which was often, for he was a restless man — Millo went forth in search of strange viands. Just now he was after some special funghi that grew in the woods not far from Turin. As luck would have it he had heard from a confrère that the Casa Boselli had but lately imported a case of those special funghi.

‘Ma sicuro,’ said Fabio, ‘we certainly keep them; they are fat, good funghi, you may see for yourself, you may smell them.’ And he fetched a terrific looking toadstool for the great man’s careful inspection.

Millo sniffed it. ‘It is prime, as you say,’ he remarked, and he promptly bought the whole case. ‘And now I will look at your stock, if you please; I would also like to see your price-list.’

Fabio was trembling with excitement by now — the Casa Boselli and Millo. What a happening to make Nerone more jealous! What a snub for the Signora Rocca! He pottered about showing first this, then that, his paste, his hams, his tomatoes; then those elegant, more highly-specialized foods, caviare in jars, carciofini in oil, tunnyfish, fillets of anchovies with capers, and large, green, globular snails.

‘All excellent, fresh, and quite inexpensive!’ he kept chanting in a kind of litany. ‘All excellent, fresh, and quite inexpensive — and we keep a great variety of foodstuffs.’

Signor Millo stood still, and surveyed him gravely. ‘I would speak,’ he said, holding up his hand.

‘Prego!’ bowed Fabio, trembling more than ever in case he had talked too much.

‘I am rather disposed to give you some orders, your shop is so excellently kept; I think also that there must be someone here who has an enterprising mind. If you get my custom, of course you are made, for I never stint recommendations; but, and this is important, so I beg that you listen, the first time you fail me I break you, signore. If ever you should send me a thing that is not fresh, a thing that could injure the stomach of a client, that day I write round to my confrères and tell them — I cancel my recommendations, signore; and such is my system of management.’

Fabio bowed low; he was longing intensely for the reassuring presence of Teresa, but Teresa had unfortunately gone to the Capo to call on the Padrona that afternoon.

‘It shall be as you say, I am honoured,’ babbled Fabio. ‘You shall have no cause for complaint.’

At that moment, Gian-Luca strolled in at the door, and seeing the stranger, paused. He looked very tall in the little shop as he towered over Fabio and Millo. His neat blue serge suit became him well — it had not been bought secondhand, for Gian-Luca was particular about his clothes, and when in mufti he dressed with great care, he was even a little foppish. Standing there young, fair-haired and alert, there was something incongruous about him, something that seemed to set him apart from the salumeria in Old Compton Street, from Fabio, from Millo even.

‘This is my grandson,’ Fabio explained; ‘he is a waiter at the Capo di Monte.’

Millo bowed slightly. ‘Piacere,’ he murmured, as though he were thinking of something quite different; as a matter of fact he was all attention and his mind was working very quickly.

If Francesco Millo had a palate for good food, he had also an eye for a waiter; those who served were as carefully chosen by him as the dishes they were privileged to handle. Moreover, he prided himself on his flair. ‘I know in a moment,’ he was wont to say proudly; ‘I know the moment my eye rests upon them. It amounts to a psychic faculty with me: I can pick the good waiter out of a thousand; the waiter is born and not made.’ His eyes took in every line of Gian-Luca, without appearing to do so. ‘He is mine!’ he was thinking, with that thrill of satisfaction that belongs to the ardent collector. ‘As it happens,’ he said casually, turning to Fabio, ‘I am wanting a waiter next month; now if your grandson is free I might try him — I suppose he has had some experience?’

‘He has had three years at the Capo,’ Fabio told him.

‘That says nothing to me,’ smiled Millo.

‘The Capo di Monte in Dean Street, signore.’

‘I have never heard of the place.’ Then after a minute:

‘But that need not matter, no doubt it serves some sort of meals. Perhaps you will give me the name of the Padrone so that I may take up your grandson’s reference; he will get a good reference, I think.’

All this time Gian-Luca had not opened his mouth, nor had he once been consulted; now, however, Millo turned and addressed him directly.

‘If your reference is good, as I think it will be, you may come on the morning of the twentieth, side-door, 9-30. I will let you know when I hear from your Padrone, so that you may order yourself a dress-suit.’ He scribbled an address on a leaf from his notebook: ‘This is the tailor who makes for the Doric, he will know how I wish your dress-suit to be made, he will also tell you what else is required. As for terms — they depend entirely on yourself; I pay high, but only for good service. You will not be dependent upon your tips, everyone at the Doric receives a salary — I cannot stop to go into that now, I will speak to you when you come on the twentieth. If you prove satisfactory you will not complain of my terms; if you prove unsatisfactory there will not be any terms, for you go — we will try you and see. I think that is all — oh, do you speak English?’

‘I do, Signore,’ said Gian-Luca promptly, but before he could get in another word, the great one was leaving the shop.

‘Dio mio!’ breathed Fabio. ‘Our Lady is good; she is patient in spite of Teresa.’

But Gian-Luca said nothing, he was thinking deeply — he was thinking about the Padrona.
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A new idea came to Gian-Luca that night, and he sat up suddenly in bed. ‘When I go she will miss me,’ he thought triumphantly. ‘She shall find out for herself what it means to be without me, how lonely it will feel not to have the Gian-Luca who was always so ready to serve her.’

He pictured the Padrona sitting behind the bar, with her face in her hands — weeping. ‘Gian-Luca, Gian-Luca, I want you!’ she wailed. ‘I cannot get on without you!’

He would go there and see her, in a suit of fine clothes, they paid high for good service at the Doric. He would say: ‘I have come!’ And she would reply: ‘Oh, but I am glad, Gian-Luca! I will meet you to-morrow between luncheon and dinner. Where can we go to be alone?’

‘Gia,’ thought Gian-Luca, nodding very wisely, ‘that is the way with women; when they have you they despise you, but when they have you not, then it is they find out that they want you.’ He was very near tears in this moment of triumph, but his fighting instinct held. ‘I will go to the Doric,’ he told himself bravely. ‘I am glad that I have come to a decision.’

This of course was the purest make-believe, for he knew that he had no choice in the matter; Fabio might be weak, but he would not consent to the loss of a fine job like this. Moreover, there was Millo’s custom to consider — that might mean fame for the Casa Boselli. And then there was Teresa, the ambitious, the strong-minded, the dominating woman of affairs.

Nevertheless, he went on repeating: ‘I will certainly go to the Doric.’ And he added: ‘To-morrow I tell the Padrone, then we shall see what we shall see.’
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The next morning he arrived at the Capo very early in order to tell the Padrone. By the greatest good fortune the Padrona was present, which was what Gian-Luca had hoped for. He did not look at the Padrone when he spoke, his eyes were on the Padrona.

The Padrone said wrathfully: ‘So this is gratitude!’ and his facial expression was appalling. Then he went out, banging the door behind him, and his voice could be heard coming up from the kitchen with a dash of Moscatone thrown in.

The Padrona said: ‘This is very fine, Gian-Luca, I congratulate you, my child.’ She was checking the accounts of the bar at the moment, and she went on checking her accounts.

Gian-Luca said uncertainly: ‘I am going in four weeks — this means that I am going away—’

‘It does,’ said the Padrona; ‘we must find another waiter, and that is always a bother. I shall not take a Swiss, I dislike them on the whole, though Schmidt is a very good fellow. By the way, we can give you an excellent reference, you have always been capable and quick.’

Gian-Luca left her without another word. His lip shot out, his eyes were very bright. He said to Mario later:

‘I am lucky, my good Mario, I shall make my fortune now, you will see!’
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The last four weeks at the Capo di Monte passed like an evil dream. For one thing there was Mario, very sorrowful and servile; he was going to miss Gian-Luca, and he said so. His manner to the boy had now completely changed, it was that of failure towards success. He bragged less about the Capo and not at all about himself.

‘I am just an old lame mule,’ he would say humbly, remembering that taunt of the Padrone’s.

‘He is not so lame as all that!’ Gian-Luca would try to think; ‘he puts it on in order to get pitied.’ But he knew that this was not so; Mario’s lameness was quite real, and moreover, it was often very painful.

Mario said: ‘Since you were little and Rosa gave you milk, I have always been so fond of you, Gian-Luca — now you go out into the world with no old Mario near. You be careful; do not listen to people like this Schmidt, who are always thinking about women.’

‘Women!’ frowned Gian-Luca, ‘I want no more of women!’

And at that Mario’s mouth twitched a little; but he went on very gravely: ‘You are angry with our Padrona, you have great unkindness in your heart towards her. Now that is what I fear, piccino, anger in the heart — I know, for I too have felt such anger. It is dangerous, it is stupid, it makes a man a beast; it makes him forget how strong he is. The Padrona is a woman and therefore you should pity, and moreover she is really very right. For one thing she is nearly old enough to be your mother, for another she considers her business, for another she remembers the Padrone no doubt — a terrible man when in anger.’ He paused, for Gian-Luca had turned his back, but presently he went on still more gravely: ‘Forget her when you leave here, it would be better so — but if you must remember, do so kindly.’

‘Is it I, then, who must show all the kindness?’ exclaimed Gian-Luca.

‘Precisely — that is so,’ Mario told him. ‘You have nothing to forgive, and if you had, remember the Padrona is only a woman.’

They were standing in the pantry. Gian-Luca glared at Mario; then he noticed that his hair had greyed a little. He looked old and sad and tired; the coarse texture of his sock was showing through the slits across his shoe. Nor was he very clean; his white shirt-front was spotted and the buttons of his coat were stained and frayed. He fidgeted selfconsciously under Gian-Luca’s eyes, and his hand went up to straighten his white necktie. They began collecting things; Mario could not find the napkins, he swore because the table-drawer had stuck; and presently he grumbled:

‘It is hard, this life of ours, always standing, always running, always serving someone else. I feel at times as though I must go out and climb a mountain so as to look over something wide.’

Gian-Luca only grunted, and picking up a tray, he hurried off to set his luncheon tables.

Mario watched his youthful back disappearing through the door. ‘He is very young,’ thought Mario, ‘he is very innocent — yet I think he grows a little proud.’

But Gian-Luca at that moment felt anything but proud; all he wanted was to get away from Mario. He did not want to pity, to see any cause for pity — and Mario was very pitiful.
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Gian-Luca’s worst times were in the afternoons, for he never quite knew whether to go home. If he sat beside the bar the Padrona did not come, but if he left the Capo he always thought that she might have come if he had remained. At home would be Teresa who detested the Padrona and said so between her rows of knitting. She would say it from the cash-desk, from the shop or from the parlour, whenever she could do so with discretion. In the shop there would be Fabio very jubilant and proud, relating for the hundredth time his interview with Millo. Rocca might look in a moment, slap Gian-Luca on the back and say; ‘Ecco, you are grand now, Generale!’ Then Nerone, who was genuinely pleased about Gian-Luca, was for ever stumping round to see his favourite. He loved the boy, and consequently only saw his virtues — by contrast he detested Rosa’s children.

 

‘You are lucky, you old brigand!’ he said one day to Fabio. ‘Now my Rosa’s children are disgusting. That Geppe will not work and he steals my cigarettes, and when I leave he does not guard the shop. As for Berta, she is awful, she speaks only Cockney English and what she would have us think is French; our language is no longer good enough for her, it seems, and also she is very vain and ugly.’

He would ramble on and on, always cross, always complaining, and finally would try to pick a quarrel with his friend. ‘Your prices are too high — you no longer sell good food — that is why you grow so proud and rich, no doubt.’ Sometimes Rosa appeared too, just to pass the time of day, and if it were a week-end she brought her Berta with her. Berta worked for Madame Germaine — née Smith and wedded Bulgin — who sold exclusive models in her shop near Wardour Street. Berta ran all the errands and took models home to clients — one in every dozen costumes might, with any luck, be French. Berta was temperamental and thought she loved Gian-Luca; she was always making eyes — enormous eyes. Her hair had grown more frizzy and, if possible, more black, and she wore it in a heavy pompadour. She refused to speak Italian, but had learnt a little French from the sisters at her convent school; this she tried hard to remember so that she could plague Nerone who loathed the French because about a hundred years before they had stolen those bronze stallions from St. Mark’s. For the rest she spoke in English; not the rather stilted English of Gian-Luca who had never really learnt to clip his words, but in the English of the workrooms; and she spoke it without accent, that is, of course without a foreign accent.

Gian-Luca loathed and feared her; she was always edging close, and he lived in mortal terror that one day she would kiss him. Her hand was always waiting to be squeezed or stroked or cuddled; he felt sure of this whenever he observed it. And so, when Berta came, which was as often as she could, Gian-Luca would rush back to the Capo. The bar would be deserted until the dinner-hour, still, it was at least a sanctuary from Berta.
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Gian-Luca dressed one morning with almost painful care; he was going to say good-bye to the Padrona. In two days’ time he would take up his new work, but this morning he was going to say good-bye. It had all seemed so queer and unreal the night before — the pantry, the kitchen with its giant Moscatone, the long low restaurant, the chattering diners, the clanking of the glasses and bottles in the bar; and above all, he himself, in his shabby old dress-suit, writing orders, serving dishes, fetching drinks, striking matches. It had seemed as though his body did these duties out of habit, while he stood aside and thought of the Padrona.

The suit he wore this morning had been a present from Fabio, and very smart it was, an immaculate grey tweed.

Fabio had said: ‘I would not have you shabby before Millo. We wish him to observe that our little business prospers. Is that not so, Teresa?’

And she had nodded: ‘That is so.’

Gian-Luca stared at his reflection in the glass, and in spite of his heartache he approved of what he saw. He gave a final touch to his neck-tie and his hair, then, picking up his hat, he went downstairs.

‘Do not be long,’ called Fabio from the shop. ‘I must consult you — I have certain business matters to discuss regarding Millo.’

Old Compton Street was foggy, there was mud on the pavement: Gian-Luca stooped and turned up his new trousers, for one part of him remembered that he wore expensive clothes. At Nerone’s door stood Rosa with her hair still done in curlers; she was shaking out a very dusty mat. She smiled broadly at Gian-Luca:

‘How smart you look, piccino! What would Berta say, I wonder!’ And she laughed.

Geppe peered across her shoulder, he looked spotty and unwashen. ‘He is lucky, not like me who have to stop at home,’ he grumbled.

‘Continue with your sweeping!’ said Rosa, turning quickly. ‘You cannot have swept out half the shop.’

There were lights in Rocca’s window because it was so foggy. Rocca himself was moving in and out among his corpses. As Gian-Luca passed he saw him neatly slicing off a shoulder with a quick, experienced sweep of his knife. The whole street was very busy preparing for its business, which consisted of supplying other people’s daily needs.

‘They need so much, so very much — how funny!’ thought Gian-Luca, who himself was only conscious of needing the Padrona.

The Padrone was waiting for him when he reached the Capo; he was in a great hurry to go out.

‘Here you are!’ he said impatiently, glancing at his watch. ‘Be good enough to sign the wages book.’ Then he held out his hand, turning affable, it seemed: ‘Well, I wish you good fortune. I am sorry to lose you, but when one is young one must think of oneself.’ The Padrone did not wish to quarrel with Fabio, it was much too convenient to deal at his shop.

‘May I see the Padrona?’ faltered Gian-Luca.

‘Sicuro, she will want to wish you luck. Gemma!’ he called. ‘Gian-Luca is here.’

‘Let him come up,’ came a voice.

‘Go up,’ said the Padrone, ‘you know the way. I have to go to the City.’ He shook hands once again and turned to the door. Gian-Luca went slowly up the stairs.

The Padrona was sitting on a low settee. The firelight fell on her thick coils of hair and slanted across her averted face, which was partially shielded by her hand. She did not look round, and Gian-Luca in the doorway stood watching her in silence for a moment, then he closed the door quietly and stepped into the room.

‘It is I,’ he said softly. ‘Gian-Luca.’

She nodded; and now she was looking at him, smiling very kindly, he thought. ‘I hope you will be happy, Gian-Luca,’ she said, and then fell silent again.

A coal crashed into the grate and lay there smoking; the Padrona pushed it with her foot. Outside in the passage a cuckoo clock struck nine; the small, childish sound of it seemed to fill the room. Gian-Luca’s strange eyes were very wide open, his breath came a little fast. As he stood there he could hear the beating of his heart, he could hear the Padrona’s breathing. Then he drew himself up, he felt suddenly strong, he was filled with a knowledge of his manhood. He called her — standing there motionless, he called her. ‘Gemma!’ And then again, ‘Gemma!’

She got up and stared blankly at him for a moment as though bewildered — uncertain. There was something very like appeal in her face — he saw it and his heart thumped with triumph.

‘Gemma!’ His voice was loud and compelling, and after he had called her he smiled. Then all of a sudden she was lying in his arms, giving him back his kisses.

As they stood there the years came down on the boy and dropped away from the woman; they were just two creatures welded into one by an impulse of mutual passion.

He began to speak hotly: ‘My beautiful! My joy! I will never let you go any more. All my life I have waited, and now I have got you — I am all burning up with this loving.’ Then his mood changed, his eyes filled with sudden tears. ‘You are holy,’ he whispered softly. ‘I must treat you very gently — you are little and weak, and you need Gian-Luca because you are so little.’

But something, perhaps it was the sound of his whispering, made her stiffen as she lay in his arms. With a cry of anger she pushed him away.

‘Stop!’ she said shrilly. ‘Stop!’

And then the Padrona sinned in her fear as she had not sinned in her passion. In her fear she struck out wildly like an animal at bay; she accused, she insulted, she degraded. She might have made an appeal to his goodness, to the chivalry that was in him, to that great, shy, virginal spirit of youth that was wrestling with him even now. But instead she confronted him, flushed and dishevelled, with the crude, ugly words on her lips.

‘Go!’ she said finally, pointing to the door. ‘Go — or I tell my husband!’

And he went, without one more look at the Padrona. He was utterly bewildered, incredulous and outraged. Alone in her room the Padrona wept bitterly, but Gian-Luca’s eyes were quite dry.
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That night Gian-Luca returned to the Capo, but this time he did not go in. He hid like a thief in the opposite doorway, watching for the waiters to leave. Mario came first; that was good. He was glad. He shrank farther into the shadow, but Mario passed him with never a glance and went limping away down the street. Then came the new waiter accompanied by the boy; they said good-night and the waiter caught a bus. The boy looked round him then lit a cigarette — obviously one that he had stolen — after which he too walked away down the street, whistling softly between puffs.

In an upper window of the Capo a light showed — that was the Padrona’s sitting-room. Gian-Luca watched it, and as he did so he was filled with a queer, ugly sense of pleasure. He was glad that the light should stream out between the curtains; it meant that the Padrona was near; and he thought of what he was about to do and felt glad that she should be near him. A door opened and shut, Schmidt came across the road — he was now all but touching Gian-Luca.

‘Schmidt!’

‘Nun was!’ Schmidt jumped as though frightened. ‘Oh, hallo! Is that you, Gian-Luca?’

Gian-Luca jingled the money in his pockets, then he slipped his arm into Schmidt’s. ‘Will you take me to see those girls?’ said Gian-Luca, and he turned his face up to the lighted window.

‘Ach so!’ murmured Schmidt. ‘You make up your mind — come along then, I understand.’
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CHAPTER ONE
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Great changes had come to the Casa Boselli. It was now six years since that eventful day when Millo had ordered his first case of funghi. For six years now Gian-Luca had served him and meanwhile the Casa Boselli had prospered. A large plate-glass window had been recently added, and the lease of the next-door shop had been purchased. A green motor-van with the name in gold letters— ‘Casa Boselli’ — painted large on its sides, might be seen any morning unloading its wares at the back doors of fashionable restaurants. Fabio was no longer permitted to serve; there were three young assistants for that. Obedient in all things to the wishes of Teresa, Fabio dressed himself neatly and wandered about in and out of the shop, empty-handed and foolish; sad too, missing his salami and cheeses, while Teresa sat in a business-like office in the basement of the new shop next door.

The years were dealing lightly with Teresa; she had scarcely changed at all in appearance, nor had she softened towards life in general; one thing only could bring a smile now to her lips, and that was the success of some new business venture, and of such a venture she was thinking one morning as she sat at her crowded desk. The May sunshine filtered down through the thick, greenish skylight and partially illumined the room, but Teresa switched on her reading-lamp and pulled a sheaf of papers towards her.

‘Duecento cinquanta sterline,’ she murmured, ‘two hundred and fifty pounds—’ then she stretched out a hand and groped for her pass-book, ‘and five hundred pounds we have borrowed from the bank — that makes seven hundred and fifty.’ She began making long calculations on the blotter. ‘And we save on the freight?’ She considered a moment, then she opened a drawer and looked over some bills. ‘Ah,’ she said smiling, ‘it is just as I thought, I am scarcely a centesimo out.’

Teresa, who had saved money all her life, had begun to spend recklessly of late. Thrifty to a fault, there yet lurked within her the gambler’s instinct — she was gambling in business, emboldened by recent successes. And now she was launching the greatest venture of her whole long business career, a venture hidden away out of sight in a room behind the new shop. It was nothing less than the making of pasta; the mixing and rolling and cutting and drying and tinting of excellent, freshly-made pasta, a thing that had never been attempted before in London, or indeed in England. On her latest price-list there appeared these words: ‘The Casa Boselli will make your macaroni; no need to eat it many months old, we make it fresh every day!’ And Teresa smiled gently whenever she read them; her smile was possessive, maternal even, for her heart that had gone so long empty and childless had taken to itself the Casa Boselli. The machinery required for the making of pasta had had to be imported from Milan; that was what had taken the extra money, so much money indeed that Fabio trembled whenever he thought about it.

‘We spend!’ he said faintly from time to time.

‘And we earn,’ his wife replied firmly. ‘One must always strike while the iron is hot; our iron is hot so I strike.’ There were nights, however, when Fabio could not sleep for thinking of that debt to the bank.

‘Are we not going to pay it off?’ smiled Teresa. ‘You grow old, my Fabio, you grow old and afraid. Now I am not young, yet I am not afraid; I drink little, I work hard, I am always on the watch, and above all my ears are open. Millo says: “The pasta is such a trouble, I would like them to eat it fresh; I am more than a little ashamed of my pasta. If only the English could make macaroni! But no doubt they would make it very badly.” Then I say to Millo: “You shall have your fresh pasta; the Casa Boselli will make it.” And that,’ she would conclude, ‘is the genius for business; that is why we now deliver our goods in a motor instead of with a horse and cart.’

And truly she possessed a great genius for business, as her friends were all bound to admit. Nerone, Rocca, the Padrone of the Capo, Mario and Rosa were all lost in admiration; even Francesco Millo would smile and call her the Napoleon of the Salumeria. Only poor Fabio, in his stuffy black coat, would sigh a little for the past, when he had handled his salami and cheeses, when the money had all lain snugly in the bank instead of uneasily in plate-glass windows, new leases, and machinery brought from Milan.

‘Sì, sì,’ he would think, ‘it was more peaceful then, and Teresa and I grow old.’

But on this May morning Teresa felt young as she got up briskly from her desk. ‘I will go and inspect my little factory,’ she murmured, and, climbing the stairs, she passed through the shop and into a room beyond.

She stood quite still just inside the doorway to enjoy this, her latest acquisition. Near the ceiling were purposeful, whirring wheels, and the sound of their whirring was as music to her ears. At a table in the corner a youth in white drill was mixing a mountain of flour. Sixty pounds he would mix, with an egg to each pound, and from time to time he must pause to wash his hands, a rule imposed by Teresa. The great, generous mixture came up to his elbows as he kneaded and stirred and pressed.

‘Va bene,’ said Teresa, and she smiled with approval. ‘Va bene, but be careful of the egg-shells.’

As soon as a portion of the pasta was mixed it was fed to a rotund machine, and there it was pummelled and kneaded afresh until it was ready for the large, wooden rollers. This process of rolling fascinated Teresa; she would gladly have watched it for hours. In went a shapeless lump of the pasta, and out came a species of rubber sheeting, cool to the touch and flawless in texture. Then back it would go to be rolled yet again, with each fresh rolling to grow finer and thinner, until in the end it was almost transparent, so elegant had it become.

Teresa would sometimes whisper about it. ‘One hundred times it must pass,’ she would whisper; ‘one hundred times it must pass through my rollers?’ And then she would laugh a little to herself, thinking of this great new adventure.

There were other contrivances in that room, among them an uncannily intelligent machine for the cutting and moulding of pasta. What was your pleasure? Bircorni, Conchiglie, Stelline? Just touch a particular gadget and presto! — your etherealized rubber sheeting assumed any one of the fifty odd shapes that your need or your fancy had dictated. Upstairs would be waiting those new electric fans that sent out a stream of cold air, whereby your Bicorni, Conchiglie or Stelline would be hardened and rendered almost immortal — that is until they were eaten....

Teresa’s defiant black eyes were glowing; they had no need of glasses to help their sight. ‘You have dropped in a trifle of egg-shell, Francesco!’ she said suddenly, pointing an accusing finger at the youth with the mountain of flour.

Those who worked for Teresa were always Italian. ‘The English do not work, they spend,’ she would say; and her work-people feared her intensely, but respected. She was everywhere at once with her terrible black eyes, yet although her tongue lashed them they gave of their best. They said behind her back: ‘Che donna maravigliosa!’ A grand old woman they thought Teresa, and one who knew well how to drive a hard bargain, as they would have done in her place.
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Nerone was less fortunate in his affairs, a fact for which he blamed Geppe. Geppe was a lazy and insolent young man with a predilection for philandering. He hated the shop though he liked its contents, to which he helped himself freely. This so much enraged the miserly Nerone that he would actually threaten to send for the police; then Rosa would weep and implore forgiveness for her plump and unsatisfactory offspring.

‘I spare him this time, but the next time I send,’ Nerone would babble in a fury. ‘This is all Mario’s fault; he was always a fool; he has spoilt the young, idling ruffian!’

Grandsire and grandson hated each other, and their feuds robbed the house of all peace; for Geppe could bellow much louder than Nerone — youth gave him a laryngeal advantage.

Geppe, who was now nearly nineteen years old, wished to be a commercial traveller. This struck him as a pleasant, safe way to see life, and one that would release him from the shop. He had met a young commercial traveller one day through a friend of Berta’s at Madame Germaine’s; a very smart fellow with plenty of money and a staggering knowledge of the world. Geppe of course had little to spend — only what Mario could give him — and being the grandson of Nerone, it was natural that he thought a great deal about money. But unlike Nerone, and herein lay the trouble, he liked it for what it could buy; to keep it in a till or to send it to a bank seemed to Geppe the height of all foolishness, and he said so when Nerone was listening.

Nerone had refused point-blank to pay him wages, and this was a very sore point. Geppe would have liked to run away to sea — he had read of such things in his paper-backed ‘shockers’ — but whenever he thought of the sea for too long he invariably felt rather sick. He had many wonderful adventures in his mind, but his body shrank weakly from hardships. He was soft; his skin was now colourless and flabby, his hands would easily blister; woollen vests made him itch; and now, when he shaved, the razor brought up little pimples. He was lazy with youth and would lie long abed; when he did appear at last it would be yawning. In the evening, however, he was as wakeful as an owl. In the evening he would go to a cinematograph, a form of entertainment which he liked above all others. He would sit in the darkness and watch desperate deeds, with a pleasant conviction of safety. And sometimes, if he found the heroine attractive, he would conjure up all sorts of amorous scenes in which he himself was the hero. Geppe was greedy, he still loved jam tartlets, he also loved chocolate creams; he would stroll about eating the latter while smoking, a perversion of the palate that disgusted Nerone.

‘Che bestia!’ he would mutter, unable to resist a morbid desire to look. And if Geppe noticed his grandfather looking, he would open his mouth and show chocolate creams in the process of mastication.

Nerone said that his grandson’s place was behind the counter of the shop; as for wages, what was the good of wages? The shop might be Geppe’s one day. He also said that cinemas were evil and encouraged immoral behaviour. Now Geppe was longing to be immoral, his difficulty was to find a partner in sin. He would often try to borrow money from Gian-Luca, who must obviously be very rich; but Gian-Luca would find an excuse for not lending.

‘He is mean,’ thought Geppe in bitterness of spirit. ‘He himself is always after women.’

Mario was anxious, inadequate and pious, for he felt that his sins might be finding him out; he remembered those bygone halcyon days, when Rosa had had cause to be jealous of the barmaid — and many other things did Mario remember that Rosa had never known.

‘He is like me and yet he is not,’ mourned Mario, ‘for I at least never feared hard work — and yet it is natural for a boy to want money — I think it is time the Babbo paid him something.’

But neither he nor Rosa dared anger Nerone, who still had to contribute towards their support, for Mario’s wages at the Capo had not risen, though the Capo was rising every day. All sorts of great people now dined at the Capo and got drunk on its excellent liquor. There was Munster the painter, and Jenkins the sculptor, and their wives and their women and their models and their offspring, to say nothing of a certain broad-minded countess who had re-incarnated from a Babylonian suburb — there was also the poet who had once admired Gian-Luca and who, having lately married, had become very rich. He no longer wrote poems, his wife fed him too well — in the winter he wore a magnificent coat with a collar of Russian sable. But of him be it said that he was faithful to the Capo — grateful, let us hope, for past favours — for he brought many friends to eat costly dinners, and his wife always seemed to have his purse in her bag.

Oh, but many grand people now rejoiced the Padrone, who was somewhat less fierce than he had been. The best cure for bad temper is prosperity, of course — what a pity that we cannot all be prosperous! And then there was now something living upstairs, a tiny, red, bawling Padroncino; a thing with eyes the colour of gentians, and lungs that left no manner of doubt regarding its paternity. Whenever its father could spare a minute he would rush upstairs and yell: ‘Bimbo!’ Or perhaps he would tickle, when the small Padroncino would respond with such vigour that Munster would look up from his tumbler of brandy and smile a large smile. For if Munster loved women he also loved babies — which in his case was fortunate, perhaps.

There were now red silk curtains at the windows of the Capo, and Mario began to think himself a prophet, as indeed he had been in all but one thing, and that was his own promotion. The Padrone had now four waiters in all, but as yet he had no head waiter, so that Mario continued to live in hopes. But his present circumstances did not warrant interference with Nerone on behalf of his son.

‘After all,’ he told Rosa, ‘the time is approaching when Geppe will have to go to Italy to serve. His military service will make a man of him, and when he returns we will then talk to Babbo — at the moment I think it unwise.’

And Rosa would often say to her son: ‘It is splendid to think of my Geppe as a soldier — how I envy you, caro, to see Italy again! But then, I was forgetting, you have never yet seen it.’

Geppe would look sulky and mutter something vague about wanting to see a bit of life, not service; for the last thing on earth that poor Geppe wanted was to become a soldier. Rocca, who knew that the hour was approaching, added greatly to Geppe’s torment. He would come to Nerone’s and buy cigarettes for the pleasure he took in talking at Geppe and making him feel afraid. Rocca would jab at the air with his stick:

‘It is thus, and thus, with the bayonet,’ he would say, ‘and the little, sharp twist in the pit of the stomach; one should always aim low for their bellies.’

Geppe’s pale face would turn even paler, and his hand would instinctively grip at his middle. Then Rocca would laugh:

‘Avanti, capitano! I can see you leading your men into battle. “Italia! Italia! Italia!” you shout, and then you give the small twist with your sword, for surely they will make you a captain!’
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It was all most distressing, especially for Mario, who was more over-worked than ever at the Capo; and then there was Berta, not much of a comfort either, although she was now twenty-two. Berta no longer carried boxes and ran errands; she was now very smart and served in the shop. Madame Germaine thought the world of Berta, who could always persuade a woman of fifty that she looked like nineteen in a model.

‘Oh, modom, you look charming!’ Berta would lie, skilfully patting and tweaking. ‘Too stout? Oh, no, modom, I cannot agree — this model gives such long lines.’

That was the way Berta talked in the shop; with her own special cronies it was different. ‘Damned old fools, if you saw them!’ giggled Berta. ‘Heaving their stomachs up to their chins till they look like a lot of pouter pigeons!’

Berta herself had become quite slim owing to rigorous fasting; her fasts had nothing to do with the Lord, they were purely an offering to Venus. Berta had now many young lady friends who, like her, used lip-stick and giggled. Their Sundays were spent on the river in summer; they were usually accompanied by one or two ‘boys’. Berta was young, she loved a good time, and she worked very hard all the week, so it soon came about that she missed Mass on Sundays — a new outrage to rouse up Nerone.

‘Why you not go very early?’ inquired Rosa. ‘The Mass he go on from six.’

‘Good heavens!’ laughed Berta. ‘I can’t get up at five — I’m dog-tired, anyhow, by Sunday.’

Rosa sighed; she was racking her brain for words which never came correctly in English. But Berta refused point-blank to speak Italian; she declared that she had almost forgotten it. This placed her mother at a great disadvantage, as Berta was very well aware; she was fond of her mother, but she loved her own way, and she found it much easier to get it in English.

‘You who were teached by the sisters and all, and you who are a child of Mary,’ wailed Rosa.

‘Well, I can’t help that, it wasn’t my fault,’ said Berta with disrespect.

Nerone had decided to be dumb with Berta; he ignored her existence, for which everyone was thankful. She was sharper than Geppe, and just once or twice she had got the better of her grandsire. He and Rosa and Mario would go off to Mass, dragging the discontented Geppe. Geppe was terribly bored with his Church, but was fettered by a firm belief in Hell.

Mario said to his wife in their bedroom one night: ‘I am thinking about our children.’

Rosa sighed: ‘There is much need for thought, my Mario: they are very different from us.’

Mario scratched his head, then he looked very wise, and when he spoke he did so slowly. ‘I was born in Milan, my Rosa. As for you, it was lucky that you came too soon, and so you got born in Siena. The baby drinks in the air at its birth, and the air it drinks goes all over. It touches the heart, it touches the brain, I think it gets into the blood. English air may agree with English babies, but it has not agreed with ours; our babies were Italian, they needed the air and the sun of their patria. And so,’ he concluded a little sadly, ‘no child should be born on strange soil. We think only of money and we sacrifice our children — yet some of us still remain poor!’

‘If we lose our children we are very poor indeed, even when we become rich,’ said Rosa.






  








CHAPTER TWO
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If Teresa had changed but little in six years, this was not the case with Gian-Luca, for to him had come the fullness of manhood. The touching lankiness of adolescence had given place to a well-knit figure, he was thin in proportion to his height, but his shoulders were wide above his narrow flanks. His face was less gentle, and his eyes less mysterious; they no longer seemed to be searching the beyond. Their expression was keener and more concentrated, so that now, when they rested on a client or a waiter or a table or the most minute appointments of the table, they took in at a glance significant details from which their owner would draw his conclusions, conclusions that were usually right. Very observant and prompt was Gian-Luca, and those who worked under him found him a hard master, one to whom constant small misdemeanours meant more than occasional flagrant transgressions. Gian-Luca had been known to forgive a subordinate who had come to his work very drunk one morning, having merely warned him of what would happen were the offence repeated; but a youth who habitually forgot to examine the mustard-spoons for signs of verdigris, and who, moreover, was careless of his nails, had been promptly reported to Millo and dismissed on Gian-Luca’s representations. And so, although he controlled his hot temper, scarcely ever raising his voice these days; although he was admitted to be a fine waiter and one under whom a lad got a first-class training; although they admired his arresting appearance and the ability that had put him in charge of a room when not yet quite twenty-four; although they worked hard, because to work for Gian-Luca was to fall beneath the spell of his mighty will to work, not a waiter that he ruled had the least affection for him — they found him a little inhuman.

‘I care nothing for what they may think,’ said Gian-Luca. ‘So long as they do their work well, I care nothing.’

And yet he did care, for with one part of him he wished very much to stand well with his fellows. A childish longing to be loved and praised, to be popular with his subordinates even, to be thought a good comrade, a boon companion, would come over him strongly at times. He would think of his school-days, when, try as he might, he had always been left just outside. In those days he had been a stranger to his mates, an alien among the English children; but here at the Doric he was not quite an alien, for all the waiters were Italians. And yet here also there stretched that little gulf, that sense of being just outside — that queer, empty feeling of having no real country and hence no real ties with those who had.

He would lie in bed at nights thinking only of himself and of life in connexion with himself; his babyhood, his boyhood, his painful adolescence — and then he would remember the Padrona. Looking back on the Padrona after nearly seven years Gian-Luca would feel almost kind; and that, he remembered, was what Mario had hoped for. Mario had said that anger in the heart could make a beast of a man. Oh, well, it had made a beast of him, Gian-Luca, who had tried to revenge himself on the Padrona, who had tried to insult her by insulting his love, or so he had thought at the time. Now he knew that it had not been only the Padrona, but his love on which he had wished to be revenged — that great, soft, foolish and selfless thing that had upset all his resolutions. For that was precisely what had happened; it had made him forget Gian-Luca. It had changed his motto— ‘I have got Gemma.’ it had made him write — that was what it had done. And of course he had never had Gemma for a moment, never for a single moment. Poor Gemma! How he must have worried her with loving, just as he had worried old Teresa long ago. He must always have suffered from a kind of craze for giving — and people had not wanted what he had to give.

‘It is now my turn to receive,’ he would think, smiling a little. ‘There must surely be someone who is ready to love me?’

For in spite of his success he would feel so very lonely, so very much in need of being loved; he did not want to love, he wanted to be loved.

‘It is wiser, and it leaves a man more free for his business. When one loves one is all misery, all body and no brain — one becomes a fool, one does and says nothing but foolish things,’ he told himself, remembering those days with the Padrona. No, assuredly he did not want to love.

‘I will go and buy a dog,’ he suddenly decided. ‘A good dog will give me his affection.’ But then he reflected that a good dog never spoke, that a good dog could not tell him of its love.

There were Mario and Rosa of whom he was quite fond, and who gave him much fondness in return. There was cross old Nerone, who perhaps gave more than fondness — but then he was just cross old Nerone. There was Rocca, who thought him a very fine young fellow, and who winked and made jokes about women; and of course there was Fabio — Fabio said that he loved him, but Fabio’s love was old and devitalized and weak; oh, not nearly enough for Gian-Luca. And then there were women. He considered the women that men in his position got to know. There were all Schmidt’s ‘jolly girls’ and others too, less jolly but possibly a little more attractive. Poor devils all; one did not go their way expecting love, they were far too much underpaid for that. They never went on strike, they belonged to no trade-union — like Gian-Luca they had to fend entirely for themselves; and like him some few among them had not even got a name. Such people could ill afford to love.

‘Ma che!’ he would mutter after these reflections. ‘It always comes down to the same; a man should try to be sufficient unto himself, and if he is not, well, then he deserves to fail. As for me, I do not intend to fail.’ And then he would start thinking about his plans, his future, and his thoughts would be very gratifying. ‘Already I have charge of a small room,’ he would think, ‘but soon I shall have charge of much more than just a room. I have my own ideas, I — shall stay on at the Doric for a time — but some day I will be a second Millo.’

Yet, somehow this prospect, delightful though it was, would suddenly grow clouded and defaced; for in the very middle of his great self-satisfaction he would feel a little restless thing that stirred uneasily, and back there would come running the childish, young Gian-Luca — the Gian-Luca who wanted to be loved.
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There were three verdant pastures for browsing at the Doric; the grill room which did not concern Gian-Luca, the large restaurant with its excellent band, and an octagon room which led off the restaurant and which had recently become Gian-Luca’s province. To this smaller room came those of Millo’s clients who preferred to be far from the music, either because they wished to talk business, or because they were lovers and therefore spoke softly, or because — and this was the most frequent reason — they were people who appreciated food.

Everyone knows that the true connoisseur prefers to savour in silence; that the thumping of a piano and the scraping of strings, however efficiently thumped or scraped, disturb a sensitive palate. No doubt there are dishes which, like certain poems, are rendered less effective by music; they must stand quite alone if their paramount merits would be fully appreciated. And so to Gian-Luca came mostly those clients who wished to do justice to their meals; there were also a few who came for Gian-Luca, because in his room they got promptly served; but these were only the busy people whom it did not pay very well to serve. However, he always greeted them politely as though they really mattered to the Doric. They would feel quite a little glow of self-importance:

‘I always feed at the Doric,’ they would tell you. ‘I’m known there; I’ve got my special head-waiter.’ For, say what you please, it is rather gratifying to feel that you have got your own special head-waiter — and with such harmless follies are the Dorics of life paved, and on them do the Millos of the world grow rich.

Gian-Luca would often unbend to his clients, as a father may unbend to his children. He would smile at them, chat with them, and always ask them gravely if their meal had been satisfactory. He would summon his subordinates to refill their glasses, to replenish their empty plates. If they ate less than usual he would grow almost anxious, he would even inquire about their health. He studied their menus, and when he suspected that he might be dealing with a novice he would tell him politely but firmly what to eat, and then he would see that he ate it. In this way such people learnt the right things to order when they came to a place like the Doric. So also with their wines; Gian-Luca would whisper advice in the ear of Roberto, the wine-waiter, and Roberto, acting upon his advice, would point out the wine they must order. Gian-Luca did these things less from motives of gain than from a real pride in his profession. He aimed at raising the status of the palate via education, as some people aim at the raising of the working classes. It pained him to think that any client of the Doric might be lacking in true appreciation. He became a kind of elegant, soft-voiced tutor; if he spoke to them thus they had perforce to listen, and when the food arrived they would be glad that they had done so.

Men consecrate their lives to many different things, but truly it may be said that to each the object of his life will become an ideal — for otherwise how could we live? There are many ideals, some higher and some lower, but all real as long as they last. It is only when they cease to be our ideals, and descend with a rush to their natural levels, that we find ourselves suddenly outraged and debased by the thing we have lived to serve. And so to Gian-Luca the Doric and all it stood for were gradually becoming an ideal. For the most part he lived entirely for his work; and if it could not quite satisfy his soul, at least it was amply filling his pockets.

Whenever he had half an hour to spare he would wander down to the basement; to that vast, mysterious heart of the Doric, throbbing, bubbling, giving off steam like the crater of a busy volcano. He would try to absorb the spirit of the place, to learn all its complicated workings, to understand Millo, the heart of that heart — the life force that sat in a neat little office, thinking wise and profitable thoughts about food, making endless minute calculations. There would be the great kitchen with its many French ranges — long iron tables filled to bursting with fire. The pantries, the larders, the sculleries, the cellars, the store-rooms, the still-room, the airy refectory where presently the waiters themselves would go to eat. There would be the vast army of expert chefs with their scullions and kitchen-boys in attendance; seventy creatures all busily engaged in the sole occupation of preparing and cooking and garnishing and dishing those wise thoughts of Millo’s which his clients upstairs would consume.

Gian-Luca would stand with his hands in his pockets, watchful but always admiring. ‘How little the clients know,’ he would think; ‘how little they know about anything really; and as for the food they eat, they know nothing!’

And then he would smile a little to himself and think of a few favourite clients, devising new methods of making them happy for a while through the unfailing media of their stomachs.
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In some respects life at the Doric was arduous, though the waiters all got a day off once a month, and the usual hours between meals. But their duties were endless; anxious, tiresome duties, very wearing to the nerves, very trying to the temper; for not the smallest detail must be neglected, since on details depended the perfection of the whole, and Millo believed in perfection. Of Millo it was said that he was lacking in compassion, that those of his staff who were stupid or ill would be promptly dismissed without a second thought. This was only partially true, for although he dismissed them, he often regretted having to do so, and sometimes he would help them with money. He was really a kind-hearted, tolerant man, but he knew how a restaurant ought to be run, and if a few people went down in the process that was not Millo’s fault, but the fault of his times — of the age that demanded a Doric. Millo had his rules that must be obeyed, they were made entirely for the good of the clients; when clients came to feed they should never be disturbed by emotions other than their own. Thus no waiter dared intrude his personal feelings by so much as the ghost of a sigh. No waiter was allowed to have a headache or a backache or a legache, or even a heartache for that matter; such things ceased to exist when he came on duty, as Giovanni, the trancheur, found out.

Giovanni’s young lady had married the hall porter under his very nose, and Giovanni, from being a lighthearted fellow, had grown decidedly broody. He had slashed at a ham as though it were the porter, and when clients had sent messages regarding their beef — some preferring it well done, some pink, and others gory — Giovanni had been seen to scowl darkly at his knife as though he would have liked to carve the clients. Millo, walking softly through the restaurant one day, pausing now and then beside a table and bowing, had observed that his excellent trancheur, Giovanni, was not doing justice to his art; so that evening after dinner he had reasoned with Giovanni in the soft, deadly way that was Millo’s. He had said, gently stroking the restaurant cat that was given the freedom of his office:

‘Here we have no hearts and no emotions; no passions — no bodies except to serve. Am I not right, my good Giovanni? Is not that how we have built up the Doric? All such things as I speak of we leave to our clients; in clients they are good, they encourage much spending, but you and I cannot afford to indulge them — if we do, why, then we must go.’

Giovanni had bowed and murmured in agreement, feeling that Millo was right; feeling that a ham must be worth more to Millo than Anna who had heartlessly married the hall porter; knowing indeed that had he been Millo he would probably have shown less forbearance. For in this lies the great good fortune of the Latin, he can nearly always put himself in your place. An enviable trait, but one that in the long run spoils his fun in his budding revolutions. So Giovanni had gone back to his well-stocked cold buffet and had carved once more like an angel. If his heart was really broken — which was doubtful, let us hope — he managed to hide this fact while at the Doric. What happened when he left there at night to go home was a matter of little importance.
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Gian-Luca still lived with Fabio and Teresa, still slept in Olga’s old bedroom. He had had it repainted and papered a bright yellow, so that now there remained not even the scars as witnesses to what had once been. He could well have afforded to take a room nearer Piccadilly and the Doric, but the people among whom he had been brought up never left home except to get married, and not always then, for the family tie is a ten-ton chain to the Latin. No feelings of affection or duty, however, kept Gian-Luca at home; he remained where he was from a sense of habit — he was like that now, a creature of habit, after nearly seven years at the Doric. Young as he was, he was slightly pedantic, with a little crop of cut-and-dried ideas about life. He read much in his spare time, believing in culture, and had quite a good knowledge of all sorts of books, English as well as Italian. Perhaps the fact that he had so few friends had driven him back on books.

He was vain in a harmless, painstaking way, and would fold his clothes neatly every night. His trousers were stretched in a smart walnut press, his ties suspended from a tape in his wardrobe, his jackets from carefully selected hangers, and his boots and shoes always well treed. Apart from the Doric, his one ruling passion, he enjoyed his books, he admired astuteness, especially in matters connected with his business, and he found recreation in women — he was kinder to his books than he was to his women, perhaps because they cost him more. For Gian-Luca understood the value of money even as old Teresa understood it, even as Nerone and Rocca understood it, and Millo, the Lord of the Doric.

He was now in a position to buy all Doria’s works, and he ordered each new volume as soon as it was published. These were the books that he loved above all others, and he kept them in a special little bookcase by themselves. A rebel among poets was Ugo Doria; a firebrand, an earthquake, a disaster. And then suddenly, a saint, a peak of pure whiteness, a lake in the heart of the mountains. And this latter was the mood in which Gian-Luca liked him best; when he would feel that he was reading something more than Ugo Doria, when Gian-Luca — who did not believe in a soul — would know moments of joy and complete contentment; moments when the Doric and Millo and food and money and success and even himself would seem just nothing at all. Whenever he was feeling particularly lonely, in spite of his astuteness and ability, he would take down the volume that contained his favourite poem, the immortal ‘Gioia della Luce’. And sometimes, not often it is true, but sometimes, would come visions of wide, cool places; and of shadows, green because of their trees, and of all sorts of simple things. Then Gian-Luca would begin to grow younger and younger, but happier far than when he was a child; and perhaps he would go all the way out to Putney on his next free evening to visit the Librarian. For there he was always a welcome guest — not because he was successful but because he was himself. He would wander about among the old books, sniffing in their queer, musty smell.

‘You ought to have been a librarian, Gian-Luca,’ his friend would say, beaming at him.

But at that Gian-Luca would shake his head slowly: ‘Ma no, I am very well content as I am. Books are for sometimes, my work is for always. I have chosen the safer part.’

‘I wonder,’ the Librarian would murmur softly. ‘I very much wonder, Gian-Luca.’

They were excellent friends whenever they met, which naturally could not be often, and each Christmas Gian-Luca would send a large hamper to the red-brick villa in Putney. He would buy its contents from Fabio and Teresa, paying just as a stranger might have done. Teresa took the money as a matter of course, and she thanked Gian-Luca gravely, politely, much as she might have thanked a stranger. However, there were times now when she talked to her grandson, consulting him about her business. She was full of innumerable new ideas for the glorification of the Casa Boselli. Gian-Luca would listen and advise and quote Millo, his methods, his rules at the Doric.

‘Sì, sì,’ she would say, as she nodded with approval. ‘I am glad to know what he feels about that — I am sure he is pleased with our macaroni factory.’

So now at last they had something in common, a ground upon which they could meet; the Casa Boselli, the Doric and Millo; Millo, the Doric, the Casa Boselli — and Gian-Luca, looking at her, would feel no resentment; indeed, he would think her a rather splendid figure with her hard eyes and clever, calculating brain that was more like a man’s than a woman’s.

No good telling Teresa that one sometimes felt lonely; she would only have stared and stared. ‘Nonna, I feel lonely!’ The childishness of it, for the smartest head-waiter at the Doric. For that was what he was, their smartest head-waiter — he had no doubt at all about that.

And Teresa knew it too: ‘You do well, Gian-Luca, I always knew you would do well.’

He would think: ‘One cannot have everything, it seems — and I have a great deal already.’ Aloud he would say: ‘We all prosper, Nonna; we all work hard and we prosper.’ And she would reply: ‘We work hard to grow rich. Never forget that your money, Gian-Luca, is the best friend you have, apart from yourself.’






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

1
 

The spring is perhaps the time of all others when the lonely most realize their loneliness; and this had always been the case with Gian-Luca — he felt terribly lonely in the spring. His desire for companionship had been growing of late, becoming a kind of craving; even Fabio and Teresa saw more of him now; he would hang about the shop in his time off from the Doric; or if they were too busy he would go to Nerone’s on the pretext of buying cigarettes. Schmidt had gone back to Switzerland, and Gian-Luca did not regret him. He hated Schmidt as one hates the creature who has helped one to gratify one’s lower instincts; unjust, perhaps, since but for those instincts there would be no occasion to hate. He might have made friends of his fellow head-waiters, Riccardo, the head of the large restaurant, or Giuliano, who had charge of the grill-room. But he felt that they were jealous, as indeed they were, of the favour he stood in with Millo; and this knowledge made him stiff and a little awkward with them, while they on their part always eyed him with suspicion, as one who was waiting to jump into their shoes. Geppe, Gian-Luca could not endure, and besides he was more than four years his junior; Geppe, who was always asking him for money in order to run after girls. He still feared Berta with her flashing brown eyes, her temperamental moods and her affectations. He felt that Berta would have liked him to propose, and he thought her extremely unattractive. ‘It is strange,’ he would think, ‘that I have so few friends.’ And then he would wonder if the fault lay in himself, and this thought would make him unhappy.

But the spring that was thrusting the sap along the branches and filling the parks with flowers and lovers, and making Teresa’s old heart feel young because of her new macaroni factory — the spring brought Maddalena to the Doric; and chance or the spring, both impulsive and freakish, took Gian-Luca down to the still-room one morning, and there he saw Maddalena.

Maddalena was standing by a mound of golden butter, with the large wooden pats just raised in her hands. She was looking towards the little square opening through which the waiters gave their orders. The still-room had the kindly innocent smell of butter and milk and fresh bread. On a table in a corner stood a huge bowl of salad, green and glistening with sunshine and water, and over by the fireplace a girl was grinding coffee; she was humming under her breath. There were several other young girls in the room, they were dressed in white and wore large white caps. A sense of cleanliness and youth hung about them, as about the cool little room itself; a sense of peace, pleasant, homely peace after the noise of the restaurant, and the hellish heat of the kitchens.

Maddalena was tall, strong-limbed and full-breasted; her face was oval and pale. Either side of her face curved her dark brown hair, covering her little ears. Her eyes were large and indulgent and soft, like the eyes of a mothering doe; and as she stood there in a patch of sunlight, she turned them full on Gian-Luca. There was nothing inviting in that gaze of hers, only it seemed to question; and his eyes questioned back — yet neither of them knew at that moment what they were asking.

Then he smiled. ‘Buon giorno,’ he said politely, ‘you are new to the Doric, is it not so?’

‘I came yesterday,’ she told him, but she did not smile; ‘I have taken Maria’s place.’

He considered her a moment: ‘Oh, yes, the Maria — was she a friend of yours?’

‘No, a friend of my aunt’s; I have just come from Rome — I have not got friends in England.’ And then because she was feeling home-sick: ‘Are you an Italian too? You speak our language as though you were — all the girls in the still-room are French except me.’

‘I do not know what I am—’ he said gravely, ‘but I feel just like an Italian.’ He was thinking: ‘She is terribly home-sick, poor creature, they are always like that just at first.’ Aloud, he went on kindly: ‘You will like your work here; we all like our work at the Doric.’ Then he gave an order to one of the maids and hurried upstairs to the restaurant.

Once or twice that afternoon he remembered Maddalena, and the next day he went back to see her; it was easy enough to visit the still-room on some slight pretext or another. The week that followed found him constantly there, whenever he could get the chance, in fact.

‘She is home-sick, poor soul,’ he would say to himself; ‘I am sure she is terribly home-sick.’

They spoke seldom; she seemed to be always patting butter, turning it into little rolls. Her large, competent hands held the pats very deftly. He liked to see her there by the clean, golden butter; the sight of her filled a void that was in him, she gave him a feeling of home.

Then one afternoon between luncheon and dinner, he met her crossing the street. On a sudden impulse he turned and walked beside her.

‘Will you not come into the park?’ he suggested. ‘It is cool there under the trees.’

‘Thank you,’ she said simply; ‘are you going to the park?’ He smiled and said: ‘I am, if you are.’

They walked on in silence for quite a long time, then he found an empty seat and they rested. He noticed that Maddalena wore black and supposed that she must be in mourning.

‘You come from Rome?’ he inquired with interest.

She nodded. ‘Yes, I come from Rome. I am very homesick in England, signore; are you not home-sick too?’

And suddenly he knew that he was very home-sick, that he had been for years and years. He was home-sick for some place a long way away — much farther away than Rome. But he said:

‘As for me, I was born here in London, so what right have I to be home-sick?’

‘You have a look in your eyes—’ she told him, then flushed, for she felt that she was being over-bold.

Gian-Luca turned, the better to see her; she filled him with a sense of peace; the curve of her bosom was kind and maternal. Her beauty was that of a vine-clad arbour, an arbour heavy with purple grapes, where a man might rest after toil.

‘May I not know your name?’ he said gently; ‘I would like to know what I may call you.’

‘My name is Maddalena Trevi,’ she told him.

‘And I am Gian-Luca,’ he replied very gravely; ‘Gian-Luca — just that, nothing else.’

He saw that she did not understand him, and his heart felt lonely and aggrieved. He wanted her to ask him about himself, to ask him why he was just Gian-Luca. For he knew that the telling would come as a balm, because he would be telling Maddalena. But her gentle brown eyes were on his face and he suddenly felt ashamed; ashamed of the impulse that possessed him so strongly to make this girl share his troubles.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ he said quickly, as though she might read his thoughts.

Then she told him all that there was to tell; speaking quietly, trying to remember back along the years of her innocent life — as though he had a right to know. She was twenty-six, and had lost both her parents within a year of each other. Her father had died only eight weeks ago; he had kept a small trattoria. She was quite alone now except for distant cousins, and her Aunt Ottavia who lived in London. Aunt Ottavia lived in ‘Little Italy’, and here Maddalena smiled at Gian-Luca. ‘But it is not little at all,’ she said; ‘it is large and gloomy and very full of people — Italians who do not seem quite like Italians — nor is it the least like home.’ Aunt Ottavia let out her house in lodgings, and Maddalena must pay for her room — but Aunt Ottavia was kind, and asked little, later on she would pay her more. Maddalena was missing the big Campagna, where the sheep all wore little bells; and the sunshine and the hills, and the trattoria, which had been on the road to Domine Quo Vadis, where Our Lord had left His Footprint in the marble. Did not Gian-Luca think it gracious of Our Lord to leave us His sacred Footprint? There had been a good priest there, Father Battista, whom she had known ever since she was a child. She missed him, he had been such a kind, merry father — sometimes she had taken him a flask of Chianti, or a basket of oranges from her garden, or a loaf of home-made focaccia.

He had come to see her off at the station, and had warned her that most English people were not Christians, they were Protestants he had told her sadly, and had begged her to go to Mass every day. When she had been a girl of seventeen she had kissed a boy called Rubino — he had courted her for the space of a summer, and then he had gone to his military service. When he had come back he was changed, he was impudent, and Maddalena had not loved him any more. The grapes in the vineyards along the Via Appia had been unusually fine last year; the peasants had earned a great deal of money, but her father’s mule had gone suddenly lame — a large white mule whose name was Umberto — a mule with a temper, and a passion for grapes — he would steal the grapes out of their baskets.

Gian-Luca listened with a little smile, while she told of these simple things. Of the faith that believed in that Footprint in stone, of the priest who ate oranges grown in her garden, of the tinkling sheep bells across the Campagna, of the mule who stole grapes and whose name was Umberto. And while she talked thus, she seemed very childish, and made Gian-Luca, nearly three years her junior, feel terribly cynical and old. But when he looked at her he felt very young, for her face was the face of a mother of men.

‘I would like to know Aunt Ottavia,’ he told her, ‘for I want you and me to be friends.’

She smiled. ‘I will give you her name and address.’

He wrote it down in his notebook. ‘My grandmother will be glad to know her, too,’ he went on; ‘I will surely see that they meet, and then I can take you out sometimes — we might go into the country when we get our day off — I will try to arrange that we get it together.’

She said: ‘I should like to go into the country, I should like to see fields and trees.’

‘I hope you will like to see them with me,’ he smiled.

She answered: ‘Yes, I shall like that, too.’

He glanced at his watch. ‘We must go,’ he said reluctantly; ‘to-morrow we will come here again. It is good in our life to get plenty of air — and you are so new to our life.’ She appeared to consider this for a moment, looking thoughtfully into his face; then she nodded, as though what she saw there reassured her. ‘That is as you will, signore.’

2
 

Gian-Luca’s courtship of Maddalena was tranquil and quite without pain, for this was not loving as he had loved the Padrona, but a gentle, kindly and grateful emotion, soothing rather than stimulating — for the rest, it was being loved. He made the acquaintance of Aunt Ottavia whose house was in Colbdath Square, and she in her turn went to call on Teresa, and was properly impressed by the salumeria, and properly respectful to its mistress. Teresa invited Maddalena to tea, and inspected her not unkindly. Old Compton Street getting wind of the event, in came Rosa, Nerone and Rocca. Presently Mario came in as well; and Maddalena, who was not yet affianced, blushed and smiled shyly beneath all those eyes, and prayed that the Virgin would tell her what to say, so that she might make a good impression.

Then Gian-Luca went to see Millo in his office and asked for an extra day’s leave; he also asked that a girl in the still-room should be granted a holiday as well.

Millo smiled faintly: ‘What is this, Gian-Luca? And who is this girl from the still-room?’

‘Maddalena Trevi,’ Gian-Luca told him; ‘I wish to make her my wife.’

‘I see. And so you are going to get married?’

‘If she will have me, signore.’

Millo looked into Gian-Luca’s face and noted the lines round his eyes — other things, too, he noted in that face.

‘It is time you got married,’ he told him with decision; ‘and I hope it may mean that you are going to settle down.’

‘What else can it mean, signore?’ said Gian-Luca.

3
 

Gian-Luca took Maddalena to Hadley Woods — they are very lovely in June. Fabio had made up a luncheon basket, and as Gian-Luca carried it he smiled, remembering a day at Kew Gardens. Maddalena had dressed herself all in white, something had made her discard black that morning. She walked by Gian-Luca, very stately and tall, a true daughter of Rome the eternally fruitful — even so had her young virgins walked by their lovers for more than two thousand years.

They sat down together under the beech trees, and he lifted her hand and kissed it. ‘Your hand is full of happiness,’ he said, ‘will it spare a little for me?’

‘Whatever it holds is yours,’ she told him, ‘all that it holds, I give.’

‘And yet I have not been a good man,’ he said slowly, ‘not as you understand goodness.’

‘I do not know what you have been,’ she answered; ‘I only know what you are.’

‘And that is enough for you, Maddalena?’

She smiled: ‘It is more than enough.’

Then he said: ‘I have no name to offer my wife, I was born in what men call sin.’

‘If you are the fruit of sin,’ she said softly, ‘how great must be God’s forgiveness.’

‘Will you marry a man without a name?’ he persisted. She said: ‘I will marry you. No name in the world has ever sounded so sweet to me as your name — Gian-Luca.’ Then he took her in his arms and kissed her on the mouth — but gently, for she did not stir his passion. And she kissed him back with slow, lingering kisses, as though she were groping for the soul of this man, with her tender, virginal lips. Presently she pressed his head down on her bosom and rocked him with her arms about his shoulders.

‘You who have suffered so much,’ she whispered; ‘you who have suffered so much—’

‘No one has ever loved me before,’ he told her; and there was joy in his voice. ‘I am glad that no one has loved me before — that you should be the first, Maddalena.’

‘Yes,’ she answered, ‘for that is surely as it should be.’ And now she was stroking his hair. ‘Because of that, beloved, the others do not count: I have washed them away with my love.’

He said: ‘Why are you so good to me, my woman?’

And at that she laughed to herself. ‘If I told you, how could you understand — you who are so much a man?’ They got up and wandered together through the woods, arm-in-arm like the other lovers; and Maddalena welcomed their presence — for although he was wishing that the woods might be empty, she saw those lovers through the eyes of her love, and beheld much glory about them.

Presently he said: ‘These wide, green glades — they always make me feel strange; they make me feel as though I had come home — that is queer in a man like me—’

She pressed his arm. ‘But you have come home, amore — you have come home to Maddalena. Wherever we two are together that is home.’

‘Yes — it must be so—’ he murmured. His eyes were searching the long, cool shadows, green because of their trees; the turf and the rustle of last year’s leaves made him want to take off his shoes— ‘Let us get married very soon,’ he said, as though his words were an answer to something. ‘Since you will take me as I am, diletta, let us get married very soon.’

‘As soon as you wish, we will marry,’ she agreed. ‘Why should we wait any longer?’

He withdrew his gaze from those long, cool shadows and let it rest on her face, and suddenly he wished to tell her of his childhood, knowing that she would understand.

‘You are my woman — all my woman,’ he repeated, ‘and so I can tell you all. I have never had anyone to talk to like this — no one who cared to listen.’

While he talked she saw him less as a man than as a lonely little boy; and all her motherhood stretched out its arms, so that she could not speak for tears — so great was the heart within her. And something of her motherhood touched him, too, and he walked with her holding her hand.

He said: ‘It is strange, but I think my mother must have been just like you Maddalena.’

They ate little of the meal that Fabio had prepared, and after a while it was evening. The voices of the other lovers came softly out of the dusk towards them. A large, yellow moon climbed up over the woods, and hung there opposite the sunset.

‘Look!’ said Gian-Luca, and his eyes were wide with the beauty and mystery of it, But Maddalena’s eyes were on him, seeing all mystery and beauty in his face, the beginnings and the noon-tides and the endings of all days — for such is the love of woman.
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Maddalena took him down to the Italian church — St. Peter’s in Hatton Garden. And there he must talk with old Father Antonio, Aunt Ottavia’s confessor. For to please Maddalena, Gian-Luca had consented in the end to be married in a church. ‘I would have a blessing on our love,’ she had said. And because of the gratitude he felt towards her, he had been unwilling to grieve her. He had told her that he did not believe in God, and at that she had only smiled. ‘You may not believe in Him yet,’ she had said, ‘but remember that He believes in you.’

‘A man should believe in himself,’ he had replied; ‘he should not be dependent on his God.’

Gian-Luca had not disliked Father Antonio, a kindly old fellow, with very blue eyes, who on his part had not disliked Gian-Luca, in spite of the latter’s lack of faith. Father Antonio was a fisher of men, and he sometimes cast his net in strange waters. ‘One never knows whom one may catch,’ he would argue; ‘it is always worth taking a risk.’ And so, when Gian-Luca had faithfully promised that his children should be given to the care of Mother Church, Father Antonio had consented to the marriage being performed at St. Peter’s. Aunt Ottavia got very voluble and busy.

‘I will go and light candles at once,’ she told Gian-Luca; ‘I will go and light candles for my nephew’s conversion; I will also make a Novena to Saint Joseph.’
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Maddalena would have liked them to live with Aunt Ottavia, who was willing to turn out all her lodgers, and to let Maddalena their rooms. But a closer acquaintance with Coldbath Square, and with Aunt Ottavia, kind though she was, had decided Gian-Luca against this plan. For Coldbath Square was anything but clean, in spite of its hopeful name; and as for Aunt Ottavia, she never stopped talking; failing an audience she would talk to herself, Gian-Luca had heard her at it. Aunt Ottavia was all blacks and whites like a magpie, and quite as voluble, it seemed. She was piously shrewd and shrewdly pious, she gave, as a rule, that she might receive. She contributed nothing to St. Anthony’s Bread, for she liked to have something to show for her pennies, and this being so she would buy little candles. Three penny candles she would burn to the saint, and then proceed to tax his patience to the utmost by a long recital of her needs. She liked Gian-Luca and thought Maddalena lucky — a girl without a dot to secure so fine a husband! Yes, indeed, Maddalena was lucky!

Aunt Ottavia knew life, very thoroughly she knew it — for the most part it only made her laugh. She had come from a village in far-off Liguria, and there she had known what it was to be married to a cobbler who had liked to get drunk. He had been very funny on certain occasions, and had tried to lay her across his knees so that he might beat her with a newly-soled slipper; but as she had been agile and quick as a squirrel, he had fortunately never succeeded. Now she would laugh when she told of Pietrino; she would say: ‘He was a kind man, he did it out of love — they are funny, these men, they have their little fancies.’ And then she would cross herself, remembering that he was dead, and would mutter a prayer for his soul.

Gian-Luca took the basement and the ground floor of a house that he had found in Millman Street. It was not too far from the church for Maddalena, and the Russell Square tube was convenient for him. Maddalena was pleased at the thought of having her own kitchen, for she happened to be an expert cook.

Fabio insisted on helping to furnish this new abode for his grandson. ‘Ma sì,’ he said firmly, when Gian-Luca demurred, ‘I will do at least this much for Olga.’ Aunt Ottavia, who always pretended to be poor, was evidently not quite so poor as she pretended, for she purchased a huge sideboard in the Tottenham Court Road — it had carving and a kind of overmantel. Rocca and his signora sent a silver-plated bread scoop, engraved with maiden-hair fern. Nerone broke all records and cashed a good-sized cheque; from him arrived a splendid parlour clock. Rosa bought two double sheets, and these she embroidered with a couple of large hearts entwined with flowers; she offered them with many words of love from her and Mario, and hopes that they would grace the bridal bed. The Padrone and Padrona of the Capo sent a cream-jug — solid silver with a suitable inscription. The Padrone said: ‘I will not be outdone by that man, Millo, I send this for the honour of my Capo.’ But Millo, as it happened, gave a cheque for fifteen pounds — hard lines, for the Padrone could not well take back his cream-jug.
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Gian-Luca and Maddalena were married in July at St. Peter’s, the Italian church; that queer old lump of Italy dumped down in Hatton Garden, its frescoes blurred and peeling from the horrid English climate, its heart grown chill from many English winters. As Gian-Luca was outside the flock, the Mass, perforce, was short, but everyone was there except Teresa. Teresa would not put her foot inside a Christian church, so Fabio went alone in a very tight black coat, and he it was who gave away the bride.

The Padrone, the Padrona, Millo and old Nerone, Rocca, Signora Rocca, Aunt Ottavia, Rosa, Mario, Berta, and the inquisitive Geppe, they all sat or knelt or stood along the dingy pews. And from Putney came the little Librarian with his wife — very strange they felt and awkward in the dim old Popish church, very anxious, too, to show all due respect. Maddalena, pale and lovely in her simple wedding dress, stood serene and undisturbed beside Gian-Luca. Her eyes were large and placid with the faith she had in God, and she prayed that He would grant her many children. Gian-Luca did not pray because he found no words, nor did he know of anyone to pray to. But he looked at Maddalena and his heart knew gratitude, and when he knelt, he knelt to Maddalena. So the two of them were married, while Rosa wept and wept, and Mario coughed and blew his nose to stop himself from weeping. In a pew beside his daughter Nerone scraped his wooden leg; while Rocca in the next pew puffed his chest to show his medals. Geppe’s eyes bulged with excitement, and Berta lay back weakly in order to proclaim her broken heart. But Fabio, near the altar, wished Teresa had been there, and then put up a little prayer for Olga.
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The service being over, Millo went back to the Doric, the Padrone and Padrona to the Capo. The Librarian and his wife had gently disappeared — but the rest of them all hurried off to Fabio’s shop, where Teresa had prepared the wedding breakfast. A magnificent repast it was, quite worthy of the house, of the celebrated Casa Boselli. There was much Asti Spumante, and it went to Mario’s head — he made reminiscent love to patient Rosa. Rocca drank so many toasts to the army and the bride that Signora Rocca had to interfere; Aunt Ottavia, very merry, as she always was with men, asked Nerone how he got his wooden leg. But Nerone was invariably sulky in his cups, and, moreover, he was thinking of that clock, so instead of being gallant to the little Aunt Ottavia, he stuffed his mouth with food and would not tell her.

They feasted, they made speeches, they sang patriotic songs: ‘Avanti Bersagliere!’ carolled Rocca with emotion, ‘Avanti-vanti-vanti-Bersagliere!’ Only the bride and bridegroom were shy and rather silent, not doing proper justice to their food. And presently the time came when the bride must change her dress, while the bridegroom waited for her in the hall. Young Geppe fetched a taxi, into which the victims hurried amid a shower of rice and confetti. They would go straight home to Millman Street; there would be no honeymoon, for Gian-Luca had not wished to worry Millo.

As they drove he leant towards her: ‘You do not mind, my Maddalena? You do not mind about our honeymoon?’

She was silent for a moment and her eyes were rather wistful, but she said: ‘I am contented. Let it be just as you wish — so long as you are happy, amore—’






  








CHAPTER FOUR
 

1
 

For the first time in his life Gian-Luca knew what it meant to have a home; for home is a place in which we are wanted, in which there is someone to whom we matter more than anything else on earth. Of such an one’s love are the four walls created — but to cover them with garlands we ourselves must love. Maddalena had built the walls that were home, and Gian-Luca rejoiced exceedingly; nor did he perceive in his first flush of pleasure that the walls she had built were bare. He would look at his wife very gratefully and gently; at her quiet beauty, her gracious body, her eyes of a mothering doe. He would think:

‘Yes, I love this woman I have married — she loves me so much, and love begets love — a man could not well help loving Maddalena.’

And feeling his thoughtful gaze upon her, she would look up and meet his eyes; she would go to him, stroking and fondling his hair.

‘Amore,’ she would murmur, ‘are you really happy?’

‘Do I not love you?’ he would answer, smiling.

Then Maddalena would be silent.

To the simple of the earth there comes deep wisdom; Maddalena was one of the simple of the earth and so she was very wise, and in her wisdom she read her man’s heart, and she knew that he did not love her. But something else also Maddalena knew, and that was that he thought that he loved her, that he earnestly desired to think that he loved her, from an instinct of gratitude.

He said to her one day: ‘I love you far more than when I married you, sweetheart — it must be because you love me so much; all my life I have wanted someone to love me — please go on loving me, Maddalena.’

He would often say artless things like this, trusting her to understand; overjoyed at having someone to whom he could speak freely — indulging himself in the blessed relief of putting his thoughts into words. She reassured him as though he were a child who might be afraid of the dark.

‘You are all folded up in my love, Gian-Luca; you need never be afraid any more.’

And he wondered how she knew that he had been so much afraid, afraid of being alone.

No man could have been more kindly than he was during that first placid year of their marriage; he trusted her implicitly and would bring her all his money, asking her to keep what was needed for the house, and then to put what remained in the bank. She knew that he was saving from motives of ambition, trying to amass a little capital towards the day when he should start a restaurant of his own.

‘Money is a man’s best friend,’ he would tell her very often, unconsciously quoting Teresa. And sometimes he would add: ‘That is, next to himself.’

To please him Maddalena would go from shop to shop, bargaining, arguing, disputing. Consulting the penurious Aunt Ottavia as to where two sparrows might be bought for a farthing; rejoicing in his trust and his obvious contentment, caring very little for what she scraped and saved so long as she pleased Gian-Luca. There were times, however, when, sitting alone, Maddalena would look into her heart, and would know that even in their hours of passion, she never for one moment held the soul of this man. Her own soul leapt out to sanctify their kisses, but his remained cold and aloof, and gradually into her patient brown eyes there was creeping a look of resignation. Yet he clung to her, fearfully, desperately almost, for now less than ever could he bear solitude. If he found her from home in the afternoon, he would stand by the door, staring up and down the street, or perhaps he would hurry round to Aunt Ottavia.

‘Where is Maddalena?’ he would ask anxiously; ‘she has gone out and left no message.’

When Maddalena came back he would be sure to reproach her. ‘I have been here for a good half-hour,’ he would grumble; ‘I hate to find the house empty like this; why cannot you do your shopping in the morning?’

So she ended by never going out at all when he might be expected home from the Doric. She would sit in the window and watch for his coming — he had said that he liked to see her at the window. Yet sometimes she sat at the window in vain, for he would not come home between luncheon and dinner. He might have elected to go and see Fabio, or to potter about Charing Cross Road in search of a second-hand book; or perhaps he would have gone to visit the Padrona, for whom he now felt not the slightest attraction, but who, woman-like, regretted this fact, which secretly amused Gian-Luca. He would have to go hurrying back to the Doric with never a word to Maddalena; and if he was taking late duty at the restaurant, it might be two o’clock in the morning, or after, before he got home to bed. Maddalena would probably be fast asleep, and this would make him feel lonely — his legs might be aching from the long hours of standing; he would grumble to himself until she woke up, and then ask her to rub his legs. While she rubbed he liked to talk about the clients, about all the little happenings of the day. He would tell her in confidence things overheard, careful always to withhold the names, but criticizing freely and laughing a good deal, as though his clients amused him.

‘They are funny,’ he would say, ‘they forget that their waiter has eyes and ears in his head. Millo hates eyes and ears except for his orders — so do I for that matter, in my under-waiters. But what can we do? They get mellow with food, and then they confide in each other!’ Then he would pause as though considering his clients, and presently he would go on: ‘I have one or two favourites whom it pleases me to humour — they do not tip particularly well, but they know how to order a dinner. For the rest, I serve them all, but I do not really like them, and they do not really like me. I am just a machine; if I broke down they would miss me, but only for a little while until they got another. I talk to them, they answer; I smile and they smile — and meanwhile, my Maddalena, I prosper. In spite of the fact that I have not got a name, I shall one day be famous as Millo is famous; and these greedy children whom I do not really like, they it is who shall make me famous. And after all, why should they not be greedy, and a little impatient, too, since they pay? It is often amusing to be a head-waiter; one orders and is ordered. I say: ‘Go there, Alano!’ And Alano goes. They say: ‘Come here, Gian-Luca!’ And Gian-Luca comes. One moment I am the master of Alano, the next I am the slave of a duke; but if he only knew it my duke is the slave — I make him a slave to his stomach!’

He would go on talking happily while Maddalena rubbed, but after a time he would remember his legs — legs are very important to a waiter. ‘Not there!’ he would say, ‘rub lower down, mia donna, rub just here where my ankle is swollen — that is better — and now you might rub the other ankle.’ Perhaps she would look tired, as very well she might and then his conscience would smite him. ‘Poverina,’ he would murmur, ‘I have kept you awake — I will try to come in very quietly to-morrow, you will see, I will creep in like a mouse.’ Yet although he intended to creep in like a mouse, he always managed to wake her. A hair-brush would drop or perhaps he would cough, and then there would be the electric light. Once she was awake it seemed natural to talk, Maddalena was an excellent listener; he had never had such a fine listener before, one to whom everything he said or did mattered. But long after Gian-Luca had talked himself to sleep, his wife would lie awake thinking. She would worry a little because of the English whom he served and flattered while secretly despising them. She would wonder if he bore them a grudge in his heart because of his long-ago schooldays, those days when they had taunted him and left him out of things — he had told her about those days.

‘But no,’ she would think, ‘he cannot be so childish — it is only that we Latins feel differently, think differently; they are good, we are good, but our goodness is different, we find it very hard to draw together.’

And then she would remember that Gian-Luca was English — English in the eyes of the law, and her simple, honest mind would grow puzzled and troubled, knowing that he owed so much to this England, that in fact they all owed so much.
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She prayed a great deal, because Gian-Luca would not pray, so that she had to pray for them both; and her prayers, unlike Teresa’s had once been, were quiet and utterly trustful. If she prayed very often that Gian-Luca might love God, she prayed still more often that he might love Maddalena; and doubtless her God who was one with His creature, listened and understood.

She felt very sure of the friendship of her Maker, and would tell Him about all sorts of everyday things. For instance she told Him how much it grieved her that she could not more often prepare her man’s food. Gian-Luca had nearly all his meals at the Doric, and Maddalena longed to cook what he ate herself, to spend hours downstairs in her spotless kitchen making his favourite dishes. He was young and hungry, he liked good things to eat, his wife knew quite well what he liked. Fritto misto he liked, and ravioli, and her father had said that no woman in Rome could make ravioli as she could. When Gian-Luca had his day off once a month, then it was that Maddalena got her chance; she would plan the meals for that day a week ahead, but when the time came she herself could eat nothing for the joy of seeing him eating. He would settle down to be greedy like a schoolboy, praising her cooking between mouthfuls.

‘Give me some more!’ he would order, laughing. ‘Millo and all his chefs can go to the devil when my Maddalena turns cook!’

Getting up she would eagerly serve her husband; and he, whose whole life was spent in serving others, would find it pleasant and rather amusing to be served in his turn by Maddalena. He would play with her, suddenly thumping the table in order to make her jump.

‘Come along, waiter! I am starving!’ he would thunder; ‘send me the maître d’hotel!’ And then he would grumble to a mythical Gian-Luca: ‘Look here, Gian-Luca, what’s the matter to-day? I’ve been waiting three minutes for that partridge!’

They would laugh, and in the middle of their laughter he would kiss her, and say that never was there such a waiter and such a splendid chef rolled into one as his wonderful Maddalena. After their dinner they would go for an airing; Maddalena loved Kensington Gardens. They would jump into a taxi on that one day a month, and be driven as far as the Serpentine Bridge; from there they would stroll through the gardens arm-in-arm, Maddalena watching the children. If it was wet he would go to his bookcase and get a volume of Doria’s poems; he would read Maddalena the ‘Gioia della Luce,’ she not understanding a word. He might look up and see her bewildered face, but still he would go on reading, not to please her but to please himself — for the joy he took in the rhythm. When he had finished he would probably relent and read her some simple poem, or to please her, the Latin hymn she loved best — the beautiful ‘Te lucis ante terminum’ from the quiet service of Compline. His voice would grow solemn and very sweet because he adored the sound of the Latin, not because he was moved by the meaning of the words....

She would think that he looked like some mediaeval saint, so aesthetic were the hands that held the prayer-book, so thoughtful the line of his brow. But then he would laugh as he shut up the book.

‘Well, there you are, piccina,’ he would say, ‘it is lovely because the language is lovely, but it is not the “Gioia della Luce.”’
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Everyone was anxious to be kind to Maddalena, and yet Maddalena was lonely. It was almost as though Gian-Luca’s loneliness in leaving him had found harbourage in her, as though she had drawn it into herself, so that now she must bear it for him. Rosa came very often to see her and would talk of the infant Gian-Luca, telling of the time when he clung to her breast, telling of the day when he first said ‘Nonno’, and this made Maddalena feel lonelier than ever. Rosa was very maternal that autumn, for her Geppe had gone to do his military service; all the way to Italy he had gone — Geppe, who had seldom even been out of London. In the end he had actually wanted to go, glad of anything for the sake of a change, but Rosa was anxious because of those hands of his, which so easily blistered. The life would be hard, they might set him to digging, they might teach him how to dig trenches — two years he must serve in an infantry regiment. Poor Geppe, the life would be hard. Berta, whose heart had been caught on the rebound, wished to marry a young man called Albert Cole, the commercial traveller whom Geppe had once met and had longed to emulate. Nerone had disliked Albert Cole at sight — he had the misfortune to be English — Nerone was rude whenever he called, so Berta had decided to marry him at once; they were going to be married next month. And here Rosa’s eyes welled over with tears, for Cole called himself an agnostic.

‘I do not know what that means,’ she said helplessly. ‘It cannot be anything to do with Saint Agnes, for he does not believe in the saints, and my Berta wishes to give up her Church; they will marry at a register office.’

Berta said terrible things, it seemed — things connected with babies. They had made such a painful impression on Rosa that she knew most of them by heart. ‘Me and Bert aren’t going to be bothered with children, we know a thing or two, me and Bert!’ That was one of the statements — oh, yes, but there were others — Rosa actually blushed while she told them, she could not even look at Maddalena.

And then there was Nerone who had suddenly grown home-sick, talking of nothing but Italy ever since his grandson’s departure. ‘I am old,’ he would mutter; ‘I feel I must go home. All my life I have saved in order to go home — I feel that the moment has arrived.’

Rosa expected him to sell up his business, which, however, he put off doing. From week to week he would put it off — they none of them knew where they were.

‘He is so moody and queer,’ complained Rosa. ‘When Mario and I think he means to see about it, he will suddenly run off and start counting his money, and then he will come back to us shaking his head. He will say, “No, not yet, just a month or two longer — a few more little shillings must go home to Siena before their old papa can join them.”’

Maddalena would listen and sympathize because Rosa had given her milk to Gian-Luca. She did not like Nerone or Geppe or Berta, but since they belonged to Gian-Luca’s foster-mother she felt that they somehow belonged to her.

Fabio always made Maddalena welcome; he approved of the quiet young wife. The Signora Rocca was also quite friendly and would often invite herself to tea. But with her Maddalena found little in common; the Signora Rocca talked only of religion, a religion so alien to that of Maddalena as to form a kind of barrier between them. Perhaps the signora was conscious of this fact, for she sent Maddalena many hot little pamphlets regarding the climatic conditions in hell, and a good few on purgatorial fires.

The Padrona of the Capo would patronize; she would give much advice regarding Gian-Luca, and this with a gentleness hard to resent. ‘As an old married woman—’ she would usually begin, and then she would patronize.

The girls that Maddalena had known in the still-room were fond of coming to see her. ‘Bon Dieu! It is you who are lucky—’ they would say, ‘to be married to Monsieur Boselli!’

They were all just a little in love with Gian-Luca, but they genuinely liked his wife. They were light-hearted creatures who were always laughing, and they teased Maddalena for being so solemn, and because of her funny, broken English. In the end she would have to laugh with them and be merry, for their youth and good spirits were infectious.

There were plenty of people who were glad to know her, to take her into their lives, and yet only one person in all the world who counted — that was how it was with Maddalena. Ah, but some day soon there would be another — surely there must be another? He would be very small and have strange, light eyes, and his hair when it grew would be ashen blond, and his name would be just Gian-Luca. A great welcome was always awaiting this other. A great welcome? Why, all the mothers of the ages were waiting in the mothering soul of Maddalena, crying out love within her.

‘I shall never be lonely any more,’ she would think; ‘all day I can care for and play with the child, and then he will sit with me by the window, watching for his father, who will surely love me when I have given him a son.’

Once she spoke of these things to Gian-Luca, scanning his face for a light in his eyes — a light that did not come.

‘Ma sì,’ he smiled kindly, ‘you shall tell me when it is so — for the rest, we are surely very well as we are. Children are a great expense, my Maddalena; now if Mario had not had Berta and Geppe he would certainly have felt more free to make his way — he might have left the Capo before he was too old.’

And Maddalena wondered exceedingly. Did not they spring from a race who loved children? A race of eager, imperative fathers? And then, with a little sinking of the heart, she suddenly remembered that Gian-Luca was different — that Gian-Luca had never known a father.
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She missed her own father very much these days, and sometimes she would go to see the old priest, for the sake of calling him ‘Father’. All kindness and tolerance was Father Antonio, whose placid blue eyes could see into the heart — they had seen into so many hearts in their time that now they looked just a little sad. She never told him about her troubles, indeed, they were difficult to put into words; she and he would just sit there and talk of quiet things, like the flowers to be placed on the altar next Easter, or the picture of a saint that was said to bring healing, or the vineyards along the Via Appia. Father Antonio knew Rome very well, although he himself was a Tuscan, and while they talked thus, their faces would grow wistful; he would be thinking of the hills near Florence, and she of the friendly, wide Campagna, where all the sheep wore little bells. These visits could never be very long, for Father Antonio was busy. His work lay among the bedraggled little flock who had given the name of their country to the district — its name but none of its charm!

When she left him Maddalena would go into the church where she and Gian-Luca had been married, and there she would pray to the kindly Madonna who stood just inside the doorway. The Madonna had set her small Son on His feet, she had told Him to stretch out His arms; and in case He should fall — for He was so little — she supported Him gently with her hands. Maddalena would think that the Child looked very much as Gian-Luca must have looked when he too was a child, and then she would humbly beg God’s pardon, for this was an impious thought born of love, of her poor human love; yet somehow the Madonna always managed to comfort Maddalena.

After praying for a while she would get up slowly and trudge off to see Aunt Ottavia. Aunt Ottavia was not sympathetic these days; Maddalena was thankful that her husband had been firm when it came to taking those rooms. Indeed, she had grown to look on these visits as a species of self-imposed penance — Father Antonio imposed such small penances that Maddalena sometimes added a few.

Aunt Ottavia would say: ‘Well, and how is Gian-Luca?’ in a voice that she made rather stern.

She was cross with Gian-Luca because of all those candles. As much as five shillings had she spent on blessed candles, and still he remained a pagan. She would ask many searching and personal questions as one who had every right to know. Was there going to be a baby? Was he after other women? At what hour did he get home at night from his work? At what hour did he usually get up in the morning? Was he tidy or untidy? How often was he angry, and what sort of things made him angry? In conclusion she would say:

‘You are spoiling the creature, one has only to look at him to see it. He is vain, and like all men, of course he is selfish, and your foolishness makes him more selfish. Now I never spoilt that husband of mine; he certainly drank, and tried constantly to beat me, but for all that he knows well that I never spoilt him — he cannot blame me for his purgatory.’ One day she had suddenly laughed at her thoughts, a disconcerting habit of hers. ‘If Gian-Luca were mine,’ she had told Maddalena, ‘he would surely by now have come into the Church — I would surely have compelled him to come in by now, and I never had your beauty, Maddalena—’

‘How?’ Maddalena had inquired falteringly.

But at that Aunt Ottavia had laughed again. ‘If I told you you would only be shocked,’ she had said, ‘and so I prefer not to tell you.’
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The months slipped by in prosperity. The following summer Gian-Luca took his wife for three weeks’ holiday to Brighton; he had not wished to go too far afield, in case something should happen at the Doric in his absence. Nothing of any kind was likely to happen, but that was the way Gian-Luca took his work, he was always convinced that when his back was turned the prestige of his room would suffer. Millo had recently raised his wages, so that now he felt very well off; but this fact did not alter his way of living, the only difference that it made to Maddalena was that she had more money to put by.

The little band of exiles in Old Compton Street were feeling particularly satisfied with life; even Nerone, the least prosperous of them, had to admit that things were looking up. Geppe being abroad, he had engaged a young assistant who sold more tobacco than he stole, so Nerone continued to send home the shillings to breed little centesimi. Every evening he and Fabio played their game of dominoes — both of them peering hard at the dots because their eyesight was failing — and every evening Nerone told Fabio of his great home-sickness, his longing for Italy. He would soon be going back there, he said. But each morning would find him busy in the shop, and the business still unsold, because, in spite of that great home-sickness, that love of country and of all things Italian, there was still his love of the pretty silver shillings that bred little centesimi.

Berta was now living near Battersea Bridge, in a flat with her smart young husband; she came very seldom to see her mother, being much engaged with her friends. One fine day, however, Berta really could not come, nor was she prevented by social engagements — for God was not mocked, inasmuch as that Berta presented her husband with twins. Two lusty little daughters, both determined to live, came squealing into the world. Even Rosa was somewhat disconcerted, but Berta, after weeping over each of them in turn, and feeling a transitory aversion for Albert, decided that the world had much cause to applaud her, and proceeded to pose in the eyes of her neighbours as a kind of modern Cornelia.
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A year passed, then another. Maddalena was still childless, and her heart was heavy with dread. She knew now that even her love for Gian-Luca could not make up for the longing that was in her. She never confided her fears to her husband, held back by a painful pride; he did not particularly want her child, he had said that children cost money. Yet since she had no little son to love, she must perforce love Gian-Luca for two, so Maddalena loved him for the man that was in him, but also for the child that is in every man — she loved him as a wife and as a mother. There had always been this dual element in her love, but now something new had begun to creep in — a kind of grave desperation. Gian-Luca would sometimes force his mind from the Doric in order to consider her more closely; the gravity of her love had begun to oppress him, it made him feel in a vague, uneasy way that his wife was no longer happy.

‘What is the matter?’ he would think to himself; ‘am I not perfectly faithful to this woman? Do I not give her all?’

But Maddalena knew that he had never given all, and now in addition she feared that she might be childless; the little Gian-Luca who would make his father love her, held aloof and refused to be born. She tried to hide the ache in her heart from the world, yet everyone suspected it, it seemed.

‘You spoil him! You spoil him!’ chanted Aunt Ottavia; ‘you are making a perfect fool of the man!’

‘One should never let a husband feel too certain of one,’ smiled the wise, blue-eyed Padrona.

‘He was always a strange little boy—’ Rosa told her.

‘Always a strange, self-sufficient little boy; but at bottom he is all pure gold, the Gian-Luca. Do I not know it, who nursed him?’

To them all Maddalena would reply the same thing: ‘I have nothing to complain of in my husband.’

And Gian-Luca often said: ‘I have an excellent wife, I have nothing to complain of in my wife.’

Yet Maddalena had moments of sheer naked terror, when she fancied that they were drifting apart.

‘What shall I do if I lose him?’ she would think.

And then perhaps she would love him unwisely, so that even Gian-Luca who wanted to be loved would grow just a little impatient.

‘Ma no!’ he would say, ‘I have not got a headache, I am very well indeed, and my shoes are not wet. Now run away, sweetheart, and leave me in peace — I would like to read for an hour.’

But she could not leave him. She could not let him go even for an hour to his book. While he read she would sit there stroking his knee, wishing with all her heart that he were small, so that she might carry him in her arms. In the end he would have to shut up his book and give himself over to her loving; and when he had done this he would feel less a man, and she would know that he felt less a man, and the knowledge would be anguish to her. Then, with the sudden inconsequence of woman, she herself would feel helpless and small; she would long to burst out crying in his arms, so that he might pet her and comfort. But no tears were ever permitted to fall, because she was patient and strong. Patient as peasant women are patient who have long submitted themselves to their men, asking little in return; strong as those bygone Legions were strong, who had flung the straight, white roads across the world, and had trodden them unafraid. No, Maddalena’s eyes would be dry, but in her unhappiness she must needs push him from her — in the end she would have to let him go after all, till the pain of his nearness subsided.

‘But what is the matter?’ he would say, bewildered. ‘What have I done, Maddalena?’

And she would not dare to answer that question, lest in the answering she should become weak — weak and unable to shield him. Finally he would feel aggrieved and unhappy; angry, too, as the blind may feel angry, who stumble and hurt themselves in their blindness. He would go back to work with the uncomfortable conviction that he did not understand his wife, that he did not quite understand himself either. Surely he had all that he had longed for in the past? Companionship, love — oh, a great deal of love — as for children, well, perhaps they would come along later; at present he was very well pleased to be free from the tax they would be on his purse.

His work would be waiting, there would be much to do, a hundred little duties to perform; and gradually, as the evening wore on, his mind would be gathered back into the Doric. He would pass to and fro among the diners, the distinguished-looking men, the beautiful women — all feeling just a little more brilliant than usual because of the good food and wine. Like a general and his chief of staff, he and Roberto would hurry their waiters to the kitchens and cellars, to those vast armouries that contained all the weapons wherewith to slay lassitude and boredom. Back they would come, the neat, black-and-white army, very well equipped to slay lassitude and boredom; very well equipped to slay other things, too, such as a passing scruple. Gian-Luca would watch with experienced eyes for a self-controlled face to relax; he would listen for the subtle change in a voice, in a laugh, for the voices and laughter to mingle; he would know just how long a time should elapse between the popping of a cork and the coming of the miracle. If all went well in his octagon room he would feel a glow of satisfaction; he would feel a passing affection for his diners, who were doing him credit, and via him the Doric, forgetting that they looked upon him as a machine, or not caring if he remembered. And when he got home there would be Maddalena ready to wake up and talk; a placid and gentle Maddalena again, whose beauty was that of a vine-clad arbour where a man might rest after toil.

‘It was just a passing mood,’ he would think, ‘all women are like that, they have funny moods.’ And as like as not he would go to sleep happy, holding on to her hand.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
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Gian-Luca had been married for just three years when there came those mighty rumours of war in the July of 1914. Millo had expected an excellent season, but in June an Austrian archduke had been murdered — a grave, kindly man who deserved a better fate — and Millo had begun to feel uneasy. By the middle of July he felt still more uneasy, while to Old Compton Street came a wave of apprehension coupled with incredulous surprise.

‘It cannot mean war,’ said Teresa firmly, ‘the financiers of Europe will never allow it. Is not the world ruled by money?’

‘It cannot mean war,’ repeated Fabio weakly. ‘As you say, it cannot mean war.’

‘If it comes it will ruin us all—’ moaned Nerone; ‘but then the English are such a calm people, England would never go plunging into war.’ And at this thought he almost began to love England for breeding so calm a people.

‘If only I had Geppe home!’ fretted Rosa.

‘He will come, he will come!’ Mario told her cheerily. ‘Why should he not come, donna mia? This would not be Italy’s war.’

‘Who knows, if they once start fighting—’ she persisted; ‘I wish that our Geppe were home. Suppose I should never see him again—’

‘Dio! You women!’ snapped Mario.

Rocca said: ‘And so here is war at last, and it finds me a miserable butcher. All that I am fit for is to slice little goats, or to chop through the bones of a lamb!’

‘You talk rubbish,’ declared the Signora Rocca. ‘Who says there will be war?’

 

‘I do,’ replied her husband, ‘I, who once was a soldier.’ Then he swore a great oath, and his eyes filled with tears. ‘It is coming, it is coming, and I am too old — they will not allow me to fight.’

The Padrone of the Capo di Monte felt angry. ‘Has the whole world gone mad?’ he demanded. ‘What is the meaning of all this great fuss? And over a dog of an Austrian too! Why do I read in my morning paper that stocks and shares are falling to pieces? Here have I worked for these English for years, and now they will not protect me. What has happened, has England fallen asleep? Why cannot England do something?’

By July the 25th they were really alarmed, for the bourse in Vienna had closed. Three days later there was war between Austria and Servia, and two days after that they saw in their papers that Russia was mobilizing. But worse was to come, for by the end of July the banks all over England had closed their doors.

‘I cannot get a penny of my money,’ said Teresa, and her voice was deeply shocked and surprised. ‘Not a penny of my hard-earned money can I get — yet England is not at war.’ Disconcerting days for those who had lived so long in the most placid country on earth. They looked at each other with frightened eyes.

‘What can it mean?’ they kept on repeating.

England had stood to them all in the past less as a country than as bullion, and now the doors of her banks were closed — was she not quite so rich as they had imagined? Would she go bankrupt and all of them with her?’

‘What have I always said!’ stormed Nerone. ‘Madonna! I am glad that my money is not here, I am glad that in my wisdom I have sent it all home; it is I who have shown great foresight!’

There were new lines now on Teresa’s old face; she thought a great deal but spoke very little, for only she knew the exact amount that was owed by her firm to the bank. She had recently borrowed another small sum, just before the assassination — she had needed a more convenient counter and a range of larger glass cases. But her mouth was set in a hard, straight line, and her black eyes never wavered. When her shop was raided by people who feared that they might be asked to consume less food, Teresa stood firm as a rock in her cash-desk.

‘I will not take five-pound notes,’ she announced; ‘I accept only silver and gold, if you please.”

And they paid her in silver and gold if they had it — if they had not, then their motor-cars went away empty.

‘We will save the Casa Boselli,’ said Teresa. ‘If Europe has gone mad, we at least remain sane; we will save the Casa Boselli.’

And Fabio, very old and thoroughly frightened, nodded and answered, ‘Sì, sì.’ But his heart misgave him when he looked round the shop. Denuded it was, as though by the passing of an impious swarm of locusts. ‘Supposing we cannot renew our stock!’ he thought. ‘Supposing the transport is held up—’
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Gian-Luca was taking late service at the Doric when the news came that England had joined in the war; like lightning it spread from table to table, and people suddenly stopped eating. Millo, rather pale but perfectly composed, whispered a word to his band; there was silence for a moment, and then through the restaurant sounded the National Anthem. A strange, new meaning the hymn had that night. So simple and yet so poignant a meaning, that something leapt into Gian-Luca’s heart, a feeling of bitter resentment. The clients at his tables had forgotten their suppers, of one accord they stood up and sang.

‘They are singing because they have a country!’ thought Gian-Luca. And presently when the singing had ceased, he turned away from those people.

But in the large restaurant he ran into Riccardo, whose eyes were unusually bright. Riccardo’s perfect manner had completely left him, he appeared to forget that he was a head-waiter, and seizing Gian-Luca’s unwilling arm, he dragged him behind a screen.

‘Dio! It is here?’ exclaimed Riccardo. ‘If only our Italy comes in! Surely our country will fight against Austria? Think of it, amico, we have waited so long, and now at last we get our chance!’

Gian-Luca was silent, and this angered Riccardo. ‘Do you not feel for our country?’ he demanded.

‘It is not my country,’ said Gian-Luca sullenly. ‘I am told that it is not my country.’
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Maddalena was waiting up for her husband; she came into the hall when she heard his latch-key. They stared at each other in silence for a moment, then she put her arms round him and kissed him.

‘This is a terrible thing—’ said Maddalena; ‘a solemn and a terrible thing.’

‘Terrible perhaps, but splendid for those who may fight for the country they spring from, mia donna — if Italy comes into the war—’

‘Then Geppe will go,’ she said thinking of Rosa.

He laughed bitterly: ‘Già, then Geppe will go, and Riccardo who is still just young enough to fight, and Alano who is almost too young, and all the others — but not Gian-Luca; he will not be wanted, he may feel he is Italian, but who was his father? They will say: “You have not got a name, Gian-Luca, we are very much afraid that your mother became English, so as you are a bastard, you too became English.” Dio!’ he shouted, stamping like a child. ‘Dio! I almost hate the English!’

She surveyed him very sorrowfully for a moment, then she said: ‘This country has sheltered you, amore.’ And as she said it she felt afraid, realizing the meaning of her words.

‘No country has ever sheltered me,’ he retorted; ‘what I am I have made myself, Maddalena. I owe nothing to any man on earth but myself.’ Then all of a sudden he wanted to cry. ‘But I wish I were the little Alano—’ he muttered.

‘Italy may not come in,’ she consoled.

‘Oh, yes, she will surely come in,’ he told her. ‘There is something in my blood to-night that tells me that my people will fight — but it will not make any difference to me; I am English in the eyes of the law.’

‘But what if this England should need you?’ she faltered; and all her woman’s weakness urged her to silence, for nothing was steadfast at that moment but her soul.

Gian-Luca’s mouth grew arrogant and angry. ‘If England needs me she can fetch me,’ said Gian-Luca.
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Six weeks later Geppe managed to get home, his military service having come to an end. He swaggered into the shop one evening; he had not let them know of his prospective arrival.

‘Ah,’ said Nerone, ‘so you have returned!’ But he could not quite keep the excitement from his voice. ‘Rosa!’ he called, ‘here is someone to see us — a fine young soldier from home!’

Rosa came hurrying down the stairs. ‘Is it my Geppe?’ she almost screamed, and seeing that it was she burst into tears and wept in the arms of her son.

Geppe was very much what he had been, except that he now wore a miniature moustache and carried his shoulders better. His eyes were bloodshot from sun and wind, and his hands, which his mother examined anxiously, were covered with corns in the place of blisters; for the rest he was plump and still rather flabby in spite of two years in the army. But to Rosa, gazing at him through her tears, he seemed a thing of rare beauty.

Nerone said: ‘I will put up the shutters, and then we can talk in peace.’ And this from Nerone was a great concession, it meant that he welcomed his grandson home, that the hatchet was buried for the moment.

Geppe helped himself to a cigarette from an open box on the counter. ‘Italy will not come in,’ he announced, though so far no one had asked for his opinion.

However, Nerone paused for a moment in his task of putting up the shutters. ‘It is surely you who must know,’ he said agreeably, ‘since you are just from the army.’

The shop closed for the night, they retired to the room that was full of Nerone’s birds. Geppe promptly woke up the avadavats by puffing smoke into their cage.

‘I think I will go and fetch Fabio,’ remarked Nerone; ‘also Rocca may like to come round.’

Alone with her son, Rosa stroked his large hand. ‘Mio bimbo—’ she murmured. ‘Mio bimbo.’

‘Where is papa?’ inquired Geppe, feeling that his father ought to be among his admirers.

‘At the Capo, tesoro. He works very hard, and they have not yet raised his wages—’

‘As for that,’ laughed Geppe, ‘I know all about hard work! In the army we do not think waiters work hard — however, that is as it may be.’ He crossed one leg manfully over the other, and groped for a fresh cigarette.

‘I will go into the shop and buy you a packet,’ said his mother, looking in her purse for a coin that she would afterwards give to Nerone.

Presently Nerone came stumping back, accompanied by Fabio and Rocca.

‘Buona sera, Capitano!’ said Rocca jovially, and he slapped Geppe’s shoulder with tremendous vigour.

‘This is splendid, splendid!’ smiled Fabio.

‘And now,’ said Nerone, ‘we would hear all the news How is our beloved country looking?’

‘Very hot at the moment, very ugly and hot,’ muttered Geppe, whose shoulder was aching.

‘And what of the war?’ inquired anxious Fabio. ‘Do you think that Italy will fight?’

‘Neanche per sogno!’ Geppe answered promptly. ‘There is no chance of such a thing.’

‘What is that?’ demanded Rocca. ‘What is that you say? Perhaps I have not heard correctly.’

But Geppe, nothing daunted, repeated his words, and he added: ‘Why should we fight?’

‘Giurabbaccaccio!’ began Rocca, very red.

‘Now do let us have peace, here, at any rate,’ pleaded Fabio.

‘Peace!’ thundered Rocca. ‘You ask me for peace! I, who have known Garibaldi!’

‘That will not make our country go to war,’ remarked Geppe; ‘I tell you that we remain neutral.’

‘Per Bacco! You lie!’ shouted outraged Rocca.

‘Let us try to keep calm,’ said Nerone unexpectedly; ‘I would hear what the boy has to say.’

Rocca glared round the room. ‘Must I sit here and listen?’ he demanded; but as nobody troubled to answer, he was forced to listen or go.

Geppe, lounging grandly in his chair, began to give all of a hundred reasons why Italy would not come in. He talked loudly in order to cheer himself up. He kept racking his brain for convincing arguments that he himself could believe. Fabio was relieved, and even Nerone was gradually being persuaded, when Rocca got slowly on to his feet and held up his hand for silence. They all turned to stare in surprise at his face, which had suddenly grown very grave. His voice when he spoke was very grave too, not blustering as was its wont.

‘I am only a miserable butcher,’ said Rocca, ‘and one who, alas, has grown old. To our young men the glory, to our old men the patience — because they are past the time for glory. But we who are old have heard many things, and some who are still alive have seen them; and those who have seen can never forget, and those who have heard remember. We have heard of the White Coats swarming in Milan; we have heard of our women flogged in the streets and our patriots hung from the lamp-posts. We have heard of the glorious Risorgimento — of Mazzini, and the martyr Menotti, and of many a youth much younger than Geppe who died that Italy might live. And this I say to you all this night, if my country stops out of the war, I disown her — I who have fought in the second Custozza, I who have seen the Austrian’s blood, and the blood from my own three wounds; I who have known our father Garibaldi — yes, even I, Rocca, will cast off my country, I will take her no more for my mother. The ghosts of her patriots shall walk through her streets, wailing and wringing their hands; the spirits of her virgins whom the Austrians deflowered, shall come back and proclaim their deflowering; and Rocca will go in sorrow to his grave, because he will be as a man without a country. May the saints put a sword into Italy’s hand, and may Italy use that sword!’

Then Nerone struck the floor with his wooden leg. ‘Amen,’ he said huskily. ‘Amen.’

And Fabio, forgetting his naturalization, forgetting the debts of the Casa Boselli, stumbled over to Rocca and gripped his arm; and they both tried to stand very straight, like the young.

Rosa looked at her only son and through him and beyond him at her country, and at all those mothers long since dead and gone, and at all their sons who had laid down their lives, whom she seemed to see living again in Geppe — 

‘Our country will use that sword,’ she said quietly, ‘and Geppe shall help her to use it. My Geppe is brave, he is anxious to fight.’

‘Of course I am anxious to fight,’ murmured Geppe, staring down at his cigarette.
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That winter the nations settled in grimly to their struggle of life and death; while at home, in familiar, foggy old London — grown oddly unfamiliar somehow in those days — men and women struggled fiercely and almost as grimly to keep the business flag flying.

Millo, in his office, sat long into the night scheming, calculating, foreseeing. How to maintain the prestige of the Doric at a time when his world was falling to pieces, that was Millo’s great problem. He sent for the heads of departments and addressed them as a field-marshal might address his generals.

‘We are face to face with disaster—’ said Millo, ‘not financial disaster, for our company is rich, but something even worse, a total collapse of our splendid organization. Each of you will have many arduous new duties for which no money can pay. Already we have lost our most skilled French chefs, only old men and boys are left in the kitchen, but the boys must grow wise and the old men young, for it shall not be said that because there is war we no longer know how to cook. I foresee a coming shortage of food, yet somehow food we must find; if it is not precisely what we have been used to, we must aim at keeping this fact from our clients; we must coax it, disguise it, dress it up in fine clothes, so that they eat it gladly. I foresee a coming shortage of waiters — for Italy will soon be at war — but waiters we must have; I shall aim at getting Swiss, failing them we must do with the unfit English and the ageing — those rejected by the army. Several of you head-waiters will go; Riccardo, Giovanni, Roberto for instance; but you Giuliano, are well over age, I can count on you for the grill-room. The Swiss are a fairly hard-working people, your trouble will lie with the English, who, even when perfectly sound, make vile waiters; in my long experience I have only known one who was all that a waiter should be, but then he had lived among us for years — I remember we called him Luigi — you may have to put up with very many things, but do not come grumbling to me. Gian-Luca, here, will be able to help me; he is only Italian by blood it seems — he is English, he tells me, in the eyes of the law, but so far he does not feel called upon to enlist, and for this I cannot but be thankful. And now,’ he concluded, ‘just one last word; let there be no small jealousies among you. Away with such things! The times are too momentous; we must concentrate our energies entirely on our clients, and through them on the prestige of the Doric.’

Thus it was that the Doric buckled on its armour and girded its loins for battle; while Millo assured his Board of Directors, that if all Europe crumbled yet the Doric should stand as the emblem of perfection in restaurants.
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Teresa, at the Casa Boselli, eyed her husband with open disfavour, for Fabio was growing more futile every day — he had taken to sitting about in the parlour holding his head in his hands.

‘Already the transport is so slow,’ he would mutter; ‘what will it be like later on? Already the Germans are attacking the food ships — what can we do without food?’

And Fabio was right, there were many little luxuries that looked like disappearing from the price-list — those fat, green, globular snails for instance. No one had time to go hunting snails, they were too busy hunting Germans.

At moments now he gave way altogether. ‘We are done, we are finished!’ he wept.

Then Teresa remembered how much they owed the bank. The moratorium had saved them for a time, but now the bank was demanding higher interest, or failing that, repayment of the loan, and she did not blame the bank either. The Casa Boselli was dipped to the hilt, the leases of both shops had been pledged as security; if she could not meet the interest then the bank must take action, and all in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, there might be no Casa Boselli. But Teresa had not fought against grief and shame, and even her God, for nothing.

‘Coward!’ she said, looking with scorn at her husband. ‘You call yourself a man and you weep like a child! Have we not got our macaroni factory? Is not the Doric and many another restaurant clamouring more loudly than ever for our paste? To hear you one would think we were reduced to black-beetles; and suppose we were, I would pickle them with capers, I would surely contrive to make them the fashion, rather then let our business go bankrupt.’ And her fierce eyes scorched up the old man’s tears, so that he dared not go on weeping.

Nerone had a great consolation in life, since everyone was buying cigarettes for the soldiers; but his first kind impulse on Geppe’s return was fast giving place to indignation, for Geppe was more useless than ever in the shop, in addition to which he now bragged.

‘Here is no life for a soldier,’ he would say; ‘when I was in the army I could out-march them all, and as for my shooting there was nothing to beat it! A man smokes tobacco, he does not sell it.’ And this when Nerone, persuaded at last, was actually paying him wages!

Once again their quarrels resounded through the house, more violent than ever, now that Geppe was older.

‘I have got a dog for a grandson,’ said Nerone; ‘a lazy, insolent, lousy dog. What have I done to deserve it?’

And in the very middle of all the confusion, who should turn up but Berta with her twins.

‘I’m going to make shells for Albert,’ announced Berta. ‘My Albert’s enlisted, and the least I can do is to make ammunition for the poor old dear.’ So she left the twins for her mother to look after, quite forgetting that they had been made for Albert, who much preferred them to shells.

Well, now there were babies again in the house, and rather fussy little babies. Poor Rosa, grown fat and a trifle breathless, found herself running up and down with bottles, trying first this patent mixture then that, in order to pander to their fancies. She who had come to the enviable age when the hips may grow larger and larger, she who had nursed Gian-Luca and reared him, then Geppe in addition to the inconsiderate Berta, must now perforce rear a pair of outraged twins, who preferred death it seemed, to the bottle. And Mario, who seldom protested these days, bore their colic-rent nights without a murmur; while Nerone, after storming and threatening to drown them, could never resist playing with Berta’s offspring, because in his heart he adored all babies, whether they were English or Italian.






  








CHAPTER SIX
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In spite of many doubts and contradictory statements, of party politics for and against, Italy came into the war. Then it was that from the windows near Coldbath Square, and from Aunt Ottavia’s windows in the square itself, there appeared as though by magic, strips of green, white and red; little flags, like humble hands stretched out towards the mother country from the poverty and squalor of her namesake. In Old Compton Street, however, might be seen two, splendid banners, one on Rocca’s shop, the other on Nerone’s; while the Casa Boselli, that displayed the Allied emblems, now added yet another to the group above the door. Teresa’s heart leapt with a sudden, fierce pride, then sank with a dreadful sense of fear; for how could she hope to obtain provisions — all those strange, delicious things that had made her shop so famous — if the country that provided the bulk of her stock might itself be faced with starvation?

She was careful to hide these fears from Fabio, but Fabio had fears of his own; he knew quite as well as Teresa could know what this might mean to their business. But although his hands shook as he put up the flag, and his old cheeks were paler than usual, he lifted a fold of the flag and kissed it, for nature is stronger than naturalization.

Mario and Rosa looked at their son, and Mario said: ‘It is hard to be a father — now if I were your brother we could fight together, we could share the hardship, the honour and the glory. If only I were not too old, Geppe!’

Nerone was like a creature possessed; Rosa became almost anxious about him.

‘Guarda!’ he exclaimed; ‘my very matches march!’

He stumped around the shop and up and down the street, talking volubly and loudly to any who would listen, giving packets of Italian cigarettes to passing Tommies — yes, actually giving away his tobacco.

‘Now you are safe, we are all safe,’ he told them; ‘Italy will win the war!’

‘Papà, you are wearing yourself out,’ protested Rosa; ‘a man of your age to behave so — it is foolish!’

‘To-day I am not an old man,’ said Nerone; ‘to-day I am Italy, the eternal.’

Only Geppe, of them all, was strangely pale and silent, moving as though in a dream. His loose-lipped mouth sagged a little at the corners; sagged as it had done when he was a baby, and Rosa had taken away her hand.

‘Eat, tesoro, my pretty,’ urged his mother at dinner noticing his untouched food; ‘those who are going to protect us must eat, so that they may become strong.’

‘I think that my stomach is upset,’ muttered Geppe; ‘I do not feel very hungry.’

Rosa was constantly forcing back her tears, trying to be Spartan and splendid; trying to rejoice that she had a son to give to her country in its need. Whenever his eyes were upon her she smiled, but her smile was not reassuring; it got on Geppe’s nerves; as soon as he could he made an excuse and went out. He did not return until late that night, and when he came in at past twelve o’clock, Rosa, who was waiting up anxiously for him, knew that her son had been drinking.
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Two days later Geppe received the order to rejoin his regiment at once. He sat staring helplessly down at the paper where it lay on the breakfast-table. Through his poor, shrinking mind surged a chaos of ideas. He would tell them all that he dared not go; he would rush to the docks and get aboard a ship bound for some neutral port; he would fling himself on his grandfather’s mercy and beg and implore him to hide him; he would cling to his mother and surely she would help him, perhaps if he cried she would find a way to help him as she had done when he was little; he would go to the chemist and buy enough strychnine; he could say that it was needed to kill a wounded cat — anything, anything, anything but war! He had heard of the sort of things that happened in war on his journey home through France. That little, innocent bit of paper, how could it mean so much? If he tore it to pieces that would not help him, for the thing was possessed of life everlasting; destroy it and there was its damnable spirit waiting to drive and hound him. No good, no good, he must make a clean breast, he must speak now, revealing his shame, he must say to them all: ‘For Christ’s sake, help me! I am sick with the fear of going.’

He looked up, his mouth was already half open; then he met all those terrible eyes. Six terrible eyes in three terrible faces — terrible because so trustful, so gentle; so intolerably, pathetically proud. Nerone’s old eyes almost patient and loving, because his grandson was a soldier; Mario’s eyes very big, very round, and full to the brim with the pride of his manhood, because he had made a man; Rosa’s eyes all swimming in tears, but with something like sunlight behind them — Rosa’s motherhood looking out through the storm, making the beauty of a rainbow round her — a rainbow, the emblem of promise.

Geppe’s own eyes dropped again to the paper which he folded and put in his pocket; and something of Rosa’s glory reached him, so that when next he looked up at them all his trembling mouth was smiling. He nodded and managed to throw back his shoulders, managed to light a cigarette; not knowing in the least why he did these things, but suddenly feeling that they had to be done.

So that was how Geppe went to the war. In less than a week he was gone. Nerone could brag to Rocca of his grandson, and Mario could hold his head high at the Capo. Per Bacco! Why not? Was he not a proud father? Had he not every reason to be proud?

Only Rosa, bombarding the saints with her prayers, knew that her son was afraid. She did not implore them to give Geppe life, but courage in the face of death.
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Italy was calling her children home; very soon three waiters had gone from the Capo and only Mario remained.

In the place of his waiters the Padrone put women, for men were increasingly difficult to come by, and those who had had a little experience could find work at the larger restaurants. These women were careless and inefficient and the wages they demanded were high; but someone must carry the food to the tables, and somehow the Capo must keep its doors open. The Padrone swore terrible oaths in his heart, but outwardly he submitted. So at last Mario found himself a head-waiter with his salary actually raised, for the harassed Padrone was almost reduced to looking upon Mario as a godsend.

‘At least, I have you, my Mario,’ he said; ‘you at least know the ways of the Capo. Dio! These women are enough to drive one mad, but we two must work together like brothers.’

And Mario was so touched that he almost wept — such kindness, such praise from the Padrone!

‘I always knew it must come in the end,’ he told Nerone; ‘to-day you behold in me the head-waiter of the Capo di Monte. Everything comes to him who has patience.’
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Roberto, the wine-waiter, was the first to leave the Doric, and before he went he said to Gian-Luca: ‘Now I may realize the dream of my life, now I may learn how to fly. As a child I would watch the birds in the air, I would think: “If only I too had wings.” — Well, now my country shall provide me with wings; I shall ask to join the Air Service.’

Gian-Luca looked down at the little man with interest; so Roberto was longing to fly. Roberto had never shown signs of any longings; he had just been very neat, very skilful, very quick, with a most retentive memory for a vintage; and all the time he had been longing for wings, longing to conquer the air — perhaps he had longed to fly out of the Doric — what a curious thing was life.

A few weeks later went Giovanni, the trancheur, and he too confided in Gian-Luca. The war was loosening all tongues it seemed.

‘I hope I may never come back—’ said Giovanni. ‘I shall try to get killed very soon.’

‘Madonna! But why?’ inquired Gian-Luca, startled. ‘You are such a wonderful trancheur, Giovanni; Millo will certainly keep your place open — what have you got to complain Giovanni looked away: ‘It is not that, my friend, I know I am an excellent trancheur — but when a man has a great pain in his heart—’

‘Not that girl who married the porter, surely!’

‘Ma sì, my Anna,’ Giovanni nodded gravely.

Gian-Luca stared incredulously at him — all this sorrow it seemed, over Anna. Anna had not even been attractive, a red-haired girl with the eyes of a fox — and after the first not a sigh from Giovanni, not a tremor of that long, thin, accurate knife. What a curious thing was love.
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One day soon after Giovanni’s departure, Gian-Luca was sent for by Millo. Millo was looking both tired and worried.

‘Now we are going to lose Riccardo,’he said; ‘this is a fearful war!’ He stared at Gian-Luca in silence for a moment, and then: ‘It is you who shall take his place, I will make you the head of the restaurant, with an increase of salary, of course.’

Gian-Luca thought: ‘The large restaurant — ah, so I get it at last!’ And he knew that he had been hoping for this, ever since Italy had joined in the war.

It seemed like a kind of revenge on life, this sudden rise in his fortunes — a revenge on Riccardo, whom Italy wanted. His heart was beating with fierce resentment, for one by one they were all going home, these neat, quiet waiters of the Doric; and one by one they would cease to be waiters, they would look upon splendid, terrible things, with the eyes of men who were brothers.

‘My God! If only I could go with them—’ he thought, ‘if only I too belonged—’ But his face was impassive as he stood before Millo, and his voice when he spoke was quite calm. He said: ‘And the octagon room, signore? Who will take charge of my octagon room? It is very important, I have my special clients, I am used to their little fads.’

‘Do you mean that you want that too?’ inquired Millo, and the corners of his mouth twitched slightly.

‘That is what I should very much like,’ smiled Gian-Luca. ‘I should like to undertake both rooms.’

Millo considered him thoughtfully, and his tolerant eyes were a little puzzled. There was something he did not understand about Gian-Luca, something very angry yet coldly ambitious, he had only suspected it of late. He could feel the hard, calculating thing as he sat there, and the nearness of it oppressed him. For even to Millo, engrossed in the Doric, came a sudden, unexpected revulsion.

‘You have your ambitions, I observe,’ he said quietly; ‘oh, well, it is an ill wind that blows no one any good!’

‘As you say, signore, a very ill wind — you are right, I have my ambitions.’

‘Sit down,’ ordered Millo, ‘we must talk this thing out, we must see if your idea will work. You would wish to retain your old salary of course, to which I am to add Riccardo’s — for you know and I know just how valuable you are, but above all you know it — is not that so, Gian-Luca?’

‘Magari,’ murmured Gian-Luca softly.

‘Very well. But have you considered what this will mean?’ You will have a motley crew of waiters under you, not the well-trained men that you have been used to — and soon you may have a few irritable clients, for our food is already less good than it has been. At the same time I will not lower my flag one instant before I must, therefore you will have to be answerable to me for the standard of two rooms instead of one. I have known a long time that of all my head-waiters you are undoubtedly the most competent, but no man can do more than his best, Gian-Luca; are you sure that your best will content me?’

‘If it does not, signore, you have only to speak—’

‘Very well,’ said Millo, ‘we will try it and see. Riccardo is going in ten days’ time.’

Riccardo smiled rather unpleasantly when Gian-Luca told him the news. ‘So at last you jump into my shoes,’ he remarked. ‘It pays well to feel that one has no country.’

Gian-Luca was patient. ‘Perhaps—’ he replied. He could very well afford not to lose his temper.

‘Oh, yes, but surely!’ retorted Riccardo. ‘However, I have a feeling in my bones that I am not going to get killed.’

‘In that case you may get your old job back again, unless I should prove to be the better man, Riccardo.’

‘And if you should prove to be the better man?’

‘Then it is Millo who will have to decide. One cannot have everything in this world — you have a country and I have your job, that seems to me perfectly fair.’

Riccardo turned on his heel and left him. ‘He means to oust me if he can,’ he thought bitterly. ‘He means to make himself indispensable to Millo, he has always wanted to oust me.’

Gian-Luca was thinking: ‘If I were Riccardo, I would not be caring so much about my job, but since I am Gian-Luca, then I care very much — a man must care about something—’
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And now Gian-Luca worked as never before, for he felt himself second only to Millo. There was no assistant manager above him, for Millo had always preferred to stand alone. He was not unlike a certain type of statesman who abrogates office after office to himself, mistrustful of other people’s abilities. Oh, yes, there were accountants and clerks and cashiers, but what did they know about the ways of clients? Oh, yes, there was all that vast army below stairs, but who but Gian-Luca was responsible now for the standard of the dishes they served? Giuliano’s grill-room counted for little compared with the two restaurants. Giuliano was gentle if dishes went wrong, as they sometimes did now that the best chefs were gone, but not so Gian-Luca — he was difficult to please.

‘Take this outrage back to the kitchen,’ he would order. ‘I asked for pommes soufflées, not greasy goloshes — and get that Sauce Béarnaise re-made, and be quick! I have clients waiting to be fed.’

Gian-Luca was cordially hated these days by all save Millo and his clients; but he kept the flag flying against terrific odds — he had pity neither for himself nor for others. Through all the stress and anxiety of war the Doric still stood forth proudly supreme, so that men home on leave said:

‘Let’s go to the Doric; it’s the only place now where the service is decent and where you still get decent food.’

And they came in their dozens, these men home on leave, most of them still very young; some of them whole but some of them maimed, with eyes that no longer saw very clearly, or a leg that dragged between crutches.

‘Hallo, Gian-Luca! Still here?’ they would say, glad to find an old friend. ‘Well, thank the Lord, no one’s grabbed you yet — yes, all right, if you say so — it sounds jolly good — and bring us a bottle of champagne.’ For they thought of him always as an Italian who was waiting to be called to his class.

Then Gian-Luca would see that they got food and wine, would see that they feasted on the fat of the Doric, for even against his will he must like them — they had seemed very different from this in the old days. Sometimes he would want to hurry away as he had that night when war was declared, but now it would be because he liked them too well. All the manhood that was in him would leap out towards them, towards the thing that they stood for. He would feel a sudden, imperative impulse to seize some brown-faced young soldier by the hand, to say:

‘Take me along; I too want to fight.’ But then he would remember himself and smile bitterly: ‘These English are not my people,’ he would think. ‘Why should I go until I am taken? Here I am quickly making my fortune — well, why not? I am surely poorer than they are, for I have not even got a country.’
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Another seven months of the war dragged by, and then came conscription in England. At first they took only the unmarried men which, however, did not deceive Millo. That February he said to Gian-Luca:

‘I am going to lose you quite soon — the question is, how shall I replace you when it happens?’

Gian-Luca answered. ‘I will stay until they fetch me.’ And his mouth looked arrogant and stubborn.

‘You have served me faithfully and well,’ Millo told him. ‘I do not forget good service. You have worked like ten men to keep your rooms going, and for that I want to say that I am grateful — well, I think that is all, Gian-Luca.’

That March came the news that Riccardo had been killed. Riccardo would never come back to the Doric, in spite of that feeling in his bones.

‘So now I am sure of his place,’ thought Gian-Luca. He felt no particular pity for Riccardo — after all, Riccardo had died for his country, and could there be a better way to die?

But Millo was secretly grieved in his heart, for the little Alano was also dead. Oh, but many who had faithfully served the Doric would never serve it again. Day after day alone in his office sat Millo, thinking always of food; struggling with problems of luncheons and dinners, of dwindling provisions and a dwindling staff. Secretly grieved in his heart, yes, perhaps; but doggedly determined to see the thing through; for war or no war, there were people to feed, people who still expected to be fed very much as they always had been.
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When Gian-Luca was conscripted in the June of that year he was conscious of a great relief; thankful that the moment had arrived at last when he no longer had any choice in the matter.

He said to Maddalena: ‘I am ready to go, I am ready to fight side by side with the English. There have been days lately when I have felt that I must fight. As a woman you may not understand; it is something that lies hidden in all men, I think — a kind of primitive instinct.’

And she answered: ‘I am only a woman, amore, and my heart is terribly afraid — and yet I am glad to think that you go — so perhaps I do understand.’

Then his mind became practical again from long habit, and he smiled contentedly at her: ‘I have managed to make certain of my job before going, my job will be waiting for me when I come back. I am lucky, for now I can go to the war with Millo tucked away in my pocket; he will never forget the work I have done, what the Doric owes to Gian-Luca.’

But a few days later he was greatly disturbed to find himself placed in the Army Service Corps. They said that with so much experience as a waiter, he might prove very useful to them.

‘This is not what I want at all,’ he protested. ‘I wish to go out and fight.’

‘Everyone must go where they are most useful now,’ was all the reply he got.

‘If you had your little fancies why didn’t you enlist in the early days?’ inquired a comrade-in-arms. ‘In the early days a man could pick and choose, now it’s just: “Do as you’re told.”’ And he added, ‘But you’re not an Englishman, are you? Aren’t you an Italian or something?’

‘Whatever I am, I am good enough to fight,’ said Gian-Luca, flushing darkly.

‘Well, don’t lose your shirt!’ advised his acquaintance. ‘When we’re all out in France you can get yourself transferred.’

‘Can I?’ inquired Gian-Luca eagerly.

‘Yes, of course, it’s easy enough out there.’

Gian-Luca’s spirits began to revive, and he made a joke of the thing to Maddalena. ‘Of course it is all nonsense!’ he told her laughing; ‘I shall get transferred quite easily, they say. I am young and strong, they have only to see me.’ And then he surveyed himself gravely in the glass, passing his hands down his slim, wiry flanks, thumping his broad, deep chest.

Maddalena hid the joy in her heart — her heart that had been so terribly afraid — and because she was a woman who loved very greatly, she sent up a quick little prayer to the Madonna that Gian-Luca might never get transferred. For most of that night she prayed to the Madonna and now every morning and evening she would pray, for this seemed like a sign of God’s infinite mercy.

Gian-Luca went off to his training in high spirits, so sure did he feel of his transfer. As the camp was near London he got home fairly often, and Maddalena marvelled at the new gayness of him, he seemed to have grown so much younger. He would stroll about smoking the traditional Gold Flake, making fun of his duties in the Army Service Corps.

‘It is not precisely the Doric!’ he told her, and then he laughed, remembering the food, ‘and yet it is rather like, too — ,’ he added, ‘and that is what makes it so funny.

However, I shall not remain long at this job, there is other work waiting out there in France.’

He was thoughtful and gentle with her at this time, considering her plans in his absence. ‘You had better stay here where you are,’ he advised. ‘You will have the separation allowance, but in any case there is plenty of money tucked away for you at the bank.’

‘But that is for your future,’ she protested, astonished. ‘That is our nest-egg for your restaurant.’

‘The future will take care of itself,’ he said glibly. ‘Be saving, of course, but meanwhile you must live; I do not want to think of your going without things — there is plenty of money at the bank.’

One day he strolled into the public library and there he found the Librarian. He had not seen him now for nearly a year.

‘Hallo!’ said Gian-Luca, then he stopped abruptly — the Librarian’s hair was quite white.

The Librarian said: ‘So you are in khaki? Have you made up your mind to go?’

‘The Government made it up for me,’ smiled Gian-Luca. ‘Oh, of course,’ said the Librarian. ‘Conscription — I forgot.’

Re looked very small as he stood at his desk, the more so as he now stooped badly.

‘What news of your sons?’ Gian-Luca inquired.

‘No news—’ said the Librarian. ‘They can’t send me news now.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because they were killed six months ago within a week of each other.’

There ensued a painful interval of silence, then Gian-Luca stammered: ‘I am sorry.’

‘Oh, yes — and I am sorry too,’ said his friend. ‘After all, I did love them better than books — does that surprise you, Gian-Luca?’ He did not seem to expect an answer, for he went on to talk about the war. He discussed it as though it were some curious volume whose contents had left him bewildered. ‘I do try, but I can’t understand it—’ he said. ‘Why must human beings do such things? A lovely world — a wonderful world — and all broken up and trodden to pieces — yet when my two boys said they wished to enlist, it was I who encouraged them to go. It was I who felt a deep hatred of the Germans — a far deeper hatred than either of my sons — my sons went out from a sense of duty, but I would have gone to kill — and that’s funny too, in a man of my sort who has spent all his life among peaceful things like books.’

‘But I feel as you do!’ Gian-Luca said quickly. ‘Surely we must all feel as you do.’

‘Yet now I don’t hate any more—’ said the Librarian, ‘because they have killed both my sons, I can’t hate — that seems very queer to me—’

‘It is queer,’ thought Gian-Luca. ‘He is suffering from shock.’ And as soon as he could he made his escape; that white hair had begun to depress him. ‘I must go,’ he said suddenly, holding out his hand. ‘I am only on very short leave.’

‘Well, God bless you—’ muttered the little Librarian, and he turned again to his books.
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There came an afternoon a few months later when the real good-byes must be said. Gian-Luca and his wife went to Old Compton Street, where the clan had gathered itself together as it did on all momentous occasions.

Fabio wept as he kissed Gian-Luca, remembering that night many years ago when his cheek had been pressed against an unwanted child— ‘Little Gian-Luca come to Nonno,’ he had said. So now, because he was growing very old, he must needs shed a few facile tears. Rosa was there with Berta’s twins whom she had not dared to leave at home, for like the other young things whom Rosa had cared for, the twins had become unruly. Nerone was there, with twenty-four packets of good Macedonia which he pressed upon Gian-Luca; and after a little Mario came in, then Rocca with his signora.

Nerone grumbled: ‘The English are slow, and as for the French, they are slower. Moreover the French stole those horses from St. Mark’s — I consider it a pity that we fight for the French. However,’ he added, ‘it cannot be helped, and thank God we have Italy now; Italy will quickly finish up the war. Ma che! What a wonderful country!’ And then he produced a snapshot of Geppe, which he carried about in his pocket. ‘Here is young Italy!’ said Nerone proudly. ‘Does not the boy look magnificent?’

Rocca said: ‘Give them a thrust from me, a good thrust in the belly, Gian-Luca, and remember to say as your bayonet goes in: “This is a present from Rocca!”’

Mario, whose eyes were moist with emotion, dared not speak because of the lump in his throat. Teresa was silent because, since the war, she so seldom spoke at all.

In the end Rosa threw her arms round Gian-Luca and her tears splashed on his tunic, just as they had splashed long ago on to his head, spoiling his appetite for breakfast. Everyone promised to be at the station to see the troop train depart; everyone kissed Gian-Luca on both cheeks, then seized both his hands and kissed him again — all save Teresa who kissed him on the forehead, coldly, as though she kissed because she must. And at that Maddalena’s heart swelled with anger, and finding Gian-Luca’s hand she pressed it. She, who was so gentle, hated old Teresa at that moment for a woman of iron and steel, for a woman without the bowels of compassion, who all through Gian-Luca’s life had denied him.

But as they walked home together that evening, Gian-Luca said: ‘Listen, my Maddalena, she grows old, the Padrona of the Casa Boselli — they are very short-handed in the shop, I notice. Will you not go and help Nonna sometimes? I think she would be very glad.’

Maddalena marvelled at his infinite patience, the patience that could keep him loyal to Teresa.

‘I admire her so much,’ he was saying thoughtfully, ‘she is rather a splendid old woman, I think — and what a fine head she still has for business!’

Who could deny him so simple a request? Certainly not Maddalena at that moment. ‘All that you wish I will do,’ she promised, glancing at his calm, happy face in the lamplight — so calm, so happy, in spite of the fact that in three days’ time he would leave her.






  








CHAPTER SEVEN
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ALTHOUGH GIAN-LUCA had noticed before his departure that Teresa was very short-handed, the exigencies of his work at the Doric, and later on of his military training, had prevented his — suspecting the full depths of the disaster that threatened the Casa Boselli. Even Maddalena who now went there daily, only vaguely suspected the truth at first; for how could she know the amounts that were owing? Teresa never spoke of these things; the deeper her trouble the less it became vocal — that was Teresa’s way.

It was not a dearth of customers that was killing the business, but a dearth of commodities to sell them; a stoppage of nearly all the supplies that should have come from Italy or France. Italy was producing less and less, while daily requiring more and more for home consumption; one after another her exports were failing, and with them the tiny, struggling atom known as the Casa Boselli. Those fine new glass cases that had cost so much money, and that should have been harbouring delicious things to eat, now harboured nothing but mendacious tins — mendacious, because they were all completely empty. Fabio had scrubbed them and soldered down their tops, then set them along the shelves, for anything was better than the heart-breaking void in those acquisitive glass cases.

One by one the men employed by Teresa had been consumed by the war; like the food — the salami, prosciutto, mortadella, parmesan cheeses and decadent tomatoes — they had ceased to contribute to individual stomachs. For now there was only a universal stomach, whose size and capacity no man could gauge; the stomach of a horribly greedy modern Moloch, for whom the armies must be fattened.

The new shop was now almost entirely deserted, there being no Italians to tend it. Two young English girls who had stayed for a fortnight had left to work in an aeroplane factory; Teresa’s eyes had got on their nerves — always watching, always spying, they had said. There had followed a series of young girls and men, all most unsatisfactory, according to Teresa; the English did not like her imperious ways, and she on her part thought them lazy, and said so. No doubt they were trying, but then so was Teresa, who spoke little, it is true, but those words when they came, were as hard and as sharp as her eyes. And then there had been those Zeppelins over London, which, while failing to strike real terror to the heart, had succeeded in laying a fuse to all tempers. People felt peppery after a raid, and Teresa’s employees had proved no exception.

Maddalena was ordered to serve in the old shop, in which were now gathered together all the forces that remained to the Casa Boselli, that is, all save the last adventurous stronghold that still stood to Teresa as the symbol of success, her unique macaroni factory.

The macaroni factory! All night long she lay awake, as straight and as stiff as a corpse, beside Fabio; scarcely twitching a muscle in case she should rouse him, in case he might talk, disturbing her thoughts. All night the thoughts whirred like wheels in her head — like the wheels of the macaroni factory — wheels made of steel that turned faster and faster, stretching their leather bands tighter and tighter — and the bands were somehow a part of her head. All night those wheels whirred out first this thought then that, frightening thoughts because of the darkness. Not a German and Austrian invasion combined, not a sky full of Zeppelins, not a world full of fire, could have equalled in terror those whirring thoughts that came as she lay beside her husband.

For the macaroni factory was threatened on all sides, the forces of disruption were closing in upon it. There was now no expert left to attend to the machines, or to mix that enormous mountain of flour — sixty pounds with an egg to each pound. Francesco had been called up and with him the others, and in their stead, one poor, bewildered Anglo-Saxon struggled resentfully to cope with the pasta; and the longer he struggled the less apt he became in its delicate fabrication. And then there was the flour — a dreadful, grey mixture of wheat, barley, maize, and Heaven alone knew what other disgusting adulteration; a gravelly, husky, unpalatable outrage. Why, the very machines spewed it forth. You could turn it into something resembling dough, you could stir it and knead it and put it through the rollers — one hundred times you could roll it and more — and when you had finished, your fine rubber sheeting would be lumpy and harsh and vile to the touch as a hand that is covered with corns. Who could cut pasta from such stuff as this? Who could produce the simple Lasagne, let alone the ornate Bicorni?

‘And yet,’ Teresa would think in the darkness, ‘I will never abandon my beautiful factory! Life itself has not beaten Teresa Boselli, then shall it be said that she is beaten by flour — so flimsy a thing, so foolish a thing, that a puff of breath can disperse it? I will master this accursed new filth they call flour — yes, but how? But how? But how?’

Every morning she would get up looking gaunter than ever, and would hurry down to her factory. There she would gaze with something like despair at the untidy traces of yesterday’s failures. When the poor Anglo-Saxon arrived she would point with an angry, accusing finger.

‘So much waste!’ she would exclaim. ‘You must make the flour go further.’

‘Cawn’t be done!’ he would assure her, loudly sucking his teeth.

‘It has got to be done,’ Teresa would say coldly. ‘If you cannot do it there are others who can.’

One day he had retorted: ‘Very well then, you find ‘em.’ After which he had demanded his wages and had left.

‘Imbecile! I am glad that he has gone,’ frowned Teresa.

‘I am glad to be rid of the untidy pig. I must find a younger man to take over this work.’ But no one whom she found gave satisfaction.
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That Christmas the pains in Fabio’s back were rather more violent than usual, and in consequence he thought a great deal about God and much less about the Casa Boselli.

It was now his duty to help Maddalena to price their diminishing stock; his the task of watching a fluctuating market that bucked up and down like a turbulent bronco, thoroughly out of hand. But somehow those pains in his poor old back, together with his thoughts about God, made such trifles as customers, food and money, seem very far off and unimportant, so that sometimes now he would make mistakes, on the wrong side, too, for the Casa Boselli. Then it was that Teresa would undress him and rub him and swathe him in yards of red flannel; after which she would push him back again between the shafts, like an antiquated horse that only stands up because it is strapped to its toil. He would hobble about consulting his price list and dolefully shaking his head.

‘Is it the bacon that has risen?’ he would ask, ‘or is it the last of those imported hams?’ And Teresa would have to desert her cash-desk and reprice the stock herself.

Maddalena did all in her power to help them, but she had her own trouble to bear, for Gian-Luca’s letters from France were very brief. He had not yet got his transfer, it seemed, and was working as a sergeant in charge of a Mess somewhere far back at the Base. He said very little because of the censor, but his wife could read between the lines, and what she read there was a great discontent. Those were dreary little letters that Gian-Luca wrote home from the Officers’ Mess at the Base. And yet she was thankful, oh, deeply thankful to know that her man was safe; and now she redoubled her prayers to the Madonna, begging that the transfer might never be granted, begging that the creature she loved might come home unharmed when the war was ended. But sometimes while she prayed she would feel strangely guilty as though she were betraying Gian-Luca; as though she were plotting behind his back, as though she and the Madonna were plotting.

‘It is only my fancy—’ she would try to tell herself.

‘Every poor woman, all over Europe, is praying for her husband’s safety.’ Yet so anxious was she that she went to St. Peter’s to consult old Father Antonio.

Father Antonio smiled at her confession and proceeded to reassure her. ‘Your prayers will be answered as God thinks best. He knows that you pray for your husband’s conversion, and He knows that you must pray for his safe return, for is it not He who puts love in the heart, and who knows the way of that love? I would not worry about it, my daughter, I would just confide in the Madonna, and she, through God’s grace, will do what is best — I think I would leave it all to her.’

After that Maddalena felt a little more happy, but she wished that Gian-Luca could get leave. His letters said nothing about coming home; perhaps he was afraid of losing his transfer — perhaps he was staying out there by choice, hoping to get sent into the trenches if he stayed — could he do that? She wondered.

Meanwhile Teresa now sat long into the night, trying to balance her accounts. She would have to go upstairs to rub Fabio’s lumbago, but when she had done this she would go down again to her office and get out her ledgers. Perhaps a letter would have come that evening — a letter from the bank, requesting payment of the interest that was overdue; a letter that she dared not ignore for a moment, while not knowing how to answer. Alone in her office sat hard old Teresa facing defeat and disgrace; facing an incredibly empty world as she had done nearly thirty years ago. Then she had lost the fruit of her womb, Olga, the belovèd; and now she might lose the fruit of her brain, the fruit of a lifetime of unceasing toil — the belovèd Casa Boselli.

‘Cento, duecento cinquanta—’ she would mutter, staring down at the figures; and then she would get up to pace her small office, and then she would sit down again. She would think: ‘If only we could get our supplies, if only we could get our supplies!’ There were moments now when she would have walked to Rome in order to fetch a tin of tomatoes. Then her thoughts would begin to spin round and round like the wheels in the macaroni factory; ‘My pasta — my wonderful pasta—’ she would murmur, and her voice would be almost tremulous with sadness. ‘Who can I find who will make me my pasta, now that Francesco has gone?
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After Christmas Fabio felt a little better, and so he thought less about God. Indeed, by the New Year he had almost recovered, and this was to the good, for the factory machines were crying out loudly for attention. Fabio, so his wife had discovered since the war, had a very cunning hand with machines; he could make fine adjustments with accuracy, oiling and coaxing the while.

‘Sii buono, sii bravo; suvvia!’ he would coax; and then, strange to say, the machines would run smoothly, as though they wished to pleased Fabio.

That January Fabio adjusted the machines, after which they gave much less trouble; but by March there was no one in the factory to run them, for the latest acquisition had thrown up his job, preferring to make munitions. Now indeed Teresa had her back against the wall, for she could not replace the man. There was plenty of good work going those days, and better wages than she paid to be earned. Then week by week the flour was growing worse, becoming more difficult to mix; she would gladly have taken on the factory herself but that she must needs be always in the cash desk; and as for Maddalena, she was wanted in the shop, besides which she had never learnt how to make pasta. Yes, but old Fabio had — he might try to deny it, but Teresa knew that he lied. As a lad he had worked in a macaroni factory, he had told her so many times in the past, it was therefore quite useless to lie. And, moreover, it was being a deserter, a traitor to the Casa Boselli in its need.

‘It is you who must make the pasta,’ she told him, ‘it is you who must run the machines, it is you who must help me to save our business. Ma che! You are old, but you are still a man, and you know how the pasta should be made.’

‘No, no,’ he whimpered, ‘I do not know, Teresa. If I once knew, then I have forgotten — and my arms have grown weak for the kneading of flour, and my back is weak too from those horrible pains. As God is my witness I cannot do it! I am old — very old, Teresa.’

‘Yes, and I too am old,’ she answered harshly, ‘but I do not whine like a cur. I say: “No, I am not yet utterly defeated, and while I have breath I fight.”’

‘But my back, my miserable back—’ he pleaded, peering at her face with dim eyes.

‘A little work will limber your back; a little work hurts no man,’ said Teresa.

And knowing that further resistance was useless, Fabio muttered ‘Sì, si’.’

So all through that war-racked, agonizing spring Fabio tried to make pasta; tried to lift and carry and knead and roll the strange-coloured flour, till his agèd arms were corded with hard, blue veins. It was pitiable how little he made, considering his long hours of toil — not enough to throw to a coop of chickens, according to Teresa — but Fabio worked on in an anguish of spirit; dumb, too, because when a man had grown old what was the use of complaining? The sweat would go pouring down both his cheeks and drip into the dough unperceived; and sometimes there would come a queer singing in his ears, and long, floating black things in front of his eyes, so that he must needs stop and take off his glasses, in order to brush away those black things. But the black things would remain, and now in addition some flour would have got into his eye; and when this happened he would go to Maddalena, who would make him wet his handkerchief with the tip of his tongue, after which she would wipe out the flour.

‘Poverino!’ she would think as he turned to leave her. ‘Poverino! He grows very feeble. It is cruel to make him do such heavy work — but then Teresa is cruel.’

Yet in spite of herself she was forced to admire this woman of steel and iron, this gallant old pilot who clung to the wheel while the storm increased in fury; this woman who did not spare Fabio, it was true, but who did not spare herself either. When Maddalena wrote to Gian-Luca these days, she wrote with admiration of Teresa; but she did not tell him what she herself suspected, namely, that the Casa Boselli must go under in spite of those hands on the wheel. Not for all the world, much less for Teresa, would she have worried her man; nor would she have touched one penny of his savings for fifty Casa Bosellis. Now Maddalena also had her back to the wall, but she was fighting for Gian-Luca. He had little enough cause to be grateful, she felt, to this woman who would not love him. He had worked ungrudgingly all his young life, and what he had earned he should keep. Yes, he should keep it, though the Casa Boselli were split to bits on the rocks. For though neither Teresa nor Fabio mentioned money, Maddalena had eyes in her head, and what she was never told of she guessed — and then there was Nerone, who began to talk freely about Teresa’s large debts. Teresa’s speculations were now an open secret, as most secrets were in Old Compton Street.

‘Dio! That Fabio is a fool!’ said Nerone. ‘Any man is who is ruled by a woman, but then Fabio was always a poor fool.’
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That summer came a series of rather bad air raids, and Fabio was openly afraid. He would sit in the office under the pavement, praying, with his fingers stuffed in his ears, or begging Teresa to take him to the Tube, where Rosa had gone with the twins. Teresa, however, despised such precautions.

‘If we die, we die,’ was her motto. ‘The Tube is for mothers with little children, not for old men like you and old women like me. No, I will not let you go to the Tube,’ she would say. Then Fabio would begin to cry.

The raids added much to his misery, for now he could never go to sleep. ‘Do you think they will come to-night?’ he would enquire, peering anxiously up at the sky.

Nor could he be sure that they would not come by day — there had been a bad daylight raid — and sometimes now, while he kneaded his dough, he would pause to listen, mistaking the whirr of the wheels for an aeroplane. He began to suffer from stupefying headaches and a full, tight feeling in his head; the dough he was kneading would go round and round, and with it the machines and the room. If he stood in a draught he would feel his lumbago, that terrifying pain across his back — supposing a raid should come at that moment and catch him unable to move — 

But one day in October, the God of his lumbago drew nearer, becoming the God of his soul; and Fabio’s old knees gave under him, and his head fell forward and lay upon the table, and his cheek lay buried deep in the flour that his weak hands had failed to mix.

That was how they found him two hours later — just a little, old bundle that had once been a man, with flour on its clothes, on its hands, on its face; flour, too, on its halo of white hair. All foolish weakness he had been, that Fabio, and very often afraid; afraid of Teresa, afraid of God, and latterly terribly afraid of the Germans. He had little enough to tell of himself, now that he must face St. Peter at the Gate — but perhaps he said: ‘I tried to make pasta — I did try very hard to make pasta—’
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Now that he was dead and gone, everyone knew how much they had liked poor Fabio. They missed the mild-eyed, deprecatory figure that had wandered about Old Compton Street for more years than they cared to remember. But Nerone knew how much he had loved Fabio, and that was a very different thing. Nerone mourned the friend of his youth, and with him the passing of his own generation.

‘I suppose it will be my turn next,’ said Nerone. ‘I am not so very much younger than he was; but God grant that I die in Italy — when this war is ended Nerone goes home.’

‘So you shall, papa,’ comforted Rosa.

‘Ma sicuro!’ Mario said kindly.

After the funeral Nerone spoke little, but he went to the cupboard and found his dominoes. He turned them out on to the sitting-room table, where he dusted them one by one; from time to time he spat on his finger and rubbed some dirt off an ivory face, then, he laid them back gently, reverently even, as though they were poor little corpses. He made Rosa go out and buy him some striped ribbon — the green, white and red that they were selling in the shops — and with this he carefully tied up the box, then put it at the back of the cupboard. Thus, the dominoes had a small military funeral, being laid to rest in the colours of their country; and all this for the love and honour of Fabio, who had not had a military funeral.

Teresa was alone now at the Casa Boselli, alone, too, at night in her bed. No need to lie stiffly not twitching a muscle, for now there was no old husband to wake — Fabio was sleeping very soundly. All night long she could think undisturbed. Oh, and Teresa had very many thoughts, some of them coming unbidden to her mind — queer, far-away thoughts about sunshine and youth at a time of the gathering-in of the grapes. And the thoughts would paint pictures for old Teresa, and then she would begin to remember. Into these pictures that worried and perplexed her would come walking a quiet, unimportant little man; a man with the eyes of a patient dog whose importunate loving wearies the master, who, nevertheless, must keep it to guard him. Then, less dimly, would come the figure of that other — so gallant, so merry, so passionately young, so anxious to drink youth down to the dregs — ay, and to make her drink with him. And face to face they would stand, those two men, as perhaps they were standing now — who could tell? For she was the debt that had lain between them, the debt that Fabio had paid for that other, who had been unwilling to pay.

How futile a thing was this so-called life, which always ended in death — the death of Olga, the death of Fabio, the approaching death of the Casa Boselli. Struggle and sweat and sweat and struggle to make fine good pasta in the turmoil of war — that was what Fabio had done, and had failed, for down he had dropped like a little old bundle, beside his huge mountain of flour — Fabio the patient, the timid, the foolish — Fabio, the father of Olga.

Thoughts, always thoughts, intolerable thoughts; but not pity, no, for pity was weakness — weakness that might lead you to pray for the dead; you, who had long since done with prayers.

Teresa would sit up stiffly in the darkness, with her thin hands clenched on the bedspread. Her hard black eyes would be staring at nothing, now that she had them wide open. Then one night she must suddenly speak to the Madonna to whom she had not spoken for years.

‘You think I am beaten!’ she told her fiercely. ‘You are glad to think that Teresa is beaten, Teresa who will not serve you. But no, you are wrong, for Teresa is not beaten — she will never be beaten while she lives! If she has to sell matches as a beggar in the streets she will not be beaten by you to her knees.’

And then she listened as though for an answer, an answer that did not come. For not in poor, faltering human speech could the Mother of God reply to Teresa.

‘Ah!’ said Teresa. ‘You answer me nothing, you wish me to think that you are angry. The foolishness of it! You are a thing of plaster that my hands destroyed easily many years ago. Less than a minute it took to destroy you — of course you can answer me nothing!’






  








CHAPTER EIGHT
 

1
 

In the days that followed after Fabio’s death, the members of the clan showed their metal; and their metal, at bottom, was pure gold it seemed, for one and all they rallied to Teresa, rallied to the Casa Boselli. Nerone sent Rosa to help in the shop, preparing his own midday meal. Every morning at nine she arrived with the twins, who were shut up to play in Olga’s old bedroom. The afternoon frequently brought kind Mario who was anxious to do odd jobs; he might be seen dusting, or polishing brass, or even cleaning a window. Rocca discovered a club-footed boy who happened to be an Italian, and Teresa engaged him to sweep and run errands — only he could not run. Rocca would sometimes send round a small present, the tongue of an ox, the feet of a pig, or even a couple of kidneys; and these, considering the shortage of meat, were tokens of very real friendship. The Signora Rocca put on her old clothes and over them a large apron, then she went to Teresa and said abruptly:

‘I am here to wash down and tidy those shelves. “Gold begets gold, but dust begets dust,” as my mother would say when I was a child.’

And Teresa replied with another true proverb: ‘“To find a staunch friend you must dig deep in trouble.”’ Then she added: ‘I thank you, signora.’

Sometimes Nerone would come in the evenings to drink a glass of Amarena, and he and Maddalena would talk to Teresa while she sat silently knitting. Maddalena would tell her the little she knew of Gian-Luca’s life out in France, hoping that now Teresa might soften, might even express some interest.

‘So he is still working in the mess, the Gian-Luca —— —’

Teresa would say. ‘Oh well, and why not? All our lives we have studied the art of feeding; no doubt he is better suited for that job than for firing off guns at the Germans.’ And then she would appear to forget Gian-Luca, frowning a little at her knitting, murmuring softly over her stitches: ‘Knit one, purl two, knit one.’

Even Aunt Ottavia, who was not of the clan, felt called upon to assist; she it was who could teach Teresa new patterns, she it was who discovered a fine book on knitting, which she promptly bought for Teresa. Berta turned up, a little through kindness, and a great deal through wishing to talk about Albert. Albert had received the Military Cross, and just after that — which was more to the point — a ‘blighty,’ which was likely to keep him in London for many a day to come. Berta would soon have to take the twins home in order to pacify Albert.

There was someone, however, as high above them all as the Lord is above little fleas, and this person was Millo, who sat in his office and considered the Casa Boselli. Millo was omnipotent and so he knew all things, at least he knew all things connected with food, and one fine day he put on his hat and went forth to call on Teresa.

He said: ‘I would like to have a few words, suppose we go into the parlour.’ And after a minute when they were alone: ‘Suppose you show me your ledgers.’

Teresa stood tall and defiant before him, but Millo divined the anguish in her heart. He smiled very kindly at the gallant old woman — she was well worth saving because of her business, but above all because of her courage.

She said: ‘My ledgers are private, signore; I do not show my accounts.’

‘And yet you will show them to me,’ he told her, ‘for the Casa Boselli is about to go bankrupt — and that would be a great pity, signora; we need the Casa Boselli.’

‘I will save it yet,’ Teresa answered without a tremor in her voice. ‘You may have heard rumours, and perhaps they are true, but the Casa Boselli will be saved.’

‘Sicuro!’ said Millo; ‘I have come here to save it. Now suppose you bring me those ledgers.’

For one awful moment she stared at him speechless, while the great tears welled in her eyes. For one awful moment she thought that she must weep, standing there before Millo. But the moment passed, and once more Teresa could look him squarely in the face.

 

‘Why should you trouble about me, signore — about the Casa Boselli?’

‘That,’ he said gently, ‘is quite beside the point — I am rich enough, say, to pay for my fancies, and I have a fancy to offer you a partner — one Francesco Millo, signora.’

Then Teresa turned without another word and brought him those miserable ledgers; brought him the accounts that she could not balance, and the copies of the deeds that she had signed for the bank, pledging her two long leases. He spread them out on the parlour table and made her sit down at his side; and presently he and Teresa were scheming, putting their business heads together, forgetful of all save the Casa Boselli and of how it might best be served. When at last he got up to go he was courteous, but a number of papers were reposing in his pocket, papers that Teresa had wished to keep secret for the prestige of the Casa Boselli.

‘Our solicitors shall meet not later than next week, and meanwhile I must send you some help,’ he said gravely; then he added: ‘I thank you for accepting this partner,’ and stooping he kissed her hand.

Alone, Teresa sat very still, she was staring down at the table. Millo had saved the Casa Boselli, its debts would be paid, its credit restored, its future secured and cared for. Never again need she lie awake at night tormented by fears for her factory, never again need she worry about money, pacing up and down in her office. True, but never again would the Casa Boselli be all hers, all her own; never again would she unsheath her sword to do battle in its dear defence. She saw herself surrendering that sword. All battered and bent it was — for love of the Casa Boselli she surrendered; so no win the moment of great salvation, she laid down her head and wept bitterly. She who had faced life with hard, dry eyes, she who had shed no tears over Fabio, now wept for love of the Casa Boselli as she had not wept since the death of Olga, thirty long years ago.

The great news spread quickly, Such wonderful news! Everyone congratulated Teresa.

‘If only Fabio could know!’ sighed Nerone. ‘He would surely have been so proud.’

An engineer arrived from the Doric, to grease and lay up the factory machines, for Millo advised no more making or pasta until the war came to an end. He had managed to find three Italian women, whom he sent with orders to help in the shop; and many other things he did for Teresa, setting the Casa Boselli in order to withstand the siege of the war.

Maddalena stayed on at Teresa’s side, as head of the new assistants; but Rosa went home again to Nerone, and Mario could rest in the afternoons, for now there were others to polish the brass, to dust, and to clean the windows. Teresa purchased a new black dress; grimmer than ever she stood in her cash-desk — a tall old woman with the face of an eagle, and hair that refused to turn grey.

Now that the storm had been safely weathered, Maddalena wrote of these things to Gian-Luca. She wrote guardedly, however, to spare his feelings; that was how she had written of Fabio’s death, careful to omit the details.

And Gian-Luca sighed as he read her long letters, because he had taken to sighing lately; and his sighs would come from a weariness of spirit, from a sense of futility born of his boredom; for a transfer had not yet been granted Gian-Luca who was such an efficient mess-sergeant.
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Death, that was striking at heart after heart, now struck at the hearts of Mario and Rosa; for that December Geppe was killed in the twelfth great battle of the Isonzo. Geppe had gone through those weeks of hell without so much as a scratch, and then, zipp! a large splinter of shrapnel in the stomach, and presently no more Geppe!

Mario was unexpectedly quiet, saying little, not weeping at all. He just gathered Rosa into his arms: ‘Povera, povera donna,’ he murmured, rhythmically patting her shoulder.

Rosa’s tears came gushing up from her heart in a great, irresistible flood; she was all dissolving with love and pity, weeping less for the death of her only son than for what she knew must have been his fear in those last few agonizing hours.

Nerone sat silently staring at his birds and rubbing his wooden leg. When at last he did speak his voice was solemn. ‘A hero has died,’ said Nerone slowly; ‘my daughter Rosa is the mother of a hero. Let it be always remembered among us how nobly our Geppe died.’

There had been nothing noble in poor Geppe’s death, unless death itself be noble — he had died as hundreds of others had done, because there was no escape. Scourged and tormented by vile engines of war, by terrible, nerve-breaking, soul-sickening noise, by the smell and the sight and the slime of blood — crowding, thrusting, yelling, retreating, in a welter of maimed, half-demented men — that was how Geppe had died. But now he must needs be a hero to Nerone, and Rosa must mourn him as a hero, and Mario must speak of ‘My brave son Geppe’, as though Geppe had been willing and glad to die in that awful retreat of Caporetto.

Nerone went out with his snapshot the next day, and two weeks later there arrived an enlargement — an enormous affair in a wide gilt frame — showing Geppe’s weak face beneath a steel helmet, and a little blurred at that. Nerone hung the picture in the shop, above a low shelf just opposite the door, where all who came in must see it; he draped an Italian flag round the frame, a silk one, befitting a hero. Mario wrote out a little inscription which he stuck at the bottom of the picture: ‘Of your charity pray for the soul of Giuseppe Varese, who died that Italy might live.’ Then he made the sign of the Cross on himself and muttered: ‘God grant that he rest in peace.’ After which he hurried away to the Capo, for the living would be wanting their dinners. But Rosa came later and cleared from that shelf all the tins of tobacco and cigarettes, and in their place she set flowers before Geppe, so that now he looked more like a warrior-saint than the poor, frightened soldier he had been — Geppe, who had always liked cigarettes infinitely better than flowers!

Whenever a customer glanced at the picture, Nerone would tell him about it. ‘Ecco! My grandson, Geppe!’ he would say; ‘as gallant a lad as ever went to war. Ma che! The boy was a veritable tiger, but what will you, he was young, and the young are too reckless —— —’ And then he would spin out those long romances that his mind had woven around Geppe.

Rosa would hear him and shake her head sadly, thinking that her father had aged a great deal, thinking that the customer looked a little bored, a little anxious for his change. But not for the world would she have told old Nerone that he grew too voluble these days, that his yarns about Geppe were quite without foundation.

‘After all, I believe he was fond of the boy,’ she would think, and the thought would bring comfort with it; for nothing is so sweet a consolation in grief as the affection of others for our dead.
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Meanwhile there was no one who was quite without their troubles; the Padrone, for instance, had troubles and to spare, for not only must he cope with inadequate service, but he could not afford a band at the Capo, in addition to which there was no room for dancing. Yet never before in the history of England had there been such a craze for movement; such a gliding and hopping, such a swaying and clinging; such a stamping and clapping and grabbing of food. Two mouthfuls and then: ‘Come on, let’s have a turn!’ After which more grabbing of food.

Millo, wise man, had foreseen what was coming, and now there was dancing every night at the Doric. The supper-tables had been carefully arranged to leave a large space in the restaurant.

The New Year brought with it a couple of air raids, for six hours on end the bombs banged about London. ‘Play louder,’ Millo murmured to his band; and pale but determined the band played its loudest: ‘Honey bee, give us a kiss!’

Sometimes Millo would linger to watch his dancers, and the smile on his lips would grow rather grim, then after a little he would shrug his broad shoulders. In Berlin they were cursing, in Paris they were praying, and in London they were dancing — oh, well, such was war....

But Death was in nowise daunted, it seemed, for the spring came in on a great tide of blood. Yet this was not nearly enough for the glutton, who must needs go seeking out peaceable people who neither danced nor made war. Humble civilians just lay down and died from this cause or that, or from no cause at all except that they felt very weary. It was strange how many such people were dying; strange too, that as often as not they were those who had no one to lose in battle, and among them was talkative, small Aunt Ottavia, who caught cold in May and died early in June, leaving all that she possessed to Maddalena.

Who could have thought that the small Aunt Ottavia would have had so much money to leave? Four thousand pounds, securely invested in first-class American railroads. She had flatly refused to sell her good shares to the English Government or to anyone else; she had lent them to the Government for the time being only, receiving a tip in the process. But in spite of all her astuteness she had died, and her shares had remained behind her, to say nothing of the house in Coldbath Square, its contents, and one or two boarders.

Maddalena felt suddenly rather helpless, missing the tactless Aunt Ottavia. She longed intensely for her husband’s return, almost frightened by so much money. Gian-Luca wrote advising that the house should be sold, as he did not wish to live in Coldbath Square, and fortunately a purchaser turned up, who bought the house, boarders and all. Maddalena added the proceeds of the sale to Gian-Luca’s deposit at the bank; and now all her letters to him were full of new plans regarding the future.

‘We can sell out the stocks,’ she wrote happily, ‘and then you can buy your restaurant; only think of all that this means to us, carol I am grateful to Aunt Ottavia.’

His answers were kind but curiously vague; it was almost as though he had scarcely grasped the extent of his own good fortune. And why did he never come home on leave? Surely he might have got home once on leave? But his answers were vague upon this point also.

He wrote: ‘I have not yet obtained my transfer.’ As thought that could explain his not getting leave to a woman who loved as she did.

Maddalena was praying more earnestly than ever that the transfer might not be granted. How could she well do otherwise, when Fabio was dead and Geppe was dead, and now the poor Aunt Ottavia? The thought of so much death had struck terror to her heart, terror because of one life.

‘Give me his life, dear Mother of God!’ she entreated; and surely her prayers were being answered, for was he not working in comparative safety at the Officers’ Mess at the Base?
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Yes, and that was where the Armistice found him, at the Officers’ Mess at the Base. All of a sudden the guns stopped firing; a stillness so intense that men clasped their heads, bewildered, came down on the blood-drenched pastures of France. Gian-Luca stared round him at the Officers’ Mess, and knew that the war was over.

He thought: ‘It is gallant, this record of mine, it is something that a man can be proud of! All my battles have been fought with the peasants over chickens. A fine victory the capture of a couple of fowls, a splendid victory! And what a defeat to return to the Mess empty-handed!’

From the Doric to the Officers’ Mess at the Base, there had only been a difference in degree. Food, always food, the thing they had lived by, Fabio and Teresa, Rocca and Millo, and he himself who had planned to grow rich via the media of people’s stomachs — oh, well, it had followed him out to the war, certain, no doubt of his allegiance: and now that the war was ended, more food — for Gian-Luca must prepare a very fine dinner in honour of victory and peace.
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Three months later his train steamed into Victoria, and there on the platform stood Maddalena, scanning the passing windows. The train stopped and she had him safe in her arms, all the bigness and the manhood of him. Her cheek was pressed tightly against his shoulder; and because she could feel the roughness of his coat, and the strong, even beat of his living heart, her gratitude leapt to her lips in words.

‘Blessèd be God!’ said Maddalena.

He kissed her, then pushed her gently from him, as though in some way he rebuked her; but her joy was too great to feel his rebuke.

‘Amore, amore, you are safe — —’ she whispered.

‘Yes, I am quite safe,’ he answered.

That evening she urged him to talk about himself, to tell her about his life out in France: ‘Your letters told nothing at all, caro mio, why did you tell me so little?’

‘Because there was so little to tell—’ said Gian-Luca; ‘they never gave me my transfer.’

‘Oh, I am glad, I am glad!’ she murmured. ‘Day and night I have prayed to the Virgin.’

But at that he smiled, and seeing the smile she must get up and kiss his mouth.

Then he took her in his arms, for was she not a woman made more lovely through her love of him? And he kissed her again and again on the lips, until she must needs believe that he loved her — that at last he had come to love her.

‘Amore mio — amore,’ she whispered, filled with the joy of his nearness.

And he answered: ‘Amore mio, amore,’ while he strove to find peace and contentment of spirit, even as she had found it.

All night they lay in each other’s arms, and her cup of happiness was full, for she thought that all night he came nearer and nearer — yet all night he was slipping farther away from the arms that she fancied held him.

The next day he was gentle but strangely silent, and she studied his face more closely. Then it was that she knew that her husband had aged.

‘Can it be that he has fretted himself, my Gian-Luca, because they would not transfer him?’ she mused. ‘But why should he fret? — he was doing his duty, he was doing all that they asked.’

But now she discovered yet another thing about him; he preferred not to talk of the war.

He said: ‘It is over, let us try to forget it; the English did not wish me to fight — va bene, and now I must think of Millo and the Doric, I must go and see Millo to-morrow.’

As the weeks went on Maddalena was puzzled by a curious change in Gian-Luca. ‘They worked him too hard out in France,’ she would think; but this explanation was unsatisfactory, for he did not seem physically tired.

To interest him she talked of Aunt Ottavia, and of all the money she had left them: ‘ You will soon be the head of your own restaurant,’ she told him, smiling proudly.

‘Yes, I know, but not just yet,’ he answered; ‘I cannot leave Millo in the lurch — I shall stay at the Doric for a few years longer — at least, I think I shall stay.’ And then he quite suddenly changed the subject, as though it actually bored him.

His place had been waiting for him at the Doric, he was Millo’s chief head-waiter, and far more important than Riccardo had been, who had only had charge of the restaurant. Everything was just as he had wished it to be; he had four very excellent aides-de-camp, to say nothing of a large, well-trained staff of waiters, now that the war was over. Yet he seldom discussed his work with Maddalena, and this made her anxious and unhappy. He had grown very careful these nights not to wake her, he would steal through the hall and into their bedroom, having first taken off his shoes. And suspecting this, she would keep herself awake, feeling lonely at sleeping without him.

‘Is that you, Gian-Luca?’ she would say, sitting up.

And then he would frown: ‘Go to sleep, Maddalena, it is past two o’clock in the morning.’

Then Maddalena would talk to the Madonna: ‘Blessèd Mary, help me with Gian-Luca,’ she would whisper; ‘you who so mercifully kept him out of danger, show me what I must do. He is changed, he no longer wants to tell me about things — he is not like a child any more — how can I make him grow younger again — I who have no other child?’

And perhaps she might pause as though expecting an answer, an answer that did not come — for not in poor, faltering human speech could the Mother of God reply to Maddalena.
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There had never been such a season at the Doric as the season that followed the Armistice; everyone was flocking to the restaurants now, in a kind of hilarious reaction. Millo was in the seventh heaven of delight, and so were most of his waiters, for people were recklessly spending their money, eating up banknotes with every mouthful, and washing them down with champagne or spirits, so that, naturally, when they got up to go, they left a fat tip behind them.

Millo had long since had to duplicate his band, for a supper without dancing was unheard of. It was said that among other excellent things, he possessed the best jazz-bands in London. The craze for dancing was on the increase, and now there was no age limit; the white-haired, the portly, the withered, the ailing, young or old, maid or matron, they must get up and dance; while a decadent Pan — discarding his reed-pipe — turned sobriety to bibbing and dignity to folly, with the help of a water-whistle.

Gian-Luca inspected his rooms one May morning and quietly nodded his head. Everything was perfect, from the vases of flowers to the well-polished plate and glass.

‘Va bene,’ he murmured, ‘it is all as it should be; that Daniele is a competent fellow.’ And then he observed a fork out of place and hastily put it straight.

A man in a baize apron, with a dust-pan and brush, was stalking a couple of waiters; every few minutes he would suddenly swoop at some microscopic speck on the carpet. At a long side-table a person in shirt-sleeves opened endless packets of matches; he filled the match-stands with infinite care so that each little red head stood neatly in its place awaiting its coming cremation. Daniele was giving a last expert touch to the wicks of the spirit-lamps, pinching them firmly between finger and thumb, then spreading out their tips as though they were petals; for these wicks were important, since they would assist in the making of the temperamental Crêpe Suzette!

At last all was in order for the business of the day — and what a momentous business! The Doric would feed many hundred stomachs, post-war stomachs too, long deprived of their fill and now determined to get it.

The telephone began to ring every few minutes — people calling up to book tables; Gian-Luca must consult that complicated list which stood on a desk by the door.

‘What name do you say is asking, Daniele? No, I do not know that name, we have not got a table.’ Or: ‘The Duchess of Sussex? Yes, of course; how many, five? She can have her usual table in the window; and see that you put some flowers by each plate — say a couple of those pink roses.’

And now Gian-Luca was much in request, for the clients were calling in person. ‘Good morning, signore, a table for three—’

‘Certainly, Milady, a table in the corner — will you take that one over there?’

‘Ah, scusi, signorina, have you been waiting long? Yes, yes, I have seen to everything for supper, it shall be exactly as you wish.’

Gian-Luca was all ingratiating smiles, he seemed so anxious to please you. To see him was to think that he liked you for yourself — not for what you would eat for the good of the Doric; no, he liked you because you were just yourself — that was what was so charming about him. It made you feel genial, you glanced round the room in the hopes of finding someone to nod to, and there stood Roberto, that capital waiter with the really good knowledge of wine.

‘Good morning, Roberto. So you’re back again. That’s splendid; I’m jolly glad to see you!’

And Roberto grinned shyly and bowed from the waist as though you had done him an honour — that was what was so nice about Roberto, he made you feel like a sultan. And there was Giovanni, and he too was smiling, smiling and rubbing his hands — Giovanni who knew how you liked your cold beef, not too underdone, just pink.

‘Good morning, Giovanni! So you’re safe and sound. Glad to get back here, aren’t you?’

And Giovanni looked flattered: ‘I thank you, signore. I hope the signore is well?’

Oh, and there was Millo himself, also bowing, waiting to catch your eye — that was what was so nice about Millo, he never forgot the face of a client; a wonderful gift, and it went a long way towards making you feed at the Doric.
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This then was the atmosphere of well-being that Millo had managed to create. He believed in giving people exactly what they wanted, for someone was certain to gain in the process, and as a rule it was the giver. Millo might sometimes smile rather wryly, he might even shake his wise head, but then he would murmur: ‘Le monde est ainsi fait.’ And remember that he had not made it.

Of his vast staff whose duty it was to see that everyone got what they wanted, none so deft, so proficient, so agreeable as Gian-Luca, whose lips had acquired an automatic smile which he kept expressly for the clients. Millo, watching his clever head-waiter, would consider him wellnigh perfect. He would think:

‘After all he was right to be ambitious; the man knows the worth of his talent, and why not? I am lucky to have him in days like these, when everyone feels so hungry!’ And then he would chuckle a little to himself, thinking of the people who felt hungry.

But sometimes, if nobody happened to be looking, Gian-Luca’s face altered completely; it grew sullen and tired, it was quite a different face from the one that he showed to the clients. Backwards and forwards superintending the service went Millo’s clever head-waiter, and all that he did was supremely well done, for so many years had gone to his making that now he must work like a perfect machine, without hitch, without flaw, without hurry. There had been many days during that time in France when Gian-Luca had tried to work badly, to be inefficient, clumsy, forgetful of orders; hoping against hope to get sent to the Front if he ceased to give satisfaction. But then, even as now, his long training held, and he could not be other than himself, the perfect mess-sergeant, the perfect head-waiter, the master and slave of innumerable details, the man who could not see a fork out of place but that he must put it straight. He had slipped back into his groove at the Doric as though he had never been away, taking up his work just where he had left it; ordering his waiters, humouring his clients; with a watchful eye, too, for his master’s interests, which he served whenever he might.

Yet all the while, and herein lay the change, Gian-Luca cared nothing at all. If the Doric had suddenly fallen to pieces, and he himself with it, he would not have cared; a curious indifference had begun to possess him, he worked without interest or pleasure or ambition, because he had the habit of working. Now he would try not to think of his work, because if he thought about it too much he was filled with a sense of smallness. Everything he did now seemed infinitely small, and he himself seemed small in the doing; Millo, the Doric, Gian-Luca, all small — the servants of poor Lilliputians. And yet he could never stop doing small things, he would pause to pick up a pin; a badly-drawn curtain would worry his eyes until he must go and arrange it. A crumb on the carpet, a chair out of place, would cause him acute discomfort; but after he had spoken pretty sharply to Daniele, he would think: ‘Dio Santo! what does it matter? What do all these trifles matter?’

He began to grow anxious about himself, because of this curious indifference. He who had all but reached the height of his ambition, and could buy his own restaurant now if he chose, or if he preferred it get a manager’s job and work up in time to be a rival to Millo; he who had achieved so much single-handed in the face of unpropitious fate, what had he got to complain of? Nothing — and yet, somehow, the thought of his days lay heavy, like a cold, hard stone on his brain. The clashing of music, the clattering of dishes, the incessant talking and laughing; the perpetual movement of knives and forks, the perpetual chewing of food.

‘Maître d’hotel!’

‘Sì, signore?’

‘I want the wine-waiter.’

‘Sì, signore, I will send him at once!’

‘Gian-Luca—’

‘Sì, signore?’

‘I’d like some more hors d’œuvres.’

‘Sì, signore, I will send you your waiter.’

Food, food, food — all those dozens of people thinking of it, talking of it, eating. His business in life just to see that they got it, just to see that they ate more and more. His head would feel dizzy with the fumes of the food, until he would grow almost stupid; but then he would suddenly pull himself up, while a kind of terror seized him.

‘This is my life, my whole life,’ he would mutter, ‘and I like it — I like my work.’

To assure himself how much he liked his work, he took to going down to the basement again, in the time between luncheon and dinner. He would stand on the steps that led into the great kitchen, and listen to the pulsing of that mighty heart; he would think of Millo, the heart of that heart, while he tried to recapture the lure of the place that had held him before the war. Food, food, food — great cauldrons of food. Food on the tables of wood and of iron; splashes of food on the walls, on the floor, on the clothes and the hands of men. The vastness of the thing would begin to oppress him — grotesque that it should be so vast — the vastness of the Doric and all that it stood for, the vastness of the appetites that it must appease, the vastness of that long vista of jaws. Yet the larger the Doric grew in his imagination, the smaller it seemed to become; so small that now it was crushing and squeezing; a prison, a press that closed in and in until he could scarcely breathe. But how could a thing be vast and yet small? Surely that way lay madness.

His hand would go up to his throat. He would think: ‘It is awful — it suffocates!’ And then he would hurry away to the larders, afraid of these fantastic fancies.

In the principal larder there would be much to see, the chopping and slicing of meat, for instance; great chunks of raw meat, which a chef called Henri was for ever dividing with his knife. There were also those long rows of newly-plucked chickens, with their necks swinging over the shelves, and those deep, white dishes of quaking entrails, and those slabs full of slow-moving, beady-eyed lobsters, who protested that they were alive. Henri would look up from his work with a smile, and perhaps he would say: ‘Good morning, Gian-Luca. Would you like to select a nice, fat lobster for your pretty Milady? You are always so fussy, and no wonder, for she is extremely gourmande, she will eat it up shell and all!’

And Gian-Luca might answer: ‘She is little and lovely — they are always the greediest kind.’ But he would not select the fat lobster for Milady, instead he would just stand staring at Henri, and one day he said: ‘Do you like what you do? Do you like the feeling of food?’

‘Ma foi! But why not?’ laughed Henri, surprised. ‘Do I not live by their food?’
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Gian-Luca still found consolation in his books, he still read the ‘Gioia della Luce’, and now Ugo Doria had written a new poem, an epic of peace and of peaceful things, of vineyards and hill-sides and valleys. It had come to Gian-Luca like a breath of sweet air, like a cool hand laid on the forehead. He said to Maddalena:

‘When I read Doria’s words I can almost believe in the Spirit — I can almost believe in your God, Maddalena, for that is how Doria writes sometimes — as though he wrote with his spirit.’

One day he went off to see the Librarian, taking the poem in his pocket. ‘Have you read it?’ he demanded. ‘It is wonderful, sublime — it is equal to the “Gioia della Luce.”’ The Librarian shook his head. ‘No,’ he said slowly; ‘I am sick unto death of books.’

Gian-Luca stared: ‘You are tired of your books? But I thought you loved books as I do.’

‘A man may change—’ the Librarian said softly, ‘perhaps every man must change.’

Then Gian-Luca was silent because he felt frightened, terribly frightened of change. But presently he said:

‘A man must not change, he might lose himself in the process!’

‘Would that matter very much?’ inquired the Librarian. ‘Suppose he should find something better.’

‘He is mad!’ thought Gian-Luca. ‘He is obviously mad!’ And he wished that he had not come. ‘It must be the shock of those boys getting killed within a week of each other.’

‘Do you still care for books and food and stomachs?’ the Librarian asked him gravely. ‘I am disappointed in books myself, such a lot of them seem to suggest indigestion — a kind of deranged mental stomach.’

‘I care very much indeed,’ said Gian-Luca, and his voice was loud and aggressive; ‘I care for the things that I know to be real; I cannot afford to be a dreamer like you. I am just a head-waiter at the Doric.’

‘I know nothing so inexpensive as dreams—’ said the little Librarian, smiling.

But Gian-Luca did not smile: ‘He is quite mad,’ he mused; ‘I suppose they keep him on out of pity I’
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That summer Teresa said to Maddalena: ‘What is the matter with Gian-Luca?’ For even Teresa, immersed in her business, had noticed a change in her grandson.

And then it was Rosa and Mario who spoke, and they both looked hard at Maddalena. ‘What is the matter with Gian-Luca?’ they demanded, as though Maddalena were to blame.

Two days later Nerone called on Maddalena, and there he found the Padrona. The Padrona had just been giving advice as to how one should manage a husband.

‘One should never allow him to sulk,’ she was saying; ‘now I think your Gian-Luca is sulking.’

‘Per Bacco, he is not!’ Nerone protested; ‘the boy is doing nothing of the kind. I think he is probably ill, our Gian-Luca, I think you should send for a doctor.’

Rocca waylaid Maddalena one morning and beckoned her into the shop: ‘I do not much like the look of Gian-Luca, his face has grown dull and he speaks very little — I hope you take care of our child, Maddalena? He was born in our midst — such a queer little boy, with a positive terror of goats. You must not mind an old fellow like me speaking frankly: I think he is ill; he works very hard, and he needs his small comforts, and I hope you see that he gets them.’

Maddalena reassured them all as best as she could, but her own heart was deeply anxious. Gian-Luca looked weary and discontented; he was sleeping very badly, and when he got up his eyes would be vague and unhappy.

‘What is the matter, amore?’ she would say. ‘Try to tell me what is the matter.’

But he always replied: ‘There is nothing the matter; leave me in peace, donna mia.’

He was growing coldly unkind to Maddalena; never angry, just coldly unkind. At times he would treat her as though she were a stranger, preferring his books to her company, it seemed, and that summer he refused to go out of London when the time for their holiday arrived.

‘I do not want people,’ he told her firmly; ‘wherever one goes there are too many people.’ So he sat at the open window and read, sometimes he would not speak for hours. Once he looked up and noticed her eyes: ‘You are always watching,’ he said sharply; ‘stop staring, Maddalena, I do not like your eyes — they are frightened, they remind me of a rabbit in a trap; I wish you would look more cheerful.’

There were days when he found fault with everything she cooked. ‘How can I eat this mess!’ he would grumble. ‘It is all greasy butter, you use too much butter. Dio Santo! I get enough grease at the Doric; cannot you cook more simply?’ But then he would proceed to finish the whole dish. ‘I must eat, a man must eat,’ he would mutter. And the watchful Maddalena would know that he was not hungry — would know that he forced himself to eat.

At moments her self-control would desert her, and then she would go down on her knees: ‘I love you so—’ she would tell him wildly. ‘I am childless, Gian-Luca, I have no one but you; all these long years I have waited for a child — be kind to me — kiss me, Gian-Luca!’

He would look at her dumbly as though trying to be kind, and after a moment he would kiss her. ‘There, there, mia donna,’ he would say, getting up; ‘there, there, mia donna, you are tired.’

Oh, indeed Maddalena had need of her prayers, had need of the kindly Madonna at St. Peter’s, had need of the Child who stood at her knee, and of Father Antonio, their priest. Father Antonio counselled much patience, it would surely come right, he told Maddalena. God worked in strange ways, but He knew His own business, and His business might well be a prodigal son — Maddalena must leave it to God.

And she honestly did try to leave it to God, try to have courage and patience, but her great faithful heart was failing a little. She would think:

‘He came home to me safely from the war, but was it for this that he came home safely — so that he might grow to hate me?’ Then she would remember her prayers for his safety, and something within her would tremble, and something within her would start to ask a question, over and over again it would ask it. ‘My God!’ she would answer in a kind of desperation, ‘I was right to pray for my husband’s safety, every poor wife all over Europe was praying for her husband’s safety!’
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Gian-Luca worked better than ever in the autumn, determined to slay this thing that possessed him, this spirit of indifference and depression. People were hurrying back from the country, and the Doric was full to overflowing once more; then one morning the telephone rang loud and long, it was someone demanding the head-waiter.

Gian-Luca put the receiver to his ear: ‘Yes, I am the head-waiter — the restaurant, yes—’

‘I want a table for two,’ came a voice, ‘it must be a small little table and quiet — for two, yes, next Thursday for lunch, half-past one — I want a quiet little table for two. Are you an Italian? Then for God’s sake talk Italian!’ And the voice proceeded to order a luncheon that spoke well for its owner’s palate.

‘What name, signore?’ inquired Gian-Luca when at last the order was completed.

‘Doria — have you got it?’ came the voice less distinctly. ‘A table for Ugo Doria.’

Then Gian-Luca suddenly ceased to be a waiter. ‘Ugo Doria, the poet?’ he babbled.

‘Ma sì, I am the poet — never mind about that, have you got it all down about the luncheon?’

Gian-Luca walked straight into Millo’s office. ‘Ugo Doria is lunching here next Thursday, signore; I have come to ask if I may serve him myself—’

Millo looked up from a bundle of papers. ‘Doria the poet?’ he inquired.

‘Sì, signore, Ugo Doria, and coming to the Doric — I have just written down his order.’

Gian-Luca’s voice sounded young with excitement. Millo glanced at him in surprise. ‘You are fond of poetry then, Gian-Luca? Doria is certainly a great writer, but I did not know that you were a great reader. Have you read his new epic, “The Sowing of Peace”? It is very lovely, I think.’

‘Yes, but have I your permission to serve him myself, signore?’

‘Certainly, Gian-Luca, why not? Let Daniele take your place in the restaurant during luncheon, I would wish you to serve Ugo Doria.’

‘Thank you,’ said Gian-Luca, ‘you have made me very happy.’ And his eyes were actually shining.

‘How curious; he reads Ugo Doria’s poems,’ thought Millo as his head-waiter left him. ‘How little one knows about other men’s minds, and as for their hearts — well, nothing.’

That afternoon Gian-Luca went back to Maddalena. ‘Maddalena! Where are you?’ he shouted.

‘I am here,’ she answered, coming quickly towards him. ‘I am waiting for you, piccino.’

Then he hugged her, and laughed, and told her the great news — Ugo Doria was coming to the Doric. ‘And I shall serve him myself, Maddalena; my hands only shall serve him!’ Presently he said: ‘When I was very young — before I left the Capo, Maddalena — I used to long for this thing to happen, I used to long to serve Doria. I used to see myself pouring out his wine and passing his food with a flourish; I used to wish to impress him, I remember — I distinctly remember that I wished to impress him — but he never came to the Capo.’

‘And now you can do it all!’ she said gladly; ‘you, who are a head-waiter! I hope he will know who it is who serves him, but of course he will see by your neck-tie.’

Gian-Luca teased her: ‘He will know by my appearance; he will know by my splendid appearance! He will say: “Why here comes the great Gian-Luca!” And then no doubt he will write me a poem, inspired by my exquisite waiting.’

She scarcely dared to believe her own eyes, Gian-Luca was laughing with pleasure. He was young and gay and affectionate again, and all because Doria was coming to the Doric! But what did that matter, so long as he was happy, happy and kind to Maddalena?

She said: ‘I will bless this man Ugo Doria, because he has made you smile.’

Then Gian-Luca kissed her: ‘It is foolish perhaps, but yes, I feel as excited as a schoolboy.’ After which he must needs get out Doria’s poems, and read her the ‘Gioia della Luce.’






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

1
 

On the following Thursday Gian-Luca arrived at the Doric an hour before his time. He must interview the head chef regarding certain dishes that Doria had specially ordered; he must speak to Roberto about the champagne; he must give the final directions to Daniele; in fact he must rouse the whole staff of the Doric by announcing Doria’s prospective visit.

Doria’s table would be in the octagon room, in a quiet corner by the window, and at each of the plates there should be a red carnation made up as a button-hole, for Gian-Luca felt sure in his own mind, somehow, that Doria’s friend would be a man. He might be bringing a well-known statesman, or a soldier famous in war, or perhaps a poet less great than himself, to whom he was doing a kindness. But whoever he brought was sure to be important, if not now, then at some future date, for the man who had written the ‘Gioia della Luce’ was not likely to cast his pearls before swine — and then greatness attracted greatness.

Gian-Luca, who was now nearly thirty-two years old, was weaving romances like a boy; he pictured Doria as slender and tall, with the strong, lean flanks of a race-horse; his eyes would be inspired, the eyes of a poet, but above all the man would convey a sense of bigness, bigness of mind, bigness of spirit; oh, yes, and bigness of sin when he sinned — for nothing small or despicable or mean could have written the ‘Gioia della Luce’, nor could it have conceived those many other poems that burnt with the fires of the flesh. Serene and enduring he must be, this Doria, in spite of those outbursts of passion — a pasture swept by occasional storms, a valley that harboured a mountain torrent, a mountain whose peak was covered in snow, and illumined by swift crude lightning.

To everyone he met at the Doric that morning, Gian-Luca said: ‘Doria is coming here to-day.’

And they answered: ‘Ugo Doria the poet?’ Then Gian-Luca nodded and smiled.

Monsieur Martin, the head of the army of chefs, was inclined to be short in his manner, however. For no war stop-gap was Monsieur Pierre Martin, but a culinary king returned to his kingdom, and now on his coat showed a green and red ribbon which stood for the Croix de Guerre.

‘Parbleu, is he God?’ inquired Monsieur Martin. ‘Is he God, this poet you speak of? I have never so much as heard his name; now if it could have been Rostand — but Rostand is dead, a very great pity, for only the French can write verses.’

‘As you please,’ said Gian-Luca; ‘let us not discuss writers, I am here to discuss their food.’

‘Why not cook it yourself!’ suggested Monsieur Martin. Gian-Luca smiled: ‘I should do it so badly; it is you who are the poet of the kitchen!’

After which Monsieur Martin had himself to smile, remembering his exquisite dishes.

‘You may leave it to me,’ he said, graciously enough; ‘I will care for your poet’s digestion.’
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At ten o’clock Gian-Luca put on his dress-suit, taking quite a long time in the process; he was almost as fussy about this ritual as he had been about all his other arrangements. But once dressed, there was nothing left for him to do, and more than two hours must elapse before luncheon; so he said to Roberto:

‘I will open the wine, I wish to serve everything myself.’

‘You have told me that three times already, signore,’ Roberto replied, somewhat nettled.

‘Very well then, I tell you again!’ snapped Gian-Luca, who was feeling like an overwrought piccolo.

He sat down and anxiously studied his lists; nearly all the tables were booked. He said to Daniele:

‘Can you manage, do you think? For God’s sake do not disturb me.’

‘I can surely manage, Signor Gian-Luca,’ Daniele replied, much aggrieved.

‘Very well, then, remember all the things that I have told you,’ warned Gian-Luca in an ominous voice.

They said to each other behind his back: ‘He is not like this as a rule — to-day one would think he was new to the work. And why must he wait on Doria himself? That is not a head-waiter’s business.’

Gian-Luca could feel their covert disapproval, but it left him entirely unmoved. To-morrow he would be their head-waiter again, the implacable Gian-Luca with the all-seeing eyes, and the method of a ruthless machine. But to-day he was going to be human for once, he was going to be a creature of feeling; to-day he would serve for the joy of serving, and his service should be a thing to remember, because it would have come from his heart.
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It was one o’clock, clients were beginning to arrive, Daniele was ready and smiling. Gian-Luca stood silently waiting near the table by the window in his octagon room. It was ten past one, then a quarter-past one, then all of a sudden it was half-past; the room had filled up, all the tables were occupied except that one by the window. It was twenty to two; Gian-Luca stiffened, Doria and his friend were late. Stooping down, he fingered the red carnations, very slightly changing their angle. Then someone was coming in at the door, a woman, the little Milady; and after her followed a white-haired man who was taking off pale grey gloves.

All in a moment Gian-Luca perceived him; every detail struck through to his brain; a bulky, elderly man of sixty with a self-willed mouth that had weakened and coarsened, with pale eyes that looked small because of the skin that was gathered in bladders beneath them. A man with a face that looked foolish at that moment because it was close to Milady, or rather to Milady’s elegant back which preceded it into the room.

Gian-Luca stepped forward and bowed very low. ‘Signor Doria’s table?’ he inquired.

‘Ma sì, I have booked a table,’ said Doria, ‘I have booked a table for two.’

‘It is ready, signore,’ Gian-Luca murmured. ‘It is ready — this way please, Milady.’

They sat down, and Doria smiled at his companion and she smiled back at Doria, and Gian-Luca served them with artichokes in oil and other delectable things.

Doria was talking in broken English, making gestures with his long white hands; every few minutes Milady laughed softly, and whenever she laughed Ugo Doria stopped talking, and his eyes looked sheepish, but old and tired — too tired to do justice to Milady.

‘Open the champagne, waiter,’ he ordered.

And Gian-Luca opened the champagne. He filled their glasses, while Milady said, still laughing, that she really preferred ginger-beer.

Presently they were comfortably launched, and Doria nodded with approval. ‘Buonissimo, quel poulet Maryland!’ he murmured, spearing a piece with his fork.

And now he must drink very much champagne, because he was tired and ageing, and because Milady, who was little and lovely, was as greedy in passion as in food. Doria’s eyes grew bolder, ridiculously bold for a man who was tired and ageing, while over his face spread a deep red flush that was less of virility than wine.

He said softly: ‘You are beautiful like morning, bellezza, you are like my “Gioia della Luce.” Have you read my “Gioia della Luce,” bellezza?’

‘Of course I have read it,’ Milady lied; ‘everyone has read the “Gioia”.’

Gian-Luca smiled coldly as he poured the champagne: ‘Un’altra bottiglia?’ he whispered.

Doria nodded: ‘Sì, un’altra bottiglia!’

Then Gian-Luca opened a fresh bottle.

As he drank, Ugo Doria felt younger and younger, but his face remained terribly old. Milady’s eyes wandered away at moments to someone who sat near the door. And seeing this, Doria must work for her favours, smiling, and trying to be gay; trying to look clear-eyed and fair-haired and twenty, like the person who sat near the door. He talked of his poems, of his literary triumphs, laughing as though he were amused.

‘A ridiculous success it have been, my new epic; what you call it? — a bumper success!’

He bragged like a child who covers its bragging with a flimsy pretence of humility; while his eyes, those lustful, miserable eyes, demanded and cringed and worshipped by turns whenever they dwelt on Milady.

Tall and silent, but terribly watchful, stood Gian-Luca, always at his elbow. From time to time he refilled Doria’s glass, and whenever he did this his lips would smile coldly; a queer, cruel smile that distorted his features, twisting the corners of his mouth.

Forgetting the presence of this soft-moving waiter, Doria expanded more and more; dragging his exquisite art in the mire, using his immortality as a cloak for a brainless woman to tread on. A large, foolish, love-sick viveur of sixty, greasy with food and wine; hot with the passing caprice of the moment — a triumph of a poet, a disaster of a man; this then was Ugo Doria.

Gian-Luca calmly brought in his coffee and poured out his liqueur brandy; very calmly, too, he presented the bill, which Doria paid with scarcely a glance. Then Milady got up, and as she did so, she smiled and nodded at Gian-Luca. Then Doria got up, but heavily, slowly; and he handed Gian-Luca a tip of two pounds in order to impress Milady. Not that he was rich, Ugo Doria, far from it — it costs money to make the beau geste; and all his life he had made the beau geste, whenever it seemed worth while.

He said to Gian-Luca: ‘It have been a fine meal,’ and his voice was a little husky.

Gian-Luca bowed and held open the door: ‘Buon giorno, signore, e grazie.’

When Doria looked back, Gian-Luca was still standing with his hand on the open door.

And that was how Gian-Luca served his father; and that was how Doria was served by his son — neither of them any the wiser.
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That night, while Maddalena slept, Gian-Luca burnt Doria’s books. He burnt them deliberately, one by one, and the pound notes that Doria had given him he burnt also; and the flames that consumed these things were less searing than the anger within his heart.

Now he no longer felt weary and indifferent, he was terribly alive with this anger. It shone in his eyes, it tightened his muscles; he felt young with the will that he had to hate, and as he watched Doria’s verses burning he leant forward and spat into the fire.

He talked to the shrinking, shrivelling things: ‘You hypocrites! You impostors! You liars! Here is Gian-Luca who believed you all these years, who went to you for comfort when he was so lonely, who went to you for courage when he was afraid, who set you apart as though you were worthy to live all alone in your grandeur; and all the while you were nothing but lies. He is small, small, small, the man who conceived you; his vanities are small and his lusts and his sins. His sins are the sins of an over-charged belly, he must drink in order to sin. I must fill up his glass many times while he sits there in order that your Doria may be sinful! Dio buono, if I could not sin better than that I would call myself less than a man!’

All the years of his lonely, outraged childhood, of his painful adolescence, his maturity of toil with its bitter will to succeed; all the dull resentment of that period in France, and the weariness of spirit that had followed after; yea, and strangely enough, that occasional yearning towards the ideal that had come to the son from the father who had written the ‘Gioia della Luce’ — all these things now struck with the blows of a hammer on nerves too long sternly repressed; a hammer in the hand of Ugo Doria, who struck and struck and struck. Fantastically enormous he loomed, that poor creature, by very reason of his smallness; a monster, an outrage, an idol in ruins, a god with feet of coarse clay.

The flames that had destroyed the ‘Gioia della Luce’ illumined Gian-Luca’s face, a face that seen thus in the gleaming firelight came perilously near to madness. And now he turned, as though Doria were present, and began to revile him also:

‘You beast, you fool, you ridiculous bladder! You say to Gian-Luca: “Quick, open the champagne!” You say to Gian-Luca: “It is excellent, this chicken!” You say to the woman: “You are beautiful like morning, you are like my ‘Gioia della Luce’!” And all the while she is splitting with laughter. Do you hear? She is splitting her sides with laughter! And her eyes are on someone who is stronger and younger, because she is greedy; I know her, the Milady — and all the while your eyes are on her, and your eyes make Gian-Luca go mad with anger, because of the “Gioia della Luce.” But you are not alone, there are many more like you, the Doric is full of you, the whole world is full of you, eating and drinking and moving your jaws, pouring the wine down your gullets. You say to Gian-Luca: “Come here, my good fellow, and tell me what I must eat.” He is such an obliging head-waiter, the Gian-Luca; he bows, he smiles, he produces his menu, he recommends this, he recommends that, he feeds you up like a lot of stud cattle. Damn you!’ he shouted, shaking his fists, suddenly beside himself with anger; ‘damn you and your children and your children’s children! May you all eat and drink yourselves to hell.’

Upstairs, Maddalena moaned in her sleep as if she were suffering with him; and as though he heard her, Gian-Luca fell silent, while his face took on a brooding expression.

‘I must be very careful with Maddalena, or else she will think I have gone mad,’ he muttered. ‘What shall I say about all this burnt paper? I think I will get it out of the house, I can dump it somewhere in the street. And if she asks me about Doria’s books, I will say that I have lent them to Roberto; and if she says that they were all there this evening, I will say that she has made a mistake; and if she asks me about Ugo Doria, I will say that he is all and more than I thought him — it is lucky that I found her asleep when I got home, it is very lucky indeed!’

And stooping, he began to collect the burnt paper, which he presently threw into the street.






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

1
 

In the months that followed on the meeting with Doria, Gian-Luca acquired the habit of watching. Never before had he watched like this, with eyes that weighed and appraised and condemned; with an anger that glowed all the more intensely because it was kept beneath the surface. For after that one wild night of destruction, Gian-Luca had found his self-control again; the next morning he had actually smiled at Maddalena, had actually assured her that Ugo Doria was as great as, if not greater than, his genius. Oh, yes, he was wonderfully self-controlled, and more attentive than ever to his clients; he was everywhere at once with his low-voiced suggestions regarding their food and drink.

He would say to Roberto: ‘They are drinking too little, go quickly, my friend, and make them drink some more, but do it with tact or else they may suspect you — never irritate, always persuade.’

And Roberto would sometimes stare, almost frightened at the look in Gian-Luca’s eyes; a brooding, cruel, inhuman expression. ‘They have ordered a bottle of champagne,’ he would mutter; ‘that lot always drink a good deal.’

Then Gian-Luca would laugh: ‘Not enough, not enough! Go and try them with some Napoleon brandy; but always take care that they do not get quite drunk, for that would be bad for the Doric.’

Roberto would think: ‘What is the matter with the fellow? It is almost as though he hated our clients, it is almost as though he took pleasure in their weakness — ma che, we are all weak at times!’

In spite of his constant service on the clients, Gian-Luca found time to watch them, and the more he watched them the more he hated, and the deeper his hatred the greater his zeal.

And now there was plenty of eating and drinking and dancing and lusting to the tunes of the band; but never enough to content Gian-Luca, who, distrusting Roberto, would tempt them in person, with soft-voiced praise for this vintage or that. He would think of Giovanni who had gone to the war, but had come back to slice up their meats; Giovanni who had wished so much to get killed because of his faithless Anna. There would be Giovanni, very quiet, very pale, with his long knife always so busy — a patient, resigned, rather stupid sort of man who had said to Gian-Luca:

‘I am back after all. Oh, well, I suppose it was fate!’ 

And Gian-Luca’s anger would flame into his eyes, because Giovanni must still slice meat. Yet Giovanni was quite unfit to rule empires, whereas he was an excellent trancheur....

Gian-Luca would think of Roberto, the wine-waiter, so humble, in spite of those years at the war — Roberto who would tolerate stupid impatience with a smile and a plea for forgiveness. ‘Scusi, signore, I am very sorry; the cocktails will not be long coming.’ And then he would remember Roberto’s fine record, for Roberto had been an ‘Ace.’ Oh, yes, and he had flown with the gallant d’Annunzio, the dreamer who had known how to turn dreams into actions, and of whom it was told that in moments of peril, it had not been his way with the men to say: ‘You go!’ But instead, ‘I am going, come with me.’ Roberto had done many wonderful things, he had played many times with death. Like a fearless eagle he had soared in the air, swooping, destroying, then up, up and up, while something went spinning earthward! Roberto seldom spoke of these deeds, but one day he had said to Gian-Luca:

‘I will never keep birds in a cage any more, for now I know what it means to have wings.’

Gian-Luca’s anger would wellnigh choke him, because this Roberto must open their wine; and then he would urge him to open still more, eager for their undoing. Yet all wars must end and with them brave deeds, while the Dorics go on for ever, and Roberto had a mother to keep in Rapallo, so perhaps it was well that he understood wines, and was such a polite little waiter. And indeed he was marvellous, little Roberto, considering all he had done — a quiet, sober man with a great sense of duty; contented too, or so he appeared, as he opened those innumerable bottles. And if he was less contented than he seemed he took care that you should not see it, arguing no doubt that the longings of your waiter would make bad seasoning for supper.
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Gian-Luca discovered that on certain days there would be more to watch than on others; on certain days interesting people would arrive, people whose faces appeared in the papers, together with their outlandish doings. Perhaps Jane Coram would come in with her friends, satellites surrounding the star — a generous star too, who provided them with money, and invariably paid for their meals. Gian-Luca would hasten to find them a table, for such people were always welcome at the Doric; they amused other clients, who could go home and say: ‘I saw Jane Coram at luncheon.’

She was still very young, the famous Jane Coram, and on rare occasions quite sober; but Gian-Luca knew the lure that would catch her, and almost before she could ask he would bring it; then she would sometimes look up with a grin, possessing a great sense of humour. She would sit lolling loosely back in her chair, with her long legs sprawled beneath the table; and as like as not she would have some grievance, a grievance with its tongue in its cheek.

‘I’m a most unfortunate woman,’ she would say, ‘everyone seems to be down on Jane — if I try to help people there’s sure to be a row, I’m always misunderstood. Got my brandy-and-soda, Gian-Luca? All right, now get us something to eat.’ And then all the satellites called for brandy, just to show that they were satellites.

After a time they would get very loving, loving and jealous of each other. Their eyes would grow veiled and mysterious and pensive; but Jane’s eyes never changed, they were always the same, the eyes of a home-sick monkey. There she would sprawl, this darling of the people, this plaything of the gallery and pit, with her body of an athlete and her mind of a buffoon and her soul of a Solitary. And now it would be the turn of Roberto to bring her those double-brandies, Roberto who had been such a fine man in the war, Roberto who had flown with d’Annunzio. While Gian-Luca, always watchful, would be thinking to himself:

‘She cannot last very long at this rate.’ But never a twinge of pity would he feel for those eyes of a home-sick monkey.

Perhaps a pair of young lovers would arrive, temperate children who drank little as a rule, but because they wished to appear worldly, they must now order cocktails and wine. And gradually the fine ardour of their love would be superseded by something less fine, by something that made them look flushed and coarsened — a stupid, fictitious, unworthy thing, that sat ill on their fresh young faces. They would eat the rich food of the restaurant and their skins would look hot and even rather greasy; then the girl must get out her powder-puff to correct the effects of eating. And now their perceptions would have grown a little blurred, and their sense of values a little untrue, so that they felt much richer than they were, felt that the world was made for their buying, with all its delightful baubles. When they looked across the table at each other and smiled, they were looking through a mist of illusion. Not so Gian-Luca, the quietly observant, he had no illusions about them. He saw them precisely as they were at that moment, when the beauty and the glory of their youth had left them, and into its place had crept something ugly, something that reminded him of Doria.

He would think: ‘What fools, what intolerable fools! They need neither food nor wine for their loving, and yet they must do as the others are doing — as Ugo Doria did.’

Compassion? He had none; let them eat, let them drink, the more they consumed the better! ‘A generation of fools,’ he would mutter; and then his anger would flare up afresh. So much splendour of suffering and sacrifice and death, and now this, a generation of fools!

Oh, but the agèd who must needs feed alone, having neither lover nor friend — the people who drank their lonely champagne and ordered long, lonely meals! Sometimes a woman and sometimes a man, and how carefully they studied their menus; they would have the food-expression in their eyes, in their hands, in their backs, in their whole intent persons. They had come to an age when all other things failing, their meals must provide their diversion, when the garden of Kama must give place to the Doric, and passion to the lusts of the palate. Poor old pitiful, greedy babies, with their unreliable teeth; with their receding gums and their gouty knuckles; with their aches and their pains and their Continental Cures. Four weeks of strict diet then back at the Doric — but dear God! they had to do something for Old Age, he was really terribly insistent....

Gian-Luca detested these senile gourmets, they made him feel physically sick; and yet he would watch them as he watched all the others, in order the better to hate.
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With each day that passed, Gian-Luca’s vision was becoming more cruelly acute, so that now he observed the minutest details that accompanied the ritual of feeding. Nothing was too trifling to strike at his nerves, and via them to arouse his anger; he saw something to condemn in harmless people even, for if they were temperate in eating and drinking, then his mind would seize on their unconscious habits. There would be the crumbling of bread, for instance, and the making of small bread pills; the cleanest of hands would leave the pills dirty, and there they would lie on the spotless linen, an indictment against human skin. Then the habit of preparing a fork full of food so that it comprised a little of all things; a bit of potato, a couple of beans, a section of mushroom, a smear of tomato, a portion of veal — and how maddening the gesture that finally got it to the mouth! There was also the habit of relieving the teeth with the tip of a surreptitious tongue, it not being considered polite in this England to disengage food with a toothpick. Quite nice people would sometimes leave blurs on their tumblers, which they tried to wipe off with their thumbs; while others might leave little stains on their lips, and even after they had rubbed them with the napkin, the stains would remain in the corners. And then there were the people who peered at their food because they were very short-sighted, and the people who sat well back in their chairs because they were the other way round. There were people who made their plates rather untidy, and others who ate in a pattern; a trifle of this, a trifle of that, and keep it all nicely trimmed up and in order like a kind of suburban garden.

And then the chewing! There were so many methods of chewing, since everyone came there to chew. Gian-Luca would watch with a kind of fascination, and their busy moving jaws would make him want to scream for the ugly absurdity of it. Some people would chew with their mouths slightly open; if you faced them you knew the condition of a cutlet about to enter Nirvana. Some people would chew with their lips firmly closed, and this kind occasionally made a small noise, a rhythmical clicking connected with saliva, or their tongues, or perhaps their false teeth. Some chewed with a thoughtful, circular motion that suggested an aftermath of grazing, while others nibbled their food very quickly, like rabbits devouring a lettuce. But the thing that Gian-Luca detested most was a species of ball-bearing jaw-bone, you could see it rotating inside the cheek with the effort of mastication. The more his mind dwelt on this problem of chewing, the more he marvelled that they did it in public; hundreds of good-looking people all chewing, openly chewing in front of each other — that was what amazed Gian-Luca.

One day he felt a violent distaste for the pleasant, white-tiled refectory, where he himself would begin to chew, and Roberto, and all the others. He tried to swallow his own food down quickly, tried not to look at Roberto, but Roberto was picking the leg of a chicken and Gian-Luca had to look.

‘Do not do that!’ he shouted suddenly; and Roberto dropped his bone in surprise.

But then Gian-Luca smiled blandly at him: ‘Scusa, Roberto, I was thinking aloud, please take up that bone again and pick it.’

Roberto obeyed, but that afternoon he whispered a little with Giovanni: ‘He is strange, very strange, our Signor Gian-Luca — and I do not much like the look on his face, it reminds me of men I have seen after battle — but then he was never near a battle.’

It was in March that her husband said to Maddalena: ‘It is horrible, all this eating. I hate them for it, they are pigs at a trough, they wallow, they make horrid noises.’

Maddalena looked up with fear in her eyes, a fear that had been growing lately. She said: ‘But, Gian-Luca, of course they must eat, otherwise you would not be a waiter.’

He scowled at her, then he began talking quickly: ‘Do you know the meaning of hatred? Of a hatred so enormous that it chokes a man’s breath and jerks the heart out of his body?’

‘No — no—’ she faltered. ‘I have never felt hatred—’

And now she was very much afraid.

He saw it and smiled grimly: ‘Because, Maddalena, that is what I feel for those beasts at the Doric, I hate them; and now I am going to tell you something: that is how I hated Ugo Doria.’

She got up and tried to take him in her arms, feeling an overwhelming need to protect him against this thing that menaced. ‘Tell me, my blessing, tell me—’ she pleaded.

‘Tell Maddalena what has happened.’

Then he laughed: ‘What has happened? Why, this has happened; I see them exactly as they are, pigs at a trough with their noses in food, and when they are not gorging they are swilling! Perhaps you will wonder why I stay at the Doric? Well listen, mia donna, I will tell you. I stay at the Doric to make them eat more, to make them drink more; I coax, I persuade. I am all soft cajoling and smiles and politeness, for no one must know how intensely I hate them — oh, I do my work well — I am crafty, Maddalena, I do my work better than ever.’

She stared at him aghast: ‘You are ill,’ she whispered. ‘You are surely very ill, Gian-Luca.’

But he pushed her away: ‘I am well, I tell you, I never felt better in my life. I am working like ten men; you ask them at the Doric, they will tell you I am working like ten men.’

At that moment he caught sight of his untasted breakfast — and all of a sudden he was violently sick.

Nothing that Maddalena could say would persuade him to see a doctor.

‘You want me to lose my position,’ he told her. ‘No doubt you pity those pigs of the Doric for having Gian-Luca to tempt them.’ He refused to see Teresa, or Mario, or Rosa, or indeed any member of the clan. ‘I am well, I tell you,’ he kept on repeating. ‘Millo has not complained of my work — I forbid you to go and discuss me with Rosa, or with anyone else, for that matter.’

And Maddalena, afraid to enrage him, must needs keep her great fear hidden in her heart. But now he was eating less and less, complaining again about the richness of her cooking.

‘For the love of God, cook things simply!’ he would say. ‘You disgust me with all your grease.’

Then Maddalena would try to cook simply, boiling his vegetables in water like the English; but even so he would always complain: ‘It is horrible, all this food!’

At the Doric he was finding it hard to eat a mouthful, for there the head-waiters must finish the remains of all those expensive dishes. They might help themselves freely from the buffet or wagons, feasting like kings, if they felt so disposed, on the very fat of the land. Gian-Luca would scrape off the rich yellow sauces and the soft white billows of cream, but everything he ate would have too strong a flavour; his nostrils would be full of the smell of the cooking and his ears of the sizzling and hissing and bubbling that came from the kitchens near by. But in case they suspected, he must try hard to eat, and this was a veritable torture; his throat would close up when he wanted to swallow; he would not know how to get rid of the food with which he had filled his mouth.

Daniele, who was still young, enjoyed the fine fare. ‘U — m,’ he would gurgle, ‘é molto buono! È buono, non é vero, signore?’

Then Gian-Luca must nod and reply: ‘Buonissimo!’ in case Daniele suspected.

And then there was Roberto who picked every bone, spitting out little bits of gristle; and he watched Gian-Luca with large, anxious eyes — Roberto was always watching.

He would say: ‘Will you not eat your chicken, signore? Shall I go and fetch you some mousse — or perhaps you would like a little “sole Mornay”? It is good, the “sole Mornay” to-day!’

So terribly watchful he was, this Roberto, almost as watchful as Gian-Luca; almost as anxious to feed him, it seemed, as Gian-Luca was to feed the clients. Yes, but that was another terrible thing; it was not so easy any more to feed the clients, for whenever Gian-Luca must talk about food his stomach would heave and his head would grow dizzy — God! how he loathed them, those hungry clients who would force him to talk about food! But he must talk. Oh, more than ever he must talk, in case any client suspected; in case Millo suspected, or Giovanni or Roberto — did Roberto suspect already?

Night after night he would lie in bed sleepless, wondering if Roberto suspected. What should he do if Roberto told Millo? What should he do if Millo dismissed him? Ruined, he was ruined if Millo dismissed him, no one would give him a manager’s job — perhaps no one would come to his restaurant if he bought it; they would all know that Millo had dismissed him. And his money; he would lie there and count up his money — a good sum by now, but not nearly enough for him and Maddalena to live on; one of them might live on it perhaps, but not both — two could never live in comfort on that money. He would hear Maddalena whispering her prayers, prayers to the Madonna, and one special prayer that began with: ‘Blessèd be God.’

He would shake her: ‘Stop praying like that, Maddalena! Why must you always be whispering something? I can hear you, it gets on my nerves; do stop praying, I am tired, I want to go to sleep.’

Maddalena would lie there obediently silent, but Gian-Luca would know that she was praying in her heart. What was she praying about in her heart? Her silent prayers would begin to torment him, he would try to imagine those prayers in her heart and would want her to whisper again. In the mornings he would get up angry and weary, and there would be Maddalena. Then she too would watch him as Roberto watched him, following him round the room with her eyes; urging him to let her send for the doctor, urging him to eat his breakfast.

‘Eat, amore!’ she was always saying. ‘Try to eat something, amore.’

And one day his hand shot out and he struck her. Full in the face he struck Maddalena, then he struck her again because she said nothing but just stood there dumb like an animal who loves and is wounded unto death by its master.
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Terrible days indeed for Maddalena, but even more terrible days for Gian-Luca, who must struggle through his work at the Doric with a smile — especially if Millo was watching. And now he felt certain that everyone watched him: Millo, Giovanni, Roberto, the clients. It came down like an avalanche on him, their watching; their watching was a thing, an intolerable presence that stood between him and his own will to watch, so that he could not see clearly.

‘Dio!’ he would groan, ‘will they never stop watching? Do they think I am drunk, or crazy or what, that they follow me about with their eyes?’






  








CHAPTER FOUR
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One evening that June the Signora Rocca looked up from her sewing and said: ‘What a deplorable thing is pride, and how right I was when I — warned the Bosellis not to send Gian-Luca to that heathenish Board School.’

Rocca took off his spectacles and swore, beyond which he vouchsafed no comment, so his wife continued: ‘I am sorry for Gian-Luca, as a Christian that is my duty — but as the English say, and it is a good saying, “Pride cometh before a fall.” I do not see what he has to be proud of, considering his unfortunate birth; however, it is clear that he sets himself above us; does he ever come here to see us these days? He does not, he treats us as though we were dirt, he is getting too big for his breeches!’

Rocca, for once, sympathized with his wife. Her words had opened the vials or his wrath so that he thumped the table; large angry thumps he inflicted on the table, as though he were thumping Gian-Luca.

‘Giurabaccaccio! you speak truly,’ said Rocca, ‘we are not good enough any more! Imagine it, a fellow that I dandled as an infant, a fellow to whom I had to give fruit-drops because he so feared my small goats! It is impudent indeed the way Gian-Luca treats me, I who fought at Custozza. I did not play waiter in an Officers’ Mess! No, no, I was only a poor, common soldier; I killed men in those days, not scraggy French chickens — but then I was only a soldier!’ Rocca spoke in great bitterness of heart, not for nearly five months had Gian-Luca been near him, and now, Maddalena would never come either — grown proud, no doubt, like her husband.

Rocca was so angry that he went to see Teresa in order to tell her about it: ‘That grandson of yours has become swollen-headed, he ignores his old friends, he gives himself airs, he is what the English call “snob.” My wife is offended and I am offended at the manner in which he treats us. We are humble but proud. I am only a butcher, but I fought in the battle of Custozza!’

Teresa shrugged her shoulders: ‘My excellent Rocca, I am not the keeper of my grandson — he never comes here, I know nothing about him, and now his wife does not come either. Perhaps he has become what the English call “snob,” or perhaps he is just very busy — Millo tells me they are all very busy at the Doric — but whatever it is I am busy myself, much too busy to run after Gian-Luca.’

‘Only a fool throws away his old friends,’ muttered Rocca as he turned to leave her. ‘As for you, I consider that he owes you a duty, in our country the family tie is sacred, and only a fool would copy these English, who care nothing for family ties.’

‘That is so,’ she agreed, ‘but on the other hand, only a fool would allow sentiment to stand in the way of his business. I do not resent the fact that my grandson is too proud or too busy to bother about me — since I am too busy to bother about him, why should I feel resentment?’

But if Rocca was angry and Teresa indifferent, Mario and Rosa were wounded; so deeply wounded that they looked at each other and their kindly brown eyes filled with tears.

‘He does not love us any more,’ sighed Rosa, while Mario shook his head sadly.

‘Yet he drank of your milk — it is strange, my Rosa, for they say that much love flows in with the milk that is drawn from a woman’s breast—’

Poor Mario was deeply depressed this summer, and he had good cause for depression, for now he was no longer the head-waiter of the Capo; his triumph had been shortlived, and his fall the more bitter because of that shortlived triumph.

The Padrone had said quite pleasantly one morning: ‘I have just engaged a head-waiter. Now that we have our full staff back again, and no more lazy, imbecile women, the Padrona and I think the time has arrived to have a head-waiter at the Capo. I shall have to reduce your wages, of course — that will be only fair — but even so you will be getting more money than you dreamt of before the war. Then again, there is always the question of your lameness, my wife was speaking of it only last week: “It is dreadful to see how old Mario limps, we must get a head-waiter,” she said.’

Mario had stood with his mouth slightly open and his napkin drooping from his hand, for whenever the Padrone mentioned his lameness he certainly felt very old. He had been quite unable to trust himself to speak, so had hobbled away to the pantry; and there he had started biting his nails — what could he do but start biting his nails? Give notice? Ma che! who else would engage him? He was only an old lame mule.

It was terribly hard when it came to telling Rosa, who naturally shed a few tears; ‘Geppe dead, and Gian-Luca so proud and now this—’ she whimpered, mopping her eyes. But then she noticed her husband’s grey hair, nearly white it had gone at the temples, and all that was brave in her leapt to his defence, the kind, patient creature that he was! ‘It is scandalous, you look younger than ever!’ she lied. ‘And as for your grey hair, I like it; it is very becoming, it gives you distinction, a head-waiter looks better with grey hair.’

And this obvious falsehood really consoled him, at all events for the moment, since the hearts of some men are the hearts of small children — especially when they ache badly.

Nerone, however, was not nearly so tactful. ‘It is all that infernal bunion!’ he shouted. ‘Why do you not get the damned thing cut off? Are there no hospitals in England?’

But at such a terrific suggestion as this, Mario turned very pale: ‘I do not like operations,’ he babbled, ‘one cannot know what they will do to one’s body; one is helpless like a pig about to be slaughtered. I have heard that they wish to experiment on one, I have heard the most terrible things—’

In his fear he began to plead for his bunion; ‘No, no, Babbo; no, no, I have had him for years — I will paint him with iodine night and morning, I will get some new boots many sizes too big, I will try to limp less — it is only a habit, one gets into the habit of limping—’

‘Fool!’ bawled Nerone. ‘They cut off my leg, and the students amused themselves with it! Did I care if the students played football with my leg? Well then, why need you care what they do with your bunion? Sacramento! one would think you were proud of the thing! Perhaps they would put it to float in a bottle, and then you could keep it in your bedroom!’

After which Nerone must mourn his own fate; he would have to stay in England, he declared. How could he give up his miserable business when his daughter would obviously starve? In vain did they both try to reassure him; Mario was not so ill-paid, there were no children now — why, Berta was quite rich, with her Albert promoted to buyer — there was no need to worry, there was no need to stay, Nerone could go when he pleased. Of course he must go if he still felt so home-sick — poor Babbo, of course he must go! But Nerone shook his head and glared hotly at Mario, which was certainly rather unfair, for it was not the thought of his daughter that held him, but those pretty silver shillings that winked back from the till; prolific past all expectations they were being, because of the Italian exchange.

There was someone, however, who could never do wrong, according to old Nerone, and this was Gian-Luca, whom he loved more than ever for the sake of his dead friend Fabio. He said to Rosa: ‘You make a great fuss, always snivelling and dabbing your eyes — Dio Santo! One would think that Gian-Luca had been hanged, whereas he is only trying to make money. He is making good money, and so he has no time to come paying you foolish visits. But apart from all this, he is not well, I think, that is why I called on Maddalena. As for Rocca, I have told him quite plainly that he lies when he says that Gian-Luca has grown proud. That Rocca is making me sick with his talk of his courage, and his wounds, and his battles. Custozza, ma che! that was all very well, but my grandson died on the Isonzo! Leave Gian-Luca alone, he will come home to roost, he will want to see his old Nerone. Did he not call me “Nonno” that day, and make Fabio so terribly angry?’

‘Magari,’ murmured Rosa, which meant nothing or all things, according as you chose to interpret.

Meanwhile Gian-Luca still held aloof, feeling strangely unwilling to see them. They would talk, about eating and food and the Doric. Oh, he knew them, they thought about nothing but food, they were almost as bad as Millo. When he got his day off at the end of June, he wanted to spend it alone, but of course Maddalena must begin about Rosa — she was always reproaching him now about Rosa whom he had forbidden her to visit.

She said precisely what he had expected: ‘Do let us go and see Rosa — she is very sad, caro, she misses her Geppe, and you are her foster-son.’

‘Dio!’ he complained, ‘must I never forget that I drank of that good woman’s milk? I do not wish to see Rosa or the others. I am tired, I am not getting up at all this morning, do leave me in peace, mia donna.’

She left him, and he lay in bed trying to doze; he was feeling very weak, he discovered. He had noticed lately that when he stopped working, his body ran down like a clock. At half-past one Maddalena brought his dinner all neatly arranged on a tray. He sat up in bed and glared at it frowning.

‘Is it not good?’ she inquired with a sigh. ‘I have tried to cook everything simply.’

‘Ma sì!’ he muttered, ‘it is probably good, but do not stand watching, Maddalena. How can a man eat his food when you watch every morsel he puts into his mouth?’

So she went down again to her own lonely meal, which was little enough to her liking, being cooked as the English cook most things, in water, and never a touch of good butter with the beans or the dreary-faced boiled potatoes. And as she sat eating the unappetizing fare she remembered her father’s trattoria, and from this her thoughts strayed to the far-off Campagna, and then she felt home-sick, terribly home-sick — very lonely she felt and unhappy. For the longing to live among her own people had been growing in Maddalena lately, the longing for blue sky and wide, quiet places, where the sheep all wore little bells. She would think of that wonderful day when Our Lord had left His Footprint in stone, and would wonder if He too had loved the Campagna — if indeed that might not well have been Our Lord’s reason for blessing the humble stone. Then her heart would begin to yearn over Gian-Luca, who laughed when she spoke of such things — perhaps if she got him away to the sunshine he too might receive the blessing of faith. Some day she would show him that Footprint in stone, after which he must surely believe.
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Late that afternoon Gian-Luca got up and went for a walk alone. He could feel Maddalena watching from the window, and for just a moment he paused on the pavement, but he did not turn his head. He wished that she would not stand there at the window, with her questioning desolate eyes — the eyes of a woman who was doomed to be childless — why must she always reproach him with her eyes, was it his fault that she was childless? His feet dragged a little as he walked on slowly, not caring much where he went. And now he was passing the Foundling Hospital — queer to be living so near that place; why had he chosen to live near that place? The thought had never occurred to him before — yes, it certainly was rather queer.

The foundlings appeared to be happy enough; they were playing out in the garden, not troubling at all about the problems of fate. At their age he had troubled very much about such problems — oh, very much he had troubled! He looked through the tall iron gates, and marvelled at the noisy, shouting children, remembering the pain of his own lonely childhood; remembering bitterly, cruelly even, wounding himself in the process.

‘Go on, go on!’ he said, staring at the foundlings. ‘Go on, go on — but you will not escape it, it is waiting for you round the corner!’ But when he would have liked to tell them what was waiting, he found that he did not know. ‘Ma che!’ he thought dully, ‘what does it all matter; they play, they shout, they think they are happy — oh, well, and why not? It will come soon enough, that thing that is waiting round the corner.’ Shrugging his shoulders he went on his way, and quite soon he forgot about the foundlings; forgot about everything except Gian-Luca, for whom he was deeply concerned. ‘I am ill,’ he muttered, ‘I think I am ill.’ He laid his fingers on his pulse, and then he felt frightened and walked more quickly, just to prove that he was not ill.

One or two women glanced at him in passing, struck by the expression of his face; a pale, handsome face with its arrogant mouth and its queer, inscrutable eyes. And presently a woman came up and touched him, murmuring something in his ear.

‘Go to hell!’ he said roughly, and pushed her with his arm so that she fell back frightened.

The noise of the traffic began to grow louder; he was suddenly conscious of the noise; he found himself walking in New Oxford Street without knowing how he had got there. All around him were shabby, insufferable people, and they jostled him as he walked. He felt sick with disgust at the contact with their bodies, and squaring his shoulders he thrust them aside; he would gladly have trampled on them. The stench of the traffic was heavy in his nostrils, the hot, greasy smell of engines; of monstrous engines, all spewing and belching up oil and petrol, and poisonous fumes from the pipes of their filthy exhausts. He hated these engines as though they had life, as though his hatred could harm them. They were foul, greedy feeders, and they stank of their food like creatures with rotting stomachs.

Oh, but he was tired! He had gone much too far; he had not intended to go far. His legs were trembling, and his hands, and his lips — Wait, he would smoke, that would steady the trembling — he groped for a cigarette. He found one, but now he could not find his matches — what had he done with his matches? He began to ransack all his pockets in a panic, so intent on this process that he passed a tobacconist’s without having noticed the shop. Now the urge to smoke was becoming a torment, he must stop that trembling of his hands. The cruelty of it, to have come without his matches! So harmless a longing, just to light a cigarette, and yet he had come without his matches! He stood still, staring round him in a kind of despair, with the cigarette lolling from his mouth; then he started to run forward; he had seen a woman who was selling matches at the corner.

‘Give me a box of matches!’ he panted. ‘Quick, give me a box of matches!’ Without waiting, he snatched what he wanted from her tray and started to light his cigarette.

The woman was battered and dirty and dejected; her face looked humble yet sly; for hers was the face of the intolerably poor, of those who must cringe to the lash of Fate and fool him behind his back. But by her side stood a thin little boy who clung to her threadbare jacket, and his face, unlike hers, was wonderfully quiet. Resigned, too, it seemed, as only the faces of very young children can be. Something was terribly wrong with his eyes — what was it that was wrong with his eyes? The closed lids were shrunken and flat and disfigured — so woe-begone somehow, they looked, those closed lids, in spite of that quiet expression. And Gian-Luca, who cared not at all for children, must gaze and gaze at this child as though he were suddenly suffering with him, as though in some curious way he belonged to those woe-begone, sightless eyes.

He said: ‘That child — who is he, what is he?’

And the woman answered: “E’s mine.’

And the child stood very still as though listening, with his head a little on one side.

Then Gian-Luca said: ‘But his eyes, his poor eyes—’

And the woman answered: ‘They’re gone. ‘E ain’t got no eyes, they was both taken out, they was all diseased like, ‘is eyes.’

She lifted the lids one after the other, showing the empty sockets; and the child never spoke, and neither did he flinch, nor indeed show any resentment.

Down the street came a jolting coster’s barrow, and the barrow was full of spring flowers. All the colours of heaven seemed to be passing, drawn by a mangy donkey. The sun came out from behind a cloud, making the flowers more lovely: and because of a child who could not see, Gian-Luca realized the flowers. Then he looked again at the face of the child, at that face of dreadful resignation, and all in a moment he had pulled out his purse and was emptying it into the tray. Something rose up in his throat and choked him, and suddenly he was weeping; the great tears went trickling down his cheeks and splashed on his coat unheeded.

The woman mumbled her words of thanks: ‘Thank yer, mister; God bless yer, mister.’ She thought he was mad, but what did that matter, he had given her nearly five pounds! She pushed the child forward: ‘Just look at ‘im, mister — ain’t he a poor little feller!’ For she hoped that this soft-hearted, weeping madman might be tempted to still further madness.

But Gian-Luca had turned and was rushing away; away and away from the sightless child, away and away from suffering and affliction, and the great, blind sadness of the world. And even as he ran something ran beside him, he could feel it close at his elbow. A quiet, persistent, intangible presence — the great, blind sadness of the world.
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When at last he got home he went to Maddalena, and he laid his head down on her knee, and he told her about the child without eyes, and all the while he was talking he wept; and over and over again he must tell her about the child without eyes.

She sat there gently stroking his hair, murmuring her pity for the little blind creature, murmuring her pity for the desolate man who crouched there sobbing at her knee. And when he had cried for more than an hour he looked up into Maddalena’s face.

‘I struck you—’ he whispered. ‘I struck you, Maddalena.’ And his tearful eyes were amazed.

She shook her head slowly: ‘It was only your hand — you have never struck me, Gian-Luca.’ And stooping, she kissed the guilty hand and forgave it and pressed it to her cheek.

Then he said: ‘I am very tired, Maddalena, and tomorrow I must go to the Doric; I think I should like to sleep for a little, only — sit by me, Maddalena.’
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That night he dreamt about the beggar who sold matches, and about the child without eyes. And in his dream he thought that they looked different; curiously different, for although they were beggars, there was something noble about them. The face of the child was serene in its suffering, and wise — oh, intensely wise; and the face of his mother was no longer as it had been; now it seemed to Gian-Luca to be full of high courage, a steadfast, enduring face.

She said: ‘This is my little son, Gian-Luca, who must bear so much for the world. Will you not see for my little son who must bear the blindness of the world?’

Then Gian-Luca wept afresh, in his sleep, for the eyes that were not there to weep. And hearing him, Maddalena woke him:

‘You are dreaming, Gian-Luca — wake up, amore, and tell me what you have been dreaming.’

He tried to tell her but somehow he could not — he could not remember his dream.

‘There, there,’ she soothed, ‘it is all right, piccino.’ And as though he himself were a child, she rocked him till he fell asleep again in her arms.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
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Gian-Luca was ill on the following morning, too ill to go to the Doric.

‘I think you have caught a chill,’ said Maddalena.

And he nodded: ‘Sì, sì — it is a chill.’

He was patient, letting her minister to him, letting her wash his hands and face, letting her give him those simple old remedies so dear to her peasant’s soul. His pale eyes followed her round the room, wherever she went they followed; and always they held a look of surprise, as though they were seeing this grave, simple woman for the first time, and seeing her, marvelled. And this poignant new seeing had little in common with the stately beauty of her body; her gracious body was only a cloak beneath which lay the suffering heart of Maddalena — that was what he seemed to be seeing.

He said: ‘You are very unhappy, Maddalena. Is it I who have made you unhappy?’

‘If you would only get well—’ she murmured. ‘If you would only try to eat—’

Then Gian-Luca shook his head: ‘Come here, Maddalena; come here and stand by the bed.’

And she went to him slowly, turning her face, for she could not steady her lips.

He caught hold of her hand: ‘It is not that, Maddalena, it cannot be only my illness — your heart feels so empty, so horribly empty — you are lonely because of our unborn children, and because there is something lacking in me, something that I cannot give you.’

‘No, no!’ she protested. ‘No, no, Gian-Luca.’ But her voice was heavy with tears.

And hearing that voice he sighed to himself and stared down at her trustful hand.

‘It has always been that, Maddalena,’ he said slowly. ‘I laid my loneliness on you; from the first day we met I have forced you to bear it — and yet that was not quite enough, it seems, for I have remained very lonely.’ Then he said: ‘You were made for great loving, Maddalena — for great simple primitive loving; for the kind of love that knows no ambition, no anger, no bitterness, no doubts and no fears, that is selfless because of itself. Such a great love as that would have filled up your heart, so that if you had had no children, you would still have possessed the most complete fulfilment that life is capable of giving—’

He paused, for now she was kissing his forehead, and her arms were around his shoulders.

‘Get well — get well, my belovèd,’ she whispered. ‘You are my only fulfilment, Gian-Luca, my little child and my husband.’

But Gian-Luca looked into Maddalena’s eyes, so faithful they were but so hopeless; the desolate eyes of a mothering doe whose young has been slain by the hunter.

‘You have very much to forgive,’ he said gravely. ‘Can you forgive, Maddalena?’

And she answered: ‘If I have much to forgive, then may God forgive me as I forgive you, and love me as I love you, Gian-Luca.’
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To please her he drank up the good beef tea, and the milk and wine that she brought him; and when she took him his simple meals, he made her stand by him and watch while he ate, hoping to reassure her.

‘Give me a little more fish,’ he would say, then look up quickly at her face; and because of her smile he would praise the fish: ‘It is good, I must be getting much better, Maddalena, already I feel much better.’

By the fourth day of nursing he was certainly stronger; he was able to get up and dress. He was able to smoke too, an excellent sign, as he pointed out to his wife. And by the next morning he had grown rather restless, he wished to go out, he told her, he wanted to find that woman again, and the child who had lost his eyes.

‘But why, amore?’ Maddalena protested. ‘But why, when they made you so sad?’

‘I must find out much more about them,’ he answered. ‘Do not worry, I shall not be long.’

And something told her that he had better go, so she sighed and nodded her head.

In Theobald’s Road he got into a taxi and drove to New Oxford Street, stopping the cab when it came to the corner where the woman had sold him matches. He paid off the driver and stood looking about him, but the woman and her child were not there; and this gave him a little shock for some reason, so that he felt afraid. He went up and spoke to the policeman on point duty, describing the pair to him minutely.

But the policeman shook his head: ‘I’ve not seen them, sir, I don’t ever remember having seen them.’

Then Gian-Luca began to urge him to remember. ‘The child had no eyes,’ he repeated. ‘Of course you have seen them — a child with no eyes — there cannot be many such children?’

‘Well,’ said the policeman, ‘maybe I have seen them, we’ve a good many beggars round here — they don’t always stop in the same place for long — but I can’t recall them at the moment.’

Then Gian-Luca inquired at a shop on the corner, but there also they could not remember. The street was so crowded, there were so many people — a woman selling matches with a little blind boy? Yes, they thought they had seen her; or was it a man? They were sorry, they could not remember. Still intent on his search, Gian-Luca walked on until he came to High Holborn. There were several other beggars, one or two who sold matches, but not the beggars he wanted.

‘If I could only find them,’ he muttered, ‘if I could only find them!’ Not that he knew what he would say if he found them — what could anyone say?

And strangely now he had turned in the direction of home, still feeling afraid; for his eyes were full of that awful new seeing, so that he must pity the straining horses, and the men who crouched by their dingy loads, urging those straining horses. The stench of the traffic seemed more horrible than ever, and the throb and the roar of engines. In and out of the turmoil dashed tired, anxious people — across the road limped a foolhardy cripple, swinging a perilous crutch. There were babies with incredibly old, suffering faces, bearing the sins of their fathers; there were women with blemished, disease-stricken bodies, bearing the sins of their men; there were men with blotched skins and small, hating eyes, eyes that were looking for vengeance; there were children who were full of a crude, horrid wisdom, learnt in the school of degradation. And then there were all the more prosperous citizens, wearing their liveries of business. Grey clothes, grey faces, grey minds, grey spirits; that blank, grey stare of preoccupation with the unrelieved greyness of the office. Such excellent, hard-working people these latter, such neat little wheels in the machine; so proud of the order to which they belonged, so contented — yes, that was the worst of it, so contented to be neat little wheels in the machine. And then there were the idle who passed in their motors, which were constantly checked by the traffic. Inquiring faces would look through the windows; what a bore it all was, they wanted to get on! They wanted to go quickly, to go more and more quickly; they had nothing to do so they wanted to go quickly, in order the better to do it. And then there was Gian-Luca, seeing sadness in these things, disintegrating with pity, so that the years swept backwards to childhood, so that he muttered the words of a child: ‘Oh poor, oh poor, oh poor!’

What did it matter if the things that he saw were the work and the will of these people; all the hideous folly the work of their hands, all the hideous injustice the will of their brains; it was there, they had done it, they had built up the monster, and had called him Civilization. And now they were sweating great gouts of blood, or so it seemed to Gian-Luca — rich and poor, idlers, workers, they were all sweating blood. Ay, and the patient beasts that must serve them, all sweating great gouts of blood.

He quickened his steps because of Maddalena, who would surely be watching and waiting; a quiet, patient woman, herself so much a victim; and his pity overflowed when he thought of Maddalena to whom he could never give love. If he could have realized anything to pray to he would surely have prayed at that moment; he would surely have prayed that he might love Maddalena, but his mind and his lips were both strangers to prayer. He could not find God in this anguish of pity, he could not find himself, he was utterly lost; he could not find high-sounding, resonant phrases, for only the words of his childhood came to him: ‘Oh poor, oh poor, oh poor!’

3
 

By the end of a week he was back at the Doric, a thin, grave man who now stooped slightly, and whose hands were not quite steady.

Roberto exclaimed in surprise when he saw him: ‘Ma, signore, have you been very ill?’

And Gian-Luca was silent; had he been very ill? Perhaps — he was not quite sure. As he stood there looking at the anxious Roberto, he forgot all about his wine-waiter’s brave deeds; he could think of nothing but the little man’s eyes; such round, bright eyes like those of a bird, like the eyes of Nerone’s caged skylarks. But Gian-Luca must turn away to his duties, he must superintend all the preparations for the day, so that when the clients began to arrive he would be in his place by the door. The business of his life had begun for him again, the interminable business of feeding. ‘Gian-Luca!’

‘Sì, signore—’

‘Do send me Roberto.’

‘Subito, signore, I will tell him.’

‘Maitre d’hotel!’

‘Permesso—’

‘I don’t like this salad!’

‘I will change it at once, signore.’

And now there was no need to watch his clients, for he saw too much without watching; and all that he saw he seemed to see clearly, with a ruthless but pitiful vision. He saw Jane Coram, with her body of an athlete, and her eyes of a home-sick monkey; a monkey that must prance to the tunes of the band, that must take off its cap and grimace and gibber so that fools might find pleasure in its antics. Her face looked sallow and slightly thickened as she sat in a patch of sunlight; and as though the presence of the sunlight confused her, she called for Gian-Luca to draw the silk curtains in order to shut it away. She was rather untidy to-day, Jane Coram, and her mouth was a little awry, for her uncertain hand had slipped with the lip-stick, marring the shape of her lips. Behind those eyes of a home-sick monkey Gian-Luca perceived something cowering; something that feared and hated the crowds, something that shrank from noise and applause, something that wanted to be all alone — the soul of a Solitary. And seeing, he could not order the brandy He said to Roberto: ‘She has drunk much already, they all have, that lot, poor devils! Go slowly.’

And Roberto answered: ‘I will do what I can, but you know what they are, they must have their brandy, otherwise they will go somewhere else.’

Then Gian-Luca grew infinitely sorrowful and humble as he looked about him at his clients. He had set himself up as their tempter and their judge, he who was surely the least among them, for had he not grabbed at their money with both hands, seeking to grow rich through their weakness? And now he must serve them in anguish of spirit, a dreadful, unwilling serving.

‘Gian-Luca!’

‘Signorina?’

‘Another double-brandy!’

Then that horrible: ‘Sì, signorina—’
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The season dragged on, and whenever he could Gian-Luca went home to Maddalena. He clung to her now like a frightened child, eating without complaint the food that she prepared, in order to keep up his strength. Sometimes he would try to express his great sadness but his words would be inadequate and vague.

‘I saw something horrible to-day,’ he might begin, ‘a poor wretch in khaki grinding an organ—’

‘They are often frauds,’ Maddalena would tell him.

Then he would stammer and would want to explain that this in itself was a reason for pity, only the words would fail him. He wanted to tell her about Jane Coram and the thing that cowered behind her eyes.

‘Maddalena, it is lonely because of the crowds—’

‘But why must she drink as she does?’ she would ask him.

Why indeed? He would stare at his wife, bewildered; somewhere deep down, he thought he knew the answer, but it always seemed to evade him.

There were days when his sadness infected Maddalena, descending upon her like a cloud, when all that she did seemed futile and useless; her very prayers lacked conviction at such times, as though there was no one to hear her. Then it was that in a kind of self-preservation she would speak to Gian-Luca of her Church.

‘If only you belonged to the Church,’ she would tell him, ‘you would know peace, amore, you would come to know God.’ And the sound of her own words would comfort a little. ‘You would surely come to know God!’

He always listened patiently to her while she praised and glorified her faith, listened because of the burden he inflicted in making her share his sadness. But when she had finished he would shake his head:

‘I cannot find God, Maddalena.’

‘You have never looked for Him,’ she would say reproachfully.

‘Ma sì,’ he would tell her. ‘I have looked for Him lately, only I cannot find Him, and if I should find Him, Maddalena, I should have many questions to ask.’

‘The Church would answer your questions, Gian-Luca, is it not God’s own mouthpiece?’

Then Gian-Luca would smile: ‘I do not feel God as needing a mouthpiece in that sense, piccina — I feel Him as being too vast and aloof — perhaps that is the trouble; your God is too aloof to notice poor, everyday things.’

But Gian-Luca was beginning to notice more and more those pitiful everyday things, so that now he could not pass one of the afflicted without a strong thought of pity. Sometimes it would be a long-suffering beggar who must earn a living by displaying the shame of a wretched, misshapen body; sometimes one of those dwarfed, consequential creatures who elbowed their way through the crowded streets with a kind of pathetic and impudent defiance, born of a conscious grotesqueness; sometimes it would be a man out of work, bearing military ribbons on his coat, or another performing some mean, dreary labour in the remnants of glorious khaki. And Gian-Luca would want to comfort such people, not weakly, but with the whole strength of his being, only he did not know how to set about it; he would feel inadequate, self-conscious and shy, and when he stopped to give money to a beggar he would flush with a curious feeling of shame, and as like as not would speak brusquely: ‘Be quiet, do not thank me!’ — for the thanks of the poor filled him with a sense of outrage. He had not yet learnt that Compassion, the divine, has a sister whose name is Gratitude, and that each must form part of the perfect whole that alone is capable of healing.
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Gian-Luca made his peace with the clan very simply, by going one day to see them. And because of the deep sadness that they saw in his eyes, their warm hearts forgave him those months of neglect — only Teresa’s heart held aloof, for her heart remembered his mother. Looking at Teresa, so stern, so much alone, Gian-Luca made one more effort to win her, returning in spirit to the days of his childhood, but offering now the pity of a man to this arrogant, defiant old woman.

He said: ‘I would so much like you to love me — is it impossible, Nonna? I would like you to want me, to need me a little — not because of my advice about the Casa Boselli, you have Millo to help you with that now — but because I am your grandson, the only living creature upon whom you have any real claim.’

Then Teresa stood up and confronted her grandson, and they looked at each other eye to eye: ‘I have only loved once in my life, Gian-Luca. Only one creature have I loved in my life, and that was my daughter Olga.’

His arrogant underlip shot out a little, and he felt a quick impulse to break her: ‘I am the child of your child,’ he said hotly; ‘I am the flesh and blood of that Olga for whose sake you always hate me.’

‘I do not hate you,’ she answered quietly; ‘I neither love you nor hate you; but to me you have been as alien flesh; can I help that, Gian-Luca? I respect you, I am even proud of your success, but to me you are alien flesh. I saw your mother agonize and die in order that you might have life.’ Then Gian-Luca nodded slowly, and his arrogant mouth grew gentle as he silently accepted her decision, for the unassuageable grief of the old stared at him out of those hard black eyes. He seemed to be seeing the heart of Teresa, a bitter, unforgiving but desolate heart — all bleeding it was, with the sorrow and shame that his life had called into being.

‘It must be as you wish,’ he said very gravely, and turning away he left her; but it seemed to Gian-Luca that her sorrow went with him and followed him into the street.
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It was a very good thing that Gian-Luca’s under-waiters were a well-trained lot of young men, that indeed he had trained most of them himself to the standard required by the Doric. For the eyes of a head-waiter must only be all-seeing in purely material matters, and once they begin to see beneath the surface their owner is no longer really proficient, and this was what had happened to Gian-Luca. Gian-Luca the implacable, the perfect machine, with those long years of training behind him, was gradually becoming a mere obstruction. His voice would sound vague when he gave his orders, and the orders themselves would be uncertain, so that Daniele must ask him to repeat them, while Roberto the watchful would whisper to Giovanni:

‘He is stranger than ever today, amico; we had better look out for trouble.’

And trouble there was on more than one occasion, especially with the Milady who was little and lovely and who liked her good food, and whose table Gian-Luca might forget to reserve, because he was worrying over Jane Coram or some other unfortunate creature.

‘What is the matter?’ the waiters asked each other. ‘He is going to pieces, our Signor Gian-Luca. He no longer takes command; a man cannot be certain of receiving an order correctly.’

But because of the spendid head-waiter that he had been, they rallied in something like pity. They who had borne his hard yoke for so long, whose smallest misdeeds had been severely censured, who had never expected mercy from Gian-Luca, must now show mercy and hide him from Millo; and in this they were led by the little Roberto — he was loyal, the little Roberto. But it could not go on, and one day in September, Millo sent for Gian-Luca.

‘Deceive Signor Millo? Ma che!’ sighed Roberto, ‘he has eyes in the back of his head!’

‘In the back of his head, do you say!’ snapped Giovanni, who remembered his own short period of transgression; ‘he has even more eyes than a peacock’s tail! I am sorry for Signor Gian-Luca.’

Millo said: ‘Will you please to sit down, Gian-Luca, so that we can have a little talk? It appears to me that you work badly lately, indeed I may say that you do not work at all. For the most part you stand about doing nothing, and when you do make some sort of an effort you only confuse your waiters. Moreover, I have noticed a strange thing about you — you look at our clients with pity. Now nobody comes to the Doric to be pitied; for the most part they come to amuse their stomachs, they come to forget the necessity to pity themselves or anyone else. Your waiters have been trying to shield you, I know, hoping that Millo would not see; but Millo sees all things pertaining to the Doric, and he sees that the restaurant is not what it was, and that clients grow angry because their orders are neglected — is not that so, Gian-Luca?’

Gian-Luca bowed slightly, and Millo went on to check off a list of complaints. Milady’s table, it had twice been forgotten; the Duchess’s supper, she had ordered oysters and had been given smoked salmon instead; Jane Coram’s brandy — moderation in all things, but Jane had not yet signed the pledge — Gian-Luca omitted to order her brandy if Roberto was busy, and this made her fretful, and when she was fretful she was like a spoilt child, complaining of all sorts of things. And then there was Gian-Luca’s uncontrolled face, which looked pitiful and gloomy by turns. He no longer smiled, and all clients expected a perpetual smile from their waiter.

‘Dio Santo!’ exclaimed Millo, ‘they pay for our smiles, and we make them pay high at the Doric! A smile will often cover an omission, a smile will often make good food taste better, a smile is the best appetizer in the world, and do not forget that, Gian-Luca.’

Gian-Luca nodded but found nothing to reply, for Millo was speaking the truth.

‘Here we have no time for moods,’ he was saying; ‘the man who feels moody is a nuisance at the Doric; you have been a fine waiter, but now you are a nuisance. What is the reason, Gian-Luca?’

Gian-Luca said slowly: ‘It is something, signore, that I find it hard to explain — a kind of great sadness has come over me lately—’ And he looked at Millo with his strange light eyes as though he felt sorry for him also.

Millo frowned and tapped on the desk with his fingers: ‘Your nerves are out of order,’ he said firmly. ‘What you need is a rest; you have worked hard for years, you worked like ten men before you went to France, while possessing only one body.’ He paused, then went on: ‘I have seen Maddalena. I went to see her last week, and I want you to go to my doctor at once; you will please go not later than to-morrow. I have spoken to Daniele, he can manage quite well, at all events he must manage,’ and he scribbled something on a half-sheet of paper. ‘Here is the doctor’s address, Gian-Luca; I have made an appointment for to-morrow at eleven. In the evening I will come and see you and Maddalena — I shall not expect you to come back to work until I have seen you again.’
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The next morning Gian-Luca went to see the doctor, who pronounced him to be suffering from a bad nervous breakdown. He was much too thin for a man of his height, his pulse was thready and unduly fast, he must eat nourishing food — plenty of it, said the doctor — the more he could eat the better. As for his depression, that was easily explained, it was simply the outcome of weakness. But overstrained nerves were not things to ignore, Gian-Luca must try to get some months of rest; a thorough change of air and scene was what he needed, but above all he must not worry.

‘You know what I mean,’ said the doctor soothingly; ‘get your mind off troubles, and don’t worry about lire. Go somewhere jolly, but don’t overdo things, and rest in the middle of the day.’

Gian-Luca thanked him, and received a prescription containing valerian and bromide. After which he was able to go home to Maddalena and assure her that he was quite sound.
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In the evening Millo arrived as he had promised.

‘Nerves — all nerves — as I told you,’ he said kindly. ‘The doctor says that you need a long rest, at least three or four months, and I think he is right. While you are away I propose to pay your salary, you can look upon that as a retaining fee, Gian-Luca. And now I want to know where you two will go, have you made up your minds?’ It seemed that they had not, so Millo continued: ‘Well I have a suggestion to make; you should go to Italy with Maddalena, you should give the blue sky and the sunshine a chance. After all, Gian-Luca, you are an Italian, and yet you have never seen our fine sunshine.” Then he laughed, ‘I too must try to have a break-down, I have not been home for ten years!’

Gian-Luca thanked him, and Millo talked on in order to cheer Maddalena. It was not his way to do anything by halves, and once having made up his mind to be generous, he spared neither money nor kindness. ‘You will see, he will come back a lion, Maddalena!’ he said cheerfully, patting her shoulder.

After he had gone they looked at each other: ‘Italy!’ murmured Maddalena; and all the ineffable longing of the exile was in that name as she spoke it. Her anxious brown eyes were pleading with Gian-Luca, asking him to take her home.

He nodded: ‘Yes, we will go, Maddalena—’

‘Blessèd be God!’ she whispered.

They sat on discussing ways and means. It was nearly the end of September. Maddalena said they could be ready in two weeks, they would board with her cousins who lived near the coast on the Riviera di Levante. Her cousins were always writing, these days, urging her to go out and see them; they were anxious, it seemed, to know Gian-Luca, of whom she herself wrote so often. It would not be Rome and the wonderful Campagna, but then, it would be cheaper than Rome; if they went to her cousins they could live very cheaply, especially with the exchange.

‘I would like to go to your cousins,’ said Gian-Luca, ‘they live in the country away from people; that is what I long for, to get away from people, there are too many people in the world.’

Then Maddalena told him about her cousins; he had heard it all many times before, but he let her talk on because it made her happy, since it was talking of home. Her cousins lived in a good-sized farmhouse on the hills behind Levanto. Sisto was a person of some importance, fattore, he was, to Marchese Sabelli. An excellent position to be fattore to such a noble estate. Lidia his wife was a simple creature, but kind, oh! intensely kind. They had a fine son in the Bersaglieri, and a younger son who must now be sixteen, and who helped his mother on the farm. They would get there in time for part of the vendemmia; the Marchese owned most of the neighbouring vineyards — all day they would sit on the hill-side in the sunshine — they would hear the peasants laughing and singing as they stooped to gather the grapes. She talked on and on, and Gian-Luca, as he listened, began to catch something of her joy, so that his eyes grew as bright as Maddalena’s.

‘I have not yet seen our country,’ he said thoughtfully, and as he said this he felt suddenly hopeful. ‘A man might find peace in Italy,’ he murmured; ‘do you think that I shall find peace?’

Then Maddalena laughed in her infinite contentment; ‘Is it not your own soil, Gian-Luca? You are homesick for the sunshine and the big blue sky; long ago I told you that your eyes looked home-sick; that was when I first met you, amore—’

‘Yes,’ he answered, ‘I think you are right — I think I have always been home-sick; only—’ he hesitated a moment, ‘only I have never felt perfectly certain where I am home-sick for, Maddalena.’

Then she kissed him and began to play with his hair, twisting it as though he were a child: ‘For us there is only one home that we long for, and that is the home of our people, belovèd.’

And because he so very much wished to believe her, he kissed her too, acquiescing.






  








CHAPTER SIX
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There are some experiences that remain in the mind as possessing a charm all their own, so that no matter what may follow after, they stand forth unblemished as something to remember with a sense of deep gratitude. And of these, the first glimpse of that lovely coast-line that curves like a sickle round the Genoese Gulf is surely not the least, for nothing more perfect could ever be wedded to sunshine.

The train had steamed out of Genoa station and was moving slowly by the side of the water, now into a long dark rumbling tunnel, now out into the glorious sunshine again, the rich, orange sunshine of mid-October. The sea and the sky were incredibly blue, and the peace of the sky stooped down to the sea, and the peace of the sea reached up to the sky, and the drowsy, motherly peace of autumn encircled them both, as with arms.

Gian-Luca stood in the corridor of the train with Maddalena at his side; they were holding each other’s hands, and their faces were steadfastly turned to the window. The peace had got into Maddalena’s eyes so that they were full of contentment; from time to time they rested on her husband, and then she must murmur in a voice of rapture: ‘Com’ è bella, la nostra Italia!’

Gian-Luca silently pressed her hand, his heart was too full for speech at that moment. All the beauty and the wonder of this first home-coming had filled him with a kind of reverential awe. He was conscious of a queer sense of things familiar, he felt that he knew the little white houses with bright-coloured garments flapping from their windows, and the pergolas covered with strong green vines, and the jars of rioting red carnations that stood along the sides of the roofs. There were people, too, in the tiny gardens, women with handkerchiefs bound round their heads; men lolling back on chairs in the sunshine; children who played on the hot, virile soil, and whose bare arms and legs were the colour of copper, so that they seemed to be part of the soil, part of the eternally patient Mother from whom sprang all fruitful things. And Gian-Luca felt that he too was a child, but one who had grown very weary; and he wanted to lay his cheek close to this earth and let all the strength of it go throbbing through him, and all the joy of it make him feel young, until he forgot about suffering and sorrow, and cared for nothing at all but the sunshine and the glory of being alive.

Presently he said: ‘This will make me quite well, this is the thing I have been needing.’

And hearing him, Maddalena rejoiced, and she praised the Mother of God in her heart.

All the way, curving gently southward, the splendid blue water went with them; and the sun and the warm air came in at the window, touching Gian-Luca as though they felt happy to welcome this tired son home. And every few miles the leisurely train would stop at a wayside station, and the names of such places would be soft on the tongue, so that Gian-Luca must speak them aloud for the pleasure he took in their beauty. There were Nervi, Rapallo, Zoagli, Chiavari, Sestri Levant, Moneglia; and all these small hamlets were bathed in sunshine which the walls of their houses caught and gave back, and the vines and the flowers that clung to the walls, and the eyes and the faces of the children.

Very soon Maddalena was waving from the window, for the train was coming into Levanto, and there on the platform stood Cousin Sisto patiently waiting for the train.

‘Eccoci! Here we are!’ called Maddalena.

The Cousin Sisto waved too: ‘Maddalena, but this is splendid!’ he shouted. ‘And Gian-Luca, but this is splendid!’

Cousin Sisto was a broad, squat person of fifty. His grey hair was cut en brosse, giving to his large head a square appearance, and the hair itself was very stiff in texture; you felt, indeed, that if you held him upside down, it would polish your parquet floors. His clothes were suggestive of Sundays or funerals, and belonged by rights to the latter; for Cousin Sisto had lost his Mamma a year ago at the age of eighty; and now, although he had gone out of mourning, his best suit survived, so he wore it for galas, enlivened by a bright yellow neck-tie. Cousin Sisto’s watch-chain was a thing to remember; it was made of an opulent red gold. The links were enormous and unusual in pattern; they ended in a species of curtain ring, which was clipped through his button-hole. And now Cousin Sisto took out his watch, and the watch was of tarnished white metal; it was rather a shock after seeing that chain, but then, as its owner was wont to say, smiling: ‘Non importa, he lives in a pocket!’

‘It is late, this train,’ remarked Cousin Sisto, in a voice of incredulous surprise; ‘nearly one hour and a half of delay!’ And he hurried them off to retrieve their luggage which was being hurled out of the van.

Then he gave an order to Carlo, the porter, who groaned and sighed loudly as he heaved the small trunks on to his antiquated truck. At the entrance to the station stood Sisto’s conveyance, a species of market-wagon. A lean, white mare was drooping in the shafts, too languid to twitch the flies off her ears, where they clustered in blue-black blotches.

‘Sacramento!’ swore Sisto, ‘I forgot about the chickens and now the train has departed! Oh, well, never mind, they must wait until the morning. Carlo, come here and help me!’ Carlo looked even more languid than the mare, and considerably less sweet-tempered. He dropped the handle of his truck with a frown, and together he and Sisto disinterred the chickens, banging their crate on the pavement. The crate appeared to be filled to bursting, judging by the heads that protruded, and those that could not find an opening to protrude from were firmly pressed against the slats. The fowls shuffled and squatted on top of each other in a futile effort to get ease; from time to time they clucked rather weakly, and tried to shake out their feathers.

Carlo examined the address on the label: ‘No train before ten o’clock to-morrow morning,’ he announced, staring crossly at the crate.

‘Allora? And what then?’ demanded Cousin Sisto.

‘It is big, it will take up much room in the station.’ muttered Carlo, ignoring any inconvenience that might accrue to the chickens.

Sisto waved his objection away. ‘Climb up beside me,’ he said to Maddalena, ‘Gian-Luca will not mind if he sits on the luggage? He knows that we are only simple country folk. Get in, Gian-Luca; are you ready? Va bene, and now we will make for home.’

He found his imitation panama hat, and pressed it down on his head. ‘Ee-yup!’ he encouraged, cracking his whip, and the mare moved stiffly forward.

Gian-Luca refrained from looking at the crate, but he wondered if Maddalena had noticed. Perhaps she had not; now, at all events, her eyes were turned to the sea. He followed the direction of her gaze, determined to think of nothing but the sunshine; before him there stretched a calm little bay in a semicircle of hills. The sun had begun to drop down westward, and whatever it touched it gilded; the half-furled sail of a skiff in the harbour looked as though cut out of cloth of gold, while the windows of the villas that lay back from the water were all afire with the sunset.

Sisto turned inland and drove through the town, where people sat outside the café; some of these people were drinking Amarena, and Gian-Luca thought of Nerone. And now they were out on a white country road, a long straight road that sloped upwards; and down the road came the tinkling of bells and the sharp clip, clip of home-going mules, laden with loads of herbage. On their right lay a very ancient smithy where a youth was working the bellows; with each downward sweep of the rough, wooden pole, the fire glowed softly through the gathering dusk, and the blacksmith’s hammer clanged on the anvil in harmony with the mule-bells. They passed a pair of tall iron gates, above each gate was a crown.

‘Guarda!’ said Sisto, pointing with his whip; ‘the estate of my master, the Marchese.’

Gian-Luca could just glimpse a big, untidy garden from which came a mixture of sweet scents, and sweetest of all, the scent of hot earth, steaming a little under dew.

‘He is rich, very rich,’ Cousin Sisto was saying; ‘I will show you his villa, Maddalena. Just now he has gone to Milan on business, and it is I who must see to all things in his absence; I have very much to do at this time of the vendemmia, they are terrible robbers, our peasants.’

The road had begun to climb upwards in good earnest, and the mare was stumbling and straining. Her sides were going in and out like the bellows at the blacksmith’s down in the village.

‘Ee-yup! Ee-yup!’ commanded Cousin Sisto, in the voice of him who must be obeyed.

But the mare, unable for the moment to go farther, stood still, ignoring Cousin Sisto.

And now Gian-Luca forgot about the sunset, and could think of nothing but the mare. ‘We are much too heavy for her,’ he protested, ‘she looks as though she would drop between the shafts; if you wait for a minute, I will get out and walk.’

‘Neanche per sogno!’ laughed Cousin Sisto, ‘she would never understand it; you will see, she can go very well when she wishes.’

‘But her flanks are all dripping with sweat,’ said Gian-Luca, ‘her flanks are quite grey with sweat!’

Then Sisto heaved a sympathetic sigh and glanced over his shoulder at Gian-Luca. ‘She is old, very old, poverina,’ he said sadly, and proceeded to lash her with the whip.

‘Stop!’ shouted Gian-Luca, ‘my wife and I will walk. Come down, Maddalena, we will walk!’ And he jumped out and held up his hand to Maddalena, where she sat beside Cousin Sisto.

Obedient as always, she climbed down from her seat and stood beside her husband in the road. Then Gian-Luca went to the back of the cart and tried to ease the wheels forward. Meanwhile Cousin Sisto stared round in amazement.

‘But what is the matter?’ he demanded. ‘Ma guarda, she is twenty years old the good mare, do you expect her to fly?’

The cart had begun to move slowly again, but nothing would induce Gian-Luca to get in; so he and Maddalena tramped on through the dust, which sprayed up over their ankles.

Cousin Sisto felt annoyed. ‘He is mad!’ he was thinking. ‘He makes his wife walk for a horse!’ and he looked down on Maddalena with pity, ‘Povera disgraziata!’ he muttered.

Still walking, they arrived at the gates of the farm, where Lidia was standing to receive them; a plump, comely woman with wavy brown hair, and small, very even white teeth. But seeing Maddalena tramping through the dust, she held up her hands and exclaimed:

‘Madonna! What has happened?’ she inquired in agitation. ‘Has there been an accident, Sisto?’

‘It was only our Giuseppina,’ said Sisto; ‘she pretended that the cart was too heavy.

‘The Giuseppina is sly,’ smiled Lidia; ‘she is old, and the old grow crafty. But to walk, that is too bad, and on your first evening! However, you are safely arrived, God be thanked; and now do come in, I must get to know Gian-Luca, I am happy in having a new cousin.’
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Early the next morning they went out on the hills, and Gian-Luca saw the vendemmia. He was walking through a region of wide, green vineyards in which worked an army of peasants; their strong, slim bodies arched over the vines as they stooped to gather in the grapes. Here and there stood huge baskets overflowing with fruit that glowed purple-red in the heat; for the sun was already gathering power, pushing the mist away from the hill-tops, pushing the light clouds away from the sky that stretched widely, fervently blue. The paths between the vines were strewn with crushed grapes, and the air was heavy with a queer, intense odour of fermentation and sweating human bodies; it smelt of fertility, virility and women, all steaming together in the sunshine.

The peasants were quick to observe a stranger; they glanced at Gian-Luca from under their lids, and whenever they stood up to ease their backs, they stared quite openly at him. Their eyes were the eyes of curious children, of the very young of the earth; they were not the eyes of those bygone Legions who had flung out the straight, white roads. For some reason Gian-Luca appeared to amuse them, perhaps it was his English clothes; but whatever it was, no sooner had he passed than they started laughing and talking loudly, calling him ‘forestiere.’ Once or twice he spoke to them in Italian, but at this they seemed rather nonplussed, as though something in the fact of his knowing their language struck them as embarrassing. He observed that with Maddalena, however, these people were perfectly at ease; and quite soon her sleeves were rolled up to her elbows, and there she was, one of them, gathering grapes. Then Lidia followed suit, and Gian-Luca was alone with Sisto and his son Leone.

Leone was a lumping lad of sixteen, his expression was bovine and surly. Like his father, he wore his hair en brosse, but in his case, the top of his pate was so black that it looked like a monster pen-wiper. His thick throat was bare, he was wearing no collar, and his shirt was unfastened for coolness; round his neck hung a little gilt crucifix and a medal of the Virgin Mary. He spoke seldom, eyeing Gian-Luca with suspicion, but his voice when he did speak was gruff; his voice was already that of a man, and his lip was well shadowed with down. He appeared to be curiously unobservant except in regard to beetles; butterflies also attracted his attention, which was rather unfortunate for them. The little, round beetles crept out of the vines, disturbed by the busy peasants, and whenever a beetle came the way of Leone, Leone crushed it with his foot. His hand would swoop out to afflict flying things, a game at which he was unusually dexterous, and the palm of his hand would be covered with powder from the wings of his unfortunate victims. Gian-Luca looked once or twice at Sisto, who however, seemed to be quite unperturbed by the unpleasant pastime of his offspring, and presently Leone wandered away, muttering something about chickens.

Then his father turned to Gian-Luca with a smile. ‘A fine fellow, no? He is useful on the farm; my Claudio is a soldier in the Bersaglieri, but this one shall be a fattore.’

Sisto was making a great effort to be friendly, despite the unfortunate incident of the mare; he was very disappointed in Maddalena’s husband; however, they must make the best of him. He had said to his wife on the previous night: ‘He is queer, Maddalena’s husband. Imagine it, making a poor woman walk because of a beast — and then our Giuseppina — I remarked: “She is twenty years old, Giuseppina, do you expect her to fly?”’

‘He is very handsome,’ his wife had replied; ‘a fine figure he has, but too thin; and how little he eats — such an excellent supper, such good ravioli, and the melanzane ripiene. All that I could lay my two hands on I cooked, and then he must come and eat nothing!’

Sisto had shrugged his shoulders in disgust: ‘He is hardly a man, my Lidia; and as for not eating, he ate many grapes, and figs, and much bread; but such stuff is for children, I think he is hardly a man!’

However, he had always been fond of Maddalena, so that now he was trying to be friendly. ‘Are you feeling the heat?’ he inquired of Gian-Luca. ‘You English are not used to the heat.’

Gian-Luca looked surprised: ‘But I am not English; I thought you knew I was Italian.’

‘Ma no, you are English,’ laughed Sisto, amused. ‘You speak fine Italian, but your manners are English, and then, who but an Englishman pushes a cart that has a good horse to draw it?’

Gian-Luca was silent, this was quite unexpected. So Sisto regarded him as English! But at last he said firmly: ‘You are quite wrong, Sisto, I consider myself an Italian — there are many Italians living in England.’

‘All the same, you are English,’ smiled Sisto. His round, brown face looked incredibly stubborn. ‘One can see that you are English,’ he persisted; ‘your clothes, your behaviour, your manner of eating—’ Then he hastened to add:

‘They are nice folk, the English, we like them, they bring us much money.’

How many times in his life had Gian-Luca listened to similar words: ‘The English are rich, they bring us much money.’ Yes, and how many times had he himself said them! He stared at Cousin Sisto in exasperation.

‘One gets sick of this talk of their money,’ he muttered. ‘Caspita, I do not!’ chuckled Sisto.

And now Cousin Sisto wished to hear about London, and above all about the Doric. Did it pay? Was the food good? What sort of a man was Millo? Had Gian-Luca grown rich? His Nonna must be rich; it paid well, a salumeria! Gian-Luca tried to answer all these questions politely, and after a little, to his infinite relief, Sisto began to talk of the Marchese, who he said was a person of vast importance, owing to his very great wealth. Now Sisto must puff himself out and grow pompous; was he not the fattore? And the watch-chain protruded on his round little stomach, and a long coral horn, worn against the evil-eye, swung to and fro from the watch-chain.

‘It is I who do all things,’ he told Gian-Luca, ‘a very responsible position. The Marchese is merry, he admires pretty women, and he has a dull wife. She is good, poverina — too good; it is said that she longs to be a nun. The Marchese says: “Sisto, I leave all to you, take care of my grapes, and see that you weigh them.” And I answer: “You may trust me, Signor Marchese, not the pip of a grape shall be stolen.” Which reminds me,’ went on Sisto, glancing at his watch, ‘that the hour has arrived for the weighing of the grapes; it is time that we hurry home!’

They turned and went back to the court-yard of the farm, in which had been set up an immense pair of scales. The peasants had begun to arrive with full baskets balanced on their heads or their shoulders. Sisto eyed them with open suspicion and made notes in a thick black notebook.

‘Avanti!’ he ordered peremptorily, and the weighing of the grapes began.

Each peasant in turn must empty his burden on to the giant scales; Sisto weighed it, then the grapes were tipped back into the basket, and off went the basket down the steep little track that led to the Villa Sabelli.

Sisto rumbled a good deal under his breath: ‘Due cento sessanta kili,’ he rumbled, and presently: ‘Cinquecento ottantatrè e mezzo — va bene!’ And he made some fresh entries in his notebook.

And now the whole court-yard was redolent of grapes, the rough stones were slippery with them. The hands of the peasants were stained and sticky, while the sweat from their labour stood out on their arms, beading the coarse, black hairs of the men, and the smooth, olive skins of the women. Gian-Luca was rather surprised to notice that several large baskets made their way into the farmhouse, the others, he knew, had gone down to the villa to await the treading of the grapes. But Sisto waved a nonchalant hand in the direction of his cellar; then he made some very elaborate calculations, called for Leone to take away the scales, hummed the ‘Marcia Reale,’ winked once at Gian-Luca — and that was the end of the weighing for the morning.
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That afternoon Sisto took them to the villa. ‘You will like to see how we make our good wine,’ he said pleasantly to Gian-Luca. ‘The Marchese is very fond of good wine, and why not? He is young and merry!’

The Villa Sabelli was a low, white building with a large coat-of-arms above its door. The paint on this door had once been bright green, but now it was faded to a soft bluish-grey, and its surface was webbed with many little lines, owing to the heat of the summers. An old stone court with a marble fountain stretched to the right of the entrance; but the fountain was usually tongue-tied and dry, because of the shortage of water. At each corner of this crumbling, silent fountain, grew a splendid cypress tree, thrusting its roots far under the flagstones, digging in the dark with relentless fingers and lifting the stones in the process. Wherever a stone had been slightly dislodged, something humble had found an asylum; for all things might prosper to repletion in this garden, and the will to grow was a positive frenzy; weed or flower they all throve very much alike, and remained undisturbed for the most part. Everything needed thinning out or pruning, everything was arrogantly fruitful, and everything was indiscriminately watered from the three deep vasche near the lodge. But the glory of the garden was its grove of orange trees, already beginning to colour very faintly; a grove that was planted in symmetrical lines that stretched for more than a mile. Sisto pointed it out with great pride, as well he might, thought Gian-Luca, for this was a miniature forest of fruit, in which presently every green globe would turn golden.

‘This is where our Marchesa walks reading her prayers, the poverina,’ whispered Sisto; ‘just now she is making a retreat near Rome. She is doubtless praying for the soul of the Marchese; she is good, very good, but Santa Madonna, our Marchese is only young!’

He led them round to the back of the villa and down a wide flight of stone steps; then he knocked on a massive oak door with his stick. Through the chinks of the door came the same acrid odour that Gian-Luca had noticed in the vineyards. The door was opened by a very old man.

‘Beppo!’ announced Sisto grandly. ‘He is old, you will say, but he still treads more grapes than anyone in the paese.’

Beppo was wearing a dingy cotton shirt that clung to his body with sweat; his trousers were rolled back over his thighs, and the flesh of his hairy old legs had shrivelled, leaving a cordage of sinews. His legs and his broad gnarled feet were stained and moist from the juice and skins of the grapes; his toes were beaded all over with grape pips, and soiled with dirt from the floor. He was toothless, and so he spoke very little, preferring to nod and grin, and after he had carefully closed the oak door, he climbed back into his vat.

There were three outside cellars at the Villa Sabelli, that were connected with each other by arches. Their ceilings were vaulted, their floors and walls of stone, and just now they conveyed a strong impression of a church given over to some pagan ritual. The vats were a species of glorified barrel standing on a rough wooden platform; they were high, they were wide, four of them to a cellar; and in each vat a man was prancing and stamping, raising his knees with a rhythmical motion grotesquely suggestive of dancing. The cellars were full of the soft, slushing sound made by the grapes in dying; a sound half solid, half liquid, that mingled with the grunts and the heavy breathing of the men, and the creaking of the age-old barrels. The fumes in these cellars were wellnigh overpowering, for Beppo was frightened of chills; all that he would allow was a half-open lattice high up in the farthest wall. It was said that a man could get drunk on such fumes; there was something wicked about them. Wicked but merry, no doubt — like the Marchese, whose excellent wine was in the making.

From time to time someone crawled out of his vat in order to stretch his legs; and his toes would be stuck with grape pips like Beppo’s, and after he had padded about for a little, with the dust and refuse of the floor. Then someone must pause to have a good spit — for habit will defy most conventions — and if he was dexterous he spat clear of his barrel, but if not — oh, well, then the juices of the body would be mingled with the juices of the vine!

Sisto looked on in apparent satisfaction, and after a while it was time to go home. ‘Come, Maddalena,’ said Sisto smiling; ‘to you this is nothing, you have seen it all before; we came for your husband — in England, of course, one could not see such a fine sight. When he gets back he can tell them about it; he can tell them how we make our good wine.’

And Gian-Luca said politely: ‘I will certainly tell them, it has been very interesting, Sisto.’ But his head felt heavy with the fumes of the cellars, and he longed to get back into the clean, open air and the health-giving blessing of the sunshine.

Maddalena took his arm as they walked through the garden: ‘It is better than this in Romagna,’ she whispered; ‘this vendemmia is so small; but I would not tell Sisto, he wishes very much to impress his new cousin, he is proud of his little paese.’






  








CHAPTER SEVEN
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Sisto continued trying to be friendly because of Gian-Luca’s wife. Lidia was friendly because of Gian-Luca; she liked Maddalena’s tall, quiet husband; but even Lidia was not at ease with him, he struck her — indeed, he seemed to strike them all — as being a ‘forestiere.’

The Englishman’s home may well be his castle, but the home of the Latin is his fortress, and seldom may the stranger hope to penetrate beyond its outermost portal. Thus Gian-Luca, while sharing their family life, had a sense of being always just outside; they were never completely natural with him, he suspected a number of subtle reserves, and this made him stiff and shy in his turn, shy of asserting his claim.

Moreover, he resented their superior air, their complacent conviction that every alien was either a madman or a fool; he had met such convictions before, it was true, but in Old Compton Street they had not affected him, whereas here they appeared to affect him directly, and the injustice of this made him restive. Then these people differed very much from the clan in one all-important respect; these people had no need to assert themselves, they were in their own country and could afford to be generous, they were not compelled to keep memories green in the constant fear of absorption. What had been excusable in Nerone and the others — a kind of virtue in a way — was irritating in Lidia and Sisto, and more irritating still in Leone. And then there was the question of veracity; poor Mario was not strictly truthful, of course; he must always say, for instance, that the little round tins were entirely unknown at the Capo; as for Nerone, he would swear by his gods that his Macedonias were fresher than fresh, and this in spite of the fact that the tobacco poured out of their ends like dry chaff. Oh, undoubtedly lies were told by the clan, and the clan was grasping over money; but its lies were pure white in comparison to Sisto’s, and if its members loved money they worked hard to get it, whereas Sisto was both grasping and lazy.

Sisto was quite a new type to Gian-Luca, a man devoid of any ideal as far as his work was concerned. The ambition of the exiles was completely lacking in him; he cared not at all how he ran the estate, provided that he ran it to his personal advantage with as little trouble as might be. His pride of office never went beyond words, and even in words it could not be maintained, for at one moment he would brag of the trust imposed in him, and the next he would wink a large eye at Gian-Luca, explaining at great length and with many a chuckle some underhand piece of sharp dealing. Nothing was too mean or too puerile for Sisto, so long as it brought him gain.

‘Ma guarda,’ he would laugh, ‘a man has to live! What do you say, Gian-Luca?’ And Gian-Luca, finding nothing appropriate to say, would observe that Sisto looked offended.

Very unwilling indeed was Gian-Luca to become the confidant of Sisto, but Sisto could never resist for long the pleasure of expounding his cunning. Yet after having poured out these revelations, he would usually assume the grand air, becoming very pompous and rather distant; then Lidia and Leone would also become distant, and Gian-Luca would be given to understand once again that he was only a stranger. He realized more and more every day how little he had in common with these people, how little they had in common with him, and this realization came as a shock; he had journeyed a very long way to discover that a man could feel foreign to his country.

Maddalena, who saw what was happening, grew anxious: ‘They are still rather shy, give them time,’ she would plead, and then she would add: ‘But you are so much better, therefore what does anything matter!’

And this was quite true, he was certainly better, beginning to feel almost strong. But he would think: ‘It is queer, I am always a stranger — I felt like a stranger among the English, and out here I feel even more like a stranger—’ And then he would try not to mind very much, because he had been warned against worry.

Yet all the same, he must say to Maddalena: ‘I have come home too late, donna mia — a man may come home too late to his country—’

And she, in her turn, could find nothing to reply; she could only gaze at him sadly.
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The gulf had widened when Gian-Luca’s new cousins discovered that he never went to church. Sisto and his household were excessively pious, and their chagrin was great when they found that their guest refused to accompany them to Mass. Sisto had so many sins to confess that he needed the Church very badly; indeed, he used it as a spiritual lifebuoy to keep his soul from total immersion. Lidia, who had very few conscious sins, had a great many superstitions — so many, in fact, that her life was a torment — and these she must deluge with much Holy Water, in order, conversely, to submerge them. As for Leone, he was made to serve Mass — every Sunday morning he must serve it. His thoughts on the subject were not inquired into, but he had so few thoughts about anything at all that this was of small importance. What was of importance, and very grave importance, was Gian-Luca’s unorthodox behaviour; he claimed to be Italian, yet refused to go to Mass. Very well, then he must be a secret Freemason, or if he was not a Freemason he was worse, he belonged to the Socialisti, and this for Sisto, who served a Marchese, was a matter of no small moment.

‘But is he not even baptized?’ inquired Lidia.

‘He has been baptized—’ Maddalena admitted.

‘That makes it far worse,’ announced Sisto firmly, ‘the insult to our faith is the greater.’

And all this made Maddalena unhappy; unhappy and a little ashamed, so that she said to Gian-Luca one Sunday: ‘They cannot understand why you never go to Mass.’ And he knew from her voice that she felt ashamed, and then he too felt unhappy.

Sisto, returning newly shriven from confession, would often look askance at Gian-Luca, for at such times he suffered from much pride of spirit; then Leone would quickly emulate his father, and he too would try to look prim and disapproving, while Gian-Luca, considerably better now in health, would be longing to kick them both. A nice frame of mind, indeed, for a man who had just been restored to his people.

Maddalena, however, felt at home with her cousins, for hers was not an analytical mind. She accepted their faults as things familiar; she had seen them all before, and while she deplored them, she could not find it in her to be over-critical. Moreover, she was growing very fond of Lidia; it was pleasant to have another woman to talk to, and the everyday duties of the household were pleasant, performed as they were in bright sunshine. Maddalena loved also to talk to the peasants, because then she could play with their babies. She enjoyed the red wine and the rich peasant cooking, but above all the blue sky and glorious weather — she expanded, growing younger and less careworn every day, a fact not lost on Gian-Luca. For Maddalena’s sake he endured her cousins — the last thing he wanted in the world was a quarrel — he had promised to remain at the farm for four months, and Sisto’s disapproval of his lack of religion had not been extended to his money. So Gian-Luca took to being much alone and would wander for hours in the mountains. His muscles grew firm and his cheeks less sunken, while the sun tanned his skin and nourished his body. As for food, he need eat only simple things — bread and cheese and much fruit, with occasional pasta, when Lidia had not drenched it in butter.

Yes, his body responded readily enough, for his body was young and strong; but his soul still doomed his eyes to their seeing, and now they must see yet a new cause for pity — on all sides they must see it, wherever man dwelt and compelled the dumb beasts to serve him. Never before had Gian-Luca realized the helplessness of those who cannot speak, for the English, on the whole, are too just to be cruel — a quiet, unemotional people, it is true, but possessed of a great sense of fairness. And Gian-Luca decided that by living among them, this sense of fairness was unconsciously acquired, for he could not conceive of any member of the clan doing what these peasants did. Rocca had hung his small goats upside-down, but at least his goats had been dead, whereas here they were carried bleating to slaughter with their legs tied together over a pole, and their heads all but bumping against the pathway — a brutal, unnecessary torment. Nerone kept his birds in small cages it was true, and believed that his skylarks were happy; but at least he gave them clean food and fresh water, and their cages were as palaces compared to those that Gian-Luca now saw in the paese. Horrible, punishing, heart-break cages, filthy with excrement and slime; their water green and stinking from neglect, their one narrow perch encrusted with droppings, their inmates dishevelled and bare in places from the constant rubbing of the bars.

Wherever he went he saw the same thing, an absolute disregard of dumb creatures, a curious lack of human understanding, of the realization of pain. But more than anywhere else, perhaps, he saw it on Lidia’s farm; for Lidia was a pleasant and kindly woman, and yet she had taken Leone to help her, and Leone did not lack understanding of pain — on the contrary he liked to inflict it. The farm consisted principally of chickens, and these Leone could crowd into crates, or better still, he could wring their necks slowly, taking a long time about it. He could pluck out their feathers before they were dead, or swing them about by their claws — there was no end to what he could do to the chickens, and no end it seemed to Lidia’s indifference; that was what so amazed Gian-Luca.

In addition to the chickens, there was one doleful cow, a half-grown calf, and a few lousy sheep; these lived all together in a species of damp cavern, hollowed out of the rock near the farm. A slatted oak door had been fixed at the entrance, admitting a modicum of light and air; but the beasts very seldom got a glimpse of the sky, and practically never of the grass, it appeared, for as Lidia explained to Gian-Luca one morning: ‘If our cow saw the grass, she would be so delighted that she might well forget to give milk!’ The cavern reeked of filth and ammonia, causing the beasts’ eyes to stream; when they came into the light they must half-close their eyes — especially the calf, who was young and unaccustomed, and who suffered from conjunctivitis. Gian-Luca would lie in bed sick with pity for the patient, enduring creatures.

‘Can you not sleep?’ Maddalena would ask him.

And then he must tell her about the cattle.

‘I know, I know—’ she would answer, sighing, ‘but thank God, they do not suffer as we do!’

Gian-Luca would sit up and stare into the darkness. ‘How do you know?’ he would ask her.

And one night she answered quite naturally and simply: ‘Perché non sono Cristiana.’

Then Gian-Luca felt that his wife was slipping back in mind and in spirit to her people; that her country was luring her, drawing her away, since she, who was all tender mercy and compassion, could repeat this crude blasphemy of the peasants.

‘Inasmuch as your Christ had pity,’ he cried hotly, ‘so must every poor beast be Christian!’

But Maddalena hid her face on his shoulder. ‘No, no, Gian-Luca!’ she protested. ‘God is good, He would not allow them to suffer — I have asked the Parroco, and he says the same; the beasts do not suffer as we do.’

Gian-Luca sighed, and taking her hand, he tried to explain more gently: ‘The priest is a peasant himself,’ he told her; ‘and he thinks and speaks very much as they do — but listen, mia donna: the dumb things do suffer, if you look you will see it in their eyes.’ He could not go to sleep, and she had perforce to listen while he pleaded the cause of the dumb: ‘They cannot tell us,’ he kept on repeating; ‘they can only trust us, Maddalena.’

And now Maddalena was almost weeping, yet he knew that she was only half convinced.

‘God is good, God has always been good!’ she pleaded. ‘He is merciful, then,’ said Gian-Luca.
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The creature Leone loved best to torment was a little Sardinian donkey; in size it was not much bigger than a dog, and its hoofs were easily avoided. A favourite pastime was twisting its tongue, and one day he kicked it in the stomach — just by way of letting it know that he was there — and the donkey stood still and shivered. But Leone was as cruel as death to all beasts, and all beasts knew it and feared him, and he it was who helped on the farm — yet Lidia was a kindly woman... Gian-Luca’s eyes sometimes blazed fury at Leone; Leone would see this and snigger.

‘Non sono Cristiani!’ he was always saying, because this tormented Gian-Luca.

And Gian-Luca would have to walk away quickly in case he should be tempted to strike, for he too was a Latin, in spite of his pity, in spite of his new-found seeing. But where could he turn to be rid of this seeing? There were days when he knew despair: ‘A country as lovely as Paradise and as cruel as Hell!’ he would mutter.

Under the very window of his bedroom hung Marchese Sabelli’s richiami — ortolans used to decoy their fellows — there were eight of them, each in a tiny cage not much more than six inches long. They were fairly large birds, so that only with an effort could they stand half upright or turn round; and their calling would wake Gian-Luca every morning: ‘Dio!’ he would think, ‘those miserable creatures!’ And perhaps he would bury his head in the bedclothes so as to shut away their calling.

At last he spoke to Lidia about them. ‘I will buy you much larger cages,’ he told her.

But she answered: ‘They are wild, the wildest of all birds — in a larger cage they would beat themselves to pieces, one must always keep ortolans in a small cage. These belong to our padrone the Marchese.’

Then Gian-Luca lifted up his voice in protest, and his protest was far from polite. He said: ‘May your damned Marchese go to hell, and may he be kept there in a cage as small for him as these cages are for his poor tormented birds, and may he remain there for ever and ever; I hope he will never get out!’ After which, Cousin Lidia was naturally offended, and she went and complained to Maddalena.

One morning Gian-Luca could bear it no longer; he stole out of bed at dawn, and his long arm shot out to each cage in turn, and he opened their doors, and the birds flew away, too astonished to thank Gian-Luca.

Oh, what a hubbub when a couple of hours later Sisto saw all those empty cages! His oaths far exceeded Rocca’s at their best, he attacked the Madonna from every point of view, nor did he omit to mention the Mass, which he lingered over in great detail.

‘Who has committed this outrage?’ yelled Sisto. ‘They are gone! The Marchese’s richiami!’ His voice sounded almost tearful with rage, he was literally dancing with passion.

Gian-Luca unfastened the window and looked down. ‘Of course they have gone,’ he said, smiling serenely; ‘of course they have gone; I opened their cages — the birds were not fools, you can tell your Marchese!’

‘You — you — ?’ stammered Sisto. ‘Che vergogna!

What an outrage! They were specially trained richiami — you are mad, mad, mad — you behave like a madman—’

‘I like being mad,’ said Gian-Luca, quite gravely, after which he closed the window.

Maddalena had risen from her bed and was staring at her husband in horror: ‘What have you done, Gian-Luca?’ she exclaimed. ‘They were trained richiami. The Marchese will be furious, he will surely punish our miserable Sisto — he will surely make Sisto pay for the birds!’

‘I hope so, indeed,’ said Gian-Luca.

Then Maddalena’s eyes filled with tears. ‘Yes, but what shall I say?’ she demanded.

‘Tell them that your husband is mad but harmless.’ And Gian-Luca laughed softly, thinking of the birds away by now in the mountains.

What his wife really said Gian-Luca never knew, but nothing could have made any difference, for Sisto and Lidia were firmly convinced that they harboured a lunatic. When Gian-Luca went down to breakfast that morning, they eyed him timidly a moment without speaking; then Lidia inquired if he would not prefer to have his breakfast upstairs. He thanked her, but said that he would go for a walk in order to ease his poor head; his head had been paining him lately, he told her, and at that she glanced quickly across at Sisto, and Sisto looked at Maddalena. But Gian-Luca’s enjoyment was somewhat damped when he saw Maddalena’s face; it was red with shame and embarrassment.

‘It is all right,’ he whispered,’ I will pay them for the birds.’ But his wife turned suddenly away.

The weeks passed, and still they stayed on at the farm; Maddalena was loath to go, for Gian-Luca seemed almost well again, cured by the fine air and sunshine. Her cousins quite openly said that he was mad, but because of his affliction they forgave his behaviour.

‘If he is not mad, then he is English,’ declared Sisto, ‘and, that after all, is very much the same thing!’

His solitary habits lent colour to the rumour that Gian-Luca was one of God’s afflicted; he would wander all over the countryside, never speaking to the peasants, unless it were to urge them to show some mercy to their beasts. Those days spent out in the open air had given new life to his body; but his compassionate mind was weary unto death, and his heart was filled with a great loneliness, and his soul had begun to long intolerably for something — only, he could not tell for what. He would look into the eyes of the saddle-galled mules, and the stumbling, ill-cared for horses; for he felt that they held a message, those eyes, and he tried very hard to understand that message, talking to the dumb things gently. But one day he must look into the eyes of cattle that were being driven to slaughter.

He had wandered a very long way from the farm and was climbing a steep salita; and there at the summit of the pathway stood a cross, and the Christ on the cross looked straight down the pathway. Then over the sharp, loose stones came stumbling those terrified driven cattle: their eyes were filled with a knowledge of disaster, for their sensitive nostrils had scented death from the slaughterhouse half-way up the hill. Long festoons of slime were swinging from their lips, and they tried to turn back into safety; then their drover struck them on their anxious faces, and on their bowed heads and their quivering flanks; and he cursed them, while the blows fell heavy in his fury, so that they had to go forward.

On they must stumble to Calvary as Another had stumbled before them; poor, lowly, uncomprehending disciples, following dumbly in the footsteps of God who had surely created all things for joy, yet had died for the blindness of the world. And because the sky was so radiantly blue His cross stood out darkly defined. Looking up, the drover suddenly perceived it, and he signed his breast with the emblem of compassion; then he struck yet again at his bullocks. But Gian-Luca saw neither the cross nor the sky, he saw only a creature’s eyes — for he thought that a poor beast looked at him in passing, seeming to accuse him as he stood there helpless, so that he too bowed his head.

Nor was this all that he must witness that day, for going home in the evening he heard a bird singing at the door of the cobbler in the village, near Sisto’s farm. He had never heard such singing before, it was indescribably lovely, and behind the song was a spirit of hope so poignant that it seemed to be racking the bird’s body. The bird was singing in an agony of hope that came very near to despair.

The cobbler nodded and smiled at Gian-Luca: ‘Buona sera,’ he said politely, ‘you admire him? He is new — he has a fine song.’

‘A marvellous song!’ said Gian-Luca. And then he must make his eternal request: ‘Let me buy him a larger cage.’

But the cobbler shook his head: ‘If you did, signore, he would not find his food, he is blind.”

‘Blind?’ said Gian-Luca, incredulously.

‘Sì, signore, that is why he sings so finely; we often blind them to make them sing, it seems to give sweetness to their notes.’

His voice was neither pitiful nor cruel, only lacking in understanding; he chirruped to the blind bird as though he liked it, and going into the house he fetched some lettuce, which he pushed between the bars of its cage. The bird felt the cool, green stuff against its wing, and burst into a torrent of song; as it sang it shuffled its claws on its perch, swaying from side to side. Then Gian-Luca put his hands up to his ears and started to run down the street, and as he ran he remembered the beggar and her child who had lost his eyes. The child and the bird seemed to merge together, no longer two separate creatures; the suffering of the one was the suffering of the other, and the suffering of both was the suffering of Gian-Luca. And although he had covered his ears with his hands, he thought that he could still hear that singing.

It was February when the crisis was reached; they were nearing the end of their stay, and Gian-Luca’s resentment towards Leone had got wellnigh beyond his control. As for the boy, he hated Gian-Luca and went out of his way to enrage him; the weapon he used was the little brown donkey, who must suffer accordingly. Yet as sometimes happens, a very small incident led to the final explosion; Gian-Luca came on Leone one morning thoughtfully tweaking out the donkey’s mane — a painful proceeding, but as heavenly balm when compared with the other torments. For one long minute Gian-Luca stood quite still while Leone looked up and grinned:

‘Sai che non sentono niente—’ he began. Then he stopped abruptly, for Gian-Luca had swooped forward and seized the discarded whip.

It was all so sudden that Leone knew nothing until he was swung off his feet and the whip was crashing down on his shoulders; over and over again it crashed down and, with every fresh blow Gian-Luca recited the woes of the little donkey.

‘Take that for twitching out his mane!’ he shouted; ‘and that for twisting his tongue; and that for prodding the sore on his shoulder; and that for the kick you gave him in the stomach; and that for keeping him all day without water; and that for working him when he was lame. Take that! and that! and that, you young swine! And now you know what it feels like!’

But Leone was yelling as though half-demented, and fighting to get away. The sound of his yells and Gian-Luca’s shouting brought Lidia running with Maddalena, and when Lidia saw the plight of her last-born, she too must start yelling as though she would go mad, and even Maddalena had to lift up her voice: ‘Gian-Luca! Gian-Luca! Santa Madonna, what are you doing, Gian-Luca?’ Lidia was tearing at Gian-Luca’s arm, which was taut and as hard as steel, then she started to thump with inadequate fists, and finally buried her small teeth in the hand that was gripping Leone’s collar. For this comely-faced woman was like something possessed in her fierce defence of her offspring; a primitive thing, a tigress at bay, driven crazy by the howls of her cub. And now Maddalena was reaching for the whip, and she got in the way of the blows; Gian-Luca must either strike her or stop beating, so he had to release Leone.

‘Oh, oh! Oh, oh! Oh, oh!’ wailed Leone as he dropped in a blubbering heap.

‘Well, I am glad that you know what it feels like.’ said Gian-Luca; and he turned on his heel and left them.

Lidia knelt down by her cowering son and gathered him into her arms, then her eyes blazed up at the silent Maddalena. ‘The pig! the devil! the madman!’ shrieked Lidia. ‘To beat my Leone because of a donkey!’ And many other things she said in her wrath that are not, as a rule, recorded. When Leone had stopped sobbing and had got to his feet, Lidia pointed to the gates: ‘Take that madman out of my house!’ she babbled. ‘Go quickly before Sisto comes home to kill him — the outrage, the scandal, to lay hands on our son because of a miserable donkey!’

What could the poor Maddalena answer? It was true that Leone had been thoroughly thrashed, it was also true that the cause of the thrashing had been a Sardinian donkey. And who should know better than Maddalena the pride of the Latins in their children? Gian-Luca’s sin could never be forgiven — he had sinned against the deep-rooted, primitive instinct of personal reproduction.

‘My husband and I will go—’ she faltered, then her loyalty suddenly came to her aid. ‘But,’ said Maddalena, ‘we are not afraid of Sisto or of anyone else on earth!’ And now she was full of her old, quiet courage, and she looked very straight at her cousin: ‘Before I go, Lidia, I will tell you what I think: if my husband speaks truly and the beasts feel as we do, then your son is more cruel than the devil himself, and Gian-Luca was right to defend the small donkey who cannot complain when he suffers.’

She turned and went slowly into the house, regardless of Lidia’s abuse. In their bedroom she found a placid Gian-Luca — he was quietly packing their clothes.

He looked up with a smile: ‘We will go, Maddalena, but I wish we could take the little donkey!’

‘We cannot do that,’ she told him gravely, ‘but I am glad that you beat Leone.’

When they came downstairs half an hour later, dragging their trunks behind them, there was Cousin Sisto waiting in the hall — presumably to kill Gian-Luca. But Cousin Sisto was not very large and moreover he dreaded a scandal; the whole village was talking already, it seemed, for a passing peasant had heard the uproar: the news had reached Levanto no doubt by now, to say nothing of the Villa Sabelli. The Marchese was coming home the next day, and he was almost as queer as Gian-Luca, he protested quite freely — when he was not too lazy — about horses and mules and all sorts of creatures; he had even forbidden the caging of richiami, which Sisto had caged all the same. No, Sisto was not particularly anxious for his master to visit the farm — he was merry and he loved pretty women, the Marchese; but once he had stopped to talk to the donkey, and had pointed out the sore on its shoulder, speaking quite sharply to Sisto. So Sisto forbore to slay Gian-Luca, and merely puffed out his cheeks.

‘Go!’ he said haughtily. ‘You have outraged my house; you reward hospitality by beating my son. I give you all, all that my poor house can offer, you take it and then beat my son!’

But at that Maddalena became purely a peasant, and a peasant’s memory is long. ‘And very well we have paid you,’ she told him. Then she checked off their numerous payments on her fingers, and, declaimed with much fervour as Maddalena declaimed them, they sounded extremely impressive.

Sisto had ordered a fly from Levanto, anxious to be rid of his boarders, so Gian-Luca got the driver to help him with the luggage; then he and Maddalena were driven to the station, where they waited for the Genoa train.
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Maddalena was very silent on the journey, and Gian-Luca knew that she grieved, so he too was silent, for how could he console her for this unhappy ending to their visit?

When they came near the frontier at Modane the next day Gian-Luca looked at his wife; Maddalena was gazing out of the window and he saw that the tears were rolling down her cheeks — she, who so seldom wept. Then he took her hand and stroked it with his fingers, while the other passengers pretended to read — they were all English people who were fond of Italians, and they thought this a quarrel between lovers.

Gian-Luca said gently: ‘Listen, donna mia, I know that this thing had to be — I came as a man who longed for a country, but I go as a man who no longer needs a country, for no country on earth could give me what I need — what I must some day find.’ He did not know what he meant by the words, did not know, indeed, why he spoke them; but he went on gently stroking her hand, and now he heard himself speaking again: ‘It is you that I pity, you are patient and loving, and always you share my misfortunes — but try not to cry; you will go back, I know, you will go back to the Campagna—’ and he added: ‘Just think of the white mule, Umberto, who was such an old robber of grapes!’ Then Maddalena must smile through her tears, remembering the wicked Umberto. ‘And the sheep all wear little bells,’ said Maddalena.

‘Sì, sì,’ he consoled, ‘they all wear little bells — and your Christ left the print of His foot in the stone — and at sunrise the mists look purple and golden — you have often told me about it.’

She said: ‘But will you come with me, Gian-Luca?’

And he answered: ‘Rome is the cradle of your faith — would you not like to see St. Peter’s again, after all these years, Maddalena?’

‘Yes, yes — but you will come with me?’ she persisted. And he answered: ‘It is very wonderful, St. Peter’s — all night and all day they burn eighty-nine lamps, and the faithful kneel down and pray at the tomb — you have often told me about it.’

Then her eyes grew reminiscent, and she started to tell him many things about the churches of Rome: San Pietro in Vincoli — old, very old, and containing the chains of St. Peter; Santa Prassède with its bones of the martyr; Santa Bibiana, with its stump of a column at which the good saint had been scourged. And as she talked on he nodded and smiled and continued to fondle her hand.

‘Ma sì,’ he murmured, ‘I am glad that you are Roman — it must feel very fine to be Roman, I think — so many brave deeds behind you, Maddalena — and you too are brave, one can see it in your face; and now, look, you have quite stopped crying!

The train had jolted itself into Modane, and all was noise and confusion. Shouting officials running backwards and forwards, dignified English folk talking Italian learnt from inadequate handbooks. There were people snatching a hasty sandwich or an orange, or an apple, or a bun — not a fat currant bun, but its thin Latin cousin containing no currants at all. Presently the train was ready to start: ‘In vagone! In vagone! Partenza!’

And that was how Gian-Luca left the land of his fathers, taking Maddalena with him.






  








CHAPTER EIGHT
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On his return Gian-Luca went to Millo and l tendered his resignation. This he did very simply, giving no excuse, for indeed he had none to offer. ‘I cannot come back to the Doric,’ he told Millo. ‘I cannot any longer be a waiter — all I can do is to thank you from my heart for your very great kindness and patience.’

Millo, who had long since ceased to be surprised at any queer happening in this queerest of worlds, said: ‘Allora — and what then?’

And Gian-Luca answered: ‘I myself am waiting to know.’ Then he handed Millo those four months’ wages that had been his retaining fee, but at this Millo made a sound of impatience: ‘Do not be such an imbecile, Gian-Luca! You can give the money to Maddalena — at all events I do not want it.’

‘I have not earned it,’ Gian-Luca persisted, ‘for I cannot return to your service.’

‘Well, never mind all that—’ grunted Millo; then he added curiously: ‘You have left my service — whose service will you be in next, I wonder?’ And he stared with interest at Gian-Luca.

Gian-Luca shook his head, and his strange, pale eyes looked past Millo and out beyond. ‘That I cannot tell you—’ he said very gravely. ‘I must try to find myself first, signore — I am utterly lost — I must find myself again — and something else that I need.’

Millo sighed; he was going to sustain a great loss, he was losing his finest head-waiter. He had hoped against hope that Gian-Luca would come home quite cured of his curious condition. And then he was genuinely fond of this man who had served him faithfully for years, genuinely worried regarding his future — for Millo knew life even as Teresa knew it, a ruthless, intolerant business this life, in which there was no room for dreamers; so he said:

‘You must do what you think best, Gian-Luca, but for God’s sake get rid of your illusions! Remember that the world is a very greedy place — it is only an extension of the Doric. To keep pace with the world one must wink at its follies and if necessary pander a little; there is no room for those who want to dig beneath the surface, we are too overcrowded, we are too civilized, we object to the disturbance and the dirt of excavations — and in any case, no one has time for much spade work, our everyday needs are too numerous.’ Then he suddenly held out his hand to Gian-Luca, for he himself was very busy: ‘Well — I think that is all — take care of yourself, and remember I am here, if you need me.’

Gian-Luca grasped the strong, friendly hand: ‘I cannot find anything to say—’ he faltered.

‘No need,’ Millo told him. ‘We part as good friends — and I hope you will prosper, Gian-Luca.’

Gian-Luca left him and went to the restaurant, where the early morning work was in progress; and there he found little Roberto and Giovanni and Daniele, and several of the others. He said to them all:

‘I am leaving the Doric, I have come here to say goodbye.’ And the words sounded ominous and sad to his ears, so that his heart misgave him.

But now they all gathered round talking at once: ‘Ma, Signor Gian-Luca! you are leaving the Doric? No, no, it cannot be possible!’

And seeing their surprised and incredulous faces, he realized that his faults had been forgotten, and only his virtues remembered. Then it was that he knew that he was fond of these men, especially of little Roberto; and he let his gaze rest on each of them in turn as though he wanted to remember their features — as though they were worthy of being remembered, these patient, uncomplaining servers. After he had drawn them all into his mind, his eyes wandered round the room, the room in which he too had patiently served — and the room seemed full of his own past emotions, of his longing for money, his restless ambition, his ruthless will to succeed. And all these things came at him gibing, deriding, tormenting, so that he trembled a little; for now they were striking as enemies, whereas once he had thought of them as friends. A shaft of pallid February sunshine was touching a table that stood just through the archway — the table at which Ugo Doria had feasted beside the little Milady. But all that seemed a long time ago, and the pain and the anger of it — and there near the door was Jane Coram’s table; someone had decked it with large hot-house roses, while the table itself had been widened and extended — perhaps she was giving a party.

Roberto was speaking: ‘We shall miss you, signore, it will not be the same here without you.’ And his eyes of a skylark looking through bars were dim with something very like tears.

Gian-Luca pressed the little man’s hand: ‘I must thank you all—’ he said slowly. ‘I must thank you for what you did when I was ill — and if I have sometimes been over-severe, I must ask you all to forgive me.’

But at this there arose a great hubbub of protest: ‘Ma no, ma no, Signor Gian-Luca!’

‘You have always been perfectly just,’ said Daniele. ‘Davvero, that is true!’ they agreed.

When at last he had said good-bye to his waiters, he made his way to the basement; for he wished to seek out the good-natured Henri and the dignified Monsieur Pierre Martin. As he went down the tortuous steel-rimmed staircase, he was met by a blast of hot air, for the great, greedy monster was stirring to action, and its breath was already heavy with the food that fumed on its tables of fire. He found the culinary King very quickly, but the King seemed preoccupied; he glanced up from a sizzling copper saucepan as though impatient of distraction. His eyes held the brooding, inward expression of a poet pregnant with song, and his white linen crown, which was slightly awry, had slipped to the back of his head. For Monsieur Pierre Martin was in the throes of a very real inspiration, he was busily inventing a dish of his own that would some day be called:

‘ — à la Martin.’

However, the French are proverbially polite, so he bowed as he greeted Gian-Luca: ‘Ah, Monsieur Gian-Luca, you are better, I hope?’ But his gaze returned to the saucepan. ‘Encore de la crème, vite, vite!’ he called sharply. ‘Bon Dieu! must I stand here all day?’ And now he was frowning, and breathing quite hard, as a man breathes in moments of peril.

‘I am leaving the Doric for good,’ said Gian-Luca. ‘I have come to wish you good-bye.’

‘Tiens—’ murmured Monsieur Martin; and then again: ‘Tiens!’ as he stirred with a delicate motion.

But now a young chef had returned with the cream, and the air was heavy with portent. ‘Excuse if I do not offer my hand—’ said the great man, seizing the cream.

Henri was in his pantry as usual, and to-day he was cutting up veal. ‘Blanquette de Veau’ would appear on the menu as one of the plats du jour.

‘Ah! so you have returned,’ he said, smiling at Gian-Luca, and he offered a greasy paw; then he tried the blade of his knife on his thumb and continued to cut up the veal.

‘Yes,’ said Gian-Luca, ‘I have returned — but only to say good-bye.’ And he told the good Henri that he was leaving, that he was no longer a waiter.

But at that Henri laughed and looked very wise. ‘Once a waiter always a waiter,’ said Henri, ‘and once a chef always a chef, mon ami — we can never get away from food. By the way,’ he added, ‘our storeman leaves too, he is going back to Como to run a hotel. I for one am not sorry, a disagreeable fellow — I never could support Agostino!’

They talked on for a little about Agostino, then Gian-Luca bade Henri good-bye.

‘This is only au revoir,’ said Henri, smiling. ‘We shall soon have you back at the Doric.’

Gian-Luca went thoughtfully up the stone staircase and passed through the wide entrance hall. He pushed the swing door that led out into the street, and the door closed noiselessly behind him. He stood quite still on the pavement for a moment, staring down at his shoes; then he raised bewildered eyes to the Doric, sighed, and turned towards home.
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That evening Gian-Luca told Maddalena that he could not go back to the Doric. She accepted his decision quite quietly, uttering no word of complaint.

‘You are good to me, Maddalena,’ he said. ‘You do not reproach me for what I have done.’

‘Why should I reproach you?’ said Maddalena. ‘All I want is that you should be happy.’

He gave her the money that Millo had refused, and together they went into accounts, while he tried to explain their simple finances in a way that she could understand. All this he did with great care and patience, making her answer questions like a schoolgirl, making her add up long rows of figures, then pointing out her mistakes.

‘You will soon understand about it,’ he told her, ‘for you have the sound money-sense of our peasants. I shall never buy that restaurant now, Maddalena, so my savings had better be invested.’

At the back of his mind an idea had been forming, but as yet it was nebulous and vague; it had come to him first that day in the train when he had tried to console Maddalena. And because of this vague and nebulous idea he was thinking now of her future.

‘Are you listening, piccina?’ he said almost sharply when he thought her attention was straying.

‘But why should I know all about these things?’ she asked him. ‘It is you who decide such matters.’

‘One can never be certain, Maddalena,’ he answered. ‘I prefer you to understand.’

So to please him she tried to be more attentive, frowning and biting her pencil.

He stared at her thoughtfully; she was not looking well, and her eyes had grown dull and weary, and all this he knew was because of his burdens — too heavy for her to bear. He pictured her back on the wide Campagna in the sunshine among her own people.

He muttered: ‘Where the sheep all wear little bells—’

And half hearing, she looked up and smiled. Then he said: ‘if you go home again, Maddalena, it is you who must help the poor beasts, for the peasants do not look upon you as a stranger, they will listen to you who are one of themselves — you will try to help, Maddalena?’

She put down her pencil and looked at him closely: ‘Why do you speak so, Gian-Luca?’

‘I was thinking of your Campagna,’ he told her, ‘that is where you seem to belong.’

‘I belong to you,’ she said gently but firmly, ‘wherever you are is home.’

But he shook his head: ‘I belong nowhere, piccina—’

‘You belong in my heart,’ said Maddalena.

After that they were silent for quite a long time, while she went on doing her sums; and all the while he was staring at her thoughtfully, thinking of the wide Campagna. Presently he made her put away the books, and they drew their chairs close to the fire.

‘I must get work,’ he told her.

And she asked him what work, but he seemed at a loss how to answer.

Then he said: ‘I have such a strange feeling lately — as though something were calling me away, as though something were waiting for me to find it, something very splendid, Maddalena.’

She did not understand, and her eyes looked frightened. ‘Calling you, Gian-Luca?’ she said slowly.

He nodded: ‘It is something that is waiting to be found—’ Then because he could see that her eyes were frightened he tried to reassure her: ‘It is nothing, cara mia, it is only my fancy — Now come, go to bed, it must be getting late.’ And he kissed her and patted her arm. But as she turned away his heart ached with pity. ‘Do not be afraid,’ he comforted.
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But Maddalena felt terribly afraid, and now she would never leave her husband; when he went out she must always go with him. He had not the heart to oppose her in this, yet he knew that he needed solitude, for he who had always so feared loneliness now craved it with all his being. He tried to make some sort of plans for their future, but somehow he could not think clearly. The noise of the traffic, the presence of people, the constant presence of Maddalena, these things bewildered; so the weeks slipped by and still he had come to no decision. He would walk about the streets with his wife at his side, or sit gazing out of the window; and a great urge would rise in him, filling him with longing — an urge so insistent that he wanted to cry out — 

‘I am coming!’ he would mutter, and then grow afraid, not understanding his own words.

He was filled with an intolerable, homeless feeling — he felt like an atom cast into space — he wanted to stretch out his hand and grasp something that was infinitely stronger than he was.

He would think: ‘There is something greater than life — perhaps even greater than death—’

And then he would wonder if this thing might be God, and then he would wonder how a man might find God who was greater than life and death. But when he tried to think of God in this way, he would always grow appalled by God’s vastness, for his heart was aching for simple things; yet the simple things were terribly finite, or so it seemed to Gian-Luca.

There were days when his mind would be clouded and numbed by a deep sense of personal failure; when he saw his past life as a road that had led nowhere, when he saw his present as a kind of chaos in which he was involving Maddalena; and even more hopeless did he feel about the future, for when he looked forward he could not find the future, and this made him terribly afraid.

‘What must I do?’ he would sometimes mutter; and then again: ‘What must I do?’

He grew anxious about money and would sit for hours poring over his account books; yet all the while he would feel strangely detached, as though none of this mattered to him. Maddalena, it was, that was always in his mind, and how best he could provide for her; even his savings were not his, he felt, nothing was his any more. His clothes were growing shabby, the time had arrived when he usually ordered a new suit, but nothing would induce him to go to his tailor’s, for in all sorts of personal ways he was saving, depriving himself of the small luxuries to which he had been accustomed. And seeing this, Maddalena protested almost crossly.

‘You cannot wear that suit, Gian-Luca!’ For she took a great pride in her husband’s appearance, and she felt like weeping to see him these days, so disheartened and hopeless and shabby.

Gian-Luca would be thinking: ‘It is Maddalena’s money, I must spend as little as I can.’ But to her he would pretend to take the thing lightly: ‘Ma guarda, mia donna, this suit is almost new — there are years of wear in it yet.’

But quite apart from the question of money, he felt bored when he thought of his tailor; bored too when he looked at his personal possessions — quite a number they were, he found to his surprise — for such barnacles collect on the keels of most ships as they plough through the sea of life.

‘Too many useless trifles,’ he would think. And one day he started giving them away to beggars that he met in the street, avoiding Maddalena and slipping out alone, intent on this unusual proceeding.

Maddalena might exclaim: ‘Your silver cigarette case — I cannot find it, Gian-Luca!’ Or: ‘Those little gold cufflinks, where have they gone? I see that you are wearing your mother-of-pearl ones.’

And then he would look sheepish and would have to confess this new folly that he had committed, wondering as he did so why he had not sold the things and given the money to his wife.

She would say: ‘But, amore, what are you doing?’

And he would not know how to answer, for when he saw the surprise on her face he would suddenly grow very shy.

One possession, however, he still clung to firmly, and that was his collection of books; for he felt that his books should be able to help him — they were so wise, his books, and their range of subjects was so varied, so wide and so learned. He began to turn more and more to these friends, asking them to solve his problems, yet somehow the problems remained unsolved — a new cause for fear in Gian-Luca.

‘I cannot find it—’ he would say, bewildered, staring up at Maddalena.

‘Find what?’ she would ask sharply, and then she would sigh, knowing that he could not answer.

He said that he must see the Librarian again, because he would tell him what to read; so one day they walked to the public library, but when they got there Maddalena stayed outside.

‘I do not want to come in,’ she remarked firmly; ‘you will talk about things that I cannot understand — I would only be in the way!’

The Librarian was sitting with his arms on his desk; the library was quiet and empty.

‘So you have come,’ he said rather gravely. ‘I have waited a long time, Gian-Luca.’

And Gian-Luca remembered that he had not been near him or written for more than two years.

They talked for a little, then Gian-Luca said: ‘I want you to tell me what to read — there must be some books that explain our existence, that explain all the sorrow and the suffering around us — I cannot be the only creature who sees it, others must have seen it before me.’

‘So you have seen it at last!’ said his friend.

‘Too much I have seen it,’ frowned Gian-Luca.

‘It was bound to happen,’ the Librarian told him. ‘I have known that for a long time past. Why, I knew it when you were quite a little boy—’ Then he smiled at his recollections. ‘You were rather a greedy little boy, I remember — Swiss roll with apricot jam—’ Then he said more gravely: ‘You ask me for books that will help you to face your life; well, the world is literally snowed under with books, and nearly all books are written about life — but not one of them can help you with your life, Gian-Luca; that book you’ll have to write for yourself.’ He saw something very like terror in the eyes that were eagerly searching his face. ‘Why are you so much afraid?’ he inquired.

And Gian-Luca answered irrelevantly: ‘Because I am feeling so terribly lonely — and yet I want to be alone.’

‘No one is ever alone,’ said the Librarian, ‘but of course it needs solitude to prove it.’ He got up stiffly, for now he was old, and he found a few well-worn volumes. ‘Take these,’ he said; and Gian-Luca stared at them — he had given him fairy tales. The Librarian laughed softly: ‘The wisdom of belief — the wisdom of children—’ he murmured, ‘learn to believe in a fairy tale and the rest will certainly follow.’

But Gian-Luca had laid the books down on the desk and was turning slowly away.

‘You don’t believe me?’ the Librarian said gently.

‘No,’ answered Gian-Luca. ‘I do not believe you.’

‘Oh, well,’ sighed the Librarian, ‘perhaps you’re too young — or not yet young enough, Gian-Luca.’

Then Gian-Luca held out his hand with a smile, for he thought that his friend might really be in earnest; but he could not help wondering whether the Librarian was approaching his second childhood.
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There was consternation in Old Compton Street when the clan learnt that Gian-Luca had left the Doric, even Nerone’s firm faith in him was shaken. ‘Dio! he must have gone crazy!’ he exclaimed chewing the ends of his moustache. Rosa and Mario were almost speechless for the moment, so great was their horrified amazement. ‘The Doric — the Doric — the Doric—’ murmured Mario, and then he could get no further.

Rocca shook his head as he sharpened his knives with a long, slow, experienced movement. ‘Mad!’ he muttered, ‘completely mad!’

‘Well, what did I tell you?’ broke in his signora. ‘This is all the fault of that Board School!’

But old Teresa said nothing at all, as was often her way when very angry, and this reticence greatly annoyed the clan, who could talk of nothing but Gian-Luca.

‘I do not wish to discuss him,’ she told them; ‘my grandson is no longer a child — if he wants to ruin himself and his wife that concerns neither you nor me.’

‘But I love him!’ wailed Rosa, whose tongue had to wag in defiance of old Teresa. ‘Our little Gian-Luca, I love him, I tell you! And so elegant and handsome he looked in his fine clothes. He had such an air as a piccolo even; Mario remembers when he lit his first match for a young lady’s cigarette — tell her, Mario, how Gian-Luca lit his first match for that young lady’s cigarette.’

Then Mario, nothing loath, and with many wide gestures, told how the youthful Gian-Luca had lighted his first match, and from that he must go on to tell other glories concerning Gian-Luca’s career.

‘A marvellous waiter he was,’ declared Mario. ‘He had all that a waiter should possess — alacrity, dignity, persuasiveness and charm; and his smile was enough to turn sour cream to sweet, and his wonderful eyes when they rested upon you would convince you that old cat was chicken.’

‘Ma, per carità, leave me in peace,’ snapped Teresa, who was struggling to pick up a difficult stitch; after which she just sat and said nothing at all, so what was the good of their talking?

However, when Millo arrived it was different, for even Teresa could not disregard Millo. ‘I have come to discuss your grandson,’ he announced, so Teresa was forced to discuss him. ‘This nonsense has got to stop,’ declared Millo. ‘Gian-Luca has a bee in his bonnet. Now you, cara signora, must chase out that bee; you must send for him at once and find out what is wrong, and the sooner you do so the better, I think; it is April, and Gian-Luca left me in February, and ever since that the man has been idle — something is terribly wrong.’

Teresa’s defiant black eyes met his wise ones, and those wise, kindly eyes looked quite stern. ‘He is your grandson, after all,’ he said firmly; ‘Maddalena is weak, she cannot control him, it is time that you took a hand.’

‘As you will,’ she replied, smoothing her knitting; ‘but my grandson is not easy to manage — he has always been strangely unlike my people — I do not suppose he will listen to reason. However, I will certainly see him.’

‘You too have a will of your own, signora—’ Millo told her, smiling slightly. ‘But when you have seen him,’ he continued more gravely, ‘I should like to hear about his plans for the future — I am anxious about him, he has served me too well for me not to feel a certain affection—’

Then he laughed, for Millo always laughed at himself when he heard his heart talking to him.

After he had gone, Teresa’s mouth hardened, and her hand shot out for her stick — a constant humiliation, this stick; but the winter had brought her bad pains in her knees, rheumatism according to the doctor. She got up slowly, grunting a little as she did so, and made her way into the shop. Standing quite still, she surveyed those possessions which she now shared with Francesco Millo.

The Casa Boselli was crowded that morning, people must wait to be served, and this in spite of the eight smart assistants who ran hither and thither dressed in white. Beside the cashier stood a stern-faced young person in a golf coat, and the young person’s locks had been shorn. In the top button-hole of her knitted jacket showed one or two tiny war ribbons. This young person was very proficient in all things; she could add up long rows of complicated figures by merely flicking her pen, she could type with a speed that made you feel giddy — she had shorthand, Italian, French and some German, and just now she was keeping an eye on the cashier who had only been recently engaged. She was hard, she was clever, and Millo had secured her, scenting a valuable find.

As Teresa surveyed this importation of Millo’s, her lips grew exceedingly grim, and she forced her old knees to assume a straight angle, and she swung the offending stick under her arm — just to show that she did not need it. But down it must come, that accursed stick, because of the weak left knee, and the capable young person left the cash desk — for among other things she had nursed in the war — 

‘You shouldn’t stand more than you can help,’ she remarked, fetching a chair for Teresa.

Teresa thanked her coldly, refusing the chair; and Teresa must thank her in English — for she would not admit that this capable young person could really understand good Italian.

‘You are now doing, what?’ inquired Teresa abruptly.

And the young person slightly raised her eyebrows: ‘I’m showing Miss Gibson the ropes at the moment — don’t forget your medicine, will you, signora? And I’m quite sure the doctor would want you to rest—’ That was how she answered Teresa.

The Casa Boselli! The dear Casa Boselli! The beloved Casa Boselli! with its hams and its paste and its cheeses and its olives and its coils and bolsters of salame! The friendly, dark, odorous Casa Boselli, smelling of Chianti and oil; smelling of sawdust and pickles and garlic, of sour brown bread and newly-ground coffee; of split peas and lentils and pods of vanilla — of people and Fabio’s boot-blacking. Who would have known the old Casa Boselli in this large, overlighted, over-ventilated store; this brass-bound, marblefaced, red-tiled emporium — three shops it was now, that had been turned into one, the top floors supported by green marble columns in place of the party walls. Why, Fabio would have gasped at his resurrection, had he happened to wander in mistaking it for Heaven, and perhaps he would have turned tail and hurried out again, preferring his purgatory.

Teresa surveyed the fruition of her dreams, leaning on that hateful black stick. Her dreams? Oh, no, the realities of Millo, aided and abetted by the clever young person, who received a large salary for whisking her pen over figures that could just as well be added on the fingers! And every Saturday this clever young person must play hockey or lacrosse or squash rackets, and — Santa Madonna! she proposed to play football dressed like a man, in short breeches! When Teresa had asked her abruptly one day why women were doing these things, the young person had laughed:

‘We’ve got to keep hard, we’re not just breeding cattle, signora.’

Teresa Boselli went back into her parlour, at the door of which progress had stood still. Like Moses of old she had rolled back the waves, and the hot little parlour was just as it had been — it smelt of the years as dried herbs will smell of the dust and sun of past summers. Teresa Boselli sat down in her parlour, resting her head on her hand; and the bitterness of old age was heavy upon her, the bitterness of those who no longer belong, who have outlived the thoughts and the feelings of their time, and their bodily strength as well. And when she had closed her defiant black eyes for a moment, in order to rest them, what must she see but a low-ceilinged bedroom with a figure stretched out on the crazy wooden bed, and over the figure a bright patchwork quilt, the work of Teresa’s hands. In her ears was a shrilly protesting sound, the sound of an infant wailing; and across the room on the opposite wall, the smiling face of the Mother of God...

Teresa sprang up with a low cry of anger, then she groaned because of her knee. Nevertheless she ignored its stabbing and started to pace the floor. Shame and sorrow?

Change? Progress? Old age and its ailments? Away with them all! they could not break the strong.

‘Miss Dobell!’ she called loudly to the clever young person, ‘be good enough to bring me that invoice!’
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Two days later Teresa sent for her grandson, and he went the same afternoon, but he would not allow Maddalena to go with him, suspecting why he had been sent for.

Even Teresa must exclaim when she saw him standing in his shabby old clothes. ‘You are not yet a pauper,’ she began sharply, then she shrugged her shoulders. ‘But why do I talk? You will do as you please, Gian-Luca.’

He drew up a chair, then he noticed her stick: ‘What is that?’ he inquired, surprised.

‘It is nothing,’ lied Teresa. ‘I have sprained my left knee.’ And she threw the stick on to the sofa. Then she said: ‘I have sent for you to come here, Gian-Luca, because Millo asked me to do so; as for me, I do not want to see you at all, you are idle and I have no patience with the idle. But that is beside the point, I suppose, since Millo wishes to know of your plans for the future.’

Gian-Luca said calmly: ‘I have not got any plans, so far I have not made any.’ And his mouth looked wilful, as when long ago a small boy had confronted Teresa.

‘Then do you propose to let Maddalena starve?’ inquired old Teresa, quite as calmly.

He smiled: ‘She will never do that, I think, Nonna — she has Aunt Ottavia’s money to fall back on, and besides, there are all my savings.’

‘I see,’ said Teresa, ‘and what of yourself? You propose to live on your wife?’

He shook his head: ‘No, I am spending very little, as little as I can of my savings.’

‘So I observe from your clothes,’ she said dryly; ‘you are obviously spending nothing.’

Then he suddenly wanted to stop this useless fencing, and he tried to explain his situation; but try as he would he explained it very badly, because put into words it sounded foolish.

As Teresa listened she tightened her lips, and her black brows met in a line: ‘It is not I who will tell all this nonsense to Millo, you had better write yourself, and not later than to-night.’

He nodded: ‘Va bene, I will write to him, Nonna—’ he told her, ‘and now you would like me to go—’

‘It is true that I have nothing more to say,’ she answered grimly, ‘and all that I have said has been wasted.’

She tried to get up but her weak knee gave way because of that discarded stick; and going to Teresa Gian-Luca raised her gently, but as soon as she could stand she leant on the table, unwilling to let him support her.

Yet he thought: ‘She is gallant indeed this old woman, see how she tries to stand alone!’ For nothing she did could make him resent her, and this had been so all his life.

But before he went he must pause in the doorway, and take a last look at Teresa, and she looked back at him with deep scorn in her eyes, and Gian-Luca saw that scorn. Then all of a sudden the light of her scorn had kindled a lamp in his mind; and his mind grew clear and calm and illumined, for his vision stretched far beyond old Teresa, and he knew the thing that he must do.

‘Remember, you have always got Maddalena, that is if you need her,’ he said gravely.

After he had gone she stared at the wall as she had done many years ago, and now as then, she was thinking of his hair, and his curious, alien eyes.

Gian-Luca walked down the street to Nerone’s, and there he saw Mario and Rosa. Nerone he saw, and Berta’s twin daughters who were paying a visit to their Nonna. Albert had gone to Paris, it seemed, and Berta had wanted to go with him: ‘Look after the kids, there’s a dear!’ she had said — so Rosa looked after the kids.

The twins were as alike as twins ought to be, it amused Gian-Luca to see them, for not contented with looking like each other, they were also the dead spit of Albert. They had greasy, blond hair, which however was bobbed, and they spoke with a strong Cockney accent. Of Italian they knew nothing, for Albert despised it, and Berta had not bothered to teach them. They most unexpectedly hated each other, and this always shocked the poor Rosa, for as Rosa would say: ‘What can God do more? He makes them as one, yet they wish to be as two — they hit and they kick, and if one of them says “yes,” then the other will say “no.” It cannot be right, I am sure our dear Lord is offended.’

But on this particular afternoon the twins were comparatively peaceful. They eyed Gian-Luca with china-blue eyes, then one of them said: ‘Please give me sixpence,’ but the other said: ‘Give me a shilling.’

‘Now, now,’ protested Rosa, ‘you run up di sopra — up the stairs you go quickly!’ she translated.

‘I will give you some sweeties if you do,’ bribed Nerone, an inveterate old spoiler of children.

The twins disappeared, and presently Mario must hobble away to the Capo; then Rosa unburdened her heart to Gian-Luca, while Nerone listened and grunted.

It was terrible now at the Capo, it seemed, for the new head-waiter was a devil. He was infinitely worse than the Padrone, said Rosa, and his oaths and his tantrums all fell on poor Mario, because he was lame and ageing. He yelled names at Mario in front of other waiters, and hissed them in front of the clients, until Mario had threatened to stick a knife in him, so unspeakable were those names. Rosa was sure that the low-minded ‘porco’ meant to get her husband dismissed.

‘He is only waiting his chance,’ snivelled Rosa, wiping her eyes with her finger.

So full was Rosa of Mario’s troubles that she forgot to cross-question Gian-Luca, and for this her foster-son felt very thankful — he did not want any discussion. As for Nerone, he only grunted, thinking of all his own grievances, and when he suddenly remembered Gian-Luca, and began to look stern and rather aggressive, Gian-Luca saw what was coming in his eye, and hastily got up to go.

He said to Rosa: ‘I will not forget Mario, I am going to see what I can do.’ And he called her ‘Mother’ for the first time in his life, and at that she burst out crying on his shoulder.

‘Mio bimbo!’ she murmured into his coat, as though he were her little baby.

And now he kissed her fondly on both cheeks, and told her to cheer up and stop crying; then he went to Nerone and kissed him on both cheeks, according to the custom of their country.

When he had left them, Nerone said to Rosa: ‘Why did he kiss me as he did?’

‘It was strange,’ said Rosa, ‘it was certainly strange — just as if he were going on a journey.’
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That evening Gian-Luca wrote the letter to Millo, but he wrote for the old lame mule. Of himself he said little, having little to say, beyond thanking Millo yet again for his kindness.

 

‘If you could try Mario Varese,’ he wrote, ‘I think he would give you satisfaction. He would make an excellent storeroom keeper, for there his lameness would not affect him, and, moreover, he knows a great deal about food, its price, and how to select it. He is honest and sober, and a very hard worker; he has had to work hard all his life, and although he is not as young as he was, he must be as young as Agostino.’

 

Gian-Luca went out and slipped the letter in the post-box, after which he returned to Maddalena. For a moment he looked at her without speaking — she was darning his socks by the fire. Then he called her and made her sit down beside him, and he took the darning from her hand, while she stared at him silent and always fearful, wondering what he would say. As gently as he could he told Maddalena the thing that he knew he must do. He must go right away all alone, he told her, he must try to find God in great solitude — he must try to understand this thing she called God; for only in that way would he ever understand the reason and the meaning of life, and only in that way could he find Gian-Luca, the man who had lost himself. He wanted to understand pity, he told her, and the suffering that had called it into being, and why the beggar had lost his eyes, and why the singing bird had been blinded. He wanted to think out the problem of death and where it must ultimately lead, but above all the problem of God concerned him.

‘Because,’ he said slowly, ‘if your God does exist and is good, as you think Him, Maddalena, then all these big problems must come right in the end — but supposing you are wrong and God does not exist, is there any hope for the world?’ Then he said: ‘I have always been a good fighter, and now I am fighting again. I am fighting to get to your God, Maddalena; I am like a poor sailor who looks for a light that will get him to port in a storm. I have never uttered a prayer in my life, for I felt that I had nothing to pray to. All my life I have depended entirely on myself, but now I have not got myself to depend on — because I have lost myself.’

And all this time she had sat there quite silent, speaking never a word, and Gian-Luca appeared not to notice her strange silence, for he went on to tell her of his plans. He would take very little with him, he told her; whatever he needed he could buy on his journey — but then he would need scarcely anything at all, for he meant to live very simply. At the end of his journey he would send her an address to which she could always write, and he too would write, but their letters must be brief: ‘I am well, Maddalena,’

‘I am well, Gian-Luca,’ — though if either of them were in sore need they must say so; only, he begged her to wait for that need before she summoned him home. And now he made yet another condition: she must not let anyone know his address, nor must she come herself, trying to find him, for he wanted to be quite alone.

He said: ‘I shall not forget you, Maddalena, and I promise that I will come back — while I am gone I shall think out our future, and what I must do to earn my living, and if I find God it will all be so simple, for of course He will show me the way.’

Then he groped for her hand and tried to hold it, but she wrenched it free with a cry; and now she had risen, and he too had risen, staring at her aghast. For Maddalena’s face was white to the lips, and her gentle, mothering eyes were on fire, and all of her shook with a kind of fury, and her voice when it came was choked with passion, so that he scarcely knew it.

‘You will never come back, Gian-Luca,’ she said wildly, ‘you will never come back any more — and as God is my witness I will not let you go — you belong to me only, and God gave you to me, therefore He cannot take you away — not like this, not while you still live, Gian-Luca. I need you, I need you far more than God does. He has got the whole world, I have only got you—’

‘It is I who need Him,’ said Gian-Luca.

‘The Church—’ she began.

But he held up his hand, and a strange, new authority looked from his eyes: ‘I am told to find God in my own way, Maddalena. I am told to go now and find Him.’

‘You are told?’ she said loudly. ‘Who has told you, Gian-Luca?’

And he answered: ‘I do not know; but I mean to obey that summons, Maddalena — I will not ignore it any longer.’

Then all that lies dormant in the heart of woman rose up and gripped Maddalena. The long years of civilization slipped from her, and she stood forth a naked, primitive thing, and she crushed down her spirit and she called on her body to help her in her fight for this man.

‘I love you, I love you!’ she whispered fiercely, and her arms were around his neck. Her soft, ample body was pressed against him, so that he could feel the warmth of her body; all that was gracious in it he felt, and the deep, happy comfort of her breasts. Her lips were on his, insistent, compelling, while she murmured the words of her love; and her love swept the years away from Maddalena, so that she seemed like the splendid young virgin who had walked that day by the side of her lover into the woods at Hadley.

‘Stay with me — stay with me, amore,’ she pleaded, ‘you cannot leave Maddalena — you have so often slept with your head on her breast—’ and she lifted her hand and pressed down his head, as she had done long ago in the woods.

For one moment he let his cheek rest on her shoulder, kissing her strong, white throat — for was not this wife of his a woman made more lovely through her love for him? But then he must push her away very gently — pitiful and almost ashamed.

He said: ‘If you love me, have mercy, Maddalena.’ And he knelt down before her and prayed for her mercy — prayed her to let him go forth in peace on this journey in quest of God.

Then the passion died out of Maddalena’s eyes, and the motherhood came back and possessed them entirely — and her eyes filled with gentle and most blessèd tears, to see him kneeling before her. She stooped, and he grasped at her outstretched hands as she drew him up from his knees.

‘May God go each step of the way beside you, and may you feel Him and know Him, Gian-Luca, and may He give you the thing you most need, which is surely peace,’ she murmured.

Then they kissed each other very gravely and sadly and they looked into each other’s eyes, and Gian-Luca said: ‘God must exist somewhere, since you exist, Maddalena.’






  








CHAPTER TEN
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The greatest adventures in the lives of men will sometimes be embarked on very simply, and that was how Gian-Luca set out on his journey — taking no heed for the morrow. To please Maddalena he must carry a suit-case in which she had managed to pack some warm flannels, and his raincoat she had strapped to the side of the suitcase, adding thereby to its bulk. For the rest he would take nothing but what he stood up in, and this for a very good reason; he intended to tramp to his destination, wherever that might ultimately be. A great longing for freedom of movement possessed him; he wanted to be quite untrammelled; he would not be restricted by so much as a map, far less by time-tables and trains. He felt blessedly vague regarding his plans, though he meant to reach Staines by the evening; after that his road should be left to fate.

‘Some place must be waiting for me,’ he thought, ‘some place is always waiting—’

His clothes were quite as vague as his plans; he was wearing what had first come to hand — an old tweed suit, some well-worn brown shoes, and a shabby grey Homburg hat. To all Maddalena’s protests he had answered firmly: ‘I can buy what I need on the journey’; so what could she do but put up a prayer that the fine warm weather would hold?

He wandered along New Oxford Street, carrying that tiresome suit-case, a ridiculous encumbrance for a very long walk; he must buy himself something more practical, a knapsack — but he felt rather tender towards the suit-case, thinking of Maddalena.

‘Just for a little I will keep it,’ he mused, filled with his gratitude towards her, and filled with a certain sense of guilt also; he had not told her that he meant to tramp: ‘I will let you know where I am when I get there,’ he had said, allowing his wife to suppose that he meant to get there by train.

The first part of his journey was dull and uninspiring, Bayswater, Shepherd’s Bush, and then Chiswick High Road; mile upon dreary mile of London — he felt as though the city were stretching out its coils, trying to trip him, to impede him.

‘It will not let me get out!’ he muttered, gripping his suit-case more firmly.

But now he was passing Kew Bridge Station, and this reassured him a little; he paused and stood gazing towards the bridge, with his eyes filled with recollection.

‘Such a very long time ago,’ he was thinking; ‘It was all such a long time ago—’

Mario and Rosa, Berta and Geppe, and the little Gian-Luca with his hamper — the sudden blue and coolness of bluebells, a child who had pushed them roughly with his foot because they had made him unhappy, because for some inexplicable reason they had taken the comfort from his motto. A gallant motto it had been in its way, so simple, too:

‘I have got myself—’

‘Yes, but no one has really got himself, that is the trouble,’ thought Gian-Luca. ‘Come on, avanti! There is not much time!’ Mario limping with his bunion— ‘Come on, avanti! There is not much time!’ and yet Mario was still at the Capo di Monte, and there he would remain unless Millo took pity and rescued the old lame mule — . Mario had never had time to admire things that lay right under his nose, such as a flowering magnolia tree, or prunias in blossom, or a patch of cool bluebells — he had only had time for enormous longings that had stretched to Land’s End and beyond. And supposing he should ultimately reach his Land’s End — why then he would still say: ‘Avanti! Come on, avanti! There is not much time, we have no time to look at the sea!...’

Gian-Luca began to walk forward again, and quite soon he had come to Brentford, a detestable place always smelling of gasworks, its streets always fouled by its grimy, black wharves and the grimy boots of its workers. Yet in Brentford it was that the first romance of his pilgrimage touched Gian-Luca; for a steep little hill led down to the water, and there on the water lay a battered old barge, and that barge with a blue swirl of smoke from its chimney was Romance — yes, even in Brentford. But just past the canal he saw a wonderful thing, a tiny orchard in blossom. In spite of the grime and the squalor, it was blooming — a brave little remnant of that army of orchards that must once have marched almost through Brentford itself, filling the air with their good scent of growth and the eye with their heavenly whiteness. Gian-Luca suddenly caught his breath, for a deep new craving was upon him — the craving to bless because of that orchard.

‘Not God,’ thought Gian-Luca, ‘for I have not yet found Him—’ so his grateful heart blessed the orchard.

Hounslow he passed, and then Neals’ Corner, after which the tram-lines ended. Sturdy quick-hedges began to guard fields, real fields that looked placid and consciously green in the pale April sunlight of the morning. Now he was coming to the open country, and meadows with streams and willows he came to, and a widening stream that spread as it rippled brown over last year’s leaves. A great number of birds were piping and singing — blackbirds and thrushes, with here and there a robin; many other birds also, whose songs were unfamiliar to this man for whom England had meant London.

He thought: ‘It is like a very kind garden where everything goes unmolested.’ And he marvelled at how little he knew this garden. ‘I must always have been too busy,’ he mused, beginning to loiter a little.

He walked down a pathway that led to the stream, and, undoing his suit-case, he got out some food. Maddalena had included hard-boiled eggs in the menu: she had rolled them up carefully in a grey flannel shirt-sleeve, and this made him laugh when he found them. But when he discovered what else she had done, his eyes grew pitiful and tender, for lavender sprigs had been laid among his flannels — two little bunches tied up with blue ribbon — and although his bread and butter had a lavender flavour, he consumed it gladly for her sake.

It was pleasant under the trees by the water, and he stayed there resting for quite a long time; and as he rested what should he hear but the first insistent call of the cuckoo, that strangely alluring, mysterious call to something that lies always just beyond.

Presently he got up and trudged on again, passing through Bedfont, and loitering once more to look at the church, with its tall clipped yew and its curious, squat wooden steeple. By now he was beginning to feel very tired indeed, and the suit-case grew heavier and heavier. Seeing him, one or two people wondered, for the stigma of the city was still upon him in the cut of his suit, in the lightness of his shoes, but above all, perhaps, in his pale, thin face that had lost its Italian sunburn. Footsore and weary, he trudged into Staines and stared dully about him for an inn. He must lodge very cheaply, having brought little money; every penny he had belonged to Maddalena. But he finally selected an inn quite at random, because he liked the look of its signboard — a friendly white lion with the face of a sheep-dog.

And that was the end of the first day.
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Next morning he bought a capacious knapsack with wide webbing straps for the shoulders. His suit-case he left with the landlord of the inn: ‘I will call for it on my way back,’ he promised, not considering where that might lead him.

For that matter he did not know his way forward, but he took the road to Egham. He felt rested, he was stepping out quite briskly with his knapsack, and, after a little, Virginia Water was lying on his right, through the trees. Now he was passing small woods and parklands; there was bracken, too, with its questioning fronds like green marks of interrogation. The sun was turning the water to silver, as though it lay bathed in moonlight; but all these fair things were behind iron fences, and none of them seemed quite happy or free.

‘I have not yet found what I need,’ thought Gian-Luca, slowly shaking his head.

The road grew more thickly wooded beyond Virginia Water, and he fancied that the trees were tramping beside him — beech tree and ash tree, holly and chestnut; and their branches swept forward a little in the wind as though pointing the way to Gian-Luca.

‘Where are you taking me to?’ he asked them, and for answer the trees swept forward again.

All day he tramped on, forgetting his luncheon, and the trees never left him for long. Sometimes he would pass through a town or a village, but the trees would be waiting on the far side to meet him, while the gentle, green pastures with their gentle-eyed cattle would be drowsing beyond the trees. This was the day on which he saw his first lambs; quite new they were, and unbelievably clean. Being strong little lambs, they played a great deal, but without any sense of direction. On their stiff, hoop-stick legs they wore fluffy black gaiters; their faces were black, too, so the rest of their fleece seemed exceedingly white by contrast. After their babes walked the careful old ewes, nuzzling, pushing, calling. From time to time a lamb stopped abruptly, ducking its head for the comfort of its mother, and the ewe would stand patiently gazing into space while the lamb drank in life from her body.

How pleasant they were, these wide English meadows, happy with flocks and herds. The sky and the green grass belonged to their creatures, but Gian-Luca, remembering Lidia’s poor beasts, must turn his eyes away from these meadows, filled with a reminiscent pity.

Towards evening he came to a quiet inn standing at the end of a village, a low black-and-white building with timbers and gables; and because a huge elm tree guarded its entrance, he decided to stay there for the night. He ate his supper at a rough wooden table that stood just under the tree; he could hear the perpetual talking of leaves, and, whatever it was that they talked of, it soothed him, for their sibilant words sounded patient and hopeful.

And so ended his second day.
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Gian-Luca fell in with a tramp the next morning who was going in his direction, a dusty fellow with a hole in his shoe, and the restless eyes and shuffling gait that belong to the Brothers of the Road. Gian-Luca himself looked scarcely less dusty, and he too was shuffling a little, for those who walk far must economize force — they very soon drop their goose-step. A two days’ growth was on Gian-Luca’s chin, for he had not troubled to shave.

‘I will let my beard grow,’ he had said to himself, and now it was obviously growing.

But this unkempt appearance did not deceive the tramp, who had taken in Gian-Luca’s clothes. ‘A toff,’ thought the tramp, ‘and ‘e’s tryin’ to look shabby. Lordy, ain’t people amazin’!’

‘Good morning!’ said Gian-Luca on a sudden impulse; ‘it looks like being a fine day.’

‘Yus,’ grunted the tramp noncommittally, and proceeded to scratch his head.

After that there was silence for several minutes while he eyed Gian-Luca with suspicion; he had certainly met this type before, he decided — swells, and loonies, and suchlike, doing the simple; they generally tried to find out all about you, then wrote a lot of rubbish to the papers.

‘Are you going very far?’ inquired Gian-Luca, breaking the awkward pause.

‘Middlin’,’ he was told, and again there was silence as they trudged along side by side.

‘This road leads to Basingstoke, I think,’ remarked Gian-Luca.

“Ook comes fust,’ growled his Brother.

‘Oh, does it?’ said Gian-Luca.

‘Yus, it do,’ snapped the tramp; ‘ain’t yer looked at the sign-posts? Don’t yer know where yer goin’?’

Gian-Luca smiled at him: ‘Well, no, not exactly, but every road must lead somewhere in the end.’

And now the tramp felt thoroughly suspicious: ‘I suppose yer’ve come walkin’ out ‘ere for fun; yer one of them crack-brains wot wants ter live simple. Blimey! you try it! It ain’t so darned simple to live no’ow, to my way of thinkin’.’ Then he added quickly: ‘Or maybe yer a writer, one of them as writes for the papers.’

But Gian-Luca informed him that he had once been a waiter, and at this his companion looked a little more friendly: ‘A waiter, was yer? That sounds all right ter me — so nice and ‘andy to the food.’

‘I suppose so. I have thrown up my job quite lately. I used to be at the Doric.’

‘Gawd!’ muttered the tramp, ‘that swell plyce in Piccadilly? Yer spoilt, that’s wot you are; some folks never knows their blessin’s, not till they’ve lost ‘em.’

Gian-Luca examined the man’s face more closely, noticing the restless eyes. He said: ‘You would never tolerate four walls—’

‘Now then, wotch’yer gettin’ at!’ scowled the tramp, glancing at Gian-Luca with annoyance.

At Hook the tramp bethought him of food, and he paused beside a shop window. The window was full of cold meats and pork pies, interlarded with rock cakes and apples.

But the tramp shook his head: ‘No, thanks,’ he remarked. ‘I ain’t got the price of the Doric terdye, nor yet of the Berkeley neither—’

‘You may choose!’ said Gian-Luca.

‘Go on!’ said the tramp.

‘You may choose; I mean it,’ laughed Gian-Luca.

The tramp chose a couple of large pork pies and a goodly portion of beef. Gian-Luca chose bread and cheese and some apples.

‘Well, I never!’ scoffed his companion.

Farther on down the street Gian-Luca bought beer, then they hurried along through the town.

‘Come on!’ urged the tramp. ‘I knows a nice spot fer a picnic!’ and he grinned with amusement.

Out beyond the town they came to a meadow; a large board was affixed to its gate: ‘Trespassers will be prosecuted,’ read the board, but the tramp wormed his way through a gap in the hedge, and after him went Gian-Luca.

The tramp was soon mellow with pork pies and beer, his eyes grew more steady and friendly; and now he was talking of the life of the road as though he were talking to a Brother. Gian-Luca heard about the hard law of trespass, and how it might best be evaded; he learnt how a man could find comfort at night, in what type of barn it was safe to take refuge, what formation of hay-rick provided good shelter, what species of watch-dog was most to be feared, and what words were most likely to calm him. All these things he learnt and a great deal besides, including the right houses to beg at, for mystical signs would be found on gate-posts, chalked there by considerate Brethren in passing; some were danger signals, some the other way round; every tramp understood these signals. Then just as his guest grew most eloquent down came a sharp April shower; Gian-Luca completely forgot his rain-coat, as his wife might have guessed that he would do. When the shower had passed over, the tramp collected sticks from the sheltered side of the hedge, and choosing a nicely secluded corner, he proceeded to light a fire.

‘Got to be careful of fires,’ he said gravely; ‘getch yer into trouble, they does. Alwers let yer smoke blow away from the ‘igh road, that is if yer can — see, mate?’

But Gian-Luca was not attending to the words; he was watching the creating of the fire from three paper bags, and a few dryish sticks collected on the lee-side of the hedge. There in that rain-soaked English meadow the prehistoric ritual was performed — the ageless ritual of the calling of fire to the help and service of man. Like a priest of old, the tramp stretched forth his hands in a gesture of command and benediction, and the flames leapt up to the summons of those hands.

‘Kind of attrac’s it, flesh do,’ he explained, looking up at Gian-Luca.

Then they crouched beside the fire and let themselves steam, glad enough of the warmth and comfort; and the clouds broke apart, leaving rifts of blue sky, while the fire did its best to dry them.

Presently they sidled out through the hedge, having carefully stamped on the glowing ashes, and they walked as far as Basingstoke together, where the tramp said good-bye to Gian-Luca. He was going to pick up some work at a farm that lay two miles away down a lane.

‘Just enough to keep me goin’ fer a bit, so I’ll ‘ave to wish yer good afternoon, mister.’ He had suddenly grown suspicious again, too suspicious to call this man ‘mate’.

Gian-Luca said: ‘If I keep to the high road, where shall I come to in the end?’

The tramp considered: ‘If yer keeps right on this way, yer’ll be bound to come to the Noo Forest.’

‘The trees were right, then,’ murmured Gian-Luca; ‘I felt that they were trying to lead me—’

‘Gawd I’ laughed the tramp, ‘you are balmy, aren’t yer? Well, good-bye, mister, and thank yer.’

Gian-Luca strode forward along the road, while the afternoon passed and the shadows lengthened; but still he strode forward, not pausing to rest, for his thoughts ran before him to the forest. At King’s Watney, however, he must stay the night, for his feet were aching and swollen; indeed, he was aching a little all over, having tramped that day for twenty-five miles. Securing a room at the ‘Horse and Ploughman’, he gingerly took off his shoes and socks, only to discover that his heels were both blistered and the skin of his feet very tender. He bathed them, remembering old Fabio in the process. Fabio would have recommended rubbing with soap, and since he did not know what else to do, Gian-Luca tried his prescription. He finally rolled into bed with a sigh, and was lying between sleeping and waking; then his mind saw a picture quite clearly in the darkness, a thing that had not happened for years. There were wide, placid spaces and running water; but something more lovely than this he saw — a quiet and very beautiful gloom, green from the leaves that made it.

‘They have come to me again, my pictures,’ he murmured.

And that was the end of the third day.
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Gian-Luca was up betimes the next morning, and his feet — thanks perhaps to Fabio’s prescription — were certainly much less painful. In Winchester he stopped to buy provisions, which he stuffed away in his knapsack; then he started to tramp again in good earnest, lured on by the thought of the forest. He had never been in this part of the country, and he noticed many pleasant things about it; all the cottages, for instance, were heavily thatched, and one cottage that he passed had a queer little window shaped like an eye, just under its hair, which gave it an inquisitive appearance. The walls, too, were thatched, the thatch sitting astride them, jauntily riding their tops.

The road became increasingly lovely; it was bordered once more with trees. ‘They look strong and proud and happy!’ thought Gian-Luca, and he wondered if they felt the nearness of the forest, and if that was what made them look so happy.

He came to the sleepy town of Romsey, which he left by way of the old stone bridge that spans the River Test; the water was chuckling softly to itself, swollen by April rains. At the top of a steep hill he sat down to rest, eating his food by the roadside. A gipsy caravan crawled up towards him, and its inmates nodded and smiled at Gian-Luca; they had very bright eyes, like Nerone’s skylarks, only their eyes looked free. Smoke was coming from the chimney of their small house on wheels; no doubt they were cooking their breakfast. A whiff of fried bacon reached Gian-Luca, and two lean lurcher dogs dashed backwards and forwards, barking in anticipation.

‘Where are you going to?’ shouted Gian-Luca.

And the driver waved a brown hand: ‘To the forest,’ he shouted loudly in his turn, in order to be heard above the barking.

Gian-Luca lay back and smiled in the sunshine, repeating the happy words; then he thought: ‘They will not have it all to themselves, for Gian-Luca is going there too.’

He got up quickly and shouldered his knapsack, following in the wake of the gipsies. The aspect of the country was very subtly changing, though the change was not easy to define. The trees grew no thicker, nor were there more of them, yet the whole landscape seemed suggestive of trees — for the strange, mysterious spirit of the forest hung over it like a spell. Past the village of Ower, plantations of young firs stood ankle deep in heather that was waiting to purple; and just about here Gian-Luca first saw the little wild New Forest ponies.

Brothers of the Road were passing him now, a tattered and feckless army; aye, and Sisters of the Road, looking even more tattered — one sallow-faced Sister held an infant to her breast, suckling it as she walked. Some of the Brethren pushed improvised hand-carts — sugar-boxes lashed to old perambulator wheels — and these vehicles contained a variety of oddments, from babies to worn boots and rusty tin cans; while in one lay a bundle of decomposing rags upon which sat a blear-eyed puppy. Here and there a Brother, more fearless than his mates, had kindled a fire by the road-side.

‘He will surely get into trouble,’ thought Gian-Luca, remembering the warning of his tramp.

But such fires smelt pleasantly of dry leaves and pine wood, and their soft, smoky glow was alluring, so Gian-Luca must toss one old sinner a shilling, feeling like an outlaw himself.

Cadnam! The name of an unimportant village, having neither interest nor beauty, yet for those who pass through it in search of dreams the name of a deeply-enchanted gateway, for just beyond lies the softly-breathing forest — still dreaming after eight hundred years.

Gian-Luca went through that enchanted gateway, and even as he did so, it seemed to close behind him, and he looked at the forest, and the forest looked back out of drowsy, thoughtful green eyes. The road still led forward so Gian-Luca still followed, curbing his eagerness, tasting anticipation like a lover on the eve of ultimate fulfilment. But when he had passed the little town of Lyndhurst the greenness clamoured more loudly; he could hear that clamour in the beating of his heart, in the strong, anxious beating of his pulses. The damp, pure smell of the earth in spring travail — the moss smell, the leaf smell — laid hold on his senses; while those drowsy, thoughtful green eyes of the forest followed him down the high road.

Then suddenly Gian-Luca could resist it no longer, and he turned and plunged into the forest, stumbling against the trees in his haste to thrust farther and farther inward. Now he had left the road far behind him and had come to a wide green glade. The glade was full of the singing of birds, the grass was dappled with sunshine and flowers — clumps of anemones. He sat down under a gracious beech tree, pressing his cheek against its smooth bark; he was tired, and he suddenly felt rather drowsy, sitting there under the beech tree. He stretched his long legs with a sigh of contentment, then his head nodded forward on his breast — that night Gian-Luca slept out in the forest.

And that was the end of the fourth day.






  








CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Just as the world had once possessed Gian-Luca, the world of the Doric and all that it stood for, so now the forest had begun to possess him. The simple, innocent life of the earth, upon which he wandered or rested or slept, became a part of this man’s life also, until gradually, when he looked about him, he could not conceive of any other. He was faithful to his promise to his wife, however, and once every week he sent her a letter, at the same time calling for her letter to him, addressed: ‘G.L., The Post Office, Lyndhurst,’ in accordance with his written instructions.

He wrote always the same thing: ‘I am well, Maddalena.’

And she answered: ‘I am well, Gian-Luca.’

They got to know him by sight in Lyndhurst — a tall, thin man, with a little cleft beard — some said he was an artist, some a writer, some a crank, and some thought him mad but harmless. But nobody really knew anything about him, except that he was living in the forest; and since he apparently did no damage, they allowed him to live there in peace. Apart from that weekly visit to the Post Office, he only went into the town to buy food; and just at first for another reason also, in order to get his hair cut. But after a little he began to feel shy, for his clothes very soon grew worn and earth-stained, so he chopped at his own hair as best he could, sitting with a small looking-glass on his knees.

He had dropped all set rules and all method in his life, shedding them as easily as threadbare garments. He wandered about when and where he listed, sleeping out in the forest, like the beasts and the birds, he got up at dawn, and lay down to rest when the light failed. He washed his body in some secluded stream at sunrise, and again at nightfall; there were many such streams in the forest, he discovered, where a man could bathe unmolested. The washing of his clothes was a far greater problem, yet he managed to accomplish this also; he would soap and then rub them on a smooth stone or boulder, rinsing out the soap in the clear running water, as the peasants in Italy had done. He dried his clothes in the sun when he could, but sometimes it was necessary to kindle a fire, and after the first few abortive efforts he became quite an expert fire-builder. Very crafty he grew in judging the wind, its direction, and where it would carry his smoke — there were woodmen and keepers patrolling the forest, and the lighting of fires was forbidden. Nevertheless it was done pretty often by the passing Brothers of the Road, and from such folk Gian-Luca learnt many harmless ruses for evading the arm of the law. The forest itself was his staunchest ally — so vast that a man might escape detection; and one day he discovered a charcoal-burner, who was kindly and willing to befriend him.

The charcoal-burner was the last of his kind to carry on that very ancient craft; from father to son it had been handed down, but this man was the last of a long line of burners who had earned their living in the forest.

‘Me brothers don’t seem to fancy it somehow — looks as though this job would die out with me,’ he told Gian-Luca, who was thankfully drying a flannel shirt by his fire. But when Gian-Luca inquired with interest whether it was love of the forest that held him, the charcoal-burner looked rather bewildered. ‘Maybe,’ he answered; ‘who knows?’

He was always as black as a chimney-sweep, but black with the sweet, pure ashes of the wood; his grey eyes looked out of his round, dusky face like kind lamps shining in darkness. There was skill in his work, very great skill indeed, as Gian-Luca discovered when he watched him. A huge mound of faggots he must build, this small man, and the mound must be dome-topped, and ten feet in height; at its base it must be at least twenty feet wide — no mean funeral pyre for the trees. The whole must be covered with dry forest litter, then thickly powdered with charcoal dust; many hours would be spent in this careful preparation for the ultimate sacrifice. The dome had a deep depression in the middle, like a monster navel in the stomach of a giant, and here it was that the fire would be started, to burn slowly into the entrails. Up and down his old ladder climbed the little black adept, spacing his faggots to admit of a draught; and last, but not least, came the large iron shovel filled with red crematory embers. Then the air would grow fragrant and cloudy with wood smoke, the scent of it reminding the homeless of home — the dear, warm, ingratiating scent of logs burning, so companionable always to man.

Sometimes Gian-Luca would sit watching for hours, lending a helping hand when it was needed; and the charcoal-burner would welcome this stranger, for his was a solitary life. Sometimes he would tell Gian-Luca old legends, old tales of the forest and its pioneer squatters, never forgetting to mention William Rufus, whose body had been carried in a charcoal-burner’s cart.
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Gian-Luca adopted the glade where he had rested on his first day of entering the forest; he made it his own, a kind of head-quarters, shared only with the beasts and the birds. A spring of clear water bubbled up close at hand, and this was the spring that he drank from. His knapsack he would hide in the hollow of an oak tree, and since he had no other worldly possessions, the glade made a charming hostel.

During his first few weeks in the forest he was always losing his way, but as time went on he developed new senses — an acuteness of instinct rather than of sight, and much other subtle, inexplicable wisdom that he shared with the lower creation. Thus, he knew when a woodman was somewhere about, feeling the presence of a man before he heard it; the coming of rain or of wind he knew also, though the sky might be cloudless at the moment. And now he was very seldom lost in his wanderings; he would find himself walking back into his glade without quite knowing how he had got there; with the homing instinct of a bird or a rabbit, Gian-Luca would return to his home. The humbler creatures got used to his presence — they began to eye him with interest; while he, in his turn, would offer them friendship, moving gently among them with a kind of politeness.

‘You were here before me,’ he would say very often; ‘it is kind of you to make me feel welcome.’

His desire for the beautiful had grown into a craving which the forest constantly augmented, for the great trees were lovely in rain as in sunshine, especially the beeches with their small pointed leaves — glossy leaves, surrounded by a gossamer down which Gian-Luca liked to touch with his finger. One splendid old beech tree he took as his friend, and every morning he would stand close against it, with his back to its trunk and his arms extended on either side of his body. His hands would be held very still, palms upwards, for morsels of food would be lying on his palms, and presently he would whistle softly to the birds that were watching from the branches. So it happened that Gian-Luca, who had served all his life, continued to serve in the forest, waiting upon the simplicity of birds as he had upon Milady’s caprices. One by one the birds would come flying down, blackcap and greenfinch, goldcrest and linnet; and with many small twitters and flutterings and circlings the birds would feed from his hands. Then Gian-Luca’s pale eyes would look out and beyond, seeming to see all things clearly; for all that he saw at such moments as these would be lit by a deep sense of love.

‘Is this God’s love or mine?’ he would wonder, conscious of the quiet whirring of those wings.

But quite soon the birds would have finished their feasting, and Gian-Luca’s empty hands must drop to his sides; then the light would die out and his vision become darkened.

‘I have not found God,’ he would mutter sadly, ‘and yet I came here to find Him.’

He took to talking to the beasts and the birds, not as good St. Francis who had preached them the Word, but rather as a fellow-creature, who must suffer because of their suffering. For even here, in the quiet green forest, suffering and sorrow had pursued him; he had come on a tortured rabbit in a trap, its neck deeply wounded from the wire snare that held it. Sick and sorry, he had stooped down and killed it with his hands, releasing it from its pain; but its pain had lived on in Gian-Luca’s spirit, a shadow on the glory of the forest. One night he had heard the sound of a shot, and the next day he had found the traces of that shooting; a hare with a gun-shattered leg had passed him, trailing the leg behind it. Gian-Luca had started to follow the hare, bent on his errand of mercy, and the wild thing had hidden itself from his pity — knowing him for a man.

But the rabbits and die hares played fearlessly at sunrise, and again in the cool of the twilight, so then it was that Gian-Luca talked to them, ‘Have you got a God?’ he would ask them gravely.

The creatures would continue their artless gambols, apparently not hearing Gian-Luca; or, if they heard him, they would scamper away.

‘They do not know either,’ thought Gian-Luca.

There were times of innocent happiness, however, when he would feel like a schoolboy; as, for instance, when he first saw a herd of red deer in the northern part of the forest. He had wandered a long way that afternoon, and he chanced on the herd at sundown; the deer stood all together in a wide, open space, with their antlers black against the sky. Their magnificent heads were raised questioningly, their eyes looked attentive and fearful; but Gian-Luca had hidden himself behind a tree, scarcely daring to breathe in his surprise and excitement, for these beasts could seldom be taken unawares — they were hunted and had therefore grown wise. He stood so still that the deer began feeding, bending strong, chestnut necks; Gian-Luca could hear the crisp noise of their cropping and the muffled sound of their lazy movements as they pushed their way through the grass. Then he must have shifted his hand a little, for a twig snapped under his fingers, and up went every head, while the herd wheeled abruptly — in a moment it had bounded away.

Gian-Luca gradually grew familiar with nearly all the beasts of the forests — stoats and weasels, both thoroughly hard-hearted hunters with colossal appetites for birds’ eggs; moles and hedgehogs, and the queer little plush-coated shrew-mice with their long, prehistoric-looking noses; foxes and badgers, who were seen for the most part soon after the evening star; squirrels, who were seen at any old time; and the shy, wild ponies who were timid at first, but who afterwards came to know Gian-Luca, so that sometimes the mares would bring him their foals, born in the forest over-night. And birds! Were there ever so many under heaven, or such a variety of songs? All day there was singing, and all night as well, for nightingales sang in the beech trees in June, and Gian-Luca must lie awake under the stars because of their splendid music. He learnt to know the songs and the habits of the birds before he discovered the names of the singers.

‘That must be the fellow who shivers while he sings,’ he would think, as he listened to the tremulous trill of a wood-wren swinging just above him. Or: ‘That must be the bird with the little white chin — he always sounds cross like that when he feels frightened.’ And sure enough out would bustle a whitethroat, furiously angry with Gian-Luca.

And then there were all the creeping things; the long, graceful grass snakes, very self-conscious and fearfully embarrassed by a stranger; the hot-tempered adders, who were better avoided because of their unregenerate nature; and the harmless but unprepossessing slow-worms, very stupid, near-sighted and inept. There was also a goodly company of beetles, and these varied in disposition; some were peaceable, others quite quarrelsome at times, and one of their number was a veritable fiend — a species of Nero, but with ten times his courage and more than ten times his cunning.

Gentle and fierce by turns was the forest, like a great, throbbing human heart. Its gentler thoughts came to life in its bracken, in its delicate mosses and silvery lichens, in its little wild berries — the food of the birds — in its pools and its glades and its flowers. Gian-Luca had come at the time of the bluebells, but out in the forest they had not depressed him; and because he had once pushed them roughly with his foot, he had knelt down beside them and buried his face in their dewy, ineffable coolness. Anemones and cuckoo-flower had been blooming, and quite soon the hawthorn had followed. Now it was June, the month of dog-roses, the month of the kingcup in damp, boggy places, the month of forget-me-nots growing along streams or clustering beside quiet water. The days held the nights imprisoned in their brightness, for the dawns broke early and the twilights were long; the darkness, when it came, must perforce reflect light in an endless faint afterglow. Long before the big moon was ready to vanish, the sun would be eyeing her out of the east; then the night and the morning must love one another in a tangle of leaves and birds’ wings and stars.

Below in the forest Gian-Luca would be lying with his face turned up to the sky; and the soul of the forest, always wrapt round with peace, in spite of that heart fierce and gentle by turns, would come timidly touching the soul of Gian-Luca — trying to tell him something. Then Gian-Luca would lie very still and would listen, but after a little he would sigh.

‘I cannot find God — not yet,’ he must answer; and perhaps he would get up to look for his God, meeting Him face to face in the sunrise, but passing Him by unseeing.
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That July Gian-Luca fell in with some gipsies who were camping in a clearing near a pine grove; and, because by now he looked rather like themselves, the gipsies took kindly to him. The family consisted of three generations, a very old man with his very old wife, their buxom, brown daughter, their tall son-in-law, and an odd assortment of children. In addition to these latter there were three dogs, two horses, a large caravan, and some dilapidated tents; and — low be it spoken — when Gian-Luca surprised them, there was also a fire in the clearing.

‘Hullo!’ said the young man, whose name was Sylvester.

‘Hullo!’ said Gian-Luca smiling. Then he sat down beside him where he squatted near the fire, and all of a sudden he was friends with this man — friends as one tree may be friends with another through sharing a common soil.

The gipsies, it seemed, were remaining for some weeks; they talked quite frankly to Gian-Luca. They were busy, they said, making brackets and flower-stands from wood collected in the forest. These objects they would sell later on at the fairs; but they had many other occupations. At swarming time they made bee-hives, for instance; in the autumn they collected beech-mast and acorns, for which there was quite a good market. Sometimes they would go hop-picking for a change; this, they said, was great fun for the children.

‘Gives ’em a chance to see a bit of life,’ smiled Sylvester, glancing at his litter.

During the time that they stayed in the forest Gian-Luca was often with these people. They had strangely good manners, a kind of natural breeding which forbade them to express their curiosity about him.

‘Grand place, the forest—’ was all Sylvester said, as though that in itself explained Gian-Luca.

They were not over-clean, and their animals were thin, but never unkindly treated. The gipsies’ worst crime was the snaring of rabbits; but this crime Gian-Luca only suspected, for even Sylvester, so frank in most matters, ignored the existence of rabbits. He was something of an ornithologist, however, and from him Gian-Luca learnt the names of the birds, their migratory habits, their matrimonial codes, the months in which they mated, the construction of their nests — this latter often touching and amazing. Sylvester, on the whole, possessed a very kindly heart, and if he killed he did so to eat; he had the woodland instinct of hunting for his young, which instinct he shared with the wild creatures.

Their names were very musical, these brown-faced, nomad people — Sylvester, Claretto, Morelia, Clementina; but their children were just plain Jim, and Bill, and Maggie; there were also a Syd, a Jennie and a Bobbie — the latter a baby at the breast. For, according to Morelia, their very ancient grand-dame, the traditions of the race were fast dying; it was all the fault of towns and motors, said Morelia, and those devilish flying machines. Their language was now dead, she told Gian-Luca sadly, and the Romanies were passing away — then Morelia spoke some soft-sounding words to Gian-Luca, in the beautiful lost language of her people.

Gian-Luca learnt a great deal from this wise old woman who was only too glad to find anyone to listen. The unwritten laws of the wanderers he learnt, and the unwritten laws of the roads and of the forests; the virtues of herbs, and what berries might be eaten and the seasons in which to find them. Then one day he must ask her what she thought about God; did she think that He really existed? But at this Morelia could only shake her head; she had never thought much about such things, it seemed. She had had nine children, she explained rather grimly; four of them were alive, but five of them had died — one way and another she had not had much time, what with their father and all. Then Gian-Luca must ask her what she felt about death, for had she not lost five children? Did she think that the soul lived on after death? Did she think that her children still existed?

‘Who knows? — it don’t seem likely,’ she told him; ‘leastways, it don’t to me.’

But Gian-Luca was curious; now he wanted to know the Romany word for death. He who had always been a lover of words was trying to pick up their language.

Morelia surveyed him out of rheumy old eyes; ‘Merripen,’ she said gravely.

‘And for life?’ he inquired. ‘What is life in your language?’

And she answered him: ‘Merripen.’

One day the gipsies were no longer to be found when Gian-Luca went to the clearing; they had slipped away like shades in the night — only their wheel-tracks remained on the turf, and the guilty ashes of their fire. So now once more he had the forest to himself, except for the charcoal-burner, and he felt half glad and half sorry in his heart; he had liked that companionable, guilty fire, and Sylvester, and the old Morelia. He had felt at peace with these vagabond people whose problems were all so simple; for the agèd, the quiet waiting for death, without hope, without fear, without questioning; for the young, the mating of the man with his woman, the passing on of life to their children. He envied this placid acceptance of the world as they conceived it to be, and their courage — what was it that gave them such courage? The courage to ignore, the courage not to fret — was it, perhaps, belief after all, a kind of unrecognized belief?
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The heat of the summer lay heavy on the forest in spite of its splendid trees. The air was often a-shimmer with heat, and small, winged insects would dance in the shimmer or scud across the surface of the pools. The nights were disturbed by the hooting of owls, flying on their wide, soundless wings; but the streams grew less noisy, and by noontide the ponies must draw in to shelter from the sun. Gian-Luca continued to feed his song-birds while forgetting to feed himself — for now there was no Maddalena to remind him, and his distaste for food had been growing again lately; he never felt really hungry these days, which was strange considering his life. It began to irk him to walk into Lyndhurst — and of course the less one ate, the less one needed; there were always berries to be found in the forest, so sometimes he lived on berries. But food he must buy because of his birds, and because of a wild roan pony — a fierce little fellow, very handy with his hoofs, very anxious not to sell his free soul. And yet, as is often the case with his betters, curiosity would overcome his shyness; he could not keep away from the strange fascination of this man-thing who followed him with carrots. Once a week, when Gian-Luca went in to the post, he would purchase his frugal supplies; carrots for the pony, bread and seed for the birds, and occasionally something for Gian-Luca. His clothes were worn out and his shoes needed soling, very badly indeed they needed soling; but out in the forest he had ceased to wear shoes; he went about barefoot for the joy of the earth, and his love of the forest was increased by this contact of his naked feet with its soil.

His possessions were gradually dwindling away, and somehow they never got replaced. He had given his raincoat to a woman one evening, drenched through she had been, that poor Sister of the Road, and it always hurt him to see such women battered by the wind and the rain. Their faces were sunken or heavily bloated, their tired feet dragged slowly or shuffled to keep up with the shuffling stride of their men. They were miserable, heart-sick, home-sick creatures, the outcasts of cities, the outcasts of life.

‘Men can exist without roots,’ thought Gian-Luca, ‘but not women; they need roots, like the trees.’

He would sometimes give away his food to such people, and then he would have nothing to eat; and his money he gave them because they were ill-clad, more so than he was himself, he fancied. They took all that he offered, and sometimes they thanked him, but sometimes they would look at him askance.

‘I have not stolen the money,’ he would tell them, and would know that they did not believe him.

His head had begun to ache badly at times, and at times he felt giddy and stupid; too stupid almost to think about God or to ask his eternal questions. But standing against his calm friend the beech tree, feeding its trustful birds, he could still recapture that sense of oneness with something that belonged to the birds and the beech tree, to the smallest particle of soil in the forest, to the humblest flower that sprang from that soil — to the pity in the heart of Gian-Luca. Then the moment would pass, and back he would come to earth with a kind of mental thud, with a sense of desolation more poignant than pain, so that he must sometimes cry out very loudly in his bitterness: ‘God, where are You?’

The birds, grown startled, would all fly away, deserting Gian-Luca for that morning; then he would sit down and begin to cry weakly, begging the birds not to leave him.

‘Can it be that you are frightened of me?’ he would reproach them. ‘Are you frightened of Gian-Luca, who feeds you?’

Then one day who should come but the little roan pony, and it took a carrot from his hand, and it lipped his hand, which meant: ‘Thank you, Gian-Luca,’ which meant: ‘I am your servant — this had to be so, for my people are born servants of men.’

After that it took to following Gian-Luca about, letting him twist his fingers in its mane; and Gian-Luca loved it and would walk beside it, fondling its silky nostrils.

‘Oh, well,’ he would say, ‘I have not found God, but I have found you, little friend of the lonely—’ Then the pony would sometimes nuzzle his hand, as though it had understood him.

He began to sleep badly, for his body had grown feverish, so sometimes he would get up and wander to a stream; undressing, he would plunge straight into the water, which would strike cold against his thin body. He was always doing foolish things like this lately, grown careless of his physical welfare; he scarcely troubled to think about illness, so busy was his mind with its problems. And then there was something that was always coming nearer — nearer and nearer he would feel the thing coming, and for some strange reason this began to console him.

‘Is that You, God?’ he would whisper.

He would often be haunted by the memory of a poem, the memory of the ‘Gioia della Luce.’ The great, beautiful stanzas would go rolling through his brain until the words seemed to be a part of the forest, a part of its hope, and of other blessèd things; and one night as he murmured the poem, half asleep, he thought that the words were part of God. Thus it was that Gian-Luca, all unknowing, ratified his peace with Ugo Doria.
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The hunting of the red deer began in July, and Gian-Luca would hear hounds giving tongue; a curious, half-plaintive, half-merciless sound, as they broke away on the scent. The faint blast of a horn would echo through the forest, the faint cry of the huntsman, the faint cracking of whips, and then, strangely enough, something quite unregenerate would stir to life in Gian-Luca. He would throw back his head and stand stock-still and listen, thrilling to that pagan music, the music of men and beasts taking their pleasure in the hot, steaming blood-lust of death. Then Gian-Luca would know that the passion of the chase lay somewhere deep down in every male creature, from the stoat who hunted his scurrying rabbits to the man who hunted his deer. He would know that death stalked abroad in the forest, even as he had done on the battlefields of France, when Gian-Luca, held in leash at the Officers’ Mess, had fretted for his outraged manhood. These thoughts would give him fresh cause for speculation, fresh cause for bewilderment and sadness, and then he would remember a Romany word: ‘Merripen,’ meaning death, ‘Merripen,’ meaning life, and, turning away, he would wonder...

One morning a splendid red stag dashed through the thicket directly in front of his face; its flanks were heaving, its eyes staring wildly, there was blood on its lips, and it swayed as it bounded, for the creature was nearly spent.

The stag paused an instant as though grown stupid, then off it went to the left; but the hounds did not follow, the forest was silent.

‘They have lost the scent,’ thought Gian-Luca.

But presently he saw a couple of horsemen pressing forward through the trees.

‘Seen him?’ they asked quickly, observing Gian-Luca; and they urged on their beasts, leaning sideways as they did so, the better to hear his reply.

Then Gian-Luca lied, pointing in the wrong direction. ‘He went off there to the right,’ he told them; ‘he was travelling pretty fast, too, when I saw him.’

‘Oh, he’s game all right!’ remarked one of the riders as they swung round and galloped away.






  








CHAPTER TWELVE
 

1
 

It was early in September when they caught the roan pony, and they caught him as he stood beside Gian-Luca. A farmer and his boy came quietly forward, and the man slipped a halter on to the pony. The beast looked surprised, but not really resentful, because he now trusted men.

The farmer nodded, grinning at Gian-Luca. ‘Strong little devil,’ he remarked, ‘got plenty of work in him, look at his loin; no trouble with him either, it seems.’

Gian-Luca’s heart gave a bound of fear. ‘You are taking him away?’ he faltered.

‘Yes,’ said the farmer, ‘his turn’s about come; we’ve all got to work for our living.’

The pony began to pull back on the halter, edging towards Gian-Luca.

‘Come up!’ ordered the boy.

‘Steady now!’ coaxed the farmer, patting the pony’s neck. Gian-Luca said: ‘Where are you going to take him?’

‘I’ve sold him,’ the man replied; and he eyed this scarecrow of a tramp with interest. ‘Are you keen on horses?’ he inquired.

‘Yes, but where will he go to?’ Gian-Luca persisted, laying his hand on the pony.

‘To the mines,’ said the farmer; ‘they most of ’em go there, that is, when they’re small enough.’

For a moment Gian-Luca stood as though turned to stone, then he threw up his arms with a cry. ‘No, no!’ he babbled; ‘not the mines. Oh! for God’s sake — he will never see the light in the mines — he will go blind! I cannot let him be taken to the mines, the creature has been my friend.’ He spread out his hands and pointed to the trees. ‘Look, look!’ he went on wildly; ‘all this beauty and freedom, all this greenness and joy — the mines, they are dark, all his life in the darkness — his body full of sores from straining at the trucks, his eyes filming over for want of the sunshine, his heart breaking because he has known the forest, because he remembers and remembers—’ And now he was clutching at the farmer’s arm. ‘Listen! per amore di Dio, but listen!

I will buy him, I tell you I will buy the beast’s freedom, only tell me how much and I will buy him!’

‘You!’ growled the farmer, pushing him off, and staring sceptically at him; then his eyes grew more kind: ‘Poor devil, you look starving — what’s the matter, you’re lightheaded, can’t you find work, or what?’ His hand went quickly down to his pocket: ‘Here, take this,’ he muttered, producing some silver; ‘take this and buy yourself a square meal.’ And he handed Gian-Luca three shillings.

Quite firmly but gently he thrust out his arm between Gian-Luca and the pony. He gave the rope of the halter to the boy. ‘Get on with it!’ he ordered. ‘Come along, now, look sharp!’

And the pony went with them, giving no trouble, because he had learnt to trust men.

Gian-Luca threw himself down on the ground, burying his face in his hands, and he spoke to the earth, asking it to show pity.

‘Let him die, let him die, let him die!’ he entreated, as though the earth had ears wherewith to hear, as though it were a mother who must surely feel compassion for the creatures her bounty had nourished.

Then he told the earth, in low, broken words, of the life of the ponies in the mines; all that he knew of that life he told it, and all that his half-distraught mind must picture.

‘He trusted them because of me,’ moaned Gian-Luca; ‘I gave him his faith, and yet I cannot save him — he is little but he has a heart full of courage — he will work until that heart breaks!’

He stopped speaking as though he were waiting for an answer, then a most peculiar thing happened; Gian-Luca heard a voice inside his own head, quite loudly it spoke, with a kind of precision.

‘Merripen,’ said the voice, ‘death is life, Gian-Luca — it is only for such a little while.’

Gian-Luca sat up and pressed his fingers to his temples. ‘I must be going mad,’ he muttered.
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The forest was turning scarlet and golden, touched by the first sudden frosts of autumn, and Gian-Luca felt terribly cold these nights, so that sometimes he must get up and walk. The fever had left him, its place being taken by an ever-increasing weakness, yet the thought of four walls that would shut him in, the thought of a roof that would shut away the sky, and above all the thought of leaving the trees, filled him with misery.

‘If I eat more I may feel less cold,’ he reasoned; so whenever he felt able he went into Lyndhurst, and while there he would try to pull himself together, smiling as he purchased his food. ‘If they think I am ill they will catch me!’ he would mutter; ‘and of course I am not really ill—’

But when he had tramped slowly back to the forest, he would find that he could eat very little after all; his stomach had grown unaccustomed to food, and some days he suffered great pain.

‘It must be that I do not need it,’ he would argue; ‘everyone eats too much!’

The fine weather broke and it rained a good deal; strong winds swept over the forest that October, the beech trees sighed and groaned under the storms, while Gian-Luca got wet to the skin. He must always be lighting fires, and this distressed him, for now he lived in the dread of getting caught; keepers and foresters were after him, he fancied, waiting to shut him up between walls. In the end he grew desperate, preferring to go wet than to risk getting caught by those keepers.

‘The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests,’ he would sometimes think, smiling ruefully; and then he would wonder where these words had come from — surprised when his memory failed him.

His money was running very short by now, he had only about three pounds left; but he firmly resolved not to write home for more, he was not going to rob Maddalena.

‘When it is gone I must find work in the forest, perhaps with the charcoal-burner,’ he thought vaguely. ‘If I cannot find work, well then, I must beg.’ And he tried to remember what the tramp had once told him regarding those signs chalked on gate-posts.

He began to have a queer feeling in his heart, his heart was constantly moving. ‘Keep quiet!’ he would tell it, pressing his side. ‘Ma che! you behave exactly like a wild thing.’ But his heart would continue to change its position, for that was what it felt like to Gian-Luca: ‘Are you in bed that you have to turn over?’ he would ask. ‘Do not beat like the caged richiami! You turn over and then you beat with your wings — yet I am not cruel like Sisto — 

Whenever he saw the wild ponies now, he pitied, thinking of the horror of the mines; and whenever he pitied his sick heart grew restless, beating like Sisto’s richiami. Then one evening he came face to face with himself, as he walked slowly back to his beech tree. Towards him came walking another Gian-Luca, a gaunt, ragged fellow with a little cleft beard.

‘Ah!’ said Gian-Luca, ‘I have found you at last; I have looked for a very long time!’ Yet even as his arm shot out to detain him, this other Gian-Luca vanished. ‘Never mind,’ thought his twin, ‘I shall see him again; he lives, as I suspected, in the forest.’

But this strange apparition had reminded him of God, who still remained to be found; so now he went scouring the thickets for God, and the glades and the long, green rides.

‘God!’ he would call softly, as he called to the ponies, ‘come here, I have something to give You! I will give You Gian-Luca — he is not very grand, he is not the smart fellow who served at the Doric; but that, as You know, is because he came to find You.’ And then he would hold out his hand.

‘Magari!’ Gian-Luca would presently mutter, having failed to coax God from His hiding: ‘Magari! I am dirty, and my clothes are in rags — perhaps that is why He avoids me.’

They were saying in Lyndhurst that Gian-Luca must be starving, judging from his haggard appearance.

‘Well,’ said the baker, ‘he certainly looks queer, but he seems to have money enough to buy bread; I changed a pound note for him three days ago.’

‘He’s some “new-religion” crank, I expect,’ suggested the girl from the Post Office.
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A week later, when Gian-Luca called for his letter, the girl eyed him curiously. ‘An unpleasant change in the weather—’ she began; but Gian-Luca had thanked her and had hurried away before she could get any further.

He shuffled along in his battered old shoes, which now felt too small for his feet; as he went he kept staring down at the letter — it seemed heavy, he thought, it was thicker than usual — and his fretful heart thudded against his side because the letter looked thicker.

He opened the letter under the beech tree, sitting with his back against its trunk. ‘No wonder it was thicker than usual,’ he murmured as he drew out the closely written pages.

‘I am well, Gian-Luca,’ the letter began — Maddalena never stooped to deception— ‘I am well, Gian-Luca—’ but the rest of those pages were covered with the ache that was in her.

‘All that I have promised I have done,’ wrote Maddalena; ‘no one knows this address that I write to. They worry, they question, Rosa and the others, and I answer: “Gian-Luca writes that he is well, he has gone away to think over our future, I expect him home any day now.” I pray to the Madonna every night and every morning — she must surely be weary of my poor prayers, amore. I say: “Do whatever is best for Gian-Luca, whatever will bring him happiness,” I say. And I pray the Madonna to give you her peace, and the peace of her blessed Son. But oh, Gian-Luca, I am only a woman, I am not brave and holy like Our Lady of Sorrows — I am only Maddalena, who was born on the Campagna, just a poor, loving, ignorant peasant—’

Then Maddalena wrote as a woman will write to the man she has taken for her mate — all the love and the longing of her soul and her body; all the emptiness of days and the loneliness of nights; all the difficult, hopeless, yearning frustrations of a mother-of-men without child. The letter was terribly truthful and simple, as simple as the law of the forest: ‘Come back to me, Gian-Luca, amore, come quickly. You are all I have in the world.’

Gian-Luca folded Maddalena’s letter and slipped it into his pocket. Getting to his feet, he stood against the beech tree, then, scarcely conscious of what he was doing, he stretched out his hands, palms upwards. He stood so still that the birds fluttered down, thinking he had come there to feed them; but his palms were empty, so they lit on his fingers, waiting for a miracle to happen. But Gian-Luca was seeing the streets of a city, all the noise and confusion of crowds; he was seeing the Doric with its ignoble service — the little Milady, Jane Coram and the others... ‘Gian-Luca!’

‘Signorina?’

‘Do send me Roberto!’

‘Pubito, I will find him, signorina.’

He was seeing the hideous struggle for existence, with its cruelty, its meanness and its lusts; the breath of it hot and sickeningly foetid, the heart of it cold and unspeakably callous, its body a mass of festering sores from e sins of its blinded mind. His own body shrank and quivered a little, as a bird will quiver who is thrust into a cage, for the ruthless walls seemed to be closing around him; and the dull slate roof that would shut away the sky hung over him like a pall. Nerone had shut away the sky from his skylarks, in case they should beat themselves to pieces in despair; Robert’s bright eyes were the eyes of a skylark, a skylark looking through the bars of the Doric — but the child of the beggar had lost his eyes, and that surely was the fault of the world.

‘I cannot go back to that world!’ cried Gian-Luca; ‘I cannot go back to that world!’

Yet even as he said it, he knew that he would go back, for something far stronger than the world stood beside him, the steadfast, enduring courage of mankind that draws all men up to the divine.

Then, as though a mist had been swept from his vision, he seemed to see clearly for the first time in his life, and seeing the darkness, yet perceived a great glory, shining Steadily through that darkness. He was conscious of a vast and indomitable purpose to which all things would ultimately bow; he himself, Gian-Luca, was a part of that purpose as was everything else on this struggling earth — and at that supreme moment he must cry out to God:

‘I have found You; You are here in my heart!’

There were spent, hunted stags; there were blind pit-ponies; there were children without eyes; and to such things he belonged by reason of his infinite pity. He was theirs, the servant of all that was helpless, even as God was their servant and their master. But one helpless thing needed him above all others, the sad, patient woman who waited — it was better to make one poor creature happy, than to mourn for the ninety and nine. He must turn and go back, he must try to find work — it would have to be humble at first, a beginning; and whatever he did must be done with great patience, patience with himself and with Maddalena, but above all, patience with the world.

He had been young and strong and had caught at the world, determined to make it serve him; he had grown very angry and had spat at the world, seeing only its sins; he had grown very sorrowful, pitying the world, seeing only its sorrows; and then he had grown frightened because he was lost, because he could not find God. And all the time God was here in himself, that was where He was, in Gian-Luca, and in every poor struggling human heart that was capable of one kind impulse. Why, God must be somewhere in the heart of Jane Coram, consoling her solitary spirit. Nothing was too base or too humble for God, He was patient and undefeated. The path of the world was the path of His sorrow, and the sorrow of God was the hope of the world, for to suffer with God was to share in the joy of His ultimate triumph over sorrow.

Gian-Luca sank quietly on to his knees, and his body fell sideways and lay waiting; for now his mind was wandering again, and he fancied that someone was stooping towards him — someone very tender who would gather him up and carry him a long way away. A peace that was passing all understanding lay in his heart and on his eyelids, so that he closed his peace-laden eyelids, like a child who is heavy with sleep. And now his body was lighter than air, he was floating above the tree-tops; and now he was down on the kind earth again, lying there under the beech tree. Maddalena was coming, she was saying her prayers, her voice was all over the forest — Maddalena was saying her favourite prayer — it began — it began — how did it begin?

‘Blesséd be God,’ breathed Gian-Luca.

A leaf drifted quietly down and touched him, but Gian-Luca lay very still. Then a rabbit that was scampering over the grass, sat up on its haunches, staring. In the beech tree the birds began talking to each other, for now it was the hour of the sunset — 

And that was how Gian-Luca returned to his country after thirty-four years of exile.






  








EPILOGUE
 

1
 

Teresa Boselli stood and faced Maddalena with the parlour table between them; on the table was lying that short official letter — the cold, white messenger of death.

‘I have come,’ said Maddalena, ‘because it was my duty, and because Gian-Luca would have wished it.’

‘You have come,’ said Teresa, ‘because he was my grandson, the child of my only child.’

Maddalena’s face was as white as the paper, and her mothering eyes were tearless. ‘To-morrow I go to Lyndhurst,’ she answered; ‘Father Antonio has promised to go with me, and Rosa, who loved her foster-son, and Mario and old Nerone.’ Her voice was quite steady but curiously toneless, as though a dead creature were speaking.

‘I also will accompany you,’ said Teresa.

‘Why?’ inquired Maddalena.

Teresa Boselli drew herself up, and her hard, black eyes were defiant. ‘Why?’ she said harshly; ‘because my blood calls. Was he not the child of my child?’

Then Maddalena’s eyes grew as hard as Teresa’s, and her gentle face stiffened to anger. ‘Too late you remember,’ she answered coldly, ‘you who would never love Gian-Luca.’

After that they were silent, staring at each other, while their bitterness leapt out between them; the little back parlour was trembling with it, with the dull, heavy thuds of their hearts. Maddalena quietly picked up the letter, which she thrust into the bosom of her dress, then she turned and went out of the Casa Boselli — leaving Teresa alone.

Six black-clad figures got down from the train when it stopped at Lyndhurst station.

‘This must be the lot that have come for the inquest,’ whispered a porter to his friend.

Very calm and noble looked Maddalena, clothed in the weeds of her affliction; she walked straight forward into her grief, like the brave Roman matron that she was. Her eyes held no hope and no resentment, they were filled with the finality of fate; and after her followed Teresa Boselli, scarcely less steadfast and upright.

Rosa was clinging to Mario’s arm, and Rosa must openly weep: ‘Mio bambino — mio cuore—’ she wept.

And Mario muttered: ‘He did all, all for me — even in his trouble he remembered poor Mario and got him a post at the Doric.’

Nerone stumped beside them with his chin sunk on his breast; he was swinging his wooden leg slowly, for his loins were no longer so strong as they had been and the wooden leg felt very heavy. And ever at the heels of this sad little flock there hovered a faithful old sheep-dog — Father Antonio, whose hair had turned silver, and whose eyes were the cloudy blue of an infant’s, as is sometimes the way with the eyes of a man whose life’s circle is nearing completion. He it was who drove with Maddalena in the fly, and who quietly held her hand.

‘So God has taken Gian-Luca—’ he said thoughtfully, and he added: ‘God surely knows best.’

But Maddalena answered: ‘There is doubt in my heart — I am doubting the mercy of God.’ Then she put her doubts and her fears into words, while Father Antonio listened.

What would happen to the poor lonely soul of Gian-Luca? He had died all unshriven by Holy Church — all alone he had died, without priest or candle, and no one had been near to pray for his soul that it might have a merciful passing. And as she went on speaking her voice shook a little with the superstitious dread of the peasant.

‘To die like that, on the cold earth—’ she whispered; ‘and he never received the precious body of Our Lord — there was no one to put the blessed oil on his eyelids, or on his tired, travel-stained feet—’

Then Father Antonio looked at her gravely: ‘The earth has been blest for always, my daughter — God walked upon the earth in the Garden of Eden, and again on His way to Calvary. The Church is a Mother whose arms are wide open to succour and comfort her children, but God is a Father whose heart is eternal, and many a sheep that has never been penned will be gathered to the fold of that heart.’ He gazed at the splendour of the woods that they were passing, all flaming they were with gold and crimson. ‘England is a beautiful church,’ he murmured. He often said queer things like that these days, they thought it was because he was so old.
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Gian-Luca’s body was lying in a stable attached to an unimportant inn. Some new red bricks were piled in a corner, together with a number of workmen’s tools — they were going to turn the place into a garage, and the work had been hastily suspended. A silent police sergeant unlocked the door and allowed the mourners to enter; then he quietly turned back the sheet from the body, and standing aside, he waited.

‘Santa Madonna!’ muttered Nerone, ‘this is an outrage, a scandal! No chapel, no reverence, not even for the dead; what a pagan country is England!’

But Gian-Luca lay very much at rest in his stable, with his thin hands folded on his breast; and seeing him thus, Nerone fell silent. Finding his rosary, he began to tell his beads, marking the prayers with his thumb. Then they all gathered round, those members of the clan, to say good-bye to their child.

‘He was born in our midst, the Gian-Luca—’ sobbed Rosa.

‘Davvero,’ murmured Mario, ‘he was born in our midst.’ And remembering the past as folk will at such times, he also could not check his tears.

Teresa went close and stared down at her grandson, and none could know what she was thinking, for her face was the face of an ivory idol in which glowed two points of flame.

‘What do they say that he died of? she demanded, walking over to the sergeant.

The sergeant looked embarrassed and glanced at Maddalena. ‘Well, of course, there’ll have to be an inquest,’ he murmured, ‘but I’ve heard that they think he died of starvation and exposure — it’s been chilly these nights.’ Then, because Teresa still fixed him with those eyes, the sergeant must go blundering on: ‘It’s peculiar, though, we found money on the body — over two pounds — but it’s not for me to talk,’ he concluded hastily.

Teresa Boselli went back to the coffin and looked down at the wasted face. ‘So much food in the world,’ she muttered, ‘and they think that he died of starvation!’

Maddalena bent forward and kissed Gian-Luca, very gently she kissed his forehead. ‘He looks so strange,’ she whispered to her priest, ‘as though he were not here at all—’

‘Why should Gian-Luca be here?’ he answered. ‘Did Our Lord remain in His tomb?’

And now Father Antonio took something from his neck, a little crucifix in gold, and he placed it gently on Gian-Luca’s hands. ‘May this Man who died and this God who lives, keep your soul unto life everlasting,’ he said slowly, then he dropped on his knees by the side of the coffin and began to read the prayers for the dead.

Mario knelt down, and Rosa and Nerone, joining in those charitable prayers; but grief suddenly caught Maddalena by the throat, so that she could not pray, and it scourged her and shook her like a reed in the storm — 

‘He starved, he was homeless and cold and forsaken!’ she cried out, wringing her hands.

Then Maddalena wept for her unborn children and for the father of her unborn children, himself so much her child. The merciful tears streamed down her cheeks unheeded, while the sharp plough of sorrow furrowed her soul; and her tears fell one by one into those furrows, nourishing the sacred seed of the spirit, the seed of faith in the mercy of God, that must come to fruition through tears.

Rosa touched Mario quietly on the shoulder, and together they left the stable. Then Nerone got awkwardly up from his knees, and he too left the stable, trying to walk softly, trying not to tap with his old wooden leg that made such a noise on the stones. But Teresa Boselli still lingered by the coffin, for she could not take her eyes from her grandson.

‘So much food in the world,’ she kept repeating, ‘and they think that he died of starvation!’

When old Teresa had at last looked her fill, she walked away firmly with her back very upright; she scarcely appeared to require that stick, so strong, it seemed, were her knees.

Outside in the street she said to a passer: ‘Where is our Catholic Church?’

‘The Roman Catholic church is down there on the right-hand side,’ she was told.

Teresa went into the quiet, empty church — she had not entered a church until now for thirty-four angry years. Right up to the statue of the Virgin walked Teresa — the statue that stood at the foot of the altar — and the Virgin’s halo was set with seven stars, perhaps for her seven sorrows.

‘So,’ said Teresa, confronting the Madonna, ‘so this is what you have done! I gave you Gian-Luca, the little Gian-Luca — all helpless and cold and motherless he was — and I said to you: “Take him, I give him to you, you can have him body and soul!” And you took him, and you broke him, and you starved him to death out there in the cold, English forest — and he was the child of my only child, of Olga whom you left to die in shame. And he was a fine and a lovely man, as lovely as the morning with his strange, light eyes, and you left him at a time when his heart was broken because of this intolerable world! Oh, I know very well why you did these things, you did them to break Teresa Boselli. “She will not serve me any more,” you said; “very well, I will show her that it pays best to serve me; I will take all things from her and leave her alone, now that she must suffer old age.” But she will not serve you; she has come here to tell you yet again that she will not serve you! He was lovely as the morning, the little Gian-Luca—’

She stopped abruptly, staring up at the Madonna, who looked down with a deprecating smile — she could not help that deprecating smile, it was moulded into the plaster.

‘Answer me!’ commanded Teresa sternly. ‘What have you done with Gian-Luca?’

But the Virgin was silent, and her lips were composed and gentle, like the lips of the body in the stable; for not in poor, faltering human speech could the Mother of God reply to Teresa.






  

THE WELL OF LONELINESS


 

Hall’s most famous work, The Well of Loneliness (1928) centres around the life of a young woman named Stephen, who was born at the end of the nineteenth century and grows up knowing she is a disappointment to her father and a mystery to her mother. Stephen knows she is “different” — she is tomboyish in a variety of ways — and the novel concerns her struggles to understand herself, her sexuality, the relationships she forges and how she generally finds her way in life. She faces the tribulations of joining in the war effort in 1914-1918, although she carries out her duties courageously. Stephen faces more personal challenges when she tries to establish relationships with other women. Feeling isolated and lost, she also seeks out the company of other “inverts” (homosexuals) in Paris and elsewhere. Having met Mary, the woman she wants to spend her life with, she faces a dilemma - should she hold this love close and selfishly make Mary endure a life of being ostracised and despised, or give the love of her life her freedom?

In 1926, Radclyffe Hall (John) was revelling in her position as a popular author. Following the success of Adam’s Breed, Hall was growing in confidence as a writer and a public figure, and according to Una Troubridge’s account of events, Hall approached her with an idea she had been thinking about for some time - in fact, since she had written the short story Finding Miss Ogilvy. Hall wanted to write a novel about congenital inverts - homosexuals - which would be frank, honest, dignified and overall, a plea for understanding for what was then a misunderstood and isolated minority group in society. She felt that she could reach a wider audience by writing it at the high point in her career, even if it meant the end of that career. Hall also firmly believed that the story must be told not only by a fine writer (she firmly believed herself to be a top ranking writer) but one who was also homosexual. In short, it was her destiny to write this novel. Una, no doubt thrilled and awestruck at the thought of being the helpmeet for such a self sacrificing project, agreed wholeheartedly that it must be done. Hall actually started writing the book - with the working title of Stephen - at the Hotel du Pont Royale in Paris, in October 1926. Throwing herself into the project with her usual passionate commitment, working very long hours at her desk, hardly eating, chain smoking and drinking coffee to keep going, Hall finished her new novel at the beginning of April, 1928, and with great excitement the manuscript was delivered to Jonathan Cape, the publisher, with a warning that it was not to be tinkered with by the editorial team. 

Hall’s inspiration for Stephen has been widely discussed over the years. Apart from her fervent wish to put forward the case for acceptance of homosexuals, it has been mooted that much of the book is autobiographical. It must be the case that all novelists draw on their own life experiences to write their stories, but substantial parts of The Well of Loneliness are most definitely not taken from Hall’s own life, in particular the section set in World War I. It is likely that she also drew on the lives of other women she knew, such as tennis ace Toupie Lowther, who did play an active role in the 1914-1918 war, and members of Hall’s social circle, such as Romaine Brooks, for characters in the Paris scenes. As to the emotional journey taken by the main characters, one can only speculate as to whether their feelings are exactly those of Hall’s. One person that definitely influenced the book was Havelock Ellis, whose work Hall was reading as she wrote her book. Ellis was a sexologist, who also took the view that homosexuality was something one was born with - nature rather than nurture - and Hall was a great admirer of his. Another of his theories revolved around the notion that a lesbian relationship would comprise a masculine partner, and a more feminine partner - the classic “Femme-Butch” relationship. Ellis wrote what was called a “commentary” to the novel, which Hall felt gave it appropriate gravitas. 

The novel was released on 27th July 1928, and although reviews were mixed, initial sales were promising. Hall and Una were quietly optimistic about the novel’s influence and future popularity — until on August 19th, a vicious attack was made on the book by the editor of the Sunday Express, James Douglas. In a highly charged article littered with words like “putrefaction” and “contagion”, he also famously wrote “I would rather give a healthy boy or a healthy girl a phial of prussic acid than this novel. Poison kills the body, but moral poison kills the soul”. It was the exact opposite of the reaction Hall had hoped to promote with her novel and she was absolutely horrified. A panicky reaction from the publisher led to a threat from the Home Secretary that if the book continued to be printed and circulated, the Government would institute legal proceedings for obscenity. The browbeaten publisher conceded and withdrew the book from the market, but made plans to continue printing it in France and import the copies to Britain. More problems arose when the imported books were seized by customs officers and Cape’s offices were raided by the police and seven copies of The Well of Loneliness were seized. The publisher was summonsed to the magistrate’s court to give good reason why the seized books should not be destroyed. 

The ensuing court case was followed in detail by newspapers and public alike and the book was declared an obscene libel. An appeal failed and the leading magistrate denounced the book as “disgusting” and “prejudicial to the morals of the community”. Anyone who wanted a copy of the book still had to rely on a copy brought in from abroad. It was not until Falcon Press dared to reprint the book in Britain in 1949, that it appeared in the bookshops again. 

Although Hall was naturally furious, defeated and disappointed by the outcome, she would have been pleased to know that her book is still in print today. It has not always been popular with a feminist and lesbian readership, especially in the twenty-first century when a much more upbeat representation of lesbian and gay relationships is put forward as the norm. However, over the years — and particularly up to the 1960’s — the book has been the first and for some the only point of reference some lesbians had. There are many stories of women finding comfort and a sense of identity by reading the book, especially in the days before there was a “pink media” and many gay women were isolated “in the closet” and a realising that they were not alone in how they felt and were not freaks of nature after all. 

Another way to look at The
Well of Loneliness is as an historical source. If it is now out of date as a mirror for the lesbian community, it can be used as an insight into the pressures lesbians faced in trying to fit into a strongly heteronormative society in the 1920s, although there were some contemporaries of Hall that felt it was overly mawkish even at the time. It can also be used as an essential insight into the opinions and feelings of Hall on the subject of sexuality, society, patriotism, faith and other aspects of her life and preoccupations. Whatever the book is used for, it remains a powerful and highly emotional read and can still move the reader and sweep them along to its powerful ending. 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
 

All the characters in this book are purely imaginary, and if the author has used names that may suggest a reference to living persons, she has done so inadvertently.

A motor ambulance unit of British women drivers did very fine service upon the Allied Front in France during the later months of the war, but although the unit mentioned in this book, of which Stephen Gordon becomes a member, operates in much the same area, it has never had any existence save in the author’s imagination.
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Chapter One
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Not very far from Up ton-on-Severn — between it, in fact, and the Malvern Hills — stands the country seat of the Gordons of Bramley; well-timbered, well-cottaged, well-fenced and well-watered, having, in this latter respect, a stream that forks in exactly the right position to feed two large lakes in the grounds.

The house itself is of Georgian red brick, with charming circular windows near the roof. It has dignity and pride without ostentation, self-assurance without arrogance, repose without inertia; and a gentle aloofness that, to those who know its spirit, but adds to its value as a home. It is indeed like certain lovely women who, now old, belong to a bygone generation — women who in youth were passionate but seemly; difficult to win but when won, all-fulfilling. They are passing away, but their homesteads remain, and such an homestead is Morton.

To Morton Hall came the Lady Anna Gordon as a bride of just over twenty. She was lovely as only an Irish woman can be, having that in her bearing that betokened quiet pride, having that in her eyes that betokened great longing, having that in her body that betokened happy promise — the archetype of the very perfect woman, whom creating God has found good. Sir Philip had met her away in County Clare — Anna Molloy, the slim virgin thing, all chastity, and his weariness had flown to her bosom as a spent bird will fly to its nest — as indeed such a bird had once flown to her, she told him, taking refuge from the perils of a storm.

Sir Philip was a tall man and exceedingly well-favoured, but his charm lay less in feature than in a certain wide expression, a tolerant expression that might almost be called noble, and in something sad yet gallant in his deep-set hazel eyes. His chin, which was firm, was very slightly cleft, his forehead intellectual, his hair tinged with auburn. His wide-nostrilled nose was indicative of temper, but his lips were well-modelled and sensitive and ardent — they revealed him as a dreamer and a lover.

Twenty-nine when they had married, he had sown no few wild oats, yet Anna’s true instinct made her trust him completely: Her guardian had disliked him, opposing the engagement, but in the end she had had her own way. And as things turned out her choice had been happy, for seldom had two people loved more than they did; they loved with an ardour undiminished by time; as they ripened, so their love ripened with them.

Sir Philip never knew how much he longed for a son until, some ten years after marriage, his wife conceived a child; then he knew that this thing meant complete fulfilment, the fulfilment for which they had both been waiting. When she told him, he could not find words for expression, and must just turn and weep on her shoulder. It never seemed to cross his mind for a moment that Anna might very well give him a daughter; he saw her only as a mother of sons, nor could her warnings disturb him. He christened the unborn infant Stephen, because he admired the pluck of that Saint. He was not a religious man by instinct, being perhaps too much of a student, but he read the Bible for its fine literature, and Stephen had gripped his imagination. Thus he often discussed the future of their child: ‘I think I shall put Stephen down for Harrow’, or: ‘I’d rather like Stephen to finish off abroad, it widens one’s outlook on life’.

And listening to him, Anna also grew convinced; his certainty wore down her vague misgivings, and she saw herself playing with this little Stephen, in the nursery, in the garden, in the sweet-smelling meadows. ‘And himself the lovely young man,’ she would say, thinking of the soft Irish speech of her peasants; ‘And himself with the light of the stars in his eyes, and the courage of a lion in his heart!’

When the child stirred within her she would think it stirred strongly because of the gallant male creature she was hiding; then her spirit grew large with a mighty new courage, because a man-child would be born. She would sit with her needle-work dropped on her knees, while her eyes turned away to the long line of hills that stretched beyond the Severn valley. From her favourite seat underneath an old cedar, she would see these Malvern Hills in their beauty, and their swelling slopes seemed to hold a new meaning. They were like pregnant women, full-bosomed, courageous, great green-girdled mothers of splendid sons! thus through all those summer months she sat and watched the hills, and Sir Philip would sit with her — they would sit hand in hand. And because she felt grateful she gave much to the poor, and Sir Philip went to church, which was seldom his custom, and the Vicar came to dinner, and just towards the end many matrons called to give good advice to Anna.

But: ‘Man proposes — God disposes’, and so it happened that on Christmas Eve, Anna Gordon was delivered of a daughter; a narrow-hipped, wide-shouldered little tadpole of a baby, that yelled and yelled for three hours without ceasing, as though outraged to find itself ejected into life.
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Anna Gordon held her child to her breast, but she grieved while it drank, because of her man who had longed so much for a son. And seeing her grief, Sir Philip hid his chagrin, and he fondled the baby and examined its fingers.

‘What a hand!’ he would say. ‘Why it’s actually got nails on all its ten fingers: little, perfect, pink nails!’

Then Anna would dry her eyes and caress it, kissing the tiny hand.

He insisted on calling the infant Stephen, nay more, he would have it baptized by that name. ‘We’ve called her Stephen so long,’ he told Anna, ‘that I really can’t see why we shouldn’t go on—’

Anna felt doubtful, but Sir Philip was stubborn, as he could be at times over whims.

The Vicar said that it was rather unusual, so to mollify him they must add female names. The child was baptized in the village church as Stephen Mary Olivia Gertrude — and she throve, seeming strong, and when her hair grew it was seen to be auburn like Sir Philip’s. There was also a tiny cleft in her chin, so small just at first that it looked like a shadow; and after a while when her eyes lost the blueness that is proper to puppies and other young things, Anna saw that her eyes were going to be hazel — and thought that their expression was her father’s. On the whole she was quite a well-behaved baby, owing, no doubt, to a fine constitution. Beyond that first energetic protest at birth she had done very little howling.

It was happy to have a baby at Morton, and the old house seemed to become more mellow as the child, growing fast now and learning to walk, staggered or stumbled or sprawled on the floors that had long known the ways of children. Sir Philip would come home all muddy from hunting and would rush into the nursery before pulling off his boots, then down he would go on his hands and knees while Stephen clambered on to his back. Sir Philip would pretend to be well corned up, bucking and jumping and kicking wildly, so that Stephen must cling to his hair or his collar, and thump him with hard little arrogant fists. Anna, attracted by the outlandish hubbub, would find them, and would point to the mud on the carpet.

She would say: ‘Now, Philip, now, Stephen, that’s enough! It’s time for your tea’, as though both of them were children. Then Sir Philip would reach up and disentangle Stephen, after which he would kiss Stephen’s mother.
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The son that they waited for seemed long a-coming; he had not arrived when Stephen was seven. Nor had Anna produced other female offspring. thus Stephen remained cock of the roost. It is doubtful if any only child is to be envied, for the only child is bound to become introspective; having no one of its own ilk in whom to confide, it is apt to confide in itself. It cannot be said that at seven years old the mind is beset by serious problems, but nevertheless it is already groping, may already be subject to small fits of dejection, may already be struggling to get a grip on life — on the limited life of its surroundings. At seven there are miniature loves and hatreds, which, however, loom large and are extremely disconcerting. There may even be present a dim sense of frustration, and Stephen was often conscious of this sense, though she could not have put it into words. To cope with it, however, she would give way at times to sudden fits of hot temper, working herself up over everyday trifles that usually left her cold. It relieved her to stamp and then burst into tears at the first sign of opposition. After such outbursts she would feel much more cheerful, would find it almost easy to be docile and obedient. In some vague, childish way she had hit back at life, and this fact had restored her self-respect.

Anna would send for her turbulent offspring and would say: ‘Stephen darling, Mother’s not really cross — tell Mother what makes you give way to these tempers; she’ll promise to try and understand if you’ll tell her—’

But her eyes would look cold, though her voice might be gentle, and her hand when it fondled would be tentative, unwilling. The hand would be making an effort to fondle, and Stephen would be conscious of that effort. Then looking up at the calm, lovely face, Stephen would be filled with a sudden contrition, with a sudden deep sense of her own shortcomings; she would long to blurt all this out to her mother, yet would stand there tongue-tied, saying nothing at all. For these two were strangely shy with each other — it was almost grotesque, this shyness of theirs, as existing between mother and child. Anna would feel it, and through her Stephen, young as she was, would become conscious of it; so that they held a little aloof when they should have been drawing together.

Stephen, acutely responsive to beauty, would be dimly longing to find expression for a feeling almost amounting to worship, that her mother’s face had awakened. But Anna, looking gravely at her daughter, noting the plentiful auburn hair, the brave hazel eyes that were so like her father’s, as indeed were the child’s whole expression and bearing, would be filled with a sudden antagonism that came very near to anger.

She would awake at night and ponder this thing, scourging herself in an access of contrition; accusing herself of hardness of spirit, of being an unnatural mother. Sometimes she would shed slow, miserable tears, remembering the inarticulate Stephen.

She would think: I ought to be proud of the likeness, proud and happy and glad when I sec it! then back would come flooding that queer antagonism that amounted almost to anger.

It would seem to Anna that she must be going mad, for this likeness to her husband would strike her as an outrage — as though the poor, innocent seven-year-old Stephen were in some way a caricature of Sir Philip; a blemished, unworthy, maimed reproduction — yet she knew that the child was handsome. But now there were times when the child’s soft flesh would be almost distasteful to her; when she hated the way Stephen moved or stood still, hated a certain largeness about her, a certain crude lack of grace in her movements, a certain unconscious defiance. Then the mother’s mind would slip back to the days when this creature had clung to her breast, forcing her to love it by its own utter weakness; and at this thought her eyes must fill again, for she came of a race of devoted mothers. The thing had crept on her like a foe in the dark — it had been slow, insidious, deadly, it had waxed strong as Stephen herself had waxed strong, being part, in some way, of Stephen.

Restlessly tossing from side to side, Anna Gordon would pray for enlightenment and guidance; would pray that her husband might never suspect her feelings towards his child. All that she was and had been he knew; in all the world she had no other secret save this one most unnatural and monstrous injustice that was stronger than her will to destroy it. And Sir Philip loved Stephen, he idolized her; it was almost as though he divined by instinct that his daughter was being secretly defrauded, was bearing some unmerited burden. He never spoke to his wife of these things, yet watching them together, she grew daily more certain that his love for the child held an element in it that was closely akin to pity.






  








Chapter Two
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At about this time Stephen first became conscious of an urgent necessity to love. She adored her father, but that was quite different; he was part of herself, he had always been there, she could not envisage the world without him — it was other with Collins, the housemaid. Collins was what was called ‘second of three’; she might one day hope for promotion. Meanwhile she was florid, full-lipped and full-bosomed, rather ample indeed for a young girl of twenty, but her eyes were unusually blue and arresting, very pretty inquisitive eyes. Stephen had seen Collins sweeping the stairs for two years, and had passed her by quite unnoticed; but one morning, when Stephen was just over seven, Collins looked up and suddenly smiled, then all in a moment Stephen knew that she loved her — a staggering revelation!

Collins said politely: ‘Good morning, Miss Stephen.’

She had always said: ‘Good morning, Miss Stephen,’ but on this occasion it sounded alluring — so alluring that Stephen wanted to touch her, and extending a rather uncertain hand she started to stroke her sleeve.

Collins picked up the hand and stared at it. ‘Oh, my!’ she exclaimed, ‘what very dirty nails!’ Whereupon their owner flushed painfully crimson and dashed upstairs to repair them.

‘Put them scissors down this minute, Miss Stephen!’ came the nurse’s peremptory voice, while her charge was still busily engaged on her toilet.

But Stephen said firmly: ‘I’m cleaning my nails ‘cause Collins doesn’t like them — she says they’re dirty!’

‘What impudence!’ snapped the nurse, thoroughly annoyed. ‘I’ll thank her to mind her own business!’

Having finally secured the large cutting-out scissors, Mrs. Bingham went forth in search of the offender; she was not one to tolerate any interference with the dignity of her status. She found Collins still on the top flight of stairs, and forthwith she started to upbraid her: ‘putting her back in her place,’ the nurse called it; and she did it so thoroughly that in less than five minutes ‘the second-of-three’ had been told of every fault that was likely to preclude promotion.

Stephen stood still in the nursery doorway. She could feel her heart thumping against her side, thumping with anger and pity for Collins who was answering never a word. There she knelt mute, with her brush suspended, with her mouth slightly open and her eyes rather scared; and when at long last she did manage to speak, her voice sounded humble and frightened. She was timid by nature, and the nurse’s sharp tongue was a byword throughout the household.

Collins was saying: ‘Interfere with your child? Oh, no, Mrs. Bingham, never! I hope I knows my place better than that — Miss Stephen herself showed me them dirty nails; she said: “Collins, just look, aren’t my nails awful dirty!” And I said: “You must ask Nanny about that, Miss Stephen.” Is it likely that I’d interfere with your work? I’m not that sort, Mrs. Bingham.’

Oh, Collins, Collins, with those pretty blue eyes and that funny alluring smile! Stephen’s own eyes grew wide with amazement, then they clouded with sudden and disillusioned tears, for far worse than Collins’ poorness of spirit was the dreadful injustice of those lies — yet this very injustice seemed to draw her to Collins, since despising, she could still love her.

For the rest of that day Stephen brooded darkly over Collins’ unworthiness; and yet all through that day she still wanted Collins, and whenever she saw her she caught herself smiling, quite unable, in her turn, to muster the courage to frown her innate disapproval. And Collins smiled too, if the nurse was not looking, and she held up her plump red fingers, pointing to her nails and making a grimace at the nurse’s retreating figure. Watching her, Stephen felt unhappy and embarrassed, not so much for herself as for Collins; and this feeling increased, so that thinking about her made Stephen go hot down her spine.

In the evening, when Collins was laying the tea, Stephen managed to get her alone. ‘Collins,’ she whispered, ‘you told an untruth — I never showed you my dirty nails!’

‘Course not!’ murmured Collins, ‘but I had to say something — you didn’t mind, Miss Stephen, did you?’ And as Stephen looked doubtfully up into her face, Collins suddenly stooped and kissed her.

Stephen stood speechless from a sheer sense of joy, all her doubts swept completely away. At that moment she knew nothing but beauty and Collins, and the two were as one, and the one was Stephen — and yet not Stephen either, but something more vast, that the mind of seven years found no name for.

The nurse came in grumbling: ‘Now then, hurry up, Miss Stephen! Don’t stand there as though you were daft! Go and wash your face and hands before tea — how many times must I tell you the same thing?’

‘I don’t know—’ muttered Stephen. And indeed she did not; she knew nothing of such trifles at that moment.
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From now on Stephen entered a completely new world, that turned on an axis of Collins. A world full of constant exciting adventures; of elation, of joy, of incredible sadness, but withal a fine place to be dashing about in like a moth who is courting a candle. Up and down went the days; they resembled a swing that soared high above the tree-tops, then dropped to the depths, but seldom if ever hung midway. And with them went Stephen, clinging to the swing, waking up in the mornings with a thrill of vague excitement — the sort of excitement that belonged by rights to birthdays, and Christmas, and a visit to the pantomime at Malvern. She would open her eyes and jump out of bed quickly, still too sleepy to remember why she felt so elated; but then would come memory — she would know that this day she was actually going to sec Collins. The thought would set her splashing in her sitz-bath, and tearing the buttons off her clothes in her haste, and cleaning her nails with such ruthlessness and vigour that she made them quite sore in the process.

She began to be very inattentive at her lessons, sucking her pencil, staring out of the window, or what was far worse, not listening at all, except for Collins’ footsteps. The nurse slapped her hands, and stood her in the corner, and deprived her of jam, but all to no purpose; for Stephen would smile, hugging closer her secret — it was worth being punished for Collins.

She grew restless and could not be induced to sit still even when her nurse read aloud. At one time she had very much liked being read to, especially from books that were all about heroes, but now such stories so stirred her ambition that she longed intensely to live them. She, Stephen, now longed to be William tell, or Nelson, or the whole Charge of Balaclava; and this led to much foraging in the nursery ragbag, much hunting up of garments once used for charades, much swagger and noise, much strutting and posing, and much staring into the mirror. There ensued a period of general confusion when the nursery looked as though smitten by an earthquake; when the chairs and the floor would be littered with oddments that Stephen had dug out but discarded. Once dressed, she would walk away grandly, waving the nurse peremptorily aside, going, as always, in search of Collins, who might have to be stalked to the basement.

Sometimes Collins would play up, especially to Nelson. ‘My, but you do look fine!’ she would exclaim. And then to the cook: ‘Do come here, Mrs. Wilson! Doesn’t Miss Stephen look exactly like a boy? I believe she must be a boy with them shoulders, and them funny gawky legs she’s got on her!’

And Stephen would say gravely: ‘Yes, of course I’m a boy. I’m young Nelson, and I’m saying: “What is fear?” you know, Collins — I must be a boy, ‘cause I feel exactly like one, I feel like young Nelson in the picture upstairs.’

Collins would laugh and so would Mrs. Wilson, and after Stephen had gone they would get talking, and Collins might say: ‘She is a queer kid, always dressing herself up and play-acting — it’s funny.’

But Mrs. Wilson might show disapproval: ‘I don’t hold with such nonsense, not for a young lady. Miss Stephen’s quite different from other young ladies — she’s got none of their pretty little ways — it’s a pity!’

There were times, however, when Collins seemed sulky, when Stephen could dress up as Nelson in vain. ‘Now, don’t bother me, Miss, I’ve got my work to see to!’ or: ‘You go and show Nurse — yes, I know you’re a boy, but I’ve got my work to get on with. Run away.’

And Stephen must slink upstairs thoroughly deflated, strangely unhappy and exceedingly humble, and must tear off the clothes she so dearly loved donning, to replace them by the garments she hated. How she hated soft dresses and sashes, and ribbons, and small coral beads, and openwork stockings! Her legs felt so free and comfortable in breeches; she adored pockets, too, and these were forbidden — at least really adequate pockets. She would gloom about the nursery because Collins had snubbed her, because she was conscious of feeling all wrong, because she so longed to be someone quite real, instead of just Stephen pretending to be Nelson. In a quick fit of anger she would go to the cupboard, and getting out her dolls would begin to torment them. She had always despised the idiotic creatures which, however, arrived with each Christmas and birthday.

‘I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!’ she would mutter, thumping their innocuous faces.

But one day, when Collins had been crosser than usual, she seemed to be filled with a sudden contrition. ‘It’s me housemaid’s knee,’ she confided to Stephen. ‘It’s not you, it’s me, housemaid’s knee, dearie.’

‘Is that dangerous?’ demanded the child, looking frightened.

Then Collins, true to her class, said: ‘It may be — it may mean an ‘orrible operation, and I don’t want no operation.’

‘What’s that?’ inquired Stephen.

‘Why, they’d cut me,’ moaned Collins; ‘they’d ‘ave to cut me to let out the water.’

‘Oh, Collins! What water?’

‘The water in me kneecap — you can see if you press it, Miss Stephen.’

They were standing alone in the spacious night-nursery, where Collins was limply making the bed. It was one of those rare and delicious occasions when Stephen could converse with her goddess undisturbed, for the nurse had gone out to post a letter. Collins rolled down a coarse woollen stocking and displayed the afflicted member; it was blotchy and swollen and far from attractive, but Stephen’s eyes filled with quick, anxious tears as she touched the knee with her finger.

‘There now!’ exclaimed Collins. ‘See that dent? That’s the water!’ And she added: ‘It’s so painful it fair makes me sick. It all comes from polishing them floors, Miss Stephen; I didn’t ought to polish them floors.’

Stephen said gravely: ‘I do wish I’d got it — I wish I’d got your housemaid’s knee, Collins, ‘cause that way I could bear it instead of you. I’d like to be awfully hurt for you, Collins, the way Jesus was hurt for sinners. Suppose I pray hard, don’t you think I might catch it? Or supposing I rub my knee against yours?’

‘Lord bless you!’ laughed Collins, ‘it’s not like the measles; no, Miss Stephen, it’s caught from them floors.’

That evening Stephen became rather pensive, and she turned to the Child’s Book of Scripture Stories and she studied the picture of the Lord on His Cross, and she felt that she understood Him. She had often been rather puzzled about Him, since she herself was fearful of pain — when she barked her shins on the gravel in the garden, it was not always easy to keep back her tears — and yet Jesus had chosen to bear pain for sinners, when He might have called up all those angels! Oh, yes, she had wondered a great deal about Him, but now she no longer wondered.

At bedtime, when her mother came to hear her say her prayers — as custom demanded — Stephen’s prayers lacked conviction. But when Anna kissed her and had turned out the light, then it was that Stephen prayed in good earnest — with such fervour, indeed, that she dripped perspiration in a veritable orgy of prayer.

‘Please, Jesus, give me a housemaid’s knee instead of Collins — do, do, Lord Jesus. Please Jesus, I would like to bear all Collins’ pain the way You did, and I don’t want any angels! I would like to wash Collins in my blood, Lord Jesus — I would like very much to be a Saviour to Collins — I love her, and I want to be hurt like You were; please, dear Lord Jesus, do let me. Please give me a knee that’s all full of water, so that I can have Collins’ operation. I want to have it instead of her, ‘cause she’s frightened — I’m not a bit frightened!’

This petition she repeated until she fell asleep, to dream that in some queer way she was Jesus, and that Collins was kneeling and kissing her hand, because she, Stephen, had managed to cure her by cutting off her knee with a bone paper-knife and grafting it on to her own. The dream was a mixture of rapture and discomfort, and it stayed quite a long time with Stephen.

The next morning she awoke with the feeling of elation that comes only in moments of perfect faith. But a close examination of her knees in the bath revealed them to be flawless except for old scars and a crisp, brown scab from a recent tumble — this, of course, was very disappointing. She picked off the scab, and that hurt her a little, but not, she felt sure, like a real housemaid’s knee. However, she decided to continue in prayer, and not to be too easily downhearted.

For more than three weeks she sweated and prayed, and pestered poor Collins with endless daily questions: ‘Is your knee better yet?’ ‘Don’t you think my knee’s swollen?’ ‘Have you faith? ‘Cause I have—’ ‘Does it hurt you less, Collins?’

But Collins would always reply in the same way: ‘It’s no better, thank you, Miss Stephen.’

At the end of the fourth week, Stephen suddenly stopped praying, and she said to Our Lord: ‘You don’t love Collins, Jesus, but I do, and I’m going to get housemaid’s knee. You see if I don’t!’ Then she felt rather frightened, and added more humbly: ‘I mean, I do want to — You don’t mind, do You, Lord Jesus?’

The nursery floor was covered with carpet, which was obviously rather unfortunate for Stephen; had it only been parquet like the drawing-room and study, she felt it would better have served her purpose. All the same it was hard if she knelt long enough — it was so hard, indeed, that she had to grit her teeth if she stayed on her knees for more than twenty minutes. This was much worse than barking one’s shins in the garden; it was much worse even than picking off a scab! Nelson helped her a little. She would think: ‘Now I’m Nelson. I’m in the middle of thee Battle of Trafalgar — I’ve got shots in my knees.’ But then she would remember that Nelson had been spared such torment. However, it was really rather fine to be suffering — it certainly seemed to bring Collins much nearer; it seemed to make Stephen feel that she owned her by right of this diligent pain.

There were endless spots on the old nursery carpet, and these spots Stephen could pretend to be cleaning; always careful to copy. Collins’ movements, rubbing backwards and forwards while groaning a little. When she got up at last, she must hold her left leg and limp, still groaning a little. Enormous new holes appeared in her stockings, through which she could examine her aching knees, and this led to rebuke: ‘Stop your nonsense, Miss Stephen! It’s scandalous the way you’re tearing your stockings!’ But Stephen smiled grimly and went on with the nonsense, spurred by love to an open defiance. On the eighth day, however, it dawned upon Stephen that Collins should be shown the proof of her devotion. Her knees were particularly scarified that morning, so she limped off in search of the unsuspecting housemaid.

Collins stared: ‘Good gracious, whatever’s the matter? Whatever have you been doing, Miss Stephen?’

Then Stephen said, not without pardonable pride: ‘I’ve been getting a housemaid’s knee, like you, Collins!’ And as Collins looked stupid and rather bewildered— ‘You see, I wanted to share your suffering. I’ve prayed quite a lot, but Jesus won’t listen, so I’ve got to get housemaid’s knee my own way — I can’t wait any longer for Jesus!’

‘Oh, hush!’ murmured Collins, thoroughly shocked. ‘You mustn’t say such things: it’s wicked, Miss Stephen.’ But she smiled a little in spite of herself, then she suddenly hugged the child warmly.

All the same, Collins plucked up her courage that evening and spoke to the nurse about Stephen. ‘Her knees was all red and swollen, Mrs. Bingham. Did you ever know such a queer fish as she is? Praying about my knee, too. She’s a caution! And now if she isn’t trying to get one! Well, if that’s not real loving then I don’t know nothing.’ And Collins began to laugh weakly.

After this Mrs. Bingham rose in her might, and the self-imposed torture was forcibly stopped. Collins, on her part, was ordered to lie, if Stephen continued to question. So Collins lied nobly: ‘It’s better, Miss Stephen, it must be your praying — you see Jesus heard you. I expect He was sorry to see your poor knees — I know as I was when I saw them!’

‘Are you telling me the truth?’ Stephen asked her, still doubting, still mindful of that first day of Love’s young dream.

‘Why, of course I’m telling you the truth, Miss Stephen.’ And with this Stephen had to be content.
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Collins became more affectionate after the incident of the housemaid’s knee; she could not but feel a new interest in the child whom she and the cook had now labelled as ‘queer’, and Stephen basked in much surreptitious petting, and her love for Collins grew daily.

It was spring, the season of gentle emotions, and Stephen, for the first time, became aware of spring. In a dumb, childish way she was conscious of its fragrance, and the house irked her sorely, and she longed for the meadows, and the hills that were white with thorn-trees. Her active young body was for ever on the fidget, but her mind was bathed in a kind of soft haze, and this she could never quite put into words, though she tried to tell Collins about it. It was all part of Collins, yet somehow quite different — it had nothing to do with Collins’ wide smile, nor her hands which were red, nor even her eyes which were blue, and very arresting. Yet all that was Collins, Stephen’s Collins, was also a part of these long, warm days, apart of the twilights that came in and lingered for hours after Stephen had been put to bed; a part too, could Stephen have only known it, of her own quickening childish perceptions. this spring, for the first time, she thrilled to the cuckoo, standing quite still to listen, with her head on one side; and the lure of that far-away call was destined to remain with her all her life.

There were times when she wanted to get away from Collins, yet at others she longed intensely to be near her, longed to force the response that her loving craved for, but quite wisely was very seldom granted.

She would say: ‘I do love you awfully, Collins. I love you so much that it makes me want to cry.’

And Collins would answer: ‘Don’t be silly, Miss Stephen,’ which was not satisfactory — not at all satisfactory.

Then Stephen might suddenly push her, in anger: ‘You’re a beast! How I hate you, Collins!’

And now Stephen had taken to keeping awake every night, in order to build up pictures: pictures of herself companioned by Collins in all sorts of happy situations. Perhaps they would be walking in the garden, hand in hand, or pausing on a hillside to listen to the cuckoo; or perhaps they would be skimming over miles of blue ocean in a queer little ship with a leg-of-mutton sail, like the one in the fairy story. Sometimes Stephen pictured them living alone in a low thatched cottage by the side of a mill stream — she had seen such a cottage not very far from Upton — and the water flowed quickly and made talking noises; there were sometimes dead leaves on the water. This last was a very intimate picture, full of detail, even to the red china dogs that stood one at each end of the high mantelpiece, and the grandfather clock that ticked loudly. Collins would sit by the fire with her shoes off. ‘Me feet’s that swollen and painful,’ she would say. Then Stephen would go and cut rich bread and butter — the drawing-room kind, little bread and much butter — and would put on the kettle and brew tea for Collins, who liked it very strong and practically boiling, so that she could sip it from her saucer. In this picture it was Collins who talked about loving, and Stephen who gently but firmly rebuked her: ‘There, there, Collins, don’t be silly, you are a queer fish!’ And yet all the while she would be longing to tell her how wonderful it was, like honeysuckle blossom — something very sweet like that — or like fields smelling strongly of new-mown hay, in the sunshine. And perhaps she would tell her, just at the very end — just before the last picture faded.
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In these days Stephen clung more closely to her father, and this in a way was because of Collins. She could not have told you why it was so, she only felt that it was. Sir Philip and his daughter would walk on the hill-sides, in and out of the black-thorn and young green bracken; they would walk hand in hand with a deep sense of friendship, with a deep sense of mutual understanding.

Sir Philip, knew all about wild flowers and berries, and the ways of young foxes and rabbits and such people. There were many rare birds, too, on the hills near Malvern, and these he would point out to Stephen. He taught her the simpler laws of nature, which, though simple, had always filled him with wonder: the law of the sap as it flowed through the branches, the law of the wind that came stirring the sap, the law of bird life and the building of nests, the law of the cuckoo’s varying call, which in June changed to Cuckoo-kook!’ He taught out of love for both subject and pupil, and while he thus taught he watched Stephen.

Sometimes, when the child’s heart would feel full past bearing, she must tell him her problems in small, stumbling phrases. Tell him how much she longed to be different, longed to be someone like Nelson.

She would say: ‘Do you think that I could be a man, supposing I thought very hard — or prayed, Father?’

Then Sir Philip would smile and tease her a little, and would tell her that one day she would want pretty frocks, and his teasing was always excessively gentle, so that it hurt not at all.

But at times he would study his daughter gravely, with his strong, cleft chin tightly cupped in his hand. He would watch her at play with the dogs in the garden, watch the curious suggestion of strength in her movements, the long line of her limbs — she was tall for her age — and the poise of her head on her over-broad shoulders. Then perhaps he would frown and become lost in thought, or perhaps he might suddenly call her:

‘Stephen, come here!’

She would go to him gladly, waiting expectant for what he should say; but as likely as not he would just hold her to him for a moment, and then let go of her abruptly. Getting up he would turn to the house and his study, to spend all the rest of that day with his books.

A queer mixture, Sir Philip, part sportsman, part student. He had one of the finest libraries in England, and just lately he had taken to reading half the night, which had not hitherto been his custom. Alone in that grave-looking, quiet study, he would unlock a drawer in his ample desk, and would get out a slim volume recently acquired, and would read and re-read it in the silence. The author was a German, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, and reading, Sir Philip’s eyes would grow puzzled; then groping for a pencil he would make little notes all along the immaculate margins. Sometimes he would jump up and pace the room quickly, pausing now and again to stare at a picture — the portrait of Stephen painted with her mother, by Millais, the previous year. He would notice the gracious beauty of Anna, so perfect a thing, so completely reassuring; and then that indefinable quality in Stephen that made her look wrong in the clothes she was wearing, as though she and they had no right to each other, but above all no right to Anna. After a while he would steal up to bed, being painfully careful to tread very softly, fearful of waking his wife who might question: ‘Philip, darling, it’s so late — what have you been reading?’ He would not want to answer, he would not want to tell her; that was why he must tread very softly.

The next morning, he would be very tender to Anna — but even more tender to Stephen.
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As the spring waxed more lusty and strode into summer, Stephen grew conscious that Collins was changing. The change was almost intangible at first, but the instinct of children is not mocked. Came a day when Collins turned on her quite sharply, nor did she explain it by a reference to her knee.

‘Don’t always be under my feet now, Miss Stephen. Don’t follow me about and don’t be always staring. I ‘ates being watched — you run up to the nursery, the basement’s no place for young ladies.’ After which such rebuffs were of frequent occurrence, if Stephen went anywhere near her.

Miserable enigma! Stephen’s mind groped about it like a little blind mole that is always in darkness. She was utterly confounded, while her love grew the stronger for so much hard pruning, and she tried to woo Collins by offerings of bull’s-eyes and chocolate drops, which the maid took because she liked them. Nor was Collins so blameworthy as she appeared, for she, in her turn, was the puppet of emotion. The new footman was tall and exceedingly handsome. He had looked upon Collins with eyes of approval. He had said: Stop that damned kid hanging around you; if you don’t she’ll go blabbing about us.’

And now Stephen knew very deep desolation because there was no one in whom to confide. She shrank from telling even her father — he might not understand, he might smile, he might tease her — if he teased her, however gently, she knew that she could not keep back her tears. Even Nelson had suddenly become quite remote. What was the good of trying to be Nelson? What was the good of dressing up any more — what was the good of pretending? She turned from her food, growing pasty and languid; until, thoroughly alarmed, Anna sent for the doctor. He arrived, and prescribed a dose of Gregory powder, finding nothing much wrong with the patient. Stephen tossed off the foul brew without a murmur — it was almost as though she liked it!

The end came abruptly as is often the way, and it came when the child was alone in the garden, still miserably puzzling over Collins, who had been avoiding her for days. Stephen had wandered to an old potting-shed, and there, whom should she see but Collins and the footman; they appeared to be talking very earnestly together, so earnestly that they failed to hear her. Then a really catastrophic thing happened, for Henry caught Collins roughly by the wrists, and dragged her towards him, still handling her roughly, and he kissed her full on the lips. Stephen’s head suddenly felt hot and dizzy, she was filled with a blind, uncomprehending rage; she wanted to cry out, but her voice failed completely, so that all she could do was to splutter. But the very next moment she had seized a broken flower-pot and had hurled it hard and straight at the footman. It struck him in the face, cutting open his cheek, down which the blood trickled slowly. He stood as though stunned, gently mopping the cut, while Collins stared dumbly at Stephen. Neither of them spoke, they were feeling too guilty — they were also too much astonished.

Then Stephen turned and fled from them wildly. Away and away, anyhow, anywhere, so long as she need not see them! She sobbed as she ran and covered her eyes, tearing her clothes on the shrubs in passing, tearing her stockings and the skin of her legs as she lunged against intercepting branches. But suddenly the child was caught in strong arms, and her face was pressing against her father, and Sir Philip was carrying her back to the house, and along the wide passage to his study. He held her on his knee, forbearing to question, and at first she crouched there like a little dumb creature that had somehow got itself wounded. But her heart was too young to contain this new trouble — too heavy it felt, too much over-burdened, so the trouble came bubbling up from her heart and was told on Sir Philip’s shoulder.

He listened very gravely, just stroking her hair. ‘Yes — yes—’ he said softly; and then: go on, Stephen.’ And when she had finished he was silent for some moments, while he went on stroking her hair. Then he said: ‘I think I understand, Stephen — this thing seems more dreadful than anything else that has ever happened, more utterly dreadful — but you’ll find that it will pass and be completely forgotten — you must try to believe me, Stephen. And now I’m going to treat you like a boy, and a boy must always be brave, remember. I’m not going to pretend as though you were a coward; why should I when I know that you’re brave? I’m going to send Collins away to-morrow; do you understand, Stephen? I shall send her away. I shan’t be unkind, but she’ll go away to-morrow, and meanwhile I don’t want you to see her again. You’ll miss her at first, that will only be natural, but in time you’ll find that you’ll forget all about her; this trouble will just seem like nothing at all. I am telling you the truth, dear, I swear it. If you need me, remember that I’m always near you — you can come to my study whenever you like. You can talk to me about it whenever you’re unhappy, and you want a companion to talk to.’ He paused, then finished rather abruptly: ‘Don’t worry your mother, just come to, me, Stephen.’

And Stephen, still catching her breath, looked straight at him. She nodded, and Sir Philip saw his own mournful eyes gazing back from his daughter’s tear-stained face. But her lips set more firmly, and the cleft in her chin grew more marked with a new, childish will to courage.

Bending down, he kissed her in absolute silence — it was like the sealing of a sorrowful pact.
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Anna, who had been out at the time of the disaster, returned to find her husband waiting for her in the hall.

‘Stephen’s been naughty, she’s up in the nursery; she’s had one of her fits of temper,’ he remarked.

In spite of the fact that he had obviously been waiting to intercept Anna, he now spoke quite lightly. Collins and the footman must go, he told her. As for Stephen, he had had a long talk with her already — Anna had better just let the thing drop, it had only been childish temper.

Anna hurried upstairs to her daughter. She, herself, had not been a turbulent child, and Stephen’s outbursts always made her feel helpless; however, she was fully prepared for the worst. But she found Stephen sitting with her chin on her hand, and calmly staring out of the window; her eyes were still swollen and her face very pale, otherwise she showed no great signs of emotion; indeed she actually smiled up at Anna — it was rather a stiff little smile. Anna talked kindly and Stephen listened, nodding her head from time to time in acquiescence. But Anna felt awkward, and as though for some reason the child was anxious to reassure her; that smile had meant to be reassuring — it had been such a very unchildish smile. The mother was doing all the talking she found. Stephen would not discuss her affection for Collins; on this point she was firmly, obdurately silent. She neither excused nor upheld her action in throwing a broken flower-pot at the footman.

‘She’s trying to keep something back,’ thought Anna, feeling more nonplussed every moment.

In the end Stephen took her mother’s hand gravely and proceeded to stroke it, as though she were consoling. She said: ‘Don’t feel worried, ‘cause that worries Father — I promise I’ll try not to get into tempers, but you promise that you won’t go on feeling worried.’

And absurd though it seemed, Anna heard herself saying: ‘Very well then — I do promise, Stephen.’






  








Chapter Three
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Stephen never went to her father’s study in order to talk of her grief over Collins. A reticence strange in so young a child, together with a new, stubborn pride, held her tongue-tied, so that she fought out her battle alone, and Sir Philip allowed her to do so. Collins disappeared and with her the footman, and in Collins’ stead came a new second housemaid, a niece of Mrs. Bingham’s, who was even more timid than her predecessor, and who talked not at all. She was ugly, having small, round black eyes like currants — not inquisitive blue eyes like Collins.

With set lips and tight throat Stephen watched this intruder as she scuttled to and fro doing Collins’ duties. She would sit and scowl at poor Winefred darkly, devising small torments to add to her labours — such as stepping on dustpans and upsetting their contents, or hiding away brooms and brushes and slop-cloths — until Winefred, distracted, would finally unearth them from the most inappropriate places.

‘‘Owever did them slop-cloths get in ‘ere!’ she would mutter, discovering them under a nursery cushion. And her face would grow blotchy with anxiety and fear as she glanced towards Mrs. Bingham.

But at night, when the child lay lonely and wakeful, these acts that had proved a consolation in the morning, having sprung from a desperate kind of loyalty to Collins — these acts would seem trivial and silly and useless, since Collins could neither know of them nor see them, and the tears that had been held in check through the day would well under Stephen’s eyelids. Nor could she, in those lonely watches of the night-time, pluck up courage enough to reproach the Lord Jesus, Who, she felt, could have helped her quite well had He chosen to accord her a housemaid’s knee.

She would think; ‘He loves neither me nor Collins — He wants all the pain for Himself; He won’t share it!’

And then she would feel contrite: ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Lord Jesus, ‘cause I do know You love all miserable sinners!’ And the thought that perhaps she had been unjust to Jesus would reduce her to still further tears.

Very dreadful indeed were those nights spent in weeping, spent in doubting the Lord and His servant Collins. The hours would drag by in intolerable blackness, that in passing seemed to envelop Stephen’s body, making her feel now hot and now cold. The grandfather clock on the stairs ticked so loudly that her head ached to hear its unnatural ticking — when it chimed, which it did at the hours and half-hours, its voice seemed to shake the whole house with terror, until Stephen would creep down under the bed-clothes to hide from she knew not what. But presently, huddled beneath the blankets, the child would be soothed by a warm sense of safety, and her nerves would relax, while her body grew limp with the drowsy softness of bed. Then suddenly a big and comforting yawn, and another, and another, until darkness and Collins and tall clocks that menaced, and Stephen herself; were all blended and merged into something quite friendly, a harmonious whole, neither fearful nor doubting — the blessed illusion we call sleep.
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In the weeks that followed on Collins’ departure, Anna tried to be very gentle with her daughter, having the child more frequently with her, more diligently fondling Stephen. Mother and daughter would walk in the garden, or wander about together through the meadows, and Anna would remember the son of her dreams, who had played with her in those meadows. A great sadness would cloud her eyes for a moment, an infinite regret as she looked down at Stephen; and Stephen, quick to discern that sadness, would press Anna’s hand with small, anxious fingers; she would long to inquire what troubled her mother, but would be held speechless through shyness.

The scents of the meadows would move those two strangely — the queer, pungent smell from the hearts of dog-daisies; the buttercup smell, faintly green like the grass; and then meadow-sweet that grew close by the hedges. Sometimes Stephen must tug at her mother’s sleeve sharply — intolerable to bear that thick fragrance alone!

One day she had said: Stand still or you’ll hurt it — it’s all round us — it’s a white smell, it reminds me of you!’ And then she had flushed, and had glanced up quickly, rather frightened in case she should find Anna laughing.

But her mother had looked at her curiously, gravely, puzzled by this creature who seemed all contradictions — at one moment so hard, at another so gentle, gentle to tenderness, even. Anna had been stirred, as her child had been stirred, by the breath of the meadow-sweet under the hedges; for in this they were one, the mother and daughter, having each in her veins the warm Celtic blood that takes note of such things — could they only have divined it, such simple things might have formed a link between them.

A great will to loving had suddenly possessed Anna Gordon, there in that sunlit meadow — had possessed them both as they stood together, bridging the gulf between maturity and childhood. They had gazed at each other as though asking for something, as though seeking for something, the one from the other; then the moment had passed — they had walked on in silence, no nearer in spirit than before.
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Sometimes Anna would drive Stephen into Great Malvern, to the shops, with lunch at the Abbey Hotel on cold beef and wholesome rice pudding. Stephen loathed these excursions, which meant dressing up, but she bore them because of the honour which she felt to be hers when escorting her mother through the streets, especially Church Street with its long, busy hill, because everyone saw you in Church Street. Hats would be lifted with obvious respect, while a humbler finger might fly to a forelock; women would bow, and a few even curtsy to the lady of Morton — women in from the country with speckled sunbonnets that looked like their hens, and kind faces like brown, wrinkled apples. Then Anna must stop to inquire about calves and babies and foals, indeed all such creatures as prosper on farms, and her voice would be gentle because she loved such young creatures.

Stephen would stand just a little behind her, thinking how gracious and lovely she was; comparing her slim and elegant shoulders with the toil-thickened back of old Mrs. Bennett, with the ugly, bent spine of young Mrs. Thompson, who coughed when she spoke and then said: ‘I beg pardon!’ as though she were conscious that one did not cough in front of a goddess like Anna.

Presently Anna would look round for Stephen: ‘Oh, there you are, darling! We must go into Jackson’s and change mother’s books’; or, ‘Nanny wants some more saucers; let’s walk on and get them at Langley’s.’

Stephen would suddenly spring to attention, especially if they were crossing the street. She would look right and left for imaginary traffic, slipping a hand under Anna’s elbow.

‘Come with me,’ she would order; ‘and take care of the puddles, ‘cause you might get your feet wet — hold on by me, Mother!’

Anna would feel the small hand at her elbow, and would think that the fingers were curiously strong; strong and efficient they would feel like Sir Philip’s and this always vaguely displeased her. Nevertheless she would smile at Stephen while she let the child guide her in and out between the puddles.

She would say: thank you, dear; you’re as strong as a lion!’ trying to keep that displeasure from her voice.

Very protective and careful was Stephen when she and her mother were out alone together. Not all her queer shyness could prevent her protecting, nor could Anna’s own shyness save her from protection, She was forced to submit to a quiet supervision that was painstaking, gentle but extremely persistent. And yet was this love? Anna often wondered. It was not, she felt sure, the trusting devotion that Stephen had always felt for her father; it was more like a sort of instinctive admiration, coupled with a large, patient kindness.

‘If she’d only talk to me as she talks to Philip, I might get to understand her,’ Anna would muse. ‘It’s so odd not to know what she’s feeling and thinking, to suspect that something’s always being kept in the background.’

Their drives home from Malvern were usually silent, for Stephen would feel that her task was accomplished, her mother no longer needing her protection now that the coachman had the care of them both — he, and the arrogant-looking grey cobs that were yet so mannerly and gentle. As for Anna, she would sigh and lean back in her corner, weary of trying to make conversation. She would wonder if Stephen were tired or just sulky, or if, after all, the child might be stupid. Ought she, perhaps, to feel sorry for the child? She could never quite make up her mind.

Meanwhile, Stephen, enjoying the comfortable brougham, would begin to indulge in kaleidoscopic musings, those musings that belong to the end of the day, and occasionally visit children. Mrs. Thompson’s bent spine, it looked like a bow — not a rainbow but one of the archery kind; if you stretched a tight string from her feet to her head, could you shoot straight with Mrs. Thompson? China dogs — they had nice china dogs at Langley’s — that made you think of someone; oh, yes, of course, Collins — Collins and a cottage with red china dogs. But you tried not to think about Collins! there was such a queer light slanting over the hills, a kind of gold glory, and it made you feel sorry — why should a gold glory make you feel sorry when it shone that way on the hills? Rice pudding, almost as bad as tapioca — not quite though, because it was not so slimy — tapioca evaded your efforts to chew it, it felt horrid, like biting down on your own gum. The lanes smelt of wetness, a wonderful smell! Yet when Nanny washed things they only smelt soapy — but then, of course, God washed the world without soap: being God, perhaps He didn’t need any — you needed a lot, especially for hands — did God wash His hands without soap? Mother, talking about calves and babies, and looking like the Virgin Mary in church, the one in the stained-glass window with Jesus, which reminded you of Church Street, not a bad place after all; Church Street was really rather exciting — what fun it must be for men to have hats that they could take off, instead of just smiling — a bowler must be much more fun than a Leghorn — you couldn’t take that off to Mother — 

The brougham would roll smoothly along the white road, between stout leafy hedges starred with dog-roses; blackbirds and thrushes would be singing loudly, so loudly that Stephen could hear their voices above the quick clip, clip of the cobs and the muffled sounds of the carriage. Then from under her brows she must glance across at Anna, who she knew loved the songs of blackbirds and thrushes; but Anna’s face would be hidden in shadow, while her hands lay placidly folded.

And now the horses, nearing their stables, would redouble their efforts as they swung through the gates, the tall, iron gates of the parklands of Morton, faithful gates that had always meant home. Old trees would fly past, then the paddocks with their cattle — Worcestershire cattle with uncanny white faces; then the two quiet lakes where the swans reared their cygnets; then the lawns, and at last the wide curve in the drive, near the house, that would lead to the massive entrance.

The child was too young to know why the beauty of Morton would bring a lump to her throat when seen thus in the gold haze of late afternoon, with its thoughts of evening upon it. She would want to cry out in a kind of protest that was very near tears: ‘Stop it — stop it, you’re hurting!’ But instead she would blink hard and shut her lips tightly, unhappy yet happy. It was a queer feeling; it was too big for Stephen, who was still rather little when it came to affairs of the spirit. For the spirit of Morton would be part of her then, and would always remain somewhere deep down within her, aloof and untouched by the years that must follow, by the stress and the ugliness of life. In those after-years certain scents would evoke it — the scent of damp rushes growing by water; the kind, slightly milky odour of cattle; the smell of dried rose-leaves and orris-root and violets, that together with a vague suggestion of bees-wax always hung about Anna’s rooms. Then that part of Stephen that she still shared with Morton would know what it was to feel terribly lonely, like a soul that wakes up to find itself wandering, unwanted, between the spheres.
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Anna and Stephen would take off their coats, and go to the study in search of Sir Philip who would usually be there waiting.

‘Hallo, Stephen!’ he would say in his pleasant, deep voice, but his eyes would be resting on Anna.

Stephen’s eyes invariably followed her father’s, so that she too would stand looking at Anna, and sometimes she must catch her breath in surprise at the fullness of that calm beauty. She never got used to her mother’s beauty, it always surprised her each time she saw it; it was one of those queerly unbearable things, like the fragrance of meadow-sweet under the hedges.

Anna might say: ‘What’s the matter, Stephen? For goodness’ sake darling, do stop staring!’ And Stephen would feel hot with shame and confusion because Anna had caught her staring.

Sir Philip usually came to her rescue: ‘Stephen, here’s that new picture-book about hunting’; or, ‘I know of a really nice print of young Nelson; if you’re good I’ll order it for you tomorrow’.

But after a little he and Anna must get talking, amusing themselves irrespective of Stephen, inventing absurd little games, like two children, which games did not always include the real child. Stephen would sit there silently watching, but her heart would be a prey to the strangest emotions — emotions that seven-years-old could not cope with, and for which it could find no adequate names. All she would know was that seeing her parents together in this mood, would fill her with longings for something that she wanted yet could not define — a something that would make her as happy as they were. And this something would always be mixed up with Morton, with grave, stately rooms like her father’s study, with wide views from windows that let in much sunshine, and the scents of a spacious garden. Her mind would go groping about for a reason, and would find no reason — unless it were Collins — but Collins would refuse to fit into these pictures; even love must admit that she did not belong there any more than the brushes and buckets and slop-cloths belonged in that dignified study.

Presently Stephen must go off to her tea, leaving the two grown-up children together; secretly divining that neither of them would miss her — not even her father.

Arrived in the nursery she would probably be cross, because her heart felt very empty and tearful; or because, having looked at herself in the glass, she had decided that she loathed her abundant long hair. Snatching at a slice of thick bread and butter, she would upset the milk jug, or break a new tea-cup, or smear the front of her dress with her fingers, to the fury of Mrs. Bingham. If she spoke at such times it was usually to threaten: ‘I shall cut all my hair off, you see if I don’t!’ or, ‘I hate this white dress and I’m going to bum it — it makes me feel idiotic!’ But once launched she would dig up the grievances of months, going back to the time of the would-be young Nelson, loudly complaining that being a girl spoilt everything — even Nelson. The rest of the evening would be spent in grumbling, because one does grumble when one is unhappy — at least one does grumble when one is seven — later on it may seem rather useless.

At last the hour of the bath would arrive, and still grumbling, Stephen must submit to Mrs. Bingham, fidgeting under the nurse’s rough fingers like a dog in the hands of a trimmer. There she would stand pretending to shiver, a strong little figure, narrow-hipped and wide-shouldered; her flanks as wiry and thin as a greyhound’s and even more ceaselessly restless.

‘God doesn’t use soap!’ she might suddenly remark.

At which Mrs. Bingham must smile, none too kindly: ‘Maybe not, Miss Stephen — He don’t ‘ave to wash you; if He did He’d need plenty of soap, I’ll be bound!’

The bath over, and Stephen garbed in her nightgown, a long pause would ensue, known as: ‘Waiting for Mother’, and if mother, for some reason, did not happen to arrive, the pause could be spun out for quite twenty minutes, or for half an hour even, if luck was with Stephen, and the nursery clock not too precise and old-maidish.

‘Now come on, say your prayers,’ Mrs. Bingham would order, ‘and you’d better ask the dear Lord to forgive you — impious I calls it, and you a young lady! Carrying on because you can’t be a boy!’

Stephen would kneel by the side of the bed, but in such moods as these her prayers would sound angry. The nurse would protest: ‘Not so loud, Miss Stephen! Pray slower, and don’t shout at the Lord, He won’t like it!’

But Stephen would continue to shout at the Lord in a kind of impotent defiance.






  








Chapter Four
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The sorrows of childhood are mercifully passing, for it is only when maturity has rendered soil mellow that grief will root very deeply. Stephen’s grief for Collins, in spite of its violence, or perhaps because of that very violence, wore itself out like a passing tempest and was all but spent by the autumn. By Christmas, the gusts when they came were quite gentle, rousing nothing more disturbing than a faint melancholy — by Christmas it required quite an effort to recapture the charm of Collins.

Stephen was nonplussed and rather uneasy; to have loved so greatly and now to forget! It made her feel childish and horribly silly, as though she had cried over cutting her finger. As on all grave occasions, she considered the Lord, remembering His love for miserable sinners:

Teach me to love Collins Your way,’ prayed Stephen, trying hard to squeeze out some tears in the process, ‘teach me to love her ‘cause she’s mean and unkind and won’t be a proper sinner that repenteth.’ But the tears would not come, nor was prayer what it had been; it lacked something — she no longer sweated when she prayed.

Then an awful thing happened, the maid’s image was fading, and try as she would Stephen could not recall certain passing expressions that had erstwhile allured her. Now she could not see Collins’ face at all dearly even if she willed very hard in the dark. Thoroughly disgruntled, she bethought her of books, books of fairy tales, hitherto not much in favour, especially of those that treated of spells, incantations and other unlawful proceedings. She even requested the surprised Mrs. Bingham to read from the Bible:

‘You know where,’ coaxed Stephen, ‘it’s the place they were reading in church last Sunday, about Saul and a witch with a name like Edna — the place where she makes some person come up, ‘cause the king had forgotten what he looked like.’

But if prayer bad failed Stephen, her spells also failed her; indeed they behaved as spells do when said backwards, making her see, not the person she wished to, but a creature entirely different. For Collins now had a most serious rival, one who had lately appeared at the stables. He was not possessed of a real housemaid’s knee, but instead, of four deeply thrilling brown legs — he was two up on legs and one up on a tail, which was rather unfair on Collins! that Christmas, when Stephen was eight years old, Sir Philip had bought her a hefty bay pony; she was learning to ride him, could ride him already, being naturally skilful and fearless. There had been quite a heated discussion with Anna, because Stephen had insisted on riding astride. In this she had shown herself very refractory, falling off every time she tried the side-saddle — quite obvious, of course, this falling-off process, but enough to subjugate Anna.

And now Stephen would spend long hours at the stables, swaggering largely in corduroy breeches, hobnobbing with Williams, the old stud groom, who had a soft place in his heart for the child.

She would say: ‘Come up, horse!’ in the same tone as Williams; or, pretending to a knowledge she was far from possessing: ‘Is that fetlock a bit puffy? It looks to me puffy; supposing we put on a nice wet bandage.’

Then Williams would rub his rough chin as though thinking: ‘Maybe yes — maybe no—’ he would temporize, wisely.

She grew to adore the smell of the stables; it was far more enticing than Collins’ perfume — the Erasmic she had used on her afternoons out, and which had once smelt so delicious. And the pony! So strong, so entirely fulfilling, with his round, gentle eyes, and his heart big with courage — he was surely more worthy of worship than Collins, who had treated you badly because of the footman! And yet — and yet — you owed something to Collins, just because you had loved her, though you couldn’t any more. It was dreadfully worrying, all this hard thinking, when you wished to enjoy a new pony! Stephen would stand there rubbing her chin in an almost exact imitation of Williams. She could not produce the same scrabby sound, but in spite of this drawback, the movement would soothe her.

Then one morning she had a bright inspiration: ‘Come up, horse!’ she commanded, slapping the pony. ‘Come up, horse, and let me get close to your ear, ‘cause I’m going to whisper something dreadfully important.’ Laying her cheek against his firm neck, she said softly: ‘You’re not you any more, you’re Collins!’

So Collins was comfortably transmigrated. It was Stephen’s last effort to remember.
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Came the day when Stephen rode out with her father to a meet, a glorious and memorable day. Side by side the two of them jogged through the gates, and the lodgekeeper’s wife must smile to see Stephen sitting her smart bay pony astride, and looking so comically like Sir Philip.

‘It do be a pity as her isn’t a boy, our young lady,’ she told her husband.

It was one of those still, slightly frosty mornings when the landing is tricky on the north side of the hedges; when the smoke from farm chimneys rises straight as a ramrod; when the scent of log fires or of burning brushwood, though left far behind, still persists in the nostrils. A crystal clear morning, like a draught of spring water, and such mornings are good when one is young.

The pony tugged hard and fought at his bridle; he was trembling with pleasure, for he was no novice; he knew all about signs and wonders in stables, such as large feeds of corn administered early, and extra long groomings, and pink coats, with brass buttons, like the hunt coat Sir Philip was wearing. He frisked down the road, a mass of affectation, demanding some skill on the part of his rider; but the child’s hands were strong yet exceedingly gentle — she possessed that rare gift, perfect hands on a horse.

‘This is better than being young Nelson,’ thought Stephen, ‘‘cause this way I’m happy just being myself.’

Sir Philip looked down at his daughter with contentment; she was good to look upon, he decided. And yet his contentment was not quite complete, so that he looked away again quickly, sighing a little, because, somehow these days, he had taken to sighing over Stephen.

The meet was a large one. People noticed the child; Colonel Antrim, the Master, rode up and spoke kindly: ‘You’ve a fine pony there, but he’ll need a bit of holding!’ And then to her father: ‘Is she safe astride, Philip? Violet’s learning to ride, but side-saddle, I prefer it — I never think girl children get the grip astride; they aren’t built for it, haven’t the necessary muscle; still, no doubt she’ll stick on by balance.’

Stephen flushed: ‘No doubt she’ll stick on by balance!’ the words rankled, oh, very deeply they rankled. Violet was learning to ride side-saddle, that small, flabby lump who squealed if you pinched her; that terrified creature of muslins and ribbons and hair that curled over the nurse’s finger! Why, Violet could never come to tea without crying, could never play a game without getting herself hurt! She had fat, wobbly legs too, just like a rag doll — and you, Stephen, had been compared to Violet! Ridiculous of course, and yet all of a sudden you felt less impressive in your fine riding breeches. You felt — well, not foolish exactly, but self-conscious — not quite at your ease, a little bit wrong. It was almost as though you were playing at young Nelson again, were only pretending.

But you said: ‘I’ve got muscles, haven’t I, Father? Williams says I’ve got riding muscles already!’ then you dug your heels sharply into the pony, so that he whisked round, bucking and rearing. As for you, you stuck to his back like a limpet. Wasn’t that enough to convince them?

‘Steady on, Stephen!’ came Sir Philip’s voice, warning. Then the Master’s: ‘She’s got a fine seat, I’ll admit it — Violet’s a little bit scared on a horse, but I think she’ll get confidence later; I hope so.’

And now hounds were moving away towards cover, tails waving — they looked like an army with banners. ‘Hi, Starbright — Fancy! Get in, little bitch! Hi, Frolic, get on with it, Frolic!’

The long lashes shot out with amazing precision, stinging a flank or stroking a shoulder, while the four-legged Amazons closed up their ranks for the serious business ahead. ‘Hi, Starbright!’ Whips cracked and horses grew restless; Stephen’s mount required undivided attention. She had no time to think of her muscles or her grievance, but only of the creature between her small knees.

‘All right, Stephen?’

‘Yes, Father.’

Well, go steady at your fences; it may be a little bit slippery this morning.’ But Sir Philip’s voice did not sound at all anxious; indeed there was a note of deep pride in his voice.

‘He knows that I’m not just a rag doll, like Violet; he knows that I’m different to her!’ thought Stephen.
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The strange, implacable heart-broken music of hounds giving tongue as they break from cover; the cry of the huntsman as he stands in his stirrups; the thud of hooves pounding ruthlessly forward over long, green, undulating meadows. The meadows flying back as though seen from a train, the meadows streaming away behind you; the acrid smell of horse sweat caught in passing; the smell of damp leather, of earth and bruised herbage — all sudden, all passing — then the smell of wide spaces, the air smell, cool yet as potent as wine.

Sir Philip was looking back over his shoulder: ‘All right, Stephen?’ Oh, yes—’ Stephen’s voice sounded breathless.

Steady on! Steady on!’

They were coming to a fence, and Stephen’s grip tightened a little. The pony took the fence in his stride very gaily; for an instant he seemed to stay poised in mid-air as though he had wings, then he touched earth again, and away without even pausing.

‘All right, Stephen?’

‘Yes, yes!’

Sir Philip’s broad back was bent forward over the shoulder of his hunter; the crisp auburn hair in the nape of his neck showed bright where the winter sunshine touched it; and as the child followed that purposeful back, she felt that she loved it utterly, entirely. At that moment it seemed to embody all kindness, all strength, and all understanding.
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They killed not so very far from Worcester; it had been a stiff run, the best of the season. Colonel Antrim came jogging along to Stephen, whose prowess had amused and surprised him.

‘Well, well,’ he said, grinning, ‘so here you are, madam, still with a leg on each side of your horse — I’m going to tell Violet she’ll have to buck up. By the way, Philip, can Stephen come to tea on Monday, before Roger goes back to school? She can? Oh, splendid! And now where’s that brush? I think our young Stephen here takes it.’

Strange it is, but unforgettable moments are often connected with very small happenings, happenings that assume fictitious proportions, especially when we are children. If Colonel Antrim had offered Stephen the crown of England on a red velvet cushion, it is doubtful whether her pride would have equalled the pride that she felt when the huntsman came forward and presented her with her first hunting trophy — the rather pathetic, bedraggled little brush, that had weathered so many hard miles. Just for an instant the child’s heart misgave her, as she looked at the soft, furry thing in her hand; but the joy of attainment was still hot upon her, and that incomparable feeling of elation that comes from the knowledge of personal courage, so that she forgot the woes of the fox in remembering the prowess of Stephen.

Sir Philip fastened the brush to her saddle. ‘You rode well,’ he said briefly, then turned to the Master.

But she knew that that day she had not failed him, for his eyes had been bright when they rested on hers; she had seen great love in those melancholy eyes, together with a curiously wistful expression of which her youth lacked understanding. And now many people smiled broadly at Stephen, patting her pony and calling him a flier.

One old farmer remarked: ‘‘E do be a good plucked un, and so be ‘is rider — beggin’ your pardon.’

At which Stephen must blush and grow slightly mendacious, pretending to give all the credit to the pony, pretending to feel very humble of spirit, which she knew she was far from feeling.

‘Come along!’ called Sir Philip. ‘No more to-day, Stephen, your poor little fellow’s had enough for one day.’ Which was true, since Collins was all of a tremble, what with excitement and straining short legs to keep up with vainglorious hunters.

Whips touched hats: ‘Good-bye, Stephen, come out soon again — See you on Tuesday, Sir Philip, with the Croome.’ And the field settled down to the changing of horses, before drawing yet one more cover.
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Father and daughter rode home through the twilight, and now there were no dog-roses in the hedges, the hedges stood leafless and grey with frost rime, a network of delicate branches. The earth smelt as clean as a newly washed garment — it smelt of ‘God’s washing’, as Stephen called it — while away to the left, from a distant farm-house, came the sound of a yard-dog, barking. Small lights were glowing in cottage windows as yet uncurtained, as yet very friendly; and beyond, where the great hills of Malvern showed blue against the pale sky, many small lights were burning — lights of home newly lit on the altar of the hills to the God of both hills and homesteads. No birds were singing in the trees by the roadside, but a silence prevailed, more lovely than bird song; the thoughtful and holy silence of winter, the silence of trustfully waiting furrows. For the soil is the greatest saint of all ages, knowing neither impatience, nor fear, nor doubting; knowing only faith, from which spring all blessings that are needful to nurture man.

Sir Philip said: ‘Are you happy, my Stephen?’

And she answered: ‘I’m dreadfully happy, Father. I’m so dreadfully happy that it makes me feel frightened, ‘cause I mayn’t always last happy — not this way.’

He did not ask why she might not last happy; he just nodded, as though he admitted a reason; but he laid his hand over hers on the bridle for a moment, a large, and comforting hand. Then the peace of the evening took possession of Stephen, that and the peace of a healthy body tired out with fresh air and much vigorous movement, so that she swayed a little in her saddle and came near to falling asleep. The pony, even more tired than his rider, jogged along with neck drooping and reins hanging slackly, too weary to shy at the ogreish shadows that were crouching ready to scare him. His small mind was doubtless concentrated on fodder; on the bucket of water nicely seasoned with gruel; on the groom’s soothing hiss as he rubbed down and bandaged; on the warm blanket clothing, so pleasant in winter, and above all on that golden bed of deep straw that was sure to be waiting in his stable.

And now a great moon had swung up very slowly; and the moon seemed to pause, staring hard at Stephen, while the frost rime turned white with the whiteness of diamonds, and the shadows turned black and lay folded like velvet round the feet of the drowsy hedges. But the meadows beyond the hedges turned silver, and so did the road to Morton.

* * *
 

It was late when they reached the stables at last, and old Williams was waiting in the yard with a lantern.

‘Did you kill?’ he inquired, according to custom; then he saw Stephen’s trophy and chuckled.

Stephen tried to spring easily out of the saddle as her father had done, but her legs seemed to fail her. To her horror and chagrin her legs hung down stiffly as though made of wood; she could not control them; and to make matters worse, Collins now grew impatient and began to walk off to his loose-box. Then Sir Philip put two strong arms around Stephen, and he lifted her bodily as though she were a baby, and he carried her, only faintly protesting, right up to the door of the house and beyond it — right up indeed, to the warm pleasant nursery where a steaming hot bath was waiting. Her head fell back and lay on his shoulder, while her eyelids drooped, heavy with well-earned sleep; she had to blink very hard several times over in order to get the better of that sleep.

‘Happy, darling?’ he whispered, and his grave face bent nearer. She could feel his cheek, rough at the end of the day, pressed against her forehead, and she loved that kind roughness, so that she put up her hand and stroked it.

So dreadfully, dreadfully happy, Father,’ she murmured, ‘so — dreadfully happy—’






  








Chapter Five
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On the Monday that followed Stephen’s first day out hunting she woke with something very like a weight on her chest; in less than two minutes she knew why this was — she was going to tea with the Antrims. Her relations with other children were peculiar, she thought so herself and so did the children; they could not define it and neither could Stephen, but there it was all the same. A high-spirited child she should have been popular, and yet she was not, a fact which she divined, and this made her feel ill at ease with her playmates, who in their turn felt ill at ease. She would think that the children were whispering about her, whispering and laughing for no apparent reason; but although this had happened on one occasion, it was not always happening as Stephen imagined. She was painfully hyper-sensitive at times, and she suffered accordingly.

Of all the children that Stephen most dreaded, Violet and Roger Antrim took precedence; especially Roger, who was ten years old, and already full to the neck of male arrogance — he had just been promoted to Etons that winter, which added to his overbearing pride. Roger Antrim had round, brown eyes like his mother, and a short, straight nose that might one day be handsome; he was rather a thick-set, plump little boy, whose buttocks looked too large in a short Eton jacket, especially when he stuck his hands in his pockets and strutted, which he did very often.

Roger was a bully; he bullied his sister, and would dearly have loved to bully Stephen; but Stephen nonplussed him, her arms were so strong, he could never wrench Stephen’s arms backwards like Violet’s; he could never make her cry or show any emotion when he pinched her, or tugged roughly at her new hair ribbon, and then Stephen would often beat him at games, a fact which he deeply resented. She could bowl at cricket much straighter than he could; she climbed trees with astonishing skill and prowess, and even if she did tear her skirts in the process it was obviously cheek for a girl to climb at all. Violet never climbed trees; she stood at the bottom admiring the courage of Roger. He grew to hate Stephen as a kind of rival, a kind of intruder into his especial province; he was always longing to take her down a peg, but being slow-witted he was foolish in his methods — no good daring Stephen, she responded at once, and usually went one better. As for Stephen, she loathed him, and her loathing was increased by a most humiliating consciousness of envy. Yes, despite his shortcomings she envied young Roger with his thick, clumping boots, his cropped hair and his Etons; envied his school and his masculine companions of whom he would speak grandly as: ‘all the other fellows!’; envied his right to climb trees and play cricket and football — his right to be perfectly natural; above all she envied his splendid conviction that being a boy constituted a privilege in life; she could well understand that conviction, but this only increased her envy.

Stephen found Violet intolerably silly, she cried quite as loudly when she bumped her own head as when Roger applied his most strenuous torments. But what irritated Stephen, was the fact that she suspected that Violet almost enjoyed those torments.

‘He’s so dreadfully strong!’ she had confided in Stephen, with something like pride in her voice.

Stephen had longed to shake her for that: ‘I can pinch quite as hard as he can!’ she had threatened. ‘If you think he’s stronger than I am, I’ll show you!’ At which Violet had rushed away screaming.

Violet was already full of feminine poses; she loved dolls, but not quite so much as she pretended. People said: ‘Look at Violet, she’s like a little mother; it’s so touching to see that instinct in a child!’ then Violet would become still more touching. She was always thrusting her dolls upon Stephen, making her undress them and put them to bed. ‘Now you’re Nanny, Stephen, and I’m Gertrude’s mother, or you can be mother this time if you’d rather — Oh, be careful, you’ll break her! Now you’ve pulled off a button! I do think you might play more like I do!’ And then Violet knitted, or said that she knitted — Stephen had never seen anything but knots. ‘Can’t you knit?’ she would say, looking scornfully at Stephen, ‘I can — Mother called me a dear little housewife!’ then Stephen would lose her temper and speak rudely: ‘You’re a dear little sop, that’s what you are!’ For hours she must play stupid doll-games with Violet, because Roger would not always play real games in the garden. He hated to be beaten, yet how could she help it? Could she help throwing straighter than Roger?

They had nothing whatever in common, these children, but the Antrims were neighbours, and even Sir Philip; indulgent though he was, insisted that Stephen should have friends of her own age to play with. He had spoken quite sharply on several occasions when the child had pleaded to be allowed to stay at home. Indeed he spoke sharply that very day at luncheon:

‘Eat your pudding please, Stephen; come now, finish it quickly! If all this fuss is about the little Antrims, then Father won’t have it, it’s ridiculous, darling.’

So Stephen had hastily swallowed her pudding and escaped upstairs to the nursery.
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The Antrims lived half a mile from Ledbury, on the other side of the hills. It was quite a long drive to their house from Morton — Stephen was driven over in the dog-cart. She sat beside Williams in gloomy silence, with the collar of her coat turned up to her ears. She was filled with a sense of bitter injustice; why should they insist on this stupid expedition? Even her father had been cross at luncheon because she preferred to stay at home with him. Why should she be forced to know other children? they didn’t want her nor she them. And above all the Antrims! that idiotic Violet — Violet who was learning to ride side-saddle — and Roger strutting about in his Etons, and bragging, always bragging because he was a boy — and their mother who was quite sure to patronize Stephen because being grown-up made her put on a manner. Stephen could hear her infuriating voice, the voice she reserved for children: Ah, here you are, Stephen! Now then, little people, run along and have a good feed in the schoolroom. There’s plenty of cake; I knew Stephen was coining; we all know Stephen’s capacity for cake!’

Stephen could hear Violet’s timorous giggle and Roger’s guffaw as they greeted this sally. She could feel his fat fingers pinching her arm; pinching cruelly, slyly, as he strutted beside her. Then his whisper: ‘You’re a pig! You eat much more than I do, mother said so today, and boys need more than girls!’ then Violet: ‘I’m not very fond of plum cake, it makes me feel sicky — mother says it’s indigestion. I could never eat big bits of plum cake like Stephen. Nanny says I’m a dainty feeder.’ then Stephen herself, saying nothing at all, but glaring sideways at Roger.

The dog-cart was slowly climbing British Camp, that long, steep hill out of Little Malvern. The cold air grew colder, but marvellously pure it was, up there above the valleys. The peak of the Camp stood out clearly defined by snow that had fallen lightly that morning, and as they breasted the crest of the hill, the sun shone out on the snow. Away to the right lay the valley of the Wye, a long, lovely valley of deep blue shadows; a valley of small homesteads and mothering trees, of soft undulations and wide, restful spaces leading away to a line of dim mountains — leading away to the mountains of Wales, that lay just over the border. And because she loved this kind of English valley, Stephen’s sulky eyes must turn and rest upon it; not all her apprehension and sense of injustice could take from her eyes the joy of that seeing. She must gaze and gaze, she must let it possess her, the peace, the wonder that lay in such beauty; while the unwilling tears welled up under her lids — she not knowing why they had come there.

And now they were trotting swiftly downhill; the valley had vanished, but the woods of Eastnor stood naked and lovely, and the forms of their trees were more perfect than forms that are made with hands — unless with the hands of God. Stephen’s eyes turned again; she could not stay sulky, for these were the woods where she drove with her father. Twice every spring they drove up to these woods and through them to the stretching parkland beyond. There were deer in the park — they would sometimes get out of the dog-cart so that Stephen could feed the does.

She began to whistle softly through her teeth, an accomplishment in which she took a great pride. Impossible to go on feeling resentful when the sun was shining between the bare branches, when the air was as clear and as bright as crystal, when the cob was literally flying through the air, taking all Williams’ strength to hold him.

Steady boy — steady on! He be feeling the weather — gets into his blood and makes him that skittish — Now go quiet, you young blight! Just look at him, will you, he’s got himself all of a lather!’

‘Let me drive,’ pleaded. Stephen. ‘Oh, please, please, Williams!’

But Williams shook his head as he grinned at her broadly: ‘I’ve got old bones, Miss Stephen, and old bones breaks quick when it’s frosty, so I’ve heard tell.’
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Mrs. Antrim was waiting for Stephen in the lounge — she was always waiting to waylay her in the lounge, or so it appeared to Stephen. The lounge was a much overdressed apartment, full of small, useless tables and large, clumsy chairs. You bumped into the chairs and tripped over the tables; at least you did if you were Stephen. There was one deadly pitfall you never could avoid, a huge polar bear skin that lay on the floor. Its stuffed head protruded at a most awkward angle; you invariably stubbed your big toe on that head. Stephen, true to tradition, stubbed her toe rather badly as she blundered towards Mrs. Antrim.

‘Dear me,’ remarked her hostess, ‘you are a great girl; why your feet must be double the size of Violet’s! Come here and let me have a look at your feet.’ then she laughed as though something amused her.

Stephen was longing to rub her big toe, but she thought better of it, enduring in silence.

‘Children!’ called Mrs. Antrim, ‘Here’s Stephen, I’m sure she’s as hungry as a hunter!’

Violet was wearing a pale blue silk frock; even at seven she was vain of her appearance. She had cried until she had got permission to wear that particular pale blue frock, which was usually reserved for parties. Her brown hair was curled into careful ringlets, and tied with a very large bow of blue ribbon. Mrs. Antrim glanced quickly from Stephen to Violet with a look of maternal pride.

Roger was bulging inside his Etons; his round cheeks were puffed, very pink and aggressive. He eyed Stephen coldly from above a white collar that was obviously fresh from the laundry. On their way upstairs he pinched Stephen’s leg, and Stephen kicked backwards, swiftly and neatly.

‘I suppose you think you can kick!’ grunted Roger, who was suffering acutely at that moment from his shin. You’ve not got the strength of a flea; I don’t feel it!’

At Violet’s request they were left alone for tea; she liked playing the hostess, and her mother spoilt her. A special small teapot had had to be unearthed, in order that Violet could lift it.

‘Sugar?’ she inquired with tongs poised in mid air, ‘And milk?’ she added, imitating her mother. Mrs. Antrim always said: And milk,’ in that tone — it made you feel that you must be rather greedy.

‘Oh, chuck it!’ growled Roger, whose shin was still aching. You know I want milk and four lumps of sugar.’

Violet’s underlip began to tremble, but she held her ground with unexpected firmness. ‘May I give you a little more milk, Stephen dear? Or would you prefer no milk, only lemon?’

There isn’t any lemon and you know it!’ bawled Roger. ‘Here, give me my tea or I’ll spoil your hair ribbon.’ He grabbed at his cup and nearly upset it.

‘Oh, oh!’ shrilled Violet. ‘My dress!’

They settled down to the meal at last, but Stephen observed that Roger was watching; every mouthful she ate she could feel him watching, so that she grew self-conscious. She was hungry, not having eaten much luncheon, but now she could not enjoy her cake; Roger himself was stuffing like a grampus, but his eyes never left her face. Then Roger, the slow-witted in his dealings with Stephen, all but choked in the throes of a great inspiration.

‘I say, you,’ he began, with his mouth very full, ‘what about a certain young lady out hunting? What about a fat leg on each side of her horse like a monkey on a stick, and everybody laughing!’

‘They were not!’ exclaimed Stephen, growing suddenly red. ‘Oh, yes, but they were, though!’ mocked Roger.

Now had Stephen been wise she would have let the thing drop, for no fun is derived from a one-sided contest, but at eight years old one is not always wise, and moreover her pride had been stung to the quick.

She said: ‘I’d like to see you get the brush; why you can’t stick on just riding round the paddock! I’ve seen you fall off, jumping nothing but a hurdle; I’d like to see you out hunting!’

Roger swallowed some more cake; there was now no great hurry; he had thrown his sprat and had landed his mackerel. He had very much feared that she might not be drawn — it was not always easy to draw Stephen.

‘Well now, listen,’ he drawled, ‘and I’ll tell you something. You thought they admired you squatting on your pony; you thought you were being very grand, I’ll bet, with your new riding breeches and your black velvet cap; you thought they’d suppose that you looked like a boy, just because you were trying to be one. As a matter of fact, if you really want to know, they were busting their sides; why, my father said so. He was laughing all the time at your looking so funny on that rotten old pony that’s as fat as a porpoise. Why, he only gave you the brush for fun, because you were such a small kid — he said so. He said: “I gave Stephen Gordon the brush because I thought she might cry if I didn’t.”’

‘You’re a liar,’ breathed Stephen, who had turned very pale.

‘Oh, am I? Well, you ask father.’

‘Do stop—’ whimpered Violet, beginning to cry; ‘you’re horrid, you’re spoiling my party.’

But Roger was launched on his first perfect triumph; he had seen the expression in Stephen’s eyes: ‘And my mother said,’ he continued more loudly, that your mother must be funny to allow you to do it; she said it was horrid to let girls ride that way; she said she was awfully surprised at your mother; she said that she’d have thought that your mother had more sense; she said that it wasn’t modest; she said—’

Stephen had suddenly sprung to her feet: ‘How dare you! How dare you — my mother!’ she spluttered. And now she was almost beside herself with rage, conscious only of one overwhelming impulse, and that to belabour Roger.

A plate crashed to the ground and Violet screamed faintly. Roger, in his turn, had pushed back his chair; his round eyes were staring and rather frightened; he had never seen Stephen quite like this before. She was actually rolling up the sleeves of her smock.

‘You cad!’ she shouted, ‘I’ll fight you for this!’ And she doubled her fist and shook it at Roger while he edged away from the table.

She stood there an enraged and ridiculous figure in her Liberty smock, with her hard, boyish forearms. Her long hair had partly escaped from its ribbon, and the bow sagged down limply, crooked and foolish. All that was heavy in her face sprang into view, the strong line of the jaw, the square, massive brow, the eyebrows, too thick and too wide for beauty. And yet there was a kind of large splendour about her — absurd though she was, she was splendid at that moment — grotesque and splendid, like some primitive thing conceived in a turbulent age of transition.

‘Are you going to fight me, you coward?’ she demanded, as she stepped round the table and faced her tormentor.

But Roger thrust his hands deep into his pockets: ‘I don’t fight with girls!’ he remarked very grandly. Then he sauntered out of the schoolroom.

Stephen’s own hands fell and hung at her sides; her head drooped, and she stood staring down at the carpet. The whole of her suddenly drooped and looked helpless, as she stood staring down at the carpet.

‘How could you!’ began Violet, who was plucking up courage. ‘Little girls don’t have fights — I don’t, I’d be frightened—’

But Stephen cut her short: ‘I’m going,’ she said thickly; ‘I’m going home to my father.’

She went heavily downstairs and out into the lobby, where she put on her hat and coat; then made her way round the house to the stables, in search of old Williams and the dog-cart.
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‘You’re home very early, Stephen,’ said Anna, but Sir Philip was staring at his daughter’s face.

‘What’s the matter?’ he inquired, and his voice sounded anxious. ‘Come here and tell me about it.’

Then Stephen quite suddenly burst into tears, and she wept and she wept as she stood there before them, and she poured out her shame and humiliation, telling all that Roger had said about her mother, telling all that she, Stephen, would have done to defend her, had it not been that Roger would not fight with a girl. She wept and she wept without any restraint, scarcely knowing what she said — at that moment not caring. And Sir Philip listened with his head on his hand, and Anna listened bewildered and dumbfounded. She tried to kiss Stephen, to hold her to her, but Stephen, still sobbing, pushed her away; in this orgy of grief she resented consolation, so that in the end Anna took her to the nursery and delivered her over to the care of Mrs. Bingham, feeling that the child did not want her.

When Anna went quietly back to the study, Sir Philip was still sitting with his head on his hand. She said: ‘It’s time you realized, Philip, that if you’re Stephen’s father, I’m her mother. So far you’ve managed the child your own way, and I don’t think it’s been successful. You’ve treated Stephen as though she were a boy — perhaps it’s because I’ve not given you a son—’ Her voice trembled a little but she went on gravely: ‘It’s not good for Stephen; I know it’s not good, and at times it frightens me, Philip.’

‘No, no!’ he said, sharply.

But Anna persisted: ‘Yes, Philip, at times it makes me afraid — I can’t tell you why, but it seems all wrong — it makes me feel — strange with the child.’

He looked at her out of his melancholy eyes: ‘Can’t you trust me? Won’t you try to trust me, Anna?’

But Anna shook her head: ‘I don’t understand, why shouldn’t you trust me, Philip?’

And then in his terror for this well-beloved woman, Sir Philip committed the first cowardly action of his life — he who would not have spared himself pain, could not bear to inflict it on Anna. In his infinite pity for Stephen’s mother, he sinned very deeply and gravely against Stephen, by withholding from that mother his own conviction that her child was not as other children.

‘There’s nothing for you to understand,’ he said firmly, ‘but I like you to trust me in all things.’

After this they sat talking about the child, Sir Philip very quiet and reassuring.

‘I’ve wanted her to have a healthy body,’ he explained, ‘that’s why I’ve let her run more or less wild; but perhaps we’d better have a governess now, as you say; a French governess, my dear, if you’d prefer one — later on I’ve always meant to engage a bluestocking, some woman who’s been to Oxford. I want Stephen to have the finest education that care and money can give her.’

But once again Anna began to protest. ‘What’s the good of it all for a girl?’ she argued. ‘Did you love me any less because I couldn’t do mathematics? Do you love me less now because I count on my fingers?’

He kissed her. ‘That’s different, you’re you,’ he said, smiling, but a look that she knew well had come into his eyes, a cold, resolute expression, which meant that all persuasion was likely to be unavailing.

Presently they went upstairs to the nursery, and Sir Philip shaded the candle with his hand, while they stood together gazing down at Stephen — the child was heavily asleep.

‘Look, Philip,’ whispered Anna, pitiful and shaken, ‘look Philip — she’s got two big tears on her cheek!’

He nodded, slipping his arm around Anna: ‘Come away,’ he muttered, ‘we may wake her.’






  








Chapter Six
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Mrs. Bingham departed unmourned and unmourning, and in her stead reigned Mademoiselle Duphot, a youthful French governess with a long, pleasant face that reminded Stephen of a horse. This equine resemblance was fortunate in one way — Stephen took to Mademoiselle Duphot at once — but it did not make for respectful obedience. On the contrary, Stephen felt very familiar, kindly familiar and quite at her ease; she petted Mademoiselle Duphot. Mademoiselle Duphot was lonely and homesick, and it must be admitted that she liked being petted. Stephen would rush off to get her a cushion, or a footstool or her glass of milk at eleven.

‘Comme elle est gentille, cette drôle de petite fine, elle a si bon coeur,’ would think Mademoiselle Duphot, and somehow geography would not seem to matter quite so much, or arithmetic either — in vain did Mademoiselle try to be strict, her pupil could always beguile her.

Mademoiselle Duphot knew nothing about horses, in spite of the r fact that she looked so much like one, and Stephen would complacently entertain her with long conversation anent splints and spavins, cow hocks and colic, all mixed up together in a kind of wild veterinary jumble. Had Williams been listening, he might well have rubbed his chin, but Williams was not there to listen.

As for Mademoiselle Duphot, she was genuinely impressed: ‘Mais quel type, quel type!’ she was always exclaiming. ‘Vous êtes déjà une vraie petite Amazone, Stévenne.’

‘N’est-ce pas?’ agreed Stephen, who was picking up French.

The child showed real ability for French, and this delighted her teacher; at the end of six months she could gabble quite freely, making quick little gestures and shrugging her shoulders. She liked talking French, it rather amused her, nor was she averse to mastering the grammar; what she could not endure were the long, foolish dictées from the edifying Bibliothèque Rose. Weak in all other respects with Stephen, Mademoiselle Duphot clung to these dictées; the Bibliothèque Rose became her last trench of authority, and she held it.

‘“Les Petites Filles Modèles”,’ Mademoiselle would announce, while Stephen yawned out her ineffable boredom; ‘Maintenant nous allons retrouver Sophie — Where to did we arrive? Ah, oui, I remember: “Cette preuve de confiance toucha Sophie et augmenta encore son regret d’avoir été si méchante.

‘“Comment, se dit-elle, ai-je pu me livrer a une telle colère? Comment ai-je été si méchante avec des amies aussi bonnes que celles que j’ai id, et si hardie envers une personne aussi douce, aussi tendre que Mme. de Fleurville!”’

From time to time the programme would be varied by extracts of an even more edifying nature, and ‘Les Bons Enfants’ would be chosen for dictation, to the scorn and derision of Stephen.

‘La Maman, Donne-lui ton coeur, mon Henri; c’est ce que to pourras lui dormer de plus agréable.

‘ — Mon coeur? Dit Henri en déboutonnant son habit et en ouvrant sa chemise. Mais comment faire? il me faudrait un couteau.’ At which Stephen would giggle.

One day she had added a comment of her own in the margin: ‘Little beast, he was only shamming!’ and Mademoiselle, coming on this unawares, had been caught in the act of laughing by her pupil. After which there was naturally less discipline than ever in the schoolroom, but considerably more friendship.

However, Anna seemed quite contented, since Stephen was becoming so proficient in French; and observing that his wife looked less anxious these days, Sir Philip said nothing, biding his time. This frank, jaunty, slacking on the part of his daughter should be checked later on he decided. Meanwhile, Stephen grew fond of the mild-faced Frenchwoman, who in her turn adored the unusual child. She would confide her troubles to Stephen, those family troubles in which governesses abound — her Maman was old and delicate and needy; her sister had a wicked and spendthrift husband, and now her sister must make little bags for the grand shops in Paris that paid very badly, her sister was gradually losing her eyesight through making those little bead bags for the shops that cared nothing, and paid very badly. Mademoiselle sent Maman a part of her earnings, and sometimes, of course, she must help her sister. Her Maman must have her chicken on Sundays: ‘Bon Dieu, il faut vivre — il faut manger, au moins—’ And afterwards that chicken came in very nicely for Petite Marmite, which was made from his carcass and a few leaves of cabbage — Maman loved Petite Marmite, the warmth of it eased her old gums.

Stephen would listen to these long dissertations with patience and with apparent understanding. She would nod her head wisely: ‘Mais c’est dur,’ she would comment, ‘c’est terriblement dur, la vie!’

But she never confided her own special troubles, and Mademoiselle Duphot sometimes wondered about her: ‘Est-elle heureuse, cet &range petit être?’ she would wonder. ‘Sera-t-elle heureuse plus tard? Qui sait!’
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Idleness and peace had reigned in the schoolroom for more than two years, when ex-Sergeant Smylie sailed over the horizon and proceeded to announce that he taught gymnastics and fencing. From that moment peace ceased to reign in the schoolroom, or indeed anywhere in the house for that matter. In vain did Mademoiselle Duphot protest that gymnastics and fencing thickened the ankles, in vain did Anna express disapproval, Stephen merely ignored them and consulted her father.

‘I want to go in for Sandowing,’ she informed him, as though they were discussing a career.

He laughed: ‘Sandowing? Well, and how will you start it?’ Then Stephen explained about ex-Sergeant Smylie.

‘I see,’ nodded Sir Philip, ‘you want to learn fencing.’

And how to lift weights with my stomach,’ she said quickly.

‘Why not with your large front teeth?’ he teased her. ‘Oh, well,’ he added, there’s no harm in fencing or gymnastics either — provided, of course, that you don’t try to wreck Morton Hall like a Samson wrecking the house of the Philistines; I foresee that that might easily happen—’

Stephen grinned: ‘But it mightn’t if I cut off my hair! May I cut off my hair? Oh, do let me, Father!’

‘Certainly not, I prefer to risk it,’ said Sir Philip, speaking quite firmly.

Stephen went pounding back to the schoolroom. ‘I’m going to those classes!’ she announced in triumph. ‘I’m going to be driven over to Malvern next week; I’m going to begin on Tuesday, and I’m going to learn fencing so as I can kill your brother-in-law who’s a beast to your sister, I’m going to fight duels for wives in distress, like men do in Paris, and I’m going to learn how to lift pianos on my stomach by expanding something — the diapan muscles — and I’m going to cut my hair off!’ she mendaciously concluded, glancing sideways to observe the effect of this bombshell.

‘Bon Dieu, soyez clément!’ breathed Mademoiselle Duphot, casting her eyes to heaven.
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It was not very long before ex-Sergeant Smylie discovered that in Stephen he had a star pupil. Some day you ought to make a champion fencer, if you work really hard at it, Miss,’ he told her.

Stephen did not learn to lift pianos with her stomach, but as time went on she did become quite an expert gymnast and fencer; and as Mademoiselle Duphot confided to Anna, it was after all very charming to watch her, so supple and young and quick in her movements.

‘And she fence like an angel,’ said Mademoiselle fondly, ‘she fence now almost as well as she ride.’

Anna nodded. She herself had seen Stephen fencing many times, and had thought it a fine performance for so young a child, but the fencing displeased her, so that she found it hard to praise Stephen.

‘I hate all that sort of thing for girls,’ she said slowly.

‘But she fence like a man, with such power and such grace,’ babbled Mademoiselle Duphot, the tactless.

And now life was full of new interest for Stephen, an interest that centred entirely in her body. She discovered her body for a thing to be cherished, a thing of real value since its strength could rejoice her; and young though she was she cared for her body with great diligence, bathing it night and morning in dull, tepid water — cold baths were forbidden, and hot baths, she had heard, sometimes weakened the muscles. For gymnastics she wore her hair in a pigtail, and somehow that pigtail began to intrude on other occasions. In spite of protests, she always forgot and came down to breakfast with a neat, shining plait, so that Anna gave in in the end and said, sighing:

‘Have your pigtail do, child, if you feel that you must — but I can’t say it suits you, Stephen.’

And Mademoiselle Duphot was foolishly loving. Stephen would stop in the middle of lessons to roll back her sleeves and examine her muscles; then Mademoiselle Duphot, instead of protesting, would laugh and admire her absurd little biceps. Stephen’s craze for physical culture increased, and now it began to invade the schoolroom. Dumbbells appeared in the school-room bookcases, while half worn-out gym shoes skulked in the corners. Everything went by the board but this passion of the child’s for training her body. And what must Sir Philip elect to do next, but to write out to Ireland and purchase a hunter for his daughter to ride — a real, thoroughbred hunter. And what must he say but: ‘That’s one for young Roger!’ So that Stephen found herself comfortably laughing at the thought of young Roger; and that laugh went a long way towards healing the wound that had rankled within her — perhaps this was why Sir Philip had written out to Ireland for that thoroughbred hunter.

The hunter, when he came, was grey-coated and slender, and his eyes were as soft as an Irish morning, and his courage was as bright as an Irish sunrise, and his heart was as young as the wild heart of Ireland, but devoted and loyal and eager for service, and his name was sweet on the tongue as you spoke it — being Raftery, after the poet. Stephen loved Raftery and Raftery loved Stephen. It was love at first sight, and they talked to each other for hours in his loose box — not in Irish or English, but in a quiet language having very few words but many small sounds and many small movements, which to both of them meant more than words. And Raftery said: ‘I will carry you bravely, I will serve you all the days of my life.’ And she answered: ‘I will care for you night and day, Raftery — all the days of your life.’ Thus Stephen and Raftery pledged their devotion, alone in his fragrant, hay-scented stable. And Raftery was five and Stephen was twelve when they solemnly pledged their devotion.

Never was rider more proud or more happy than Stephen, when first she and Raftery went a-hunting; and never was youngster more wise or courageous than Raftery proved himself at his fences; and never can Bellerophon have thrilled to more daring than did Stephen, astride of Raftery that day, with the wind in her face and a fire in her heart that made life a thing of glory. At the very beginning of the run the fox turned in the direction of Morton, actually crossing the big north paddock before turning once more and making for Upton. In the paddock was a mighty, upstanding hedge, a formidable place concealing timber, and what must they do, these two young creatures, but go straight at it and get safely over — those who saw Raftery fly that hedge could never afterwards doubt his valour. And when they got home there was Anna waiting to pat Raftery, because she could not resist him. Because, being Irish, her hands loved the feel of fine horseflesh under their delicate fingers — and because she did very much want to be tender to Stephen, and understanding. But as Stephen dismounted, bespattered and dishevelled, and yet with that perversive look of her father, the words that Anna had been planning to speak died away before they could get themselves spoken — she shrank back from the child; but the child was too overjoyed at that moment to perceive it.
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Happy days, splendid days of childish achievements; but they passed all too soon, giving place to the seasons, and there came the winter when Stephen was fourteen.

On a January afternoon of bright sunshine, Mademoiselle Duphot sat dabbing her eyes; for Mademoiselle Duphot must leave her loved Stévenne, must give place to a rival who could teach Greek and Latin — she would go back to Paris, the poor Mademoiselle Duphot, and take care of her ageing Maman.

Meanwhile, Stephen, very angular and lanky at fourteen, was standing before her father in his study. She stood still, but her glance kept straying to the window, to the sunshine that seemed to be beckoning through the window. She was dressed for riding in breeches and gaiters, and her thoughts were with Raftery.

‘Sit down,’ said Sir Philip, and his voice was so grave that her thoughts came back with a leap and a bound; ‘you and I have got to talk this thing out, Stephen.’

‘What thing, Father?’ she faltered, sitting down abruptly.

‘Your idleness, my child. The time has now come when all play and no work will make a dull Stephen, unless we pull ourselves together.’

She rested her large, shapely hands on her knees and bent forward, searching his face intently. What she saw there was a quiet determination that spread from his lips to his eyes. She grew suddenly uneasy, like a youngster who objects to the rather unpleasant process of mouthing.

‘I speak French,’ she broke out, ‘I speak French like a native; I can read and write French as well as Mademoiselle does.’

‘And beyond that you know very little,’ he informed her; ‘it’s not enough, Stephen, believe me.’

There ensued a long silence, she tapping her leg with her whip, he speculating about her. Then he said, but quite gently: ‘I’ve considered this thing — I’ve considered this matter of your education. I want you to have the same education, the same advantages as I’d give to my son — that is as far as possible—’ he added, looking away from Stephen.

‘But I’m not your son, Father,’ she said very slowly, and even as she said it her heart felt heavy — heavy and sad as it bad not done for years, not since she was quite a small child.

And at this he looked back at her with love in his eyes, love and something that seemed like compassion; and their looks met and mingled and held for a moment, speechless yet somehow expressing their hearts. Her own eyes clouded and she stared at her boots, ashamed of the tears that she felt might flow over. He saw this and went on speaking more quickly, as though anxious to cover her confusion.

‘You’re all the son that I’ve got,’ he told her. ‘You’re brave and strong-limbed, but I want you to be wise — I want you to be wise for your own sake, Stephen, because at the best life requires great wisdom. I want you to learn to make friends of your books; some day you may need them, because—’ He hesitated, ‘because you mayn’t find life at all easy, we none of us do, and books are good friends. I don’t want you to give up your fencing and gymnastics or your riding, but I want you to show moderation. You’ve developed your body, now develop your mind; let your mind and your muscles help, not hinder each other — it can be done, Stephen, I’ve done it myself, and in many respects you’re like me. I’ve brought you up very differently from most girls, you must know that — look at Violet Antrim. I’ve indulged you, I suppose, but I don’t think I’ve spoilt you, because I believe in you absolutely. I believe in myself, too, where you’re concerned; I believe in my own sound judgment. But you’ve now got to prove that my judgment’s been sound, we’ve both got to prove it to ourselves and to your mother — she’s been very patient with my unusual methods — I’m going to stand trial now, and she’ll be my judge. Help me, I’m going to need all your help; if you fail then I fail, we shall go down together. But we’re not going to fail, you’re going to work hard when your new governess comes, and when you’re older you’re going to become a fine woman; you must, dear — I love you so much that you can’t disappoint me.’ His voice faltered a little, then he held out his hand: ‘and Stephen, come here — look me straight in the eyes — what is honour, my daughter?’

She looked into his anxious, questioning eyes: ‘You are honour,’ she said quite simply.
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When Stephen kissed Mademoiselle Duphot good-bye, she cried, for she felt that something was going that would never come back — irresponsible childhood. It was going, like Mademoiselle Duphot. Kind Mademoiselle Duphot, so foolishly loving, so easily coerced, so glad to be persuaded; so eager to believe that you were doing your best, in the face of the most obvious slacking. Kind Mademoiselle Duphot who smiled when she shouldn’t, who laughed when she shouldn’t, and now was weeping — but weeping as only a Latin can weep, shedding rivers of tears and sobbing quite loudly.

‘Chérie — mon bébé, petit thou!’ she was sobbing, as she clung to the angular Stephen.

The tears ran down on to Mademoiselle’s tippet, and they wet the poor fur which already looked jaded, and the fur clogged together, turning black with those tears, so that Mademoiselle tried to wipe it. But the more she wiped it, the wetter it grew, since her handkerchief only augmented the trouble; nor was Stephen’s large handkerchief very dry either, as she found when she started to help.

The old station fly that had come out from Malvern, drove up, and the footman seized Mademoiselle’s luggage. It was such meagre luggage that he waved back assistance from the driver, and lifted the trunk single-handed. Then Mademoiselle Duphot broke out into English — heaven only knew why, perhaps from emotion.

‘It’s not farewell, it shall not be for ever—’ she sobbed. ‘You come, but I feel it, to Paris. We meet once more, Stévenne, my poor little baby, when you grow up bigger, we two meet once more—’ And Stephen, already taller than she was, longed to grow small again, just to please Mademoiselle. Then, because the French are a practical people even in moments of real emotion, Mademoiselle found her handbag, and groping in its depths she produced a half sheet of paper.

‘The address of my sister in Paris,’ she said, snuffling; ‘the address of my sister who makes little bags — if you should hear of anyone, Stévenne — any lady who would care to buy one little bag—’

‘Yes, yes, I’ll remember,’ muttered Stephen.

At last she was gone; the fly rumbled away down the drive and finally turned the corner. To the end a wet face had been thrust from the window, a wet handkerchief waved despondently at Stephen. The rain must have mingled with Mademoiselle’s tears, for the weather had broken and now it was raining. It was surely a desolate day for departure, with the mist closing over the Severn Valley and beginning to creep up the hill-sides...

Stephen made her way to the empty schoolroom, empty of all save a general confusion; the confusion that stalks in some people’s trail — it had always stalked Mademoiselle Duphot. On the chairs, which stood crooked, lay odds and ends meaning nothing — crumpled paper, a broken shoehorn, a well-worn brown glove that had lost its fellow and likewise two of its buttons. On the table lay a much abused pink blotting-pad, from which Stephen had torn off the corners, unhidden — it was crossed and re-crossed with elegant French script until its scarred face had turned purple. And there stood the bottle of purple ink, half-empty, and green round its neck with dribbles; and a pen with a nib as sharp as a pin point, a thin, peevish nib that jabbed at the paper. Chock-a-block with the bottle of purple ink lay a little piety card of St. Joseph that had evidently slipped out of Mademoiselle’s missal — St. Joseph looked very respectable and kind — like the fishmonger in Great Malvern. Stephen picked up the card and stared at St. Joseph; something was written across his corner; looking closer she read the minute handwriting: ‘Priez pour ma petite Stévenne.’

She put the card away in her desk; the ink and the blotter she hid in the cupboard together with the peevish steel nib that jabbed paper, and that richly deserved cremation. Then she straightened the chairs and threw away the litter, after which she went in search of a duster; one by one she dusted the few remaining volumes in the bookcase, including the Bibliothèque Rose. She arranged her dictation notebooks in a pile with others that were far less accurately written — books of sums, mostly careless and marked with a cross; books of English history, in one of which Stephen had begun to write the history of the horse! Books of geography with Mademoiselle’s comments in strong purple ink: ‘Grand manque d’attention’. And lastly she collected the torn lesson books that had lain on their backs, on their sides, on their bellies — anyhow, anywhere in drawers or in cupboards, but not very often in the bookcase. For the bookcase was harbouring quite other things, a motley and most unstudious collection; dumb-bells, wooden and iron of various sizes — some Indian clubs, one split off at the handle — cotton laces for gym shoes, the belt of a tunic. And then stable keepsakes, including a headband that Raftery had worn on some special occasion; a miniature horseshoe kicked sky-high by Collins; a half-eaten carrot, now withered and mouldy, and two hunting crops that had both lost their lashes and were waiting to visit the saddler.

Stephen considered, rubbing her chin — a habit which by now had become automatic — she finally decided on the ample box-sofa as a seemly receptacle. Remained only the carrot, and she stood for a long time with it clasped in her hand, disturbed and unhappy — this clearing of the decks for stern mental action was certainly very depressing. But at last she threw the thing into the fire, where it shifted distressfully, sizzling and humming. Then she sat down and stared rather grimly at the flames that were burning up Raftery’s first carrot.






  








Chapter Seven
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Soon after the departure of Mademoiselle Duphot, there occurred two distinct innovations at Morton. Miss Puddleton arrived to take possession of the schoolroom, and Sir Philip bought himself a motor-car. The motor was a Panhard, and it caused much excitement in the neighbourhood of Upton-on-Severn. Conservative, suspicious of all innovations, people had abstained from motors in the Midlands, and, incredible as it now seems to look back upon, Sir Philip was regarded as a kind of pioneer. The Panhard was a high-shouldered, snub-nosed abortion with a loud, vulgar voice and an uncertain temper. It suffered from frequent fits of dyspepsia, brought about by an unhealthy spark-plug. Its seats were the very acme of discomfort, its primitive gears unhandy and noisy, but nevertheless it could manage to attain to a speed of about fifteen miles per hour — given always that, by God’s good grace and the chauffeur’s, it was not in the throes of indigestion.

Anna felt doubtful regarding this new purchase. She was one of those women who, having passed forty, were content to go on placidly driving in their broughams, or, in summer, in their charming little French victorias. She detested the look of herself in large goggles, detested being forced to tie on her hat, detested the heavy, mannish coat of rough tweed that Sir Philip insisted she must wear when motoring. Such things were not of her; they offended her sense of the seemly, her preference for soft, clinging garments, her instinct for quiet, rather slow, gentle movements, her love of the feminine and comely. For Anna at forty-four was still slender, and her dark hair, as yet, was untouched with grey, and her blue Irish eyes were as clear and candid as when she had come as a bride to Morton. She was beautiful still, and this fact rejoiced her in secret, because of her husband. Yet Anna did not ignore middle age; she met it half-way with dignity and courage; and now her soft dresses were of reticent colours, and her movements a little more careful than they had been, and her mind more severely disciplined and guarded — too much guarded these days, she was gradually growing less tolerant as her interests narrowed. And the motor, an unimportant thing in itself, served nevertheless to crystallize in Anna a certain tendency towards retrogression, a certain instinctive dislike of the unusual, a certain deep-rooted fear of the unknown.

Old Williams was openly disgusted and hostile; he considered the car to be an outrage to his stables — those immaculate stables with their spacious coach-houses, their wide plaits of straw neatly interwoven with yards of red and blue saddler’s tape, and their fine stable-yard hitherto kept so spotless. Came the Panhard, and behold, pools of oil on the flagstones, greenish, bad-smelling oil that defied even scouring; and a medley of odd-looking tools in the coach-house, all greasy, all soiling your hands when you touched them; and large tins of what looked like black vaseline; and spare tyres for which nails had been knocked into the woodwork; and a bench with a vice for the motor’s insides which were frequently being dissected. From this coach-house the dog-cart had been ruthlessly expelled, and now it must stand chock-a-block with the phaeton, so that room might be made for the garish intruder together with its young body-servant. The young body-servant was known as a chauffeur — he had come down from London and wore clothes made of leather. He talked Cockney, and openly spat before Williams in the coach-house, then rubbed his foot over the spittle.

‘I’ll have none of yer expectoration ‘ere in me coach-house, I tell ee!’ bawled Williams, apoplectic with temper.

‘Oh, come orf it, do, Grandpa; we’re not in the ark!’ was how the new blood answered Williams.

There was war to the knife between Williams and Burton — Burton who expressed large disdain of the horses.

‘Yer time’s up now, Grandpa,’ he was constantly remarking; ‘it’s all up with the gees — better learn to be a shovver!’

‘Opes I’ll die afore ever I demean meself that way, you young blight!’ bawled the outraged Williams. Very angry he grew, and his dinner fermented, dilating his stomach and causing discomfort, so that his wife became anxious about him.

‘Now don’t ee go worryin’, Arth-thur,’ she coaxed; ‘us be old, me and you, and the world be progressin’.’

‘It be goin’ to the devil, that’s what it be doin’!’ groaned Williams, rubbing his stomach.

To make matters worse, Sir Philip’s behaviour was that of a schoolboy with some horrid new contraption. He was caught by his stud-groom lying flat on his back with his feet sticking out beneath the bonnet of the motor, and when he emerged there was soot on his cheek-bones, on his hair, and even on the tip of his nose. He looked terribly sheepish, and as Williams said later to his wife:

‘It were somethin’ aw-ful to see ‘im all mucked up, and ‘im such a neat gentleman, and ‘im in a filthy old coat of that Burton’s, and that Burton agrinnin’ at me and just pointin’, silent, because the master couldn’t see ‘im, and the master a-callin’ up familiar-like to Burton: “I say! She’s got somethin’ all wrong with ‘er exhaust pipe!” and Burton a-contradictin’ the master: “It’s that piston,” says ‘e, as cool as yer please.’

Nor was Stephen less thrilled by the car than was her father. Stephen made friends with the execrable Burton, and Burton, who was only too anxious to gain allies, soon started to teach her the parts of the engine; he taught her to drive too, Sir Philip being willing, and off they would go, the three of them together, leaving Williams to glare at the disappearing motor.

‘And ‘er such a fine ‘orse-woman and all!’ he would grumble, rubbing a disconsolate chin.

It is not too much to say that Williams felt heart-broken, he was like a very unhappy old baby; quite infantile he was in his fits of bad temper, in his mouthings and his grindings of toothless gums. And all about nothing, for Sir Philip and his daughter had the lure of horseflesh in their very bones — and then there was Raftery, and Raftery loved Stephen, and Stephen loved Raftery.
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The motoring, of course, was the most tremendous fun, but — and it was a very large but indeed — when Stephen got home to Morton and the schoolroom, a little grey figure would be sitting at the table correcting an exercise book, or preparing some task for the following morning. The little grey figure might look up and smile, and when it did this its face would be charming; but if it refrained from smiling, then its face would be ugly, too hard and too square in formation — except for the brow, which was rounded and shiny like a bare intellectual knee. If the little grey figure got up from the table, you were struck by the fact that it seemed square all over — square shoulders, square hips, a flat, square line of bosom; square tips to the fingers, square toes to the shoes, and all tiny; it suggested a miniature box that was neatly spliced at the corners. Of uncertain age, pale, with iron-grey hair, grey eyes, and invariably dressed in dark grey. Miss Puddleton did not look very inspiring — not at all as one having authority, in fact. But on close observation it had to be admitted that her chin, though minute, was extremely aggressive. Her mouth, too, was firm, except when its firmness was melted by the warmth and humour of her smile — a smile that mocked, pitied and questioned the world, and perhaps Miss Puddleton as well.

From the very first moment of Miss Puddleton’s arrival, Stephen had had an uncomfortable conviction that this queer little woman was going to mean something, was going to become a fixture. And sure enough she had settled down at once, so that in less than two months it seemed to Stephen that Miss Puddleton must always have been at Morton, must always have been sitting at the large walnut table, must always have been saying in that dry, toneless voice with the Oxford accent: ‘You’ve forgotten something, Stephen,’ and then, the books can’t walk to the bookcase, but you can, so suppose that you take them with you.’

It was truly amazing, the change in the schoolroom, not a book out of place, not a shelf in disorder; even the box lounge had had to be opened and its dumb-bells and clubs paired off nicely together — Miss Puddleton always liked things to be paired, perhaps an unrecognized matrimonial instinct. And now Stephen found herself put into harness for the first time in her life, and she loathed the sensation. There were so many rules that a very large time-sheet had had to be fastened to the blackboard in the schoolroom.

‘Because,’ said Miss Puddleton as she pinned the thing up, ‘even my brain won’t stand your complete lack of method, it’s infectious; this time-sheet is my anti-toxin, so please don’t tear it to pieces!’

Mathematics and algebra, Latin and Greek, Roman history, Greek history, geometry, botany, they reduced Stephen’s mind to a species of beehive in which every bee buzzed on the least provocation. She would gaze at Miss Puddleton in a kind of amazement; that tiny, square box to hold all this grim knowledge! And seeing that gaze Miss Puddleton would smile her most warm, charming smile, and would say as she did so:

‘Yes, I know — but it’s only the first effort, Stephen; presently your mind will get neat like the schoolroom, and then you’ll be able to find what you want without all this rummaging and bother.’

But her tasks being over, Stephen must often slip away to visit Raftery in the stables; ‘Oh, Raftery, I’m hating it so!’ she would tell him. ‘I feel like you’d feel if I put you in harness — hard wooden shafts and a kicking strap, Raftery — but my darling, I’d never put you into harness!’

And Raftery would hardly know what he should answer, since all human creatures, so far as he knew them, must run between shafts...God-like though they were, they undoubtedly had to run between shafts...

Nothing but Stephen’s great love for her father helped her to endure the first six months of learning — that and her own stubborn, arrogant will that made her hate to be beaten. She would swing clubs and dumb-bells in a kind of fury, consoling herself with the thought of her muscles, and, finding her at it, Miss Puddleton had laughed.

‘You must feel that your teacher’s some sort of midge, Stephen — a tiresome midge that you want to brush off!’

Then Stephen had laughed too: ‘Well, you are little, Puddle — oh, I’m sorry—’

‘I don’t mind,’ Miss Puddleton had told her; ‘call me Puddle if you like, it’s all one to me.’ After which Miss Puddleton disappeared somehow, and Puddle took her place in the household.

An insignificant creature this Puddle, yet at moments unmistakably self-assertive. Always willing to help in domestic affairs, such as balancing Anna’s chaotic account books, or making out library lists for Jackson’s, she was nevertheless very guardful of her rights, very quick to assert and maintain her position. Puddle knew what she wanted and saw that she got it, both in and out of the schoolroom. Yet everyone liked her; she took what she gave and she gave what she took, yes, but sometimes she gave just a little bit more — and that little bit more is the whole art of teaching, the whole art of living, in fact, and Miss Puddleton knew it. Thus gradually, oh, very gradually at first, she wore down her pupil’s unconscious resistance. With small, dexterous fingers she caught Stephen’s brain, and she stroked it and modelled it after her own fashion. She talked to that brain and showed it new pictures; she gave it new thoughts, new hopes and ambitions; she made it feel certain and proud of achievement. Nor did she belittle Stephen’s muscles in the process, never once did Puddle make game of the athlete, never once did she show by so much as the twitch of an eyelid that she had her own thoughts about her pupil. She appeared to take Stephen as a matter of course, nothing surprised or even amused her it seemed, and Stephen grew quite at ease with her.

‘I can always be comfortable with you, Puddle,’ Stephen would say in a tone of satisfaction, ‘you’re like a nice chair; though you are so tiny yet one’s got room to stretch, I don’t know how you do it.’

Then Puddle would smile, and that smile would warm Stephen while it mocked her a little; but it also mocked Puddle — they would share that warm smile with its fun and its kindness so that neither of them could feel hurt or embarrassed. And their friendship took root, growing strong and verdant, and it flourished like a green bay-tree in the school-room.

Came the time when Stephen began to realize that Puddle had genius — the genius of teaching; the genius of compelling her pupil to share in her own enthusiastic love of the Classics.

Oh, Stephen, if only you could read this in Greek!’ she would say, and her voice would sound full of excitement; ‘the beauty, the splendid dignity of it — it’s like the sea, Stephen, rather terrible, but splendid; that’s the language, it’s far more virile than Latin.’ And Stephen would catch that sudden excitement, and determine to work even harder at Greek.

But Puddle did not live by the ancients alone, she taught Stephen to appreciate all literary beauty, observing in her pupil a really fine judgment, a great feeling for balance in sentences and words. A vast tract of new interest was thus opened up, and Stephen began to excel in composition; to her own deep amazement she found herself able to write many things that had long lain dormant in her heart — all the beauty of nature, for instance, she could write it. Impressions of childhood — gold light on the hills; the first cuckoo, mysterious, strangely alluring; those rides home from hunting together with her father — bare furrows, the meaning of those bare furrows. And later, how many queer hopes and queer longings, queer joys and even more curious frustrations. Joy of strength, splendid physical strength and courage; joy of health and sound sleep and refreshed awakening; joy of Raftery leaping under the saddle, joy of wind racing backward as Raftery leapt forward. And then, what? A sudden impenetrable darkness, a sudden vast void all nothingness and darkness; a sudden sense of acute apprehension: ‘I’m lost, where am I? Where am I? I’m nothing — yes I am, I’m Stephen — but that’s being nothing—’ then that horrible sense of apprehension.

Writing, it was like a heavenly balm, it was like the flowing out of deep waters, it was like the lifting of a load from the spirit; it brought with it a sense of relief, of assuagement. One could say things in writing without feeling self-conscious, without feeling shy and ashamed and foolish — one could even write of the days of young Nelson, smiling a very little as one did so.

Sometimes Puddle would sit alone in her bedroom reading and rereading Stephen’s strange compositions; frowning, or smiling a little in her turn, at those turbulent, youthful outpourings.

She would think: ‘Here’s real talent, real red-hot talent — interesting to find it in that great, athletic creature; but what is she likely to make of her talent? She’s up agin the world, if she only knew it!’ Then Puddle would shake her head and look doubtful, feeling sorry for Stephen and the world in general.
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This then was how Stephen conquered yet another kingdom, and at seventeen was not only athlete but student. Three years under Puddle’s ingenious tuition, and the girl was as proud of her brains as of her muscles — a trifle too proud, she was growing conceited, she was growing self-satisfied, arrogant even, and Sir Philip must tease her: ‘Ask Stephen, she’ll tell us. Stephen, what’s that reference to Adeimantus, something about a mind fixed on true being — doesn’t it come in Euripides, somewhere? Oh, no, I’m forgetting, of course it’s Plato; really my Greek is disgracefully rusty!’ Then Stephen would know that Sir Philip was laughing at her, but very kindly.

In spite of her newly acquired book learning, Stephen still talked quite often to Raftery. He was now ten years old and had grown much in wisdom himself, so he listened with care and attention.

‘You see,’ she would tell him, ‘it’s very important to develop the brain as well as the muscles; I’m now doing both — stand still, will you, Raftery! Never mind that old corn-bin, stop rolling your eye round — it’s very important to develop the brain because that gives you an advantage over people, it makes you more able to do as you like in this world, to conquer conditions, Raftery.’

And Raftery, who was not really thinking of the corn-bin, but rolling his eye in an effort to answer, would want to say something too big for his language, which at best must consist of small sounds and small movements; would want to say something about a strong feeling he had that Stephen was missing the truth. But how could he hope to make her understand the age-old wisdom of all the dumb creatures? The wisdom of plains and primeval forests, the wisdom come down from the youth of the world.






  








Chapter Eight
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At seventeen Stephen was taller than Anna, who had used to be considered quite tall for a woman, but Stephen was nearly as tall as her father — not a beauty this, in the eyes of the neighbours.

Colonel Antrim would shake his head and remark: ‘I like ’em plump and compact, it’s more taking.’

Then his wife, who was certainly plump and compact, so compact in her stays that she felt rather breathless, would say: ‘But then Stephen is very unusual, almost — well, almost a wee bit unnatural — such a pity, poor child, it’s a terrible drawback; young men do hate that sort of thing, don’t they?’

But in spite of all this Stephen’s figure was handsome in a flat, broad-shouldered and slim flanked fashion; and her movements were purposeful, having fine poise, she moved with the easy assurance of the athlete. Her hands, although large for a woman, were slender and meticulously tended; she was proud of her hands. In face she had changed very little since childhood, still having Sir Philip’s wide, tolerant expression. What change there was only tended to strengthen the extraordinary likeness between father and daughter, for now that the bones of her face showed more clearly, as the childish fullness had gradually diminished, the formation of the resolute jaw was Sir Philip’s. His too the strong chin with its shade of a cleft; the well modelled, sensitive lips were his also. A fine face, very pleasing, yet with something about it that went ill with the hats on which Anna insisted — large hats trimmed with ribbons or roses or daisies, and supposed to be softening to the features.

Staring at her own reflection in the glass, Stephen would feel just a little uneasy: Am I queer looking or not?’ she would wonder, Suppose I wore my hair more like Mother’s?’ and then she would undo her splendid thick hair, and would part it in the middle and draw it back loosely.

The result was always far from becoming, so that Stephen would hastily plait it again. She now wore the plait screwed up very tightly in the nape of her neck with a bow of black ribbon. Anna hated this fashion and constantly said so, but Stephen was stubborn: ‘I’ve tried your way, Mother, and look like a scarecrow; you’re beautiful, darling, but your young daughter isn’t, which is jolly hard on you.’

She makes no effort to improve her appearance,’ Anna would reproach, very gravely.

These days there was constant warfare between them on the subject of clothes; quite a seemly warfare, for Stephen was learning to control her hot temper, and Anna was seldom anything but gentle. Nevertheless it was open warfare, the inevitable clash of two opposing natures who sought to express themselves in apparel, since clothes, after all, are a form of self-expression. The victory would now be on this side, now on that; sometimes Stephen would appear in a thick woollen jersey, or a suit of rough tweeds surreptitiously ordered from the excellent tailor in Malvern. Sometimes Anna would triumph, having journeyed to London to procure soft and very expensive dresses, which her daughter must wear in order to please her, because she would come home quite tired by such journeys. On the whole, Anna got her own way at this time, for Stephen would suddenly give up the contest, reduced to submission by Anna’s disappointment, always more efficacious than mere disapproval.

‘Here, give it to me!’ she would say rather gruffly, grabbing the delicate dress from her mother.

Then off she would rush and put it on all wrong, so that Anna would sigh in a kind of desperation, and would pat, readjust, unfasten and fasten, striving to make peace between wearer and model, whose inimical feelings were evidently mutual.

Came a day when Stephen was suddenly outspoken: ‘It’s my face,’ she announced, ‘something’s wrong with my face.’

‘Nonsense!’ exclaimed Anna, and her cheeks flushed a little, as though the girl’s words had been an offence, then she turned away quickly to hide her expression.

But Stephen had seen that fleeting expression, and she stood very still when her mother had left her, her own face growing heavy and sombre with anger, with a sense of some uncomprehended injustice. She wrenched off the dress and hurled it from her, longing intensely to rend it, to hurt it, longing to hurt herself in the process, yet filled all the while with that sense of injustice. But this mood changed abruptly to one of self pity; she wanted to sit down and weep over Stephen; on a sudden impulse she wanted to pray over Stephen as though she were someone apart, yet terribly personal too in her trouble. Going over to the dress she smoothed it out slowly; it seemed to have acquired an enormous importance; it seemed to have acquired the importance of prayer, the poor, crumpled thing lying crushed and dejected. Yet Stephen, these days, was not given to prayer, God had grown so unreal, so hard to believe in since she had studied Comparative Religion; engrossed in her studies she had somehow mislaid Him. But now, here she was, very wishful to pray, while not knowing how to explain her dilemma: ‘I’m terribly unhappy, dear, improbable God—’ would not be a very propitious beginning. And yet at this moment she was wanting a God and a tangible one, very kind and paternal; a God with a white flowing beard and wide forehead, a benevolent parent — Who would lean out of Heaven and turn His face sideways the better to listen from His cloud, upheld by cherubs and angels. What she wanted was a wise old family God, surrounded by endless heavenly relations. In spite of her troubles she began to laugh weakly, and the laughing was good for it killed self pity; nor can it have offended that Venerable Person whose image persists in the hearts of small children.

She donned the new dress with infinite precaution, pulling out its bows and arranging its ruffles. Her large hands were clumsy but now they were willing, very penitent hands full of deep resignation. They fumbled and paused, then continued to fumble with the endless small fastenings so cunningly hidden. She sighed once or twice but the sighs were quite patient, so perhaps in this Wise, after all, Stephen prayed.
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Anna worried continually over her daughter; for one thing Stephen was a social disaster, yet at seventeen many a girl was presented, but the bare idea of this had terrified Stephen, and so it had had to be abandoned. At garden parties she was always a failure, seemingly ill at ease and ungracious. She shook hands much too hard, digging rings into fingers, this from sheer automatic nervous reaction. She spoke not at all, or else gabbled too freely, so that Anna grew vague in her own conversation; all eyes and ears she would be as she listened — it was certainly terribly hard on Anna. But if hard on Anna, it was harder on Stephen who dreaded these festive gatherings intensely; indeed her dread of them lacked all proportion, becoming a kind of unreasoning obsession. Every vestige of self-confidence seemed to’ desert her, so that Puddle, supposing she happened to be present would find herself grimly comparing this Stephen with the graceful, light-footed, proficient young athlete, with the clever and somewhat opinionated student who was fast outstripping her own powers as a teacher. Yes, Puddle would sit there grimly comparing, and would feel not a little uneasy as she did so. Then something of her pupil’s distress would reach her, so that perforce she would have to share it and as like as not she would want to shake Stephen.

Good Lord,’ she would think, ‘why can’t she hit back? It’s absurd, it’s outrageous to be so disgruntled by a handful of petty, half-educated yokels — a girl with her brain too, it’s simply outrageous! She’ll have to tackle life more forcibly than this, if she’s not going to let herself go under!’

But Stephen, completely oblivious of Puddle, would be deep in the throes of her old suspicion, the suspicion that had haunted her ever since childhood — she would fancy that people were laughing at her. So sensitive was she, that a half-heard sentence, a word, a glance, made her inwardly crumble. It might well be that people were not even thinking about her, much less discussing her appearance — no good, she would always imagine that the word, the glance, had some purely personal meaning. She would twitch at her hat with inadequate fingers, or walk clumsily, slouching a little as she did so, until Anna would whisper:

‘Hold your back up, you’re stooping.’

Or Puddle exclaim crossly: ‘What on earth’s the matter, Stephen!’ All of which only added to Stephen’s tribulation by making her still more self-conscious.

With other young girls she had nothing in common, while they, in their turn, found her irritating. She was shy to primness regarding certain subjects, and would actually blush if they happened to be mentioned. This would strike her companions as queer and absurd — after all, between girls — surely every one knew that at times one ought not to get one’s feet wet, that one didn’t play games, not at certain times — there was nothing to make all this fuss about surely! To see Stephen Gordon’s expression of horror if one so much as threw out a hint on the subject, was to feel that the thing must in some way be shameful, a kind of disgrace, a humiliation! And then she was odd about other things too; there were so many things that she didn’t like mentioned.

In the end, they completely lost patience with her, and they left her alone with her fads and her fancies, disliking the check that her presence imposed, disliking to feel that they dare not allude to even the necessary functions of nature without being made to feel immodest.

But at times Stephen hated her own isolation, and then she would make little awkward advances, while her eyes would grow rather apologetic, like the eyes of a dog who has been out of favour. She would try to appear quite at ease with her companions, as she joined in their light-hearted conversation. Strolling up to a group of young girls at a party, she would grin as though their small jokes amused her, or else listen gravely while they talked about clothes or some popular actor who had visited Malvern. As long as they refrained from too intimate details, she would fondly imagine that her interest passed muster. There she would stand with her strong arms folded, and her face somewhat strained in an effort of attention. While despising these girls, she yet longed to be like them — yes, indeed, at such moments she longed to be like them. It would suddenly strike her that they seemed very happy, very sure of themselves as they gossiped together. There was something so secure in their feminine conclaves, a secure sense of oneness, of mutual understanding; each in turn understood the other’s ambitions. They might have their jealousies, their quarrels even, but always she discerned underneath, that sense of oneness.

Poor Stephen! She could never impose upon them; they always saw through her as though she were a window. They knew well enough that she cared not so much as a jot about clothes and popular actors. Conversation would falter, then die down completely, her presence would dry up their springs of inspiration. She spoilt things while trying to make herself agreeable; they really liked her better when she was grumpy.

Could Stephen have met men on equal terms, she would always have chosen them as her companions; she preferred them because of their blunt, open outlook, and with men she had much in common — sport for instance. But men found her too clever if she ventured to expand, and too dull if she suddenly subsided into shyness. In addition to this there was something about her that antagonized slightly, an unconscious presumption. Shy though she might be, they sensed this presumption; it annoyed them, it made them feel on the defensive. She was handsome but much too large and unyielding both in body and mind, and they liked clinging women. They were oak-trees, preferring the feminine ivy. It might cling rather close, it might finally strangle, it frequently did, and yet they preferred it, and this being so, they resented Stephen, suspecting something of the acorn about her.
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Stephen’s worst ordeals at this time were the dinners given in turn by a hospitable county. They were long, these dinners, overloaded with courses; they were heavy, being weighted with polite conversation; they were stately, by reason of the family silver; above all they were firmly conservative in spirit, as conservative as the marriage service itself, and almost as insistent upon sex distinction.

‘Captain Ramsay, will you take Miss Gordon in to dinner?’ A politely crooked arm: ‘Delighted, Miss Gordon.’

Then the solemn and very ridiculous procession, animals marching into Noah’s Ark two by two, very sure of divine protection — male and female created He them! Stephen’s skirt would be long and her foot might get entangled, and she with but one free hand at her disposal — the procession would stop and she would have stopped it! Intolerable thought, she had stopped the procession!

‘I’m so sorry, Captain Ramsay!’

‘I say, can I help you?’

‘No — it’s really — all right, I think I can manage—’

But oh, the utter confusion of spirit, the humiliating feeling that someone must be laughing, the resentment at having to cling to his arm for support, while Captain Ramsay looked patient.

‘Not much damage, I think you’ve just torn the frill, but I often wonder how you women manage. Imagine a man in a dress like that, too awful to think of — imagine me in it!’ Then a laugh, not unkindly but a trifle self-conscious, and rather more than a trifle complacent.

Safely steered to her seat at the long dinner-table, Stephen would struggle to smile and talk brightly, while her partner would think: ‘Lord, she’s heavy in hand; I wish I had the mother; now there’s a lovely woman!’

And Stephen would think: ‘I’m a bore, why is it?’ Then, ‘But if I were he I wouldn’t be a bore, I could just be myself; I’d feel perfectly natural.’

Her face would grow splotched with resentment and worry; she would feel her neck flush and her hands become awkward. Embarrassed, she would sit staring down at her hands, which would seem to be growing more and more awkward. No escape! No escape! Captain Ramsay was kind-hearted, he would try very hard to be complimentary; his grey eyes would try to express admiration, polite admiration as they rested on Stephen. His voice would sound softer and more confidential, the voice that nice men reserve for good women, protective, respectful, yet a little sex-conscious, a little expectant of a tentative response. But Stephen would feel herself growing more rigid with every kind word and gallant allusion. Openly hostile she would be feeling, as poor Captain Ramsay or some other victim was manfully trying to do his duty.

In such a mood as this she had once drunk champagne, one glass only, the first she had ever tasted. She had gulped it all down in sheer desperation — the result had not been Dutch courage but hiccups. Violent, insistent, incorrigible hiccups had echoed along the whole length of the table. One of those weird conversational lulls had been filled, as it were, to the brim with her hiccups. Then Anna had started to talk very loudly; Mrs. Antrim had smiled and so had their hostess. Their hostess had finally beckoned to the butler: ‘Give Miss Gordon a glass of water,’ she had whispered. After that, Stephen shunned champagne like the plague — better hopeless depression, she decided, than hiccups!

It was strange how little her fine brain seemed able to help her when she was trying to be social; in spite of her confident boasting to Raftery, it did not seem able to help her at all. Perhaps it was the clothes, for she lost all conceit the moment she was dressed as Anna would have her; at this period clothes greatly influenced Stephen, giving her confidence or the reverse. But be that as it might, people thought her peculiar, and with them that was tantamount to disapproval.

And thus, it was being borne in upon Stephen, that for her there was no real abiding city beyond the strong, friendly old gates of Morton, and she clung more and more to her home and to her father. Perplexed and unhappy she would seek out her father on all social occasions and would sit down beside him. Like a very small child this large muscular creature would sit down beside him because she felt lonely, and because youth most rightly resents isolation, and because she had not yet learnt her hard lesson — she had not yet learnt that the loneliest place in this world is the no-man’s-land of sex.






  








Chapter Nine
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Sir Philip and his daughter had a new common interest; they could now discuss books and the making of books and the feel and the smell and the essence of books — a mighty bond this, and one full of enchantment. They could talk of these things with mutual understanding; they did so for hours in the father’s study, and Sir Philip discovered a secret ambition that had lain in the girl like a seed in deep soil; and he, the good gardener of her body and spirit, hoed the soil and watered this seed of ambition. Stephen would show him her queer compositions, and would wait very breathless and still while he read them; then one evening he looked up and saw her expression, and he smiled:

‘So that’s it, you want to be a writer. Well, why not? You’ve got plenty of talent, Stephen; I should be a proud man if you were a writer.’ After which their discussions on the making of books held an even more vital enchantment.

But Anna came less and less often to the study, and she would be sitting alone and idle. Puddle, upstairs at work in the schoolroom, might be swotting at her Greek to keep pace with Stephen, but Anna would be sitting with her hands in her lap in the vast drawing-room so beautifully proportioned, so restfully furnished in old polished walnut, so redolent of beeswax and orris root and violets — all alone in its vastness would Anna be sitting, with her white hands folded and idle.

A lovely and most comfortable woman she had been, and still was, in spite of her gentle ageing, but not learned, oh, no, very far from learned — that, indeed, was why Sir Philip had loved her, that was why he had found her so infinitely restful, that was why he still loved her after very many years; her simplicity was stronger to hold him than learning. But now Anna went less and less often to the study.

It was not that they failed to make her feel welcome, but rather that they could not conceal their deep interest in subjects of which she knew little or nothing. What did she know of or care for the Classics? What interest had she in the works of Erasmus? Her theology needed no erudite discussion, her philosophy consisted of a home swept and garnished, and as for the poets, she liked simple verses; for the rest her poetry lay in her husband. All this she well knew and had no wish to alter, yet lately there had come upon Anna an aching, a tormenting aching that she dared give no name to. It nagged at her heart when she went to that study and saw Sir Philip together with their daughter, and knew that her presence contributed nothing to his happiness when he sat reading to Stephen.

Staring at the girl she would see the strange resemblance, the invidious likeness of the child to the father, she would notice their movements so grotesquely alike; their hands were alike, they made the same gestures, and her mind would recoil with that nameless resentment, the while she reproached herself; penitent and trembling. Yet penitent and trembling though Anna might be, she would sometimes hear herself speaking to Stephen in a way that would make her feel secretly ashamed. She would hear herself covertly, cleverly gibing, with such skill that the girl would look up at her bewildered; with such skill that even Sir Philip himself could not well take exception to what she was saying; then, as like as not, she would laugh it off lightly, as though all the time she had only been jesting, and Stephen would laugh too, a big, friendly laugh. But Sir Philip would not laugh, and his eyes would seek Anna’s questioning, amazed, incredulous and angry. That was why she now went so seldom to the study when Sir Philip and his daughter were together.

But sometimes, when she was alone with her husband, Anna would suddenly cling to him in silence. She would hide her face against his hard shoulder clinging closer and closer, as though she were frightened, as though she were afraid for this great love of theirs. He would stand very still, forbearing to move, forbearing to question, for why should he question? He knew already, and she knew that he knew. Yet neither of them spoke it, this most unhappy thing, and their silence spread round them like a poisonous miasma. The spectre that was Stephen would seem to be watching, and Sir Philip would gently release himself from Anna, while she, looking up, would see his tired eyes, not angry any more, only very unhappy. She would think that those eyes were pleading, beseeching; she would think: ‘He’s pleading with me for Stephen.’ Then her own eyes would fill with tears of contrition, and that night she would kneel long in prayer to her Maker:

Give me peace,’ she would entreat, ‘and enlighten my spirit, so that I may learn how to love my own child.’
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Sir Philip looked older now than his age, and seeing this, Anna could scarcely endure it. Everything in her cried out in rebellion so that she wanted to thrust back the years, to hold them at bay with her own weak body. Had the years been an army of naked swords she would gladly have held them at bay with her body.

He would constantly now remain in his study right into the early hours of the morning. This habit of his had been growing on him lately, and Anna, waking to find herself alone, and feeling uneasy would steal down to listen. Backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards! She would hear his desolate sounding footsteps. Why was he pacing backwards and forwards, and why was she always afraid to ask him? Why was the hand she stretched out to the door always fearful when it came to turning the handle? Oh, but it was strong, this thing that stood between them, strong with the strength of their united bodies. It had drawn its own life from their youth, their passion, from the splendid and purposeful meaning of their passion — that was how it had leapt full of power into life, and now it had thrust in between them. They were ageing, they had little left but their loving — that gentler loving, perhaps the more perfect — and their faith in each other, which was part of that loving, and their peace, which was part of the peace of Morton. Backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards! Those incessant and desolate sounding footsteps. Peace: There was surely no peace in that study, but rather some affliction, menacing, prophetic! Yet prophetic of what? She dared not ask him, she dared not so much as turn the door-handle, a haunting premonition of disaster would make her creep away with her question unasked.

Then something would draw her, not back to her bedroom, but on up the stairs to the room of their daughter. She would open that door very gently — by inches. She would hold her hand so that it shaded the candle, and would stand looking down at the sleeping Stephen as she and her husband had done long ago. But now there would be no little child to look down on, no small helplessness to arouse mother-pity. Stephen would be lying very straight, very large, very long, underneath the neatly drawn covers. Quite often an arm would be outside the bedspread, the sleeve having fallen away as it lay there, and that arm would look firm and strong and possessive, and so would the face by the light of the candle. She slept deeply. Her breathing would be even and placid. Her body would be drinking in its fill of refreshment. It would rise up clean and refreshed in the morning; it would eat, speak, move — it would move about Morton. In the stables, in the gardens, in the neighbouring paddocks, in the study — it would move about Morton. Intolerable dispensation of nature. Anna would stare at that splendid young body, and would feel, as she did so, that she looked on a stranger. She would scourge her heart and her anxious spirit with memories drawn from this stranger’s beginnings: ‘Little — you were so very little!’ she would whisper, ‘and you sucked from my breast because you were hungry — little and always so terribly hungry — a good baby though, a contented little baby—’

And Stephen would sometimes stir in her sleep as though she were vaguely conscious of Anna. It would pass and she would lie quiet again, breathing in those deep, placid draughts of refreshment. Then Anna, still ruthlessly scourging her heart and her anxious spirit, would stoop and kiss Stephen, but lightly and very quickly on the forehead, so that the girl should not be awakened. So that the girl should not wake and kiss back, she would kiss her lightly and quickly on the forehead.
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The eye of youth is very observant. Youth has its moments of keen intuition, even normal youth — but the intuition of those who stand mid-way between the sexes, is so ruthless, so poignant, so accurate, so deadly, as to be in the nature of an added scourge; and by such an intuition did Stephen discover that all was not well with her parents.

Their outward existence seemed calm and unruffled; so far nothing had disturbed the outward peace of Morton. But their child saw their hearts with the eyes of the spirit; flesh of their flesh, she had sprung from their hearts, and she knew that those hearts were heavy. They said nothing, but she sensed that some deep, secret trouble was afflicting them both; she could see it in their eyes. In the words that they left unspoken she could hear it — it would be there, filling the small gaps of silence. She thought that she discerned it in her father’s slow movements — surely his movements had grown slower of late? And his hair was quite grey; it was quite grey all over. She realized this with a slight shock one morning as he sat in the sunlight — it had used to look auburn in the nape of his neck when the sun fell upon it — and now it was dull grey all over.

But this mattered little. Even their trouble mattered little in comparison with something more vital, with their love — that, she felt, was the only thing that mattered, and that was the thing that now stood most in danger. This love of theirs had been a great glory; all her life she had lived with it side by side, but never until it appeared to be threatened, did she feel that she had really grasped its true meaning — the serene and beautiful spirit of Morton clothed in flesh, yes, that had been its true meaning. Yet that had been only part of its meaning for her, it had meant something greater than Morton, it had stood for the symbol of perfect fulfilment — she remembered that even as a very small child she had vaguely discerned that perfect fulfilment. This love had been glowing like a great friendly beacon, a thing that was steadfast and very reassuring. All unconscious, she must often have warmed herself at it, must have thawed out her doubts and her vague misgivings. It had always been their love, the one for the other; she knew this, and yet it had been her beacon. But now those flames were no longer steadfast; something had dared to blemish their brightness. She longed to leap up in her youth and strength and cast this thing out of her holy of holies. The fire must not die and leave her in darkness.

And yet she was utterly helpless, and she knew it. All that she did seemed inadequate and childish: ‘When I was a child I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child.’ Remembering Saint Paul, she decided grimly that surely she had remained as a child. She could sit and stare at them — these poor, stricken lovers — with eyes that were scared and deeply reproachful: ‘You must not let anything spoil your loving, I need it,’ her eyes could send them that message. She could love them in her turn, possessively, fiercely: ‘You’re mine, mine, mine, the one perfect thing about me. You’re one and you’re mine. I’m frightened, I need you!’ Her thoughts could send them that message. She could start to caress them, awkwardly, shyly, stroking their hands with her strong, bony fingers — first his hand, then hers, then perhaps both together, so that they smiled in spite of their trouble. But she dared not stand up before them accusing, and say: ‘I’m Stephen, I’m you, for you bred me. You shall not fail me by failing yourselves. I’ve a right to demand that you shall not fail me!’ No, she dared not stand up and speak such words as these — she had never demanded anything from them.

Sometimes she would think them quietly over as two fellow creatures whom chance had made her parents. Her father, her mother — a man, a woman; and then she would be amazed to discover how little she knew of this man and this woman. They had once been babies, and later small children, ignorant of life and utterly dependent. That seemed so curious, ignorant of life — her father utterly weak and dependent. They had come to adolescence even as she had, and perhaps at times they too had felt unhappy. What had their thoughts been, those thoughts that lie hidden, those nebulous misgivings that never get spoken? Had her mother shrunk back resentful, protesting, when the seal of her womanhood had been stamped upon her? Surely not for her mother was somehow so perfect, that all that befell her must in its turn be perfect — her mother gathered nature into her arms and embraced it as a friend, as a well-loved companion. But she, Stephen, had never felt friendly like that, which must mean, she supposed, that she lacked some fine instinct.

There had been those young years of her mother’s in Ireland; she spoke of them sometimes but only vaguely, as though they were now very far away, as though they had never seriously counted. And yet she had been lovely, lovely Anna Molloy, much admired, much loved and constantly courted — And her father, he too had been in the world, in Rome, in Paris, and often in London — he had not lived at Morton in those days; and how queer it seemed, there had been a time when her father had actually not known her mother. They had been completely unconscious of each other, he for twenty-nine years, she for just over twenty, and yet all the while had been drawing together, in spite of themselves, always nearer together. Then had come that morning away in County Clare, when those two had suddenly seen each other, and had known from that moment the meaning of life, of love, just because they had seen each other. Her father spoke very seldom of such things, but this much he had told her, it had all grown quite clear — What had it felt like when they realized each other? What did it feel like to see things quite clearly, to know the innermost reason for things?

Morton — her mother had come home to Morton, to wonderful, gently enfolding Morton. She had passed for the first time through the heavy white doorway under the shining semicircular fanlight. She had walked into the old square hall with its bear-skins, and its pictures of funny, dressed-up looking Gordons — the hall with the whip-rack where Stephen kept her whips — the hall with the beautiful iridescent window, that looked over the lawns and herbaceous borders. Then, perhaps hand in hand, they had passed beyond the hall, her father a man, her mother a woman, with their destiny already upon them — and that destiny of theirs had been Stephen.

Ten years. For ten years they had just had each other, each other and Morton — surely wonderful years. But what had they been thinking about all those years? Had they perhaps thought a little about Stephen? Oh, but what could she hope to know of these things, their thoughts, their feelings, their secret ambitions — she, who had not even been conceived, she, who had not yet come into existence? They had lived in a world that her eyes bad not looked on; days and nights had slipped into the weeks, months and years. Time had existed, but she, Stephen, had not. They had lived through that time; it had gone to their making; their present had been the result of its travail, had sprung from its womb as she from her mother’s, only she had not been a part of that travail, as she had been a part of her mother’s. Hopeless! And yet she must try to know them, these two, every inch of their hearts, of their minds; and knowing them, she must then try to guard them — but him first, oh, him first — she did not ask why, she only knew that because she loved him as she did, he would always have to come first. Love was simply like that; it just followed its impulse and asked no questions — it was beautifully simple. But for his sake she must also love the thing that he loved, her mother, though this love was somehow quite different; it was less hers than his, he had thrust it upon her; it was not an integral part of her being. Nevertheless it too must be served, for the happiness of one was that of the other. They were indivisible, one flesh, one spirit, and whatever it was that had crept in between them was trying to tear asunder this oneness — that was why she, their child, must rise up and help them if she could, for was she not the fruit of their oneness?
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There were times when she would think that she must have been mistaken, that no trouble was overshadowing her father; these would be when they two were sitting in his study, for then he would seem contented. Surrounded by his books, caressing their bindings, Sir Philip would look care-free again and light-hearted.

‘No friends in the world like books,’ he would tell her. ‘Look at this fellow in his old leather jacket!’

There were times, too, out hunting when he seemed very young, as Raftery had been that first season. But the ten-year-old Raftery was now wiser than Sir Philip, who would often behave like a foolhardy schoolboy. He would give Stephen leads over hair-raising places, and then, she safely landed, turn round and grin at her. He liked her to ride the pick of his hunters these days, and would slyly show off her prowess. The sport would bring back the old light to his eyes, and his eyes would look happy as they rested on his daughter.

She would think: must have been terribly mistaken,’ and would feel a great peace surge over her spirit.

He might say, as they slowly jogged home to Morton: ‘Did you notice my youngster here take that stiff timber? Not bad for a five-year-old, he’ll do nicely.’ And perhaps he might add: ‘Put a three on that five, and then tell your old sire that he’s not so bad either! I’m fifty-three, Stephen, I’ll be going in the wind if I don’t knock off smoking quite soon, and that’s certain!’

Then Stephen would know that her father felt young, very young, and was wanting her to flatter him a little.

But this mood would not last; it had often quite changed by the time ‘that the two of them reached the stables. She would notice with a sudden pain in her heart that he stooped when he walked, not much yet, but a little. And she loved his broad back, she had always loved it — a kind, reassuring protective back. Then the thought would come that perhaps its great kindness had caused it to stoop as though bearing a burden; and the thought would come: ‘He is bearing a burden, not his own, it’s someone else’s — but whose?’






  








Chapter Ten
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Christmas came and with it the girl’s eighteenth birthday, but the shadows that clung round her home did not lessen; nor could Stephen, groping about in those shadows, find a way to win through to the light. Everyone tried to be cheerful and happy, as even sad people will do at Christmas, while the gardeners brought in huge bundles of holly with which to festoon the portraits of Gordons — rich, red-berried holly that came from the hills, and that year after year would be sent down to Morton. The courageous-eyed Gordons looked out from their wreaths unsmiling, as though they were thinking of Stephen.

In the hall stood the Christmas-tree of her childhood, for Sir Philip loved the old German custom which would seem to insist that even the aged be as children and play with God on His birthday. At the top of the tree swung the little wax Christ-child in His spangled nightgown with gold and blue ribbons; and the little wax Christ-child bent downwards and sideways because, although small, He was rather heavy — or, as Stephen had thought when she too had been small, because He was trying to look for His presents.

In the morning they all went to church in the village, and the church smelt of coldness and freshly bruised green stuff — of the laurel and holly and pungent pine branches, that wreathed the oak pulpit and framed the altar; and the anxious-faced eagle who must carry the Scriptures on his wings, he too was looking quite festive. Very redolent of England it was, that small church, with its apple-cheeked choirboys in newly washed garments; with its young Oxford parson who in summer played cricket to the glory of God and the good of the county; with its trim congregation of neighbouring gentry who had recently purchased an excellent organ, so that now they could hear the opening bars of the hymns with a feeling of self-satisfaction, but with something else too that came nearer to Heaven, because of those lovely old songs of Christmas. The choir raised their sexless untroubled voices: ‘While shepherds watched their flocks...’ sang the choir; and Anna’s soft mezzo mingled and blended with her husband’s deep boom and Puddle’s soprano. Then Stephen sang too for the sheer joy of singing, though her voice at best was inclined to be husky: ‘While shepherds watched their flocks by night,’ carolled Stephen — for some reason thinking of Raftery.

After church the habitual Christmas greetings: ‘Merry Christmas,’ ‘Merry Christmas.’ Same to you, many of them!’ Then home to Morton and the large mid-day dinner — turkey, plum pudding with its crisp brandy butter, and the mince-pies that invariably gave Puddle indigestion. Then dessert with all sorts of sweet fruits out of boxes, crystallized fruits that made your hands sticky, together with fruit from the Morton green-houses; and from somewhere that no one could ever remember, the elegant miniature Lady-apples that you ate skins and all in two bites if you were greedy.

A long afternoon spent in waiting for darkness when Anna could light the Christmas-tree candles; and no ringing of bells to disturb the servants, not until they must all file in for their presents which were piled up high round the base of the tree on which Anna would light the small candles. Dusk — draw the curtains, it was dark enough now, and someone must go and fetch Anna the taper, but she must take care of the little wax Christ-child, Who liked many lights even though they should melt Him.

‘Stephen, climb up, will you, and tie back the Christ-child. His toe is almost touching that candle!’

Then Anna applying the long lighted taper from branch to branch, very slowly and gravely, as though she accomplished some ritual, as though she herself were a ministering priestess — Anna very slender and tall in a dress whose soft folds swept her limbs and lay round her ankles.

‘Ring three times, will you, Philip? I think they’re all lighted — no, wait — all right now, I’d missed that top candle. Stephen, begin to sort out the presents, please, dear, your father’s just rung for the servants. Oh, and Puddle, you might push over the table, I may need it — no, not that one, the table by the window—’

A subdued sound of voices, a stifled giggle. The servants filing in through the green baize door, and only the butler and footmen familiar in appearance, the others all strangers in mufti. Mrs. Wilson, the cook, in black silk with jet trimming, the scullery maid in electric blue cashmere, one housemaid in mauve, another in green, and the upper of three in dark terra-cotta, while Anna’s own maid wore an old dress of Anna’s. Then the men from outside, from the gardens and stables — men bare-headed who were usually seen in their caps — old Williams displaying a widening bald patch, and wearing tight trousers instead of his breeches; old Williams walking stiffly because his new suit felt like cardboard, and because his white collar was too high, and because his hard, made-up black bow would slip crooked. The grooms and the boys, all exceedingly shiny from their neatly oiled heads to their well-polished noses — the boys very awkward, short-sleeved and rough-handed, shuffling a little because trying not to. And the gardeners led in by the grave Mr. Hopkins, who wore black of a Sunday and carried a Church Service, and whose knowledge of the ills that all grape-flesh is heir to, had given his face a patient, pained expression. Men smelling of soil these, in spite of much scrubbing; men whose necks and whose hands were crossed and recrossed by a network of tiny and earth-clogged furrows — men whose backs would bend early from tending the earth. There they stood in the wake of the grave Mr. Hopkins, with their eyes on the big, lighted Christmas-tree, while they never so much as glanced at the flowers that had sprung from many long hours of their labour. No, instead they must just stand and gape at the tree, as though with its candles and Christ-child and all, it were some strange exotic plant in Kew Gardens.

Then Anna called her people by name, and to each one she gave the gifts of that Christmas; and they thanked her, thanked Stephen and thanked Sir Philip; and Sir Philip thanked them for their faithful service, as had always been the good custom at Morton for more years than Sir Philip himself could remember. Thus the day had passed by in accordance with tradition, every one from the highest to the lowest remembered; nor had Anna forgotten her gifts for the village — warm shawls, sacks of coal, cough mixture and sweets. Sir Philip had sent a cheque to the vicar, which would keep him for a long time in cricketing flannels; and Stephen had carried a carrot to Raftery and two lumps of sugar to the fat, aged Coffins, who because he was all but blind in one eye, had bitten her hand in place of his sugar. And Puddle had written at great length to a sister who lived down in Cornwall and whom she neglected, except on such memory-jogging occasions as Christmas, when somehow we always remember. And the servants had gorged themselves to repletion, and the hunters had rested in their hay-scented stables; while out in the fields, seagulls, come far inland, had feasted in their turn on humbler creatures — grubs and slugs, and other unhappy small fry, much relished by birds and hated by farmers.

Night closed down on the house, and out of the darkness came the anxious young voices of village schoolchildren: ‘Noel, Noel—’ piped the anxious young voices lubricated by sweets from the lady of Morton. Sir Philip stirred the logs in the hall to a blaze, while Anna sank into a deep chair and watched them. Her hands that were wearied by much ministration, lay over the arms of the chair in the firelight, and the firelight sought out the rings on her hands, and it played with the whiter flames in her diamonds. Then Sir Philip stood up, and he gazed at his wife, while she stared at the logs not appearing to notice him; but Stephen, watching in silence from her corner, seemed to see a dark shadow that stole in between them — beyond this her vision was mercifully dim, otherwise she must surely have recognized that shadow.
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On new year’s eve Mrs. Antrim gave a dance in order, or so she said, to please Violet, who was still rather young to attend the hunt balls, but who dearly loved gaiety, especially dancing. Violet was plump, pert and adolescent, and had lately insisted on putting her hair up. She liked men, who in consequence always liked her, for like begets like when it comes to the sexes, and Violet was full of what people call ‘allure’, or in simpler language, of sexual attraction. Roger was home for Christmas from Sandhurst, so that he would be there to assist his mother. He was now nearly twenty, a good-looking youth with a tiny moustache which he tentatively fingered. He assumed the grand air of the man of the world who has actually weathered about nineteen summers. He was hoping to join his regiment quite soon, which greatly augmented his self-importance.

Could Mrs. Antrim have ignored Stephen Gordon’s existence, she would almost certainly have done so. She disliked the girl; she had always disliked her; what she called Stephen’s ‘queerness’ aroused her suspicion — she was never quite clear as to what she suspected, but felt sure it must be something outlandish: ‘A young woman of her age to ride like a man, I call it preposterous!’ declared Mrs. Antrim.

It can safely be said that Stephen at eighteen had in no way outgrown her dread of the Antrim; there was only one member of that family who liked her, she knew, and that was the small, hen-pecked Colonel. He liked her because, a fine horseman himself, he admired her skill and her courage out hunting.

‘It’s a pity she’s so tall, of course—’ he would grumble, ‘but she does know a horse and how to stick on one. Now my children might have been brought up at Margate, they’re just about fitted to ride the beach donkeys!’

But Colonel Antrim would not count at the dance; indeed in his own house he very seldom counted. Stephen would have to endure Mrs. Antrim and Violet — and then Roger was home from Sandhurst. Their antagonism had never quite died, perhaps because it was too fundamental. Now they covered it up with a cloak of good manners, but these two were still enemies at heart, and they knew it. No, Stephen did not want to go to that dance, though she went in order to please her mother. Nervous, awkward and apprehensive, Stephen arrived at the Antrims that night, little thinking that Fate, the most expert of tricksters, was waiting to catch her just round the corner. Yet so it was, for during that evening Stephen met Martin and Martin met Stephen, and their meeting was great with portent for them both, though neither of them could know it.

It all happened quite simply as such things will happen. It was Roger who introduced Martin Hallam; it was Stephen who explained that she danced very badly; it was Martin who suggested that they sit out their dances. Then — how quickly it occurs if the thing is predestined — they suddenly knew that they liked each other, that some chord had been struck to a pleasant vibration; and this being so they sat out many dances, and they talked for quite a long while that evening.

Martin lived in British Columbia, it seemed, where he owned several farms and a number of orchards. He had gone out there after the death of his mother, for six months, but had stayed on for love of the country. And now he was having a holiday in England — that was how he had got to know young Roger Antrim, they had met up in London and Roger had asked him to come down for a week, and so here he was — but it felt almost strange to be back again in England. Then he talked of the vastness of that new country that was yet so old; of its snow-capped mountains, of its canyons and gorges, of its deep, princely rivers, of its lakes, above all of its mighty forests. And when Martin spoke of those mighty forests, his voice changed, it became almost reverential; for this young man loved trees with a primitive instinct, with a strange and inexplicable devotion. Because he liked Stephen he could talk of his trees, and because she liked him she could listen while he talked, feeling that she too would love his great forests.

His face was very young, clean-shaven and bony; he had bony, brown hands with spatulate fingers; for the rest, he was tall with a loosely knit figure, and he slouched a little when he walked from much riding. But his face had a charming quality about it, especially when he talked of his trees; it glowed, it seemed to be inwardly kindled, and it asked for a real and heart-felt understanding of the patience and the beauty and the goodness of trees — it was eager for your understanding. Yet in spite of this touch of romance in his make-up, which he could not keep out of his voice at moments, he spoke simply, as one man will speak to another, very simply, not trying to create an impression. He talked about trees as some men talk of ships, because they love them and the element they stand for. And Stephen, the awkward, the bashful, the tongue-tied, heard herself talking in her turn, quite freely, heard herself asking him endless questions about forestry, farming and the care of vast orchards; thoughtful questions, unromantic but apt — such as one man will ask of another.

Then Martin wished to learn about her, and they talked of her fencing, her studies, her riding, and she told him about Raftery who was named for the poet. And all the while she felt natural and happy because here was a man who was taking her for granted, who appeared to find nothing eccentric about her or her tastes, but who quite simply took her for granted. Had you asked Martin Hallam to explain why it was that he accepted the girl at her own valuation, he would surely have been unable to tell you — it had happened, that was all, and there the thing ended. But whatever the reason, he felt drawn to this friendship that had leapt so suddenly into being.

Before Anna left the dance with her daughter, she invited the young man to drive over and see them; and Stephen felt glad of that invitation, because now she could share her new friend with Morton. She said to Morton that night in her bedroom: ‘I know you’re going to like Martin Hallam.’






  








Chapter Eleven
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Martin went to Morton, he went very often, for Sir Philip liked him and encouraged the friendship. Anna liked Martin too, and she made him feel welcome because he was young and had lost his mother. She spoilt him a little, as a woman will spoil who, having no son must adopt someone else’s, so to Anna he went with all his small troubles, and she doctored him when he caught a bad chill out hunting. He instinctively turned to her in such things, but never, in spite of their friendship, to Stephen.

Yet now he and Stephen were always together, he was staying on and on at the hotel in Upton; ostensibly staying because of the hunting; in reality staying because of Stephen who was filling a niche in his life long empty, the niche reserved for the perfect companion. A queer, sensitive fellow this Martin Hallam, with his strange love of trees and primitive forests, not a man to make many intimate friends, and in consequence a man to be lonely. He knew little about books and had been a slack student, but Stephen and he had other things in common; he rode well, and he cared for and understood horses; he fenced well and would quite often now fence with Stephen; nor did he appear to resent it when she beat him; indeed he seemed to accept it as natural, and would merely laugh at his own lack of skill. Out hunting these two would keep close to each other, and would ride home together as far as Upton; or perhaps he would go to Morton with her, for Anna was always glad to see Martin. Sir Philip gave him the freedom of the stables, and even old Williams forbore to grumble:

‘‘E be trusty, that’s what ‘e be,’ declared Williams, ‘and the horses knows it and acts accordin’.’

But sport was not all that drew Stephen to Martin, for his mind, like hers, was responsive to beauty, and she taught him the countryside that she loved, from Upton to Castle Morton common — the common that lies at the foot of the hills. But far beyond Castle Morton she took him. They would ride down the winding lane to Bromsberrow, then crossing the small stream at Clincher’s Mill, jog home through the bare winter woods of Eastnor. And she taught him the hills whose plentiful bosoms had made Anna think of green-girdled mothers, mothers of sons, as she sat and watched them, great with the child who should have been her son. They climbed the venerable Worcestershire Beacon that stands guardian of all the seven Malverns, or wandered across the hills of the Wells to the old British Camp above the Wye Valley. The Valley would lie half in light, half in shadow, and beyond would be Wales and the dim Black Mountains. Then Stephen’s heart would tighten a little, as it always had done because of that beauty, so that one day she said:

‘When I was a child, this used to make me want to cry, Martin.’

And he answered: Some part of us always sheds tears when we see lovely things — they make us regretful.’ But when she asked him why this should be, he shook his head slowly, unable to tell her.

Sometimes they walked through Hollybush woods, then on up Raggedstone, a hill grim with legend — its shadow would bring misfortune or death to those it fell on, according to legend. Martin would pause to examine the thorn trees, ancient thorns that had weathered many a hard winter. He would touch them with gentle, pitying fingers:

‘Look, Stephen — the courage of these old fellows! They’re all twisted and crippled; it hurts me to see them, yet they go on patiently doing their bit — have you ever thought about the enormous courage of trees? I have, and it seems to me amazing. The Lord dumps them down and they’ve just got to stick it, no matter what happens — that must need some courage!’ And one day he said: ‘Don’t think me quite mad, but if we survive death then the trees will survive it; there must be some sort of a forest heaven for all the faithful — the faithful of trees. I expect they take their birds along with them; why not? “And in death they were not divided”.’ Then he laughed, but she saw that his eyes were quite grave, so she asked him:

‘Do you believe in God, Martin?’

And he answered: ‘Yes, because of His trees. Don’t you?’ ‘I’m not sure—’

Oh, my poor, blind Stephen! Look again, go on looking until you do believe.’

They discussed many things quite simply together, for between these two was no vestige of shyness. His youth met hers and walked hand in hand with it, so that she knew how utterly lonely her own youth had been before the coming of Martin.

She said: ‘You’re the only real friend I’ve ever had, except Father — our friendship’s so wonderful, somehow — we’re like brothers, we enjoy all the same sort of things.’

He nodded: ‘I know, a wonderful friendship.’

The hills must let Stephen tell him their secrets, the secrets of by-paths most cunningly hidden; the secrets of small, unsuspected green hollows; the secrets of ferns that live only by hiding. She might even reveal the secrets of birds, and show him the playground of shy, spring cuckoos.

‘They fly quite low up here, one can see them; last year a couple flew right past me, calling. If you were not going away so soon, Martin, we’d come later on — I’d love you to see them.’

‘And I’d love you to see my huge forests,’ he told her, ‘why can’t you come back to Canada with me? What rot it is, all this damned convention; we’re such pals you and I, I’ll be desperately lonely — Lord, what a fool of a world we live in!’

And she said quite simply: ‘I’d love to come with you.’

Then he started to tell her about his huge forests, so vast that their greenness seemed almost eternal. Great trees he told of, erect, towering firs, many centuries old and their girth that of giants. And then there were all the humbler tree-folk whom he spoke of as friends that were dear and familiar; the hemlocks that grow by the courses of rivers, in love with adventure and clear running water; the slender white spruces that border the lakes; the red pines, that glow like copper in the sunset. Unfortunate trees these beautiful red pines, for their tough, manly wood is coveted by builders.

‘But I won’t have my roof-tree hacked from their sides,’ declared Martin, ‘I’d feel like a positive assassin!’

Happy days spent between the hills and the stables, happy days for these two who had always been lonely until now, and now this wonderful friendship — there had never been anything like it for Stephen. Oh, but it was good to have him beside her, so young, so strong and so understanding. She liked his quiet voice with its careful accent, and his thoughtful blue eyes that moved rather slowly, so that his glance when it came, came slowly — sometimes she would meet his glance half-way, smiling. She who had longed for the companionship of men, for their friendship, their good-will, their toleration, she had it all now and much more in Martin, because of his great understanding.

She said to Puddle one night in the schoolroom: ‘I’ve grown fond of Martin — isn’t that queer after only a couple of months of friendship? But he’s different somehow — when he’s gone I shall miss him!’

And her words had the strangest effect on Puddle who quite suddenly beamed at Stephen and kissed her — Puddle, who never betrayed her emotions, quite suddenly beamed at Stephen and kissed her.
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People gossiped a little because of the freedom allowed Martin and Stephen by her parents; but on the whole they gossiped quite kindly, with a great deal of smiling and nodding of heads. After all the girl was just like other girls — they almost ceased to resent her. Meanwhile Martin continued to stay on in Upton, held fast by the charm and the strangeness of Stephen — her very strangeness it was that allured him, yet all the while he must think of their friendship, not even admitting that strangeness. He deluded himself with these thoughts of friendship, but Sir Philip and Anna were not deluded. They looked at each other almost shyly at first, then Anna grew bold, and she said to her husband:

‘Is it possible the child is falling in love with Martin? Of course he’s in love with her. Oh, my dear, it would make me so awfully happy—’ And her heart went out in affection to Stephen, as it had not done since the girl was a baby.

Her hopes would go flying ahead of events; she would start making plans for her daughter’s future. Martin must give up his orchards and forests and buy Tenley Court that was now in the market; it had several large farms and some excellent pasture, quite enough to keep any man happy and busy. Then Anna would suddenly grow very thoughtful; Tenley Court was also possessed of fine nurseries, big, bright, sunny rooms facing south, with their bathroom, there were bars to the windows — it was all there and ready.

Sir Philip shook his head and warned Anna to go slowly, but he could not quite keep the great joy from his eyes, nor the hope from his heart. Had he been mistaken? Perhaps after all he had been mistaken — the hope thudded ceaselessly now in his heart.
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Came a day when winter must give place to spring, when the daffodils marched across the whole country from Castle Morton Common to Ross and beyond, pitching camps by the side of the river. When the hornbeam made patches of green in the hedges, and the hawthorn broke out into small, budding bundles; when the old cedar tree on the lawn at Morton grew reddish-pink tips to its elegant fingers; when the wild cherry trees on the sides of the hills were industriously putting forth both leaves and blossoms; when Martin looked into his heart and saw Stephen — saw her suddenly there as a woman.

Friendship! He marvelled now at his folly, at his blindness, his coldness of body and spirit. He had offered this girl the cold husks of his friendship, insulting her youth, her womanhood, her beauty — for he saw her now with the eyes of a lover. To a man such as he was, sensitive, restrained, love came as a blinding revelation. He knew little about women, and the little he did know was restricted to episodes that he thought best forgotten. On the whole he had led a fairly chaste life — less from scruple than because he was fastidious by nature. But now he was very deeply in love, and those years of restraint took their toll of poor Martin, so that he trembled before his own passion, amazed at its strength, not a little disconcerted. And being by habit a quiet, reserved creature, he must quite lose his head and become the reverse. So impatient was he that he rushed off to Morton very early one morning to look for Stephen, tracking her down in the end at the stables, where he found her talking to Williams and Raftery.

He said: ‘Never mind about Raftery, Stephen — let’s go into the garden, I’ve got something to tell you.’ And she thought that he must have had bad news from home, because of his voice and his curious pallor.

She went with him and they walked on in silence for a while, then Martin stood still, and began to talk quickly; he was saying amazing, incredible things: Stephen, my dear — I do utterly love you.’ He was holding out his arms, while she shrank back bewildered: ‘I love you, I’m deeply in love with you, Stephen — look at me, don’t you understand me, beloved? I want you to marry me — you do love me, don’t you?’ And then, as though she had suddenly struck him, he flinched: ‘Good God! What’s the matter, Stephen?’

She was staring at him in a kind of dumb horror, staring at his eyes that were clouded by desire, while gradually over her colourless face there was spreading an expression of the deepest repulsion — terror and repulsion he saw on her face, and something else too, a look as of outrage. He could not believe this thing that he saw, this insult to all that he felt to be sacred; for a moment he in his turn, must stare, then he came a step nearer, still unable to believe. But at that she wheeled round and fled from him wildly, fled back to the house that had always protected; without so much as a word she left him, nor did she once pause in her flight to look back. Yet even in this moment of headlong panic, the girl was conscious of something like amazement, amazement at herself; and she gasped as she ran: ‘It’s Martin — Martin—’ And again: ‘It’s Martin!’

He stood perfectly still until the trees hid her. He felt stunned, incapable of understanding. All that he knew was that he must get away, away from Stephen, away from Morton, away from the thoughts that would follow after. In less than two hours he was motoring to London; in less than two weeks he was standing on the deck of the steamer that would carry him back to his forests that lay somewhere beyond the horizon.






  








Chapter Twelve
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No one questioned at Morton; they spoke very little. Even Anna forbore to question her daughter, checked by something that she saw in the girl’s pale face.

But alone with her husband she gave way to her misgivings, to her deep disappointment: ‘It’s heartbreaking, Philip. What’s happened? They seemed so devoted to each other. Will you ask the child? Surely one of us ought to—’

Sir Philip said quietly: ‘I think Stephen will tell me.’ And with that Anna had perforce to be content.

Very silently Stephen now went about Morton, and her eyes looked bewildered and deeply unhappy. At night she would lie awake thinking of Martin, missing him, mourning him as though he were dead. But she could not accept this death without question, without feeling that she was in some way blameworthy. What was she, what manner of curious creature, to have been so repelled by a lover like Martin? Yet she had been repelled, and even her pity for the man could not wipe out that stronger feeling. She had driven him away because something within her was intolerant of that new aspect of Martin.

Oh, but she mourned his good, honest friendship; he had taken that from her, the thing she most needed — but perhaps after all it had never existed except as a cloak for this other emotion. And then, lying there in the thickening darkness, she would shrink from what might be waiting in the future, for all that had just happened might happen again — there were other men in the world beside Martin. Fool, never to have visualized this thing before, never to have faced the possibility of it; now she understood her resentment of men when their voices grew soft and insinuating. Yes, and now she knew to the full the meaning of fear, and Martin it was, who had taught her its meaning — her friend — the man she had utterly trusted had pulled the scales from her eyes and revealed it. Fear, stark fear, and the shame of such fear — that was the legacy left her by Martin. And yet he had made her so happy at first, she had felt so contented, so natural with him; but that was because they had been like two men, companions, sharing each other’s interests. And at this thought her bitterness would all but flow over; it was cruel, it was cowardly of him to have deceived her, when all the time he had only been waiting for the chance to force this other thing on her.

But what was she?’ Her thoughts slipping back to her childhood, would find many things in her past that perplexed her. She had never been quite like the other small children, she had always been lonely and discontented, she had always been trying to be someone else — that was why she had dressed herself up as young Nelson. Remembering those days she would think of her father, and would wonder if now, as then, he could help her. Supposing she should ask him to explain about Martin? Her father was wise, and had infinite patience — yet somehow she instinctively dreaded to ask him. Alone — it was terrible to feel so much alone — to feel oneself different from other people. At one time she had rather enjoyed this distinction — she had rather enjoyed dressing up as young Nelson. Yet had she enjoyed it? Or had it been done as some sort of inadequate childish protest a But if so against what had she been protesting when she strutted about the house, masquerading? In those days she had wanted to be a boy — had that been the meaning of the pitiful young Nelson? And what about now? She had wanted Martin to treat her as a man, had expected it of him...The questions to which she could find no answers, would pile themselves up and up in the darkness; oppressing, stifling by sheer weight of numbers, until she would feel them getting her under; ‘I don’t know — oh, God, I don’t know!’ she would mutter, tossing as though to fling off those questions.

Then one night towards dawn she could bear it no longer; her dread must give place to her need of consolation. She would ask her father to explain her to herself; she would tell him her deep desolation over Martin. She would say: Is there anything strange about me, Father, that I should have felt as I did about Martin?’ And then she would try to explain very calmly what it was she had felt, the intensity of it. She would try to make him understand her suspicion that this feeling of hers was a thing fundamental, much more than merely not being in love; much, much more than not wanting to marry Martin. She would tell him why she found herself so utterly bewildered; tell him how she had loved Martin’s strong, young body, and his honest brown face, and his slow thoughtful eyes, and his careless walk — all these things she had loved. Then suddenly terror and deep repugnance because of that unforeseen change in Martin, the change that had turned the friend into the lover — in reality it had been no more than that, the friend had turned lover and had wanted from her what she could not give him, or indeed any man, because of that deep repugnance. Yet there should have been nothing repugnant about Martin, nor was she a child to have felt such terror. She had known certain facts about life for some time and they had not repelled her in other people — not until they had been brought home to herself had these facts both terrified and repelled her.

She got up. No good in trying to sleep, those eternal questions kept stifling, tormenting. Dressing quickly she stole down the wide, shallow stairs to the garden door, then out into the garden. The garden looked unfamiliar in the sunrise, like a well-known face that is suddenly transfigured. There was something aloof and awesome about it, as though it were lost in ecstatic devotion. She tried to tread softly for she felt apologetic, she and her troubles were there as intruders; their presence disturbed this strange hush of communion, this oneness with something beyond their knowledge, that was yet known and loved by the soul of the garden. A mysterious and wonderful thing this oneness, pregnant with comfort could she know its true meaning — she felt this somewhere deep down in herself; but try as she would her mind could not grasp it; perhaps even the garden was shutting her out of its prayers, because she had sent away Martin. Then a thrush began to sing in the cedar, and his song was full of wild jubilation: Stephen, look at me, look at me!’ sang the thrush, ‘I’m happy, happy, it’s all very simple!’ There was something heartless about that singing which only served to remind her of Martin. She walked on disconsolate, thinking deeply. He had gone, he would soon be back in his forests — she had made no effort to keep him beside her because he had wanted to be her lover...’Stephen, look at us, look at us!’ sang the birds, ‘We’re happy, happy, it’s all very simple!’ Martin walking in dim, green places — she could picture his life away in the forests, a man’s life, good with the goodness of danger, a primitive, strong, imperative thing — a man’s life, the life that should have been hers — And her eyes filled with heavy, regretful tears, yet she did not quite know for what she was weeping. She only knew that some great sense of loss, some great sense of incompleteness possessed her, and she let the tears trickle down her face, wiping them off one by one with her finger.

And now she was passing the old potting shed where Collins had lain in the arms of the footman. Choking back her tears she paused by the shed, and tried to remember the girl’s appearance. Grey eyes — no, blue, and a round-about figure — plump hands, with soft skin always puckered from soap-suds — a housemaid’s knee that had pained very badly: See that dent? That’s the water...It fair makes me sick.’ Then a queer little girl dressed up as young Nelson: ‘I’d like to be awfully hurt for you, Collins, the way that Jesus was hurt for sinners...’ The potting shed smelling of earth and dampness, sagging a little on one side, lop-sided — Collins lying in the arms of the footman, Collins being kissed by him, wantonly, crudely — a broken flower pot in the hand of a child — rage, deep rage — a great anguish of spirit — blood on a face that was pale with amazement, very bright red blood that kept trickling and trickling — flight, wild, inarticulate flight, away and away, anyhow, anywhere — the pain of torn skin, the rip of torn stockings — 

She had not remembered these things for years, she had thought that all this had been quite forgotten; there was nothing to remind her of Collins these days but a fat, half-blind and pampered old pony. Strange how these memories came back this morning; she had lain in bed lately trying to recapture the childish emotions aroused in her by Collins and had failed, yet this morning they came back quite clearly. But the garden was full of a new memory now; it was full of sorrowful memory of Martin. She turned abruptly, and leaving the shed walked towards the lakes that gleamed faintly in the distance.

Down by the lakes there was a sense of great stillness which the songs of the birds could in no way lessen, for this place had that curious stillness of spirit that seems to interpenetrate sound. A swan paddled about in front of his island, on guard, for his mate had a nest full of cygnets; from time to time he glanced crossly at Stephen though he knew her quite well, but now there were cygnets. He was proud in his splendid, incredible whiteness, and paternity made him feel overbearing, so that he refused to feed from Stephen’s hand although she found a biscuit in her pocket.

‘Coup, c-o-u-p!’ she called, but he swung his neck sideways as he swam — it was like a disdainful negation. ‘Perhaps he thinks I’m a freak,’ she mused grimly, feeling more lonely because of the swan.

The lakes were guarded by massive old beech trees, and the beech trees stood ankle-deep in their foliage; a lovely and luminous carpet of leaves they had spread on the homely brown earth of Morton. Each spring came new little shuttles of greenness that in time added warp and woof to the carpet, so that year by year it grew softer and deeper, and year by year it glowed more resplendent. Stephen had loved this spot from her childhood, and now she instinctively went to it for comfort, but its beauty only added to her melancholy, for beauty can wound like a two-edged sword. She could not respond to its stillness of spirit, since she could not lull her own spirit to stillness.

She thought: ‘I shall never be one with great peace any more, I shall always stand outside this stillness — wherever there is absolute stillness and peace in this world, I shall always stand just outside it.’ And as though these thoughts were in some way prophetic, she inwardly shivered a little.

Then what must the swan do but start to hiss loudly, just to show her that he was really a father: ‘Peter,’ she reproached him, ‘I won’t hurt your babies — can’t you trust me? I fed you the whole of last winter!’

But apparently Peter could not trust her at all, for he squawked to his mate who came out through the bushes, and she hissed in her turn, flapping strong angry wings, which meant in mere language: Get out of this, Stephen, you clumsy, inadequate, ludicrous creature; you destroyer of nests, you disturber of young, you great wingless blot on a beautiful morning!’ Then they both hissed together: Get out of this, Stephen!’ So Stephen left them to the care of their cygnets.

Remembering Raftery, she walked to the stables, where all was confusion and purposeful bustle. Old Williams was ruthlessly out on the warpath; he was scolding: ‘Drat the boy, what be ‘e a-doin’?? Come on, do! ‘Urry up, get them two horses bridled, and don’t go forgettin’ their knee-caps this mornin’ — and that bucket there don’t belong where it’s standin’, nor that broom! Did Jim take the roan to the blacksmith’s? Gawd almighty, why not? ‘Er shoes is like paper! ‘Ere, you Jim, don’t you go on ignorin’ my orders, if you do — Come on, boy, got them two horses ready? Right, well then, up you go! You don’t want no saddle, like as not you’d give ‘im a gall if you ‘ad one!’

The sleek, good-looking hunters were led out in clothing — for the early spring mornings were still rather nippy — and among them came Raftery, slender and skittish; he was wearing his hood, and his eyes peered out bright as a falcon’s from the two neatly braided eye-holes. From a couple more holes in the top of his head-dress, shot his small, pointed ears, which now worked with excitement.

‘Old on!’ bellowed Williams, ‘What the ‘ell be you doin’? Quick, shorten ‘is bridle, yer not in a circus!’ And then seeing Stephen: ‘Beg pardon, Miss Stephen, but it be a fair crime not to lead that horse close, and ‘im all corned up until ‘he’s fair dancin’!’

They stood watching Raftery skip through the gates, then old Williams said softly: ‘‘E do be a wonder — more nor fifty odd years ‘ave I worked in the stables, and never no beast ‘ave I loved like Raftery. But ‘e’s no common horse, ‘e be some sort of Christian, and a better one too than a good few I knows on—’

And Stephen answered: ‘Perhaps he’s a poet like his namesake; I think if he could write he’d write verses. They say all the Irish are poets at heart, so perhaps they pass on the gift to their horses.’

Then the two of them smiled, each a little embarrassed, but their eyes held great friendship the one for the other, a friendship of years now cemented by Raftery whom they loved — and small wonder, for assuredly never did more gallant or courteous horse step out of stable.

‘Oh, well,’ sighed Williams, ‘I be gettin’ that old — and Raftery, ‘e do be comin’ eleven, but ‘e don’t feel it yet in ‘is limbs the way I does — me rheumatics ‘as troubled me awful this winter.’

She stayed on a little while, comforting Williams, then made her way back to the house, very slowly. ‘Poor Williams,’ she thought, ‘he is getting old, but thank the Lord nothing’s the matter with Raftery.’

The house lay full in a great slant of sunshine; it looked as though it was sunning its shoulders. Glancing up, she came eye to eye with the house, and she fancied that Morton was thinking about her, for its windows seemed to be beckoning, inviting: Come home, come home, come inside quickly, Stephen!’ And as though they had spoken, she answered: ‘I’m coming,’ and she quickened her lagging steps to a run, in response to this most compassionate kindness. Yes, she actually ran through the heavy white doorway under the semicircular fanlight, and on up the staircase that led from the hall in which hung the funny old portraits of Gordons — men long dead and gone but still wonderfully living, since their thoughts had fashioned the comeliness of Morton; since their loves had made children from father to son — from father to son until the advent of Stephen.
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That evening she went to her father’s study, and when he looked up she thought she was expected.

She said: ‘I want to talk to you, Father.’

And he answered: ‘I know — sit close to me, Stephen.’

He shaded his face with his long, thin hand, so that she could not see his expression, yet it seemed to her that he knew quite well why she had come to him in that study. Then she told him about Martin, told him all that had happened, omitting no detail, sparing him nothing. She openly mourned the friend who had failed her, and herself she mourned for failing the lover — and Sir Philip listened in absolute silence.

After she had spoken for quite a long time, she at length found the courage to ask her question: ‘Is there anything strange about me, Father, that I should have felt as I did about Martin?’

It had come. It fell on his heart like a blow. The hand that was shading his pale face trembled, for he felt a great trembling take hold of his spirit. His spirit shrank back and cowered in his body, so that it dared not look out on Stephen.

She was waiting, and now she was asking again: ‘Father, is there anything strange about me? I remember when I was a little child — I was never quite like all the other children—’

Her voice sounded apologetic, uncertain, and he knew that the tears were not far from her eyes, knew that if he looked now he would see her lips shaking, and the tears making ugly red stains on her eyelids. His loins ached with pity for this fruit of his loins — an insufferable aching, an intolerable pity. He was frightened, a coward because of his pity, as he had been once long ago with her mother. Merciful God! How could a man answer? What could he say, and that man a father? He sat there inwardly grovelling before her: ‘Oh, Stephen, my child, my little, little Stephen.’ For now in his pity she seemed to him little, little and utterly helpless again — he remembered her hands as the hands of a baby, very small, very pink, with minute perfect nails — he had played with her hands, exclaiming about them, astonished because of their neat perfection: ‘Oh, Stephen, my little, little Stephen.’ He wanted to cry out against God for this thing; he wanted’ to cry out: ‘You have maimed my Stephen! What had I done or my father before me, or my father’s father, or his father’s father? Unto the third and fourth generations...’ And Stephen was waiting for his answer. Then Sir Philip set the lips of his spirit to the cup, and his spirit must drink the gall of deception: ‘I will not tell her. You cannot ask it — there are some things that even God should not ask.’

And now he turned round and deliberately faced her; smiling right into her eyes he lied glibly: ‘My dear, don’t be foolish, there’s nothing strange about you, some day you may meet a man you can love. And supposing you don’t, well, what of it, Stephen? Marriage isn’t the only career for a woman. I’ve been thinking about your writing just lately, and I’m going to let you go up to Oxford; but meanwhile you mustn’t get foolish fancies, that won’t do at all — it’s not like you, Stephen.’ She was gazing at him and he turned away quickly: ‘Darling, I’m busy, you must leave me,’ he faltered.

Thank you,’ she said very quietly and simply, ‘I felt that I had to ask you about Martin—’
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After she had gone he sat on alone, and the lie was still bitter to his spirit as he sat there, and he covered his face for the shame that was in him — but because of the love that was in him he wept.






  








Chapter Thirteen
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There was gossip in plenty over Martin’s disappearance, and to this Mrs. Antrim contributed her share, even more than her share, looking wise and mysterious whenever Stephen’s name was mentioned. Everyone felt very deeply aggrieved. They had been so eager to welcome the girl as one of themselves, and now this strange happening — it made them feel foolish which in turn made them angry. The spring meets were heavy with tacit disapproval — nice men like young Hallam did not run away for nothing; and then what a scandal if those two were not engaged; they had wandered all over the country together. This tacit disapproval was extended to Sir Philip, and via him to Anna for allowing too much freedom; a mother ought to look after her daughter, but then Stephen had always been allowed too much freedom. This, no doubt, was what came of her riding astride and fencing and all the rest of the nonsense; when she did meet a man she took the bit between her teeth and behaved in a most amazing manner. Of course, had there been a proper engagement — but obviously that had never existed. They marvelled, remembering their own toleration, they had really been extremely broad-minded. An extraordinary girl, she had always been odd, and now for some reason she seemed odder than ever. Not so much as a word was said in her hearing that could possibly offend, and yet Stephen well knew that her neighbours’ good-will had been only fleeting, a thing entirely dependent upon Martin. He it was who had raised her status among them — he, the stranger, not even connected with their county. They had all decided that she meant to marry Martin, and that fact had at once made them welcoming and friendly; and suddenly Stephen longed intensely to be welcomed, and she wished from her heart that she could have married Martin.

The strange thing was that she understood her neighbours in a way, and was therefore too just to condemn them; indeed had nature been less daring with her, she might well have become very much what they were — a breeder of children, an upholder of home, a careful and diligent steward of pastures. There was little of the true pioneer about Stephen, in spite of her erstwhile longing for the forests. She belonged to the soil and the fruitfulness of Morton, to its pastures and paddocks, to its farms and its cattle, to its quiet and gentlemanly ordered traditions, to the dignity and pride of its old red-brick house, that was yet without ostentation. To these things she belonged and would always belong by right of those past generations of Gordons whose thoughts had fashioned the comeliness of Morton, whose bodies had gone to the making of Stephen. Yes, she was of them, those bygone people; they might spurn her — the lusty breeders of sons that they had been — they might even look down from Heaven with raised eyebrows, and say: ‘We utterly refuse to acknowledge this curious creature called Stephen.’ But for all that they could not drain her of blood, and her blood was theirs also, so that do what they would they could never completely rid themselves of her nor she of them — they were one in their blood.

But Sir Philip, that other descendant of theirs, found little excuse for his critical neighbours. Because he loved much he must equally suffer, consuming himself at times with resentment. And now when he and Stephen were out hunting he would be on his guard, very anxious and watchful lest any small incident should occur to distress her, lest at any time she should find herself lonely. When hounds checked and the field collected together, he would make little jokes to amuse his daughter, he would rack his brain for these poor little jokes, in order that people should see Stephen laughing.

Sometimes he would whisper: ‘Let ’em have it hot, Stephen, that youngster you’re on loves a good bit of timber — don’t mind me, I know you won’t damage his knees, just you give ’em a lead and let’s see if they’ll catch you!’ And because it was seldom indeed that they caught her, his sore heart would know a fleeting contentment.

Yet people begrudged her even this triumph, pointing out that the girl was magnificently mounted: ‘Anyone could get there on that sort of horse,’ they would murmur, when Stephen was out of hearing.

But small Colonel Antrim, who was not always kind, would retort if he heard them: ‘Damn it, no, it’s the riding. The girl rides, that’s the point; as for some of you others—’ And then he would let loose a flood of foul language. ‘If some bloody fools that I know rode like Stephen, we’d have bloody well less to pay to the farmers,’ and much more he would say to the same effect, with rich oaths interlarding his every sentence — the foulest-mouthed master in the whole British Isles he was said to be, this small Colonel Antrim.

Oh, but he dearly loved a fine rider, and he cursed and he swore his appreciation. Even in the presence of a sporting bishop one day, he had failed to control his language; indeed, he had sworn in the face of the bishop with enthusiasm, as he pointed to Stephen. An ineffectual and hen-pecked little fellow — in his home he was hardly allowed to say ‘damn’. He was never permitted to smoke a cigar outside of his dark, inhospitable study. He must not breed Norwich canaries, which he loved, because they brought mice, declared Mrs. Antrim; he must not keep a pet dog in the house, and the Pink ‘Un was anathema because of Violet. His taste in art was heavily censored, even on the walls of his own water-closet, where nothing might hang but a family group taken sixteen odd years ago with the children.

On Sundays he sat in an uncomfortable pew while his wife chanted psalms in the voice of a peacock. ‘Oh come, let us sing unto the Lord,’ she would chant, as she heartily rejoiced in the strength of her salvation. All this and a great deal more he endured, indeed most of his life was passed in endurance — had it not been for those red-letter days out hunting, he might well have become melancholic from boredom. But those days, when he actually found himself master, went far to restore his anaemic manhood, and on them he would speak the good English language as some deep-seated complex knew it ought to be spoken — ruddily, roundly, explosively spoken, with elation, at times with total abandon — especially if he should chance to remember Mrs. Antrim would he speak it with total abandon.

But his oaths could not save Stephen now from her neighbours, nothing could do that since the going of Martin — for quite unknown to themselves they feared her; it was fear that aroused their antagonism. In her they instinctively sensed an outlaw, and theirs was the task of policing nature.
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In her vast drawing-room so beautifully proportioned, Anna would sit with her pride sorely wounded, dreading the thinly veiled questions of her neighbours, dreading the ominous silence of her husband. And the old aversion she had felt for her child would return upon her like the unclean spirit who gathered to himself seven others more wicked, so that her last state was worse than her first, and at times she must turn away her eyes from Stephen.

Thus tormented, she grew less tactful with her husband, and now she was always plying him with questions: ‘But why can’t you tell me what Stephen said to you, Philip, that evening when she went to your study?’

And he, with a mighty effort to be patient, would answer: ‘She said that she couldn’t love Martin — there was no crime in that. Leave the child alone, Anna, she’s unhappy enough; why not let her alone?’ And then he would hastily change the subject.

But Anna could not let Stephen alone, could never keep off the topic of Martin. She would talk at the girl until she grew crimson; and seeing this, Sir Philip would frown darkly, and when he and his wife were alone in their bedroom he would often reproach her with violence.

‘Cruel — it’s abominably cruel of you, Anna. Why in God’s name must you go on nagging Stephen?’

Anna’s taut nerves would tighten to breaking, so that she, when she answered, must also speak with violence.

One night he said abruptly: Stephen won’t marry — I don’t want her to marry; it would only mean disaster.’

And at this Anna broke out in angry protest. Why shouldn’t Stephen marry? She wished her to marry. Was he mad? And what did he mean by disaster? No woman was ever complete without marriage — what on earth did he mean by disaster He frowned and refused to answer her question. Stephen, he said, must go up to Oxford. He had set his heart on a good education for the child, who might some day become a fine writer. Marriage wasn’t the only career for a woman. Look at Puddle, for instance; she’d been at Oxford — a most admirable, well-balanced, sensible creature. Next year he was going to send Stephen to Oxford. Anna scoffed: ‘Yes, indeed, he might well look at Puddle! She was what came of this higher education — a lonely, unfulfilled, middle-aged spinster. Anna didn’t want that kind of life for her daughter.

And then: It’s a pity you can’t be frank, Philip, about what was said that night in your study. I feel that there’s something you’re keeping back from me — it’s so unlike Martin to behave as he has done; there must have been something that you haven’t told me, to have made him go off without even a letter—’

He flared up at once because he felt guilty: ‘I don’t care a damn about Martin!’ he said hotly. ‘All I care about is Stephen, and she’s going to Oxford next year; she’s my child as well as yours, Anna!’

Then quite suddenly Anna’s self-control left her, and she let him see into her tormented spirit; all that had lain unspoken between them she now put into crude, ugly words for his hearing: ‘You care nothing for me any more — you and Stephen are enleagued against me — you have been for years.’ Aghast at herself; she must yet go on speaking: ‘You and Stephen — oh, I’ve seen it for years — you and Stephen.’ He looked at her, and there was warning in his eyes, but she babbled on wildly: ‘I’ve seen it for years — the cruelty of it; she’s taken you from me, my own child — the unspeakable cruelty of it!’

Cruelty, yes, but not Stephen’s, Anna — it’s yours; for in all the child’s life you’ve never loved her.’

Ugly, degrading, rather terrible half-truths; and he knew the whole truth, yet he dared not speak it. It is bad for the soul to know itself a coward, it is apt to take refuge in mere wordy violence.

‘Yes, you, her mother, you persecute Stephen, you torment her; I sometimes think you hate her!’

‘Philip — good God!’

‘Yes, I think you hate her; but be careful, Anna, for hatred breeds hatred, and remember I stand for the rights of my child — if you hate her you’ve got to hate me; she’s my child. I won’t let her face your hatred alone.’

Ugly, degrading, rather terrible half-truths. Their hearts ached while their lips formed recriminations. Their hearts burst into tears while their eyes remained dry and accusing, staring in hostility and anger. Far into the night they accused each other, they who before had never seriously quarrelled; and something very like the hatred he spoke of leapt out like a flame that seared them at moments.

Stephen, my own child — she’s come between us.’

‘It’s you who have thrust her between us, Anna.’

Mad, it was madness! They were such faithful lovers, and their love it was that had fashioned their child. They knew that it was madness and yet they persisted, while their anger dug out for itself a deep channel, so that future angers might more easily follow. They could not forgive and they could not sleep, for neither could sleep without the other’s forgiveness, and the hatred that leapt out at moments between them would be drowned in the tears that their hearts were shedding.
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Like some vile and prolific thing, this first quarrel bred others, and the peace of Morton was shattered. The house seemed to mourn, and withdraw into itself, so that Stephen went searching for its spirit in vain. ‘Morton,’ she whispered, where are you, Morton? I must find you, I need you so badly.’

For now Stephen knew the cause of their quarrels, and she recognized the form of the shadow that had seemed to creep in between them at Christmas, and knowing, she stretched out her arms to Morton for comfort: ‘My Morton, where are you? I need you.’

Grim and exceedingly angry grew Puddle, that little, grey box of a woman in her schoolroom; angry with Anna for her treatment of Stephen, but even more deeply angry with Sir Philip, who knew the whole truth, or so she suspected, and who yet kept that truth back from Anna.

Stephen would sit with her head in her hands: Oh, Puddle, it’s my fault; I’ve come in between them, and they’re all I’ve got — they’re my one perfect thing — I can’t bear it — why have I come in between them?’

And Puddle would flush with reminiscent anger as her mind slipped back and back over the years to old sorrows, old miseries, long decently buried but now disinterred by this pitiful Stephen. She would live through those years again, while her spirit would cry out, unregenerate against their injustice.

Frowning at her pupil, she would speak to her sharply: ‘Don’t be a fool, Stephen. Where’s your brain, where’s your backbone? Stop holding your head and get on with your Latin. My God, child, you’ll have worse things than this to face later — life’s not all beer and skittles, I do assure you. Now come along, do, and get on with that Latin. Remember you’ll soon be going up to Oxford.’ But after a while she might pat the girl’s shoulder and say rather gruffly: ‘I’m not angry, Stephen — I do understand, my dear, I do really — only somehow I’ve just got to make you have backbone. You’re too sensitive, child, and the sensitive suffer — well, I don’t want to see you suffer, that’s all. Let’s go out for a walk — we’ve done enough Latin for today — let’s walk over the meadows to Upton.’

Stephen clung to this little, grey box of a woman as a drowning man will cling to a spar. Puddle’s very hardness was somehow consoling — it seemed concrete, a thing you could trust, could rely on, and their friendship that had flourished as a green bay-tree grew into something more stalwart and much more enduring. And surely the two of them had need of their friendship, for now there was little happiness at Morton; Sir Philip and Anna were deeply unhappy — degraded they would feel by their ceaseless quarrels.

Sir Philip would think: ‘I must tell her the truth — I must tell her what I believe to be the truth about Stephen.’ He would go in search of his wife, but having found her would stand there tongue-tied, with his eyes full of pity.

And one day Anna suddenly burst out weeping, for no reason except that she felt his great pity. Not knowing and not caring why he pitied, she wept, so that all he could do was to console her.

They clung together like penitent children. ‘Anna forgive me.’

‘Forgive me, Philip—’ For in between quarrels they were sometimes like children, naively asking each other’s forgiveness.

Sir Philip’s resolution weakened and waned as he kissed the tears from her poor, reddened eyelids. He thought: ‘tomorrow — tomorrow I’ll tell her — I can’t bear to make her more unhappy today.’

So the weeks drifted by and still he had not spoken; summer came and went, giving place to the autumn. Yet one more Christmas visited Morton, and still Sir Philip had not spoken.






  








Chapter Fourteen
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February came bringing snowstorms with it, the heaviest known for many a year. The hills lay folded in swathes of whiteness, and so did the valleys at the foot of the hills, and so did the spacious gardens of Morton — it was all one vast panorama of whiteness. The lakes froze, and the beech trees had crystalline branches, while their luminous carpet of leaves grew brittle so that it crackled now underfoot, the only sound in the frozen stillness of that place that was always infinitely still. Peter, the arrogant swan, turned friendly, and he and his family now welcomed Stephen who fed them every morning and evening, and they glad enough to partake of her bounty. On the lawn Anna set out a tray for the birds, with chopped suet, seed, and small mounds of bread-crumbs; and down at the stables old Williams spread straw in wide rings for exercising the horses who could not be taken beyond the yard, so bad were the roads around Morton.

The gardens lay placidly under the snow, in no way perturbed or disconcerted. Only one inmate of theirs felt anxious, and that was the ancient and wide-boughed cedar, for the weight of the snow made an ache in its branches — its branches were brittle like an old man’s bones; that was why the cedar felt anxious. But it could not cry out or shake off its torment; no, it could only endure with patience, hoping that Anna would take note of its trouble, since she sat in its shade summer after summer — since once long ago she had sat in its shade dreaming of the son she would bear her husband. And one morning Anna did notice its plight, and she called Sir Philip, who hurried from his study.

She said: ‘Look, Philip! I’m afraid for my cedar — it’s all weighted down — I feel worried about it.’

Then Sir Philip sent in to Upton for chain, and for stout pads of felt to support the branches; and he himself must direct the gardeners while they climbed into the tree and pushed off the snow; and he himself must see to the placing of the stout felt pads, lest the branches be galled. Because he loved Anna who loved the cedar, he must stand underneath it directing the gardeners.

A sudden and horrible sound of rending. ‘Sir, look out! Sir Philip, look out sir, it’s giving!’

A crash and then silence — a horrible silence, far worse than that horrible sound of rending.

‘Sir Philip — oh, Gawd, it’s over ‘is chest! It’s crushed in ‘is chest — it’s the big branch wot’s given! Some one go for the doctor — go quick for Doctor Evans. Oh, Gawd, ‘is mouth’s bleedin’ — it’s crushed in ‘is chest — Won’t nobody go for the doctor?’

The grave, rather pompous voice of Mr. Hopkins: ‘Steady, Thomas, it’s no good losin’ your head. Robert, you’d best slip over to the stables and tell Burton to go in the car for the doctor. You, Thomas, give me a hand with this bough — steady on — ease it off a bit to the right, now lift! Steady on, keep more to the right — now then, gently, gently, man — lift!’

Sir Philip lay very still on the snow, and the blood oozed slowly from between his lips. He looked monstrously tall as he lay on that whiteness, very straight, with his long legs stretched out to their fullest, so that Thomas said foolishly: ‘Don’t ‘e be big — I don’t know as I ever noticed before—’

And now someone came scuttling over the snow, panting, stumbling, hopping grotesquely — old Williams, hatless and in his shirt sleeves — and as he came on he kept calling out something: ‘Master, oh, Master!’ And he hopped grotesquely as he came on over the slippery snow. ‘Master, Master — oh, Master!’

They found a hurdle, and with dreadful care they placed the master of Morton upon it, and with dreadful slowness they carried the hurdle over the lawn, and in through the door that Sir Philip himself had left standing ajar.

Slowly they carried him into the hall, and even more slowly his tired eyes opened, and he whispered: ‘Where’s Stephen: I want — the child.’

And old Williams muttered thickly: ‘She’s comin’, Master — she be comin’ down the stairs; she’s here, Sir Philip.’

Then Sir Philip tried to move, and he spoke quite loudly: ‘Stephen! Where are your I want you, child—’

She went to him, saying never a word, but she thought: ‘He’s dying — my Father.’

And she took his large hand in hers and stroked it, but still without speaking, because when one loves there is nothing left in the world to say, when the best beloved lies dying. He looked at her with the pleading eyes of a dog who is dumb, but who yet asks forgiveness. And she knew that his eyes were asking forgiveness for something beyond her poor comprehension; so she nodded, and just went on stroking his hand.

Mr. Hopkins asked quietly: ‘Where shall we take him?’ And as quietly Stephen answered: ‘To the study.’

Then she herself led the way to the study, walking steadily, just as though nothing had happened, just as though when she got there she would find her father lolling back in his arm-chair, reading. But she thought all the while: ‘He’s dying — my Father—’ Only the thought seemed unreal, preposterous. It seemed like the thinking of somebody else, a thing so unreal as to be preposterous. Yet when they had set him down in the study, her own voice it was that she heard giving orders.

‘Tell Miss Puddleton to go at once to my Mother and break the news gently — I’ll stay with Sir Philip. One of you please send a housemaid to me with a sponge and some towels and a basin of cold water. Burton’s gone for Doctor Evans, you say? That’s quite right. Now I’d like you to go up and fetch down a mattress, the one from the blue room will do — get it quickly. Bring some blankets as well and a couple of pillows — and I may need a little brandy.’

They ran to obey, and before very long she had helped to lift him on to the mattress. He groaned a little, then he actually smiled as he felt her strong arms around him. She kept wiping the blood away from his mouth, and her fingers were stained; she looked at her fingers, but without comprehension — they could not be hers — like her thoughts, they must surely be somebody else’s. But now his eyes were growing more restless — he was looking for someone, he was looking for her mother.

‘Have you told Miss Puddleton, Williams?’ she whispered. The man nodded.

Then she said: ‘Mother’s coming, darling; you lie still,’ and her voice was softly persuasive as though she were speaking to a small, suffering child. ‘Mother’s coining; you lie quite still, darling.’

And she came — incredulous, yet wide-eyed with horror. ‘Philip, oh, Philip!’ She sank down beside him and laid her white face against his on the pillow. ‘My dear, my dear — it’s most terribly hurt you — try to tell me where it hurts; try to tell me, beloved. The branch gave — it was the snow — it fell on you, Philip — but try to tell me where it hurts most, beloved.’

Stephen motioned to the servants and they went away slowly with bowed heads, for Sir Philip had been a good friend; they loved him, each in his or her way, each according to his or her capacity for loving.

And always that terrible voice went on speaking, terrible because it was quite unlike Anna’s — it was toneless, and it asked and re-asked the same question: ‘Try to tell me where it hurts most, beloved.’

But Sir Philip was fighting the battle of pain; of intense, irresistible, unmanning pain. He lay silent, not answering Anna.

Then she coaxed him in words soft with memories of her country. ‘And you the loveliest man,’ she whispered, ‘and you with the light of God in your eyes.’ But he lay there unable to answer.

And now she seemed to forget Stephen’s presence, for she spoke as one lover will speak with another — foolishly, fondly, inventing small names, as one lover will do for another. And watching them Stephen beheld a great marvel, for he opened his eyes and his eyes met her mother’s, and a light seemed to shine over both their poor faces, transfiguring them with something triumphant, with love — thus those two rekindled the beacon for their child in the shadow of the valley of death.
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It was late afternoon before the doctor arrived; he had been out all day and the roads were heavy. He had come the moment he received the news, come as fast as a car clogged with snow could bring him. He did what he could, which was very little, for Sir Philip was conscious and wished to remain so; he would not permit them to ease his pain by administering drugs. He could speak very slowly.

‘No — not that — something urgent — I want — to say. No drugs — I know I’m — dying — Evans.’

The doctor adjusted the slipping pillows, then turning he whispered carefully to Stephen. ‘Look after your mother. He’s going, I think — it can’t be long now. I’ll wait in the next room. If you need me you’ve only got to call me.’

‘Thank you,’ she answered’ ‘if I need you, I’ll call you.’

Then Sir Philip paid even to the uttermost farthing, paid with stupendous physical courage for the sin of his anxious and pitiful heart; and he drove and he goaded his ebbing strength to the making of one great and terrible effort: ‘Anna — it’s Stephen — listen.’ They were holding his hands. ‘It’s — Stephen — our child — she’s, she’s — it’s Stephen — not like—’

His head fell back rather sharply, and then lay very still upon Anna’s bosom.

Stephen released the hand she was holding, for Anna had stopped and was kissing his lips, desperately, passionately kissing his lips, as though to breathe back the life into his body. And none might be there to witness that thing, save God — the God of death and affliction, Who is also the God of love. Turning away she stole out of their presence, leaving them alone in the darkening study, leaving them alone with their deathless devotion — hand in hand, the quick and the dead.
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Sir Philip’s death deprived his child of three things; of companionship of mind born of real understanding, of a stalwart barrier between her and the world, and above all of love — that faithful love that would gladly have suffered all things for her sake, in order to spare her suffering.

Stephen, recovering from the merciful numbness of shock and facing her first deep sorrow, stood utterly confounded, as a child will stand who is lost in a crowd, having somehow let go of the hand that has always guided. Thinking of her father, she realized how greatly she had leant on that man of deep kindness, how sure she had felt of his constant protection, how much she had taken that protection for granted. And so together with her constant grieving, with the ache for his presence that never left her, came the knowledge of what real loneliness felt like. She would marvel, remembering how often in his lifetime she had thought herself lonely, when by stretching out a finger she could touch him, when by speaking she could hear his voice, when by raising her eyes she could see him before her. And now also she knew the desolation of small things, the power to give infinite pain that lies hidden in the little inanimate objects that persist, in a book, in a well-worn garment, in a half-finished letter, in a favourite armchair.

She thought: ‘They go on — they mean nothing at all, and yet they go on,’ and the handling of them was anguish, and yet she must always touch them. ‘How queer, this old arm-chair has out-lived him, an old chair—’ And feeling the creases in its leather, the dent in its back where her father’s head had lain, she would hate the inanimate thing for surviving, or perhaps she would love it and find herself weeping.

Morton had become a place of remembering that closed round her and held her in its grip of remembrance. It was pain, yet now more than ever she adored it, every stone, every blade of grass in its meadows. She fancied that it too grieved for her father and was turning to her for comfort. Because of Morton the days must go on, all their trifling tasks must be duly accomplished. At tunes she might wonder that this should be so, might be filled with a fleeting sense of resentment, but then she would think of her home as a creature dependent upon her and her mother for its needs, and the sense of resentment would vanish.

Very gravely she listened to the lawyer from London. ‘The place goes to your mother for her lifetime,’ he told her; ‘on her death, of course, it becomes yours, Miss Gordon. But your father made a separate provision; when you’re twenty-one, in about two years’ time, you’ll inherit quite a considerable income.’

She said: ‘Will that leave enough money for Morton?’ ‘More than enough,’ he reassured her, smiling.

In the quiet old house there was discipline and order, death had come and gone, yet these things persisted. Like the well-worn garment and favourite chair, discipline and order had survived the great change, filling the emptiness of the rooms with a queer sense of unreality at times, with a new and very bewildering doubt as to which was real, life or death. The servants scoured and swept and dusted. From Malvern, once a week, came a young clock-winder, and he set the clocks with much care and precision so that when he had gone they all chimed together — rather hurriedly they would all chime together, as though flustered by the great importance of time. Puddle added up the books and made lists for the cook. The tall under-footman polished the windows — the iridescent window that looked out on the lawns and the semicircular fanlight he polished. In the gardens work progressed just as usual. Gardeners pruned and hoed and diligently planted. Spring gained in strength to the joy of the cuckoos, trees blossomed, and outside Sir Philip’s study glowed beds of the old-fashioned single tulips he had loved above all the others. According to custom the bulbs had been planted, and now, still according to custom, there were tulips. At the stables the hunters were turned out to grass, and the ceilings and walls had a fresh coat of whitewash. Williams went into Upton to buy tape for the plaits which the grooms were now engaged upon making; while beyond, in a paddock adjoining the beech wood, a couple of mares gave birth to strong foals — thus were all things accomplished in their season at Morton.

But Anna, whose word was now absolute law, had become one of those who have done with smiling; a quiet, enduring, grief-stricken woman, in whose eyes was a patient, waiting expression. She was gentle to Stephen, yet terribly aloof; in their hour of great need they must still stand divided these two, by the old, insidious barrier. Yet Stephen clung closer and closer to Morton; she had definitely given up all idea of Oxford. In vain did Puddle try to protest, in vain did she daily remind her pupil that Sir Philip had set his heart on her going; no good, for Stephen would always reply:

‘Morton needs me; Father would want me to stay, because he taught me to love it.’

And Puddle was helpless. What could she do, bound as she was by the tyranny of silence? She dared not explain the girl to herself, dared not say: ‘For your own sake you must go to Oxford, you’ll need every weapon your brain can give you; being what you are you’ll need every weapon,’ for then certainly Stephen would start to question, and her teacher’s very position of trust would forbid her to answer those questions.

Outrageous, Puddle would feel it to be, that wilfully selfish tyranny of silence evolved by a crafty old ostrich of a world for its own wellbeing and comfort. The world hid its head in the sands of convention, so that seeing nothing it might avoid Truth. It said to itself: ‘If seeing’s believing, then I don’t want to see — if silence is golden, it is also, in this case, very expedient.’ There were moments when Puddle would feel sorely tempted to shout out loud at the world.

Sometimes she thought of giving up her post, so weary was she of fretting over Stephen. She would think: What’s the good of my worrying myself sick? I can’t help the girl, but I can help myself — seems to me it’s a matter of pure self-preservation.’ Then all that was loyal and faithful in her would protest: ‘Better stick it, she’ll probably need you one day and you ought to be here to help her.’ So Puddle decided to stick it.

They did very little work, for Stephen had grown idle with grief and no longer cared for her studies. Nor could she find consolation in her writing, for sorrow will often do one of two things — it will either release the springs of inspiration, or else it will dry up those springs completely, and in Stephen’s case it had done the latter. She longed for the comforting outlet of words, but now the words would always evade her.

‘I can’t write any more, it’s gone from me, Puddle — he’s taken it with him.’ And then would come tears, and the tears would go splashing down on to the paper, blotting the poor inadequate lines that meant little or nothing as their author well knew, to her own added desolation.

There she would sit like a woebegone child, and Puddle would think how childish she seemed in this her first encounter with grief, and would marvel because of the physical strength of the creature, that went so ill with those tears. And because her own tears were vexing her eyes she must often speak rather sharply to Stephen. Then Stephen would go off and swing her large dumb-bells, seeking the relief of bodily movement, seeking to wear out her muscular body because her mind was worn out by sorrow.

August came and Williams got the hunters in from grass. Stephen would sometimes get up very early and help with the exercising of the horses, but in spite of this the old man’s heart misgave him, she seemed strangely averse to discussing the hunting.

He would think: ‘Maybe it’s ‘er father’s death, but the instinct be pretty strong in ‘er blood, she’ll be all right after ‘er’s ‘ad ‘er first gallop.’ And perhaps he might craftily point to Raftery. ‘Look, Miss Stephen, did ever you see such quarters? ‘E’s a mighty fine doer, keeps ‘imself fit on grass! I do believe as ‘e does it on purpose; I believe ‘e’s afraid ‘e’ll miss a day’s huntin’.’

But the autumn slipped by and the winter was passing. Hounds met at the very gates of Morton, yet Stephen forbore to send those orders to the stables for which Williams was anxiously waiting. Then one morning in March he could bear it no longer, and he suddenly started reproaching Stephen: ‘Yer lettin’ my ‘orses go stale in their boxes. It’s a scandal, Miss Stephen, and you such a rider, and our stables the finest bar none in the county, and yer father so almighty proud of yer ridin’!’ And then: ‘Miss Stephen — yer’ll not give it up? Won’t yer hunt Raftery day after to morrow? The ‘ounds is meetin’ quite near by Upton — Miss Stephen, say yer won’t give it all up!’

There were actually tears in his worried old eyes, and so to console him she answered briefly: ‘Very well then, I’ll hunt the day after tomorrow.’ But for some strange reason that she did not understand, this prospect had quite ceased to give her pleasure.
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On a morning of high scudding clouds and sunshine, Stephen rode Raftery into Upton, then over the bridge that spans the river Severn, and on to the Meet at a neighbouring village. Behind her came jogging her second horseman on one of Sir Philip’s favourite youngsters, a raw-boned, upstanding, impetuous chestnut, now all eyes and ears for what might be coming; but beside her rode only memory and heartache. Yet from time to time she turned her head quickly as though someone must surely be there at her side.

Her mind was a prey to the strangest fancies. She pictured her father very grave and anxious, not gay and light-hearted as had been his wont when they rode to a Meet in the old days. And because this day was so vibrant with living it was difficult for Stephen to tolerate the idea of death, even for a little red fox, and she caught herself thinking: ‘If we find, this morning, there’ll be two of us who are utterly alone, with every man’s hand against us.’

At the Meet she was a prey to her self-conscious shyness, so that she fancied people were whispering. There was no one now with bowed, patient shoulders to stand between her and those unfriendly people.

Colonel Antrim came up. ‘Glad to see you out, Stephen.’ But his voice sounded stiff because he was embarrassed — everyone felt just a little embarrassed, as people will do in the face of bereavement.

And then there was something so awkward about her, so aloof that it checked every impulse of kindness. They, in their turn, felt shy, remembering Sir Philip, remembering what his death must have meant to his daughter, so that more than one greeting remained unspoken.

And again she thought grimly: ‘Two of us will be alone, with every man’s hand against us.’

They found their fox in the very first cover and went away over the wide, bare meadows. As Raftery leapt forward her curious fancies gained strength, and now they began to obsess her. She fancied that she was being pursued, that the hounds were behind her instead of ahead, that the flushed, bright-eyed people were hunting her down, ruthless, implacable, untiring people — they were many and she was one solitary creature with every man’s hand against her. To escape them she suddenly took her own line, putting Raftery over some perilous places; but he, nothing loath, stretched his muscles to their utmost, landing safely — yet she always imagined pursuit, and now it was the world that had turned against her. The whole world was hunting her down with hatred, with a fierce, remorseless will to destruction — the world against one insignificant creature who had nowhere to turn for pity or protection. Her heart tightened with fear, she was terribly afraid of those flushed, bright-eyed people who were hard on her track. She who had never lacked physical courage in her life, was now actually sweating with terror, and Raftery, divining her terror, sped on, faster and always faster.

Then Stephen saw something just ahead, and it moved. Checking Raftery sharply she stared at the thing. A crawling, bedraggled streak of red fur, with tongue lolling, with agonized lungs filled to bursting, with the desperate eyes of the hopelessly pursued, bright with terror and glancing now this way, now that as though looking for something; and the thought came to Stephen; ‘It’s looking for God Who made it.’

At that moment she felt an imperative need to believe that the stricken beast had a Maker, and her own eyes grew bright, but with blinding tears because of her mighty need to believe, a need that was sharper than physical pain, being born of the pain of the spirit. The thing was dragging its brush in the dust, it was limping, and Stephen sprang to the ground. She held out her hands to the unhappy creature, filled with the will to succour and protect it, but the fox mistrusted her merciful hands, and it crept away into a little coppice. And now in a deathly and awful silence the hounds swept past her, their muzzles to the ground. After them galloped Colonel Antrim, crouching low in his saddle, avoiding the branches, and after him came a couple of huntsmen with the few bold riders who had stayed that stiff run. Then a savage clamour broke out in the coppice as the hounds gave tongue in their wild jubilation, and Stephen well knew that that sound meant death — very slowly she remounted Raftery.

Riding home, she felt utterly spent and bewildered. Her thoughts were full of her father again — he seemed very near, incredibly near her. For a moment she thought that she heard his voice, but when she bent sideways trying to listen, all was silence, except for the tired rhythm of Raftery’s hooves on the road. As her brain grew calmer, it seemed to Stephen that her father had taught her all that she knew. He had taught her courage and truth and honour in his life, and in death he had taught her mercy — the mercy that he had lacked he had taught her through the mighty adventure of death. With a sudden illumination of vision, she perceived that all life is only one life, that all joy and all sorrow are indeed only one, that all death is only one dying. And she knew that because she had seen a man die in great suffering, yet with courage and love that are deathless, she could never again inflict wanton destruction or pain upon any poor, hapless creature. And so it was that by dying to Stephen, Sir Philip would live on in the attribute of mercy that had come that day to his child.

But the body is still very far from the spirit, and it clings to the primitive joys of the earth — to the sun and the wind and the good rolling grass-lands, to the swift elation of reckless movement, so that Stephen, feeling Raftery between her strong knees, was suddenly filled with regret. Yes, in this her moment of spiritual insight she was infinitely sad, and she said to Raftery: ‘We’ll never hunt any more, we two, Raftery — we’ll never go out hunting together any more.’

And because in his own way he had understood her, she felt his sides swell with a vast, resigned sigh; heard the creaking of damp girth leather as he sighed because he had understood her. For the love of the chase was still hot in Raftery, the love of splendid, unforeseen danger, the love of crisp mornings and frost-bound evenings, and of long, dusky roads that always led home. He was wise with the age-old wisdom of the beasts, it is true, but that wisdom was not guiltless of slaying, and deep in his gentle and faithful mind lurked a memory bequeathed him by some wild forbear. A memory of vast and unpeopled spaces, of fierce open nostrils and teeth bared in battle, of hooves that struck death with every sure blow, of a great untamed mane that streamed out like a banner, of the shrill and incredibly savage war-cry that accompanied that gallant banner. So now he too felt infinitely sad, and he sighed until his strong girths started creaking, after which he stood still and shook himself largely, in an effort to shake off depression.

Stephen bent forward and patted his neck. ‘I’m sorry, sorry, Raftery,’ she said gravely.
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With the breaking up of the stables at Morton came the breaking up of their faithful servant. Old age took its toll of Williams at last, and it got him under completely. Sore at heart and gone in both wind and limb, he retired with a pension to his comfortable cottage; there to cough and grumble throughout the winter, or to smoke disconsolate pipes through the summer, seated on a chair in his trim little garden with a rug wrapped around his knees.

‘It do be a scandal,’ he was now for ever saying, ‘and ‘er such a splendid woman to ‘ounds!’

And then he would start remembering past glories, while his mind would begin to grieve for Sir Philip. He would cry just a little because he still loved him, so his wife must bring Williams a strong cup of tea.

‘There, there, Arth-thur, you’ll soon be meetin’ the master; we be old me and you — it can’t be long now.’

At which Williams would glare: ‘I’m not thinkin’ of ‘eaven — like as not there won’t be no ‘orses in ‘eaven — I wants the master down ‘ere at me stables. Gawd knows they be needin’ a master!’

For now besides Anna’s carriage horses, there were only four inmates of those once fine stables: Raftery and Sir Philip’s young upstanding chestnut, a cob known as James, and the aged Collins who had taken to vice in senile decay, and persisted in eating his bedding.

Anna had accepted this radical change quite calmly, as she now accepted most things. She hardly ever opposed her daughter these days in matters concerning Morton. But the burden of arranging the sale had been Stephen’s; one by one she had said good-bye to the hunters, one by one she had watched them led out of the yard, with a lump in her throat that had almost choked her, and when they were gone she had turned back to Raftery for comfort.

‘Oh, Raftery, I’m so unregenerate — I minded so terribly seeing them go! Don’t let’s look at their empty boxes—’
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Another year passed and Stephen was twenty-one, a rich, independent woman. At any time now she could go where she chose, could do entirely as she listed. Puddle remained at her post; she was waiting a little grimly for something to happen. But nothing much happened, beyond the fact that Stephen now dressed in tailor-made clothes to which Anna had perforce to withdraw her opposition. Yet life was gradually reasserting its claims on the girl, which was only natural, for the young may not be delivered over to the dead, nor to grief that refuses consolation. She still mourned her father, she would always mourn him, but at twenty-one with a healthful body, there came a day when she noticed the sunshine, when she smelt the good earth and was thankful for it, when she suddenly knew herself to be alive and was glad, in despite of death.

On one such morning early that June, Stephen drove her car into Upton. She was meaning to cash a cheque at the bank, she was meaning to call at the local saddler’s, she was meaning to buy a new pair of gloves — in the end, however, she did none of these things.

It was outside the butcher’s that the dog fight started. The butcher owned an old rip of an Airedale, and the Airedale had taken up his post in the doorway of the shop, as had long been his custom. Down the street, on trim but belligerent tiptoes, came a very small, snow-white West Highland terrier; perhaps he was looking for trouble, and if so he certainly got it in less than two minutes. His yells were so loud that Stephen stopped the car and turned round in her seat to see what was happening. The butcher ran out to swell the confusion by shouting commands that no one obeyed; he was trying to grasp his dog by the tail which was short and not at all handy for grasping. And then, as it seemed from nowhere at all there suddenly appeared a very desperate young woman; she was carrying her parasol as though it were a lance with which she intended to enter the battle. Her wails of despair rose above the dog’s yells:

‘Tony! My Tony! Won’t anyone stop them? My dog’s being killed, won’t any of you stop them?’ And she actually tried to stop them herself, though the parasol broke at the first encounter.

But Tony, while yelling, was as game as a ferret, and, moreover, the Airedale had him by the back, so Stephen got hastily out of the car — it seemed only a matter of moments for Tony. She grabbed the old rip by the scruff of the neck, while the butcher dashed off for a bucket of water. The desperate young woman seized her dog by a leg; she pulled, Stephen pulled, they both pulled together. Then Stephen gave a punishing twist which distracted the Airedale, he wanted to bite her; having only one mouth he must let go of Tony, who was instantly clasped to his owner’s bosom. The butcher arrived on the scene with his bucket while Stephen was still clinging to the Airedale’s collar.

‘I’m so sorry, Miss Gordon, I do hope you’re not hurt?’

‘I’m all right. Here, take this grey devil and thrash him; he’s no business to eat up a dog half his size.’

Meanwhile, Tony was dripping all over with gore, and his mistress, it seemed, had got herself bitten. She alternately struggled to staunch Tony’s wounds and to suck her own hand which was bleeding freely.

‘Better give me your dog and come across to the chemist, your hand will want dressing,’ remarked Stephen.

Tony was instantly put into her arms, with a rather pale smile that suggested a breakdown.

It’s quite all right now,’ said Stephen quickly, very much afraid the young woman meant to cry.

‘Will he live, do you think?’ inquired a weak voice.

Yes, of course; but your hand — come along to the chemist.’ ‘Oh, never mind that, I’m thinking of Tony!’

‘He’s all right. We’ll take him straight off to the vet when your hand’s been seen to; there’s quite a good one.’

The chemist applied fairly strong carbolic; the hand had been bitten on two of the fingers, and Stephen was impressed by the pluck of this stranger, who set her small teeth and endured in silence. The hand bandaged they drove along to the vet, who was fortunately in and could sew up poor Tony. Stephen held his front paws, while his mistress held his head as best she could in her own maimed condition She kept pressing his face against her shoulder, presumably so that he should not see the needle.

‘Don’t look, darling — you mustn’t look at it, honey!’ Stephen heard her whispering to Tony.

At last he too was carbolicked and bandaged, and Stephen had time to examine her companion. It occurred to her that she had better introduce herself, so she said: ‘I’m Stephen Gordon.’

And I’m Angela Crossby,’ came the reply; ‘we’ve taken The Grange, just the other side of Upton.’

Angela Crossby was amazingly blonde, her hair was not so much golden as silver. She wore it cut short like a mediaeval page; it was straight, and came just to the lobes of her ears, which at that time of pompadours and much curling gave her an unusual appearance. Her skin was very white, and Stephen decided that this woman would never have a great deal of colour, nor would her rather wide mouth be red, it would always remain the tint of pale coral. All the colour that she had seemed to lie in her eyes, which were large and fringed with long fair lashes. Her eyes were of rather an unusual blue that almost seemed to be tinted with purple, and their candid expression was that of a child — very innocent it was, a trustful expression. And Stephen as she looked at those eyes felt indignant, remembering the gossip she had heard about the Crossby’s.

The Crossby’s, as she knew, were deeply resented. He had been an important Birmingham magnate who had lately retired from some hardware concern, on account of his health, or so ran the gossip. His wife, it was rumoured, had been on the stage in New York, so that her antecedents were doubtful — no one really knew anything at all about her, but her curious hair gave grounds for suspicion. An American wife who had been an actress was a very bad asset for Crossby. Nor was Crossby himself a prepossessing person; when judged by the county’s standards, lie bounded. Moreover he showed signs of unpardonable meanness. His subscription to the Hunt had been a paltry five guineas. He had written to say that his very poor health would preclude his hunting, and had actually added that he hoped the Hunt would keep clear of his coverts! And then everyone felt a natural resentment that The Grange should have had to be sacrificed for money — quite a small Tudor house it was yet very perfect. But Captain Ramsay, its erstwhile owner, had died recently, leaving large debts behind him, so his heir, a young cousin who lived in London, had promptly sold to the first wealthy bidder — hence the advent of Mr. Crossby.

Stephen, looking at Angela, remembered these things, but they suddenly seemed devoid of importance, for now those child-like eyes were upon her, and Angela was saying: ‘I don’t know how to thank you for saving my Tony, it was wonderful of you! If you hadn’t been there they’d have let him get killed, and I’m just devoted to Tony!’

Her voice had the soft, thick drawl of the South, an indolent voice, very lazy and restful. It was quite new to Stephen, that soft Southern drawl, and she found it unexpectedly pleasant. Then it dawned on the girl that this woman was lovely — she was like some queer flower that had grown up in darkness, like some rare, pale flower without blemish or stain, and Stephen said flushing:

‘I was glad to help you — I’ll drive you back to The Grange, if you’ll let me?’

‘Why, of course we’ll let you,’ came the prompt answer. ‘Tony says he’ll be most grateful, don’t you, Tony?’ Tony wagged his tail rather faintly.

Stephen wrapped him up in a motor rug at the back of the car, where he lay as though prostrate. Angela she placed in the seat beside herself, helping her carefully as she did so.

Presently Angela said: ‘Thanks to Tony I’ve met you at last; I’ve been longing to meet you!’ And she stared rather disconcertingly at Stephen, then smiled as though something she saw had amused her.

Stephen wondered why anyone should have longed to meet her. Feeling suddenly shy she became suspicious: ‘Who told you about me?’ she asked abruptly.

‘Mrs. Antrim, I think — yes, it was Mrs. Antrim. She said you were such a wonderful rider but that now, for some reason, you’d given up hunting. Oh, yes, and she said you fenced like a man. Do you fence like a man?’

‘I don’t know,’ muttered Stephen.

‘Well, I’ll tell you whether you do when I’ve seen you; my father was quite a well-known fencer at one time, so I learnt a lot about fencing in the States — perhaps some day, Miss Gordon, you’ll let me see you?’

By now Stephen’s face was the colour of a beetroot, and she gripped the wheel as though she meant to hurt it. She was longing to turn round and look at her companion, the desire to look at her was almost overwhelming, but even her eyes seemed too stiff to move, so she gazed at the long dusty road in silence.

‘Don’t punish the poor, wooden thing that way,’ murmured Angela, ‘it can’t help being just wood!’ Then she went on talking as though to herself: ‘What should I have done if that brute had killed Tony? He’s a real companion to me on my walks — I don’t know what I’d do if it weren’t for Tony, he’s such a devoted, cute little fellow, and these days I’m kind of thrown back on my dog — it’s a melancholy business walking alone, yet I’ve always been fond of walking—’

Stephen wanted to say: ‘But I like walking too; let me come with you sometimes as well as Tony.’ Then suddenly mustering up her courage, she jerked round in the seat and looked at this woman. As their eyes met and held each other for a moment, something vaguely disturbing stirred in Stephen, so that the car made a dangerous swerve. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said quickly, ‘that was rotten bad driving.’

But Angela did not answer.
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Ralph Crossby was standing at the open doorway as the car swung up and came to a halt. Stephen noticed that he was immaculately dressed in a grey tweed suit that by rights should have been shabby. But everything about him looked aggressively new, his very hair had a quality of newness — it was thin brown hair that shone as though polished.

‘I wonder if he puts it out with his boots,’ thought Stephen, surveying him with interest.

He was one of those rather indefinite men, who are neither short nor tall, fat nor thin, old nor young, good-looking nor actually ugly. As his wife would have said, had anybody asked her, he was just ‘plain man,’ which exactly described him, for his only distinctive features were his newness and the peevish expression about his mouth — his mouth was intensely peevish.

When he spoke his high-pitched voice sounded fretful. What on earth have you been doing? It’s past two o’clock. I’ve been waiting since one, the lunch must be ruined; I do wish you’d try and be punctual, Angela!’ He appeared not to notice Stephen’s existence, for he went on nagging as though no one were present. ‘Oh, I see that damn dog of yours has been fighting again, I’ve a good mind to give him a thrashing; and what in God’s name’s the matter with your hand — you don’t mean to say that you’ve got yourself bitten? Really, Angela, this is a bit too bad!’ His whole manner suggested a personal grievance.

‘Well,’ drawled Angela, extending the bandaged hand for inspection, ‘I’ve not been getting manicured, Ralph.’ And her voice was distinctly if gently provoking, so that he winced with quick irritation. Then she seemed quite suddenly to remember Stephen: ‘Miss Gordon, let me introduce my husband.’

He bowed, and pulling himself together: ‘Thank you for driving my wife home, Miss Gordon, it was most kind, I’m sure.’ But he did not seem friendly, he kept glaring at Angela’s dog-bitten hand, and his tone, Stephen thought, was distinctly ungracious.

Getting out of the car she started her engine.

‘Good-bye,’ smiled Angela, holding out her hand, the left one, which Stephen grasped much too firmly. Good-bye — perhaps one day you’ll come to tea. We’re on the telephone, Upton 25, ring up and suggest yourself some day quite soon.’

‘Thanks awfully, I will,’ said Stephen.
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‘Had a breakdown or something?’ inquired Puddle brightly, as at three o’clock Stephen slouched into the schoolroom.

‘No — but Mrs. Crossby’s dog had a fight. She got bitten, so I drove her back to The Grange.’

Puddle pricked up her ears: ‘What’s she like? I’ve heard rumours—’ ‘Well, she’s not at all like them,’ snapped Stephen.

There ensued a long silence while Puddle considered, but consideration does not always bring wise counsel, and now Puddle made a really bad break: ‘She’s pretty impossible, isn’t she, Stephen? They say he unearthed her somewhere in New York; Mrs. Antrim says she was a music-hall actress. I suppose you were obliged to give her a lift, but be careful, I believe she’s fearfully pushing.’

Stephen flared up like an emotional schoolgirl: ‘I’m not going to discuss her if that’s your opinion; Mrs. Crossby is quite as much a lady as you are, or any of the others round here, for that matter. I’m sick unto death of your beastly gossip.’ And turning abruptly she strode from the room.

‘Oh, Lord!’ murmured Puddle, frowning.
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That evening Stephen rang up The Grange. ‘Is that Upton 25? It’s Miss Gordon speaking — no, no, Miss Gordon, speaking from Morton. How is Mrs. Crossby and how is the dog? I hope Mrs. Crossby’s hand isn’t very painful? Yes, of course I’ll hold on while you go and inquire.’ She felt shy, yet unusually daring.

Presently the butler came back and said gravely that Mrs. Crossby had just seen the doctor and had now gone to bed, as her hand was aching, but that Tony felt better and sent his love. He added: ‘Madam says would you come to tea on Sunday? She’d be very glad indeed if you would.’

And Stephen answered: ‘Will you thank Mrs. Crossby and tell her that I’ll certainly come on Sunday.’ Then she gave the message all over again, very slowly, with pauses. ‘Will — you thank — Mrs. Crossby and tell her — I’ll certainly come — on Sunday. Do you quite understand? Have I made it quite clear? Say I’m coming to tea on Sunday.’






  








Chapter Seventeen
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It was only five days till Sunday, yet for Stephen those five days seemed like as many years. Every evening now she rang up The Grange to inquire about Angela’s hand and Tony, so that she grew quite familiar with the butler, with his quality of voice, with his habit of coughing, with the way he hung up the receiver.

She did not stop to analyse her feelings, she only knew that she felt exultant — for no reason at all she was feeling exultant, very much alive and full of purpose, and she walked for miles alone on the hills, unable to stay really quiet for a moment. She found herself becoming acutely observant, and now she discovered all manner of wonders; the network of veins on the leaves, for instance, and the delicate hearts of the wild dog-roses, the uncertain shimmering flight of the larks as they fluttered up singing, close to her feet. But above all she rediscovered the cuckoo — it was June, so the cuckoo had changed his rhythm — she must often stand breathlessly still to listen: Cuckoo-kook, cuckoo-kook,’ all over the hills; and at evening the songs of blackbirds and thrushes.

Her wanderings would sometimes lead her to the places that she and Martin had visited together, only now she could think of him with affection, with toleration, with tenderness even. In a curious way she now understood him as never before, and in consequence condoned. It had just been some rather ghastly mistake, his mistake, yet she understood what he must have felt; and thinking of Martin she might grow rather frightened — what if she should ever make such a mistake? But the fear would be driven into the background by her sense of wellbeing, her fine exultation. The very earth that she trod seemed exalted, and the green, growing things that sprang out of the earth, and the birds, Cuckoo-kook,’ all over the hills — and at evening the songs of blackbirds and thrushes.

She became much more anxious about her appearance; for five mornings she studied her face in the glass as she dressed — after all she was not so bad looking. Her hair spoilt her a little, it was too thick and long, but she noticed with pleasure that at least it was wavy — then she suddenly admired the colour of her hair. Opening cupboard after cupboard she went through her clothes. They were old, for the most part distinctly shabby. She would go into Malvern that very afternoon and order a new flannel suit at her tailor’s. The suit should be grey with a little white pin stripe, and the jacket, she decided, must have a breast pocket. She would wear a black tie — no, better a grey one to match the new suit with the little white pin stripe. She ordered not one new suit but three, and she also ordered a pair of brown shoes; indeed she spent most of the afternoon in ordering things for her personal adornment. She heard herself being ridiculously fussy about details, disputing with her tailor over buttons; disputing with her boot-maker over the shoes, their thickness of sole, their amount of broguing; disputing regarding the match of her ties with the young man who sold her handkerchiefs and neckties — for such trifles had assumed an enormous importance; she had, in fact, grown quite long-winded about them.

That evening she showed her smart neckties to Puddle, whose manner was most unsatisfactory — she grunted.

And now someone seemed to be always near Stephen, someone for whom these things were accomplished — the purchase of the three new suits, the brown shoes, the six carefully chosen, expensive neckties. Her long walks on the hills were a part of this person, as were also the hearts of the wild dog-roses, the delicate network of veins on the leaves and the queer June break in the cuckoo’s rhythm. The night with its large summer stars and its silence, was pregnant with a new and mysterious purpose, so that lying at the mercy of that age-old purpose, Stephen would feel little shivers of pleasure creeping out of the night and into her body. She would get up and stand by the open window, thinking always of Angela Crossby.
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Sunday came and with it church in the morning; then two interminable hours after lunch, during which Stephen changed her necktie three times, and brushed back her thick chestnut hair with water, and examined her shoes for imaginary dust, and finally gave a hard rub to her nails with a nail pad snatched brusquely away from Puddle.

When the moment for departure arrived at last, she said rather tentatively to Anna: ‘Aren’t you going to call on the Crossbys, Mother?’

Anna shook her head: ‘No, I can’t do that, Stephen — I go nowhere these days; you know that, my dear.’

But her voice was quite gentle, so Stephen said quickly: ‘Well, then, may I invite Mrs. Crossby to Morton?’

Anna hesitated a moment, then she nodded: ‘I suppose so — that is if you really wish to.’

The drive only took about twenty minutes, for now Stephen was so nervous that she positively flew. She who had been puffed up with elation and self-satisfaction was crumbling completely — in spite of her careful new necktie she was crumbling at the mere thought of Angela Crossby. Arrived at The Grange she felt over life-size; her hands seemed enormous, all out of proportion, and she thought that the butler stared at her hands.

‘Miss Gordon?’ he inquired.

‘Yes,’ she mumbled, ‘Miss Gordon.’ Then he coughed as he did on the telephone, and quite suddenly Stephen felt foolish.

She was shown into a small oak-panelled parlour whose long, open casements looked on to the herb-garden. A fire of apple-wood burnt on the hearth, in spite of the act that the weather was warm, for Angela was always inclined to feel chilly — the result, so she said, of the English climate. The fire gave off rather a sweet, pungent odour — the odour of slightly damp logs and dry ashes. By way of a really propitious beginning, Tony barked until he nearly burst his stitches, so that Angela, who was lying on the lounge, had perforce to get up in order to soothe him. An extremely round bullfinch in an ornate brass cage was piping a tune with his wings half extended. The tune sounded something like ‘Pop goes the weasel.’ At all events it was an impudent tune, and Stephen felt that she hated that bullfinch. It took all of five minutes to calm down Tony, during which Stephen stood apologetic but tongue-tied. She hardly knew whether to laugh or to cry at this very ridiculous anti-climax.

Then Angela decided the matter by laughing: ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Gordon, he’s feeling peevish. It’s quite natural, poor lamb, he had a bad night, he just hates being all sewn up like a bolster.’

Stephen went over and offered him her hand, which Tony now licked, so that trouble was ended; but in getting up Angela had torn her dress, and this seemed to distress her — she kept fingering the tear. ‘Can I help?’ inquired Stephen, hoping she’d say no — which she did, quite firmly, after one look at Stephen.

At last Angela settled down again on the lounge. ‘Come and sit over here,’ she suggested, smiling. Then Stephen sat down on the edge of a chair as though she were sitting in the Prickly Cradle.

She forgot to inquire about Angela’s dog-bite, though the bandaged hand was placed on a cushion; and she also forgot to adjust her new necktie, which in her emotion had slipped slightly crooked. A thousand times in the last few days had she carefully rehearsed this scene of their meeting, making up long and elaborate speeches; assuming, in her mind, many dignified poses; and yet there she sat on the edge of a chair as though it were the Prickly Cradle.

And now Angela was speaking in her soft, Southern drawl: ‘So you’ve found your way here at last,’ she was saying. And then, after a pause: ‘I’m so glad, Miss Gordon, do you know that your coming has given me real pleasure?’

Stephen said: ‘Yes — oh, yes—’ Then fell silent again, apparently intent on the carpet.

‘Have I dropped my cigarette ash or something?’ inquired her hostess, whose mouth twitched a little.

‘I don’t think so,’ murmured Stephen, pretending to look, then glancing up sideways at the impudent bullfinch.

The bullfinch was now being sentimental; he piped very low and with great expression. ‘0, Tannenbaum, 0, Tannenbaum, wie grün sind Deine Natter,’ he piped, hopping rather heavily from perch to perch, with one beady black orb fixed on Stephen.

Then Angela said: ‘It’s a curious thing, but I feel as though I’ve known you for ages. I don’t want to behave as though we were strangers — do you think that’s very American of me? Ought I to be formal and stand-offish and British? I will if you say so, but I don’t feel British.’ And her voice, although quite steady and grave, was somehow distinctly suggestive of laughter.

Stephen lifted troubled eyes to her face: ‘I want very much to be your friend if you’ll have me,’ she said; and then she flushed deeply.

Angela held out her undamaged hand which Stephen took, but in great trepidation. Barely had it lain in her own for a moment, when she clumsily gave it back to its owner. Then Angela looked at her hand.

Stephen thought: ‘Have I done something rude or awkward?’ And her heart thumped thickly against her side. She wanted to retrieve the lost hand and stroke it, but unfortunately it was now stroking Tony. She sighed, and Angela, hearing that sigh, glanced up, as though in inquiry.

The butler arrived, bringing in the tea.

Sugar?’ asked Angela.

‘No, thanks,’ said Stephen; then she suddenly changed her mind three lumps, please,’ she had always detested tea without sugar.

The tea was too hot; it burnt her mouth badly. She grew scarlet and her eyes began to water. To cover her confusion she swallowed more tea, while Angela looked tactfully out of the window. But when she considered it safe to turn round, her expression, although still faintly amused, had something about it that was tender.

And now she exerted all her subtlety and skill to make this queer guest of hers talk more freely, and Angela’s subtlety was no mean thing, neither was her skill if she chose to exert it. Very gradually the girl became more at her ease; it was uphill work but Angela triumphed, so that in the end Stephen talked about Morton, and a very little about herself also. And somehow, although Stephen appeared to be talking, she found that she was learning many things about her hostess; for instance, she learnt that Angela was lonely and very badly in need of her friendship. Most of Angela’s troubles seemed to centre round Ralph, who was not always kind and seldom agreeable. Remembering Ralph she could well believe this, and she said:

‘I don’t think your husband liked me.’

Angela sighed: Very probably not. Ralph never likes the people I do; he objects to my friends on principle, I think.’

Then Angela talked more openly of Ralph. Just now he was staying away with his mother, but next week he would be returning to The Grange, and then he was certain to be disagreeable: ‘Whenever he’s been with his mother he’s that way — she puts him against me, I never know why — unless, of course, it’s because I’m not English. I’m the stranger within the gates, it may be that.’ And when Stephen protested, ‘Oh, yes indeed, I’m quite often made to feel like a stranger. Take the people round here, do you think they like me?’

And Stephen, who had not yet learnt to dissemble, stared hard at her shoes, in embarrassed silence.

Just outside the door a dock boomed seven. Stephen started; she had been there nearly three hours. ‘I must go,’ she said, getting abruptly to her feet, ‘you look tired, I’ve been making a visitation.’

Her hostess made no effort to retain her: ‘Well,’ she smiled, ‘come again, please come very often — that is if you won’t find it dull, Miss Gordon; we’re terribly quiet here at The Grange.’
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Stephen drove home slowly, for now that it was over she felt like a machine that had suddenly run down. Her nerves were relaxed, she was thoroughly tired, yet she rather enjoyed this unusual sensation. The hot June evening was heavy with thunder. From somewhere in the distance came the bleating of sheep, and the melancholy sound seemed to blend and mingle with her mood, which was now very gently depressed. A gentle but persistent sense of depression enveloped her whole being like a soft, grey cloak; and she did not wish to shake off this cloak, but rather to fold it more closely around her.

At Morton she stopped the car by the lakes and sat staring through the trees at the glint of water. For a long while she sat there without knowing why, unless it was that she wished to remember. But she found that she could not even be certain of the kind of dress that Angela had worn — it had been of some soft stuff, that much she remembered, so soft that it had easily torn, for the rest her memories of it were vague — though she very much wanted to remember that dress.

A faint rumble of thunder came out of the west, where the clouds were banking up ominously purple. Some uncertain and rather hysterical swallows flew high and then low at the sound of the thunder. Her sense of depression was now much less gentle, it increased every moment, turning to sadness. She was sad in spirit and mind and body — her body felt dejected, she was sad all over. And now someone was whistling down by the stables, old Williams, she suspected, for the whistle was tuneless. The loss of his teeth had disgruntled his whistle; yes, she was sure that must be Williams. A horse whinnied as one bucket clanked against another — sounds came dearly this evening; they were watering the horses. Anna’s young carriage horses would be pawing their straw, impatient because they were feeling thirsty.

Then a gate slammed. That would be the gate of the meadow where the heifers were pastured — it was yellow with king-cups. One of the men from the home farm was going his rounds, securing all gates before sunset. Something dropped on the bonnet of the car with a ping. Looking up she met the eyes of a squirrel; he was leaning well forward on his tiny front paws, peering crossly; he had dropped his nut on the bonnet. She got out of the car and retrieved his supper, throwing it under his tree while he waited. Like a flash he was down and then back on his tree, devouring the nut with his legs well straddled.

All around were the homely activities of evening, the watering of horses, the care of cattle — pleasant, peaceable things that preceded the peace and repose of the coming nightfall. And suddenly Stephen longed to share them, an immense need to share them leapt up within her, so that she ached with this urgent longing that was somehow a part of her bodily dejection.

She drove on and left the car at the stables, then walked round to the house, and when she got there she opened the door of the study and went in, feeling terribly lonely without her father. Sitting down in the old arm-chair that had survived him, she let her head rest where his head had rested; and her hands she laid on the arms of the chair where his hands, as she knew, had lain times without number. Closing her eyes, she tried to visualize his face, his kind face that had sometimes looked anxious; but the picture came slowly and faded at once, for the dead must often give place to the living. It was Angela Crossby’s face that persisted as Stephen sat in her father’s old chair.
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In the small panelled room that gave on to the herb-garden, Angela yawned as she stared through the window; then she suddenly laughed out loud at her thoughts; then she suddenly frowned and spoke crossly to Tony.

She could not get Stephen out of her mind, and this irritated while it amused her. Stephen was so large to be tongue-tied and frightened — a curious creature, not devoid of attraction. In a way — her own way — she was almost handsome; no, quite handsome; she had fine eyes and beautiful hair. And her body was supple like that of an athlete — narrow-hipped and wide shouldered, she should fence very well. Angela was anxious to see her fence; she must certainly try to arrange it somehow.

Mrs. Antrim had conveyed a number of things, while actually saying very little; but Angela had no need of her hints, not now that she had come to know Stephen Gordon. And because she was idle, discontented and bored, and certainly not over-burdened with virtue, she must let her thoughts dwell unduly on this girl, while her curiosity kept pace with her thoughts.

Tony stretched and whimpered, so Angela kissed him, then she sat down and wrote quite a short little letter: ‘Do come over to lunch the day after tomorrow and advise me about the garden,’ ran the letter. And it ended — after one or two casual remarks about gardens — with: ‘Tony says please come, Stephen!’






  








Chapter Eighteen
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On a beautiful evening three weeks later, Stephen took Angela over Morton. They had had tea with Anna and Puddle, and Anna had been coldly polite to this friend of her daughter’s, but Puddle’s manner had been rather resentful — she deeply mistrusted Angela Crossby. But now Stephen was free to show Angela Morton, and this she did gravely, as though something sacred were involved in this first introduction to her home, as though Morton itself must feel that the coming of this small, fair-haired woman was in some way momentous. Very gravely, then, they went over the house — even into Sir Philip’s old study.

From the house they made their way to the stables, and still grave, Stephen told her friend about Raftery. Angela listened, assuming an interest she was very far from feeling — she was timid of horses, but she liked to hear the girl’s rather gruff voice, such an earnest young voice, it intrigued her. She was thoroughly frightened when Raftery sniffed her and then blew through his nostrils as though disapproving, and she started back with a sharp exclamation, so that Stephen slapped him on his glossy grey shoulder: ‘Stop it, Raftery, come up!’ And Raftery, disgusted, went and blew on his oats to express his hurt feelings.

They left him and wandered away through the gardens, and quite soon poor Raftery was almost forgotten, for the gardens smelt softly of night-scented stock, and of other pale flowers that smell sweetest at evening, and Stephen was thinking that Angela Crossby resembled such flowers — very fragrant and pale she was, so Stephen said to her gently: ‘You seem to belong to Morton.’

Angela smiled a slow, questioning smile: ‘You think so, Stephen?’ And Stephen answered: ‘I do, because Morton and I are one,’ and she scarcely understood the portent of her words; but Angela, understanding, spoke quickly:

‘Oh, I belong nowhere — you forget I’m the stranger.’

‘I know that you’re you,’ said Stephen.

They walked on in silence while the light changed and deepened, growing always more golden and yet more elusive. And the birds, who loved that strange light, sang singly and then all together: ‘We’re happy, Stephen!’

And turning to Angela, Stephen answered the birds: ‘Your being here makes me so happy.’

‘If that’s true, then why are you so shy of my name?’

‘Angela—’ mumbled Stephen.

Then Angela said: ‘It’s just over three weeks since we met — how quickly our friendship’s happened. I suppose it was meant, I believe in Kismet. You were awfully scared that first day at The Grange; why were you so scared?’

Stephen answered slowly: ‘I’m frightened now — I’m frightened of you.’

‘Yet you’re stronger than I am—’

Yes, that’s why I’m so frightened, you make me feel strong — do you want to do that?’

Well — perhaps — you’re so very unusual, Stephen.’

‘Am I?’

‘Of course, don’t you know that you are? Why, you’re altogether different from other people.’

Stephen trembled a little: ‘Do you mind?’ she faltered.

‘I know that you’re you,’ teased Angela, smiling again, but she reached out and took Stephen’s hand.

Something in the queer, vital strength of that hand stirred her deeply, so that she tightened her fingers: What in the Lord’s name are you?’ she murmured.

‘I don’t know. Go on holding like that to my hand — hold it tighter — I like the feel of your fingers.’

Stephen, don’t be absurd!’

‘Go on holding my hand, I like the feel of your fingers.’ ‘Stephen, you’re hurting, you’re crushing my rings!’

And now they were under the trees by the lakes, their feet falling softly on the luminous carpet. Hand in hand they entered that place of deep stillness, and only their breathing disturbed the stillness for a moment, then it folded back over their breathing.

‘Look,’ said Stephen, and she pointed to the swan called Peter, who had come drifting past on his own white reflection. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘this is Morton, all beauty and peace — it drifts like that swan does, on calm, deep water. And all this beauty and peace is for you, because now you’re a part of Morton.’

Angela said: ‘I’ve never known peace, it’s not in me — I don’t think I’d find it here, Stephen.’ And as she spoke she released her hand, moving a little away from the girl.

But Stephen continued to talk on gently; her voice sounded almost like that of a dreamer: ‘Lovely, oh, lovely it is, our Morton. On evenings in winter these lakes are quite frozen, and the ice looks like slabs of gold in the sunset, when you and I come and stand here in the winter. And as we walk back we can smell the log fires long before we can see them, and we love that good smell because it means home, and our home is Morton — and we’re happy, happy — we’re utterly contented and at peace, we’re filled with the peace of this place—’

‘Stephen — don’t!’

‘We’re both filled with the old peace of Morton, because we love each other so deeply — and because we’re perfect, a perfect thing, you and I — not two separate people but one. And our love has lit a great, comforting beacon, so that we need never be afraid of the dark any more — we can warm ourselves at our love, we can lie down together, and my arms will be round you—’

She broke off abruptly, and they stared at each other.

‘Do you know what you’re saying?’ Angela whispered.

And Stephen answered: ‘I know that I love you, and that nothing else matters in the world.’

Then, perhaps because of that glamorous evening, with its spirit of queer, unearthly adventure, with its urge to strange, unendurable sweetness, Angela moved a step nearer to Stephen, then another, until their hands were touching. And all that she was, and all that she had been and would be again, perhaps even tomorrow, was fused at that moment into one mighty impulse, one imperative need, and that need was Stephen. Stephen’s need was now hers, by sheer force of its blind and uncomprehending will to appeasement.

Then Stephen took Angela into her arms, and she kissed her full on the lips, as a lover.






  








Chapter Nineteen
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Through the long years of life that followed after, bringing with them their dreams and disillusions, their joys and sorrows, their fulfilments and frustrations, Stephen was never to forget this summer when she fell quite simply and naturally in love, in accordance with the dictates of her nature.

To her there seemed nothing strange or unholy in the love that she felt for Angela Crossby. To her it seemed an inevitable thing, as much a part of herself as her breathing; and yet it appeared transcendent of self, and she looked up and onwards towards her love — for the eyes of the young are drawn to the stars, and the spirit of youth is seldom earth-bound.

She loved deeply, far more deeply than many a one who could fearlessly proclaim himself a lover. Since this is a hard and sad truth for the telling; those whom nature has sacrificed to her ends — her mysterious ends that often lie hidden — are sometimes endowed with a vast will to loving, with an endless capacity for suffering also, which must go hand in hand with their love.

But at first Stephen’s eyes were drawn to the stars, and she saw only gleam upon gleam of glory. Her physical passion for Angela Crossby had aroused a strange response in her spirit, so that side by side with every hot impulse that led her at times beyond her own understanding, there would come an impulse not of the body; a fine, selfless thing of great beauty and courage — she would gladly have given her body over to torment, have laid down her life if need be, for the sake of this woman whom she loved. And so blinded was she by those gleams of glory which the stars fling into the eyes of young lovers, that she saw perfection where none existed; saw a patient endurance that was purely fictitious, and conceived of a loyalty far beyond the limits of Angela’s nature.

All that Angela gave seemed the gift of love; all that Angela withheld seemed withheld out of honour: ‘If only I were free,’ she was always saying, ‘but I can’t deceive Ralph, you know I can’t, Stephen — he’s ill.’ Then Stephen would feel abashed and ashamed before so much pity and honour.

She would humble herself to the very dust, as one who was altogether unworthy: ‘I’m a beast, forgive me; I’m all, all wrong — I’m mad sometimes these days — yes, of course, there’s Ralph.’

But the thought of Ralph would be past all bearing, so that she must reach out for Angela’s hand. Then, as likely as not, they would draw together and start kissing, and Stephen would be utterly undone by those painful and terribly sterile kisses.

‘God!’ she would mutter, ‘I want to get away!’

At which Angela might weep: ‘Don’t leave me, Stephen! I’m so lonely — why can’t you understand that I’m only trying to be decent to Ralph?’ So Stephen would stay on for an hour, for two hours, and the next day would find her once more at The Grange, because Angela was feeling so lonely.

For Angela could never quite let the girl go. She herself would be rather bewildered at moments — she did not love Stephen, she was quite sure of that, and yet the very strangeness of it all was an attraction. Stephen was becoming a kind of strong drug, a kind of anodyne against boredom. And then Angela knew her own power to subdue; she could play with fire yet remain unscathed by it. She had only to cry long and bitterly enough for Stephen to grow pitiful and consequently gentle.

‘Stephen, don’t hurt me — I’m awfully frightened when you’re like this — you simply terrify me, Stephen! Is it my fault that I married Ralph before I met you? Be good to me, Stephen!’ And then would come tears, so that Stephen must hold her as though she were a child, very tenderly, rocking her backwards and forwards.

They took to driving as far as the hills, taking Tony with them; he liked hunting the rabbits — and while he leapt wildly about in the air to land on nothing more vital than herbage, they would sit very close to each other and watch him. Stephen knew many places where lovers might sit like this, unashamed, among those charitable hills. There were times when a numbness descended upon her as they sat there, and if Angela kissed her cheek lightly, she would not respond, would not even look round, but would just go on staring at Tony. Yet at other times she felt queerly uplifted, and turning to the woman who leant against her shoulder, she said suddenly one day:

‘Nothing matters up here. You and I are so small, we’re smaller than Tony — our love’s nothing but a drop in some vast sea of love — it’s rather consoling — don’t you think so, beloved?’

But Angela shook her head: ‘No, my Stephen; I’m not fond of vast seas, I’m of the earth earthy,’ and then: ‘Kiss me, Stephen.’ So Stephen must kiss her many times, for the hot blood of youth stirs quickly, and the mystical sea became Angela’s lips that so eagerly gave and took kisses.

But when they got back to The Grange that evening, Ralph was there — he was hanging about in the hall. He said: ‘Had a nice afternoon, you two women? Been motoring Angela round the hills, Stephen, or what?’

He had taken to calling her Stephen, but his voice just now sounded sharp with suspicion as his rather weak eyes peered at Angela, so that for her sake Stephen must lie, and lie well — nor would this be the first time either.

‘Yes, thanks,’ she lied calmly, ‘we went over to Tewkesbury and had another look at the abbey. We had tea in the town. I’m sorry we’re so late, the carburettor choked, I couldn’t get it right at first, my car needs a good overhauling.’

Lies, always lies! She was growing proficient at the glib kind of lying that pacified Ralph, or at all events left him with nothing to say, nonplussed and at a distinct disadvantage. She was suddenly seized with a kind of horror, she felt physically sick at what she was doing, Her head swam and she caught the jamb of the door for support — at that moment she remembered her father.
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Two days later as they sat alone in the garden at Morton, Stephen turned to Angela abruptly: ‘I can’t go on like this, it’s vile — it’s beastly, it’s soiling us both — can’t you see that?’

Angela was startled: ‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘You and me — and then Ralph. I tell you it’s beastly — I want you to leave him and come away with me.’

‘Are you mad?’

‘No, I’m sane. It’s the only decent thing, it’s the only clean thing; we’ll go anywhere you like, to Paris, to Egypt, or back to the States. For your sake I’m ready to give up my home. Do you hear I’m ready to give up even Morton. But I can’t go on lying about you to Ralph, I want him to know how much I adore you — I want the whole world to know how I adore you. Ralph doesn’t understand the first rudiments of loving, he’s a nagging, mean-minded cur of a man, but there’s one thing that even he has a right to, and that’s the truth. I’m done with these lies — I shall tell him the truth and so will you, Angela; and after we’ve told him we’ll go away, and we’ll live quite openly together, you and I, which is what we owe to ourselves and our love.’

Angela stared at her, white and aghast: ‘You are mad,’ she said slowly, ‘you’re raving mad. Tell him what? Have I let you become my lover? You know that I’ve always been faithful to Ralph; you know perfectly well that there’s nothing to tell him, beyond a few rather schoolgirlish kisses. Can I help it if you’re — what you obviously are? Oh, no, my dear, you’re not going to tell Ralph. You’re not going to let all hell loose around me just because you want to save your own pride by pretending to Ralph that you’ve been my lover. If you’re willing to give up your home I’m not willing to sacrifice mine, understand that, please. Ralph’s not much of a man, but he’s better than nothing, and I’ve managed him so far without any trouble. The great thing with him is to blaze a false trail, that distracts his mind, it works like a charm. He’ll follow any trail that I want him to follow — you leave him to me, I know my own husband a darned sight better than you do, Stephen, and I won’t have you interfering in my home.’ She was terribly frightened, too frightened to choose her words to consider their effect upon Stephen, to consider anyone but Angela Crossby who stood in such dire and imminent peril. So she said yet again, only now she spoke loudly: ‘I won’t have you interfering in my home!’

Then Stephen turned on her, white with passion: ‘You — you—’ she stuttered, ‘you’re unspeakably cruel. You know how you make me suffer and suffer because I love you the way I do; and because you like the way I love you, you drag the love out of me day after day — Can’t you understand that I love you so much that I’d give up Morton? Anything I’d give up — I’d give up the whole world. Angela, listen; I’d take care of you always. Angela, I’m rich — I’d take care of you always. Why won’t you trust me? Answer me — why? Don’t you think me fit to be trusted?’

She spoke wildly, scarcely knowing what she said; she only knew that she needed this woman with a need so intense, that worthy or unworthy, Angela was all that counted at that moment. And now she stood up, very tall, very strong, yet a little grotesque in her pitiful passion, so that looking at her Angela trembled — there was something rather terrible about her. All that was heavy in her face sprang into view, the strong line of the jaw, the square massive brow, the eyebrows too thick and too wide for beauty; she was like some curious, primitive thing conceived in a turbulent age of transition.

‘Angela, come very far away — anywhere, only come with me soon — tomorrow.’

Then Angela forced herself to think quickly, and she said just five words: ‘Could you marry me, Stephen?’

She did not look at the girl as she said it — that she could not do, perhaps out of something that, for her, was the nearest she would ever come to pity. There ensued a long, almost breathless silence, while Angela waited with her eyes turned away. A leaf dropped, and she heard its minute, soft falling, heard the creak of the branch that had let fall its leaf as a breeze passed over the garden.

Then the silence was broken by a quiet, dull voice, that sounded to her like the voice of a stranger: ‘No—’ it said very slowly, ‘no — I couldn’t marry you, Angela.’ And when Angela at last gained the courage to look up, she found that she was sitting there alone.






  








Chapter Twenty
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For three weeks they kept away from each other, neither writing nor making any effort to meet. Angela’s prudence forbade her to write: ‘Littera scripta manet’ — a good motto, and one to which it was wise to adhere when dealing with a firebrand like Stephen. Stephen had given her a pretty bad scare, she realized the necessity for caution; still, thinking over that incredible scene, she found the memory rather exciting. Deprived of her anodyne against boredom, she looked upon Ralph with unfriendly eyes; while he, poor, inadequate, irritable devil, with his vague suspicions and his chronic dyspepsia, did little enough to divert his wife — his days and a fairly large part of his nights as well, were now spent in nagging.

He nagged about Tony who, as ill luck would have it, had decided that the garden was rampant with moles: ‘If you can’t keep that bloody dog in order, he goes. I won’t have him digging craters round my roses!’ Then would come a long list of Tony’s misdeeds from the time he had left the litter. He nagged about the large population of green-fly, deploring the existence of their sexual organs: ‘Nature’s a fool! Fancy procreation being extended to that sort of vermin!’ And then he would grow somewhat coarse as he dwelt on the frequent conjugal excesses of green-fly. But most of all he nagged about Stephen, because this as he knew, irritated his wife: ‘How’s your freak getting on? I haven’t seen her just lately; have you quarrelled or what? Damn good thing if you have. She’s appalling; never saw such a girl in my life; comes swaggering round here with her legs in breeches. Why can’t she ride like an ordinary woman? Good Lord, it’s enough to make any man see red; that sort of thing wants putting down at birth, I’d like to institute state lethal chambers!’

Or perhaps he would take quite another tack and complain that recently he had been neglected: ‘Late for every damned meal — running round with that girl — you don’t care what happens to me any more. A lot you care about my indigestion! I’ve got to eat any old thing these days from cow hide to bricks. Well, you listen to me, that’s not what I pay for; get that into your head! I pay for good meals to be served on time; on time, do you hear? And I expect my wife to be in her rightful place at my table to see that the omelette’s properly prepared. What’s the matter with you that you can’t go along and make it yourself? When we were first married you always made my omelettes yourself: I won’t eat yellow froth with a few strings of parsley in it — it reminds me of the dog when he’s sick; it’s disgusting! And I won’t go on talking about it either, the next time it happens I’ll sack the cook. Damn it all, you were glad enough of my help when I found you practically starving in New York — but now you’re for ever racing off with that girl. It’s all this damned animal’s fault that you met her!’ He would kick out sideways at the terrified Tony, who had lately been made to stand proxy for Stephen.

But worst of all was it when Ralph started weeping, because, as he said, his wife did not love him any more, and because, as he did not always say, he felt ill with his painful, chronic dyspepsia. One day he must make feeble love through his tears: ‘Angela, come here — put your arms around me — come and sit on my knee the way you used to.’ His wet eyes looked dejected yet rather greedy: ‘Put your arms around me, as though you cared—’ He was always insistent when most ineffectual.

That night he appeared in his best silk pyjamas — the pink ones that made his complexion look sallow. He climbed into bed with the sly expression that Angela hated — it was so pornographic. ‘Well, old girl, don’t forget that you’ve got a man about the house; you haven’t forgotten it, have you?’ After which followed one or two flaccid embraces together with much arrogant masculine bragging; and Angela, sighing as she lay and endured, quite suddenly thought of Stephen.
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Pacing restlessly up and down her bedroom, Stephen would be thinking of Angela Crossby — haunted, tormented by Angela’s words that day in the garden: ‘Could you marry me, Stephen?’ and then by those other pitiless words: ‘Can I help it if you’re — what you obviously are?’

She would think with a kind of despair: What am I, in God’s name — some kind of abomination?’ And this thought would fill her with a very great anguish, because, loving much, her love seemed to her sacred. She could not endure that the slur of those words should come anywhere near her love. So now night after night she must pace up and down, beating her mind against a blind problem, beating her spirit against a blank wall — the impregnable wall of non-comprehension: ‘Why am I as I am — and what am I?’ Her mind would recoil while her spirit grew faint. A great darkness would seem to descend on her spirit — there would be no light wherewith to lighten that darkness.

She would think of Martin, for now surely she loved just as he had loved — it all seemed like madness. She would think of her father, of his comfortable words: ‘Don’t be foolish, there’s nothing strange about you.’ Oh, but he must have been pitifully mistaken — he had died still very pitifully mistaken. She would think yet again of her curious childhood, going over each detail in an effort to remember. But after a little her thoughts must plunge forward once more, right into her grievous present. With a shock she would realize how completely this coming of love had blinded her vision; she had stared at the glory of it so long that not until now had she seen its black shadow. Then would come the most poignant suffering of all, the deepest, the final humiliation. Protection — she could never offer protection to the creature she loved: ‘Could you marry me, Stephen?’ She could neither protect nor defend nor honour by loving; her hands were completely empty. She who would gladly have given her life, must go empty-handed to love, like a beggar. She could only debase what she longed to exalt, defile what she longed to keep pure and untarnished.

The night would gradually change to dawn; and the dawn would shine in at the open windows, bringing with it the intolerable singing of birds: ‘Stephen, look at us, look at us, we’re happy!’ Away in the distance there would be a harsh crying, the wild, harsh crying of swans by the lakes — the swan called Peter protecting, defending his mate against some unwelcome intruder. From the chimneys of Williams’ comfortable cottage smoke would rise — very dark — the first smoke of the morning. Home, that meant home and two people together, respected because of their honourable living. Two people who had had the right to love in their youth, and whom old age had not divided. Two poor and yet infinitely enviable people, without stain, without shame in the eyes of their fellows. Proud people who could face the world unafraid, having no need to fear the world’s execration.

Stephen would fling herself down on the bed, completely exhausted by the night’s bitter vigil.
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There was someone who went every step of the way with Stephen during those miserable weeks, and this was the faithful and anxious Puddle, who could have given much wise advice had Stephen only confided in her. But Stephen hid her trouble in her heart for the sake of Angela Crossby.

With an ever-increasing presage of disaster, Puddle now stuck to the girl like a leech, getting little enough in return for her trouble — Stephen deeply resented this close supervision: ‘Can’t you leave me alone? No, of course I’m not ill!’ she would say, with a quick spurt of temper.

But Puddle, divining her illness of spirit together with its cause, seldom left her alone. She was frightened by something in Stephen’s eyes; an incredulous, questioning, wounded expression, as though she were trying to understand why it was that she must be so grievously wounded. Again and again Puddle cursed her own folly for having shown such open resentment of Angela Crossby; the result was that now Stephen never discussed her, never mentioned her name unless Puddle clumsily dragged it in, and then Stephen would change the subject. And now more than ever Puddle loathed and despised the conspiracy of silence that forbade her to speak frankly. The conspiracy of silence that had sent the girl forth unprotected, right into the arms of this woman. A vain, shallow woman in search of excitement, and caring less than nothing for Stephen.

There were times when Puddle felt almost desperate, and one evening she came to a great resolution. She would go to the girl and say: ‘I know. I know all about it, you can trust me, Stephen.’ And then she would counsel and try to give courage: ‘You’re neither unnatural, nor abominable, nor mad; you’re as much a part of what people call nature as anyone else; only you’re unexplained as yet — you’ve not got your niche in creation. But some day that will come, and meanwhile don’t shrink from yourself, but just face yourself calmly and bravely. Have courage; do the best you can with your burden. But above all be honourable. Cling to your honour for the sake of those others who share the same burden. For their sakes show the world that people like you and they can be quite as selfless and fine as the rest of mankind. Let your life go to prove this — it would be a really great life-work, Stephen.’

But the resolution waned because of Anna, who would surely join hands with the conspiracy of silence. She would never condone such fearless plain-speaking. If it came to her knowledge she would turn Puddle out bag and baggage, and that would leave Stephen alone. No, she dared not speak plainly because of the girl for whose sake she should now, above all, be outspoken. But supposing the day should arrive when Stephen herself thought fit to confide in her friend, then Puddle would take the bull by the horns: ‘Stephen, I know. You can trust me, Stephen.’ If only that day were not too long in coming — 

For none knew better than this little grey woman, the agony of mind that must be endured when a sensitive, highly organized nature is first brought face to face with its own affliction. None knew better the terrible nerves of the invert, nerves that are always lying in wait. Super-nerves, whose response is only equalled by the strain that calls that response into being. Puddle was well acquainted with these things — that was why she was deeply concerned about Stephen.

But all she could do, at least for the present, was to be very gentle and very patient: ‘Drink this cocoa, Stephen, I made it myself — And then with a smile, ‘I put four lumps of sugar!’

Then Stephen was pretty sure to turn contrite: ‘Puddle — I’m a brute — you’re so good to me always.’

‘Rubbish! I know you like cocoa made sweet, that’s why I put in those four lumps of sugar. Let’s go for a really long walk, shall we, dear? I’ve been wanting a really long walk now for weeks.’

Liar — most kind and self-sacrificing liar! Puddle hated long walks, especially with Stephen who strode as though wearing seven league boots and whose only idea of a country walk was to take her own line across ditches and hedges — yes, indeed, a most kind and self-sacrificing liar! For Puddle was not quite so young as she had been; at times her feet would trouble her a little, and at times she would get a sharp twinge in her knee, which she shrewdly suspected to be rheumatism. Nevertheless she must keep close to Stephen because of the fear that tightened her heart — the fear of that questioning, wounded expression which now never left the girl’s eyes for a moment. So Puddle got out her most practical shoes — her heaviest shoes which were said to be damp-proof — and limped along bravely by the side of her charge, who as often as not ignored her existence.

There was one thing in all this that Puddle found amazing, and that was Anna’s apparent blindness. Anna appeared to notice no change in Stephen, to feel no anxiety about her. As always, these two were gravely polite to each other, and as always they never intruded. Still, it did seem to Puddle an incredible thing that the girl’s own mother should have noticed nothing. And yet so it was, for Anna had gradually been growing more silent and more abstracted. She was letting the tide of life carry her gently towards that haven on which her thoughts rested. And this blindness of hers troubled Puddle sorely, so that anger must often give way to pity.

She would think: ‘God help her, the sorrowful woman; she knows nothing — why didn’t he tell her? It was cruel!’ And then she would think: ‘Yes, but God help Stephen if the day ever comes when her mother does know — what will happen on that day to Stephen?’

Kind and loyal Puddle; she felt torn to shreds between those two, both so worthy of pity. And now in addition she must be tormented by memories dug out of their graves by Stephen — Stephen, whose pain had called up a dead sorrow that for long had lain quietly and decently buried. Her youth would come back and stare into her eyes reproachfully, so that her finest virtues would seem little better than dust and ashes. She would sigh, remembering the bitter sweetness, the valiant hopelessness of her youth — and then she would look at Stephen.

But one morning Stephen announced abruptly: ‘I’m going out. Don’t wait lunch for me, will you.’ And her voice permitted of no argument or question.

Puddle nodded in silence. She had no need to question, she knew only too well where Stephen was going.
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With head bowed by her mortification of spirit, Stephen rode once more to The Grange. And from time to time as she rode she flushed deeply because of the shame of what she was doing. But from time to time her eyes filled with tears because of the pain of her longing.

She left the cob with a man at the stables, then made her way round to the old herb-garden; and there she found Angela sitting alone in the shade with a book which she was not reading.

Stephen said: ‘I’ve come back.’ And then without waiting: ‘I’ll do anything you want, if you’ll let me come back.’ And even as she spoke those words her eyes fell.

But Angela answered: ‘You had to come back — because I’ve been wanting you, Stephen.’

Then Stephen went and knelt down beside her, and she hid her face against Angela’s knee, and the tears that had never so much as once fallen during all the hard weeks of their separation, gushed out of her eyes. She cried like a child, with her face against Angela’s knee.

Angela let her cry on for a while, then she lifted the tear-stained face and kissed it: ‘Oh, Stephen, Stephen, get used to the world — it’s a horrible place full of horrible people, but it’s all there is, and we live in it, don’t wee So we’ve just got to do as the world does, my Stephen.’ And because it seemed strange and rather pathetic that this creature should weep, Angela was stirred to something very like love for a moment: ‘Don’t cry any more — don’t cry, honey,’ she whispered, ‘we’re together; nothing else really matters.’

And so it began all over again.
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Stephen stayed on to lunch, for Ralph was in Worcester. He came home a good two hours before teatime to find them together among his roses; they had followed the shade when it left the herb-garden.

‘Oh, it’s you!’ he exclaimed as his eye lit on Stephen; and his voice was naively disappointed, so full of dismay at her reappearance, that just for a second she felt sorry for him.

‘Yes, it’s me—’ she replied, not quite knowing what to say.

He grunted, and went off for his pruning knife, with which he was soon amputating roses. But in spite of his mood he remained a good surgeon, cutting dexterously, always above the leaf-bud, for the man was fond of his roses. And knowing this, Stephen must play on that fondness, since now it was her business to cajole him into friendship. A degrading business, but it had to be done for Angela’s sake, lest she suffer through loving. Unthinkable that— ‘Could you marry me, Stephen?’

‘Ralph, look here,’ she called, ‘Mrs. John Laing’s got broken! We may be in time if we bind her with bass.’

‘Oh, dear, has she?’ He came hurrying up as he spoke, ‘Do go down to the shed and get me some, will you?’

She got him the bass and together they bound her, the pink-cheeked full-bosomed Mrs. John Laing.

‘There,’ he said, as he snipped off the ends of her bandage, ‘that ought to set your leg for you, madam!’

Near by grew a handsome Frau Karl Druschki, and Stephen praised her luminous whiteness, remarking his obvious pleasure at the praise. He was like a father of beautiful children, always eager to hear them admired by a stranger, and she made a note of this in her mind: ‘He likes one to praise his roses.’

He wanted to talk about Frau Karl Druschki: ‘She’s a beauty! There’s something so wonderfully cool — as you say, it’s the whiteness—’ Then before he could stop himself: ‘She reminds me of Angela, somehow.’ The moment the words were out he was frowning, and Stephen stared hard at Frau Karl Druschki.

But as they passed from border to border, his brow cleared: ‘I’ve spent over three hundred,’ he said proudly, ‘never saw such a mess as this garden was in when I bought the place — had to dig in fresh soil for the roses just here, these are all new plants; I motored half across England to get them. See that hedge of York and Lancasters there? They didn’t cost much because they’re out of fashion. But I like them, they’re small but rather distinguished I think — there’s something so armorial about them.’

She agreed: ‘Yes, I’m awfully fond of them too,’ and she listened quite gravely while he explained that they dated as far back as the Wars of the Roses.

‘Historical, that’s what I mean,’ he explained. ‘I like everything old, you know, except women.’

She thought with an inward smile of his newness.

Presently he said in a tone of surprise: ‘I never imagined that you’d care about roses.’

‘Yes, why not? We’ve got quite a number at Morton. Why don’t you come over tomorrow and see them?’

‘Do your William Allen Richardsons do well?’ he inquired.

‘I think so.’

‘Mine don’t. I can’t make it out. This year of course they’ve been damaged by green-fly. Just come here and look at these standards, will you? They’re being devoured alive by the brutes!’ And then as though he were talking to a friend who would understand him: ‘Roses seem good to me — you know what I mean, there’s virtue about them — the scent and the feel and the way they grow. I always had some on the desk in my office, they seemed to brighten up the whole place, no end.’

He started to ink in the names on the labels with a gold fountain-pen which he took from his pocket. ‘Yes,’ he murmured, as he bent his face over the labels, ‘yes, I always had three or four on my desk. But Birmingham’s a foul sort of place for roses.’

And hearing him, Stephen found herself thinking that all men had something simple about them; something that took pleasure in the things that were blameless, that longed, as it were, to contact with Nature. Martin had loved huge, primitive trees; and even this mean little man loved his roses.

Angela came strolling across the lawn: ‘Come, you two,’ she called gaily, ‘tea’s waiting in the hall!’

Stephen flinched: ‘Come, you two—’ the words jarred on her; and she knew that Angela was thoroughly happy, for when Ralph was out of earshot for a moment she whispered:

‘You were clever about his roses!’

At tea Ralph relapsed into sulky silence; he seemed to regret his erstwhile good humour. And he ate quite a lot, which made Angela nervous — she dreaded his attacks of indigestion, which were usually accompanied by attacks of bad temper.

Long after they had all finished tea he lingered, until Angela said: ‘Oh, Ralph, that lawn mower. Pratt asked me to tell you that it won’t work at all; he thinks it had better go back to the makers. Will you write about it now before the post goes?’

‘I suppose so—’ he muttered; but he left the room slowly.

Then they looked at each other, and drew close together, guiltily, starting at every sound: ‘Stephen — be careful for God’s sake — Ralph—’

So Stephen’s hands dropped from Angela’s shoulders, and she set her lips hard, for no protest must pass them any more; they had no right to protest.






  








Chapter Twenty-one
 

1
 

That autumn the Crossbys went, up to Scotland, and Stephen went to Cornwall with her mother. Anna was not well, she needed a change, and the doctor had told them of Watergate Bay, that was why they had gone to Cornwall. To Stephen it mattered very little where she went, since she was not allowed to join Angela in Scotland. Angela had put her foot down quite firmly: ‘No, my dear, it wouldn’t do. I know Ralph would make hell. I can’t let you follow us up to Scotland.’ So that there, perforce, the matter had ended.

And now Stephen could sit and gloom over her trouble while Anna read placidly, asking no questions. She seldom worried her daughter with questions, seldom even evinced any interest in her letters.

From time to time Puddle would write from Morton, and then Anna would say, recognizing the writing: ‘Is everything all right?’

And Stephen would answer: ‘Yes, Mother, Puddle says everything’s all right.’ As indeed it was — at Morton.

But from Scotland news seemed to come very slowly. Stephen’s letters would quite often go unanswered; and what answers she received were unsatisfactory, for Angela’s caution was a very strict censor. Stephen herself must write with great care, she discovered, in order to pacify that censor.

Twice daily she visited the hotel porter, a kind, red-faced man with a sympathy for lovers.

‘Any letters for me?’ she would ask, trying hard to appear rather bored at the mere thought of letters.

‘No, miss.’

‘There’s another post in at seven?’

‘Yes, miss.’

‘Well — thank you.’

She would wander away, leaving the porter to think to himself: ‘She don’t look like a girl as would have a young man, but you never can tell. Anyhow she seems anxious — I do hope it’s all right for the poor young lady.’ He grew to take a real interest in Stephen, and would sometimes talk to his wife about her: ‘Have you noticed her, Alice? A queer-looking girl, very tall, wears a collar and tie — you know, mannish. And she seems just to change her suit of an evening — puts on a dark one — never wears evening dress. The mother’s still a beautiful woman; but the girl — I dunno, there’s something about her — anyhow I’m surprised she’s got a young man; though she must have, the way she watches the posts, I sometimes feel sorry for her.’

But her calls at his office were not always fruitless: ‘Any letters for me?’

‘Yes, miss, there’s just one.’

He would look at her with a paternal expression, glad enough to think that her young man had written; and Stephen, divining his thoughts from his face, would feel embarrassed and angry. Snatching her letters she would hurry to the beach, where the rocks provided a merciful shelter, and where no one seemed likely to look paternal, unless it should be an occasional sea-gull.

But as she read, her heart would feel empty; something sharp like a physical pain would go through her: ‘Dear Stephen. I’m sorry I’ve not written before, but Ralph and I have been fearfully busy. We’re having a positive social orgy up here, I’m so glad he took this large shoot...’ That was the sort of thing Angela wrote these days — perhaps because of her caution.

However, one morning an unusually long letter arrived, telling all about Angela’s doings: ‘By the way, we’ve met the Antrim boy, Roger. He’s been staying with some people that Ralph knows quite well, the Peacocks, they’ve got a wonderful old castle; I think I must have told you about them.’ Here followed an elaborate description of the castle, together with the ancestral tree of the Peacocks. Then: ‘Roger has talked quite a lot about you; he says he used to tease you when you were children. He says that you wanted to fight him one day — that made me laugh awfully, it’s so like you, Stephen! He’s a good-looking person and rather a nice one. He tells me that his regiment’s stationed at Worcester, so I’ve asked him to come over to The Grange when he likes. It must be pretty dreary, I imagine, in Worcester...

Stephen finished the letter and sat staring at the sea for a moment, after which she got up abruptly. Slipping the letter into her pocket she buttoned her jacket; she was feeling cold. What she needed was a walk, a really long walk. She set out briskly in the direction of Newquay.

2
 

During those long, anxious weeks in Cornwall, it was borne in on Stephen as never before how wide was the gulf between her and her mother, how completely they two must always stand divided. Yet looking at Anna’s quiet ageing face, the girl would be struck afresh by its beauty, a beauty that seemed to have mollified the years, to have risen triumphant over time and grief. And now as in the days of her childhood, that beauty would fill her with a kind of wonder; so calm it was, so assured, so complete — then her mother’s deep eyes, blue like distant mountains, and now with that far-away look in their blueness, as though they were gazing into the distance. Stephen’s heart would suddenly tighten a little; a sense of great loss would descend upon her, together with the sense of not fully understanding just what she had lost or why she had lost it — she would stare at Anna as a thirsty traveller in the desert will stare at a mirage of water.

And one evening there came a preposterous impulse — the impulse to confide in this woman within whose most gracious and perfect body her own anxious body had lain and quickened. She wanted to speak to that motherhood, to implore, nay, compel its understanding. To say, ‘Mother, I need you. I’ve lost my way — give me your hand to hold in the darkness.’ But good God, the folly, the madness of it! The base betrayal of such a confession! Angela delivered over, betrayed — the unthinkable folly, the madness of it.

Yet sometimes as Anna and she sat together looking out at the misty Cornish coast-line, hearing the dull, heavy throb of the sea and the calling of sea-gulls the one to the other — as they sat there together it would seem to Stephen that her heart was so full of Angela Crossby, all the bitterness, all the sweetness of her, that the mother-heart beating close by her own must surely, in its turn, be stirred to beat faster, for had she not once sheltered under that heart? And so extreme was her need becoming, that now she must often find Anna’s cool hand and hold it a moment or two in her own, trying to draw from it some consolation.

But the touch of that cool, pure hand would distress her, causing her spirit to ache with longing for the simple and upright and honourable things that had served many simple and honourable people. Then all that to some might appear uninspiring, would seem to her very fulfilling and perfect. A pair of lovers walking by arm in arm just a quiet engaged couple, neither comely nor clever nor burdened with riches; just a quiet, engaged couple — would in her envious eyes be invested with a glory and pride passing all understanding. For were Angela and she those fortunate lovers, they could stand before Anna happy and triumphant. Anna, the mother, would smile and speak gently, tolerant because of her own days of loving. Wherever they went older folk would remember, and remembering would smile on their love and speak gently. To know that the whole world was glad of your gladness, must surely bring heaven very near to the world.

One night Anna looked across at her daughter: ‘Are you tired, my dear? You seem a bit fagged.’

The question was unexpected, for Stephen was supposed not to know what it meant to feel fagged, her physical health and strength were proverbial. Was it possible then that her mother had divined at long last her utter weariness of spirit? Quite suddenly Stephen felt shamelessly childish, and she spoke as a child who wants comforting.

‘Yes, I’m dreadfully tired.’ Her voice shook a little; ‘I’m tired out — I’m dreadfully tired,’ she repeated. With amazement she heard. herself making this weak bid for pity, and yet she could not resist it. Had Anna held out her arms at that moment, she might soon have learnt about Angela Crossby.

But instead she yawned: ‘It’s this air, it’s too woolly. I’ll be very glad when we get back to Morton. What’s the time? I’m almost asleep already — let’s go up to our beds, don’t you think so, Stephen?’

It was like a cold douche; and a good thing too for the girl’s self-respect. She pulled herself together: ‘Yes, come on, it’s past ten. I detest this soft air.’ And she flushed, remembering that weak bid for pity.

3
 

Stephen left Cornwall without a regret; everything about it had seemed to her depressing. Its rather grim beauty which at any other time would have deeply appealed to her virile nature, had but added to the gloom of those interminable weeks spent apart from Angela Crossby. For her perturbation had been growing apace, she was constantly oppressed by doubts and vague fears; bewildered, uncertain of her own power to hold; uncertain, too, of Angela’s will to be held by this dangerous yet bloodless loving. Her defrauded body had been troubling her sorely, so that she had tramped over beach and headland, cursing the strength of the youth that was in her, trying to trample down her hot youth and only succeeding in augmenting its vigour.

But now that the ordeal had come to an end at last, she began to feel less despondent. In a week’s time Angela would get back from Scotland; then at least the hunger of the eyes could be appeased — a terrible thing that hunger of the eyes for the sight of the well-loved being. And then Angela’s birthday was drawing near, which would surely provide an excuse for a present. She had sternly forbidden the giving of presents, even humble keepsakes, on account of Ralph — still, a birthday was different, and in any case Stephen was quite determined to risk it. For the impulse to give that is common to all lovers, was in her attaining enormous proportions, so that she visualized Angela decked in diadems worthy of Cleopatra; so that she sat and stared at her bank book with eyes that grew angry when they lit on her balance. What was the good of plenty of money if it could not be spent on the person one loved? Well, this time it should be so spent, and spent largely; no limit was going to be set to this present!

An unworthy and tiresome thing money, at best, but it can at least ease the heart of the lover. When he lightens his purse he lightens his heart, though this can hardly be accounted a virtue, for such giving is perhaps the most insidious form of self-indulgence that is known to mankind.

4
 

Stephen had said quite casually to Anna: ‘Suppose we stay three or four days in London on our way back to Morton? You could do some shopping.’ Anna had agreed, thinking of her house linen which wanted renewing; but Stephen had been thinking of the jewellers’ shops in Bond Street.

And now here they actually were in London, established at a quiet and expensive hotel; but the problem of Angela’s birthday present had, it seemed, only just begun for Stephen. She had not the least idea what she wanted, or what Angela wanted, which was far more important; and she did not know how to get rid of her mother, who appeared to dislike going out unaccompanied. For three days of the four Stephen fretted and fumed; never had Anna seemed so dependent. At Morton they now led quite separate lives, yet here in London they were always together. Scheme as she might she could find no excuse for a solitary visit to Bond Street. However, on the morning of the fourth and last day, Anna succumbed to a devastating headache.

Stephen said: ‘I think I’ll go and get some air, if you really don’t need me — I’m feeling energetic!’

‘Yes, do — I don’t want you to stay in,’ groaned Anna, who was longing for peace and an aspirin tablet.

Once out on the pavement Stephen hailed the first taxi she met; she was quite absurdly elated. ‘Drive to the Piccadilly end of Bond Street,’ she ordered, as she jumped in and slammed the door. Then she put her head quickly out of the window: ‘And when you get to the corner, please stop. I don’t want you to drive along Bond Street, I’ll walk. I want you to stop at the Piccadilly corner.’

But when she was actually standing on the corner — the left-hand corner — she began to feel doubtful as to which side of Bond Street she ought to tackle first. Should she try the right side or keep to the left? She decided to try the right side. Crossing over, she started to walk along slowly. At every jeweller’s shop she stood still and gazed at the wares displayed in the window. Now she was worried by quite a new problem, the problem of stones, there were so many kinds. Emeralds or rubies or perhaps just plain diamonds? Well, certainly neither emeralds nor rubies — Angela’s colouring demanded whiteness. Whiteness — she had it! Pearls — no, one pearl, one flawless pearl and set as a ring. Angela had once described such a ring with envy, but alas, it had been born in Paris.

People stared at the masculine-looking girl who seemed so intent upon feminine adornments. And someone, a man, laughed and nudged his companion: ‘Look at that! What is it?’

‘My God! What indeed?’

She heard them and suddenly felt less elated as she made her way into the shop.

She said rather loudly: ‘I want a pearl ring.’

‘A pearl ring? What kind, madam?’

She hesitated, unable now to describe what she did want: ‘I don’t quite know — but it must be a large one.’

‘For yourself?’ And she thought that the man smiled a little.

Of course he did nothing of the kind; but she stammered: ‘No — oh, no — it’s not for myself, it’s for a friend. She’s asked me to choose her a large pearl ring: To her own ears the words sounded foolish and flustered.

There was nothing in that shop that fulfilled her requirements, so once more she must face the guns of Bond Street. Now she quickened her steps and found herself striding; modifying her pace she found herself dawdling; and always she was conscious of people who stared, or whom she imagined were staring. She felt sure that the shop assistants looked doubtful when she asked for a large and flawless pearl ring; and catching a glimpse of her reflection in a glass, she decided that naturally they would look doubtful — her appearance suggested neither pearls nor their price. She slipped a surreptitious hand into her pocket, gaining courage from the comforting feel of her cheque book.

When the east side of the thoroughfare had been exhausted, she crossed over quickly and made her way back towards her original corner. By now she was rather depressed and disgruntled. Supposing that she did not find what she wanted in Bond Street? She had no idea where else to look — her knowledge of London was far from extensive. But apparently the gods were feeling propitious, for a little further on she paused in front of a small, and as she thought, quite humble shop. As a matter of fact it was anything but humble, hence the bars half-way up its unostentatious window. Then she stared, for there on a white velvet cushion lay a pearl that looked like a round gleaming marble, a marble attached to a slender circlet of platinum — some sort of celestial marble! It was just such a ring as Angela had seen in Paris, and had since never ceased to envy.

The person behind this counter was imposing. He was old, and wore glasses with tortoiseshell rims: ‘Yes, madam, it’s a very fine specimen indeed. The setting’s French, just a thin band of platinum, there’s nothing to detract from the beauty of the pearl.’

He lifted it tenderly off its cushion, and as tenderly Stephen let it rest on her palm. It shone whiter than white against her skin, which by contrast looked sunburnt and weather-beaten.

Then the dignified old gentleman murmured the price, glancing curiously at the girl as he did so, but she seemed to be quite unperturbed, so he said: ‘Will you try the effect of the ring on your finger?’

At this, however, his customer flushed: ‘It wouldn’t go anywhere near my finger!’

‘I can have it enlarged to any size you wish.’

‘Thanks, but it’s not for me — it’s for a friend.’

‘Have you any idea what size your friend takes, say in gloves? Is her hand large or small do you think?’

Stephen answered promptly: ‘It’s a very small hand,’ then immediately looked and felt rather self-conscious.

And now the old gentleman was openly staring: ‘Excuse me,’ he murmured, ‘an extraordinary likeness...’ Then more boldly: ‘Do you happen to be related to Sir Philip Gordon of Morton Hall, who died — it must be about two years ago — from some accident? I believe a tree fell—’

‘Oh, yes, I’m his daughter,’ said Stephen.

He nodded and smiled: ‘Of course, of course, you couldn’t be anything but his daughter.’

‘You knew my father?’ she inquired, in surprise.

‘Very well, Miss Gordon, when your father was young. In those days Sir Philip was a customer of mine. I sold him his first pearl studs while he was at Oxford, and at least four scarf pins — a bit of a dandy Sir Philip was up at Oxford. But what may interest you is the fact that I nude your mother’s engagement ring for him; a large half-hoop of very fine diamonds—’

‘Did you make that ring?’

‘I did, Miss Gordon. I remember quite well his showing me a miniature of Lady Anna — I remember his words. He said: “She’s so pure that only the purest stones are fit to touch her finger.” You see, he’d known me ever since he was at Eton, that’s why he spoke of your mother to me — I felt deeply honoured. Ah, yes — dear, dear — your father was young then and very much in love...’

She said suddenly: ‘Is this pearl as pure as those diamonds?’ And he answered: ‘It’s without a blemish.’

Then she found her cheque book and he gave her his pen with which to write out the very large cheque.

‘Wouldn’t you like some reference?’ she inquired, as she glanced at the sum for which he must trust her.

But at this he laughed: ‘Your face is your reference, if I may be allowed to say so, Miss Gordon.’

They shook hands because he had known her father, and she left the shop with the ring in her pocket. As she walked down the street she was lost in thought, so that if people stared she no longer noticed. In her ears kept sounding those words from the past, those words of her father’s when long, long ago he too had been a young lover: She’s so pure that only the purest stones are fit to touch her finger.’






  








Chapter Twenty-two
 

1
 

When they got back to Morton there was Puddle in the hall, with that warm smile of hers, always just a little mocking yet pitiful too, that queer composite smile that made her face so arresting. And the sight of this faithful little grey woman brought home to Stephen the fact that she had missed her. She had missed her, she found, out of all proportion to the size of the creature, which seemed to have diminished. Coming back to it after those weeks of absence, Puddle’s smallness seemed to be even smaller, and Stephen could not help laughing as she hugged her. Then she suddenly lifted her right off her feet with as much ease as though she had been a baby.

Morton smelt good with its log fires burning, and Morton looked good with the goodness of home. Stephen sighed with something very like contentment: ‘Lord! I’m so glad to be back again, Puddle. I must have been a cat in my last incarnation; I hate strange places — especially Cornwall.’

Puddle smiled grimly. She thought that she knew why Stephen had hated Cornwall.

After tea Stephen wandered about the house, touching first this, then that, with affectionate fingers. But presently she went off to the stables with sugar for Collins and carrots for Raftery; and there in his spacious, hay-scented loose box, Raftery was waiting for Stephen. He made a queer little sound in his throat, and his soft Irish eyes said: ‘You’re home, home, home. I’ve grown tired with waiting, and with wishing you home.’

And she answered: ‘Yes, I’ve come back to you, Raftery.’

Then she threw her strong arm around his neck, and they talked together for quite a long while — not in Irish or English but in a quiet language having very few words but many small sounds and many small movements, that meant much more than words.

‘Since you went I’ve discovered a wonderful thing,’ he told her, ‘I’ve discovered that for me you are God. It’s like that sometimes with us humbler people, we may only know God through His human image.’

‘Raftery,’ she murmured, ‘oh, Raftery, my dear — I was so young when you came to Morton. Do you remember that first day out hunting when you jumped the huge hedge in our big north paddock? What a jump! It ought to go down to history. You were splendidly cool and collected about it. Thank the Lord you were — I was only a kid, all the same it was very foolish of us, Raftery.’

She gave him a carrot, which he took with contentment from the hand of his God, and proceeded to munch. And she watched him munch it, contented in her turn, hoping that the carrot was succulent and sweet; hoping that his innocent cup of pleasure might be full to the brim and overflowing. Like God indeed, she tended his needs, mixing the evening meal in his manger, holding the water bucket to his lips while he sucked in the cool, clear, health-giving water. A groom came along with fresh trusses of straw which he opened and tossed among Raftery’s bedding; then he took off the smart blue and red day clothing, and buckled him up in a warm night blanket. Beyond in the far loose box by the window, Sir Philip’s young chestnut kicked loudly for supper.

‘Woa horse! Get up there! Stop kicking them boards!’ And the groom hurried off to attend to the chestnut.

Collins, who had spat out his two lumps of sugar, was now busy indulging his morbid passion. His sides were swollen well night to bursting — blown out like an air balloon was old Collins from the evil and dyspeptic effects of the straw, plus his own woeful lack of molars. He stared at Stephen with whitish-blue eyes that saw nothing, and when she touched him he grunted — a discourteous sound which meant: ‘Leave me alone!’ So after a mild reproof she left him to his sins and his indigestion.

Last but not least, she strolled down to the home of the two-legged creature who had once reigned supreme in those princely but now depleted stables. And the lamplight streamed out through uncurtained windows to meet her, so that she walked on lamplight. A slim streak of gold led right up to the porch of old Williams’ comfortable cottage. She found him sitting with the Bible on his knees, peering crossly down at the Scriptures through his glasses. He had taken to reading the Scriptures aloud to himself — a melancholy occupation. He was at this now. As Stephen entered she could hear him mumbling from Revelation: ‘And the heads of the horses were as the heads of lions; and out of their mouths issued fire and smoke and brimstone.’

He looked up, and hastily twitched off his glasses: ‘Miss Stephen!’

‘Sit still — stop where you are, Williams.’

But Williams had the arrogance of the humble. He was proud of the stern traditions of his service, and his pride forbade him to sit in her presence, in spite of their long and kind years of friendship. Yet when he spoke he must grumble a little, as though she were still the very small child who had swaggered round the stables rubbing her chin, imitating his every expression and gesture.

‘You didn’t ought to have no ‘orses, Miss Stephen, the way you runs off and leaves them,’ he grumbled. Raftery’s been off ‘is feed these last days. I’ve been talkin’ to that Jim what you sets such store by! Impudent young blight, ‘e answered me back like as though I’d no right to express me opinion. But I says to ‘im: “You just wait, lad,” I says, “You wait until I gets ‘old of Miss Stephen!”’

For Williams could never keep clear of the stables, and could never refrain from nagging when he got there. Deposed he might be, but not yet defeated even by old age, as grooms knew to their cost. The tap of his heavy oak stick in the yard was enough to send Jim and his underling flying to hide curry-combs and brushes out of sight. Williams needed no glasses when it came to disorder.

‘Be this place ‘ere a stable or be it a pigsty, I wonder e’ was now his habitual greeting.

His wife came bustling in from the kitchen: Sit down, Miss Stephen,’ and she dusted a chair.

Stephen sat down and glanced at the Bible where it lay, still open, on the table.

‘Yes,’ said Williams, dourly, as though she had spoken, ‘I’m reduced to readin’ about ‘eavenly ‘orses. A nice endin’ that for a man like me, what’s been in the service of Sir Philip Gordon, what’s ‘ad ‘is legs across the best ‘unters as ever was seen in this county or any! And I don’t believe in them lion-headed beasts breathin’ fire and brimstone, it’s all agin nature. Whoever it was wrote them Revelations, can’t never have been inside of a stable. I don’t believe in no ‘eavenly ‘orses neither — there won’t be no ‘orses in ‘eaven; and a good thing too, judgin’ by the description.’

‘I’m surprised at you, Arth-thur, bein’ so disrespectful to The Book!’ his wife reproached him gravely.

‘Well, it ain’t no encyclopaedee to the stable, and that’s a sure thing,’ grinned Williams.

Stephen looked from one to the other. They were old, very old, fast approaching completion. Quite soon, their circle would be complete, and then Williams would be able to tackle Saint John on the points of those heavenly horses.

Mrs. Williams glanced apologetically at her: ‘Excuse ‘im, Miss Stephen, ‘e’s gettin’ rather childish. ‘E won’t read no pretty parts of the Book; all e’ll read is them parts about chariots and such-like. All what’s to do with ‘orses ‘e reads; and then ‘e’s so unbelievin’ — it’s aw-ful!’ But she looked at her mate with the eyes of a mother, very gentle and tolerant eyes.

And Stephen, seeing those two together, could picture them as they must once have been, in the halcyon days of their youthful vigour. For she thought that she glimpsed through the dust of the years, a faint flicker of the girl who had lingered in the lanes when the young man Williams and she had been courting. And looking at Williams as he stood before her twitching and bowed, she thought that she glimpsed a faint flicker of the youth, very stalwart and comely, who had bent his head downwards and sideways, as he walked and whispered and kissed in the lanes. And because they were old yet undivided, her heart ached; not for them but rather for Stephen. Her youth seemed as dross when compared to their honourable age; because they were undivided.

She said: ‘Make him sit down, I don’t want him to stand.’ And she got up and pushed her own chair towards him.

But old Mrs. Williams shook her white head slowly: ‘No, Miss Stephen, ‘e wouldn’t sit down in your presence. Beggin’ your pardon, it would ‘urt Arth-thur’s feelin’s to be made to sit down; it would make ‘im feel as ‘is days of service was really over.’

‘I don’t need to sit down,’ declared Williams.

So Stephen wished them both a good night, promising to come again very soon; and Williams hobbled out to the path which was now quite golden from border to border, for the door of the cottage was standing wide open and the glow from the lamp streamed over the path. Once more she found herself walking on lamplight, while Williams, bareheaded, stood and watched her departure. Then her feet were caught up and entangled in shadows again, as she made her way under the trees.

But presently came a familiar fragrance — logs burning on the wide, friendly hearths of Morton. Logs burning — quite soon the lakes would be frozen— ‘and the ice looks like slabs of gold in the sunset, when you and I come and stand here in the winter...and as we walk back we can smell the log fires long before we can see them, and we love that good smell because it means home, and our home is Morton...because it means home and our home is Morton...

Oh, intolerable fragrance of log fires burning!






  








Chapter Twenty-three
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Angela did not return in a week, she had decided to remain another fortnight in Scotland. She was staying now with the Peacocks, it seemed, and would not get back until after her birthday. Stephen looked at the beautiful ring as it gleamed in its little white velvet box, and her disappointment and chagrin were childish.

But Violet Antrim, who had also been staying with the Peacocks, had arrived home full of importance. She walked in on Stephen one afternoon to announce her engagement to young Alec Peacock. She was so much engaged and so haughty about it that Stephen, whose nerves were already on edge, was very soon literally itching to slap her. Violet was now able to look down on Stephen from the height of her newly gained knowledge of men — knowing Alec she felt that she knew the whole species.

‘It’s a terrible pity you dress as you do, my dear,’ she remarked, with the manner of sixty, ‘a young girl’s so much more attractive when she’s soft — don’t you think you could soften your clothes just a little? I mean you do want to get married, don’t you! No woman’s complete until she is married. After all, no woman can really stand alone, she always needs a man to protect her.’

Stephen said: ‘I’m all right — getting on nicely, thank you!’

‘Oh, no, but you can’t be!’ Violet insisted. ‘I was talking to Alec and Roger about you, and Roger was saying it’s an awful mistake for women to get false ideas into their heads. He thinks you’ve got rather a bee in your bonnet; he told Alec that you’d be quite a womanly woman if you’d only stop trying to ape what you’re not.’ Presently she said, staring rather hard: ‘That Mrs. Crossby — do you really like her? Of course I know you’re friends and all that — But why are you friends? You’ve got nothing in common. She’s what Roger calls a thorough man’s woman. I think myself she’s a bit of a climber. Do you want to be used as a scaling ladder for storming the fortifications of the county? The Peacocks have known old Crossby for years, he’s a wonderful shot for an ironmonger, but they don’t care for her very much I believe — Alec says she’s man-mad, whatever that means, anyhow she seems desperately keen about Roger.’

Stephen said: ‘I’d rather we didn’t discuss Mrs. Crossby, because, you see, she’s my friend.’ And her voice was as icy cold as her hands.

‘Oh, of course if you’re feeling like that about it—’ laughed Violet, ‘no, but honest, she is keen on Roger.’

When Violet had gone, Stephen sprang to her feet, but her sense of direction seemed to have left her, for she struck her head a pretty sharp blow against the side of a heavy bookcase. She stood swaying with her hands pressed against her temples. Angela and Roger Antrim — those two — but it couldn’t be, Violet had been purposely lying. She loved to torment, she was like her brother, a bully, a devil who loved to torment — it couldn’t be — Violet had been lying.

She steadied herself and leaving the room and the house, went and fetched her car from the stables. She drove to the telegraph office at Upton: ‘Come back, I must see you at once,’ she wired, taking great care to prepay the reply, lest Angela should find an excuse for not answering.

The clerk counted the words with her stump of a pencil, then she looked at Stephen rather strangely.
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The next morning came Angela’s frigid answer: ‘Coming home Monday fortnight not one day sooner please no more wires Ralph very much upset.’

Stephen tore the thing into a hundred fragments and then hurled it away. She was suddenly shaking all over with uncontrollable anger.

3
 

Right up to the moment of Angela’s return that hot anger supported Stephen. It was like a flame that leapt through her veins, a flame that consumed and yet stimulated, so that she purposely fanned the fire from a sense of self-preservation.

Then came the actual day of arrival. Angela must be in London by now, she would certainly have travelled by the night express. She would catch the 12.47 to Malvern and then motor to Upton — it was nearly twelve. It was afternoon. At 3.17 Angela’s train would arrive at Great Malvern — it had arrived now — in about twenty minutes she would drive past the very gates of Morton. Half-past four. Angela must have got home; she was probably having tea in the parlour — in the little oak parlour with its piping bullfinch whose cage always stood near the casement window. A long time ago, a lifetime ago, Stephen had blundered into that parlour, and Tony had barked, and the bullfinch had piped a sentimental old German tune — but that was surely a lifetime ago. Five o’clock. Violet Antrim had obviously lied; she had lied on purpose to torment Stephen — Angela and Roger — it couldn’t be; Violet had lied because she liked to torment. A quarter-past five. What was Angela doing now? She was near, just a few miles away — perhaps she was ill, as she had not written; yes, that must be it, of course Angela was ill. The persistent, aching hunger of the eyes. Anger, what was it? A folly, a delusion, a weakness that crumbled before that hunger. And Angela was only a few miles away.

She went up to her room and unlocked a drawer from which she took the little white case. Then she slipped the case into her jacket pocket.
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Sim found Angela helping her maid to unpack; they appeared to be all but snowed under by masses of soft, inadequate garments. The bedroom smelt strongly of Angela’s scent, which was heavy yet slightly pungent.

She glanced up from a tumbled heap of silk stockings: ‘Hallo, Stephen!’ Her greeting was casually friendly.

Stephen said: ‘Well, how are you after all these weeks? Did you have a good journey down from Scotland?’

The maid said: ‘Shall I wash your new crepe de Chine nightgowns, ma’am? Or ought they to go to the cleaners?’

Then, somehow, they all fell silent.

To break this suggestive and awkward silence, Stephen inquired politely after Ralph.

‘He’s in London on business for a couple of days; he’s all right, thanks,’ Angela answered briefly, and she turned once more to sorting her stockings.

Stephen studied her. Angela was not looking well, her mouth had a childish droop at the corners; there were quite new shadows, too, under her eyes, and these shadows accentuated her pallor. And as though that earnest gaze made her nervous, she suddenly bundled the stockings together with a little sound of impatience.

‘Come on, let’s go down to my room!’ And turning to her maid: ‘I’d rather you washed the new nightgowns, please.’

They went down the wide oak stairs without speaking, and into the little oak-panelled parlour. Stephen closed the door; then they faced each other.

‘Well, Angela?’

‘Well, Stephen?’ And after a pause: ‘What on earth made you send that absurd telegram? Ralph got hold of the thing and began to ask questions. You are such an almighty fool sometimes — you knew perfectly well that I couldn’t come back. Why will you behave as though you were six, have you no common sense? What’s it all about? Your methods are not only infantile — they’re dangerous.’

Then taking Angela firmly by the shoulders, Stephen turned her so that she faced the light. She put her question with youthful crudeness: ‘Do you find Roger Antrim physically attractive — do you find that he attracts you that way more than I do?’ She waited calmly, it seemed, for her answer.

And because of that distinctly ominous calm, Angela was scared, so she blustered a little: ‘Of course I don’t! I resent such questions; I won’t allow them even from you, Stephen. God knows where you get your fantastic ideas! Have you been discussing me with that girl Violet? If you have, I think it’s simply outrageous! She’s quite the most evil-minded prig in the county. It was not very gentlemanly of you, my dear, to discuss my affairs with our neighbours, was it?’

‘I refused to discuss you with Violet Antrim,’ Stephen told her, still speaking quite calmly. But she clung to her point: ‘Was it all a mistake? Is there no one between us except your husband? Angela, look at me — I will have the truth.’

For answer Angela kissed her.

Stephen’s strong but unhappy arms went round her, and suddenly stretching out her hand she switched off the little lamp on the table, so that the room was lit only by firelight. They could not see each other’s faces very clearly any more, because there was only firelight. And Stephen spoke such words as a lover will speak when his heart is burdened to breaking; when his doubts must bow down and be swept away before the unruly flood of his passion. There in that shadowy, firelit room, she spoke such words as lovers have spoken ever since the divine, sweet madness of God flung the thought of love into Creation.

But Angela suddenly pushed her away: ‘Don’t, don’t — I can’t bear it — it’s too much, Stephen. It hurts me — I can’t bear this thing — for you. It’s all wrong, I’m not worth it, anyhow it’s all wrong. Stephen, it’s making me — can’t you understand? It’s too much—’ She could not, she dared not explain. ‘If you were a man—’ She stopped abruptly, and burst into uncontrollable weeping.

And somehow this weeping was different from any that had gone before, so that Stephen trembled. There was something frightened and desolate about it; it was like the sobbing of a terrified child. The girl forgot her own desolation in her pity and the need that she felt to comfort. More strongly than ever before she felt the need to protect this woman, and to comfort.

She said, grown suddenly passionless and gentle: ‘Tell me — try to tell me what’s wrong, beloved. Don’t be afraid of making me angry — we love each other, and that’s all that matters. Try to tell me what’s wrong, and then let me help you; only don’t cry like this — I can’t endure it.’

But Angela hid her face in her hands: ‘No, no, it’s nothing; I’m only so tired. It’s been a fearful strain these last months. I’m just a weak, human creature, Stephen — sometimes I think we’ve been worse than mad. I must have been mad to have allowed you to love me like this — one day you’ll despise and hate me. It’s my fault, but I was so terribly lonely that I let you come into my life, and now — oh, I can’t explain, you wouldn’t understand; how could you understand, Stephen?’

And so strangely complex is poor human nature, that Angela really believed in her feelings. At that moment of sudden fear and remorse, remembering those guilty weeks in Scotland, she believed that she felt compassion and regret for this creature who loved her, and whose ardent loving had paved the way for another. In her weakness she could not part from the girl, not yet — there was something so strong about her. She seemed to combine the strength of a man with the gentler and more subtle strength of a woman. And thinking of the crude young animal Roger, with his brusque, rather brutal appeal to the senses, she was filled with a kind of regretful shame, and she hated herself for what she had done, and for what she well knew she would do again, because of that urge to passion.

Feeling humble, she groped for the girl’s kind hand; then she tried to speak lightly: ‘Would you always forgive this very miserable sinner, Stephen?’

Stephen said, not apprehending her meaning, ‘If our love is a sin, then heaven must be full of such tender and selfless sinning as ours.’

They sat down close together. They were weary unto death, and Angela whispered: ‘Put your arms around me again — but gently, because I’m so tired. You’re a kind lover, Stephen — sometimes I think you’re almost too kind.’

And Stephen answered: ‘It’s not kindness that makes me unwilling to force you — I can’t conceive of that sort of love.’

Angela Crossby was silent.

But now she was longing for the subtle easement of confession, so dear to the soul of woman. Her self-pity was augmented by her sense of wrong-doing — she was thoroughly unstrung, almost ill with self pity — so that lacking the courage to confess the present, she let her thoughts dwell on the past. Stephen had always forborne to question, and therefore that past had never been discussed, but now Angela felt a great need to discuss it. She did not analyse her feelings; she only knew that she longed intensely to humble herself, to plead for compassion, to wring from the queer, strong, sensitive being who loved her, some hope of ultimate forgiveness. At that moment, as she lay there in Stephen’s arms, the girl assumed an enormous importance. It was strange, but the very fact of betrayal appeared to have strengthened her will to hold her, and Angela stirred, so that Stephen said softly:

‘Lie still — I thought you were fast asleep.’

And Angela answered: ‘No, I’m not asleep, dearest. I’ve been thinking. There are some things I ought to tell you. You’ve never asked me about my past life — why haven’t you, Stephen?’

‘Because,’ said Stephen, ‘I knew that some day you’d tell me.’ Then Angela began at the very beginning. She described a Colonial home in Virginia. A grave, grey house, with a columned entrance, and a garden that looked down on deep, running water, and that water had rather a beautiful name — it was called the Potomac River. Up the side of the house grew magnolia blossoms, and many old trees gave their shade to its garden. In summer the fire-flies lit lamps on those trees, shifting lamps that moved swiftly among the branches. And the hot summer darkness was splashed with lightning, and the hot summer air was heavy with sweetness.

She described her mother who had died when Angela was twelve — a pathetic, inadequate creature; the descendant of women who had owned many slaves to minister to their most trivial requirements: ‘She could hardly put on her own stockings and shoes,’ smiled Angela, as she pictured that mother.

She described her father, George Benjamin Maxwell — a charming, but quite incorrigible spendthrift. She said: ‘He lived in past glories, Stephen. Because he was a Maxwell — a Maxwell of Virginia — he wouldn’t admit that the Civil War had deprived us all of the right to spend money. God knows, there was little enough of it left — the War practically ruined the old Southern gentry! My grandma could remember those days quite well; she scraped lint from her sheets for our wounded soldiers. If Grandma had lived, my life might have been different — but she died a couple of months after Mother.’

She described the eventual cataclysm, when the home had been sold up with everything in it, and she and her father had set out for New York — she just seventeen and he broken and ailing — to rebuild his dissipated fortune. And because she was now painting a picture of real life, untinged by imagination, her words lived, and her voice grew intensely bitter.

‘Hell — it was hell! We went under so quickly. There were days when I hadn’t enough to eat. Oh, Stephen, the filth, the unspeakable squalor — the heat and the cold and the hunger and the squalor. God, how I hate that great hideous city! It’s a monster, it crushes you down, it devours — even now I couldn’t go back to New York without feeling a kind of unreasoning terror. Stephen, that damnable city broke my nerve. Father got calmly out of it all by dying one day — and that was so like him! He’d had about enough, so he just lay down and died; but I couldn’t do that because I was young — and I didn’t want to die, either. I hadn’t the least idea what I could do, but I knew that I was supposed to be pretty and that good-looking girls had a chance on the stage, so I started out to look for a job. My God! Shall I ever forget it!’

And now she described the long, angular streets, miles and miles of streets; miles and miles of faces all strange and unfriendly — faces like masks. Then the intimate faces of would-be employers, too intimate when they peered into her own — faces that had suddenly thrown off their masks.

Stephen, are you listening? I put up a fight, I swear it! I swear I put up a fight — I was only nineteen when I got my first job — nineteen’s not so awfully old, is it, Stephen?’

Stephen said: Go on,’ and her voice sounded husky.

Oh, my dear — it’s so dreadfully hard to tell you. The pay was rotten, not enough to live on — I used to think that they did it on purpose, lots of the girls used to think that way too — they never gave us quite enough to live on. You see, I hadn’t a vestige of talent, I could only dress up and try to look pretty. I never got a real speaking part, I just danced, not well, but I’d got a good figure.’ She paused and tried to look up through the gloom, but Stephen’s face was hidden in shadow. Well then, darling — Stephen, I want to feel your arms, hold me closer — well then I — there was a man who wanted me — not as you want me, Stephen, to protect and care for me; God no, not that way! And I was so poor and so tired and so frightened; why sometimes my shoes would let in the slush because they were old and I hadn’t the money to buy myself new ones — try to think of that, darling. And I’d cry when I washed my hands in the winter because they’d be bleeding from broken chilblains. Well, I couldn’t stay the course any longer, that’s all...

The little gilt dock on the desk ticked loudly. Tick, tick! Tick, tick! An astonishing voice to come from so small and fragile a body. Somewhere out in the garden a dog barked — Tony, chasing imaginary rabbits through the darkness.

‘Stephen!’

‘Yes, my dear?’

‘Have you understood me?’

‘Yes — oh, yes, I’ve understood you. Go on.’

‘Well then, after a while he turned round and left me, and I just had to drag along as I had done, and I sort of crocked up — couldn’t sleep at night, couldn’t smile and look happy when I went on to dance — that was how Ralph found me — he saw me dance and came round to the back, the way some men do. I remember thinking that Ralph didn’t look like that sort of man; he looked — well, just like Ralph, not a bit like that sort of man. Then he started sending me flowers; never presents or anything like that, just flowers with his card. And we had lunch together a good few times, and he talked about that other man who’d left me. He said he’d like to go out with a horse-whip — imagine Ralph trying to horse-whip a man! They knew each other quite well, I discovered; you see, they were both in the hardware business. Ralph was out after some big contract for his firm, that was why he happened to be in New York — and one day he asked me to marry him, Stephen. I suppose he was really in love with me then, anyhow I thought it was wonderful of him — I thought he was very broadminded and noble. Good God! He’s had his pound of flesh since; it gave him the hold over me that he wanted. We were married before we sailed for Europe. I wasn’t in love, but what could I do? I’d nowhere to turn and my health was crocking; lots of our girls ended up in the hospital wards — I didn’t want to end up that way. Well, so you see why I’ve got to be careful how I act; he’s terribly and awfully suspicious. He thinks that because I took a lover when I was literally down and out, I’m likely to do the same thing now. He doesn’t trust me, it’s natural enough, but sometimes he throws it all up in my face, and when he does that, my God, how I hate him! But oh, Stephen, I could never go through it all again — I haven’t got an ounce of fight left in me. That’s why, although Ralph’s no cinch as a husband, I’d be scared to death if he really turned nasty. He knows that, I think, so he’s not afraid to bully — he’s bullied me many a time over you — but of course you’re a woman so he couldn’t divorce me — I expect that’s really what makes him so angry. All the same, when you asked me to leave him for you, I hadn’t the courage to face that either. I couldn’t have faced the public scandal that Ralph would have made; he’d have hounded us down to the ends of the earth, he’d have branded us, Stephen. I know him, he’s revengeful, he’d stop at nothing, that weak sort of man is often that way. It’s as though what Ralph lacks in virility, he tries to make up for by being revengeful. My dear, I couldn’t go under again — I couldn’t be one of those apologetic people who must always exist just under the surface, only coming up for a moment, like fish — I’ve been through that particular hell. I want life, and yet I’m always afraid. Every time that Ralph looks at me I feel frightened, because he knows that I hate him most when he tries to make love—’ She broke off abruptly.

And now she was crying a little to herself, letting the tears trickle down unheeded. One of them splashed on to Stephen’s coat sleeve and lay there, a small, dark blot on the cloth, while the patient arms never faltered.

‘Stephen, say something — say you don’t hate me!’

A log crashed, sending up a bright spurt of flame, and Stephen stared down into Angela’s face. It was marred by weeping; it looked almost ugly, splotched and reddened as it was by her weeping. And because of that pitiful, blemished face, with the pitiful weakness that lay behind it, the unworthiness even, Stephen loved her so deeply at that moment, that she found no adequate words.

‘Say something — speak to me, Stephen!’

Then Stephen gently released her arms, and she found the little white box in her pocket: ‘Look, Angela, I got you this for your birthday — Ralph can’t bully you about it, it’s a birthday present.’

‘Stephen — my dear!’

‘Yes — I want you to wear it always, so that you’ll remember how much I love you. I think you forgot that just now when you talked about hating — Angela, give me your hand, the hand that used to bleed in the winter.’

So the pearl that was pure as her mother’s diamonds were pure, Stephen slipped on to Angela’s finger. Then she sat very still, while Angela gazed at the pearl wide-eyed, because of its beauty. Presently she lifted her wondering face, and now her lips were quite close to Stephen’s, but Stephen kissed her instead on the forehead. You must rest,’ she said, ‘you’re simply worn out. Can’t you sleep if I keep you safe in my arms?’

For at moments such is the blindness and folly, yet withal the redeeming glory of love.






  








Chapter Twenty-four
 

1
 

Ralph said very little about the ring. What could he say? A present given to his wife by the daughter of a neighbour — an unusually costly present of course — still, after all, what could he say? He took refuge in sulky silence. But Stephen would see him staring at the pearl, which Angela wore on her right-hand third finger, and his weak little eyes would look redder than usual, perhaps with anger — one could never quite tell from his eyes whether he was tearful or angry.

And because of those eyes with their constant menace, Stephen must play her conciliatory role; and this she must do in spite of his rudeness, for now he was openly rude and hostile. And he bullied. It was almost as though he took pleasure in bullying his wife when Stephen was present; her presence seemed to arouse in the man everything that was ill-bred, petty and cruel. He would make thinly-veiled allusions to the past, glancing sideways at Stephen the while he did so; and one day when she flushed to the roots of her hair with rage to see Angela humble and fearful, he laughed loudly: ‘I’m just a plain tradesman, you know; if you don’t like my ways then you’d better not come here.’ Catching Angela’s eye, Stephen tried to laugh too.

A soul-sickening business. She would feel degraded; she would feel herself gradually losing all sense of pride, of common decency even, so that when she returned in the evening to Morton she would not want to look the old house in the eyes. She would not want to face those pictures of Gordons that hung in its hall, and must turn away, lest they by their very silence rebuke this descendant of theirs who was so unworthy. Yet sometimes it seemed to her that she loved more intensely because she had lost so much — there was nothing left now but Angela Crossby.

2
 

Watching this deadly decay that threatened all that was fine in her erstwhile pupil, Puddle must sometimes groan loudly in spirit; she must even argue with God about it. Yes, she must actually argue with God like Job; and remembering his words in affliction, she must speak those words on behalf of Stephen: ‘Thine hands have made me and fashioned me together round about; yet Thou dost destroy me.’ For now in addition to everything else, she had learnt of the advent of Roger Antrim. Not that Stephen had confided in her, far from it, but gossip has a way of travelling quickly. Roger spent most of his leisure at The Grange. She had heard that he was always going over from Worcester. So now. Puddle, who had not been much given to prayer in the past, must argue with God, like Job. And perhaps, since God probably listens to the heart rather than to the lips, He forgave her.
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Stupid with misery and growing more inept every day, Stephen found herself no match for Roger. He was calm, self-assured, insolent and triumphant, and his love of tormenting had not waned with his manhood. Roger was no fool; he put two and two together and his masculine instinct deeply resented this creature who might challenge his right of possession. Moreover that masculine instinct was outraged. He would stare at Stephen as though she were a horse whom he strongly suspected of congenital unsoundness, and then he would let his eyes rest on Angela’s face. They would be the eyes of a lover, possessive, demanding, insistent eyes — if Ralph did not happen to be present. And into Angela’s eyes there would come an expression that Stephen had seen many times. A mist would slowly cloud over their blueness; they would dim, as though they were hiding something. Then Stephen would be seized with a violent trembling, so that she could not stand any more but must sit with her hands clasped tightly together, lest those trembling hands betray her to Roger. But Roger would have seen already, and would smile his slow, understanding, masterful smile.

Sometimes he and Stephen would look at each other covertly, and their youthful faces would be marred by a very abominable thing; the instinctive repulsion of two human bodies, the one for the other, which neither could help — not now that those bodies were stirred by a woman. Then into this vortex of secret emotion would come Ralph. He would stare from Stephen to Roger and then at his wife, and his eyes would be red — one never knew whether from tears or from anger. They would form a grotesque triangle for a moment, those three who must share a common desire. But after a little the two male creatures who hated each other, would be shamefully united in the bond of their deeper hatred of Stephen; and divining this, she in turn would hate.
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It could not go on without some sort of convulsion, and that Christmas was a time of recriminations. Angela’s infatuation was growing, and she did not always hide this from Stephen. Letters would arrive in Roger’s handwriting, and Stephen, half-crazy with jealousy by now, would demand to see them. She would be refused, and a scene would ensue.

‘That man’s your lover! Have I gone starving only for this — that you should give yourself to Roger Antrim? Show me that letter!’

‘How dare you suggest that Roger’s my lover! But if he were it’s no business of yours.’

‘Will you show me that letter?’

‘I will not.’

‘It’s from Roger.’

‘You’re intolerable. You can think what you please.’

‘What am I to think?’ Then because of her longing. ‘Angela, for God’s sake don’t treat me like this — I can’t bear it. When you loved me it was easier to bear — I endured it for your sake, but now — listen, listen...’ Stark naked confessions dragged from lips that grew white the while they confessed: ‘Angela, listen...

And now the terrible nerves of the invert, those nerves that are always lying in wait, gripped Stephen. They ran like live wires through her body, causing a constant and ruthless torment, so that the sudden closing of a door or the barking of Tony would fall like a blow on her shrinking flesh. At night in her bed she must cover her ears from the ticking of the clock, which would sound like thunder in the darkness.

Angela had taken to going up to London on some pretext or another — she must see her dentist; she must fit a new dress. ‘Well then, let me come with you.’

‘Good heavens, why? I’m only going to the dentist!’

‘All right, I’ll come too.’

‘You’ll do nothing of the kind.’ Then Stephen would know why Angela was going.

All that day she would be haunted by insufferable pictures. Whatever she did, wherever she went, she would see them together, Angela and Roger...She would think: ‘I’m going mad! I can see them as clearly as though they were here before me in the room.’ And then she would cover her eyes with her hands, but this would only strengthen the pictures.

Like some earth-bound spirit she would haunt The Grange on the pretext of taking Tony for a walk. And there, as likely as not, would be Ralph wandering about in his bare rose garden. He would glance up and see her perhaps, and then — most profound shame of all — they would both look guilty, for each would know the loneliness of the other, and that loneliness would draw them together for the moment; they would be almost friends in their hearts.

‘Angela’s gone up to London, Stephen.’

‘Yes, I know. She’s gone up to fit her new dress.’

Their eyes would drop. Then Ralph might say sharply: ‘If you’re after the dog, he’s in the kitchen,’ and turning his back, he might make a pretence of examining his standard rose-trees.

Calling Tony, Stephen would walk into Upton, then along the mist-swept bank of the river. She would stand very still staring down at the water, but the impulse would pass, and whistling the dog, she would turn and go hurrying back to Upton.

Then one afternoon Roger came with his car to take Angela for a drive through the hills. The New Year was slipping into the spring, and the air smelt of sap and much diligent growing. A warm February had succeeded the winter. Many birds would be astir on those hills where lovers might sit unashamed — where Stephen had sat holding Angela clasped in her arms, while she eagerly took and gave kisses. And remembering these things Stephen turned and left them, unable just then to endure any longer. Going home, she made her way to the lakes, and there she quite suddenly started weeping. Her whole body seemed to dissolve itself in weeping; and she flung herself down on the kind earth of Morton, shedding tears as of blood. There was no one to witness those tears except the white swan called Peter.
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Terrible, heart-breaking months. She grew gaunt with her unappeased love for Angela Crossby. And now she would sometimes turn in despair to the thought of her useless and unspent money. Thoughts would come that were altogether unworthy, but nevertheless those thoughts would persist. Roger was not rich; she was rich already and some day she would be even richer.

She went up to London and chose new clothes at a West End tailor’s; the man in Malvern who had made for her father was getting old, she would have her suits made in London in future. She ordered herself a rakish red car; a long-bodied, sixty horsepower Métallurgique. It was one of the fastest cars of its year, and it certainly cost her a great deal of money. She bought twelve pairs of gloves, some heavy silk stockings, a square sapphire scarf pin and a new umbrella. Nor could she resist the lure of pyjamas made of white crêpe de Chine which she spotted in Bond Street. The pyjamas led to a man’s dressing-gown of brocade — an amazingly ornate garment. Then she had her nails manicured but not polished and from that shop she carried away toilet water and a box of soap that smelt of carnations and some cuticle cream for the care of her nails. And last but not least, she bought a gold bag with a clasp set in diamonds for Angela.

All told she had spent a considerable sum, and this gave her a fleeting satisfaction. But on her way back in the train to Malvern, she gazed out of the window with renewed desolation. Money could not buy the one thing that she needed in life; it could not buy Angela’s love.
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That night she stared at herself in the glass; and even as she did so she hated her body with its muscular shoulders, its small compact breasts, and its slender flanks of an athlete. All her life she must drag this body of hers like a monstrous fetter imposed on her spirit. This strangely ardent yet sterile body that must worship yet never be worshipped in return by the creature of its adoration. She longed to maim it, for it made her feel cruel; it was so white, so strong and so self-sufficient; yet withal so poor and unhappy a thing that her eyes filled with tears and her hate turned to pity. She began to grieve over it, touching her breasts with pitiful fingers, stroking her shoulders, letting her hands slip along her straight thighs — Oh, poor and most desolate body!

Then she, for whom Puddle was actually praying at that moment, must now pray also, but blindly; finding few words that seemed worthy of prayer, few words that seemed to encompass her meaning — for she did not know the meaning of herself: But she loved, and loving groped for the God who had fashioned her, even unto this bitter loving.






  








Chapter Twenty-five
 

1
 

Stephen’s troubles had begun to be aggravated by Violet, who was always driving over to Morton, ostensibly to talk about Alec, in reality to collect information as to what might be happening at The Grange. She would stay for hours, very skilfully pumping while she dropped unwelcome hints anent Roger.

‘Father’s going to cut down his allowance,’ she declared, ‘if he doesn’t stop hanging about that woman. Oh, I’m sorry! I always forget she’s your friend—’ Then looking at Stephen with inquisitive eyes: ‘But I can’t understand that friendship of yours; for one thing, how can you put up with Crossby?’ And Stephen knew that yet once again county gossip was rife about her.

Violet was going to be married in September, they would then live in London, for Alec was a barrister. Their house, it seemed, was already bespoken: ‘A perfect duck of a house in Belgravia,’ where Violet intended to entertain largely on the strength of the bountiful parent Peacock. She was in the highest possible fettle these days, invested with an enormous importance in her own eyes, as also in those of her neighbours. Oh, yes, the whole world smiled broadly on Violet and her Alec: ‘Such a charming young couple,’ said the world, and at once proceeded to shower them with presents. Apostle tea-spoons arrived in their dozens, so did coffee-pots, cream-jugs and large fish slices; to say nothing of a heavy silver bowl from the Hunt, and a massive salver from the grateful Scottish tenants.

On the wedding day not a few eyes would be wet at the sight of so youthful a man and maiden ‘joined together in an honourable estate, instituted of God in the time of man’s innocency,’ For such ancient traditions — in spite of the fact that man’s innocency could not even survive one bite of an apple shared with a woman — are none the less apt to be deeply moving. There they would kneel, the young newly wed, ardent yet sanctified by a blessing, so that all, or at least nearly all, they would do, must be considered both natural and pleasing to a God in the image of man created. And the fact that this God, in a thoughtless moment, had created in His turn those pitiful thousands who must stand for ever outside His blessing, would in no way disturb the large congregation or their white surpliced pastor, or the couple who knelt on the gold-braided, red velvet cushions. And afterwards there would be plentiful champagne to warm the cooling blood of the elders, and much shaking of hands and congratulating, and many kind smiles for the bride and her bridegroom. Some might even murmur a fleeting prayer in their hearts, as the two departed: ‘God bless them!’

So now Stephen must actually learn at first hand how straight can run the path of true love, in direct contradiction to the time-honoured proverb. Must realize more clearly than ever, that love is only permissible to those who are cut in every respect to life’s pattern; must feel like some ill-conditioned pariah, hiding her sores under lies and pretences. And after those visits of Violet Antrim’s, her spirits would be at a very low ebb, for she had not yet gained that steel-bright courage which can only be forged in the furnace of affliction, and which takes many weary years in the forging.
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The splendid new motor arrived from London, to the great delight and excitement of Burton. The new suits were completed and worn by their owner, and Angela’s costly gold bag was received with apparent delight, which seemed rather surprising considering her erstwhile ban upon presents. Yet could Stephen have known it, this was not so surprising after all, for the bag infuriated Ralph, thereby distracting his facile attention for the moment from something that was far more dangerous.

Filled with an ever-increasing need to believe, Stephen listened to Angela Crossby: ‘You know there’s nothing between me and Roger — if you don’t, then you above all people ought to,’ and her blue, childlike eyes would look up at Stephen, who could never resist the appeal of their blueness.

And as though to bear out the truth of her words, Roger now came to The Grange much less often; and when he did come he was quietly friendly, not at all lover-like if Stephen was present, so that gradually her need to believe had begun to allay her worst fears. Yet she knew with the true instinct of the lover, that Angela was secretly unhappy. She might try to appear light-hearted and flippant, but her smiles and her jests could not deceive Stephen.

‘You’re miserable. What is it?’

And Angela would answer: ‘Ralph’s been vile to me again—’ But she would not add that Ralph was daily becoming more suspicious and more intolerant of Roger Antrim, so that now her deadly fear of her husband was always at war with her passion.

Sometimes it seemed to the girl that Angela used her as a whip wherewith to lash Ralph. She would lead Stephen on to show signs of affection which would never have been permitted in the past. Ralph’s little red eyes would look deeply resentful, and getting up he would slouch from the room. They would hear the front door being closed, and would know that he had gone for a walk with Tony. Yet when they were alone and in comparative safety, there would be something crude, almost cruel in their kisses; a restless, dissatisfied, hungry thing — their lips would seem bent on scourging their bodies. Neither of them would find deliverance nor ease from the ache that was in them, for each would be kissing with a well-nigh intolerable sense of loss, with a passionate knowledge of separation. After a little they would sit with bent heads, not speaking because of what might not be spoken; not daring to look each other in the eyes nor to touch each other, lest they should cry out against this preposterous lovemaking.

Completely confounded, Stephen racked her brains for anything that might give them both a respite. She suggested that Angela should see her fence with a celebrated London fencing master whom she had bribed to come down to Morton. She tried to arouse an interest in the car, the splendid new car that had cost so much money. She tried to find out if Angela had an ungratified wish that money could fulfil.

‘Only tell me what I can do,’ she pleaded, but apparently there was nothing.

Angela came several times to Morton and dutifully attended the fencing lessons. But they did not go well, for Stephen would glimpse her staring abstractedly out of the window; then the sly, agile foil with its blunt-tipped nose, would slip in under Stephen’s guard and shame her.

They would sometimes go far afield in the car, and one night they stopped at an inn and had dinner — Angela ringing up her husband with the old and now threadbare excuse of a breakdown. They dined in a quiet little room by themselves; the scents of the garden came in through the window — warm, significant scents, for now it was May and many flowers multiplied in that garden. Never before had they done such a thing as this, they had never dined all alone at a wayside inn miles away from their homes, just they two, and Stephen stretched out her hand and covered Angela’s where it rested very white and still on the table. And Stephen’s eyes held an urgent question, for now it was May and the blood of youth leaps and strains with the sap in early summer. The air seemed breathless, since neither would speak, afraid of disturbing the thick, sweet silence — but Angela shook her head very slowly. Then they could not eat, for each was filled with the same and yet with a separate longing; so after a while they must get up and go, both conscious of a sense of painful frustration.

They drove back on a road that was paved with moonlight, and presently Angela fell fast asleep like an unhappy child — she had taken her hat off and her head lay limply against Stephen’s shoulder. Seeing her thus, so helpless in sleep, Stephen felt strangely moved, and she drove very slowly, fearful of waking the woman who slept like a child with her fair head against her shoulder. The car climbed the steep hill from Ledbury town, and presently there lay the wide Wye valley whose beauty had saddened a queer little girl long before she had learnt the pain of all beauty. And now the valley was bathed in whiteness, while here and there gleamed a roof or a window, but whitely, as though all the good valley folk had extinguished their lamps and retired to their couches. Far away, like dark clouds coming up out of Wales, rose range upon range of the old Black Mountains, with the tip of Gadrfawr peering over the others, and the ridge of Pen-cerrig-calch sharp against the skyline. A little wind ruffled the bracken on the hillsides, and Angela’s hair blew across her closed eyes so that she stirred and sighed in her sleep. Stephen bent down and began to soothe her.

Then from out of that still and unearthly night, there crept upon Stephen an unearthly longing. A longing that was not any more of the body but rather of the weary and home-sick spirit that endured the chains of that body. And when she must drive past the gates of Morton, the longing within her seemed beyond all bearing, for she wanted to lift the sleeping woman in her arms and carry her in through those gates; and carry her in through the heavy white door; and carry her up the wide, shallow staircase, and lay her down on her own bed, still sleeping, but safe in the good care of Morton.

Angela suddenly opened her eyes. Where am I?’ she muttered, stupid with sleep. Then after a moment her eyes filled with tears, and there she sat all huddled up, crying.

Stephen said gently: ‘It’s all right, don’t cry.’

But Angela went on crying.






  








Chapter Twenty-six
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Like a river that has gradually risen to flood, until it sweeps everything before it, so now events rose and gathered in strength towards their inevitable conclusion. At the end of May Ralph must go to his mother, who was said to be dying at her house in Brighton. With all his faults he had been a good son, and the redness of his eyes was indeed from real tears as he kissed his wife good-bye at the station on his way to his dying mother. The next morning he wired that his mother was dead, but that he could not get home for a couple of weeks. As it happened, he gave the actual day and hour of his return, so that Angela knew it.

The relief of his unexpectedly long absence went to Stephen’s head; she grew much more exacting, suggesting all sorts of intimate plans. Supposing they went for a few days to London? Supposing they motored to Symond’s Yat and stayed at the little hotel by the river? They might even push on to Abergavenny and from there motor up and explore the Black Mountains — why not? It was glorious weather.

‘Angela, please come away with me, darling — just for a few days — we’ve never done it, and I’ve longed to so often. You can’t refuse, there’s nothing on earth to prevent your coming.’

But Angela would not make up her mind, she seemed suddenly anxious about her husband: ‘Poor devil, he was awfully fond of his mother. I oughtn’t to go, it would look so heartless with the old woman dead and Ralph so unhappy—’

Stephen said bitterly: ‘What about me? Do you think I’m never unhappy?’

So the time slipped by in heartaches and quarrels, for Stephen’s taut nerves were like spurs to her temper, and she stormed or reproached in her dire disappointment:

‘You pretend that you love me and yet you won’t come — and I’ve waited so long — oh, my God, how I’ve waited! But you’re utterly cruel. And I ask for so little, just to have you with me for a few days and nights just to sleep with you in my arms; just to feel you beside me when I wake up in the morning — I want to open my eyes and see your face, as though we belonged to each other. Angela, I swear I wouldn’t torment you — we’d be just as we are now, if that’s what you’re afraid of. You must know, after all these months, that you can trust me—’

But Angela set her lips and refused: ‘No, Stephen, I’m sorry, but I’d rather not come.’

Then Stephen would feel that life was past bearing, and sometimes she must ride rather wildly for miles — now on Raftery, now on Sir Philip’s young chestnut. All alone she would ride in the early mornings, getting up from a sleepless night unrefreshed, yet terribly alive because of those nerves that tortured her luckless body. She would get back to Morton still unable to rest, and a little later would order the motor and drive herself across to The Grange, where Angela would usually be dreading her coming.

Her reception would be cold: ‘I’m fairly busy, Stephen — I must pay off all these bills before Ralph gets home’; or: ‘I’ve got a foul headache, so don’t scold me this morning; I think if you did that I just couldn’t bear it!’ Stephen would flinch as though struck in the face; she might even turn round and go back to Morton.

Came the last precious day before Ralph’s return, and that day they did spend quite peaceably together, for Angela seemed bent upon soothing. She went out of her way to be gentle to Stephen, and Stephen, quick as always to respond, was very gentle in her turn. But after they had dined in the little herb garden — taking advantage of the hot, still weather — Angela developed one of her headaches.

Oh, my Stephen — oh, darling, my head’s too awful. It must be the thunder — it’s been coming on all day. What a perfectly damnable thing to happen, on our last evening too — but I know this kind well; I’ll just have to give in and go to my bed. I’ll take a cachet and then try to sleep, so don’t ring me up when you get back to Morton. Come to-morrow — come early. I’m so miserable, darling, when I think that this is our last peaceful evening—’

‘I know. But are you all right to be left?’

‘Yes, of course. All I need is to get some sleep. You won’t worry, will you? Promise, my Stephen!’

Stephen hesitated. Quite suddenly Angela was looking very ill, and her hands were like ice. Swear you’ll telephone to me if you can’t get to sleep, then I’ll come back at once.’

‘Yes, but don’t do that, will you, unless I ring up — I should hear you, of course, and that would wake me and start my head throbbing.’ Then as though impelled, in spite of herself by the girl’s strange attraction, she lifted her face: ‘Kiss me...oh, God...Stephen!’

‘I love you so much — so much—’ whispered Stephen.
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It was past ten o’clock when she got back to Morton: ‘Has Angela Crossby rung up?’ she inquired of Puddle, who appeared to have been waiting in the hall.

‘No, she hasn’t!’ snapped Puddle, who was getting to the stage when she hated the mere name of Angela Crossby. Then she added: ‘You look like nothing on earth; in your place I’d go to bed at once, Stephen.’

‘You go to bed, Puddle, if you’re tired — where’s Mother?’

‘In her bath. For heaven’s sake do come to bed! I can’t bear to see you looking as you do these days.’

‘I’m all right.’

‘No, you’re not, you’re all wrong. Go and look at your face.’

‘I don’t very much want to, it doesn’t attract me,’ smiled Stephen.

So Puddle went angrily up to her room, leaving Stephen to sit with a book in the hall near the telephone bell, in case Angela should ring. And there, like the faithful creature she was, she must sit on all through the night, patiently waiting. But when the first tinges of dawn greyed the window and the panes of the semicircular fanlight, she left her chair stiffly to pace up and down, filled with a longing to be near this woman, if only to stand and keep watch in her garden — Snatching up a coat she went out to her car.
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She left the motor at the gates of The Grange, and walked up the drive, taking cart to tread softly. The air had an indefinable smell of dew and of very newly born morning. The tall, ornate Tudor chimneys of the house stood out gauntly against a brightening sky, and as Stephen crept into the small herb garden, one tentative bird had already begun singing — but his voice was still rather husky from sleep. She stood there and shivered in her heavy coat; the long night of vigil had devitalized her. She was sometimes like this now — she would shiver at the least provocation, the least sign of fatigue, for her splendid physical strength was giving, worn out by its own insistence.

She dragged the coat more closely around her, and stared at the house which was reddening with sunrise. Her heart beat anxiously, fearfully even, as though in some painful anticipation of she knew not what — every window was dark except one or two that were fired by the sunrise. How long she stood there she never knew, it might have been moments, it might have been a life-time; and then suddenly there was something that moved — the little oak door that led into that garden. It moved cautiously, opening inch by inch, until at last it was standing wide open, and Stephen saw a man and a woman who turned to clasp as though neither of them could endure to be parted from the arms of the other; and as they clung there together and kissed, they swayed unsteadily — drunk with loving.

Then, as sometimes happens in moments of great anguish, Stephen could only remember the grotesque. She could only remember a plump-bosomed housemaid in the arms of a coarsely amorous footman, and she laughed and she laughed like a creature demented — laughed and laughed until she must gasp for breath and spit blood from, her tongue, which had somehow got bitten in her efforts to stop her hysterical laughing; and some of the blood remained on her chin, jerked there by that agonized laughter.

Pale as death, Roger Antrim stared out into the garden, and his tiny moustache looked quite black — like an ink stain smeared above his tremulous mouth by some careless schoolboy finger.

And now Angela’s voice came to Stephen, but faintly. She was saying something — what was she saying? It soundly absurdly as though it were a prayer—’ Christ!’ Then sharply — razor-sharp it sounded as it cut through the air: ‘You, Stephen!’

The laughter died abruptly away, as Stephen turned and walked out of the garden and down the short drive that led to the gates of the Grange, where the motor was waiting. Her face was a mask, quite without expression. She moved stiffly, yet with a curious precision; and she swung up the handle and started the powerful engine without any apparent effort.

She drove at great speed but with accurate judgment, for now her mind felt as clear as spring water, and yet there were strange little gaps in her mind — she had not the least idea where she was going. Every road for miles around Upton was familiar, yet she had not the least idea where she was going. Nor did she know how long she drove, nor when she stopped to procure fresh petrol. The sun rose high and hot in the heavens; it beat down on her without warming her coldness, for always she had the sense of a dead thing that lay close against her heart and oppressed it. A corpse — she was carrying a corpse about with her. Was it the corpse of her love for Angela? If so that love was more terrible dead — oh, far more terrible dead than living.

The first stars were shining, but as yet very faintly, when she found herself driving through the gates of Morton. Heard Puddle’s voice calling: ‘Wait a minute. Stop. Stephen!’ Saw Puddle barring her way in the drive, a tiny yet dauntless figure.

She pulled up with a jerk: ‘What’s the matter What is it?’ ‘Where have you been?’

‘I — don’t know, Puddle.’

But Puddle had clambered in beside her: ‘Listen, Stephen,’ and now she was talking very fast, ‘listen, Stephen — is it — is it Angela Crossby It is. I can see the thing in your face. My God, what’s that woman done to you, Stephen?’

Then Stephen, in spite of the corpse against her heart, or perhaps because of it, defended the woman: ‘She’s done nothing at all — it was all my fault, but you wouldn’t understand — I got very angry and then I laughed and couldn’t stop laughing—’ Steady, go steady! She was telling too much: ‘No — it wasn’t that exactly. Oh, you know my vile temper, it always goes off at half cock for nothing. Well, then I just drove round and round the country until I cooled down. I’m sorry, Puddle, I ought to have rung up, of course you’ve been anxious.’

Puddle gripped her arm: ‘Stephen, listen, it’s your mother — she thinks that you started quite early for Worcester, I lied — I’ve been nearly distracted, child. If you hadn’t come soon, I’d have had to tell her that I didn’t know where you were. You must never, never go off without a word like this again — But I do understand, oh, I do indeed, Stephen.’

But Stephen shook her head: ‘No, my dear, you couldn’t — and I’d rather not tell you, Puddle.’

‘Some day you must tell me,’ said Puddle, ‘because — well, because I do understand, Stephen.’
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That night the weight against Stephen’s heart, with its icy coldness, melted; and it flowed out in such a torrent of grief that she could, not stand up against that torrent, so that drowning though she was she found pen and paper, and she wrote to Angela Crossby.

What a letter! All the pent-up passion of months, all the terrible, rending, destructive frustrations must burst forth from her heart: ‘Love me, only love me the way I love you. Angela, for God’s sake, try to love me a little — don’t throw me away, because if you do I’m utterly finished. You know how I love you, with my soul and my body; if it’s wrong, grotesque, unholy — have pity. I’ll be humble. Oh, my darling, I am humble now; I’m just a poor, heart-broken freak of a creature who loves you and needs you much more than its life, because life’s worse than death, ten times worse without you. I’m some awful mistake — God’s mistake — I don’t know if there are any more like me, I pray not for their sakes, because it’s pure hell. But oh, my dear, whatever I am, I just love you and love you. I thought it was dead, but it wasn’t. It’s alive — so terribly alive tonight in my bedroom...’ And so it went on for page after page.

But never a word about Roger Antrim and what she had seen that morning in the garden. Some fine instinct of utterly selfless protection towards this woman had managed to survive all the anguish and all the madness of that day. The letter was a terrible indictment against Stephen, a complete vindication of Angela Crossby.
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Angela went to her husband’s study, and she stood before him utterly shaken, utterly appalled at what she would do, yet utterly and ruthlessly determined to do it from a primitive instinct of self-preservation. In her ears she could still hear that terrible laughter — that uncanny, hysterical, agonized laughter. Stephen was mad, and God only knew what she might do or say in a moment of madness, and then — but she dared not look into the future. Cringing in spirit and trembling in body, she forgot the girl’s faithful and loyal devotion, her will to forgive, her desire to protect, so clearly set forth in that pitiful letter.

She said: ‘Ralph, I want to ask your advice. I’m in an awful mess — it’s Stephen Gordon. You think I’ve been carrying on with Roger — good Lord, if you only knew what I’ve endured these past few months! I have seen a great deal of Roger, I admit — quite innocently of course — still, all the same, I’ve seen him — I thought it would show her that I’m not — that I’m not—’ For one moment her voice seemed about to fail her, then she went on quite firmly: ‘that I’m not a pervert; that I’m not that sort of degenerate creature.’

He sprang up: ‘What?’ he bellowed.

‘Yes, I know, it’s too awful. I ought to have asked your advice about it, but I really did like the girl just at first, and after that, well — I set out to reform her. Oh, I know, I’ve been crazy, worse than crazy if you like; it was hopeless right from the very beginning. If I’d only known more about that sort of thing I’d have come to you at once, but I’d never met it. She was our neighbour, too, which made it more awkward, and not only that — her position in the county — oh, Ralph, you must help me, I’m completely bewildered. How on earth does one answer this sort of thing? It’s quite mad — I believe the girl’s half mad herself.’

And she handed him Stephen’s letter.

He read it slowly, and as he did so his weak little eyes grew literally scarlet — puffy and scarlet all over their lids, and when he had finished reading that letter he turned and spat on the ground. Then Ralph’s language became a thing to forget; every filthy invective learnt in the slums of his youth and later on in the workshops, he hurled against Stephen and all her kind. He called down the wrath of the Lord upon them. He deplored the non-existence of the stake, and racked his brains for indecent tortures. And finally: ‘I’ll answer this letter, yes, by God I will! You leave her to me, I know how I’m going to answer this letter!’

Angela asked him, and now her voice shook: ‘Ralph, what will you do to her — to Stephen?’

He laughed loudly: ‘I’ll hound her out of the county before I’ve done — and with luck out of England; the same as I’d hound you out if I thought that there’d ever been anything between you two women. It’s damned lucky for you that she wrote this letter, damned lucky, otherwise I might have my suspicions. You’ve got off this time, but don’t try your reforming again — you’re not cut out to be a reformer. If there’s any of that Lamb of God stuff wanted I’ll see to it myself and don’t you forget it!’ He slipped the letter into his pocket, ‘I’ll sec to it myself next time — with an axe!’

Angela turned and went out of the study with bowed head. She was saved through this great betrayal, yet most strangely bitter she found her salvation, and most shameful the price she paid for her safety. So, greatly daring, she went to her desk and with trembling fingers took a sheet of paper. Then she wrote in her large, rather childish handwriting: ‘Stephen — when you know what I’ve done, forgive me.’






  








Chapter Twenty-seven
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Two days later Anna Gordon sent for her daughter. Stephen found her sitting quite still in that vast drawing-room of hers, which as always smelt faintly of orris-root, beeswax and violets. Her thin, white hands were folded in her lap, closely folded over a couple of letters; and it seemed to Stephen that all of a sudden she saw in her mother a very old woman — a very old woman with terrible eyes, pitiless, hard and deeply accusing, so that she could but shrink from their gaze, since they were the eyes of her mother.

Anna said: ‘Lock the door, then come and stand here.’

In absolute silence Stephen obeyed her. Thus it was that those two confronted each other, flesh of flesh, blood of blood, they confronted each other across the wide gulf set between them.

Then Anna handed her daughter a letter: ‘Read this,’ she said briefly. And Stephen read:

DEAR LADY ANNA,

With deep repugnance I take up my pen, for certain things won’t bear thinking about, much less being written. But I feel that I owe you some explanation of my reasons for having come to the decision that I cannot permit your daughter to enter my house again, or my wife to visit Morton. I enclose a copy of your daughter’s letter to my wife, which I feel is sufficiently dear to make it unnecessary for me to write further, except to add that my wife is returning the two costly presents given her by Miss Gordon.

I remain, Yours very truly,

RALPH CROSSBY.

Stephen stood as though turned to stone for a moment, not so much as a muscle twitched; then she handed the letter back to her mother without speaking, and in silence Anna received it. ‘Stephen — when you know what I’ve done, forgive me.’ The childish scrawl seemed suddenly on fire, it seemed to scorch Stephen’s fingers as she touched it in her pocket — so this was what Angela had done. In a blinding flash the girl saw it all; the miserable weakness, the fear of betrayal, the terror of Ralph and of what he would do should he learn of that guilty night with Roger. Oh, but Angela might have spared her this, this last wound to her loyal and faithful devotion; this last insult to all that was best and most sacred in her love — Angela had feared betrayal at the hands of the creature who loved her!

But now her mother was speaking again: ‘And this — read this and tell me if you wrote it, or if that man’s lying.’ And Stephen must read her own misery jibing at her from those pages in Ralph Crossby’s stiff and clerical handwriting.

She looked up: ‘Yes, Mother, I wrote it.’

Then Anna began to speak very slowly as though nothing of what she would say must be lost; and that slow, quiet voice was more dreadful than anger: All your life I’ve felt very strangely towards you’, she was saying, ‘I’ve felt a kind of physical repulsion, a desire not to touch or to be touched by you — a terrible thing for a mother to feel — it has often made me deeply unhappy. I’ve often felt that I was being unjust, unnatural — but now I know that my instinct was right; it is you who are unnatural, not I...’

‘Mother — stop!’

‘It is you who are unnatural, not I. And this thing that you are is a sin against creation. Above all is this thing a sin against the father who bred you, the father whom you dare to resemble. You dare to look like your father, and your face is a living insult to his memory, Stephen. I shall never be able to look at you now without thinking of the deadly insult of your face and your body to the memory of the father who bred you. I can only thank God that your father died before he was asked to endure this great shame. As for you, I would rather see you dead at my feet than standing before me with this thing upon you — this unspeakable outrage that you call love in that letter which you don’t deny having written. In that letter you say things that may only be said between man and woman, and coming from you they are vile and filthy words of corruption — against nature, against God who created nature. My gorge rises; you have made me feel physically sick—’

‘Mother — you don’t know what you’re saying — you’re my mother—’

‘Yes, I am your mother, but for all that, you seem to me like a scourge. I ask myself what I have ever done to be dragged down into the depths by my daughter. And your father — what had he ever done? And you have presumed to use the word love in connection with this — with these lusts of your body; these unnatural cravings of your unbalanced mind and undisciplined body — you have used that word. I have loved — do you heart I have loved your father, and your father loved me. That was love.’

Then, suddenly, Stephen knew that unless she could, indeed, drop dead at the feet of this woman in whose womb she had quickened, there was one thing that she dared not let pass unchallenged, and that was this terrible slur upon her love. And all that was in her rose up to refute it; to protect her love from such unbearable soiling. It was part of herself, and unless she could save it, she could not save herself any more. She must stand or fall by the courage of that love to proclaim its right to toleration.

She held up her hand, commanding silence; commanding that slow, quiet voice to cease speaking, and she said: ‘As my father loved you, I loved. As a man loves a woman, that was how I loved — protectively, like my father. I wanted to give all I had in me to give. It made me feel terribly strong...and gentle. It was good, good, good — I’d have laid down my life a thousand times over for Angela Crossby. If I could have I’d have married her and brought her home — I wanted to bring her home here to Morton. If I loved her the way a man loves a woman, it’s because I can’t feel that I am a woman. All my life I’ve never felt like a woman, and you know it — you say you’ve always disliked me, that you’ve always felt a strange physical repulsion...I don’t know what I am; no one’s ever told me that I’m different and yet I know that I’m different — that’s why, I suppose, you’ve felt as you have done. And for that I forgive you, though whatever it is, it was you and my father who made this body — but what I will never forgive is your daring to try to make me ashamed of my love. I’m not ashamed of it, there’s no shame in me.’ And now she was stammering a little wildly, ‘Good and — and fine it was,’ she stammered, ‘the best part of myself — I gave all and I asked nothing in return — I just went on hopelessly loving—’ she broke off, she was shaking from head to foot, and Anna’s cold voice fell like icy water on that angry and sorely tormented spirit.

‘You have spoken, Stephen. I don’t think there’s much more that needs to be said between us except this, we two cannot live together at Morton — not now, because I might grow to hate you. Yes, although you are my child I might grow to hate you. The same roof mustn’t shelter us both any more; one of us must go — which of us shall it bet’ And she looked at Stephen and waited.

Morton! They could not both live at Morton. Something seemed to catch hold of the girl’s heart and twist it. She stared at her mother, aghast for a moment, while Anna stared back — she was waiting for her answer.

But quite suddenly Stephen found her manhood and she said: ‘I understand. I’ll leave Morton.’

Then Anna made her daughter sit down beside her, while she talked of how this thing might be accomplished in a way that would cause the least possible scandal: ‘For the sake of your father’s honourable name, I must ask you to help me, Stephen.’ It was better, she said, that Stephen should take Puddle with her, if Puddle would consent to go. They might live in London or somewhere abroad, on the pretext that Stephen wished to study. From time to time Stephen would come back to Morton and visit her mother, and during those visits they two would take care to be seen together for appearances’ sake, for the sake of her father. She could take from Morton whatever she needed, the horses, and anything else she wished. Certain of the rent-roll would be paid over to her, should her own income prove insufficient. All things must be done in a way that was seemly — no undue haste, no suspicion of a breach between mother and daughter: ‘For the sake of your father I ask this of you, not for your sake or mine, but for his. Do you consent to this, Stephen?’

And Stephen answered: ‘Yes, I consent.’

Then Anna said: ‘I’d like you to leave me now — I feel tired and I want to be alone for a little — but presently I shall send for Puddle to discuss her living with you in the future.’

So Stephen got up, and she went away, leaving Anna Gordon alone.
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As though drawn there by some strong natal instinct, Stephen went straight to her father’s study; and she sat in the old arm-chair that had survived him; then she buried her face in her hands.

All the loneliness that had gone before was as nothing to this new loneliness of spirit. An immense desolation swept down upon her, an immense need to cry out and claim understanding for herself, an immense need to find an answer to the riddle of her unwanted being. All around her were grey and crumbling ruins, and under those ruins her love lay bleeding; shamefully wounded by Angela Crossby, shamefully soiled and defiled by her mother — a piteous, suffering, defenceless thing, it lay bleeding under the ruins.

She felt blind when she tried to look into the future, stupefied when she tried to look back on the past. She must go — she was going away from Morton: ‘From Morton — I’m going away from Morton,’ the words thudded drearily in her brain: ‘I’m going away from Morton.’

The grave, comely house would not know her any more, nor the garden where she had heard the cuckoo with the dawning understanding of a child, nor the lakes where she had kissed Angela Crossby for the first time — full on the lips as a lover. The good, sweet-smelling meadows with their placid cattle, she was going to leave them; and the hills that protected poor, unhappy lovers — the merciful hills; and the lanes with their sleepy dog-roses at evening; and the little, old township of Upton-on-Severn with its battle-scarred church and its yellowish river; that was where she had first seen Angela Crossby...

The spring would come sweeping across Castle Morton, bringing strong, clean winds to the open common. The spring would come sweeping across the whole valley, from the Cotswold Hills right up to the Malverns; bringing daffodils by their hundreds and thousands, bringing bluebells to the beech wood down by the lakes, bringing cygnets for Peter the swan to protect; bringing sunshine to warm the old bricks of the house — but she would not be there any more in the spring. In summer the roses would not be her roses, nor the luminous carpet of leaves in the autumn, nor the beautiful winter forms of the beech trees: ‘And on evenings in winter these lakes are quite frozen, and the ice looks like slabs of gold in the sunset, when, you and I come and stand here in the winter...’ No, no, not that memory, it was too much— ‘when you and I come and stand here in the winter...

Getting up, she wandered about the room, touching its kind and familiar objects; stroking the desk, examining a pen, grown rusty from long disuse as it lay there; then she opened a little drawer in the desk and took out the key of her father’s locked book-case. Her mother had told her to take what she pleased — she would take one or two of her father’s books. She had never examined this special book-case, and she could not have told why she suddenly did so. As she slipped the key into the lock and turned it, the action seemed curiously automatic. She began to take out the volumes slowly and with listless fingers, scarcely glancing at their titles. It gave her something to do, that was all — she thought that she was trying to distract her attention. Then she noticed that on a shelf near the bottom was a row of books standing behind the others; the next moment she had one of these in her hand, and was looking at the name of the author: Krafft Ebing — she had never heard of that author before. All the same she opened the battered old book, then she looked more closely, for there on its margins were notes in her father’s small, scholarly hand and she saw that her own name appeared in those notes — She began to read, sitting down rather abruptly. For a long time she read; then went back to the book-case and got out another of those volumes, and another...The sun was now setting behind the hills; the garden was growing dusky with shadows. In the study there was little light left to read by, so that she must take her book to the window and must bend her face closer over the page; but still she read on and on in the dusk.

Then suddenly she had got to her feet and was talking aloud — she was talking to her father: ‘You knew! All the time you knew this thing, but because of your pity you wouldn’t tell me. Oh, Father — and there are so many of us — thousands of miserable, unwanted people, who have no right to love, no right to compassion because they’re maimed, hideously maimed and ugly — God’s cruel; He let us get flawed in the making.’

And then, before she knew what she was doing, she had found her father’s old, well-worn Bible. There she stood demanding a sign from heaven — nothing less than a sign from heaven she demanded. The Bible fell open near the beginning. She read: ‘And the Lord set a mark upon Cain...

Then Stephen hurled the Bible away, and she sank down completely hopeless and beaten, rocking her body backwards and forwards with a kind of abrupt yet methodical rhythm: ‘And the Lord set a mark upon Cain, upon Cain...’ she was rocking now in rhythm to those words, ‘And the Lord set a mark upon Cain — upon Cain — upon Cain. And the Lord set a mark upon Cain...’

That was how Puddle came in and found her, and Puddle said: ‘Where you go, I go, Stephen. All that you’re suffering at this moment I’ve suffered. It was when I was very young like you — but I still remember.’

Stephen looked up with bewildered eyes: ‘Would you go with Cain whom God marked?’ she said slowly, for she had not understood Puddle’s meaning, so she asked her once more: ‘Would you go with Caine?’

Puddle put an arm round Stephen’s bowed shoulders, and she said: ‘You’ve got work to do — come and do it! Why, just because you are what you are, you may actually find that you’ve got an advantage. You may write with a curious double insight — write both men and women from a personal knowledge. Nothing’s completely misplaced or wasted, I’m sure of that — and we’re all part of nature. Some day the world will recognize this, but meanwhile there’s plenty of work that’s waiting. For the sake of all the others who are like you, but less strong and less gifted perhaps, many of them, it’s up to you to have the courage to make good, and I’m here to help you to do it, Stephen.’
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Chapter Twenty-eight
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A pale glint of sunshine devoid of all warmth lay over the wide expanse of the river, touching the funnel of a passing tug that tore at the water like a clumsy harrow; but a field of water is not for the sowing and the river closed back in the wake of the tug, deftly obliterating all traces of its noisy and foolish passing. The trees along the Chelsea Embankment bent and creaked in a sharp March wind. The wind was urging the sap in their branches to flow with a more determined purpose, but the skin of their bodies was blackened and soot-clogged so that when touched it left soot on the fingers, and knowing this they were always disheartened and therefore a little slow to respond to the urge of the wind — they were city trees which are always somewhat disheartened. Away to the right against a toneless sky stood the tall factory chimneys beloved of young artists — especially those whose skill is not great, for few can go wrong over factory chimneys — while across the stream Battersea Park still looked misty as though barely convalescent from fog.

In her large, long, rather low-ceilinged study whose casement windows looked over the river, sat Stephen with her feet stretched out to the fire and her hands thrust in her jacket pockets. Her eyelids drooped, she was all but asleep although it was early afternoon. She had worked through the night, a deplorable habit and one of which Puddle quite rightly disapproved, but when the spirit of work was on her it was useless to argue with Stephen.

Puddle looked up from her embroidery frame and pushed her spectacles on to her forehead the better to see the drowsy Stephen, for Puddle’s eyes had grown very long-sighted so that the room looked blurred through her glasses.

She thought: ‘Yes, she’s changed a good deal in these two years—’ then she sighed half in sadness and half in contentment. ‘All the same she is making good,’ thought Puddle, remembering with a quick thrill of pride that the long-limbed creature who lounged by the fire had suddenly sprung into something like fame thanks to a fine first novel.

Stephen yawned, and readjusting her spectacles Puddle resumed her wool-work.

It was true that the two long years of exile had left their traces on Stephen’s face; it had grown much thinner and more determined, some might have said that the face had hardened, for the mouth was less ardent and much less gentle, and the lips now drooped at the corners. The strong rather massive line of the jaw looked aggressive these days by reason of its thinness. Faint furrows had come between the thick brows and faint shadows showed at times under the eyes; the eyes themselves were the eyes of a writer, always a little tired in expression. Her complexion was paler than it had been in the past, it had lost the look of wind and sunshine — the open-air look — and the fingers of the hand that slowly emerged from her jacket pocket were heavily stained with nicotine — she was now a voracious smoker. Her hair was quite short. In a mood of defiance she had suddenly walked off to the barber’s one morning and had made him crop it dose like a man’s. And mightily did the fashion become her, for now the fine shape of her head was unmarred by the stiff clumpy plait in the nape of her neck. Released from the torment imposed upon it the thick auburn hair could breathe and wave freely, and Stephen had grown fond and proud of her hair — a hundred strokes must it have with the brush every night until it looked burnished. Sir Philip also had been proud of his hair in the days of his youthful manhood.

Stephen’s life in London had been one long endeavour, for work to her had become a narcotic. Puddle it was who had found the flat with the casement windows that looked on the river, and Puddle it was who now kept the accounts, paid the rent, settled bills and managed the servants; all these details Stephen calmly ignored and the faithful Puddle allowed her to do so. Like an ageing and anxious Vestal Virgin she tended the holy fire of inspiration, feeding the flame with suitable food — good grilled meat, light puddings and much fresh fruit, varied by little painstaking surprises from Jackson’s or Fortnum & Mason. For Stephen’s appetite was not what it had been in the vigorous days of Morton; now there were times when she could not eat, or if she must eat she did so protesting, fidgeting to go back to her desk. At such times Puddle would steal into the study with a tin of Brand’s Essence — she had even been known to feed the recalcitrant author piecemeal, until Stephen must laugh and gobble up the jelly for the sake of getting on with her writing.

Only one duty apart from her work had Stephen never for a moment neglected, and that was the care and the welfare of Raftery. The cob had been sold, and her father’s chestnut she had given away to Colonel Antrim, who had sworn not to let the horse out of his hands for the sake of his life-long friend, Sir Philip — but Raftery she had brought up to London. She herself had found and rented his stable with comfortable rooms above for Jim, the groom she had taken from Morton. Every morning she rode very early in the Park, which seemed a futile and dreary business, but now only thus could the horse and his owner contrive to be together for a little. Sometimes she fancied that Raftery sighed as she cantered him round and round the Row, and then she would stoop down and speak to him softly:

‘My Raftery, I know, it’s not Castle Morton or the hills or the big, green Severn Valley — but I love you.’

And because he had understood her he would throw up his head and begin to prance sideways, pretending that he still felt very youthful, pretending that he was wild with delight at the prospect of cantering round the Row. But after a while these two sorry exiles would droop and move forward without much spirit. Each in a separate way would divine the ache in the other, the ache that was Morton, so that Stephen would cease to urge the beast forward, and Raftery would cease to pretend to Stephen. But when twice a year at her mother’s request, Stephen must go back to visit her home, then Raftery went too, and his joy was immense when he felt the good springy turf beneath him, when he sighted the red brick stables of Morton, when he rolled in the straw of his large, airy loose box. The years would seem to slip from his shoulders, he grew sleeker, he would look like a five-year-old — yet to Stephen these visits of theirs were anguish because of her love for Morton. She would feel like a stranger within the gates, an unwanted stranger there only on sufferance. It would seem to her that the old house withdrew itself from her love very gravely and sadly, that its windows no longer beckoned, invited: ‘Come home, come home, come inside quickly, Stephen!’ And she would not dare to proffer her love, which would burden her heart to breaking.

She must now pay many calls with her mother, must attend all the formal social functions — this for the sake of appearances, lest the neighbours should guess the breach between them. She must keep up the fiction that she found in a city the stimulus necessary to her work, she who was filled with a hungry longing for the green of the hills, for the air of wide spaces, for the mornings and the noontides and the evenings of Morton. All these things she must do for the sake of her father, aye, and for the sake of Morton.

On her first visit home Anna had said very quietly one day: ‘There’s something, Stephen, that I think I ought to tell you perhaps, though it’s painful to me to reopen the subject. There has been no scandal — that man held his tongue — you’ll be glad to know this because of your father. And Stephen — the Crossbys have sold The Grange and gone to America, I believe—’ she had stopped abruptly, not looking at Stephen, who had nodded, unable to answer.

So now there were quite different folk at The Grange, folk very much more to the taste of the county — Admiral Carson and his apple-checked wife who, childless herself, adored Mothers’ Meetings. Stephen must sometimes go to The Grange with Anna, who liked the Carsons. Very grave and aloof had Stephen become; too reserved, too self-assured, thought her neighbours. They supposed that success had gone to her head, for no one was now allowed to divine the terrible shyness that made social intercourse such a miserable torment. Life had already taught Stephen one thing, and that was that never must human beings be allowed to suspect that a creature fears them. The fear of the one is a spur to the many, for the primitive hunting instinct dies hard — it is better to face a hostile world than to turn one’s back for a moment.

But at least she was spared meeting Roger Antrim, and for this she was most profoundly thankful. Roger had gone with his regiment to Malta, so that they two did not see each other. Violet was married and living in London in the ‘perfect duck of a house in Belgravia’. From time to time she would blow in on Stephen, but not often, because she was very much married with one baby already and another on the way. She was somewhat subdued and much less maternal than she had been when first she met Alec.

If Anna was proud of her daughter’s achievement she said nothing beyond the very few words that must of necessity be spoken: ‘I’m so glad your book has succeeded, Stephen.’

‘Thank you, mother—’

Then as always these two fell silent. Those long and eloquent silences of theirs were now of almost daily occurrence when they found themselves together. Nor could they look each other in the eyes any more, their eyes were for ever shifting, and sometimes Anna’s pale cheeks would flush very slightly when she was alone with Stephen — perhaps at her thoughts.

And Stephen would think: ‘It’s because she can’t help remembering.’

For the most part, however, they shunned all contact by common consent, except when in public. And this studied avoidance tore at their nerves; they were now wellnigh obsessed by each other, for ever secretly laying their plans in order to avoid a meeting. Thus it was that these obligatory visits to Morton were a pretty bad strain on Stephen. She would go back to London unable to sleep, unable to eat, unable to write, and with such a despairing and sickening heartache for the grave old house the moment she had left it, that Puddle would have to be very severe in order to pull her together.

‘I’m ashamed of you, Stephen; what’s happened to your courage? You don’t deserve your phenomenal success; if you go on like this, God help the new book. I suppose you’re going to be a one-book author!’

Scowling darkly, Stephen would go to her desk — she had no wish to be a one-book author.
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Yet as everything comes as grist to the mill of those who are destined from birth to be writers — poverty or riches, good or evil, gladness or sorrow, all grist to the mill — so the pain of Morton burning down to the spirit in Stephen had kindled a bright, hot flame, and all that she had written she had written by its light, seeing exceedingly clearly. As though in a kind of self-preservation, her mind had turned to quite simple people, humble people sprung from the soil, from the same kind soil that had nurtured Morton. None of her own strange emotions had touched them, and yet they were part of her own emotions; a part of her longing for simplicity and peace, a part of her curious craving for the normal. And although at this time Stephen did not know it, their happiness sprung from her moments of joy; their sorrows from the sorrow she had known and still knew; their frustrations from her own bitter emptiness; their fulfilments from her longing to be fulfilled. These people had drawn life and strength from their creator. Like infants they had sucked at her breasts of inspiration, and drawn from them blood, waxing wonderfully strong; demanding, compelling thereby recognition. For surely thus only are fine books written, they must somehow partake of the miracle of blood — the strange and terrible miracle of blood, the giver of life, the purifier, the great final expiation.
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But one thing there was that Puddle still feared, and this was the girl’s desire for isolation. To her it appeared like a weakness in Stephen; she divined the bruised humility of spirit that now underlay this desire for isolation, and she did her best to frustrate it. It was Puddle who had forced the embarrassed Stephen to let in the Press photographers, and Puddle it was who had given the details for the captions that were to appear with the pictures: ‘If you choose to behave like a hermit crab I shall use my own judgment about what I say!’

‘I don’t care a tinker’s darn what you say! Now leave me in peace do, Puddle.’

It was Puddle who answered the telephone calls: ‘I’m afraid Miss Gordon will be busy working — what name did you say? Oh, The Literary Monthly! I see — well suppose you come on Wednesday.’ And on Wednesday there was old Puddle waiting to waylay the anxious young man who had been commanded to dig up some copy about the new novelist, Stephen Gordon. Then Puddle had smiled at the anxious young man and had shepherded him into her own little sanctum, and had given him a comfortable chair, and had stirred the fire the better to warm him. And the young man had noticed her charming smile and had thought how kind was this ageing woman, and how damned hard it was to go tramping the streets in quest of erratic, unsociable authors.

Puddle had said, still smiling kindly: ‘I’d hate you to go back without your copy, but Miss Gordon’s been working overtime lately, I dare not disturb her, you don’t mind, do you? Now if you could possibly make shift with me — I really do know a great deal about her; as a matter of fact I’m her ex-governess, so I really do know quite a lot about her.’

Out had come notebook and copying pencil; it was easy to talk to this sympathetic woman: ‘Well, if you could give me some interesting details — say, her taste in books and her recreations, I’d be awfully grateful. She hunts, I believe?’

‘Oh, not now!’

‘I see — well then, she did hunt. And wasn’t her father Sir Philip Gordon who had a place down in Worcestershire and was killed by a falling tree or something? What kind of a pupil did you find Miss Gordon? I’ll send her my notes when I’ve worked them up, but I really would like to see her, you know.’ Then being a fairly sagacious young man: ‘I’ve just read The Furrow, it’s a wonderful book!’

Puddle talked glibly while the young man scribbled, and when at last he was just about going she let him out on to the balcony from which he could look in Stephen’s study.

‘There she is at her desk! What more could you ask?’ she said triumphantly, pointing to Stephen whose hair was literally standing on end, as is sometimes the way with youthful authors. She even managed occasionally to make Stephen see the journalists herself:
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Stephen got up, stretched, and went to the window. The sun had retreated behind the clouds; a kind of brown twilight hung over the Embankment, for the wind had now dropped and a fog was threatening. The discouragement common to all fine writers was upon her, she was hating what she had written. Last night’s work seemed inadequate and unworthy; she decided to put a blue pencil through it and to rewrite the chapter from start to finish. She began to give way to a species of panic; her new book would be a ludicrous failure, she felt it, she would never again write a novel possessing the quality of The Furrow. The Furrow had been the result of shock to which she had, strangely enough, reacted by a kind of unnatural mental vigour. But now she could not react any more, her brain felt like over-stretched elastic, it would not spring back, it was limp, unresponsive. And then there was something else that distracted, something she was longing to put into words yet that shamed her so that it held her tongue-tied. She lit a cigarette and when it was finished found another and kindled it at the stump.

‘Stop embroidering that curtain, for God’s sake, Puddle. I simply can’t stand the sound of your needle; it makes a booming noise like a drum every time you prod that tightly stretched linen.’

Puddle looked up: ‘You’re smoking too much.’

‘I dare say I am. I can’t write any more.’

‘Since when?’

‘Ever since I began this new book.’

‘Don’t be such a fool!’

‘But it’s God’s truth, I tell you — I feel flat, it’s a kind of spiritual dryness. This new book is going to be a failure, sometimes I think I’d better destroy it.’ She began to pace up and down the room, dull-eyed yet tense as a tightly-drawn bow string.

‘This comes of working all night,’ Puddle murmured.

‘I must work when the spirit moves me,’ snapped Stephen.

Puddle put aside her wool work embroidery. She was not much moved by this sudden depression, she had grown quite accustomed to these literary moods, yet she looked a little more closely at Stephen and something that she saw in her face disturbed her.

‘You look tired to death; why not lie down and rest?’

‘Rot! I want to work.’

‘You’re not fit to work. You look all on edge, somehow. What’s the matter with you?’ And then very gently: Stephen, come here and sit down by me, please, I must know what’s the matter.’

Stephen obeyed as though once again they two were back in the old Morton schoolroom, then she suddenly buried her face in her hands: ‘I don’t want to tell you — why must I, Puddle?’

‘Because,’ said Puddle, ‘I’ve a right to know; your career’s very dear to me, Stephen.’

Then suddenly Stephen could not resist the blessed relief of confiding in Puddle once more, of taking this great new trouble to the faithful and wise little grey-haired woman whose hand had been stretched out to save in the past. Perhaps yet again that hand might find the strength that was needful to save her.

Not looking at Puddle, she began to talk quickly: ‘There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you, Puddle — it’s about my work, there’s something wrong with it. I mean that my work could be much more vital; I feel it, I know it, I’m holding it back in some way, there’s something I’m always missing. Even in Time Furrow I feel I missed something — I know it was fine, but it wasn’t complete because I’m not complete and I never shall be — can’t you understand? I’m not complete...’ She paused, unable to find the words she wanted, then blundered on again blindly: ‘There’s a great chunk of life that I’ve never known, and I want to know it, I ought to know it if I’m to become a really fine writer. There’s the greatest thing perhaps in the world, and I’ve missed it — that’s what’s so awful, Puddle, to know that it exists everywhere, all round me, to be constantly near it yet always held back — to feel that the poorest people in the streets, the most ignorant people, know more than I do. And I dare to take up my pen and write, knowing less than these poor men and women in the street! Why haven’t I got a right to it, Puddle? Can’t you understand that I’m strong and young, so that sometimes this thing that I’m missing torments me, so that I can’t concentrate on my work any more? Puddle, help me — you were young yourself once.’

‘Yes, Stephen — a long time ago I was young...

‘But can’t you remember back for my sake?’ And now her voice sounded almost angry in her distress: ‘It’s unfair, it’s unjust. Why should I live in this great isolation of spirit and body — why should I, why? Why have I been afflicted with a body that must never be indulged, that must always be repressed until it grows much stronger than my spirit because of this unnatural repression? What have I done to be so cursed? And now it’s attacking my holy of holies, my work — I shall never be a great writer because of my maimed and insufferable body—’ She fell silent, suddenly shy and ashamed, too much ashamed to go on speaking.

And there sat Puddle as pale as death and as speechless, having no comfort to offer — no comfort, that is, that she dared to offer — while all her fine theories about making good for the sake of those others; being noble, courageous, patient, honourable, physically pure, enduring because it was right to endure, the terrible birthright of the invert — all Puddle’s fine theories lay strewn around her like the ruins of some false and flimsy temple, and she saw at that moment but one thing clearly — true genius in chains, in the chains of the flesh, a fine spirit subject to physical bondage. And as once before she had argued with God on behalf of this sorely afflicted creature, so now she inwardly cried yet again to the Maker whose will had created Stephen: ‘Thine hands have made me and fashioned me together and round about; yet Thou dost destroy me.’ Then into her heart crept a bitterness very hard to endure: ‘Yet Thou dost destroy me—’

Stephen looked up and saw her face: ‘Never mind,’ she said sharply, ‘it’s all right, Puddle — forget it!’

But Puddle’s eyes filled with tears, and seeing this, Stephen went to her desk. Sitting down she groped for her manuscript: ‘I’m going to turn you out now, I must work. Don’t wait for me if I’m late for dinner.’

Very humbly Puddle crept out of the study.






  








Chapter Twenty-nine
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Soon after the New Year, nine months later, Stephen’s second novel was published. It failed to create the sensation that the first had created, there was something disappointing about it. One critic described this as: ‘A lack of grip,’ and his criticism, on the whole, was a fair one. However, the Press was disposed to be kind, remembering the merits of The Furrow.

But the heart of the Author knoweth its own sorrows and is seldom responsive to false consolation, so that when Puddle said: ‘Never mind, Stephen, you can’t expect every book to be The Furrow — and this one is full of literary merit.’ Stephen replied as she turned away: I was writing a novel, my dear, not an essay.’

After this they did not discuss it any more, for what was the use of fruitless discussion? Stephen knew well and Puddle knew also that this book fell far short of its author’s powers. Then suddenly, that spring, Raftery went very lame, and everything else was forgotten.

Raftery was aged, he was now eighteen, so that lameness in him was not easy of healing. His life in a city had tried him sorely, he had missed the light, airy stables of Morton, and the cruel-hard bed that lay under the tan of the Row had jarred his legs badly.

The vet shook his head and looked very grave: ‘He’s an aged horse, you know, and of course in his youth you hunted him pretty freely — it all counts. Everyone comes to the end of their tether, Miss Gordon. Yes, at times I’m afraid it is painful.’ Then, seeing Stephen’s face: ‘I’m awfully sorry not to give a more cheerful diagnosis.’

Other experts arrived. Every good vet in London was consulted, including Professor Hobday. No cure, no cure, it was always the same, and at times, they told Stephen, the old horse suffered; but this she well knew — she had seen the sweat break out darkly on Raftery’s shoulders.

So one morning she went into Raftery’s loosebox, and she sent the groom Jim out of the stable, and she laid her check against the beast’s neck, while he turned his head and began to nuzzle. Then they looked at each other very quietly and gravely, and in Raftery’s eyes was a strange, new expression — a kind of half-anxious, protesting wonder at this thing men call pain: ‘What is it, Stephen?’

She answered, forcing back her hot tears: ‘Perhaps, for you, the beginning, Raftery...’

After a while she went to his manger and let the fodder slip through her fingers; but he would not eat, not even to please her, so she called the groom back and ordered some gruel. Very gently she readjusted the clothing that had slipped to one side, first the under-blanket, then the smart blue rug that was braided in red — red and blue, the old stable colours of Morton.

The groom Jim, now a thick-set stalwart young man, stared at her with sorrowful understanding, but he did not speak; he was almost as dumb as the beasts whom his life had been passed in tending — even dumber, perhaps, for his language consisted of words, having no small sounds and small movements such as Raftery used when he spoke with Stephen, and which meant so much more than words.

She said: ‘I’m going now to the station to order a horse-box for to-morrow, I’ll let you know the time we start, later. And wrap him up well; put on plenty of clothing for the journey, please, he mustn’t feel cold.’

The man nodded. She had not told him their destination, but he knew it already; it was Morton. Then the great clumsy fellow must pretend to be busy with a truss of fresh straw for the horse’s bedding, because his face had turned a deep crimson, because his coarse lips were actually trembling — and this was not really so very strange, for those who served Raftery loved him.
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Raftery stepped quietly into his horse-box and Jim with great deftness secured the halter, then he touched his cap and hurried away to his third-class compartment, for Stephen herself would travel with Raftery on his last journey back to the fields of Morton. Sitting down on the seat reserved for a groom she opened the little wooden window into the box, whereupon Raftery’s muzzle came up and his face looked out of the window. She fondled the soft, grey plush of his muzzle. Presently she took a carrot from her pocket, but the carrot was rather hard now for his teeth, so she bit off small pieces and these she gave him in the palm of her hand; then she watched him eat them uncomfortably, slowly, because he was old, and this seemed so strange, for old age and Raftery went very ill together.

Her mind slipped back and back over the years until it recaptured the coming of Raftery — grey-coated and slender, and his eyes as soft as an Irish morning, and his courage as bright as an Irish sunrise, and his heart as young as the wild, eternally young heart of Ireland. She remembered what they had said to each other. Raftery had said: ‘I will carry you bravely, I will serve you all the days of my life.’ She had answered: ‘I will care for you night and day, Raftery — all the days of your life.’ She remembered their first run with the hounds together — she a youngster of twelve, he a youngster of five. Great deeds they had done on that day together, at least they had seemed like great deeds to them — she had had a kind of fire in her heart as she galloped astride of Raftery. She remembered her father, his protective look, so broad, so kind, so patiently protective; and towards the end it had stooped a little as though out of kindness it carried a burden. Now she knew whose burden that back had been bearing so that it stooped a little. He had been very proud of the fine Irish horse, very proud of his small and courageous rider: ‘Steady, Stephen!’ but his eyes had been bright like Raftery’s. ‘Steady on, Stephen, we’re coming to a. stiff one!’ but once they were over he had turned round and smiled, as he had done in the days when the impudent Collins had stretched his inadequate legs to their utmost to keep up with the pace of the hunters.

Long ago, it all seemed a long time ago. A long road it seemed, leading where? She wondered. Her father had gone away into its shadows, and now after him, limping a little, went Raftery; Raftery with hollows above his eyes and down his grey neck that had once been so firm; Raftery whose splendid white teeth were now yellowed and too feeble to bite up his carrot.

The train jogged and swayed so that once the horse stumbled. Springing up, she stretched out her hand to soothe him. He seemed glad of her hand: ‘Don’t be frightened, Raftery. Did that hurt you Raftery acquainted with pain on the road that led into the shadows.

Presently the hills showed over on the left, but a long way off, and when they came nearer they were suddenly very near on the right, so near that she saw the white houses on them. They looked dark; a kind of still, thoughtful darkness brooded over the hills and their low white houses. It was always so in the later afternoons, for the sun moved across to the wide Wye Valley — it would set on the western side of the hills, over the wide Wye Valley. The smoke from the chimney-stacks bent downwards after rising a little and formed a blue haze, for the air was heavy with spring and dampness. Leaning from the window she could smell the spring, the time of mating, the time of fruition. When the train stopped a minute outside the station she fancied that she heard the singing of birds; very softly it came but the sound was persistent — yes, surely, that was the singing of birds...
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They took Raftery in an ambulance from Great Malvern in order to spare him the jar of the roads. That night he slept in his own spacious loosebox, and the faithful Jim would not leave him that night; he sat up and watched while Raftery slept in so deep a bed of yellow-gold straw that it all but reached his knees when standing. A last inarticulate tribute this to the most gallant horse, the most courteous horse that ever stepped out of stable.

But when the sun came up over Bredon, flooding the breadth of the Severn Valley, touching the slopes of the Malvern Hills that stand opposite Bredon across the valley, gilding the old red bricks of Morton and the weather-vane on its quiet stables, Stephen went into her father’s study and she loaded his heavy revolver.

Then they led Raftery out and into the morning; they led him with care to the big north paddock and stood him beside the mighty hedge that had set the seal on his youthful valour. Very still he stood with the sun on his flanks, the groom, Jim, holding the bridle.

Stephen said: ‘I’m going to send you away, a long way away, and I’ve never left you except for a little while since you came when I was a child and you were quite young — but I’m going to send you a long way away because of your pain. Raftery, this is death; and beyond, they say, there’s no more suffering.’ She paused, then spoke in a voice so low that the groom could not hear her: ‘Forgive me, Raftery.’

And Raftery stood there looking at Stephen, and his eyes were as soft as an Irish morning, yet as brave as the eyes that looked into his. Then it seemed to Stephen that he had spoken, that Raftery had said: ‘Since to me you are God, what have I to forgive you, Stephen?’

She took a step forward and pressed the revolver high up against Raftery’s smooth, grey forehead. She fired, and he dropped to the ground like a stone, lying perfectly still by the mighty hedge that had set the seal on his youthful valour.

But now there broke out a great crying and wailing: ‘Oh, me! Oh, me! They’ve been murderin’ Raftery! Shame, shame, I says, on the ‘and what done it, and ‘im no common horse but a Christian...’ Then loud sobbing as though some very young child had fallen down and hurt itself badly. And there in a small, creaky, wicker bath-chair sat Williams, being bumped along over the paddock by a youthful niece, who had come to Morton to take care of the old and now feeble couple; for Williams had had his first stroke that Christmas, in addition to which he was almost childish. God only knew who had told him this thing; the secret had been very carefully guarded by Stephen, who, knowing his love for the horse, had taken every precaution to spare him. Yet now here he was with his face all twisted by the stroke and the sobs that kept on rising. He was trying to lift his half-paralysed hand which kept dropping back on to the arm of the bath-chair; he was trying to get out of the bath-chair and run to where Raftery lay stretched out in the sunshine; he was trying to speak again, but his voice had grown thick so that no one could understand him. Stephen thought that his mind had begun to wander, for now he was surely not screaming ‘Raftery’ any more, but something that sounded like: ‘Master!’ and again, ‘Oh, Master, Master!’

She said: ‘Take him home,’ for he did not know her; ‘take him home. You’d no business to bring him here at all — it’s against my orders, Who told him about it?’

And the young girl answered: ‘It seemed ‘e just knowed — it was like as though Raftery told ‘im...

Williams looked up with his blurred, anxious eyes. ‘Who be you?’ he inquired. Then he suddenly smiled through his tears. ‘It be good to be seein’ you, Master — seems like a long while...’ His voice was now clear but exceedingly small, a small, far-away thing. If a doll had spoken, its voice might have sounded very much as the old man’s did at that moment.

Stephen bent over him. ‘Williams, I’m Stephen — don’t you know me? It’s Miss Stephen. You must go straight home and get back to bed — it’s still rather cold on these early spring mornings — to please me, Williams, you must go straight home. Why, your hands are frozen!’

But Williams shook his head and began to remember. ‘Raftery,’ he mumbled, ‘something’s ‘appened to Raftery.’ And his sobs and his tears broke out with fresh vigour, so that his niece, frightened, tried to stop him.

‘Now uncle be qui-et I do be-seech ‘e! It’s so bad for ‘e carryin’ on in this wise. What will auntie say when she sees ‘e all mucked up with weepin’, and yer poor nose all red and dir-ty? I’ll be takin’ e’ ‘ome as Miss Stephen ‘ere says. Now, uncle dear, do be qui-et!’

She lugged the bath-chair round with a jolt and trundled it, lurching, towards the cottage. All the way back down the big north paddock Williams wept and wailed and tried to get out, but his niece put one hefty young hand on his shoulder; with the other she guided the lurching bath-chair.

Stephen watched them go, then she turned to the groom. ‘Bury him here,’ she said briefly.
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Before she left Morton that same afternoon, she went once more into the large, bare stables. The stables were now completely empty, for Anna had moved her carriage horses to new quarters nearer the coachman’s cottage.

Over one loosebox was a warped oak board bearing Collin’s studbook title, ‘Marcus,’ in red and blue letters; but the paint was dulled to a ghostly grey by encroaching mildew, while a spider had spun a large, purposeful web across one side of Collins’ manger. A cracked, sticky wine bottle lay on the floor; no doubt used at some time for drenching Collins, who had died in a fit of violent colic a few months after Stephen herself had left Morton. On the window-sill of the farthest loosebox stood a curry comb and couple of brushes; the comb was being eaten by rust, the brushes had lost several clumps of bristles. A jam pot of hoof-polish, now hard as stone, clung tenaciously to a short stick of firewood which time had petrified into the polish. But Raftery’s loosebox smelt fresh and pleasant with the curious dry, clean smell of new straw. A deep depression towards the middle showed where his body had lain in sleep, and seeing this Stephen stooped down and touched it for a moment. Then she whispered: ‘Sleep peacefully, Raftery.’

She could not weep, for a great desolation too deep for tears lay over her spirit — the great desolation of things that pass, of things that pass away in our lifetime. And then of what good, after all, are our tears, since they cannot hold back this passing away — no, not for so much as a moment? She looked round her now at the empty stables, the unwanted, uncared for stables of Morton. So proud they had been that were now so humbled; and they had the feeling of all disused places that have once teemed with life, they felt pitifully lonely. She closed her eyes so as not to see them. Then the thought came to Stephen that this was the end, the end of her courage and patient endurance — that this was somehow the end of Morton. She must not see the place any more; she must, she would, go a long way away. Raftery had gone a long way away — she had sent him beyond all hope of recall — but she could not follow him over that merciful frontier, for her God was more stern than Raftery’s; and yet she must fly from her love for Morton. Turning, she hurriedly left the stables.
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Anna was standing at the foot of the stairs. ‘Are you leaving now, Stephen?’

‘Yes — I’m going, Mother.’

‘A short visit!’

‘Yes, I must get back to work.’

‘I see...’ Then after a long, awkward pause: ‘Where would you like him buried?’

‘In the large north paddock where he died — I’ve told Jim.’

‘Very well, I’ll see that they carry out your orders.’ She hesitated, as though suddenly shy of Stephen again, as she had been in the past; but after a moment she went on quickly: ‘I thought — I wondered, would you like a small stone with his name and some sort of inscription on it, just to mark the place?’

‘If you’d care to put one — I shan’t need any stone to remember.’

The carriage was waiting to drive her to Malvern. ‘Good-bye, Mother.’

Good-bye — I shall put up that stone.’

‘Thanks, it’s a very kind thought of yours.’

Anna said: ‘I’m so sorry about this, Stephen.’

But Stephen had hurried into the brougham — the door dosed, and she did not hear her mother.






  








Chapter Thirty
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At an old-fashioned, Kensington luncheon party, not very long after Raftery’s death, Stephen met and renewed her acquaintance with Jonathan Brockett, the playwright. Her mother had wished her to go to this luncheon, for the Carringtons were old family friends, and Anna insisted that from time to time her daughter should accept their invitations. At their house it was that Stephen had first seen this young man, rather over a year ago. Brockett was a connection of the Carringtons; had he not been Stephen might never have met him, for such gatherings bored him exceedingly, and therefore it was not his habit to attend them. But on that occasion he had not been bored, for his sharp, grey eyes had lit upon Stephen; and as soon as he well could, the meal being over, he had made his way to her side and had remained there. She had found him exceedingly easy to talk to, as indeed he had wished her to find him.

This first meeting had led to one or two rides in the Row together, since they both rode early. Brockett had joined her quite casually one morning; after which he had called, and had talked to Puddle as if he had come on purpose to see her and her only — he had charming and thoughtful manners towards all elderly people. Puddle had accepted him while disliking his clothes, which were always just a trifle too careful; moreover she had disapproved of his cuff-links — platinum links set with tiny diamonds. All the same, she had made him feel very welcome, for to her it had been any port in a storm just then — she would gladly have welcomed the devil himself, had she thought that he might rouse Stephen.

But Stephen was never able to decide whether Jonathan Brockett attracted or repelled her. Brilliant he could be at certain times, yet curiously foolish and puerile at others; and his hands were as white and soft as a woman’s — she would feel a queer little sense of outrage creeping over her when she looked at his hands. For those hands of his went so ill with him somehow; he was tall, broad-shouldered, and of an extreme thinness. His clean-shaven face was slightly sardonic and almost disconcertingly clever; an inquisitive face too — one felt that it pried into everyone’s secrets without shame or mercy. It may have been genuine liking on his part or mere curiosity that had made him persist in thrusting his friendship on Stephen. But whatever it had been it had taken the form of ringing her up almost daily at one time; of worrying her to lunch or dine with him, of inviting himself to her flat in Chelsea, or what was still worse, of dropping in on her whenever the spirit moved him. His work never seemed to worry him at all, and Stephen often wondered when his fine plays got written, for Brockett very seldom if ever discussed them and apparently very seldom wrote them; yet they always appeared at the ‘critical moment when their author had run short of money.

Once, for the sake of peace, she had dined with him in a species of glorified cellar. He had just then discovered the queer little place down in Seven Dials, and was very proud of it; indeed he was making it rather the fashion among certain literary people. He had taken a great deal of trouble that evening to make Stephen feel that she belonged to these people by right of her talent, and had introduced her as ‘Stephen Gordon, the author of The Furrow.’ But all the while he had secretly watched her with his sharp and inquisitive eyes. She had felt very much at ease with Brockett as they sat at their dimly-lit table, perhaps because her instinct divined that this man would never require of her more than she could give — that the most he would ask for at any time would be friendship.

Then one day he had casually disappeared, and she heard that he had gone to Paris for some months, as was often his custom when the climate of London had begun to get on his nerves. He had drifted away like thistledown, without so much as a word of warning. He had not said good-bye nor had he written, so that Stephen felt that she had never known him, so completely did he go out of her life during his sojourn in Paris. Later on she was to learn, when she knew him better, that these disconcerting lapses of interest, amounting as they did to a breach of good manners, were highly characteristic of the man, and must of necessity be accepted by all who accepted Jonathan Brockett.

And now here he was back again in England, and sitting next to Stephen at the Carringtons’ luncheon. And as though they had met but a few hours ago, he took her up calmly just where he had left her.

‘May I come in tomorrow?’

‘Well — I’m awfully busy.’

‘But I want to come, please; I can talk to Puddle.’

‘I’m afraid she’ll be out.’

‘Then I’ll just sit and wait until she comes in; I’ll be quiet as a mouse.’

Oh, no, Brockett, please don’t; I should know you were there and that would disturb me.’

‘I see. A new book?’

‘Well, no — I’m trying to write some short stories; I’ve got a commission from The Good Housewife.’

Sounds thrifty. I hope you’re getting well paid.’ Then after a rather long pause: ‘How’s Raftery?’

For a second she did not answer, and Brockett, with quick intuition, regretted his question. ‘Not...not...’ he stammered.

Yes,’ she said slowly, ‘Raftery’s dead — he went lame. I shot him.’ He was silent. Then he suddenly took her hand and, still without speaking, pressed it. Glancing up, she was surprised by the look in his eyes, so sorrowful it was, and so understanding. He had liked the old horse, for he liked all dumb creatures. But Raftery’s death could mean nothing to him; yet his sharp, grey eyes had now softened with pity because she had had to shoot Raftery.

She thought: ‘What a curious fellow he is. At this moment I suppose he actually feels something almost like grief — it’s my grief he’s getting — and tomorrow, of course, he’ll forget all about it.’

Which was true enough. Brockett could compress quite a lot of emotion into an incredibly short space of time; could squeeze a kind of emotional beef-tea from all those with whom life brought him into contact — a strong brew, and one that served to sustain and revivify his inspiration.
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For ten days Stephen heard nothing more, of Brockett; then he rang up to announce that he was coming to dinner at her flat that very same evening.

You’ll get awfully little to eat,’ warned Stephen, who was tired to death and did not want him.

‘Oh, all right, I’ll bring some dinner along,’ he said blithely, and with that he hung up the receiver.

At a quarter-past eight he arrived, late for dinner and loaded like a pack-mule with brown paper parcels. He looked cross; he had spoilt his new reindeer gloves with mayonnaise that had oozed through a box containing the lobster salad.

He thrust the box into Stephen’s hands. ‘Here, you take it — it’s dripping. Can I have a wash rag?’ But after a moment he forgot the new gloves. ‘I’ve raided Fortnum & Mason — such fun — I do love eating things out of cardboard boxes. Hullo, Puddle darling! I sent you a plant. Did you get it? A nice little plant with brown bobbles. It smells good, and it’s got a ridiculous name like an old Italian dowager or something. Wait a minute — what’s it called? Oh, yes, a baroniait’s so humble to have such a pompous name! Stephen, do be careful — don’t rock the lobster about like that. I told you the thing was dripping — 

He dumped his parcels on to the hall table.

‘I’ll take them along to the kitchen,’ smiled Puddle.

‘No, I will,’ said Brockett, collecting them again, ‘I’ll do the whole thing; you leave it to me. I adore other people’s kitchens.’

He was in his most foolish and tiresome mood — the mood when his white hands made odd little gestures, when his laugh was too high and his movements too small for the size of his broad-shouldered, rather gaunt body. Stephen had grown to dread him in this mood; there was something almost aggressive about it; it would seem to her that he thrust it upon her, showing off like a child at a Christmas party.

She said sharply: ‘If you’ll wait, I’ll ring for the maid.’ But Brockett bad already invaded the kitchen.

She followed, to find the cook looking offended.

‘I want lots and lots of dishes,’ he announced. Then unfortunately he happened to notice the parlourmaid’s washing, just back from the laundry.

‘Brockett, what on earth are you doing?’

He had put on the girl’s ornate frilled cap, and was busily tying on her small apron. He paused for a moment. ‘How do I look? What a perfect duck of an apron!’

The parlourmaid giggled and Stephen laughed. That was the worst of Jonathan Brockett, he could make you laugh in spite of yourself — when you most disapproved you found yourself laughing.

The food he had brought was the oddest assortment; lobster, caramels, pâté de foie gras, olives, a tin of rich-mixed biscuits and a Camembert cheese that was smelling loudly. There was also a bottle of Rose’s lime-juice and another of ready-made cocktails. He began to unpack the things one by one, clamouring for plates and entrée dishes. In the process he made a great mess on the table by upsetting most of the lobster salad.

He swore roundly. ‘Damn the thing, it’s too utterly bloody! It’s ruined my gloves, and now look at the table!’ In grim silence the cook repaired the damage.

This mishap appeared to have damped his ardour, for he sighed and removed his cap and apron. ‘Can anyone open this bottle of olives? And the cocktails? Here, Stephen, you can tackle the cheese; it seems rather shy, it won’t leave its kennel.’ In the end it was Stephen and the cook who must do all the work, while Brockett sat down on the floor and gave them ridiculous orders.
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Brockett it was who ate most of the dinner, for Stephen was too overtired to feel hungry; while Puddle, whose digestion was not what it had been, was forced to content herself with a cutlet. But Brockett ate largely, and as he did so he praised himself and his food between mouthfuls.

Clever of me to have discovered the pâté — I’m so sorry for the geese though, aren’t you, Stephen? The awful thing is that it’s simply delicious — I wish I knew the esoteric meaning of these mixed emotions!’ And he dug with a spoon at the side that appeared to contain the most truffles.

From time to time he paused to inhale the gross little cigarettes he affected. Their tobacco was black, their paper was yellow, and they came from an unpropitious island where, as Brockett declared, the inhabitants died in shoals every year of some tropical fever. He drank a good deal of the Rose’s lime-juice, for this strong, rough tobacco always made him thirsty. Whisky went to his head and wine to his liver, so that on the whole he was forced to be temperate; but when he got home he would brew himself coffee as viciously black as his tobacco.

Presently he said with a sigh of repletion: ‘Well, you two, I’ve finished — let’s go into the study.’

As they left the table he seized the mixed biscuits and the caramel creams, for he dearly loved sweet things. He would often go out and buy himself sweets in Bond Street, for solitary consumption.

In the study he sank down on to the divan. ‘Puddle dear, do you mind if I put my feet up? It’s my new boot-maker, he’s given me a corn on my right little toe. It’s too heart-breaking. It was such a beautiful toe,’ he murmured; ‘quite perfect — the one toe without a blemish!’

After this he seemed disinclined to talk. He had made himself a nest with the cushions, and was smoking, and nibbling rich-mixed biscuits, routing about in the tin for his favourites. But his eyes kept straying across to Stephen with a puzzled and rather anxious expression.

At last she said: ‘What’s the matter, Brockett? Is my necktie crooked?’

‘No — it’s not your necktie; it’s something else.’ He sat up abruptly. ‘As I came here to ‘say it, I’ll get the thing over!’

‘Fire away, Brockett.’

‘Do you think you’ll hate me if I’m frank?’

‘Of course not. Why should I hate you?’

‘Very well then, listen.’ And now his voice was so grave that Puddle put down her embroidery. ‘You listen to me, you, Stephen Gordon. Your last book was inexcusably bad. It was no more like what we all expected, had a right to expect of you after The Furrow, than that plant I sent Puddle is like an oak tree — I won’t even compare it to that little plant, for the plant’s alive; your book isn’t. Oh, I don’t mean to say that it’s not well written; it’s well written because you’re just a born writer — you feel words, you’ve a perfect ear for balance, and a very good all-round knowledge of English. But that’s not enough, not nearly enough; all that’s a mere suitable dress for a body. And this time you’ve hung the dress on a dummy — a dummy can’t stir our emotions, Stephen. I was talking to Ogilvy only last night. He gave you a good review, he told me, because he’s got such a respect for your talent that he didn’t want to put on the damper. He’s like that — too merciful I always think — they’ve all been too merciful to you, my dear. They ought to have literally skinned you alive — that might have helped to show you your danger. My God! and you wrote a thing like The Furrow! What’s happened? What’s undermining your work? Because whatever it is, it’s deadly! it must be some kind of horrid dry rot. Ah, no, it’s too bad and it mustn’t go on — we’ve got to do something, quickly.’

He paused, and she stared at him in amazement. Until now she had never seen this side of Brockett, the side of the man that belonged to his art, to all art — the one thing in life he respected.

She said: ‘Do you really mean what you’re saying?’

‘I mean every word,’ he told her.

Then she asked him quite humbly: ‘What must I do to save my work?’ for she realized that he had been speaking the stark, bitter truth; that indeed she had needed no one to tell her that her last book had been altogether unworthy — a poor, lifeless thing, having no health in it.

He considered. ‘It’s a difficult question, Stephen. Your own temperament is so much against you. You’re so strong in some ways and yet so timid — such a mixture — and you’re terribly frightened of life. Now why? You must try to stop being frightened, to stop hiding your head. You need life, you need people. People are the food that we writers live on; get out and devour them, squeeze them dry, Stephen!’

‘My father once told me something like that — not quite in those words — but something very like it.’

‘Then your father must have been a sensible man,’ smiled Brockett. ‘Now I had a perfect beast of a father. Well, Stephen, I’ll give you my advice for what it’s worth — you want a real change. Why not go abroad somewhere? Get right away for a bit from your England. You’ll probably write it a damned sight better when you’re far enough off to see the perspective. Start with Paris — it’s an excellent jumping-off place. Then you might go across to Italy or Spain — go anywhere, only do get a move on! No wonder you’re atrophied here in London. I can put you wise about people in Paris. You ought to know Valérie Seymour, for instance. She’s very good fun and a perfect darling; I’m sure you’d like her, every one does. Her parties are a kind of human bran-pie — you just plunge in your fist and see what happens. You may draw a prize or you may draw blank, but it’s always worth while to go to her parties. Oh, but good Lord, there are so many things that stimulate one in Paris.’

He talked on about Paris for a little while longer, then he got up to go. ‘Well, good-bye, my dears, I’m off. I’ve given myself indigestion. And do look at Puddle, she’s blind with fury; I believe she’s going to refuse to shake hands! Don’t be angry, Puddle — I’m very well-meaning.’

Yes, of course,’ answered Puddle, but her voice sounded cold.
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After he had gone they stared at each other, then Stephen said, What a queer revelation. Who would have thought that Brockett could get so worked up? His moods are kaleidoscopic.’ She was purposefully forcing herself to speak lightly.

But Puddle was angry, bitterly angry. Her pride was wounded to the quick for Stephen. The man’s a perfect fool!’ she said gruffly. ‘And I didn’t agree with one word he said. I expect he’s jealous of your work, they all are. They’re a mean-minded lot, these writing people.’

And looking at her Stephen thought sadly, She’s tired — I’m wearing her out in my service. A few years ago she’d never have tried to deceive me like this — she’s losing courage.’ Aloud she said: ‘Don’t be cross with Brockett, he meant to be friendly, I’m quite sure of that. My work will buck up — I’ve been feeling slack lately, and it’s told on my writing — I suppose it was bound to.’ Then the merciful lie, ‘But I’m not a bit frightened!’
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Stephen rested her head on her hand as she sat at her desk — it was well past midnight. She was heartsick as only a writer can be whose day has been spent in useless labour. All that she had written that day she would destroy, and now it was well past midnight. She turned, looking wearily round the study, and it came upon her with a slight sense of shock that she was seeing this room for the very first time, and that everything in it was abnormally ugly. The flat had been furnished when her mind had been too much afflicted to care in the least what she bought, and now all her possessions seemed clumsy or puerile, from the small, foolish chairs to the large, roll-top desk there was nothing personal about any of them. How had she endured this room for so long? Had she really written a fine book in it? Had she sat in it evening after evening and come back to it morning after morning t Then she must have been blind indeed — what a place for any author to work in! She had taken nothing with her from Morton but the hidden books found in her father’s study; these she had taken, as though in a way they were hers by some intolerable birthright; for the rest she had shrunk from depriving the house of its ancient and honoured possessions.

Morton — so quietly perfect a thing, yet the thing of all others that she must fly from, that she must forget; but she could not forget it in these surroundings; they reminded by contrast. Curious what Brockett had said that evening about putting the sea between herself and England...In view of her own half-formed plan to do so, his words had come as a kind of echo of her thoughts; it was almost as though he had peeped through a secret keyhole into her mind, had been spying upon her trouble. By what right did this curious man spy upon her — this man with the soft, white hands of a woman, with the movements befitting those soft, white hands, yet so ill-befitting the rest of his body? By no right; and how much had the creature found out when his eye had been pressed to that secret keyhole? Clever — Brackett was fiendishly clever — all his whims and his foibles could not disguise it. His face gave him away, a hard, clever face with sharp eyes that were glued to other people’s keyholes. That was why Brockett wrote such fine plays, such cruel plays; he fed his genius on live flesh and blood. Carnivorous genius. Moloch, fed upon live flesh and blood! But she, Stephen, had tried to feed her inspiration upon herbage, the kind, green herbage of Morton. For a little while such food had sufficed, but now her talent had sickened, was dying perhaps — or had she too fed it on blood, her heart’s blood when she had written The Furrow If so, her heart would not bleed any more — perhaps it could not — perhaps it was dry. A dry, withered thing; for she did not feel love these days when she thought of Angela Crossby — that must mean that her heart had died within her. A gruesome companion to have, a dead heart.

Angela Crossby — and yet there were times when she longed intensely to see this woman, to hear her speak, to stretch out her arms and clasp them around the woman’s body — not gently, not patiently as in the past, but roughly, brutally even. Beastly — it was beastly! She felt degraded. She had no love to offer Angela Crossby, not now, only something that, lay like a stain on the beauty of what had once been love. Even this memory was marred and defiled, by herself even more than by Angela Crossby.

Came the thought of that unforgettable scene with her mother. ‘I would rather see you dead at my feet.’ Oh, yes — very easy to talk about death, but not so easy to manage the dying. ‘We two cannot live together at Morton...One of us must go, which of us shall it be?’ The subtlety, the craftiness of that question which in common decency could have but one answer! Oh, well she had gone and would go even farther. Raftery was dead, there was nothing to hold her, she was free — what a terrible thing could be freedom. Trees were free when they were uprooted by the wind; ships were free when they were torn from their moorings; men were free when they were cast out of their homes — free to starve, free to perish of cold and hunger.

At Morton there lived an ageing woman with sorrowful eyes now a little dim from gazing for so long into the distance. Only once, since her gaze had been fixed on the dead, had this woman turned it full on her daughter; and then her eyes had been changed into something accusing, ruthless, abominably cruel. Through looking upon what had seemed abominable to them, they themselves had become an abomination. Horrible! And yet how dared they accuse? What right had a mother to abominate the child that had sprung from her own secret moments of passion? She the honoured, the fulfilled, the fruitful, the loving and loved, had despised the fruit of her love. Its fruit? No, rather its victim.

She thought of her mother’s protected life that had never had to face this terrible freedom. Like a vine that clings to a warm southern wall it had clung to her father — it still clung to Morton. In the spring had come gentle and nurturing rains, in the summer the strong and health-giving sunshine, in the winter a deep, soft covering of snow — cold yet protecting the delicate tendrils. All, all she had had. She had never gone empty of love in the days of her youthful ardour; had never known longing, shame, degradation, but rather great joy and great pride in her loving. Her love had been pure in the eyes of the world, for she had been able to indulge in it with honour. Still with honour, she had borne a child to her mate — but a child who, unlike her, must go unfulfilled all her days, or else live in abject dishonour. Oh, but a hard and pitiless woman this mother must be for all her soft beauty; shamelessly finding shame in her offspring. ‘I would rather see you dead at my feet...’ ‘Too late, too late, your love gave me life. Here am I the creature you made through your loving; by your passion you created the thing that I am. Who are you to deny me the right to love? But for you I need never have known existence.’

And now there crept into Stephen’s brain the worst torment of all, a doubt of her father. He had known and knowing he had not told her; he had pitied and pitying had not protected; he had feared and fearing had saved only himself. Had she had a coward for a father? She sprang up and began to pace the room. Not this — she could not face this new torment. She had stained her love, the love of a lover — she dared not stain this one thing that remained, the love of the child for the father. If this light went out the engulfing darkness would consume her, destroying her entirely. Man could not live by darkness alone, one point of light he must have for salvation — one point of light. The most perfect Being of all had cried out for light in His darkness — even He, the most perfect Being of all. And then as though in answer to prayer, to some prayer that her trembling lips had not uttered, came the memory of a patient, protective back, bowed as though bearing another’s burden. Came the memory of horrible, soul-sickening pain: ‘No — not that — something urgent — I want — to say. No drugs — I know I’m — dying — Evans.’ And again a heroic and tortured effort: ‘Anna — it’s Stephen — listen.’ Stephen suddenly held out her arms to this man who, though dead, was still her father.

But even in this blessed moment of easement, her heart hardened again at the thought of her mother. A fresh wave of bitterness flooded her soul so that the light seemed all but extinguished; very faintly it gleamed like the little lantern on a buoy that is tossed by tempest. Sitting down at her desk she found pen and paper.

She wrote: ‘Mother, I am going abroad quite soon, but I shall not see you to say good-bye, because I don’t want to come back to Morton. These visits of mine have always been painful, and now my work is beginning to suffer — that I cannot allow; I live only for my work and so I intend to guard it in future. There can now be no question of gossip or scandal, for everyone knows that I am a writer and as such may have occasion to travel. But in any case I care very little these days for the gossip of neighbours. For nearly three years I have borne your yoke — I have tried to be patient and understanding. I have tried to think that your yoke was a just one, a just punishment, perhaps, for my being what I am, the creature whom you and my father created; but now I am going to bear it no longer. If my father had lived he would have shown pity, whereas you showed me none, and yet you were my mother. In my hour of great need you utterly failed me; you turned me away like some unclean thing that was unfit to live any longer at Morton. You insulted what to me seemed both natural and sacred. I went, but now I shall not come back any more to you or to Morton. Puddle will be with me because she loves me; if I’m saved at all it is she who has saved me, and so for as long as she wishes to throw in her lot with me I shall let her. Only one thing more; she will send you our address from time to time, but don’t write to me, Mother, I am going away in order to forget, and your letters would only remind me of ‘Morton.’

She read over what she had written, three times, finding nothing at all that she wished to add, no word of tenderness, or of regret. She felt numb and then unbelievably lonely, but she wrote the address in her firm handwriting: ‘The Lady Anna Gordon,’ she wrote, ‘Morton Hall, Near Upton-on-Severn.’ And when she wept, as she presently must do, covering her face with her large, brown hands, her spirit felt unrefreshed by this weeping, for the hot, angry tears seemed to scorch her spirit. Thus was Anna Gordon baptized through her child as by fire, unto the loss of their mutual salvation.






  








Chapter Thirty-one
 

1
 

It was Jonathan Brockett who had recommended the little hotel in the Rue St. Roch, and when Stephen and Puddle arrived one evening that June, feeling rather tired and dejected, they found their sitting-room bright with roses — roses for Puddle — and on the table two boxes of Turkish cigarettes for Stephen. Brockett, they learnt, had ordered these things by writing specially from London.

Barely had they been in Paris a week, when Jonathan Brockett turned up in person: ‘Hallo, my dears, I’ve come over to see you. Everything all right? Are you being looked after?’ He sat down in the only comfortable chair and proceeded to make himself charming to Puddle. It seemed that his flat in Paris being let, he had tried to get rooms at their hotel but had failed, so had gone instead to the Meurice. ‘But I’m not going to take you to lunch there,’ he told them, ‘the weather’s too fine, we’ll go to Versailles. Stephen, ring up and order your car, there’s a darling! By the way, how is Burton getting on? Does he remember to keep to the right and to pass on the left?’ His voice sounded anxious. Stephen reassured him good-humouredly, she knew that he was apt to be nervous in motors.

They lunched at the Hôtel des Reservoirs, Brockett taking great pains to order special dishes. The waiters were zealous, they evidently knew him: Oui, monsieur, tout de suite — a l’instant, monsieur!’ Other clients were kept waiting while Brackett was served, and Stephen could see that this pleased him. All through the meal he talked about Paris with ardour, as a lover might talk of a mistress.

‘Stephen, I’m not going back for ages. I’m going to make you simply adore her. You’ll see, I’ll make you adore her so much that you’ll find yourself writing like a heaven-born genius. There’s nothing so stimulating as love — you’ve got to have an affair with Paris!’ Then looking at Stephen rather intently, ‘I suppose you’re capable of falling in love?’

She shrugged her shoulders, ignoring his question, but she thought: ‘He’s putting his eye to the keyhole. His curiosity’s positively childish at times,’ for she saw that his face had fallen.

Oh, well, if you don’t want to tell me—’ he grumbled.

‘Don’t be silly! There’s nothing to tell,’ smiled Stephen. But she made a mental note to be careful. Brockett’s curiosity was always most dangerous when apparently merely childish.

With quick tact he dropped the personal note. No good trying to force her to confide, he decided, she was too damn clever to give herself away, especially before the watchful old Puddle. He sent for the bill and when it arrived, went over it item by item, frowning.

‘Maitre d’hôtel!’

‘Oui, monsieur?’

‘You’ve made a mistake; only one liqueur brandy — and here’s another mistake, I ordered two portions of potatoes, not three; I do wish to God you’d be careful!’ When Brockett felt cross he always felt mean. ‘Correct this at once, it’s disgusting!’ he said rudely. Stephen sighed, and hearing her Brockett looked up unabashed: ‘Well, why pay for what we’ve not ordered?’ Then he suddenly found his temper again and left a very large tip for the waiter.
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There is nothing more difficult to attain to than the art of being a perfect guide. Such an art, indeed, requires a real artist, one who has a keen perception for contrasts, and an eye for the large effects rather than for details, above all one possessed of imagination; and Brockett, when he chose, could be such a guide.

Having waved the professional guides to one side, he himself took them through a part of the palace, and his mind re-peopled the place for Stephen so that she seemed to see the glory of the dancers led by the youthful Roi Soleil; seemed to hear the rhythm of the throbbing violins, and the throb of the rhythmic dancing feet as they beat down the length of the Galerie des Glaces; seemed to see those other mysterious dancers who followed step by step, in the long line of mirrors. But most skilfully of all did he recreate for her the image of the luckless queen who came after; as though for some reason this unhappy woman must appeal in a personal way to Stephen. And true it was that the small, humble rooms which the queen had chosen out of all that vast palace, moved Stephen profoundly — so desolate they seemed, so full of unhappy thoughts and emotions that were even now only half forgotten.

Brockett pointed to the simple garniture on the mantelpiece of the little salon, then he looked at Stephen: ‘Madame de Lamballe gave those to the queen,’ he murmured softly.

She nodded, only vaguely apprehending his meaning.

Presently they followed him out into the gardens and stood looking across the Tapis Vert that stretches its quarter mile of greenness towards a straight, lovely line of water.

Brockett said, very low, so that Puddle should not hear him: ‘Those two would often come here at sunset. Sometimes they were rowed along the canal in the sunset — can’t you imagine it, Stephen? They must often have felt pretty miserable, poor souls; sick to death of the subterfuge and pretences. Don’t you ever get tired of that sort of thing? My God, I do!’ But she did not answer, for now there was no mistaking his meaning.

Last of all he took them to the Temple d’Amour, where it rests amid the great silence of the years that have long lain upon the dead hearts of its lovers; and from there to the Hameau, built by the queen for a whim — the tactless and foolish whim of a tactless and foolish but loving woman — by the queen who must play at being a peasant, at a time when her downtrodden peasants were starving. The cottages were badly in need of repair; a melancholy spot it looked, this Hameau, in spite of the birds that sang in its trees and the golden glint of the afternoon sunshine.

On the drive back to Paris they were all very silent. Puddle was feeling too tired to talk, and Stephen was oppressed by a sense of sadness — the vast and rather beautiful sadness that may come to us when we have looked upon beauty, the sadness that aches in the heart of Versailles. Brockett was content to sit opposite Stephen on the hard little let-down seat of her motor. He might have been comfortable next to the driver, but instead he preferred to sit opposite Stephen, and he too was silent, surreptitiously watching the expression of her face in the gathering twilight.

When he left them he said with his cold little smile: ‘Tomorrow, before you’ve forgotten Versailles, I want you to come to the Conciergerie. It’s very enlightening — cause and effect.’

At that moment Stephen disliked him intensely. All the same he had stirred her imagination.
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In the weeks that followed, Brockett showed Stephen just as much of Paris as he wished her to see, and this principally consisted of the tourist’s Paris. Into less simple pastures he would guide her later on, always provided that his interest lasted. For the present, however, he considered it wiser to tread delicately like Agag. The thought of this girl had begun to obsess him to a very unusual extent. He who had prided himself on his skill in ferreting out other people’s secrets, was completely baffled by this youthful abnormal. That she was abnormal he had no doubt whatever, but what he was keenly anxious to find out was just how her own abnormality struck her — he felt pretty sure that she worried about it. And he genuinely liked her. Unscrupulous he might be in his vivisection of men and women; cynical too when it came to his pleasures, himself an invert, secretly hating the world which he knew hated him in secret; and yet in his way he felt sorry for Stephen, and this amazed him, for Jonathan Brockett had long ago, as he thought, done with pity. But his pity was a very poor thing at best, it would never defend and never protect her; it would always go down before any new whim, and his whim at the moment was to keep her in Paris.

All unwittingly Stephen played into his hands, while having no illusions about him. He represented a welcome distraction that helped her to keep her thoughts off England. And because under Brockett’s skilful guidance she developed a fondness for the beautiful city, she felt tolerant of him at moments, almost grateful she felt, grateful too towards Paris. And Puddle also felt grateful.

The strain of the sudden complete rupture with Morton had told on the faithful little grey woman. She would scarcely have known how to counsel Stephen had the girl come to her and asked for her counsel. Sometimes she would lie awake now at nights thinking of that ageing and unhappy mother in the great silent house, and then would come pity, the old pity that had come in the past for Anna — she would pity until she remembered Stephen. Then Puddle would try to think very calmly, to keep the brave heart that had never failed her, to keep her strong faith in Stephen’s future — only now there were days when she felt almost old, when she realized that indeed she was ageing. When Anna would write her a calm, friendly letter, but with never so much as a mention of Stephen, she would feel afraid, yes, afraid of this woman, and at moments almost afraid of Stephen. For none might know from those guarded letters what emotions lay in the heart of their writer; and none might know from Stephen’s set face when she recognized the writing, what lay in her heart. She would turn away, asking no questions about Morton.

Oh, yes, Puddle felt old and actually frightened, both of which sensations she deeply resented; so being what she was, an indomitable fighter, she thrust out her chin and ordered a tonic. She struggled along through the labyrinths of Paris beside the untiring Stephen and Brockett; through the galleries of the Luxembourg and the Louvre; up the Eiffel Tower — in a lift, thank heaven; down the Rue de la Paix, up the hill to Montmartre — sometimes in the car but quite often on foot, for Brockett wished Stephen to learn her Paris — and as likely as not, ending up with rich food that disagreed badly with the tired Puddle. In the restaurants people would stare at Stephen, and although the girl would pretend not to notice, Puddle would know that in spite of her calm, Stephen was inwardly feeling resentful, was inwardly feeling embarrassed and awkward. And then because she was tired, Puddle too would feel awkward when she noticed those people staring.

Sometimes Puddle must really give up and rest, in spite of the aggressive chin and the tonic. Then all alone in the Paris hotel, she would suddenly grow very homesick for England — absurd of course, and yet there it was, she would feel the sharp tug of England. At such moments she would long for ridiculous things; a penny bun in the train at Dover; the good red faces of English porters — the old ones with little stubby side-whiskers; Harrods Stores; a properly upholstered armchair; bacon and eggs; the sea front at Brighton. All alone and via these ridiculous things, Puddle would feel the sharp tug of England.

And one evening her weary mind must switch back to the earliest days of her friendship with Stephen. What a lifetime ago it seemed since the days when a lanky colt of a girl of fourteen had been licked into shape in the schoolroom at Morton. She could hear her own words: ‘You’ve forgotten something, Stephen; the books can’t walk to the bookcase, but you can, so suppose that you take them with you,’ and then: ‘Even my brain won’t stand your complete lack of method.’ Stephen fourteen — that was twelve years ago. In those years she, Puddle, had grown very tired, tired with trying to see some way out, some way of escape, of fulfilment for Stephen. And always they seemed to be toiling, they two, down an endless road that had no turning; she an ageing woman herself unfulfilled; Stephen still young and as yet still courageous — but the day would come when her youth would fail, and her courage, because of that endless toiling.

She thought of Brockett, Jonathan Brockett, surely an unworthy companion for Stephen; a thoroughly vicious and cynical man, a dangerous one too because he was brilliant. Yet she, Puddle, was actually grateful to this man; so dire were their straits that she was grateful to Brockett. Then came the remembrance of that other man, Martin Hallam — she had had such high hopes. He had been very simple and honest and good — Puddle felt that there was much to be said for goodness. But for such as Stephen men like Martin Hallam could seldom exist; as friends they would fail her, while she in her turn would fail them as lover. Then what remained? Jonathan Brockett? Like to like. No, no, an intolerable thought! Such a thought as that was an outrage on Stephen. Stephen was honourable and courageous; she was steadfast in friendship and selfless in loving; intolerable to think that her only companions must be men and women like Jonathan Brockett — and yet — after all what else? What remained? Loneliness, or worse still, far worse because it so deeply degraded the spirit, a life of perpetual subterfuge, of guarded opinions and guarded actions, of lies of omission if not of speech, of becoming an accomplice in the world’s injustice by maintaining at all times a judicious silence, making and keeping the friends one respected, on false pretences, because if they knew they would turn aside, even the friends one respected.

Puddle abruptly controlled her thoughts; this was no way to be helpful to Stephen. Sufficient unto the day was the evil thereof. Getting up she went into her bedroom where she bathed her face and tidied her hair.

‘I look scarcely human,’ she thought ruefully, as she stared at her own reflection in the glass; and indeed at that moment she looked more than her age.
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It was not until nearly the middle of July that Brockett took Stephen to Valérie Seymour’s. Valérie had been away for some time, and was even now only passing through Paris en route for her villa at St. Tropez.

As they drove to her apartment on the Quai Voltaire, Brockett began to extol their hostess, praising her wit, her literary talent. She wrote delicate satires and charming sketches of Greek maeurs — the latter were very outspoken, but then Valérie’s life was very outspoken — she was, said Brockett, a kind of pioneer who would probably go down to history. Most of her sketches were written in French, for among other things Valérie was bilingual; she was also quite rich, an American uncle had had the foresight to leave her his fortune; she was also quite young, being just over thirty, and according to Brockett, good-looking. She lived her life in great calmness of spirit, for nothing worried and few things distressed her. She was firmly convinced that in this ugly age one should strive to the top of one’s bent after beauty. But Stephen might find her a bit of a free-lance, she was libre penseuse when it came to the heart; her love affairs would fill quite three volumes, even after they had been expurgated. Great men had loved her, great writers had written about her, one had died, it was said, because she refused him, but Valérie was not attracted to men — yet as Stephen would see if she went to her parties, she had many devoted friends among men. In this respect she was almost unique, being what she was, for men did not resent her. But then of course all intelligent people realized that she was a creature apart, as would Stephen the moment she met her.

Brockett babbled away, and as he did so his voice took on the effeminate timbre that Stephen always hated and dreaded: ‘Oh, my dear!’ he exclaimed with a high little laugh. ‘I’m so excited about this meeting of yours, I’ve a feeling it may be momentous. What fun!’ And his soft, white hands grew restless making their foolish gestures.

She looked at him coldly, wondering the while how she could tolerate this young man — why indeed, she chose to endure him.
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The first thing that struck Stephen about Valérie’s flat was its large and rather splendid disorder. There was something blissfully unkempt about it, as though its mistress were too much engrossed in other affairs to control its behaviour. Nothing was quite where it ought to have been, and much was where it ought not to have been, while over the whole lay a faint layer of dust — even over the spacious salon. The odour of somebody’s Oriental scent was mingling with the odour of tuberoses in a sixteenth-century chalice. On a divan, whose truly regal proportions occupied the best part of a shadowy alcove, lay a box of Fuller’s peppermint creams and a lute, but the strings of the lute were broken.

Valérie came forward with a smile of welcome. She was not beautiful nor was she imposing, but her limbs were very perfectly proportioned, which gave her a fictitious look of tallness. She moved well, with the quiet and unconscious grace that sprang from those perfect proportions. Her face was humorous, placid and worldly; her eyes very kind, very blue, very lustrous. She was dressed all in white, and a large white fox skin was clasped round her slender and shapely shoulders. For the rest she had masses of thick fair hair, which was busily ridding itself of its hairpins; one could see at a glance that it hated restraint, like the flat it was in rather splendid disorder.

She said: ‘I’m so delighted to meet you at last, Miss Gordon, do come and sit down. And please smoke if you want to,’ she added quickly, glancing at Stephen’s tell-tale fingers.

Brockett said: ‘Positively, this is too splendid! I feel that you’re going to be wonderful friends.’

Stephen thought: ‘So this is Valérie Seymour.’

No sooner were they seated than Brockett began to ply their hostess with personal questions. The mood that had incubated in the motor was now become extremely aggressive, so that he fidgeted about on his chair, making his little inadequate gestures. ‘Darling, you’re looking perfectly lovely! But do tell me, what have you done with Polinska? Have you drowned her in the blue grotto at Capri? I hope so, my dear, she was such a bore and so dirty! Do tell me about Polinska. How did she behave when you got her to Capri? Did she bite anybody before you drowned her? I always felt frightened; I loathe being bitten!’

Valérie frowned: ‘I believe she’s quite well.’

‘Then you have drowned her, darling!’ shrilled Brockett.

And now he was launched on a torrent of gossip about people of whom Stephen had never even heard: ‘Pat’s been deserted — have you heard that, darling? Do you think she’ll take the veil or cocaine or something One never quite knows what may happen next with such an emotional temperament, does one? Arabella’s skipped off to the Lido with Jane Grigg. The Grigg’s just come into pots and pots of money, so I hope they’ll be deliriously happy and silly while it lasts — I mean the money...Oh, and have you heard about Rachel Morris? They say...’ He flowed on and on like a brook in spring flood, while Valérie yawned and looked bored, making monosyllabic answers.

And Stephen as she sat there and smoked in silence, thought grimly: ‘This is all being said because of me. Brockett wants to let me see that he knows what I am, and he wants to let Valérie Seymour know too — I suppose this is making me welcome.’ She hardly knew whether to feel outraged or relieved that here, at least, was no need for pretences.

But after a while she began to fancy that Valérie’s eyes had become appraising. They were weighing her up and secretly approving the result, she fancied. A slow anger possessed her. Valérie Seymour was secretly approving, not because her guest was a decent human being with a will to work, with a well-trained brain, with what might some day become a fine talent, but rather because she was seeing before her all the outward stigmata of the abnormal — verily the wounds of One nailed to a cross — that was why Valérie sat there approving.

And then, as though these bitter thoughts had reached her, Valérie suddenly smiled at Stephen. Turning her back on the chattering Brockett, she started to talk to her guest quite gravely about her work, about books in general, about life in general; and as she did so Stephen began to understand better the charm that many had found in this woman; a charm that lay less in physical attraction than in a great courtesy and understanding, a great will to please, a great impulse towards beauty in all its forms — yes, therein lay her charm. And as they talked on it dawned upon Stephen that here was no mere libertine in love’s garden, but rather a creature born out of her epoch, a pagan chained to an age that was Christian, one who would surely say with Pierre Louys: ‘Le monde moderne succombe sous un envahissement de laideur.’ And she thought that she discerned in those luminous eyes, the pale yet ardent light of the fanatic.

Presently Valérie Seymour asked her how long she would be remaining in Paris.

And Stephen answered: ‘I’m going to live here,’ feeling surprised at the words as she said them, for not until now had she made this decision.

Valérie seemed pleased: ‘If you want a house, I know of one in the Rue Jacob; it’s a tumbledown place, but it’s got a fine garden. Why not go and see it? You might go tomorrow. Of course you’ll have to live on this side, the Rive Gauche is the only possible Paris.

‘I should like to see the old house,’ said Stephen.

So Valérie went to the telephone there and then and proceeded to call up the landlord. The appointment was made for eleven the next morning. ‘It’s rather a sad old house,’ she warned, ‘no one has troubled to make it a home for some time, but you’ll alter all that if you take it, because I suppose you’ll make it your home.’

Stephen flushed: ‘My home’s in England,’ she said quickly, for her thoughts had instantly flown back to Morton.

But Valérie answered: ‘One may have two homes — many homes. Be courteous to our lovely Paris and give it the privilege of being your second home — it will feel very honoured, Miss Gordon.’ She sometimes made little ceremonious speeches like this, and coming from her, they sounded strangely old-fashioned.

Brockett, rather subdued and distinctly pensive as sometimes happened if Valérie had snubbed him, complained of a pain above his right eye: ‘I must take some phenacetin,’ he said sadly, ‘I’m always getting this curious pain above my right eye — do you think it’s the sinus?’ He was very intolerant of all pain.

His hostess sent for the phenacetin, and Brockett gulped down a couple of tablets: ‘Valérie doesn’t love me any more,’ he sighed, with a woebegone look at Stephen. ‘I do call it hard, but it’s always what happens when I introduce my best friends to each other — they forgather at once and leave me in the cold; but then, thank heaven, I’m very forgiving.’

They laughed and Valérie made him get on to the divan where he promptly lay down on the lute.

‘Oh God!’ he moaned, ‘now I’ve injured my spine — I’m so badly upholstered.’ Then he started to strum on the one sound string of the lute.

Valérie went over to her untidy desk and began to write out a list of addresses: ‘These may be useful to you, Miss Gordon.’

Stephen!’ exclaimed Brockett. ‘Call the poor woman Stephen!’ ‘May I?’

Stephen acquiesced: ‘Yes, please do.’

Very well then, I’m Valérie. Is that a bargain?’

‘The bargain is sealed,’ announced Brockett. With extraordinary skill he was managing to strum ‘0 Sole Mio’ on the single string, when he suddenly stopped: ‘I knew there was something — your fencing Stephen, you’ve forgotten your fencing. We meant to ask Valérie for Buisson’s address; they say he’s the finest master in Europe.’

Valérie looked up: ‘Does Stephen fence, then?’

‘Does she fence! She’s a marvellous, champion fencer.’

‘He’s never seen me fence,’ explained Stephen, ‘and I’m never likely to be a champion.’

‘Don’t you believe her, she’s trying to be modest. I’ve heard that she fences quite as finely as she writes,’ he insisted. And somehow Stephen felt touched, Brockett was trying to show off her talents.

Presently she offered him a lift in the car, but he shook his head: ‘No, thank you, dear one, I’m staying.’ So she wished them goodbye; but as she left them she heard Brockett murmuring to Valérie Seymour, and she felt pretty sure that she caught her own name.
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Well what did you think of Miss Seymour?’ inquired Puddle, when Stephen got back about twenty minutes later.

Stephen hesitated: ‘I’m not perfectly certain. She was very friendly, but I couldn’t help feeling that she liked me because she thought me — oh, well, because she thought me what I am, Puddle. But I may have been wrong — she was awfully friendly. Brockett was at his very worst though, poor devil! His environment seems to go to his head.’ She sank down wearily on to a chair: Oh, Puddle, Puddle, it’s a hell of a business.’

Puddle nodded.

Then Stephen said rather abruptly: ‘All the same, we’re going to live here in Paris. We’re going to look at a house tomorrow, an old house with a garden in the Rue Jacob.’

For a moment Puddle hesitated, then she said: ‘There’s only one thing against it. Do you think you’ll ever be happy in a city? You’re so fond of the life that belongs to the country.’

Stephen shook her head: ‘That’s all past now, my dear; there’s no country for me away from Morton. But in Paris I might make some sort of a home, I could work here — and then of course there are people...

Something started to hammer in Puddle’s brain: ‘Like to like! Like to like! Like to like!’ it hammered.






  








Chapter Thirty-two
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Stephen bought the house in the Rue Jacob, because as she walked through the dim, grey archway that led from the street to the cobbled courtyard, and saw the deserted house standing before her, she knew at once that there she would live. This will happen sometimes, we instinctively feel in sympathy with certain dwellings.

The courtyard was sunny and surrounded by walls. On the right of this courtyard some iron gates led into the spacious, untidy garden, and woefully neglected though this garden had been, the trees that it still possessed were fine ones. A marble fountain long since choked with weeds, stood in the centre of what had been a lawn. In the farthest corner of the garden some hand had erected a semicircular temple, but that had been a long time ago, and now the temple was all but ruined.

The house itself would need endless repairs, but its rooms were of careful and restful proportions. A fine room with a window that opened on the garden would be Stephen’s study; she could write there in quiet; on the other side of the stone-paved hall was a smaller but comfortable salle a manger; while past the stone staircase a little round room in a turret would be Puddle’s particular sanctum. Above there were bedrooms enough and to spare: there was also the space for a couple of bathrooms. The day after Stephen had seen this house, she had written agreeing to purchase.

Valérie rang up before leaving Paris to inquire how Stephen had liked the old house, and when she heard that she had actually bought it, she expressed herself as being delighted.

We’ll be quite close neighbours now,’ she remarked, ‘but I’m not going to bother you until you evince, not even when I get back in the autumn. I know you’ll be literally snowed under with workmen for months, you poor dear, I feel sorry for you. But when you can, do let me come and see you — meanwhile if I can help you at all...’ And she gave her address at St. Tropez.

And now for the first time since leaving Morton, Stephen turned her mind to the making of a home. Through Brockett she found a young architect who seemed anxious to carry out all her instructions. He was one of those very rare architects who refrain from thrusting their views on their clients. So into the ancient, deserted house in the Rue Jacob streamed an army of workmen, and they hammered and scraped and raised clouds of dust from early morning, all day until evening — smoking harsh caporal as they joked or quarrelled or idled or spat or hummed snatches of song. And amazingly soon, wherever one trod one seemed to be treading on wet cement or on dry, gritty heaps of brick dust and rubble, so that Puddle would complain that she spoilt all her shoes, while Stephen would emerge with her neat blue serge shoulders quite grey, and with even her hair thickly powdered.

Sometimes the architect would come to the hotel in the evening and then would ensue long discussions. Bending over the little mahogany table, he and Stephen would study the plans intently, for she wished to preserve the spirit of the place intact, despite alterations. She decided to have an Empire study with grey walls and curtains of Empire green, for she loved the great roomy writing tables that had come into being with the first Napoleon. The walls of the salle à manger should be white and the curtains brown, while Puddle’s round sanctum in its turret should have walls and paintwork of yellow, to give the illusion of sunshine. And so absorbed did Stephen become in these things, that she scarcely had time to notice Jonathan Brockett’s abrupt departure for a mountain top in the Austrian Tyrol. Having suddenly come to the end of his finances, he must hasten to write a couple of plays that could be produced in London that winter. He sent her three or four picture postcards of glaciers, after which she heard nothing more from him.

At the end of August, when the work was well under way, she and Puddle fared forth in the motor to visit divers villages and towns in quest of old furniture, and Stephen was surprised to find how much she enjoyed it. She would catch herself whistling as she drove her car, and when they got back to some humble auberge in the evening, she would want to eat a large supper. Every morning she diligently swung her dumb-bells; she was getting into condition for fencing. She had not fenced at all since leaving Morton, having been too much engrossed in her work while in London; but now she was going to fence before Buisson, so she diligently swung her dumb-bells. During these two months of holiday-making she grew fond of the wide-eyed, fruitful French country, even as she had grown fond of Paris. She would never love it as she loved the hills and the stretching valleys surrounding Morton, for that love was somehow a part of her being, but she gave to this France, that would give her a home, a quiet and very sincere affection. Her heart grew more grateful with every mile, for hers was above all a grateful nature.

They returned to Paris at the end of October. And now came the selecting of carpets and curtains; of fascinating blankets from the Magasin de Blanc — blankets craftily dyed to match any bedroom; of fine linen, and other expensive things, including the copper batterie de cuisine, which latter, however, was left to Puddle. At last the army of workmen departed, its place being taken by a Breton menage — brown-faced folk, strong-limbed and capable looking — a mother, father and daughter. Pierre, the butler, had been a fisherman once, but the sea with its hardness had prematurely aged him. He had now been in service for several years, having contracted rheumatic fever which had weakened his heart and made him unfit for the strenuous life of a fisher. Pauline his wife, was considerably younger, and she it was who would reign in the kitchen, while their daughter Adèle, a girl of eighteen, would help both her parents and look after the housework.

Adèle was as happy as a blackbird in springtime; she would often seem just on the verge of chirping. But Pauline had stood and watched the great storms gather over the sea while her men were out fishing; her father had lost his life through the sea as had also a brother, so Pauline smiled seldom. Dour she was, with a predilection for dwelling in detail on people’s misfortunes. As for Pierre, he was stolid, kind and pious, with the eyes of a man who has looked on vast spaces. His grey stubbly hair was cut short to his head en brosse, and he had an ungainly figure. When he walked he straddled a little as though he could never believe in a house without motion. He liked Stephen at once, which was very propitious, for one cannot buy the goodwill of a Breton.

Thus gradually chaos gave place to order, and on the morning of her twenty-seventh birthday, on Christmas Eve, Stephen moved into her home in the Rue Jacob on the old Rive Gauche, there to start her new life in Paris.

2
 

All alone in the brown and white salle à manger, Stephen and Puddle ate their Christmas dinner. And Puddle had bought a small Christmas tree and had trimmed it, then hung it with coloured candles. A little wax Christ-child bent downwards and sideways from His branch, as though He were looking for His presents — only now there were not any presents. Rather clumsily Stephen lit the candles as soon as the daylight had almost faded. Then she and Puddle stood and stared at the tree, but in silence, because they must both remember. But Pierre, who like all who have known the sea, was a child at heart, broke into loud exclamations. Oh, comme c’est beau, l’arbre de Noel!’ he exclaimed, and he fetched the dour Pauline along from the kitchen, and she too exclaimed; then they both fetched Adèle and they all three exclaimed: ‘Comme c’est beau, l’arbre de Noel!’ So, that after all the little wax Christ-child did not very much miss His presents.

That evening Pauline’s two brothers arrived — they were Poilus stationed just outside Paris — and they brought along with them another young man, one Jean, who was ardently courting Adèle. Very soon came the sound of singing and laughter from the kitchen, and when Stephen went up to her bedroom to look for a book, there was Adèle quite flushed and with very bright eyes because of this Jean — in great haste she turned down the bed and then flew on the wings of love back to the kitchen.

But Stephen went slowly downstairs to her study where Puddle was sitting in front of the fire, and she thought that Puddle sat there as though tired; her hands were quite idle, and after a moment Stephen noticed that she was dozing. Very quietly Stephen opened her book, unwilling to rouse the little grey woman who looked so small in the huge leather chair, and whose head kept guiltily nodding. But the book seemed scarcely worth troubling to read, so that presently Stephen laid it aside and sat staring into the flickering logs that hummed and burnt blue because it was frosty. On the Malvern Hills there would probably be snow; deep snow might be capping the Worcestershire Beacon. The air up at British Camp would be sweet with the smell of winter and open spaces — little lights would be glinting far down in the valley. At Morton the lakes would be still and frozen, so Peter the swan would be feeling friendly — in winter he had always fed from her hand — he must be old now, the swan called Peter. Coup! C-o-u-p! and Peter waddling towards her. He, who was all gliding grace on the water, would come awkwardly waddling towards her hand for the chunk of dry bread that she held in her fingers. Jean with his Adèle along in the kitchen — a nice-looking boy he was, Stephen had seen him — they were young, and both were exceedingly happy, for their parents approved, so some day they would marry. Then children would come, too many, no doubt, for Jean’s slender purse, and yet in this life one must pay for one’s pleasures — they would pay with their children, and this appeared perfectly fair to Stephen. She thought that it seemed a long time ago since she herself had been a small child, romping about on the floor with her father, bothering Williams down at the stables, dressing up as young Nelson and posing for Collins who had sometimes been cross to young Nelson. She was nearly thirty, and what had she done? Written one good novel and one very bad one, with a few mediocre short stories thrown in. Oh, well, she was going to start writing again quite soon — she had an idea for a novel. But she sighed, and Puddle woke up with a start.

‘Is that you, my dear a Have I been asleep?’

Only for a very few minutes, Puddle.’

Puddle glanced at the new gold watch on her wrist; it had been a Christmas present from Stephen. ‘It’s past ten o’clock — I think I’ll turn in.’

‘Do. Why not? I hope Adèle’s filled your hot-water bottle; she’s rather light-headed over her Jean.’

‘Never mind, I can fill it myself,’ smiled Puddle.

She went, and Stephen sat on by the fire with her eyes half dosed and her lips set firmly. She must put away all these thoughts of the past and compel herself to think of the future. This brooding over things that were past was all wrong; it was futile, weak-kneed and morbid. She had her work, work that cried out to be done, but no more unworthy books must be written. She must show that being the thing she was, she could climb to success over all opposition, could climb to success in spite of a world that was trying its best to get her under. Her mouth grew hard; her sensitive lips that belonged by rights to the dreamer, the lover, took on a resentful and bitter line which changed her whole face and made it less comely. At that moment the striking likeness to her father appeared to have faded out of her face.

Yes, it was trying to get her under, this world with its mighty self-satisfaction, with its smug rules of conduct, all made to be broken by those who strutted and preened themselves on being what they considered normal. They trod on the necks of those thousands of others who, for God knew what reason, were not made as they were; they prided themselves on their indignation, on what they proclaimed as their righteous judgments. They sinned grossly; even vilely at times, like lustful beasts — but yet they were normal! And the vilest of them could point a finger of scorn at her, and be loudly applauded.

‘God damn them to hell!’ she muttered.

Along in the kitchen there was singing again. The young men’s voices rose tuneful and happy, and with them blended Adèle’s young voice very sexless as yet, like the voice of a choirboy. Stephen got up and opened the door, then stood quite still and listened intently. The singing soothed her overstrained nerves as it flowed from the hearts of these simple people. For she did not begrudge them their happiness; she did not resent young Jean with his Adèle, or Pierre who had done a man’s work in his time, or Pauline who was often aggressively female. Bitter she had grown in these years since Morton, but not bitter enough to resent the simple. And then as she listened they suddenly stopped for a little before they resumed their singing, and when they resumed it the tune was sad with the sadness that dwells in the souls of most men, above all in the patient soul of the peasant.

‘Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé,          Ma Doué?’

She could hear the soft Breton words quite clearly.

‘Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé, Pour nous dire la Messe Quand la nuit sera bien tombée Je tiendrai ma promesse.’

Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé,          Ma Doué, Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé, Sans nappe de fine toile?’ ‘Notre Doux Seigneur poserai Sur un morceau de voile.’

‘Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé,          Ma Doué, Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé, Sans chandelle et sans cierge?’ ‘Les astres seront allumés Par Madame la Vierge.’

Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbe,          Ma Doué, Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé, Sans orgue résonnante?’ ‘Jesus touchera le clavier Des vagues mugissantes.’

Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé,          Ma Doué, Mais comment ferez vous, l’Abbé, Si l’Ennemi nous trouble?’ Une seule fois je vous bénirai, Les Bleus bénirai double!’

Closing the study door behind her, Stephen thoughtfully climbed the stairs to her bedroom.






  








Chapter Thirty-three
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With the New Year came flowers from Valérie Seymour, and a little letter of New Year’s greeting. Then she paid a rather ceremonious call and was entertained by Puddle and Stephen. Before leaving she invited them both to luncheon, but Stephen refused on the plea of her work.

‘I’m hard at it again.’

At this Valérie smiled. Very well then, a bientôt. You know where to find me, ring up when you’re free, which I hope will be soon.’ After which she took her departure.

But Stephen was not to see her again for a very considerable time, as it happened. Valérie was also a busy woman — there are other affairs beside the writing of novels.

Brockett was in London on account of his plays. He wrote seldom, though when he did so he was cordial, affectionate even; but now he was busy with success, and with gathering in the shekels. He had not lost interest in Stephen again, only just at the moment she did not fit in with his brilliant and affluent scheme of existence.

So once more she and Puddle settled down together to a life that was strangely devoid of people, a life of almost complete isolation, and Puddle could not make up her mind whether she felt relieved or regretful. For herself she cared nothing, her anxious thoughts were as always centred in Stephen. However, Stephen appeared quite contented — she was launched on her book and was pleased with her writing. Paris inspired her to do good work, and as recreation she now had her fencing — twice every week she now fenced with Buisson, that severe but incomparable master.

Buisson had been very rude at first: ‘Hideous, affreux, horriblement English!’ he had shouted, quite outraged by Stephen’s style. All the same he took a great interest in her. ‘You write books; what a pity! I could make you a fine fencer. You have the man’s muscles, and the long, graceful lunge when you do not remember that you are a Briton and become — what you say? ah, mais oui, self-conscious. I wish that I had find you out sooner — however, your muscles are young still, pliant.’ And one day he said: ‘Let me feel the muscles,’ then proceeded to pass his hands down her thighs and across her strong loins: Tiens, tiens!’ he murmured.

After this he would sometimes look at her gravely with a puzzled expression; but she did not resent him, nor his rudeness, nor his technical interest in her muscles. Indeed, she liked the cross little man with his bristling black beard and his peppery temper, and when he remarked a propos of nothing: ‘We are all great imbeciles about nature. We make our own rules and call them la nature; we say she do this, she do that — imbeciles! She do what she please and then make the long nose.’ Stephen felt neither shy nor resentful.

These lessons were a great relaxation from work, and thanks to them her health grew much better. Her body, accustomed to severe exercise, had resented the sedentary life in London. Now, however, she began to take care of her health, walking for a couple of hours in the Bois every day, or exploring the tall, narrow streets that lay near her home in the Quarter. The sky would look bright at the end of such streets by contrast, as though it were seen through a tunnel. Sometimes she would stand gazing into the shops of the wider and more prosperous Rue des Saints Pères; the old furniture shops; the crucifix shop with its dozens of crucified Christs in the window — so many crucified ivory Christs! She would think that one must surely exist for every sin committed in Paris. Or perhaps she would make her way over the river, crossing by the Pont des Arts. And one morning, arrived at the Rue des Petits Champs, what must she suddenly do but discover the Passage Choiseul, by just stepping inside for shelter, because it had started raining.

Oh, the lure of the Passage Choiseul, the queer, rather gawky attraction of it. Surely the most hideous place in all Paris, with its roof of stark wooden ribs and glass panes — the roof that looks like the vertebral column of some prehistoric monster. The chocolate smell of the patisserie — the big one where people go who have money. The humbler, student smell of Lavrut, where one’s grey rubber bands are sold by the gramme and are known as: ‘Bracelets de caoutchouc.’ Where one buys première qualité blotting paper of a deep ruddy tint and the stiffness of cardboard, and thin but inspiring manuscript books bound in black, with mottled, shiny blue borders. Where pencils and pens are found in their legions, of all makes, all shapes, all colours, all prices; while outside on the trustful trays in the Passage, lives Gomme Onyx, masquerading as marble, and as likely to rub a hole in your paper. For those who prefer the reading of books to the writing of them there is always Lemerre with his splendid display of yellow bindings. And for those undisturbed by imagination, the taxidermist’s shop is quite near the corner — they can stare at a sad and moth-eaten flamingo, two squirrels, three parrots and a dusty canary. Some are tempted by the cheap corduroy at the draper’s, where it stands in great rolls as though it were carpet. Some pass on to the little stamp merchant, while a few dauntless souls even enter the chemist’s — that shamelessly anatomical chemist’s, whose wares do not figure in school manuals on the practical uses of rubber.

And up and down this Passage Choiseul, pass innumerable idle and busy people, bringing in mud and rain in the winter, bringing in dust and heat in the summer, bringing in God knows how many thoughts, some of which cannot escape with their owners. The very air of the Passage seems heavy with all these imprisoned thoughts.

Stephen’s thoughts got themselves entrapped with the others, but hers, at the moment, were those of a schoolgirl, for her eye had suddenly lit on Lavrut, drawn thereto by the trays of ornate india-rubber. And once inside, she could not resist the ‘Bracelets de caoutchouc,’ or the blotting paper as red as a rose, or the manuscript books with the mottled blue borders. Growing reckless, she gave an enormous order for the simple reason that these things looked different. In the end she actually carried away one of those inspiring manuscript books, and then got herself driven home by a taxi, in order the sooner to fill it.
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That spring, in the foyer of the Comédie Française, Stephen stumbled across a link with the past in the person of a middle-aged woman. The woman was stout and wore pince-nez; her sparse brown hair was already greying; her face, which was long, had a double chin, and that face seemed vaguely familiar to Stephen. Then suddenly Stephen’s two hands were seized and held fast in those of the middle-aged woman, while a voice grown loud with delight and emotion was saying: ‘Mais oui, c’est ma petite Stévenne!’

Back came a picture of the schoolroom at Morton, with a battered red book on its ink-stained table — the Bibliothéque Rose— ‘Les Petites Files Modeles ‘, ‘ Les Bons Enfants’, and Mademoiselle Duphot.

Stephen said: ‘To think — after all these years!’

Ah, quelle joie! Quelle joie!’ babbled Mademoiselle Duphot.

And now Stephen was being embraced on both cheeks, then held at arm’s length for a better inspection. ‘But how tall, how strong you are, ma petite Stévenne. You remember what I say, that we meet in Paris? I say when I go, “But you come to Paris when you grow up bigger, my poor little baby!” I keep looking and looking, but I knowed you at once. I say, “Oui certainement, that is ma petite Stévenne, no one ‘ave such another face what I love, it could only belong to Stévenne,” I say. And now voila! I am correct and I find you.’

Stephen released herself firmly but gently, replying in French to calm Mademoiselle, whose linguistic struggles increased every moment.

‘I’m living in Paris altogether,’ she told her; ‘you must come and see me — come to dinner tomorrow; 35, Rue Jacob.’ Then she introduced Puddle who had been an amused spectator.

The two ex-guardians of Stephen’s young mind shook hands with each other very politely, and they made such a strangely contrasted couple that Stephen must smile to see them together. The one was so small, so quiet, and so English; the other so portly, so tearful, so French in her generous, if somewhat embarrassing emotion.

As Mademoiselle regained her composure, Stephen was able to observe her more closely, and she saw that her face was excessively childish — a fact which she, when a child, had not noticed. It was more the face of a foal than a horse — an innocent, new-born foal.

Mademoiselle said rather wistfully: ‘I will dine with much pleasure tomorrow evening, but when will you come and see me in my home? It is in the Avenue de la Grande Armée, a small apartment, very small but so pretty — it is pleasant to have one’s treasures around one. The bon Dieu has been very good to me, Stévenne, for my Aunt Clothilde left me a little money when she died; it has proved a great consolation.’

‘I’ll come very soon,’ promised Stephen.

Then Mademoiselle spoke at great length of her aunt, and of Maman who had also passed on into glory; Maman, who had had her chicken on Sunday right up to the very last moment, Dieu merci! Even when her teeth had grown loose in the gums, Maman had asked for her chicken on Sunday. But alas, the poor sister who once made little bags out of beads for the shops in the Rue de la Paix, and who had such a cruel and improvident husband — the poor sister had now become totally blind, and therefore dependent on Mademoiselle Duphot. So after all Mademoiselle Duphot still worked, giving lessons in French to the resident English; and sometimes she taught the American children who were visiting Paris with their parents. But then it was really far better to work; one might grow too fat if one remained idle.

She beamed at Stephen with her gentle brown eyes. ‘They are not as you were, ma chère petite Stévenne, not clever and full of intelligence, no; and at times I almost despair of their accent. However, I am not at all to be pitied, thanks to Aunt Clothilde and the good little saints who surely inspired her to leave me that money.’

When Stephen and Puddle returned to their stalls, Mademoiselle climbed to a humbler seat somewhere under the roof, and as she departed she waved her plump hand at Stephen.

Stephen said: ‘She’s so changed that I didn’t know her just at first, or else perhaps I’d forgotten. I felt terribly guilty, because after you came I don’t think I ever answered her letters. It’s thirteen years since she left...

Puddle nodded. ‘Yes, it’s thirteen years since I took her place and forced you to tidy that abominable schoolroom!’ And she laughed. All the same, I like her,’ said Puddle.
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Mademoiselle Duphot admired the house in the Rue Jacob and she ate very largely of the rich and excellent dinner. Quite regardless of her increasing proportions, she seemed drawn to all those things that were fattening.

‘I cannot resist,’ she remarked with a smile, as she reached for her fifth marron glace.

They talked a Paris, of its beauty, its charm. Then Mademoiselle spoke yet again of her Maman and of Aunt Clothilde who had left them the money, and of Julie, her blind sister.

But after the meal she quite suddenly blushed. ‘Oh, Stévenne, I have never inquired for your parents! What must you think of such great impoliteness? I lose my head the moment I see you and grow selfish. I want you to know about me and my Maman; I babble about my affairs. What must you think of such great impoliteness? How is that kind and handsome Sir Philip? And your mother, my dear, how is Lady Anna?’

And now it was Stephen’s turn to grow red. ‘My father died...She hesitated, then finished abruptly, ‘I don’t live with my mother any more, I don’t live at Morton.’

Mademoiselle gasped. ‘You no longer live...’ she began, then something in Stephen’s face warned her kind but bewildered guest not to question. ‘I am deeply grieved to hear of your father’s death, my dear,’ she said very gently.

Stephen answered: ‘Yes — I shall always miss him.’

There ensued a long, rather painful silence, during which Mademoiselle Duphot felt awkward. What had happened between the mother and daughter? It was all very strange, very disconcerting. And Stephen, why was she exiled from Morton? But Mademoiselle could not cope with these problems, she knew only that she wanted Stephen to be happy, and her kind brown eyes grew anxious, for she did not feel certain that Stephen was happy. Yet she dared not ask for an explanation, so instead she clumsily changed the subject.

‘When will you both come to tea with me, Stévenne?’

‘We’ll come tomorrow if you like,’ Stephen told her.

Mademoiselle Duphot left rather early; and all the way home to her apartment her mind felt exercised about Stephen.

She thought: She was always a strange little child, but so dear. I remember her when she was little, riding her pony astride like a boy; and how proud he would seem, that handsome Sir Philip — they would look more like father and son, those two. And now — is she not still a little bit strange?’

But these thoughts led her nowhere for, Mademoiselle Duphot was quite unacquainted with the bypaths of nature. Her innocent mind was untutored and trustful; she believed in the legend of Adam and Eve, and no careless mistakes had been made in their garden!
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The apartment in the Avenue de la Grande Armée was as tidy as Valérie’s had been untidy. From the miniature kitchen to the miniature salon, everything shone as though recently polished, for here in spite of restricted finances, no dust was allowed to harbour.

Mademoiselle Duphot beamed on her guests as she herself opened the door to admit them. ‘For me this is very real joy,’ she declared. Then she introduced them to her sister Julie, whose eyes were hidden behind dark glasses.

The salon was literally stuffed with what Mademoiselle had described as her ‘treasures’. On its tables were innumerable useless objects which appeared for the most part to be mementoes. Coloured prints of Bouguereaus hung on the walls, while the chairs were upholstered in a species of velvet so hard as to be rather slippery to sit on, yet that when it was touched felt rough to the fingers. The woodwork of these inhospitable chairs had been coated with varnish until it looked sticky. Over the little inadequate fireplace smiled a portrait of Maman when she was quite young. Maman, dressed in tartan for some strange reason, but in tartan that had never hob-nobbed with the Highlands — a present this portrait had been from a cousin who had wished to become an artist.

Julie extended a white, groping hand. She was like her sister only very much thinner, and her face had the closed rather blank expression that is sometimes associated with blindness.

‘Which is Stévenne?’ she inquired in an anxious voice; ‘I have heard so much about Stévenne!’

Stephen said: ‘Here I am,’ and she grasped the hand, pitiful of this woman’s affliction.

But Julie smiled broadly. ‘Yes, I know it is you from the feel,’ — she had started to stroke Stephen’s coat-sleeve— ‘my eyes have gone into my fingers these days. It is strange, but I seem to see through my forgers.’ Then she turned and found Puddle whom she also stroked. ‘And now I know both of you,’ declared Julie.

The tea when it came was that straw-coloured liquid which may even now be met with in Paris.

‘English tea bought especially for you, my Stévenne,’ remarked Mademoiselle proudly. ‘We drink only coffee, but I said to my sister, Stévenne likes the good tea, and so, no doubt, does Mademoiselle Puddle. At four o’clock they will not want coffee — you observe how well I remember your England!’

However, the cakes proved worthy of France, and Mademoiselle ate them as though she enjoyed them. Julie ate very little and did not talk much. She just sat there and listened, quietly smiling; and while she listened she crocheted lace as though, as she said, she could see through her fingers. Then Mademoiselle Duphot explained how it was that those delicate hands had becomes so skilful, replacing the eyes which their ceaseless labour had robbed of the blessèd privilege of sight — explained so simply yet with such conviction, that Stephen must marvel to hear her.

‘It is all our little Therèse,’ she told Stephen. ‘You have heard of her? Ah, but what a pity! Our Therèse was a nun at the Cannel at Lisieux, and she said: “I will let fall a shower of roses when I die.” She died not so long ago, but already her Cause has been presented at Rome by the Very Reverend Father Rodrigo! That is very wonderful, is it not, Stévenne? But she does not wait to become a saint; ah, but no, she is young and therefore impatient. She cannot wait, she has started already to do miracles for all those who ask her. I asked that Julie should not be unhappy through the loss of her eyes — for when she is idle she is always unhappy — so our little Therèse has put a pair of new eyes in her fingers.’

Julie nodded. ‘It is true,’ she said very gravely; ‘before that I was stupid because of my blindness. Everything felt very strange, and I stumbled about like an old blind horse. I was terribly stupid, far more so than many. Then one night Véronique asked Therèse to help me, and the next day I could find my way round our room. From then on my fingers saw what they touched, and now I can even make lace quite well because of this sight in my fingers.’ Then turning to the smiling Mademoiselle Duphot: ‘But why do you not show her picture to Stévenne?

So Mademoiselle Duphot went and fetched the small picture of Therèse, which Stephen duly examined, and the face that she saw was ridiculously youthful — round with youth it still was, and yet very determined. Seem Therèse looked as though if she really intended to become a saint, the devil himself would be hard put to it to stop her. Then Puddle must also examine the picture, while Stephen was shown some relics, a piece of the habit and other things such as collect in the wake of sainthood.

When they left, Julie asked them to come again; she said: ‘Come often, it will give us such pleasure.’ Then she thrust on her guests twelve yards of coarse lace which neither of them liked to offer to pay for.

Mademoiselle murmured: ‘Our home is so humble for Stévenne; we have very little to offer.’ She was thinking of the house in the Rue Jacob, a grand house, and then too she remembered Morton.

But Julie, with the strange insight of the blind, or perhaps because of those eyes in her fingers, answered quickly: ‘She will not care, Véronique, I cannot feel that sort of pride in your Stévenne.’
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After their first visit they went very often to Mademoiselle’s modest little apartment, Mademoiselle Duphot and her quiet blind sister were indeed their only friends now in Paris, for Brockett was in America on business, and Stephen had not rung up Valérie Seymour.

Sometimes when Stephen was busy with her work, Puddle would make her way there all alone. Then she and Mademoiselle would get talking about Stephen’s childhood, about her future, but guardedly, for Puddle must be careful to give nothing away to the kind, simple woman. As for Mademoiselle, she too must be careful to accept all and ask no questions. Yet in spite of the inevitable gaps and restraints, a real sympathy sprang up between them, for each sensed in the other a valuable ally who would fight a good fight on behalf of Stephen. And now Stephen would quite often send her car to take the blind Julie for a drive beyond Paris, Julie would sniff the air and tell Burton that through smelling their greenness she could see the trees; he would listen to her broken and halting English with a smile — they were a queer lot these French. Or perhaps he would drive the other Mademoiselle up to Montmartre for early Mass on a Sunday. She belonged to something to do with a heart; it all seemed rather uncanny to Burton. He thought of the Vicar who had played such fine cricket, and suddenly felt very homesick for Morton. Fruit would find its way to the little apartment, together with cakes and large marron glacés. Then Mademoiselle Duphot would become frankly greedy, eating sweets in bed while she studied her booklets on the holy and very austere Thérèse, who had certainly not eaten marrons glacés.

‘Thus the spring, that gentle yet fateful spring of 1914, slipped into the summer. With the budding of flowers and the singing of birds it slipped quietly on towards great disaster; while Stephen, whose book was now nearing completion, worked harder than ever in Paris.






  








Chapter Thirty-four
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War. The incredible yet long predicted had come to pass. People woke in the morning with a sense of disaster, but these were the old who, having known war, remembered. The young men of France, of Germany, of Russia, of the whole world, looked round them amazed and bewildered; yet with something that stung as it leapt in their veins, filling them with a strange excitement — the bitter and ruthless potion of war that spurred and lashed at their manhood.

They hurried through the streets of Paris, these young men; they collected in bars and cafes; they stood gaping at the ominous government placards summoning their youth and strength to the colours.

They talked fast, very fast, they gesticulated: ‘C’est la guerre! C’est la guerre!’ they kept repeating.

Then they answered each other: ‘Oui, c’est la guerre.’

And true to her traditions the beautiful city sought to hide stark ugliness under beauty, and she decked herself as though for a wedding; her flags streamed out on the breeze in their thousands. With the paraphernalia and pageantry of glory she sought to disguise the true meaning of war.

But where children had been playing a few days before, troops were now encamped along the Champs Elysées. Their horses nibbled the bark from the trees and pawed at the earth, making little hollows; they neighed to each other in the watches of the night, as though in some fearful anticipation. In by-streets the unreasoning spirit of war broke loose in angry and futile actions; shops were raided because of their German names and their wares hurled out to lie in the gutters. Around every street corner some imaginary spy must be lurking, until people tilted at shadows.

‘C’est la guerre,’ murmured women, thinking of their sons.

Then they answered each other: ‘Oui, c’est la guerre.’

Pierre said to Stephen: ‘They will not take me because of my heart!’ And his voice shook with anger, and the anger brought tears which actually splashed the jaunty stripes of his livery waistcoat.

Pauline said: ‘I gave my father to the sea and my eldest brother. I have still two young brothers, they alone are left and I give them to France. Bon Dieu! It is terrible being a woman, one gives all!’ But Stephen knew from her voice that Pauline felt proud of being a woman.

Adèle said: ‘Jean is certain to get promotion, he says so, he will not long remain a Poilu. When he comes back he may be a captain — that will be fine. I shall marry a captain! War, he says, is better than piano-tuning, though I tell him he has a fine ear for music. But Mademoiselle should just see him now in his uniform! We all think he looks splendid.’

Puddle said: ‘Of course England was bound to come in, and thank God we didn’t take too long about it!’

Stephen said: ‘All the young men from Morton will go — every decent man in the country will go.’ Then she put away her unfinished novel and sat staring dumbly at Puddle.

2
 

England, the land of bountiful pastures, of peace, of mothering hills, of home. England was fighting for her right to existence. Face to face with dreadful reality at last, England was pouring her men into battle, her army was even now marching across France. Tramp, tramp; tramp, tramp; the tread of England whose men would defend her right to existence.

Anna wrote from Morton. She wrote to Puddle, but now Stephen took those letters and read them. The agent had enlisted and so had the bailiff Old Mr. Percival, agent in Sir Philip’s lifetime, had come back to help with Morton. Jim the groom, who had stayed on under the coachman after Raftery’s death, was now talking of going; he wanted to get into the cavalry, of course, and Anna was using her influence for him. Six of the gardeners had joined up already, but Hopkins was past the prescribed age limit; he must do his small bit by looking after his grape vines — the grapes would be sent to the wounded in London. There were now no men-servants left in the house, and the home farm was short of a couple of hands. Anna wrote that she was proud of her people, and intended to pay those who had enlisted half wages. They would fight for England, but she could not help feeling that in a way they would be fighting for Morton. She had offered Morton to the Red Cross at once, and they had promised to send her convalescent cases. It was rather isolated for a hospital, it seemed, but would be just the place for convalescents. The Vicar was going as an army chaplain; Violet’s husband, Alec, had joined the Flying Corps; Roger Antrim was somewhere in France already; Colonel Antrim had a job at the barracks in Worcester.

Came an angry scrawl from Jonathan Brockett, who had rushed back to England post-haste from the States: ‘Did you ever know anything quite so stupid as this war? It’s upset my apple-cart completely — can’t write jingo plays about St. George and the dragon, and I’m sick to death of “Business as usual!” Ain’t going to be no business, my dear, except killing, and blood always makes me feel faint.’ Then the postscript: ‘I’ve just been and gone and done it! Please send me tuck-boxes when I’m sitting in a trench; I like caramel creams and of course mixed biscuits.’ Yes, even Jonathan Brockett would go — it was fine in a way that he should have enlisted.

Morton was pouring out its young men, who in their turn might pour out their life-blood for Morton. The agent, the bailiff; in training already. Jim the groom, inarticulate, rather stupid, but wanting to join the cavalry — Jim who had been at Morton since boyhood. The gardeners, kindly men smelling of soil, men of peace with a peaceful occupation; six of these gardeners had gone already, together with a couple of lads from the home farm. There were no men servants left in the house. It seemed that the old traditions still held, the traditions of England, the traditions of Morton.

The Vicar would soon play a sterner game than cricket, while Alec must put away his law books and take unto himself a pair of wings — funny to associate wings with Alec. Colonel Antrim had hastily got into khaki, and was cursing and swearing, no doubt, at the barracks. And Roger — Roger was somewhere in France already, justifying his manhood. Roger Antrim, who had been so intolerably proud of that manhood — well, now he would get a chance to prove it!

But Jonathan Brockett, with the soft white hands, and the foolish gestures, and the high little laugh — even he could justify his existence, for they had not refused ‘him when he went to enlist. Stephen had never thought to feel envious of a man like Jonathan Brockett.

She sat smoking, with his letter spread out before her on the desk, his absurd yet courageous letter, and somehow it humbled her pride to the dust, for she could not so justify her existence. Every instinct handed down by the men of her race, every decent instinct of courage, now rose to mock her so that all that was male in her make-up seemed to grow more aggressive, aggressive perhaps as never before, because of this new frustration. She felt appalled at the realization of her own grotesqueness; she was nothing but a freak abandoned on a kind of no-man’s-land at this moment of splendid national endeavour. England was calling her men into battle, her women to the bedsides of the wounded and dying, and between these two chivalrous, surging forces she, Stephen, might well be crushed out of existence — of less use to her country, she was, than Brockett. She stared at her bony masculine hands, they had never been skilful when it came to illness; strong they might be, but rather inept; not hands wherewith to succour the wounded. No, assuredly her job, if job she could find, would not lie at the bedsides of the wounded. And yet, good God, one must do something!

Going to the door she called in the servants: ‘I’m leaving for England in a few days,’ she told them, ‘and while I’m away you’ll take care of this house. I have absolute confidence in you.’

Pierre said: ‘All things shall be done as you would wish, Mademoiselle.’ And she knew that it would be so.

That evening she told Puddle of her decision, and Puddle’s face brightened: ‘I’m so glad, my dear, when war comes one ought to stand by one’s country.’

‘I’m afraid they won’t want my sort...’ Stephen muttered.

Puddle put a firm little hand over hers: ‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that, this war may give your sort of woman her chance. I think you may find that they’ll need you, Stephen.’
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There were no farewells to be said in Paris except those to Buisson and Mademoiselle Duphot.

Mademoiselle Duphot shed a few tears: ‘I find you only to lose you, Stévenne. Ah, but how many friends will be parted, perhaps for ever, by this terrible war — and yet what else could we do? We are blameless!’

In Berlin people were also saying: ‘What else could we do? We are blameless.’

Julie’s hand lingered on Stephen’s arm: ‘You feel so strong,’ she said, sighing a little, ‘it is good to be strong and courageous these days, and to have one’s eyes — alas, I am quite useless.’

‘No one is useless who can pray, my sister,’ reproved Mademoiselle almost sternly.

And indeed there were many who thought as she did, the churches were crowded all over France. A great wave of piety swept through Paris, filling the dark confessional boxes, so that the priests had now some ado to cope with such shoals of penitent people — the more so as every priest fit to fight had been summoned to join the army. Up at Montmartre the church of the Sacré Coeur echoed and re-echoed with the prayers of the faithful, while those prayers that were whispered with tears in secret, hung like invisible clouds round its altars.

‘Save us, most Sacred Heart of Jesus. Have pity upon us, have pity upon France. Save us, 0 Heart of Jesus!’

So all day long must the priests sit and hear the time-honoured sins of body and spirit; a monotonous hearing because of its sameness since nothing is really new under the sun, least of all our manner of sinning. Men who had not been to Mass for years, now began to remember their first Communion; thus it was that many a hardy blasphemer, grown suddenly tongue-tied and rather sheepish, clumped up to the altar in his new army boots, having made an embarrassed confession.

Young clericals changed into uniform and marched side by side with the roughest Poilus, to share in their hardships, their hopes, their terrors, their deeds of supremest valour. Old men bowed their heads and gave of the strength which no longer animated their bodies, gave of that strength through the bodies of their sons who would charge into battle shouting and singing. Women of all ages knelt down and prayed, since prayer has long been the refuge of women. ‘No one is useless who can pray, my sister.’ The women of France had spoken through the lips of the humble Mademoiselle Duphot.

Stephen and Puddle said good-bye to the sisters, then went on to Buisson’s Academy of Fencing, where they found him engaged upon greasing his foils.

He looked up, Ah, it’s you. I must go on greasing. God knows when I shall use these again, tomorrow I join my regiment.’ But he wiped his hands on a stained overall and sat down, after clearing a chair for Puddle. ‘An ungentlemanly war it will be,’ he grumbled. Will I lead my men with a sword? Ah, but no! I will lead my men with a dirty revolver in my hand. Parbleu! Such is modern warfare! A machine could do the whole cursed thing better — we shall all be nothing but machines in this war. However, I pray that we may kill many Germans.’

Stephen lit a cigarette while the master glared, he was evidently in a very vile temper: ‘Go on, go on, smoke your heart to the devil, then come here and ask me to teach you fencing! You smoke in lighting one from the other, you remind me of your horrible Birmingham chimneys — but of course a woman exaggerates always,’ he concluded, with an evident wish to annoy her.

Then he made a few really enlightening remarks about Germans in general, their appearance, their morals, above all their personal habits — which remarks were more seemly in French than they would be in English. For, like Valérie Seymour, this man was filled with a loathing for the ugliness of his epoch, an ugliness to which he felt the Germans were just now doing their best to contribute. Buisson’s heart was not buried in Mitylene, but rather in the glories of a bygone Paris, where a gentleman lived by the skill of his rapier and the graceful courage that lay behind it.

‘In the old days we killed very beautifully,’ sighed Buisson, ‘now we merely slaughter or else do not kill at all, no matter how gross the insult.’

However, when they got up to go, he relented: ‘War is surely a very necessary evil, it thins down the imbecile populations who have murdered their most efficacious microbes. People will not die, very well, here comes war to mow them down in their tens of thousands. At least for those of us who survive, there will be more breathing-space, thanks to the Germans — perhaps they too are a necessary evil.’

Arrived at the door Stephen turned to look back. Buisson was once more greasing his foils, and his fingers moved slowly yet with great precision — he might almost have been a beauty doctor engaged upon massaging ladies’ faces.

Preparations for departure did not take very long, and in less than a week’s time Stephen and Puddle had shaken hands with their Breton servants and were driving at top speed en route for Havre, from whence they would cross to England.
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Puddle’s prophecy proved to have been correct, work was very soon forthcoming for Stephen. She joined The London Ambulance Column, which was well under way by that autumn; and presently Puddle herself got a job in one of the Government departments. She and Stephen had taken a small service flat in Victoria, and here they would meet when released from their hours of duty. But Stephen was obsessed by her one idea, which was, willy-nilly, to get out to the front, and many and varied were the plans and discussions that were listened to by the sympathetic Puddle. An ambulance had managed to slip over to Belgium for a while and had done some very fine service. Stephen had hit on a similar idea, but in her case the influence required had been lacking. In vain did she offer to form a Unit at her own expense; the reply was polite but always the same, a monotonous reply: England did not send women to the front-line trenches. She disliked the idea of joining the throng who tormented the patient passport officials with demands to be sent to France at once, on no matter how insufficient a pretext. What was the use of her going to France unless she could find there the work that she wanted? She preferred to stick to her job in England.

And now quite often while she waited at the stations for the wounded, she would see unmistakable figures — unmistakable to her they would be at first sight, she would single them out of the crowd as by instinct. For as though gaining courage from the terror that is war, many a one who was even as Stephen, had crept out of her hole and come into the daylight, come into the daylight and faced her country: ‘Well, here I am, will you take me or leave me?’ And England had taken her, asking no questions — she was strong and efficient, she could fill a man’s place, she could organize too, given scope for her talent. England had said: ‘Thank you very much. You’re just what we happen to want...at the moment.’

So, side by side with more fortunate women, worked Miss Smith who had been breeding dogs in the country; or Miss Oliphant who had been breeding nothing since birth but a litter of hefty complexes; or Miss Tring who had lived with a very dear friend in the humbler purlieus of Chelsea. One great weakness they all had, it must be admitted, and this was for uniforms — yet why not? The good workman is worthy of his Sam Browne belt. And then too, their nerves were not at all weak, their pulses beat placidly through the worst air raids, for bombs do not trouble the nerves of the invert, but rather that terrible silent bombardment from the batteries of God’s good people.

Yet now even really nice women with hairpins often found their less orthodox sisters quite useful. It would be: ‘Miss Smith, do just start up my motor — the engine’s so cold I can’t get the thing going’; or: ‘Miss Oliphant, do glance through these accounts, I’ve got such a rotten bad head for figures’; or ‘Miss Tring, may I borrow your British Warm? The office is simply arctic this morning!’

Not that those purely feminine women were less worthy of praise, perhaps they were more so, giving as they did of their best without stint — for they had no stigma to live down in the war, no need to defend their right to respect. They rallied to the call of their country superbly, and may it not be forgotten by England. But the others — since they too gave of their best, may they also not be forgotten. They might look a bit odd, indeed some of them did, and yet in the streets they were seldom stared at, though they strode a little, perhaps from shyness, or perhaps from a slightly self-conscious desire to show off, which is often the same thing as shyness. They were part of the universal convulsion and were being accepted as such, on their merits. And although their Sam Browne belts remained swordless, their hats and their caps without regimental badges, a battalion was formed in those terrible years that would never again be completely disbanded. War and death had given them a right to life, and life tasted sweet, very sweet to their palates. Later on would come bitterness, disillusion, but never again would such women submit to being driven back to their holes and corners. They had found themselves — thus the whirligig of war brings in its abrupt revenges.
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Time passed; the first year of hostilities became the second while Stephen still hoped, though no nearer to her ambition. Try as she might she could not get to the front; no work at the actual front seemed to be forthcoming for women.

Brockett wrote wonderfully cheerful letters. In every letter was a neat little list telling Stephen what he wished her to send him; but the sweets he loved were getting quite scarce, they were no longer always so easy to come by. And now he was asking for Houbigant soap to be included in his tuck-box.

‘Don’t let it get near the coffee fondants or it may make them taste like it smells,’ he cautioned, ‘and do try to send me two bottles of hair-wash, “Eau Athénienne”, I used to buy it at Truefitt’s.’ He was on a perfectly damnable front, they had sent him to Mesopotamia.

Violet Peacock, who was now a V.A.D. with a very imposing Red Cross on her apron, occasionally managed to catch Stephen at home, and then would come reams of tiresome gossip. Sometimes she would bring her over-fed children along, she was stuffing them up like capons. By fair means or foul Violet always managed to obtain illicit cream for her nursery — she was one of those mothers who reacted to the war by wishing to kill off the useless aged.

‘What’s the good of them? Eating up the food of the nation!’ she would say, ‘I’m going all out on the young, they’ll be needed to breed from.’ She was very extreme, her perspective had been upset by the air raids.

Raids frightened her as did the thought of starvation, and when frightened she was apt to grow rather sadistic, so that now she would want to rush off and inspect every ruin left by the German marauders. She had also been the first to applaud the dreadful descent of a burning Zeppelin.

She bored Stephen intensely with her ceaseless prattle about Alec, who was one of London’s defenders, about Roger, who had got the Military Cross and was just on the eve of becoming a major, about the wounded whose faces she sponged every morning, and who seemed so pathetically grateful.

From Morton came occasional letters for Puddle; they were more in the nature of reports now these letters. Anna had such and such a number of cases; the gardeners had been replaced by young women; Mr. Percival was proving very devoted, he and Anna were holding the estate well together; Williams had been seriously ill with pneumonia. Then a long list of humble names from the farms, from among Anna’s staff or from cottage homesteads, together with those from such houses as Morton — for the rich and the poor were in death united. Stephen would read that long list of names, so many of which she had known since her childhood, and would realize that the stark arm of war had struck deep at the quiet heart of the Midlands.
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A stump of candle in the neck of a bottle flickered once or twice and threatened to go out. Getting up, Stephen found a fresh candle and lit it, then she returned to her packing-case upon which had been placed the remnants of a chair minus its legs and arms.

The room had once been the much prized salon of a large and prosperous villa in Compiegne, but now the glass was gone from its windows; there remained only battered and splintered shutters which creaked eerily in the bitter wind of a March night in 1918. The walls of the salon had fared little better than its windows, their brocade was detached and hanging, while a recent rainstorm had lashed through the roof making ugly splotches on the delicate fabric — a dark stain on the ceiling was perpetually dripping. The remnants of what had once been a home, little broken tables, an old photograph in a tarnished frame, a child’s wooden horse, added to the infinite desolation of this villa that now housed the Breakspeare Unit — a Unit composed of Englishwomen, that had been serving in France just over six months, attached to the French Army Ambulance Corps.

The place seemed full of grotesquely large shadows cast by figures that sat or sprawled on the floor. Miss Peel in her Jaeger sleeping-bag snored loudly, then choked because of her cold. Miss Delmé-Howard was gravely engaged upon making the best of a difficult toilet — she was brushing out her magnificent hair which gleamed in the light of the candle. Miss Bless was sewing a button on her tunic; Miss Thurloe was peering at a half-finished letter; but most of the women who were herded together in this, the safest place in the villa and none too safe at that be it said, were apparently sleeping quite soundly. An uncanny stillness had descended on the town; after many hours of intensive bombardment, the Germans were having a breathing-space before training their batteries once more upon Compiegne.

Stephen stared down at the girl who lay curled up at her feet in an army blanket. The girl slept the sleep of complete exhaustion, breathing heavily with her head on her arm; her pale and rather triangular face was that of someone who was still very young, not much more than nineteen or twenty. The pallor of her skin was accentuated by the short black lashes which curled back abruptly, by the black arched eyebrows and dark brown hair — sleek hair which grew to a peak on the forehead, and had recently been bobbed for the sake of convenience. For the rest her nose was slightly tip-tilted, and her mouth resolute considering her youth; the lips were well-modelled and fine in texture, having deeply indented corners. For more than a minute Stephen considered the immature figure of Mary Llewellyn. This latest recruit to the Breakspeare Unit had joined it only five weeks ago, replacing a member who was suffering from shell-shock. Mrs. Breakspeare had shaken her head over Mary, but in these harassed days of the German offensive she could not afford to remain shorthanded, so in spite of many misgivings she had kept her.

Still shaking her head she had said to Stephen: ‘Needs must when the Bodies get busy, Miss Gordon! Have an eye to her, will your She may stick it all right, but between you and me I very much doubt it. You might try her out as your second driver.’ And so far Mary Llewellyn had stuck it.

Stephen looked away again, dosing her eyes, and after a while forgot about Mary. The events that had preceded her own coming to France began to pass through her brain in procession. Her chief in The London Ambulance Column, through whom she had first met Mrs. Claude Breakspeare — a good sort, the chief, she had been a staunch friend. The great news that she, Stephen, had been accepted and would go to the front as an ambulance driver. Then Puddle’s grave face: ‘I must write to your mother, this means that you will be in real danger.’ Her mother’s brief letter: ‘Before you leave I should very much like you to come and see me,’ the rest of the letter mere polite empty phrases. The impulse to resist, the longing to go, culminating in that hurried visit to Morton. Morton so changed and yet so changeless. Changed because of those blue-clad figures, the lame, the halt and the partially blinded who had sought its peace and its kindly protection. Changeless because that protection and peace belonged to the very spirit of Morton. Mrs. Williams a widow; her niece melancholic ever since the groom Jim had been wounded and missing — they had married while he had been home on leave, and quite soon the poor soul was expecting a baby. Williams now dead of his third and last stroke, after having survived pneumonia. The swan called Peter no longer gliding across the lake on his white reflection, and in his stead an unmannerly offspring who struck out with his wings and tried to bite Stephen. The family vault where her father lay buried — the vault was in urgent need of repair—’ No men left, Miss Stephen, we’re that short of stonemasons; her ladyship’s bin complainin’ already, but it don’t be no use complainin’ these times.’ Raftery’s grave a slab of rough granite: ‘In memory of a gentle and courageous friend, whose name was Raftery, after the poet.’ Moss on the granite half effacing the words; the thick hedge growing wild for the want of clipping. And her mother — a woman with snow-white hair and a face that was worn almost down to the spirit; a woman of quiet but uncertain movements, with a new trick of twisting the rings on her fingers. ‘It was good of you to come.’ ‘You sent for me, Mother.’ Long silences filled with the realization that all they dared hope for was peace between them — too late to go back — they could not retrace their steps even though there was now peace between them. Then those last poignant moments in the study together — memory, the old room was haunted by it — a man dying with love in his eyes that was deathless — a woman holding him in her arms, speaking the words such as lovers will speak to each other. Memory — they’re the one perfect thing about me. Stephen, promise to write when you’re out in France, I shall want to hear from you.’ ‘I promise, Mother.’ The return to London; Puddle’s anxious voice: ‘Well, how was she?’ ‘Very frail, you must go to Morton.’ Puddle’s sudden and almost fierce rebellion: ‘I would rather not go, I’ve made my choice, Stephen.’ ‘But I ask this for my sake. I’m worried about her — even if I weren’t going away, I couldn’t go back now and live at Morton — our living together would make us remember.’ ‘I remember, too, Stephen, and what I remember is hard to forgive. It’s hard to forgive an injury done to someone one loves...’ Puddle’s face, very white, very stern — strange to hear such words as these on the kind lips of Puddle. ‘I know, I know, but she’s terribly alone, and I can’t forget that my father loved her.’ A long silence, and then: ‘I’ve never yet failed you — and you’re right — I must go to Morton.’

Stephen’s thoughts stopped abruptly. Someone had come in and was stumping down the room in squeaky trench boots. It was Blakeney holding the time-sheet in her hand — funny old monosyllabic Blakeney, with her curly white hair cropped as close as an Uhlan’s, and her face that suggested a sensitive monkey.

‘Service, Gordon; wake the kid! Howard — Thurloe — ready?’ They got up and hustled into their trench coats, found their gas masks and finally put on their helmets.

Then Stephen shook Mary Llewellyn very gently: ‘It’s time.’ Mary opened her clear, grey eyes: ‘Who? What?’ she stammered. ‘It’s time. Get up, Mary.’

The girl staggered to her feet, still stupid with fatigue. Through the cracks in the shutters the dawn showed faintly.
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The grey of a bitter, starved-looking morning. The town like a mortally wounded creature, torn by shells, gashed open by bombs. Dead streets — streets of death — death in streets and their houses; yet people still able to sleep and still sleeping.

‘Stephen.’

‘Yes, Mary?’

‘How far is the Poste?’

‘I think about thirty kilometres; why?’

‘Oh, nothing — I only wondered.’

The long stretch of an open country road. On either side of the road wire netting hung with pieces of crudely painted rag — a camouflage to represent leaves. A road bordered by rag leaves on tall wire hedges. Every few yards or so a deep shell-hole.

‘Are they following, Mary? Is Howard all right?’

The girl glanced back: ‘Yes, it’s all right, she’s coming.’

They drove on in silence for a couple of miles. The morning was terribly cold; Mary shivered. ‘What’s that?’ It was rather a foolish question for she knew what it was, knew only too well!

‘They’re at it again,’ Stephen muttered.

A shell burst in a paddock, uprooting some trees. ‘All right, Mary?’

‘Yes — look out! We’re coming to a crater!’ They skimmed it by less than an inch and dashed on, Mary suddenly moving nearer to Stephen.

‘Don’t joggle my arm, for the Lord’s sake, child!’

‘Did I? I’m sorry.’

Yes — don’t do it again,’ and once more they drove forward in silence. Farther down the road they were blocked by a farm cart: ‘Militaires! Militaires! Militaires!’ Stephen shouted.

Rather languidly the farmer got down and went to the heads of his thin, stumbling horses. ‘Il faut vivre,’ he explained, as he pointed to the cart, which appeared to be full of potatoes.

In a field on the right worked three very old women; they were hoeing with a diligent and fatalistic patience. At any moment a stray shell might burst and then, presto! little left of the very old women. But what will you? There is war — there has been war so long — one must eat, even under the noses of the Germans; the bon Dieu knows this. He alone can protect — so meanwhile one just goes on diligently hoeing. A blackbird was singing to himself in a tree, the tree was horribly maimed and blasted; all the same he had known it the previous spring and so now, in spite of its wounds, he had found it. Came a sudden lull when they heard him distinctly.

And Mary saw him: ‘Look,’ she said, ‘there’s a blackbird!’ Just for a moment she forgot about war.

Yet Stephen could now very seldom forget, and this was because of the girl at her side. A queer, tight feeling would come round her heart, she would know the fear that can go hand in hand with personal courage, the fear for another.

But now she looked down for a moment and smiled: ‘Bless that blackbird for letting you see him, Mary.’ She knew that Mary loved little wild birds, that indeed she loved all the humbler creatures.

They turned into a lane and were comparatively safe, but the roar of the guns had grown much more insistent. They must be nearing the Poste de Secours, so they spoke very little because of those guns, and after a while because of the wounded.
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The Poste de Secours was a ruined auberge at the crossroads, about fifty yards behind the trenches. From what had once been its spacious cellar, they were hurriedly carrying up the wounded, maimed and mangled creatures who, a few hours ago, had been young and vigorous men. None too gently the stretchers were lowered to the ground beside the two waiting ambulances — none too gently because there were so many of them, and because there must come a time in all wars when custom stales even compassion.

The wounded were patient and fatalistic, like the very old women back in the field. The only difference between them being that the men had themselves become as a field laid bare to a ruthless and bloody hoeing. Some of them had not even a blanket to protect them from the biting cold of the wind. A Poilu with a mighty wound in the belly, must lie with the blood congealing on the bandage. Next to him lay a man with his face half blown away, who, God alone knew why, remained conscious. The abdominal case was the first to be handled, Stephen herself helped to lift his stretcher. He was probably dying, but he did not complain inasmuch as he wanted his mother. The voice that emerged from his coarse, bearded throat was the voice of a child demanding its mother. The man with the terrible face tried to speak, but when he did so the sound was not human. His bandage had slipped a little to one side, so that Stephen must step between him and Mary, and hastily readjust the bandage.

‘Get back to the ambulance! I shall want you to drive.’ In silence Mary obeyed her.

And now began the first of those endless journeys from the Poste de Secours to the Field Hospital. For twenty-four hours they would ply back and forth with their light Ford ambulances. Driving quickly because the lives of the wounded might depend on their speed, yet with every nerve taut to avoid, as far as might be, the jarring of the hazardous roads full of ruts and shell-holes.

The man with the shattered face started again, they could hear him above the throb of the motor. For a moment they stopped while Stephen listened, but his lips were not there...an intolerable sound.

‘Faster, drive faster, Mary!’

Pale, but with firmly set, resolute mouth, Mary Llewellyn drove faster.

When at last they reached the Field Hospital, the bearded Poilu with the wound in his belly was lying very placidly on his stretcher; his hairy chin pointing slightly upward. He had ceased to speak as a little child — perhaps, after all, he had found his mother.

The day went on and the sun shone out brightly, dazzling the tired eyes of the drivers. Dusk fell, and the roads grew treacherous and vague. Night came — they dared not risk having lights, so that they must just stare and stare into the darkness. In the distance the sky turned ominously red, some stray shells might well have set fire to a village, that tall column of flame was probably the church; and the Roches were punishing Compiegne again, to judge from the heavy sounds of bombardment. Yet by now there was nothing real in the world but that thick and almost impenetrable darkness, and the ache of the eyes that must stare and stare, and the dreadful, patient pain of the wounded — there had never been anything else in the world but black night shot through with the pain of the wounded.
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On the following morning the two ambulances crept back to their base at the villa in Compiegne. It had been a tough job, long hours of strain, and to make matters worse the reliefs had been late, one of them having had a breakdown. Moving stiffly, and with red rimmed and watering eyes, the four women swallowed large cups of coffee; then just as they were they lay down on the floor, wrapped in their trench coats and army blankets. In less than a quarter of an hour they slept. Though the villa shook and rocked with the bombardment.






  








Chapter Thirty-six
 

1
 

There is something that mankind can never destroy in spite of an unreasoning will to destruction, and this is its own idealism, that integral part of its very being. The ageing and the cynical may make wars, but the young and the idealistic must fight them, and thus there are bound to come quick reactions, blind impulses not always comprehended. Men will curse as they kill, yet accomplish deeds of self-sacrifice, giving their lives for others; poets will write with their pens dipped in blood, yet will write not of death but of life eternal; strong and courteous friendships will be born, to endure in the face of enmity and destruction. And so persistent is this urge to the ideal, above all in the presence of great disaster, that mankind, the wilful destroyer of beauty, must immediately strive to create new beauties, lest it perish from a sense of its own desolation; and this urge touched the Celtic soul of Mary.

For the Celtic soul is the stronghold of dreams, of longings come down the dim paths of the ages; and within it there dwells a vague discontent, so that it must for ever go questing. And now as though drawn by some hidden attraction, as though stirred by some irresistible impulse, quite beyond the realms of her own understanding, Mary turned in all faith and all innocence to Stephen. Who can pretend to interpret fate, either his own fate or that of another? Why should this girl have crossed Stephen’s path, or indeed Stephen hers, if it came to that matter? Was not the world large enough for them both? Perhaps not — or perhaps the event of their meeting had already been written upon tablets of stone by some wise if relentless recording finger.

An orphan from the days of her earliest childhood, Mary had lived with a married cousin in the wilds of Wales; an unwanted member of a none too prosperous household. She had little education beyond that obtained from a small private school in a neighbouring village. She knew nothing of life or of men and women; and even less did she know of herself, of her ardent, courageous, impulsive nature. Thanks to the fact that her cousin was a doctor, forced to motor over a widely spread practice, she had learnt to drive and look after his car by filling the post of an unpaid chauffeur — she was, in her small way, a good mechanic. But the war had made her much less contented with her narrow life, and although at its outbreak Mary had been not quite eighteen, she had felt a great longing to be independent, in which she had met with no opposition. However, a Welsh village is no field for endeavour, and thus nothing had happened until by a fluke she had suddenly heard of the Breakspeare Unit via the local parson, an old friend of its founder — he himself had written to recommend Mary. And so, straight from the quiet seclusion of Wales, this girl had managed the complicated journey that had finally got her over to France, then across a war-ravaged, dislocated country. Mary was neither so frail nor so timid as Mrs. Breakspeare had thought her.

Stephen had felt rather bored just at first at the prospect of teaching the new member her duties, but after a while it came to pass that she missed the girl when she was not with her. And after a while she would find herself observing the way Mary’s hair grew, low on the forehead, the wide setting of her slightly oblique grey eyes, the abrupt sweep back of their heavy lashes; and these things would move Stephen, so that she must touch the girl’s hair for a moment with her fingers. Fate was throwing them continually together, in moments of rest as in moments of danger; they could not have escaped this even had they wished to, and indeed they did not wish to escape it. They were pawns in the ruthless and complicated game of existence, moved hither and thither on the board by an unseen hand, yet moved side by side, so that they grew to expect each other.

‘Mary, are you there?’

A superfluous question — the reply would be always the same. ‘I’m here, Stephen.’

Sometimes Mary would talk of her plans for the future while Stephen listened, smiling as she did so.

‘I’ll go into an office, I want to be free.’

‘You’re so little, you’d get mislaid in an office.’

‘I’m five foot five!’

Are you really, Mary? You feel little somehow.’

That’s because you’re so tall. I do wish I could grow a bit!’

‘No, don’t wish that, you’re all right as you are — it’s you, Mary.’

Mary would want to be told about Morton, she was never tired of hearing about Morton. She would make Stephen get out the photographs of her father, of her mother whom Mary thought lovely, of Puddle, and above all of Raftery. Then Stephen must tell her of the life in London, and afterwards of the new house in Paris; must talk of her own career and ambitions, though Mary had not read either of her novels — there had never been a library subscription.

But at moments Stephen’s face would grow clouded because of the things that she could not tell her; because of the little untruths and evasions that must fill up the gaps in her strange life-history. Looking down into Mary’s clear, grey eyes, she would suddenly flush through her tan, and feel guilty; and that feeling would reach the girl and disturb her, so that she must hold Stephen’s hand for a moment.

One day she said suddenly: ‘Are you unhappy?’

‘Why on earth should I be unhappy?’ smiled Stephen.

All the same there were nights now when Stephen lay awake even after her arduous hours of service, hearing the guns that were coming nearer, yet not thinking of them, but always of Mary. A great gentleness would gradually engulf her like a soft sea mist, veiling reef and headland. She would seem to be drifting quietly, serenely towards some blessed and peaceful harbour. Stretching out a hand she would stroke the girl’s shoulder where she lay, but carefully in case she should wake her. Then the mist would lift: ‘Good God! What am I doing?’ She would sit up abruptly, disturbing the sleeper.

‘Is that you, Stephen?’

Yes, my dear, go to sleep.’

Then a cross, aggrieved voice: ‘Do shut up, you two. It’s rotten of you, I was just getting off! Why must you always persist in talking!’

Stephen would lie down again and would think: ‘I’m a fool, I go out of my way to find trouble. Of course I’ve grown fond of the child, she’s so plucky, almost anyone would grow fond of Mary. Why should I have affection and friendship? Why should I have a real human interest? I can help her to find her feet after the war if we both come through — I might buy her a business.’ That gentle mist, hiding both reef and headland; it would gather again blurring all perception, robbing the past of its crude, ugly outlines. ‘After all, what harm can it do the child to be fond of me?’ It was so good a thing to have won the affection of this young creature.
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The Germans got perilously near to Compiegne, and the Breakspeare Unit was ordered to retire. Its base was now at a ruined chateau on the outskirts of an insignificant village, yet not so very insignificant either — it was stuffed to the neck with ammunition. Nearly all the hours that were spent off duty must be passed in the gloomy, damp-smelling dug-outs which consisted of cellars, partly destroyed but protected by sandbags on heavy timbers. Like foxes creeping out of their holes, the members of the Unit would creep into the daylight, their uniforms covered with mould and rubble, their eyes blinking, their hands cold and numb from the dampness — so cold and so numb that the starting up of motors would often present a real problem.

At this time there occurred one or two small mishaps; Bless broke her wrist while cranking her engine; Blakeney and three others at a Poste de Secours, were met by a truly terrific bombardment and took cover in what had once been a brick-field, crawling into the disused furnace. There they squatted for something over eight hours, while the German gunners played hit as hit can with the tall and conspicuous chimney. When at last they emerged, half stifled by brick-dust, Blakeney had got something into her eye, which she rubbed; the result was acute inflammation.

Howard had begun to be irritating, with her passion for tending her beautiful hair. She would sit in the corner of her dug-out as calmly as though she were sitting at a Bond Street hairdresser’s; and having completed the ritual brushing, she would gaze at herself in a pocket mirror. With a bandage over her unfortunate eye, Blakeney looked more like a monkey than ever, a sick monkey, and her strictly curtailed conversation was not calculated to enliven the Unit. She seemed almost entirely bereft of speech these days, as though reverting to species. Her one comment on life was: Oh, I dunno...’ always said with a jaunty rising inflexion. It meant everything or nothing as you chose to take it, and had long been her panacea for the ills of what she considered a stupid Creation. ‘Oh, I dunno...’ And indeed she did not; poor, old, sensitive, monosyllabic Blakeney. The Poilu who served out the Unit’s rations — cold meat, sardines, bread and sour red Pinard — was discovered by Stephen in the very act of attempting to unload an aerial bomb. He explained with a smile that the Germans were sly in their methods of loading: ‘I cannot discover just how it is done.’ Then he showed his left hand — it was minus one of the fingers: ‘That,’ he told her, still smiling, ‘was caused by a shell, a quite little shell, which I was also unloading.’ And when she remonstrated none too gently, he sulked: ‘But I wish to give this one to Maman!’

Everyone had begun to feel the nerve strain, except perhaps Blakeney, who had done with all feeling. Shorthanded by two, the remaining members of the Unit must now work like veritable niggers — on one occasion Stephen and Mary worked for seventy hours with scarcely a respite. Strained nerves are invariably followed by strained tempers, and sudden, hot quarrels would break out over nothing. Bless and Howard loathed each other for two days, then palled up again, because of a grievance that had recently been evolved against Stephen. For everyone knew that Stephen and Blakeney were by far the best drivers in the Breakspeare Unit, and as such should be shared by all the members in turn; but poor Blakeney was nursing a very sore eye, while Stephen still continued to drive only with Mary. They were splendidly courageous and great-hearted women, every one of them, glad enough as a rule to help one another to shoulder burdens, to be tolerant and kind when it came to friendships. They petted and admired their youngest recruit, and most of them liked and respected Stephen, all the same they had now grown childishly jealous, and this jealousy reached the sharp ears of Mrs. Breakspeare.

Mrs. Breakspeare sent for Stephen one morning; she was sitting at a Louis Quinze writing-table which had somehow survived the wreck of the château and was now in her gloomy, official dug-out. Her right band reposed on an ordnance, map, she looked like a very maternal general. The widow of an officer killed in the war, and the mother of two large sons and three daughters, she had led the narrow, conventional life that is common to women in military stations. Yet all the while she must have been filling her subconscious reservoir with knowledge, for she suddenly blossomed forth as leader with a fine understanding of human nature. So now she looked over her ample bosom not unkindly, but rather thoughtfully at Stephen.

Sit down, Miss Gordon. It’s about Llewellyn, whom I asked you to take on as second driver. I think the time has now arrived when she ought to stand more on her own in the Unit. She must take her chance like everyone else, and not cling quite so close — don’t misunderstand me, I’m most grateful for all you’ve done for the girl — but of course you are one of our finest drivers, and fine driving counts for a great deal these days, it may mean life or death, as you yourself know. And — well — it seems scarcely fair to the others that Mary should always go out with you. No, it certainly is not quite fair to the others.’

Stephen said: ‘Do you mean that she’s to go out with every one in turn — with Thurloe for instance?’ And do what she would to appear indifferent, she could not quite keep her voice from trembling.

Mrs. Breakspeare nodded: ‘That’s what I do mean.’ Then she said rather slowly: ‘These are strenuous times, and such times are apt to breed many emotions which are purely fictitious, purely mushroom growths that spring up in a night and have no roots at all, except in our imaginations. But I’m sure you’ll agree with me, Miss Gordon, in thinking it our duty to discourage anything in the nature of an emotional friendship, such as I fancy Mary Llewellyn is on the verge of feeling for you. It’s quite natural of course, a kind of reaction, but not wise — no, I cannot think it wise. It savours a little too much of the schoolroom and might lead to ridicule in the Unit. Your position is far too important for that; I look upon you as my second in command.’

Stephen said quietly: ‘I quite understand. I’ll go at once and speak to Blakeney about altering Mary Llewellyn’s time-sheet.’

‘Yes, do, if you will,’ agreed Mrs. Breakspeare; then she stooped and studied her ordnance map, without looking again at Stephen.
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If Stephen had been fearful for Mary’s safety before, she was now ten times more so. The front was in a condition of flux and the Postes de Secours were continually shifting. An Allied ambulance driver had been fired on by the Germans, after having arrived at the spot where his Poste had been only the previous evening. There was very dose fighting on every sector; it seemed truly amazing that no grave casualties had so far occurred in the Unit. For now the Allies had begun to creep forward, yard by yard, mile by mile, very slowly but surely; refreshed by a splendid transfusion of blood from the youthful veins of a great child-nation.

Of all the anxieties on Mary’s account that now beset Stephen, Thurloe was the gravest; for Thurloe was one of those irritating drivers who stake all on their own inadequate judgment. She was brave to a fault, but inclined to show off when it came to a matter of actual danger. For long hours Stephen would not know what had happened, and must often leave the base before Mary had returned, still in doubt regarding her safety.

Grimly, yet with unfailing courage and devotion, Stephen now went about her duties. Every day the risks that they all took grew graver, for the enemy, nearing the verge of defeat, was less than ever a respecter of persons. Stephen’s only moments of comparative peace would be when she herself drove Mary. And as though the girl missed some vitalizing force, some strength that had been hitherto hers to draw on, she flagged and Stephen would watch her flagging during their brief spell together off duty, and would know that nothing but her Celtic pluck kept Mary Llewellyn from a breakdown. And now, because they were so often parted, even chance meetings became of importance. They might meet while preparing their cars in the morning, and if this should happen they would draw close together for a moment, as though finding comfort in nearness.

Letters from home would arrive for Stephen, and these she would want to read to Mary. In addition to writing, Puddle sent food, even luxuries sometimes of a pre-war nature. To obtain them she must have used bribery and corruption, for food of all kinds had grown scarce in England. Puddle, it seemed, had a mammoth war map into which she stuck pins with gay little pennants. Every time the lines moved by so much as a yard, out would come Puddle’s pins to go in at fresh places; for since Stephen had left her to go to the front, the war had become very personal to Puddle.

Anna also wrote, and from her Stephen learnt of the death of Roger Antrim. He had been shot down while winning his V.C. Through saving the life of a wounded captain. All alone he had gone over to no-man’s-land and had rescued his friend where he lay unconscious; receiving a bullet through the head at the moment of flinging the wounded man into safety. Roger — so lacking in understanding, so crude, so cruel and remorseless a bully — Roger had been changed in the twinkling of an eye into something superb because utterly selfless. Thus it was that the undying urge of mankind towards the ideal had come upon Roger. And Stephen as she sat there and read of his passing, suddenly knew that she wished him well, that his courage had wiped one great bitterness out of her heart and her life for ever. And so by dying as he had died, Roger, all unknowing, had fulfilled the law that must be extended to enemy and friend alike — the immutable law of service.
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Events gathered momentum. By the June of that year 700,000 United States soldiers, strong and comely men plucked from their native prairies, from their fields of tall corn, from their farms and their cities, were giving their lives in defence of freedom on the blood-soaked battlefields of France. They had little to gain and much to lose; it was not their war, yet they helped to fight it because they were young and their nation was young, and the ideals of youth are eternally hopeful.

In July came the Allied counter-offensive, and now in her moment of approaching triumph France knew to the full her great desolation, as it lay revealed by the retreating armies. For not only had there been a holocaust of homesteads, but the country was strewn with murdered trees, cut down in their hour of most perfect leafing; orchards struck to the ground, an orgy of destruction, as the mighty forces rolled back like a tide, to recoil on themselves — incredulous, amazed, maddened by the outrage of coming disaster. For mad they must surely have been, since no man is a more faithful lover of trees than the German.

Stephen as she drove through that devastated country would find herself thinking of Martin Hallam — Martin who had touched the old thorns on the hills with such respectful and pitiful fingers: ‘Have you ever thought about the enormous courage of trees? I have and it seems to me amazing. The Lord dumps them down and they’ve just got to stick it, no matter what happens — that must need some courage.’ Martin had believed in a heaven for trees, a forest heaven for all the faithful; and looking at those pitiful, leafy corpses, Stephen would want to believe in that heaven. Until lately she had not thought of Martin for years, he belonged to a past that was better forgotten, but now she would sometimes wonder about him. Perhaps he was dead, smitten down where she stood, for many had perished where they stood, like the orchards. It was strange to think that he might have been here in France, have been fighting and have died quite near her. But perhaps he had not been killed after all — she had never told Mary about Martin Hallam.

All roads of thought seemed to lead back to Mary; and these days, in addition to fears for her safety, came a growing distress at what she must see — far more terrible sights than the patient wounded. For everywhere now lay the wreckage of war, sea-wrack spewed up by a poisonous ocean — putrefying, festering in the sun; breeding curruption to man’s seed of folly. Twice lately, while they had been driving together, they had come upon sights that Stephen would have spared her. There had been that shattered German gun-carriage with its stiff, dead horses and its three dead gunners — horrible death, the men’s faces had been black like the faces of negroes, black and swollen from gas, or was it from putrefaction? There had been the deserted and wounded charger with its fore-leg hanging as though by a rag. Near by had been lying a dead young Uhlan, and Stephen had shot the beast with his revolver, but Mary had suddenly started sobbing: Oh, God! Oh, God! It was dumb — it couldn’t speak. It’s so awful somehow to see a thing suffer when it can’t ask you why!’ She had sobbed a long time, and Stephen had not known how to console her.

And now the Unit was creeping forward in the wake of the steadily advancing Allies. Billets would be changed as the base moved on slowly from devastated village to village. There seldom seemed to be a house left with a roof, or with anything much beyond its four walls, and quite often they must lie staring up at the stars, which would stare back again, aloof and untroubled. At about this time they grew very short of water, for most of the wells were said to have been poisoned; and this shortage of water was a very real torment, since it strictly curtailed the luxury of washing. Then what must Bless do but get herself hit while locating the position of a Poste de Secours which had most inconsiderately vanished. Like the Allied ambulance driver she was shot at, but in her case she happened to stop a bullet — it was only a flesh wound high up in the arm, yet enough to render her useless for a moment. She had had to be sent back to hospital, so once again the Unit was short-handed.

It turned hot, and in place of the dampness and the cold, came days and nights that seemed almost breathless; days when the wounded must lie out in the sun, tormented by flies as they waited their turn to be lifted into the ambulances. And as though misfortunes attracted each other, as though indeed they were hunting in couples, Stephen’s face was struck by a splinter of shell, and her right cheek cut open rather badly. It was neatly stitched up by the little French doctor at the Poste de Secours, and when he had finished with his needle and dressings, he bowed very gravely: ‘Mademoiselle will carry an honourable scar as a mark of her courage,’ and he bowed yet again, so that in the end Stephen must also bow gravely. Fortunately, however, she could still do her job, which was all to the good for the short-handed Unit.
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On an autumn afternoon of blue sky and sunshine, Stephen had the Croix de Guerre pinned on her breast by a white-haired and white-moustached general. First came the motherly Mrs. Claude Breakspeare, whose tunic looked much too tight for her bosom, then Stephen and one or two other members of that valiant and untiring Unit. The general kissed each one in turn on both cheeks, while overhead hovered a fleet of Aces; troops presented arms, veteran troops tried in battle, and having the set look of war in their eyes — for the French have a very nice taste in such matters. And presently Stephen’s bronze Croix de Guerre would carry three miniature stars on its ribbon and, each star would stand for a mention in despatches.

That evening she and Mary walked over the fields to a little town not very far from their billets. They paused for a moment to watch the sunset, and Mary stroked the new Croix de Guerre; then she looked straight up into Stephen’s eyes, her mouth shook, and Stephen saw that she was crying. After this they must walk hand in hand for a while. Why not? There was no one just then to see them.

Mary said: ‘All my life I’ve been waiting for something.’

‘What was it, my dear?’ Stephen asked her gently.

And Mary answered: ‘I’ve been waiting for you, and it’s seemed such a dreadful long time, Stephen.’

The barely healed wound across Stephen’s cheek flushed darlky, for what could she find to answer?

‘For me?’ she stammered.

Mary nodded gravely: ‘Yes, for you. I’ve always been waiting for you; and after the war you’ll send me away.’ Then she suddenly caught hold of Stephen’s sleeve: ‘Let me come with you — don’t send me away, I want to be near you...I can’t explain...but I only want to be near you, Stephen. Stephen — say you won’t send me away...

Stephen’s hand closed over the Croix de Guerre, but the metal of valour felt cold to her fingers; dead and cold it felt at that moment, as the courage that had set it upon her breast. She stared straight ahead of her into the sunset, trembling because of what she would answer.

Then she said very slowly: ‘After the war — no, I won’t send you away from me, Mary.’






  








Chapter Thirty-seven
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The most stupendous and heartbreaking folly of our times drew towards its abrupt conclusion. By November the Unit was stationed at St. Quentin in a little hotel, which although very humble, seemed like paradise after the dug-outs.

A morning came when a handful of the members were together in the coffee-room, huddled round a fire that was principally composed of damp brushwood. At one moment the guns could be heard distinctly, the next, something almost unnatural had happened — there was silence, as though death had turned on himself, smiting his own power of destruction. No one spoke, they just sat and stared at each other with faces entirely devoid of emotion; their faces looked blank, like so many masks from which had been sponged every trace of expression — and they waited — listening to that silence.

The door opened and in walked an untidy Poilu; his manner was casual, his voice apathetic: ‘Eh bien, mesdames, c’est l’Armistice.’ But his shining brown eyes were not at all apathetic. ‘Oui, c’est l’Armistice,’ he repeated coolly; then he shrugged, as a man might do who would say: ‘What is all this to me?’ After which he grinned broadly in spite of himself, he was still very young, and turning on his heel he departed.

Stephen said: So it’s over,’ and she looked at Mary, who had jumped up, and was looking in her turn at Stephen.

Mary said: This means...’ but she stopped abruptly.

Bless said: ‘Got a match, anyone? Oh, thanks!’ And she groped for her white-metal cigarette case.

Howard said: ‘Well, the first thing I’m going to do is to get my hair properly shampooed in Paris.’

Thurloe laughed shrilly, then she started to whistle, kicking the recalcitrant fire as she did so.

But funny, old, monosyllabic Blakeney with her curly white hair cropped as close as an Uhlan’s — Blakeney who had long ago done with emotions — quite suddenly laid her arms on the table and her head on her arms, and she wept, and she wept.
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Stephen stayed with the Unit right up to the eve of its departure for Germany, then she left it, taking Mary Llewellyn with her. Their work was over; remained only the honour of joining the army’s triumphal progress, but Mary Llewellyn was completely worn out, and Stephen had no thought except for Mary.

They said farewell to Mrs. Claude Breakspeare, to Howard and Blakeney and the rest of their comrades. And Stephen knew, as indeed did they also, that a mighty event had slipped into the past, had gone from them into the realms of history — something terrible yet splendid, a oneness with life in its titanic struggle against death. Not a woman of them all but felt vaguely regretful in spite of the infinite blessing of peace, for none could know what the future might hold of trivial days filled with trivial actions. Great wars will be followed by great discontents — the pruning knife has been laid to the tree, and the urge to grow throbs through its mutilated branches.

3
 

The house in the Rue Jacob was en fete in honour of Stephen’s arrival. Pierre had rigged up an imposing flagstaff’, from which waved a brand new tricolour commandeered by Pauline from the neighbouring baker; flowers had been placed in the study vases, while Adèle had contrived to produce the word ‘welcome’ in immortelles, as the piece de resistance, and had hung it above the doorway.

Stephen shook hands with them all in turn, and she introduced Mary, who also shook hands. Then Adèle must start to gabble about Jean, who was quite safe although not a captain; and Pauline must interrupt her to tell of the neighbouring baker who had lost his four sons, and of one of her brothers who had lost his right leg — her face very dour and her voice very cheerful, as was always the way when she told of misfortunes. And presently she must also deplore the long straight scar upon Stephen’s cheek: ‘Oh, la pauvre! Pour une dame c’est un vrai désastre!’ But Pierre must point to the green and red ribbon in Stephen’s lapel: ‘C’est la Croix de Guerre!’ so that in the end they all gathered round to admire that half-inch of honour and glory.

Oh, yes, this home-coming was as friendly and happy as goodwill and warm Breton hearts could make it. Yet Stephen was oppressed by a sense of restraint when she took Mary up to the charming bedroom overlooking the garden, and she spoke abruptly.

‘This will be your room.’

‘It’s beautiful, Stephen.’

After that they were silent, perhaps because there was so much that might not be spoken between them:

The dinner was served by a beaming Pierre, an excellent dinner, more than worthy of Pauline; but neither of them managed to eat very much — they were far too acutely conscious of each other. When the meal was over they went into the study where, in spite of the abnormal shortage of fuel, Adèle had managed to build a huge fire which blazed recklessly half up the chimney. The room smelt slightly of hothouse flowers, of leather, of old wood and vanished years, and after a while of cigarette smoke.

Then Stephen forced herself to speak lightly: ‘Come and sit over here by the fire,’ she said, smiling.

So Mary obeyed, sitting down beside her, and she laid a hand upon Stephen’s knee; but Stephen appeared not to notice that hand, for she just let it lie there and went on talking.

‘I’ve been thinking, Mary, hatching all sorts of schemes. I’d like to get you right away for a bit, the weather seems pretty awful in Paris. Puddle once told me about Teneriffe, she went there ages ago with a pupil. She stayed at a place called Orotava; it’s lovely, I believe — do you think you’d enjoy it? I might manage to hear of a villa with a garden, and then you could just slack about in the sunshine.’

Mary said, very conscious of the unnoticed hand: ‘Do you really want to go away, Stephen? Wouldn’t it interfere with your writing?’ Her voice, Stephen thought, sounded strained and unhappy.

Of course I want to go,’ Stephen reassured her, ‘I’ll work all the better for a holiday. Anyhow, I must see you looking more fit,’ and she suddenly laid her hand over Mary’s.

The strange sympathy which sometimes exists between two human bodies, so that a touch will stir many secret and perilous emotions, closed down on them both at that moment of contact, and they sat unnaturally still by the fire, feeling that in their stillness lay safety. But presently Stephen went on talking, and now she talked of purely practical matters. Mary must go for a fortnight to her cousins, she had better go almost at once, and remain there while Stephen herself went to Morton. Eventually they would meet in London and from there motor straight away to Southampton, for Stephen would have taken their passages, and if possible found a furnished villa, before she went down to Morton. She talked on and on, and as she did so her fingers tightened and relaxed abruptly on the hand that she had continued to hold, so that Mary imprisoned those nervous fingers in her own, and Stephen made no resistance.

Then Mary, like many another before her, grew as happy as she had been downhearted; for the merest trifles are often enough to change the trend of mercurial emotions such as beset the heart in its youth; and she looked at Stephen with gratitude in her eyes, and with something far more fundamental of which she herself was unconscious. And now she began to talk in her turn. She could type fairly well, was a very good speller; she would type Stephen’s books, take care of her papers, answer her letters, look after the house, even beard the lugubrious Pauline in her kitchen. Next autumn she would write to Holland for bulbs — they must have lots of bulbs in their city garden, and in summer they ought to manage some roses — Paris was less cruel to flowers than London. Oh, and might she have pigeons with wide, white tails? They would go so well with the old marble fountain.

Stephen listened, nodding from time to time. Yes, of course she could have her white fan-tail pigeons, and her bulbs and her roses, could have anything she pleased, if only she would get quite well and be happy.

At this Mary laughed: ‘Oh, Stephen, my dear — don’t you know that I’m really terribly happy?’

Pierre came in with the evening letters; there was one from Anna and another from Puddle. There was also a lengthy epistle from Brockett who was praying, it seemed, for demobilization. Once released, he must go for a few weeks to England, but after that he was coming to Paris.

He wrote: ‘I’m longing to see you again and Valérie Seymour. By the way, how goes it? Valérie writes that you never rang her up. It’s a pity you’re so unsociable, Stephen; unwholesome, I call it, you’ll be bagging a shell like a hermit crab, or growing hairs on your chin, or a wart on your nose, or worse still a complex. You might even take to a few nasty habits towards middle life — better read Ferenczi! Why were you so beastly to Valérie, I wonder. She is such a darling and she likes you so much, only the other day she wrote: “When you see Stephen Gordon give her my love, and tell her that nearly all streets in Paris lead sooner or later to Valérie Seymour.” You might write her a line, and you might write to me — already I’m finding your silence suspicious. Are you in love? I’m just crazy to know, so why deny me that innocent pleasure? After all, we’re told to rejoice with those who rejoice — may I send my congratulations? Vague but exciting rumours have reached me. And by the way, Valérie’s very forgiving, so don’t feel shy about telephoning to her. She’s one of those highly developed souls who bob up serenely after a snubbing, as do I, your devoted Brockett.’

Stephen glanced at Mary as she folded the letter: ‘Isn’t it time you went off to bed?’

‘Don’t send me away.’

‘I must, you’re so tired. Come on, there’s a good child, you look tired and sleepy.’

‘I’m not a bit sleepy!’

‘All the same it’s high time.’

‘Are you coming?’

‘Not yet, I must answer some letters.’

Mary got up, and just for a moment their eyes met, then Stephen looked away quickly: ‘Good night, Mary.’

‘Stephen...won’t you kiss me good night? It’s our first night together here in your home. Stephen, do you know that you’ve never kissed me?’

The clock chimed ten, a rose on the desk fell apart, its overblown petals disturbed by that almost imperceptible vibration. Stephen’s heart brat thickly.

‘Do you want me to kiss you?’

‘More than anything else in the world,’ said Mary.

Then Stephen suddenly came to her senses, and she managed to smile: ‘Very well, my dear,’ She kissed the girl quietly on her cheek. ‘And now you really must go to bed, Mary.’

After Mary had gone she tried to write letters; a few lines to Anna, announcing her visit; a few lines to Puddle and to Mademoiselle Duphot — the latter she felt that she had shamefully neglected. But in none of these letters did she mention Mary. Brockett’s effusion she left unanswered. Then she took her unfinished novel from its drawer, but it seemed very dreary and unimportant, so she laid it aside again with a sigh, and locking the drawer put the key in her pocket.

And now she could no longer keep it at bay, the great joy, the great pain in her heart that was Mary. She had only to call and Mary would come, bringing all her faith, her youth and her ardour. Yes, she had only to call, and yet — would she ever be cruel enough to call Mary? Her mind recoiled at that word; why cruel? She and Mary loved and needed each other. She could give the girl luxury, make her secure so that she need never fight for her living; she should have every comfort that money could buy. Mary was not strong enough to fight for her living. And then she, Stephen, was no longer a child to be frightened and humbled by this situation. There was many another exactly like her in this very city, in every city; and they did not all live out crucified lives, denying their bodies, stultifying their brains, becoming the victims of their own frustrations. On the contrary, they lived natural lives — lives that to them were perfectly natural. They had their passions like everyone else, and why not? They were surely entitled to their passions? They attracted too, that was the irony of it, she herself had attracted Mary Llewellyn — the girl was quite simply and openly in love. ‘All my life I’ve been waiting for something...’ Mary had said that, she had said: ‘All my’ life I’ve been waiting for something...I’ve been waiting for you.’

Men — they were selfish, arrogant, possessive. What could they do for Mary Llewellyn? What could a man give that she could not? A child? But she would give Mary such a love as would be complete in itself without children. Mary would have no room in her heart, in her life, for a child, if she came to Stephen. All things they would be the one to the other, should they stand in that limitless relationship; father, mother, friend, and lover, all things — the amazing completeness of it; and Mary, the child, the friend, the beloved. With the terrible bonds of her dual nature, she could bind Mary fast, and the pain would be sweetness, so that the girl would cry out for that sweetness, hugging her chains always closer to her. The world would condemn but they would rejoice; glorious outcasts, unashamed, triumphant!

She began to pace restlessly up and down the room, as had ever been her wont in moments of emotion. Her face grew ominous, heavy and brooding; the fine line of her mouth was a little marred; her eyes were less clear, less the servants of her spirit than the slaves of her anxious and passionate body; the red scar on her cheek stood out like a wound. Then quite suddenly she had opened the door, and was staring at the dimly lighted staircase. She took a step forward and then stopped; appalled, dumb-founded at herself, at this thing she was doing. And as she stood there as though turned to stone, she remembered another and spacious study, she remembered a lanky colt of a girl whose glance had kept straying towards the windows; she remembered a man who had held out his hand: Stephen, come here...What is honour, my daughter?’

Honour, good God! Was this her honour? Mary, whose nerves had been strained to breaking! A dastardly thing it would be to drag her through the maze of passion, with no word of warning. Was she to know nothing of what lay before her, of the price she would have to pay for such love? She was young and completely ignorant of life; she knew only that she loved, and the young were ardent. She would give all that Stephen might ask of her and more, for the young were not only ardent but generous. And through giving all she would be left defenceless, neither forewarned nor forearmed against a world that would turn like a merciless beast and rend her. It was horrible. No, Mary must not give until she had counted the cost of that gift, until she was restored in body and mind, and was able to form a considered judgment.

Then Stephen must tell her the cruel truth, she must say: ‘I am one of those whom God marked on the forehead. Like Cain, I am marked and blemished. If you come to me, Mary, the world will abhor you, will persecute you, will call you unclean. Our love may be faithful even unto death and beyond — yet the world will call it unclean. We may harm no living creature by our love; we may grow more perfect in understanding and in charity because of our loving; but all this will not save you from the scourge of a world that will turn away its eyes from your noblest actions, finding only corruption and vileness in you. You will see men and women defiling each other, laying the burden of their sins upon their children. You will see unfaithfulness, lies and deceit among those whom the world views with approbation. You will find that many have grown hard of heart, have grown greedy, selfish, cruel and lustful; and then you will turn to me and will say: “You and I are more worthy of respect than these people. Why does the world persecute us, Stephen?” And I shall answer: “Because in this world there is only toleration for the so-called normal.” And when you come to me for protection, I shall say: “I cannot protect you, Mary, the world has deprived me of my right to protect; I am utterly helpless, I can only love you”.’

And now Stephen was trembling. In spite of her strength and her splendid physique, she must stand there and tremble. She felt deathly cold, her teeth chattered with cold, and when she moved her steps were unsteady. She must climb the wide stairs with infinite care, in case she should inadvertently stumble; must lift her feet slowly, and with infinite care, because if she stumbled she might wake Mary.
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Ten days later Stephen was saying to her mother: ‘I’ve been needing a change for a very long time. It’s rather lucky that girl I met in the Unit is free and able to go with me. We’ve taken a villa at Orotava, it’s supposed to be furnished and they’re leaving the servants, but heaven only knows what the house will be like, it belongs to a Spaniard; however, there’ll be sunshine.’

‘I believe Orotava’s delightful,’ said Anna.

But Puddle, who was looking at Stephen, said nothing.

That night Stephen knocked at Puddle’s door: ‘May I come in?’

‘Yes, come in do, my dear. Come and sit by the fire — shall I make you some cocoa?’

‘No, thanks.’

A long pause while Puddle slipped into her dressing-gown of soft, grey Viyella. Then she also drew a chair up to the fire, and after a little: ‘It’s good to see you — your old teacher’s been missing you rather—’

‘Not more than I’ve been missing her, Puddle.’ Was that quite true? Stephen suddenly flushed, and both of them grew very silent.

Puddle knew quite well that Stephen was unhappy. They had not lived side by side all these years, for Puddle to fail now in intuition; she felt certain that something grave had happened, and her instinct warned her of what this might be, so that she secretly trembled a little. For no young and inexperienced girl sat beside her, but a woman of nearly thirty-two, who was far beyond the reach of her guidance. This woman would settle her problems for herself and in her own way — had indeed always done so. Puddle must try to be tactful in her questions.

She said gently: ‘Tell me about your new friend. You met her in the Unit?’

‘Yes — we met in the Unit,’ as I told you this evening — her name’s Mary Llewellyn.’

‘How old is she, Stephen?’

‘Not quite twenty-two.’

Puddle said: ‘Very young — not yet twenty-two...’ then she glanced at Stephen, and fell silent.

But now Stephen went on talking more quickly: ‘I’m glad you asked me about her, Puddle, because I intend to give her a home. She’s got no one except some distant cousins, and as far as I can see they don’t want her. I shall let her have a try at typing my work, as she’s asked to, it will make her feel independent; otherwise, of course, she’ll be perfectly free — if it’s not a success she can always leave me — but rather hope it will be a success. She’s companionable, we like the same things, anyhow she’ll give me an interest in life...

Puddle thought: ‘She’s not going to tell me.’

Stephen took out her cigarette case from which she produced a clear little snapshot: ‘It’s not very good, it was done at the front.’ But Puddle was gazing at Mary Llewellyn. Then she looked up abruptly and saw Stephen’s eyes — without a word she handed back the snapshot.

Stephen said: ‘Now I want to talk about you. Will you go to Paris at once, or stay here until we come home from Orotava? It’s just as you like, the house is quite ready, you’ve only got to send Pauline a postcard; they’re expecting you at any moment.’ And she waited for Puddle’s answer.

Then Puddle, that small but indomitable fighter, stood forth all alone to do battle with herself, to strike down a sudden hot jealousy, a sudden and almost fierce resentment. And she saw that self as a tired old woman, a woman grown dull and tired with long service; a woman who had outlived her reason for living, whose companionship was now useless to Stephen. A woman who suffered from rheumatism in the winter and from lassitude in the summer; a woman who when young had never known youth, except as a scourge to a sensitive conscience. And now she was old and what had life left her? Not even the privilege of guarding her friend — for Puddle knew well that her presence in Paris would only embarrass while unable to hinder. Nothing could stay fate if the hour had struck; and yet, from the very bottom of her soul, she was fearing that hour for Stephen. And — who shall presume to accuse or condemn? — she actually found it in her to pray that Stephen might be granted some measure of fulfilment, some palliative for the wound of existence: ‘Not like me — don’t let her grow old as I’ve done.’ Then she suddenly remembered that Stephen was waiting.

She said quietly: ‘Listen, my dear, I’ve been thinking; I don’t feel that I ought to leave your mother, her heart’s not very strong — nothing serious, of course — still, she oughtn’t to live all alone at Morton; and quite apart from the question of health, living alone’s a melancholy business. There’s another thing too. I’ve grown tired and lazy, and I don’t want to pull up my roots if I can help it. When one’s getting on in years, one gets set in one’s ways, and my ways fit in very well with Morton. I didn’t want to come here, Stephen, as I told you, but I was all wrong, for your mother needs me — she needs me more now than during the war, because during the war she had occupation. Oh, but good heavens! I’m a silly old woman — did you know that I used to get homesick for England? I used to get homesick for penny buns. Imagine it, and I was living in Paris! Only—’ And now her voice broke a little: ‘Only, if ever you should feel that you need me, if ever you should feel that you want my advice or my help, you’d send for me, wouldn’t you, my dear? Because old as I am, I’d be able to run if I thought that you really needed me, Stephen.’

Stephen held out her hand and Puddle grasped it. ‘There are some things I can’t express,’ Stephen said slowly; ‘I can’t express my gratitude to you for all you’ve done — I can’t find any words. But — I want you to know that I’m trying to play straight.’

‘You’d always play straight in the end,’ said Puddle.

And so, after nearly eighteen years of life together, these two staunch friends and companions had now virtually parted.






  








Chapter Thirty-eight
 

1
 

The Villa del Ciprés at Orotava was built on a headland above the Puerto. It had taken its name from its fine cypress trees, of which there were many in the spacious garden. At the Puerto there were laughter, shouting and singing as the oxen wagons with their crates of bananas came grating and stumbling down to the wharf. At the Puerto one might almost have said there was commerce, for beyond the pier waited the dirty fruit steamers; but the Villa del Ciprés stood proudly aloof like a Spanish grandee who had seen better days — one felt that it literally hated commerce.

The villa was older than the streets of the Puerto, though much grass grew between their venerable cobbles. It was older than the oldest villas on the hill, the hill that was known as old Orotava, though their green latticed shutters were bleached by the sun of innumerable semitropical summers. It was so old indeed, that no peasant could have told you precisely when it had come into being; the records were lost, if they had ever existed — for its history one had to apply to its owner. But then its owner was always in Spain, and his agent who kept the place in repair, was too lazy to bother himself over trifles. What could it matter when the first stone was laid, or who laid it? The villa was always well let — he would yawn, roll a cigarette in his fingers, lick the paper with the thick, red tip of his tongue, and finally go to sleep in the sunshine to dream only of satisfactory commissions.

The Villa del Ciprés was a low stone house that had once been, tinted a lemon yellow. Its shutters were greener than those on the hill, for every ten years or so they were painted. All its principal windows looked over the sea that lay at the foot of the little headland. There were large, dim rooms with rough mosaic floors and walls that were covered by ancient frescoes. Some of these frescoes were primitive but holy, others were primitive but distinctly less holy; however, they were all so badly defaced, that the tenants were spared what might otherwise have been rather a shock at the contrast. The furniture, although very good of its kind, was sombre, and moreover it was terribly scanty, for its owner was far too busy in Seville to attend to his villa at Orotava. But one glory the old house did certainly possess; its garden, a veritable Eden of a garden; obsessed by a kind of primitive urge towards all manner of procreation. It was hot with sunshine and the flowing of sap, so that even its shade held a warmth in its greenness, while the virile growth of its flowers and its trees gave off a strangely disturbing fragrance. These trees had long been a haven for birds, from the crested hoopoes to the wild canaries who kept up a chorus of song in the branches.
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Stephen and Mary arrived at the Villa del Ciprés, not very long after Christmas. They had spent their Christmas Day aboard ship, and on landing had stayed for a week at Santa Cruz before taking the long, rough drive to Orotava. And as though the fates were being propitious, or unpropitious perhaps — who shall say? — the garden was looking its loveliest, almost melodramatic it looked in the sunset. Mary gazed round her wide-eyed with pleasure; but after a while her eyes must turn, as they always did now, to rest upon Stephen; while Stephen’s uncertain and melancholy eyes must look back with great love in their depths for Mary.

Together they made the tour of the villa, and when this was over Stephen laughed a little: ‘Not much of anything is there, Mary?’ ‘No, but quite enough. Who wants tables and chairs?’

‘Well, if you’re contented. I am,’ Stephen told her. And indeed, so far as the Villa del Ciprés went, they were both very well contented.

They discovered that the indoor staff would consist of two peasants; a plump, smiling woman called Concha, who adhered to the ancient tradition of the island and tied her head up in a white linen kerchief, and a girl whose black hair was elaborately dressed, and whose cheeks were very obviously powdered — Concha’s niece she was, by name Esmeralda. Esmeralda looked cross, but this may have been because she squinted so badly.

In the garden worked a handsome person called Ramon, together with Pedro, a youth of sixteen. Pedro was light-hearted, precocious and spotty. He hated his simple work in the garden; what he liked was driving his father’s mules for the tourists, according to Ramon. Ramon spoke English passably well; he had picked it up from the numerous tenants and was proud of this fact, so while bringing in the luggage he paused now and then to impart information. It was better to hire mules and donkeys from the father of Pedro — he had very fine mules and donkeys. It was better to take Pedro and none other as your guide, for thus would be saved any little ill-feeling. It was better to let Concha do all the shopping — she was honest and wise as the Blessed Virgin. It was better never to scold Esmeralda, who was sensitive on account of her squint and therefore inclined to be easily wounded. If you wounded the heart of Esmeralda, she walked out of the house and Concha walked with her. The island women were often like this; you upset them and per Dios, your dinner would burn! They would not even wait to attend to your dinner.

‘You come home,’ smiled Ramon, ‘and you say, “What burns? Is my villa on fire?” Then you call and you call. No answer...all gone!’ And he spread out his hands with a wide and distressingly empty gesture.

Ramon said it was better to buy flowers from him: ‘I cut fresh from the garden when you want,’ he coaxed gently. He spoke even his broken English with the soft, rather sing-song drawl of the local peasants.

‘But aren’t they our flowers?’ inquired Mary, surprised.

Ramon shook his head: ‘Yours to see, yours to touch, but not yours to take, only mine to take — I sell them as part of my little payment. But to you I sell very cheap, Señorita, because you resemble the santa noche that makes our gardens smell sweet at night. I will show you our beautiful santa noche.’ He was thin as a lath and as brown as a chestnut, and his shirt was quite incredibly dirty; but when he walked he moved like a king on his rough bare feet with their broken toenails. ‘This evening I make you a present of my flowers; I bring you a very big bunch of tabachero,’ he remarked.

Oh, you mustn’t do that,’ protested Mary, getting out her purse. But Ramon looked offended: ‘I have said it. I give you the tabachero.’
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Their dinner consisted of a local fish fried in oil — the fish had a very strange figure, and the oil, Stephen thought, tasted slightly rancid; there was also a small though muscular chicken. But Concha had provided large baskets of fruit; loquats still warm from the tree that bred them, the full flavoured little indigenous bananas, oranges sweet as though dripping honey, custard apples and guavas had Concha provided, together with a bottle of the soft yellow wine so dearly beloved of the island Spaniards.

Outside in the garden there was luminous darkness. The night had a quality of glory about it, the blue glory peculiar to Africa and seen seldom or never in our more placid climate. A warm breeze stirred the eucalyptus trees and their crude, harsh smell was persistently mingled with the thick scents of heliotrope and datura, with the sweet but melancholy scent of jasmine, with the faint, unmistakable odour of cypress. Stephen lit a cigarette: Shall we go out, Mary?’

They stood for a minute looking up at the stars, so much larger and brighter than stars seen in England. From a pond on the farther side of the villa, came the queer, hoarse chirping of innumerable frogs singing their prehistoric love songs. A star fell, shooting swiftly earthward through the darkness.

Then the sweetness that was Mary seemed to stir and mingle with the very urgent sweetness of that garden; with the dim, blue glory of the African night, and with all the stars in their endless courses, so that Stephen could have wept aloud as she stood there, because of the words that must not be spoken. For now that this girl was returning to health, her youth was becoming even more apparent, and something in the quality of Mary’s youth, something terrible and ruthless as an unsheathed sword, would leap out at such moments and stand between them.

Mary slipped a small, cool hand into Stephen’s, and they walked on towards the edge of the headland. For a long time they gazed out over the sea, while their thoughts were always of one another. But Mary’s thoughts were not very coherent, and because she was filled with a vague discontent, she sighed and moved even nearer to Stephen, who suddenly put an arm round her shoulder.

Stephen said: ‘Are you tired, you little child?’ And her husky voice was infinitely gentle, so that Mary’s eyes filled with sudden tears.

She answered: ‘I’ve waited a long, long time, all my life — and now that I’ve found you at last, I can’t get near you. Why is it? Tell me.’

‘Aren’t you near? It seems to me you’re quite near!’ And Stephen must smile in spite of herself.

‘Yes, but you feel such a long way away.’

‘That’s because you’re not only tired out but foolish!’

Yet they lingered; for when they returned to the villa they would part, and they dreaded these moments of parting. Sometimes they would suddenly remember the night before it had fallen, and when this happened each would be conscious of a very great sadness which their hearts would divine, the one from the other.

But presently Stephen took Mary’s arm: ‘I believe that big star’s moved over more than six inches I It’s late — we must have been out here for ages.’ And she led the girl slowly back to the villa.
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The days slipped by, days of splendid sunshine that gave bodily health and strength to Mary. Her pale skin was tanned to a healthful brown, and her eyes no longer looked heavy with fatigue — only now their expression was seldom happy.

She and Stephen would ride far afield on their mules; they would often ride right up into the mountains, climbing the hill to old Orotava where the women sat at their green postigos through the long, quiet hours of their indolent day and right on into the evening. The walls of the town would be covered with flowers, jasmine, plumbago and bougainvillea. But they would not linger in old Orotava; pressing on they would climb always up and up to the region of heath and trailing arbutus, and beyond that again to the higher slopes that had once been the home of a mighty forest. Now, only a few Spanish chestnut trees remained to mark the decline of that forest.

Sometimes they took their luncheon along, and when they did this young Pedro went with them, for he it was who must drive the mule that carried Concha’s ample lunch-basket. Pedro adored these impromptu excursions, they made an excuse for neglecting the garden. He would saunter along chewing blades of grass, or the stem of some flower he had torn from a wall; or perhaps he would sing softly under his breath, for he knew many songs of his native island. But if the mule Celestino should stumble, or presume, in his turn, to tear flowers from the wall, then Pedro would suddenly cease his soft singing and shout guttural remarks to old Celestino: Vaya, burro! Celestino, arre! Arre — boo!’ he would shout with a slap, so that Celestino must swallow his flowers in one angry gulp, before having a sly kick at Pedro.

The lunch would be eaten in the cool upland air, while the beasts stood near at hand, placidly grazing. Against a sky of incredible blueness the Peak would gleam as though powdered with crystal — Teide, mighty mountain of snow with the heart of fire and the brow of crystal. Down the winding tracks would come goats with their herds, the tinkle of goat-bells breaking the stillness. And as all such things have seemed wonderful to lovers throughout the ages, even so now they seemed very wonderful to Mary and Stephen.

There were days when, leaving the uplands for the vale, they would ride past the big banana plantations and the glowing acres of ripe tomatoes. Geraniums and agaves would be growing side by side in the black volcanic dust of the roadway. From the stretching Valley of Orotava they would see the rugged line of the mountains. The mountains would look blue, like the African nights, all save Teide, clothed in her crystalline whiteness.

And now while they sat together in the garden at evening, there would sometimes come beggars, singing; ragged fellows who played deftly on their guitars and sang songs whose old melodies hailed from Spain, but whose words sprang straight from the heart of the island:

A-a-a-y! Before I saw thee I was at peace,

But now I am tormented because I have seen thee. Take away mine eyes, oh, enemy! Oh, beloved!

Take away mine eyes, for they have turned me to fire. My blood is as the fire in the heart of Teide.

A-a-a-y! Before I saw thee I was at peace.’

The strange minor music with its restless rhythms, possessed a very potent enchantment, so that the heart beat faster to hear it, and the mind grew mazed with forbidden thoughts, and the soul grew heavy with the infinite sadness of fulfilled desire; but the body knew only the urge towards a complete fulfilment...A-a-a-y! Before I saw thee I was at peace.’

They would not understand the soft Spanish words, and yet as they sat there they could but divine their meaning, for love is no slave of mere language. Mary would want Stephen to take her in her arms, so must rest her cheek against Stephen’s shoulder, as though they two had a right to such music, had a right to their share in the love songs of the world. But Stephen would always move away quickly.

‘Let’s go in,’ she would mutter; and her voice would sound rough, for that bright sword of youth would have leapt out between them.
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There came days when they purposely avoided each other, trying to find peace in separation. Stephen would go for long rides alone, leaving Mary to idle about the villa; and when she got back Mary would not speak, but would wander away by herself to the garden. For Stephen had grown almost harsh at times, possessed as she now was by something like terror, since it seemed to her that what she must say to this creature she loved would come as a death-blow, that all youth and all joy would be slain in Mary.

Tormented in body and mind and spirit, she would push the girl away from her roughly: ‘Leave me alone, I can’t bear any more!’ ‘Stephen — I don’t understand. Do you hate me?’

‘Hate your Of course you don’t understand — only, I tell you I simply can’t bear it.’

They would stare at each other pale-faced and shaken.

The long nights became even harder to endure, for now they would feel so terribly divided. Their days would be heavy with misunderstandings, their nights filled with doubts, apprehensions and longings. They would often have parted as enemies, and therein would lie the great loneliness of it.

As time went on they grew deeply despondent, their despondency robbing the sun of its brightness, robbing the little goat-bells of their music, robbing the dark of its luminous glory. The songs of the beggars who sang in the garden at the hour when the santa noche smelt sweetest, those songs would seem full of a cruel jibing: A-a-a-y! Before I saw thee I was at peace, but now I am tormented because I have seen thee.’

Thus were all things becoming less good in their sight, less perfect because of their own frustration.
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But Mary Llewellyn was no coward and no weakling, and one night, at long last, pride came to her rescue. She said: ‘I want to speak to you, Stephen.’

‘Not now, it’s so late — tomorrow morning.’

‘No, now.’ And she followed Stephen into her bedroom.

For a moment they avoided each other’s eyes, then Mary began to talk rather fast: ‘I can’t stay. It’s all been a heart-breaking mistake. I thought you wanted me because you cared. I thought — oh, I don’t know what I thought — but I won’t accept your charity, Stephen, not now that you’ve grown to hate me like this — I’m going back home to England. I forced myself on you. I asked you to take me. I must have been mad; you just took me out of pity; you thought that I was ill and you felt sorry for me. Well, now I’m not ill and not mad any more, and I’m going. Every time I come near you you shrink or push me away as though I repelled you. But I want us to part quickly because...’ Her voice broke: ‘because it torments me to be always with you and to feel that you’ve literally grown to hate me. I can’t stand it; I’d rather not see you, Stephen.’

Stephen stared at her, white and aghast. Then all in a moment the restraint of years was shattered as though by some mighty convulsion. She remembered nothing, was conscious of nothing except that the creature she loved was going.

‘You child,’ she gasped, ‘you don’t understand, you can’t understand — God help me, I love you!’ And now she had the girl in her arms and was kissing her eyes and her mouth: ‘Mary...Mary...They stood there lost to all sense of time, to all sense of reason, to all things save each other, in the grip of what can be one of the most relentless of all the human emotions.

Then Stephen’s arms suddenly fell to her side: ‘Stop, stop for God’s sake — you’ve got to listen.’

Oh, but now she must pay to the uttermost farthing for the madness that had left those words unspoken — even as her father had paid before her. With Mary’s kisses still hot on her lips, she must pay and pay unto the uttermost farthing. And because of an anguish that seemed past endurance, she spoke roughly; the words when they came were cruel. She spared neither the girl who must listen to them, nor herself who must force her to stand there and listen.

‘Have you understood? Do you realize now what it’s going to mean if you give yourself to me?’ Then she stopped abruptly...Mary was crying.

Stephen said, and her voice had grown quite toneless: ‘It’s too much to ask — you’re right; it’s too much. I had to tell you — forgive me, Mary.’

But Mary turned on her with very bright eyes: ‘You can say that — you, who talk about loving! What do I care for all you’ve told me? What do I care for the world’s opinion? What do I care for anything but you, and you just as you are — as you are, I love you! Do you think I’m crying because of what you’ve told me? I’m crying because of your dear, scarred face...the misery on it...Can’t you understand that all that I am belongs to you, Stephen?’ Stephen bent down and kissed Mary’s hands very humbly, for now she could find no words any more...and that night they were not divided.






  








Chapter Thirty-nine
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A strange, though to them a very natural thing it seemed, this new and ardent fulfilment; having something fine and urgent about it that lay almost beyond the range of their wills. Something primitive and age-old as Nature herself, did their love appear to Mary and Stephen. For now they were in the grip of Creation, of Creation’s terrific urge to create; the urge that will sometimes sweep forward blindly alike into fruitful and sterile channels. That wellnigh intolerable life force would grip them, making them a part of its own existence; so that they who might never create a new life, were yet one at such moments with the fountain of living...Oh, great and incomprehensible unreason!

But beyond the bounds of this turbulent river would lie gentle and most placid harbours of refuge; harbours in which the body could repose with contentment, while the lips spoke low, indolent words, and the eyes beheld a dim, golden haze that blinded the while it revealed all beauty. Then Stephen would stretch out her hand and touch Mary where she lay, happy only to feel her nearness. The hours would slip by towards dawn or sunset; flowers would open and dose in the bountiful garden; and perhaps, if it should chance to be evening, beggars would come to that garden, singing; ragged fellows who played deftly on their guitars and sang songs whose old melodies hailed from Spain, but whose words sprang straight from the heart of the island:

‘Oh, thou whom I love, thou art small and guileless; Thy lips are as cool as the sea at moonrise. But after the moon there cometh the sun; After the evening there cometh the morning. The sea is warmed by the kiss of the sun, Even so shall my kisses bring warmth to thy lips, Oh, thou whom I love, thou art small and guileless.’

And now Mary need no longer sigh with unrest, need no longer lay her cheek against Stephen’s shoulder; for her rightful place was in Stephen’s arms and there she would be, overwhelmed by the peace that conies at such times to all happy lovers. They would sit together in a little arbour that looked out over miles upon miles of ocean. The water would flush with the after-glow, then change to a soft, indefinite purple; then, fired anew by the African night, would gleam with that curious, deep blue glory for a space before the swift rising of the moon. Thy lips are as cool as the sea at moonrise; but after the moon there cometh the sun.’

And Stephen as she held the girl in her arms, would feel that indeed she was all things to Mary; father, mother, friend and lover, all things; and Mary all things to her — the child, the friend, the beloved, all things. But Mary, because she was perfect woman, would rest without thought, without exultation, without question; finding no need to question since for her there was now only one thing — Stephen.
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Time, that most ruthless enemy of lovers, strode callously forward into the spring. It was March, so that down at the noisy Puerto the bougainvilleas were in their full glory, while up in the old town of Orotava bloomed great laden bushes of white camellias. In the garden of the villa the orange trees flowered, and the little arbour that looked over the sea was covered by an ancient wistaria vine whose mighty trunk was as thick as three saplings. But in spite of a haunting shadow of regret at the thought of leaving Orotava, Stephen was deeply and thankfully happy. A happiness such as she had never conceived could be hers now possessed her body and soul — and Mary also was happy.

Stephen would ask her: ‘Do I content you? Tell me, is there anything you want in the world?’

Mary’s answer was always the same; she would say very gravely: ‘Only you, Stephen.’

Ramon had begun to speculate about them, these two Englishwomen who were so devoted. He would shrug his shoulders — Dios! What did it matter? They were courteous to him and exceedingly generous. If the elder one had an ugly red scar down her cheek, the younger one seemed not to mind it. The younger one was beautiful though, as beautiful as the santa noche...some day she would get a real man to love her.

As for Concha and the cross-eyed Esmeralda, their tongues were muted by their ill-gotten gains. They grew rich, thanks to Stephen’s complete indifference to the price of such trifles as sugar and candles.

Esmeralda’s afflicted eyes were quite sharp, yet she said to Concha: ‘I see less than nothing.’

And Concha answered: ‘I also see nothing; it is better to suppose that there is nothing to see. They are wealthy and the big one is very careless — she trusts me completely and I do my utmost. She is so taken up with the amighita that I really believe I could easily rob her! Quien saber They are certainly queer those two — however, I am blind, it is better so; and in any case they are only the English!’

But Pedro was very sorely afflicted, for Pedro had fallen in love with Mary, and now he must stay at home in the garden when she and Stephen rode up to the mountains. Now they wished to be all alone it seemed, and what food they took would be stuffed into a pocket. It was spring and Pedro was deeply enamoured, so that he sighed as he tended the roses, sighed and stubbed the hard earth with his toes, and made insolent faces at the good-tempered Ramon, and killed flies with a kind of grim desperation, and sang songs of longing under his breath: ‘A-a-a-y! Thou art to me as the mountain. Would I could melt thy virginal snows...

‘Would I could kick thy behind!’ grinned Ramon.

One evening Mary asked Pedro to sing, speaking to him in her halting Spanish. So Pedro went off and got his guitar; but when he must stand there and sing before Mary he could only stammer a childish old song having in it nothing of passion and longing:

‘I was born on a reef that is washed by the sea; It is a part of Spain that is called Teneriffe. I was born on a reef...

sang the unhappy Pedro.

Stephen felt sorry for the lanky boy with the lovesick eyes, and so to console him she offered him money, ten pesetas — for she knew that these people set much store by money. But Pedro seemed to have grown very tall as he gently but firmly refused consolation. Then he suddenly burst into tears and fled, leaving his little guitar behind him.
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The days were too short, as were now the nights — those spring nights of soft heat and incredible moonlight. And because they both felt that something was passing, they would turn their minds to thoughts of the future. The future was drawing very near to the present; in less than three weeks they must start for Paris.

Mary would suddenly cling to Stephen: ‘Say that you’ll never leave me, beloved!’

‘How could I leave you and go on living?’

Thus their talk of the future would often drift into talk of love, that is always timeless. On their lips, as in their hearts, would be words such as countless other lovers had spoken, for love is the sweetest monotony that was ever conceived of by the Creator.

‘Promise you’ll never stop loving me, Stephen.’

‘Never. You know that I couldn’t, Mary.’

Even to themselves their vows would sound foolish, because so inadequate to compass their meaning. Language is surely too small to contain those emotions of mind and body that have somehow awakened a response in the spirit.

And now when they climbed the long hill to the town of old Orotava on their way to the mountains, they would pause to examine certain flowers minutely, or to stare down the narrow, shadowy by-streets. And when they had reached the cool upland places, and their mules were loosed and placidly grazing, they would sit hand in hand looking out at the Peak, trying to impress such pictures on their minds, because all things pass and they wished to remember. The goat-bells would break the lovely stillness, together with the greater stillness of their dreaming. But the sound of the bells would be lovely also, a part of their dreaming, a part of the stillness; for all things would seem to be welded together, to be one, even as they two were now one.

They no longer felt desolate, hungry outcasts; unloved and unwanted, despised of the world. They were lovers who walked in the vineyard of life, plucking the warm, sweet fruits of that vineyard. Love had lifted them up as on wings of fire, had made them courageous, invincible, enduring. Nothing could be lacking to those who loved — the very earth gave of her fullest bounty. The earth seemed to come alive in response to the touch of their healthful and eager bodies — nothing could be lacking to those who loved.

And thus in a cloud of illusion and glory, sped the last enchanted days at Orotava.
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Chapter Forty
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Early in April Stephen and Mary returned to the house in Paris. This second home-coming seemed wonderfully sweet by reason of its peaceful and happy completeness, so that they turned to smile at each other as they passed through the door, and Stephen said very softly:

‘Welcome home, Mary.’

And now for the first time the old house was home. Mary went quickly from room to room humming a little tune as she did so, feeling that she saw with a new understanding the inanimate objects which filled those rooms — were they not Stephen’s? Every now and again she must pause to touch them because they were Stephen’s. Then she turned and went into Stephen’s bedroom; not timidly, dreading to be unwelcome, but quite without fear or restraint or shyness, and this gave her a warm little glow of pleasure.

Stephen was busily grooming her hair with a couple of brushes that had been dipped in water. The water had darkened her hair in patches, but had deepened the wide wave above her forehead. Seeing Mary in the glass she did not turn round, but just smiled for a moment at their two reflections. Mary sat down in an arm-chair and watched her, noticing the strong, thin line of her thighs; noticing too the curve of her breasts — slight and compact, of a certain beauty. She had taken off her jacket and looked very tall in her soft silk shirt and her skirt of dark serge.

Tired?’ she inquired, glancing down at the girl.

‘No, not a bit tired,’ smiled Mary.

Stephen walked over to the stationary basin and proceeded to wash her hands under the tap, spotting her white silk cuffs in the process. Going to the cupboard she got out a clean shirt, slipped in a pair of simple gold cuff-links, and changed; after which she put on a new necktie.

Mary said: ‘Who’s been looking after your clothes — sewing on buttons and that sort of thing?’

‘I don’t know exactly — Puddle or Adèle. Why?’

‘Because I’m going to do it in future. You’ll find that I’ve got one very real talent, and that’s darning. When I darn the place looks like a basket, criss-cross. And I know how to pick up a ladder as well as the Invisible Mending people! It’s very important that the darns should be smooth, otherwise when you fence they might give you a blister.’

Stephen’s lips twitched a little, but she said quite gravely: ‘Thanks awfully, darling, we’ll go over my stockings.’

From the dressing-room next door came a series of thuds; Pierre was depositing Stephen’s luggage. Getting up, Mary opened the wardrobe, revealing a long, neat line of suits hanging from heavy mahogany shoulders — she examined each suit in turn with great interest. Presently she made her way to the cupboard in the wall; it was fitted with sliding shelves, and these she pulled out one by one with precaution. On the shelves there were orderly piles of shirts, crêpe de Chine pyjamas — quite a goodly assortment, and the heavy silk masculine underwear that for several years now had been worn by Stephen. Finally she discovered the stockings where they lay by themselves in the one long drawer, and these she proceeded to unfurl deftly, with a quick and slightly important movement. Thrusting a fist into toes and heels she looked for the holes that were non-existent.

‘You must have paid a lot for these stockings, they’re hand-knitted silk,’ murmured Mary gravely.

‘I forget what I paid — Puddle got them from England.’

Who did she order them from; do you know?’

‘I can’t remember; some woman or other.’

But Mary persisted: ‘I shall want her address.’

Stephen smiled: ‘Why? Are you going to order my stockings?’ ‘Darling! Do you think I’ll let you go barefoot? Of course I’m going to order your stockings.’

Stephen rested her elbow on the mantelpiece and stood gazing at Mary with her chin on her hand. As she did so she was struck once again by the look of youth that was characteristic of Mary. She looked much less than her twenty-two years in her simple dress with its leather belt — she looked indeed little more than a schoolgirl. And yet there was something quite new in her face, a soft, wise expression that Stephen had put there, so that she suddenly felt pitiful to see her so young yet so full of this wisdom; for sometimes the coming of passion to youth, in spite of its glory, will be strangely pathetic.

Mary rolled up the stockings with a sigh of regret; alas, they would not require darning. She was at the stage of being in love when she longed to do womanly tasks for Stephen. But all Stephen’s clothes were discouragingly neat; Mary thought that she must be very well served, which was true — she was served, as are certain men, with a great deal of nicety and care by the servants.

And now Stephen was filling her cigarette case from the big box that lived on her dressing-table; and now she was strapping on her gold wrist watch; and now she was brushing some dust from her coat; and now she was frowning at herself in the glass for a second as she twitched her immaculate necktie. Mary had seen her do all this before, many times, but to-day somehow it was different, for to-day they were in their own home together, so that these little intimate things seemed more dear than they had done in Orotava. The bedroom could only have belonged to Stephen; a large, airy room, very simply furnished — white walls, old oak, and a wide, bricked hearth on which some large, friendly logs were burning. The bed could only have been Stephen’s bed; it was heavy and rather austere in pattern. It looked solemn as Mary had seen Stephen look, and was covered by a bedspread of old blue brocade, otherwise it remained quite guiltless of trimmings. The chairs could only have been Stephen’s chairs; a little reserved, not conducive to lounging. The dressing-table could only have been hers, with its tall silver mirror and ivory brushes. And all these things had drawn into themselves a species of life derived from their owner, until they seemed to be thinking of Stephen with a dumbness that made their thoughts more insistent, and their thoughts gathered strength and mingled with Mary’s so that she heard herself cry out: ‘Stephen!’ in a voice that was not very far from tears, because of the joy she felt in that name.

And Stephen answered her: Mary—’

Then they stood very still, grown abruptly silent. And each of them felt a little afraid, for the realization of great mutual love can at times be so overwhelming a thing, that even the bravest of hearts may grow fearful. And although they could not have put it into words, could not have explained it to themselves or to each other, they seemed at that moment to be looking beyond the turbulent flood of earthly passion; to be looking straight into the eyes of a love that was changed — a love made perfect, discarnate.

But the moment passed and they drew together...
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The spring they had left behind in Orotava overtook them quite soon, and one day there it was blowing softly along the old streets of the Quarter — the Rue de Seine, the Rue des Saints Peres, the Rue Bonaparte and their own Rue Jacob. And who can resist the first spring days in Paris? Brighter than ever looked the patches of sky when glimpsed between rows of tall, flat-bosomed houses. From the Pont des Arts could be seen a river that was one wide, ingratiating smile of sunshine; while beyond in the Rue des Petits Champs, spring ran up and down the Passage Choiseul, striking gleams of gold from its dirty glass roof — the roof that looks like the vertebral column of some prehistoric monster.

All over the Bois there was bursting of buds — a positive orgy of growth and greenness. The miniature waterfall lifted its voice in an effort to roar as loud as Niagara. Birds sang. Dogs yapped or barked or bayed according to their size and the tastes of their owners. Children appeared in the Champs Elysées with bright coloured balloons which tried to escape and which, given the ghost of a chance, always did so. In the Tuileries Gardens boys with brown legs and innocent socks were hiring toy boats from the man who provided Bateaux de Location. The fountains tossed clouds of spray into the air, and just for fun made an occasional rainbow; then the Arc de Triomphe would be seen through an arc that was, thanks to the sun, even more triumphal. As for the very old lady in her kiosk — the one who sells bocks, groseille, limonade, and such simple food-stuffs as brioches and croissants — as for her, she appeared in a new frilled bonnet and a fine worsted shawl on one memorable Sunday. Smiling she was too, from ear to ear, in spite of the fact that her mouth was toothless, for this fact she only remembered in winter when the east wind started her empty gums aching.

Under the quiet, grey wings of the MAdèleine the flower-stalls were bright with the glory of God — anemones, jonquils, daffodils, tulips; mimosa that left gold dust on the fingers, and the faintly perfumed ascetic white lilac that had come in the train from the Riviera. There were also hyacinths, pink, red and blue, and many small trees of sturdy azalea.

Oh, but the spring was shouting through Paris! It was in the hearts and the eyes of the people. The very dray-horses jangled their bells more loudly because of the spring in their drivers. The debauched old taxis tooted their horns and spun round the corners as though on a race track. Even such glacial things as the diamonds in the Rue de la Paix, were kindled to fire as the sun pierced their facets right through to their entrails; while the sapphires glowed as those African nights had glowed in the garden at Orotava.

Was it likely that Stephen could finish her book — she who had Paris in springtime with Mary? Was it likely that Mary could urge her to do so — she who had Paris in springtime with Stephen? There was so much to see, so much to show Mary, so many new things to discover together. And now Stephen felt grateful to Jonathan Brockett who had gone to such pains to teach her her Paris.

Idle she was, let it not be denied, idle and happy and utterly carefree. A lover, who, like many another before her, was under the spell of the loved one’s existence. She would wake in the mornings to find Mary beside her, and all through the day she would keep beside Mary, and at night they would lie in each other’s arms — God alone knows who shall dare judge of such matters; in any case Stephen was too much bewitched to be troubled just then by hair-splitting problems.

Life had become a new revelation. The most mundane things were invested with glory; shopping with Mary who needed quite a number of dresses. And then there was food that was eaten together — the careful perusal of wine-card and menu. They would lunch or have dinner at Lapérouse; surely still the most epicurean restaurant in the whole of an epicurean city. So humble it looks with its modest entrance on the Quai des Grands Augustins; so humble that a stranger might well pass it by unnoticed, but not so Stephen, who had been there with Brockett.

Mary loved Prunier’s in the Rue Duphot, because of its galaxy of sea-monsters. A whole counter there was of incredible creatures — Our sins, black armoured and covered with prickles; Bigornaux, serpent-like Anguilles Fumées; and many other exciting things that Stephen mistrusted for English stomachs. They would sit at their own particular table, one of the tables upstairs by the window, for the manager came very quickly to know them and would smile and bow grandly: ‘Bon jour, mesdames.’ When they left, the attendant who kept the flower-basket would give Mary a neat little bouquet of roses: ‘Au revoir, mesdames. Merci bien — à bientôt!’ For everyone had pretty manners at Prunier’s.

A few people might stare at the tall, scarred woman in her well-tailored clothes and black slouch hat. They would stare first at her and then at her companion: ‘Mais regardez moi ça! Elle est belle, la petite; comme c’est rigolo There would be a few smiles, but on the whole they would attract little notice — ils en ont vu bien d’autres — it was post-war Paris.

Sometimes, having dined, they would saunter towards home through streets that were crowded with others who sauntered — men and woman, a couple of women together — always twos — the fine nights seemed prolific of couples. In the air there would be the inconsequent feeling that belongs to the night life of most great cities, above all to the careless night life of Paris, where problems are apt to vanish with sunset. The lure of the brightly lighted boulevards, the lure of the dim and mysterious by-streets would grip them so that they would not turn homeward for quite a long while, but would just go on walking. The moon, less clear than at Orotava, less innocent doubtless, yet scarcely less lovely, would come sailing over the Place de la Concorde, staring down at the dozens of other white moons that had managed to get themselves caught by the standards. In the cafés would be crowds of indolent people, for the French who work hard know well how to idle; and these cafés would smell of hot coffee and sawdust, of rough, strong tobacco, of men and women. Beneath the arcades there would be the shop windows, illuminated and bright with temptation. But Mary would usually stare into Sulka’s, picking out scarves or neckties for Stephen.

‘That one! We’ll come and buy it tomorrow. Oh, Stephen, do wait — look at that dressing-gown!’

And Stephen might laugh and pretend to be bored, though she secretly nurtured a weakness for Sulka’s.

Down the Rue de Rivoli they would walk arm in arm, until turning at last, they would pass the old church of St. Germain — the church from whose Gothic tower had been rung the first call to a most bloody slaying. But now that tower would be grim with silence, dreaming the composite dreams of Paris — dreams that were heavy with blood and beauty, with innocence and lust, with joy and despair, with life and death, with heaven and hell; all the curious composite dreams of Paris.

Then crossing the river they would reach the Quarter and their house, where Stephen would slip her latchkey into the door and would know the warm feeling that can come of a union between door and latchkey. With a sigh of contentment they would find themselves at home once again in the quiet old Rue Jacob.
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They went to see the kind Mademoiselle Duphot, and this visit seemed momentous to Mary. She gazed with something almost like awe at the woman who had had the teaching of Stephen.

‘Oh, but yes,’ smiled Mademoiselle Duphot, ‘I teached her. She was terribly naughty over her dictée; she would write remarks about the poor Henri — très impertinente she would be about Henri! Stévenne was a queer little child and naughty — but so dear, so dear — I could never scold her. With me she done everything her own way.’

‘Please tell me about that time,’ coaxed Mary.

So Mademoiselle Duphot sat down beside Mary and patted her hand: ‘Like me, you love her. Well now, let me recall — She would sometimes get angry, very angry, and then she would go to the stables and talk to her horse. But when she fence it was marvellous — she fence like a man, and she only a baby but extrêmement strong. And then...

The memories went on and on, such a store she possessed, the kind Mademoiselle Duphot.

As she talked her heart went out to the girl, for she felt a great tenderness towards young things: ‘I am glad that you come to live with our Stévenne now that Mademoiselle Puddle is at Morton. Stévenne would be desolate in the big house. It is charming for both of you this new arrangement. While she work you look after the ménage, is it not so? You take care of Stévenne, she take care of you. Oui, oui, I am glad you have come to Paris.’

Julie stroked Mary’s smooth young cheek, then her arm, for she wished to observe through her fingers. She smiled: ‘Very young, also very kind. I like so much the feel of your kindness — it gives me a warm and so happy sensation, because with all kindness there must be much good.’

Was she quite blind after all, the poor Julie?

And hearing her Stephen flushed with pleasure, and her eyes that could see turned and rested on Mary with a gentle and very profound expression in their depths — at that moment they were calmly thoughtful, as though brooding upon the mystery of life — one might almost have said the eyes of a mother.

A happy and pleasant visit it had been; they talked about it all through the evening.






  








Chapter Forty-one
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Burton, who had enlisted in the Worcesters soon after Stephen had found work in London, Burton was now back again in Paris, loudly demanding a brand-new motor.

‘The car looks awful! Snub-nosed she looks — peculiar — all tucked up in the bonnet,’ he declared.

So Stephen bought a touring Renault and a smart little landaulette for Mary. The choosing of the cars was the greatest fun; Mary climbed in and out of hers at least six times while it stood in the showroom.

‘Is it comfortable?’ Stephen must keep on asking. ‘Do you want them to pad it out more at the back? Are you perfectly sure you like the grey whip-cord? Because if you don’t it can be re-upholstered.’

Mary laughed: ‘I’m climbing in and out from sheer swank, just to show that it’s mine. Will they send it soon?’

‘Almost at once, I hope,’ smiled Stephen.

Very splendid it seemed to her now to have money, because of what money could do for Mary; in the shops they must sometimes behave like two children, having endless things dragged out for inspection. They drove to Versailles in the new touring car and wandered for hours through the lovely gardens. The Hameau no longer seemed sad to Stephen, for Mary and she brought love back to the Hameau. Then they drove to the forest of Fontainebleau, and wherever they went there was singing of birds — challenging, jubilant, provocative singing: ‘Look at us, look at us! We’re happy, Stephen!’ And Stephen’s heart shouted back: ‘So are we. Look at us, look at us, look at us. We’re happy!’

When they were not driving into the country, or amusing themselves by ransacking Paris, Stephen would fence, to keep herself fit — would fence as never before with Buisson, so that Buisson would sometimes say with a grin:

‘Mais voyons, voyons! I have done you no wrong, yet it almost appears that you wish to kill me!’

The foils laid aside, he might turn to Mary, still grinning: ‘She fence very well, eh, your friend? She lunge like a man, so strong and so graceful.’ Which considering all things was generous of Buisson. But suddenly Buisson would grow very angry: ‘More than seventy francs have I paid to my cook and for nothing! Bon Dieu! Is this winning the war? We starve, we go short of our butter and chickens, and before it is better it is surely much worse. We are all imbeciles, we kind-hearted French; we starve ourselves to fatten the Germans. Are they grateful? Sacré Nom! Mais oui, they are grateful — they love us so much that they spit in our faces!’ And quite often this mood would be vented on Stephen.

To Mary, however, he was usually polite: ‘You like our Paris? I am glad — that is good. You make the home with Mademoiselle Gordon; I hope you prevent her injurious smoking.’

And in spite of his outbursts Mary adored him, because of his interest in Stephen’s fencing.
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One evening towards the end of June, Jonathan Brockett walked in serenely: ‘Hallo, Stephen! Here I am, I’ve turned up again — not that I love you, I positively hate you. I’ve been keeping away for weeks and weeks. Why did you never answer my letters? Not so much as a line on a picture postcard! There’s something in this more than meets the eye. And where’s Puddle? She used to be kind to me once — I shall lay my head down on her bosom and weep...’ He stopped abruptly, seeing Mary Llewellyn, who got up from her deep arm-chair in the corner.

Stephen said: ‘Mary, this is Jonathan Brockett — an old friend of mine; we’re fellow writers. Brockett, this is Mary Llewellyn.’ Brockett shot a swift glance in Stephen’s direction, then he bowed and gravely shook hands with Mary.

And now Stephen was to see yet another side of this strange and unexpected creature. With infinite courtesy and tact he went out of his way to make himself charming. Never by so much as a word or a look did he once allow it to be inferred that his quick mind had seized on the situation. Brockett’s manner suggested an innocence that he was very far from possessing.

Stephen began to study him with interest; they two had not met since before the war. He had thickened, his figure was more robust, there was muscle and flesh on his wide, straight shoulders. And she thought that his face had certainly aged; little bags were showing under his eyes, and rather deep lines at the sides of his mouth — the war had left its mark upon Brockett. Only his hands remained unchanged; those white and soft-skinned hands of a woman.

He was saying: ‘So you two were in the same Unit. That was a great stroke of luck for Stephen; I mean she’d be feeling horribly lonely now that old Puddle’s gone back to England. Stephen’s distinguished herself I see — the Croix de Guerre and a very becoming scar. Don’t protest, my dear Stephen, you know it’s becoming. All that happened to me was a badly sprained ankle’; he laughed, ‘fancy going out to Mesopotamia to slip on a bit of orange peel! I might have done better than that here in Paris. By the way, I’m in my own flat again now; I hope you’ll bring Miss Llewellyn to luncheon.’

He did not stay embarrassingly late, nor did he leave suggestively early; he got up to go just at the right moment. But when Mary went out of the room to call Pierre, he quite suddenly put his arm through Stephen’s.

‘Good luck, my dear, you deserve it,’ he murmured, and his sharp grey eyes had grown almost gentle: ‘I hope you’ll be very, very happy.’

Stephen quietly disengaged her arm with a look of surprise: ‘Happy? Thank you, Brockett,’ she smiled, as she lighted a cigarette.
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They could not tear themselves away from their home, and that summer they remained in Paris. There were always so many things to do, Mary’s bedroom entirely to refurnish for instance — she had Puddle’s old room overlooking the garden. When the city seemed to be growing too airless, they motored off happily into the country, spending a couple of nights at an auberge, for France abounds in green, pleasant places. Once or twice they lunched with Jonathan Brockett at his flat in the Avenue Victor Hugo, a beautiful flat since his taste was perfect, and he dined with them before leaving for Deauville — his manner continued to be studiously guarded. The Duphots had gone for their holiday and Buisson was away in Spain for a month — but what did they want that summer with people? On those evenings when they did not go out, Stephen would now read aloud to Mary, leading the girl’s adaptable mind into new and hitherto unexplored channels; teaching her the joy that can lie in books, even as Sir Philip had once taught his daughter. Mary had read so little in her life that the choice of books seemed practically endless, but Stephen must make a start by reading that immortal classic of their own Paris, Peter Ibbetson, and Mary said:

‘Stephen — if we were ever parted, do you think that you and I could dream true?’

And Stephen answered: ‘I often wonder whether we’re not dreaming true all the time — whether the only truth isn’t in dreaming.’ Then they talked for a while of such nebulous things as dreams, which will seem very concrete to lovers.

Sometimes Stephen would read aloud in French, for she wanted the girl to grow better acquainted with the lure of that fascinating language. And thus gradually, with infinite care, did she seek to fill the more obvious gaps in Mary’s none too complete education. And Mary, listening to Stephen’s voice, rather deep and always a little husky, would think that words were more tuneful than music and more inspiring, when spoken by Stephen.

At this time many gentle and friendly things began to bear witness to Mary’s presence. There were flowers in the quiet old garden for instance, and some large red carp in the fountain’s basin, and two married couples of white fan-tail pigeons who lived in a house on a tall wooden leg and kept up a convivial cooing. These pigeons lacked all respect for Stephen; by August they were flying in at her window and landing with soft, heavy thuds on her desk, where they strutted until she fed them with maize. And because they were Mary’s and Mary loved them, Stephen would laugh, as unruffled as they were, and would patiently coax them back into the garden with bribes for their plump little circular crops. In the turret room that had been Puddle’s sanctum, there were now three cagefuls of Mary’s rescues — tiny bright-coloured birds with dejected plumage, and eyes that had filmed from a lack of sunshine. Mary was always bringing them home from the terrible bird shops along the river, for her love of such helpless and suffering things was so great that she in turn must suffer. An ill-treated creature would haunt her for days, so that Stephen would often exclaim half in earnest:

‘Go and buy up all the animal shops in Paris...anything, darling, only don’t look unhappy!’

The tiny bright-coloured birds would revive to some extent thanks to Mary’s skilled treatment; but since she always bought the most ailing, not a few of them left this disheartening world for what we must hope was a warm, wild heaven — there were several small graves already in the garden.

Then one morning, when Mary went out alone because Stephen had letters to write to Morton, she chanced on yet one more desolate creature who followed her home to the Rue Jacob, and right into Stephen’s immaculate study. It was large, ungainly and appallingly thin; it was coated with mud which had dried on its nose, its back, its legs and all over its stomach. Its paws were heavy, its ears were long, and its tail, like the tail of a rat, looked hairless, but curved up to a point in a miniature sickle. Its face was as smooth as though made out of plush, and its luminous eyes were the colour of amber.

Mary said: ‘Oh, Stephen — he wanted to come. He’s got a sore paw; look at him, he’s limping!’

Then this tramp of a dog hobbled over to the table and stood there gazing dumbly at Stephen, who must stroke his anxious, dishevelled head: ‘I suppose this means that we’re going to keep him.’

‘Darling, I’m dreadfully afraid it does — he says he’s sorry to be such a mongrel.’

‘He needn’t apologize,’ Stephen smiled, ‘he’s all right, he’s an Irish water-spaniel, though what he’s doing out here the Lord knows; I’ve never seen one before in Paris.’

They fed him, and later that afternoon they gave him a bath in Stephen’s bathroom. The result of that bath, which was disconcerting as far as the room went, they left to Adèle. The room was a bog, but Mary’s rescue had emerged a mass of chocolate ringlets, all save his charming plush-covered face, and his curious tail, which was curved like a sickle. Then they bound the sore pad and took him downstairs; after which Mary wanted to know all about him, so Stephen unearthed an illustrated dog book from a cupboard under the study book-case.

‘Oh, look!’ exclaimed Mary, reading over her shoulder, ‘He’s not Irish at all, he’s really a Welshman: “We find in the Welsh laws of Howell Dda the first reference to this intelligent spaniel. The Iberians brought the breed to Ireland...” Of course, that’s why he followed me home; he knew I was Welsh the moment he saw me!’

Stephen laughed: ‘Yes, his hair grows up from a peak like yours — it must be a national failing. Well, what shall we call him? His name’s important; it ought to be quite short.’

‘David,’ said Mary.

The dog looked gravely from one to the other for a moment, then he lay down at Mary’s feet, dropping his chin on his bandaged paw, and dosing his eyes with a grunt of contentment. And so it had suddenly come to pass that they who had lately been two, were now three. There were Stephen and Mary — there was also David.






  








Chapter Forty-two
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That October there arose the first dark cloud. It drifted over to Paris from England, for Anna wrote, asking Stephen to Morton but with never a mention of Mary Llewellyn. Not that she ever did mention their friendship in her letters, indeed she completely ignored it; yet this invitation which excluded the girl seemed to Stephen an intentional slight upon Mary. A hot flush of anger spread up to her brow as she read and re-read her mother’s brief letter:

‘I want to discuss some important points regarding the management of the estate. As the place will eventually come to you, I think we should try to keep more in touch...’ Then a list of the points Anna wished to discuss; they seemed very trifling indeed to Stephen.

She put the letter away in a drawer and sat staring darkly out of the window. In the garden Mary was talking to David, persuading him not to retrieve the pigeons.

‘If my mother had invited her ten times over I’d never have taken her to Morton,’ Stephen muttered.

Oh, but she knew, and only too well, what it would mean should they be there together; the lies, the despicable subterfuges, as though they were little less than criminals. It would be: ‘Mary, don’t hang about my bedroom — be careful...of course while we’re here at Morton...it’s my mother, she can’t understand these things; to her they would seem an outrage, an insult...And then the guard set upon eyes and lips; the feeling of guilt at so much as a hand-touch; the pretence of a careless, quite usual friendship— ‘Mary, don’t look at me as though you cared! you did this evening — remember my mother.’

Intolerable quagmire of lies and deceit! The degrading of all that to them was sacred — a very gross degrading of love, and through love a gross degrading of Mary, Mary...so loyal and as yet so gallant, but so pitifully untried in the war of existence. Warned only by words, the words of a lover, and what were mere words when it came to actions? And the ageing woman with the far-away eyes, eyes that could yet be so cruel, so accusing — that they might turn and rest with repugnance on Mary, even as once they had rested on Stephen: ‘I would rather see you dead at my feet...’ A fearful saying, and yet she had meant it, that ageing woman with the far-away eyes — she had uttered it knowing herself to be a mother. But that at least should be hidden from Mary.

She began to consider the ageing woman who had scourged her but whom she had so deeply wounded, and as she did so the depth of that wound made her shrink in spite of her bitter anger, so that gradually the anger gave way to a slow and almost reluctant pity. Poor, ignorant, blind, unreasoning woman; herself a victim, having given her body for Nature’s most inexplicable whim. Yes, there had been two victims already — must there now be a third — and that one Mary? She trembled. At that moment she could not face it, she was weak, she was utterly undone by loving. Greedy she had grown for happiness, for the joys and the peace that their union had brought her. She would try to minimize the whole thing; she would say: ‘It will only be for ten days; I must just run over about this business,’ then Mary would probably think it quite natural that she had not been invited to Morton and would ask no questions — she never asked questions. But would Mary think such a slight was quite natural? Fear possessed her; she sat there terribly afraid of this cloud that had suddenly risen to menace — afraid yet determined not to submit, not to let it gain power through her own acquiescence.

There was only one weapon to keep it at bay. Getting up she opened the window: ‘Mary!’

All unconscious the girl hurried in with David: ‘Did you call?’

‘Yes — come close. Closer...closer, sweetheart...
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Shaken and very greatly humbled, Mary had let Stephen go from her to Morton. She had not been deceived by Stephen’s glib words, and had now no illusions regarding Anna Gordon. Lady Anna, suspecting the truth about them, had not wished to meet her. It was all quite clear, cruelly clear if it came to that matter — but these thoughts she had mercifully hidden from Stephen.

She had seen Stephen off at the station with a smile: ‘I’ll write every day. Do put on your coat, darling; you don’t want to arrive at Morton with a chill. And mind you wire when you get to Dover.’

Yet now as she sat in the empty study, she must bury her face and cry a little because she was here and Stephen in England...and then of course, this was their first real parting.

David sat watching with luminous eyes in which were reflected her secret troubles; then he got up and planted a paw on the book, for he thought it high time to have done with this reading. He lacked the language that Raftery had known — the language of many small sounds and small movements — a clumsy and inarticulate fellow he was, but unrestrainedly loving. He nearly broke his own heart between love and the deep gratitude which he felt for Mary. At the moment he wanted to lay back his ears and howl with despair to see her unhappy. He wanted to make an enormous noise, the kind of noise wild folk make in the jungle — lions and tigers and other wild folk that David had heard about from his mother — his mother had been in Africa once a long time ago, with an old French colonel. But instead he abruptly licked Mary’s cheek — it tasted peculiar, he thought, like sea water.

‘Do you want a walk, David?’ she asked him gently.

And as well as he could, David nodded his head by wagging his tail which was shaped like a sickle. Then he capered, thumping the ground with his paws; after which he barked twice in an effort to amuse her, for such things had seemed funny to her in the past, although now she appeared not to notice his capers. However, she had put on her hat and coat; so, still barking, he followed her through the courtyard.

They wandered along the Quai Voltaire, Mary pausing to look at the misty river.

‘Shall I dive in and bring you a rat?’ inquired David by lunging wildly backwards and forwards.

She shook her head. ‘Do stop, David; be good!’ Then she sighed again and stared at the river; so David stared too, but he stared at Mary.

Quite suddenly Paris had lost its charm for her. After all, what was it? Just a big, foreign city — a city that belonged to a stranger people who cared nothing for Stephen and nothing for Mary. They were exiles. She turned the word over in her mind — exiles; it sounded unwanted, lonely. But why had Stephen become an exile? Why had she exiled herself from Morton? Strange that she, Mary, had never asked her — had never wanted to until this moment.

She walked on not caring very much where she went. It grew dusk, and the dusk brought with it great longing — the longing to see, to hear, to touch — almost a physical pain it was, this longing to feel the nearness of Stephen. But Stephen had left her to go to Morton...Morton that was surely Stephen’s real home, and in that real home there was no place for Mary.

She was not resentful. She did not condemn either the world, or herself, or Stephen. Hers was no mind to wrestle with problems, to demand either justice or explanation; she only knew that her heart felt bruised so that all manner of little things hurt her. It hurt her to think of Stephen surrounded by objects that she had never seen — tables, chairs, pictures, all old friends of Stephen’s, all dear and familiar, yet strangers to Mary. It hurt her to think of the unknown bedroom in which Stephen had slept since the days of her childhood; of the unknown schoolroom where Stephen had worked; of the stables, the lakes and the gardens of Morton. It hurt her to think of the two unknown women who must now be awaiting Stephen’s arrival — Puddle, whom Stephen loved and respected; Lady Anna, of whom she spoke very seldom, and who, Mary felt, could never have loved her. And it came upon Mary with a little shock that a long span of Stephen’s life was hidden; years and years of that life had come and gone before they two had finally found each other. How could she hope to link up with a past that belonged to a home which she might not enter? Then, being a woman, she suddenly ached for the quiet, pleasant things that a home will stand for — security, peace, respect and honour, the kindness of parents, the goodwill of neighbours; happiness that can be shared with friends, love that is proud to proclaim its existence. All that Stephen most craved for the creature she loved, that creature must now quite suddenly ache for.

And as though some mysterious cord stretched between them, Stephen’s heart was troubled at that very moment; intolerably troubled because of Morton, the real home which might not be shared with Mary. Ashamed because of shame laid on another, compassionate and suffering because of her compassion, she was thinking of the girl left alone in Paris — the girl who should have come with her to England, who should have been welcomed and honoured at Morton. Then she suddenly remembered some words from the past, very terrible words: ‘Could you marry me, Stephen?’

Mary turned and walked back to the Rue Jacob. Disheartened and anxious, David lagged beside her. He had done all he could to distract her mind from whatever it was that lay heavy upon it. He had made a pretence of chasing a pigeon, he had barked himself hoarse at a terrified beggar, he had brought her a stick and implored her to throw it, he had caught at her skirt and tugged it politely; in the end he had nearly got run over by a taxi in his desperate efforts to gain her attention. This last attempt had certainly roused her: she had put on his lead — poor, misunderstood David.
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Mary went into Stephen’s study and sat down at the spacious writing-table, for now all of a sudden she had only one ache, and that was the ache of her love for Stephen. And because of her love she wished to comfort, since in every fond woman there is much of the mother. That letter was full of many things which a less privileged pen had best left unwritten — loyalty, faith, consolation, devotion; all this and much more she wrote to Stephen. As she sat there, her heart seemed to swell within her as though in response to some mighty challenge.

Thus it was that Mary met and defeated the world’s first tentative onslaught upon them.






  








Chapter Forty-three
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There comes a time in all passionate attachments when life, real life, must be faced once again with its varied and endless obligations, when the lover knows in his innermost heart that the halcyon days are over. He may well regret this prosaic intrusion, yet to him it will usually seem quite natural, so that while loving not one whit the less, he will bend his neck to the yoke of existence. But the woman, for whom love is an end in itself, finds it harder to submit thus calmly. To every devoted and ardent woman there comes this moment of poignant regretting; and struggle she must to hold it at bay. ‘Not yet, not yet — just a little longer’; until Nature, abhorring her idleness, forces on her the labour of procreation.

But in such relationships as Mary’s and Stephen’s, Nature must pay for experimenting; she may even have to pay very dearly — it largely depends on the sexual mixture. A drop too little of the male in the lover, and mighty indeed will be the wastage. And yet there are cases — and Stephen’s was one — in which the male will emerge triumphant; in which passion combined with real devotion will become a spur rather than a deterrent; in which love and endeavour will fight side by side in a desperate struggle to find some solution.

Thus it was that when Stephen returned from Morton, Mary divined, as it were by instinct, that the time of dreaming was over and past; and she clung very dose, kissing many times — 

‘Do you love me as much as before you went? Do you love me?’ The woman’s eternal question.

And Stephen, who, if possible, loved her more, answered almost brusquely: ‘Of course I love you.’ For her thoughts were still heavy with the bitterness that had come of that visit of hers to Morton, and which at all costs must be hidden from Mary.

There had been no marked change in her mother’s manner. Anna had been very quiet and courteous. Together they had interviewed bailiff and agent, scheming as always for the welfare of Morton; but one topic there had been which Anna had ignored, had refused to discuss, and that topic was Mary. With a suddenness born of exasperation, Stephen had spoken of her one evening. ‘I want Mary Llewellyn to know my real home; some day I must bring her to Morton with me.’ She had stopped, seeing Anna’s warning face — expressionless, closed; while as for her answer, it had been more eloquent far than words — a disconcerting, unequivocal silence. And Stephen, had she ever entertained any doubt, must have known at that moment past all hope of doubting, that her mother’s omission to invite the girl had indeed been meant as a slight upon Mary. Getting up, she had gone to her father’s study.

Puddle, who had held her peace at the time, had spoken just before Stephen’s departure. ‘My dear, I know it’s all terribly hard about Morton — about...’ She had hesitated.

And Stephen had thought with renewed bitterness: ‘Even she jibs, it seems, at mentioning Mary.’ She had answered: ‘If you’re speaking of Mary Llewellyn, I shall certainly never bring her to Morton, that is as long as my mother lives — I don’t allow her to be insulted.’

Then Puddle had looked at Stephen gravely. You’re not working, and yet work’s your only weapon. Make the world respect you, as you can do through your work; it’s the surest harbour of refuge for your friend, the only harbour — remember that — and it’s up to you to provide it, Stephen.’

Stephen had been too sore at heart to reply; but throughout the long journey from Morton to Paris, Puddle’s words had kept hammering in her brain: ‘You’re not working, and yet work’s your only weapon.’

So while Mary lay sleeping in Stephen’s arms on that first blessed night of their reunion, her lover lay wide-eyed with sleeplessness, planning the work she must do on the morrow, cursing her own indolence and folly, her illusion of safety where none existed.
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They soon settled down to their more prosaic days very much as quite ordinary people will do. Each of them now had her separate tasks — Stephen her writing, and Mary the household, the paying of bills, the filing of receipts, the answering of unimportant letters. But for her there were long hours of idleness, since Pauline and Pierre were almost too perfect — they would smile and manage the house in their own way, which it must be admitted was better than Mary’s. As for the letters, there were not very many; and as for the bills, there was plenty of money — being spared the struggle to make two ends meet, she was also deprived of the innocent pleasure of scheming to provide little happy surprises, little extra comforts for the person she loved, which in youth can add a real zest to existence. Then Stephen had found her typing too slow, so was sending the work to a woman in Passy; obsessed by a longing to finish her book, she would tolerate neither let nor hindrance. And because of their curious isolation, there were times when Mary would feel very lonely. For whom did she know? She had no friends in Paris except the kind Mademoiselle Duphot and Julie. Once a week, it is true, she could go and see Buisson, for Stephen continued to keep up her fencing; and occasionally Brockett would come strolling in, but his interest was centred entirely in Stephen; if she should be working, as was often the case, he would not waste very much time over Mary.

Stephen often called her into the study, comforted by the girl’s loving presence. ‘Come and sit with me, sweetheart, I like you in here.’ But quite soon she would seem to forget all about her. ‘What...what?’ she would mutter, frowning a little. ‘Don’t speak to me just for a minute, Mary. Go and have your luncheon, there’s a good child; I’ll come when I’ve finished this bit — you go on!’ But Mary’s meal might be eaten alone; for meals had become an annoyance to Stephen.

Of course there was David, the grateful, the devoted. Mary could always talk to David, but since he could never answer her back the conversation was very one-sided. Then too, he was making it obvious that he, in his turn, was missing Stephen; he would hang around looking discontented when she failed to go out after frequent suggestions. For although his heart was faithful to Mary, the gentle dispenser of all salvation, yet the instinct that has dwelt in the soul of the male, perhaps ever since Adam left the Garden of Eden, the instinct that displays itself in club windows and in other such places of male segregation, would make him long for the companionable walks that had sometimes been taken apart from Mary. Above all would it make him long intensely for Stephen’s strong hands and purposeful ways; for that queer, intangible something about her that appealed to the canine manhood in him. She always allowed him to look after himself, without fussing; in a word, she seemed restful to David.

Mary slipping noiselessly out of the study, might whisper: We’ll go to the Tuileries Gardens.’

But when they arrived there, what was there to do? For of course a dog must not dive after goldfish — David understood this; there were goldfish at home — he must not start splashing about in ponds that had tiresome stone rims and ridiculous fountains. He and Mary would wander along gravel paths, among people who stared at and made fun of David: ‘Quel drôle de chien, mais regardez sa queue!’ They were like that, these French; they had laughed at his mother. She had told him never so much as to say: ‘Wouf!’ For what did they matter? Still, it was disconcerting. And although he had lived in France all his life — having indeed known no other country — as he walked in the stately Tuileries Gardens, the Celt in his blood would conjure up visions: great beetling mountains with winding courses down which the torrents went roaring in winter; the earth smell, the dew smell, the smell of wild things which a dog might hunt and yet remain lawful — for of all this and more had his old mother told him. These visions it was that had led him astray, that had treacherously led him half starving to Paris; and that, sometimes, even in these placid days, would come back as he walked in the Tuileries Gardens. But now his heart must thrust them aside — a captive he was now, through love of Mary.

But to Mary there would come one vision alone, that of a garden at Orotava; a garden lighted by luminous darkness, and filled with the restless rhythm of singing.
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The autumn passed, giving place to the winter, with its short, dreary days of mist and rain. There was now little beauty left in Paris. A grey sky hung above the old streets of the Quarter, a sky which no longer looked bright by contrast, as though seen at the end of a tunnel. Stephen was working like someone possessed, entirely re-writing her pre-war novel. Good it had been, but not good enough, for she now saw life from a much wider angle; and, moreover, she was writing this book for Mary. Remembering Mary, remembering Morton, her pen covered sheet after sheet of paper; she wrote with the speed of true inspiration, and at times her work brushed the hem of greatness. She did not entirely neglect the girl for whose sake she was making this mighty effort — that she could not have done even had she wished to, since love was the actual source of her effort. But quite soon there were days when she would not go out, or if she did go, when she seemed abstracted, so that Mary must ask her the same question twice — then as likely as not get a nebulous answer. And soon there were days when all that she did apart from her writing was done with an effort, with an obvious effort to be considerate.

‘Would you like to go to a play one night, Mary?’

If Mary said yes, and procured the tickets, they were usually late, because of Stephen who had worked right up to the very last minute.

Sometimes there were poignant if small disappointments, when Stephen had failed to keep a promise. ‘Listen, Mary darling — will you ever forgive me if I don’t come with you about those furs? I’ve a bit of work here I simply must finish. You do understand?’

‘Yes, of course I do.’ But Mary, left to choose her new furs alone, had quite suddenly felt that she did not want them.

And this sort of thing happened fairly often.

If only Stephen had confided in her, had said: ‘I’m trying to build you a refuge; remember what I told you in Orotava!’ But no, she shrank from reminding the girl of the gloom that surrounded their small patch of sunshine. If only she had shown a little more patience with Mary’s careful if rather slow typing, and so given her a real occupation — but no, she must send the work off to Passy, because the sooner this book was finished the better it would be for Mary’s future. And thus, blinded by love and her desire to protect the woman she loved, she erred towards Mary.

When she had finished her writing for the day, she frequently read it aloud in the evening. And although Mary knew that the writing was fine, yet her thoughts would stray from the book to Stephen. The deep, husky voice would read on and on, having in it something urgent, appealing, so that Mary must suddenly kiss Stephen’s hand, or the scar on her cheek, because of that voice far more than because of what it was reading.

And now there were times when, serving two masters, her passion for this girl and her will to protect her, Stephen would be torn by conflicting desires, by opposing mental and physical emotions. She would want to save herself for her work; she would want to give herself wholly to Mary.

Yet quite often she would work far into the night. ‘I’m going to be late — you go to bed, sweetheart.’

And when she herself had at last toiled upstairs, she would steal like a thief past Mary’s bedroom, although Mary would nearly always hear her.

‘Is that you, Stephen?’

‘Yes. Why aren’t you asleep? Do you realize that it’s three in the morning?’

‘Is it? You’re not angry, are you, darling? I kept thinking of you alone in the study. Come here and say you’re not angry with me, even if it is three o’clock in the morning!’

Then Stephen would slip off her old tweed coat and would fling herself down on the bed beside Mary, too exhausted to do more than take the girl in her arms, and let her lie there with her head on her shoulder.

But Mary would be thinking of all those things which she found so deeply appealing in Stephen — the scar on her cheek, the expression in her eyes, the strength and the queer, shy gentleness of her — the strength which at moments could not be gentle. And as they lay there Stephen might sleep, worn out by the strain of those long hours of writing. But Mary would not sleep, or if she slept it would be when the dawn was paling the windows.
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One morning Stephen looked at Mary intently. ‘Come here. You’re not well! What’s the matter? Tell me.’ For she thought that the girl was unusually pale, thought too that her lips drooped a little at the corners; and a sudden fear contracted her heart. ‘Tell me at once what’s the matter with you!’ Her voice was rough with anxiety, and she laid an imperative hand over Mary’s.

Mary protested. ‘Don’t be absurd; there’s nothing the matter, I’m perfectly well — you’re imagining things.’ For what could be the matter? Was she not here in Paris with Stephen? But her eyes filled with tears, and she turned away quickly to hide them, ashamed of her own unreason.

Stephen stuck to her point. ‘You don’t look a bit well. We shouldn’t have stayed in Paris last summer.’ Then because her own nerves were on edge that day, she frowned. ‘It’s this business of your not eating whenever I can’t get in to a meal. I know you don’t eat — Pierre’s told me about it. You mustn’t behave like a baby, Mary! I shan’t be able to write a line if I feel you’re ill because you’re not eating.’ Her fear was making her lose her temper. ‘I shall send for a doctor,’ she finished brusquely.

Mary refused point-blank to see a doctor. What was she to tell him? She hadn’t any symptoms. Pierre exaggerated. She ate quite enough — she had never been a very large eater. Stephen had better get on with her work and stop upsetting herself over nothing.

But try as she might, Stephen could not get on — all the rest of the day her work went badly.

After this she would often leave her desk and go wandering off in search of Mary. ‘Darling, where are you?’

‘Upstairs in my bedroom!’

‘Well, come down; I want you here in the study.’ And when Mary had settled herself by the fire: ‘Now tell me exactly how you feel — all right?’

And Mary would answer, smiling: ‘Yes, I’m quite all right; I swear I am, Stephen!’

It was not an ideal atmosphere for work, but the book was by now so well advanced that nothing short of a disaster could have stopped it — it was one of those books that intend to get born, and that go on maturing in spite of their authors. Nor was there anything really alarming about the condition of Mary’s health. She did not look very well, that was all; and at times she seemed a little downhearted, so that Stephen must snatch a few hours from her work in order that they might go out together. Perhaps they would lunch at a restaurant; or drive into the country, to the rapture of David; or just wander about the streets arm in arm as they had done when first they had returned to Paris. And Mary, because she would be feeling happy, would revive for these few hours as though by magic. Yet when she must once more find herself lonely, with nowhere to go and no one to talk to, because Stephen was back again at her desk, why then she would wilt, which was not unnatural considering her youth and her situation.
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On Christmas Eve Brockett arrived, bringing flowers. Mary had gone for a walk with David, so Stephen must leave her desk with a sigh. ‘Come in, Brockett. I say! what wonderful lilac!’

He sat down, lighting a cigarette. ‘Yes, isn’t it fine? I brought it for Mary. How is she?’

Stephen hesitated a moment. ‘Not awfully well...I’ve been worried about her.’

Brockett frowned, and stared thoughtfully into the fire. There was something that he wanted to say to Stephen; a warning that he was longing to give, but he did not feel certain how she would take it — no wonder that wretched girl was not fit, forced to lead such a deadly dull existence! If Stephen would let him he wanted to advise, to admonish, to be brutally frank if need be. He had once been brutally frank about her work, but that had been a less delicate matter.

He began to fidget with his soft, white hands, drumming on the arms of the chair with his fingers. Stephen, I’ve been meaning to speak about Mary. She struck me as looking thoroughly depressed the last time I saw her — when was it? Monday. Yes, she struck me as looking thoroughly depressed.’

‘Oh, but surely you were wrong...’ interrupted Stephen.

‘No, I’m perfectly sure I was right,’ he insisted. Then he said: ‘I’m going to take a big risk — I’m going to take the risk of losing your friendship.’

His voice was so genuinely regretful, that Stephen must ask him: ‘Well — what is it, Brockett?’

‘You, my dear. You’re not playing fair with that girl; the life she’s leading would depress a mother abbess. It’s enough to give anybody the hump, and it’s going to give Mary neurasthenia!’

‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘Don’t get ratty and I’ll tell you. Look here, I’m not going to pretend any more. Of course we all know that you two are lovers. You’re gradually becoming a kind of legend — all’s well lost for love, and that sort of thing...But Mary’s too young to become a legend; and so are you, my dear, for that matter. But you’ve got your work, whereas Mary’s got nothing — not a soul does that miserable kid know in Paris. Don’t please interrupt. I’ve not nearly finished; I positively must and will have my say out! You and she have decided to make a ménage — as far as I can see it’s as bad as marriage! But if you were a man it would be rather different; you’d have dozens of friends as a matter of course. Mary might even be going to have an infant. Oh, for God’s sake, Stephen, do stop looking shocked. Mary’s a perfectly normal young woman; she can’t live by love alone, that’s all rot — especially as I shrewdly suspect that when you’re working the diet’s pretty meagre. For heaven’s sake let her go about a bit! Why on earth don’t you take her to Valérie Seymour’s? At Valérie’s place she’d meet lots of people; and I ask you, what harm could it possibly do? You shun your own ilk as though they were the devil! Mary needs friends awfully badly, and she needs a certain amount of amusement. But be a bit careful of the so-called normal.’ And now Brockett’s voice grew aggressive and bitter. ‘I wouldn’t go trying to force them to be friends — I’m not thinking so much of you now as of Mary; she’s young and the young are easily bruised...

He was perfectly sincere. He was trying to be helpful, spurred on by his curious affection for Stephen. At the moment he felt very friendly and anxious; there was nothing of the cynic left in him — at the moment. He was honestly advising according to his lights — perhaps the only lights that the world had left him.

And Stephen could find very little to say. She was sick of denials and subterfuges, sick of tacit lies which outraged her own instincts and which seemed like insults thrust upon Mary; so she left Brockett’s bolder statements unchallenged. As for the rest, she hedged a little, still vaguely mistrustful of Valérie Seymour. Yet she knew quite well that Brockett had been right — life these days must often be lonely for Mary. Why had she never thought of this before? She cursed herself for her lack of perception.

Then Brockett tactfully changed the subject; he was far too wise not to know when to stop. So now he told her about his new play, which for him was a very unusual proceeding. And as he talked on there came over Stephen a queer sense of relief at the thought that he knew...Yes, she actually felt a sense of relief because this man knew of her relations with Mary; because there was no longer any need to behave as if those relations were shameful — at all events in the presence of Brockett. The world had at last found a chink in her armour.
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‘We must go and sce Valérie Seymour one day,’ Stephen remarked quite casually that evening. ‘She’s a very well-known woman in Paris. I believe she gives rather jolly parties. I think it’s about time you had a few friends.’

‘Oh, what fun! Yes, do let’s — I’d love it!’ exclaimed Mary.

Stephen thought that her voice sounded pleased and excited and in spite of herself she sighed a little. But after all nothing really mattered except that Mary should keep well and happy. She would certainly take her to Valérie Seymour’s — why not? She had probably been very foolish. Selfish too, sacrificing the girl to her cranks — 

‘Darling, of course we’ll go,’ she aid quickly. ‘I expect we’ll find it awfully amusing.’
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Three days later, Valérie, having seen Brockett, wrote a short but cordial invitation: ‘Do come in on Wednesday if you possibly can — I mean both of you, of course. Brockett’s promised to come, and one or two other interesting people. I’m so looking forward to renewing our acquaintance after all this long time, and to meeting Miss Llewellyn. But why have you never been to see me? I don’t think that was very friendly of you! However, you can make up for past neglect by coming to my little party on Wednesday...

Stephen tossed the letter across to Mary. ‘There you are!’ 

‘How ripping — but will you go?’

‘Do you want to?’

Yes, of course. Only what about your work?’

‘It will keep all right for one afternoon.’

Are you sure?’

Stephen smiled. ‘Yes, I’m quite sure, darling.’






  








Chapter Forty-four
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Valérie’s rooms were already crowded when Stephen and Mary arrived at her reception, so crowded that at first they could not see their hostess and must stand rather awkwardly near the door — they had not been announced; one never was for some reason, when one went to Valérie Seymour’s. People looked at Stephen curiously; her height, her clothes, the scar on her face, had immediately riveted their attention.

‘Quel type!’ murmured Dupont the sculptor to his neighbour, and promptly decided that he wished to model Stephen. ‘It’s a wonderful head; I adore the strong throat. And the mouth — is it chaste, is it ardent? I wonder. How would one model that intriguing mouth?’ Then being Dupont, to whom all things were allowed for the sake of his art, he moved a step nearer and stared with embarrassing admiration, combing his greyish beard with his fingers.

His neighbour, who was also his latest mistress, a small fair-haired girl of a doll-like beauty, shrugged her shoulders. ‘I am not very pleased with you, Dupont, your taste is becoming peculiar, mon ami — and yet you are still sufficiently virile...

“He laughed. ‘Be tranquil, my little hen, I am not proposing to give you a rival.’ Then he started to tease. ‘But what about you? I dislike the small horns that are covered with moss, even although they are no bigger than thimbles. They are irritating, those mossy horns, and exceedingly painful when they start to grow — like wisdom teeth, only even more foolish. Ah, yes, I too have my recollections. What is sauce for the gander is sauce for the goose, as the English say — such a practical people!’

‘You are dreaming, mon pauvre bougre,’ snapped the lady.

And now Valérie was making her way to the door. ‘Miss Gordon! I’m most awfully glad to see you and Miss Llewellyn. Have you had any tea? No, of course not, I’m an abominable hostess! Come along to the table — where’s that useless Brockett? Oh, here he is. Brockett, please be a man and get Miss Llewellyn and Miss Gordon some tea.’

Brockett sighed. ‘You go first then, Stephen darling, you’re so much more efficient than I am.’ And he laid a soft, white hand on her shoulder, thrusting her gently but firmly forward. When they reached the buffet, he calmly stood still. ‘Do get me an ice — vanilla?’ he murmured.

Everyone seemed to know everyone else, the atmosphere was familiar and easy. People hailed each other like intimate friends, and quite soon they were being charming to Stephen, and equally charming and kind to Mary.

Valérie was introducing her new guests with tactful allusions to Stephen’s talent: ‘This is Stephen Gordon — you know, the author; and Miss Llewellyn.’

Her manner was natural, and yet Stephen could not get rid of the feeling that everyone knew about her and Mary, or that if they did not actually know, they guessed, and were eager to show themselves friendly.

She thought: ‘Well, why not? I’m sick of lying.’

The erstwhile resentment that she had felt towards Valérie Seymour was fading completely. So pleasant it was to be made to feel welcome by all these clever and interesting people — and clever they were there was no denying; in Valérie’s salon the percentage of brains was generally well above the average. For together with those who themselves being normal, had long put intellects above bodies, were writers, painters, musicians and scholars, men and women who, set apart from their birth, had determined to hack out a niche in existence. Many of them had already arrived, while some were still rather painfully hacking; not a few would fall by the way, it is true, but as they fell others would take their places. Over the bodies of prostrate comrades those others must fall in their turn or go on hacking — for them there was no compromise with life, they were lashed by the whip of self-preservation. There was Pat who had lost her Arabella to the golden charms of Grigg and the Lido. Pat, who, originally hailing from Boston, still vaguely suggested a New England schoolmarm. Pat, whose libido apart from the flesh, flowed into entomological channels — one had to look twice to discern that her ankles were too strong and too heavy for those of a female.

There was Jamie, very much more pronounced; Jamie who had come to Paris from the Highlands; a trifle unhinged because of the music that besieged her soul and fought for expression through her stiff and scholarly compositions. Loose-limbed, raw-boned and shortsighted she was; and since she could seldom afford new glasses, her eyes were red-rimmed and strained in expression, and she poked her head badly, for ever peering. Her tow-coloured mop was bobbed by her friend, the fringe being only too often uneven.

There was Wanda, the struggling Polish painter; dark for a Pole with her short, stiff black hair, and her dusky skin, and her colourless lips; yet withal not unattractive, this Wanda. She had wonderful eyes that held fire in their depths, hell-fire at times, if she had been drinking; but at other times a more gentle flame, although never one that it was safe to play with. Wanda saw largely. All that she envisaged was immense: her pictures, her passions, her remorses. She craved with a wellnigh insatiable craving, she feared with a wellnigh intolerable terror — not the devil, she was brave with him when in her cups, but God in the person of Christ the Redeemer. Like a whipped cur she crawled to the foot of the Cross, without courage, without faith, without hope of mercy. Outraged by her body she must ruthlessly scourge it — no good, the lust of the eye would betray her. Seeing she desired and desiring she drank, seeking to drown one lust in another. And then she would stand up before her tall easel, swaying a little but with hand always steady. The brandy went into her legs, not her hands; her hands would remain disconcertingly steady. She would start some gigantic and heart-broken daub, struggling to lose herself in her picture, struggling to ease the ache of her passion by smearing the placid white face of the canvas with ungainly yet strangely arresting forms — according to Dupont, Wanda had genius. Neither eating nor sleeping she would grow very thin, so that everybody would know what had happened. They had seen it before, oh, but many times, and therefore for them the tragedy was lessened.

‘Wanda’s off again!’ someone might say with a grin. ‘She was tight this morning; who is it this time?’

But Valérie, who hated drink like the plague, would grow angry; outraged she would feel by this Wanda.

There was Hortense, Comtesse de Kerguelen; dignified and reserved, a very great lady, of a calm and rather old-fashioned beauty. When Valérie introduced her to Stephen, Stephen quite suddenly thought of Morton. And yet she had left all for Valérie Seymour; husband, children and home had she left; facing scandal, opprobrium, persecution. Greater than all these most vital things had been this woman’s love for Valérie Seymour. An enigma she seemed, much in need of explaining. And now in the place of that outlawed love had come friendship; they were close friends, these one-time lovers.

There was Margaret Roland, the poetess, a woman whose work was alive with talent. The staunchest of allies, the most fickle of lovers, she seemed likely enough to end up in a workhouse, with her generous financial apologies which at moments made pretty large holes in her savings. It was almost impossible not to like her, since her only fault lay in being too earnest; every fresh love affair was the last while it lasted, though of course this was apt to be rather misleading. A costly business in money and tears; she genuinely suffered in heart as in pocket. There was nothing arresting in Margaret’s appearance, sometimes she dressed well, sometimes she dressed badly, according to the influence of the moment. But she always wore ultra feminine shoes, and frequently bought model gowns when in Paris: One might have said quite a womanly woman, unless the trained ear had been rendered suspicious by her voice which had something peculiar about it. It was like a boy’s voice on the verge of breaking.

And then there was Brockett with his soft white hands; and several others there were, very like him. There was also Adolphe Blanc, the designer — a master of colour whose primitive tints had practically revolutionized taste, bringing back to the eye the joy of the simple. Blanc stood in a little niche by himself, which at times must surely have been very lonely. A quiet, tawny man with the eyes of the Hebrew, in his youth he had been very deeply afflicted. He had spent his days going from doctor to doctor: ‘What am I?’ They had told him, pocketing their fees; not a few had unctuously set out to cure him. Cure him, good God! There was no cure for Blanc, he was, of all men the most normal abnormal. He had known revolt, renouncing his God; he had known despair, the despair of the godless; he had known wild moments of dissipation; he had known long months of acute self-abasement. And then he had suddenly found his soul, and that finding had brought with it resignation, so that now he could stand in a niche by himself, a pitiful spectator of what, to him, often seemed a bewildering scheme of creation. For a living he designed many beautiful things — furniture, costumes and scenery for ballets, even women’s gowns if the mood was upon him, but this he did for a physical living. To keep life in his desolate, long-suffering soul, he had stored his mind with much profound learning. So now many poor devils went to him for advice, which he never refused though he gave it sadly. It was always the same: ‘Do the best you can, no man can do more — but never stop fighting. For us there is no sin so great as despair, and perhaps no virtue so vital as courage.’ Yes, indeed, to this gentle and learned Jew went many a poor baptized Christian devil.

And such people frequented Valérie Seymour’s, men and women who must carry God’s mark on their foreheads. For Valérie, placid and self-assured, created an atmosphere of courage, everyone felt very normal and brave when they gathered together at Valérie Seymour’s. There she was, this charming and cultured woman, a kind of lighthouse in a storm-swept ocean. The waves had lashed round her feet in vain; winds had howled; clouds had spewed forth their hail and their lightning; torrents had deluged but had not destroyed her. The storms, gathering force, broke and drifted away, leaving behind them the shipwrecked, the drowning. But when they looked up, the poor spluttering victims, why what should they see but Valérie Seymour! Then a few would strike boldly out for the shore, at the sight of this indestructible creature.

She did nothing, and at all times said very little, feeling no urge towards philanthropy. But this much she gave to her brethren, the freedom of her salon, the protection of her friendship; if it eased them to come to her monthly gatherings they were always welcome provided they were sober. Drink and drugs she abhorred because they were ugly — one drank tea, iced coffee sirops and orangeade in that celebrated flat on the Quai Voltaire.

Oh, yes, a very strange company indeed if one analysed it for this or that stigma. Why, the grades were so numerous and so fine that they often defied the most careful observation. The timbre of a voice, the build of an ankle, the texture of a hand, a movement, a gesture — since few were as pronounced as Stephen Gordon, unless it were Wanda, the Polish painter. She, poor soul, never knew how to dress for the best. If she dressed like a woman she looked like a man, if she dressed like a man she looked like a woman!
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And their love affairs, how strange, how bewildering — how difficult to classify degrees of attraction. For not always would they attract their own kind, very often they attracted quite ordinary people. Thus Pat’s Arabella had suddenly married, having wearied of Grigg as of her predecessor. Rumour had it that she was now blatantly happy at the prospect of shortly becoming a mother. And then there was Jamie’s friend Barbara, a wisp of a girl very faithful and loving, but all woman as far as one could detect, with a woman’s clinging dependence on Jamie.

These two had been lovers from the days of their childhood, from the days when away in their Highland village the stronger child had protected the weaker at school or at play with their boisterous companions. They had grown up together like two wind-swept saplings on their bleak Scottish hill-side so starved of sunshine. For warmth and protection they had leaned to each other, until with the spring, at the time of mating, their branches had quietly intertwined. That was how it had been, the entwinings of saplings, very simple, and to them very dear, having nothing mysterious or strange about it except inasmuch as all love is mysterious.

To themselves they had seemed like the other lovers for whom dawns were brighter and twilights more tender. Hand in hand they had strolled down the village street, pausing to listen to the piper at evening. And something in that sorrowful, outlandish music would arouse the musical soul in Jamie, so that great chords would surge up through her brain, very different indeed from the wails of the piper, yet born of the same mystic Highland nature.

Happy days; happy evenings when the glow of the summer lingered for hours above the grim hills, lingered on long after the flickering lamps had been lit in the cottage windows of Beedles. The piper would at last decide to go home, but they two would wander away to the moorland, there to lie down for a space side by side among the short, springy turf and the heather.

Children they had been, having small skill in words, or in life, or in love itself for that matter. Barbara, fragile and barely nineteen; the angular Jamie not yet quite twenty. They had talked because words will ease the full spirit; talked in abrupt, rather shy broken phrases. They had loved because love had come naturally to them up there on the soft, springy turf and the heather. But after a while their dreams had been shattered for such dreams as theirs had seemed strange to the village. Daft, the folk had thought them, mouthing round by themselves for hours, like a couple of lovers.

Barbara’s grand-dame, an austere old woman with whom she had lived since her earliest childhood — Barbara’s grand-dame had mistrusted this friendship. ‘I dinna richtly unnerstan’ it,’ she had frowned; ‘her and that Jamie’s unto throng. It’s no richt for lass-bairns, an’ it’s no proaper!’

And since she spoke with authority, having for years been the village post-mistress, her neighbours had wagged their heads and agreed ‘It’s no richt; ye hae said it, Mrs. MacDonald!’

The gossip had reached the minister, Jamie’s white-haired and gentle old father. He had looked at the girl with bewildered eyes — he had always been bewildered by his daughter. A poor housewife she was, and very untidy; if she cooked she mucked up the pots and the kitchen, and her hands were strangely unskilled with the needle; this he knew, since his heels suffered much from her darning. Remembering her mother he had shaken his head and sighed many times as he looked at Jamie. For her mother had been a soft, timorous woman, and he himself was very retiring, but their Jamie loved striding over the hills in the teeth of a gale, an uncouth, boyish creature. As a child she had gone rabbit stalking with ferrets; had ridden a neighbour’s farm-horse astride on a sack, without stirrup, saddle or bridle; had done all manner of outlandish things. And he, poor lonely, bewildered man, still mourning his wife, had been no match for her.

Yet even as a child she had sat at the piano and picked out little tunes of her own inventing. He had done his best; she had been taught to play by Miss Morrison of the next-door village, since music alone seemed able to tame her. And as Jamie had grown so her tunes had grown with her, gathering purpose and strength with her body. She would improvise for hours on the winter evenings, if Barbara would sit in their parlour and listen. He had always made Barbara welcome at the manse; they had been so inseparable, those two, since childhood — and now? He had frowned, remembering the gossip.

Rather timidly he had spoken to Jamie. ‘Listen, my dear, when you’re always together, the lads don’t get a chance to come courting, and Barbara’s grandmother wants the lass married. Let her walk with a lad on Sabbath afternoons — there’s that young MacGregor, he’s a fine, steady fellow, and they say he’s in love with the little lass...

Jamie had stared at him, scowling darkly. ‘She doesn’t want to walk out with MacGregor!’

The minister had shaken his head yet again. In the hands of his child he was utterly helpless.

Then Jamie had gone to Inverness in order the better to study music, but every week-end she had spent at the manse, there had been no real break in her friendship with Barbara; indeed they had seemed more devoted than ever, no doubt because of these forced separations. Two years later the minister had suddenly died, leaving his little all to Jamie. She had had to turn out of the old, grey manse, and had taken a room in the village near Barbara. But antagonism, no longer restrained through respect for the gentle and childlike pastor, had made itself very acutely felt — hostile they had been, those good people, to Jamie.

Barbara had wept. ‘Jamie, let’s go away...they hate us. Let’s go where nobody knows us. I’m twenty-one now, I can go where I like, they can’t stop me. Take me away from them, Jamie!’ Miserable, angry, and sorely bewildered, Jamie had put her arm round the girl. Where can I take you, you poor little creature? You’re not strong, and I’m terribly poor, remember.’

But Barbara had continued to plead. ‘I’ll work, I’ll scrub floors, I’ll do anything, Jamie, only let’s get away where nobody knows us!’ So Jamie had turned to her music master in Inverness, and had begged him to help her. What could she do to earn her living? And because this man believed in her talent, he had helped her with advice and a small loan of money, urging her to go to Paris and study to complete her training in composition.

‘You’re really too good for me,’ he had told her; ‘and out there you could live considerably cheaper. For one thing the exchange would be in your favour. I’ll write to the head of the Conservatoire this evening.’

That had been shortly after the Armistice, and now here they were together in Paris.

As for Pat, she collected her moths and her beetles, and when fate was propitious an occasional woman. But fate was so seldom propitious to Pat — Arabella had put this down to the beetles. Poor Pat, having recently grown rather gloomy, had taken to quoting American history, speaking darkly of blood-tracks left in the snow by what she had christened ‘The miserable army.’ Then, too, she seemed haunted by General Custer, that gallant and very unfortunate hero. ‘It’s Custer’s last ride, all the time,’ she would say. ‘No good talking, the whole darned world’s out to scalp us!’

As for Margaret Roland, she was never attracted to anyone young and whole-hearted and free — she was, in fact, a congenital poacher. While as for Wanda, her loves were so varied that no rule could be discovered by which to judge them. She loved wildly, without either chart or compass. A rudderless barque it was, Wanda’s emotion, beaten now this way, now that, by the gale veering first to the normal, then to the abnormal; a thing of torn sails and stricken masts, that never came within sight of a harbour.
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These, then, were the people to whom Stephen turned at last in her fear of isolation for Mary; to her own kind she turned and was made very welcome, for no bond is more binding than that of affliction. But her vision stretched beyond to the day when happier folk would also accept her, and through her this girl for whose happiness she and she alone would have to answer; to the day when through sheer force of tireless endeavour she would have built that harbour of refuge for Mary.

So now they were launched upon the stream that flows silent and deep through all great cities, gliding on between precipitous borders, away and away into no-man’s-land — the most desolate country in all creation. Yet when they got home they felt no misgivings, even Stephen’s doubts had been drugged for the moment, since just at first this curious stream will possess the balm of the waters of Lethe.

She said to Mary: ‘It was quite a good party; don’t you think so?’

And Mary answered naively: ‘I loved it because they were so nice to you. Brockett told me they think you’re the coming writer. He said you were Valérie Seymour’s lion; I was bursting with pride — it made me so happy!’

For answer, Stephen stooped down and kissed her.






  








Chapter Forty-five
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By February Stephen’s book was rewritten and in the hands of her publisher in England. This gave her the peaceful, yet exhilarated feeling that comes when a writer has given of his best and knows that that best is not unworthy. With a sigh of relief she metaphorically stretched, rubbed her eyes and started to look about her. She was in the mood that comes as a reaction from strain, and glad enough of amusement; moreover the spring was again in the air, the year had turned, there were sudden bright days when the sun brought a few hours of warmth to Paris.

They were now no longer devoid of friends, no longer solely dependent upon Brockett on the one hand, and Mademoiselle Duphot on the other; Stephen’s telephone would ring pretty often. There was now always somewhere for Mary to go; always people who were anxious to see her and Stephen, people with whom one got intimate quickly and was thus saved a lot of unnecessary trouble. Of them all, however, it was Barbara and Jamie for whom Mary developed a real affection; she and Barbara had formed a harmless alliance which at times was even a little pathetic. The one talking of Jamie, the other of Stephen, they would put their young heads together very gravely. ‘Do you find Jamie goes off her food when she’s working?’ ‘Do you find that Stephen sleeps badly? Is she careless of her health? Jamie’s awfully worrying sometimes.’

Or perhaps they would be in a more flippant mood and would sit and whisper together, laughing; making tender fun of the creatures they loved, as women have been much inclined to do ever since that rib was demanded of Adam. Then Jamie and Stephen would pretend to feel aggrieved, would pretend that they also must hang together, must be on their guard against feminine intrigues. Oh, yes, the whole business was rather pathetic.

Jamie and her Barbara were starvation-poor, so poor that a square meal came as a godsend. Stephen would feel ashamed to be rich, and, like Mary, was always anxious to feed them. Being idle at the moment Stephen would insist upon frequently taking them out to dinner, and then she would order expensive viands — copper-green oysters straight from the Marennes, caviare and other such costly things, to be followed by even more sumptuous dishes — and since they went short on most days in the week, these stomachic debauches would frequently upset them. Two glasses of wine would cause Jamie to flush, for her head had never been of the strongest, nor was it accustomed to such golden nectar. Her principal beverage was creme-de-menthe because it kept out the cold in the winter, and because, being pepperminty and sweet, it reminded her of the bulls-eyes at Beedles.

They were not very easy to help, these two, for Jamie, pride-galled, was exceedingly touchy. She would never accept gifts of money or clothes, and was struggling to pay off the debt to her master. Even food gave offence unless it was shared by the donors, which though very praiseworthy was foolish. However, there it was, one just had to take her or leave her, there was no compromising with Jamie.

After dinner they would drift back to Jamie’s abode, a studio in the old Rue Visconti. They would climb innumerable dirty stone stairs to the top of what had once been a fine house but was now let off to such poor rats as Jamie. The concierge, an unsympathetic woman, long soured by the empty pockets of students, would peer out at them from her dark ground-floor kennel, with sceptical eyes.

‘Bon soir, Madame Lambert.’

‘Bon soir, mesdames,’ she would growl impolitely.

Jamie’s studio was large, bare and swept by draughts. The stove was too small and at times it smelt vilely. The distempered grey walls were a mass of stains, for whenever it hailed or rained or snowed the windows and skylight would always start dripping. The furniture consisted of a few shaky chairs, a table, a divan and a hired grand piano. Nearly everyone seated themselves on the floor, robbing the divan of its moth-eaten cushions. From the studio there led off a tiny room with an eye-shaped window that would not open. In this room had been placed a narrow camp-bed to which Jamie retired when she felt extra sleepless. For the rest, there was a sink with a leaky tap; a cupboard in which they kept creme-de-menthe, what remnants of food they possessed at the moment, Jamie’s carpet-slippers and blue jean jacket — minus which she could never compose a note — and the pail, cloths and brushes with which Barbara endeavoured to keep down the accumulating dirt and confusion. For Jamie with her tow-coloured head in the clouds, was not only short-sighted but intensely untidy. Dust meant little to her since she seldom saw it, while neatness was completely left out of her make-up; considering how limited were her possessions, the chaos they produced was truly amazing. Barbara would sigh and would quite often scold — when she scolded she reminded one of a wren who was struggling to discipline a large cuckoo.

‘Jamie, your dirty shirt, give it to me — leaving it there on the piano, whatever!’ Or, ‘Jamie, come here and look at your hair-brush; if you haven’t gone and put it next-door to the butter!’

Then Jamie would peer with her strained, red-rimmed eyes and would grumble: ‘Oh, leave me in peace, do, lassie!’

And when Barbara laughed, as she must do quite often at the outrageous habits of the great loose-limbed creature, why then these days she would usually cough, and when Barbara started to cough she coughed badly. They had seen a doctor who had spoken about lungs and had shaken his head; not strong, he had told them. But neither of them had quite understood, for their French had remained very embryonic, and they could not afford the smart English doctor. All the same when Barbara coughed Jamie sweated, and her fear would produce an acute irritation.

‘Here, drink this water! Don’t sit there doing nothing but rack yourself to bits, it gets on my nerves. Go and order another bottle of that mixture. God, how can I work if you will go on coughing!’ She would slouch co the piano and play mighty chords, pressing down the loud pedal to drown that coughing. But when it had subsided she would feel deep remorse. ‘Oh, Barbara, you’re so little — forgive me. It’s all my fault for bringing you out here, you’re not strong enough for this damnable life, you don’t get the right food, or anything proper.’

In the end it would be Barbara who must console. ‘We’ll be rich some day when you’ve finished your opera — anyhow my cough isn’t dangerous, Jamie.’

Sometimes Jamie’s music would go all wrong, the opera would blankly refuse to get written. At the Conservatoire she would be very stupid, and when she got home she would be very silent, pushing her supper away with a frown, because coming upstairs she had heard that cough. Then Barbara would fed even more tired and weak than before, but would hide he, weakness from Jamie. After supper they would undress in front of the stove if the weather was cold, would undress without speaking. Barbara could get out of her clothes quite neatly in no time, but Jamie must always dawdle, dropping first this then that on the floor, or pausing to fill her little black pipe and to light it before putting on her pyjamas.

Barbara would fall on her knees by the divan and would start to say prayers like a child, very simply. ‘Our Father,’ she would say, and other prayers too, which always ended in: ‘Please God, bless Jamie.’ For believing in Jamie she must needs believe in God, and because she loved Jamie she must love God also — it had long been like this, ever since they were children. But sometimes she would shiver in her prim cotton nightgown, so that Jamie, grown anxious, would speak to her sharply:

‘Oh, stop praying, do. You and all your prayers! Are you daft to kneel there when the room’s fairly freezing? That’s how you catch cold; now tonight you’ll cough!’

But Barbara would not so much as turn round; she would calmly and earnestly go on with her praying. Her neck would look thin against the thick plait which hung neatly down between her bent shoulders; and the hands that covered her face would look thin — thin and transparent like the hands of a consumptive. Fuming inwardly, Jamie would stump off to bed in the tiny room with its eye-shaped window, and there she herself must mutter a prayer, especially if she heard Barbara coughing.

At times Jamie gave way to deep depression, hating the beautiful city of her exile. Homesick unto death she would suddenly feel for the dour little Highland village of Beedles. More even than for its dull bricks and mortar would she long for its dull and respectable spirit, for the sense of security common to Sabbaths, for the kirk with its dull and respectable people. She would think with a tenderness bred by forced absence of the greengrocer’s shop that stood on the corner, where they sold, side by side with cabbages and onions, little neatly tied bunches of Scottish heather, little earthenware jars of opaque heather honey. She would think of the vast, stretching, windy moorlands; of the smell of the soil after rain in summer; of the piper with his weather-stained, agile fingers, of the wail of his sorrowful, outlandish music; of Barbara as she had been in the days when they strolled side by side down the narrow high street. And then she would sit with her head in her hands, hating the sound and the smell of Paris, hating the sceptical eyes of the concierge, hating the bare and unhomely studio. Tears would well up from heaven alone knew what abyss of half-understood desolation, and would go splashing down upon her tweed skirt, or trickling back along her red wrists until they had wetted her frayed flannel wrist-bands. Coming home with their evening meal in a bag, this was how Barbara must sometimes find her.
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Jamie was not always so full of desolation; there were days when she seemed to be in excellent spirits, and on one such occasion she rang Stephen up, asking her to bring Mary round after dinner. Everyone was coming, Wanda and Pat, Brockett, and even Valérie Seymour; for she, Jamie, had persuaded a couple of negroes who were studying at the Conservatoire to come in and sing for them that evening — they had promised to sing Negro Spirituals, old slavery songs of the Southern plantations. They were very nice negroes, their name was Jones — Lincoln and Henry Jones, they were brothers. Lincoln and Jamie had become great friends; he was very interested in her opera. And Wanda would bring her mandolin — but the evening would be spoilt without Mary and Stephen.

Mary promptly put on her hat; she must go and order them in some supper. As she and Stephen would be there to share it, Jamie’s sensitive pride would be appeased. She would send them a very great deal of food so that they could go on eating and eating.

Stephen nodded: ‘Yes, send them in tons of supper!’
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At ten o’clock they arrived at the studio; at ten-thirty Wanda came in with Brockett, then Blanc together with Valérie Seymour, then Pat wearing serviceable goloshes over her house shoes because it was raining, then three or four fellow students of Jamie’s, and, finally the two negro brothers.

They were very unlike each other, these negroes; Lincoln, the elder, was paler in colour. He was short and inclined to be rather thick-set with a heavy but intellectual face — a strong face, much lined for a man of thirty. His eyes had the patient, questioning expression common to the eyes of most animals and to those of all slowly evolving races. He shook hands very quietly with Stephen and Mary. Henry was tall and as black as a coal, a fine upstanding, but coarse-lipped young negro, with a roving glance and a self-assured manner.

He remarked: Glad to meet you, Miss Gordon — Miss Llewellyn,’ and plumped himself down at Mary’s side, where he started to make conversation, too glibly.

Valérie Seymour was soon talking to Lincoln with a friendliness that put him at his ease — just A first he had seemed a little self-conscious. But Pat was much more reserved in her manner, having hailed from abolitionist Boston.

Wanda said abruptly: ‘Can I have a drink, Jamie!’ Brockett poured her out a stiff brandy and soda.

Adolphe Blanc sat on the floor hugging his knees; and presently Dupont the sculptor strolled in — being minus his mistress he migrated to Stephen.

Then Lincoln seated himself at the piano, touching the keys with firm, expert fingers, while Henry stood beside him very straight and long and lifted up his voice which was velvet smooth, yet as dear and insistent as the call of a clarion:

‘Deep river, my home is over Jordan. Deep river — Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground, Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground, Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground, Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground...

And all the hope of the utterly hopeless of this world, who must live by their ultimate salvation, all the terrible, aching, homesick hope that is born of the infinite pain of the spirit, seemed to break from this man and shake those who listened, so that they sat with bent heads and clasped hands — they who were also among the hopeless sat with bent heads and clasped hands as they listened...Even Valérie Seymour forgot to be pagan.

He was not an exemplary young negro; indeed he could be the reverse very often. A crude animal Henry could be at times, with a taste for liquor and a lust for women — just a primitive force rendered dangerous by drink, rendered offensive by civilization. Yet as he sang his sins seemed to drop from him, leaving him pure, unashamed, triumphant. He sang to his God, to the God of his soul. Who would some day blot out all the sins of the world, and make vast reparation for every injustice: ‘My home is over Jordan, Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground.’

Lincoln’s deep bass voice kept up a low sobbing. From time to time only did he break into words; but as he played on he rocked his body: ‘Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground. Lord, I want to cross over into camp ground.’

Once started they seemed unable to stop; carried away they were by their music, drunk with that desperate hope of the hopeless — far drunker than Henry would get on neat whisky. They went from one spiritual into another, while their listeners sat motionless, scarcely breathing. While Jamie’s eyes ached from unshed tears quite as much as from her unsuitable glasses; while Adolphe Blanc, the gentle, the learned, grasped his knees and pondered many things deeply; while Pat remembered her Arabella and found but small consolation in beetles; while Brockett thought of certain brave deeds that he, even he had done out in Mespot — deeds that were not recorded in dispatches, unless in those of the recording angel; while Wanda evolved an enormous canvas depicting the wrongs of all mankind; while Stephen suddenly found Mary’s hand and held it in hers with a painful pressure; while Barbara’s tired and childish brown eyes turned to rest rather anxiously on her Jamie. Not one of them all but was stirred to the depths by that queer, half defiant, half supplicating music.

And now there rang out a kind of challenge; imperious, loud, almost terrifying. They sang it together, those two black brethren, and their voices suggested a multitude of shouting. They seemed to be shouting a challenge to the world on behalf of themselves and of all the afflicted:

‘Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel,         Daniel, Daniel! Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel, Then why not every man?’

The eternal question, as yet unanswered for those who sat there spellbound and listened...’Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel, then why not every man?’

Why not?...Yes, but how long, 0 Lord, how long?

Lincoln got up from the piano abruptly, and he made a small bow which seemed strangely foolish, murmuring some stilted words of thanks on behalf of himself and his brother Henry: ‘We are greatly obliged to you for your patience; we trust that we have satisfied you,’ he murmured.

It was over. They were just two men with black skins and foreheads beaded with perspiration. Henry sidled away to the whisky, while Lincoln rubbed his pinkish palms on an elegant white silk handkerchief. Everyone started to talk at once, to light cigarettes, to move about the studio.

Jamie said: ‘Come on, people, it’s time for supper,’ and she swallowed a small glass of creme-de-menthe; but Wanda poured herself out some more brandy.

Quite suddenly they had all become merry, laughing at nothing, teasing each other; even Valérie unbent more than was her wont and did not look bored when Brockett chaffed her. The air grew heavy and stinging with smoke; the stove went out, but they scarcely noticed.

Henry Jones lost his head and pinched Pat’s bony shoulder, then he rolled his eyes: ‘Oh, boy! What a gang! Say, folks, aren’t we having the hell of an evening? When any of you folk decide to come over to my little old New York, why, I’ll show you around. Some burg!’ and he gulped a large mouthful of whisky.

After supper Jamie played the overture to her opera, and they loudly applauded the rather dull music — so scholarly, so dry, so painfully stiff, so utterly inexpressive of Jamie. Then Wanda produced her mandolin and insisted upon singing them Polish love songs; this she did in a heavy contralto voice which was rendered distinctly unstable by brandy. She handled the tinkling instrument with skill, evolving some quite respectable chords, but her eyes were fierce as was also her touch, so that presently a wire snapped with a ping, which appeared completely to upset her balance. She fell back and lay sprawled out upon the floor to be hauled up again by Dupont and Brockett.

Barbara had one of her bad fits of coughing: ‘It’s nothing...’ she gasped, ‘I swallowed the wrong way; don’t fuss, Jamie...darling...I tell you it’s...nothing.’

Jamie, flushed already, drank more creme-de-menthe. This time she poured it into a tumbler, tossing it off with a dash of soda. But Adolphe Blanc looked at Barbara gravely.

The party did not disperse until morning; not until four o’clock could they decide to go home. Everybody had stayed to the very last moment, everybody, that is, except Valérie Seymour — she had left immediately after supper. Brockett, as usual, was cynically sober, but Jamie was blinking her eyes like an owl, while Pat stumbled over her own goloshes. As for Henry Jones, he started to sing at the top of his lungs in a high falsetto:

‘Oh, my, help, help, ain’t I nobody’s baby? Oh, my, what a shame, I ain’t nobody’s baby.’

Shut your noise, you poor mutt!’ commanded his brother, but Henry still continued to bawl: ‘Oh, my, what a shame, I ain’t nobody’s baby.’

They left Wanda asleep on a heap of cushions — she would probably not wake up before midday.






  








Chapter Forty-six
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Stephen’s book, which made its appearance that May, met with a very sensational success in England and in the United States, an even more marked success than The Furrow. Its sales were unexpectedly large considering its outstanding literary merit; the critics of two countries were loud in their praises, and old photographs of Stephen could be seen in the papers, together with very flattering captions. In a word, she woke up in Paris one morning to find herself, for the moment, quite famous.

Valérie, Brockett, indeed all her friends were whole-hearted in their congratulations; and David’s tail kept up a great wagging. He knew well that something pleasant had happened: the whole atmosphere of the house was enough to inform a sagacious person like David. Even Mary’s little bright-coloured birds seemed to take a firmer hold on existence; while out in the garden there was much ado on the part of the proudly parental pigeons — fledglings with huge heads and bleary eyes had arrived to contribute to the general celebration. Adèle went singing about her work, for Jean had recently been promised promotion, which meant that his savings, perhaps in a year, might have grown large enough for them to marry.

Pierre bragged to his friend, the neighbouring baker, anent Stephen’s great eminence as a writer, and even Pauline cheered up a little.

When Mary impressively ordered the meals, ordered this or that delicacy for Stephen, Pauline would actually say with a smile: ‘Mail oui, un grand genie doit nourrir le cerveau!’

Mademoiselle Duphot gained a passing importance in the eyes of her pupils through having taught Stephen. She would nod her head and remark very wisely: ‘I always declare she become a great author.’ Then because she was truthful she would hastily add: ‘I mean that I knowed she was someone unusual.’

Buisson admitted that perhaps, after all, it was well that Stephen had stuck to her writing. The book had been bought for translation into French, a fact which had deeply impressed Monsieur Buisson.

From Puddle came a long and triumphant letter: ‘What did I tell you? I knew you’d do it!...

Anna also wrote at some length to her daughter. And wonder of wonders, from Violet Peacock there arrived an embarrassingly gushing epistle. She would look Stephen up when next she was in Paris; she was longing, so she said, to renew their old friendship — after all, they two had been children together.

Gazing at Mary with very bright eyes, Stephen’s thoughts must rush forward into the future. Puddle had been right, it was work that counted — clever, hard-headed, understanding old Puddle!

Then putting an arm round Mary’s shoulder: ‘Nothing shall ever hurt you,’ she would promise, feeling wonderfully self-sufficient and strong, wonderfully capable of protecting.
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That summer they drove into Italy with David sitting up proudly beside Burton. David barked at the peasants and challenged the dogs and generally assumed a grand air of importance. They decided to spend two months on Lake Como, and went to the Hotel Florence at Bellagio. The hotel gardens ran down to the lake — it was all very sunny and soothing and peaceful. Their days were passed in making excursions, their evenings in drifting about on the water in a little boat with a gaily striped awning, which latter seemed a strange form of pleasure to David. Many of the guests at the Florence were English, and not a few scraped an acquaintance with Stephen, since nothing appears to succeed like success in a world that is principally made up of failure. The sight of her book left about in the lounge, or being devoured by some engrossed reader, would make Stephen feel almost childishly happy; she would point the phenomenon out to Mary.

‘Look,’ she would whisper, ‘that man’s reading my book!’ For the child is never far to seek in the author.

Some of their acquaintances were country folk and she found that she was in sympathy with them. Their quiet and painstaking outlook on life, their love of the soil, their care for their homes, their traditions were after all a part of herself, bequeathed to her by the founders of Morton. It gave her a very deep sense of pleasure to see Mary accepted and made to feel welcome by these grey-haired women and gentlemanly men; very seemly and fitting it appeared to Stephen.

And now, since to each of us come moments of respite when the mind refuses to face its problems, she resolutely thrust aside her misgivings, those misgivings that whispered: ‘Supposing they knew — do you think they’d be so friendly to Mary?’

Of all those who sought them out that summer, the most cordial were Lady Massey and her daughter. Lady Massey was a delicate elderly woman who, in spite of poor health and encroaching years, was untiring in her search for amusement — it amused her to make friends with celebrated people. She was restless, self-indulgent and not over sincere, a creature of whims and ephemeral fancies; yet for Stephen and Mary she appeared to evince a liking which was more than just on the surface. She would ask them up to her sitting-room, would want them to sit with her in the garden, and would sometimes insist upon communal meals, inviting them to dine at her table. Agnes, the daughter, a jolly, red-haired girl, had taken an immediate fancy to Mary, and their friendship ripened with celerity, as is often the way during idle summers. As for Lady Massey she petted Mary, and mothered her as though she were a child, and soon she was mothering Stephen also.

She would say: ‘I seem to have found two new children,’ and Stephen, who was in the mood to feel touched, grew quite attached to this ageing woman. Agnes was engaged to a Colonel Fitzmaurice who would probably join them that autumn in Paris. If he did so they must all forgather at once, she insisted — he greatly admired Stephen’s book and had written that he was longing to meet her. But Lady Massey went further than this in her enthusiastic proffers of friendship — Stephen and Mary must stay with her in Cheshire; she was going to give a house party at Branscombe Court for Christmas; they must certainly come to her for Christmas.

Mary, who seemed elated at the prospect, was for ever discussing this visit with Stephen: ‘What sort of clothes shall I need, do you think? Agnes says it’s going to be quite a big party. I suppose I’ll want a few new evening dresses?’ And one day she inquired: ‘Stephen, when you were younger, did you ever go to Ascot or Goodwood?’

Ascot and Goodwood, just names to Stephen; names that she had despised in her youth, yet which now seemed not devoid of importance since they stood for something beyond themselves — something that ought to belong to Mary. She would pick up a copy of The Taller or The Sketch, which Lady Massey received from England, and turning the pages would stare at the pictures of securely established, self-satisfied people — Miss this or that sitting on a shooting-stick, and beside her the man she would shortly marry; Lady so-and-so with her latest offspring; or perhaps some group at a country house. And quite suddenly Stephen would feel less assured because in her heart she must envy these people. Must envy these commonplace men and women with their rather ridiculous shooting-sticks; their smiling fiances; their husbands; their wives; their estates, and their well-cared-for, placid children.

Mary would sometimes look over her shoulder with a new and perhaps rather wistful interest. Then Stephen would close the paper abruptly: ‘Let’s go for a row on the lake,’ she might say, ‘it’s no good wasting this glorious evening.’

But then she would remember the invitation to spend Christmas with Lady Massey in Cheshire, and would suddenly start to build castles in the air; supposing that she herself bought a small place near Branscombe Court — near these kind new friends who seemed to have grown so fond of Mary? Mary would also have her thoughts, would be thinking of girls like Agnes Massey for whom life was tranquil, easy and secure; girls to whom the world must seem blessedly friendly. And then, with a little stab of pain, she would suddenly remember her own exile from Morton. After such thoughts as these she must hold Stephen’s hand, must always sit very close to Stephen.
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That autumn they saw a good deal of the Masseys, who had taken their usual suite at the Ritz, and who often asked Mary and Stephen to luncheon. Lady Massey, Agnes and Colonel Fitzmaurice, a pleasant enough man, came and dined several times at the quiet old house in the Rue Jacob, and those evenings were always exceedingly friendly, Stephen talking of books with Colonel Fitzmaurice, while Lady Massey enlarged upon Branscombe and her plans for the coming Christmas party. Sometimes Stephen and Mary sent flowers to the Ritz, hot-house plants or a large box of special roses — Lady Massey liked to have her rooms full of flowers sent by friends, it increased her sense of importance. By return would come loving letters of thanks; she would write: ‘I do thank my two very dear children.’

In November she and Agnes returned to England, but the friendship was kept up by correspondence, for Lady Massey was prolific with her pen, indeed she was never more happy than when writing. And now Mary bought the new evening dresses, and she dragged Stephen off to choose some new ties. As the visit to Branscombe Court drew near it was seldom out of their thoughts for a moment — to Stephen it appeared like the first fruits of toil; to Mary like the gateway into an existence that must be very safe and reassuring.
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Stephen never knew what enemy had prepared the blow that was struck by Lady Massey. Perhaps it had been Colonel Fitzmaurice who might all the time have been hiding his suspicions; he must certainly have known a good deal about Stephen — he had friends who lived in the vicinity of Morton. Perhaps it had merely been unkind gossip connected with Brockett or Valérie Seymour, with the people whom Mary and Stephen knew, although, as it happened, Lady Massey had not met them. But after all, it mattered so little; what did it matter how the thing had come about? By comparison with the insult itself, its origin seemed very unimportant.

It was in December that the letter arrived, just a week before they were leaving for England. A long, rambling, pitifully tactless letter, full of awkward and deeply wounding excuses:

‘If I hadn’t grown so fond of you both,’ wrote Lady Massey, ‘this would be much less painful — as it is the whole thing has made me quite ill, but I must consider my position in the county. You see, the county looks to me for a lead — above all I must consider my daughter. The rumours that have reached me about you and Mary — certain things that I don’t want to enter into — have simply forced me to break off our friendship and to say that I must ask you not to come here for Christmas. Of course a woman of my position with all eyes upon her has to be extra careful. It’s too terribly upsetting and sad for me; if I hadn’t been so fond of you both — but you know how attached I had grown to Mary...’ and so it went on; a kind of wail full of self-importance combined with self-pity.

As Stephen read she went white to the lips, and Mary sprang up. What’s that letter you’re reading?’

‘It’s from Lady Massey. It’s about...it’s about...’ Her voice failed.

Show it to me,’ persisted Mary.

Stephen shook her head: No — I’d rather not.’

Then Mary asked: ‘Is it about our visit?’

Stephen nodded: ‘We’re not going to spend Christmas at Branscombe. Darling, it’s all right — don’t look like that...

‘But I want to know why we’re not going to Branscombe.’ And Mary reached out and snatched the letter.

She read it through to the very last word, then she sat down abruptly and burst out crying. She cried with the long, doleful sobs of a child whom someone has struck without rhyme or reason: Oh...and I thought they were fond of us...’ she sobbed, ‘I thought that perhaps...they understood, Stephen.’

Then it seemed to Stephen that all the pain that had so far been thrust upon her by existence, was as nothing to the unendurable pain which she must now bear to hear that sobbing, to see Mary thus wounded and utterly crushed, thus shamed and humbled for the sake of her love, thus bereft of all dignity and protection.

She felt strangely helpless: ‘Don’t — don’t,’ she implored; while tears of pity blurred her own eyes and went trickling slowly down her scarred face. She had lost for the moment all sense of proportion, of perspective, seeing in a vain, tactless woman a kind of gigantic destroying angel; a kind of scourge laid upon her and Mary. Surely never before had Lady Massey loomed so large as she did in that hour to Stephen.

Mary’s sobs gradually died away. She lay back in her chair, a small, desolate figure, catching her breath from time to time, until Stephen went to her and found her hand which she stroked with cold and trembling fingers — but she could not find words of consolation.

5
 

That night Stephen took the girl roughly in her arms.

‘I love you — I love you so much...’ she stammered; and she kissed Mary many times on the mouth, but cruelly so that her kisses were pain — the pain in her heart leapt out through her lips: ‘God! It’s too terrible to love like this — it’s hell — there are times when I can’t endure it!’

She was in the grip of strong nervous excitation; nothing seemed able any more to appease her. She seemed to be striving to obliterate, not only herself, but the whole hostile world through some strange and agonized merging with Mary. It was terrible indeed, very like unto death, and it left them both completely exhausted.

The world had achieved its first real victory.






  








Chapter Forty-seven
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Their Christmas was naturally overshadowed, and so, as it were by a common impulse, they turned to such people as Barbara and Jamie, people who would neither despise nor insult them. It was Mary who suggested that Barbara and Jamie should be asked to share their Christmas dinner, while Stephen who must suddenly pity Wanda for a misjudged and very unfortunate genius, invited her also — after all why note Wanda was more sinned against than sinning. She drank, oh, yes, Wanda drowned her sorrows; everybody knew that, and like Valérie Seymour, Stephen hated drink like the plague — but all the same she invited Wanda.

An ill wind it is that blows no one any good. Barbara and Jamie accepted with rapture; but for Mary’s most timely invitation, their funds being low at the end of the year, they two must have gone without Christmas dinner. Wanda also seemed glad enough to come, to leave her enormous, turbulent canvas for the orderly peace of the well-warmed house with its comfortable rooms and its friendly servants. All three of them arrived a good hour before dinner, which on this occasion would be in the evening.

Wanda had been up to Midnight Mass at the Sacré Coeur, she informed them gravely; and Stephen, reminded of Mademoiselle Duphot, regretted that she had not offered her the motor. No doubt she too had gone up to Montmartre for Midnight Mass — how queer, she and Wanda. Wanda was quiet, depressed and quite sober; she was wearing a straight-cut, simple black dress that somehow suggested a species of cassock. And as often happened when Wanda was sober, she repeated herself more than when she was drunk.

‘I have been to the Sacré Coeur,’ she repeated, ‘for the Messe de Minuit; it was very lovely.’

But she did not reveal the tragic fact that her fear had suddenly laid hold upon her at the moment of approaching the altar rails, so that she had scuttled back to her seat, terrified of receiving the Christmas Communion. Even a painfully detailed confession of intemperance, of the lusts of the eyes and the mind, of the very occasional sins of the body; even the absolution accorded by a white-haired old priest who had spoken gently and pitifully to his penitent, directing her prayers to the Sacred Heart from which his own heart had derived its compassion — even these things failed to give Wanda courage when it came to the Christmas Communion. And now as she sat at Stephen’s table she ate little and drank but three glasses of wine; nor did she ask for a cognac brandy when later they went to the study for coffee, but must talk of the mighty temple of her faith that watched day and night, night and day over Paris.

She said in her very perfect English: ‘Is it not a great thing that France has done? From every town and village in France has come money to build that church at Montmartre. Many people have purchased the stones of the church, and their names are carved on those stones for ever. I am very much too hard up to do that — and yet I would like to own a small stone. I would just say: “From Wanda”, because of course one need not bother about the surname; mine is so long and so difficult to spell — yes, I would ask them to say: “From Wanda”.’

Jamie and Barbara listened politely, yet without sympathy and without comprehension; while Mary must even smile a little at what seemed to her like mere superstition. But Stephen’s imagination was touched, and she questioned Wanda about her religion. Then Wanda turned grateful eyes upon Stephen and suddenly wanted to win her friendship — she looked so reassuring and cairn sitting there in her peaceful, book-lined study. A great writer she was, did not everyone say so? And yet she was surely even as Wanda...Oh, but Stephen had got the better of her fate, had wrestled with her fate so that now it must serve her; that was fine, that was surely true courage, true greatness! For that Christmas none save Mary might know of the bitterness that was in Stephen’s heart, least of all the impulsive, erratic Wanda.

Wanda needed no second invitation to talk, and very soon her eyes were aglow with the fire of the born religious fanatic as she told of the little town in Poland, with its churches, its bells that were always chiming — the Mass bells beginning at early dawn, the Angelus bells, the Vesper bells — always calling, calling, they were, said Wanda. Through the years of persecution and strife, of wars and the endless rumours of wars that had ravaged her most unhappy country, her people had clung to their ancient faith like true children of Mother Church, said Wanda. She herself had three brothers, and all of them priests; her parents had been pious people, they were both dead now, had been dead for some years; and Wanda signed her breast with the Cross, having regard for the souls of her parents. Then she tried to explain the meaning of her faith, but this she did exceedingly badly, finding that words are not always easy when they must encompass the things of the spirit, the things that she herself knew by instinct; and then, too, these days her brain was not clear, thanks to brandy, even when she was quite sober. The details of her coming to Paris she omitted, but Stephen thought she could easily guess them, for Wanda declared with a curious pride that her brothers were men of stone and of iron. Saints they all were, according to Wanda, uncompromising, fierce and relentless, seeing only the straight and narrow path on each side of which yawned the fiery chasm.

‘I was not as they were, ah, no!’ she declared, ‘Nor was I as my father and mother; I was — I was...’ She stopped speaking abruptly, gazing at Stephen with her burning eyes which said quite plainly: ‘You know what I was, you understand.’ And Stephen nodded, divining the reason of Wanda’s exile.

But suddenly Mary began to grow restless, putting an end to this dissertation by starting the large, new gramophone which Stephen had given her for Christmas. The gramophone blared out the latest foxtrot, and jumping up, Barbara and Jamie started dancing, while Stephen and Wanda moved chairs and tables, rolled back rugs and explained to the barking David that he could not join in, but might, if he chose, sit and watch them dance from the divan. Then Wanda slipped an arm around Mary and they glided off; an incongruous couple, the one clad as sombrely as any priest, the other in her soft evening dress of blue chiffon. Mary lay gently against Wanda’s arm, and she seemed to Stephen a very perfect dancer — lighting a cigarette, she watched them. The dance over, Mary put on a new record; she was flushed and her eyes were considerably brighter.

‘Why did you never tell met’ Stephen murmured.

‘Tell you what?’

‘Why, that you danced so well.’

Mary hesitated, then she murmured back: ‘You didn’t dance, so what was the good?’

‘Wanda, you must teach me to foxtrot,’ smiled Stephen.

Jamie was blundering round the room with Barbara clasped to her untidy bosom; then she and Barbara started to sing the harmless, but foolish words of the foxtrot — if the servants were singing their old Breton hymns along in the kitchen, no one troubled to listen. Growing hilarious, Jamie sang louder spinning with Barbara, gyrating wildly, until Barbara, between laughing and coughing, must implore her to stop, must beg for mercy.

Wanda said: ‘You might have a lesson now, Stephen.’

Putting her hands on Stephen’s shoulders, she began to explain the more simple steps, which did not appear at all hard to Stephen. The music seemed to have got into her feet so that her feet must follow its rhythm. She discovered to her own very great amazement that she liked this less formal modern dancing, and after a while she was clasping Mary quite firmly, and they moved away together while Wanda stood calling out her instructions:

‘Take much longer steps! Keep your knees straight — straighter! Don’t get so much to the side — look, it’s this way — hold her this way; always stand square to your partner.’

The lesson went on for a good two hours, until even Mary seemed somewhat exhausted. She suddenly rang the bell for Pierre, who appeared with the tray of simple supper. Then Mary did an unusual thing — she poured herself out a whisky and soda.

‘I’m tired,’ she explained rather fretfully in answer to Stephen’s look of surprise; and she frowned as she turned her back abruptly. But Wanda shied away from the brandy as a frightened horse will shy from fire; she drank two large glasses of lemonade — an extremist she was in all things, this Wanda. Quite soon she announced that she must go home to bed, because of her latest picture which required every ounce of strength she had in her; but before she went she said eagerly to Stephen:

‘Do let me show you the Sacré Coeur. You have seen it of course, but only as a tourist; that is not really seeing it at all, you must come there with me.’

‘All right,’ agreed Stephen.

When Jamie and Barbara had departed in their turn, Stephen took Mary into her arms: ‘Dearest...has it been a fairly nice Christmas after all?’ she inquired almost timidly.

Mary kissed her: ‘Of course it’s been a nice Christmas.’ Then her youthful face suddenly changed in expression, the grey eyes growing hard, the mouth resentful: ‘Damn that woman for what she’s done to us, Stephen — the insolence of it! But I’ve learnt my lesson; we’ve got plenty of friends without Lady Massey and Agnes, friends to whom we’re not moral lepers.’ And she laughed, a queer, little joyless laugh.

Stephen flinched, remembering Brockett’s warning.
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Wanda’s chastened and temperate mood persisted for several weeks, and while it was on her she clung like a drowning man to Stephen, haunting the house from morning until night, dreading to be alone for a moment. It cannot be said that Stephen suffered her gladly, for now with the New Year she was working hard on a series of articles and short stories; unwilling to visualize defeat, she began once again to sharpen her weapon. But something in Wanda’s poor efforts to keep sober, in her very dependence, was deeply appealing, so that Stephen would put aside her work, feeling loath to desert the unfortunate creature.

Several times they made a long pilgrimage on foot to the church of the Sacré Coeur; just they two, for Mary would never go with them; she was prejudiced against Wanda’s religion. They would climb the steep streets with their flights of steps, grey streets, grey steps leading up from the city. Wanda’s eyes would always be fixed on their goal — pilgrim eyes they would often seem to Stephen. Arrived at the church she and Wanda would stand looking down between the tall, massive columns of the porch, on a Paris of domes and mists, only half revealed by the fitful sunshine. The air would seem pure up there on the height, pure and tenuous as a thing of the spirit. And something in that mighty temple of faith, that amazing thrust towards the sublime, that silent yet articulate cry of a nation to its God, would awaken a response in Stephen, so that she would seem to be brushing the hem of an age-old and rather terrible mystery — the eternal mystery of good and evil.

Inside the church would be brooding shadows, save where the wide lakes of amber fire spread out from the endless votive candles. Above the high altar the monstranced Host would gleam curiously white in the light of the candles. The sound of praying, monotonous, low, insistent, would come from those who prayed with extended arms, with crucified arms, all day and all night for the sins of Paris.

Wanda would make her way to the statue of the silver Christ with one hand on His heart, and the other held out in supplication. Kneeling down she would sign herself with His Cross, then cover her eyes and forget about Stephen. Standing quietly behind her Stephen would wonder what Wanda was saying to the silver Christ, what the silver Christ was saying to Wanda. She would think that He looked very weary, this Christ Who must listen to so many supplications. Queer, unbidden thoughts came to her at such moments; this Man Who was God, a God Who waited, could He answer the riddle of Wanda’s existence, of her own existence? If she asked, could He answer? What if she were suddenly to cry out loudly: ‘Look at us, we are two yet we stand for many. Our name is legion and we also are waiting, we also are tired, oh, but terribly tired...Will You give us some hope of ultimate release? Will You tell us the secret of our salvation?’

Wanda would rise from her prayers rather stiffly to purchase a couple of votive candles, and when she had stuck them into the sconce she would touch the foot of the silver Christ as she bade Him farewell — a time-honoured custom. Then she and Stephen might turn again to the lake of fire that flowed round the monstrance.

But one morning when they arrived at the church, the monstrance was not above the high altar. The altar had just been garnished and swept, so the Host was still in the Lady Chapel. And while they stood there and gazed at the Host, came a priest and with him a grey-haired server; they would bear their God back again to His home, to the costly shrine of His endless vigil. The server must first light his little lantern suspended from a pole, and must then grasp his bell. The priest must lift his Lord from the monstrance and lay Him upon a silken cover, and carry Him as a man carries a child — protectively, gently, yet strongly withal, as though some frustrated paternal instinct were finding in this a divine expression. The lantern swung rhythmically to and fro, the bell rang out its imperative warning; then the careful priest followed after the server who cleared his path to the great high altar. And even as once very long ago, such a bell had been the herald of death in the putrefying hand of the leper: ‘Unclean! Unclean!’ death and putrefaction — the warning bell in the dreadful hand that might never again know the clasp of the healthful — so now the bell rang out the approach of supreme purity, of the Healer of lepers, earthbound through compassion; but compassion so vast, so urgent, that the small, white disc of the Host must contain the whole suffering universe. Thus the Prisoner of love Who could never break free while one spiritual leper remained to be healed, passed by on His patient way, heavy-laden.

Wanda suddenly fell to her knees, striking her lean and unfruitful breast, for as always she very shamefully feared, and her fear was a bitter and most deadly insult. With downcast eyes and trembling hands she cowered at the sight of her own salvation. But Stephen stood upright and curiously still, staring into the empty Lady Chapel.






  








Chapter Forty-eight
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That spring they made their first real acquaintance with the garish and tragic night life of Paris that lies open to such people as Stephen Gordon.

Until now they had never gone out much at night except to occasional studio parties, or occasional cafés of the milder sort for a cup of coffee with Barbara and Jamie; but that spring Mary seemed fanatically eager to proclaim her allegiance to Pat’s miserable army. Deprived of the social intercourse which to her would have been both natural and welcome, she now strove to stand up to a hostile world by proving that she could get on without it. The spirit of adventure that had taken her to France, the pluck that had steadied her while in the Unit, the emotional, hot-headed nature of the Celt, these things must now work together in Mary to produce a state of great restlessness, a pitiful revolt against life’s injustice. The blow struck by a weak and thoughtless hand had been even more deadly than Stephen had imagined; more deadly to them both, for that glancing blow coming at a time of apparent success, had torn from them every shred of illusion.

Stephen, who could see that the girl was fretting, would be seized with a kind of sick apprehension, a sick misery at her own powerlessness to provide a more normal and complete existence. So many innocent recreations, so many harmless social pleasures must Mary forego for the sake of their union — and she still young, still well under thirty. And now Stephen came face to face with the gulf that lies between warning and realization — all her painful warnings anent the world had not served to lessen the blow when it fell, had not served to make it more tolerable to Mary. Deeply humiliated Stephen would fed, when she thought of Mary’s exile from Morton, when she thought of the insults this girl must endure because of her loyalty and her faith — all that Mary was losing that belonged to her youth, would rise up at this time to accuse and scourge Stephen. Her courage would flicker like a lamp in the wind, and would all but go out; she would feel less steadfast, less capable of continuing the war, that ceaseless war for the right to existence. Then the pen would slip from her nerveless fingers, no longer a sharp and purposeful weapon. Yes, that spring saw a weakening in Stephen herself — she felt tired, and sometimes very old for her age, in spite of her vigorous mind and body.

Calling Mary, she would need to be reassured; and one day she asked her: ‘How much do you love me?’

Mary answered: So much that I’m growing to hate...’ Bitter words to hear on such young lips as Mary’s.

And now there were days when Stephen herself would long for some palliative, some distraction; when her erstwhile success seemed like Dead Sea fruit, her will to succeed a grotesque presumption. Who was she to stand out against the whole world, against those ruthless, pursuing millions bent upon the destruction of her and her kind? And she but one poor, inadequate creature. She would start to pace up and down her study; up and down, up and down, a most desolate pacing; even as years ago her father had paced his quiet study at Morton. Then those treacherous nerves of hers would betray her, so that when Mary came in with David — he a little depressed, sensing something amiss — she would often turn on the girl and speak sharply.

‘Where on earth have you been e’

Only out for a walk. I walked round to Jamie’s, Barbara’s not well; I sent her in a few tins of Brand’s jelly.’

‘You’ve no right to go off without letting me know where you’re going — I’ve told you before I won’t have it!’ Her voice would be harsh, and Mary would flush, unaware of those nerves that were strained to breaking.

As though grasping at something that remained secure, they would go to see the kind Mademoiselle Duphot, but less often than they had done in the past, for a feeling of guilt would come upon Stephen. Looking at the gentle and foal-like face with its innocent eyes behind the strong glasses, she would think: ‘We’re here under false pretences. If she knew what we were, she’d have none of us, either. Brockett was right, we should stick to our kind.’ So they went less and less to see Mademoiselle Duphot.

Mademoiselle said with mild resignation: ‘It is natural for now our Stévenne is famous. Why should she waste her time upon us? I am more than content to have been her teacher.’

But the sightless Julie shook her head sadly: ‘It is not like that; you mistake, my sister. I can feel a great desolation in Stévenne — and some of the youngness has gone from Mary. What can it be? My fingers grow blind when I ask them the cause of that desolation.’

‘I will pray for them both to the Sacred Heart which comprehends all things,’ said Mademoiselle Duphot.

And indeed her own heart would have tried to understand — but Stephen had grown very bitterly mistrustful.

And so now, in good earnest they turned to their kind, for as Puddle had truly divined in the past, it is ‘like to like’ for such people as Stephen. Thus when Pat walked in unexpectedly one day to invite them to join a party that night at the Ideal Bar, Stephen did not oppose Mary’s prompt and all too eager acceptance.

Pat said they were going to do the round. Wanda was coming and probably Brockett. Dickie West the American aviator was in Paris, and she also had promised to join them. Oh, yes, and then there was Valérie Seymour — Valérie was being dug out of her hole by Jeanne Maurel, her most recent conquest. Pat supposed that Valérie would drink lemon squash and generally act as a douche of cold water, she was sure to grow sleepy or disapproving, she was no acquisition to this sort of party. But could they rely upon Stephen’s car? In the cold, grey dawn of the morning after, taxis were sometimes scarce up at Montmartre. Stephen nodded, thinking how absurdly prim Pat looked to be talking of cold, grey dawns and all that they stood for up at Montmartre. After she had left, Stephen frowned a little.
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The five women were seated at a table near the door when Mary and Stephen eventually joined them. Pat, looking gloomy, was sipping light beer. Wanda, with the fires of hell in her eyes, in the hell of a temper too, drank brandy. She had started to drink pretty heavily again, and had therefore been avoiding Stephen just lately. There were only two new faces at the table, that of Jeanne Maurel, and of Dickie West, the much-discussed woman aviator.

Dickie was short, plump and very young; she could not have been more than twenty-one and she still looked considerably under twenty. She was wearing a little dark blue beret; round her neck was knotted an Apache scarf — for the rest she was dressed in a neat serge suit with a very well cut double-breasted jacket. Her face was honest, her teeth rather large, her lips chapped and her skin much weather-beaten. She looked like a pleasant and nice-minded schoolboy well soaped and scrubbed for some gala occasion. When she spoke her voice was a little too hearty. She belonged to the younger, and therefore more reckless, more aggressive and self-assured generation; a generation that was marching to battle with much swagger, much sounding of drums and trumpets, a generation that had come after war to wage a new war on a hostile creation. Being mentally very well clothed and well shod, they had as yet left no blood-stained foot-prints; they were hopeful as yet, refusing point-blank to believe in the existence of a miserable army. They said: ‘We are as we are; what about it, We don’t care a damn, in fact we’re delighted!’ And being what they were they must go to extremes, must quite often outdo men in their sinning; yet the sins that they had were the sins of youth, the sins of defiance born of oppression. But Dickie was in no way exceptionally vile — she lived her life much as a man would have lived it. And her heart was so loyal, so trustful, so kind that it caused her much shame and much secret blushing. Generous as a lover, she was even more so when there could not be any question of loving. Like the horseleech’s daughter, her friends cried: ‘Give! Give!’ and Dickie gave lavishly, asking no questions. An appeal never left her completely unmoved, and suspecting this, most people went on appealing. She drank wine in moderation, smoked Camel cigarettes till her fingers were brown, and admired stage beauties. Her greatest defect was practical joking of the kind that passes all seemly limits. Her jokes were dangerous, even cruel at times — in her jokes Dickie quite lacked imagination.

Jeanne Maurel was tall, almost as tall as Stephen. An elegant person wearing pearls round her throat above a low cut white satin waistcoat. She was faultlessly tailed and faultlessly barbered; her dark, severe Eton crop fitted neatly. Her profile was Greek, her eyes a bright blue — altogether a very arresting young woman. So far she had had quite a busy life doing nothing in particular and everything in general. But now she was Valérie Seymour’s lover, attaining at last to a certain distinction.

And Valérie was sitting there calm and aloof, her glance roving casually round the café, not too critically, yet as though she would say: ‘Enfin, the whole world has grown very ugly, but no doubt to some people this represents pleasure.’

From the stained bar counter at the end of the room came the sound of Monsieur Pujol’s loud laughter. Monsieur Pujol was affable to his clients, oh, but very, indeed he was almost paternal. Yet nothing escaped his cold, black eyes — a great expert he was in his way, Monsieur Pujol. There are many collections that a man may indulge in; old china, glass, pictures, watches and bibelots; rare editions, tapestries, priceless jewels. Monsieur Pujol snapped his fingers at such things, they lacked life — Monsieur Pujol collected inverts. Amazingly morbid of Monsieur Pujol, and he with the face of an ageing dragoon, and he just married en secondes notes, and already with six legitimate children. A fine, purposeful sire he had been and still was, with his young wife shortly expecting a baby. Oh, yes, the most aggressively normal of men, as none knew better than the poor Madame Pujol. Yet behind the bar was a small, stuffy sanctum in which this strange man catalogued his collection. The walls of the sanctum were thickly hung with signed photographs, and a good few sketches. At the back of each frame was a neat little number corresponding to that in a locked leather notebook — it had long been his custom to write up his notes before going home with the milk in the morning. People saw their own faces but not their numbers — no client suspected that locked leather notebook.

To this room would come Monsieur Pujol’s old cronies for a bock or a petit verre before business; and sometimes, like many another collector, Monsieur Pujol would permit himself to grow prosy. His friends knew most of the pictures by heart; knew their histories too, almost as well as he did; but in spite of this fact he would weary his guests by repeating many a threadbare story.

‘A fine lot, n’est-ce pas?’ he would say with a grin. ‘See that man e Ah, yes — a really great poet. He drank himself to death. In those days it was absinthe — they liked it because it gave them courage. That one would come here like a scared white rat, but Crénom! when he left he would bellow like a bull — the absinthe, of course — it gave them great courage.’ Or: ‘That woman over there, what a curious head! I remember her very well, she was German. Else Weining, her name was — before the war she would come here with a girl she’d picked up here in Paris, just a common whore, a most curious business. They were deeply in love. They would sit at a table in the corner — I can show you their actual table. They never talked much and they drank very little; as far as the drink went those two were bad clients, but so interesting that I did not much mind — I grew almost attached to Else Weining. Sometimes she would come all alone, come early. “Pu,” she would say in her hideous French; “Pu, she must never go back to that hell.” Hell! Sacrénom — she to call it hell! Amazing they are, I tell you, these people. Well, the girl went back, naturally she went back, and Else drowned herself in the Srine. Amazing they are — ces invertis, I tell you!’

But not all the histories were so tragic as this one; Monsieur Pujol found some of them quite amusing. Quarrels galore he was able to relate, and light infidelities by the dozen. He would mimic a manner of speech, a gesture, a walk — he was really quite a good mimic — and when he did this his friends were not bored; they would sit there and split their sides with amusement.

And now Monsieur Pujol was laughing himself, cracking jokes as he covertly watched his clients. From where she and Mary sat near the door, Stephen could hear his loud, jovial laughter.

‘Lord,’ sighed Pat, unenlivened as yet by the beer; ‘some people do seem to feel real good this evening.’

Wanda, who disliked the ingratiating Pujol, and whose nerves were on edge, had begun to grow angry. She had caught a particularly gross blasphemy, gross even for this age of stupid blaspheming. ‘Le salaud!’ she shouted, then, inflamed by drink, an epithet even less complimentary.

‘Hush up, do!’ exclaimed the scandalized Pat, hastily gripping Wanda’s shoulder.

But Wanda was out to defend her faith, and she did it in somewhat peculiar language.

People had begun to turn round and stare; Wanda was causing quite a diversion. Dickie grinned and skilfully egged her on, not perceiving the tragedy that was Wanda. For in spite of her tender and generous heart, Dickie was still but a crude young creature, one who had not yet learnt how to shiver and shake, and had thus remained but a crude young creature. Stephen glanced anxiously at Mary, half deciding to break up this turbulent party; but Mary was sitting with her chin on her hand, quite unruffled, it seemed, by Wanda’s outburst. When her eyes met Stephen’s she actually smiled, then took the cigarette that Jeanne Maurel was offering; and something in this placid, self-assured indifference went so ill with her youth that it startled Stephen. She in her turn must quickly light a cigarette, while Pat still endeavoured to silence Wanda.

Valérie said with her enigmatic smile: ‘Shall we now go on to our next entertainment?’

They paid the bill and persuaded Wanda to postpone her abuse of the ingratiating Pujol. Stephen took one arm, Dickie West the other, and between them they coaxed her into the motor; after which they all managed to squeeze themselves in — that is, all except Dickie, who sat by the driver in order to guide the innocent Burton.
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At Le Narcisse they surprised what at first appeared to be the most prosaic of family parties. It was late, yet the mean room was empty of clients, for Le Narcisse seldom opened its eyes until midnight had chimed from the church docks of Paris. Seated at a table with a red and white cloth were the Patron and a lady with a courtesy tide. ‘Madame,’ she was called. And with them was a girl, and a handsome young man with severely plucked eyebrows. Their relationship to each other was...well...all the same, they suggested a family party. As Stephen pushed open the shabby swing door, they were placidly engaged upon playing belote.

The walls of the room were hung with mirrors thickly painted with cupids, thickly sullied by flies. A faint blend of odours was wafted from the kitchen which stood in proximity to the toilet. The host rose at once and shook hands with his guests. Every bar had its social customs, it seemed. At the Ideal one must share Monsieur Pujol’s lewd jokes; at Le Narcisse one must gravely shake hands with the Patron.

The Patron was tall and exceedingly thin — a clean-shaven man with the mouth of an ascetic. His cheeks were delicately tinted with rouge, his eyelids delicately shaded with kohl; but the eyes themselves were an infantile blue, reproachful and rather surprised in expression.

For the good of the house, Dickie ordered champagne; it was warm and sweet and unpleasantly heady. Only Jeanne and Mary and Dickie herself had the courage to sample this curious beverage. Wanda stuck to her brandy and Pat to her beer, while Stephen drank coffee; but Valérie Seymour caused some confusion by gently insisting on a lemon squash — to be made with fresh lemons. Presently the guests began to arrive in couples. Having seated themselves at the tables, they quickly became oblivious to the world, what with the sickly champagne and each other. From a hidden recess there emerged a woman with a basket full of protesting roses. The stout vendeuse wore a wide wedding ring — for was she not a most virtuous persona But her glance was both calculating and shrewd as she pounced upon the more obvious couples; and Stephen watching her progress through the room, felt suddenly ashamed on behalf of the roses. And now at a nod from the host there was music; and now at a bray from the band there was dancing. Dickie and Wanda opened the ball — Dickie stodgy and firm, Wanda rather unsteady. Others followed. Then Mary leant over the table and whispered:

‘Won’t you dance with me, Stephen?’

Stephen hesitated, but only for a moment. Then she got up abruptly and danced with Mary.

The handsome young man with the tortured eyebrows was bowing politely before Valérie Seymour. Refused by her, he passed on to Pat, and to Jeanne’s great amusement was promptly accepted.

Brockett arrived and sat down at the table. He was in his most prying and cynical humour. He watched Stephen with coldly observant eyes, watched Dickie guiding the swaying Wanda, watched Pat in the arms of the handsome young man, watched the whole bumping, jostling crowd of dancers.

The blended odours were becoming more active. Brockett lit a cigarette. ‘Well, Valérie, darling? You look like an outraged Elgin marble. Be kind, dear, be kind; you must live and let live, this is life...’ And he waved his soft, white hands. ‘Observe it — it’s very wonderful, darling. This is life, love, defiance, emancipation!’

Said Valérie with her calm little smile: ‘I think I preferred it when we were all martyrs!’

The dancers drifted back to their seats and Brockett manoeuvred to sit beside Stephen. ‘You and Mary dance well together,’ he murmured. ‘Are you happy? Are you enjoying yourselves?’

Stephen, who hated this inquisitive mood, this mood that would feed upon her emotions, turned away as she answered him, rather coldly: ‘Yes, thanks — we’re not having at all a bad evening.’

And now the Patron was standing by their table; bowing slightly to Brockett he started singing. His voice was a high and sweet baritone; his song was of love that must end too soon, of life that in death is redeemed by ending. An extraordinary song to hear in such a place — melancholy and very sentimental. Some of the couples had tears in their eyes — tears that had probably sprung from champagne quite as much as from that melancholy singing. Brockett ordered a fresh bottle to console the Patron. Then he waved him away with a gesture of impatience.

There ensued more dancing, more ordering of drinks, more dalliance by the amorous couples. The Patron’s mood changed, and now he must sing songs of the lowest boites in Paris. As he sang he skipped like a performing dog, grimacing, beating time with his hands, conducting the chorus that rose from the tables.

Brockett sighed as he shrugged his shoulders in disgust, and once again Stephen glanced at Mary; but Mary, she saw, had not understood that song with its inexcusable meaning. Valérie was talking to Jeanne Maurel, talking about her villa at St. Tropez; talking of the garden, the sea, the sky, the design she had drawn for a green marble fountain. Stephen could hear her charming voice, so cultured, so cool — itself cool as a fountain; and she marvelled at this woman’s perfect poise, the genius she possessed for complete detachment; Valérie had closed her ears to that song, and not only her ears but her mind and spirit.

The place was becoming intolerably hot, the room too over-crowded for dancing. Lids drooped, mouths sagged, heads lay upon shoulders — there was kissing, much kissing at a table in the corner. The air was foetid with drink and all the rest; unbreathable it appeared to Stephen. Dickie yawned an enormous uncovered yawn; she was still young enough to feel rather sleepy. But Wanda was being seduced by her eyes, the lust of the eye was heavy upon her, so that Pat must shake a lugubrious head and begin to murmur anent General Custer.

Brockett got up and paid the bill; he was sulky, it seemed, because Stephen had snubbed him. He had not spoken for quite half an hour, and refused point-blank to accompany them further. ‘I’m going home to my bed, thanks — good morning,’ he said crossly, as they crowded into the motor.

They drove to a couple more bars, but at these they remained for only a few minutes. Dickie said they were dull and Jeanne Maurel agreed — she suggested that they should go on to Alec’s.

Valérie lifted an eyebrow and groaned. She was terribly bored, she was terribly hungry. ‘I do wish I could get some cold chicken,’ she murmured.
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As long as she lived Stephen never forgot her first impressions of the bar known as Alec’s — that meeting-place of the most miserable of all those who comprised the miserable army. That merciless, drug-dealing, death-dealing haunt to which flocked the battered remnants of men whom their fellow-men had at last stamped under; who, despised of the world, must despise themselves beyond all hope, it seemed, of salvation. There they sat, closely herded together at the tables, creatures shabby yet tawdry, timid yet defiant — and their eyes, Stephen never forgot their eyes, those haunted, tormented eyes of the invert.

Of all ages, all degrees of despondency, all grades of mental and physical ill-being, they must yet laugh shrilly from time to time, must yet tap their feet to the rhythm of music, must yet dance together in response to the band — and that dance seemed the Dance of Death to Stephen. On more than one hand was a large, ornate ring, on more than one wrist a conspicuous bracelet; they wore jewellery that might only be worn by these men when they thus gathered together. At Alec’s they could dare to give way to such tastes — what was left of themselves they became at Alec’s.

Bereft of all social dignity, of all social charts contrived for man’s guidance, of the fellowship that by right divine should belong to each breathing, living creature; abhorred, spat upon, from their earliest days the prey to a ceaseless persecution, they were now even lower than their enemies knew, and more hopeless than the veriest dregs of creation. For since all that to many of them had seemed fine, a fine selfless and at times even noble emotion, had been covered with shame, called unholy and vile, so gradually they themselves had sunk down to the level upon which the world placed their emotions. And looking with abhorrence upon these men, drink-sodden, doped as were only too many, Stephen yet felt that some terrifying thing stalked abroad in that unhappy room at Alec’s; terrifying because if there were a God His anger must rise at such vast injustice. More pitiful even than her lot was theirs, and because of them mighty should be the world’s reckoning.

Alec the tempter, the vendor of dreams, the dispenser of illusions whiter than snow; Alec, who sold little packets of cocaine for large bundles of notes, was now opening wine, with a smile and a flourish, at the next-door table.

He set down the bottle: ‘Et voilà, mes filles!’

Stephen looked at the men; they seemed quite complacent.

Against the wall sat a bald, flabby man whose fingers crept over an amber chaplet. His lips moved; God alone knew to whom he prayed, and God alone knew what prayers he was praying — horrible he was, sitting there all alone with that infamous chaplet between his fingers.

The band struck up a one-step. Dickie still danced, but with Pat, for Wanda was now beyond dancing. But Stephen would not dance, not among these men, and she laid a restraining hand upon Mary. Despite her sense of their terrible affliction, she could not dance in this place with Mary.

A youth passed with a friend and the couple were blocked by the press of dancers in front of her table. He bent forward, this youth, until his face was almost on a level with Stephen’s — a grey, drug-marred face with a mouth that trembled incessantly.

‘Ma soeur,’ he whispered.

For a moment she wanted to strike that face with her naked fist, to obliterate it. Then all of a sudden she perceived the eyes and the memory came of a hapless creature, distracted, bleeding from bursting lungs, hopelessly pursued, glancing this way, then that, as though looking for something, some refuge, some hope — and the thought: ‘It’s looking for God who made it.’

Stephen shivered and stared at her tightly clenched hands; the nails whitened her flesh. ‘Mon frère,’ she muttered.

And now someone was making his way through the crowd, a quiet, tawny man with the eyes of the Hebrew; Adolphe Blanc, the gentle and learned Jew, sat down in Dickie’s seat beside Stephen. And he patted her knee as though she were young, very young and in great need of consolation.

‘I have seen you for quite a long time, Miss Gordon. I’ve been sitting just over there by the window.’ Then he greeted the others, but the greeting over he appeared to forget their very existence; he had come, it seemed, only to talk to Stephen.

He said: ‘This place — these poor men, they have shocked you. I’ve been watching you in between the dances. They are terrible, Miss Gordon, because they are those who have fallen but have not risen again — there is surely no sin so great for them, so unpardonable as the sin of despair; yet as surely you and I can forgive...

She was silent, not knowing what she should answer.

But he went on, in no way deterred by her silence. He spoke softly, as though for her ears alone, and yet as a man might speak when consumed by the flame of some urgent and desperate mission. ‘I am glad that you have come to this place, because those who have courage have also a duty.’

She nodded without comprehending his meaning.

‘Yes, I am glad that you have come here,’ he repeated. ‘In this little room, tonight, every night, there is so much misery, so much despair, that the walls seem almost too narrow to contain it — many have grown callous, many have grown vile, but these things in themselves are despair, Miss Gordon. Yet outside there are happy people who sleep the sleep of the so-called just and righteous. When they wake it will be to persecute those who, through no fault of their own, have been set apart from the day of their birth, deprived of all sympathy, all understanding. They are thoughtless, these happy people who sleep — and who is there to make them think, Miss Gordon?’

‘They can read,’ she stammered, ‘there are many books...’

But he shook his head. ‘Do you think they are students? Ah, but no, they will not read medical books; what do such people care for the doctors? And what doctor can know the entire truth? Many times they meet only the neurasthenics, those of us for whom life has proved too bitter. They are good, these doctors — some of them very good; they work hard trying to solve our problem, but half the time they must work in the dark — the whole truth is known only to the normal invert. The doctors cannot make the ignorant think, cannot hope to bring home the sufferings of millions; only one of ourselves can some day do that.... It will need great courage but it will be done, because all things must work toward ultimate good; there is no real wastage and no destruction.’ He lit a cigarette and stared thoughtfully at her for a moment or two. Then he touched her hand. ‘Do you comprehend? There is no destruction.’

She said: ‘When one comes to a place like this, one feels horribly sad and humiliated. One feels that the odds are too heavily against any real success, any real achievement. Where so many have failed who can hope to succeed? Perhaps this is the end.’

Adolphe Blanc met her eyes. ‘You are wrong, very wrong — this is only the beginning. Many die, many kill their bodies and souls, but they cannot kill the justice of God, even they cannot kill the eternal spirit. From their very degradation that spirit will rise up to demand of the world compassion and justice.’

Strange — this man was actually speaking her thoughts, yet again she fell silent, unable to answer.

Dickie and Pat came back to the table, and Adolphe Blanc slipped quietly away; when Stephen glanced round his place was empty, nor could she perceive him crossing the room through the press and maze of those terrible dancers.
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Dickie went sound asleep in the car with her head against Pat’s inhospitable shoulder. When they got to her hotel she wriggled and stretched. ‘Is it...is it time to get up?’ she murmured.

Next came Valérie Seymour and Jeanne Maurel to be dropped at the flat on the Quai Voltaire; then Pat who lived a few streets away, and last but not least the drunken Wanda. Stephen had to lift her out of the car and then get her upstairs as best she could, assisted by Burton and followed by Mary. It took quite a long time, and arrived at the door, Stephen must hunt for a missing latchkey.

‘When they finally got home, Stephen sank into a chair. ‘Good Lord, what a night — it was pretty awful.’ She was filled with the deep depression and disgust that are apt to result from such excursions.

But Mary pretended to a callousness that in truth she was very far from feeling, for life had not yet dulled her finer instincts; so far it had only aroused her anger. She yawned. ‘Well, at least we could dance together without being thought freaks; there was something in that. Beggars can’t be choosers in this world, Stephen!’






  








Chapter Forty-nine
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On a fine June day Adèle married her Jean in the church of Notre-Dame-des-Victoires — the shrine of innumerable candles and prayers, of the bountiful Virgin who bestows many graces. From early dawn the quiet old house in the Rue Jacob had been in a flutter — Pauline preparing the déjeuner de noces, Pierre garnishing and sweeping their sitting-room, and both of them pausing from time to time to embrace the flushed cheeks of their happy daughter.

Stephen had given the wedding dress, the wedding breakfast and a sum of money; Mary had given the bride her lace veil, her white satin shoes and her white silk stockings; David had given a large gilt clock, purchased for him in the Palais Royal; while Burton’s part was to drive the bride to the church, and the married pair to the station.

By nine o’clock the whole street was agog, for Pauline and Pierre were liked by their neighbours; and besides, as the baker remarked to his wife, from so grand a house it would be a fine business.

‘They are after all generous, these English,’ said he; ‘and if Mademoiselle Gordon is strange in appearance, one should not forget that she served la France and must now wear a scar as well as ribbon.’ Then remembering his four sons slain in the war, he sighed — sons are sons to a king or a baker.

David, growing excited, rushed up and downstairs with offers to help which nobody wanted, least of all the flustered and anxious bride at the moment of putting on tight satin slippers.

‘Va donc! Tu ne peux pas m’aider, mon chou, veux to to taire, alors!’ implored Adèle.

In the end Mary had had to find collar and lead and tie David up to the desk in the study, where he brooded and sucked his white satin bow, deciding that only the four-legged were grateful. But at long last Adèle was arrayed to be wed, and must show herself shyly to Mary and Stephen. She looked very appealing with her good honest face; with her round, bright eyes like those of a blackbird. Stephen wished her well from the bottom of her heart, this girl who had waited so long for her mate — had so patiently and so faithfully waited.
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In the church were a number of friends and relations; together with those who will journey for miles in order to attend a funeral or wedding. Poor Jean looked his worst in a cheap dress suit, and Stephen could smell the pomade on his hair; very greasy and warm it smelt, although scented. But his hand was unsteady as he groped for the ring, because he was feeling both proud and humble; because, loving much, he must love even more and conceive of himself as entirely unworthy. And something in that fumbling, unsteady hand, in that sleekly greased hair and those ill-fitting garments, touched Stephen, so that she longed to reassure, to tell him how great was the gift he offered — security, peace, and love with honour.

The young priest gravely repeated the prayers — ancient, primitive prayers, yet softened through custom. In her mauve silk dress Pauline wept as she knelt; but Pierre’s handkerchief was spread out on the stool to preserve the knees of his new grey trousers. Next to Stephen were sitting Pauline’s two brothers, one in uniform, the other retired and in mufti, but both wearing medals upon their breasts and thus worthily representing the army. The baker was there with his wife and three daughters, and since the latter were still unmarried, their eyes were more often fixed upon Jean in his shoddy dress suit than upon their Missals. The greengrocer accompanied the lady whose chickens it was Pauline’s habit to prod on their breastbones; while the cobbler who mended Pierre’s boots and shoes sat ogling the buxom and comely young laundress.

The Mass drew to its close. The priest asked that a blessing might be accomplished upon the couple; asked that these two might live to behold, not only their own but their children’s children, even unto the third and fourth generation. Then he spoke of their duty to God and to each other, and finally moistened their bowed young heads with a generous sprinkling of holy water. And so in the church of Notre-Dame-des-Victoires — that bountiful Virgin who bestows many graces — Jean and his Adèle were made one flesh in the eyes of their church, in the eyes of their God, and as one might confront the world without flinching.

Ann in arm they passed out through the heavy swing doors and into Stephen’s waiting motor. Burton smiled above the white favour in his coat; the crowd, craning their necks, were also smiling. Arrived back at the house, Stephen, Mary and Burton must drink the health of the bride and bridegroom. Then Pierre thanked his employer for all she had done in giving his daughter so splendid a wedding. But when that employer was no longer present, when Mary had followed her into the study, the baker’s wife lifted quizzical eyebrows.

‘Quel type! On dirait plutôt un homme; ce n’est pas celle-là qui trouvera un mari!’

The guests laughed. ‘Mais oui, elle est joliment bizarre’; and they started to make little jokes about Stephen.

Pierre flushed as he leaped to Stephen’s defence. ‘She is good, she is kind, and I greatly respect her and so does my wife — while as for our daughter, Adèle here has very much cause to be grateful. Moreover she gained the Croix de Guerre through serving our wounded men in the trenches.’

The baker nodded. ‘You are quite right, my friend — precisely what I myself said this morning.’

But Stephen’s appearance was quickly forgotten in the jollification of so much fine feasting — a feasting for which her money had paid, for which her thoughtfulness had provided. Jokes there were, but no longer directed at her — they were harmless, well meant if slightly broad jokes made at the expense of the bashful bridegroom. Then before even Pauline had realized the time, there was Burton strolling into the kitchen, and Adèle must rush off to change her dress, while Jean must change also, but in the pantry.

Burton glanced at the clock. Faut dépêcher vous, ‘urry, if you’re going to catch that chemin de fer,’ he announced as one having authority. ‘It’s a goodish way to the Guard de Lions.’
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That evening the old house seemed curiously thoughtful and curiously sad after all the merry-making. David’s second white bow had come untied and was hanging in two limp ends from his collar. Pauline had gone to church to light candles; Pierre, together with Pauline’s niece who would take Adèle’s place, was preparing dinner. And the sadness of the house flowed out like a stream to mingle itself with the sadness in Stephen. Adèle and Jean, the simplicity of it...they loved, they married, and after a while they would care for each other all over again, renewing their youth and their love in their children. So orderly, placid and safe it seemed, this social scheme evolved from creation; this guarding of two young and ardent lives for the sake of the lives that might follow after. A fruitful and peaceful road it must be. The same road had been taken by those founders of Morton who had raised up children from father to son, from father to son until the advent of Stephen; and their blood was her blood — what they had found good in their day seemed equally good to their descendant. Surely never was outlaw more law-abiding at heart than this, the last of the Gordons.

So now a great sadness took hold upon her, because she perceived both dignity and beauty in the coming together of Adèle and Jean, very simply and in accordance with custom. And this sadness mingling with that of the house, widened into a flood that compassed Mary and through her David, and they both went and sat very close to Stephen on the study divan. As the twilight gradually merged into dusk, these three must huddle even closer together — David with his head upon Mary’s lap, Mary with her head against Stephen’s shoulder.






  








Chapter Fifty
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Stephen ought to have gone to England that summer; at Morton there had been a change of agent, and once again certain questions had arisen which required her careful personal attention. But time had not softened Anna’s attitude to Mary, and time had not lessened Stephen’s exasperation — the more so as Mary no longer hid the bitterness that she felt at this treatment. So Stephen tackled the business by writing a number of long and wearisome letters, unwilling to set foot again in the house where Mary Llewellyn would not be welcome. But as always the thought of England wounded, bringing with it the old familiar longing — homesick she would feel as she sat at her desk writing those wearisome business letters. For even as Jamie must crave for the grey, wind-swept street and the wind-swept uplands of Beedles, so Stephen must crave for the curving hills, for the long green hedges and pastures of Morton. Jamie openly wept when such moods were upon her, but the easement of tears was denied to Stephen.

In August Jamie and Barbara joined them in a villa that Stephen had taken at Houlgate. Mary hoped that the bathing would do Barbara good; she was not at all well. Jamie worried about her. And indeed the girl had grown very frail, so frail that the housework now tried her sorely; when alone she must sit down and hold her side for the pain that was never mentioned to Jamie. Then too, all was not well between them these days; poverty, even hunger at times, the sense of being unwanted outcasts, the knowledge that the people to whom they belonged — good and honest people — both abhorred and despised them, such things as these had proved very bad housemates for sensitive souls like Barbara and Jamie.

Large, helpless, untidy and intensely forlorn, Jamie would struggle to finish her opera; but quite often these days she would tear up her work, knowing that what she had written was unworthy. When this happened she would sigh and peer round the studio, vaguely conscious that something was not as it had been, vaguely distressed by the dirt of the place to which she herself had helped to contribute — Jamie, who had never before noticed dirt, would feel aggrieved by its noxious presence. Getting up she would wipe the keys of the piano with Barbara’s one clean towel dipped in water.

‘Can’t play,’ she would grumble, ‘these keys are all sticky.’ ‘Oh, Jamie — my towel — go and fetch the duster!’

The quarrel that ensued would start Barbara’s cough, which in turn would start Jamie’s nerves vibrating. Then compassion, together with unreasoning anger and a sudden uprush of sex-frustration, would make her feel wellnigh beside herself — since owing to Barbara’s failing health, these two could be lovers now in name only. And this forced abstinence told on Jamie’s work as well as her nerves, destroying her music, for those who maintain that the North is cold, might just as well tell us that hell is freezing. Yet she did her best, the poor uncouth creature, to subjugate the love of the flesh to the pure and more selfless love of the spirit — the flesh did not have it all its own way with Jamie.

That summer she made a great effort to talk, to unburden herself when alone with Stephen; and Stephen tried hard to console and advise, while knowing that she could help very little. All her offers of money to ease the strain were refused pointblank, sometimes almost with rudeness — she felt very anxious indeed about Jamie.

Mary in her turn was deeply concerned; her affection for Barbara had never wavered, and she sat for long hours in the garden with the girl who seemed too weak to bathe, and whom walking exhausted.

‘Let us help,’ she pleaded, stroking Barbara’s thin hand, ‘after all, we’re much better off than you are. Aren’t you two like ourselves? Then why mayn’t we help?’

Barbara slowly shook her head: ‘I’m all right — please don’t talk about money to Jamie.’

But Mary could see that she was far from all tight; the warm weather was proving of little avail, even care and good food and sunshine and rest seemed unable to ease that incessant coughing.

‘You ought to see a specialist at once,’ she told Barbara rather sharply one morning.

But Barbara shook her head yet again: ‘Don’t, Mary — don’t please...you’ll be frightening Jamie.’
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After their return to Paris in the autumn, Jamie sometimes joined the nocturnal parties; going rather grimly from bar to bar, and drinking too much of the crême-de-menthe that reminded her of the bull’s-eyes at Beedles. She had never cared for these parties before, but now she was clumsily trying to escape, for a few hours at least, from the pain of existence. Barbara usually stayed at home or spent the evening with Stephen and Mary. But Stephen and Mary would not always be there, for now they also went out fairly often; and where was there to go to except the bars? Nowhere else could two women dance together without causing comment and ridicule, without being looked upon as freaks, argued Mary. So rather than let the girl go without her, Stephen would lay aside her work — she had recently started to write her fourth novel.

Sometimes, it is true, their friends came to them, a less sordid and far less exhausting business; but even at their own house the drink was too free: ‘We can’t be the only couple to refuse to give people a brandy and soda,’ said Mary. ‘Valérie’s parties are awfully dull; that’s because she’s allowed herself to grow cranky!’

And thus, very gradually just at first, Mary’s finer perceptions began to coarsen.
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The months passed, and now more than a year had slipped by, yet Stephen’s novel remained unfinished; for Mary’s face stood between her and her work — surely the mouth and the eyes had hardened?

Still unwilling to let Mary go without her, she dragged wearily round to the bars and cafés, observing with growing anxiety that Mary now drank as did all the others — not too much perhaps, but quite enough to give her a cheerful outlook on existence.

The next morning she was often deeply depressed, in the grip of a rather tearful reaction: ‘It’s too beastly — why do we do it?’ she would ask.

And Stephen would answer: ‘God knows I don’t want to, but I won’t let you go to such places without me. Can’t we give it all up? It’s appallingly sordid!’

Then Mary would flare out with sudden anger, her mood changing as she felt a slight tug on the bridle. Were they to have no friends? she would ask. Were they to sit still and let the world crush them? If they were reduced to the bars of Paris, whose fault was that? Not hers and not Stephen’s. Oh, no, it was the fault of the Lady Annas and the Lady Masseys who had closed their doors, so afraid were they of contamination.

Stephen would sit with her head on her hand, searching her sorely troubled mind for some ray of light, some adequate answer.
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That winter Barbara fell very ill. Jamie rushed round to the house one morning, hatless, and with deeply, tormented eyes: ‘Mary, please come — Barbara can’t get up, it’s a pain in her side. Oh, my God — we quarrelled...’ Her voice was shrill and she spoke very fast: ‘Listen — last night — there was snow on the ground, it was cold — I was angry...I can’t remember...but I know I was angry — I get like that. She went out — she stayed out for quite two hours, and when she came back she was shivering so. Oh, my God, but why did we quarrel, whatever? She can’t move; it’s an awful pain in her side...

Stephen said quietly: ‘We’ll come almost at once, but first I’m going to ring up my own doctor.’

5
 

Barbara was lying in the tiny room with the eye-shaped window that would not open. The stove had gone out in the studio, and the air was heavy with cold and dampness. On the piano lay some remnants of manuscript music torn up on the previous evening by Jamie.

Barbara opened her eyes: ‘Is that you, my bairn?’

They had never heard Barbara call her that before — the great, lumbering, big-boned, long-legged Jamie.

‘Yes, it’s me.’

‘Come here close...’ The voice drifted away.

‘I’m here — oh, I’m here! I’ve got hold of your hand. Look at me, open your eyes again — Barbara, listen, I’m here — don’t you feel me?’

Stephen tried to restrain the shrill, agonized voice: ‘Don’t speak so loud, Jamie, perhaps she’s sleeping,’ but she knew very well that this was not so; the girl was not sleeping now, but unconscious.

Mary found some fuel and lighted the stove, then she started to tidy the disordered studio. Flakes of flue lay here and there on the floor; thick dust was filming the top of the piano. Barbara had been waging a losing fight — strange that so mean a thing as this dust should, in the end, have been able to conquer. Food there was none, and putting on her coat Mary finally went forth in quest of milk and other things likely to come in useful. At the foot of the stairs she was met by the concierge; the woman looked glum, as though deeply aggrieved by this sudden and very unreasonable illness. Mary thrust some money into her hand, then hurried away intent on her shopping.

When she returned the doctor was there; he was talking very gravely to Stephen: ‘It’s double pneumonia, a pretty bad case — the girl’s heart’s so weak. I’ll send in a nurse. What about the friend, will she be any good?’

‘I’ll help with the nursing if she isn’t,’ said Mary.

Stephen said: ‘You do understand about the bills — the nurse and all that?’

The doctor nodded.

They forced Jamie to eat: ‘For Barbara’s sake...Jamie, we’re with you, you’re not alone, Jamie.’

She peered with her red-rimmed, short-sighted eyes, only half understanding, but she did as they told her. Then she got up without so much as a word, and went back to the room with the eye-shaped window. Still in silence she squatted on the floor by the bed, like a dumb, faithful dog who endured without speaking. And they let her alone, let her have her poor way, for this was not their Calvary but Jamie’s.

The nurse arrived, a calm, practical woman: ‘You’d better lie down for a bit,’ she told Jamie, and in silence Jamie lay down on the floor.

‘No, my dear — please go and lie down in the studio.’

She got up slowly to obey this new voice, lying down, with her face to the wall, on the divan.

The nurse turned to Stephen: ‘Is she a relation?’

Stephen hesitated, then she shook her head.

‘That’s a pity, in a serious case like this I’d like to be in touch with some relation, someone who has a right to decide things. You know what I mean — it’s double pneumonia.’

Stephen said dully: ‘No — she’s not a relation.’

‘Just a friend?’ the nurse queried.

‘Just a friend,’ muttered Stephen.
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They went back that evening and stayed the night. Mary helped with the nursing; Stephen looked after Jamie.

‘Is she a little — I mean the friend — is she mental at all, do you know?’ The nurse whispered, ‘I can’t get her to speak — she’s anxious, of course; still, all the same, it doesn’t seem natural.’

Stephen said: ‘No — it doesn’t seem natural to you.’ And she suddenly flushed to the roots of her hair. Dear God, the outrage of this for Jamie!

But Jamie seemed quite unconscious of outrage. From time to time she stood in the doorway peering over at Barbara’s wasted face, listening to Barbara’s painful breathing, and then she would turn her bewildered eyes on the nurse, on Mary, but above all on Stephen.

‘Jamie — come back and sit down by the stove; Mary’s there, it’s all right.’

Came a queer, halting voice that spoke with an effort: ‘But...Stephen...we quarrelled.’

‘Come and sit by the stove — Mary’s with her, my dear.’

‘Hush, please,’ said the nurse, ‘you’re disturbing my patient.’
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Barbara’s fight against death was so brief that it hardly seemed in the nature of a struggle. Life had left her no strength to repel this last foe — or perhaps it was that to her he seemed friendly. Just before her death she kissed Jamie’s hand and tried to speak, but the words would not come — those words of forgiveness and love for Jamie.

Then Jamie flung herself down by the bed, and she clung there, still in that uncanny silence. Stephen never knew how they got her away while the nurse performed the last merciful duties.

But when flowers had been placed in Barbara’s hands, and Mary had lighted a couple of candles, then Jamie went back and stared quietly down at the small, waxen face that lay on the pillow; and she turned to the nurse:

‘Thank you so much,’ she said, ‘I think you’ve done all that there is to do — and now I suppose you’ll want to be going?’

The nurse glanced at Stephen.

‘It’s all right, we’ll stay. I think perhaps — if you don’t mind, nurse ..

‘Very well, it must be as you wish, Miss Gordon.’

When she had gone Jamie veered round abruptly and walked back into the empty studio. Then all in a moment the floodgates gave way and she wept and she wept like a creature demented. Bewailing the life of hardship and exile that had sapped Barbara’s strength and weakened her spirit; bewailing the cruel dispensation of fate that had forced them to leave their home in the Highlands; bewailing the terrible thing that is death to those who, still loving, must look upon it. Yet all the exquisite pain of this parting seemed as nothing to an anguish that was far more subtle: ‘I can’t mourn her without bringing shame on her name — I can’t go back home now and mourn her,’ wailed Jamie; ‘oh, and I want to go back to Beedles, I want to be home among our own people — I want them to know how much I loved her. Oh God, oh God! I can’t even mourn her, and I want to grieve for her home there in Beedles.’

What could they speak but inadequate words: ‘Jamie, don’t, don’t! You loved each other — isn’t that something? Remember that, Jamie.’ They could only speak the inadequate words that are given to people on such occasions.

But after a while the storm seemed to pass, Jamie seemed to grow suddenly calm and collected: ‘You two,’ she said gravely, ‘I want to thank you for all you’ve been to Barbara and me.’

Mary started crying.

‘Don’t cry,’ said Jamie.

The evening came. Stephen lighted the lamp, then she made up the stove while Mary laid the supper. Jamie ate a little, and she actually smiled when Stephen poured her out a weak whisky.

‘Drink it, Jamie — it may help you to get some sleep.’

Jamie shook her head: ‘I shall sleep without it — but I want to be left alone tonight, Stephen.’

Mary protested but Jamie was firm: ‘I want to be left alone with her, please — you do understand that, Stephen, don’t you?’

Stephen hesitated, then she saw Jamie’s face; it was full of a new and calm resolution: ‘It’s my right,’ she was saying, ‘I’ve a right to be alone with the woman I love before they — take her.’

Jamie held the lamp to light them downstairs — her hand, Stephen thought, seemed amazingly steady.
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The next morning when they went to the studio quite early, they heard voices coming from the topmost landing. The concierge was standing outside Jamie’s door, and with her was a young man, one of the tenants. The concierge had tried the door; it was locked and no one made any response to her knocking. She had brought Jamie up a cup of hot coffee — Stephen saw it, the coffee had slopped into the saucer. Either pity or the memory of Mary’s large tips, had apparently touched the heart of this woman.

Stephen hammered loudly: ‘Jamie!’ she called, and then again and again: ‘Jamie! Jamie!’

The young man set his shoulder to a panel, and all the while he pushed he was talking. He lived just underneath, but last night he was out, not returning until nearly six this morning. He had heard that one of the girls had died — the little one — she had always looked fragile.

Stephen added her strength to his; the woodwork was damp and rotten with age, the lock suddenly gave and the door swung inwards.

Then Stephen saw: ‘Don’t come here — go back, Mary!’ But Mary followed them into the studio.

So neat, so amazingly neat it was for Jamie, she who had always been so untidy, she who had always littered up the place with her large, awkward person and shabby possessions, she who had always been Barbara’s despair...Just a drop or two of blood on the floor, just a neat little hole low down in her left side. She must have fired upwards with great foresight and skill — and they had not even known that she owned a revolver!

And so Jamie who dared not go home to Beedles for fear of shaming the woman she loved, Jamie who dared not openly mourn lest Barbara’s name be defiled through her mourning, Jamie had dared to go home to God — to trust herself to His more perfect mercy, even as Barbara had gone home before her.






  








Chapter Fifty-one
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The tragic deaths of Barbara and Jamie cast a gloom over everyone who had known them, but especially over Mary and Stephen. Again and again Stephen blamed herself for having left Jamie on that fatal evening; if she had only insisted upon staying, the tragedy might never have happened, she might somehow have been able to impart to the girl the courage and strength to go on living. But great as the shock undoubtedly was to Stephen, to Mary it was even greater, for together with her very natural grief, was a new and quite unexpected emotion, the emotion of fear. She was suddenly afraid, and now this fear looked out of her eyes and crept into her voice when she spoke of Jamie.

‘To end in that way, to have killed herself; Stephen, it’s so awful that such things can happen — they were like you and me.’ And then she would go over every sorrowful detail of Barbara’s last illness, every detail of their finding of Jamie’s body.

‘Did it hurt, do you think, when she shot herself? When you shot that wounded horse at the front, he twitched such a lot, I shall never forget it — and Jamie was all alone that night, there was no one there to help in her pain. It’s all so ghastly; supposing it hurt her!’

Useless for Stephen to quote the doctor who had said that death had been instantaneous; Mary was obsessed by the horror of the thing, and not only its physical horror either, but by the mental and spiritual suffering that must have strengthened the will to destruction.

Such despair,’ she would say, ‘such utter despair...and that was the end of all their loving. I can’t bear it!’ And then she would hide her face against Stephen’s strong and protective shoulder.

Oh, yes, there was now little room for doubt, the whole business was preying badly on Mary.

Sometimes strange, amorous moods would seize her, in which she must kiss Stephen rather wildly: ‘Don’t let go of me, darling — never let go. I’m afraid; I think it’s because of what’s happened.’

Her kisses would awaken a swift response, and so in these days that were shadowed by death, they dung very desperately to life with the passion they had felt when first they were lovers, as though only by constantly feeding the flame could they hope to ward off some unseen disaster.
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At this time of shock, anxiety and strain, Stephen turned to Valérie Seymour as many another had done before her. This woman’s great calm in the midst of storm was not only soothing but helpful to Stephen, so that now she often went to the flat on the Quai Voltaire; often went there alone, since Mary would seldom accompany her — for some reason she resented Valérie Seymour. But in spite of this resentment Stephen must go, for now an insistent urge was upon her, the urge to unburden her weary mind of the many problems surrounding inversion. Like most inverts she found a passing relief in discussing the intolerable situation; in dissecting it ruthlessly bit by bit, even though she arrived at no solution; but since Jamie’s death it did not seem wise to dwell too much on this subject with Mary. On the other hand, Valérie was now quite free, having suddenly tired of Jeanne Maurel, and moreover she was always ready to listen. Thus it was that between them a real friendship sprang up — a friendship founded on mutual respect, if not always on mututal understanding.

Stephen would again and again go over those last heart-rending days with Barbara and Jamie, railing against the outrageous injustice that had led to their tragic and miserable ending. She would clench her hands in a kind of fury. How long was this persecution to continue? How long would God sit still and endure this insult offered to His creation? How long tolerate the preposterous statement that inversion was not a part of nature? For since it existed what else could it be? All things that existed were a part of nature!

But with equal bitterness she would speak of the wasted lives of such creatures as Wanda, who, beaten down into the depths of the world, gave the world the very excuse it was seeking for pointing at them an accusing finger. Pretty bad examples they were, many of them, and yet — but for an unforeseen accident of birth, Wanda might even now have been a great painter.

And then she would discuss very different people whom she had been led to believe existed; hard-working, honourable men and women, but a few of them possessed of fine brains, yet lacking the courage to admit their inversion. Honourable, it seemed, in all things save this that the world had forced on them — this dishonourable lie whereby alone they could hope to find peace, could hope to stake out a claim on existence. And always these people must carry that lie like a poisonous asp pressed against their bosoms; must unworthily hide and deny their love, which might well be the finest thing about them.

And what of the women who had worked in the war — those quiet, gaunt women she had seen about London? England had called them and they had come; for once, unabashed, they had faced the daylight. And now because they were not prepared to slink back and hide in their holes and corners, the very public whom they had served was the first to turn round and spit upon them; to cry: ‘Away with this canker in our midst, this nest of unrighteousness and corruption!’ That was the gratitude they had received for the work they had done out of love for England!

And what of that curious craving for religion which so often went hand in hand with inversion? Many such people were deeply religious, and this surely was one of their bitterest problems. They believed, and believing they craved a blessing on what to some of them seemed very sacred — a faithful and deeply devoted union. But the Church’s blessing was not for them. Faithful they might be, leading orderly lives, harming no one, and yet the Church turned away; her blessings were strictly reserved for the normal.

Then Stephen would come to the thing of all others that to her was the most agonizing question. Youth, what of youth? Where could it turn for its natural and harmless recreations? There was Dickie West and many more like her, vigorous, courageous and kind-hearted youngsters; yet shut away from so many of the pleasures that belonged by right to every young creature — and more pitiful still was the lot of a girl who, herself being normal, gave her love to an invert. The young had a right to their innocent pleasures, a right to social companionship; had a right, indeed, to resent isolation. But here, as in all the great cities of the world, they were isolated until they went under; until, in their ignorance and resentment, they turned to the only communal life that a world bent upon their destruction had left them; turned to the worst elements of their kind, to those who haunted the bars of Paris. Their lovers were helpless, for what could they do? Empty-handed they were, having nothing to offer. And even the tolerant normal were helpless — those who went to Valérie’s parties, for instance. If they had sons and daughters, they left them at home; and considering all things, who could blame them While as for themselves, they were far too old — only tolerant, no doubt because they were ageing. They could not provide the frivolities for which youth had a perfectly natural craving.

In spite of herself, Stephen’s voice would tremble, and Valérie would know that she was thinking of Mary.

Valérie would genuinely want to be helpful, but would find very little to say that was consoling. It was hard on the young, she had thought so herself, but some came through all right, though a few might go under. Nature was trying to do her bit; inverts were being born in increasing numbers, and after a while their numbers would tell, even with the fools who still ignored Nature. They must just bide their time — recognition was coming. But meanwhile they should all cultivate more pride, should learn to be proud of their isolation. She found little excuse for poor fools like Pat, and even less for drunkards like Wanda.

As for those who were ashamed to declare themselves, lying low for the sake of a peaceful existence, she utterly despised such of them as had brains; they were traitors to themselves and their fellows, she insisted. For the sooner the world came to realize that fine brains very frequently went with inversion, the sooner it would have to withdraw its ban, and the sooner would cease this persecution. Persecution was always a hideous thing, breeding hideous thoughts — and such thoughts were dangerous.

As for the women who had worked in the war, they had set an example to the next generation, and that in itself should be a reward. She had heard that in England many such women had taken to breeding dogs in the country. Well, why not? Dogs were very nice people to breed. ‘Plus je commis les hommes, plus j’aime les chiens.’ There were worse things than breeding dogs in the country.

It was quite true that inverts were often religious, but churchgoing in them was a form of weakness; they must be a religion unto themselves if they felt that they really needed religion. As for blessings, they profited the churches no doubt, apart from which they were just superstition. But then of course she herself was a pagan, acknowledging only the god of beauty; and since the whole world was so ugly these days, she was only too thankful to let it ignore her. Perhaps that was lazy — she was rather lazy. She had never achieved all she might have with her writing. But humanity was divided into two separate classes, those who did things and those who looked on at their doings. Stephen was one of the kind that did things — under different conditions of environment and birth she might very well have become a reformer.

They would argue for hours, these two curious friends whose points of view were so widely divergent, and although they seldom if ever agreed, they managed to remain both courteous and friendly.

Valérie seemed wellnigh inhuman at times, completely detached from all personal interest. But one day she remarked to Stephen abruptly: ‘I really know very little about you, but this I do know — you’re a bird of passage, you don’t belong to the life here in Paris.’ Then as Stephen was silent, she went on more gravely: ‘You’re rather a terrible combination; you’ve the nerves of the abnormal with all that they stand for — you’re appallingly over-sensitive, Stephen — well, and then we get le revers de la médaille; you’ve all the respectable county instincts of the man who cultivates children and acres — any gaps in your fences would always disturb you; one side of your mind is so aggressively tidy. I can’t see your future, but I feel you’ll succeed; though I must say, of all the improbable people...But supposing you could bring the two sides of your nature into some sort of friendly amalgamation and compel them to serve you and through you your work — well then I really don’t see what’s to stop you. The question is can you ever bring them together?’ She smiled. ‘If you climb to the highest peak, Valérie Seymour won’t be there to see you. It’s a charming friendship that we two have found, but it’s passing, like so many charming things; however, my dear, let’s enjoy it while it lasts, and...remember me when you come into your kingdom.’

Stephen said: ‘When we first met I almost disliked you. I thought your interest was purely scientific or purely morbid. I said so to Puddle — you remember Puddle, I think you once met her. I want to apologize to you now; to tell you how grateful I am for your kindness. You’re so patient when I come here and talk for hours, and it’s such a relief: you’ll never know the relief it is to have someone to talk to.’ She hesitated. You see it’s not fair to make Mary listen to all my worries — she’s still pretty young, and the road’s damned hard...then there’s been that horrible business of Jamie.’

‘Come as often as you feel like it,’ Valérie told her; ‘and if ever you should want my help or advice, here I am. But do try to remember this: even the world’s not so black as it’s painted.’






  








Chapter Fifty-two
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One morning a very young cherry-tree that Mary herself had planted in the garden was doing the must delightful things — it was pushing out leaves and tight pink buds along the whole length of its childish branches. Stephen made a note of it in her diary: ‘Today Mary’s cherry-tree started to blossom.’ This is why she never forgot the date on which she received Martin Hallam’s letter.

The letter had been redirected from Morton; she recognized Puddle’s scholastic handwriting. And the other writing — large, rather untidy but with strong black down-strokes and firmly crossed t’s — she stared at it thoughtfully, puckering her brows, Surely that writing, too, was familiar? Then she noticed a Paris postmark in the corner — that was strange. She tore open the envelope.

Martin wrote very simply: Stephen, my dear. After all these years I am sending you a letter, just in case you have not completely forgotten the existence of a man called Martin Hallam.

‘I’ve been in Paris for the past two months. I had to come across to have my eye seen to; I stopped a bullet with my head here in France — it affected the optic nerve rather badly. But the point is: if I Ely over to England as I’m thinking of doing, may I come and see you? I’m a very poor hand at expressing myself — can’t do it at all when I put pen to paper — in addition to which I’m feeling nervous because you’ve become such a wonderful writer. But I do want to try and make you understand how desperately I’ve regretted our friendship — that perfect early friendship of ours seems to me now a thing well worth regretting. Believe me or not I’ve thought of it for years; and the fault was all mine for not understanding. I was just an ignorant cub in those days. Well, anyhow, please will you see me, Stephen? I’m a lonely sort of fellow, so if you’re kind-hearted you’ll invite me to motor down to Morton, supposing you’re there; and then if you like me, we’ll take up our friendship just where it left off. We’ll pretend that we’re very young again, walking over the hills and jawing about life. Lord, what splendid companions we were in those early days — like a couple of brothers!

‘Do you think it’s queer that I’m writing all this? It does seem queer, yet I’d have written it before if I’d ever come over to stay in England; but except when I rushed across to join up, I’ve pretty well stuck to British Columbia. I don’t even know exactly where you are, for I’ve not met a soul who knows you for ages. I heard of your father’s death of course, and was terribly sorry — beyond that I’ve heard nothing; still, I fancy I’m quite safe in sending this to Morton.

‘I’m staying with my aunt, the Comtesse de Mirac; she’s English, twice married and once more a widow. She’s been a perfect angel to me. I’ve been staying with her ever since I came to Paris. Well, my dear, if you’ve forgiven my mistake — and please say you have, we were both very young — then write to me at Aunt Sarah’s address, and if you write don’t forget to put “Passy”. The posts are so erratic in France, and I’d hate to think that they’d lost your letter. Your very sincere friend, MARTIN HALLAM.’

Stephen glanced through the window. Mary was in the garden still admiring her brave little cherry-tree; in a minute or two she would feed the pigeons — yes, she was starting to cross the lawn to the shed in which she kept pigeon-mixture — but presently she would be coming in. Stephen sat down and began to think quickly.

Martin Hallam — he must be about thirty-nine. He had fought in the war and been badly wounded — she had thought of him during that terrible advance, the smitten trees had been a reminder...He must often have been very near her then; he was very near now, just out at Passy, and he wanted to see her; he offered his friendship.

She closed her eyes the better to consider, but now her mind must conjure up pictures. A very young man at the Antrims’ dance — oh, but very young — with a bony face that glowed when he talked of the beauty of trees, of their goodness...a tall, loose-limbed young man who slouched when he walked, as though from much riding. The hills...winter hills rust-coloured by bracken...Martin touching the ancient thorns with kind fingers. ‘Look, Stephen — the courage of these old fellows!’ How clearly she remembered his actual words after all these years, and her own she remembered; ‘You’re the only real friend I’ve ever had except Father — our friendship’s so wonderful somehow...’ And his answer: ‘I know, a wonderful friendship.’ A great sense of companionship, of comfort — it had been so good to have him beside her; she had liked his quiet and careful voice, and his thoughtful blue eyes that moved rather slowly. He had filled a real need that had always been hers and still was, a need for the friendship of men — how very completely Martin had filled it, until...But she resolutely closed her mind, refusing to visualize that last picture. He knew now that it had been a ghastly mistake — he understood — he practically said so. Could they take up their friendship where they had left it? If only they could...

She got up abruptly and went to the telephone on her desk. Glancing at his letter, she rang up a number.

‘Hallo — yes?’

She recognized his voice at once.

‘Is that you, Martin? It’s Stephen speaking.’

Stephen...oh, I’m so glad! But where on earth are you?’ ‘At my house in Paris-35, Rue Jacob.’

‘But I don’t understand, I thought...

‘Yes, I know, but I’ve lived here for ages — since before the war. I’ve just got your letter, sent back from England. Funny isn’t it? Why not come to dinner to-night if you’re free — eight o’clock.’

‘I say! May I really?’

‘Of course...come and dine with my friend and me.’ ‘What number?’

‘Thirty-five — 3 5, Rue Jacob.’

‘I’ll be there on the actual stroke of eight!’

‘That’s right — good-bye, Martin.’

‘Good-bye, and thanks, Stephen.’

She hung up the receiver and opened the window.

Mary saw her and called: ‘Stephen, please speak to David. He’s just bitten off and swallowed a crocus! Oh, and do come here: the scyllas are out, I never saw anything like their blueness. I think I shall go and fetch my birds, it’s quite warm in the sun over there by the wall. David, stop it; will you get off that border!’

David wagged a bald but ingratiating tail. Then he thrust out his nose and sniffed at the pigeons. Oh, hang it all, why should the coming of spring be just one colossal smell of temptation! And why was there nothing really exciting that a spaniel might do and yet remain lawful?

Sighing, he turned amber eyes of entreaty first on Stephen, and then on his goddess, Mary.

She forgave him the crocus and patted his head. ‘Darling, you get more than a pound of raw meat for your dinner; you mustn’t be so untruthful. Of course you’re not hungry — it was just pure mischief.’

He barked trying desperately hard to explain. ‘It’s the spring; it’s got into my blood, oh, Goddess! Oh, Gentle Purveyor of all Good Things, let me dig till I’ve rooted up every damned crocus; just this once let me sin for the joy of life, for the ancient and exquisite joy of sinning!’

But Mary shook her head. ‘You must be a nice dog; and nice dogs never look at white fantail pigeons, or walk on the borders, or bite off the flowers — do they, Stephen?’

Stephen smiled. ‘I’m afraid they don’t, David.’ Then she said: ‘Mary, listen — about this evening. I’ve just heard from a very old friend of mine, a man called Hallam that I knew in England. He’s in Paris; it’s too queer. He wrote to Morton and his letter has been sent back by Puddle. I’ve rung him up, and he’s coming to dinner. Better tell Pauline at once, will you, darling?’

But Mary must naturally ask a few questions. What was he like? Where had Stephen known him? — she had never mentioned a man called Hallam — where had she known him, in London or at Morton?

And finally: ‘How old were you when you knew him?’

‘Let me think — I must have been just eighteen.’

‘How old was he?’

‘Twenty-two — very young — I only knew him for quite a short time; after that he went back to British Columbia. But I liked him so much — we were very great friends — so I’m hoping that you’re going to like him too, darling.’

‘Stephen, you are strange. Why haven’t you told me that you once had a very great friend — a man? I’ve always thought that you didn’t like men.’

‘On the contrary, I like them very much. But I haven’t seen Martin for years and years. I’ve hardly ever thought about him until I got his letter this morning. Now, sweetheart, we don’t want the poor man to starve — you really must go off and try to find Pauline.’

When she had gone Stephen rubbed her chin with thoughtful and rather uncertain fingers.
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He came. Amazing how little he had changed. He was just the same clean-shaven, bony-faced Martin, with the slow blue eyes and the charming expression, and the loose-limbed figure that slouched from much riding; only now there were a few faint lines round his eyes, and the hair had gone snow-white on his temples. Just beside the right temple was a deep little scar — it must have been a near thing, that bullet.

He said: ‘My dear, it is good to see you.’ And he held Stephen’s hand in his own thin brown ones.

She felt the warm, friendly grip of his fingers, and the years dropped away. ‘I’m so glad you wrote, Martin.’

‘So am I. I can’t tell you how glad I am. And all the time we were both in Paris, and we never knew. Well, now that I’ve found you, we’ll cling like grim death, if you don’t mind, Stephen.’

As Mary came into the room they were laughing.

She looked less tired, Stephen thought with satisfaction, or perhaps it was that her dress became her — she was always at her best in the evening.

Stephen said quite simply: ‘This is Martin, Mary.’

They shook hands, and as they did so they smiled. Then they stared at each other for a moment, almost gravely.

He proved to be wonderfully easy to talk to. He did not seem surprised that Mary Llewellyn was installed as the mistress of Stephen’s home; he just accepted the thing as he found it. Yet he let it be tacitly understood that he had grasped the exact situation.

After dinner Stephen inquired about his sight: was it badly injured? His eyes looked so normal. Then he told them the history of the trouble at full length, going into details with the confidence displayed by most children and lonely people.

He had got his knock-out in 1918. The bullet had grazed the optic nerve. At first he had gone to a base hospital, but as soon as he could he had come to Paris to be treated by a very celebrated man. He had been in danger of losing the sight of the right eye; it had scared him to death, he told them. But after three months he had had to go home; things had gone wrong on some of his farms owing to the mismanagement of a bailiff. The oculist had warned him that the trouble might recur, that he ought to have remained under observation. Well, it had recurred about four months ago. He had got the wind up and rushed back to Paris. For three weeks he had lain in a darkened room, not daring to think of the possible verdict. Eyes were so tiresomely sympathetic: if the one went the other might easily follow. But, thank God, it had proved to be less serious than the oculist had feared. His sight was saved, but he had to go slow, and was still under treatment. The eye would have to be watched for some time; so here he was with Aunt Sarah at Passy.

‘You must see my Aunt Sarah, you two; she’s a darling. She’s my father’s sister. I know you’ll like her. She’s become very French since her second marriage, a little too Faubourg St. Germain perhaps, but so kind — I want you to meet her at once. She’s quite a well-known hostess at Passy.’

They talked on until well after twelve o’clock — very happy they were together that evening, and he left with a promise to ring them up on the following morning about lunch with Aunt Sarah. ‘Well,’ said Stephen, ‘what do you think of my friend?’

‘I think he’s most awfully nice,’ said Mary.
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Aunt Sarah lived in the palatial house that a grateful second husband had left her. For years she had borne with his peccadilloes, keeping her temper and making no scandal. The result was that everything he possessed apart from what had gone to her stepson — and the Comte de Mirac had been very wealthy — had found its way to the patient Aunt Sarah. She was one of those survivals who look upon men as a race of especially privileged beings. Her judgment of women was more severe, influenced no doubt by the ancien régime, for now she was even more French than the French whose language she spoke like a born Parisian.

She was sixty-five, tall, had an aquiline nose, and her iron-grey hair was dressed to perfection; for the rest she had Martin’s slow blue eyes and thin face, though she lacked his charming expression. She bred Japanese spaniels, was kind to young girls who conformed in all things to the will of their parents, was particularly gracious to good-looking men, and adored her only surviving nephew. In her opinion he could do no wrong, though she wished he would settle down in Paris. As Stephen and Mary were her nephew’s friends, she was pre-disposed to consider them charming, the more so as the former’s antecedents left little or nothing to be desired, and her parents had shown great kindness to Martin. He had told his aunt just what he wished her to know and not one word more about the old days at Morton. She was therefore quite unprepared for Stephen.

Aunt Sarah was a very courteous old dame, and those who broke bread at her table were sacred, at all events while they remained her guests. But Stephen was miserably telepathic, and before the déjeuner was half-way through she was conscious of the deep antagonism that she had aroused in Martin’s Aunt Sarah. Not by so much as a word or a look did the Comtesse de Mirac betray her feelings; she was gravely polite, she discussed literature as being a supposedly congenial subject, she praised Stephen’s books, and asked no questions as to why she was living apart from her mother. Martin could have sworn that these two would be friends — but good manners could not any more deceive Stephen.

And true it was that the Comtesse de Mirac saw in Stephen the type that she most mistrusted, saw only an unsexed creature of pose, whose cropped head and whose dress were pure affectation; a creature who aping the prerogatives of men, had lost all the charm and grace of a woman. An intelligent person in nearly all else, the Comtesse would never have admitted of inversion as a fact in nature. She had heard things whispered, it is true, but had scarcely grasped their full meaning. She was innocent and stubborn; and this being so, it was not Stephen’s morals that she suspected, but her obvious desire to ape what she was not — in the Comtesse’s set, as at county dinners, there was firm insistence upon sex-distinction.

On the other hand, she took a great fancy to Mary, whom she quickly discovered to be an orphan. In a very short time she had learnt quite a lot about Mary’s life before the war and about her meeting with Stephen in the Unit; had learnt also that she was quite penniless — since Mary was eager that everyone should know that she owed her prosperity entirely to Stephen.

Aunt Sarah secretly pitied the girl who must surely be living a dull existence, bound, no doubt, by a false sense of gratitude to this freakish and masterful-looking woman — pretty girls should find husbands and homes of their own, and this one she considered excessively pretty. Thus it was that while Mary in all loyalty and love was doing her best to extol Stephen’s virtues, to convey an impression of her own happiness, of the privilege it was to serve so great a writer by caring for her house and her personal needs, she was only succeeding in getting herself pitied. But as good luck would have it, she was blissfully unconscious of the sympathy that her words were arousing; indeed, she was finding it very pleasant at Aunt Sarah’s hospitable house in Passy.

As for Martin, he had never been very subtle, and just now he must rejoice in a long-lost friendship — to him it appeared a delightful luncheon. Even after the guests had said good-bye, he remained in the very highest of spirits, for the Comtesse was capable of unexpected tact, and while praising Mary’s prettiness and charm, she was careful in no way to disparage Stephen.

‘Oh, yes, undoubtedly a brilliant writer, I agree with you, Martin.’ And so she did. But books were one thing and their scribes another; she saw no reason to change her opinion with regard to this author’s unpleasant affectation, while she saw every reason to be tactful with her nephew.

4
 

On the drive home Mary held Stephen’s hand. ‘I enjoyed myself awfully, didn’t you? Only—’ and she frowned; ‘only will it last? I mean, we mustn’t forget Lady Massey. But he’s so nice, and I liked the old aunt...’

Stephen said firmly: Of course it will last.’ Then she lied. ‘I enjoyed it very much too.’

And even as she lied she came to a resolve which seemed so strange that she flinched a little, for never before since they had been lovers, had she thought of this girl as apart from herself. Yet now she resolved that Mary should go to Passy again — but should go without her. Sitting back in the car she half closed her eyes; just at that moment she did not want to speak lest her voice should betray that flinching to Mary.






  








Chapter Fifty-three
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With Martin’s return Stephen realized how very deeply she had missed him; how much she still needed the thing he now offered, how long indeed she had starved for just this — the friendship of a normal and sympathetic man whose mentality being very much her own, was not only welcome but reassuring. Yes, strange though it was, with this normal man she was far more at ease than with Jonathan Brockett, far more at one with all his ideas, and at times far less conscious of her own inversion; though it seemed that Martin had not only read, but had thought a great deal about the subject. He spoke very little of his studies, however, just accepting her now for the thing that she was, without question, and accepting most of her friends with a courtesy as innocent of patronage as of any suspicion of morbid interest. And thus it was that in these first days they appeared to have achieved a complete reunion. Only sometimes, when Mary would talk to him freely as she did very often of such people as Wanda, of the night life of the cafés and bars of Paris — most of which it transpired he himself had been to — of the tragedy of Barbara and Jamie that was never very far from her thoughts, even although a most perfect spring was hurrying forwards towards the summer — when Mary would talk to him of these things, Martin would look rather gravely at Stephen.

But now they seldom went to the bars, for Martin provided recreations that were really much more to Mary’s liking. Martin the kindly, the thoroughly normal, seemed never at a loss as to what they should do or where they should go when in search of pleasure. By now he knew Paris extremely well, and the Paris he showed them during that spring came as a complete revelation to Mary. He would often take them to dine in the Bois. At the neighbouring tables would be men and women; neat, well tailored men; pretty, smartly dressed women who laughed and talked very conscious of sex and its vast importance — in a word, normal women. Or perhaps they would go to Claridge’s for tea or to Ciro’s for dinner, and then on to supper at an equally fashionable restaurant, of which Mary discovered there were many in Paris. And although people still stared a little at Stephen, Mary fancied that they did so much less, because of the presence of Martin.

At such places of course, it was out of the question for a couple of women to dance together, and yet everyone danced, so that in the end Mary must get up and dance with Martin.

He had said: ‘You don’t mind, do you, Stephen?’

She had shaken her head: ‘No, of course I don’t mind.’ And indeed she had been very glad to know that Mary had a good partner to dance with.

But now when she sat alone at their table, lighting one cigarette after another, uncomfortably conscious of the interest she aroused by reason of her clothes and her isolation — when she glimpsed the girl in Martin’s arms, and heard her laugh for a moment in passing, Stephen would know a queer tightening of her heart, as though a mailed fist had closed down upon it. What was it? Good God, surely not resentment? Horrified she would feel at this possible betrayal of friendship, of her fine, honest friendship for Martin. And when they came back, Mary smiling and flushed, Stephen would force herself to smile also.

She would say: ‘I’ve been thinking how well you two dance—’

And when Mary once asked rather timidly: Are you sure you’re not bored, sitting there by yourself?’

Stephen answered: ‘Don’t be so silly, darling; of course I’m not bored — go on dancing with Martin.’

But that night she took Mary in her arms — the relentless, compelling arms of a lover.

On warm days they would all drive into the country, as Mary and she had so frequently done during their first spring months in Paris. Very often now it would be Barbizon, for Martin loved to walk in the forest. And there he must start to talk about trees, his face glowing with its curious inner light, while Mary listened half fascinated.

One evening she said: ‘But these trees are so small — you make me long to see real forests, Martin.’

David loved these excursions — he also loved Martin, not being exactly disloyal to Stephen, but discerning in the man a more perfect thing, a more entirely fulfilling companion. And this little betrayal, though slight in it self; had the power to wound out of all proportion, so that Stephen would feel very much as she had done when ignored years ago by the swan called Peter. She had thought then: ‘Perhaps he thinks I’m a freak,’ and now she must sometimes think the same thing as she watched Martin hurling huge sticks for David — it was strange what a number of ridiculous trifles had lately acquired the power to hurt her. And yet she clung desperately to Martin’s friendship, feeling herself to be all unworthy if she harboured so much as a moment’s doubt; indeed they both loyally clung to their friendship.

He would beg her to accept his aunt’s invitations, to accompany Mary when she went to Passy:

‘Don’t you like the old thing? Mary likes her all right — why won’t you come? It’s so mean of you, Stephen. It’s not half as much fun when you’re not there.’ He would honestly think that he was speaking the truth, that the party or luncheon or whatever it might be, was not half as much fun for him without Stephen.

But Stephen always made her work an excuse: ‘My dear, I’m trying to finish a novel. I seem to have been at it for years and years; it’s growing hoary like Rip Van Winkle.’
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There were times when their friendship seemed well-nigh perfect, the perfect thing that they would have it to be, and on such a day of complete understanding, Stephen suddenly spoke to Martin about Morton.

They two were alone together in her study, and she said: There’s something I want to tell you — you must often have wondered why I left home.’

He nodded: ‘I’ve never quite liked to ask, because I know how you loved the place, how you love it still...

‘Yes, I love it,’ she answered.

Then she let every barrier go down before him, blissfully conscious of what she was doing. Not since Puddle had left her had she been able to talk without restraint of her exile. And once launched she had not the least wish to stop, but must tell him all, omitting no detail save one that honour forbade her to give — she withheld the name of Angela Crossby.

‘It’s so terribly hard on Mary,’ she finished; ‘think of it, Mary’s never seen Morton; she’s not even met Puddle in all these years! Of course Puddle can’t very well come here to stay — how can she and then go back to Morton? And yet I want her to live with my mother...But the whole thing seems so outrageous for Mary.’ She went on to talk to him of her father: ‘If my father had lived, I know he’d have helped me. He loved me so much, and he understood — I found out that my father knew all about me, only—’ She hesitated, and then: ‘Perhaps he loved me too much to tell me.’

Martin said nothing for quite a long time, and when he did speak it was very gravely: ‘Mary — how much does she know of all this?’

‘As little as I could possibly tell her. She knows that I can’t get on with my mother, and that my mother won’t ask her to Morton; but she doesn’t know that I had to leave home because of a woman, that I was turned out — I’ve wanted to spare her all I could.’

‘Do you think you were right?’

‘Yes, a thousand times.’

‘Well, only you can judge of that, Stephen.’ He looked down at the carpet, then he asked abruptly: ‘Does she know about you and me, about ..

Stephen shook her head: ‘No, she’s no idea. She thinks you were just my very good friend as you are to-day. I don’t want her to know.’

‘For my sake?’ he demanded.

And she answered slowly: Well, yes, I suppose so...for your sake, Martin.’

Then an unexpected, and to her very moving thing happened; his eyes filled with pitiful tears: ‘Lord,’ he muttered, ‘why need this have come upon you — this incomprehensible dispensation? It’s enough to make one deny God’s existence!’

She felt a great need to reassure him. At that moment he seemed so much younger than she was as he stood there with his eyes full of pitiful tears, doubting God, because of his human compassion: ‘There are still the trees. Don’t forget the trees, Martin — because of them you used to believe.’

‘Have you come to believe in a God then?’ he muttered.

‘Yes,’ she told him, ‘it’s strange, but I know now I must — lots of us feel that way in the end. I’m not really religious like some of the others, but I’ve got to acknowledge God’s existence, though at times I still think: “Can He really exist?” One can’t help it, when one’s seen what I have here in Paris. But unless there’s a God, where do some of us find even the little courage we possess?’

Martin stared out of the window in silence.
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Mary was growing gentle again; infinitely gentle she now was at times, for happiness, makes for gentleness, and in these days Mary was strangely happy. Reassured by the presence of Martin Hallam, reestablished in pride and self-respect, she was able to contemplate the world without her erstwhile sense of isolation, was able for the moment to sheathe her sword, and this respite brought her a sense of well-being. She discovered that at heart she was neither so courageous nor so defiant as she had imagined, that like many another woman before her, she was well content to feel herself protected; and gradually as the weeks went by, she began to forget her bitter resentment.

One thing only distressed her, and this was Stephen’s refusal to accompany her when she went to Passy; she could not understand it, so must put it down to the influence of Valérie Seymour who had met and disliked Martin’s aunt at one time, indeed the dislike, it seemed, had been mutual. Thus the vague resentment that Valérie had inspired in the girl, began to grow much less vague, until Stephen realized with a shock of surprise that Mary was jealous of Valérie Seymour. But this seemed so absurd and preposterous a thing, that Stephen decided it could only be passing, nor did it loom very large in these days that were so fully taken up by Martin. For now that his eyesight was quite restored he was talking of going home in the autumn, and every free moment that he could steal from his aunt, he wanted to spend with Stephen and Mary. When he spoke of his departure, Stephen sometimes fancied that a shade of sadness crept into Mary’s face, and her heart misgave her, though she told herself that naturally both of them would miss Martin. Then too, never had Mary been more loyal and devoted, more obviously anxious to prove her love by a thousand little acts of devotion. There would even be times when by contrast her manner would appear abrupt and unfriendly to Martin, when she argued with him over every trifle, backing up her opinion by quoting Stephen — yes, in spite of her newly restored gentleness, these were times when she would not be gentle with Martin. And these sudden and unforeseen changes of mood would leave Stephen feeling uneasy and bewildered, so that one night she spoke rather anxiously: ‘Why were you so beastly to Martin this evening?’

But Mary pretended not to understand her: ‘How was I beastly? I was just as usual.’ And when Stephen persisted, Mary kissed her scar: ‘Darling, don’t start working now, it’s so late, and besides...

Stephen put away her work, then she suddenly caught the girl to her roughly: ‘How much do you love me? Tell me quickly, quickly!’ Her voice shook with something very like fear.

‘Stephen, you’re hurting me — don’t, you’re hurting! You know how I love you — more than life.’

‘You are my life...all my life,’ muttered Stephen.
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FATE, which by now had them well in its grip, began to play the game out more quickly. That summer they went to Pontresina since Mary had never seen Switzerland; but the Comtesse must make a double cure, first at Vichy and afterwards at Bagnoles de l’Orne, which fact left Martin quite free to join them. Then it was that Stephen perceived for the first time that all was not well with Martin Hallam.

Try as he might he could not deceive her, for this man was almost painfully honest, and any deception became him so ill that it seemed to stand out like a badly fitting garment. Yet now there were times when he avoided her eyes, when he grew very silent and awkward with Stephen, as though something inevitable and unhappy had obtruded itself upon their friendship; something, moreover, that he feared to tell her. Then one day in a blinding flash of insight she suddenly knew what this was — it was Mary.

Like a blow that is struck full between the eyes, the thing stunned her, so that at first she groped blindly. Martin, her friend...But what did it mean? And Mary...The incredible misery of it if it were true. But was it true that Martin Hallam had grown to love Mary? And the other thought, more incredible still — had Mary in her turn grown to love Martin?

The mist gradually cleared; Stephen grew cold as steel, her perceptions becoming as sharp as daggers — daggers that thrust themselves into her soul, draining the blood from her innermost being. And she watched. To herself she seemed all eyes and ears, a monstrous thing, a complete degradation, yet endowed with an almost unbearable skill, with a subtlety passing her own understanding.

And Martin was no match for this thing that was Stephen. He, the lover, could not hide his betraying eyes from her eyes that were also those of a lover; could not stifle the tone that crept into his voice at times when he was talking to Mary. Since all that he felt was a part of herself, how could he hope to hide it from Stephen? And he knew that she had discovered the truth, while she in her turn perceived that he knew this, yet neither of them spoke — in a deathly silence she watched, and in silence he endured her watching.

It was rather a terrible summer for them all, the more so as they were surrounded by beauty, and great peace when the evening came down on the snows, turning the white, unfurrowed peaks to sapphire and then to a purple darkness; hanging out large, incredible stars above the wide slope of the Roseg Glacier. For their hearts were full of unspoken dread, of clamorous passions, of bewilderment that went very ill with the quiet fulfilments, with the placid and smiling contentment of nature — and not the least bewildered was Mary. Her respite, it seemed, had been pitifully fleeting; now she was torn by conflicting emotions; terrified and amazed at her realization that Martin meant more to her than a friend, yet less, oh, surely much less than Stephen. Like a barrier of fire her passion for the woman flared up to forbid her love of the man; for as great as the mystery of virginity itself, is sometimes the power of the one who has destroyed it, and that power still remained in these days, with Stephen.

Alone in his little bare hotel bedroom, Martin would wrestle with his soul-sickening problem, convinced in his heart that but for Stephen, Mary Llewellyn would grow to love him, nay more, that she had grown to love him already. Yet Stephen was his friend — he had sought her out, had all but forced his friendship upon her; had forced his way into her life, her home, her confidence; she had trusted his honour. And now he must either utterly betray her or through loyalty to their friendship, betray Mary.

And he felt that he knew, and knew only too well, what life would do to Mary Llewellyn, what it had done to her already; for had he not seen the bitterness in her, the resentment that could only lead to despair, the defiance that could only lead to disaster? She was setting her weakness against the whole world, and slowly but surely the world would close in until in the end it had utterly crushed her. In her very normality lay her danger. Mary, all woman, was less of a match for life than if she had been as was Stephen. Oh, most pitiful bond so strong yet so helpless; so fruitful of passion yet so bitterly sterile; despairing, heart-breaking, yet courageous bond that was even now holding them ruthlessly together. But if he should break it by taking the girl away into peace and security, by winning for her the world’s approbation so that never again need her back feel the scourge and her heart grow faint from the pain of that scourging — if he, Martin Hallam, should do this thing, what would happen, in that day of his victory, to Stephen? Would she still have the courage to continue the fight? Or would she, in her turn, be forced to surrender? God help him, he could not betray her like this, he could not bring about Stephen’s destruction — and yet if he spared her, he might destroy Mary.

Night after night alone in his bedroom during the miserable weeks of that summer, Martin struggled to discover some ray of hope in what seemed a wellnigh hopeless situation. And night after night Stephen’s masterful arms would enfold the warm softness of Mary’s body, the while she would be shaken as though with great cold. Lying there she would shiver with terror and love, and this torment of hers would envelop Mary so that sometimes she wept for the pain of it all, yet neither would give a name to that torment.

‘Stephen, why are you shivering?’

‘I don’t know, my darling.’

‘Mary, why are you crying?’

‘I don’t know, Stephen.’

Thus the bitter nights slipped into the days, and the anxious days slipped back into the nights, bringing to that curious trinity neither helpful counsel nor consolation.
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It was after they had all returned to Paris that Martin found Stephen alone one morning.

He said: ‘I want to speak to you — I must.’

She put down her pen and looked into his eyes: Well, Martin, what is it?’ But she knew already.

He answered her very simply: ‘It’s Mary.’ Then he said: ‘I’m going because I’m your friend and I love her...I must go because of our friendship, and because I think Mary’s grown to care for me.’

He thought Mary cared...Stephen got up slowly, and all of a sudden she was no more herself but the whole of her kind out to combat this man, out to vindicate their right to possess, out to prove that their courage was unshakable, that they neither admitted of nor feared any rival.

She said coldly: ‘If you’re going because of me, because you imagine that I’m frightened — then stay. I assure you I’m not in the least afraid; here and now I defy you to take her from me!’ And even as she said this she marvelled at herself, for she was afraid, terribly afraid of Martin.

He flushed at the quiet contempt in her voice, which roused all the combative manhood in him: ‘You think that Mary doesn’t love me, but you’re wrong.’

‘Very well then, prove that I’m wrong!’ she told him.

They stared at each other in bitter hostility for a moment, then Stephen said more gently: ‘You don’t mean to insult me by what you propose, but I won’t consent to your going, Martin. You think that I can’t hold the woman I love against you, because you’ve got an advantage over me and over the whole of my kind. I accept that challenge — I must accept it if I’m to remain at all worthy of Mary.’

He bowed his head: ‘It must be as you wish.’ Then he suddenly began to talk rather quickly: Stephen, listen, I hate what I’m going to say, but by God, it’s got to be said to you somehow! You’re courageous and fine and you mean to make good, but life with you is spiritually murdering Mary. Can’t you see it? Can’t you realize that she needs all the things that it’s not in your power to give her? Children, protection, friends whom she can respect and who’ll respect her — don’t you realize this, Stephen? A few may survive such relationships as yours, but Mary Llewellyn won’t be among them. She’s not strong enough to fight the whole world, to stand up against persecution and insult; it will drive her down, begun to already — already she’s been forced to turn to people like Wanda. I know what I’m saying, I’ve seen the thing — the bars, the drinking, the pitiful defiance, the horrible, useless wastage of lives — well, I tell you it’s spiritual murder for Mary. I’d have gone away because you’re my friend, but before I went I’d have said all this to you; I’d have begged and implored you to set Mary free if you love her. I’d have gone on my knees to you, Stephen ..

He paused, and she heard herself saying quite calmly: ‘You don’t understand, I have faith in my writing, great faith; some day I shall climb to the top and that will compel the world to accept me for what I am. It’s a matter of time, but I mean to succeed for Mary’s sake.’

‘God pity you!’ he suddenly blurted out. ‘Your triumph, if it comes, will come too late for Mary.’

She stared at him aghast: ‘How dare you!’ she stammered. ‘How dare you try to undermine my courage! You call yourself my friend and you say things like that...

‘It’s your courage that I appeal to,’ he answered. He began to speak very quietly again: ‘Stephen, if I stay I’m going to fight you. Do you understand? We’ll fight this thing out until one of us has to admit that he’s beaten. I’ll do all in my power to take Mary from you — all that’s honourable, that is — for I mean to play straight, because whatever you may think I’m your friend, only, you see — I love Mary Llewellyn.’

And now she struck back. She said rather slowly, watching his sensitive face as she did so: ‘You seem to have thought it all out very well, but then of course, our friendship has given you time...

He flinched and she smiled, knowing how she could wound: ‘Perhaps,’ she went on, ‘you’ll tell me your plans. Supposing you win, do I give the wedding? Is Mary to marry you from my house, or would that be a grave social disadvantage? And supposing she should want to leave me quite soon for love of you — where would you take her, Martin? To your aunt’s for respectability’s sake?’

‘Don’t Stephen!’

‘But why not? I’ve a right to know because, you see, I also love Mary, I also consider her reputation. Yes, I think on the whole we’ll discuss your plans.’

‘She’d always be welcome at my aunt’s,’ he said firmly.

‘And you’ll take her there if she runs away to your One never knows what may happen, does one? You say that she cares for you already ..

His eyes hardened: ‘If Mary will have me, Stephen, I shall take her first to my aunt’s house in Passy.’

‘And then?’ she mocked.

‘I shall marry her from there.’

‘And then?’

‘I shall take her back to my home.’

‘To Canada — I see — a safe distance of course.’

He held out his hand: ‘Oh, for God’s sake, don’t! It’s so horrible somehow — be merciful, Stephen.’

She laughed bitterly: ‘Why should I be merciful to you? Isn’t it enough that I accept your challenge, that I offer you the freedom of my house, that I don’t turn you out and forbid you to come here? Come by all means, whenever you like. You may even repeat our conversation to Mary; I shall not do so, but don’t let that stop you if you think you may possibly gain some advantage.’

He shook his head: ‘No. I shan’t repeat it.’

‘Oh, well, that must be as you think best, I propose to behave as though nothing had happened — and now I must get along with my work.’

He hesitated: ‘Won’t you shake hands?’

‘Of course,’ she smiled; ‘aren’t you my very good friend? But you know, you really must leave me now, Martin.’
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After he had gone she lit a cigarette; the action was purely automatic. She felt strangely excited yet strangely numb — a most curious synthesis of sensations; then she suddenly felt deathly sick and giddy. Going up to her bedroom she bathed her face, sat down on the bed and tried to think, conscious that her mind was completely blank. She was thinking of nothing — not even of Mary.






  








Chapter Fifty-five
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A bitter and most curious warfare it was that must now be waged between Martin and Stephen, but secretly waged, lest because of them the creature they loved should be brought to suffer; not the least strange aspect being that these two must quite often take care to protect each other, setting a guard upon eyes and lips when they found themselves together with Mary. For the sake of the girl whom they sought to protect, they must actually often protect each other. Neither would stoop to detraction or malice, though they fought in secret they did so with honour. And all the while their hearts cried out loudly against this cruel and insidious thing that had laid its hand upon their doomed friendship — verily a bitter and most curious warfare.

And now Stephen, brought suddenly face to face with the menace of infinite desolation, fell back upon her every available weapon in the struggle to assert her right to possession. Every link that the years had forged between her and Mary, every tender and passionate memory that bound their past to their ardent present, every moment of joy — aye, and even of sorrow, she used in sheer self-defence against Martin. And not the least powerful of all her weapons was the perfect companionship and understanding that constitutes the great strength of such unions. Well armed she was, thanks to both present and past — but Martin’s sole weapon lay in the future.

With a new subtlety that was born of his love, he must lead the girl’s thoughts very gently forward towards a life of security and peace; such a life as marriage with him would offer. In a thousand little ways must redouble his efforts to make himself indispensable to her, to surround her with the warm, happy cloak of protection that made even a hostile world seem friendly. And although he forbore to speak openly as yet, playing his hand with much skill and patience — although before speaking he wished to be certain that Mary Llewellyn, of her own free will, would come when he called her, because she loved him — yet nevertheless she divined his love, for men cannot hide such knowledge from women.

Very pitiful Mary was in these days, torn between the two warring forces; haunted by a sense of disloyalty if she thought with unhappiness of losing Martin, hating herself for a treacherous coward if she sometimes longed for the life he could offer, above all intensely afraid of this man who was creeping in between her and Stephen. And the very fact of this fear made her yield to the woman with a new and more desperate ardour, so that the bond held as never before — the days might be Martin’s, but the nights were Stephen’s. And yet, lying awake far into the dawn, Stephen’s victory would take on the semblance of defeat, turned to ashes by the memory of Martin’s words: Your triumph, if it comes will come too late for Mary.’ In the morning she would go to her desk and write, working with something very like frenzy, as though it were now a neck to neck race between the world and her ultimate achievement. Never before had she worked like this; she would feel that her pen was dipped in blood, that with every word she wrote, she was bleeding!
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Christmas came and went, giving place to the New Year, and Martin fought on but he fought more grimly. He was haunted these days by the spectre of defeat, painfully conscious that do what he might, nearly every advantage lay with Stephen. All that he loved and admired most in Mary, her frankness, her tender and loyal spirit, her compassion towards suffering of any kind, these very attributes told against him, serving as they did to bind her more firmly to the creature to whom she had given devotion. One thing only sustained the man at this time, and that was his conviction that in spite of it all, Mary Llewellyn had grown to love him.

So careful she was when they were together, so guarded lest she should betray her feelings, so pitifully insistent that all was yet well — that life had in no way lessened her courage. But Martin was not deceived by these protests, knowing how she clung to what he could offer, how gladly she turned to the simple things that so easily come to those who are normal. Under all her parade of gallantry he divined a great weariness of spirit, a great longing to be at peace with the world, to be able to face her fellow-men with the comforting knowledge that she need not fear them, that their friendship would be hers for the asking, that their laws and their codes would be her protection. All this Martin perceived; but Stephen’s perceptions were even more accurate and far-reaching, for to her there had come the despairing knowledge that the women she loved was deeply unhappy. At first she had blinded herself to this truth, sustained by the passionate stress of the battle, by her power to hold in despite of the man, by the eager response that she had awakened. Yet the day came when she was no longer blind, when nothing counted in all the world except this grievous unhappiness that was being silently borne by Mary.

Martin, if he had wished for revenge, might have taken his fill of it now from Stephen. Little did he know how, one by one, Mary was weakening her defences; gradually undermining her will, her fierce determination to hold, the arrogance of the male that was in her. All this the man was never to know; it was Stephen’s secret, and she knew how to keep it. But one night she suddenly pushed Mary away, blindly, scarcely knowing what she was doing; conscious only that the weapon she thus laid aside had become a thing altogether unworthy, an outrage upon her love for this girl. And that night there followed the terrible thought that her love itself was a kind of outrage.

And now she must pay very dearly indeed for that inherent respect of the normal which nothing had ever been able to destroy, not even the long years of persecution — an added burden it was, handed down by the silent but watchful founders of Morton. She must pay for the instinct which, in earliest childhood, had made her feel something akin to worship for the perfect thing which she had divined in the love that existed between her parents. Never before had she seen so clearly all that was lacking to Mary Llewellyn, all that would pass from her faltering grasp, perhaps never to return, with the passing of Martin — children, a home that the world would respect, ties of affection that the world would hold sacred, the blessèd security and the peace of being released from the world’s persecution. And suddenly Martin appeared to Stephen as a creature endowed with incalculable bounty, having in his hands all those priceless gifts which she, love’s mendicant could never offer. Only one gift could ‘she offer to love, to Mary, and that was the gift of Martin.

In a kind of dream she perceived these things. In a dream she now moved and had her being; scarcely conscious of whither this dream would lead, the while her every perception was quickened. And this dream of hers was immensely compelling, so that all that she did seemed clearly predestined; she could not have acted otherwise, nor could she have made a false step, although dreaming. Like those who in sleep tread the edge of a chasm unappalled, having lost all sense of danger, so now Stephen walked on the brink of her fate, having only one fear; a nightmare fear of what she must do to give Mary her freedom.

In obedience to the mighty but unseen will that had taken control of this vivid dreaming, she ceased to respond to the girl’s tenderness, nor would she consent that they two should be lovers. Ruthless as the world itself she became, and almost as cruel in this ceaseless wounding. For in spite of Mary’s obvious misgivings, she went more and more often to see Valérie Seymour, so that gradually, as the days slipped by, Mary’s mind became a prey to suspicion. Yet Stephen struck at her again and again, desperately wounding herself in the process, though scarcely feeling the pain of her wounds for the misery of what she was doing to Mary. But even as she struck the bonds seemed to tighten, with each fresh blow to bind more securely. Mary now clung with every fibre of her sorely distressed and outraged being; with every memory that Stephen had stirred; with every passion that Stephen had fostered; with every instinct of loyalty that Stephen had aroused to do battle with Martin. The hand that had loaded Mary with chains was powerless, it seemed, to strike them from her.

Came the day when Mary refused to see Martin, when she turned upon Stephen, pale and accusing: ‘Can’t you understand? Are you utterly blind — have you only got eyes now for Valérie Seymour?’

And as though she were suddenly smitten dumb, Stephen’s lips remained closed and she answered nothing.

Then Mary wept and cried out against her: ‘I won’t let you go — I won’t let you, I tell you! It’s your fault if I love you the way I do. I can’t do without you, you’ve taught me to need you, and now .. In half-shamed, half-defiant words she must stand there and plead for what Stephen withheld, and Stephen must listen to such pleading from Mary. Then before the girl realized it she had said: ‘But for you I could have loved Martin Hallam!’

Stephen heard her own voice a long way away: But for me, you could have loved Martin Hallam.’

Mary flung despairing arms round her neck: ‘No, no! Not that, I don’t know what I’m saying.’
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The first faint breath of spring was in the air, bringing daffodils to the flower-stalls of Paris. Once again Mary’s young cherry tree in the garden was pushing out leaves and tiny pink buds along the whole length of its childish branches.

Then Martin wrote: Stephen, where can I see you? It must be alone. Better not at your house, I think, if you don’t mind, because of Mary.’

She appointed the place. They would meet at the Auberge du Vieux Logis in the Rue Lepic. They two would meet there on the following evening. When she left the house without saying a word, Mary thought she was going to Valerie Seymour.

Stephen sat down at a table in the corner to await Martin’s coming — she herself was early. The table was gay with a new check cloth — red and white, white and red, she counted the squares, tracing them carefully out with her finger. The woman behind the bar nudged her companion: ‘En voila une originals — et quelle cicatrice, bon Dieu!’ The scar across Stephen’s pale face stood out livid.

Martin came and sat quietly down at her side, ordering some coffee for appearances’ sake. For appearances’ sake, until it was brought, they smiled at each other and made conversation. But when the waiter had turned away, Martin said: ‘It’s all over — you’ve beaten me, Stephen...The bond was too strong.’

Their unhappy eyes met as she answered: ‘I tried to strengthen that bond.’

He nodded: ‘I know...Well, my dear, you succeeded.’ Then he said: ‘I’m leaving Paris next week,’ and in spite of his effort to be calm his voice broke, ‘Stephen...do what you can to take care of Mary.’

She found that she was holding his hand. Or was it someone else who sat there beside him, who looked into his sensitive, troubled face, who spoke such queer words?

‘No, don’t go — not yet.’

‘But I don’t understand...

‘You must trust me, Martin.’ And now she heard herself speaking very gravely: ‘Would you trust me enough to do anything I asked, even though it seemed rather strange? Would you trust me if I said that I asked it for Mary, for her happiness?’

His fingers tightened: ‘Before God, yes. You know that I’d trust you!’

‘Very well then, don’t leave Paris — not now.’

‘You really want me to stay on, Stephen?’

‘Yes, I can’t explain.’

He hesitated, then he suddenly seemed to come to a decision: All right...I’ll do whatever you ask me.’

They paid for their coffee and got up to leave: ‘Let me come as far as the house,’ he pleaded.

But she shook her head: ‘No, no, not now. I’ll write to you...very soon...Good-bye, Martin.’

She watched him hurrying down the street, and when he was finally lost in its shadows, she turned slowly and made her own way up the hill, past the garish lights of the Moulin de la Galette. Its pitiful sails revolved in the wind, eternally grinding out petty sins — dry chaff blown in from the gutters of Paris. And after a while, having breasted the hill, she must climb a dusty flight of stone steps, and push open a heavy slow-moving door; the door of the mighty temple of faith that keeps its anxious but tireless vigil.

She had no idea why she was doing this thing, or what she would say to the silver Christ with one hand on His heart and the other held out in a patient gesture of supplication. The sound of praying, monotonous, low, insistent, rose up from those who prayed with extended arms, with crucified arms — like the tides of an ocean it swelled and receded and swelled again, bathing the shores of heaven.

They were calling upon the Mother of God: ‘Sainte Marie, Mere de Dieu, priez pour nous, pauvres pêcheurs, maintenant et à l’heure de notre mort.’

‘Et à l’heure de notre mort,’ Stephen heard herself repeating.

He looked terribly weary, the silver Christ: ‘But then He always looks tired,’ she thought vaguely; and she stood there without finding anything to say, embarrassed as one so frequently is in the presence of somebody else’s sorrow. For herself she felt nothing, neither pity nor regret; she was curiously empty of all sensation, and after a little she left the church, to walk on through the wind-swept streets of Montmartre.






  








Chapter Fifty-six
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Valérie stared at Stephen in amazement: ‘But...it’s such an extraordinary thing you’re asking! Are you sure you’re right to take such a step? For myself I care nothing; why should I care: If you want to pretend that you’re my lover, well, my dear, to be quite frank, I wish it were true — I feel certain you’d make a most charming lover. All the same,’ and now her voice sounded anxious, ‘this is not a thing to be done lightly, Stephen. Aren’t you being absurdly self-sacrificing? You can give the girl a very great deal.’

Stephen shook her head: ‘I can’t give her protection or happiness, and yet she won’t leave me. There’s only one way...’

Then Valérie Seymour, who had always shunned tragedy like the plague, flared out in something very like temper: ‘Protection! Protection! I’m sick of the word. Let her do without it; aren’t you enough for her? Good heavens, you’re worth twenty Mary Llewellyns! Stephen, think it over before you decide — it seems mad to me. For God’s sake keep the girl, and get what happiness you can out of life.’

‘No, I can’t do that,’ said Stephen dully.

Valérie got up: ‘Being what you are, I suppose you can’t — you were made for a martyr! Very well, I agree’; she finished abruptly, ‘though of all the curious situations that I’ve ever been in, this one beats the lot!’

That night Stephen wrote to Martin Hallam.
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Two days later as she crossed the street to her house, Stephen saw Martin in the shadow of the archway. He stepped out and they faced each other on the pavement. He had kept his word; it was just ten o’clock.

He said: ‘I’ve come. Why did you send for me, Stephen?’ She answered heavily: ‘Because of Mary.’

And something in her face made him catch his breath, so that the questions died on his lips: ‘I’ll do whatever you want,’ he murmured.

‘It’s so simple,’ she told him, ‘it’s all perfectly simple. I want you to wait just under this arch just here where you can’t be seen from the house. I want you to wait until Mary needs you, as I think she will...it may not be long...Can I count on your being here if she needs you?’

He nodded: ‘Yes — yes!’ He was utterly bewildered, scared too by the curious look in her eyes; but he allowed her to pass him and enter the courtyard.
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She let herself into the house with her latchkey. The place seemed full of articulate silence that leapt out shouting from every corner — a jibing, grimacing, vindictive silence. She brushed it aside with a sweep of her hand, as though it were some sort of physical presence.

But who was it who brushed that silence aside? Not Stephen Gordon...oh, no, surely not...Stephen Gordon was dead; she had died last night: ‘A l’heure de notre mort...’ Many people had spoken those prophetic words quite a short time ago — perhaps they had been thinking of Stephen Gordon.

Yet now someone was slowly climbing the stairs, then pausing upon the landing to listen, then opening the door of Mary’s bedroom, then standing quite still and staring at Mary. It was someone whom David knew and loved well; he sprang forward with a sharp little bark of welcome. But Mary shrank back as though she had been struck — Mary pale and red-eyed from sleeplessness — or was it because of excessive weeping?

When she spoke her voice sounded unfamiliar: ‘Where were you last night?’

‘With Valérie Seymour. I thought you’d know somehow...It’s better to be frank...we both hate lies...’

Came that queer voice again: ‘Good God — and I’ve tried so hard not to believe it! Tell me you’re lying to me now; say it, Stephen!’

Stephen — then she wasn’t dead after all; or was she? But now Mary was clinging — clinging.

‘Stephen, I can’t believe this thing — Valérie! Is that why you always repulse me...why you never want to conic near me these days? Stephen, answer me; are you her lover? Say something, for Christ’s sake! Don’t stand there dumb...’

A mist dosing down, a thick black mist. Someone pushing the girl away, without speaking. Mary’s queer voice coming out of the gloom, muffled by the folds of that thick black mist, only a word here and there getting through: ‘All my life I’ve given...you’ve killed...I loved you...Cruel, oh, cruel! You’re unspeakably cruel...’Then the sound of rough and pitiful sobbing.

No, assuredly this was not Stephen Gordon who stood there unmoved by such pitiful sobbing. But what was the figure doing in the mist? It was moving about, distractedly, wildly. All the while it sobbed as it was moving about: ‘I’m going...’

Going? But where could it go Somewhere out of the mist, somewhere into the light? Who was it that had said...wait, what were the words? ‘To give light to them that sit in darkness...’

No one was moving about any more — there was only a dog, a dog called David. Something had to be done. Go into the bedroom, Stephen Gordon’s bedroom that faced on the courtyard...just a few short steps and then the window. A girl hatless, with the sun falling full on her hair...she was almost running...she stumbled a little. But now there were two people down in the courtyard — a man had his hands on the girl’s bowed shoulders. He questioned her, yes, that was it, he questioned; and the girl was telling him why she was there, why she had fled from that thick, awful darkness. He was looking at the house, incredulous, amazed; hesitating as though he were coming in; but the girl went on and the man turned to follow...They were side by side, he was gripping her arm...They were gone; they had passed out under the archway.

Then all in a moment the stillness was shattered: ‘Mary, come back! Come back to me, Mary!’

David crouched and trembled. He had crawled to the bed, and he lay there watching with his eyes of amber; trembling because such an anguish as this struck across him like the lash of a whip, and what could he do, the poor beast, in his dumbness?

She turned and saw him, but only for a moment, for now the room seemed to be thronging with people. Who were they, these strangers with the miserable eyes? And yet, were they all strangers? Surely that was Wanda? And someone with a neat little hole in her side — Jamie clasping Barbara by the hand; Barbara with the white flowers of death on her bosom. Oh, but they were many, these unbidden guests, and they called very softly at first and then louder. They were calling her by name, saying: ‘Stephen, Stephen!’ The quick, the dead, and the yet unborn — all calling her, softly at first and then louder. Aye, and those lost and terrible brothers from Alec’s, they were here, and they also were calling: ‘Stephen, Stephen, speak with your God and ask Him why He has left us forsaken!’ She could see their marred and reproachful faces with the haunted, melancholy eyes of the invert — eyes that had looked too long on a world that lacked all pity and all understanding: ‘Stephen, Stephen, speak with your God and ask Him why He has left us forsaken!’ And these terrible ones started pointing at her with their shaking, white-skinned, effeminate fingers: ‘You and your kind have stolen our birthright; you have taken our strength and have given us your weakness!’ They were pointing at her with white shaking fingers.

Rockets of pain, burning rockets of pain — their pain, her pain, all welded together into one great consuming agony. Rockets of pain that shot up and burst, dropping scorching tears of fire on the spirit — her pain, their pain...all the misery at Alec’s. And the press and the clamour of those countless others — they fought, they trampled, they were getting her under. In their madness to become articulate through her, they were tearing her to pieces, getting her under. They were everywhere now, cutting off her retreat; neither bolts nor bars would avail to save her. The walls fell down and crumbled before them; at the cry of their suffering the walls fell and crumbled: ‘We are coming, Stephen — we are still coming on, and our name is legion — you dare not disown us!’ She raised her arms, trying to ward them off, but they closed in and in: ‘You dare not disown us!’

They possessed her. Her barren womb became fruitful — it ached with its fearful and sterile burden. It ached with the fierce yet helpless children who would clamour in vain for their right to salvation. They would turn first to God, and then to the world, and then to her. They would cry out accusing: ‘We have asked for bread; will you give us a stone? Answer us: will you give us a stone? You, God, in Whom we, the outcast, believe; you, world, into which we are pitilessly born; you, Stephen, who have drained our cup to the dregs — we have asked for bread; will you give us a stone?’

And now there was only one voice, one demand; her own voice into which those millions had entered. A voice like the awful, deep rolling of thunder; a demand like the gathering together of great waters. A terrifying voice that made her ears throb, that made her brain throb, that shook her very entrails, until she must stagger and all but fall beneath this appalling burden of sound that strangled her in its will to be uttered.

‘God,’ she gasped, we believe; we have told You we believe...We have not denied You, then rise up and defend us. Acknowledge us, oh God, before the whole world. Give us also the right to our existence!’

THE END
 






  

THE MASTER OF THE HOUSE


 

This 1932 novel concerns Christophe Benedit, a carpenter who lives in Provence. Almost saint-like, he is deeply spiritual, compassionate and experiences visions of a previous life as the Carpenter of Nazareth. He is attracted to girls, but refrains from having a relationship, held back by some unknown power — his closest friend is his male cousin Jan, (but this is not a novel about homosexuality). When the 1914-1918 war begins, he enlists and is posted to Palestine. A close encounter with the enemy leads to a dramatic turn of events.

Master of the House was yet another title choice by Una Troubridge. Originally the novel was to be called ‘The Carpenter’s Son’ (with its inevitable connection to Jesus Christ) but it was re-named after Una found a passage in the Christian Testament of the Bible: “Watch ye therefore: for ye know not when the master of the house cometh” (Mark 13:35). The book had not been easy for Hall to write, taking two years to complete. It was an intensely spiritual experience for her, so much so that she developed stigmata on the palms of her hands during the creative process. Unfortunately what was to her a spiritual tour de force became an overly worthy tome running to about 500 hundred pages in the original edition, and because of the seriousness of the story, it did not sell well. Naturally this was a huge disappointment to Hall, who had hoped that her established readership would at least attempt the novel, despite the heavyweight subject matter. Her last two novels had been problematic - The Well of
Loneliness had been banned with all the trauma and vilification that had entailed, and now The Master
of the House failed to engage the reading public and sales tailed off fairly quickly. Hall’s confidence as a writer was severely dented and she was to later claim it only recovered under the rejuvenating influence of her affair with Evguenia Souline, a Russian émigré she met and fell in love with in 1934.
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‘... for ye know not when the master of the house cometh, at even, or at midnight, or at the cockcrowing, or in the morning...’
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ALL the persons represented in this book are purely imaginary; moreover, while actual places and events are mentioned, certain modifications have, in some cases, been intentionally introduced with a view to preserving its fictional character.






  








AUTHOR’S FOREWORD
 

FOR the satisfaction of those readers who may wish for guidance as to the more generally accepted pronunciation of some of the names and sentences in the Provençal language that occur throughout this book, a brief pronouncing glossary is appended.

Some readers may even be sufficiently interested to care to know that the language in question is no humble dialect, but is the ancient Langue d’Oc of the troubadours, the language spoken in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries not only throughout France from Bordeaux to the Alps and from Auvergne to the Mediterranean, but also in England at the court of King Richard the Lion Heart, while tradition avers that Dante hesitated long between the beauties of Provençal and of Tuscan before deciding to express himself in the latter language.

Had he decided otherwise it is certain that the Provençal tongue would have been spared those centuries of eclipse during which, owing to its gradually enforced subjection, in all official concerns, to the French idiom, it found its only home in the hearts and on the lips of the peasants, from which neither time nor authority ever contrived to evict it.

It was there that its long-despised beauties at length attracted the attention, in the middle of the nineteenth century, of Frédéric Mistral and the other patriot poets of the Félibrige, and thus to poet and peasant alike is due the fact that to-day the youth of Provence can study its native language, with all its variants, survivals and still debatable alternatives, in more than twenty-five colleges and schools of the South of France.

It can also be studied in the markets, at the street corners, in the village shops, in the lowly homes and in the vineyards of that pleasant land.






  








PRONOUNCING GLOSSARY

Ai! las.................A-i-lasse
 

Anas vous en au tron de Diéune......Anasse vous enne a-ou tronne de Diéoune
 

Anfos ...............Anne-fosse
 

Aurano ............. A-ourano
 

Baumo de la Masco Taven. .Ba-ou-mo de la Masco Tavenne
 

Bèu Dieu...........Bé-ou Dié-ou
 

Bono Maire de Diéu............Bono Ma-i-ré de Dié-ou
 

Bono nue.............Bono noué
 

Cafourno de la Chaucho Vièjo .. Cafourno de la Tcha-oucho Viéyo
 

Eusèbe ............. E-ou-sé-bé
 

Enfantounet ...................... Enne-fanne-tounette
 

Goundran.......Gounne-dranne
 

Gourgareu Infernau..........Gourga-réou Inne-ferna-ou
 

Home bosa...........Homé bosa
 

Jan ................... Dzanne
 

Jôusè ............... Dzo-ou-zé
 

Lou Corredou de l’Esperit Fantasti......Lou Corrédou de l’Espéritte Fanne-tasti 
 

Lou vin es fa pèr béure.... Lou vinne ez fa per bé-ou-ré
 

Oulo di Set Cat....................Oulo di Sette Catte
 

Pas de l’Agneu Negre..........Passe de l’Agné-ou Nègré
 

Paure pichounet....................Pa-ou-ré pichounette
 

Pecaire ............. Pé-ca-iré
 

Ravous ............. Ravousse
 

Recatadou di Rato-Penado .. Ré-ca-ta-dou di Rato-Pénado
 

Roustan ........... Roustanne
 

Santo Ano d’At....................Sanne-to Ano d’Atte
 

Santouno ......... Sanne-touno
 

Sarnipabiéune ........................ Sarnipabiéoune
 

Tafort................. Taforte
 

Zou.....................Zo-ou
 






  








CHAPTER I
 

1
 

IN a quiet curve of the coast of Provence, on a stretch of that coast which before the war was seldom if ever visited by strangers, lies the small seaport town of Saint-Loup-sur-mer, cleansed by strong winds and purified by sunshine. Its Patron — if one may credit report — was a warrior-bishop of no mean attainments, since of him it is told that he checked the advance of Attila, Mighty Scourge of the Lord, though by what precise method remains somewhat uncertain. But his memory is mellowed by gentler legends even as the years have mellowed his statues, so that of him it is also told that he felt great concern for the sorrows of women, and a great tenderness towards newborn things, having once restored its life to a fledgling. And since this bird was a nightingale it would come with the darkness to sing in his garden: ‘Praise God in His Golden Saints,’ it would sing, as everyone knew very well at the time — that is to say, in the year 400, when Saint Loup had not yet been privileged to hear the harps and the angelic songs of heaven.

His town has a harbour with numerous vessels and many simple activities; a fine view from such windows as look over the quay and thus out beyond to a stretch of blue water, and a wall of dark peaks from such as look sideways or backward towards the long range of the Maures, Saint Loup being partly encircled by mountains. There is also the church with its open belfry in which one may see the chime of bells swinging; the old fish-market renowned for fine langoustes, and three cafés frequented by fishermen, sailors, and sometimes by artists with their wives and their models. The streets, which are narrow and tortuous, are but ill adapted for the passage of motors; moreover in summer their heat is relentless, while in winter they are swept and re-swept by the mistral. Yet innumerable fruit trees surround the town, and these in the midst of plentiful vineyards.

On a day of insistent fertility towards the end of a perfect April, when the vines were beginning to extend their pink shoots, and the small peach trees to grow restless with sap, and the bountiful soil that will make men lazy was stirred by a constant thrusting and growing, and the very earthworms under the soil must curl and uncurl for the joy of living — on such a day, Mirèio, the gaunt yellow bitch, brought forth her large litter of lusty puppies in the sawdust and shavings of the carpenter’s shop belonging to Jôusè Bénédit — in great anguish and joy she brought forth her puppies. While above, in a bedroom under the eaves, Marie Bénédit cried out again and again, so that Jôusè, her husband, must cover his ears, for he could not endure those sounds of her travail. Marie Bénédit cried out, yet not solely in pain, for hers was the purposeful suffering of women; and this she well knew, so that while she protested her brown peasant body strove bravely in labour and her cries and her wails held a note of triumph which partook of the age-old cry of creation.

Towards dusk Marie Bénédit gave birth to a son; and after the midwife had cleansed his limbs and swathed him in flannel she took him to his mother, while Jôusè stood gaping at this sacrament of life which he had raised up through the seed of his loins —— too confounded for speech he must just stand gaping.

And below in the darkening carpenter’s shop Mirèio, the bitch, gave her teats to her young, rolling sideways that they might come at her belly.
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Christophe Marie Bénédit began squealing loudly at the very onset of his baptismal service, so that Monsieur le Curé had some ado to anoint his breast with the Holy Chrism, and even more to place salt on his tongue in accordance with the ritual of Mother Church and the time-honoured Christian custom. But when drops of cold water were splashed on his head then he lost every vestige of self-control and beat with his heels on his godmother’s stomach. In addition to being his sponsor before God, she was also his aunt, though he did not know it.

Madame Roustan frowned and gripped him more firmly as she watched this momentous struggle with Satan. ‘It is clear that the devil is excessively angry,’ she whispered to Goundran the child’s godfather, ‘he is blistered, no doubt, by the Holy Oil and scourged by our good priest’s exorcisms!’

But Goundran was young and a fisherman; he had known far worse struggles than this in foul weather, so that while Madame Roustan continued to frown at their godson, he smiled at the turbulent infant — when he smiled his large teeth gleamed startlingly white in a face that was tanned to the colour of copper.

Arm in arm near the font stood the earthly parents: Jousè, a mighty and comely man in spite of the fact that he was ageing. His head was covered with thick, small curls, and his plentiful beard was also curly. The hair of his head and his beard was red gold, but touched here and there with streaks of grey, for at this time Jousè was nearing fifty. Marie, a woman of twenty-nine, was as brown as the soil and as patiently faithful. Her eyes were the eyes of the beasts of the field who eat, sleep, and beget their kind without question. But unlike these, Marie would seldom rest; for ever finding some new task to do she must busy herself with perpetual housework. And wiry she was and uncommonly strong when it came to the moving of chests and cupboards, so that Jousè would laugh and would say to tease her: ‘You will surely be able to carry my coffin!’ Then Marie would sign herself with the cross — it was always foolhardy to jest about Death, one could never be certain that jests would not bring him.

For five years these two had been man and wife, but Marie had often felt heavy in spirit, oppressed by the thought of her empty womb. For five years she had earnestly prayed to Saint Loup who was known to be sympathetic to women. And at last that kind Patron had answered her prayers, giving her not only a child but a son wherewith to rejoice the heart of her husband. So now here they stood arm in arm near the font, both deeply moved by their simple faith in the goodness of God and his Golden Saints; and deeply moved to behold their own flesh and blood in so small yet so perfect a being. Indeed Marie’s patient brown eyes overflowed, and Jousè must lend her his big bandana, himself scarcely able to keep from weeping.

The ancient ritual drew to its close, and Christophe was anointed as a king before God, as a priest, and finally as a prophet. As a king with dominion over his passions, as a priest who must offer himself to the Lord as a living sacrifice of sweet odour, as a prophet who must proclaim through his life the rewards that await the righteous in heaven. Then the Curé handed a lighted candle to Goundran who held it with scrupulous care — for Christophe’s pink fists were as yet too weak to grasp this symbolic light of his faith, so that Goundran the fisher must grasp it for him. And after the priest had given them his blessing Madame Roustan wrapped a new, white woolly shawl about Christophe’s now new and sinless body; and Goundran solemnly blew out his candle; and Jôusè solemnly blew his nose on the damp handkerchief handed back by Marie. The townsfolk who had come to see the event turned and left the old church with much whispering and smiling; while the little party chiefly concerned prepared to go back to the Bénédit’s house with their friends, there to celebrate the occasion.
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The small parlour was crowded to overflowing, for not everyone opened so much good wine solely in honour of an infant Christian; indeed many baptisms went unnoticed. But as Jôusè had said: it was not every man who could sire so fine and healthy a son when he himself was approaching fifty; and so there was plenty to eat and drink, the wine gleaming as golden as Jôusè’s beard and as red as his cheeks, in its generous glasses.

Madame Roustan — as a mother-in-God who had witnessed so robust and valiant a fight with the devil — Madame Roustan drank a tumbler of Camp Romain rouge which flushed her plump face and set her perspiring; after which she must glance from the corner of an eye at Goundran, her fellow parent-in-God, for she was a widow but not past mating. Despite her encroaching flesh she looked young, and like Jôusè her brother, had a clear, fair complexion.

Germaine Roustan had been deprived of her man, a linen-draper, by one of those strokes that occasionally come in the wake of great heat — he had died in rather less than an hour, having been smitten down while measuring ribbon. And now here she was with a posthumous son of four months old, but alas, with no husband; with a drapery shop, but alas, with no male to assist her in keeping the business together; with a healthful and willing body enough, but alas, with small prospect of future breeding. And so, after that tumbler of Camp Romain rouge, it was natural perhaps that her thoughts should be turned away from the dead and toward the living. But Goundran was a lover and lord of the sea, and appeared to be little attracted by women.

Jousè drank, laughing many times as he did so. He laughed in pure joy at his fine situation; and his mighty fist came down on the table while his mighty voice pressed hospitality, urging his guests to fill up their glasses:

‘Hoi, tafort! Have courage my friends!’ he roared in the Provençal tongue which they dearly loved speaking, ‘Hoi, tafort! Lou vin es fa pèr béure!’ And undoubtedly this wine seemed made to be drunk, for, cheap though it was in that land of plenty, it possessed no mean flavour to tickle the palate.

Then Goundran lifted his glass to the child who lay quietly asleep on the knees of his mother: ‘May you live many years and prosper, little godson; and may you become a good fisherman, for the sea is the finest thing in creation.’

Jousè grinned: ‘May he learn to work in my shop; may he learn to make comfortable chairs and strong tables.’

‘May he prosper,’ they all murmured fervently, while Christophe, worn out, still continued to sleep, completely indifferent, it seemed, to his future.

But now Eusèbe, the sandal-maker, who plied his trade just across the street in a house that at one time had been a convent, Eusèbe, not content with so seemly a toast, must dip a gnarled finger into his wine and dab a red splotch on the infant’s forehead: ‘May he love the good fruits of the earth,’ he exclaimed, ‘and the juice that comes from the fruits of the earth; these are surely the things that all men should love, and not the netting of cold little fishes and the hammering of wood to make chairs and tables.’

‘Sant Jan l’ami de Diéu,’ muttered Madame Roustan, ‘what is this he has done? It cannot be Christian....’

Marie said quietly: ‘You are drunk, Eusèbe,’ and she wiped the red mark away with her hand, but her peaceful brown face had turned very pale, for she was a peasant and superstitious.

It was true that Eusèbe was exceedingly drunk on this, as on many a previous occasion; that his heathenish ways and intemperate habits had caused a great scandal throughout the parish. It was also true that he cared not a jot, so callous was he towards God and his neighbour. He looked old and yet nobody quite knew his age, for the south which brings early maturity will occasionally bring an early decline, and thus it is unwise to judge by appearance. Eusèbe’s tanned face was a network of lines, and the eyes in that face did not match any more, which gave him a disconcerting expression — he was blind of an eye and that eye was blue-white, while its fellow had remained of a most fiery blackness. A small man, he was often still further dwarfed by wearing an unusually long leather apron. His habits were not only eccentric but uncleanly; in the summer he might sometimes go down to bathe, for the rest he appeared to wash very little. Just now his hands were heavily stained by hides, boot polish and cobbler’s wax — he had not even troubled to cleanse his hands; it was all of a piece with his general disorder. But then neither had he troubled to cleanse his feet, which showed scarred and neglected in his dusty sandals.

This making of sandals had been taught him, it was said, by an artist who had stayed for a while in the town, but whom no one had ever again seen or heard of. And now many of the peasants as well as the townsfolk had discarded the wearing of boots and shoes in favour of what Madame Roustan declared to be clearly a pagan snare of the devil. For Eusèbe’s sandals were both durable and cheap, and were made from a pliant and excellent leather, so that they clung to the instep and heel without galling or causing the slightest restriction. He could make two patterns, the Pompeian and the Spartan, the former requiring the minutest adjustment, since no buckles or fastenings must mar the line which was of an extreme simplicity, yet tricky enough when it came to the fitting. These sandals paid less well than boots and shoes, but Eusèbe never seemed short of money.

His dead wife had owned vineyards beyond the town, and these he very knowingly tended. He possessed an uncanny intuition about vines so that many a farmer would come to consult him. It was said that Eusèbe could squeeze gold from the soil, and certain it was that his excellent grapes always clustered more richly than other people’s. But did he give so much as a sou to the Curé? He did not, the unregenerate old sinner. And did he attend Holy Mass on Sundays? He did not; on Sundays he walked in his vineyards — small wonder that such behaviour caused scandal. And again, he lived by himself above his shop and would let no one in to attend to the housework. His rooms went unswept and his bed unmade except when a species of frenzy would seize him; then, grasping a broom he would sweep and sweep as though the devil were hard at his heels, after which he would drag off his old feather bed and hang it to air from an upper window. This decayed feather bed was a local disgrace, while as for the dirt... people all but choked with the thick clouds of dust if they chanced to be passing. A granddaughter, his sole surviving relation, was being brought up by the sisters at Arles — a town that he proudly claimed as his birthplace. She was three years old but she never came home, which the Curé considered was all to her advantage.

Of course Bacchus alone had attracted Eusèbe to the christening feast on this hot afternoon; still, he need not have become so exceedingly drunk, nor splashed quite so much wine on the clean table linen: ‘Boudiéu,’ he was gurgling, now deep in his cups, ‘Boudiéu, what a balm to the stomach is good wine; surely a most proper balm to the stomach..’ And he tipped his chair backward, upsetting his glass; indeed Goundran’s quick hand alone saved him from falling.

Christophe woke up and started to cry. Unfastening her bodice, Marie gave him her breast which he clutched at blindly, beginning to suck, and making small, animal sounds in the process.

The heat of the room grew intolerable, for the sun took quite a long time about setting, and the air was heavy with the fumes of wine, with the fumes of tobacco and sweating bodies. The sweat trickled down Jóusè’s beaming face and clung like dew to the hair on his chest which showed wiry and red where his shirt fell open. Tongues were loosened; now everyone talked at once. The men had begun to discard their coats, sighing and spitting with relief in the process. Jôusè, whose clothes felt increasingly tight, unfastened the top button of his linen trousers. They had more than done justice to the excellent fare, eating their fill of the aïoli, that mysterious and well-nigh sacred dish compounded of garlic pods, yolk of egg, olive oil, pepper and vinegar; of potatoes boiled (skins and all) in salt water together with artichokes, carrots, french beans, cauliflower, cod fish, coal fish and snails, to say nothing of other delectable things very dearly beloved of the Provençal stomach. They had passed from the honest Camp Romain rouge to a soft boiled wine, insidious and heady; this they drank with the little festal cakes which were so honey-sweet that they made the teeth ache. And now everyone talked about nothing at all, but loudly, so that Marie glanced down at her child who, himself replete, had once more dropped asleep. Swaying gently she rocked him as he lay in her arms, grown fearful lest the boisterous laughter should wake him. But Christophe slept on with one very small foot dangling limply in a pink woollen sock with a tassel. A faint dribble of milk that remained on his chin testified to his eager and greedy sucking.

Jousè thought: ‘I have waited long for this day when I should possess a son of my own. Hoi, it is splendid to be a father.’

And Marie was thinking: ‘So helpless he is, and so treasured; it is sweet to become a mother.’

From the kitchen came a long-drawn, disconsolate sound, as of something inarticulate, weeping: ‘Ai! las...’ murmured Marie, ‘Mirèio complains; only yesterday have we drowned her eight puppies.’

A neighbour started to sing an old song:

‘Chatouno, chatouno, I will be as the Mistral; And who may hope to resist his might?

Not you, not you, not you, chatouno!’

Jousè wagged his large curly head to the rhythm. Presently Goundran got up to go: ‘I have promised to meet a man at the port about some new tackle — I am late already.’

‘And I must return to my little Jan who by now will be hungry,’ smiled Madame Roustan; and her smile was less for the little Jan than for him whom she hoped to make his step-father. ‘Come,’ she coaxed, ‘we will keep each other company since both of us are bound for the port; and when you have finished discussing your affairs you shall come in and give me a few words of advice as to how I must deal with my dishonest landlord. He refuses to make good those broken gutters. Houi, a woman without her own man is surely the prey of all other men; yes, yes, so it is... but you I will trust, you shall tell me how I must deal with my landlord.’

Goundran sighed largely and ruffled his hair, as he turned to follow her out of the parlour.

Then one after another the guests departed, until finally only Eusèbe remained, half asleep in front of an empty bottle.

Jôusè shook him: ‘Get up! Rouse yourself you old sot, and cease from slobbering over your shirt. In another moment you will sink to the floor, and then it is I who must carry you home — gramaci, and that in God’s good daylight! Do you hear me? I insist that you rouse yourself.’ And he tugged at Eusèbe’s ear none too gently.

‘Zou...’ muttered Eusèbe. And then: ‘Bono-nue... but first I must finish this wine of God.’

‘Not at all; you will go at once,’ Jôusè told him as he hauled the toper on to his feet, ‘you will go at once. Allons, I will support you.’ And slipping an arm round Eusèbe’s waist, he managed to drag him out of the house and across the street to his own little shop where he left him squatting among his sandals.

Presently Jôusè returned to the parlour, and he stood gazing down at his wife and child: ‘Nosto-Damo-d’Amour!’ he exclaimed blissfully, ‘Did ever a man know such joy as mine? Did ever a man have so fine a son, or so gentle a wife, or so prosperous a business, or so many good friends? God has surely been kind.’

Looking up with a smile Marie met his rough kiss; then they kissed yet again in complete contentment.

But beyond in the kitchen, Mirèio, the bitch, paced miserably, always seeking her puppies. And her teats hung heavy and painful with milk so that they dragged at the skin of her sides, revealing her massive ribs in their gauntness. And she gave forth a long-drawn, disconsolate sound as of something inarticulate, weeping.






  








CHAPTER II
 

1
 

Jôusè’s workshop was a long, low vault of a place dependent for light upon its arched entrance. A small door at the back led into the house, but the entrance gave direct onto the street, and here Jôusè would work half in and half out whenever his job permitted of this, for he dearly loved the fresh air and the sunshine. Spitting upon the rough palms of his hands he would pause to exchange the time of day or some crude but harmless joke with a neighbour, and as likely as not, from across the street, Eusèbe would start to make jokes of his own which, it must be admitted, were seldom quite harmless.

Jousè had an apprentice, one Anfos by name, a youth of seventeen who was simple-minded. He was tall and robust and his lips and cheeks were already well covered with straggling black hair, for Anfos was too childish to handle a razor. His brown eyes were like those of Mirèio, the bitch, apologetic and slightly bewildered. In body a man for more than three years, his mind still dwelt in the pastures of childhood, but at times this mind of his realized vaguely that all was not well any more with those pastures, that something wider might stretch just beyond, and then his brown eyes would look slightly bewildered.

Anfos was a distant cousin of Marie’s whom Jousè had taken on out of pity a few weeks after Christophe’s birth; and this he had done to please his wife, feeling that he could refuse her nothing. Marie had begged him to go into the mountains and bring home the poor orphan of whom the priest wrote with so much compassionate affection.

‘He is not really mad,’ the good priest had written, ‘he is rather one of those who have never strayed from the path of childish innocence; and what did our dear Lord Jesus say? “Except ye become as little children.” Therefore now that both his parents are dead I must write to you, dear Madame Bénédit, for you it was whom his mother spoke of as perhaps being willing to befriend her son, and this she did, Madame, when she lay dying....’

So Marie had sent Jousè off to the mountains — a long, tedious journey right up into the Maures, on a spur of which rested the little village where Anfos had lived in great poverty all the days of his short and harmless existence. And since Jousè’s last apprentice had but lately left him to find more lucrative employment at Arles, Marie had begged him to train this youth whom the priest had assured her was not really mad but rather one of those little ones who were always welcome in the Kingdom of Heaven. Jousè had shaken his curly head and had nibbled the tip of his beard in misgiving.

‘And what if he saw off his finger or his thumb? Can I let a poor half-wit play with sharp tools? Would it not be better to inquire of our Curé where we could put the boy to be cared for?’

But Marie had set her mild lips quite firmly: ‘That no. His mother was my cousin and my friend, and although I had not seen her for years, I cannot forget that we were girls together. Moreover I am sure that Saint Loup desires us to make a home for this unhappy creature.’

Then Jousè had known that words would be vain, for gentle though Marie undoubtedly was, she could be as firm as the peak of La Sauvette when she felt that she had good Saint Loup behind her.

‘Acô s’acô,’ Jousè had sighed resignedly, and had set out in no very sanguine humour, for what man who has just bred a fine little son would wish to adopt a large, hulking half-wit? Then again there was none too much room in the house, so that Jôusè would have to give up the attic in which he had hoarded certain odds and ends of carving by which he set immense store, since most of them had come out of ancient buildings. But when he had seen the afflicted Anfos and had realized his great desolation as he wandered about the empty hovel, Jôusè had taken the youth by the hand.

‘Will you not come home to us now?’ he had asked him.

Anfos had said nothing, but when Jôusè had turned to the door he had followed like a dog at his heels. Thus in silence they had journeyed for the best part of a day, and still in silence they had reached Saint Loup at the Vesper hour on a summer evening.
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As though virtue were being its own reward, Jôusè soon found to his great amazement that he had obtained an excellent apprentice, for this Anfos was remarkably deft with his hands, and strangely enough with his mind as well when it came to the technical details of his trade, all of which must be taught to him by Jôusè. Jôusè’s work had become a kind of compound of carpentry, joinery and cabinet-making; indeed whenever wood had to be cut or fashioned for no matter what local purpose, there was Jôusè ready to cut or to fashion. A most handy man, he could build you a shed or a house for that matter, and then he could make nearly all those things you required for your house; chairs and tables that you might bequeath to your children, strong cupboards and chests, and fine massive beds; beds worthy to share the secrets of mating and the strange, unfathomable mystery of birth, aye, and the infinite mystery of death, for a steadfast and trusted and honourable bed can be as a friend when it comes to dying.

Jôusè had once been as far north as Lisieux, and there he had seen the old timbered houses decaying in their narrow forgotten byways. And something had smitten him as he gazed: ‘It was as though a hand were squeezing my bowels!’ That was how he had afterwards described it to Marie. For the past which is always waiting to pounce and drag us down into the deep reservoir that is timeless, the bottomless well of existence, the past had laid hold on this man’s slow mind, so that he, who was unimaginative in all else, had been fired by the beauty of his craft as set forth in the toil of those long-dead craftsmen. This had happened a good many years ago, since when Jôusè had regretfully been forced to admit that a man must try to conform to his age, and moreover that the timbered dwellings of the north were unsuitable to the southern climate. All the same this experience had influenced his work, so that he laboured with meticulous care and inclined to an honest solidity in the things that he made, as though indeed he were fashioning them for a future generation.

The collection of odds and ends of old carving which had had to give place to Anfos in the attic, was now stored away in a corner of the workshop, and quite often Jôusè would show it to the youth, and would try to expound why the chaste designs seemed to him to attain to all dignity and beauty.

‘Look,’ he would say, ‘the quiet, lovely curve...’ and then he would stop, at a loss for words, stroking the undulating surface of the oak as though the old wood could draw comfort from his fingers.

Anfos would murmur: ‘Bèu Diéu;’ very softly and perhaps a great many times, for he often evoked a beautiful God when his heart and his struggling childish mind were stirred by pleasure or admiration. So while Jousè fondled the venerable oak, Anfos would murmur: ‘Bèu Diéu.’

Jousè had much to teach his apprentice, and he found that he took a real pleasure in this teaching. The young man who had left him to go to Arles had been a very ungracious fellow, full of sullen and envious discontents, so that Jousè turned with relief to Anfos who listened like a good and intelligent child, despite the fact that they called him half-witted. And although he could not be trusted with a razor, perhaps because this concerned him alone, he could always be trusted with the tools of his craft which concerned the great, sweet-smelling blocks of timber.

Many implements are used in the working of wood, and the ways of all these must be studied with care, for some are uncertain in their dispositions. Thus Anfos must study the holding tools, the stalwart oak bench with its heavy vices, the holdfasts, the endless family of cramps, and last but not least, the versatile pincers. The paring and shaving tools he must learn, and the angle at which it is best to work a chisel, the balance of forces in using the knife, the capacities of planes, gouges and the rest — all deadly weapons unless wielded with skill, with the calm and purposeful skill of the creator. Yes, and then he must learn how to purchase a saw; how to test it by laying hold of the handle which should fit the hand as neatly as a glove, and moreover be fashioned of well-seasoned wood lest it shrink and loosen the blade by so doing.

He must learn that a thick blade is often a weak blade, that thin steel is the best when it comes to sawing; that the truest blades have a clear, bell-like ring when craftily struck with the ball of the finger. And then he must learn how to press his knee on the plank and how to begin the cut with the sharp, eager teeth so near his thumb that just for a moment they made him feel frightened. And finally, having learnt all these things and others too numerous to be recorded, he must learn from Jousè the romance of the adze that had shaped the stout beams of the Middle Ages. The romance of the hammer Jousè also taught him, telling of how that most ancient of tools had used to be fashioned by the water from stone, long ago, before history was first recorded.

This knowledge the good Jôusè had gleaned through a book soon after that memorable visit to Lisieux; and this battered old book which he had picked up at a rag-and-bone shop not far from the quay, was the only volume he had opened in years — always, of course, excepting his Missal — for reading had never come easily to Jôusè. But now it was pleasant to show off his learning to his new apprentice who would listen for hours, and whose brown, dog-like eyes would follow him about with gratitude mingled with deep respect. Indeed Jôusè had taken to saying to his wife: T begin to doubt whether your cousin is half-witted.’

So the summer days passed happily enough while Christophe grew strong at his mother’s breast, and Anfos grew wise despite his weak mind, and Jôusè grew more and more contented and in consequence always a trifle stouter. That summer too, Mirèio seemed well content, for she had attached herself to the baby, finding, no doubt, that the difference was slight between this small, hairless human thing and one of her own robust hairy puppies.

Marie became fond of her husband’s apprentice, not only for his mother’s sake but for his own. There was something so solemn and so gentle about him, and his innocent brown eyes were so queerly appealing, gazing at her out of his bearded face, that Marie would trust him to play with her son and would let him take Christophe into the workshop should she herself chance to be extra busy.

Christophe was a healthy and commonplace baby, subject to his good days but also to his bad, like thousands of other babies. On his good days he smiled and made friends with the world, digested his food and gave everyone pleasure. On his bad days he howled incessantly and occasionally made himself sick in the process, so that Jousè must leave his work at the bench and take a large hand in quieting his offspring.

‘Hou!’ he would shout, ‘What are all these tears? One would think you were the penitent Marie Madeleine instead of a recently baptised infant with all its original sin washed away. Hou! But six months have you been in this world yet already you make such a terrible commotion!’

And his deep, booming voice would astonish Christophe so completely that he must perforce stop howling. Then Jousè would solemnly return to his work, and the grating, relentless sound of the saw, or the silky, furtive sound of the plane would reach Marie as she bustled about in the kitchen.

It was curious to watch Anfos with the child, quite merry he could be, and yet there were times when he seemed almost reverential. He had a way of dropping onto his knees and offering the baby small, simple presents. Thus one morning he carved a bird out of wood — for Anfos had a natural aptitude for carving —— and this done he whistled the soft double note wherewith he had used to attract the wild birds when he lived in that village high up in the mountains. And he moved his carved bird about and about, and made it pretend to be bowing to Christophe. Then Christophe grabbed it and sucked its head, and kicked his plump legs till his socks came off and he finally fell back and sprawled in the shavings. After this Anfos also sprawled on the floor, overcome for the moment by his own childish instincts; and he made little hillocks of golden sawdust so that Christophe might slap at them with his hands and crow with delight when the hillocks were scattered; and they both uttered young, embryonic sounds — which apparently both of them understood — until Anfos got once more onto his knees and knelt gazing earnestly down at Christophe.

Jôusè said quietly: ‘To live one must eat, and to eat one must work.’ So Anfos stumbled up and returned to the table leg he was making.

Christophe watched him out of pale blue-grey orbs which were so wide apart that they made Jôusè laugh, for they gave to the rounded, infantile face an absurdly candid and wise expression. Christophe watched him, but Anfos was intent on his job and was therefore no longer of very great interest; of less interest indeed than the sawdust and chips which, failing all else, could at least be eaten.

‘Marie!’ bawled Jôusè, ‘Marie, come quick! Our child is no longer content with your milk and endeavours to nourish himself upon wood!’ Then Marie came running in from the kitchen, wiping the soap from her hands on her apron.

‘Santo Ano d’At!’ she exclaimed very loudly, for she always invoked this saint when annoyed. ‘Santo Ano d’At! Are you also a child that you cannot keep one small baby in order but must stand there grinning while he kills himself by swallowing God knows how many sharp splinters? Pichounet, come here!’ And picking up Christophe she proceeded to grope in his mouth with her thumb which he tried to spit out, disliking its taste, because it was salt and decidedly soapy.

Marie scolded: ‘Not an hour can I trust you, it seems, and yet well do you know I have much to do, for on Monday I always scrub out the kitchen; there is also the washing which I must iron; there are also your socks and not one with a heel — I cannot imagine what you do to your heels, ai, there are holes the size of duck’s eggs. Santo Ano d’At! Here are two hulking men yet neither can lift a child from the floor. I had better have left him in the charge of Mirèio.’

And because she was so seldom angry with them, Jôusè and Anfos were at first nonplussed; then each in his own way felt rather alarmed.

Jôusè stammered: ‘It comes of his being very small yet terribly active — a wood-louse crawls slower. A wood-louse I can catch....’

But here Marie broke in: ‘He has not crawled an inch; he sits under your nose with his mouth full of shavings and you find it amusing. As for Anfos, he pretends to be fond of the child yet does nothing at all when he sees him in danger!’ And these things she said, not from hardness of heart but because she had really been badly frightened.

Poor Anfos made a queer rough sound in his throat as he tried to swallow the lump that had risen — his brain was groping for suitable words, and the more it groped the more it felt muddled. Meanwhile Christophe had begun to howl dismally, vaguely sensing some kind of domestic upheaval.

Marie soothed him, stroking his straight red hair, the hair that was so much redder than his father’s; the hair that would always refuse to curl, try though she might to coax it round her finger: ‘Enfantounet, do not cry, do not cry, paure pichounet. There, there, all goes well and you are not hurt — though that is no thanks to your foolish father.’

‘Bigre! I am foolish indeed,’ murmured Jousè. Then he wheedled: ‘Marioun, do not scold any more. Listen, Marioun, I am but a man, and all men are foolish by comparison with women, especially when they must look after babies!’

She nodded slowly, but now she was smiling. And because he had called her Marioun — which might mean that she was exceedingly small, or again, that she was exceedingly old, but which always meant that her husband loved her — because he had called her Marioun, she must suddenly stroke his thick, ageing back to which the coarse shirt clung closely with sweat, for the autumn days were as hot as the summer. And then she must turn kind eyes upon Anfos.

‘Do not be late for dinner;’ she warned them, ‘Goundran has just brought us some magnificent fish with which I am making the bouillabaisse blanche.’ For she knew that her Jôusè liked good things to eat, setting great store by the lusts of the stomach.






  








CHAPTER III
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THE following March Marie Bénédit was once again brought to bed of child, and Christophe was sent to stay for a week with his aunt Germaine Roustan down at the harbour. Madame Roustan could not very well refuse to take him, although at the moment her hands were full, what with Jan who was angrily cutting his teeth and causing a great deal of trouble in the process, and Goundran who was showing himself much averse from her carefully schemed matrimonial projects, and the landlord who was threatening a procès légal on account of those hotly disputed gutters, and the traveller from Toulon who had brought the wrong samples. Yes, one way and another her hands were quite full, and now in addition she was saddled with Christophe.

It was spring and much mating was afloat in the air, so that foolish fancies assailed Madame Roustan, and she wished to go forth and walk on the hills, picking myrtle for love, for the love of Goundran; and she wished to sail the seas in a boat, in a fisherman’s boat, and that fisherman Goundran; and she wished to lie close to a man in her bed, a strong comely man, and that man Goundran. These and similar things she much wished to do, one and all of which were connected with Goundran. And since, instead, she must stay in the shop and observe whenever she glanced in the mirror that although the spring might be eternally young, she was not, that indeed at her time of life unruly emotions were apt to be ageing; and since such reflections are very distressing even to the least conceited of women, Madame Roustan was feeling decidedly cross, for love unrequited is bad for the temper. Then, as if to augment her sense of irritation, as she left the Bénédit’s house with Christophe she perceived Eusèbe standing at his door, and he looking as knowing as any old monkey.

‘Santouno!’ exclaimed Eusèbe, spitting, the while he evoked all the female saints, ‘Santouno! How sprightly and gay you appear; one would think, Madame, that you tripped to your wedding. But who was it who said: “It is easier far to net conger-eels than a wily fisher”!’ For Eusèbe could be very spiteful at times, and moreover he greatly disliked Madame Roustan.

Madame Roustan shrugged her shoulders and would have passed on, but Eusèbe now pretended to play with the baby: ‘Ho, hoi!’ he cried loudly; and again, ‘Ho, hoi!’ wagging his head and clapping his hands, until Christophe, lacking all tact, responded.

Eusèbe’s breath smelt of alcohol, and his eye was blacker than usual with mischief: ‘Do not hurry away from a lonely old man; come in and have a small cognac,’ he suggested.

Madame Roustan looked shocked: ‘And to think,’ she said sternly, ‘that this place where you stand was once holy ground; to think that your shop was once part of a convent!’

‘That is so,’ he nodded, winking at Christophe, ‘and when I was a lad the good sisters still lived here. Ah, yes, and I had a great ambition — when one is young one is drawn to religion.’

‘And what was this great ambition of yours?’ enquired Madame Roustan, very unwisely.

Then Eusèbe chuckled: ‘It was this, Madame; I much longed to sleep with one of the sisters. Houi, and now I live in their house, but what is the shell without the kernel?’

Madame Roustan clasped Christophe to her outraged breast: ‘Ah, mais non,’ she protested, ‘the man goes too far; his conversation has ceased to be decent.’

Eusèbe watched her as she hurried away, and his eye became composite in expression; angry, amused and lascivious it looked, which was very much what its owner was feeling. ‘That widow,’ he muttered, ‘is as full of bad sap as a wicked old ivy about to strangle. I have very great fears for the unhappy Goundran, yes, in spite of that saying about the fisher.’ And shaking his head he retired into his shop, there to ease those same fears by recourse to the bottle.
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Christophe’s visit to Jan Roustan and his parent was the first really intimate meeting of these cousins. They had met several times before, it is true, but only at a distance, from the laps of their mothers.

When Madame Roustan returned to her house, still outraged by Eusèbe’s coarse conversation, she carried Christophe upstairs to her bedroom where Jan had been left in the charge of a girl from the country, engaged to assist by Jôusè.

Jan was a year and four months old; a dark-skinned, aggressive and hot-tempered baby. He was squirming like Eusèbe’s proverbial eels, for he deeply resented the liberties that rough peasant hands were taking with him — but unlike those proverbial eels he was screaming.

‘Rampau de Diéu!’ cried Madame Roustan, plumping Christophe onto his feet, ‘Rampau de Diéu! It must be a pin. He will never endure the prick of a pin — that he will not support for so much as an instant!’ Sitting down she took her son onto her lap and began, with all possible speed, to undress him.

Christophe gazed at his cousin with pale, intent eyes in which there was more than a little interest. Then — as if he himself had never been known to scream, whatever the provocation — he suddenly smiled a broad, placid smile, and staggering across the bedroom to Jan, he touched him with a doubtful and experimental finger. As though by a miracle Jan stopped screaming.

The girl from the country gaped in surprise: ‘He has howled without ceasing ever since you left him, yet now he is quiet and friendly again. Can it be because he has seen his cousin? Ah, Diéu, but this Christophe has the look of an angel!’ she babbled to the worried and preoccupied mother.

‘I cannot find so much as the trace of a pin; perhaps he has wind in the stomach,’ sighed Madame Roustan. And handing her offspring back to the girl, she went down to the shop to attend to business.

But if Christophe had appeared to be as an angel, then his subsequent behaviour was a fall from grace, for he also resented the girl’s clumsy hands and was soon at some pains to express his resentment. From her post behind the well-worn counter Madame Roustan would hear sounds of squealing and wailing. First one, then the other baby would begin, and after a while there might be a duet, partly owing to colic but partly to temper. Moreover, since the cousins had now learnt to walk, they found plenty of ways of tormenting their elders; so the girl from the country must quite often weep — not infrequently all three of them would be weeping.

Madame Roustan was soon to be further distracted by the sudden appearance of Mirèio one morning. There she stood with her muzzle pressed close to the door, making loud, blowing noises that were very unnerving. The moment the shop door was opened she shot in and proceeded to put her front paws on the counter. Now Mirèio was a very large bitch indeed, and she fixed Madame Roustan with a pair of brown eyes that were somehow no longer apologetic.

‘Va t’en! Mais, va t’en!’ Madame Roustan commanded in a voice which she tried hard to keep from trembling.

Whereupon Mirèio displayed her fangs — although this she did simply because she must smile, for as every stray cur in Saint Loup was aware, Madame Roustan could never support words with deeds, being terrified of the whole canine species. But after a moment the smile died away and Mirèio settled doggedly down to business; and her business consisted of ransacking the shop, then the scullery and kitchen in search of Christophe, which she did with remarkable thoroughness, upsetting a new can of oil in the process. But since Christophe was seemingly being concealed, and the door at the foot of the stairs had been closed, it very soon roused Mirèio’s suspicions; quite naturally, therefore, she used her strong claws with devastating results to the paintwork.

‘Ai! las, ai! las,’ Madame Roustan kept wailing, for already she must mend every gutter on the house, and that door had but recently been repainted. ‘Ai! las, that my poor Geoffroi should have died; he would never have allowed me to be so put upon. How helpless is the woman who has lost her husband!’ And she actually started to wring her plump hands while her eyes filled with large, childish tears of self-pity.

Then Mirèio sat down rather suddenly, and, stretching her thin neck over her shoulder, she proceeded to hunt for the greedy ticks that sucked so much lifeblood out of her body.

At this moment who should stroll in but Goundran; he had come to buy needles, cottons, and buttons wherewith he himself would repair his clothes, and this far more neatly than many a woman. At the sight of him Madame Roustan burst into sobs, so relieved was she by his timely arrival; and she pointed to the hopelessly blemished door and then to Mirèio, still intent on her hunting.

‘But why has the dirty beast come here?’ she sobbed, ‘Not only has she upset my new can of oil and ruined my beautifully painted door, but now she must start disengaging her ticks — she has surely more ticks on that carcase of hers than any stray dog this side of Lyon.’

Goundran said: ‘I think she has come for the child —— it is strange when one sees a dumb creature so devoted. As for her ticks, I blame those who own her. Jousè should get some paste from the vet.’ And he gazed at Mirèio with his bright blue eyes in which there was always a look of the sea, and just now a flicker of real understanding. ‘Come,’ he urged, stroking the beast’s tawny head, ‘come Mirèio, you need have no anxiety for Christophe.’ Then he led her gently to the door of the shop, and when Goundran said: ‘Va t’en!’ Mirèio obeyed him.

By now Madame Roustan was drying her tears, the while her heart began beating more quickly, for Goundran was a lovely man in her sight. But she thought: ‘All these men of the sea are so strange. How strange was the way that he spoke to that bitch — it was almost as though he considered her human. Paste from the vet he would have Jôusè buy. Tè! And what next would he have him do? He must think the poor Jôusè has plenty of money!’ Then she went to a drawer for the needles and threads, and finally got out a large box of buttons.

Goundran made his selection very slowly and gravely, for when a fisherman mends his own clothes —— however expert he may have become — he must always be careful in regard to those things that large and rope-hardened fingers will handle. Thus the needles he chose had conspicuous eyes, while the cottons were stout and unlikely to break as some cottons will do on the least provocation. His buttons also he would have very strong; good, hefty bone buttons guaranteed not to split — Madame Roustan ordered them specially for him. And such purchases he invariably carried away in his pocket to a house lower down on the quay, the house where he had boarded since the death of his parents. It belonged to a woman of so venerable an age that, according to fable, she was nearly a hundred.

Madame Roustan did up his small parcel with care, but her heart was angry and suspicious within her, for this woman had recently sent for a niece, on the pretext of failing activity and eyesight. It is true that this niece was only a child, a thin, quiet little girl still pale from the city, but as Madame Roustan was wont to remark, and with obvious truth: ‘All cats were once kittens.’ So now while she did up his parcel with care, her heart was angry and suspicious within her.

She said — and it was extremely foolish, but then love is apt to make the tongue tactless — she said: ‘All this buying of womanish things! If I were a handsome young fellow like you, I would soon get a wife who would do my mending.’ Then she looked a great deal which she did not say, so that Goundran shuffled about with his feet and nervously held out his hand for the parcel.

And now Madame Roustan must laugh none too kindly: ‘Tè, but perhaps you have a wife in your eye; though surely the little Elise is too young — she is fitter to play with dolls than to bear children. However, as my grandmother used to say: “All cats were once kittens,” and Elise will grow up; no doubt it is only a question of waiting. Ah, but that old aunt of hers is crafty, although I am told that she pretends to be blind and deaf and unable to move her body. It may soon be a case of the catcher caught, for undoubtedly she wishes to marry her niece to a man who has purchased his own fishing vessel....’

She paused, feeling more than a little breathless, while he stared at her out of his bright blue eyes as though he were lacking in comprehension. And this was what made him so hard to woo, this vague, rather stupid look that he had whenever she tried to talk about women.

‘Madame, you mistake;’ he said patiently, ‘the little Elise, as you say, is a child. Moreover it is true that old Mathilde goes blind; I was speaking only this morning with the doctor. I have much to consider now that I have bought my boat, and hardly a centime left in the bank. No, madame, I am not contemplating this marriage — or any other marriage, if it comes to that. I find myself well enough as I am, and surely a man should not marry a wife merely because she will do his mending?’

‘Ah, how like him,’ she thought, ‘to have seized upon the words which must make me appear to be lacking in feeling.’ But aloud she said: ‘Go your ways, my good Goundran, only when you are caught do not come to my shop and complain that your dinner is badly prepared, that your house is ill kept and your socks ill darned because you have married a chit from the city. Do not complain for you will have been warned. I have long thought that old Mathilde is a witch, and witches are said to give men love-potions!’ Then Goundran laughed: ‘Ah, madame, if you knew her — old she is, but so kind and so full of wisdom. If Mathilde is a witch, as you wish me to believe, then you and I will meet witches in heaven. Yes, and possibly the devil will be there to let them in, standing at the gate side by side with Saint Peter.’ And still laughing he turned and went out of the shop.

‘He is stubborn, that Goundran,’ sighed Madame Roustan.
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Three nights later Madame Roustan, feeling thoroughly tired, decided to go to her bed rather early. The weather was hot for the time of year and her small sitting-room seemed unpleasantly airless; added to which a high, clarion note had just announced the first spiteful mosquito.

Madame Roustan both liked and admired her bed-room with its shiny mock-mahogany suite purchased by her late husband in Toulon; with its salmon-pink neatly distempered walls, and its double bed made of the best lacquered brass, from the arms of which depended pink curtains; with its crucifix hanging above the bed in a species of very ornate glazed coffin; with its piety books on their little gilt shelf, and its prie-dieu at which she now so seldom knelt, the moths having eaten away its cushion. All these furnishings seemed to her very select — she felt that they set her apart from her neighbours.

In a stout and fairly capacious cot made by Jousè and considered by Madame Roustan to be the one blemish upon the apartment, lay the infant cousins, Christophe and Jan. To Madame Roustan’s enormous relief as she tiptoed about, they were placidly sleeping. Every night since her godson’s unwelcome advent her much-needed rest had been ruthlessly broken — either by Christophe who ground his gums, then woke up in a consequent sweat of anguish, or by Jan who, preferring his cot to himself, was not always polite to the new arrival. But now — praise be to God and the Holy Flower — they seemed peaceful enough and were actually sleeping. Madame Roustan smothered a noisy yawn, and after a while she started to undress, having carefully closed and bolted the shutters.

Divesting herself of her skirt and blouse she stood forth in a short cotton petticoat and black stays, the latter supporting her breasts at a lofty and somewhat aggressive angle. Her fat legs ended disconcertingly in a pair of very tight high-heeled shoes which cut into the flesh of her insteps and ankles. She was above all a creature of routine, as methodical in personal habits as in business. For years she had dressed and undressed by rote and at this stage she always let down her hair, so that now she withdrew the discoloured bronze hairpins; after which she scraped her scalp with the comb and proceeded to brush out the consequent dandruff. Having made a firm plait — for her hair was still thick — she untied the strings of her coarse undergarments, and these neatly disposed of on a neighbouring chair, she heaved a deep sigh of anticipation, for the moment of release had arrived at last; she had longed for this moment intensely all the evening. Madame Roustan released herself from her stays, and the heavy white flesh billowed out unrebuked as her figure resumed its natural proportions; and the breath passed freely through her long-suffering lungs, since her belly had ceased to be one with her bosom. But not all the flea-bitten tick-pestered dogs who rubbed against walls or sat scratching at corners, not all that mangy and bastard crew could have itched more consumedly than did Madame Roustan. Slipping a hand beneath her chemise, she scratched with a kind of agonized rapture.

It was while she was scratching the small of her back that she suddenly heard a surreptitious noise as of someone lurking under the bed. Panic-stricken she stood, and her fingers stiffened. As she listened came the sound of a body that moved, that appeared to be quietly turning over; and deep breathing she heard, then a long-drawn sigh, then something not very unlike a yawn; and all this from beneath her respectable bed where she kept the cardboard box of the hat in which she was wont to attend Mass on Sundays. Madame Roustan was a timid woman by nature and had long lived in nightly terror of thieves — that was why, no matter how stifling the weather, she invariably closed and bolted her shutters. But now, though the shutters were bolted as usual, there could be little doubt that a thief had entered; and she standing stripped all but down to the skin, which would place many women at a grave disadvantage. Madame Roustan felt that God was not kind, for she bitterly regretted her discarded stays which had now assumed the importance of armour. All the same she ran over a long list of saints, for God alone through His saints could help her.

‘O Santi Mario,’ she prayed desperately, feeling that there must be safety in numbers, since three Holy Marys would surely be stronger than one when it came to smiting an assassin: ‘O Mary the mother of James and John; O Mary the sister of the blessèd Virgin, O Mary Magdalene come to my aid. I beseech you to preserve my life and my virtue!’

Now whether the Holy Three heard her prayer, or whether Madame Roustan’s feminine nerves were not really so weak as she often imagined, is a question which must perforce go unanswered. But the fact remains that snatching up a shawl for propriety’s sake, she peered under the bed, where she found what was almost worse than a man — a watchful, determined and aggressive Mirèio.

Mirèio eyed Madame Roustan’s fat calves with an interest that quite plainly bespoke her intentions; and as Madame Roustan straightened her back, Mirèio straightened her back, growling darkly. It was clear that the creature intended to remain precisely where she was, on guard near Christophe.

Then Madame Roustan flung herself into her clothes, caring not a fig if she woke both the babies; indeed all but forgetting her erstwhile fears in a sudden uprush of Meridional temper. Hiking the protesting Jan from his cot, she dumped him in the sitting-room behind the shop, where she locked him for safety during her absence — Christophe, she decided, it was wiser to leave where he was, in view of his watchful guardian. Breathless and perspiring with anger and heat, she made her way round to the Bénédit’s house where she knocked with such vigour that the curious Eusèbe must get up and thrust his head out of the window.

‘Pou!’ he remarked with enormous disdain, ‘It would seem that the widow prowls the tiles; out at this hour alone on the streets. But what does she want with the Bénédits? Does she think that Goundran now boards with her brother?’

Jousè, who had run to the door in his night-shirt, stood blinking at his sister in sleepy amazement: ‘Eh bien — has the devil come to Saint Loup and stolen the church bells to melt them in hell? Or is it that we have a new Prussian invasion? But whatever it is, need you break down the house when my wife was confined only yesterday morning?’ Then a sudden great fear came into his eyes: ‘Do not tell me that all is not well with Christophe....?’

‘Christophe,’ she told him, ‘is very well indeed. At this moment he is being guarded by your bitch. But my little Jan I have had to lock up — as for myself, I have been in great peril. I have left the beast crouching under my bed. She growled like a fiend when she saw my bare legs, in another moment she would have attacked me. Had the Holy Marys not inspired me with the courage to get into my clothes and then rush from the house, I scarcely dare contemplate what might have happened. I insist that you accompany me home on the instant!’

Jousè was a placid man as a rule, but his nerves at the moment were badly on edge, for Marie had been through a dangerous confinement. Thus the element of fear may have been to blame for the sudden and unexpected fury with which he now turned and upbraided his sister.

‘Imbecile!’ he bellowed, ‘You come to my home and make a noise likely to wake up the dead when my wife, who has suffered the tortures of the damned, has only just managed to get off to sleep; yes, and you wake up our ailing baby. Could you not have come and told me discreetly? Ah, and you save your Jan but leave Christophe. Who can say that Mirèio has not got the rage? Yet you leave my son alone with her in the room! Did you bring Christophe with you as you should have done? Ah, no, for you only think of saving your skin, and the dirty skin of your miserable Jan. Diéu, what a woman I have for a sister!’

He paused, ransacking his brain for fresh insults, but before he had found them his sister was ready.

‘I would rather a mad dog than you;’ she told him, ‘a nice scandal you make rousing up the whole street —— already Eusèbe hangs out of his window! It is not I who wake up your wife and baby, but you with all this indecent shouting. And if Marie has borne you a sickly child it is surely your doing who are no longer young and are probably past the time for strong breeding. As for Mirèio, is it my fault that you keep a savage and verminous bitch who threatens to kill me in my own bedroom? As for Christophe, had I lifted him out of the cot Mirèio would surely have torn my throat. It is you and not I who shall deal with Mirèio!’

Then Jousè dragged hard at his beard and swore, and his oaths embraced the whole calendar of saints, not even excepting the three Holy Marys. And he lost his thread and swore by his sister; then he lost it again and swore by his bitch; then he found it and swore by the sword of Saint Loup — the sword that had vanquished the hordes of the heathen. Indeed, so bewildered did Jousè become — for his anger had gone to his head like liquor — that in the end it was hard to decide who, or what, had roused up this access of fury.

‘Malan de Diéu,’ he swore finally, ‘it is time that I go and punish the beast — who knows but that it is time I killed her! And you also I would very much like to thrash. Diéu, there is little to choose between you!’ Slipping into a dusty old overcoat which he took from a peg just inside the doorway, he went round to the yard and fetched a strong chain, and a stick wherewith he would beat Mirèio. Then he turned to his sister: ‘Come, let us go quickly!’

When they finally reached Madame Roustan’s house, Jousè rushed to the bedroom in search of his son. Christophe lay sprawled in the cot sound asleep. ‘Now may Jesus and His Mother be thanked,’ whispered Jôusè. Then he dragged the bitch from under the bed, who, knowing her master, came unprotesting; and when he had got her outside on the road he twisted her collar and started to beat her. And the stick crashed ruthlessly down on her bones, for her flesh was scanty through long under-feeding.

But Mirèio endured with never a cry for hers was a dumbly courageous nature, and moreover she well knew that she would endure even death, if need be, for the sake of Christophe. And so while the stick crashed down on her bones, there leapt up in her poor and much battered body, a thing very nearly akin to God, a gleam of the selfless love of the spirit — for who may presume to qualify love which is one with the God who is one with His creatures?

Presently, Jousè’s wrath being spent, he must throw away the stick, for he felt deeply shamed by his own unexpected brutality, and the stick which was bloody would have been a reminder. Very slowly the two of them turned towards home, he with bent head and she limping a little; while the moon which had risen up over the bay, touched a trickle of blood on Mirèio’s gaunt side, so that Jousè must look in another direction. All the same, he determined to chain the bitch closely, for his mind could not hold very many emotions, and now it was once again full of his wife who lay feverish and ill with a sickly baby. On no account therefore must she be disturbed, and so he determined to chain the bitch closely.






  








CHAPTER IV
 

1
 

When Marie was once more up and about, which was not until nearly three weeks later, Jôusè walked slowly to his sister’s house; he was feeling awkward and embarrassed. Two tasks were confronting him on this occasion — the one pleasant, the other humiliating: he was going to carry his little son home, but before doing so he must apologize to Germaine for his own inexcusable temper.

He had had to leave Christophe with Madame Roustan much longer than he and his wife had intended, and this because Marie had been very ill. Only with considerable difficulty had they saved her life and that of the baby. So determined had this second child seemed to be to return to that haven from which they had called him, that the Curé had been sent for during the night in order that the small and complaining soul might display the badge of a Christian to Saint Peter — a hasty and melancholy baptism indeed, neither patronized by friends nor followed by feasting.

Madame Roustan was in her sitting-room when Jôusè arrived looking rather sheepish. These two had not met since their noisy quarrel, all communications having been written with great brevity and exchanged through Anfos.

‘Ah,’ Madame Roustan snapped, ‘so it is you!’ which did not strike Jôusè as a hopeful beginning.

‘I have called for Christophe, my sister.. he mumbled, combing his curly beard with his fingers.

‘He still lives!’ she remarked satirically; after which there was silence for more than a minute.

Then Jôusè grasped the bull by the horns: ‘I am truly sorry for all that has happened. I admit that I found myself in a rage... I was terribly anxious about my poor wife... Eh bien, there it is, I apologize, and more than that no brother can do; so now I hope we are friends again, Germaine.’ And he clumsily bent down and kissed her on both cheeks, for a family feud was not to be thought of.

Madame Roustan accepted this embrace with coldness; nevertheless she enquired about Marie and would have the latest details of the child, for she had a vast curiosity in regard to all matrimonial matters. Jôusè told her as well as he could, which was not very well it must be admitted, and after she had heard him out to the end, she announced her intention of paying them a visit.

‘No doubt had I been in charge,’ she said sternly, ‘all these complications would never have happened.’ So Jôusè knew that the breach was now healed, for which he was more than a little thankful.

But one other thing, and the hardest of all, he must say to his sister before he left her: ‘Germaine...’ he began, ‘I will ask a favour. It is something which I beg that you will not tell Marie. It concerns Mirèio whom I beat that night... I do not want Marie to know what I did — she is still in a state when it might upset her.’

Madame Roustan bridled: ‘Must you then spare the bitch but allow your own sister to be torn to pieces?’

‘No, no,’ he said hastily, ‘not that, of course. But... well, I do beg that you will say nothing. I am far from a violent man as a rule, and although Marie feels no affection for the bitch, I would rather she did not hear of the beating.’ And in this he was wise, for if Marie had known she would surely have been very deeply grieved, though much less for Mirèio than for her husband.

‘If you do not wish me to speak of my peril, I suppose that I must try not to do so,’ frowned his sister, ‘though when one has returned from the jaws of death, one may well not remember to hold one’s tongue.’ And with this Jôusè had perforce to be contented.

But presently Christophe was in his arms and his heart was rejoicing at his son’s firm body, rejoicing at the healthful vigour of this child whom he had fathered when nearing fifty, so that just for the moment he was vastly content, forgetting the ailing and premature baby.

‘Ho, Christophe, enfantounet! Ho, here is your father! That is grand, little fist of iron, pull my beard —— if you pull hard enough you may make it uncurl. That is splendid, I would have you kick with your legs, for only by kicking will the small legs grow stronger. Hou, but they are mighty already, these legs. And what arms for the son of a carpenter; it is you who shall carry the heaviest timber! Hou, but some day you shall carry a tree! Laugh, enfantounet! See, Germaine, how he laughs... And now we must go, for his mother waits; but first he would say farewell to his cousin.’

So Madame Roustan fetched her own son — that dark-skinned, aggressive and hot-tempered baby. And the cousins grabbed at each other and smiled; then they suddenly stared at each other very gravely.

‘Jan is also a fine little fellow,’ said Jôusè, wishing to make up for that turbulent night.

‘Mais oui,’ sighed his sister, ‘yet how sad is the child who having a mother has lost his father!’

‘Ah, but there is surely time.’ Jôusè consoled her.

‘If he loses one father you should give him another, and that you must make up your mind to do.’ For he felt so happy with Christophe in his arms, that he very much wished all the world to be happy. But when she flushed darkly and did not reply, he grew awkward again, remembering Goundran. ‘Oh, well,’ he temporized tactlessly, ‘some women are glad to be rid of their men, and after all you will have a good son... Who knows but that sons are better than husbands?’

‘Pecaire!’ he thought, ‘I anger her again — yet to-day I have wished to be kind to Germaine.’ Then feeling that words were treacherous things, he kissed Madame Roustan once more and departed.

2
 

Le tout petit Loup, as they called the new infant, firstly because this baptismal name must surely attract the good Saint’s attention, and secondly because he was indeed very small — much smaller, they felt, than were most other infants — le tout petit Loup suffered greatly from his stomach which was weak, from his skin which broke out in rashes, from his rickety limbs which ached badly at times, and from quite a number of other discomforts, since from birth he had been an unhealthy baby. Le tout petit Loup very seldom laughed, though he wept and made other disconsolate noises, so that Marie augmented her daily prayers to the warrior-bishop who had loved helpless things; she even reminded him of the bird that had lived, through his mercy, to sing in his garden.

There were now two children to clothe and to feed, so Jôusè must keep his account-book more neatly, and must send in his bills as they became due, in the hope that he would receive prompt payment; for the doctor and the chemist had also to live if Loup were not to slip out of existence. Sometimes Jousè would catch himself wondering how a thing so minute could absorb so much money, whereupon he would feel very penitent and would make a rough effort to fondle the baby.

Marie would push away his great hand, not unkindly, indeed often smiling a little, but: ‘Take care,’ she would warn, ‘he is fretful to-day, and your hand is so rough that it may torment him.’ And then she herself would fondle the hand as though it might possibly be feeling offended.

As the months went by it became apparent that Loup took but little interest in Christophe and that Christophe took but little interest in Loup. Sometimes Jousè would hold them both on his knees, tickling first one child then the other in an effort to make them more affable and friendly, but without much success:

‘It is queer,’ he would muse, ‘one would think that my children were strangers in blood.’ And then he would give Christophe a mighty hug, but Loup he would hand gravely back to his mother.

Le tout petit Loup was afraid of Mirèio and he screamed whenever the bitch went near him. Jousè would cuff her severely at times and would shut her up in a shed in the yard, for this fear of Mirèio who was always so gentle with the babies, shamed not only his pride but his manhood.

‘It seems that I no longer sire courage,’ he would mutter, and then he would let his eyes rest upon Christophe, seeking in him to find consolation.

Anfos was kind to the ailing baby, for he was a kindly and good-natured fellow; but his love once given would never be shared — like Mirèio, he adored only one human being. Christophe they adored and Christophe alone, these two simple-minded and primitive creatures.

And so it happened that le tout petit Loup must root deeply in the anxious heart of his mother. He who was ailing and weak in all else was yet lusty when it came to his need of Marie; and she feeling this need as he lay at her breast or whimpered because his small limbs were aching — she feeling this urgent and ruthless need, rallied all her maternal strength to meet it. If Christophe was the apple of his mother’s eye, le tout petit Loup was the fruit of her compassion. And because of the care which she lavished upon him, a care that was selfless and well-nigh unceasing, he actually lived, le tout petit Loup, and became almost reconciled to existence. Strong, as Christophe was strong, he would never be, but one morning the doctor was more reassuring:

‘Give him time and his troubles should pass away. He will not grow so fast as your other son, still, I think we shall see him grow into a man.’

‘May the Golden Saints be blessed!’ exclaimed Marie. And that same afternoon she went to the church where she lighted many candles for the ailing child, and left them to plead at the shrine of his Patron.

3
 

The spring had given place to the summer which, in its turn, had given place to the autumn; then had come the winter with its turbulent mistral, to be followed by spring, and yet once more by summer. Christophe and his cousin Jan grew apace, both in stature and in their marked mutual affection. At two years old they would cry for each other, resenting, it seemed, their enforced separation. Indeed they were tiresome enough at times, and inclined to wear on the nerves of their parents.

There was little to mark the passing of the days during that semi-tropical weather when the heat hung in motionless mist on the hills, creeping vineyard by vineyard up to the mountains. Marie, though less vigorous since the birth of Loup, was able to take up her old busy existence; Jôusè and Anfos worked in the shop; Christophe crawled in the shavings or slept in the sunshine; Mirèio eternally hunted her ticks, and Eusèbe squatted among his sandals. While down at the port Goundran painted his boat a bright green that matched certain moods of the sea; and a band of deep blue his boat must have also — deep blue and bright green for the sea in a mistral.

The port smelt of tar, fishing tackle and wine as the sun beat down in his full August glory, making the tar turn sticky on the planks, and the scales that still clung to the fishermen’s nets gleam softly like strange, opalescent jewels, and the dregs that still lurked in the empty wine casks reek with a queer, very ancient reek which stirred thoughts of the Godless god that was Bacchus. For now in this tranquil, propitious weather, there had come the tartanes with their broad lateen sails, bringing the casks to be filled with wine — the casks which a man could roll with such ease when empty, but which when their round bellies were full needed two men or more to attend to the rolling. Once loaded the tartanes would sail down the coast, their decks darkly stained, their hulls low to water; while some, greatly daring, might put out to sea and steer for the shores of Africa where the Provençal wines found an excellent market. The crews of the tartanes, when they came ashore, would be treated to drinks, and this fairly often, for these were adventurous fellows who, when drunk, could be trusted to tell many full-blooded yarns, most of which would be closely connected with women. They could also tell of a wind far more deadly than that which came from the desert of La Crau, so well known to all those who lived in Saint Loup that its advent had ceased to be of much interest. And a sun they could tell of — if they spoke God’s truth — that would turn the sunshine of Saint Loup into moonlight.

To the port would come the old toper Eusèbe sniffing the air with distended nostrils, and as likely as not neglecting his work while some client must wait for a new pair of sandals. Eusèbe’s one eye would ogle the girls who, bare-headed and comely, went about their own business: ‘Tè,’ he would grunt, ‘a good figure she has — when she is older she should have a fine bosom.’ And other very personal things he would say to himself, or to anyone else who would listen.

When the large southern moon swung up over the sea, she might find Eusèbe sitting in a café. The Café de la Tarasque was the one he preferred because there he believed that he drank the best wine, since much of it came from his own prized vineyards; there also the fishermen danced with their sweethearts and would sometimes make love in conspicuous corners. But Eusèbe must guard his roving black eye, for tempers were short while knives could be long on those hot summer nights when the blood throbbed hard, and the little violinist with the hump on his back stirred more than the air by his shrill, teasing music. Eusèbe must think of his long-dead wife until he had transformed her into a houri; and the deeper he drank of the juice of the grape, the more scandalous became his unseemly visions. It was certainly as well that he always forgot them the next morning, since who knows what he might have told Madame Roustan — or even the Curé, for that matter!

The men from the tartanes would jostle his table and make fun of the eye that he could not see with: ‘Oh, le vieux bougre, he has a stone eye!’ And perhaps one of them would thrust his girl forward on Eusèbe’s blind side: ‘Behold!’ he might say amid roars of appreciation and laughter. But Eusèbe by this time would be lost in his dreams, which had wafted him far away from la Tarasque and Saint Loup to the paradise of Mahomet.

Sometimes Madame Roustan would come in and drink coffee, for although she was always berating the place, there was just a vague chance that she might glimpse Goundran. But Goundran seldom went to cafés these days, for now it was needful that he should save money — fishing vessels cost a good deal to run when a man is responsible for his own tackle —— so after awhile Madame Roustan would go home very angry indeed with the little Elise and her aunt, whom she blamed for her wasted evening.

Jousè might wander along from the town to get a breath of salt air at the harbour; he might even stop for a glass of beer and a small cigarette with the patronne of la Tarasque. She was stout, beetle-browed, and courageous in brawls; indeed she had once seized a drunken sailor by the hair and had dragged him into the street, whereupon he had burst into tears on her bosom. When the fun ran so high that it ended in tempers — for these people were but little removed from children — the patronne would thump her fist on the desk, and would threaten to close the bar for the night, which quite often reduced the chaos to order. Mère Mélanie, they called her, though why God only knew, for in wedlock she had proved herself stubbornly sterile. And now that her husband had been drowned at sea, it was said that she lived with the little violinist — the little violinist with the hump on his back who drew such shrill, teasing tunes from his fiddle. It was also said that she beat him when he drank, and conversely, that he beat her hard every night before they retired to their unhallowed couch; but since neither of the pair ever turned black and blue it was not at all easy to prove these assertions.

Moreover Mère Mélanie was piously inclined and made many novenas — this at least was a fact. She also gave largely of her profits to the Church, which was strange in view of the little violinist. Anyhow, she seemed well content with her God, with herself, with her business, and with most of her clients.

Jôusè never stayed overlong at la Tarasque, for Marie could now seldom leave the babies, and Jôusè could not very well leave his wife — there was so much to be done for le tout petit Loup whose temperature still went up in the evenings. Anfos never went to the Café at all, being far too timid, since he was half-witted; while Mirèio might not go because of a feud which she had with the patronne’s chienne de chasse — a base-born, red-pelted amazon with a lust for war and a devilish temper.

Nor can it be denied that the mayor of Saint Loup, the Curé, and indeed not a few of the townsfolk, had cast disapproving glances at the Café de la Tarasque, for the noise would continue throughout the night and well into the early hours of the morning. Why, on one particularly shameful occasion, it had not subsided by six o’clock when the Curé was ringing the bell for Mass and the faithful were on their way to Communion.

And yet... when the moon was abnormally large and the water beneath her seemed cut out of silver, while the purposeful masts of the anchored ships thrust up through her beams with relentless vigour; when the port and starboard lights shifted and glowed like the eyes of so many fabulous dragons; when the midnight heat grew articulate by reason of a deeply significant silence holding in it those reeking odours of wine, and those thoughts of the Godless god that was Bacchus; when the girls could not sleep on their virginal beds, and the youths could not sleep for their thoughts of virgins, and the men coming back to dry land from the sea with their hard gotten cash, burned to spend it on women... When all these things merged and were liquified, producing a bitter-sweet and most heady potion, then the Café de la Tarasque seemed a pretty fine place to those who were leniently disposed towards themselves, and also towards human nature in general. And if tempers were short while knives could be long; and if Eusèbe took liberties with a virtuous wife who had gone to Heaven; and if Mère Mélanie gave to her Church rather less than she gave to her hump-backed violinist; if all this was the very deplorable truth — and alas, there is little room left for doubting — then it must be remembered that the town of Saint Loup was, and is, in a curve of the coast of Provence, so that those who would judge the south by the north might profitably ask good Saint Loup himself to develop their wisdom and understanding.






  








CHAPTER V
 

1
 

ANTOINE MARTEL, Curé of Saint Loup, sat at his shabby mahogany desk with his pen in his hand, but his pen was idle. He should have been writing his weekly sermon, but instead he was staring across at the window through which he could glimpse an old orange tree which was now in full bloom in his little garden. The Curé Martel did not care much for trees, being, on the whole, indifferent to nature, and so while he stared across at the window, he perceived and yet did not perceive the blossoms.

The room was humble except for its books which covered the walls from floor to ceiling. Above a tubular iron stove hung a cheap crucifix, while upon the desk stood a garish statue of the Madonna. An arm-chair, well worn and sagging in the seat, together with one or two rush-bottom chairs completed the furnishing of the apartment.

The Curé was a man of fifty-nine, tall, untidy, and of an exceeding thinness. He possessed the slightly prominent eyes which so frequently characterize the religious. His mouth, which had once been handsome but weak, was austere from long years of physical repression, his teeth were discoloured and somewhat decayed and his chin appeared dirty because it was unshaven. For the rest, his hair was prematurely white and his high, massive brow was that of a scholar.

 

The Curé Martel had been born in Paris, and there he had lived during all his childhood, and there he had made his clerical studies. There also he had passed through the most vital days, the most poignant days of his budding manhood, when desiring to serve — first God, then the flesh, but finally God, he had thrust away all thoughts of a home and a wife and children. But as sometimes happens, an old battlefield upon which men have bled and striven and suffered will hold for them a certain romance, and so it was with the Curé and Paris; he could seldom remember the city without feeling regret for those days of his youthful warfare.

He would never have chosen to work for the Lord in a small seaport town on the coast of Provence; indeed, when he thought of the matter at all, he would find himself wondering how he had got there. Had it been his desire for solitude at a time when he was spiritually and physically exhausted? Or had some unknown ill-wisher in the Church contrived to get him sent into exile? Or had it been the purpose of Almighty God, which could only be seen as through a glass darkly? If the Curé found himself unable to decide, it was because he invariably left an important factor out of his reckoning; he forgot that he was above all else a student, and that those who dwell too much in the realms of thought are sometimes but poorly equipped for action. Thus, despite the more valiant days of his youth; his war with the flesh and his ultimate triumph; his brilliant career at the seminary; his good birth, and his then distinguished appearance, Mother Church — who had gained a sound knowledge of men in the bitter but useful school of disillusion — had quietly packed him off to Saint Loup, where he had now been for close on thirty years, and where he seemed likely enough to remain until he presented himself to Saint Peter.

A good man, a kind man in his own dusty way, he was yet never quite at ease with his flock — with those people who lived in perpetual sunshine. Nor was he quite at ease with their land, so ardently productive, so persistently pagan. The ample hills leaning back to the mountains; the valleys splashed with the live green of vineyards; the sweet yet virile smell of wild shrubs, which crept even into the town on spring evenings; the tideless but often treacherous sea of so vast and so incredible a blueness, these things would disturb him strangely at times, in spite of his habitual indifference to nature, so that he would feel a little afraid and more than a little homesick for Paris. And then there was the language. This was also disturbing, for it seemed to be one with the sun-drenched landscape. Like the scent of the maquis it was virile yet sweet, the old singing tongue of the troubadour poets; having in its words many sounds of love, many sounds of desire, many sounds as of sighing, as of weeping, as of laughing — aye, and deep notes of war wherewith to contrast its persuasive sweetness. His stiff northern tongue could not compass this speech, and so it invariably made him uneasy. And then there was the primitive faith of the people, which to him appeared riddled with superstition; nay worse, it appeared to partake of those things which belonged to an age that was frankly unchristian. Bèu Diéu might apply to his God, it was true, but it equally might apply to Apollo; nor did he consider Nosto-Damo-d’Amour a suitable way of addressing the Virgin. Truth to tell, the Curé disliked the south, mistrusting its religion quite as much as its sunshine.

And yet the south was getting him under, for to those who are born and reared in the north, the south may become an insidious poison; moreover the Curé was predisposed to the virus by very reason of his nature. Thus year by year he was growing less vital and less wishful to take an active interest in events which transpired in the outer world, or indeed within his own limited parish.

It had not always been so with the Curé. When he had first arrived at Saint Loup he had had quite a crop of political opinions. The Royalist intrigue of Marshal MacMahon, had found in him an ardent supporter. And again, when in 1886 Boulanger spread his Chauvinistic doctrines, the Curé had preached Chauvinism from his pulpit — for this man was a fanatical patriot despite his retiring disposition. But try as he might, he had never succeeded in rousing the members of his little flock to more than a fleeting enthusiasm. Whatever the temper of adjacent coast-towns, the inhabitants of the town of Saint Loup seemed to lack the political disposition. They remained indifferent to governments so long as there was no undue taxation which affected their particular industries, the chief of which were vine growing and fishing. For they argued that the sun shone impartially on the just as on the unjust politician; that the vines grew ripe and gave forth their grapes, which in turn found their profitable way to the presses; that the wine was good, cheap, and near at hand, and that so, for the matter of that, were the fishes; and that since everybody was well content, governmental disputes were none of their business. Thus, reluctantly — very reluctantly at first — the Curé had abandoned political opinions, for what was the good of provocative speech when nobody troubled to contradict you? As time went on he lived only for his books, caring less and less about his personal appearance, allowing his once strong teeth to decay rather than exert himself to go to the dentist; spilling his onion soup down his soutane and not always troubling to wash off’ the stains, any more than he troubled to shave every morning; while his mind, except when focused on the page of some obscure but erudite volume, sank into a sun-doped lethargy from which nothing seemed significant enough to wake it.

Yet now, on this Saturday afternoon when the Curé sat staring out of the window, his mind was actually very wide awake, for his thoughts were engrossed by a human affection. Every Sunday, in the parish church before Vespers, the Curé must give religious instruction to the children who attended the secular school, where most things were taught except religion. It was while he had been taking this particular class that he had first noticed Jan and Christophe — two neat little boys of six years old, very shiny and clean because it was Sunday. The Curé had baptized them both, it is true, but then he baptized so many babies in the fruitful town of Saint-Loup-sur-mer that he quite lost count once they ceased to be infants. But for some strange reason he had looked at these boys intently, with a sudden awakening of interest. That evening he had found himself thinking about them, and smiling a little as he remembered Christophe’s eager and over-sanguine reply to a question regarding the Day of Judgment: ‘And what will our Lord say to sinners,’ he had asked him, ‘to those sinful and very unhappy creatures who are weeping outside the gates of Heaven?’

‘Come unto Me,’ Christophe had answered. But his friend had looked both shamed and aghast: ‘That is wrong — that is terribly wrong!’ he had whispered. So the Curé had given Jan a book which explained to the young the Christian religion; and another book he had given to Christophe, which explained to the young the beliefs of the Church concerning the wicked and Life Everlasting; after which he had asked the children their names, and had written them neatly on each paper cover. This had happened more than a year ago, so that now his pupils were over seven.

Jousè and Marie were humble people; very grateful and flattered when they found that the Curé was showing an interest in their elder son, and had even put himself to the trouble of enquiring whether le tout petit Loup might accompany his brother to the Sunday classes. Le tout petit Loup was still rather fragile and was not at all well disposed towards religion, being fretful or impish when saying his prayers, and this despite his illustrious patron. However, he was now made to wash his small hands, and to clean his small nails — which were shockingly bitten — and to blow his small nose with a decent care, and to walk without trying to hop like a frog as he went to the church with Christophe on Sundays. For Marie would have her sons well-grounded in their faith — in such matters she could be conscientious to sternness.

The Curé did not much like le tout petit Loup who fidgeted and shuffled his feet without ceasing, and who made himself sticky with the sucre de pomme which was always slyly concealed on his person. Moreover, if le tout petit Loup looked annoyed, as he frequently did when the Curé asked him questions, Christophe had a habit of producing toys — little figures of beasts and birds carved by Anfos; and unless the subject should chance to be the ark, these toys would be quite out of place in the lesson. However, they would cheer up le tout petit Loup, and when Christophe was remonstrated with by the Curé, he would always reply in much the same vein: ‘I have brought them in order to stop him crying.’ So the Curé must make the best of the thing by reminding his pupils of the Creation. But once he had said: ‘And God created great whales,’ which had so much excited le tout petit Loup that instead of allowing the matter to drop he had promptly demanded to be told all about them. No, the Curé did not like this wisp of a creature whom he had baptized in the middle of the night lest his soul should decide to set out for limbo.

It was Jan who had quickly become his favourite, and for whom he now felt that deep human affection —— the rather pathetic affection of a man who must love a child, himself being childless. And although he took an interest in Christophe, perhaps because it was hard to divide them — for these cousins were very seldom apart — it was Jan who had stirred an old fire of ambition which the Curé had fancied must long be extinguished; only now this ambition was centred in Jan, who his mother had decided should enter the priesthood.

Oh, but she was hard to endure, Madame Roustan, for ever tormenting the Curé with her questions, for ever wanting to know this or that in regard to the clerical education; for ever pumping the unhappy man about his influential relations.

‘Madame, I see none of them;’ he might say, ‘I assure you they have quite forgotten my existence.’

But Madame Roustan, who learnt many things, had learnt among others that his cousin was a bishop, and could thus be extremely useful to Jan when he, in his turn, should become a Curé, so that now she haunted the presbytery on the slenderest pretext in and out of season. Moreover, she was one of those penitents who enjoyed a long and detailed confession, keeping the Curé shut up in his box with his ear to the grille while her most deadly sins would boil down to gossip or over-eating — even Goundran had ceased to provide a relief, for now she had given up all hope of mating. The Curé had tried many grades of penance, from five Our Fathers and five Hail Marys to the rosary, told from first to last bead, three times in front of Saint Loup’s privileged altar. But neither bruised knees, nor the privileged altar, nor the sorely tried saint who must stand above it, seemed able to damp Madame Roustan’s desire to talk over herself when she went to confession, more especially these days when, thanks to her son, she felt that she had every right to attention.

The Curé had never suffered bores gladly, indeed even after the years at Saint Loup had sucked the vitality out of his spirit, he still preferred a good honest sinner; for although such an one might slide down into Hell, he might, given a helpful push, slip into Heaven. Yet Madame Roustan he tolerated with a patience which sprang from that great affection which he had conceived for this woman’s son, and from his hopes of the boy’s brilliant future. For young though Jan was, and over-impetuous — being a child of a proud and high temper — he already seemed greatly drawn to the Church, and would speak of the time when he should enter the priesthood as though his career were a foregone conclusion.

‘When I shall become a priest...’ he would say; and then he would start to talk of the heathen, and of how he would go in a ship like Saint Paul and perhaps get shipwrecked, or thrown into gaol; for he read very well considering his age, and Saint Paul had stirred his imagination. The Curé was no fool, and he realized that the Saint had but ousted Robinson ‘ Crusoe, and that all this fine talk about shipwrecks and gaols sprang in part from a youthful desire for adventure. Yet he thought that he discerned, deep down in this child, that subtle but unmistakable urge which compels certain men to serve only the Spirit. The Curé was pondering these things now, at a time when he should have been writing his sermon.

Presently he started to compare Jan with Christophe —— in nearly every respect they seemed to differ. Jan was dark and wiry, having aquiline features, black eyes, and quick, rather impulsive movements. Christophe was a red-haired little boy who moved with acertain deliberation, and whose features might one day grow to be rugged. There was nothing remarkable about him save his eyes — the pale eyes that were set so far apart that his father had laughed when he was a baby. But now there were times when the expression of those eyes would suddenly rivet the Curé’s attention; for into them there would creep a great wisdom, together with a great and most comprehending kindness. The Curé would feel a little nonplussed at seeing so strange a thing in a boy who appeared to be much as were other children. For despite his rather deliberate movements, his queer eyes, and a slow and thoughtful way which he not infrequently had of speaking, Christophe was by no means an exemplary child, indeed he was more in than out of mischief. He and Jan made a practice of combining forces, as, for instance, when they vivisected the watch left to Jôusè by his maternal grandfather; and again, when, having learnt of the existence of snow, they ripped open Marie’s best feather pillows. And the worst of it was that le tout petit Loup must insist upon trying to emulate them, which would always end in much the same manner — le tout petit Loup would have a pain in his stomach; for whenever he got excited or tired, he invariably suffered from indigestion.

The Curé’s thoughts continued to run on, now amused and now tinged with an inevitable sadness, for this very faith which he centred in Jan did but show him more clearly his own complete failure. All that this boy would become he might have been, had he only chosen the path of the fighter. As a priest he had made scarcely any impression, as a student he was almost equally useless for his wisdom was sterile; he could not create and thus pass on the bright torch of knowledge. If he died not a soul in his parish would mourn him except perhaps the ambitious Madame Roustan, for Jan was as yet very young to feel grief for an ageing man who had been his teacher. His depression deepened; it became like a mist that was blurring his mental and spiritual vision, and he dreaded these moods of despondency which of late had begun to obsess him so often; for these moods were always allied with fear — the fear of one day becoming too lonely.

Then — and who can explain the workings of the mind, or fathom the depths from which thoughts assail us? — he suddenly remembered Christophe’s eyes in which there was so much wisdom and kindness.

‘Why am I thinking about Christophe’s eyes? I am growing childish,’ he told himself sternly.

But now he seemed unable to avoid those eyes: wherever he looked he fancied that he saw them, and when he covered his face with his hands they were there, still seen by some inward vision. He got up and began to pace the room, for he felt an irresistible restlessness which was less of the body than of the spirit. Pausing in front of his crucifix he stared at the clumsily moulded Christ — so grotesque, so lacking in dignity, a machine-made thing devoid of all feeling. And because he perceived its unworthiness, he was filled with a sense of deep shame and pity.

Then he spoke to his Lord: ‘Once they fashioned You gently from the wood upon which You purchased our salvation; very gravely and gently they worked with their hands, lest they err in depicting Your sacred body; or they carved You from flawless ivory; or they moulded You out of the purest gold, which to them seemed too base and impure a metal. But this is a callous and idle age in which I have surely been the most callous. And idle I have been, sitting down in the sun, neglecting Your work and forgetting Your mission, content to consider myself a wise man because of my books, whereas I know nothing. But listen; I may yet come to serve You well by helping another to go forth and serve You. In him You shall find all that You have missed in me Your unfaithful priest and servant. He is young, very young, but already he is brave, and of him I will make a courageous Christian. And his name is... his name is...’ He suddenly faltered, pressing his hand to his aching forehead in bewilderment, for he could not speak the name. ‘Lord, I am grown very stupid;’ he muttered.






  








CHAPTER VI
 

1
 

SAINT LOUP with its inexhaustible sunshine, its port, its wooded hills, and its beach with the safe and very excellent bathing, was a happy and pleasant place for children. Their school over, Christophe and Jan would set forth side by side on a voyage of discovery, since now that they possessed strong and active legs they were finding the world a constant adventure.

And true it was that those sun-warmed hillsides teemed with a host of exciting creatures, for there the large ants filed into their castles, or marched out upon gravely contrived expeditions; and there the lizards streaked through the rocks; and there the slow-moving, knightly beetles displayed the bronze and green of their armour. But there also, the couleuvres — those innocuous snakes which are yet of such disconcerting proportions — were for ever giving themselves away by their rustlings and wrigglings and lengthy uncoilings; or, worse still, by heaving across the paths — the couleuvres are most unintelligent reptiles.

Despite their deep and enduring affection, the cousins would not infrequently quarrel, for Jan always wanted to take the lead and when opposed he would lose his temper; but their bitterest source of disagreement, at this time, undoubtedly lay in the couleuvres. Jan possessed a boy’s hot instinct to kill, that primitive and incomprehensible instinct which occasionally springs from a great joy of living, he was always hitting at the snakes with a stick, and as often as not he would leave them sore stricken. But Christophe would try to snatch the stick from him, for he could not endure to see dumb creatures suffer; then a struggle would ensue, perhaps even a fight, both the children being extremely tenacious.

Yet Christophe would sometimes try to reason with Jan: ‘They have never harmed us — why must you torment them?’

Jan would usually answer in much the same words: ‘All serpents are wicked and belong to the devil. A serpent tempted Adam and Eve; the Curé has taught us that from the Bible.’

So Christophe must tell his cousin about pain, which he seemed to divine as by intuition, while Jan listened without understanding his words, unable as yet to envisage suffering. But one evening as Jan struck hard at a couleuvre which his sharp young ears had detected in a thicket, Christophe suddenly flinched and sprang away:

‘Stop, stop!’ he screamed, ‘You are hurting my shoulders....’

Jan ran to him: ‘How have I hurt you — but how? You know very well that I have not touched you! Christophe, tell me quickly what I have done? I would never, never hit you with a stick....’ and he looked as though he were going to cry, ‘tell me how I have hurt you, Christophe;’ he pleaded.

Very slowly Christophe pulled off his jersey, and there on his back was a long, red wheal. Jan stared at it, terrified and amazed — then, even while he stood staring, it faded. The rest of that walk was very silent; indeed there was little enough to say, since the thing transcended their comprehension; but Jan kept a tight hold of Christophe’s hand, as though suddenly fearful that he might lose him. Thus they passed through the thicket and out beyond, their eyes puzzled, their hearts full of an undefined dread, their childish faces pale in the twilight. Yet when they at last returned to their homes, neither of the boys spoke of what had occurred — for some inexplicable reason they were silent.

After this Jan left the couleuvres in peace, turning firmly aside from the frequent temptation of their innocent but foolhardy coils, though he still remained secretly of the opinion that the couleuvres, like all the rest of their kind, were sinful, being closely allied to Satan.
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Le tout petit Loup was growing more and more aggressive, making up by the surprising strength of his will for what he lacked of strength in his body. He was now never willing to be left out of things, but must always be taken upon every excursion. Thus if Christophe and Jan went down to the beach and paddled, as they did on half holidays, le tout petit Loup would also paddle although he was forbidden to go near the water. If they went to the port to meet certain school-friends who had recently made up their minds to be pirates, le tout petit Loup would join in the mêlée and would usually get himself hurt in the process. If they went for a walk on the neighbouring hills, le tout petit Loup must make one of the party although he would quickly begin to wilt, and would end by getting a pain in his stomach.

‘I have a hot ache in my middle,’ he would say; then as likely as not would squat down in the dust if nothing more propitious chanced to be handy.

Jan would grumble: ‘It all comes of your being such a baby. You spoil everything, why cannot you stay with your mother?’

But at this le tout petit Loup would grow enraged: ‘I am nearly as old as you are,’ he would splutter, ‘and moreover it is only that I hate this walk which is stupid — that is why I have an ache in my middle.’ After which he might suddenly burst into tears, half of anger but certainly half of exhaustion.

Then Christophe would heave a large, tolerant sigh, for although he and Loup had nothing in common he was usually patient with this ailing brother: ‘If you will now try to walk on and stop crying, you shall have a fine present,’ he might start to bribe, ‘perhaps even my wooden bear made by Anfos.’

But one day le tout petit Loup replied promptly: ‘I will cry and will have your wooden bear also.’ For he had the acquisitive instinct of the weak, who in sheer self-defence must take all and give nothing.

Christophe laughed: ‘Very well, but then you must cry a long time — you must cry until we get home!’

Whereupon le tout petit Loup ceased to cry: ‘I will nevertheless have your bear,’ he mumbled.

Dear God, but he was a contrary child with his face and his eyes of a sick marmoset, with his rickety limbs and his stubborn temper. His scant brown hair stuck out in a wisp for the reason that it could not be properly trimmed, so loudly would he yell at the touch of the scissors; while his clothes always looked disturbingly loose, so thin was the body that he had to put in them. Marie spoilt him because he still remained fragile, because as an infant she had so nearly lost him, and because she had named him after Saint Loup. None of which were entirely adequate reasons for condoning her younger son’s endless whims, but then as she sometimes remarked to her husband: ‘You are only his father, whereas I am his mother.’ And since there was no gainsaying this fact, Jôusè must shake his large head and fall silent. He and Anfos would stolidly go on with their work while le tout petit Loup stamped and howled in fury because he was forbidden to play with the saw or indulge in some equally dangerous pastime. And each might be thinking as he bent to his task: ‘I have Christophe, therefore what does anything matter?’ At least this might very well be Jousè’s thought — poor Anfos could not always think quite so clearly.

And yet despite his innumerable faults, le tout petit Loup was rather pathetic, so hard did he strive after physical strength, so much did he wish to be strong like his brother. And his will to battle a weak way through life, his instinctive fear of getting pushed under, would suddenly impress Christophe’s youthful mind so that he had moments of real understanding. When this happened he would play with le tout petit Loup, being careful to allow him to do all the winning, being careful to appear very greatly annoyed at le tout petit Loup’s repeated triumphs. And sometimes this succeeded but sometimes it did not, for le tout petit Loup had the brain of a gimlet, and if he suspected the subterfuge he would cry and work himself into a fever. Then Marie might turn to her elder son and start rebuking him almost sharply; but he would not resent it, because on the whole he was little given to feeling resentment, and because when he looked at her anxious face there would come one of those moments of understanding.
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Next to Jan, Christophe loved Mirèio, the bitch, who followed him about like a gaunt, limping shadow. She was ageing, and now at the times of great heat she would get many sores on her poor troubled body, and no one attempted to cure these sores, which greatly distressed and bewildered Christophe. He would watch her with an anxious and pitiful concern as she turned her head stiffly, trying to lick them; and then he would touch his father’s arm:

‘Look, she is very unhappy,’ he would say, and would wait for some reassuring answer.

Jousè might wipe the sweat from his brow and grunt, because his own back was aching: ‘Do not worry me now — run away, little son. I must hurry myself and finish this cupboard.’ For although a good man and kind on the whole, he had two young children dependent upon him and money was not always easy to come by — there was certainly none to spare for Mirèio.

Then Christophe would wander across to Anfos: ‘Look,’ he would say, ‘she is very unhappy.’

But Anfos might not even glance at the bitch, for what could he do who himself was half child? ‘I will make you a horse upon wheels,’ he had promised one morning, by way of consolation.

Finally Christophe would seek out his mother where she bent above her stove in the kitchen: ‘Mirèio is very unhappy,’ he would say, ‘she has places that bleed all over her skin. Cannot you give me some ointment for her, the sort that you put on my knees when I scrape them?’

But Marie would sigh and would shake her head: ‘Enfantounet, the chemist has still to be paid. Poor Mirèio, ai! las, is no longer young, and when we are old we must frequently suffer.’ And then she would go on stirring the soup, or whatever it was that she chanced to be making.

At last Christophe spoke to the Curé one Sunday after the usual religious instruction: ‘Mon père, our Mirèio is growing old and so she has many sores on her body — she tries hard to lick them but her tongue seems too short. I would like you to tell me, please, how I can heal them.’

The Curé nodded: ‘Most dogs in these parts get sores on their bodies sooner or later, the poor beasts... I fear there is nothing to be done. Here is your book, and I hope by next Sunday that you will have learnt your catechism.’

But Christophe persisted: ‘I think she feels pain. Sometimes I can hear her crying all night, and I do not like to hear Mirèio crying.’

‘Yet she probably suffers much less than you think, animals cannot feel pain as we do.’ And the Curé started to turn away, for by now his spiritual restlessness was passing. He had asked that Anfos should carve him a Christ in fine wood to be nailed to an ebony cross, and when this was completed it would hang in his study, a more worthy presentment no doubt than the last — but the Curé’s spiritual restlessness was passing.

Christophe eyed him very gravely for a moment, and when next he spoke his words puzzled his teacher: ‘I know there is something I could do with my hands that would help her... It is something I could do with my hands... only... I cannot think the thought.’

‘What thought?’ the Curé enquired, looking round. But now it was Christophe’s turn to be puzzled: ‘That I cannot tell you...’ he answered dully.

When they had finally left the church, Jan frowned at his cousin and started to reproach him: ‘You ought not to have troubled Monsieur le Curé with those stupid questions about Mirèio. He will think you an imbecile if you continue to make all this fuss about an old dog which when it is dead cannot go to heaven. And what did you mean about your hands? It sounded so silly....’

Christophe said nothing.






  








CHAPTER VII
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DURING that summer two events occurred which made a deep impression upon Christophe — he became a more intimate friend of the sea, and he went to visit Goundran’s landlady.

Goundran was very proud of his godson and would have him a skilful and fearless swimmer, so one glorious day he towed him well out of his depth while Christophe hung on to a life-buoy.

Then: ‘Let go, my fine fish and begin to swim!’ And Christophe, nothing daunted, kicked about with his legs and paddled with his hands as though he were a puppy. After this Goundran gave him a lesson most evenings, unless he should happen to be away fishing.

Perhaps few things are more satisfying than a child’s first experience of conquering the water — although conquering is not quite the right word, for once understood and thus no longer feared, the water can be uncommonly friendly, as indeed the sea was to its new disciple. There it lay in the sunshine, so smiling and so gentle that the fishermen all but forgot the mistral, and so buoyant that Christophe bobbed about like a cork and had some ado to keep his head down for a moment, and this though he very soon wished to imitate Goundran and swim under water. For Christophe was one of those fortunate people whom the sea adopts at their first real contact, and now he could think about little else, and must always be urging Jan to prove for himself how extremely simple a thing was swimming:

‘You have only to move your arms and legs, et voilà, it is done! Come in deeper and try. If you learn we can then swim together,’ he kept urging.

But Jan, who was quite a courageous child upon land, had not been adopted by the sea, and this being so he instinctively feared it. Sulky, because at a disadvantage, he would paddle while Christophe swam near-by to tease him; and, it must be admitted, while Christophe showed off with a very great deal of splashing and spluttering:

‘Jan, look — this is how one swims on one’s back!’ Or: ‘Now I will show how I do the crawl!’ And then he would proceed to lash with his toes and to claw with his hands which, although it looked fine, would not get him very much nearer to Goundran.

Then Goundran would laugh: ‘Too much fuss, too much noise. You are almost as bad as a motor-engine!’ So Christophe would subside into less flashy breast strokes, and would thereby succeed in making fair progress.

‘Is it you,’ he shouted to Jan one evening, ‘is it you who talk of going in a boat like Saint Paul? Pou! What would happen if the boat turned over?’ For he sometimes grew rather tired of hearing about all the fine things that his cousin would achieve when he should set forth to convert the heathen.

Jan hesitated, then he shouted back crossly: ‘Having faith, I would naturally walk on the water!’

‘So you think yourself finer than Saint Peter!’ mocked Christophe, turning a couple of somersaults. ‘It might well be safer to swim,’ smiled Goundran. But Jan would not be persuaded, and so in the end they left him alone to his sulks and his paddling; for dearly as Christophe loved his friend, he had now conceived a great love for the sea and must always be courting this splendid new friendship which Jan was too stubborn and too fearful to share, so that all he could do was to sulk and grow jealous.
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One night Goundran took Christophe out fishing with him, but this was not at all a success, for Christophe began to pity the fishes as they knocked off their scales with their gasping and plunging, so Goundran must stun as many as he could by beating their heads on the side of his boot — a proceeding which did not bring much consolation.

Goundran grumbled: ‘Do not be so foolish, little godson — they feel nothing at all for they are coldblooded. Segnour Diéu, one would think you were Saint Anthony who when he by accident caught a fish must immediately throw it back into the water! It is well to be seen that he was a saint and so was not forced to gain his own living!’ For Goundran rather pitied the creatures himself, which made him feel irritable with Christophe.

The lad who helped Goundran to sail his boat was a clumsy fellow who had no imagination. He trod hard upon one unfortunate victim, slipped and trod on several more in the slipping; then he cursed and kicked them out of the way.

‘Imbecile! Do not bruise their flesh!’ shouted Goundran.

Christophe watched the proceedings in miserable silence, and observing the anxious look on his face, Goundran paused in his labours and tried to cheer him:

‘Listen, enfantounet, what about Jesus who caused the miraculous draught of fishes?’ For the child was obviously very near tears.

‘I do not believe that He did it,’ said Christophe.

Now Goundran, as an earnest parent-in-God, should by rights have rebuked this doubting of the Scriptures, but something in Christophe’s bewildered eyes made him sorry for the boy, and so he was silent.

He thought: ‘He is only as yet very small... I am certain our Lord will not feel offended.’ Then he thumped a whiting very hard on the boards in a crude but well-meant endeavour to stun it.

No, assuredly the fishing was not a success, and Goundran regretted having brought his godson.

* * * * *
 

The next day Christophe could not eat his bouillabaisse, although Marie had prepared it with unusual care because he and his father so particularly liked it.

‘Are you not well, paure pichounet?’ she enquired of her elder son anxiously. ‘It is strange to see you refuse your dinner — I think I had better give you a purge, for doubtless you felt a little bit sea-sick when Goundran insisted on taking you fishing.’

Christophe said nothing, and that night he drank his purge, preferring to swallow the noxious potion rather than to tell the real cause of his trouble, for he felt very doubtful of his mother’s understanding. And after a while the trouble passed away, so that he could once more enjoy bouillabaisse, since at seven years old but few troubles are lasting. But he never went fishing with Goundran again, nor did Goundran attempt to urge him to do so.
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Mathilde who, if rumour had been correct, must long ago have gone to her grave, was actually in her ninetieth year when she asked abruptly one day to see Christophe.

‘Bring me the Bénédit’s elder son,’ she demanded, ‘I would know him before I die — and do not be too long about it either.’

Goundran glanced at Elise who was soon to be twenty, and in whose good judgment he placed much reliance: ‘But why does she want to know Christophe?’ he whispered, ‘She has never until now shown the slightest interest....’

Elise shook her head: ‘It seems to me strange — yet I do not think that we ought to oppose her.’

And Goundran agreed, for although it did seem strange, he greatly respected his landlady’s wisdom.

Wise she most certainly was, the old Mathilde; she could often divine the secrets of the weather, so that many a sailor-man asked her advice, especially those who sailed in the tartanes. Then again, she undoubtedly possessed second sight and could sometimes see clearly into the future, discerning many things which would make her feel sad, and others which would make her feel very happy. And although Madame Roustan thought her a witch — a belief which was shared by quite a few people — there were those who declared her to be a saint, testifying that Mathilde had the gift of healing. Goundran thought her neither a witch nor a saint, but merely a wise and kindly old woman.

Many years ago she had come to Saint Loup as a bride from her village in Normandy, where, of course, there are many miraculous shrines, and where people have even been known to see fairies. In those days she had been full-bosomed and tall, a fine girl, although no one was left to remember — for Mathilde by living so unconscionably long, had survived all the friends of her own generation. Her husband, a saddler, had been dead for years; while her only brother who had made a late marriage — becoming the father of but one child, Elise — had lost his wife and had then died also. Thus there was no one left to recall just how Mathilde had looked at her wedding, or how she had looked when she had come to Saint Loup as the youthful bride of a prosperous saddler.

For some reason she had never returned to the North, and when Goundran had asked her about this one morning: ‘Tante Mathilde, tell me why you have stayed on here,’

Mathilde had replied: ‘Because I am waiting.’

And when he had persisted: ‘But for what do you wait?’ Mathilde, as was sometimes her way, had not answered.

Well, and so now she wished to know Christophe, and Elise did not think it wise to oppose her; nor could Goundran see any reason to refuse:

‘I will certainly bring the boy to you,’ he promised.
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Three days later Christophe stood holding Goundran’s hand and staring wide-eyed at the oldest person that he had yet seen in his short existence — a person who appeared so incredibly ancient that he thought she must be the statue of Saint Loup come to life, and he suddenly felt rather frightened. For the statue of Saint Loup, which still stands in the church and is carved out of wood, has time-blurred features, so that it really does resemble Mathilde as she looked when she was well over eighty, since all that is old has a strange resemblance.

Mathilde was sitting in a small wheel-chair, for her limbs had become intolerably feeble; while her eyes were even less bright than the saint’s, being heavily filmed by approaching blindness. Her olive skin, grown darker with age, had mellowed as had the venerable oak which Jôusè collected and set such great store by; like it, too, her face was very much worn, having many deep ruts and undulations. But even as oak remains polished and clean — a symbol of courageous and seemly endurance — so the old Mathilde remained polished and clean, especially about the region of the cheek bones, and her peasant cap was whiter than snow, as was also her neat little muslin apron. Nor was her parlour any less spotless, for Elise had become an excellent housewife, and being deeply attached to her aunt she worked all the harder because of those eyes that were heavily filmed by approaching blindness.

‘It is what tante Mathilde can no longer see that I strive to make shine,’ she had once told Goundran.

And now Goundran said, pushing Christophe forward: ‘Here is the Bénédit’s elder son; I have brought him to you, ma tante, as I promised.’

Mathilde turned herself in the child’s direction: ‘Come to me, little Christophe,’ she called very gently.

But her voice sounded muted and far away as is sometimes the case with the voices of old people. And because it fell strangely upon his ears, which being so youthful were unaccustomed, Christophe looked round in search of Goundran, for now once again he was feeling rather frightened.

Then Mathilde held out a thin, questioning hand: ‘Where are you, Christophe? I am nearly blind, so unless you will come I shall never find you.’

He answered: T am coming;’ and he went to her side, forgetting his fear through compassion for her blindness.

She peered into his face, then she touched his cropped head, and her hand felt cold as though it were lifeless: ‘Very little you are... very little and young to begin such a journey as yours,’ she murmured. ‘But when you are come to the end of the journey remember me, Christophe Bénédit....’

He gazed at her not understanding her words, and being too shy to answer, he nodded.

When she stopped speaking the room grew very still; neither Elise nor Goundran moved — for some reason they were loth to break that stillness. Once only did Goundran glance across at the girl with a slightly anxious look of enquiry. Then an unexpected and disturbing thing happened; two large tears welled up in Mathilde’s dim eyes and, overflowing, splashed onto her apron.

Seeing this, Elise went quickly to her chair: ‘Why are you weeping?’ she asked her kindly.

And Goundran called Christophe: ‘Enfantounet, come here!’ For he thought that their visit had proved too tiring. ‘She is old, very old,’ he explained in a low voice, ‘and sometimes the old may resemble young children, so that they cry when they are fatigued. Now stand still for a little until she is rested.’

But Mathilde said slowly: ‘I am weeping for joy... there is so little difference between joy and sorrow; like everything else they are intertwined... the bright light that brings with it the deepest shadow... there is so little difference, yet I cannot explain....’

‘Do not worry yourself any more,’ Goundran soothed her, ‘And now I think that Elise shall fetch wine and cakes, for I seem to remember that Christophe is as fond of sweet things as his greedy godfather!’

So Elise went and fetched two dishes of cakes — pink and white heart-shaped cakes of her own special baking. And a bottle of wine she set upon the table, then proceeded to pour out the wine for Goundran; and when she had done this she handed him the glass together with a small, pink, sugary heart — very beautifully iced, very skilfully fashioned.

‘Let us drink to our Christophe here;’ he said smiling. ‘I drank to him at his baptismal feast — yes, I drank to his becoming a fisherman — and now he would like me to throw back all my fishes. Is that not so, little foolish one? Perhaps you believe that the fishes are Christians!’

But Christophe was feeling pleasantly hungry, and the pink and white hearts were very alluring, so that while he had not forgotten the fishes he was frankly engrossed by the needs of his stomach. He helped himself to a cake, then a second, then a third, for they seemed to melt in his mouth and be no more there when he wanted to taste them; and because the icing was both sticky and soft he quite unashamedly licked his fingers. Presently Elise made him sit on her lap where he felt very restless and rather embarrassed, for she would keep breathing against his neck, and her breath was not only hot but it tickled. However, he endured it patiently, for he was a patient child by nature. Then Elise began dodging first this way then that as she tried to see Goundran over his shoulder, and once she pressed his head down on her breast in order to get it out of the way....

‘If only she would let me stand up!’ thought Christophe.

Yet he liked Elise who was friendly and young, and whose cheeks were as pink and white as the hearts of which, by now, he had eaten a great many. She had hair so blonde that it reminded him of moonlight, and small even teeth which he thought very pretty, and whenever she spoke to Goundran she smiled — although perched on her knee Christophe could not see this — and whenever Goundran spoke to her she blushed, and her arm would suddenly tighten round Christophe.

He was speaking to her now: ‘It is pleasant to see you with a child on your lap; but, my little Elise, it is time that you had a son of your own, it is time that we found you a suitable husband. Indeed I have just the right fellow in my mind — a captain he is, although still quite young — he comes from Marseille and his name is Bertrand. In any case I shall bring him along so that you and your aunt may look him over. At your wedding I, of course, will be the best man; and if I am lucky and catch many fish I will surely provide you with excellent wine. Ah, yes, it is time that we thought of your wedding.’ For Goundran was a lover and lord of the sea, and appeared to be little attracted by women.

Elise allowed Christophe to stand up at last; then she sighed as she looked at the heart-shaped cakes which she had so skilfully fashioned that morning. And Christophe was puzzled when he heard her deep sigh, wondering if Elise were still feeling hungry, for at times he was very much a child, quite untroubled by flashes of understanding.

He said politely: ‘Will you eat another cake?’ and he passed her the plate feeling suddenly hopeful. Nor was he to be disappointed in his hope, for although Elise shook her head rather sadly, she urged him to finish the rest of the hearts, which he did to the great amusement of Goundran.

‘You will surely be terribly sick,’ Goundran warned him, ‘but what matter? Elise’s sweetmeats are well worth it’.’ Then he turned to the girl with his innocent smile: ‘You become a most excellent cook,’ he told her.

Away in her corner the old Mathilde slept, and her head now drooped limply onto her bosom: ‘La pauvre,’ sighed Elise, ‘she grows terribly old, that is why she wept as she did over Christophe; her mind wanders at times, it was doubtless that — or perhaps she feels sad when a child is near, because she herself never had any children.’

* * * * *
 

On the way home Christophe gravely remarked: ‘When I have come to the end of my journey I am going to think hard about tante Mathilde, and this I shall do because it will please her, and because she so much resembles Saint Loup in our church — except that she wears a cap instead of a pointed hat on her head...’ Then he suddenly caught hold of Goundran’s sleeve: ‘But what did she mean about a journey?’

Goundran looked vague: ‘Who knows? Who can say? She is nearly ninety and at her age one dreams, which I do not doubt is God’s merciful kindness.’






  








CHAPTER VIII
 

1
 

IF Mathilde had expressed an unexpected desire to know the Bénédit’s elder son, something happened during the autumn which was, in a way, quite as unexpected — Eusèbe, of all people, made friendly advances not only to Christophe but to his brother.

Hitherto, if a child had peered into his workshop, fascinated by the large, tempting strips of leather, Eusèbe had looked up with a furious eye: ‘Sarnipa-biéune! Be off!’ he had shouted, and other very inhospitable things; from which it had been gathered that he did not like children.

Yet when Christophe and Loup had stood gaping one morning, yes, and actually fingering his precious leather, Eusèbe had wagged his head at them and grinned: ‘Eh bien? Why not come right inside and look closer?’ Nothing loth, they had taken him at his word, and when next they had visited the shop Jan had joined them.

Jousè thought that the welcome accorded his offspring was a trap very skilfully laid to catch Jan, and this in order to anger his mother. For now more than ever did Madame Roustan disapprove of the unregenerate Eusèbe, and now more than ever did Eusèbe despise and detest the self-righteous Madame Roustan — indeed, he could never open his mouth in her presence these days without trying to shock her.

Jousè confided his suspicion to his wife: ‘Hou, the old fox, he is certainly crafty! Where our Christophe goes there his cousin will go, and Germaine is consuming herself with fury. “Is it proper,” she comes here and says to me, “is it proper that my son who will be a priest should associate with that spawn of the devil?” And I answer: “Mais oui, it is excellent practice; what are priests for but to combat the devil?” Then she grows still more angry, and accuses us of neglecting the spiritual welfare of our children. Ehèi, I permit her to say many things, for a man cannot quarrel with his own flesh and blood, and in any case what does her foolishness matter?’

But Marie was not quite so easy in her mind, for she also had been visited by Madame Roustan: ‘It must be admitted,’ she said doubtfully, ‘that Eusèbe is more often drunk than sober — I would rather that our sons kept out of his shop....’

‘Yet I do not think he will harm them;’ smiled Jousè.

However, it soon became only too apparent that whether Eusèbe would harm them or not, he possessed an irresistible fascination, especially for le tout petit Loup to whom he presented odds and ends of hide, rusty buckles, boot buttons, and similar rubbish. In vain did Marie try to persuade her sons that Eusèbe was both hideous and dirty; in vain did Madame Roustan protest that unless Jan kept away from the man, she would feel it her duty to speak to the Curé. It was all of not the slightest avail, so great was Eusèbe’s charm for the children. And the most disconcerting part of it was this: Eusèbe now developed an imagination, evolving all sorts of amusing schemes wherewith to add glamour to the children’s visits. Thus one fine and salubrious autumn evening, he tempted the three of them away from the beach — although Christophe had fully intended to bathe — by describing the grapes in his dead wife’s vineyards.

‘Let us go and have a look,’ he remarked craftily, ‘and when we have looked long enough we might eat them!’

So off they all went with never so much as a word to Marie or Madame Roustan; le tout petit Loup stepping out like a man and not once complaining of a pain in his stomach, while Jan and Christophe skipped about like young goats or ran races in order to feel the more hungry.

The vineyards were a sight to rejoice sore eyes — at least this was true of Eusèbe’s vineyards, for his vines were so heavily fructified that they bowed themselves down to the earth with their burden. In and out of the narrow green paths the four wandered, while Eusèbe told the story of Bacchus who had loved such clusters of opulent fruit, and had taken them under his special protection.

‘There were ladies who brought him his wine,’ said Eusèbe; ‘they were not at all like the ladies we know — although many of these are certainly pretty — but the ladies who brought Bacchus his marvellous wine were called nymphs because they were more than human; and so beautiful they were that people went blind if by accident they should happen to see them. Yes, nymphs they were called, and they much liked sweet things, so that those who were wise always left them honey.’

‘But where did they leave it?’ demanded Loup, who in spite of his weak digestion was greedy.

‘Sometimes under the vines, sometimes under a tree — or perhaps they would set it upon a flat rock and then turn their backs quickly,’ Eusèbe told him.

Then he went on to say that a long time ago many gods had been served in the land of Provence, and that even yet one might find a few stones which had once formed a part of some vast white temple; and that in the town of his birth, which was Arles, there were ruins to remind one of the great pagan builders —— an arena so large that its generous girth could encompass twenty-six thousand people. And he muttered, as though he were thinking aloud: ‘Those were surely magnificent days to live in!’

The children listened wide-eyed and enthralled; and after awhile he cut bunches of grapes, being careful to select only such as were sweet — for not all the wine-grapes are sweet when eaten. And these they carried up to a farm which they learnt belonged to Eusèbe also; and the farmer’s wife brought them milk and rough bread — the honest rough bread that is baked by the peasants. Then they feasted while Eusèbe drank two tumblers of wine, but no more, since he wished to arrive home sober.

Naturally Marie was extremely anxious and naturally Madame Roustan was angry, for the new moon had risen above the hills before the children returned to their parents. Nor were matters improved by le tout petit Loup who announced at supper as he sipped his vin coupé, that both he and his name had been changed by the nymphs, so that now he was no longer Loup but Bacchus.
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This story of Bacchus and his honey-loving nymphs was only the beginning of many other stories which, although they were less educational perhaps, were quite frequently very much more exciting. Eusèbe knew a host of Provençal legends, most of which the children would find hair-raising — especially when they were told at dusk in the dim little shop with its arched stone ceiling. Squatting on the floor among clippings of hide, with his three small guests gathered breathlessly round him, Eusèbe would tell of that terrible lair the Recatadou di Rato-Penado, wherein there lurked monstrous armies of bats who, when thirsty, consumed human blood by the gallon. There was also the Baumo de la Masco Taven, the abode of a yellow-eyed sorceress whose spells were particularly unpleasant. And an imp there was who stuck pins in your pillow — points upward of course — and who lived by himself in a place with a very high-sounding name: Lou Corredou de l’Esperit Fantasti! But what about the haunt of the grisly nightmare, the horrid Cafourno de la Chaucho Vièjo? This indeed was a spot it were best to avoid, lest the nightmare leap out and start to pursue you; nor must you mention its name after dark, lest the nightmare come in at your bedroom window! And then there was the Pas de l’Agneu Negre, that hoof print of the little black lamb of Satan — it was not a great distance from the Oulo di Set Cat where the seven unholy felines made merry. And if you should chance to be off your guard, you might find yourself drowning in the Gourgarèu Infernau, which, Eusèbe explained, was an aqueduct of hell, and so placed that it constantly trapped pious Christians.

Eusèbe’s blue-white eye that was blind, would appear to gleam luminously through the shadows, as though it were possessed of latent sight, seeing much that was hidden away from its fellow; while his voice, which vibrated all over the room, would seem to call forth an uncanny echo.

‘Hèi!’ he would exclaim, ‘There are wonderful things to be found everywhere in our land of Provence!’

Then Christophe would move a little nearer to Jan, and Jan would move a little nearer to Christophe, and Loup would move a little nearer to them both, so that in the end they would be huddled together; while the autumn dusk would abruptly give place to the uncompromising southern nightfall. Eusèbe would light his malodorous lamp which but served to accentuate the black shadows; after which the children must get up and go home, for the lamp always meant the end of the stories.

Once out in the street Jan would talk very bravely: ‘I do not believe in the Rato-Penado; and I do not believe in that sorceress, or in anything else Eusèbe has told us. And if I did believe I should not be afraid —— I would merely sprinkle much holy water!’ Yes, but then he might add: ‘Christophe, come back with me — let us do our lessons together this evening...’ For in spite of his faith the long street to the port would seem uncommonly dark and lonely.

Sometimes Christophe would go with him, but at other times he would lack the courage for his own return journey. Yet they always begged for more legends and more, so thrilling a story-teller was Eusèbe.
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Marie very soon heard about what was happening —— indeed she could not well do otherwise, for le tout petit Loup would now wake up screaming. But when she forbade him to go near Eusèbe — and for her she spoke with comparative sternness — le tout petit Loup made a terrible scene, stamping his foot and protesting loudly.

‘Je veux, je veux, je veux!’ he protested, and such tempers always upset his digestion.

Jousè, who had much work on hand at the moment, shrugged his shoulders and appeared to be utterly helpless. And when Marie turned to his sister for help:

‘This is entirely your own faults,’ snapped Madame Roustan, ‘I warned you not to let your sons know the old drunkard. Jan would never have known him had it not been for you — I consider that he has been led astray by Christophe!’ After which she flounced out of the Bénédit’s house and went off to make her complaints to the Curé.

The Curé, very bored, and greatly annoyed at being disturbed in the middle of his reading, promised vaguely to speak to Eusèbe himself, but once back with his books forgot all about it. He was not in the least uneasy for Jan, who could never, he felt sure, be harmed by such nonsense.

So Marie must do her unaided best by telling her children kindlier stories, and these she would tell them on Sunday evenings after they had all returned from Benediction. She would tell how the tear of the Magdalene was placed in a golden cup by the angels —— and she bruised in spirit because of her sins, and because of her penitence bruised in body. And of how those same angels being filled with compassion, would gather her into their merciful arms and bear her away over valleys and hills to a place of infinite peace and refreshment. And of how there would come many flocks of wild birds to be blessed by the sainted penitent sinner, who continued to weep so persistently that her tears formed a spring of miraculous water. And then Marie would tell of that wonderful voyage which the Holy Ones made on their way to Provence —— they had come in a sailless and rudderless ship, guided always by God’s inscrutable wisdom. The three Holy Marys-of-the-sea had come, and Maximus who promptly converted Aix, and Lazarus who converted Marseille, and the pitiful Joseph of Arimathea who had felt such concern for his Saviour’s body. Aye, and many others had arrived in that vessel to raise Christ’s cross on the soil of the pagan. Then one evening she remembered that those saints had brought with them a devoted female slave, by name Sara, and that Sara had not been white skinned but black:

‘Which shows you, my children,’ said Marie gravely, ‘that we are all equal in the sight of heaven, for that faithful black slave is now also sainted.’

But at this le tout petit Loup clapped his hands: ‘And Saint Sara had a lamb,’ he broke in with animation, ‘and its coat was quite black to match her skin!’

‘No,’ said Christophe, ‘you are thinking of the little black lamb that Eusèbe told us belonged to Satan!’ There ensued a somewhat heated discussion, for Loup maintained that their mother had just said that heaven took no account of colour; and so cross did he become that he pinched Christophe hard.

‘Ow! Do not do that, it hurts!’ squealed Christophe. Marie searched her brain quickly in an effort to provide le tout petit Loup with a counter-attraction, and she told them about quite another lamb, from whose fleece had been woven a cloak for Saint Francis. But she also told of the contrite wolf, that having merited death as a slayer, had nevertheless been spared by the saint who had preached it a very wonderful sermon, explaining God’s merciful fatherly love and kindness towards all His lesser creatures.

‘So,’ said Marie, ‘the wolf became as faithful as a dog, and he followed Saint Francis about like Mirèio.’

She paused, and stared at her elder son in bewilderment, for Christophe was weeping.

‘Ai, ai,’ he wept, ‘why is Saint Francis not here... I want him to come back and heal Mirèio... I want him to tell her all about God! Why have none of you told her about God’s love?’

‘Bèlli Santo d’or!’ exclaimed Marie, much distressed, ‘Such things cannot happen every day, my little Christophe!’

He gazed at her out of tearful eyes, while into his childish and groping mind there gradually crept a miserable conviction: ‘She will never feel about poor Mirèio as Saint Francis felt about that wolf... but why?’ For he could not understand how it came that his mother who praised the saint for his acts of mercy, made no effort to ease Mirèio’s suffering. No one else did either, as Christophe well knew, but his mother seemed different — so tender, so gentle, so anxious to tell them about Saint Francis....

Then: ‘Such things cannot happen every day,’ she repeated; as though that were a good and sufficient explanation.

Yet Christophe was neither convinced nor consoled; and seeing her son continue to weep, Marie took him quietly onto her lap and rocked him as though he were once more a baby.
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After this, for quite a number of weeks, Marie told only fairy tales to the children. Then one Sunday when Jan came back with them from church, he started to beg for the legends of the saints, in particular of those who had suffered as martyrs. But Marie did not wish her Loup to have nightmares so she would not discuss Saint Laurence’s gridiron, nor Saint John’s boiling oil, nor Saint Vitus’s cauldron, nor even Saint Denis’s strange behaviour.

‘Let us speak of more pleasant things,’ she remarked, glancing rather apprehensively at Loup, ‘Supposing I tell you about Christophe’s Patron?’ For although this good saint was indeed martyrized, that fact does not enter into his legend.

‘Saint Christophe was a ferryman,’ she began.

But Loup interrupted: ‘Like the man at the port — the one whose face is all covered with pimples?’

‘Yes — only Saint Christophe had a clear, healthy skin.’

‘How can one be certain?’ persisted Loup.

‘Because saints never do have pimples,’ said Jan firmly.

Marie began all over again: ‘Saint Christophe was a ferryman and one stormy evening, just as he was going to sit down by his fire and was saying to himself: “Dieu, que ventaras!” — for the mistral was blowing unbelievably hard — he suddenly heard someone calling his name:

‘“Christophe! Christophe!” someone was calling.

‘Saint Christophe did not want to leave his warm hut: “Santouno,” he sighed as he thought of the ferry, “Santouno, who can wish to cross on such a night? Ai! las...” and he sadly lighted his lantern. By the brink of the river he perceived a little boy who was not much bigger than le tout petit Loup — indeed he was just about the same size: “Can it have been your small voice?” Christophe asked him.

‘And the child said: “Yes, for although I am small and the river is in flood I must none the less cross it. Christophe, I have very much work to do, and therefore I beg you to carry me over.”

‘Good Saint Christophe could scarcely believe his ears: “But you ought to be tucked up in bed;” he protested, “tè, what can your parents be thinking about?”

‘The child answered: “It was my Father who sent me.”

‘“And who may your father be?” asked the saint.

‘“My Father is also your Father, Christophe.”

‘Now the poor little boy was a total stranger, so the saint thought that he was probably sleepy, for when children are sleepy they will grow confused: “Pichounet, you are making a mistake,” he said kindly. But at this the child gave so profound a sigh that Saint Christophe lifted him onto his shoulder.

‘Mes enfants, you have heard that the river was dangerous; all the same, just at first they got on very nicely, for Christophe was a strong and courageous man, and he knew what he had to expect from the mistral. But after awhile he was greatly alarmed to find that the water was growing much deeper — so deep that the flood came up to his chest, and he said to himself: “Without doubt we are drowning!” Yes, and not only this, but that very small being — he was really no bigger than le tout petit Loup — became so heavy that the saint groaned aloud; never, never before had he borne such a burden; and with each step he took the burden grew worse:

‘“Bono Maire de Diéu! What has happened?” groaned Christophe.

‘Then just when he felt that he could not endure it, that not one tiny drop of strength was left to him, he found himself struggling up the far bank and finally standing quite safe in a meadow: “May the Holy Sailors be praised!” gasped the saint as he lifted that terrible weight from his shoulder.

‘He did not know what he expected to see, but all that he saw was the same little boy who had asked to be carried across the ferry, and in his amazement Saint Christophe exclaimed: “You should weigh scarcely anything, enfantounet! How comes it that I bore so fearful a load?”

‘“You have borne all the sorrows of the world,” the child answered. Then suddenly there was no child any more, and our Lord was standing before Saint Christophe....’

As Marie stopped speaking her eyes filled with tears, for she loved this simple and beautiful legend. And she looked at her son who was named for the saint, with an uprush of pride and great tenderness:

‘My Christophe, come here to me;’ she murmured. He went, and stood leaning against her arm, while the other two children sat on in silence.

Then Jóusè and Anfos came lumbering in — they were both feeling hungry and wanting their suppers. Jôusè said: ‘My poor stomach is as empty as a drum; it is getting terribly late, Marioun!’ So Marie pushed Christophe gently away, and went off to fetch food and wine from the kitchen.
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Christophe had been deeply impressed by the legend, and so for the matter of that, had Jan, yet it led them both into very grave mischief. Into mischief so enormous that Madame Roustan could but put the whole affair down to the devil.

As she afterwards said: ‘He was listening no doubt, and he always grows spiteful when the dear saints are mentioned.’

In any case, it certainly appeared largely to be due to Jan’s pious leanings. He was much addicted to religious games in which he invariably wished to play the hero; thus Christophe must be Isaac to Jan’s Abraham; or Goliath to Jan’s somewhat boastful David; or a very bored lion that of course must not bite, to Jan’s complacent and self-righteous Daniel, so that many a game would begin with a dispute and, as likely as not, would end with a quarrel. But on the occasion of the escapade in which Madame Roustan detected Satan, Christophe had for once got the upper hand, and he would not relinquish his rights without a struggle.

He and Jan together with le tout petit Loup, had gone down to the beach, Christophe meaning to bathe in spite of a rough sea owing to the mistral. But just as he was about to plunge in, Jan had one of his sudden inspirations.

‘I have thought of a marvellous game;’ he announced, ‘I will be Saint Christophe and Loup shall be our Lord. I will paddle and he shall sit on my shoulder!’

Christophe frowned: ‘Ça, non! That I will not allow. Why should you always grab all the fun?’ he asked hotly. ‘To-day, if you please, I will be my own name, and Loup shall come and sit on my shoulder!’ And so fierce did he look in this sudden revolt, with his close-cropped red pate, and his fist doubled up in angry defence of his baptismal privilege, that Jan unexpectedly gave way:

‘Eh bien — if you wish you shall be Saint Christophe; but afterwards I shall be John the Baptist!’ And he marched off in search of le tout petit Loup who, standing a little apart, had been listening.

However, they had reckoned without their host, for in spite of his will to emulate them, le tout petit Loup now stiffened his legs and dug his toes into the sand quite firmly. He mistrusted the truculent look of the sea combined with his brother’s inadequate proportions, and when Jan tried to lift him he squealed like a pig, then pinched with his skinny vindictive fingers.

‘What is wrong?’ enquired Jan, ‘You should feel very proud; are we not permitting you to be our Lord? Stop pinching at once, and do as I tell you. You are always wanting to take part in our games, very well, you are going to take part in this one!’

Then le tout petit Loup asserted himself: ‘I will not be our Lord;’ he announced with decision, ‘I wish to remain le tout petit Loup, and moreover I wish to remain on the beach — I have got a hot ache in my middle,’ he concluded.

Now the only excuse to be offered for Christophe is that he had played second fiddle so long that he naturally clung to his present advantage, and yet Jan would be far too heavy to carry...

‘Catch hold of him;’ he ordered, ‘allons, vite, vite!’ and before le tout petit Loup could say ‘knife,’ he was being hiked into has perilous position.

His weak arms went desperately round Christophe’s neck and his legs round his waist; he was terribly frightened. And this Christophe well knew, yet he straightened his back and proceeded to wade grandly into the water.

‘Do not be afraid, you are quite safe,’ he bragged, ‘Can you not feel the great strength of my muscles?’

Jan followed them in, but not very far, although he was now intensely excited — so excited that he had forgotten to sulk, and must spur Christophe on to yet greater prowess.

‘You are only just up to your knees,’ he shouted, ‘whereas the saint was right up to his chest — however, perhaps you have not got his courage!’

Le tout petit Loup said nothing at all, for by now he was smitten dumb with terror. Had he only screamed all might yet have been well, but Christophe was reassured by his silence.

‘I am fighting the flood; I am brave, I am strong; it is fine that the sea is so rough!’ he told him. Then, scowling at Jan: ‘If you think me a coward I will show you!’ and he quickly waded in deeper.

At that moment a wave slapped le tout petit Loup, and before he had recovered his breath, came another. The next second Christophe was out of his depth and found himself swimming about rather wildly.

‘Loup — Loup!’ he spluttered, ‘Hang on to me, Loup. It is really all right...’ But Loup did not answer.

It was only by the merest chance that Goundran happened to be strolling along the beach at an hour when the shore was completely deserted, and that hearing Jan’s ear-splitting yells for help, he realized in a flash what had happened. Plunging in he dragged out le tout petit Loup, who although he was certainly not unconscious, proceeded to be very terribly sick, having managed to swallow a lot of salt water; however, he was left to fend for himself while Goundran turned his attention to Christophe. He found him swimming against the current, distractedly trying to find his brother, and so dazed and spent that he did not realize that Loup had already been carried to safety.

‘Here, catch hold of my hand. I am still in my depth and can tow you along — look sharp!’ ordered Goundran.

* * * * *
 

A nice party it was, and no mistake, that arrived all dripping at the Bénédit’s house; for even Jan was wet to the skin, having braved the sea to above his waist in his anguish at the thought that Christophe was drowning. Goundran was carrying le tout petit Loup who by now was able to wail quite loudly; and after him walked the culprits side by side, both extremely abashed, down-hearted, and silent.

‘Ma Santo-Vierge! What has happened?’ cried Marie, ‘Ai! las, mon tout petit Loup — he is dead!’ And she promptly burst into heart-broken tears.

‘The dead do not wail as he wails,’ consoled Goundran.

Then out of the shop dashed Jousè and Anfos, to be followed by Mirèio who was barking hoarsely. And Mirèio leapt up and licked Christophe’s face, while Anfos said:

‘God be praised, little master... Oh, may God be praised that I see you are safe!’

But Jousè looked sternly at the two older boys, the while he begged Goundran for an explanation.

So Goundran began to explain the misfortune; but now there came running up Madame Roustan, who was grown so stout that she panted for breath and was forced to cling to the arm of her brother. Then she wished to be informed who had tried to drown Jan, and why Jousè was so criminally weak with his children.

Eusèbe scuttled across to the group, clutching in one hand an unfinished sandal: ‘En voilà une jolie affaire!’ he remarked. And turning to Madame Roustan with a bow: ‘Your dear son was safer, it would seem, in my vineyards.’

‘Do not speak to me, shameless old man,’ she gasped, ‘I suspect that this misery is largely your doing!’

After this they all started to talk at once, while Mirèio still barked, and le tout petit Loup began to wail even more dolefully, because of the cramp that was twisting his entrails. So at last Marie carried him upstairs to bed and Jousè bethought himself of the doctor.

6
 

Le tout petit Loup was ill for a month; he was suffering from shock and acute gastritis. The doctor informed them that a dangerous chill had promptly attacked his delicate stomach. Jan developed a furious cold in the head to the great indignation of his anxious parent, while Goundran and Christophe got off scot free — this in spite of drenched clothes and a biting mistral.

But Christophe was very severely punished by his usually easy-going father. Every day of that month, when he got home from school, he was sent to bed in his tiny attic; and there he must lie supperless and alone contemplating his serious misdemeanour. Neither Anfos nor Mirèio might pay him a visit during those dreary hours of his penance; and when Jousè caught Anfos emerging from the larder with a plateful of titbits for the hungry sinner, he administered a workman-like box on the ear, for Jôusè’s temper was decidedly short, since in punishing Christophe he was punishing Jôusè.

All the same, Anfos managed to sneak out at night and to stand under Christophe’s small dormer-window. And sometimes he would whistle the soft double note wherewith he had used to attract the wild birds when he lived in that village high up in the mountains; then Christophe would turn over in his sleep and smile. But if Jousè should hear he would grumble to his wife:

‘Pecaire, your cousin is indeed half-witted!’






  








CHAPTER IX
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THE following summer Jousè said to Christophe: ‘It is time that you started to learn your trade, for although you are only eight years old, early training makes the hands grow strong and supple. I think that I will teach you in the evenings, my son, after you have finished your school preparation; and sometimes you must work on half-holidays also, as I had to do when I was your age and must very often assist my father.’

So Christophe began his youthful career by acquiring a knowledge of the ways of tools, even as Anfos had done before him.

He did not resent this additional work, indeed it seemed to him right enough, for many another boy at the school must contribute his share towards helping his parents, and moreover he rather enjoyed the small tasks with which he would now find himself entrusted. At eight years old he was tall for his age and gave promise of very great physical strength, so that he could hammer away with a will, and could presently even use a light saw, driving it strongly through the planks with an accuracy which surprised his father.

‘Segnour Diéu!’ Jousè would exclaim, delighted. ‘But this is excellent, pichounet — one would think that you had long been accustomed to the job!’

Then Christophe would flush with pride and pleasure.

And indeed he did show a great aptitude for all that pertained to his father’s trade, an aptitude at which he was surprised himself, for now that he had come into personal touch with the tools and the honest and patient wood, the tasks which he did seemed strangely familiar, so that he could work without undue effort, being filled with a very complete self-assurance. And Jousè watching his robust little son, would consider himself to be more than lucky, for had he not already one excellent apprentice in poor Anfos whom he had trained out of kindness? And now here was his own fine flesh and blood bidding fair to become a skilled carpenter who would carry on the family tradition — for Jousè came of a long line of men who had earned their bread through the bounty of timber. Oh, yes, the good Jousè was well content these days, and being content he felt pious, so that he prayed a great deal at Mass and seldom missed going to Benediction.

Christophe would be kneeling between his parents, telling his beads with scarred clumsy fingers: ‘Je vous salue, O Marie pleine de grâce, le Seigneur est avec vous,’ he would whisper, ‘Vous êtes bénie entre toutes les femmes, et Jésus le fruit de vos entrailles est béni.’ And sometimes there would suddenly come to the child one of his flashes of understanding, so that he would glimpse in those momentous words the tragedy and grandeur of God’s incarnation — at such moments he would grope for his mother’s hand without knowing why he desired to hold it. And presently — if it were Benediction — the triple bell would ring out through the church while the Curé raised the Host in its monstrance; then Marie must glance rather nervously at Loup, always fearful lest he should shuffle his feet or in some other way show a lack of attention.

Just across the aisle from the Bénédit’s chairs, would be Madame Roustan beating her breast for the sins which she had never committed. Beside her would kneel her only son, and he gazing up at the Host with eyes that glowed with a sombre light of anger; for child though he still was the sight of the Host would always remind him of his Saviour’s wrongs, so that as they walked back to their homes after church he must open his fierce young heart to Christophe, inveighing against those who did not believe as he did, with a vigour amounting to violence. But the cousins met rather less often these days, for while Christophe worked in the carpenter’s shop, Jan was frequently working in the Curé’s study. The Curé was teaching him the rudiments of Latin and Greek, having suddenly come to the decision that when Jan left school at the age of thirteen, he would undertake the boy’s entire training for the Grand Séminaire and thus save expense, since Madame Roustan was not blessed with riches.

The Curé Martel had said to himself: ‘Here is a really promising student; his school reports are excellent; he has brains, enthusiasm, and courage. But his mother is poor — it is therefore my duty to do what I can to help him to the priesthood.’

And while all this was certainly true, the Curé, who invariably left something out when he tried to arrive at an accurate reckoning, quite omitted to acknowledge that paternal urge which drew him to Jan with so deep an affection — he loved to see the eager and intelligent child poring over the musty old books in his study, and he loved to foster in that combative soul the instincts in which he felt himself to be lacking.

‘Ah, yes,’ he would say, ‘while we must not fail in charity — for that would displease our Lord — we may certainly feel a righteous indignation which will lead us to fight for our faith and our Church; nothing is achieved without enthusiasm!’ And then he would talk of the warrior-saints, and would go on to tell of the warlike Crusaders.

Thus it was coming to pass that Jan, who had been an impetuous and hot-tempered baby, was grafting his natural dispositions onto his Christianity, as is not infrequently the way with Christians. He saw his Lord and the death of his Lord through the eyes of a childish but eager avenger. And since all that the Curé now inculcated would fall into line with the boy’s own instincts, his tuition continued without a hitch, to the deep satisfaction of himself and his master. But it must be admitted in fairness to Jan, that he was a splendidly conscientious pupil.
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At about this time the Curé Martel dared to open a much worn and closely written diary, on nearly every page of which there occurred a certain name — Geneviève d’Arlanges. And as the Curé reread his own words he marvelled to remember his turbulent passion, to remember how grievously he had suffered, and he thought:

‘After all, I — yes, even I — have not failed altogether to serve my Lord.’ Which was surely the truth, in view of that diary. Then he thought: ‘Geneviève... she must now be quite old.’ And this gave him a little pang of regret, for even those whom we have long ceased to love — either from a sense of duty towards God, or because of the fickleness of our bodies — even those whom we have long ceased to love, we yet wish to protect from the cruelty of age, although we ourselves may have been no less cruel. ‘Yes,’ he thought, ‘she must now be as old as I am.’ His mind slipped back over the inadequate years at Saint Loup until he was once more in Paris, a man filled with youthful vitality — an ardent lover, an ardent Christian. On the one hand stood a girl with an innocent face and eyes that had never looked upon sorrow; on the other stood a God with a bleeding brow and eyes that were heavy and dim with suffering. And each of these two appeared to be calling — to be calling to him, the young Antoine Martel, as though his youth and vitality were to them a thing of momentous importance, so that he turned now this way, now that, from suffering to joy, from joy back to suffering.

The Curé Martel remembered long nights spent half in agonized and self-abased prayer, and half in agonized yet arrogant longing. And as he fingered the shabby old book in which he had ventured to write many things that a riper discretion must have omitted, he grew lonely and quite illogically sad because he could no longer feel that anguish. Going to his table he found pen and paper, then a cheap envelope which he carefully addressed to a certain Madame la Comtesse de Bérac.

‘Chère Geneviève,’ he wrote in his clerical hand, ‘It is now many years since you and I met, but always I have been your sincere well-wisher, and always I have remembered you in my prayers, as I hope that you have remembered me...’ The writing paused, then went on more quickly: ‘But let me come at once to the point of this letter. Were I going to ask a favour entirely for myself I should hesitate, since why should you grant it? It is not entirely for myself that I ask, it is also for a little boy in this town who I hope may become a brilliant student. His name is Jan Roustan; his mother is a widow who runs a humble drapery business, and he himself was a posthumous child and has thus never known the love of a father.

‘The excuse for my importunity is this: the boy is anxious to enter the priesthood, and, as always, we need good husbandmen to work in God’s often neglected vineyards. Unless you have very much changed, dear Geneviève, you are still a religious and generous soul who will give of your plenty to those who have nothing. Therefore, greatly daring, I will beg of you a gift; in due course Jan must go to the Grand Séminaire — that will not be until the boy is nineteen, but I want you to promise to provide the money. We need not consider the Petit Séminaire, since I will prepare him for his Baccalauréat; already I am supplementing his studies.

‘Doubtless he could take a scholarship with ease, but that would mean his going to a local institution, whereas I wish to make him a priest of the world — for the world needs its priests to help it to heaven. I wish him to go to Paris, Geneviève, or rather to the Grand Séminaire at Versailles; only the best is good enough for Jan who possesses a rarely courageous spirit.

‘And now, Geneviève, the better to persuade you, I will gladly humble myself to the dust and will tell you that I have been a great failure. In thirty years I have done very little except to surround myself with books, and these days when I realize my shortcomings, I find it hard indeed to correct them — Geneviève, if your northern son should crave the south, see to it that his visits are of short duration. Yet I do feel that God in his infinite mercy is giving me one more opportunity to serve Him. He is giving me the chance to train this boy who possesses the qualities which I myself have lacked, and which, for a priest, are so very essential.

‘I appeal to you, will you compassionate my need? Will you help me to justify myself in God’s sight? I am writing not as your spiritual Father, but rather as a tired and ageing man who earnestly begs that you will not refuse him.

‘May God bless you. I clasp your hand in friendship.’

The Curé carefully read over his letter, after which he carried it down to the post box.

‘If she will only consent...’ he mused, sighing.

Then, although he no longer felt love for this woman, his thoughts of her became very limpid and sweet — as limpid and sweet as a stream from the mountains. And he visualized Geneviève as Jan’s mother, and himself, for the first time, as Jan’s fleshly father. And this he did without guile and without sin — unless the paternal instinct be sinful.

Ten days later the Comtesse de Bérac replied: ‘It made me very happy to receive your letter, and yet sad. It was all a long time ago but I have never forgotten our friendship, nor have I forgotten you in my prayers. But do not let me dwell too much on myself, for I, like you, belong to the past, whereas your Jan belongs to the future.

‘How could you have imagined that I would refuse? Of course, my dear Antoine, you shall have the money — all the money you require to educate Jan and to fit him worthily to enter the priesthood.

‘I myself will drive out to Versailles next week and will have a long talk with the Superior who, by the way, is related to my husband. From him I shall learn just how much you will need; but you might let me know the age of the boy. I gather from your letter that he is still quite young. Nevertheless we will prepare things at once; I believe in the saying: “There is no time like the present.”

‘I would greatly have liked my own son to be a priest, but that privilege God has seen fit to deny me. However, my Fernand is a good and charming man — I have always much wished that you could meet him.

‘When I have been to the Grand Séminaire I will write you again, and do not forget to let me know your protégé’s age.

T clasp your hand in affectionate friendship.’

The Curé went down on his threadbare knees, and his eyes were actually full of tears as he knelt before his new crucifix — the one of fine wood that had been carved by Anfos. And his heart was so glad and so thankful for Jan, that he could not find words for his own gratitude, but must just kneel there gazing up at the Christ, while the tears overflowed and ran down his gaunt face, leaving little shining streaks in its furrows.

3
 

People very soon heard about Jan’s good fortune, for the Curé had reluctantly considered it his duty to impart the tidings to Madame Roustan; and now not a kilo of potatoes could she buy, or a bottle of wine, or a bag of greengages, but their vendors must hear all about her son who was under the protection of the Comtesse de Bérac.

Jousè was alternately amused and annoyed: ‘It would seem’ he remarked while feeling the latter, ‘that Saint Peter favours the Faubourg St. Germain. No doubt he will ask for our family trees before he permits us to pass into heaven! Do not be so ridiculous, my sister. Is it not enough that you have a good son who could make his way without your fine lady? To hear you so impressed by a noble name is to know that indeed you are humble in spirit!’

At all of which Madame Roustan could smile: ‘Ai! las,’ she remarked to a neighbour one day, ‘what a pity it is that my brother is so jealous.’

Marie was genuinely glad that her nephew should be helped in so kindly and generous a manner; all the same she decided that le tout petit Loup would, in time, excel even Jan in his studies: ‘Jan is clever, yes, but our tout petit Loup has the wisdom of an owl and the sharpness of a needle. Tè, what a child!’ she laughed to her husband.

And le tout petit Loup who had come in unobserved, must immediately start to show off his wisdom: ‘The English walked about naked,’ he remarked, ‘all they did to keep warm was to paint their bodies, and the paint that they generally used was called woad. But our brave Duke of Normandy made them wear clothes. What a good thing it was that we conquered the English!’

Goundran said nothing when he heard the news. He liked Jan well enough but he thought that the Curé showed great favouritism where he was concerned; all the same, being loath to criticize the Church, he contented himself with shrugging his shoulders.

Eusèbe, however, not only shrugged his shoulders until his head nearly disappeared between them, but he swore so many inexcusable oaths whenever Madame Roustan came within earshot that Jousè felt himself bound to protest. After which Eusèbe would seize his old broom and sweep like a fiend should she chance to be passing, and the dust would come billowing out through the door of his shop, which, of course, he took care to leave open.

‘That widow makes me want to vomit!’ he raged, ‘always running off to the Curé to confession, and she as puffed up with satisfaction and wind as a Pope who has eaten too fine a dinner. “Madame la Comtesse de Bérac!” says she, and then she says: “Madame la Comtesse de Bérac!” And then she belches in case she should burst with arrogance over her sacrée Comtesse. Merde! She is surely enough to block one’s bile; the mere thought of her always congests my liver.’ And he was not alone in his irritation, although others expressed theirs with more refinement.

On the whole Madame Roustan made but small impression upon those who must listen to her wearisome bragging — for the people of Saint Loup cared as little about titles as they did about the Chambre des Députés, governmental disputes, and vain politicians, so that gradually she grew rather depressed, since nothing is less pleasant than being deflated. Thus it was that upon a certain warm night when the port was noisy with voices and laughter, when someone was tinkling a mandolin, and someone was swinging a concertina, and someone was urging his dog to bark because someone else had just started singing, thus it was that despite a studious son who was being protected by so eminent a person, and despite her own sense of superiority which should have made her able to ignore her neighbours, Madame Roustan of a sudden felt extremely depressed, and her thoughts turned towards the Café de la Tarasque.

Now believing as she did in an ever-present devil, it is strange that she could not detect fumes of sulphur, that she could not perceive in her down-hearted mood a state most propitious to successful temptation; that, in fact, she saw nothing ominous in her sudden desire to revisit the Café. For five years she had never been near la Tarasque, although her own shop was but three doors away, as not only did she highly disapprove of the place, but she feared that it might remind her of Goundran. Yet upon this particular summer night, having seen that her child was safely asleep, she proceeded to touch up her hair at the glass, and then to steal guiltily out of the house while the marble clock in the parlour struck twelve — which meant that she also should have been sleeping.

And as though to aid and abet the foul fiend in his crafty attack upon Madame Roustan’s virtue, Mère Mélanie heaped coals of fire on her head by extending a cordial and loudly voiced welcome: ‘Mais Madame, vous êtes surement la bienvenue!’ And this she said so that everyone might hear, which, although it should not have done any such thing, did in fact make her client feel rather important.

It chanced that there was still room in the Café, and Mère Mélanie found a convenient table; then she plumped herself down at Madame Roustan’s side, and Madame Roustan ordered a groseille. The little violinist with the hump on his back was fiddling, but not many couples were responding, for the night was almost too hot for them to dance — so hot that whenever Mère Mélanie moved she broke out into rivers of perspiration:

‘And how is your very dear child?’ she enquired, ‘I see him sometimes when he plays with his comrades —— mais oui — I could stand and watch him for hours. A fine boy, I think him exceedingly handsome!’ Madame Roustan savoured the iced groseille slowly, being careful to cock her fourth and fifth fingers, and after she had taken three elegant sips: ‘My Jan is as usual, quite well, thank God — and just now he is to be congratulated. As you no doubt have heard he is going to be a priest, and when he is older he will go to Versailles — to the Grand Séminaire at Versailles, the best in France, which is thanks to Madame la Comtesse de Bérac.’

‘La Comtesse de Bérac!’ exclaimed Mère Mélanie, who was genuinely overcome with amazement, ‘But surely that is a very great name?’

‘Without doubt a great name,’ agreed Madame Roustan.

And now, comfortably launched, she explained at vast length all that Jan might hope to gain through this lady, who, hearing of his piety, his talents and his charm, had promised to provide for his clerical future. And Mère Mélanie listened with such obvious respect that Madame Roustan’s heart warmed towards her, for here at long last was someone in Saint Loup who accorded her news deferential treatment.

Presently the little violinist stopped playing and Mère Mélanie called him over to the table: ‘Alexandre! Come here and listen to this! Madame’s son will go to the Grand Séminaire at Versailles and the Comtesse de Bérac will pay, because Monsieur le Curé finds him so brilliant. Ah, what a joy! The child may become a bishop! Madame must indeed be a proud and glad mother.’ And she ventured to press her client’s plump hand: ‘Alexandre, go and fetch us a bottle of porto!’

So the little violinist with the hump on his back went and fetched the port wine, and three very large glasses which Mère Mélanie generously filled to their brims.

‘Vot’ santé, Madame!’ she said, raising her glass.

‘Vot’ santé!’ echoed the little violinist.

‘Santé, monsieur-et-dame!’ bowed Madame Roustan.

The glasses were emptied and quickly refilled, for Mère Mélanie must drink to the future bishop: ‘A votre fils, à l’évêque!’ she announced solemnly.

‘A l’évêque!’ gravely echoed the little violinist.

‘A mon bien cher Jan,’ murmured Madame Roustan.

Then the little violinist with the hump on his back wished to drink to the noble and pious benefactress: ‘A Madame la Comtesse de Bérac!’ he exclaimed, inclining his head through respect for the lady.

So Madame Roustan must again fill her glass in order to drink to the Comtesse de Bérac.

Quite naturally all this bowing and scraping had attracted the attention of the other clients, and now a hefty young sailor-man loudly demanded to be told what was happening.

‘Is our Mère Mélanie about to be married? Because if she is I also will drink wine.’ And he flung himself down at Mère Mélanie’s side; ‘Garçon, bring four bottles of porto!’ he commanded.

Several other habitués joined the party, attracted thereto by so princely an order, and as they thought Madame Roustan a newcomer, they must all drink her health a great many times:

‘Madame, à vot’ santé!’

‘Messieurs, à la votre!’ for courtesy surely demanded such an answer. So after awhile breaths reeked like a winepress whose dregs have lain long and thus over-fermented.

Now whether it was some kind of reaction brought about by this highly appreciative welcome, or whether it was the little violinist who most deftly and silently replenished the glasses, or whether it was the great heat of the room which had made her feel quite uncommonly thirsty, or whether it was that the strong and sweet wine very soon seemed as harmless as the weak and sweet groseille, Madame Roustan never knew; but the fact remains that she found herself drinking toast for toast in accordance with the finest traditions of the Café. And moreover by the time that she realized in a vague, placid, happy way what she was doing, it seemed to her not only natural but right, and not only natural and right but pleasant.

‘Madame la Comtesse de Bérac...’ she hiccoughed, ‘My dear son a priest... and... Comtesse de Bérac....’

No one smiled, but the sailor began to chant slowly:

 

‘As tu vu les fesses de ma belle Louise?

As tu vu ses pis qui sont à croquer?’

 

And many other charms which Louise possessed were minutely described by the now doleful singer, who feeling in great need of sympathy was making sad sheep’s-eyes at Madame Roustan.

The little violinist had started to play, so a few who felt sure enough of their legs left their seats and went off in search of partners. And some of the couples must dance cheek by jowl, and in other ways demonstrate their affection.

‘As tu vu les fesses de ma belle Louise?’ played the little violinist on his teasing fiddle.

Mère Mélanie wiped her beetle brows; then she drained the bottles into her glass, yawned, drank up the dregs, lit a cigarette, yawned again, and finally glanced at her watch — somewhere in the distance a bell was ringing. Mère Mélanie made the sign of the cross very largely upon her ample bosom.

Madame Roustan got up: ‘I must go...’ she said weakly, for by now she was feeling both sick and giddy. But she managed to stumble down the long room and out into the disconcerting sunshine.

It was lucky indeed that the spiteful Eusèbe had not happened to wander along to la Tarasque; that Jousè hardly ever went there these days; and that Goundran was still bent on saving his money. It was also lucky that Mère Mélanie made a rule of never discussing her clients; but luckier still was the fact that Madame Roustan lived only three doors away from the Café.






  








CHAPTER X
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THE Curé was more than a little disappointed at the way in which his pupil received the news that his future was being provided for. He had thought that the boy would be overjoyed, for he knew very well that Jan was ambitious. But Jan only looked rather thoughtful and grave; and when the Curé eagerly persisted:

‘My son, have you realized all this means? Your training will be paid for by the kindest of ladies,’ Jan’s answer was made in a doubtful voice:

‘Yes, I know... but what will she do for Christophe?’

So the Curé did his best to explain that the Comtesse de Bérac had only been asked to help Jan because he would enter the Church, whereas Christophe would continue to work with his father.

That night Jan remained awake a long time, for his heart as well as his mind was uneasy. In a dim, childish way he perceived a great difference between being an arrogant leader in games and this real and very substantial advantage which had suddenly come to him out of the blue, and the more he considered it the more he felt troubled, so that his pleasure in the contemplation of going to the Grand Séminaire at Versailles was damped because nothing would be done for his friend — thus he paid his first youthful toll to affection.

The next afternoon, their school being over, Jan hurried round to the Bénédit’s house, only to find Christophe working in the shop, which added to that feeling of uneasiness and trouble.

‘Cannot you come out?’ he asked anxiously. ‘The Curé does not want me and so I thought that we might go up to the old citadel — in this heat we are certain to see many lizards!’ And this he said knowing that Christophe was bent upon trying to tame the elusive creatures.

Christophe glanced at his father: ‘May I?’ he enquired, and his voice was so unmistakably eager that Jousè nodded his curly head:

‘Mais oui, be off, my indolent son!’ For he could not bring himself to refuse in view of the splendid summer weather.

So the cousins proceeded to dash along the street before le tout petit Loup could join them, Mirèio following as best she might, her ears back, her tail down and her pink tongue lolling. Presently the three of them turned under an archway that had been bequeathed to Saint Loup by the Romans, and that guarded a precipitous path up the hill that led to the ancient, crumbling fortress. And beyond on the hill-side the air was so quiet that the heat lay revealed by a thin but clear shimmer, and the ground was so impregnated with the heat that it burnt through the soles of the boys’ canvas shoes, while the sun all but blistered the skin on their shoulders.

‘Rampau de Diéu, what a sun!’ Jan grumbled.

But Christophe, being in excellent spirits, found nothing to grumble at in the sunshine — his cousin’s good fortune had not kept him awake, indeed he had thought very little about it except to feel pleased that something had happened which everyone said was to Jan’s advantage. So now he whistled as they climbed the steep path, and he urged Jan to hurry:

‘Zou, zou,’ he kept saying, for Jan was rather inclined to lag, and Christophe was thinking about the lizards.

And sure enough, when they reached the ruin, every other grey stone seemed to hold a slim body which ended in a pair of very bright eyes — in eyes that were not only bright but observant, so that suddenly there were no lizards at all.

‘It would seem that your friends have departed,’ said Jan, laughing.

Christophe sat down with his back against a rock, while Jan stretched himself on the ground beside him; then Mirèio discovered a patch of shade in which she lay alternately licking her sores, hunting her ticks, and panting loudly; but after a little she dropped off to sleep:

‘That is good,’ said Christophe, ‘we will now sit quite still.’

And Jan did his level best to obey him.

One by one the lizards, hearing no noise, began to come out of the holes and crannies; extending themselves upon the stones and lifting their little reptilian heads to warm the skin of their throats in the sunshine. Then Christophe uttered a very small sound — it was like a soft but compelling summons — and a lizard turned itself quickly about, fixing inquisitive eyes upon him; so once more he made that very small sound, and the creature, still looking at him, moved nearer.

‘I am your friend, you know....’ Christophe told it.

But just then Mirèio was disturbed by the flies, and she started an incessant and irritable snapping, while Jan suddenly shuffled his restless feet because they so longed to be scaling the ramparts; and the lizard, feeling itself betrayed, mistrustfully darted back into a cranny.

‘Never mind, it will come to me again,’ said Christophe.

After this the boys clambered about those old walls that had once known the thunder and stress of battle. And Jan pulled off his jersey, which was striped red and white, and he tied it on to the end of a stick:

‘Who will follow the banner of the cross?’ he shouted, waving the jersey above his head. ‘Christophe, come on! We are now crusaders!’

So they played at being in Palestine where Jan, single-handed, slew countless unbelievers; and where Christophe must continually dash to his aid in the face of terrific personal danger. Nor did Mirèio prove less courageous, indeed she was so much excited by the shouting that she quite forgot the eleven long years which had lain all too heavy upon her just lately, and she thought of herself as a hound of war, so must run about growling ferociously in spite of her many sores and her lameness.

But on their way home Jan grew very quiet, for he wanted to say a great many things that somehow refused to get themselves said — he wanted to say how troubled he was because Christophe could not share his good fortune. And since words seemed to fail him he groped in his pocket, producing his biggest and gaudiest marble.

‘Allons, take it! I will give it to you;’ he mumbled.

‘Why?’ enquired Christophe, delighted and surprised.

‘Because I would very much like you to have it.’

Presently Jan said: ‘Supposing I were rich.... supposing I were made a bishop or a cardinal and wanted to give you a magnificent present; what would you like best in all the world?’ And he waited expectantly for the answer.

But the answer when it came was most unsatisfactory for without so much as a moment’s hesitation Christophe replied, to Jan’s great surprise; ‘I would wish for a pair of Eusèbe’s sandals.’

‘Comment!’ exclaimed Jan, feeling dashed and cross, ‘I thought you would at least want a house like the mayor’s that has a big garden with pale blue vases, and a terrace with yellow tiles and a vine.’

‘I do not care for pale blue vases,’ said Christophe. ‘Well, perhaps a fine horse to ride...’ persisted Jan. ‘A fine horse that resembles the one in that book the Curé lent me about crusaders.’ For he longed that his cousin should express a desire for some gift that would cost a great deal of money. ‘But yes,’ he went on dictatorially, ‘you would certainly ask me to give you a fine horse.’

‘I would not. I would ask for a pair of sandals — I have wanted a pair for a very long time.’ And indeed it was true, although until now this craving of Christophe’s had gone unsuspected.

Jan frowned: ‘Pou,’ he remarked with annoyance, ‘they are cheap, common things, my mother says so; and besides, they are pagan, my mother says — except of course, when they are worn by the friars; when the friars wear sandals they make them Christian. I insist that you ask me for something else. If you do not like the house of our mayor I might be able to give you a palace; or perhaps a great ship, as you so much love the sea, or....’ he paused and started to rack his brain, ‘or a sword in a jewelled scabbard,’ he finished.

Christophe sighed. ‘But I do not want any of those things,’ and that sigh had in it a suggestion of impatience.

Now by all the laws governing courteous behaviour, Christophe should not have continued so stubborn; but then neither should Jan have flown into a rage merely because of his great disappointment — and yet so it was:

‘Imbecile!’ he exploded. ‘And not only are you stupid, but you do it on purpose! You pretend that you do not care for such things, whereas everyone cares for magnificent presents. Very well, I hope you will always be poor.’ And he quite inexcusably added: ‘Cochon!’

Christophe flushed crimson right up to his scalp, while his close-cropped red hair seemed about to bristle: ‘Cochon yourself!’ he exclaimed furiously, ‘I will not permit you to call me bad names! And I do not believe you will ever grow rich; and I do want a pair of Eusèbe’s sandals!’

At this stage Jan forgot that he might become a bishop, and he said many things that were far from polite, and which he most certainly could not have heard on the lips of the Curé or Madame Roustan — but Jan had long been familiar with the port, where the Provençal tongue is very elastic. As for Christophe his temper was almost as fierce as his cousin’s, when aroused through a sense of injustice, so that now they must go at it hammer and tongs, to the great disquietude of Mirèio. Then, just as they were walking under that arch which had been bequeathed to Saint Loup by the Romans, Christophe suddenly hurled away Jan’s gift:

‘Nothing of yours do I want!’ he said loudly, ‘no, neither a palace, nor a ship, nor a horse — and I do not want your dirty old marble!’

And so, as will frequently happen in this world, the best of intentions had led to trouble; Jan’s impulse of generosity had but ended in a noisy and groundless quarrel. Having talked a very great deal too much, the cousins parted without saying good-bye, and in consequence neither enjoyed his supper. However, these storms which would blow up like thunder over their otherwise cloudless horizon, never lasted for long, and this one had quite passed by the time they were going to school the next morning.

Jan said: ‘I am sorry.’

And Christophe replied by presenting his cousin with a brand new marble which might well have been the twin of the one that was lost: ‘Please give it to me all over again.’

So Jan solemnly handed him back the marble.
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A few days later Jan went to Eusèbe, and he said: ‘Christophe greatly desires a pair of sandals. I have only three sous so I cannot pay you.... Do you think you could possibly make them for nothing? If you will do this I will pray a long prayer to Sant Jan l’ami de Diéu for your vineyards.’

Eusèbe rolled his black eye and looked fierce: ‘Ho, ho! So our Christophe now wishes for sandals. And what will our Christophe’s godmother think?’

‘I cannot imagine,’ Jan answered gravely. Though indeed he did not very much care at that moment what his mother would think: ‘I will pray two long prayers if you wish, Eusèbe.’

But now Eusèbe appeared to be outraged by so unworthy and mean a proposal: ‘Not enough, not enough, I must have nine long prayers!’

‘Very well, to-morrow I will start a Novena!’ Then Eusèbe laughed, and he patted Jan’s shoulder: ‘Petit sot, I do not want your long prayers. The good saints are unlikely to be my friends, as I do not doubt your dear maman has told you. Nevertheless I will do as you ask; and when you have become a very fat bishop I will send in my bill and then you shall pay. Meanwhile tell Christophe to come and be measured.’
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Familiar though Christophe now was with Eusèbe, he had never yet seen him fitting sandals; Eusèbe always turned the boys out of his shop when he was engaged in this manner with a client.

‘Go away,’ he would order peremptorily; and if he should catch them peeping in at the door, he would glare with so awful and threatening an orb that not one of the three would have the courage to defy him: ‘Did I not command you to go?’ he would shout at the guilty and swiftly retreating figures.

For just as the immortal Leonardo da Vinci must have felt when it came to the painting of pictures — intolerant, resentful of every distraction that sought to intrude on the realm of his genius — even so Eusèbe felt in his degree, since the spirit is all, when it comes to labour. Thus Christophe went alone to fit his first sandals, much impressed by the solemnity of the occasion; having washed his feet with unusual zeal, then requested his mother to cut his toe nails. And there was Eusèbe with a large sheet of paper spread out on the floor, and with a very fat pencil; and he ordered Christophe to take off his shoes and stand perfectly still on that large sheet of paper. After which he outlined both his feet in turn, squeezing the pencil between his big toe and its neighbour so that Christophe who was ticklish, laughed, despite the solemnity of the occasion.

The drawing completed, Eusèbe gazed at it for a moment with obvious satisfaction: ‘A good shape, and no corns or other defects. There are some who come here with their joints sticking out on each side like a couple of rotten apples: “Eusèbe, make me a pair of sandals,” they say; but I tell them they can go to the devil! I will fit you on Thursday evening at six, and do not be late; I am very busy.’

The following Thursday Christophe arrived with a punctuality born of impatience. And now he was to see a fine craftsman in the grip of something very like inspiration. Meanwhile, he himself must stand on a block staring down at the top of that craftsman’s head, which he could not but observe was extremely dirty.

Eusèbe took up the unfinished sandals, thrusting them deftly into position; then he started to coax and adjust the thongs — one between the toes, one across the heel, and five lying neatly over the instep. And the while he worked it seemed he must gabble, either to the sandals or to himself: ‘Santouno! But what is the matter to-day? I observe that you are in a bad temper. Do you wish to give him a blister on his heel? You do not? Then get down a little bit lower... voilà! And now what about the big toe —— I think we are rather short in the strap, mais oui, and that is a very bad fault — gently, gently, it is less than an eighth of an inch! Ah, but look at the lie of you over his instep; your lie is superb, so firm yet so kind.... Eusèbe, you are a fine sandal-maker. Eusèbe, you could surely have made for the Greeks and been very well paid, for you know your business.’ During all of which Christophe must perch on his block, trying hard not to laugh when Eusèbe tickled.

But at last Eusèbe looked up with a smile which, for him, was very nearly seraphic: ‘The fitting is over and your sandals go well. I do not think we need fit them again — you have got the most excellent feet for sandals!’

So Christophe climbed down and collected his shoes, blushing because of this unexpected praise. Then he thanked Eusèbe for the generous gift, but somewhat spoilt the effect of his good manners by turning back when he had reached the door, in order to ask how soon he could have it.

‘Not before this day week,’ said Eusèbe.






  








CHAPTER XI
 

1
 

THE afternoon sun streamed into Christophe’s attic, slanting across his narrow white bed with the china holy-water stoop above it, touching a picture of the Virgin on the wall and revealing the layer of powdery dust that filmed the shiny black frame of the Virgin. On the well-worn floor-boards this afternoon sunshine had formed itself into a pool of light whose brilliance contrasted sharply with the shadows that lay in the sagging corners of the room; and directly in the middle of this luminous pool, gravely contemplating his toes, sat Christophe.

He knew very well that he should have been working. To be sure it was a half-holiday, but his father had said before leaving the house to attend a sale at a neighbouring coast-town: ‘I myself may not get back until late, therefore Anfos will show you how to dovetail that box. I wish you to listen attentively to him, and not to try and persuade him to play because, being half-witted, he is frequently childish.’ And Christophe had dutifully acquiesced, but while his lips had said: ‘Oui, mon père,’ his thoughts had irresistibly strayed to his sandals.

Eusèbe had brought them across after dinner, very neatly tied up in a clean sheet of paper. Jôusè had already gone off to the station, but Marie had offered a glass of red wine to the unexpectedly generous donor, feeling that she could not very well do less. ‘Your sandals have arrived!’ she had called to Christophe. And hardly had Eusèbe returned to his shop than Christophe had rushed upstairs with the parcel; so now here he was amusing himself when he should have been making a box with Anfos.

He began to turn his feet this way and that, admiring the pattern of the thongs across his insteps, admiring the pliant brown leather of the thongs, and the heavy workman-like soles of the sandals, admiring the neat little straps between his toes, and the neat little straps that clung to his heels with such gentle but reassuring persistence. Then quite suddenly as he sat on in the sunshine there came upon Christophe a most curious sensation; he who had never worn sandals until now yet felt that they were intensely familiar, and that something else was familiar as well: his great pleasure and pride in receiving this present. It was almost as though it had happened before, even to the minutest personal details — a new pair of sandals given to a boy of eight years old by his parents’ neighbour, and that boy sitting down to examine the gift in a room which was bare but flooded with sun, and that boy very conscious of idling his time when instead he should have been diligently working.

He frowned and began to ponder this thing: ‘Yes, but working at what?’ he said half aloud.

And the answer flashed into his mind so clearly that he almost fancied the words had been spoken: ‘Working at a little wooden box in the carpenter’s shop that belonged to his father.’ Christophe sprang up, completely bewildered.

Going onto the landing he hesitated — the house struck him as being unusually quiet. Then he started to descend the rickety stairs, his feet making a soft heavy, slapping sound — the sound that is characteristic of sandals.

Voices reached him as though from a very great distance, and he muttered: ‘There are Anfos and Loup — I must find them.’ But now even their names seemed a long way away, almost as far away as their voices.

He realized that his head was aching, that indeed his whole body felt vaguely uneasy, and since he was a stranger to physical ills he pressed his hands to his throbbing head with a gesture half of fear, half of resentment. Yet even as he did so he became aware of a very great joy that surged up within him, of an indescribable sense of peace that far exceeded his apprehension; and his mind must abandon itself to this peace, fearlessly, trustfully, without question. But the moment passed and he found himself standing at the open door of his father’s workshop.

Loup was playing rather timidly with Mirèio, and Anfos was sawing a heavy log. The sawdust sprayed out either side of the saw and drifted to the ground where it gradually formed itself into a little golden hillock. The sun fell on the biting steel of the blade and on the strong, hairy arm behind it; the arm was thickly corded with veins and covered with trickles of perspiration. Christophe stood silent and motionless, watching. And as he stood there, the kind woodland odour of the log upon which the apprentice was working, the more pungent odour of freshly planed planks grown sticky and resinous in the sunshine, the faint but persistent odour of sweat that rose from the straining body of Anfos; the toil, and the heat, and the clean dry litter, his father’s tools on the bench near the entrance, indeed all that made up the spirit of that place began to stir in him a startled awareness, began to take on a reality as new as it was surely infinitely old, so that he wondered if what he saw was being actually seen or remembered; and if remembered, with whose memory; and if seen, by whose eyes — his own or another’s....

At that moment Anfos looked up and perceived him, and Anfos covered his face with his hands and dropped to his knees with his face still hidden; while le tout petit Loup pushed Mirèio away and sat gaping in wonder at the apprentice. Then Christophe walked over to his father’s work-bench, but slowly as one who walks in his sleep, and he took up a wooden mallet and a chisel, and laying the chisel against an oak block he struck it true and strong with the mallet. The chisel moved, tracing a straight, deep line — hesitated — slipped sideways and was finally still; and Christophe also became very still, his whole body grown rigid because of the stillness. Mirèio crept forward and crouched at his feet, but le tout petit Loup tugged hard at his sleeve and spoke to him loudly, receiving no answer. Then something like terror seized le tout petit Loup, so that he started to scream for their mother:

‘Maman, come here! Come quickly to Christophe!’

Anfos was still kneeling as Marie ran in, but he rose when he heard her, uncovering his face and laying a finger against his lips: ‘Hush, do not dare to intrude.

...’ he whispered.

She pushed him aside, going quickly to her child, and pale and trembling with fear though she was, she managed to speak to the boy quite calmly.

‘Christophe,’ she said, ‘Christophe, look at me, dear one. Listen, enfantounet, your mother is speaking... your mother who loves you and needs you so much. Try to hear her and wake up, my little son.’ And she placed her hand firmly over his hand: ‘Your mother who needs you so much;’ she repeated.

His limbs slowly relaxed and he heaved a deep sigh; then he turned and saw her standing beside him. In a moment his arms were around her neck: ‘I thought I had lost you... lost you....’he sobbed wildly.

Sitting down she drew him onto her knee, and when his sobs had become less violent she questioned him with great tenderness: ‘Little flower of my heart, try to tell me what happened.’

So he tried, but quite failed to collect his thoughts; one memory alone appeared to have persisted: ‘There is something that I must do,’ he faltered, ‘it is something that makes me feel terribly afraid....’ Marie kissed him, clasping the child to her breast: ‘Then you shall not do it, pichounet!’ she murmured.

But he looked at her out of his pale, bright eyes; ‘I will not always feel frightened,’ he said slowly.

She saw that her questions only distressed him, for now once again he had started weeping: ‘It is that I pity so much....’ he wept. Yet when she asked him for whom he felt pity, he seemed bewildered and shook his head: ‘I cannot remember... perhaps Mirèio.’

So she soothed him, stroking his tear-stained face, and drying his eyes on her rough linen apron while she coaxed with the simple and foolish words that in times of trouble are consoling to children: ‘Let us now pretend you are once more a baby so that maman has to carry you up to bed;’ and lifting him in her strong peasant arms she slowly mounted the stairs to the attic: ‘When I have undressed you, my very small son, I will go and make you a tisane de menthe — maman will make it with a great deal of sugar; and then she will sit beside you till you sleep. To-morrow you shall have a fine holiday from school, and perhaps you can go down and bathe with Goundran. Maman is here, and Mirèio is here, and Loup and Anfos, and presently your father will return — think how many there are to protect you!’

And her words did console, for when he was in bed he stopped crying and snuggled down under the bedclothes. Then: ‘Make it very sweet, please... you promised!’ he urged, as she hurried away to prepare the tisane.
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By the time the good Jousè got home that evening, Christophe was sleeping quite peacefully. So his father said: ‘It was certainly strange, yet I do not think that we need worry about him — look at him now, he is fast asleep. He may well have had a slight touch of the sun; let us see how he is to-morrow morning, it is rather late to trouble the doctor. Christophe has always been healthy and strong — do I not know it, I, who bred him? And now it is time that we also were in bed, for your husband is no longer so young as your son and when one is my age one feels this great heat.... Ah, yes, Marioun, your poor husband is ageing!’ Then as though he would contradict his own words he gave her a mighty and bearlike hug: ‘To-day I have done a superb stroke of business. Segnour Diéu, but I got that timber for nothing! You shall certainly have a new dress for Sundays.’
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Christophe was perfectly well the next morning. He had slept a deep and refreshing sleep and was rather unusually hungry for his breakfast, but Marie insisted on the holiday from school, although Jousè thought it unnecessary.

‘I promised that he should stay at home,’ she said firmly, for she could not bear the boy out of her sight —— not just yet — and, divining this, Jousè consented.

She was very profoundly bewildered and disturbed by what had occurred — a touch of the sun was the explanation that her husband still clung to; but she herself was far from being convinced that this was a plausible explanation; Christophe was so thoroughly accustomed to the sun of Provence, as were all the other children. But she could not give a name to the curious condition which had overtaken the boy in the workshop. She had seen him while feeling that he was not there... and surely he also must have felt the same thing, for had he not said that he thought he had lost her? Yet her instinct warned her not to question him again, but rather to let the incident drop as Christophe himself seemed inclined to do — indeed only once did he speak of it that day, and then without any apparent emotion:

‘Were you frightened when I went to sleep?’ he asked her.

‘No,’ she lied, ‘why should I have been frightened, my son?’

‘That is good,’ he said slowly, ‘but yes, that is good, because I would never like you to be frightened — I was, though I cannot remember why.’ Then he went to unchain Mirèio in the yard and she heard him whistling to himself as he did so.

‘It cannot have been very serious,’ she mused, only too anxious to find consolation, ‘he is quite well again, thanks to God and His saints; already he has nearly forgotten all about it.... It may be that he really did drop off to sleep. But can a child drop off to sleep like that, standing?’
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And this was how they finally came to explain it on those rare occasions when it chanced to be mentioned: ‘The time when Christophe went to sleep at his work;’ for such everyday words sounded reassuring, and le tout petit Loup had been badly scared, so that he needed a great deal of reassuring.

Anfos alone always shook his head: ‘That was not sleep..’ he would mutter in his beard.

Then Jousé, observing his wife’s anxious eyes, would sharply command the apprentice to be silent, so Anfos would obediently hold his peace, being obedient and docile by nature.

Yet despite Christophe’s unimpaired physical health and her willing acceptance of his own simple theory, Marie perceived that the child had changed, that now there were times when he seemed much less childish; times, indeed, when he did not seem childish at all but unnaturally wise and grave for his age, as though he had already learnt the gravity of life, and he only a boy of eight years old.... It would strike her as being very perplexing.

She would find herself telling this son many things, speaking as though he were already a man, and smiling the while she talked of his father — so large, so foolish, himself scarcely grown up with his great boisterous laugh and his love of good food, and his habit of wearing the heels of his socks into round, gaping holes the size of a duck’s egg. And her smile would be tender and full of pride, as who should say: ‘Is he not a marvel, my husband?’ And then she might thrust her knuckles through a hole: ‘Look, Christophe, look what your poor mother must darn! Hou, but your father is a mighty man and heavy, that is why he always wears out his socks. And you also, I think, will have his big feet — let us hope that your wife will be clever with her needle.’

And Christophe would nod understandingly, detecting in her voice the note of admiration for that deep-chested, curly-headed sire of his, who kept her so constantly darning and mending.

Sometimes she would speak of le tout petit Loup, who although he seemed rather less ailing these days, was still very far from being robust, while growing more and more difficult to manage. ‘Ai! las,’ she might sigh, ‘mon pauvre tout petit Loup, always longing to be active and well, like you, Christophe; always trying to do things beyond his poor strength because he sees how you can work in the shop, and how strong and splendid your arms are already when you help your father to lift the big planks...’

And Christophe would know that although their mother had love and to spare for both her children, she was filled with regret for le tout petit Loup, and at moments felt even a little jealous of the strength that had gone to her elder son who already could lift the big planks with his father. So quite suddenly he himself must grow sad because he could clearly divine her sadness, and because he felt very inadequate whenever he wanted to offer her comfort.

Then, as likely as not, Marie’s conscience would smite her: ‘But why do I speak of these things to you, Christophe? You are almost as young as le tout petit Loup.’ And perhaps she would tell him to go and find Jan, and to have a good game without his small brother: ‘Do not take Loup this evening, just play by yourselves... I know well that he must often be in the way....’

But Christophe would hear far more than her words, he would hear the voice of her heart always pleading — always pleading on behalf of le tout petit Loup: ‘No, no, I will surely take him,’ he would answer; and her eyes would be filled with dumb gratitude and would somehow remind him of the eyes of Mirèio.

For now, what had once come in passing flashes, had grown into a profound and unavoidable knowledge of those things that lay hidden in people’s hearts: in the heart of his mother so fearful, so humble; in the heart of his father who also feared lest grief should darken the life of his mother; in the poor, angry heart of le tout petit Loup who longed for a healthful and vigorous body; in the simple, bewildered heart of Anfos who vaguely divined that he was half-witted. And this knowledge was exceedingly hard to bear, since the young will quite naturally shrink from suffering. Thus all that was youthful and heedless in Christophe, his will to that personal happiness which is childhood’s essential and trusty armour, his will to that purely physical joy which is childhood’s true instinct of self-preservation, indeed everything almost that made him a child, would rise up at times and protest very strongly, so that he would find himself filled with resentment against his own strangely pitiful heart which forced him to divine those other hearts. Aye, and to share their pain with the beasts who groaned beneath man’s unmerciful burden.

He would speak almost roughly to le tout petit Loup: ‘No, you cannot come with me — I do not want you.’ And when Marie would start to console the child, and would look her amazement at this swift change of humour, Christophe would stand there dogged and scowling. Then perhaps he would suddenly rush from the house, heedless of Mirèio whose pads were too sore these days for her to run without pain — he would try not to know that she struggled to follow.

Going to the port he would seek out Jan and would find him more than ready for trouble, so together they might untie Goundran’s small boat and row her far out, which was strictly forbidden. And other similar things they might do, most of which would be heavily pregnant with mischief, as, for instance, when they blocked up the overflow of the town’s highly prized municipal fountain. One fine afternoon they must suddenly decide to go off and visit the Café de la Tarasque — it was well that Mère Mélanie’s red amazon had recently gone to the canine Valhalla, for as usual, Mirèio had followed her master.

The boys plumped themselves down at this table, then that, making faces at the little hump-backed violinist: ‘Home bosa! Look at his hump!’ they bawled, whereupon several other small urchins joined them: ‘Home bosa! Home bosa! Look at his hump!’ And the sailor-men lolling and drinking near by, laughed loudly, to the children’s immense satisfaction.

But the little violinist who had just been endeavouring to drown that same hump in Mère Mélanie’s brandy, the little violinist flew into a rage and ordered the pack of them off to God’s thunder: ‘Anas-vous-en au tron de Diéune!’ he shouted, which caused much general amusement.

Mère Mélanie strode forth flushed and protesting, her lusty black locks still confined by steel curlers; and Mère Mélanie was not looking her best, since quite apart from the stiff curling pins, she never troubled herself to wash, or to powder her nose, until late in the evening. But the little violinist now turned to his lady as though she alone could afford him protection; then made bold by her presence he picked up a glass, intending to hurl it at his tormentors:

‘Anas-vous-en au tron de Diéune!’ he babbled over and over again, that being the only robust malediction which the brandy permitted him to remember.

Mère Mélanie tore the missile away, then she slapped his hand and thrust him behind her. After which she, in her turn, abused the boys, but in much more explicit and versatile language. Finally she threatened to evoke the law: ‘Unless you go quickly I send for the gendarme!’ Nobody feared the gendarme in Saint Loup, the small boys least of all — he himself had eight children.

But long before Mère Mélanie’s final threat Christophe had left the scene of the baiting, angry because he felt pitiful, yet in spite of his anger consumed with pity. And as once, seven years ago, his own father had walked slowly home, his head bowed in contrition while Mirèio limped along at his side all battered and bloody but uncomplaining, so now Christophe slowly walked towards home, and at his side painfully limped old Mirèio. And it seemed to him that in some strange way there was kinship between the bitch and the cripple; between all afflicted and suffering things, were they dumb or articulate, beasts or men — that their suffering constituted a union. Stooping down he fondled Mirèio’s head, walking even more slowly to ease her lameness, while something within him started to weep because of the beauty he perceived around him; a beauty of mountains, of sea, and of sky blending into one vast and fulfilling blueness, but a beauty that was shot through and through with pain — the pain of the hunchback, goaded, enraged, hot with brandy and the shame of his ugly affliction; the pain of Mirèio, helpless and dumb, weak with age and long years of neglect and scant feeding.

‘Oh, I do not wish to feel pity!’ muttered Christophe.

Presently they came to the ancient church, and Christophe went into its cool, quiet shadows. Mirèio lay very still while he knelt before the shrine of the warrior-bishop. Christophe stared up at the agèd saint who is carved out of wood and has time-blurred features; and he thought of Mathilde who seemed almost as old, but who wore a white cap instead of a hat from which the gold-leaf was gradually peeling. Then he thought of Saint Loup’s grateful nightingale that had come with the darkness to sing in his garden: ‘Praise God in His Golden Saints,’ it had sung — his mother had often told him the legend. Saint Loup had restored its life to the bird, so Saint Loup must have known what it felt like to pity.

Then Christophe prayed rather recklessly, so urgent, so great was his need at that moment: ‘Oh, Saint Loup if I have to go on feeling sorry... If I have to go on, then please make me feel brave like you must have felt when you drove back the heathen. But I do not want to feel sorry any more — I want to be like all the other boys — and I do not want to know about pain, especially about Mirèio’s pain. And I want to leave my brother at home when I play, because he is weak and spoils all our fun; I want him to stay at home, please, with our mother. Saint Loup, you were very different from me, for you were a splendid, powerful saint who could easily have healed poor Mirèio’s sores, and made le tout petit Loup grow strong, and taken the hump away from the violinist. But I can do nothing — nothing at all — that is why I am often terribly unhappy. Perhaps you could speak to our dear Lord Jesus and ask Him to let me be more like Jan; Jan is not at all worried about sad things and yet, as you know, he is very religious. Our Lord will undoubtedly listen to you, because you put up a cross near the town to show Him that you had defended the Christians. Oh, but yes, He will listen to all you say, I know He will listen... Saint Loup, please ask Him!’

He stopped praying, and finding two sous in his pocket, proceeded to light a votive candle: ‘That should help him to remember,’ he thought to himself, feeling that a saint who heard so many prayers might possibly need a tactful reminder.

The saint watched him with those motionless wooden eyes from which the years have wiped all expression. Then the candle burnt up revealing a form that must once have been very golden and splendid — in his left hand this soldier of Christ holds a cross, but his right hand is clasped round the hilt of a sword with which he may quite well have smitten the heathen. And now the flame was swayed by a wind that had suddenly started to blow from the desert, from the desolate river bed of La Crau; in it blew through the cracks and chinks of the windows. Light and shade moved alternately across the carved face giving it a startlingly lifelike expression, so that Christophe felt certain his prayer had been heard: ‘All goes well,’ he told himself confidently, ‘it looks as though our good patron were smiling.’






  








CHAPTER XII
 

1
 

DESPITE Christophe’s faith in the power of Saint Loup, all was only too far from well that autumn; for that autumn Mirèio’s fine courage broke, and with its breaking her heart broke also. Old age superimposed upon constant hardships, the film that was gradually dimming her eyesight, the sores that so stubbornly refused to heal no matter how diligently she licked them, the ticks that for years had been draining her strength, these things had at last got Mirèio under. And now came the added torment of growths on those teats that had hung so painfully heavy with the milk that should have been sucked by her young, by the drowned bastard young of her past fruitions. And Mirèio very much wanted to die, and she went with her pain and her weariness to Christophe. She would stand gazing into his anxious face, imploring his pity by her constant whining. Wherever he chanced to be in the house these days, she would make an effort to find him. It was terrible, for Mirèio was unable to die; even the cruel malignant growths were powerless, or so it seemed, to release her.

Heartbroken, Christophe went to his father yet again: ‘Father, can you do nothing for Mirèio?’

‘Ai! las,’ sighed Jousè, ‘what can one do? I have not got a gun, nor can I shoot straight — if I tried to shoot I might well only wound her.’

 

‘There is always the vet..’ suggested Christophe in despair; but this he did rather timidly for he knew that just now they were short of money.

Jousè shook his head: ‘There is also the doctor. Have you forgotten your unfortunate brother? There are also quite a few bills still unpaid — one cannot clothe and feed children for nothing!’

Marie — who when she had time to think did very sincerely pity the creature — was heavy with trouble, for le tout petit Loup had developed something wrong with his breathing, and most nights he must sit propped up in his bed; the doctor had diagnosed it as asthma. Le tout petit Loup now wheezed when he ran and complained that his lungs felt tight to bursting. He would weep, which of course made the asthma much worse, and then he would double up his thin fist and beat his thin chest in a fit of anger. Moreover there was much that he must not do, to say nothing of all that he must not eat. Small wonder that Marie had no time for the bitch, with the cares of a sickly but turbulent child and a household upon her aching shoulders.

She said: ‘You should never forget, my son, that although you may love Mirèio very dearly, she is certainly less than your brother in God’s sight.’ And her voice sounded rather stern and reproachful. So Christophe perceived that the time was at hand when he himself must do his poor best, and he came to a very momentous decision.

Theft — it was surely a deadly sin; he trembled to contemplate his confession. The Curé’s low, stern voice through the grille: ‘You have stolen a pot of ointment, my child? You say you have stolen it from your mother?’ And then his own answer: ‘I stole it for our dog.’ And then...? But he could not imagine what then, it passed the limits of imagination. Suppose he should ask her to give him the ointment, the miraculous ointment that she put on his knees when he scraped them, that she had put on his father’s thumb when a chisel had slipped and cut it last winter; the ointment that had driven away the large boil which Anfos had recently had on his neck? But he knew beforehand that she would refuse. Had she not refused to give it already? Had she not said that the chemist was unpaid? And now there was still more to pay to the chemist.

For three nights Christophe sternly examined his conscience: ‘It is theft,’ he told himself, greatly troubled, ‘and theft is a very deadly sin.’

The third night he heard the voice of Mirèio.

The shed in the yard where Mirèio slept was just to the side of his attic window, and Mirèio was whining because of her pain, whining, and turning restlessly — he could hear the unhappy thuds of her body. Then Christophe knew that he meant to steal. ‘I am coming,’ he muttered, ‘only be patient.’

With pounding heart he crept down the stairs; he felt cold and rather sick, but courageous. His bare feet fell softly yet the woodwork creaked twice, so that he had to stand still, scarcely breathing. Presently he went on again, reassured; Loup was the danger, he slept with Anfos and sometimes his wheezing kept them both awake, but perhaps they would be sleeping soundly by now — it was nearly three o’clock in the morning. When he reached the kitchen a shaft of bright moonlight made it easy to find the key of the cupboard; he knew where it was, in his mother’s work-basket. He took it, unlocked the cupboard, snatched the ointment, and quickly relocked the cupboard again; after which he put the key back in its place, and cautiously unbolting the door into the yard, stole round to the shed where Mirèio lay whining.

His footsteps had made no sound on the path, but the bitch must have heard them by intuition, for now she was gazing with dim, rheumy eyes at the entrance to the shed, and as Christophe went in she gave him a feeble but thankful welcome: ‘You have come to bring me peace,’ said her eyes.

‘I have brought you the ointment that heals my knees. I have stolen it out of my great love for you,’ he answered, misunderstanding her meaning.

Then he bade her roll over onto her side; and this she did, even as she had done long ago when wishful to suckle her lusty puppies. Clumsily and yet with great tenderness he smeared the ointment over her sores, and over those fearful cancerous growths that now rendered her body a thing of pity... of pity, but also a thing of horror. And she sighed a deep and most patient sigh as she lay there under his fumbling fingers that gave so much pain to her aching flesh, but balm to her spirit because of their mercy. For she knew that he could not yet understand that for her there was nothing left in this world any more — nothing left but the love of God, the ultimate refuge of every creature. When he had finished she licked his hand, and at this he must suddenly begin to cry, his tears dripping on to her great scarred flank.

‘I do love you so much, Mirèio,’ he told her. Then he said: ‘I will come to you every night. You will see, this ointment will make you quite well; that I know, because it has healed my knees many times.’

Mirèio did not contradict him.
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Marie never missed the precious ointment which cost the eyes of the head at the chemist, since no accidents chanced to occur just then. For the rest, the household was so much upset by Loup’s asthma that it luckily failed to observe Mirèio’s coat, which was suspiciously greasy. Every night Christophe kept himself wide awake until it was safe to steal down and tend her; every night he anointed Mirèio’s sores and the growths that were eating into her body. But the sores did not heal nor the growths diminish; on the contrary the growths seemed to get larger.

Then Christophe humbled himself to Saint Loup, and as he did this he became a child who must think, and pray, and hope as a child: ‘I asked you to make me like Jan,’ prayed Christophe; ‘I asked you not to let me see pain... I will see all the pain, yes, all the pain in the world, if only you will help me to cure Mirèio. I know I am a very great sinner — a thief; I know that I ought to confess to the Curé, but I do not want to confess to him just yet because he might tell me to give back the ointment. Let me keep it a little while longer, please, Saint Loup, in case it should really be good for Mirèio. But I promise that I will go to confession and that I will ask for a very hard penance. I will say to the Curé: “I am vile in all ways.” I will read my Examination of Conscience so that I may not forget one sin, and then I will ask for a very hard penance. I will tell him how much I enjoy bouillabaisse, and little new cakes that are covered with sugar, and tisane de menthe that is made very sweet. Then perhaps he will say: “None of these shall you have for a year.” Or perhaps he may even say: “Never, never again must you eat bouillabaisse. And remember when you see it, or even smell it and feel hungry because you like it so much, that you stole a pot of ointment from your mother!” And never again will I eat bouillabaisse if only you will help me to cure Mirèio. Think of your nightingale, Golden Saint Loup — it was little and helpless and so you felt pity. Mirèio is terribly large, I know, but I beg you to try and pity her also. Tell our Lord that I do not want to be spared, that I am quite ready to go on feeling sorry. Tell Him that I do not want to be like Jan — unless He would prefer me to be like Jan — and then ask Him to forgive me for stealing the ointment.’ In this wise Christophe humbled himself to the saint who had raised a nightingale from the dead — that is if one may credit tradition.

Who can know why Saint Loup failed to answer that prayer? Perhaps he was very much occupied with matters pertaining to more grievous sinners. Be that as it may, Christophe’s prayer went unheard and Mirèio’s condition remained unaltered. Then Christophe completely lost faith in Saint Loup, and he thought very bitterly indeed about him: ‘I do not believe that he loved little birds — I do not believe in his nightingale legend. I do not believe, no, I do not believe! It is time that I tried to find someone kinder.’ And all of a sudden he remembered the wolf that, repenting itself of its erstwhile sins, had become as a faithful dog to Saint Francis.

So now night and morning that merciful saint whose hands and feet bore the blessèd stigmata, that saint must lean down from the shining throne upon which his suppliant visualized him, the better to listen to stumbling prayers which were growing more and more incoherent. And the night came when Christophe went to Mirèio but discarded the jar of his precious ointment, when he just sat still with her head on his lap, talking softly but earnestly under his breath, for he thought that his voice and his presence soothed her. And believing that Mirèio could comprehend words, he told her, quite simply, the story of Saint Francis; the story of The little poor Man of God, who having neither purse, nor cloak, nor shoes, had yet given to his lesser brethren a gift that must always be beyond price — the gift of a pitiful understanding.

‘And so,’ said Christophe, ‘you need not feel afraid, for soon this terrible pain will have left you. I cannot cure your body with my hands because I am not a saint, Mirèio; but I think...’ he hesitated, amazed at the words that were forming themselves in his mind, ‘I think that. I can send you to God with my hands, and that God who loves you will surely be waiting.’ Trembling, he laid his hands on her head: ‘God,’ he whispered, ‘I ask You to take Mirèio.’

She tried to shift her position very slightly so that she might look up into his face, so that she might tell him with her grateful eyes that in him she perceived the image of God made manifest to her dumb understanding. That in him and through him she had reached a love that was deathless, since it was the love of God which could make the most humble of lives eternal. Then her head dropped gently away from his touch, and over Mirèio there came a great stillness.

Terrified and confounded Christophe stared at her body growing chilly in death, and already unfamiliar: ‘Mirèio!’ he cried out like the grief-stricken child that he was; ‘Mirèio, what have I done?’ And he looked at his work-scarred and merciful hands with fear, for now he was very young — a little Provençal peasant boy of eight years old who lived in Saint Loup and who worked at a carpenter’s bench with his father.
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Anfos it was who went to Jousè and begged his permission to bury Mirèio. Love for Christophe had apparently sharpened his wits, and he thought that the child might well be consoled if he knew that the creature was decently buried.

Jousè was not inclined to refuse. He had found his son in the shed that morning sitting dry-eyed and speechless beside the body, and something in Christophe’s stricken young face had touched the heart of the father in Jousè. So now he said: ‘Càspi, you may bury the bitch, that is if you can manage to get anyone to help you, for I think you will find her heavy enough — her great carcase will be no light weight to carry. But of course you must bury her after dark. One does not parade dead dogs through the streets of Saint Loup by daylight as though they were Christians!’ for Jôusè much disliked ridicule. ‘And where will you dig this fine grave?’ he questioned.

Anfos hesitated, and then he said slowly: ‘I thought at the foot of Eusèbe’s vineyards....’

‘Ho, ho!’ exclaimed Jousè. ‘Well then, mon pauvre bougre, you had certainly better obtain his consent, otherwise he may well dig her up again. I advise you to go now at once and consult him.’

So Anfos went over to Eusèbe and tried to obtain his permission also: ‘I ask this for Christophe’s sake,’ he began, which was wonderfully clever for a half-wit like Anfos, since Eusèbe — that cross-grained old sinner — had a certain sneaking affection for Christophe.

Eusèbe frowned, and spat heavily; then he shrugged, and cast his eye up to the ceiling; then he started to roll a small cigarette in dirty paper between dirty fingers; and finally: ‘What is all this that I hear? You would plant a dead dog at the foot of my vineyards? Santouno, what next will you suggest, I wonder! No, certainly not. Do you think I grow grapes for the finest red wine in all France from corpses?’ For Eusèbe liked to assert himself when it came to the matter of granting a favour.

Poor Anfos could only nibble his beard and stand on one foot and then on the other: ‘I had hoped...’ he faltered, but his courage failed; he was really terribly afraid of Eusèbe. Those uncanny ill-matched orbs filled him with fear; indeed, nothing on earth but devotion to Christophe could have tempted him into the ogre’s lair: ‘I will go — but at once I will go,’ stammered Anfos as he beat a hasty retreat to the door.

‘Do not be such an imbecile!’ snapped Eusèbe. Of course he had always intended to give in, so that he started to speak less fiercely: ‘It may be that I shall not say no after all. It may very well be that, upon second thoughts, I shall find myself much inclined to say yes... I do say it. Yes, you may bury the bitch in that bit of waste ground that abuts on my vines, but’ — and now he really became terrific— ‘but the saints protect you if so much as a leaf, if so much as a tendril is touched in the process. Sarnipabiéune! I will strip you of skin! I will pluck the beard from your face hair by hair! I will....’

In sheer panic Anfos turned and fled, scuttling away to the port to find Goundran.

Goundran agreed to help willingly enough: ‘I will come to-night bringing an old sail with me. Meanwhile you must find a lantern and spade — we shall need a lantern for the moon is still young. How is Christophe taking the death of the bitch?’

‘I do not know — he says little,’ Anfos told him.
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When most of the windows of Saint Loup were dark because most of its tired inhabitants were sleeping, Mirèio’s funeral procession set forth. Goundran and Anfos were carrying the body very neatly sewn up in the promised sail; Christophe was carrying the spade and lantern. In silence they made their way through the town, and in silence the three of them passed out beyond it and started to climb the steep, dusty hill that led to the foot of Eusèbe’s vineyards — to that rock-strewn waste-land where Mirèio still lies, the soil being too stony for cultivation. And even the strong arms that carried her ached, for emaciated though she had become, there were always her bones, and her bones were mighty. The new moon hung sideways. Great luminous stars shone over the road and the nearer mountains; while beyond the sterile and sun-parched waste-land there lay faintly discerned a fertility so violent, so undisciplined, that the fecund vines must strain their tendrils almost to breaking. Anfos sighed and his sigh sounded loud in the night, for the night seemed well-nigh as still as his burden. And a little ahead walked Christophe, alone, his lantern casting a dim, yellow beam, the spade carried strongly across his left shoulder.

Goundran thought: ‘My godson is indeed a strange boy — no word of regret, no emotion, no weeping. And yet I do know how he loved the beast...’ Then he thought: ‘She was very shamefully neglected; I remember thinking that, years ago, when I saw her in the widow Roustan’s shop. I remember thinking that I would speak... Ah, well, when a man has his work to attend to, when a man possesses a couple of vessels as I do these days, it has meant hard work. Bèlli Santo d’or, she is heavy!’

Anfos thought... But Anfos could think of so little that it hardly seems worth the trouble of recording. The effort of the morning had tired his weak mind — his mind would often grow tired in the evening and now it was past twelve o’clock at night, so that what thoughts he had came vaguely to Anfos.

Christophe thought: ‘Mirèio is sewn up in that sail — she cannot come limping to find me any longer. Never again will I stroke her big head, no, never again as long as I live... and I laid my hands on her poor, big head... I felt that there was something strange about them. I think that now I am afraid of my hands because they were able to send her to God. But where is she? Am I certain that she is with God? Jan would not believe that she is with God... perhaps that is really Mirèio in the sail; perhaps there was never any other Mirèio at all.’ Then he suddenly found himself whispering: ‘Please God, do be very kind to Mirèio.’

The digging was hard when they reached the ground. Anfos and Goundran dug the grave by turns, while Christophe stood near-by to light their labour. The grave looked so large that, as Goundran remarked, it might very well have done for a man. And indeed it did appear both wide and deep when seen thus in the uncertain flame of the lantern. But at last Goundran wiped the sweat from his brow:

‘Here, give me the bitch;’ he said, ‘all is ready.’

So Mirèio who had trodden that Provençal earth ever since she had been a rough, lumbering puppy; who had trodden it in gladness, who had trodden it in pain, was now to find her rest in that earth; and doubtless, had she been able to speak, her courageous old heart would have chosen none other. Thus, as frequently happens in this world of ours which appears to possess strange concepts of logic, Mirèio was more honoured and cared for in death than she was during all her long, faithful lifetime. Had not Goundran and Anfos borne her through their own town, and she cleanly sewn up in a shroud of canvas? Had they not dug a grave large enough for a man in such obdurate ground that their brows had been sweating? Had not Eusèbe permitted her to lie on the boundary of his cherished and profitable vineyards? And had not Jousè agreed to it all, while dreading the ridicule of his neighbours? Yes, assuredly she was more cared for in death, having justified her existence by dying.

This then was the funeral and burial of Mirèio, the gaunt yellow bitch, who eight years before had brought forth her large litter of lusty puppies in the sawdust and shavings of the carpenter’s shop belonging to Jousè Bénédit — in great anguish and joy she had brought forth her puppies.
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The next morning Christophe said to his mother: ‘Here is all that is left of the ointment which I stole from your cupboard to rub on Mirèio’s sores.’ And he waited, quaking a little, for her answer.

Marie was scrubbing the kitchen table. She looked up in surprise: ‘What is that, my son? But how did you get it? The cupboard was locked.’

‘I found your key and unlocked it,’ said Christophe. She dried the soap from her hands on her apron, as was always her habit when hurried or anxious. After which she glanced into the grimy jar that her son was holding out for inspection. There was scarcely a quarter of its contents left, and that quarter was stuck thickly with stiff, yellow hairs.

‘You had better throw it away,’ she told him. Then she said, but quite gently: ‘You were wrong to deceive me. Am I so stern and unkind a mother that you could not have asked me to give you the grease? Is it likely that I would have refused your request? Another time come and ask, pichounet. And now kiss me... I am glad that you have spoken the truth. Eh bien, we will try to think no more about it.’ So Christophe kissed his mother on both cheeks, realizing that she had completely forgotten her refusal to give him the ointment in the past, and this because she was now very weary.

Then he sought out his father: ‘I have stolen,’ he informed him: ‘I stole the ointment from mother’s cupboard in order to cure Mirèio’s sores.’

Jousè looked up from the plank he was planing, and his eyes were unusually soft and kind: ‘Have you told your mother?’

Christophe nodded his head.

‘And what did she say?’

‘That I ought to have asked her... That I ought to have asked her to give me the grease.’

Jousè grunted. ‘Well then, I say just the same thing.’ And he turned once again to the plank he was planing.

That evening Christophe went to confession, and this was indeed a tremendous ordeal, for he dared not hope that Monsieur le Curé would be as lenient to him as his parents: ‘Give me your blessing, Father,’ he began, as he knelt on the hard little wooden shelf, ‘I have sinned....’

The Curé blessed him and waited.

Then Christophe plunged desperately into his recital, sparing himself and the Curé no detail, not excepting his loss of faith in Saint Loup and his angry thoughts of that warrior-bishop. And while he accused himself of his sins in an agitated and somewhat hoarse whisper, he unconsciously touched a long disused chord in the heart of his tired and south-drugged listener. For the Curé had once been quite fond of dogs, having had a dog of his own in his boyhood. Bobby, he had called it, because at that time he had been not a little proud of his English, and now Bobby had suddenly come into his mind — a plucky, upstanding, curly retriever.

Said Christophe: ‘I think I had better say also, that I promised Saint Loup to ask for a penance which would be very hard. I much love bouillabaisse, perhaps you would rather I did not eat it — though I do not think I love it quite so much now;’ his voice trembled a little; ‘I do not think that I love it so much since the death of Mirèio. But I made that promise to Saint Loup when I told him that I would not go to confession just then in case... in case...’ Christophe hesitated, ‘in case you should tell me to give back the ointment.’

The Curé’s lips twitched very slightly in the darkness: ‘Is that all, my child?’

‘Yes, all except this: I laid my hands on Mirèio’s poor head and I prayed that God would be kind and take her... Then she died... and now I am afraid of my hands.’

‘That is presumption, my child,’ said the Curé. And he went on to add that whenever God chose he could end the lives of all mortal creatures, so that Christophe must not be a foolish boy and presume to think that his own weak hands had caused the death of the dying Mirèio. And that if he had wanted the ointment for the dog he should have gone straight to his mother and told her, because it was always wrong to take things which belonged to others without their permission; but that nevertheless his intention had been kind — he had wanted to do Mirèio a kindness. These and other very similar remarks he made, and all the while he was thinking of Bobby. ‘Bien,’ he concluded, ‘if you have confessed every sin that you find yourself able to remember, then make a good act of contrition, my son; and for your penance say three Hail Marys in honour of the Holy Trinity. And now I will give you absolution.’ When it had been given Christophe thanked the priest, ‘Say a little prayer for me,’ murmured the Curé.

So Christophe went forth absolved of his sins, and having received the Curé’s blessing. The light lay golden over Saint Loup, golden over the red-tiled Provençal roofs that covered the houses at such queer angles, golden over the warm and tideless sea, golden over the stern but protective mountains —— for as those who have been to that town will remember, the light is generally golden in the evening. Yet although he was now feeling brand new throughout, the result of so good and careful a confession, although the Curé had been very kind, quite as lenient and kind, indeed, as his parents, Christophe sighed as he turned his steps towards home, because in his heart he was terribly lonely; and because when he tried hard to think about God and the saints he kept thinking about Mirèio.
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In his study the Curé sat pretending to read. He was tired by his evening of hearing confessions — they were always the same in the town of Saint Loup which, praised be the saints, had not many great sinners. Yes, but always the same little ugly sins — sloth, greed, the neglect or the scamping of prayers, the uncharitable thought, the injurious word, the absence of Christian love for a neighbour. Although sometimes, it was true, there were graver transgressions, bred of overmuch liquor and overmuch sunshine — those shatteringly sudden lapses from grace, which at first had so greatly perturbed the Curé.

‘Alas,’ he murmured, ‘pauvre humanité. How immeasurably distant we all are from heaven.’ Then he thought: ‘Christophe Bénédit and his dog —— I remember that he said something to me about it. That was... let me see... quite a long time ago. I fully intended to speak to Jousè, but somehow what with my parish and the heat... And how odd that business about the boy’s hands, about laying his hands on the creature’s head — very odd. And what curious eyes he has; they haunted me one day, I could not forget them... Ah, mais non, I too become imaginative, Christophe is just like every other boy, he is constantly in and out of mischief with Jan; all the same, I am glad I was a little severe regarding those foolish fancies of his — one is always afraid that the young may grow morbid.’ Then the Curé yawned loudly; he was really tired out, for the wind was blowing again from La Crau, which invariably depressed and fatigued him: ‘Alas,’ he repeated, shaking his head as he closed the book that he was finding so dull, ‘how immeasurably distant we all are from heaven!’






  








CHAPTER XIII
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GOUNDRAN’S life had hitherto run very smoothly. A hard worker and of a saving disposition, he had managed to avoid financial troubles. Both his fishing vessels were free from debt so could hold their sails high in fair or foul weather, breasting the waves as proudly as they pleased, which was thanks to their careful and thrifty master. Moreover he possessed the placid temper that went with as yet unawakened senses, and had thus avoided those sudden squalls which were apt to blow up at the port over women. And if he missed something of the light of the moon; missed the warm, soft trickle of wine down his gullet; missed the warm, soft weight of a girl on his knees, and the hard throb of blood on those nights in summer when tempers were short while knives could be long; missed the shrill, teasing tunes of the little violinist — if he missed all these things he was yet content, being quite unconscious of what he was missing. Small wonder then that his well-ordered life had hitherto run with unusual smoothness.

But a few weeks after the burial of Mirèio there occurred the death of another old creature, for Mathilde died sitting up in her chair, died as neatly and cleanly as she had lived — no illness, no pain, no chemist, no doctor. Yet her going, so simple a thing in itself, brought about a most mighty disturbance for Goundran, since what was to become of the youthful Elise who was now left without a single relation?

Elise, who had been devoted to her aunt, must naturally do a great deal of weeping. Goundran would find his own eyes full of tears, and would rack his brains for something to say that might be expected to give consolation. Mathilde had bequeathed her small house to the girl, as well as her tiny personal fortune, but Elise was too young to live all alone, such a thing would have outraged every convention. Goundran, of course, found new lodgings at once, having sent in a kind-hearted female neighbour, but the woman could not remain very long; it certainly was a distressing situation.

Goundran said to this neighbour: ‘I am deeply perplexed.... I have known Elise since the days of her childhood, yet I cannot decide what she ought to do.... Perhaps you will advise?’

‘Mais oui,’ nodded the neighbour, ‘it is perfectly clear what Elise ought to do, what every young girl ought to do — get married.’

‘Have I not said so already,’ he sighed, ‘but she seems completely indifferent to men; as you know she refused that fine fellow, Bertrand.’

Then he went to Marie and sought her advice: ‘The girl has not even a distant cousin — it is sad to be so much alone in the world — do you think that perhaps she might enter a convent? Do you think that she possibly has a vocation?’ For by now he was really at his wits’ end.

‘I think her vocation is marriage,’ smiled Marie. So off he must go in search of Jousè who, as ill luck would have it, was completing a bed for a couple just entering into wedlock; and Jousè laid down his tools and looked wise while he listened to Goundran with careful attention.

After a little: ‘I think,’ remarked Jousè, ‘that Elise is much in need of a husband. A young girl with a house and fortune of her own yet no man to protect her... pecaire, the poor child! She may soon be exposed to God knows what danger. You have asked my opinion; very well, there it is.’ And he stared rather meaningly at his friend.

‘Now why is he staring like that?’ fretted Goundran. As he left, Eusèbe was standing in his doorway: ‘So Mathilde has at last joined the saints!’ he said blithely, ‘And what is to happen to her pretty young niece who is not yet, I take it, quite ready for heaven? Tell me, what is to happen to that pretty young niece?’ Goundran shook his head: ‘Ah, that is the problem, and she naturally turns to me for help....’

‘I do not doubt that she does!’ winked Eusèbe. Ignoring the wink which might, after all, have resulted from nothing more gross than an eyelash, Goundran went on to pour forth his woes: ‘But how can one hope to cure the child’s sorrow? Mathilde was a mother to the little Elise, and now all day long she does nothing but weep, and when I am near her she weeps more loudly, so that I cannot think how to act....’

‘Then you must be a cretin,’ remarked Eusèbe, ‘There is only one cure for a virgin who weeps, quite a simple cure — her immediate deflowering.’

Goundran turned and left him in angry disgust — a lascivious pig of a fellow, Eusèbe!

Yet wherever he went Goundran heard the same thing expressed in less unconventional language; the girl ought to marry and marry at once; what she needed was a strong and protective husband. And every one seemed to be talking at him as though he were to blame, which was surely unfair. Had he not taken his friend to the house, the excellent Bertrand who was such a fine captain? Had he not taken him many times, always doing his best to egg on the courtship?

And had Bertrand not wished to marry Elise? But yes, he had wished to marry Elise! Then why, in God’s name, had she been so stubborn? If those two had only been safely married, all this miserable worry could not have arisen.

But the worry augmented by leaps and bounds, for poor Goundran must learn that a lion at bay is a lamb when compared with an amorous woman who, instead of a child, has conceived a grievance. Madame Roustan had waited more than eight years, but now at long last she could take her revenge through the spreading of purely fictitious scandal. It was easy enough, since who can be certain of what transpires in the house of a neighbour? Goundran had shared a roof with the youthful Elise, he being a man, she being a woman, though as Madame Roustan was careful to insist, Elise was more sinned against than sinning. A crippled old aunt almost totally blind had naturally not proved an adequate protection; why, they might have made love right under her nose — they had done, according to Madame Roustan! But what would you? the girl was as ripe as a peach on a southern slope, while as for Goundran.... Ah, well, there it was, and all terribly sad; but Elise was more sinned against than sinning.

At first Goundran could not believe his ears, it seemed too monstrous a thing for credence; however, before many days had passed, his ears were burning with indignation. Yet what could he do? It was like a pest that once thoroughly started, must spread its infection, and quite soon the story had reached the port, where it promptly afforded immense entertainment. The men from the tartanes grew merry indeed. Ho, ho, a dark horse, a most crafty devil! No wonder he went out so seldom at night — Mathilde’s house had provided sufficient amusement. Sacré Nom d’un Nom, and he to pretend that he could not see the attraction of women! Oh, le fourbe! And then they must start to guffaw while sharing the yarn with their boon companions. Nor would any of them listen to Goundran’s denials for to them he now seemed a very fine fellow. Oh, le fourbe! The jests would fall thick and fast, growing more and more turgid with each fresh remonstance, so that in the end Goundran held his peace, for what was the use of wasting one’s breath when nothing could silence their wit but a knifing?

As for Eusèbe, he was so vastly tickled that he grew aggressively cordial to Goundran, popping out of his shop like a Jack-in-the-box whenever he glimpsed the unfortunate fisher: ‘Come and drink to your dear little friend;’ he would urge, and then he might start his intolerable winking, or give Goundran a knowing dig in the ribs, or, worse still, make a gesture pregnant with meaning. It seemed fruitless for Goundran to turn his broad back and stalk on as a sign of contempt and aversion, Eusèbe’s skin could be thicker than his hides when he did not desire to become offended, so that finally Goundran avoided the street, unless he were going to the Bénédit’s, and would take his strolls in another direction.

There were people however, quite a number of them, who looked far less lightly upon moral lapses; and who, whether they had believed that Mathilde was enleagued with the Lord or enleagued with Satan, were shocked at the thought of the youthful Elise having suffered so callous and base a betrayal; and these people were able to make themselves felt to some purpose, when mustered by Madame Roustan. Goundran shrugged his shoulders and went his way, telling himself that since he was guiltless the accusation must speedily die, done to death by the very nature of its venom. Still, being a friendly and peaceable man he valued not only peace but friendship, and the knowledge that so many now wished him ill was making his heart grow increasingly troubled. Indeed he became very deeply depressed, falling into a kind of grim melancholy.

Yet two friends he had who never for a moment mistrusted his honesty and his honour — Marie and Jousè remained quite unmoved in their faith. When questioned regarding the scandal Marie said always much the same thing: ‘Goundran is the godfather of our Christophe; we choose him because he is upright and good; one has only to see him to know that he is good.’ Then Jousè would nod his large head many times: ‘Mais oui, long ago we discovered his goodness.’ But alone with his wife he would be less restrained, for Jousè was bitterly angry with his sister and could scarcely tolerate her in his house, averse though he was to family ruptures. ‘Do I not know the woman?’ he would rage, ‘Càspi, I do. All my life I have known her. If Goundran is Christophe’s father-in-god then Germaine is surely his mother-in-the-devil. A vicious-tongued, lustful old hypocrite with her weekly confessions and her Comtesse de Bérac and her: “my son is going to enter the priesthood; my son is going to the Grand Séminaire at Versailles.” Her son, well, I pity a boy who has such a mother as Germaine. Quelle putain!’

And although Marie greatly disliked gross words, she nevertheless forbore to reprove him.
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At last Goundran managed to muster the courage to go off and seek out Elise one morning: ‘I pray you, leave us;’ he said to the neighbour, who now viewed him with marked hostility, having recently visited Madame Roustan.

‘If you need me you have but to call, pauvre enfant;’ she remarked with a threatening glance at Goundran.

Elise was darning a black cotton glove, but she laid it aside as Goundran approached her. And now there she sat with her tremulous hands clasped tightly in order to still their trembling; and now there she sat with her honest blue eyes turned anxiously in Goundran’s direction.

He said, diving head foremost into the subject lest by waiting his small stock of courage should dwindle, he said: ‘There is something we two must discuss; but first I will ask a most serious question. Have I ever wronged you, my little Elise?’

‘No. How could you possibly wrong me?’ she asked him.

‘There are ways....’ he hesitated and flushed. Did she know? Had she heard of the scandalous gossip? ‘There are ways... or so it would seem....’ he stammered, for her innocence made him feel ashamed when he thought of Eusèbe and the men from the tartanes.

‘I know of nothing in you that is wrong — that could ever be wrong,’ said the youthful Elise; and the blue of her eyes became so profound that it suddenly made Goundran think of the ocean. ‘No, nothing in you could be wrong;’ she repeated.

Then he noticed the shabby black cotton glove with a very big hole in the tip of one finger, and somehow that glove brought a lump to his throat, because as it lay there it looked so humble: ‘Surely your birthday is to-morrow, Elise? I will buy you a pair of kid gloves,’ he promised. He had come there to warn her of what was afoot, very tactfully, very discreetly to warn her, but instead he found himself holding her hand: ‘Oh, the poor little hand, so cold, so cold... and so thin, Elise. Oh, the poor little hand!’ Which was not at all what he had meant to say, since it certainly did not sound like a warning. And after a minute he must start to reproach her: ‘Why, oh why, could you not have married that Bertrand? A fine man, a fine sailor and my very good friend; handsome too, and with money saved in the bank. And just see what has come of your great foolishness, here you are unmarried and in consequence lonely. God knows I did everything in my power.... Ai! las, why could you not have married that Bertrand?’

‘Because’ said Elise — and wonder of wonders, her voice did not shake and her hands ceased to tremble— ‘because there is only one man in the world, yes, only one man in the world I will marry. And if he will not take me I shall dedicate all the rest of my life to the blessed Virgin. For surely it is better to remain alone than to mate without love — is that not so, Goundran?’

Now whether it was the kind-hearted Saint Joseph who is known to be very propitious to marriage, or whether it was Our Lady herself who may well have been grieved by the girl’s situation, or whether it was that Elise’s blue eyes had suddenly made Goundran think of the ocean, who shall say? But the fact does undoubtedly remain that an urgent new longing welled up within him, a longing to love, to possess, to protect, to justify his fine well-tempered manhood, and he said:

‘I would like you to tell me his name. Who is it that you would be willing to marry?’

She answered gravely: ‘His name is Goundran.’

‘No, no!’ he exclaimed, still a little afraid of betraying his faithful and lifelong allegiance, ‘No, no, Elise! Why, I am thirty-six — in another few years Goundran will be forty, and the sea and the south take a pretty big toll. If you look at me closely — closely, Elise — you will see that already my skin becomes wrinkled.’ And he turned himself quickly and faced the light. ‘Come, stand up and look closer, my girl,’ he commanded.

She obeyed and stood gazing into his face which to her seemed a thing enveloped by glory, so that she thought: ‘In the image of God — ah, but yes, in the image of God created.’ Aloud she said: ‘What are the years to love? Love is stronger than time, stronger even than death.’ Which some may think showed that she was indeed youthful. Then she laid both her hands on his broad, neat shoulders: ‘I have tried to explain very often,’ she told him; ‘I have tried to explain by making small cakes in the shape of a heart. Do you not remember?’ And even as she spoke she was greatly amazed at her own unexpected courage and calmness.

‘Is it possible....?’ he murmured. ‘Is it possible, Elise, that those small heart-shaped cakes were intended for me?’ And his voice sounded hushed and almost awed, yes, almost awed because of those cakes —— or was it because of what they had stood for?

After this neither spoke for quite a long while. Goundran was once again holding her hand, but now he was lifting the fingers one by one absent-mindedly, scarcely seeing her hand or her any more, so hard was he thinking.

Then: ‘Goundran, will you marry me?’ said Elise.

He looked up and caught her abruptly in his arms: ‘Elise, will you marry me, dear?’ said Goundran.
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They were joined together very quietly and simply, for Goundran had wanted a simple wedding, and besides, there was always the death of Mathilde. Only Marie and Jousè and Christophe were present in addition to Jan — now a server at Mass — and of course the indispensable Curé.

The Mass ended, they walked back again to the house that had sheltered them for years, and they walked arm in arm. Goundran was rather unusually flushed and Elise very pale; in all other respects, however, they seemed like an old married couple — so collected, so unhurried, and Elise’s grey dress so staid with its black velvet belt and white collar.

But that night the lover and lord of the sea became lover and lord of a mortal woman. And he found it unexpectedly gracious to rest with his head on her firm young bosom; to be one with her ardent humanity; for when all was said and done Goundran was human.
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Jousè was well pleased with Goundran’s marriage. It seemed to him wonderfully right and natural that so comely and stalwart and honest a fellow should mate and, God willing, produce many children.

‘Mais oui,’ he remarked to Marie the next evening as he fondled a hand grown rough in his service; ‘mais oui, marriage sometimes brings sorrow, Marioun —— sorrow and anxiety, that I admit;’ and he glanced across at le tout petit Loup, ‘but it also brings comfort along with the sorrow, for a burden that is shared between two loving hearts only serves to bind them more closely together. I rejoice that Goundran has wedded Elise, and may she make him as brave a wife as my Marioun has made her Jôusè!’

So saying he pressed his lips to her palm, a thing that he had not done for years, not indeed since the days of their earliest mating. And she blushed, recalling those more ardent days, while their eyes as they met became heavy with memories, for this wedding had made them think of their own, so that now many long-forgotten emotions looked out from their faithful, toil-strained eyes — curiosity, reverence, diffidence, fear; but above all the imperative summons of life, the urge to beget in triumph through pain, a primitive, brutal, tenacious urge. Aye, and the joy of enduring pain.... Thus they saw each other across the years as courageous, forceful, and pregnant with meaning. And standing there they forgot their children in those irresistible thoughts of creation; forgot Loup who was playing at dominoes with his brother beside the lamp on the table, forgot Christophe the splendid first-fruit of their love, the seed of whose body they had sown in passion and prayer and in hope that had long been deferred — even him they forgot because they remembered.

But presently Loup must begin to cough: ‘Maman, my chest hurts — it hurts!’ he said loudly; and he swept the dominoes onto the floor, ‘I will not play any longer, Christophe. You cheat. Many times I have seen you cheat!’ For le tout petit Loup loathed the pain in his chest and must seek to wound some one, himself being wounded.

Christophe frowned; then he noticed his mother’s eyes that had once more grown pleading, tired and maternal. He wanted to hit le tout petit Loup, to give him a mighty hard clout on the ear for the spiteful, bad-tempered child that he was, always meanly untruthful when he was losing. But instead he went down on his hands and knees and collected the dominoes under the table, for what else could one do when beneath it all one perceived the infinite pathos of the creature, and the pleading that lay in his mother’s eyes? Nothing, except to swear softly to one’s self as one groped about:

‘Sarnipabiéune!’ swore Christophe.
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Towards Christmas Goundran arrived one morning to announce his intention of doing up his house: ‘For,’ said Goundran, looking important yet sheepish, ‘you see how it is: when a woman is married she needs many things that a girl does not need — many little new comforts about the home. I would wish to provide my wife with these comforts. And then I would like the whole place to look gayer. I had thought a nice pink both inside and out; the walls are all terribly stained and dirty. And the paint of the shutters ought to be green, a bright, cheerful green like the vines in spring.’

Jousè nodded: ‘That can surely be done,’ he told him.

‘Very well, then, I want you to come down at once and consult with Elise regarding the colours. There is also the question of cupboards and so on. There are also the doors that the wind has jarred, and the rats have devoured the boards in our bedroom, and Elise says we need a new water butt. Ah, yes, there are many small things that we need — but I myself will help with the paintwork as the weather is too rough to go to sea.’

‘It is also too dusty to paint,’ warned Jousè.

But his client was firm, they must start at once, for Goundran was childishly fond of painting.

Meanwhile Christophe, who was planing a very dull plank, looked up from his work with envious interest, and seeing this Goundran evolved an idea: ‘Why should not Christophe assist?’ he asked Jousè. ‘He is just going to start the Christmas vacation and the devil finds work for all idle hands. Is that not so, my hefty godson? Well, what do you say, shall we colour the walls like pink roses in honour of my little Elise? Shall we paint all the woodwork green like the vines? Shall we, in fact, make the house very clean and ourselves very dirty? Allons, what do you say?’

‘I say yes — but a million times yes!’ exclaimed Christophe.

‘And suppose I say no — what then?’ Jousè enquired. But this he did only to tease the boy, and Christophe knew well that his father was teasing.

Thus the day arrived when Christophe appeared in a very old pair of fisherman’s trousers rolled well up in order to fit his legs and gathered into the waist by a strap which Elise had managed to find in the attic. A sail-cloth blouse took the place of his shirt, the sleeves having been cut to above his elbows, and he carried a bucket of distemper so pink and so foamy that he suddenly wanted to eat it. The bucket, in its turn, must carry a brush of such magnitude that the distemper flowed over; a downright, broad-beamed, workmanlike brush with soft thick bristles and a stout wooden handle. Thus armed he attacked the sitting room; slap, slap, dip and slap; slap and dip, dip and slap, while the rosy distemper ran back from the brush and splashed onto the floor off his dripping fingers.

‘Santo d’or!’ sighed Elise, ‘and upstairs in our bedroom my Goundran works with scarcely less vigour. The floor boards will soon be far pinker than the walls, and already there are big daubs of pink on the bed. God be praised that I thought of covering the mattress! Ai! las, you men when you wish to be useful make more mess than a woman would make in a lifetime. You are careless, you men, as I tell my own man.’

But her lips were smiling indulgently, and Christophe must try to swell out his chest at hearing himself thus coupled with Goundran, and must grin and shrug his shoulders and spit, then apply his huge brush with so manly a flourish that a splash of distemper flew into his eye which he rubbed with a dripping but diligent finger.

Said Elise, displaying true feminine tact: ‘If it will not disturb your work for a moment, I have a clean handkerchief here in my pocket — but I do not want to disturb your work. All the same — if you care to come to the window....’

So Christophe held up his face to Elise who first moistened the handkerchief with her saliva, then carefully cleansed his long-suffering eye.

T thank you, Elise;’ he said very politely, and stooping he touched her hand with his lips, precisely as he had seen Goundran do when, one day, she had bound a cut on his finger.

But fine as it was to distemper the walls, it was even finer to paint the woodwork — although Goundran was selfish about the front door: ‘No; I wish to do that by myself,’ he insisted. ‘You shall do the lower shutters, but not the door.’ And he handed Christophe a new pot of paint. ‘Do not waste it, enfantounet, it costs!’ he cautioned.

Oh, the smell and the gloss and the green of the paint, and the way it slid over the battered old shutters! Christophe was happier now as he worked than he had been since the death of Mirèio. The dust rose in clouds, for the port was being swept by a vicious and very persistent mistral; and the dust made a rash come out on the paint which, however, did but prolong the pleasure, since he merely added coat upon coat, applying them always thicker and thicker. One thing only gave him cause for regret — Jan was too much engrossed by his books to take part in this orgy of house decoration. He had said rather sternly: ‘I cannot lose time: I must think of the Curé and Madame de Bérac.’ And then he had shown Christophe a rosary that the Comtesse de Bérac had sent him for Christmas. ‘When one has obligations as I have,’ he had said, ‘one cannot lose time dabbing other people’s shutters.’ Christophe had certainly felt impressed, for those beads had looked very grand and expensive. Moreover Jan was quite right about Time: it did seem incredibly easy to lose it. It was here, it was gone, and before you could turn round. With every full chime of the church clock went an hour of the splendid and memorable Christmas vacation. Strive though he might Christophe knew very well that his painting would have to be left unfinished, and that Goundran would then take over his job.

‘Time is thieving and stingy and jealous,’ thought Christophe, trying to ignore that relentless clock; ‘it is angry because I am feeling so happy.’

But more jealous than Time was le tout petit Loup; yes, indeed, he was far more angry and jealous: ‘Why may I not also have fun?’ was his question; and there he would stand in the wind-swept street with a scowl on his brow and his hands in his pockets. ‘You paint very badly indeed!’ he would shout. ‘If I had that brush I could show you something!’

So one afternoon Christophe gave him the brush, after which he immediately snatched the paint-pot and proceeded to breathe rather hard as he worked, feeling anxious lest they should doubt his skill and remind him of his incessant bragging; and he breathed in the noxious fumes of the paint which very soon brought on his troublesome asthma. Tears sprang to the eyes of le tout petit Loup, but he rubbed them away and continued painting; a lump rose in the throat of le tout petit Loup but he swallowed it down and continued painting; phlegm worried the chest of le tout petit Loup, producing a loud and most painful wheezing, so that Christophe who heard it besought him to stop, but he shook his small head and continued painting, In the end Goundran took the paint-brush away, and Elise marched him firmly off to the parlour, whereupon he was promptly sick on the floor, for the fumes had also affected his stomach.

‘All the same,’ bragged le tout petit Loup the next morning as he managed to nibble a morsel of breakfast, all the same I paint better than Christophe does. When he paints he leaves nothing but ridges and bubbles. My work is like Goundran’s, all glossy and smooth.’ — 

‘Mais oui, you are probably right,’ consoled Christophe.






  








CHAPTER XIV
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THE religiously minded in the town of Saint Loup were not only prayerful but extremely busy, for presently would come the month of May when their offspring would make their First Communion.

For the past seven months a feud had been raging between those who agreed with the Holy Father — the saintly and simple Pius X, who argued that as his Lord loved little children, Communion might well be received very young — and those who agreed with the conservative clergy who argued that until a child was eleven or thereabouts, it could not receive its Lord with the requisite understanding; an opinion which was also held by the Curé. And thus it had happened that Christophe and Jan had not taken advantage of the Quam Singulari, but would make their First Communion in May when both of them would be just over eleven.

Endless candles now burnt at the shrine of Saint Loup: ‘O golden saint, make our dear children worthy.’ Endless candles were lighted for the Mother of God: ‘O Mary Virgin, thyself a mother, make our sons acceptable to thy Son.’ In this wise prayed many a mother these days, for the women always found time to pray in spite of their arduous household duties, whereas the men must smoke at off times, and must stretch their long legs as they basked in the sunshine or drank a small glass with Mère Mélanie. But what would you? That was the way with all men, their wives must make their peace for them with heaven! Except upon days of obligation, the most that the men ever did — and they fathers — was to clump into church looking awkward and large; and then, having signed themselves with the cross, to clump out again and light cigarettes — still, that was obviously better than nothing, and as Marie remarked with some truth to a neighbour who complained that husbands were not famous at prayers: ‘After all, it is they who earn money for our candles.’ In the ancient houses had begun to appear many yards of white net and of fine white muslin. Sewing machines tapped and whirred in the evenings — one could hear them as one walked past the open windows. And, as likely as not, bending over her task, her work-stained hands sharply contrasting with its whiteness, a woman would be seaming the muslin dress in which her daughter would kneel at the altar — the gentle and innocent wedding dress to be worn by a youthful bride of the spirit. But the veil, ah, that must be made by hand with a prayer for every so many stitches. The dress might be altered and worn again — since needs must when a household was short of money — but the veil would be carefully laid away wrapped in sheets of elegant pink tissue paper, with perhaps a few sprigs of lavender between, or some petals trodden brown by the priest who had carried the monstrance at Corpus Christi. The veil would be shown to intimate friends, to relations who came on a family visit; and, who knows, perhaps to the as-yet-unborn: ‘Vois donc, petite Angèle, le voile qu’avait ta maman pour sa Première Communion. Mais oui... elle aussi a été toute jeune....’ And the lavender sprigs grown bare and scentless, and the petals grown brittle and dropping to powder; for alas, time has little respect at best, and none at all when we become sentimental.

But it must not be thought that the mothers of Saint Loup were guiltless of less exalted emotions; no, indeed, there was much heart-burning these days regarding the texture of net and muslin, the quality and merits of white suede shoes, and the price of the white cotton roses for wreaths. Above all did the faces under the wreaths very frequently give occasion for pride, that subtle and most trusty weapon of Satan. Thus already, although it was now only March, tittle-tattle and gossip were rife between neighbours: ‘Ai! las, that the poor little Rosseline should suffer so much from those very disfiguring pimples; to wear white a child must have a good skin — my Sophie, thank God, has always possessed one.’ Or: ‘That daughter of Madame Perron’s grows fat, a real pity it is, yes, a real disaster. And I hear that her mother complains of the price of net. “Ah, mais non,”

I said to my husband, “if one cannot spend two sous upon our dear Lord.... Imagine such a thing, for the child’s First Communion!” Or: ‘I was astonished to remark that the Girals were buying those cheap canvas shoes for their daughters instead of white suède — both the girls have big feet which already is surely a great disadvantage. Our Céline has got very small feet and hands; all the same I would not risk those cheap shoes, they would make even her tiny feet look enormous.’

And so the old Devil had occasion to smile more than once as he groomed his tail in the sunshine, or polished his hooves with the snippets of muslin he had found cast away in some family dustbin, or pricked up a furry and impious ear as he strolled by a gossiping group at a corner. But meanwhile the weather was warm and most pleasant, and that blueness of sky and of sea and of mountains which is such an integral part of Provence, appeared bluer than usual, and so did the incense that rose at High Mass, and so did the eyes of Jôusè whenever they rested on Christophe — for Christophe was growing apace these days and would surely become a fair, mighty man; yes, a fair-skinned and mighty man like his father.
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One night Jousè sat up long over accounts, frowning and grumbling and chewing his pencil. Goundran always paid and paid handsomely, but others did not —— a most tiresome business. That couple who had ordered the marital bed, had they paid? Not at all! They had taken their pleasure and much of it, if Jousè was any judge, yet the good, honest oak of their couch went unpaid for. And then there was that new counter for Germaine; she would cling to her money till the very last minute. There was also that fowl-house up at the farm — oh, but that was all right, they were trustworthy people who never kept a man waiting for his bill; in a week or so now they would pay for that fowl-house. Ah, but Loup... the chemist, the doctor, the food... so much butter and milk to make him grow fatter, so much bouillon to make his weak limbs grow strong; and the jellies carefully flavoured with wine because his small appetite had to be tempted. Ai! las, ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup, coughing and wheezing and complaining of his chest and his stomach and his meals and his home and his brother, yet doing so remarkably well at school — as sharp as a razor he was, the imp. And now if he was not learning to carve! His fingers were far more crafty than Christophe’s. Christophe was good at big, simple jobs — the sawing of planks, the hacking of timber. He used his tools as to the manner born, with precision, with strength, with foresight, with knowledge. But le tout petit Loup possessed something that he lacked, a kind of ingenious impertinence, which made him not only clever but daring, so that he had gone to his father’s prized hoard and had dragged out a Gothic panel to copy — the impudence of it, a child of his age! But, pecaire! he had not copied it badly.

How totally different they were, the two boys — since their earliest infancy they had been different; and this difference was very much marked now at school, for Christophe was not at all a good student. Christophe was so stupid about learning from books that the things had begun to puzzle the master. Of course, he, Jôusè, had never liked books, yet he could not remember that when he was at school his lessons had been so difficult to him. Monsieur Roland declared that by word of mouth the boy could learn quickly, but not from print. This was grave, for an overworked master lacked time and patience to make an exception of Christophe, and already his brother had passed him in the class — oh, that imp, he was surely as sharp as a razor! Yes, Marie was right, Loup was cleverer than Jan in spite of the Grand Séminaire at Versailles and that sacrée Madame la Comtesse de Bérac!

Would Germaine pay soon? How soon would she pay? He really must settle down to accounts and stop thinking about less important matters — Christophe would be making his First Communion and clothes had to be bought for the solemn event.... How soon would that Germaine pay for her counter? Germaine had received a measurement card sent from Paris by Madame la Comtesse de Bérac — she was showing the thing all over the town — Madame la Comtesse would give Jan his suit — a fine suit he would have for his First Communion. Sacré Nom; then Christophe should have a fine suit! Sacré Nom, he should have a suit finer than Jan’s — a count’s suit he should have, a duke’s suit, a prince’s! He, Jousè, knew of a shop in Marseille where they kept all such things — a magnificent shop, frequented by the children of prosperous merchants. Their cut was superb, their materials glossy, their prices enough to make a man blink. He, Jousè, had blinked but had then used his eyes and had seen those rows of wax figures in the windows — lifelike they had been, they had almost moved, boys of Christophe’s age too with real hair on their heads; yes, and actually with real rings on their fingers! But that was not all; he had passed there in May and had stood before one particular window — little girls in beautifully soft muslin frocks with wreaths and long veils and white ivory prayer books; little boys in immaculate black broadcloth suits, flottant ties, and with white favours worn on their sleeves — and especially had he observed their shoes, so rich, so unserviceable, so useless. Elegant black patent shoes they had worn — and that window had been labelled: ‘PREMIERE COMMUNION.’

Bien, his Christophe was going to have one of those suits. He should have it if the devil ran away with the business; if Saint Loup himself stumped out of his niche in order to counsel economy — if his namesake had to go without bouillon! Ah, mais non, not that... le pauvre tout petit Loup! All the same he was going to buy one of the suits from that window labelled: ‘PREMIERE COMMUNION.’

Beside Christophe, Jan would cut a mean figure, in spite of those costly clothes sent from Paris, in spite of his elegant nose and fine eyes, and what Germaine described as his scholarly forehead. A mere wisp of a boy, no physique, no strength; why, to give him a plank to lift would be to break him, whereas to see Christophe lifting a plank was to know that you had not betrayed your manhood. A lovely sight, Christophe lifting a plank, with small muscles already upon his young arms and rippling out on his sunburnt shoulders.... What a son to have made! And what sons he would make, in his turn, when he gave his old father grandchildren!

Jousè got up abruptly and went to the drawer where his wife kept her pen and ink and notepaper: ‘Messieurs,’ he wrote in his thin sprawling hand, ‘I desire to purchase the very best suit that your firm can provide for my son’s First Communion. I shall also require a fine linen shirt and the kind of collar that the English call It-ton, and a white flottant tie of very good silk, and a white ribbon badge to be worn on the sleeve, and a pair of first quality black woollen stockings. I shall also require patent leather shoes of the sort I have seen displayed in your window. Messieurs, should you know of anything else that is now being worn on this solemn occasion — know of any small extras that would add elegance — then I beg that you will at once inform me. Meanwhile kindly send me a measurement card — my son is nearly eleven years old but large for his age, having very broad shoulders. His mother will fill in the card with great care and return it to you at the earliest moment....’ Then he added some pompous courtesies and finally signed his name with a flourish.

‘Allons’ he muttered, wagging his head as he wiped the pen on the seat of his trousers, ‘allons, we will see if a son of mine cannot go suitably clothed to Jesus.’






  








CHAPTER XV
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It was during the long preparation for Communion upon which the Curé always insisted — those months of endless religious instruction which, in spite of his habitual indolence, he felt it his duty to give the children — that Christophe began to study the gospels with a new and curiously personal interest.

Far into the night he would read and reread their simple yet poignantly tragic story; and the while he read he would grow aware of an uneasy feeling of apprehension, illogical, strange, and until now unknown. He would think:

‘Why should I be feeling afraid? It all happened a very long time ago... and besides, Christ was God.’ He would cling to this thought, so familiar and in consequence so reassuring.

But another strange thing would bewilder the boy: he would want to find something that was not in the gospels. His mind would grope about helplessly trying to understand its conviction that a link had been lost, a link with the divine, and that thus what remained was less than perfection.

‘Such thoughts are great blasphemy,’ he would decide; ‘I had better confess at once to the Curé. It may easily be the devil who tempts because I shall soon make my First Communion.’

But he neither confessed nor spoke of those thoughts, for just lately he had grown very shy and self-conscious. The south and his unusual physical strength were forcing their will on his anxious body — he was coming to an early maturity with all that that holds of diffidence, of despondency, and of introspection. There were days now when the sadness he had grown to resent would refuse to give way before his resentment, when he could not go forth, as he had in the past, intent on some mischievous adventure, but must work at the bench in his father’s shop even after there was no further need for working, until Jousè observing his scowling face, would scowl in his turn and might even speak sharply:

‘I have told you stop for today and be off — my timber and I like a cheerful apprentice!’

Then Christophe would drop his tool with a bang, avoiding the brown, doglike eyes of Anfos that followed him about with anxiety; and perhaps he would wander across to Eusèbe and find him squatting among his hides, intent upon stitching a pair of new sandals.

Eusèbe would look up: ‘Ho, ho, my cabbage, so you visit the scandalous Eusèbe who prefers his vineyards to Holy Mass, and his rolls of hide to a hide-bound Curé! Eh bien, you are welcome as you were in the days when I told you of the terrible Recatadou di Rato-Penado, and of other true things which no doubt you have now grown too wise to credit. Sit down. Pecaire, how enormous you are! One would think you were several years older than your age — ah, yes, you are much too big now for my legends.’

But one evening Christophe said: ‘Tell me your legends;’ for he longed to be once again just a small child sitting there in the dusk with le tout petit Loup and Jan, while Eusèbe made them all tremble.

So Eusèbe laid a sandal aside, and he turned first his blue-white eye upon Christophe, then his fierce black eye that glowed like a coal, and he told in a solemn and awesome voice of the Recatadou di Rato-Penado. Then he told of the Baumo de la Masco Taven, and Lou Courredou de L’Esperit Fantasti, while the sudden nightfall darkened the shop, so that Eusèbe must light the lamp which gave out so pungent and unpleasant an odour.

‘There is still the Cafourno de la Chaucho Vièjo.’ he reminded, ‘I remember how frightened you became when you first heard about that horrible nightmare — shall we have it?’

But Christophe shook his cropped head, while his pale, bright eyes actually filled with tears: ‘No,’ he murmured, ‘I cannot feel frightened any more... not at such things...’

‘That is sad,’ remarked Eusèbe. For something of the wisdom he had gleaned from the earth, and from years of tending the fruits of the earth, touched his hoary old heart to a partial understanding, so that his glowing black eye looked more kind as it rested on Christophe, and he spoke almost gravely: ‘It is that you now have a new thing to fear — as we grow we must listen to the story of life; mais oui, mais oui, the story of life — yet who knows but that that is also a legend. Mon brave, it is better to be like me; I say to myself: “I have lost an eye, but thanks be to Bacchus I have still got the other.” I say to myself: “Boots and shoes are not gay, they are clumsy and ugly and dull to make, but thanks be to Bacchus I can also make sandals.” I say to myself: “I am growing old like my good feather bed; I am careless and dirty; the girls will not look at me down at the port, and the men from the tartanes make a mock of my blindness, thrusting forward their women upon my blind side — but thanks be to Bacchus there is still the fine wine and the dreams that come from the fine, friendly wine”... Yes, surely it is better to be like me. Life was simpler far when the world was pagan.’

‘But then I am not a pagan,’ sighed Christophe.
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Sometimes Christophe would seek out the studious Jan who, when he was not on his knees in the church, was engrossed by the books that the Curé had lent him. And Jan would motion his cousin to a chair: ‘Do not go — I like to feel that you are near me.’ Which was true, for despite his prayers and his books he still felt a very deep love for Christophe, as did Christophe for him — that tenacious love which had shown itself first when they two had been infants.

Christophe would gaze at Jan’s dark, bowed head, at his slender figure and handsome profile, and would wonder how Jan could tolerate him, such a slow-witted, stupid and clumsy fellow. He would almost decide not to have his hair cropped, but to wear it as Jan wore his, with a parting — it was ugly cropped so close to the scalp. But then he would remember that his hair was red and quite straight, not a curly red-gold like his father’s.

Presently Jan might lay down his book, yawn and stretch: ‘That is quite enough for this evening! Let us go out, it is hot in this room.’ So out they must go arm in arm as usual.

Christophe would listen while Jan discussed life with the very complete assurance of childhood. But now when he spoke about his religion his eyes burned as they did when they looked on the Host — all on fire, he was, at the thought of Communion:

‘Surely I could kill the people who blaspheme against our Lord’s name, who despitefully use Him!’ Yes, now more than ever must his Lord be avenged. ‘I could kill them — do you not feel like that also? Eh bien, what is the matter? Have you swallowed your tongue?’

For Christophe would answer such outbursts with silence.

Jan would turn his accusing young eyes on his friend — a child’s eyes yet already those of a fanatic: ‘You are lukewarm, you blow neither hot nor cold.’ he said angrily one day, falling back on his namesake. ‘Is it you who would strike a blow for our Saviour? When I speak of blasphemers your face becomes stupid and dull like a mule’s — you are dumb like a mule, like a beast that because it has got no soul is deprived of all feeling and understanding!’

And the walk came near to being a failure, for Christophe must struggle to keep his temper, while Jan must remind himself of the love that he bore this silent and obstinate creature who seemed so unwilling to kindle the fire of a faith that was worthy of him as a Christian.

Thus the weeks slipped by and there came the March night when those tiresome accounts were perplexing poor Jousè. And that night Christophe sat in his attic alone, reading by the flickering flame of a candle — he was reading the gospel according to Saint Luke very carefully, because its beauty impressed him. And whenever his eyes met the name Galilee, they paused, for to him that name held great sweetness; and now, as was always the case these days, he must picture a green and bountiful country having many deep streams that gushed over rocks, and wide valleys, and ranges of snow-capped mountains.

‘Yes, but how do I know these things,’ he mused; for even the notes of the singing birds he felt that he knew — there were many such birds — yet he had not been told of them by the Curé. The Curé cared nothing about Galilee beyond what it stood for in scriptural history.

Then after a time, as the boy still read on, he realized that once more he was seeking, but that now he knew what it was that he sought: ‘When he bathed His feet in that stream... where is it? He had cut His foot on a stone and it bled. He sighed a little and took off His sandals; then He blessed the water for cooling His feet... But where has it got to? Why cannot I find it?’ The sweat broke out on his hands and forehead, while something very like panic seized him as he turned from gospel to gospel in search of the incident that had not been recorded: ‘He took off His sandals and bathed His feet... He blessed the water,’ he kept repeating.

Pain. He was suddenly conscious of pain — the pain of the body. He clutched at his foot, he stamped it upon the ground: it was whole. Then whose pain was this, his own or another’s? But pain. He was suddenly conscious of pain — the pain of the mind. He was deeply discouraged, he was filled with persistent and anxious doubts, his brain ached with a host of unanswered questions — he was doubting himself. Was he doubting himself? Whose doubts were these, his own or another’s? Yes, but pain — the searing pain of the Spirit. The intolerable anguish of divining perfection, the intolerable pity for each conscious thing that was yet unconscious of that perfection. The intolerable longing to show forth God as the Ultimate Triumph, the Beginning and the End of all things in Love — in the Love of God that was patient, courageous, invincible, deathless. The longing to lift the whole world up to God. But whose longing was this, his own or another’s?

And now he could not any more see the attic, for its walls must give place to luminous visions, to a sunshine more ruthless than that of Saint Loup, to skies that were bluer than those of Provence. And a tall man, he saw, with a small reddish beard; a poorly-clad man who looked like a peasant. And this man had made a cup of his hands and was holding a bird, and the bird was singing. Yes, right up into his smiling face the bird sang; Christophe could see its minute ruffled throat, could perceive all the joy that throbbed in that song, could divine the creature’s sense of protection.

Then words, heard as though through illimitable space: ‘This is my brother — shew mercy to all things.’

And again, on the road to Jerusalem... the man had paused, seeing a beast of burden, a pack-mule that stumbled beneath its load — inarticulate, humble and heavy-laden. He had flung the load from its aching withers, and its withers were pitifully galled and bleeding... He was healing the galls with the touch of his hand... ‘This is my brother — shew mercy to all things.’

And now he was in the street of a town, a populous hill-town — its name was Nain. He was kneeling beside a dying dog, a pariah dying in great desolation. The gaunt yellow creature lay stretched out in the sun, too feeble to drag itself into shelter, and its body was covered with festering sores, but its eyes looked into the eyes of the man with an indescribable expectation... He was laying his hands upon the beast’s head: ‘Our Father... into Thy merciful keeping....’

Christophe sprang up with a stifled cry: ‘Mirèio!’ he gasped. And again: ‘Mirèio!’

It was over. He saw the walls of his room, saw the cheap but familiar print of the Virgin, saw his narrow oak bed with its clean white quilt, saw the stars gleaming in through his dormer window. He ran to the window and looked down on the street he had known all the years of his short existence; and while he still stood there an uncertain gleam appeared from Eusèbe’s half-open doorway — without doubt he had just staggered home from the port and was fumblingly trying to light a candle. And Christophe felt grateful towards these things, for they came as a balm to his understanding — they were crude, simple, homely, everyday things; aye, even the drunken old sandal-maker.

Then turning he flung himself onto the bed and began to cry weakly: ‘Mirèio.. he sobbed, for the wound of her passing was not yet healed, ‘Mirèio, come back from God; I want you!’ But after a little his sobs died away and he lay there quite motionless. He was sleeping.






  








CHAPTER XVI
 

1
 

THE days that followed that strange night of vision were filled with acute anxiety for Christophe. He shrank from speaking of what had occurred with a dread so intense as to be almost morbid, yet something seemed urging him on to speak: ‘Tell Jan... tell Jan... tell him what you have seen.’ The words would hammer themselves out in his brain with a kind of heavy monotony, with a patient and irresistible persistence.

His work suffered; he grew duller than ever at his books, for now he scarcely knew what he was reading. He would fancy that he saw those words on the page and would afterwards grow confused during the lesson, so that Monsieur Roland must thump his desk: ‘Christophe Bénédit, this is intolerable, shameful! Not a question this morning have you answered correctly.’ And turning to Loup, ‘Allons, Loup, attention! Kindly tell me the principal victories of Napoleon.’ Then le tout petit Loup looking ludicrously small and fragile beside his large-limbed brother, would pipe out the victories victoriously, ticking them off on his brown, skinny fingers. The class would grin as Christophe sat down as red as a beetroot with shame and confusion. But this was not all: his hands lost their assurance, growing doubtful when handling the hammer and chisel:

‘Segnour Diéu, what are you doing, my son?’

Jousè would exclaim on a note of impatience. ‘Strike more firmly; you will ruin that excellent wood! Do you think the saints send us our timber for nothing?’

So Christophe would steady his chisel and strike: ‘Tell Jan... tell Jan... tell him what you have seen... tell Jan... tell Jan... tell him what you have seen...’ With a kind of despair he would start hammering wildly in an effort to break that intolerable rhythm.

Marie said to her husband: ‘Our Christophe is ailing, he eats little, and I do not like his strange silence. Houi, if our Christophe also becomes ill, he who has always had such perfect health... It would seem that indeed the kind saints desert us!’ And she looked as though she intended to weep.

‘Do not be so ridiculous, Marie!’ snapped Jousè, ‘The boy is maturing — it is natural enough — your golden Saint Loup himself cannot baulk nature.... At Christophe’s age I also felt glum, but that was because I had so many boils. I remember quite well how conscious I became of everything that pertained to my body. Beyond this there is nothing wrong with your son. But keep a sharp look out in a few years from now — he may then catch the deadly distemper called women.’ And he laughed, remembering his own precocity, patted her cheek, and went about his business.

But that night when the boy was already in bed, his mother made her way up to the attic; and she smoothed his pillow, and straightened his sheet, and carefully tucked in his old brown blanket. Then she suddenly folded him close in her arms calling him many endearing names — little kind, foolish names that she had used long ago when he greedily sucked his life from her bosom. For her heart was heavy at the thought of this child who was daily drawing further away from childhood towards a future that none might foresee, not even the wise, tender heart of a mother. And because he was barely eleven years old despite the precocious strength of his body, he laid his head eagerly down on her breast, for he also was anxious to hold back the years because of an undefined dread of the future.

‘Enfantounet,’ she whispered, ‘shall I sing you to sleep?’

He nodded in silence, fearing that speech might destroy this foolish yet comforting illusion.

So Marie sang him an old lullaby that had long soothed many a Provençal cradle, and her voice was thin but tuneful and sweet as she rocked the boy who lay in her arms as willingly as though he were a baby:

‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, Will you take my little son into your keeping?’

‘Surely I will, for I too had a Son — but my little Son was laid in a manger.’

‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, Will you cherish my little son through his childhood?’

‘Surely I will, for I too had a Son — but my little Son was forced into exile.’

‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, Will you guide my son’s feet in the days of his manhood?’

‘Surely I will, for I too had a Son — but my Son’s feet became terribly weary.’

‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, Will you plead for my son at the hour of his dying?’

‘Surely I will, for I too had a Son — but my Son died upon Calvary that yours might inherit the Life Everlasting.’

She stopped singing. Christophe had lifted his head and was gazing up into her face intently: ‘Enfantounet... why do you look at me so...?’ she faltered, for she thought that his eyes seemed strange — very old, very grave, very full of pity.

2
 

Jan listened to his cousin with incredulous amazement: ‘Comment, you would have me believe you saw Jesus — yet you cannot even remember His face?’

‘No, I cannot remember His face,’ said Christophe.

They were sitting in the woods just beyond the town, near the spot where Jan had slain his last couleuvre, and the woods were beginning to smell of spring, for March had recently passed into April.

Jan persisted: ‘And you say that He bathed His feet in a stream and that one of His feet was bleeding? How much did it bleed?’

‘It bled quite a lot — and it pained Him.’

‘How do you know that it pained?’

‘Because I could feel the pain,’ replied Christophe.

‘But why should our Lord have blessed the stream as though He were grateful? I do not believe it! The Curé blesses water but that is for us, in order that we may benefit by it; it keeps away fiends when it has been blessed.’

Christophe answered: ‘Yet I know that He did feel grateful...’

‘And you want me to believe that He actually spoke?’

‘Yes, He spoke of a bird that He held — it was singing.’

‘And what did He say?’ demanded Jan.

‘He said: “This is my brother — shew mercy to all things”.’

‘And what next?’

‘He healed many galls for a mule... that was on the road to Jerusalem... the mule was cruelly overloaded.’

‘And then?’

‘He knelt by a dying dog in a street in Nain.’

‘How do you know that it was Nain?’

Christophe thought for a moment: ‘I cannot tell you.’

‘And then?’

‘He laid His hands on its head and prayed — He was sending the dog to God. It was suffering, its body was covered with sores... very terrible sores...’ His voice sank to a whisper, ‘I cannot be wrong for the dog was... Mirèio.’

They stared at each other as once in the past they had stared in dumb fear when the blow dealt by Jan to the couleuvre had scarred Christophe’s shrinking shoulders.

Then Christophe said slowly: ‘These things are all lost — they must have forgotten to write them down, that is why there is something I miss in the gospels.’

‘You are mad!’ exclaimed Jan, still feeling afraid, ‘Only saints and holy martyrs see visions.’ Then he flushed, ‘But what is that you have said? Who are you to pretend to miss things in the gospels? Are you the four Evangelists perhaps? One would think you were all four of them rolled together! Sarnipabiéune, but what conceit! No doubt you know better than Monsieur le Curé, no doubt you know better than our bishop, mais oui; no doubt you know better than the Holy Father!’ And now he was working himself into a rage. ‘Moreover you blaspheme — you blaspheme about Mirèio. Mirèio was a beast and beasts have no souls, yet you tell me that Jesus sent her to God — it must be that you are both stupid and wicked! In any case she is not very long dead, therefore how can Mirèio have been seen by Jesus? And I do not believe that our Lord healed a mule, he healed only human beings with souls — blind men He healed, and women, and lepers — the people He wished to have with Him in heaven. You are lying, or else you will soon become mad. No, you have not seen our Lord but the devil.’ He paused for a moment to recover his breath, then he went on more quickly, spluttering a little: ‘Listen to me well, I will now repeat what is said at the end of Revelation: “If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book:” Yes, those are the actual words of Saint John, and that is what you have done, added to these things, and therefore you are a very great liar!’ Christophe said quietly: ‘I have spoken the truth. I have told you what I was meant to tell you.’

They faced each other and Christophe’s calm eyes met and held the turbulent eyes of his cousin. And now they were not young boys any more — at this moment they were neither young nor old, but just two living creatures irrevocably bound by the bonds of an infinite love that was ageless.

Jan muttered: ‘You are wicked because you blaspheme, yet I do not wish to kill you like the others....’ Then all of a sudden he burst into tears, and when next he spoke his words were quite childish: ‘Oh, oh,’ he blubbered, ‘what am I going to do? You will go down to hell and then I shall lose you!’

Christophe looked at him, not knowing what he should say, or how he might best hope to give consolation.

They walked home hand in hand as they been used to walk when they were very small children. They forgot that they had both grown since those days, remembering only that they had quarrelled yet again and must therefore keep close together, for they felt an intangible dread of separation. They spoke little, and when they arrived at Jôusè’s workshop they parted without looking at one another, for Jan was feeling ashamed of his tears, and Christophe divining this, tried to spare him.

But that night Jan remained a long time on his knees in front of his crucifix, praying for Christophe.

3
 

This particular quarrel although it had passed quickly, had made a deep impression upon Christophe; it had strengthened his very unwilling conviction that in some way he differed from other people, and this thought was intensely distasteful to him.

Jan had spoken to the Curé about those visions, and the Curé, it seemed, had not been outraged but had taken the whole matter almost lightly. He had called Christophe into the Presbytery at the end of the usual Sunday instruction, and had listened with a grave and courteous attention to the boy’s replies to his searching questions, and then he had remarked that all such happenings were capable of divers explanations. Christophe might well have fallen asleep, and who could account for the strangeness of dreams? Or again, he was probably working hard, having realized that he was rather backward. Bien, a tired brain was often an active brain, but not always a very reliable brain; it played curious tricks, it imagined things that had no importance because no existence. And then there had been the death of the bitch; of course Christophe had fretted about Mirèio. He, the Curé, had once had a dog of his own, a most faithful creature, a curly retriever. One could grow very fond indeed of a dog... Well now, might not that account for quite a good deal?

 

It might surely account for one of the visions. But the visions themselves had been gentle visions — our Lord and the little bird, that had been charming — a charming fancy — quite a picture it made; our Lord with the little bird in His hands... but of course Christophe knew all about Saint Francis, that was how things got themselves jumbled up, but no matter... None of it mattered at all so long as one did not allow one’s fancies to masquerade as the truths of religion. Christophe had his Church and his Church had Truth. Jan had been silly about the whole business, had given it all too much importance. He, the Curé, had had a long talk with Jan who had promised not to be so impulsive: ‘And now, Christophe, put it right out of your head. Do not worry yourself, just be a good boy and pray to the Sacred Heart of our Lord that your First Communion may be very perfect.’

Thus the Curé Martel, who had honestly made a great effort to advise with kindness and wisdom.

But neither Jan’s folly nor the Curé’s wisdom had been able to dim the memory of those visions, or to rob them of their deep reality — for the tangible is never so entirely real as that which is seen by the eyes of the Spirit.

It was strange perhaps that the boy did not turn to his mother at this time of bewilderment and trouble, or even to the father whose stalwart love made up for a certain lack of understanding, but stranger still that he should have found consolation in the companionship of Anfos. And yet so it was, for to Anfos he went during many a desolate hour in the evening; to Anfos who would often remain in the workshop striving to capture nomad thoughts in the net of his wonderfully skilful carving. Anfos had taken to carving flowers — oleanders, carnations, sprays of mimosa; to carving the tendrils and leaves of the vines, and the fruit that bent the branches of the vines, and the frail winged creatures that swung on the vines. And if any would buy he might sell such work, for Jousè was a just and good-natured master. So to Anfos the boy would go with some object in which he himself had discerned great beauty — for now he saw beauty in many a thing that had seemed in the past unworthy of notice — the young leaf of a mulberry tree, very green, very neat, and a network of delicate veining; a sprig of wild lavender plant from the hills, quiet and retiring but persistently fragrant; a soft, foolish moth with the eyes of an owl and wings of the intangible colour of twilight — a moth rescued by Christophe’s careful hands from a fiery grave in the lamp above Anfos.

‘Look, Anfos,’ he would say: ‘it has down on its wings — a kind of shining silvery powder!’

Then Anfos would lay down his tool and look, his doglike eyes full of profound admiration: ‘Bèu Diéu,’ he would murmur, for his words were few, so that whenever his heart was moved or his childish mind animated to pleasure, he could only call upon a beautiful God — but this tribute would seem all-sufficing to Christophe. Thus it was that these two, the boy and the half-wit who had knelt to this boy when he was a baby, that these two were now drawn very close by a perception which has little to say to the intellect — the inward and spiritual perception of beauty.

But at times Christophe needed to be alone, and would wander off by himself to the hill on the summit of which stands the ruined fortress. Climbing slowly with his eyes bent upon the ground, while his head felt heavy with unanswered problems, he would finally reach the old citadel, now held by the brighteyed garrison of lizards. And sometimes he would stretch out a quite friendly hand, and would make that small sound — that very small sound which was like a soft but compelling summons; and a lizard would lift its throat to the sun, then glance brightly at Christophe’s hand and move nearer, then all of a sudden it would be on his hand or his arm, to be followed by another and another — for at last he had won the friendship of these creatures. Yet his heart was so full of trouble these days that he would not always call his companions, but would sit staring down at the roofs of Saint Loup, or away to the sea that spread bluely beyond them, while his mind sought in vain to explain itself and the unsolved enigma of his existence.

Brooding darkly he would conjure up all his troubles: his stupidity at school which perpetually shamed him; his constant and unhappy quarrels with Jan — always quarrels in spite of their great devotion; the thoughts that would come into his head undesired — thoughts of pity, of anxious and eager compassion; his misery over the sufferings and pain of all speechless and thus defenceless creatures... that mark on his shoulders when Jan struck the couleuvre. And his hands, the great fear he had felt of his hands since the night when their power had released Mirèio — or had she been actually going to die? Had he only imagined that his touch had released her? And the day when he put on his first pair of sandals... that queer falling asleep at his father’s workbench... that queer waking up with a sense of dread because of something that he must do. But what? he had brought back no memory of it. Then those pictures — Christ holding the singing bird — Christ healing the maltreated beast of burden — Christ laying His hands on Miréio’s head... on Mirèio’s head? but Mirèio had been NOW. It was he and not Christ who had laid hands upon her, and the town had not been Nain but Saint Loup, and the place not a street but a shed in the yard, and the time not midday but after midnight.. Christ and Mirèio... Mirèio and Christophe....

He would cover his face and begin to pray: ‘Lord, I am only eleven years old... I am big and clumsy but my brain feels quite small. I am stupid, I cannot learn anything from books, and I do not understand... no, I do not understand what it is that makes me so different from people. Lord, I want to be kind, but I do not like pain, I do not like knowing so much about pain — I have told Your golden Saint Loup this already. And I do not want to see things all wrong as I did when I saw You kneeling by Mirèio, because though I see wrong I feel I see right, and it worries me...Jan says that I shall go mad...’ His prayer would trail off into vague confused words about Jan and Mirèio and his own First Communion.

But one late afternoon as he sat near the ruins trying to pray and but ill succeeding, he uncovered his face rather suddenly and looked down on a green and most bountiful valley, and he heard the rushing and splash of a stream — a soft turbulent sound, and the singing of birds that had never sung on the hills of Saint Loup, yet the notes of whose songs were completely familiar. And beyond, very far away, he perceived not the dark, rugged, unclothed peaks of the Maures, but the peaks of much higher and snow-capped mountains.

Then he spoke, but softly, for some joy is so fragile that it breaks at the touch of our coarsened vibrations: ‘Galilee... I am looking at Galilee.’ And his heart was dissolved in a peace so immense that it passed even his profound understanding, while his eyes filled with slow, reminiscent tears — the tears of a wanderer who had come home to the happy greenness and peace of that valley. ‘You are beautiful,’ he murmured, ‘you are fruitful and kind; you shelter the birds, you nurture the cattle, you have many deep streams at which all may drink. And at evening your mountains are heavy with rest, and at dawn your mountains are the first to praise God... to praise....’ His voice faltered and died away; then he raised his hand as though he were blessing.

A bell sounded. He saw the town of Saint Loup with the sea lying placid and azure beyond it, saw the dark, rugged, unclothed peaks of the Maures, saw the ancient church with its open belfry and heard the three rhythmic strokes of the bell that proclaimed the lifting up of the Lord at the evening service of Benediction.






  








CHAPTER XVII
 

1
 

THE new suit arrived — the suit from Marseille that Christophe would wear for his First Communion. Loup’s marmoset eyes all but dropped from his head, so astonished was he at its glossy black splendour. And what stockings! as soft as though woven of silk; and the spotless white shirt of the finest linen; and the funny stiff collar that the English boys wore; and the wide flottant tie, and the wide ribbon badge to be worn on the sleeve — a white satin band with a big round rosette and elegant streamers. And the shoes! so thin, so incredibly shiny, with laces as silky and soft as the stockings; but above all, one truly magnificent thing — the suit in addition to jacket and breeches, had actually got a real grown-up waistcoat, a waistcoat with striped sateen at the back and a manly, neat little strap with a buckle!

Oh, but le tout petit Loup must regret his pert inattention to Monsieur le Curé, his suckings and scrunchings of sweets during class, his sudden and often embarrassing questions, all of which had led to Monsieur le Curé’s stern words: ‘You are not yet sufficiently serious, my child; I fear we shall have to delay your Communion.’ And now here was Christophe dressed up in the suit, and examining himself in their mother’s best mirror, then complaining that the shoes felt too tight for his feet and begging to wear his ugly old sandals. And now here was Christophe thrusting a finger down the funny stiff collar that the English called It-ton, and declaring that it felt all wrong on his neck, while he, Loup, could scarcely contain his desire to see his own neck rising out of that collar. It was indeed a real cause for regret that he had been pert to Monsieur le Curé.

Marie said: ‘You may now take the suit off, my son;’ and she started to unbutton the magnificent waistcoat.

Then Christophe unfastened the collar with a plop and divested himself of his shoes and stockings, then his jacket, while Marie dragged down the breeches and carefully drew the shirt over his head, taking pains that it should not get creased in the process. With a sigh of relief Christophe thrust his brown legs into shorts made from Jousè’s old linen trousers, and his head into a sleeveless striped cotton vest, and his feet into the pliant, well-contrived sandals.

‘You are not what the English call: “Gen-tell-men,” scoffed Loup, ‘you behave like what the English call: “Com-mune”’ for Monsieur Roland had once been to Hull, and would sometimes discourse with his pupils of England, dropping a word here and there by the way, just to show how conversant he was with the language.

Said Jousè: ‘Well, this I can surely affirm: no boy will be better dressed than our Christophe. You may very well hold your head high, my son, the suit fits superbly, while as for the cost... But your mother is of my opinion, I know — there are certain occasions upon which one spends money.’

‘Mais surement, surement...’ Marie agreed. ‘And besides, our Christophe has quite a fine figure.’

Le tout petit Loup turned white and then red, while his eyes became less like a sick marmoset’s and more like a thoughtful, malevolent monkey’s as he watched his mother folding the suit, then the wide flottant tie, then the soft woollen stockings, and finally disposing of the whole in her drawer beneath several clean layers of new tissue paper. And that evening when Marie went up to her bedroom in order to look for a spool of cotton, what must she find but le tout petit Loup with his mischievous fingers among the paper. And while she observed him, herself unobserved, what must she see but le tout petit Loup removing the paper, then stroking the clothes very much as though he were stroking a cat, making small guttural sounds the while in his throat, sounds that seemed less suggestive of asthma than pleasure.

‘Who told you to open that drawer?’ she demanded.

Did he jump? Not he! All he did was to turn with a smile so seraphic that it quite disarmed her: ‘It was that I wanted to touch the suit in which Christophe will visit our Lord,’ he said sweetly, ‘Ai! las, that I may not visit our Lord! Maman, will you not speak with Monsieur le Curé?’

Marie shook her head: ‘No, I cannot, my son — he alone is the person to judge of your fitness.’

But that night as she lay at her husband’s side, she expressed a grave doubt of the Curé’s wisdom: ‘I think he is very unwise,’ she declared, ‘not to let Loup receive Communion this year merely because the child fidgets in class. Imagine! this evening he was stroking that new suit because it was going to be worn for our Lord — was that not touching of le tout petit Loup?’

‘Maybe — but now I would sleep,’ grunted Jôusè.

And indeed it did appear that le tout petit Loup had suddenly grown amazingly religious; he was constantly fingering his holy medals, or telling his beads by himself in a corner, or getting up on week days to go to Mass, or kneeling — apparently lost in prayer — at the foot of his Patron’s shrine after vespers.

‘So long as you do not make yourself ill... that is all I ask of our Lord,’ fretted Marie.

But the Curé continued to shake his head. ‘Next year, if you are attentive in class, we will then consider your First Communion.’

2
 

May came in, the month of our Blessed Lady, the month of the children’s approach to the altar. The Curé Martel was puckering his brow and fidgeting his feet as he sat in his study. He was struggling to forget a psychological treatise and to concentrate instead upon his address to the parents of youthful communicants — it would shortly appear in the Parish Journal:

‘Soyez-en félicités mes chers parents crétiens, car vous avez donné à vos chers petits enfants le privilège suprême, le privilège sublime, de s’agenouiller aux pieds de leur très-cher Jésus...’ He sighed; every other word seemed to be: ‘cher’; he was no good at all at this sort of writing. Then he tried to enliven his brain with snuff, sneezed twice, wiped his eyes, blew his long-suffering nose and stained a new handkerchief brown in the process.

Meanwhile, an air of suppressed excitement was very apparent in many a household: little girls with discreet but rather bright eyes; little boys look-sheepish, good and embarrassed; mothers with expressions which were usually reserved for occasions such as funerals or weddings; fathers with a kind of high pride on their brows, as who should say: ‘See what we have done for the Lord by creating such handsome and excellent children!’ Oh, yes, it was very apparent indeed, this air of suppressed but undoubted excitement.

May the first. Marie getting out Christophe’s fine clothes and tweaking the buttons — she mistrusts shop sewing — then flicking a speck off the breeches with her thumb, then laying the suit back again in the drawer and covering it up with the new tissue paper.

May the second. Jôusè and Marie disappearing after many loud, conspiratorial whispers. They are seen going into a shop near the port where a galaxy of Prayer-Books is displayed in the window.

‘This is not of real leather,’ the salesman explains, ‘mais Madame, croyez moi, it is even better — observe too the charming little cross on the binding — and the clasp. There is also a very fine picture of Saint Aloysius at the altar rails, Saint Aloysius receiving Communion,’ and he quickly exhibits that youthful saint.

‘Yes, but what would real leather cost?’ Marie asks him.

She is told, and Jousè shakes his head sadly: ‘No,’ he murmurs, ‘too much, too much, Marioun.’

‘Ah, well,’ consoles Marie, mustering a smile, ‘as Monsieur here says, this Prayer-Book is charming —— and strong, Monsieur says — is that not so, Monsieur? With a fine clasp and all — then think of the picture!’ For the poor are wonderfully patient at times when it comes to foregoing some innocent longing.

So the Prayer-Book that is not of real leather but of something that Monsieur has said is even better, is duly purchased and carried away. And that night it is carefully inscribed by Jousè — but upstairs in the bedroom lest Christophe should see: ‘A notre très-cher fils Christophe, de la part de ses parents à l’occasion de sa Première Communion,’ writes Jôusè, protruding, as he does so, the tip of his tongue — the small page is terribly awkward to write on.

May the third. Christophe’s suit is hung in the air in case it should smell a little of camphor. Le tout petit Loup still telling his beads, but out loud instead of in a sibilant whisper. Anfos sweating right down into his straggling beard because he is afraid of being late with his present — a carved plaque depicting the Chalice and Host surrounded by a choir of birds and much glory. Marie lighting candles to the Mother of God: ‘O Mother of God, make our Christophe worthy.’ Jousè also saying a prayer at her side, and near-by quite a handful of other parents. Jan as pale as a wraith with his dark burning eyes — Jan looking as though his eyes must consume him. He kneels in front of the shrine of Saint Loup, and his face is turned up to the warrior-bishop. Madame Roustan, diligently beating her breast, as always, for the sins she would like to commit but which, alas, she has never committed. Goundran passing the church and deciding to look in — why not? might as well say a prayer for one’s godson. And the Curé galvanized into activity by what is going to take place on the morrow, the Curé goes padding around the church, counting the hassocks, fidgeting with chairs, pinching the wicks of the votive candles. He looks worried — that paternal address is not ready, he will have to stick at it all night if need be; and meanwhile his handsome aquiline nose is somewhat inflamed by excessive snuff-taking, and his prominent eyes look distinctly moist — he has grown much addicted to snuff just lately.

At la Tarasque Mère Mélanie feels sentimental. It is only, as yet, early afternoon, so the stained marble tables boast very few clients; this gives her a great deal of time for thought and she sits behind her bar-counter thinking. Madame Roustan has been in for a Sirop-de-menthe, and has talked about Jan and his First Communion. Jôusè has stopped to buy cigarettes, and has talked about Christophe and his First Communion. Madame Perron’s young brother, an artist from the north, has drunk more than one petit verre already; he is now rather sleepy but before his lids drooped he complained that the house was like a ship in a tempest — such rushing about, and no meals, if you please! ‘Why? because the white muslin dress of my niece does not fit; it is found to be much too tight, and to-morrow she makes her First Communion.’

Ah, the dear little children — the dear Mother of God — the dear Jesus — it is all so terribly moving. Alas, that she, unhappy Mère Mélanie, has never been granted a child by heaven — a girl child who could wear a white muslin dress, white suède shoes and a wreath of white cotton roses. So many years of men, always men, and they as alike as two peas in a pod and with only one idea in their heads... And they strutting and crowing like cocks in a barnyard: ‘Mais, ma chérie, if you think you have known the real thing before you met me, only wait, I will shew you! Mais non, you have never yet known the real thing!’ And they as alike as two peas in a pod — lascivious, selfish and clumsy; quels salauds! But one put up with men for the sake of a child. Ah, the dear little children — the dear Mother of God — the dear Jesus —— it is all so terribly moving.

Mère Mélanie gropes about in her bag; she finds lipstick, a small box of soiled face-powder, the key of the cellar, some unpaid bills, an odd curling-pin and a piety medal; and at last, tucked away in a fold of torn silk, her handkerchief heavily scented with chypre, and with this she quite openly dabs her eyes several times — it is all so terribly moving.

Christophe sits alone. He has climbed once again to the old citadel with its garrison of lizards. The lizards run over his feet and hands but he does not see them for his eyes are closed. He is not asleep, he is only very tired — too tired to think much, to feel any emotion. To-morrow he is going to receive his Lord, he and Jan are going to receive their Lord... But Christophe is too tired to feel any emotion.






  








CHAPTER XVIII
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THE next morning the Bénédit household rose at cock-crow, for Marie wished to prepare déjeuner and tidy the rooms before dressing for Mass. It was obvious, of course, that upon such a day there must be neither undue haste nor confusion. Moreover, Madame Roustan had expressed a desire that the two families should start out together; she and Jan would come up to her brother’s house and then they could all walk down to the church, and Marie did not choose that her sister-in-law should find their home other than in good order.

‘What a woman,’ grumbled Jousè as he dragged some old trousers over his night-shirt, ‘for ever interfering! One would think that living as near the church as she does, we might have been spared this procession, but no. However, it is all very clear, she wishes to show off her marvellous Jan in his marvellous clothes that have come from Paris— “Madame la Comtesse de Bérac,” sacré Nom! Are we all to parade the streets like a circus?’

But Marie looked shocked: ‘Let us try to be calm.’

‘It is that I wish to be calm,’ frowned Jôusè.

Anfos was hanging about on the landing; he was grasping a pair of very old scissors: ‘I would... like...’ he stammered, and pointed to his beard.

Jôusé nodded: ‘Come along then, come into the workshop. But mind, you must sit very still while I trim. And have you brushed up that old suit which I gave you? And the shoes, are they cleaned?’

‘I have done all,’ said Anfos.

Jousè thought that he seemed more half-witted than usual; his lip sagged and his brown eyes looked rather frightened.

‘Are you not well?’ Jousè asked him kindly, for he often felt pitiful of his apprentice. Le pauvre bougre — he was now nearly thirty years old, yet remained as a child in all things save his work.

‘So glorious... so terrible...’ muttered Anfos.

‘What is terrible?’

But Anfos made no reply.

‘It is better not to worry him,’ Jousè decided as he quickly and deftly trimmed the thin beard. Then: ‘Voilà, it is finished, and you look like a duke! Now go and show yourself off to Marie.’

In the bedroom upstairs the bed had been made, and on it Marie neatly laid out Christophe’s clothes; he should dress himself in her room for Communion — that was something she would like to remember. Having seen that nothing was missing from the outfit, she closed the door gently and going downstairs proceeded to finish the rest of the housework. Christophe helped her in a clumsy, inadequate way, a thing that she had never known him do before, and it suddenly struck her that his offers of help arose from a great desire to be near her.

‘It is natural,’ she mused, ‘he is nervous, no doubt,’ and she let him go blundering on with his tasks. ‘After all, he is only a child,’ smiled Marie.

Meanwhile Jousè was putting away his tools, for no work would be done that day in his workshop, while Anfos had been sent to sweep up the yard so that when they returned even that should be tidy.

Then quite suddenly Marie glanced over her shoulder: ‘Where is Loup?’ she enquired, ‘Was he not here just now? I thought he was saying his Rosary.’

‘I think I can hear him above us,’ said Christophe, ‘I think I can hear him walking about in your room, I do not think he is praying.’

Marie listened: ‘You are right.’ Then an awful premonition made her hastily fling aside her duster, ‘We must see what he is doing,’ she said breathlessly, ‘I feel that we must see at once what he is doing!’ So together they hastened up to the bedroom.

There are some things in life that one never forgets, that impress upon the mind indelible pictures. Neither Christophe nor his mother were ever to forget the apparition of le tout petit Loup that greeted their eyes a minute later. He was standing quite still in front of the mirror admiring his reflection, having figged himself out in the clothes that Jousè had bought for his brother.

‘Hèi — Bono Maire de Diéu!’ breathed Marie.

She did not know whether to laugh or to cry, whether to pity or to feel very angry, so grotesque was the effect which he had produced, yet so obvious was his self-satisfaction. Ai! las, ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup, the short breeches hung almost down to his ankles, the jacket appeared to be resting on sticks, while the fine manly waistcoat, in spite of its strap, stood out hollow and stiff from his concave stomach. Ai! las, ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup with his wisp of a body — he looked like a scarecrow.

But now Jôusè had suddenly appeared on the scene: ‘What is this?’ he roared, standing transfixed in the doorway.

‘It is that I am going to Communion!’ piped Loup; and he resolutely turned and faced his parents.

‘Ho, ho!’ rumbled Jôusè deep in his throat. ‘Take those clothes off at once!’

‘I will not.’ Loup informed him, folding his ridiculous, twig-like arms.

Santouno, what a way to speak to his father!

Said Jôusè: ‘You need a mighty hard beating, you have crumpled Christophe’s shirt, a very great outrage, but because you know well that you are too small to beat you become more intolerable every day.’

Loup nodded: ‘I know that I am too small to beat —— if you beat me it would surely bring on my asthma.’ And he wheezed a little to give point to his words.

‘I command you to take off those clothes!’ thundered Jôusè.

Marie ran quickly and closed the window: ‘Not so loud,’ she warned, ‘Eusèbe will hear you; already he stands at the door of his shop with his head on one side as he does when he listens. I think he is growing deaf of one ear; all the same if you shout like that he will hear you.’

Jôusè breathed hard: ‘I care not a sou; I care neither for Eusèbe nor the devil. Here have I bought magnificent clothes for Christophe, clothes that have cost me the eyes of my head, clothes that have come all the way from Marseille — from that grand and expensive shop in Marseille — and this impious child puts them on, spoils the shirt, and leaves the mark of his thumb on the collar. But look at the collar where his black thumb has been!’

‘I think it will come off with bread,’ murmured Marie.

‘That may be — I doubt it — but one thing I swear, I will not be defied to my face by my children. I order you, Loup, to undress yourself.’

‘Then how can I go to Communion?’ Loup asked him. Ah, no, that was too much! Jôusè stamped on the floor, so enraged that he himself became childish, for le tout petit Loup, with diabolical craft, was gently but firmly fingering the collar.

‘Come, Loup,’ said Marie in a still, small voice that should surely have reminded him of his conscience, ‘come to mother and let her undress you at once.’

‘And for God’s sake stop touching that collar;’ groaned Jôusè.

But le tout petit Loup merely turned his thin back on them all: ‘To-day I am going to Communion.’ The daring, the incredible daring of the imp, defying his parents, defying the Curé — a mosquito, a gnat, a midge of a child, and dressed in a suit that was sizes too large so that everyone who saw him must laugh, yet declaring that he would go to Communion. And what did he think the Curé would do when he saw such a figure approaching the altar! Well, but what could he do? Make a scene in the church? Oh, the imp of Satan, the midge, the mosquito! Jôusè tugged at his beard and ruffled his hair; box Loup’s ears? but no, a finger would break him. Then what? Compromise by offering a bribe — some sweets, or that little toy boat from the bazaar? Malavalisco, a nice situation! Then a gleam of hope shot into Jôusè’s eyes — perhaps he would take off the clothes for Christophe.

‘Christophe,’ he whispered, looking rather shamefaced, ‘Christophe, ask him to take them off for your sake — but speak gently, for one never knows what he may do... remember we have only got one collar It-ton.’

The tactlessness of men, the obtuseness of men, the blundering imbecility of them. Marie realized just a moment too late that Christophe was going to appeal to his brother — was appealing:

‘Loup, I very much want my new clothes, please take them off... they are my clothes for Communion.’

It was done; the match was set to the fuse and the fuse burnt quickly, then came the explosion. Le tout petit Loup whisked round like a flash, wheezing and coughing and choking with temper: ‘Your new clothes,’ he spluttered, ‘your this and your that. Your fine stockings and shirt and your grand English collar. Everything for you and nothing for me. You paint Goundran’s house, but I may not paint; you bathe, but I may not go near the water; you play dominoes, and I may not win. And why do I not win? Because you cheat. And now also, it seems, I may not go to Communion. Everything you take, even Jesus you take, you are greedy and mean, even Jesus you take....’

‘Hush, oh, hush! You say terrible things!’ gasped Marie.

But le tout petit Loup waved her off with his hand: ‘Perhaps you all think me an imbecile?’ he challenged. And now had he been the Pope himself he really could not have spoken more calmly. ‘I have studied the laws of my Church,’ he informed them, ‘and our Holy Father Pius X — who they say will surely become a great saint — has drawn up...’ he hesitated a moment, ‘has drawn up... Well, that really is of no importance, whatever he has done is called: Quam Singulari.’ Oh, the imp of Satan, he had got it all pat! ‘Yes, Quam Singulari,’ he repeated grandly. ‘And the Quam Singulari says that I, Loup, may go and make my First Communion this morning. I have long attended the Curé’s classes and have therefore received the needful instruction. If he says that I have not, the Curé lies — and this he may do because I suck sweets which Christophe gives me to help my asthma. And if Christophe can have a fine suit so can I; I shall therefore go in his suit to Communion.’ He stopped speaking, and pale but immensely triumphant, he hitched up the sagging legs of the breeches.

You might well have heard a pin drop in the room, for you could not have seen three more paralysed people than those who now stared at le tout petit Loup — that mosquito, that gnat, that midge of a child with the eyes of a wizened, malevolent monkey. There was only one thing that they might have said — they all thought of it, too, at precisely the same instant. They might have said: ‘Look at yourself in the glass; not just at the top of yourself but at the whole!’ Yes, they might have, though naturally none of them said it.

But a sly and insidious foe had poor Loup, which was always lying in wait to undo him. And it lived in his lungs, this insidious foe, which gave it a very unfair advantage. All in a moment he was fighting for breath, and a really alarming attack it was this time. So Christophe must take off the shoes and stockings while Marie deftly removed the collar, trying not to spoil the white flottant tie. Then she handed the jacket and waistcoat to Jousè, and one way and another they got him undressed and to bed, where he lay like a sick marmoset, much too suffering to resemble a malevolent monkey. Then Marie must run out in search of a neighbour, and the wife of the corn-chandler promised to come and remain until they should get back from Mass.

‘Very well,’ sighed Jousè, ‘very well, that is settled. And now I think we had all better dress; it is late, and one cannot keep the good God waiting.’

‘You and Christophe be off, then,’ said Marie rather crossly, ‘go and wash and get into your clean underclothes. I must try some stale bread for this smudge on the collar.’
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In due course Madame Roustan arrived with Jan; she was wearing a heliotrope coloured voile dress, mauve gloves, and a mauve hat with white ostrich tips — the costume very ill became her stout figure. But Jan in his beautifully cut Paris clothes — the cloth of which Marie observed was not glossy — with a bow that was certainly smaller than Christophe’s, and a sleeve badge that had certainly much shorter ends and in consequence looked less showy but neater, with a missal of finely tooled crushed morocco, the gift of Madame la Comtesse de Bérac — Jan indeed seemed well worthy of the Church parade that had been so adroitly contrived by his mother, and Marie was ashamed to hear herself sigh as she glanced from this mirror of fashion to Christophe. Was Christophe’s white bow just a trifle too large? Ai! las, what a pity that all her stale bread had not moved that greasy mark on his collar. And his Prayer-Book... oh, well, as Monsieur had declared... still, she did wish that it could have been of real leather!

She herself had had scarcely any time to dress, and she now felt dowdy in her faded blue foulard. Loup had kept her, then Anfos had needed her help, and so, of course, had Christophe and his father. But how smart Jôusè looked in his striped brown suit and new made-up tie — that at least was a comfort. And how honest and manly her Christophe looked — he possessed a far finer figure than his cousin.

Madame Roustan was speaking: ‘He is lucky indeed in having a friend like the Comtesse de Bérac. Such a missal! I tremble to think of the cost! And the suit, I believe, was made by the tailor who makes for Madame la Comtesse’s son — as you may have heard, Jôusè, he is in the army, Cuirassiers, I believe.’

All these damned repetitions! Jôusè turned and slapped viciously at a mosquito.

The cousins eyed each other and smiled. Jan said softly to Christophe: ‘Show me your Prayer-Book.’ Then: ‘I really like it much better than mine — mine has too much gold, but do not tell mother. And yours has a clasp; I wish mine had a clasp! All the same, she is kind, that lady in Paris.’

They both felt extremely self-conscious in their clothes, a fact which seemed to draw them together. Christophe’s shoes were pinching abominably, and he greatly disliked the feel of a waistcoat, though Jan’s gentleness more than made up for it all — he could be like this sometimes, wonderfully gentle, and perceptive too as he had been about the Prayer-Book.

But now Madame Roustan was impatient to start: ‘Come, my son, we will lead the way;’ she said firmly, and taking Jan’s arm she stepped out into the street.

What could Marie and Jousè do, therefore, but follow with Christophe between them? And they all three eclipsed! ‘Ah, how like her, the insolent female,’ thought Jousè. Then to make matters worse, Anfos trod on their heels, in his doglike desire to keep close to Christophe.

Yes, but what of Eusèbe? The effrontery of him! His callous, nay outrageous lack of fine feeling! He was actually beating his old feather bed as hard as he could from his bedroom window; grinning and beating his shameful old bed while the air became thick with its moth-eaten feathers.

‘Will you stop that?’ shouted Jousè, shaking his fist as a feather lit upon Christophe’s shoulder, ‘Will you stop that? We are being smothered in your filth!’

‘Eh, what?’ croaked Eusèbe, turning an ear and pretending that he was almost stone deaf, ‘Go on beating, you say? Beat harder, you say? But surely, my friend, I will go on beating!’ And he nearly tore the bedding in half, so mighty a blow did he give with his broomstick.

Madame Roustan ignored these unseemly proceedings, but Eusèbe could never ignore Madame Roustan: ‘Hôu,’ he shouted at her dignified back, ‘Madame has decked herself like a peacock; and yet I have heard it said that fine feathers do not necessarily make a fine bird; and, moreover, that vanity comes from the devil!’ Then he hoicked and spat recklessly into the road — he was in a diabolical mood, that morning.

They continued a slow promenade to the church, for Madame Roustan, who was setting the pace, had decided that there was no need to hurry. And now down the narrow and tortuous side-streets came girls in long billowing white tulle veils, walking carefully to spare their expensive suède shoes, and occasionally patting their wreaths of white roses. Christophe noticed a couple of boys that he knew, class-mates who marched stiffly beside their parents; but by common consent they passed without a word, too embarrassed and shy to exchange a greeting. Then came more boys, all wearing white flottant ties and white sleeve-ribbons in accordance with custom; then more girls, until the whole town seemed alive with these solemn and rather touching young creatures. While away in the open belfry of Saint Loup the bells were playing a very old hymn somewhat stiffly because they themselves were so old: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’ Jousè was thinking as he walked by his son: ‘I have surely much cause to be humble towards God this day;’ for the plaintive lilt of the tune had driven the irritable thoughts from his mind, so that he no longer observed Madame Roustan or Jan in his beautifully cut Paris suit, but only the boy who was close at his side. ‘It is true,’ he mused, ‘I have much cause to be humble and yet proud when I think of my firstborn offspring; yes, and of God, who is also a Father, and of Mary the immaculate Mother of God, and of Joseph my very dear patron saint who became the pure spouse of that immaculate Mother.... It is not always easy to understand these mysteries: one can only be humble and grateful.’

‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’ chimed the bells, ‘the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’

Marie was thinking as she walked by her son: ‘May my child’s Communion bring me faith and courage, so that I can say to our blessèd Lord with an honest, courageous and truthful heart, “I leave all to thy infinite wisdom and mercy....”’

Christophe suddenly slipped his hand into hers. ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’ chimed the bells, ‘the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’

And now they were mounting the steps of the church.

‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’

And there was Goundran upon the church porch, very seemly and grave in his best Sunday clothes, and beside him Elise who was heavy with child so must wear a long cloak for modesty’s sake, even although her eyes must proclaim the great joy that would presently quicken within her. And near Goundran stood several young fishermen friends; big, brown-skinned fellows with a smattering of faith and more than a smattering of superstition. They had come because they believed that good luck followed those who attended a First Communion; that their presence would please Mary-Star-of-the-Sea.

‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’

And there was Madame Perron’s young brother. He was hurrying after his sister and niece, despite the fact that when he was up north he refused to believe in God or the devil; despite the fact, too, that the previous night his thoughts had been more than a little unruly, and his conduct none too chaste down at the port.

‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’

And there was Mère Mélanie ready to worship, but also to weep on the least provocation; and there was Mère Mélanie’s hump-backed violinist who only last evening had grinned as he played: ‘As tu vu les fesses de ma belle Louise?’ and similar songs on his shrill, teasing fiddle. And there was the woman who sold cherries in the street but who did not always give you fair measure; and the wretch who was said to be fabulously rich, to have sacks full of gold hidden under his bed while pretending to be a destitute beggar. And there was the pious youth from the shop in whose window appeared so many fine Prayer-Books: ‘This is not of real leather,’ he had said many times, ‘mais Madame, croyez moi, it is even better!’ Was it better, or would it wear out in a month? N’importe, it was all in the good cause of business. The butcher, the baker, the candlestick maker, some bringing their children, some coming without them; for the most part respectable citizens enough, who paid their just dues to the Church and State, who married and gave their offspring in marriage; for the most part well-soaped and appropriately garbed in honour of this impressive occasion.

‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim....’

The bells stopped abruptly, and now in their stead the ancient hymn was pealed out by the organ, and at this Mère Mélanie started to sniff, then to dab at her eyes conspicuously, then to glance at her little hump-backed violinist.

But in spite of Mère Mélanie’s facile tears and the brandy-soaked breath of her crooked companion; in spite of Madame Roustan’s foolish conceits — her sins and her son and her Comtesse de Bérac; in spite of those large-limbed men from the sea, whose faith was submerged by their superstition; in spite of the folly, the meanness, and the sin that will enter even the holiest place where two or three are gathered together — yes, in spite of it all, there was something abroad that was infinitely above and beyond those people, and yet, as it were, in the midst of them... perhaps God’s incurable optimism flaming up at the sight of the kneeling children.

The Mass had begun. At the foot of the altar the Curé was making his public confession and the children were dutifully striking their breasts: ‘Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa.’ But Christophe was clutching the back of the chair upon which he knelt, and his staring eyes were not on the priest but were turned to the wall against which stood a life-like Crucifixion — a large agony fashioned from wood and paint with much skill by the hands of some bygone craftsman. And although he had seen the thing many times and had thought of it only as a symbol of salvation, he now saw it as the crucified body of a man, of a man who was very terribly human —— the outraged and bleeding body of a man dying slowly as he hung there in torment; while in some incomprehensible and terrifying way this fearful perception seemed to link itself up with him and with his approaching Communion. Cowering down he covered his face with his hands: ‘I cannot... I cannot... I cannot...’ he thought wildly, scarcely knowing if he were praying or blaspheming.

Time passed, but he was unconscious of time. The triple bell rang out sharp and clear as the Curé offered the Host to God, then the Chalice, for the sins of his congregation. But Christophe heard only the groans of a man, and the man was very terribly human.

It had come; the Curé was striking his breast and speaking quite low but with careful precision, repeating the simple words of his Church very slowly: ‘Domine, non sum dignus... Then a sound, a soft, secretive rustling sound like the sea slipping back over pebbles in a mist, as the children got quietly up from their knees and began to move forward with bowed young heads. Then a voice, rather startled and close to his ear — his mother’s voice: ‘Christophe, are you ill...? It is time.’

‘I cannot... but I cannot....’ he thought he answered.

Yet he found that he must have risen after all for now he was standing close to Jan in the nave, then kneeling beside him at the altar rail — he could feel the touch of his cousin’s slim shoulder.

‘Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi....’ Jan was passing him the little protective platter.... ‘Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi custodiat animam tuam in vitam æternam.’

White with terror he received the proffered Host, passed the platter blindly on to his neighbour, then clung to the rail with a kind of despair — for a moment he had the sensation of falling.
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The reactions of youth are not only elastic but they strongly incline towards self-preservation; thus the shock of that curious First Communion became less acute as the weeks wore on and the boy’s conscious mind strove for explanations that would make the occurrence appear more normal. He still could not look at that Crucifixion, it is true, but must always turn away his eyes from its infinite pathos and infinite horror, but when next he received the Sacrament he was able to do so with comparative calmness —— a faint, indefinable shadow of dread was all that remained of his unreasoning terror. And although this indefinable shadow of dread did not leave him, as had done the more violent emotion, he persuaded himself that it might very well be that everyone felt such a dread at Communion — so solemn and so spiritually vital an event, and those who received their Lord, so unworthy. But one did not care to speak of such things, they were far too private and far too sacred.

His terror — that was not quite so easy to explain; yet he strove with all his might to explain it. He had felt very tired; perhaps he had been ill, perhaps he had even had a high fever... Loup would get a high fever at times and feel queer... perhaps he, Christophe, had been just feeling queer and had not known that he was actually ill because he was so unaccustomed to illness. Then would come that thought of the divinity of Christ, so familiar and in consequence so reassuring. Jesus Christ, true man... yes, but also true God; and he, Christophe Bénédit, less than nothing, a schoolboy born and brought up in Provence, impossible therefore that the Crucifixion in the church should have any personal meaning beyond the promise of spiritual salvation. That was how he had always seen it before, and that was how he must see it again — as a symbol of his spiritual salvation.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he would mutter, ‘the Son of God... not as I am, but the veritable Son of God... Ah yes, that undoubtedly makes all the difference!’

But one day he must suddenly catch his breath, while his heart seemed to stumble and then stand still, for clear and distinct as the notes of a bugle, as the warning of the triple Communion bell, there leapt into his combative, unwilling mind the momentous words: ‘But as many as received Him, to them gave He power to become the sons of God.
And just for a moment he was conscious again of that sickening sensation of physical terror. Then his strong young instinct of self-preservation, which was always so ready to come to his assistance, leapt up, in its turn, to defeat that saying: ‘It means,’ he thought violently, ‘that when we are dead we also may be with Jesus in heaven. That is what those words mean. What else can they mean? Who would dare to make himself the equal of Christ? Not the Curé, not Jan, not even the saints.’ And he frowned, ‘I must certainly stop all this thinking which the Curé would say leads to great foolishness, and, moreover, to what is far worse — presumption. When I go to Mass I will beg our Lord to make me very simple and humble. In this wise Christophe sought to explain those things by which his humanity was so sorely troubled.






  








CHAPTER XIX
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IT was early in July when Anatole Kahn made his first appearance in the town of Saint Loup — a stout middle-aged man with a waxed moustache, whose dark business suit suggested the north, and whose interest was so great in all he beheld that it led him to ask innumerable questions. He was friendly, urbane, and apparently prosperous, to judge by the wine which he ordered at la Tarasque — vintage wine, as Mère Mélanie afterwards confided to her cronies; yes indeed, the best in the cellar.

The townsfolk were willing enough to talk, rather flattered and amused by the admiration which this stranger expressed for their mountains, their sea, their vineyards, their houses, and their tortuous byways. Thus it was that quite soon he was able to collect a fine packet of practical information. Among other things which he managed to learn was the fact that you could not furnish a house save by putting yourself to the trouble of a journey. You must go to Marseille for your tables and chairs unless you employed Jousè Bénédit who, it seemed, was a very remarkable fellow. A carpenter he was, and a cabinet-maker, managing to ply both trades with great skill; but then Bénédit was the sort of man who was clever at anything he turned his hand to — at a pinch he might even build you a house — ah, yes, a very remarkable fellow. But slow... perhaps he was over conscientious. He was certainly imbued with the pride of his crafts; nothing but the best must leave his bench, and the best could not be achieved in a hurry according to him, so he took his own time. And meanwhile, of course, you just had to wait, which frequently made you feel rather impatient. All the same, many people employed Bénédit, nearly everyone did, he was quite a tradition. Moreover it seemed foolish to get into a train and go to Marseille — train journeys cost money.

‘But this Jôusè, has he no apprentice?’ asked the stranger.

‘Well, yes, but the poor Anfos is half-witted. He is willing, but he needs to be treated like a child; he cannot do much without Jôusè’s supervision.’

‘Then,’ said Anatole Kahn, ‘it comes to this: if I wish to obtain... now let me see... say a drawing room suite upholstered in satin, or a nice little ornamental clock, or rugs, or pictures, or perhaps a brass bedstead I must trouble myself to go to Marseille.’

‘Yes, Monsieur.’

‘Ah,’ he murmured, ‘that seems a real pity.’

He remained for more than a week in Saint Loup, staying at the small hotel near the station. And during this time he was joined by three friends who were thought to be business men of some kind; and who, judging by the labels on their trunks, came from Paris. Where he himself came from no one could guess, since his luggage consisted of a solitary hand-bag.

But on the whole they aroused little interest, these strangers, for the weather was unusually oppressive. A vast indolence had taken hold on Saint Loup so that even the bells of the church sounded drowsy, while as for the Curé, he was finding it hard not to doze as he sat in his airless box hearing those dreary and monotonous confessions.

All the same, one person there was whose interest was thoroughly aroused, and this was Madame Roustan. She had chanced to look out of her bedroom window and had seen the four men examining the shop next her own, the shop that had belonged to a grocer but was now up for sale, he having retired —— and a fine shop it was too, just on the corner. Then the very next morning they had entered the shop, having doubtless obtained the key from the baker; and that same afternoon a fifth man had arrived bringing with him a long foot-rule and a note-book. He had also brought many patterns of paint — little bright-coloured strips on a bit of cardboard. The strangers had stood together in the street pointing at the premises of her ex-neighbour, making notes, holding patterns of paint against the door, measuring the frontage, and the Lord knew what-all! After which they had turned and strolled off down the quay apparently engaged in earnest conversation.

Presently it was said between coffee and cognac, between slicing onions and frying potatoes, that the property was sold to that man who has stayed for a week at the hotel — there would be a new grocer. Bien, they hoped that he was honest and above all cheap, not a usurer like his predecessor. Who was he? Well, his name was Anatole Kahn — he had told the baker that he was an Alsatian. Where was he? Ah, ça... very possibly in Toulon arranging about the title-deeds which was always a long and fatiguing business. Then yawns, and the matter was melted from their minds by the well-nigh intolerable heat of the weather.

Workmen came and began to torment the old shop; its protests could be heard from morning till evening as they tore down its groaning interior walls, ripped up boards and laid pipes for a water supply which was destined to feed nothing less than a bathroom.

At this people really did open their eyes pretty wide with amazement, in spite of the heat-wave. A bathroom, if you please! And the privy in the yard being dug up with a great deal of swearing and stinking because Monsieur must have his closet indoors! But what next would he have? He was doubtless a marquis! Well, they wished he was there to enjoy the stench, and the blowflies, and the clouds of full-bellied mosquitoes. And what was the marquis proposing to sell? Perfumery, perhaps — God knew it was needed! No, but truly, what was he proposing to sell? He was making himself a marvellous showroom, and was actually painting the cellar walls... Putting in the electric light, too, at vast cost. Why, only important places had that — the hotel and the railway station for example. Most sensible people were content with lamps, which were not only far less dangerous but cheaper.

Madame Roustan was irate. All this hubbub and stench; quite enough, she declared, to ruin her business. And the brick-dust flying about in her shop, and the rubble piling up in front of her door, and the drain-pipes piling up against her back fence, and the ladders jostling her decrepit old gutters. So secretive they were too, the whole lot of them, from the architect down to the dirtiest workman. Not one word could she get as to what was afoot, no, nor any redress, only shrugs and smiles and vague answers to her loud and indignant questions. As for Jôusè, he was utterly unconcerned. What cared he for the wrongs of his widowed sister! All he asked, it appeared, was to be left alone: ‘Do not worry me, Germaine, I cannot attend — not now — I am really extremely busy.’ A nice brother! But then naturally he was unaffected by the dust, and the stench, and the droves of mosquitoes. Nor was the Curé much better, she decided; all he did was to counsel restraint and patience; while Goundran was entirely taken up with Elise - such a fuss about her approaching confinement!

‘Surely a woman without her own man to protect her is pitiful indeed,’ sighed Madame Roustan.

Then one day who should come strolling into her shop but the cause of all this outrageous disturbance, Monsieur Anatole Kahn with his waxed moustache, his thick northern clothes, and his middle-aged paunch across which was suspended a handsome gold watch-chain.

‘Ah, Madame,’ he said suavely, ‘I very much fear you must greatly dislike your troublesome neighbour. But quite soon I am hoping that the work will be done; meanwhile I apologize for any inconvenience. Believe me, Madame, I have had to be absent myself upon very important business; the fault is my architect’s, therefore, not mine. I am deeply distressed to observe that your gutter has been bent — yes, very deeply distressed. Madame must permit me to provide a new gutter.’

He had large ox-like eyes and a very red mouth — the skin of his lips looked as soft as satin. On each of his plump, blunt hands he wore rings, though his nails were habitually soiled and bitten. A vulgar and over-dressed little man with his light cloth-topped boots, and his purple necktie, and his hat that appeared too small for his head; but his eyes were resting on Madame Roustan with a gentle, persuasive yet appraising expression.

‘Madame will forgive me, I trust,’ he murmured.

Now not only had Madame Roustan intended to express herself forcibly when she met him, but she had actually drawn up a very long list comprising each real and imaginary grievance — the stench, the mosquitoes, the blow-flies, the dust, the noise, and the damage to her gutters and fencing; every crack in her walls, every scratch on her doors she had carefully, if not always truthfully, noted; yet here she was growing quite flustered and coy because of Monsieur Kahn’s ox-like eyes with their gentle, persuasive, yet appraising expression.

She said: ‘Eh bien, Monsieur, I will admit that I and my poor little business have suffered. However, if the work is now nearly complete and Monsieur is prepared to replace my bent gutter....’

‘There is nothing I am not prepared to replace for you, chère Madame,’ he assured her suavely.

‘Ah, Monsieur is too good.’

‘Not at all, chère Madame, my wish is that we should be excellent neighbours.’ He sat down. ‘You see how it is, Madame: I come here to the south because of my throat — I unfortunately suffer from tonsilitis. I come here as a stranger, so I go to Marseille and instruct a good firm to send in careful workmen; and I also employ a first class architect to whom I repeat a great number of times: “No inconvenience, if you please, to my neighbour; everything must be done to allay the dust; to avoid all bad smells when removing that privy; use strong disinfectant,” I am careful to say. He ignores me — there are smells but no disinfectant. For two months they have idled; it is now September. Early in October I must open my shop because I, like yourself, have to work for my living.’ He paused, and she asked him: ‘What will Monsieur sell — if that is not an indiscreet question?’

‘By no means, Madame,’ he replied with a smile, ‘I propose to sell everything for the home — in Paris I had a furnishing business. I think that Saint Loup is a coming place, and that therefore it provides an excellent opening.’ And he smiled again, gently stroking his moustache. ‘Yes,’ he repeated, ‘a most excellent opening.’

Madame Roustan was completely taken aback: ‘But Monsieur, we are poor, and our tastes are so simple... my brother....’

He waved these objections aside: ‘Saint Loup will not always be poor, I assure you. Chère Madame, believe me, the day will arrive when your charming Saint Loup will become the fashion. A fine beach, a warm sea, cheap wine, cheap fruit, much sunshine and really exquisite mountains. What do you think brought me here, chère Madame — apart, of course, from my tonsilitis? A small picture, it was, that brought me here, a picture of the harbour with the mountains beyond — I discovered it on the Rive Gauche in Paris. I said to the salesman: “How much does he want?” And he answered: “Not much, he is quite a poor artist.” Then I said: “I will take his name and address, in addition to which I will buy his bad picture.” Madame, the thing is a masterpiece; you shall see it, I have it in my portmanteau. Bien, Madame, this spring when I visited the Salon there were two more pictures by that same artist, pictures of the little side-streets of your town — very cleverly done, very clean, true colour. The man’s name is Beauvais; I believe he is young and that those were his first important exhibits. But the point is this; his pictures were attracting a very great deal of admiration, so that doubtless this Beauvais will come here again, and through him may well come other good artists, and through them the town of Saint Loup will get known — they will do all our advertising for nothing. Ah, Madame, forgive me if my tongue runs away, the fault lies with my great enthusiasm. Already I see Paris gowns in your window, and fine lingerie, and gay bathing costumes...’

‘In my window?’ she asked him incredulously.

‘But surely, Madame — in your window, why not? It will be but a step from the drapery business.’

‘It sounds like a marvellous dream...’ she faltered.

‘But a dream that is going to come true,’ he told her. Then he got up: ‘Madame, I have kept you too long. I talk too much, it is my greatest weakness.’ And he gallantly pressed a kiss on her hand. ‘I go now to give orders about that new gutter.’

She watched him as he hurried away down the quay, no doubt going in search of his absent foreman. Such ideas; she was feeling quite upset, and yet with-all rather pleasantly excited. Then she thought: ‘Why not? The man may be right... we certainly have the most excellent bathing. Bèlli santo, our Saint Loup as a summer resort, frequented by rich and fashionable people... and I selling Paris models in my shop, and fine lingerie, instead of bone buttons! Ah, mais non, he is mad, that poor Monsieur Kahn... yet who knows, such things must have happened before... there must surely always have been a beginning....’ And she suddenly decided to find Mère Mélanie and discuss these surprising possibilities over a small cup of coffee at la Tarasque.
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That evening Madame Roustan went to visit her brother. She found the Bénédits in the parlour; Marie was darning a pair of socks and Jousè was quietly reading his paper.

‘Ah, Germaine,’ said Marie. Then: ‘Loup, bring up that chair. Christophe, go and fetch wine and biscuits from the kitchen, but keep your greedy hand out of the tin! They are fond of sweet biscuits, my sons,’ she said smiling.

Jôusè laid aside his paper: ‘Good evening,’ he grunted.

Madame Roustan began the moment she sat down:

‘I fear I am the bearer of very grave tidings. I fear...’ there ensued a long, meaning pause.

Then Jousè said with a malicious grin: ‘Do not tell us that you have been excommunicated!’

‘That remark is in very bad taste,’ she informed him, ‘and I do not propose to discuss religion. I have come to tell you that Anatole Kahn is about to open a furnishing business.’

‘And who may he be?’ enquired Jôusè blandly.

‘That you surely must know, for the whole town is talking. He has bought the big corner shop next to mine, the shop of Monsieur Dubois, the grocer.’

‘Attendez....’ murmured Jôusè, pretending to think hard, ‘I remember, he has just installed a fine bathroom. The sea was too small for him, I have heard — not sufficiently wet, not quite enough water....’

‘He will also install many other fine things, and more is the pity,’ Madame Roustan said tartly. Then before her brother had time to reply, she plunged into an animated description of the future of Saint Loup, according to Kahn, and of all that this prophet would most certainly sell in his handsome and up-to-date shop on the corner.

‘But’ said Marie, interrupting, ‘who will buy his cheap rubbish when my husband here gives such fine value for money? Honest tables and chairs and all made by hand.... I fear that your poor Monsieur Kahn is foolish. In Saint Loup we know where it is wise to spend.’ And she laughed a little, nodding her head. Then: ‘A small glass of wine, Germaine?’ she suggested.

But Christophe was not deceived by the laugh: ‘She is frightened,’ he thought, ‘she is really very frightened.’

Jôusè said, as he yawned and stretched his great legs: ‘You come here, my sister, with what you imagine — I do not say hope, I say what you imagine —— are unpleasant and perhaps even evil tidings. But believe me, I shall live to see my son Christophe carry on this old and honourable business. Your friend may sell a few musical boxes, or perhaps cuckoo-clocks — that I think more than likely. I myself will buy one of his cuckoo-clocks if only to amuse the poor, childish Anfos. For the rest, he is doomed to failure, your friend; our people know the value of well-seasoned timber.’

‘But’ she argued, ‘suppose many strangers should come, suppose they should come in summer for the bathing and need things in a hurry — beds and tables and things....’

‘Rubbish, you are talking rubbish!’ laughed Jôusè, ‘Where would they live, these fine people of yours? Do not be so completely ridiculous, my sister. No, no, I shall not sleep a wink less well because Monsieur Kahn will open his shop with a firework display some time in October! On the contrary, Germaine, I am really quite pleased — it may be that his little venture will prove useful. Rugs you said he would sell, among other things; eh bien, Marie needs a new rug for this room. She and I will be his first customers, for I fear that he will not last very long, it would therefore be wise to purchase our rug before the inevitable disaster.’

Madame Roustan thought: ‘Is my brother a fool? Or is Monsieur Kahn, and not he, the fool? So much money that poor Monsieur Kahn must have spent... yet I cannot believe quite all that he said... I cannot quite see Paris gowns in my window.... And, moreover, Jôusè is correct in one thing: if those grand people came to us where would they live? They could not well live in tents on the beach, and our only hotel is exceedingly small... to accommodate tourists one must have many houses.’ Aloud she said: ‘Let us hope you are right — it is naturally more serious for you than for me. I do not myself make tables and chairs, I sell buttons and tapes to gain my living. And then, I have only one son to think of, and he is already provided for, thanks to the Church and Madame de Bérac. Ah, yes, it is more grave for you than for me. But no doubt the good saints will hold you in mind, remembering that you have a wife and two children, and the one child so ailing that he costs a small fortune what with his diet and his doctor’s bills... ai, ai,...’ After which encouraging words she got up, kissed Marie, and took her departure.

When she had gone Jôusè slapped his big knee and guffawed: ‘Oh, that sister of mine, she is comic! She comes here full of hope that we shall all weep. What a woman, the breath of her nostrils is affliction. She is one of those who carry a ready-made cap to fit fears: “Put it on,” she says. But I answer: “Your neat little cap does not fit me!”

“It is graver for you than for me,” she says, “you have a wife and two children to provide for; but no doubt the good saints will hold you in mind, remembering that one child is always ailing.” Ah, mais non, she would pick the eyes out of a corpse; a positive vulture she is, my sister! Well, now, I say this: let Anatole Kahn, or whatever his name is, go to the devil. I am Jôusè Bénédit, born and bred in Saint Loup as my father was born and bred here before me, as his father was born and bred here before him; and always we have lived by the honesty of wood, by the honesty and skill of our brains and our fingers. Birth and death, death and birth our good beds have sustained, to say nothing of fine, sturdy Christian mating. There are beds in Saint Loup that my grandfather made, as sound this night as the day when he made them. Does that count for nothing? Sant Jan l’ami de Diéu, it counts for a lot in the eyes of our people. I am willing to put my trust in our friends — for that matter in all who have had dealings with me. Am I, Jôusè Bénédit, to shake in my shoes because some mad upstart arrives from nowhere with yarns about the growth of a town which has not grown one inch in two hundred years? We shall next be hearing that the bells of Saint Loup have jumped out of their belfry and run off to Paris; that the good saint himself has hopped down from his niche and is drinking a petit verre at la Tarasque — so progressive, so modern have we become with our furniture emporiums and our grand summer season! Ah, no Marioun; do not look so pensive, you shall eat bouillabaisse for many a day — yes, the bouillabaisse blanche shall you eat, and chicken. Never fear, Marioun, but that Jôusè will provide, as he always has done, for his wife and children. Your Jôusè believes in the good sense of his clients, and his clients will continue to believe in your Jôusè. And now kiss me, my wife, and you also, my sons; then let us go happily up to our beds and dream of that cuckoo-clock which I shall buy in order to give a little pleasure to Anfos.’ So saying he gave them each a rough hug, kissed them each on both cheeks, and then took his wife’s arm: ‘Come, my dear, or I shall not get up in the morning.’

And indeed he did suddenly feel very tired, after this, for him, long and eloquent speech which had set him perspiring from head to foot. But that night he slept not one whit the less soundly because of the advent of Anatole Kahn who was going to provide all things for the household.
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PRECISELY as the clock struck two p in on October the second Kahn would open his shop, and this because two and two make four, which he always considered his lucky number. From an early hour on that autumn morning a youth was distributing circulars announcing the event to all who would take them; a stranger he was who had come from Paris, and his open-necked shirt exposed a skin of such whiteness when compared with the sun-bronzed skins of the south, that it looked positively indecent. However, he was smart enough at his job and by noon nearly everyone down at the port had received the news that Anatole Kahn would display a superb and unique collection of furniture at popular prices — Louis Quinze and Louis Seize not excepted.

Goundran smiled rather ruefully to himself as he scanned the long list of advertised objects; he must keep Elise’s hand out of his pocket. But all the same he took the thing home.

‘We will go,’ said his wife with unusual decision. Then: ‘I see there are clocks....’

‘Yes, and pictures,’ added Goundran.

‘And brass bedsteads;’ sighed Elise, ‘it is foolish, I know, yet how much I long for a really nice bed made of brass.’

Goundran thought: ‘And her time is so near, it has almost arrived... could I possibly afford it?’ Marie — who while doing her morning shopping had stopped to chat with the corn-chandler’s wife about the prices of food, Loup’s persistent asthma, and the corn-chandler’s son who was Jôusè’s godchild — Marie had a circular thrust into her hand by the young man from Paris.

‘What is this?’ she enquired.

‘If Madame will give herself the trouble to read it.... And you also, Madame,’ he said nonchalantly as he handed another to the good Madame Simon.

The corn-chandler’s wife clipped on her glasses: ‘Tè, it is Kahn, that new man at the port who will open his shop this afternoon. I think I must go, it may well be amusing. Not that we have any money to buy, Guillaume’s business college has cost a great deal, but the boy is so clever that one does not regret... and now that he will come home and help his parents.... Such a fine boy he grows; and he sent his love to his godfather when he last wrote from Marseille: “Give my love to Papa Jôusè,” he said. Now what have I done with that dear child’s letter? I thought I had it here in my bag....’

But Marie, excusing herself on the plea that she would be late, turned and hurried away with the circular feeling like lead in her pocket.

Arrived home she went in search of her husband. He was waiting about in the kitchen with the children; Loup was peering into a simmering saucepan and sniffing its contents, Christophe was reading, and Jôusè was staring out of the window.

She thought suddenly: ‘My man... his back looks quite old... he is ageing, my man.’ And this thought was so painful that the stab of it made her speak almost sharply: ‘Kahn has many fine things to sell,’ she announced, ‘and moreover he will sell them at popular prices. Look at this,’ and she held out the circular, ‘it is being distributed all over the town — he is going to open this very afternoon!’

‘That I have already heard,’ said Jôusè. He read the announcement, then he laughed very loudly: ‘Louis Quinze, Louis Seize, this thing says he will sell us! Yes, no doubt, Marioun, but then who will buy? That is what I ask you. Ah, mais non, Louis Quinze!’ And crushing the circular in his hand he hurled it, still laughing, into the corner.

But le tout petit Loup had now pricked up his ears, for he much wished to know the contents of that paper, so he promptly retrieved it, spread it out on his knee and read in his turn: ‘Gramophones...’he murmured.

‘What is that?’ enquired Jôusè, swinging heavily round.

‘Gramophones, and I wish to possess one,’ announced Loup.

‘Ah, really, and what else do you wish to possess?’ Jôusè’s voice sounded suddenly ominous.

‘Many things that I find in this list,’ Loup told him.

Christophe nudged his brother, then he trod on his foot with rather more vigour than he had intended.

‘Why are you treading on my toe, imbecile? Get off it!’ bawled Loup, as he doubled up his fist.

‘Do not threaten me like that with your fist!’ flared Christophe.

‘Then keep your enormous feet out of my way.’

‘I will not!’

‘You have feet like an elephant’s!’

‘Ah, bien, you have feet the size of a bug’s!’

‘Maman, maman, Christophe has called me a bug!’

‘Oh, be silent, both of you;’ exclaimed Marie, ‘Santo Ano d’At. I am late as it is. Stop quarrelling if you wish to remain in my kitchen.’

Jôusè shrugged his shoulders: ‘Such a hubbub,’ he muttered, ‘and a man who has worked for long hours feels tired — since five this morning have I been at my bench, and now nothing to eat, the food is not ready!’ Turning, he blundered out of the room.

‘He looks tired, that is true enough,’ thought Marie. Then she snatched Kahn’s announcement away from Loup, opened the door of the stove, and burnt it.

But Christophe sat as stiff as a ramrod in his chair, for his eyes were suddenly aching with tears: if he moved by so much as an inch they must fall, and at his age one did not shed tears, it was childish.
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Much secrecy had been observed by Kahn with regard to the arrangement of his fine new shop and the dressing of his two spacious plate-glass windows. The goods, when they had come out of their vans, had been swathed like so many sacred mummies, and once they had entered his premises all the doors had been locked and the blinds drawn down before anyone had started unpacking.

‘No doubt with his grand electricity he can well afford to dispense with mere daylight,’ people had jeered; but nevertheless there was quite a large crowd in front of the shop a little before the hour of the opening.

Two strokes from the clock and up went the blinds, while the doors were flung wide with a princely flourish. And there stood the youth of the circulars with a big bobbing bundle of air balloons, bearing the inscription: ‘Galeries Kahn’ on their taut, rotund sides of many colours.

‘Prenez, Madame! Prenez, Messieurs et Dames, pour vos enfants. Voilà, ma petite! Encore un? Encore deux? Mais voilà! Joli, hein?’ And he dexterously disentangled the bundle.

Then Anatole Kahn stepped forward with a bow. Very smart he was, wearing a pearl in his necktie, wearing pale grey trousers with heavy black stripes, and a flower in the buttonhole of his jacket. He felt honoured, he said, indescribably honoured by the presence of so many distinguished clients. As a stranger to their beautiful town of Saint Loup he knew himself to be at a real disadvantage, yet he dared to hope for their patronage on the strength of his honest and untiring endeavours to deal fairly by all — five hundred francs or one franc, they would find it just the same thing when it came to receiving good value for their money. The most trivial purchase was an honour conferred, and would thus receive his personal attention.

And now came the strains of the Marseillaise from a large gramophone at the back of the showroom. Most stirring it was, they all had to admit; such a fine record too, a real military band — Boudiéu, one could fancy one saw the men marching! And that over, came a jolly new popular song, words and all, from the Folies Bergères in Paris. Then the ballet music from Faust — Boudiéu, one could almost fancy one saw the girls dancing! The devil must be in it! These gramophones... Mère Mélanie’s humpbacked fiddling friend would undoubtedly have to look to his laurels!

They jostled and laughed and flicked the balloons and fingered the stock and examined price labels. They went down to the cellar which was brilliantly lighted and contained an assortment of rugs and mattings. They swarmed up the stairs to the first-floor showroom where cots and new-fangled perambulators suggestively elbowed double-bedsteads. But beyond an insignificant trifle or two — a vase, a small tray and suchlike objects — they apparently had not come there to buy, in spite of the really surprising cheapness of much that Anatole Kahn had to offer. Goundran stood gazing at a flashy brass bed which possessed a particularly striking mattress — green and white ticking with a small orange line; and beside him, clinging to his arm, stood Elise: ‘Ah, que c’est ravissant!’ she kept saying.

And hearing her, Anatole Kahn stepped forward: ‘It is also exceedingly cheap;’ he assured them, ‘the best hair and wool, the best lacquered brass. Then Madame has doubtless remarked the design, dignity with lightness, quite le dernier chic — such bedsteads are now all the rage in Paris.’

But Goundran shook his head: ‘Not to-day, my friend — even the cheapest article costs money. We must think it over; is that not so, Elise?’ For Goundran was a thrifty if devoted husband. Yet he thought: ‘How much I should like to purchase that bedstead for the little one’s coming confinement...’ And he gently pressed his wife’s arm as he whispered: ‘Do not despair, I may buy it for you yet; we will go into our banking account this evening.’

It was not until late in the afternoon that Jousè arrived upon the scene,- and with him came his wife, his two sons, and Anfos. Jousè moved with a kind of majestic precision, squaring his heavy and ageing shoulders. His chin with its thick curly beard was thrust out, his eyes and his lips were quietly smiling.

‘Let us see what this mountebank has to sell,’ he remarked to no one in particular as they stopped in front of Kahn’s largest window.

Oh, that plate-glass window of the Galeries Kahn — the meanness, the blatant untruthfulness of it! The drawing room suite à la Louis Quinze, thin gilt already beginning to rub, cherry-coloured, halfcotton, deceitful satin; the inadequate tables with spindle legs, and joints that would gape at the least provocation; the marble-topped, bow-fronted chests of drawers that had nothing substantial about them but the marble; the cabinets with flimsy untrustworthy locks and glass that distorted because of its cheapness; the plush piano-covers with appliqué flowers and borders of tinsel that a breath would tarnish....

There were rugs of so-called Oriental designs that had never known the Orient or its weavers; there were clocks whose outsides suggested Buhl, but whose insides suggested an operation; there were trays made for Europe by a crafty Japan who was careful that she herself did not use them; there were joss-sticks whose smell would have brought a blush to the cheeks of the most hardened heathen idol; there were pictures in iniquitous machine-carved frames, pictures covertly suggestive and crudely sentimental. And hanging in the very midst of it all — a most lovely, simple, and truthful conception — was ‘The Angelus’ framed in grave, quiet oak, looking as helplessly out of place as a nun who should find herself in a brothel.

Jousè stood with his hands thrust deep into his pockets while his eyes grew incredulous and then angry; a man who had toiled for many long years he had earned a right of kinship to that picture, to the humble yet unparalleled dignity of patient, enduring, and honest labour.

Marie asked him timidly: ‘Shall we go in?’

He nodded, and they turned and entered the building.

Kahn saw them and pushed his way through the crowd: ‘I am proud to make your acquaintance,’ he said suavely, and he held out a hand which Jôusè ignored.

‘I have come here to buy a rug for my wife — and a cuckoo-clock.’ Jôusè told him briefly.

‘And a gramophone!’ chirped le tout petit Loup, glancing out of the corner of an eye at Christophe.

They made their way down to the now transformed cellar accompanied by Anatole Kahn in person: ‘I repeat,’ persisted Anatole Kahn, ‘that I am most proud to make your acquaintance, Monsieur Bénédit, to know so distinguished a confrère.’

Jôusè stared at him and the stranger fell silent; whereupon Marie hastened to select her rug which Jôusè, still without speaking, paid for.

Then Anfos unexpectedly lost his head. Perhaps he was subconsciously feeling the tension, or perhaps it was merely that the noise and the crowd and the somewhat rash promise of a cuckoo-clock had thrown him into a state of excitement; be that as it may, he proceeded to cuckoo. And so exact were the notes he produced, so wonderfully clever his imitation, that people turned round incredulously.

‘Yes, yes, in a minute — hush, my dear,’ implored Marie.

He caught hold of her hand like the child that he was — like the great bearded child that he was, le pauvre bougre: ‘But you promised!’ And now he was tugging at her hand.

‘This way, if you please,’ remarked Kahn quite gravely.

There were only two cuckoo-clocks it appeared, the one very big, the other very little. The price of the larger was much too high; Jôusè muttered that it was out of the question. The price of the smaller he could well afford, and this he decided to give his apprentice. So the clock was taken down from the wall and placed by Kahn in the arms of the half-wit.

‘Bèu Diéu!’ murmured Anfos softly.

Then le tout petit Loup felt that his turn had come: ‘And where is my gramophone?’ he demanded loudly. ‘Why may I not have my gramophone? Am I not of more importance than he is?’ And he pinched Anfos so that the clock nearly fell.

‘Do not hurt me... Ah, do not hurt me;’ implored Anfos, his brown, dog-like eyes growing suddenly frightened.

‘Leave him alone!’ ordered Christophe sharply.

But Loup scowled; he was thoroughly out of temper. Owing to the lateness of their arrival he had not even managed to get a balloon, the supply, by that time, having been exhausted: ‘I will surely break his ridiculous clock if I may not have my gramophone!’ he threatened.

‘In that case you can go without your supper;’ remarked Marie.
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They made their way home in comparative silence, Anfos diligently nursing his cuckoo-clock; Marie keeping a watchful eye upon Loup; Christophe apparently lost in thought, and Jousè staring down at his shoes.

But after a while Jousè looked up grinning: ‘I did not observe much fine business, Marioun; Louis Quinze and Louis Seize are still on their thrones, and I fancy they are perfectly safe to remain there. What a scrap-heap — what rubbish! Yes, but also what an insult to the common sense and good taste of our town. I felt almost sorry for the impudent fellow.’

‘I will break that ridiculous clock!’ repeated Loup.

‘No... no... it is beautiful...’ Anfos whispered.

But that evening poor Anfos broke it himself, for he could not resist its affable inmate who burst open his door, bowed, flapped his grey wings, and then cuckooed in such an ingratiating manner that Anfos must jump up and down for sheer joy, and must move the hands of the clock round and round so that he might go on hearing the cuckoo. This he did such a number of consecutive times that the kind little bird became quite exhausted, and finally stuck half in and half out with his head at a very reproachful angle.

Then Anfos began to murmur strange names, strange endearing names of his own invention; then he started to whistle the soft double note wherewith he had used to attract the wild birds when he lived in that village high up in the mountains; then he kissed the cuckoo’s minute pointed beak: ‘Talk, talk to me — talk again!’ he entreated.

But the cuckoo answered never a word, for the fragile spring of his life had been broken.

And so joy was miserably turned to tears — large tears trickled down the half-wit’s thin cheeks and mingled with the straggling hairs of his beard as he stood there and gazed at his own destruction. And knowing that any emotion was harmful, Marie coaxed him gently upstairs to his bedroom, and undressed him, and put on his coarse linen nightshirt. Then she promised to bring him a tisane de menthe — a tisane de menthe made excessively sweet like the one which had once helped to comfort Christophe — but this only if Anfos would be a good child, get into his bed, and try to stop weeping.






  








CHAPTER XXI
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CHRISTMAS came and went, the mistral subsided, the sea grew placid and warm in the sunshine. The vines showed illusive suggestions of green, and the mulberry branches began to make leaves wherewith they would nourish industrious silk-worms. The sturdy, peeled brown trunks of the cork-trees appeared to take on a more intense colour, so that they matched the people’s tanned limbs, and the brown honest face of Goundran who smiled — always smiled, these days, because his wife had presented him with a fine infant daughter — and the brown, monkey face of le tout petit Loup, and the brown sardonic face of Eusèbe.

Eusèbe was feeling lazy this spring; he dawdled about a great deal in his vineyards, neglecting his work and his clients alike, while his bedroom became unspeakably dirty. He drank deep of red wine and thought many deep thoughts of a somewhat undesirable nature: ‘Ah, this wonderful land of my birth—’ he would chant, ‘this wonderful land of vines and plump women. Is there anything lacking in this Provence of ours? We have grapes, also plump, and the grapes have juices and the juices are squeezed into casks of our making. Why, the very trees strip themselves of their clothes in order to provide us with corks for our bottles! Only look at her beautiful naked brownness — she resembles a woman that superb Chêne Liège! And like a woman the more you strip her the better she is, the finer she grows; leave her intact and she withers away...’ And one evening he was actually seen to embrace the stout, unresponsive waist of a cork-tree. What a scandal, the lascivious, drunken old rogue! Could nothing be done with that shameless Eusèbe?

The weeks passed; scarlet cherries were sold in the streets, and baskets of succulent, moist, green almonds. The maquis began to smell vital on the hills, while the rhythmical whirr of enamoured cingalas in the Curé’s garden so distracted his mind that he shut all his windows when writing a sermon. To the thickets came endless nightingales, singing snatches of song even while it was yet daylight, in memory of the kindly act of Saint Loup who had once restored its life to a fledgling: ‘Praise God in His Golden Saints;’ they sang, ‘Praise God... in... His Golden... His Golden Saints.’ For whatever the Curé might choose to think, all the birds of Provence believed in that legend. The couleuvres, irresistibly drawn to the sun, slid out of the woods and began to uncoil their handsome and conspicuous lengths — most unwisely. Christophe’s lizards up at the old citadel, lay sprawled on the stones, their throats palpitating, their eyes ablink, their tongues darting for flies; while below, through the tortuous streets of the town lumbered farm carts drawn by cream-coloured oxen.

And meanwhile there was always Anatole Kahn dressed in his unsuitable northern clothes which, for some strange reason, he never discarded. Ah, yes, there was always Anatole Kahn, affable, smiling, but growing more insistent, for slowly but surely he was making his way with these good-natured, indolent southern people. His shop was so very conveniently placed, and then it was easy to buy from a shop —— such a saving of time, such a saving of trouble. Moreover they liked what he had to sell; he was not perverting the taste of his clients, but rather was he dexterously bringing to light a desire for his goods which had always existed. Quite a number of people had secretly envied that shiny, mock-mahogany suite purchased by Madame Roustan’s late husband; and now similar suites could not only be seen any day and bought by those who had money, but this could be done without catching a train, without incurring the least inconvenience.

Yes, but Anatole Kahn meant much more than this: he meant more than the saving of mere inconvenience, than the pleasant indulgence of extravagant desires on the plea that his goods were ridiculously cheap, his delivery prompt, and his terms quite easy, for Anatole Kahn had begun to mean romance — the unromantic romance of the pocket.

Oh, but he was tactful, Monsieur Anatole Kahn, with his soft brown eyes, and his over-red lips from which he would let fall words as of honey. Never a suggestion that could lead them to feel that they had been slow-witted, indolent sluggards; by ignoring their lost opportunities he had all the more time to devote to their future. And the future was what mattered, said Anatole Kahn, the future of the beautiful town of Saint Loup that would shortly become known all over France as a summer resort of the first importance. And when he spoke thus his soft eyes would gleam as though with the flame of inspired prevision, while his voice would take on the emotional timbre of a man who knows himself for a prophet, so that those who heard him would go home much impressed in spite of themselves:

‘Hou, what ideas! Yet one must admit that he carries conviction. But then who will come to our town in the heat — always excepting a few crazy artists? A bathing season, he would have us believe, and in consequence business, and in consequence money...’

 

He was patient, he listened to every objection, he frowned, rubbed his chin and appeared to consider. He frequently nodded: well, they ought to know best, yet he could not but feel that a few pretty villas just beyond the town on the road to the hills... or say down near the beach to the left of the port. The road-bed was not bad — as the place became known people could easily reach it in motors. Why not? The mountains? Well, but what of them? People could reach Saint Loup by the Corniche. But he did not wish to appear too aggressive — after all he was only a recent arrival — still, he did feel that great possibilities having once been foreseen should be carefully prepared for. The shortage of houses was a drawback, of course — a most serious drawback when it came to tourists.

And as though fate were playing right into his hands, who should arrive that summer but Beauvais, the very man whose picture he had bought, and who since that purchase had sprung into fame, thanks to those first exhibits at the Salon. And following like a tail in the wake of a comet, came quite a fair number of lesser artists, all eager to paint, all willing to pay within reason for decent accommodation. Why, the little hotel near the station was crowded, what with their models, their wives, and their easels, a happening that had never been heard of before — the proprietor was beside himself with excitement.

At la Tarasque much vermouth was consumed after bathing, but at night as the moon came up drinks grew stronger. They were young these arrivals, they were spendthrift and gay, so things started to hum when, their work being over, the little violinist with the hump on his back teased their feet to dancing, and Mère Mélanie’s brandy plus his fiddle turned their scatter-brained thoughts to women. But how witty they were; ah, yes, and how friendly — promising to paint the walls of the café with all sorts of amusing fantasies. And then, thanks to them, her business was booming.

There was only one tiresome fly in the ointment: the fishers greatly resented this invasion, while the men from the tartanes had begun to scowl darkly on finding that all their tables were taken — it was lucky, perhaps, that Mère Mélanie’s new friends did not understand the Provençal language. Indeed, one evening there was quite a to-do when a giant called Ravous stalked into the café supporting a comrade who was heavy with wine, and demanding that they should be given a table.

‘Malan de Diéu!’ swore Ravous-the-mighty; and once launched there gushed from him invectives so amazing that Mère Mélanie began to grow nervous for her guests, and above all for her little humpbacked violinist. Moreover, in spite of those strong beetle-brows which gave to her face such a virile expression, and in spite of that glorious and memorable night when, unaided, she had vanquished a drunken seaman, Ravous’s bulk was so vast that no two men in the room could have budged him an inch without his permission.

Said he, having finally run out of insults: ‘My comrade is being grossly insulted! He is drunk, you say, well then, I tell you, no! And if he is drunk, then I ask you, what of it? I also am now about to get drunk, very drunk, and for that I require a chair, and a table on which I can rest my bottle. Yes, and what I require I intend to take!’ And he threw back his shoulders and bulged his muscles, ‘Uno, dous, tres!’ he boomed ominously, ‘Who, I wish to know, is going to get up before I trouble myself to remove him?’

No one trembled, since no one had understood a word, his furious face merely causing much laughter; but the little violinist was now really afraid, and this not without reason perhaps, knowing Ravous. Sidling across to Mère Melanie: ‘Coax him, ma chérie — try coaxing,’ he whispered.

So Mère Mélanie patted the monster’s cheek, then she ruffled his hair: ‘Sois gentil,’ she entreated, ‘do not threaten your poor little Mère Mélanie who has always felt a tenderness for her big Ravous. Is it kind to bully your Mère Mélanie who depends upon clients to gain her a living? Come and kiss your little Mère Mélanie....’

‘Ah, that no!’ growled Ravous, looking suddenly scared.

‘Tafort!’ hiccoughed his comrade, ‘Go and kiss the old whore!’

Ravous scowled, then he gulped hard, closing his eyes: ‘Bono Maire de Diéu...’ he groaned as he kissed her.

The room rang with applause. To Mère Mélanie’s relief, her clients appeared amused and delighted. They were artists of course, and no man in Saint Loup was more picturesque in appearance than Ravous with his faded check shirt, his red neckerchief, his bare tattooed arms, and his little gold ear-rings; it was therefore advisable to welcome him, perhaps....

‘Go and bring in a table from the kitchen this instant, and make haste about it!’ she bawled to the waiter.

So Ravous was placed at the end of the café and was given a generous portion of brandy as was also his comrade, by now half asleep, but continually being roused up by Ravous who wished to assure him that he was not drunk, and that if he were drunk he was drunk with honour.

‘The honour of my friend is my own,’ he declared many times, ‘for I, Ravous, love my dear friend... ah, how much I love him... my very dear friend... I would die for my friend.’ He was fast growing maudlin. And presently, he supporting his friend, they danced, upsetting two chairs in the process.

But some of the fishers — although less aggressive than the men who sailed the seas in the tartanes — some of the fishers were also less forgiving, and from that night on they transferred their custom to the café further along the port, the café that belonged to Mère Mélanie’s rival.
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It was only natural that Anatole Kahn should desire to become acquainted with Beauvais; had he not recognised the man’s greatness and in consequence bought that picture of the harbour for next to nothing when its painter was starving? Yes, assuredly, for Anatole Kahn possessed the Jew’s fine appreciation of art despite those iniquitous plate-glass windows — he sold in order to grow rich and buy, what he sold being very different indeed from what, should he prosper, he would care to purchase. Then again, this Beauvais, this now wealthy fellow with his genius, his sudden fame, his admirers, was a valuable asset to the town of Saint Loup and thus to Anatole Kahn’s ambitions; nay more, to his dreams, for, strange though it may seem, there were moments when Kahn became a dreamer. And if he dreamed cheaply and hideously, if he dreamed of a town outraged and disfigured, if his dreams like his shop were directly opposed to the spirit that clung to a small oil painting which could now be sold for a large sum of money — enough money to acquire quite a nice bit of land — it must not be forgotten that the mind of man is a mass of distressingly strange contradictions.

To meet Jacques Beauvais was not at all easy, Kahn racked his ingenious brain to no purpose. He knew him by sight, a most elegant person wearing white silk shirts and tussore silk trousers; a young man with a handsome, weak face, fair hair, slim flanks, a jade cigarette case and a mistress. But he could not very well accost him in the street, nor could he present himself at the hotel on the grounds that the celebrated Galéries Kahn would amply repay the trouble of a visit. And yet, after all, it was the Galéries Kahn that chanced to come to the help of their founder.

Beauvais needed some drapery for a background: ‘Well, and what have you got?’ he demanded crossly, ‘I cannot find anything but striped umbrellas in this town — even a dark table-cloth would do.’ Then glancing about him: ‘My God, what horrors! This shop did not exist when I was here last. It ought not to exist now — I think I will burn it!’

Kahn smiled an indulgent, paternal smile: ‘Ah, monsieur, we others we also must live, and to do that we must give people what they desire. Is this tablecloth suitable? Its colour is dark, and if monsieur can manage to hide the border....’

Beauvais frowned, then he laughed, and his laugh was so youthful and so pleasant a thing that it went very ill with eyes already somewhat marred by dissipation: ‘So you do not admire its fine border?’ he enquired. ‘You do not admire your own stock-in-trade — those exquisite Louis Quinze chairs for instance?’

Anatole Kahn shrugged deprecating shoulders: ‘I will answer that question in just three words. Monsieur asks me if I admire those gilt chairs, and I answer in just three words — I sell them!’

‘Then you ought to be ashamed of yourself,’ grinned Beauvais.

The cloth purchased, Anatole Kahn said gently: ‘If monsieur will spare but a few more moments I will show him something which I do not sell — a thing of very great beauty, of genius. I am poor, yet this treasure I do not sell although it is now worth a great deal of money.’ And he led the way into his simple office, bare save for a roll-top American desk, a stool, a shallow cupboard and a picture.

‘So,’ said Beauvais, ‘so it was you who bought it!’

Kahn nodded: ‘Yes, at Fleuret’s, monsieur.’

‘For five sous because I was needing bread and you, apparently were a good judge of art. And now it is worth...’

‘To me nothing in money, monsieur, because I will never sell it.’

Beauvais stared at the middle-aged over-dressed tradesman: ‘Then you must be an imbecile,’ he remarked, ‘Or an idealist, which is much the same thing. Who can say how long my price will keep up. To-day I am famous, to-morrow... who knows! The mistral is not more erratic than the critics. Take the money, my friend, take it while you can get it!’ advised Beauvais who since he had become a rich man was assuming the air of a hardened cynic. In reality he was both flattered and pleased, for if those beloved of the gods die young, those beloved of the arts live on as children. Turning, he studied the picture with interest: ‘Fine,’ he murmured, ‘ah, yes, it is really fine! There is splendid technique in the treatment of that sunshine;...’ Then he suddenly seated himself on the stool: ‘I have reason to be grateful to this town, I suppose, though my nature, thank God, is very ungrateful;... still, Saint Loup has undoubtedly buttered my bread, and I find le pain bénit de la gaieté tastes less stale when it is spread thickly with butter! Is it not strange that the more we have in this world the more we are always needing. At one time I was glad to get clean in the sea, whereas now I am missing my Paris bathroom. The hotel is abominable — bad food, hard beds, and a waiter who perpetually stinks of garlic, and yet only a very short time ago I thought myself lucky to be staying there at all... I suppose that you do not know of good rooms, or a decent flat somewhere down by the port — a flat with a bathroom and clean sanitation?’

Kahn appeared to consider. Then: ‘I fear not, monsieur, our Saint Loup is still in the Middle Ages.’

‘And therein lies its charm,’ said Beauvais, sighing; ‘Why is it that nothing is ever quite perfect? Why cannot I have a medieval Saint Loup, a comfortable bed and an agreeable bathroom?’

‘I see no reason at all,’ replied Kahn, ‘monsieur has but to build himself a villa.’

Beauvais looked up from staring at his shoes and his eyes were suddenly bright with interest: ‘En voilà une idée! I had never thought... But of course that is what I am going to do! A mas in the ancient Provençal style; but inside — ah, mon ami, what modern comfort — three bathrooms at least!’ He was often like this, childishly elated over some passing fancy. ‘And my garden shall end in the sea,’ he announced; ‘there shall also be a vineyard and an orchard of peach trees.’

‘Some good ground might be had to the left of the port, monsieur — it belongs to Hermitte, the baker, but perhaps he could be induced to sell... if monsieur bought that ground he would also buy vines.’

‘And peach trees?’

‘Alas, no, but they grow very fast... however my friend may not wish to sell.’

‘I insist that he sells it to me!’ exclaimed Beauvais.

A few days later the news spread like wild-fire. ‘Beauvais has purchased a large piece of land from Hermitte — they say he will build a fine villa. In any case he has paid a fine price, and what for? The vineyard is utterly worthless. Hermitte is rubbing his hands, I can tell you! It was Anatole Kahn who arranged the deal; that man has a marvellous head for business. Hermitte will pay him a commission, and why not? That seems only fair when one thinks of the price he received, and the vineyard utterly worthless....’

Marie said to her husband: ‘If this Beauvais comes here every summer it may very well bring other people... perhaps that will help us with money, Jousè...’ But this she said rather timidly, for Jôusè, these days, never spoke of such matters.

They were sitting over their midday meal; he looked up from his plate: ‘There is nothing wrong with my business, nothing whatever,’ he said loudly, ‘there have always been months when work has been slack; in my trade one must take the good with the bad — a good month, a bad month — they balance each other. Are you and my children not well clothed and fed that you meddle with things that do not concern you? One would think that my children went short of food!’ His face flushed and his eyes looked suddenly angry.

She sighed. Le tout petit Loup did go short of his bouillon, his milk and his wine-flavoured jellies these days, because she could not pay the chemist, and the chemist was a very unpleasant man — he made pointed remarks when they kept him waiting. And then there was Christophe who was growing so fast that his broad brown chest was splitting his jersey — always he seemed to be needing new clothes; and then there was Jousè who wore out his socks so incredibly fast; and then there was Anfos. Four bodies to clothe and four mouths to feed, and that cold weight of fear that lay on her heart....

‘Is it that I must pay the chemist...’ she faltered.

‘Has he not had enough? Let him rot!’ growled Jousè. He pushed back his chair but he did not get up and hurry away as had once been his custom. Anfos went off to the workshop alone. ‘Your Beauvais has given me an order,’ he told her. ‘I must put a cheap fence round his precious land, and a board to announce that the land is private! Maybe he will ask me to build a dog-kennel, or if that is too costly perhaps a hen-coop; yet they say that the land was sold, thanks to Kahn, for double its value — there is no lack of money.’

‘I also have heard that,’ Marie assented.

After this they fell silent, he scratching his chin through his beard with slow, meditative fingers; she nodding to Christophe, then glancing at the clock to remind him that he and Loup would be late: ‘It is time that you started for school,’ she whispered.

So Christophe and his brother stole quietly away, for even the turbulent tout petit Loup did not dare to disturb his father at that moment.

But when they had gone Marie faced her husband: ‘Jousè, I must have the money for the chemist, and a few francs over to buy Christophe a jersey. Genas will not wait, he is pressing us hard, and Loup cannot exist without asthma powder. As for Christophe... you can see for yourself how it is... he grows hourly. There is also Eusèbe’s small bill; it is time he was paid for that last pair of sandals; although that is far less urgent than the chemist.’

Jousè got up slowly; he moved slowly these days, and she noticed with a pang the white hair on his temples, the white hairs in his beard... he would soon be quite white... an old man... but she must have that money for the chemist. Had he got it? Oh, that cold weight of fear on her heart; and the question which she had not the courage to ask: ‘Jousè, is it Kahn who is making us so poor?’ If only she dared... but she lacked the courage.

He was changing, her man, he was growing more silent, he no longer shouted his jokes to their neighbours as he worked half in and half out of his shop. Even Anfos felt the change in his master and would come to her whimpering like a small child who was scared and in need of consolation. Then the days, growing always more frequent of late, when Jôusè’s diligent hands would be idle, when he would wander about the house, or rummage among his old bits of carving, or pretend to repair the fence of the yard that so obviously did not need repairing: ‘It is good that I have a free hour, Marioun, this fence would have blown away in a mistral...’ and sometimes he would whistle when engaged on such tasks, or hum to himself if he thought she was listening. What was wrong? He was still an excellent craftsman, a most honest, careful and capable worker, yet just lately so few people needed his work when it came to the matter of cabinet-making — oh, yes, they would call on him for odd jobs, repairs to a door or a rat-eaten skirting, but not for the things in which he excelled. Was he wilfully blind to what was happening? Was Jôusè wilfully shutting his eyes to the fact that his business was steadily declining? Yet surely with so many unpaid bills... with so much expense and so little money...

Anatole Kahn... the Galéries Kahn... just under a year since the shop had been opened. No, it could not be that... the time was too short... besides Jôusè did not work for the whole of Saint Loup; he never had worked for the whole of Saint Loup; there had always been those who bought ready-made rubbish, his own sister, for instance, who had gone by train to Marseille if she needed a new chair or table. And yet Kahn was prospering; why, only that morning she, Marie, had seen a drawingroom suite being purchased from him by Madame Hermitte, and the Hermittes had been Jôusè’s customers once — he had made nearly everything in their house, including the cradle for their first baby. Madame Hermitte had appeared to be much occupied, much engrossed the moment she had caught sight of Marie. Anatole Kahn of the Galéries Kahn, so crafty in business, so persuasively gentle: ‘Ah, Madame, I hope that your dear little son suffers less from his asthma in this fine weather...’

‘Ah, Madame, I have but one heartfelt regret and that is that your husband appears to dislike me. Cannot you induce him to be more kind? I much need his goodwill, I who come as a stranger...’ Anatole Kahn of the Galéries Kahn, so brilliant a salesman with so handy a shop, and everything ready, no need to wait, and everything clearly marked with the prices, no need to work out the cost of a chair or a table or a bed — no need to bargain. Goundran had bought Elise a brass bed, Goundran was buying from Kahn... even Goundran.

She stared at her husband as he stood there before her, very big, very strong still but growing much thinner. At his age it was not a good sign to lose flesh, his skin looked distressed somehow — it was sagging. And his eyes, what was it they reminded her of now that they were not any longer angry? Ah, she had it! They were like the eyes of a dog... And that sigh... it was like... Her mind groped about for something she had heard a long time ago and then only partially, vaguely perceived. A profound, resigned sigh... it was like Mirèio.

‘Jousè, let the chemist’s bill go — he must wait. Let him wait, my belovèd — do not worry...’

But Jousè quietly shook his great head: ‘No, no, leave it to me — I shall find the money.’






  








CHAPTER XXII
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AUTUMN; the artists returning to Paris with their comet, their models, their wives and their easels. Saint Loup busy with its numerous activities but gradually ridding itself of strangers. The Curé labouring his wearisome sermons which tended to lengthen as the weather grew cooler; Jan working strenuously at his Latin to the satisfaction and pride of his tutor; Madame Roustan painstakingly looking for sins — her own but also those of her neighbours; Mère Mélanie abstaining on Fridays from meat but not always from her little violinist; Eusèbe trying to catch up with lost time by drinking less wine and stitching more sandals; Goundran fishing, looking after his prosperous affairs, making love to his wife and playing with his baby. Marie more anxious than ever about Loup who had recently developed palpitations; the chemist part-paid and part-pacified; the doctor unpaid, but so kindly a man that he was fast becoming as poor as his patients; Jousè still silent; Anfos still scared, and Christophe growing more and more stupid at school, oppressed by a sense of approaching disaster. Thus the autumn gradually passed into winter.

The winter found Anatole Kahn well content, his venture having more than justified his judgment. The profits were unexpectedly large — there seemed little doubt, therefore, that the Galéries Kahn were providing their clients with just what they wanted. Sitting at his roll-top American desk their founder wrote long, self-satisfied letters, enclosing elaborate sheets of accounts to certain business friends living in Paris. And since nothing succeeds in this world like success, he was now regarded in Saint Loup with admiration, nay more, with respect; his staunchest adherents being Mère Mélandie and Madame Roustan.

He said — and surely with some justification: ‘Did I not tell you that Beauvais would return to the town that has undoubtedly made his fortune? Did I not tell you that others would follow, and that through them Saint Loup was bound to get known? They came, ah, precisely, but what did they find? One hotel, one miserable little hotel that does not even possess a bathroom. Moreover they were crowded together like sardines, there was not sufficient accommodation. With Monsieur Grimaud I have nothing in common; he is stupid and he runs his hotel very badly. He says: “What has once been is still good enough,” and I answer him: “Let the past bury the past, our affair is solely concerned with the future.” Then he shrugs his shoulders and looks imbecile; I am weary of that fat old carp, Monsieur Grimaud. However, there remains you, dear Mère Mélanie, and you are an intelligent and enterprising woman, so to you I say: what about all those fine rooms? No less than two floors of them over your café! To you I say put in a bathroom at once, and a couple of comfortable water-closets; there must also, of course, be electric light; et voilà, you become the Hôtel de la Tarasque! “Hôtel et Café de la Tarasque” you become, and in consequence greatly extend your connection.’

Mère Mélanie listened delighted yet fearful. But would it not cost a vast sum of money? What did her dear little Alexandre think? Did he think they could possibly manage to afford it? Of course it was bound to pay well in the end, this had surely been made very clear last summer; yes, and meanwhile that brigand further on down the port who had stolen quite a few of her fishermen from her — God pity their stomachs, such foul liquor he sold — that brigand would receive a slap in the face, and so would those surly, ungrateful clients. Hôtel de la Tarasque... a bathroom... Santouno! Yes, but could they, dared they venture to afford it?

The little violinist with the hump on his back thought they dared, but he left the decision to her, she being such an excellent business woman: ‘Mais, ma chérie, it is you who will have to decide — I am only a child in matters of money.’ For the little violinist knew his Mère Mélanie; if he urged this grand scheme and it happened to fail, she would very probably turn round and beat him; so he said yet again: ‘You will have to decide,’ and slipped quietly off for a glass of brandy.

Kahn seemed confident of obtaining good terms from the firm in Marseille that had worked for him — Mère Mélanie could pay them so much every quarter. It would surely be very well worth their while in view of the splendid future of the place; he would tell them to call on Mère Mélanie at once so that all might be finished in time for next summer. Might he tell them to call? ‘Ah, Madame, do not lose this great opportunity, I entreat you. You have courage, Madame; success follows the brave. May I tell them to call?’

Mère Mélanie nodded.

So that night as Mère Mélanie lay abed by the side of her little hump-backed violinist, their propinquity was quite without blame, since nothing was thought of but current accounts and how much they would venture to take from her savings.

Spurred by Mère Mélanie’s enterprise, Madame Roustan discovered a couple of rooms which could well be spared for letting to boarders; what furnishings were needed she purchased from Kahn who eagerly did his best to advise her. Next came Hermitte, the baker, at one time a man too lazy to care very much about money, but now so impressed by his balance at the bank — resultant upon selling his land to Beauvais — that he wanted to see that fat balance increase, and was fast bidding fair to become a miser.

He said to his wife: ‘We have surely an attic that we also can let next summer to an artist? It is foolish the way we pamper our children, the four of them can perfectly well sleep together during the season, and that they shall do. I am not prepared to forgo a fine profit.’

‘Both the attics need whitewash,’ said his wife doubtfully, ‘especially the small one. Shall I send for Jôusè? There is also a leak to the left of the roof.’

‘I will do what is needed myself,’ snapped Hermitte.

Madame Simon went bustling round to see Marie, and her husband it seemed, did wish for assistance; ‘Just a few small repairs to our top back room; the woodwork is not very strong round the window, and the door requires a new handle and lock; Jôusè will work for us cheaply, I know; after all, your Jôusè is Guillaume’s godfather. And to tell you the truth we have not much to spend, what with Guillaume’s college and now his wedding... Yes, in the spring... a most charming girl, her father is a notary in Marseille, but of course a wedding is always expensive. Guillaume is coming to see you himself — ah, yes, he has always loved Papa Jôusè. However, what with this thing and that, I said to my husband: “Why should we not let our back room to some nice young couple next season? The old sacks can go down to the cellar,” I said, “and if Jousè just casts a look at the rat-holes... It seems a real pity to waste that room”.’

‘He shall go and see you to-morrow,’ promised Marie.

Meanwhile Kahn enquired of Eusèbe one morning: ‘Have you not got a cupboard that you can furnish? You will have to indulge in a good spring-cleaning before you put anyone into your cupboard, but after all, that will do you no harm, and I think if you only take my advice and prepare in time, you will make some money. We are certain to have a great number of artists again next summer, and whatever you require the Galéries Kahn can supply at small cost — I am anxious to help you, that goes without saying.’

Eusèbe’s black eye began to glow hotly: ‘What is this? A devil of an artist in my convent? My slumbers disturbed by some young vermenoune who comes crawling in drunk every night from the café? His absurd contraptions all over my shop; paints squeezed on my floors, my walls and my ceilings? And your vile, cheap rubbish polluting my home? By the vomit of that bilious dragon la Tarasque, you have made a very insolent mistake! You are speaking to one who is called Eusèbe, and he greatly despises you, Anatole Kahn, for what you are doing to line your own pockets. You are canaille, and you have the brain of a bug; that is why you are hoping to make of this town a place that is only fit for canaille. If I had my way I would drown you at once, I would stuff you head downwards into my cesspool.’

This was awkward indeed, for Kahn had arrived intending to ask a particular favour. He wanted to rent a small bit of ground in order to put up a monster board advertising the charms of the Galéries Kahn, and as ill luck would have it, the ground was Eusèbe’s —— it happened to be on the Corniche Road and was therefore extremely well placed for Kahn’s purpose. But Anatole Kahn had long since decided that quarrels were always a bad investment and that pride was the rich man’s prerogative, so now he said, gulping down his annoyance:

‘Do not anger yourself. I am not what you think me, an adventurer; no, I am quite the reverse — a quiet and well-meaning business man. And to show you that I bear not the slightest resentment I am actually going to entreat your assistance. I desire to rent a few yards of that land just beyond your vineyards where the road joins the Corniche — I want to put up a species of board. I am fully prepared to pay well,’ he finished.

Then Eusèbe opened his mouth and bellowed so that the very hides trembled. The lid of his white eye puckered and twitched, while the ball of his black eye blazed like a furnace as he swore certain mighty Provençal oaths, so terrific that few save he dared to use them.

‘Ah, well,’ sighed his visitor, turning to go, ‘I deeply regret this misunderstanding. If you should change your mind... bien, you know where I am.’ And lifting his hat he sauntered away.

‘Bèsti malestrucho — ignorant beast, hell-toad, may you fester!’ growled Eusèbe.
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It took Kahn just two days to secure his ground from a woman who spent her life boiling silkworms. While not quite so well placed it was yet good enough, being in a fairly commanding position. It took Kahn just two weeks to procure his board from Marseille; a colossal, flamboyant erection advertising his wares in the following words which were painted in decorative red and black letters:

MESDAMES!!! MESSIEURS!!!
 

VISITEZ L’ANCIENNE VILLE DE SAINT LOUP-SUR-MER.
 

ARRÊTEZ VOUS SURTOUT AUX GALÉRIES KAHN.
 

VENEZ VOIR NOS AMEUBLEMENTS DU DERNIER CHIC.
 

MOBILIERS DE STYLE À PRIX MODERES.
 

OBJETS D’ART, GARNITURES, TAPISSERIES, TENTURES.
 

JEUNES MARIES!!!
 

OFFREZ-VOUS UNE JOLIE DESCENTE-DE-LIT SIMILI-PERSE.
 

OCCASIONS FORMIDABLES!!!
 

The good folk of Saint Loup stood and gaped with amazement. What a man! What a brain! Why, to see such a board was to think they were living at Monte Carlo! Well, perhaps they would be having a Casino quite soon; why not? With Kahn there was really no telling. The women exclaimed; the men laughed and winked, tickled by that appeal to the newly wedded, and everyone felt very proud of their town. Only look at the splendid advertisement — it began on the ground and reached up to heaven! Even the Bénédit’s oldest friends were too much excited to notice their absence, while as for Eusèbe’s... oh, well, he had no friends and, if one might believe him, did not want any.

But one evening Eusèbe walked forth alone to visit that detestable board by moonlight; all alone by the light of a scandalized moon he walked, intent on relieving his feelings. And just how he relieved them need not be told — it can safely be left to the imagination.






  








CHAPTER XXIII
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DURING December Kahn was absent for a fortnight, his shop being left in charge of the youth who had offered balloons on the day of the opening. Where had he gone to now, the great man? Here, there, and everywhere, that Anatole Kahn! And he knew how to keep his own counsel when he chose; however, later on they might hear all about it.

When he returned Kahn was closeted with Hermitte for quite a long time, and they shouting and scolding just as though they were not now the dearest of friends since Kahn had helped Hermitte to sell his land — incidentally, for less than half its value:

‘Preposterous, disgusting, you would actually rob me! How can I pay the high price Beauvais paid you? Am I wearing silk shirts? Am I keeping a whore? Am I thinking of building a white marble palace?’ And Kahn chewed the end of his fat cigar, then spat, so immense was his indignation. ‘Who found you a buyer?’ he went on still more loudly, ‘Who helped you to empty that simpleton’s pockets? Who told him that if he bought that land he bought vines? Sacré Nom, and your vineyard for years has been sterile! Who told him that he was getting a bargain; who lied — yes, I ask you, who lied out of friendship? I, Anatole Kahn. And what is the result? You prove grossly ungrateful and endeavour to rob me!’

Hermitte swallowed and blinked and made swift calculations on his blotting-paper with a violet lead pencil. Never had he felt more excited in his life, and yet never more wretched, because undecided. Ought he to let this new land go for less than the last lot? It actually adjoined Beauvais’ boundary, therefore why should he have to sell it for less, when the world might contain other crazy artists? But those swift calculations were going to his head, for at times strong drink is less raging than riches; only think of the proportions his balance would reach could he but bring himself to accept his friend’s offer! Think of seeing the total in neat black and white whenever he cared to open his bank-book! And supposing he refused and then could not sell after all — supposing no one else wished to buy? What a strain it was this amassing of wealth: it was really enough to drive one demented. Poor Hermitte alternately ruffled his hair, bit his nails, and sucked at his violet lead pencil; avaricious yet doubtful he mentally writhed on the horns of this distressing dilemma. In the end they came to a compromise, Kahn agreeing to pay him five hundred francs more than the price which he had originally offered; whereupon Hermitte puffed out his cheeks and looked sly, considering himself a very shrewd fellow.

And now people were talking from morning until night, Kahn’s name being constantly heard at the cafés. Ho, ho, but he must be exceedingly rich; a grand shop all done up at his own expense, and then land upon which he was going to build villas! And what if he did not attend Holy Mass, he sent generous subscriptions to Monsieur le Curé — this they knew for a fact. A good fellow he was, and anxious to further everyone’s interest. Saint Raphael indeed! very proud of itself, very proud of its train de luxe from Paris. Pou, wait a bit — just wait a few years till the bathing was in full swing at Saint Loup; Saint Loup had a much finer beach than Saint Raphaël. Yes, and wait until Anatole Kahn had a word with the mayor about proper electric lighting. The mayor was a stubborn and slow-witted fool; what they needed was a mayor with an eye to progress, what they needed was a mayor like Anatole Kahn who would put good money into everyone’s pocket. Why, the local authorities were nothing but brigands, neglecting the town and purloining the taxes. Imagine such a thing! filthy cesspools that stank and disgorged themselves over the vegetable gardens. Santo Flour, if the visitors came to suspect they would surely start thinking about typhoid fever. Santo Flour, if Saint Raphaël should come to suspect... Outrageous the way they were all being robbed! They had reason to be grateful to Anatole Kahn who had shown them how they and their town were neglected.

Thus they talked; scowling ominously at the mayor in the very streets of Saint Loup, should they meet him; refraining from lifting their hats when he passed, which had long been their courteous and friendly custom; making loud-voiced remarks about cesspools that stank, whenever he happened to come within hearing, since progressive ideals not infrequently oust that charming though less profitable virtue, politeness. But the mayor of Saint Loup was so old, so near-sighted, so deaf, and moreover so benevolent a person, that he went on his way with serenity, quite unconscious that anyone had been scowling.
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New Year’s Day brought with it magnificent weather; the sky was cloudless, the air like crystal. People almost forgot their grievances as they stood to gossip at windows and doors, feeling pleased with themselves and with most of their neighbours. And Anatole Kahn was feeling pleased with himself as he hurried along the street swinging his cane — he was going to pay a visit to Jôusè.

A pity that Jôusè so greatly disliked him, but this state of affairs must no longer continue, for he needed the fellow’s help now in his schemes, and moreover Jôusè would doubtless consent to work cheaply in view of his financial position. Then again, if other good workmen existed anywhere in the district Jôusè could find them; his influence too should go a long way, for his name was still very greatly respected. With Jôusè as foreman the building would run smoothly, no thieving, no exorbitant demands, no quarrels; and all done with the minimum of expense, since the men would be living hard-by their work which would save the cost of board or train journeys. Of course there remained the question of time; the best of these southerners worked very slowly and one villa at least must be ready by June — on that point he would have to be firm and emphatic.

Arrived at the Bénédit’s house he knocked briskly: ‘Bonjour, chère Madame. Can I speak with your husband?’

Marie said: ‘My husband is resting, Monsieur. It is fête; will to-morrow not do as well?’ and her gentle brown eyes were hostile and watchful.

‘Alas, no; my business is pressing,’ he told her.

She hesitated, hating the man with all that her gentleness could muster of hatred; yes, but also fearing this soft-spoken stranger who was bringing her husband’s business to ruin. And seeing her hesitation he stepped in and passed her quickly:

‘Ah, pardon...’ he murmured.

Jôusè was sitting alone in the parlour with drooped head and closed eyes: he appeared to be sleeping. Kahn coughed and Jôusè sat up with a jerk, saw him, and lumbered onto his feet: ‘Monsieur, what is the meaning of this intrusion?’

‘Business, Monsieur.’ And Kahn glanced round the room noting the signs of disintegration; the worn, sagging couch, the much-mended blind, the pane of broken glass in the window. Then he let his gaze rest on Jôusè’s frayed shirt: ‘Is business unwelcome, Monsieur?’ he asked gently.

‘That depends with whom it is transacted,’ frowned Jôusè.

Without more ado Kahn seated himself: ‘Bénédit,’ he began, now dropping the monsieur, ‘Bénédit, let us talk as man to man. From the first I seem to have incurred your dislike — I who have always desired your friendship. But alas, it is only too natural perhaps, for in this world because we must struggle to live we are apt in that struggle to injure each other. I may well have injured your trade, Bénédit... I have injured your trade, let us face the truth.’

‘That is not the truth,’ Jôusè told him sharply. Kahn held up his hand: ‘Have patience, my friend; I do beg that you sit down and listen with patience.’

‘Gramaci, and if I prefer to stand?’

‘It must be as you wish, but I beg you to listen. Bénédit, I fully intend to succeed, the Galéries Kahn are as yet in their childhood; they will grow, they will spread out on every side, they will add department after department. A department for this, a department for that — perfumery, lingerie, ladies’ dresses; hats, stockings, boots and shoes, garments for men; there shall also be a juvenile department. You have been to the Galéries Bleues at Marseille?’ Jôusé nodded, ‘Very well,’ his visitor continued, ‘you have visited the Galéries Kahn of the future. This town will grow also, its boundaries will extend, we may take it that they are extending already for Beauvais’ villa will be built on the outskirts. Other villas will follow to the west of the port in the wake of his —— my new premises with them. Ah, yes, Bénédit, the growth of Saint Loup has become my dearest, my most cherished ambition. And this brings me to what I have come here to say — that colony of villas is about to be started.’

‘I care nothing for your colony of villas,’ remarked Jousè.

Kahn gazed at him out of his soft, ox-like eyes: ‘And yet I would wish you to benefit by it. I am here to offer you work, Bénédit; I am here to suggest that you build those villas.’ And then before Jousè had time to reply: ‘But you understand they must be built quite cheaply; I have only a certain amount to spend and my money must bring me in a fair profit. For instance, our timber need not cost a fortune; I imagine there is... well... timber and timber. Then our walls, why make them obtrusively thick as the villas will only be used in the summer? And the paint, why be foolishly extravagant with paint? Why put on four coats where two are sufficient? Provided some bright colour covers the deal, those who purchase will never be any the wiser — at least not just at first — after that, eh bien, after that it ceases to be our business. But of course we must naturally bear in mind that the villas should have an attractive appearance; they should look, eh bien, I will be perfectly frank, the villas should look better built than they are... it is always my rule to speak frankly in business. But then you know well how it is with building; a little touch here, a little touch there, a small balcony say, or a curve to a window and immediately you have obtained your effect, the pleasing effect that catches a client. And now about the question of time; one villa at least must be ready next season. I would like it to be ready at latest by June and sold,’ he smiled quietly, ‘sold by August. A quick sale is very essential, my friend, and therefore this matter of time is important. But being a man of intelligence and foresight you may ask who is going to purchase my villas; you may wish to know what I propose to do in order to bring them to the notice of the public. My idea is to use Beauvais’ land as a bait; I shall publish the fact that the celebrated artist has acquired a large piece of ground near the port and will very shortly be building a mansion. Our first little nest shall cling close to his fence, which I seem to remember you yourself put up for him. Ah, yes, he should prove very useful indeed, a celebrity is always a valuable asset. Well, those are my plans; have I made them quite clear?’

‘Very clear indeed you have made them,’ said Jousè.

Kahn nodded: ‘That is good. Now about your profit: I propose to advance you a reasonable sum on account, you to find reliable workmen and yourself to work under my architect who will doubtless suggest a small monthly payment. I shall tell him that you are well acquainted with these parts and that therefore I wish you to act as foreman. The precise amount which you will eventually receive must depend on the cost of materials and labour. But this I do promise: for every two sous that you save, one shall find its way into your pocket, and surely I cannot be fairer than that, or do more to show how much I wish to work with you.’

Kahn stopped speaking and the room grew heavy with silence. Jôusè stared out of the broken window.

He was wavering; this offer meant regular work, months of regular work for him and Christophe — Christophe was nearly thirteen years old, and so would be leaving school in the summer. With the prospect of more than one villa to be built, the boy could very soon begin earning — and then there was always le tout petit Loup who continued to cost a great deal of money. Yes, despite his antagonism to Kahn, jôusè, because of his children, was wavering. But suddenly into his tired blue eyes leapt the dogged, determined look of the peasant — the look that even to-day fronts the world with a stubborn pride in passing traditions; the look that has in it something primitive and fine and courageous, yet also something pathetic. There he stood fast ageing but still undaunted, still clinging to his faith in himself and in those who for years had given him honourable employment, still unable or unwilling to admit defeat, still unable or unwilling to envisage the future. And that pride handed down to him by his forebears, that will to uphold the integrity of labour, that deep love for those things which the hands have made and which thus have become a part of the craftsman; aye, and the memory of brave old dwellings once seen in the narrow by-ways of Lisieux, dwellings that had stood for the dignity of home, for the honesty and skill of their master-builder, must now all combine to delude the perceptions of this man whose soul was not of his time, but rather of some simpler and more stalwart era. Standing there staring out of his broken window, clad in clothes that were daily becoming more shabby, he yet fancied himself indestructible; as firm and enduring he felt as the arch bequeathed to the town of Saint Loup by the Romans.

He swung round and faced the apostle of progress: ‘It is that you would make of me a robber;’ he thundered, ‘it is that you would have me build lies, all lies, in order that you may sell them as houses. Green wood I must use because it is cheap and will therefore procure you a larger profit. And the walls need not be obtrusively thick, nor the paint, it would seem, because those who buy, being fools, will not be any the wiser. And sell quickly, you say; but yes, you are right, it will surely be better to sell very quickly, for such kennels as you have asked me to build will be blown to the ground by the first honest mistral. Well, I answer you, no! Build your kennels yourself, do you hear? And now get out of my house!’

Kahn said softly: ‘Yet I would not have war between us....’

‘It has always been war between us,’ replied Jousè.
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KAHN’S first villa was not begun until April. Jôusè having refused to help with the project, Kahn had naturally turned to the firm in Marseille who, however, had proved to be much too expensive. In vain did he point to his first princely order and the fact that they had not been kept waiting for their money; in vain did he point to Mère Mélanie who had given them work on his recommendation; the firm in Marseille remained adamant when it came to their price for building his villas.

Irritating it was to hear Mère Melanie bragging loudly about her new water-closets; declaring with something very like pride that the chill which had recently sent her to bed had been the result of her spacious new bathroom: ‘I could not resist; so charming it looked. “You are foolish, ma chérie,” Alexandre warned me, “a bath is always a perilous thing, those who take one should afterwards sleep in flannel.” Mais oui, he was right, the result was most grave; in future I shall leave my bathroom to clients!’

For the Hôtel de la Tarasque was now ready and waiting; neat bedrooms, electric light, sanitation, while Kahn’s villas by which he had set such store were as yet barely struggling into existence. Moreover the thrifty Mère Mélanie had not purchased as much as Kahn had expected, having found a great number of odds and ends stored carefully away in one of her attics, so that on the whole the Galéries Kahn had not benefited to any extent by the rise of the Hôtel et Café de la Tarasque; however, Kahn cloaked his irritation in smiles and proceeded to scout up and down the coast for a firm whose demands would meet his resources. In the end he discovered a humble contractor who lived in the neighbourhood of Menton, a Frenchman in the eyes of the law, it was true, but in every other respect an Italian, as were also the talkative, good-looking youths who had been sent along from the frontier as workmen. Having deftly erected a few wooden shacks for themselves they appeared to lose interest in building, spending most of their time making eyes at the girls, drinking quarts of red wine, and brewing black coffee; and although the sun by now was quite hot, they shivered at the first intimation of a mistral: ‘Tempo di cani, signore!’ they would say, rubbing their hands as though it were freezing. Then speaking in their hideous bastard French, they would go on to grumble that the wind dried the ground and thus rendered it harder to dig foundations. One morning, however, it obligingly rained, but it seemed that this was not propitious either, for when Kahn went along to urge on the work he found them all crouching under umbrellas while one of them strummed on a mandoline in order to cheer his depressed companions.

Bitter although Kahn felt towards Jôusè who had wilfully hindered his impatient ambitions, he none the less spoke of him with regret, carefully curbing his rising anger — as one who had been very grievously wronged spoke Kahn, and his voice was patient and gentle: ‘It is not that he wishes to harm us, the good Jôusè, but rather that his outlook is retrogressive. He possesses, alas, the obstructionist mind — the mind that is always an enemy to progress. It is sad, for what would become of this town of Saint Loup if there were many more like him? Then again, he will not keep abreast of the times, and thus he condemns our new methods of building. He forgets that we do not build castles these days, that is why he so much disapproves of my villas. But, bon Dieu, we must give people what they require, and what they require are villas not castles. Yet I sympathize with him for I also love strength, and beauty, and timber the size of an oak tree. I also love spending a very great deal, but I do not love asking exorbitant prices and thus driving the tourists away from a town whose future is solely dependent upon them. Later on when Saint Loup has become better known, I shall aim at building commodious mansions with terraces leading right down to the beach. But we must not run before we can walk; patience, I say; that shall be for the future. And meanwhile let me build a few small, summer homes and sell them to people who come here from Paris; to people who will go back and talk of this place, for, believe me, their tongues will make all our fortunes. I explained this to Jôusè but he grew very angry, so angry that he did not pause to consider; he behaved as though his hatred of me had made him blind and deaf to all reason. I will not dwell on his final insult — as you know he ordered me out of his house, and why? Because I wished to employ him! His goodwill would have greatly assisted us all... ah, well, there it is, we must get on without him. But my deepest regret is the fact that my workmen are not, as I wished, the men of this district; the money which I am about to spend must now find its way into strangers’ pockets. I am all for spending our money at home; why, I ask you, should we benefit men from Menton?’ In this manner spoke the soft-voiced Anatole Kahn to all who would listen, and they were many.

So now those who had recently spent on repairs because they believed in Saint Loup’s rich future — Madame Roustan, Madame Simon the corn-chandler’s wife, Hermitte the baker and a number of others —— began to feel very deeply aggrieved at the attitude being adopted by Jousè, began to fear that in hindering Kahn he might also be hindering their personal interests. While as for Mère Mélanie the progressive, whose improvements were being paid for out of savings, Mère Mélanie cut Jôusè dead in the street, and so did her little hump-backed violinist.

‘Ah, mais non,’ she protested, ‘that Jôusè is crazy, he would have us all back in the Middle Ages. He is fast becoming as bad as our mayor; very well, from now on I refuse to know him. I consider that he has played Kahn a mean trick — but doubtless it arises from a lack of education.’

Madame Roustan took her grievance off to her brother: ‘Here have I spent much money doing up those two bedrooms, and now you have seen fit to quarrel with Kahn upon whose enterprise we are all depending. A few pretty villas will improve the whole town; what can have possessed you to refuse to build them?’

Jôusè shrugged and yawned: ‘That is surely my business; and in any case, Germaine, why are you whining? Those who cannot find villas will look for rooms — I have probably helped you to let your apartments.’

Madame Roustan, however, remained obdurate: ‘It is vital that Saint Loup should spread,’ she persisted, ‘there will always be those who prefer to take rooms, but such people do little or nothing for trade, trade is only supported by those who own houses. You know very well that I depend on my shop and that life is always hard for a widow; as it is I can scarcely make two ends meet...’ She nagged on until Jôusè’s temper gave way:

‘Oh, for God’s sake let me alone!’ he exploded.

But even Goundran must forget to be loyal, this in spite of that time just prior to his marriage when the Bénédits had stood forth as his friends in the teeth of much hostile public opinion. Even Goundran went about shaking his head and declaring that Jôusè had been very foolish. For Goundran, these days, had grown dotingly fond of his eighteen months old daughter Aurano, and Aurano loved good things to eat and toys, which were promptly procured for her by her father. Kahn’s villas, once lived in, would provide a fresh market for such delicacies as turbot and langoustes which could always be sold at excellent prices. There would also be cod to sell for la brandade — Goundran had noticed that visitors ate the rich Provençal dishes with remarkable gusto. So now he must go about shaking his head and protesting that Jôusè had been very foolish. Yet in justice to Goundran it should be admitted that his deep disapproval was not purely selfish. He considered that Jôusè in refusing Kahn’s work had inflicted a very real wrong upon Christophe. He had wilfully deprived the boy of a friend who might well have proved useful to him in the future.

Goundran said to his cronies: ‘I am grieved for my godson. Jan has got the Curé and that Madame de Bérac, but Christophe has no one to help him along, and his father’s business is practically ruined. I do not say that I respect Jôusè less, not at all; I think everyone should respect Jôusè for an honest, courageous and Christian man, but I think he is wrong upon this occasion. Pecaire! why such a to-do about the walls and the planks and the paint of a few little villas? Only God Himself can erect perfect walls, and those He reserves for our mansions in heaven! In this world we must all live as best we may and be thankful for a roof to cover our heads. Moreover a married man cannot indulge his whims, he has ceased to be his own master. Do you think that I would throw good money away. Not I, with Elise and our pretty Aurano!’

Once a lover and lord of the sea he had been, then the lover and lord of a mortal woman; but now he was the slave of Aurano’s blue eyes which were bluer far than his own or her mother’s, of Aurano’s minute but imperious hands that grabbed at his hair and his gaily striped jersey, of Aurano’s delightful chuckling laugh that tumbled over itself with enjoyment. There she was, an actual bit of his body, yet a creature whose beauty he thought so amazing that whenever he touched her soft white limbs he could scarcely believe that his crude seed had made her, and must worship this transfiguration of himself, for when all was said and done Goundran was human.

But meanwhile people noted what Goundran was saying, for had he not been a close friend of Jousè? And so what with his speeches, and Mère Mélanie’s ire which had led to the cutting of Jousè in public, and Madame Roustan’s unceasing wails, and Madame Simon’s pained criticisms, and Hermitte’s terror lest Jôusè should join with the mayor in a plot to rob him of money, it was not surprising that those who had begun by feeling aggrieved were soon feeling resentful.
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This disaffection of their neighbours and friends had begun to weigh heavily upon Marie. It was not that people said much to her face, but rather the things that she knew they were thinking, and she dreaded her morning shopping, these days — dreaded the carefully guarded words which veiled the rising resentment against Jôusè. For now among those who had known him for years, one friend only remained unswervingly loyal, one friend only, it seemed, had nothing but praise for Jousè’s firm stand against Anatole Kahn, and that friend was none other than Eusèbe. Lustful, intemperate, blind of an eye, and openly proclaiming himself a pagan; never setting his dirty foot inside the church, or giving a centime to Monsieur le Curé; a disaster, a veritable thorn in the flesh with his filthy old bedding hung out of the window so that all who passed by might see for themselves how complete was his unconcerned degradation, Eusèbe now frequently wandered across to the Bénédit’s house after work in the evenings, and Jousè seemed anxious to make him feel welcome.

They would just sit there talking scarcely at ail, yet conscious of the bond that had sprung up between them, the bond that binds those who belong to the past; for each of them knew that he hated the present, and yet each of them knew that the past was dead, and moreover that time can have no resurrection; yes, and each of them knew in his own separate way a nameless and at moments very deep sadness. And so they would drink, for the coming of Anatole Kahn, a vulgar and over-dressed stranger whom both could despise for the thing that he was, had yet made them grow conscious of their isolation. Nay more, this aggressive middle-aged man who was so persuasive in all his aggressions, this man with the soft voice and ox-like eyes who when insulted merely lifted his hat in polite and undisturbed salutation, this man who when they stood barring his path would arrive at his goal from another direction; this man who himself was no longer young, who possessed neither physical charm nor vigour, was making them feel unaccountably old, and what was still harder to tolerate, helpless.

So Eusèbe must tilt back his chair and laugh hoarsely: ‘Ho, hoi, there is always good liquor, and good liquor makes the blood run faster than girls!

If you ask me: “Eusèbe, which shall it be, a wench for your bed or wine for your stomach?” I will answer: Give me the comfort of wine, and let me lie down by a fruitful vineyard — it pays better and costs less than a fruitful woman!’

Marie would order her sons off to bed, and Anfos must go at the same time as Loup whose sleep was disturbed if he followed later. And presently she also would seek her room, leaving Jousè before a fresh bottle of wine, his eyes clouded, his chin sunk onto his breast — he who had used to berate Eusèbe for an impudent, dirty, drunken old sot who disgraced not only himself but his neighbours!

Poor Marie would open her Prayer-Book at random and would read many prayers to the blessèd Virgin, or perhaps to the Sacred Heart of our Lord, or perhaps to Saint Joseph, Jousè’s patron; for her peasant mind would feel dull with grief, so that she must seek among printed words for what she herself lacked of inspiration. But alone in his attic her elder son would be staring miserably into the darkness, for such nights would bring with them neither visions nor prayer, but only a new and devastating doubt — the doubt of a merciful God’s existence.

Christophe would be thinking: ‘My father had courage, yet his courage it is that has turned against him. Can courage sometimes be too heavy for us? Because of his courage my father is breaking.’ And this would seem monstrously unjust to the boy, as he lay staring miserably into the darkness.

One morning he must leave the house very early in order to seek out Monsieur le Curé, for he felt an intolerable emptiness, as one who had suffered some deep bereavement: ‘Is it a part of myself that has gone, or is it...’ But he could not complete this thought; when he tried to do so the thought would elude him.

He discovered the priest alone in the church: ‘Mon père, I wish to confess,’ he said gravely. So the Curé slipped on his cotta and stole, and together they entered the dark confessional.

‘Mon père, something dreadful has happened to my faith....’

‘Go on, my child,’ said the Curé, calmly.

‘I cannot say my prayers....’

‘And why cannot you pray?’

‘Because I no longer believe in God.’

There ensued a short pause, then the Curé murmured: ‘And yet I think God still believes in you, and perhaps that is even more important.’ He could be, at times, quite a wise confessor.

‘But supposing that we only imagine a God...’ faltered Christophe at the end of his painful confession. ‘Supposing that He has no existence at all, that we think He is there just because we need Him?’

‘And who put that great need in our hearts, my child? Surely that need is God,’ said the Curé. Then he told the boy to remain and hear Mass in order that he might draw near to his Maker.

So Christophe received the little white Host with that curious feeling of apprehension which was all that remained of the terrible fear that had gripped him during his First Communion. Very reverently he received the Host from the Curé’s delicate, scholarly fingers.

But the sense of doubt and bereavement persisted, so that Christophe grew more and more melancholy, eating little, and walking with drooping head; while at moments he would find himself almost tearful because the mountains looked unusually blue, or the olive trees unusually silver, or the stars unusually bright and friendly; for if there was no God to thank for such things, there could be neither meaning nor hope in their beauty. Thus April passed gloomily on into May, and the cloud did not lift until one May morning when Christophe was once again plunged into sin, this time through losing control of his temper.

There were boys at the school who took pleasure in baiting, and although they liked Christophe well enough on the whole, they must now ape their parents’ resentment of Jousè by repeating remarks they had overheard, and which they embellished in the repeating; all of which Christophe treated with the large disdain he accorded to the buzzing of flies and mosquitoes. But the day came when someone went a step too far; it was André, the eldest son of the chemist, a pimply, bullying lout of a boy who started to gibe during recreation.

Said André, speaking unusually loudly: ‘Your father owes us a very large bill, and yet he is too lazy to work and earn money, without doubt because he now drinks so much wine! Eh bien, I say that your father is a thief. When people do not pay what they owe, it is thieving!’

The blood sang in Christophe’s flaming ears, his scalp pricked, his muscles tightened for action, and he felt enormously, joyfully strong — strong with rage, a most uplifting sensation: ‘Fiéu de baudrèio! Panto! Gusas! Malavalisco à vous!’ he shouted. ‘Liar, you who call my father a thief! Take that!’ and he suddenly shot out his fist, striking his enemy full on the mouth, ‘And now that!’ and he struck him full on the nose, so that André gave a loud yell of pain, lost his footing and promptly fell over backwards. And never did a boy produce quite so much gore as this pubescent, full-blooded son of the chemist.

What a hubbub. Loup frisked about like a lap-dog: ‘Kick him! Kick him hard in the stomach!’ he kept yapping, while Jan fell upon a couple of other youngsters who had recently been making themselves offensive. Then everyone started to fight at once, for no reason except that the thing was infectious.

Out strode Monsieur Roland, very red in the face: ‘Silence! Have you gone quite demented?’ he thundered. Then he caught sight of André who continued to bleed, while Christophe stood glaring down at him in triumph: ‘Bon Dieu!’ exclaimed the master, ‘Someone get me a sponge and a bucket of water. Stop squealing, André.’
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The end of it all was more trouble for Marie. Christophe had got off comparatively lightly, for although Monsieur Roland was often severe, he was also a just man and very observant. Having lectured the culprit for half an hour he dismissed the whole affair with a warning. But the chemist was bent upon making a scandal: his André, he said, had been brutally battered; struck in the face he had been several times, and this without the least provocation. Jôusè should pay and pay handsomely for the boy’s damaged clothes, the shock, the ointment, the lint, the bandages, and the doctor; otherwise... bien, one always had one’s redress, there was always the law, one could start a procès. Jôusè shrugged his shoulders and capitulated; the chemist was very essential to Loup who, indeed, could scarcely have lived without him. But Marie secretly heaved a deep sigh, for the money would have to be taken from savings.

That evening Jôusè said to his son: ‘Consider the expense you have put us to, Christophe. No, but really I cannot understand this affair. Why did you strike that André in the face? Will you not explain? It was very unlike you.’

Christophe shook his cropped head and looked stubborn. He was sorry that his father should be put to expense at a time when money was so hard to come by; but explain the cause of it all? Ah, ça non! There were things that one did not say to one’s father.

‘If you tell him the reason,’ he threatened later, having followed le tout petit Loup into his bedroom, ‘if you tell him the reason, I shall be very angry! Jan has promised not even to tell Aunt Germaine. And now you will promise to tell no one at all. Allons, vite, I am waiting...’ And Loup actually promised.

So once again Christophe must seek out the Curé, but this time his confession was wonderfully cheerful, all things considered: ‘Mon père, I have sinned. I have given way to ungovernable temper. I called André Gênas several bad names, and I put a malediction upon him because he said that my father was a thief, and I hit him twice as hard as I could. Ah, mon père, he lay there and bled like a pig! And perhaps I ought to tell you, mon père, that I felt very happy while I was hitting. And... mon père... I once more believe in God...’

‘God moves in mysterious ways,’ thought the Curé.






  








CHAPTER XXV
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AT a time of great strain and unhappiness a comparatively insignificant event may discover the chink in our armour; an event connected, as likely as not, with an equally insignificant person, and thus it was Madame Simon’s son, Guillaume, who became all unwittingly instrumental in causing the first sign of faltering in Marie.

A good fellow, a kind-hearted fellow this Guillaume, with a tender and perhaps over-scrupulous conscience, so that from very anxiety not to injure or wound he frequently blundered. Then again, at the moment he was tactless with love of Clotilde, the notary’s scatter-brained daughter. Clotilde had sharp, impertinent eyes, and lips that were harshly defined by lip-stick. Her hair was crimped, her handkerchiefs scented, and her nails too shiny, too red and too pointed. All of which Guillaume found intensely alluring; and if his parents felt doubtful at moments they were careful to keep those doubts to themselves — the daughter of a Marseille notary was a match of considerable social importance.

The wedding had been postponed for two months owing to the trouble in finding an apartment, since Clotilde considered that parents-in-law were only endurable at a distance; nothing would induce her to share their roof, and this she had made very clear to her fiancé.

‘I will not live over a shop,’ she had stated, ‘especially a shop that harbours large rats that will come and nibble my toes in bed! Moreover, there would be your father and mother.’

Ah, yes, Clotilde was going to be difficult to please and the town of Saint Loup had little to offer — no cinemas, no dances, no milliners’ shops, no zoological gardens, no brightly lit boulevards along which to stroll of an evening with friends — indeed it had little to offer but Guillaume. And knowing this, Guillaume must tread warily, so that when he had ventured: ‘You remember my godfather whom you saw at la Tarasque that afternoon? I would wish him to make our marriage-bed for us, and also, perhaps, one or two other things...’ he had quickly succumbed to Clotilde’s protests, eagerly agreeing that what they required was a modern bedstead with blue cretonne curtains, a drawing-room suite of gilt and cerise, and a dining-room suite of carved ebony — or at least of something that looked very like it.

Clotilde had wanted their furniture to be bought in Marseille, which perhaps was quite natural; but then had arisen the question of means: the notary was willing to pay for their apartment but not, it appeared, for what they put in it, so Guillaume had gone to see Anatole Kahn to arrange for a certain amount of credit. Kahn had promptly agreed to quarterly payments; he was only too pleased to help the young couple, they might choose what they liked, he was only too pleased... of course there would be just a little percentage. So one evening towards the beginning of June, Clotilde arrived to stay for a night with Guillaume’s respectful but nervous parents — this in order to visit the Galéries Kahn the next morning with an equally nervous Guillaume.

It was surely the devil’s own luck that Marie should have chanced to be passing at the time of their visit, that the door of the shop should have chanced to be open with Kahn and his clients standing just inside it. And what could have possessed so seemly a woman to pretend to be gazing at Kahn’s front window, so that she might overhear what was said, and know the precise extent of the order? What possessed the soft-voiced Anatole Kahn to raise that soft voice as he ran through the items, loudly checking off first this purchase, then that, can undoubtedly only have been the devil. For hearing him Marie went red and then white as she clutched at her shabby old shopping basket, while the lump that rose in her throat was so large that just for a moment she could not swallow. Many others now patronized Kahn, as she knew, yet somehow, to-day, this young man’s desertion must loom larger than all that had gone before — it is frequently less the event than the moment. Turning quickly she hurried along the quay, but not before Guillaume had looked up and seen her, and not before Guillaume had flushed to the eyes: ‘I will not be a minute;’ he whispered to Clotilde, ‘you wait here.’ And off he dashed in pursuit, the kind-hearted, tactless, blundering creature.

Had Guillaume been just a little less kindly... but no, he must speak, must try to explain and thus only succeed in wounding more deeply. Having come up with Marie he stammered and blushed like a schoolboy caught out in some grave misdemeanour: ‘Listen... I want you to know how it is — the time was so short before our wedding; the delay in getting a suitable apartment... and then Clotilde... she is young and she loves pretty things; ah, no, no, not that, it was really the time, otherwise I would surely have wished papa Jousè... but the time was so short. You do understand....?’

Marie answered: ‘I will tell Jôusè what you have said.’ And still clutching her shopping basket she left him.

In and out of the shops she went calmly enough, even managing to smile as she gave her small orders: ‘But yes, perfect weather, not yet grown too hot... I think I must have some potatoes this morning.’

‘Loup seems better, I thank you. When will Christophe leave school? Next month. Yes, please, half a kilo of sugar.’

But once back in her home she could no longer smile. Perhaps it was the sight of her husband sitting idle with his hands hanging limply between his knees, perhaps it was those scared, anxious eyes of Anfos, or perhaps it was the gasping of le tout petit Loup who, knowing quite well that he ought not to run, had yet felt the urge of youth in his bones and had raced home from school far ahead of Christophe. Be this as it may, she must now start to tell them about Guillaume Simon’s open desertion; and then she must cover her face and weep with a kind of childish, disconsolate weeping:

‘He called you papa Jousè,’ she wept; ‘it is... that he... called you... papa Jousè...’

Jousè jerked clumsily out of his chair: ‘Stop, stop, Marioun; I cannot support it!’ and his voice sounded unfamiliar and strained: ‘Stop crying, Marioun... stop crying, I tell you! Will you stop it, Marie!’ and he stamped his foot, ‘I have told you that I cannot support it.’

But she could not stop crying. Her tears once released flowed forth like a stream that had long been ice-bound, dripping down through her fingers onto her lap as she woefully rocked herself backwards and forwards: ‘And he called you papa Jousè...’ she repeated over and over and over again with a desperate, unreasoning monotony: ‘ai, ai, and he called you papa Jousè.’

Nobody came to Saint Loup that summer apart from the usual handful of artists. Beauvais had apparently forgotten his land — he was said to be wandering about in Spain, and his satellites were presumably with him. Mère Mélanie managed to let two bedrooms and Madame Roustan had one humble boarder, but the Simon’s spare room was unoccupied and so was the attic of Hermitte the baker.

Kahn’s first villa was still very far from completion and could not be finished before the autumn, yet he went about smiling his confident smile: ‘Remember that Rome was not built in a day. Believe me, my friends, I have no misgivings.’

And they did believe him, the more so, perhaps, because he himself was continuing to spend, having recently turned a commodious shed into something not very unlike Jousè’s workshop. The Galeries Kahn could now undertake repairs thanks to a joiner whom Kahn had imported, and whom people were finding both skilful and sprack, so that doubtless this venture, also, would prosper.

Eusèbe, however, was content with the fact that despite the fine weather the town remained empty: ‘It would seem,’ he remarked with a satisfied grin, ‘that the fat golden calves prefer other pastures. Possibly our watchful dragon, la Tarasque, objected to so much insolent browsing; a fine beast she remains, a most worthy beast, in spite of that Marthe and her holy water! In any case we are now left in peace; I told you how it would be, my good Jousè.’ Then as Jousè neither looked up nor replied: ‘Eh bien, I shall take myself off to the café until the black crow on your shoulder has flown... And Jôusè did not attempt to detain him, for these days he must brood for hours on his wrongs, filled with a slow, fundamental anger.

He had not believed it, the big stupid peasant, he had not believed that his honest brown hands would be scarcely able to earn him a living, that his honest brown oak and his sweet-smelling pine would lie idle against the walls of his workshop, that a life spent in ceaseless labour and thrift could result in so galling a poverty, might even result in stark destitution. No, not until Marie had wept had he believed — her tears had washed away his illusions. So now there had come that slow, fundamental anger, and at times his resentful eyes would grow bloodshot, while his face would be stained by an ominous flush that grew deeper with every deep swallow of wine — the strong, comforting wine from the vineyards of Provence.

‘Marioun, fetch more wine.... I am tired tonight; but yes, at my age a man needs support. Did you hear me, Marie? I said fetch more wine!’ And sick at heart his wife must obey him.

He would sit with his chin resting on his left hand, the hair of his beard spraying out through his fingers. His right hand would be slowly fingering the glass which every few moments he raised to his lips, and the liquor would fan his anger to flame, augmenting his bitter sense of injustice:

‘Marioun, he will starve us, that Anatole Kahn; he will starve us craftily, little by little. And they help him to do it, our friends, Marioun — may God send the lot of them down to hell! — they buy the man’s filth because it is cheaper. Houi, the good truthful oak, the fine oak, there it lies despised, spat upon, Marioun — a great pile of it lying despised near my work-bench! He has come here to snatch the very bread from our mouths, to ruin the old and honourable trade that I learnt from my father in this very house, that he learnt in this very house from his father; yes, and always have we been honest workmen. But now honesty counts for nothing, it seems, the honest can starve so that Kahn may prosper. “Bénédit,” that swine says to me in the street, “Bénédit, I hope that you find yourself well. How is your wife, Bénédit?” he says, “I hope that your wife is well, and your children. Remember, my friend, that I bear you no grudge....” Bèsti! I could batter the mouth off his face! I could batter until there was nothing left, no mouth and no treacherous soft brown eyes... when I look at those treacherous soft brown eyes I feel as though I were treading in cow-dung!’ And the flush would spread up until it reached Jousè’s brow, the veins standing out like cords on his temples.

Marie would do what she could to calm him, as she strove to recapture her own faltering courage: ‘Listen, my Jousè, we are not starving yet, nor do I think God will permit us to starve.’

But her husband would seem not to grasp her words: ‘Starving! Yes, yes, we shall soon be starving!’

Le tout petit Loup would begin to wheeze, for fear never failed to react on his asthma, and his father’s heavy, congested face with the beard stained by wine that had spilled from the glass, would throw him into a kind of panic: ‘Maman — oh, maman...’ the boy would gasp, unnerved by that fear and the pain in his chest. Then Marie would gather him into her arms, while her sorrowful eyes turned slowly to Christophe.

And sitting there speechless yet acutely attentive as though being forced to rivet his mind, nay his very soul on this ruin and suffering, Christophe would find himself seeking for words which although familiar would always elude him — words that he seemed to divine had a power to heal not only the flesh but the spirit. Torn by pity, by his terrible comprehension of the misery that was engulfing his father, of the dumb plea for help in his mother’s eyes, of the nervous tremors shaking his brother, the boy would suffer a kind of triple anguish that at moments became almost physical, and so poignant that it appeared past endurance. Calling up every ounce of his strength and courage, he would try not to feel appalled by this thing which so greatly exceeded his understanding; and as he sat on there white-faced and rigid, he would fancy that he heard the words he was seeking being spoken by someone a long way away, so that he could not hear them quite clearly. Then would come the strange thought: ‘Distance does not exist, it is all here and now, it has always been here; there is neither time, separation nor distance. It is all here and now, it is all in me... they are me, I am them, and we are... we are....’ But the thought would waver, grow dim and go out like a light that a sudden wind had extinguished.

A great feeling of helplessness would possess him bringing with it, quite often, an angry resentment. He would set his young lips in a stern, bitter line, refusing to meet his mother’s eyes, refusing to see his father’s flushed face or the miserably labouring chest of his brother; for just as he had tried to shun pain in the past, even so he still struggled at times to shun it. And occasionally it almost appeared as though he had managed to stifle his pity, and when this happened he went to his bed without saying ‘good-night,’ hard of heart and triumphant; without saying his prayers he went to his bed, blowing the candle out very quickly and hiding himself underneath the quilt, lest he see his mother’s eyes in the darkness.
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At this time there was seldom a tranquil evening, for now his parents frequently quarrelled. They quarrelled over things that in prosperous days would have seemed to them both the merest trifles: the lamp would gutter, die down and go out because Marie had felt too tired to refill it; or the kitchen door would refuse to close because Jousè had felt too disheartened to mend it, or the sink would prove to be stopped up with grease because Anfos had sailed a boat in the sink instead of using his rod to cleanse it. And such happenings would get themselves all out of focus, appearing as veritable disasters, so that Jousè would turn and reproach his wife and Marie would turn and reproach her husband. For their love must submit to their nerves these days, to the tyrannous sway of their ailing flesh, and the quarrels might grow very angry and loud to the great perturbation and wonder of Anfos.

On one such occasion he covered his ears and was off before any of them could catch him; and so wild did he look as he rushed from the room, that Jousè stopped shouting to drink more wine — a fresh tumbler of wine because he felt anxious: ‘Pecaire, now where has that imbecile gone? He ought to be in his bed;’ he scowled, ‘Christophe, go after him, go at once and bring him back here — he deserves a good hiding!’

Christophe got up and fetched a light, and sighing he went in search of the half-wit.

He found Anfos crouching down in the workshop among the odds and ends of old carving; utterly limp and dejected he looked: ‘He resembles a suffering dog,’ thought Christophe. Then he suddenly felt his eyes stinging with tears, for seeing him there the creature crept forward and rubbed a gaunt cheek against his hand, making inarticulate, animal sounds of love and distress — it was like Mirèio.

Christophe said: ‘Tell me what you are doing here, Anfos, you seem so unhappy — come back to the kitchen. We were worried about you, that is why I have come.

Moreover it is late, it is time for bed.’ And he fondled the man’s thick, dusty hair; ‘Come back, it is time for bed,’ he persuaded.

But at this Anfos gazed at him almost sternly, and when he spoke his voice sounded accusing: ‘The words!’ he said loudly, ‘The words! the words! Master, where are the words? Why will you not speak them?’

Christophe shivered and pushed him roughly away: ‘What words? I tell you they do not exist!’ And panic-stricken he fled in his turn, leaving Anfos alone in the darkening workshop.

But dreadful as were those discordant evenings, there were times when the days seemed almost more dreadful, when Christophe, now no longer at school, must try to invent fictitious tasks in a fruitless effort to soothe his father. For Jousè would have the boy at his side although one pair of hands had become one too many, and observing his son’s pretence of work he would often speak with great bitterness, as though venting his anger and pain upon him: ‘Ho, ho, you are very busy, my son, we prosper, my Christophe is very busy. He appears to be whittling a little stick, or perhaps he is making a little whistle! Ho, Anfos, why are you wasting your time? Come and help, this task is too heavy for Christophe.’

One morning he looked up from his bench with a grin: ‘My son, here is something well worth your attention. Observe how I smooth the sides of this hole, observe the graceful curve of this hole, and its smoothness — not a notch in the deal, not a splinter. Fine work for a cabinet-maker, ah, yes, this is fine work indeed — such great skill is needed! Do I hear you say that your father makes beds? Do you say that your father makes oak chairs and tables and cupboards and chests? Is that what you say? because if so you lie, you lie, my son; your father makes deal seats for stinking privies! And this afternoon you shall carry this jewel of cabinet-making to the farmer, Gaston; you shall walk through the town with it under your arm so that all may observe how the Bénédits prosper. “Tè!” they will exclaim, “There goes Jôusè’s son with a handsome new seat for old Gaston’s privy.” It is well to exhibit our prosperity to those who now buy at the Galeries Kahn, in case they should fancy we miss their custom!’ Christophe stared at him with miserable eyes, and seeing this Jousè spoke all the louder: ‘Ah, yes, there is also a fence to mend; the Simons require a new slat in their fence, it would seem that the dogs can enter their garden. Madame Simon requests that you mend her fence, but on the instant, you must please understand, on the instant. The charge will be one franc fifty!’ And this sort of thing would go on pretty often, for Jôusè was not his own man these days; the wine would have soured in him during the night, so that his head throbbed and ached the next morning.

With infinite patience Christophe would try to do what he could to comfort his father: ‘After all,’ he might urge, ‘we may outlast Kahn. Kahn may suddenly find himself tired of Saint Loup — one can see that the town is quite empty this summer. And then do not forget that the Curé has ordered six rush-bottom chairs for Our Lady’s Chapel; I have noticed such chairs at the Galéries Kahn, yet the Curé prefers to come here to us, and something tells me that this is good luck — I have the idea that our luck is changing.’ These and many similar things he would say, while secretly feeling that they availed nothing.

And meanwhile Anfos would just sit and carve — always carving he was these days in his corner. Strange pictures now grew up under his tools, having in them a kind of disorderly beauty. Figures halfhuman and wholly demented: beasts, birds, wide circles and swift, flashing lines, wings and claws, a goat’s head, the head of a fish, inextricably tangled with human bodies. Or perhaps he would seek to humanize flowers, giving some flower the torso of a woman — of a woman he could only have seen with his mind, could only have visualized by instinct. And men he would carve with the heads of trees: ‘Look,’ he would babble, ‘they have kind green heads; they think kind green thoughts; they listen to birds all day and all night, and the birds are wise, very wise....’ And then he might start to whistle. Sometimes he would fashion angular landscapes having mountains that never rose on this planet, having seas that never washed earthly shores, having ships that never sailed earthly waters. And when he did this his brown eyes would shine with a light that seemed to proceed from the spirit, so that his face became quite transformed by the rapture he felt at his own imaginings:

‘Look, look! little master, this is where I go when I fly, when I fly away, little master. Farther and farther to no one knows where but Anfos....Bèu Diéu, and up... up... up!’ And then he would make as though to fly, flapping his arms and his great red hands, ‘My feet are too heavy....’ he would mutter.

Mad. Christophe knew that Anfos was mad these days, that their trouble had tipped the scales, turning the half-wit into a madman. Jousè would curse and Marie would fret, observing that he grew always more strange, but Christophe could probably have restrained him. Yet he lacked the heart to forbid those wild carvings, divining the longing from which they sprang — the longing of one whose hope lay beyond, whose fulfilment must be in another existence. Anfos was mad with the pain of the world, with the pain of his own maimed, distorted life, and was striving to fashion a world of dreams into which he might escape from despair — he was striving to conjure beauty from madness.

4
 

There were days when the boy could endure it no longer, and then he himself would have to escape from the man who was mad with the pain of the world, and from that other man with the bloodshot eyes and the beard now habitually matted and stained. He would think: ‘I too must get away for awhile. If only for an hour I must get to the sea; I must let the sea wash me clean of it all.’ Then without a word he would lay down his tools and go off to some lonely spot on the shore, there to give himself body and soul to the water.

With a kind of rapture Christophe would swim through the vast, impersonal depths of blueness; a mote, an atom, a thing so minute by comparison that he scarcely existed. And this feeling of being intensely alive yet obliterated, would give him great joy, a sense of great peace, completion and joy such as many an one has claimed for Nirvana. He no longer wished for the sea as a friend, was no longer conscious, indeed, of its friendship, but rather he rejoiced to find it aloof, and completely divorced from human emotion. To be no more himself because one with the sea, that would seem to him entirely fulfilling.

Time would pass and still he would swim on and on, a competent, skilful and fearless swimmer. And as he swam thus his whole being would grasp at elemental and primitive things — the sea, the wind, the incalculable sky — at such things he would grasp with all his might, plunging his head in and out of the water, flinging his body from side to side in the ecstasy of his sudden revolt. Soulless he would feel and completely disburdened, like a creature reborn into liberation. And the sun would begin to swing to the west, then to drop very slowly towards the mountains, then more quickly until on a sudden it had sunk, a red disc behind the black peaks of the Maures, leaving the sky and the sea to flame, so that the wings of the homing birds would be touched with a transient, unearthly glory. Looking up the boy would observe the stars, faint as yet because of the after-glow, and turning he would start to swim back to the shore, but regretfully and without resignation.
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In such moods Christophe often sought out Eusèbe, and together they would walk up to the vineyards. To reach them they must pass by Mirèio’s grave, now hidden beneath a tangle of shrubs — those aromatic Provençal shrubs whose perfume still faintly disturbed the Curé. No stone marked the place where Mirèio lay but beside it there rose up a round, grey boulder, so that Christophe could easily find the spot, only sometimes these days he would not want to find it and would turn his face resolutely aside — there was pain in the memory of Mirèio.

Eusèbe would watch the boy with interest: ‘Càspi!’ he would murmur which meant very little; he frequently murmured ‘Càspi’ to his vines when he peered at them, taking stock of their progress, and now he would peer at the boy at his side, attentively but never unkindly.

Christophe was allowing his cropped hair to grow, and released from the clippers it sprang up quite briskly. Its colour had darkened since his earliest youth; Eusèbe observed that it looked almost auburn. He also observed that Christophe’s pale eyes in his sun-bronzed face were queerly attractive, that his features, though rough-hewn, held a look of power, that his brow was low and wide and convincing, but above all his figure pleased Eusèbe, so strong it was, and of such excellent proportions. Eusèbe considered himself a fine judge, for had he not been born in the town of Arles, and had Arles not been born in the lap” of the pagan? And had he not worshipped pagan art at the Musée Lapidaire many a time? He had, and so now he would think to himself:

‘The boy is magnificent, what a torse! It is really remarkable how much he has changed for the better; and already he looks quite mature. Ai! las, that he cannot become a Greek athlete.’

One day he remarked: ‘We are all very ugly, we have grown very ugly and our bodies are mean — even here in Provence which at one time was pagan. But you, Christophe, remind me of those who live on in marble, of those I have seen thus at Arles. Your features are too rough and that is a pity, but presently your body will be like theirs, a thing of great strength and of perfect balance. Now look at me, Christophe, a poor dwarf with one eye, and then think yourself lucky to possess such a carcase. Houi, but the women will be round you like bees!’ Christophe smiled rather vaguely, knowing nothing of women.

What he liked was to wander among the vines, for their greenness gave him an exquisite pleasure, and he loved the contented and earthy smell which seemed to haunt all Eusèbe’s vineyards. Eusébe would stoop down and pinch the grapes, but gently as one pinches the ear of a baby, and then he would talk to them playfully as Christophe had heard him talk to his sandals. Or perhaps he would want the boy to admire: ‘Come and look at these bunches, are they not beauties? Only see how they flush, only see how they swell. Bigre! already they are heavy with juice. This year I shall certainly make a nectar that the gods will not despise at their table!’

So, stooping, Christophe would look in his turn, and when he must suddenly think of his father he would thrust the thought firmly out of his mind, praising the grapes to please Eusèbe. Then slipping his hand through the old man’s arm: ‘And now tell me again all about your vineyards.’

Nothing loth Eusèbe would start to explain the reasons why his vines invariably prospered: first came Bacchus, that lusty god of the grape, but then came Eusèbe a very good second. Winking and grinning and waving his hand he would tell of his craft, his care and his knowledge; of his truly amazing patience and skill — none so skilful, said he, as the old Eusèbe. Oh, yes, there were others who thought they grew grapes — pou, their grapes were shrivelled and worthless. If you wished to obtain any juice from such grapes you must first blow them out to bursting with spittle! While as for their wine — Santo bèlli Mariniero! to drink it was to have an attack of the colic! No, no, Eusèbe alone could grow grapes; if he chose, his vineyards could become world-famous, but he did not choose, sarnipabiéune, not he! What, degrade his beautiful vineyards with placards fifteen feet high? Why, the grapes would turn in their skins with sheer horror at such a proceeding. Why, Bacchus would literally belch with rage. Càspi, such doings must be left to upstarts like Kahn and his ilk — Ah, the venomous toads, degrading and fouling the face of the country!

On and on he would gabble while Christophe listened amused, feeling thankful for the distraction, while he drew the fresh upland air into his lungs and sniffed the strong, happy smell of the earth, determined that he would be happy also. And sometimes he must laugh and remind Eusèbe of that day when he had lured them all from their parents — Christophe and Jan and le tout petit Loup — giving them bunches of sweet grapes to eat and rough bread, and milk to drink at the farmhouse, telling them stories about the old gods, and about the nymphs who so dearly loved honey; must remind him of Loup’s remark that same evening when, sitting beside his mother at supper, he had loudly declared that his name had been changed by the nymphs, so that now he was not Loup but Bacchus. Eusèbe would chuckle and slap his thigh — that incident never failed to delight him: Ho, hoi, what an imp le tout petit Loup! As clever he was as the black lamb of Satan! And from this they might fall to talking of things that belonged to Christophe’s earliest childhood, for the boy liked to dwell on those happier days since they seemed to provide an escape from the present. But one event he would never discuss, to the great annoyance of old Eusèbe who having been generous longed to be praised — he would never discuss his first pair of sandals.
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1
 

PEOPLE began to shake their heads, declaring that Jousè was going to pieces. What a fool he had been to refuse Kahn’s work, what a fool not to keep abreast of the times — all the same they were feeling a little uneasy. It was shocking, said they, that a Bénédit should have let himself go down hill so quickly; degraded he looked with his ill-kept beard, his frayed, dirty shirt, and his shuffling gait — a changed man, and frequently not quite sober. His poor wife; it was terribly sad for her yet even more sad, perhaps, for the children. Take Christophe, a tall strong boy like that should be put to some steady, lucrative work, instead of which he just hung about idle. Ah, mais non, his father was greatly to blame with his hatred of Kahn and of all forms of progress.

And indeed Christophe longed to find lucrative work, any work that would help them by bringing in money; but Jousè had harshly refused his consent, becoming enraged at the very suggestion: ‘That, no!’ he had stormed, ‘You will stand by your trade; you will stand by your trade if you starve in the process. It shall never be said that he has driven you out! It shall never be said that a son of mine has been forced to accept some mean, dirty job by a base-born impostor like Anatole Kahn!’ For immense was becoming this man’s unreason.

And seeing the flush that spread over his face as the anger swept up through his large, ailing body, Christophe had suddenly held his peace, warned by a swift premonition of danger.

There were others, however, who felt it their duty to interfere in this grim situation, and among them the Curé who was worried lest Jan should suffer through fretting about his cousin; he also had left school and was now engaged upon grave and extremely important studies.

Jan had suddenly announced: ‘I would give up the priesthood if Madame de Bérac would be kind to Christophe and look after his future instead of mine... but yes, I would even give up the priesthood if Christophe would consent to enter the Church. Mon père, do you think we could make him do so? Do you think we could make him become more submissive and less foolish about imagining things that he says have got left out of the Bible?’

The Curé had looked at him very sternly: ‘You have spoken as the young will speak in emotion. No, Jan, God has chosen you for His priest, and we cannot decide such matters for God who may well have plans of His own for Christophe.’ But the next day he went to the Bénédit’s house, having made up his mind to speak to Jousè.

‘It appears to me,’ began Monsieur le Curé, ‘it appears to me that it would be better if you let Christophe look for employment elsewhere. He is really surprisingly strong for his age, so perhaps he could get a job at the station, or else on the line between here and Saint Raphaël; I see they are making extensive repairs....’

Jôusè answered: ‘My son is a carpenter, he is neither a luggage-porter nor a navvy.’

The Curé curbed his rising irritation: ‘Yet I know that your son is anxious to earn money in order to do what he can to help. Christophe, is that not so?’ And he turned to the boy.

‘Mais oui, I much wish to earn,’ murmured Christophe.

‘Christophe’s place is here with his father,’ said Jousè; ‘My son is a Bénédit, Monsieur le Curé, and a Bénédit does not turn tail and run from his duty because he fears for his stomach. Many years we have worked for this town of Saint Loup — my father, his father and his father’s father. Timber brought us success and through it we will fail if we must, but we will not give up our tradition. My son is being trained to follow our trade, and so long as there is even a fence to mend I intend that he shall continue his training. While I am alive he remains at his bench. That is my decision, Monsieur le Curé.’

But now the Curé in his turn was stubborn, thanks to his anxiety over his pupil, and he started to argue quite vigorously, pointing out the gross and unparalleled folly of preventing Christophe from taking a job when, as everyone knew, things had come to a pass that was forcing Jousè to fall back on his savings: ‘Bénédit,’ he concluded, ‘you are terribly wrong. God helps those who help themselves, remember, and although you are suffering for what you have felt to be right, for upholding an honest tradition, you are also suffering for pride’s sake, my son.’

‘Then I will continue to suffer,’ frowned Jousè. The Curé got up, at last convinced that his arguments were utterly fruitless, and taking his hat he walked out of the house: ‘In another moment,’ he said to himself as he went, T must surely have lost my temper.’

Goundran came: T am worried about my godson. Why not let me make a sailor of Christophe? Listen, Jousè, I am going to buy a new boat so shall soon be needing a sensible lad. Only say the word and the matter is settled — may I have him?’ But Jousè shook his grey head. ‘He is dulling his brain with drink,’ thought Goundran.

Madame Roustan arrived; she knew of employment.

Monsieur Bled at the Bazaar was wanting a boy to run errands, carry parcels and deliver newspapers. Not all boys, she explained, were so lucky as Jan, not all boys could be patronized by a countess! Should she tell Monsieur Bled that Christophe would call?

Tron de Diéune! she might tell Monsieur Bled what she pleased; but meanwhile she could take herself off to the devil or her Comtesse de Bérac — Jousè did not care which. Had she heard him? She could take herself off to the devil!

Simon père turned up looking worried and awkward. He wished to find someone to unload sacks of grain, and to do little odd jobs about the place... Christophe now... he was strong, and a good-tempered boy.... Surely Christophe would be just the very fellow. The pay was not famous but still, it might help. What about it... considered as a beginning?

What about it? Why nothing, nothing at all. And Jousè proceeded to spit on the floor, then to rub the sole of his shoe on the spittle.

Even Hermitte the baker sent his spouse to suggest that Christophe might be taught the intricacies of baking. It seemed that her brother, a pastry-cook of Toulon, was very anxious to find an apprentice. Christophe could live with her brother and his wife who were prosperous, quiet, and kindly people. This would be an advantage, for Jousè would know that the boy was properly housed and fed; it would also mean that he was looked after.

But Jousè laughed loudly: ‘Ah, yes, no doubt, and get my son’s services thrown in for nothing! No, I thank you, Christophe has his own home; he has also a trade which is not that of baking.’

Madame Hermitte quite naturally felt aggrieved, and in this frame of mind she returned to her husband.

Hermitte was furious when he was told of the way in which Jousè had spurned his wife’s offer: ‘Zóu,’ he remarked,’very well then, so be it. As for me, I am done with the whole ugly business. When a man has no money wherewith to buy food and yet plenty of money to drink himself silly — yes, and when in addition he insults my wife, he cannot expect my consideration. It is time that he paid for the bread I provide; I am poor and so greatly in need of his riches!’

And now everywhere Hermitte went he complained to those who were nursing a similar grievance; and they listened eagerly, nodding and shrugging as who should say: ‘We have done what we could, we are free from all blame, the fault lies with Jousè.’ And since human nature is at times only human, they were greatly relieved to find an excuse for ridding themselves of that uneasy feeling. Even the Curé and Goundran shrugged; the one going back to his books and his pupil, the other to those boats that were so spick and span, and that brought in the fishes that brought in the money which, in its turn, was spent on Elise and Aurano.

‘What will you?’ said Goundran, fondling his wife, ‘I cannot support more than one family, and since Jousè sees fit to ignore my suggestion....’ Then he lifted Aurano high into the air: ‘Ah, bon!’ he shouted, ‘We go up... we go down... with the breeze in our sails, with the breeze in our hearts. Up... down. Up... down. O! lou brave ventoulet!’
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Although the Curé urged Jan to study almost ruthlessly because of a love which was fast bidding fair to become an obsession; although he talked much of the Master’s work, of those plentiful harvests awaiting the reaper, and although he endeavoured to reassure Jan and himself by insisting that Christophe’s life could safely be left in the hands of his Maker, Jan was not reassured for he also loved, and love sometimes demands a great deal of reassuring. Thus it was that once more he must lie awake, very deeply distressed because of his cousin; and wise though he certainly was for his years — bookwise in such things as theology and Latin, as dogma and ritual, as legend and fact pertaining to saints and to reverend persons —— he yet thought at these times with the mind of a child who, himself loving food, would dread to go hungry.

That Christophe now often went hungry he knew, the best being saved for his ailing brother, and so Jan would lie on his bed and scheme how to get cake and fruit while having no money; for the matter of that how to get bread and cheese wherewith to fill Christophe’s rapacious stomach. Christophe’s appetite was whale-like these days, so remorselessly was his young body growing — he would even go foraging up in the hills, on the look out for sweet and edible berries. Why, when Madame Roustan asked him to supper, this because her son had stamped and insisted, she declared that the larder was cleared for a week, that her housekeeping purse was completely flattened.

‘Santo Flour,’ she would grumble, ‘he eats like a pig. No, I cannot but feel that Christophe is greedy!’

But apparently Jan had become greedy also, for whenever he visited Hermitte the baker he would gaze with big, longing eyes at the wares: ‘U... m, that looks good, very good...’he would murmur. And if Hermitte was serving this was met by a frown, but if Hermitte’s fat wife was behind the counter Jan might easily go off with two or three cakes, or a couple of rolls shaped like glossy brown crescents. And so it would be when he passed the greengrocer: ‘Good morning, Madame;’ he would say politely, ‘surely your peaches are extra fine? But enormous; I have never seen anything finer!’ For he knew that this woman possessed a kind heart, and moreover he fancied that she rather liked him.

And so she did like him. Her own son having died she had grown indulgent towards all budding saplings; and then Jan’s handsome face was hard to resist as he eagerly scanned her fresh, sun-warmed fruits:

‘Tè, you shall taste them, mon gars;’ she would smile, remembering the son who had dearly loved peaches.

But wherever he went it was now much the same; he appeared to think of nothing but eating: ‘Càspi, I am hungry;’ he would say, getting home, ‘Maman, give me some cheese and a fat chunk of bread. I cannot endure to wait until dinner!’

‘You are worse than Christophe!’ his mother would snap.

Then Jan would shock her by being disgusting: he would laugh and protest that a ver solitaire was a very exacting and active worm, requiring to be constantly nourished and pampered: ‘Otherwise it will bite!’ he might say with a grin, ‘So please hurry before it becomes really angry.’

And while she prepared the impromptu meal he would quietly slip away to his bedroom, there to put the peaches under the bed together with the gifts from fat Madame Hermitte. And these would be joined a little later by cheese and thick bread from his breeches’ pocket. As crafty as any conjurer he grew at deceiving his grumbling and stingy mother: ‘Look, it has gone!’ he would suddenly exclaim, ‘All gone! Pecaire, my poor worm was famished.’

It might be the next day that he sought out Christophe, or perhaps it might be the very same evening:

‘Let us hide ourselves,’ he would mutter darkly, as though they were once more playing at pirates, ‘let us hide and examine my ill-gotten spoils — I bulge with them.’ So off they would go to the attic.

Then Jan would produce the food he had hoarded, somewhat flattened and bruised but none the less welcome; and seeing the peaches Christophe would pause, knowing well that they ought to be saved for his brother. But in the end conscience would have to give place to the ravening claims of that growing body; skins and all, he would quickly devour the lot, scarcely waiting to spit out the rough, stringy stones — this to Jan’s never failing distress and amazement.

‘Ah, Christophe, ai! las, ai! las...’he might say, no longer able to feel light-hearted.

But Christophe would heave a deep sigh of content as he turned his attention to bread and cheese, or to Hermitte’s sweet cakes and delectable croissants.

Jan was becoming much gentler these days, for now he in his turn was stirred by compassion, so that when the feasting had come to an end he would often listen with patience and tact to much that he privately thought must be fancy. Christophe would tell of those glorious swims, and of how when he gave himself up to the water he would feel like a creature without a soul, like a part of the sea and completely happy. And then he would tell of those walks in the vineyards, of the untroubled vines with their lovely greenness, of the earth that knew neither sorrow nor pain, of the smell of the earth that was full of contentment. Yes, but then he would tell of the madness of Anfos, of his father’s bitter, destructive anger, and of all that was devastating their home, turning peace to turmoil, achievement to ruin. And one evening he tried very hard to tell of those words which possessed the power of healing.

‘You see, they are in me, Jan,’ he said gravely; ‘yet often I seem to hear someone speak them who is very far off. But then comes the thought that there is no time and no distance; it is all here and now.. it is all only ONE, but I do not know what....’ His pale eyes sought Jan’s face, ‘It is all only one, just one,’ he repeated.

Jan said anxiously: ‘It may be that you are hungry. I have read that those who need food will imagine many things — I must try to bring you more food. Perhaps I can even bring you some meat, although that is less easy to get from my mother.’ In his heart he was thinking: ‘He will never make a priest. Supposing he should talk in this queer way to sinners, supposing he should suddenly start to preach about there being no time and no distance, about everything being only one thing; they would think he was mad — even madder than Anfos.’ But when Christophe insisted that it was not hunger, divining the doubt in the heart of his cousin, Jan found his hand and held it in his: ‘I am going to pray to our Lady of Good Counsel, for I cannot myself comprehend what it means any more than you can, and perhaps she will help. God is three and yet one — do you think it means that?’

Christophe shook his head: ‘More, oh, a great deal more; and sometimes it seems to come very near, but then it goes back and I lose it again.’

‘Goes back?’ murmured Jan.

‘Yes, back into me... deep down... and when it is very deep down it is lost because I can no longer think it... because....’ He hesitated, bewildered.

And now his strange eyes looked almost beseeching so that Jan made a last rather desperate effort: ‘I have it!’ he cried, ‘I now know what it means; the oneness you speak of means your Communion. By receiving the wafer you receive our Lord. Of course that is what it means, your Communion.’

Christophe’s hand turned suddenly icy cold as it lay in the firm, warm clasp of his cousin, and he shivered a little: ‘No... not even that. It means more than receiving the Host — even more. But I cannot, ah, no, I cannot explain; only sometimes I feel that its meaning is — dreadful.’

Jan said solemnly, ‘Nothing can mean more than God.’

‘Yes — but what does God mean?’ whispered Christophe.






  








CHAPTER XXVII
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TIME went by: it was autumn, it was winter, it was Christmas. Jousè confessed that he drank too much wine, that his heart was consumed by bitterness, that he frequently felt a hot uprush of anger. Striking his breast he mumbled these things, his bulk disposed awkwardly in the confessional which was shallow and cramped, so that Jousè’s big feet stuck out ludicrously from its green serge curtain. The Curé rebuked, advised and forgave, sighing because of his penitent’s sins but also because his own back was aching — he was now sixty-six and his body grew stiff when he sat for too long in the same position.

‘Make a good act of contrition,’ he sighed. And Jousè made an act of contrition.

After this he lumbered away to his home, resisting an overwhelming desire to turn in for a minute or two at la Tarasque, trying not to think of past Christmas Eves that had been so prosperous, happy and peaceful, but above all trying not to hate Kahn: ‘Ai,’ he muttered as he took his way past Kahn’s shop, ‘it is hard indeed to be a good Christian.’

At the midday meal he abstained from liquor and in consequence grew so deeply depressed that the house seemed stifled beneath his depression. A large, desolate, penitent sinner indeed, whose confession had brought him no comfort or peace, but only a sense of renewed desolation. And what could they do? It was dreadful to see him sitting hunched in his chair and he near to weeping. Marie racked her brains for encouraging words, Christophe tried his best to distract and amuse him, even Loup became docile and ate the food that his mother had prepared, without complaint; but Jousè’s whole being was one immense ache for the solace that lay so close to his hand... the strong comforting wine from the vineyards of Provence.

Then quite suddenly Anfos began to laugh, and he laughed and laughed, losing all self-control, so that he choked and spat out his soup which ran down his beard and the front of his shirt — a thick, greasy trickle mixed with saliva. Clutching the tip of his beard he sucked it, still choking and gasping and spluttering with laughter, until in the end he must hold his side and his belly: ‘O! O! Ai...ai...O! O!’ And he rocked himself now this way and now that, ‘O! O!... Ai... ai; ai... ai...’ spluttered Anfos in a kind of agonized ecstasy.

Without warning, Jousè leant forward and struck him.
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Midnight Mass; the altar blazing with candles because once long ago a solitary star had served the wise kings from the East as a beacon. Midnight Mass; the church fragrant with clouds of incense because once long ago the reek and the steam of cattle, the sweating of anxious peasants, incredulous, frightened and wholly amazed, had lain heavy upon the air of a stable. Midnight Mass; the Curé robed in white vestments of satin embroidered richly with silver, because once long ago a Child had been born very crudely and harshly into this world, with scarcely a fold for His swaddling. Midnight Mass; God’s atonement, man’s reparation.

From the organ-loft came the voices of children, hesitating, uncertain — Adeste Fideles.

‘Ye faithful, approach with joy and with triumph.’ Then suddenly everyone singing at once in the prayer-book-Latin they had known since their childhood: ‘Come ye; oh, come ye, to Bethlehem. Come and behold Him, born King of the angels.’

‘Oh, come let us worship; oh, come let us worship,’ sang Jôusè, his voice booming up from his chest, ‘Oh, come, let us worship, Christ the Lord. God of God, Light of Light...’ The high-sounding words came loudly and confidently from his lips, but his mind was disturbed because of a bruise that was staining the drawn, puzzled face of Anfos.

‘Lo, He disdains not the womb of the Virgin. Very God, begotten and not created...’ Anfos was slowly stroking his hurt and wailing painfully out of tune, ‘Oh, come, let us worship Christ the Lord.’ The notes wavered, growing jerky, confused, as Anfos still stroked, then prodded his cheek; and he missed out the final lines of the verse, got scared and began all over again, ‘Ye faithful, approach with joy and with triumph....’

Then some impulse made Jousè look at his son. Christophe was standing unnaturally still, his lips closed, his eyes fixed on the blazing altar; and as Jousè looked his voice died in his throat. Ah, but no, this was only some trick of the candles! Curse them; why must they blow about in the draught, making grotesque and preposterous shadows? It was only a shadow on the boy’s left cheek. What else could it be that seemed so like a bruise....?

Anfos found his place and finished the hymn: ‘The Word of the Father has appeared in our flesh. Oh, come, let us worship Christ the Lord.’

The Mass was over. They made their way to the Crèche, Marie holding Loup by the hand, Jousè following with Anfos and Christophe.

‘Hurry, hurry!’ hissed Anfos in Christophe’s ear. He was greatly excited because of a lamb that Jousè had allowed him to carve for the Curé.

The Crèche had a corner all to itself, and around it was gathered a crowd of the faithful. Some were selfishly trying to tell their beads while others must wait, craning over their shoulders. The rocks of the cavern that had served as a stable, were of cardboard covered with painted paper. The Christ was of wax, with a waxen smile; Mary and Joseph were made of plaster as were also the three wise kings from the East, the shepherds, the sheep, the ox and the ass, so that the lamb carved from Jôusè’s fine oak by Anfos, had quite a distinguished appearance.

Jousè pushed his way forward to where Madame Roustan was reciting The Five Joyful Mysteries, without joy but with obvious determination: ‘Pardon, Germaine, my wife also would kneel,’ he muttered; whereupon Madame Roustan glared, then reluctantly ceded her place to Marie.

And after awhile there was room for them all to kneel down, so Anfos could see his lamb which the Curé had been careful to place in the foreground: ‘Bèu Diéu,’ remarked Anfos with deep admiration, ‘Bèu Diéu,’ and he eagerly stretched his hand across the low railing and stroked the creature.

Marie caught the hand and held it in hers: ‘The lamb now belongs to Jesus,’ she whispered, ‘and He may not wish you to play with His toys.’

‘But I also belong to Jesus,’ said Anfos. Then he suddenly remembered the pain of his bruise and fell to prodding his cheek once again.

‘Càspi! Now why must he do that?’ thought Jousè.

Loup started to fidget; his knees were so thin that they generally ached a good deal when he knelt, and moreover he had come to the end of his prayers which were briefer than those of his aunt, Madame Roustan. So now he could think of nothing to say — that is nothing that seemed to fit the occasion — for his thoughts had grown somewhat undisciplined and were dwelling upon Eusèbe’s legends. He sighed noisily, shifting from knee to knee, biting his nails and dropping his Prayer-Book, so that Marie released the apprentice’s hand in order to put an arm round Loup’s shoulders. And as she did this she remembered the time when he had lain helpless upon her bosom; so small he had been, le pauvre tout petit Loup, and because of his smallness so deeply appealing. Nor was she the only mother that morning to indulge herself in such gentle remembering as she looked at the Baby of Bethlehem who must lie upon straw from the corn-chandler’s warehouse — Simon always sent up the straw for the Crèche, it represented his Christmas donation.

A crude and primitive thing that Crèche, having much that was pitifully childish about it; having neither imagination nor skill; having neither dignity, art, nor beauty. Yet to those who looked upon it with faith, to the work-worn women who must bear many children, to the work-worn men who must ceaselessly toil, it appeared very natural and reassuring because, somehow, so much a part of themselves. Mary and Joseph... no room at the inn... Ah, yes, there was often no room at the inn for those who were not possessed of riches. Pecaire, and the Child just about to be born! Ah, the poor blessèd Mother... no room at the inn. And surely she must have felt terribly tired, for had she not come a very long journey? Thus they saw in that primitive Crèche at Saint Loup many things that suggested their own situations, and would frequently leave it greatly consoled, so that what it lacked in artistic worth it made up for in the worth of the Spirit.

And to Christophe also there came consolation as he knelt with clasped hands in front of the Infant. For he seemed to divine many simple hearts; nay more, to divine that all goodness was simple with the wise and courageous simplicity of a God indivisible from His creation. And seeing the sheep, the ox and the ass who had given their Lord their humble manger, he perceived that they too, the dumb patient beasts, had been lifted up on that day of salvation; that the Christ who had willed to be born in their midst had thereby acknowledged a brotherhood which much stretch far beyond the limits of time, since He who conferred the grace was eternal. So now Christophe prayed very confidently, and the prayer that he offered was for Mirèio, who greatly loving had greatly fulfilled the law of her lowly but faithful existence: ‘I would like You to keep her with You,’ he prayed, ‘until I come, Lord... until I come. She was very obedient when she was here so I do not think You will find her much trouble; but she may feel a little bit lost without me because, as You know, we were never apart. Please Lord, do not let Mirèio feel lonely.’ Then he suddenly added, ‘And take care of Anfos.’
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SPRING came, and as though the hopeful season only served to make Jousè more hopeless by contrast, his fits of sudden anger increased as did also those moods of despondent brooding. Not for long had he managed to keep from wine after that sterile Christmas confession, but now when he drank there would follow remorse — a fresh scourge for tormented, drink-sodden nerves and arteries growing always more brittle. At such times he could hardly endure to see Anfos with his mouth sagging open as he bent to his carving, and yet he must stare at the ungainly sight as though it possessed some grim fascination: ‘Diéu!’ he would mutter; ‘the man looks like a beast; that face of his has become scarcely human.’ And conscious of those watchful, hostile eyes, Anfos would often jump up in a panic, letting the carving slip from his knees as he scuttled away to hide himself in the attic, the shed, or even the privy. Then Jousè would heave an unhappy sigh and turn to his son as though dumbly appealing: ‘What am I doing?’ he would seem to ask, as his bloodshot and hostile eyes grew remorseful.

In silence Christophe would leave the workshop, bent on consoling the luckless apprentice, and the man would cling to him desperately: ‘They will send poor Anfos away, little master, and what will become of him all alone? No one cares for him but you, little master.’ And one morning he said a curious thing: ‘Mirèio and Anfos... I think, the same.... because of their love... because of God’s love, your love, God’s love... I think, somehow, the same. Do not send us from you...’ And he dropped to his knees looking up into Christophe’s compassionate eyes.

Then Christophe in his turn said a strange thing:

‘Where you are I am; where you go I shall come. There is no separation, no going away...’ He paused, bewildered by his own words.

‘Bèu Diéu! Ah, Bèu Diéu!’ smiled Anfos.

And true it was that Jousè had been thinking of ridding himself of his mad apprentice — a dark thought that had lately possessed his mind, though he knew that the unhappy creature was harmless. But Anfos made one more mouth to feed, one more body for which he must somehow find clothing while his own two sons went ill-fed and ill-clothed; and then there was now that growing aversion.

He said to Christophe quite casually one evening when they were alone in the workshop together: ‘I shall have to get Anfos put under restraint. He is mad, and we are too poor to keep him. I shall of course ask our Curé’s advice, for I would not wish him unkindly treated, but I know that many asylums exist where such penniless people are cared for free. I shall also have to consult the doctor.’ He did not look at his son as he spoke, but busied himself about his bench. ‘Say nothing as yet to your mother,’ he finished.

It had come, the thing Christophe had long been dreading; the thing that the madman himself had known through the strange intuition of the insane, the thing that had made him beg for protection. And yet Christophe could see that judged by the world, by the common standards of human reason, his father would surely be justified, for their stock of money was fast decreasing. But judged by something that was far more profound, by the reason that animated the spirit, this desertion of Anfos was terrible indeed, though less for the servant than for the master.

‘My father,’ he cried, at that moment unable to pause and consider what he was saying, ‘my father, it cannot, it must not be. Anfos would die of grief if he left us. You dare not betray him because of our want. Ah, but listen, my father, Anfos feels love, and those who feel love — even if they are mad — become one with God. Will you drive God away? Will you make Him suffer because we are poor?’ The words sounded preposterous, ridiculous, crazy, and hearing them Christophe came near to despair: ‘I cannot put it quite clearly...’ he stammered.

Then Jôusè turned with rage on his son: ‘But yes, but yes, you have put it too clearly. Very well do I understand what this means; you care more for that madman than for your parents. You care more for Anfos, it seems, than for Loup who goes short of his food because of the man. A fine story! Would you have me believe that your God expects me to starve my own flesh and blood in order that I may nourish a stranger? Bien, then I say that you also are mad! I will not keep the fellow, no, by God I will not, if I have to drive him into the street, if I have to fling him out with these hands...’ The rasping voice suddenly choked and stopped as Jousè pitched forward and crashed to the ground like a tree beneath the last blow of the woodsman.

They heard the thud of his fall and rushed in, Marie and Loup and the terrified Anfos. And a mighty man indeed Jôusè looked, lying there with his bulk outstretched on the floor near his work-bench among the sawdust and shavings. Marie knelt down beside him, stroking his forehead with fingers that neither faltered nor trembled, and when she spoke her voice sounded cold, for some anguish defies all human expression.

‘Loup, go at once for the doctor, my child.’ Then: ‘I think we must try to get him upstairs. Run, Anfos, and ask Eusèbe to help us.’

Pale to the lips Loup hurried away, glad of any excuse to escape from his father’s face, for now there was blood on the beard; Jôusè had grazed his chin badly in falling.

Poor Anfos dashed headlong across the road: ‘Come... come... come and help us, she says,’ he spluttered, tugging at Eusèbe’s sleeve and forgetting his erstwhile fear of the man in his eagerness to make him move faster; ‘so big, so big, so enormous, so... quiet.’ And Anfos suddenly started to sob, while keeping his grip on the grimy sleeve as he dragged its owner towards the doorway.

In this fashion they returned to the Bénédit’s house, Eusèbe protesting and Anfos sobbing. But when Eusèbe saw what had occurred he flung out his arms: ‘Houi!’ he exclaimed, his black eye very wise and full of compassion. ‘Houi! Now here is a terrible thing to have happened to so good and stalwart a fellow!’ And because he was deeply distressed, he spat.

‘I would wish to get Jôusé to bed,’ Marie told him.

So Eusèbe seized Jôusè’s thick shoulders and tugged, tripped over his long leather apron, cursed loudly and started to tug again.

‘Ah, but gently... move him gently,’ begged Christophe, going to the small sandal-maker’s aid, as did Marie and the still weeping apprentice.

How they finally got Jôusè up the steep stairs Marie never knew, for her husband’s weight seemed incredible, unendurable almost. His head drooped limply, jerking a little from time to time with their stumbling movements, so that she felt that her heart must break to see him so dumb, so afflicted and helpless.

‘Ai,’ she thought, ‘and my Jôusè would jest about Death! Ai, ai, it is foolish to jest about Death, for who can be sure that He is not listening.’

When at last Jôusè lay stretched out on the bed Eusèbe stood looking down at him grimly. Then he rubbed a trickle of sweat from his eye, and a tear that had somehow got mixed up with it: ‘Tron de Diéune!’ he swore angrily under his breath, surprised and disgusted at his own emotion. After which he departed without more ado and made his way down to Mère Mélanie’s café.
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The doctor arrived to find Jôusè still unconscious: ‘Your poor husband has had a stroke,’ he told Marie, ‘but I think he will live — yes, I think he will live; though we cannot yet know the extent of the haemorrhage.’ It appeared that little or nothing could be done except to wait with courage and patience.

Towards dawn Jôusè suddenly opened his eyes: ‘Where am I? What is it?’ he mumbled thickly; and he tried to raise himself in the bed. ‘My left side, all gone; all gone... my left side.’

‘Hush, belovèd, you must lie quite still,’ Marie warned him.

But Jôusè was restless: ‘I want my son... not Loup, I want the other... not Loup....’

Christophe said quietly: ‘I am here.’ And he laid his cheek on the tumbled pillow.

Jôusè tried to smile: ‘Ah, bon, you are here... What happened? I cannot... seem to remember.’ Then Christophe thanked God in his grief-stricken heart: ‘I am close to you always — but always,’ he whispered.

Very slowly Jousè found the boy’s hand, and raising it to his lips he kissed it.
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Later on that morning Marie said to Christophe: ‘You two were alone; tell me just what happened.’

‘It was Anfos...’ he faltered uncertainly; ‘I did not want him to be sent away, for he needs us so much...’ And then he told her.

She listened to him in absolute silence, but when at last he had finished speaking she said: ‘That was not your father, my child — your father is kind and courageous and generous. Did he not beg poor Anfos to share our home? Did he not go and bring him down from the mountains when you were still a small baby in arms? It was surely not your father who spoke of turning him out, but your father’s illness. We say many strange things when we are ill, and the saints who are good and wise do not listen — or if they do listen they always forget. Let us also forget as your father has forgotten. And now I must put some fresh ice on his head.’

Thus did Marie release her son from blame very simply, even as she released her husband.






  








CHAPTER XXIX
 

1
 

THE Curé stood tall and erect in the pulpit. His brown and slightly prominent eyes which of late had been dulled by advancing years, now blazed with fanaticism. Extending an arm and a long white finger he pointed down at his congregation who stared back at the finger with something like awe as their pastor continued to address them. The Curé’s voice rang out like a challenge. It was virile, the voice of a man of twenty whose physical passions were clamorous, who could love and hate with intensity should passion once get the better of reason.

A deep hush brooded over the ancient church, brooded over those pallid upturned faces, for the Curé was gripping them one and all. He whose bloodless sermons they had slept through so often, was now skilfully playing upon their emotions as a master will play on a violin, so that beyond a few gasping sighs his words struck sharply on silence.

‘Rise up! Rise up!’ cried the Curé Martel, ‘Defend yourselves against the blasphemers! The barbarians have invaded France, our belovèd soil is beneath their heel, and like Attila they will show no mercy. Ah, my brothers, my sisters, the soil of France is sobbing and looking to you for deliverance. The very stones are crying aloud for deliverance, yes, but also for vengeance! The German hordes are defiling Liège, they are raping and slaying women and children. Belgium weeps this day side by side with France, they two are united in the bonds of affliction. Their daughters are outraged, their sons are slain, their holy places are being polluted. It is surely the Anti-Christ who has come. In the name of the true Christ, rise up and destroy him!

‘Ah, my brothers, my sisters, I stand here before you as your priest, but I also stand here as a man who is filled with a righteous and enduring anger. And as priest and man I solemnly declare that for us this war is a holy war against a people possessed by Satan. Yes, and this I declare in the name of peace, as one who has given himself to Christ’s service: there can be no Christian peace in the world, no peace that is truly pleasing to God until Germany lies defeated in the dust and burnt in the flames of her own damnation! Therefore listen you who are the fathers of sons, give your sons without stint, give them nobly, gladly, for to-day there is only one Father — God; and God it is who demands them of you. And you who are the mothers of sons listen also, give your sons without tears, give them splendidly, sternly, for to-day there is only one Mother — France; and France it is who demands them of you. And you who are in the first pride of your manhood, leave all for the sake of God and your country; for the sake of a noble and honourable cause, for the sake of our hard-won civilization. As I look upon you I feel my own youth rushing back to me through your superb young valour. I feel your strength entering into my arms, and into my voice, and into my heart; and I say to the Christ: “Here are those who will fight for the cross upon which You were crucified!” And to France I say: “Behold your defenders!”’

The Curé made the sign of salvation and left the pulpit — the sermon was over.

Marie walked home between her sons and her brown peasant face was patient but puzzled. A momentous disaster had fallen upon France, this they had all known before that sermon; indeed they had known it for seven long days, talking of little else in their homes, in the streets and in the cafés. And yet Marie’s face was patient but puzzled as she strove for a fuller understanding of what this momentous disaster might mean and, still striving, fell far short of realization. For in spite of the Curé’s impassioned outburst, August brooded placidly over Saint Loup, filming the distant mountains with haze; while down in the harbour not a vessel stirred, so immeasurably peaceful and blue lay the water.

She said: ‘That was surely a very fine sermon — very fine.’ But her voice was lacking in conviction. She was tired and the war seemed a long way away; much farther away than the large pile of laundry which should have been finished on the previous evening — for now Marie must earn by washing for neighbours. Then she said: ‘It is strange how trouble breeds trouble. Only four months ago came your poor father’s seizure, and it may be that never again will he stand; then comes this terrible German invasion.’ But Christophe knew that her thoughts were less of the German invasion than of his father.

He nodded, finding no adequate answer, conscious only of a well-nigh unendurable sadness, of a kind of inexplicable grief which had come upon him all unawares as he sat in the quiet, familiar church and listened to that unfamiliar voice, so unlike the monotonous voice of the Curé. He had been deeply stirred by those eloquent words, catching fire from the man’s fanatical anger, so that he also had felt enraged against those who had planned to destroy his country; enraged and elated because of his rage, and because he might one day go to the war unless, as some thought, it were quickly over. He had seen himself fighting shoulder to shoulder with Jan while the regiment cheered their courage. A vision of glory had obsessed his mind as he pictured the battlefields of France with all a boy’s childish but courageous illusions, with all the chivalry of his youth and a certain stubborn simplicity bequeathed to him by his peasant forebears; but then had come that strange feeling of grief for which he could still find no explanation.

His silence, however, passed unnoticed, for le tout petit Loup was intensely excited and was trying to walk with a martial stride as though he already felt himself to be marching — he was making the best of his four foot eight by craning his neck and squaring his shoulders.

‘Tron de Diéune!’ swore le tout petit Loup in his piping voice; ‘I will kill any German who dares to show his face in our town. Ai! las, that I am not a few years older! But I grow. Maman, am I not growing quite fast? I shall soon be tall enough to enlist; I shall tell them that I am nearly eighteen and then they will let me become a poilu. Already I can smoke without being sick...’ And he suddenly produced a bent Caporal from his breeches pocket, and proceeded to light it.

Marie snatched the cigarette out of his hand: ‘What is this? Who has taught you to smoke?’ she demanded.

But le tout petit Loup shrugged his shoulders and grinned: ‘One cannot remain a baby for ever. At my age one smokes as a matter of course; moreover I find that it helps my asthma. And as I get up at half-past five every morning in order to sweep the bazaar for that pig of a Bled, I certainly feel that I am entitled to spend a few centimes on a packet of cigarettes now and then.’ And he actually winked quite a large wink at Christophe.

Marie sighed. It was true enough that he worked before school in order that he might assist them, and this fact had made him exceedingly proud — it had also made him exceedingly daring. More daring than ever had Loup become, and so defiant that she could not control him.

Christophe worked these days at Jôusè’s old bench with Anfos to help whenever work offered, struggling to keep the business afloat in spite of his youth and his limited training, for he knew how much this meant to his father. And a number of people had rallied to the boy, doing all in their power to give him simple employment, so shocked had they been by Jousè’s stroke, but in spite of their kindness the burden was great for such young and inexperienced shoulders. Yet to hear Loup talk was to think that he only was willing and smart enough to earn money. A scandal it was the way the imp bragged as he jangled a couple of sous in his pocket, as he told how he cheeked the fat Monsieur Bled and had once dropped a dust-pan onto his corn for the fun of hearing him howl with anguish:

‘Hoi! but he howled!’ bragged le tout petit Loup, ‘Yes, and now he is careful to leave me in peace, for of course he could see that I did it on purpose.’

Ai! las, ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup; he must cough while he swept for all his fine bragging. The dust would get into his treacherous lungs and the impudence would be smothered by coughing; and when he got home for his scanty meal before going to school, he might have palpitations because so much coughing had tired his heart which was less pugnacious, it seemed, than its owner. And knowing these things his mother was indulgent, as indeed she always had been in his case, for if Christophe was still the apple of her eye, le tout petit Loup remained the fruit of her compassion. So now she pretended not to notice the wink, or the fresh cigarette which he took from a packet and jauntily stuck behind his small ear, in spite of the fact that the day was a Sunday.

‘We must hurry, my children,’ she said amiably. ‘Your father will be wanting to hear the news. He will also wish to be told about the sermon.’
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Jousè was lying on the massive oak bedstead upon which his father had lain before him. Here his parents had consummated their love, bred children, and finally passed to the beyond. And here he himself had deflowered his wife, bred children, and would almost certainly die — in accordance with the Bénédit tradition. The bed was so large that it dwarfed the room, leaving but little space for its neighbours — a washstand, two chairs and a small chest of drawers were all that could find accommodation. Above the bed hung a crucifix, and beside it, very quiet but watchful, crouched Anfos.

Jousè sighed, and Anfos stumbling up went and fetched his master a glass of water, holding it clumsily to his lips while the water spilled itself over the quilt and splashed down the front of Jousè’s nightshirt: ‘Cool...’ said Anfos, sticking his finger in the glass and smiling.

‘Ah, yes... it is cool,’ agreed Jôusè.

The room was heavy with the heat of summer. The small blind seemed unable to quench the sunshine, the small window unable to let in fresh air, so that what air there was smelt of clothing and illness — the smell peculiar to poverty and to those among the poor who are ailing. Anfos returned to his place on the floor, shaking some drops of sweat off his brow like a dog that has just scrambled out of a pond. From a cork-tree in a neighbouring yard, came the ceaseless creaking drone of cingalas.

Jousè’s body was so still that it might have been carved in the oak of one of his own blocks of timber. His left hand must perforce remain motionless, but even his right hand lay without motion; only his eyes seemed possessed of life as they turned and rested upon the door with a questioning, anxious expression of waiting. It would often be thus, he would lie for hours with his eyes on the door when Christophe was absent; and if Marie and both the boys left the house the faithful madman would crouch beside him, clumsy but solicitous, demented but mild — indeed Jôusè must sometimes smile to observe how diligently he strove to be gentle, for now he bore Anfos no resentment.

Had Jôusè forgotten? They could never be sure and were careful that nothing should occur to remind him. The rest of his past he remembered clearly; Mirèio he remembered, and Anatole Kahn who had come from the north to ruin his business, and his own despair which had led him to drink, and then his awakening to consciousness towards dawn on the fearful night of his seizure. Two things only his mind appeared to have mislaid — his repugnance to Anfos and his quarrel with Christophe. But even those other memories would now often seem like dreams to Jôusè; like dreams sometimes sweet, sometimes brave, sometimes sad, and sometimes shot through with a searing anger... but dreams.... Perhaps all life was just dreams? Lying there the paralysed man would wonder.

 

The front door banged. Ah, bon, they were home at last. They were coming upstairs: ‘Christophe... Christophe!’

The name sounded blurred and Jôusè frowned; he was now much troubled by a thickness of speech which he had some ado to endure with patience. This and his sores were his greatest cross; he had dark, inflamed sores at the base of his spine — the doctor said it was because he lay heavy.

Christophe came in with Loup and Marie, and as always he was struck by his father’s whiteness; Jousè’s hair and beard were as white as snow, and the flush which had long since died from his face had left behind it a waxen pallor. No colour anywhere save in his eyes; his eyes had grown wonderfully young and clear, and as blue as a patch of sea in a mistral. But above all the hands that lay on the quilt never failed to rivet the boy’s attention. Those once capable hands tanned by wind and sun and hard manual labour to the colour of bronze were now as waxen as the skin of the face; and delicate they looked, like a bedridden woman’s.

Christophe said: ‘It goes better with you, my father?’

Jousè nodded: ‘But yes, it goes better with me, except for that sore on the right of my back — I have christened him Job!’ And he smiled a wry smile. Then: ‘I wish you would come here and touch my back; something in your touch seems to ease the pain.’

A long pause ensued, and when Christophe spoke he was shocked by what he heard himself saying: ‘That is nonsense! There is nothing in my touch to ease pain; it must surely be your imagination. There is nothing, I tell you, to ease pain in my touch.’

But Jousè looked at him quietly: ‘Imagination... reality... Is there then so great a difference between them?’ And his eyes held a kind of solemn reproach.

‘Eh bien, I will do as you wish,’ sighed Christophe.

Helped by Anfos he turned Jôusè onto his side, then placed a timid hand over the sore, feeling all the while very greatly afraid, because he must remember the death of Mirèio. Afraid, yet conscious that his touch did, in fact, possess some incomprehensible virtue which fear went far to deprive of its power, and this knowledge but served to make him the more fearful.

Marie was diligently dusting the room, and as she dusted she told of the sermon, then went on to give Jôusè the news of the war: ‘It appears so impossible, so unreal that I do not seem able to grasp it,’ she finished.

Jôusè listened, closing his eyes and his lips; the latter in case he should be tempted to tell her of the things that his eyes had actually seen as far back as 1870, on the bitter and terrible field of Sédan. He had never spoken of those things to his wife although sometimes he had shown her his medals. Ah, well, here he lay only half alive; old, paralysed, and with sores on his loins; unable to lift so much as a finger in defence of France... Jôusè groaned aloud.

‘Am I pressing too hard?’ Christophe asked anxiously.

‘No, my son; no, no, it was something inside. Marie, get me those medals out of the drawer. They should be under my best black tie; or perhaps I left them under my pants... Have you found them?’

‘Yes, they are here,’ she answered.

Le tout petit Loup sidled up to his mother: ‘Let me hold them,’ he pleaded, ‘just for a moment.’

‘Well, only for a moment then,’ Marie warned, ‘No, Loup, I forbid you to put them on!’ But Loup was already in front of the mirror.

‘Be careful! Ah, be careful!’ Jôusè exclaimed, ‘The ribbons are frayed, they may easily break.’ And his speech was more laboured and indistinct because he felt worried yet utterly helpless, and because he was beginning to realize that a bedridden man who survives too long may outlast the regard accorded to illness. For le tout petit Loup ignored him completely, twisting the medals this way and that, in order that he might admire their effect: ‘I have said... do not do it... the ribbons will break. Put them down. I have said... put them down,’ stammered Jôusè.

Then quite suddenly Christophe could bear it no longer. Swinging round he grasped Loup’s shoulder and shook him: ‘Will you give me those medals?’

‘I will not!’ Loup snapped.

‘But I say that you must.’

‘And I say I will not!’

‘Ah, bon, I shall have to take them,’ frowned Christophe, dumping his brother onto a chair and proceeding forthwith to unfasten the medals.

A fine hubbub to break out around a man’s ears! Loup yelled as though he were being murdered: ‘Bèsti!’ he yelled as he struggled and fought, working himself into one of his rages, ‘Bèsti!’ And he managed to slap Christophe’s face with all the strength that his weak arm could muster.

Hit him back? Christophe dared not hit such a wisp. He was cowed, as Jôusè had been, by Loup’s weakness. All he could do was to rub his cheek; half angry, half pitiful, half amused: ‘It would seem that your muscles improve;’ he murmured.

And meanwhile Anfos had started to moan, slowly and rhythmically rocking his body as though he were keeping time to the dirge of his long-drawn-out and lugubrious moaning.

Marie clasped her hands in a kind of despair: ‘Boudiéu! what a way to behave — what a way! Loup, I command you, be silent this instant!’

But le tout petit Loup continued to storm, though his fury had brought on a fit of coughing: ‘I think I will hit him again,’ he choked, glaring defiantly at his mother.

A fine hubbub to break out around a man’s ears!

Jousè tried to shift his position but failed — his sore was aching again quite badly. The sun burnt his eyes even through the blind, even through his eyelids when he had closed them, and his paralysed side felt as heavy as lead — like a corpse he told himself that it felt, and must start to wonder about this, dumbly. The noise and confusion had worn him out, so that his face showed the slight distortion that had been bequeathed to it by the stroke; his mouth sagged a little, downwards and open... If only that sore would leave him in peace... if only Anfos would try not to moan... if only Loup would stop coughing and storming....

In the end Marie pushed Loup out of the room and turned the key on him: ‘Ai! las,’ she sighed, ‘he grows more impossible to manage every day. Ai! las, what is going to become of my Loup? So small he is, yet with such immense rages.’

But Christophe had turned to look at his father; and he noticed the mouth with its unconscious sagging, and the terrible stillness of the stricken side, and the terrible patience of the closed, wrinkled eyelids; indeed all that was pitiful he must observe with the keen and relentless sight of the spirit, scourging himself for his own harsh words, for the fear that he seemed unable to conquer even in the presence of so mighty a need: ‘I am surely a very great coward,’ thought Christophe.

Then he quietly walked across to the bed, trying as he did so to move with precaution lest the crazy old boards of the floor should creak, and he laid the worn medals in Jousè’s hand with a gentle and very courteous respect.

‘Pin them onto my nightshirt...’ Jôusè mumbled.






  








CHAPTER XXX
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As the fearful summer of 1914 dragged its festering wounds on into the autumn, Marie grasped the meaning of war all too well, for war preyed like a vulture on northern France and even on peaceful and distant Provence. The abortive recapture of Alsace and Lorraine with its triumph and subsequent humiliation, the grim fighting retreat of the English from Mons, the bombing of the cathedral at Malines, the tales of outraged and slaughtered civilians, these things gathered over Saint Loup like black clouds, menacing its homes with sorrow and death as the women of Provence gave their men — a proud but very terrible giving.

Marie Bénédit looked at her sons, and strive though she might to put her country before even them in this hour of its need, she yet thanked God that her sons were so young; God and His Golden Saints she must thank, for while man created the patriot, it was God Himself who created the mother. Kneeling at the shrine of the warrior-bishop, which now blazed with perpetual votive candles, she prayed that peace be restored to the world, that the days of their tribulation be shortened. And beside her might kneel the plump Madame Hermitte who also had sons and they older than Marie’s, or the Simons whose Guillaume had gone to the front, or Elise whose husband was still of the age and the disposition to see active service. Madame Roustan, as likely as not, would be there, grown a trifle pale and a trifle subdued because her Jan was four months Christophe’s senior — even a few months might count later on, might make all the difference between life and death, supposing the war were of long duration.

In and out of the church went Monsieur le Curé, rejoiced by the sight of those blazing candles; and quite often he would be accompanied by Jan, sometimes bent upon prayer, sometimes bent upon tasks in connection with the vestry, or perhaps the altar. Jan’s face had an eager yet stern expression, for his mind was obsessed by the Curé’s preaching. Stern too were the prayers that he offered up as he knelt on the punishing stones of the aisle, feeling glad that the stones should bite into his knees, since those who might be privileged to fight must first begin by subduing their bodies. And meanwhile the clouds grew more ominous as the German guns crept nearer to Paris, so that scarcely a home not already bereaved, but was overshadowed by the threat of bereavement. A mighty torrent of anguish and death was sweeping over France and her people.
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Goundran said to his wife: ‘In a few weeks’ time I may well be catching some very fine fishes — steel fishes with big, ugly German snouts! Thank God, I am not yet grown too old.’ Then his eyes turned and rested upon the child, and all of a sudden Goundran fell silent.

Elise was carefully darning the jerseys which she knew he would never wear in the navy, but which none the less she must wash and darn because, in a way, this task was consoling. The jerseys were so much a part of himself and their life together that they seemed to protect him by forming a closer link with a past that had nothing more deadly to fear than the mistral.

She looked up: ‘I would like you to take these with you.. when you go....’

He nodded: ‘But surely I will. Why not?’ And once again there was silence.

Presently he said: ‘About Aurano. There is still that money untouched at the bank, and of course there would also be some small pension. And then there are my boats; they should fetch quite a lot... I must speak of these things.’ He flushed awkwardly because one’s own death was an awkward subject, especially to discuss with one’s wife.

‘I will try to remember all you say,’ she promised.

Leaning forward he kissed her diligent hands, and at this she must bend lower over the needle in case he should see the dread in her eyes, and the tears.

‘Kind and very dear hands...’ he whispered. Then because his own eyes were not guiltless of tears, he started a boisterous game with his daughter: ‘Ho, hoi! what a monster we have in our net! I believe we have netted some species of dragon! Shall I tickle him under his scales — like this?’ And Goundran tickled the child’s small ribs.

Aurano wriggled, squealing with laughter.

* * * * *
 

Madame Simon sat reading a censored letter from Guillaume; he was somewhere fighting for France. Yes, but where? If only they might know where! She said: ‘I would much like to have his address — it would comfort me to have his address.’ For her mind, even now, was not quite war-wise, so that sometimes she said little foolish things, still thinking in terms of safety and peace. ‘Never would he fail to give me an address when he went away even for a night,’ she finished.

Simon sighed as he looked at her, shaking his head —— like Jôusè he had once fought against the Prussians. When a lad he had stood on the fortifications of Paris, so that Simon knew all about war and the way it had of ignoring mothers, the poor souls... the poor, anxious, pitiful souls... ‘Our son’s address is: La Patrie,’ he told her.

She acquiesced meekly: ‘Mais oui, you are right. I am stupid — I think I am growing old. Guillaume sends you his love — but read for yourself. It appears they are full of courage and hope, not at all downhearted, our Guillaume says. And he wants us to know that he is quite well, that the life seems to suit him — that he is happy.’

* * * * *
 

At la Tarasque Mère Mélanie opened much wine, and not always, these days, would she accept payment.

‘Non, non, mon brave! Keep your francs for yourself. And now give your Mére Mélanie a good kiss — yes, and write to her sometimes when you get the chance. Alexandre! Hurry up, Pierre waits for his wine. And be careful not to slip on the cellar stairs — you know what I told you, a bottle of porto.’

Mère Mélanie must frequently wipe her eyes, fishing her handkerchief out of the bag that contained the piety medal and the lip-stick. And the more they joked and kissed her and joked, and swore to come back, if only to please her, the more she must fish in the untidy bag. Ah, the lovely fellows!

‘Alexandre! Bring champagne, a couple of bottles. Did you hear me, Alexandre? I said bring a couple of bottles of champagne; and after that you can give us some music.’

So the little violinist with the hump on his back would fetch the champagne and then begin playing. And now he played tunes that had come with the war, some of which had been brought to France by the English: ‘It’s a long, long way to Tipperary,’ he played —— rather lugubriously, it is true, for he thought this particular song melancholy.

And sometimes the clients would have none of it, but must shout instead for a hoary old favourite:

‘“As tu vu les fesses de ma belle Louise?” Tafort, Alexandre! “As tu vu les fesses....”’

Then the little violinist would try to grin: ‘As tu vu les fesses de ma belle Louise?’ he would play, swaying lightly upon his toes as the insolent ribaldry pranced from his fiddle.

Eusèbe would sit and dream in his corner; very drunk, very old, and dirtier than ever. And his dreams would be of more splendid wars, of more splendid men, of more splendid women. Helen of Troy he would love in his dreams while the wine made a mock of his unruly senses and kindled his long since impotent desires into besotted, virile illusions. Nay, even Venus he would love in his dreams, and he coming at her with the thunders of Jove... or was it Apollo? Or was it Ulysses? His mythology grew somewhat vague at such times but no matter, the result would be much the same, and to Eusèbe quite satisfactory.

Then those who were about to lay down their lives might start to jeer at the old sandal-maker; less crudely, perhaps, than the men from the tartanes, but nevertheless they might start to jeer: ‘Bon soir, mon général. How goes the war? Superbly, no doubt, since mon général snores! Boudiéu, what a scarecrow! We will take you along to Berlin in order to frighten the Kaiser.’

And perhaps Eusèbe would open his eyes and just stare at them blankly, vouchsafing no answer. One evening, however, he jeered in his turn: ‘How goes the war? You may very well ask. “Kill!” you say.

“Hate and kill, kill and hate!” you say. But I thought He told you to love one another...’ Then he drifted back again into his dreams.

‘Do not anger yourselves,’ begged Mère Mélanie, ‘he is drunk, mes enfants, that is why he raves.’

And because they could see that Eusèbe was drunk, they humoured her, shrugging and taking no notice.

* * * * *
 

Anatole Kahn was alone in his office. It was midnight, yet his desk was still littered with papers, for just lately he had slept very badly indeed — too many thoughts would he have in his head, and those thoughts were not always by any means pleasant. Business was staggering from blow upon blow. No one spent because no one would part with their money, so the stock he had purchased just prior to the war seemed likely to become shop-soiled in his windows. And not only this, but the villa was unsold, while its neighbour remained scarcely more than foundations. At the first crack of doom the young men from the frontier had been snatched away without adequate notice, nor had others been sent to continue the work; not the slightest effort had been made to replace them. The contractor had remarked: ‘C’est la guerre, monsieur.’ After which he had turned a deaf ear to all protests. For the matter of that Kahn’s own men had gone; he now possessed neither joiner nor salesman.

But even before the declaration of war, the season had fallen far short of expectations, and the usual handful of artists who had come to paint the most picturesque parts of the town, had left almost as soon as the men from the frontier. They had packed up their brushes and canvases and easels with a speed that Kahn had found really astounding — some had even forgotten to pay their bills, so keen had they been to fight for their country. Thus two years in succession rooms had gone unlet to everyone’s immense disappointment.

Kahn sighed; then he reread a letter, frowning: ‘We have got ourselves to consider,’ ran the letter. ‘Roux, as you know, we cannot consult, nor does one worry a man on active service, but on his behalf as well as our own we must remind you that the money we invested in your venture gives us every right....’ He flung the thing down with a grunt of disgust. Already so scared and the war just begun! Fine friends, the despicable, cowardly fools! But the moratorium, ah, that was his friend, it might save him yet and with him his business. There remained the affair of the villas, pretty grim, but after all even that was not hopeless. La Société Foncière du Midi could not press for interest so long as hostilities continued, and with peace there would come a house shortage, of course. Taking up his pen he began to write:

‘Cher Albert. Here and now I refuse to submit...’ No, that would not do; he tore up the sheet. ‘Cher Albert,’ he began all over again, ‘I can only entreat you and Edouard to be patient. Of course I regret having bought that new stock, but how could I possibly foresee what has happened? And that being so I must beg yet again that you will not delay in sending the cheque; I cannot keep this place going on nothing. You say that you have all risked your money in my shop, but while the shop prospered you prospered with it, and surely to despair at the first small reverse in our fortunes, at a time like this, is bad business. Have courage, I implore you to have courage, my dear friends; with your help I can steer the ship through the storm, I can bring our venture to ultimate success...’ In this vein he wrote on for page after page until his hand ached, and his head and heart with it.

At last he addressed the envelope. Heaven knew when the letter would reach them in Paris — the posts from Provence had always been bad, and now they were fast becoming abysmal. Then he suddenly dropped his head onto his arms. Dieu, but he was tired! perhaps he could sleep. He would try to sleep just where he sat — at his desk; better this than to risk the insomnia that generally set in after undressing.






  








CHAPTER XXXI
 

1
 

THE months passed bringing neither mercy nor respite, but only fresh hatreds to corrode the heart as war swept civilization aside and men bred and reared up in the knowledge of peace were now forced to the fearful knowledge of killing. One after another such men left Saint Loup, for the most part simple, ignorant fellows who had seen only quiet and seemly death, if indeed death had ever crossed their vision; and one after another they must kill or be killed, since not always are battles won by ideals — they are sometimes won by self-preservation. And yet through the welter of anger and blood, of agony, mutilation and horror, there would shine out triumphantly many a deed of selfless and thus very perfect courage, as the finite claims of the quaking flesh must give place to the infinite claims of the spirit. And in this there would be neither friends nor foes, but only those who gave of their best and became as brothers because of that giving.

Completely bewildered by his own emotions which grew daily more violent and more contradictory, Christophe struggled to find the inward peace that Jan and the Curé Martel had found; what they had attained to, Christophe must seek with something approaching desperation. For now there were times when he could not endure a compassion that seemed to be all-embracing, a compassion that saw but one suffering whole on those terrible blood-drenched battlefields, that perceived neither warring rulers nor nations but only a pitiful suffering whole rushing on to destruction because of its blindness. Even love itself seemed to resent such compassion, the deep love that he felt for his native Provence; he would think that the very soil cried out, raising its voice in protest against him.

‘Cannot you understand?’ he would mutter, ‘I love you — but cannot you understand?’ And yet as he spoke them, the words would sound vague and unconvincing because he himself lacked not only conviction but understanding.

He had now little work to occupy his mind since orders were growing scarcer and scarcer, and so he would wander alone for hours through the country that he had known from his childhood, through the olive orchards climbing the hills, through the thickets of maquis and out beyond to Mirèio’s grave and Eusèbe’s vineyards. And wandering thus he must often indulge in imaginings that were becoming fantastic: he would hear his own name in the songs of the birds and would fancy that like the soil they reproached him.

‘You are right,’ he would tell them, ‘it is I who am wrong. I will tear this great foolishness out of my heart — I will tear it out and trample upon it.’

Perhaps a stray mongrel would follow in his footsteps, for although he himself went short of food yet he could not endure that a beast should go hungry, and this the poor starvelings had come to know, so that one or another would slink at his heels hoping that once he had left the town he would fling it a crust of bread from his pocket. The mongrel would always be covered with sores, yes and with that dreadful humility which incites the world to persecute its outcasts, and seeing this Christophe would sit for awhile and fondle its head, and make it lie down in order to ease the pain of its limping.

‘There was once a dog called Mirèio,’ he would say, ‘she also was lame and had sores, like you. Her body is buried not far from here, but the real Mirèio is safe very safe.’ And then he would tell the mongrel about God, and about the Little Poor Man of God who had spent his life in preaching God’s mercy. And if he had brought his midday meal with him he would give it to the purulent, cringing creature, and because he was able to lighten its burden by even so much, his own burden would lighten.

Then something, perhaps the expression in its eyes as the dog looked up, still hungry but humble, would remind him of all that was pitiful: of Mirèio who had learnt to fear life more than death: of the harmless and persecuted couleuvres; of his father who lay on the massive oak bed; of his mother who toiled without rest or hope; of le tout petit Loup with his labouring lungs; of Anfos who carved mad, unearthly dreams as he strove to conjure beauty from madness. And the vision must widen until it embraced those unknown millions who struggled and suffered; until he perceived but one suffering through perceiving the anxious, bewildered soul that looked out of the eyes of a starving mongrel. Groaning, Christophe would cover his face, conscious that his moment of respite was over.

There were days when he mustered all the strength of his will to strangle compassion beneath feelings of hatred, when he flung his imagination into space and pictured the ruin wrought by the invaders: pictured the blasted and blackened orchards, the pastures whose greenness was torn and trampled, the cornfields ploughed by the harrow of death, the streams whose waters were polluted by carnage. He would suddenly cry out and shake his clenched fists, for the deep and enduring anger of the earth, thus outraged, would seem to leap forth and possess him.

Then his hands would drop again to his sides:

‘It must be that they do not realize,’ he would think; and that thought would persist until, in spite of himself, the anger had vanished.

In such a mood as this he sought Jan one evening, knowing that in him he would find what he needed — the conviction that at times it was right to hate, that pity could only mean spiritual weakness. Jan welcomed him gladly and, as always, he talked of the sins committed against their country. The Curé, said Jan, had spoken the truth in proclaiming the advent of Anti-Christ.

‘Have they not destroyed Reims Cathedral?’ he demanded; his voice shaking, his fanatical eyes ablaze. ‘Do they not seek to destroy our Lord Who is no longer left in peace on His altars? And is this not the work of God’s enemies?’

Christophe nodded: ‘Yes, yes, of God’s enemies. To pity them therefore is surely a sin....’

‘Those who pity are either cowards or fools, or worse! But who pities them? What do you mean?’ And Jan looked at him sharply.

Then Christophe lied: ‘Not I!’

‘Ah, bon, for a moment I thought....’

‘You may keep such thoughts to yourself;’ scowled Christophe.

* * * * *
 

That night as he lay on his bed Christophe wept very bitterly, not knowing why he was weeping. He knew only that never before in his life had he felt such a sense of complete desolation, such a sense of betrayal, such a sense of grief, such a sense of loneliness and desertion.

2
 

The war passed into its second year, and now there was no one who dared to predict when the end would come or upon which side would lie the ultimate victory. The seasons came and went in Saint Loup bringing with them wind and sun and fruition, but few men remained to care for the land; Eusèbe must work himself in his vineyards, sweating and swearing as he sprayed and dug and felt the weight of his age on his back which ached fiercely after a hard day’s digging.

‘Sarnipabiéune!’ swore Eusèbe, ‘I will bottle my wine if I rupture my kidneys! Are my grapes to rot because all men are knaves and imbeciles with their hideous war? If I tread my grapes on the coals of hell my wine shall be not only bottled but sold!’ And he angrily deluged a quaking plant till its leaves turned blue with sulphate of copper.

In the streets of the town might be seen the wounded, who had wandered along from a neighbouring château; the château was now a convalescent home being run by a patriotic lady. And quite often these wounded would stop and gaze at the ancient church and the picturesque houses, or exclaim with delight at a group of palms, or point to the tall eucalyptus trees, for many of them were clerks from the north who had passed their lives upon office stools which had only been left for the mud of Flanders. Now they limped, supporting their weight upon sticks or swinging a shattered leg between crutches, or trying to light a cigarette with a brown-gloved hand, palpably artificial. Some wheeled themselves in invalid chairs, manipulating the wheels with much skill as they eased them over the uneven cobbles; while others coughed carefully, having been gassed and sent to Provence because of its climate.

All things considered they were really quite cheerful and would often visit the Café de la Tarasque where they generally ordered a lemon squash, an iced groseille or a cup of black coffee. And if Mère Mélanie in her own private sanctum occasionally produced something stronger, the doctor was spared any consequent grief — what the eye doesn’t see the heart doesn’t grieve over. At the cafe there might also be those home on leave who were drinking their fill and a little bit extra, for when men have made a long sojourn in hell it is not surprising that they should feel thirsty. Then the whole and the maimed would grow merry together, their jests being bandied from table to table in the anatomical argot of war with which even civilians were becoming familiar.

But the little violinist with the hump on his back must often sigh as he looked at the wounded, and that sigh would not be because of their wounds but because he was actually filled with envy — it was better to have a useless leg, an ersatz hand, or a lung that was hardening, for the sake of glory, than an inglorious hump because one’s father had kicked one’s mother. And now when he played, in spite of his efforts the fiddle would sound as though it were wailing, so that Mère Mélanie when he came to her bed must box his ears for an indolent lout who no longer put spirit into his tunes, although there was plenty of it in his belly:

‘To hear you is to think of a hearse;’ she would rage. ‘Mon Dieu, you have cause enough to rejoice that deformed as you are you need not fight. The least you can do is to earn your keep!’ And then she would suddenly box his ears, for the sight of him often aroused her anger.

However, he would seldom reply to such gibes, even when his belovèd chastised him severely. What was the use of trying to explain? And in any case he would be fuddled with brandy.

3
 

During November Goundran returned on the briefest of leaves. He was browner than ever and apparently he had caught many fish, though he seemed disinclined to talk much about them. He never patronised Mère Mélanie, for long absence had made of this husband a lover, and then in addition to his wife there was the child, and then in addition to them both there was the money. Goundran must save even out of his pay, just in case... No good spending money on drink, it must all be put by for Elise and Aurano. He lived happily during those few peaceful days, lying long abed with Elise beside him; and perhaps in the morning their couch would be shared with their energetic four-year-old daughter. Aurano would climb onto Goundran’s chest and tug at the chain of his large holy medal; an entrancing medal of Saint George with a spear whose point was down the throat of a dragon. There was also a ship upon the reverse, and waves, and Jesus stilling the waters.

‘Donne! donne!’ she would order imperiously; so Goundran would slip it over his head and lay it in her acquisitive hand, whereupon Aurano would start to kiss it.

The time was too short to be wasted on friends — Goundran’s home had become very precious to him. All the same they went to the Bénédits, for he could not help worrying himself about Christophe. He found little hope and great poverty, and since there seemed nothing that he could do except grieve, he did not repeat the visit, speaking quite frankly that night to his wife, for Goundran had always despised self-deception.

He said: ‘I must live in the midst of war, therefore when we are together I want to forget that the world contains so much failure and sadness. Perhaps I am wrong, unchristian even, but in any case that is the way I feel, so I think that I will not see them again until I am once more back upon leave.’ Then he took Elise roughly into his arms, seeking forgetfulness as he held her.

Guillaume also came home upon leave that winter, but he had less cause to rejoice than Goundran, for Clotilde had been trying to heal the wound of his absence by a series of wild flirtations; indeed gossip regarding her conduct was so rife that Guillaume went off to consult his mother.

Madame Simon sighed, but she did what she could to reassure the unlucky young husband: ‘Clotilde is foolish, that I admit. Yet I cannot think that she means any harm. Do not worry about it too much, my son.’ For her only desire these terrible days was to keep all trouble and sorrow from Guillaume.

Very thin he had grown; and his eyes looked strained — there was something haunted and scared about them: ‘Ah, what I have seen...’ he would say and then stop, hastily lighting a fresh cigarette with fingers that not infrequently trembled. A sick man he was in body and mind, for Guillaume was far too gentle for war; if he lived the misery of it would break him. So now to his poignant distress about Clotilde, he must add quite a number of lesser distresses; his mother’s hair had turned almost white, and this struck him as not only pitiful but tragic, he continually fretted because of her hair, and because his father also was ageing. He went often to church yet he seldom prayed; he would just sit gazing down at his boots in a sort of humble, helpless dejection; and when he got home he would sometimes ask his mother if he had harmed anybody:

‘I have always wished to be kind,’ he would sigh, ‘but it seems that in life we fail to be kind, very often. I know that I hurt Papa Jousè.’

‘Nonsense, my child, you are kindness itself — and good.’

‘No, no, I hurt Papa Jousè.’

Indeed the thought of his godfather’s illness and poverty was becoming an obsession: ‘I think of him when I lie down to sleep; I think of him even out there at the front, and of how I gave in to Clotilde about Kahn... It was weak, I ought to have been more firm, Papa Jousè should have made our marriage bed. I believe that my weakness brought on his stroke....’

‘That is folly, Guillaume,’ Madame Simon would tell him.

Then perhaps his father would take a hand: ‘Allons, mon gars, such thoughts are morbid; and you a fine fellow in uniform defending us all, and you brave as a lion!’

But one evening Guillaume burst out abruptly: ‘Not brave, a coward — I am always afraid!’ For he had not yet grasped that the bravest man may very well be the man who is frightened.

Poor Guillaume, he was certainly one of those whom nature had fashioned for kindlier business. A bad soldier he made, always slightly bemused, always slow, and at moments intensely stupid; the despair of his sergeant, the despair of himself, and the butt of his less sensitized companions. He hated his life and would sometimes think that the poilus who got themselves killed were lucky. The noise of a battle shattered his nerves, the stench of its carnage sickened his stomach, but the cruelty of it went deepest of all, for that struck at his shrinking, horrified spirit.

From his wife he derived but small sympathy; she admired the warriors who took warfare more lightly, and who when they came home had got just two ideas in their pates: much wine and violent love-making. Guillaume wanted to make violent love, it is true, but his methods now often seemed to her childish; why, once he had burst into tears and sobbed immediately after having possessed her. Shaking and sobbing Guillaume had lain, nor had he vouchsafed any clear explanation, so that in the end Clotilde had been terrified and had spent the rest of that night in the kitchen.

On another occasion he had been quite unable to satisfy her clamorous body: ‘But what is the matter with you?’ she had asked. ‘You are well, you have not even been wounded!’ And Guillaume had felt himself flushing with shame as he pleaded that war was a tiring business. His leave was not at all a success, although he had longed for it so intensely.

Before he went back to the firing line he begged Marie to let him speak with her husband; and Marie consented: what else could she do? It was not in her kindly heart to refuse him.

Guillaume stood awkwardly at the bedside; he was speechless at first because of the shock of Jousè’s greatly altered appearance.

Then Jousè said: ‘Ah... so at last you have come.’ And this struck the young man as an odd way to speak, for it sounded as though he had been expected. ‘Mais oui, I have come, Papa Jousè,’ he faltered.

‘I knew you would, Guillaume,’ Jousè went on, ‘you are worried about having gone to Kahn. You think that I find it hard to forgive — but I cannot any longer feel really angry. Ah, no, when a man must lie on his back all day he has surely time to forgive; and in any case it was a small thing, my godson.’

But Guillaume was bent on accusing himself: ‘Nothing is small that wounds,’ he said slowly. ‘If I wounded you then I did a great wrong for which I can only ask your forgiveness. I have witnessed many terrible sights, and now I desire to be kind — always kind. Many very terrible sights I have witnessed....’

‘Yet it seems that you see beyond them,’ murmured Jôusè.

Stooping, Guillaume kissed the quiet, paralysed hand: ‘All is happy between us then? All is forgiven?’

‘But yes,’ Jousè smiled, ‘all is happy indeed; and listen, I am going to tell you something: I feel that when next we two meet I shall walk....’

‘Pecaire,’ thought Guillaume, ‘the poor hopeful man; never will he walk in this world any more.’ Aloud he said: ‘God grant that you are right. And now it is time that I went, it grows late. Bless me, Papa Jôusè.’

And Jôusè blessed him.

* * * * *
 

In the workshop Guillaume said good-bye to Christophe, and he fancied that he was seeing this boy for the first time in his life, and that what he saw was somehow unreal and yet convincing. Great beauty he saw, and pale, luminous eyes that were looking at him with such vast understanding that he longed to lose himself in their depths, to bathe his spiritual wounds in their mercy.

‘It must be that I am imagining things,’ he thought, ‘and that will not do at all. Is this not Christophe, the carpenter’s son whom I have known since he was a child? Yes, surely this is Christophe Bénédit — there is nothing whatever unusual about him.’

Christophe said: ‘I am glad that you came here to-day.’ And his voice was so natural that Guillaume felt relieved; it was breaking and therefore a trifle gruff, which only made it the more reassuring.

‘I also am glad that I came...’ answered Guillaume.

After which there ensued an awkward silence, for youth is shy of expressing emotion and neither of them could find just the right words, so that in the end they gravely shook hands and Christophe turned again to his work-bench.






  








CHAPTER XXXII
 

1
 

FEW things happened to break the monotony of misfortune that hung over the Bénédit household as savings dwindled to vanishing point and could thus no longer augment scanty earnings. Even the war grew monotonous, so that at times it seemed to Christophe that the world must always have been at war, the streets always full of the mutilated, the church always filled with black-clad figures who knelt to pray for the souls of their dead — the women hiding their tears beneath veils, the men dry-eyed and grim in their stiff new mourning.

Scarcely anyone came to see Jousè these days, for in spite of a genuine sympathy people were growing used to his illness. And what was that illness of his, after all, when compared with the scourge that was decimating youth? The paralysis of an ageing man had ceased to stir the imagination.

 

Eusèbe would come and sit with his friend, but now Eusèbe was always complaining. He had rheumatism, he declared, in his loins, the result of working among his vineyards, and whenever he moved he gave a deep groan, gripped his back and started cursing the Germans. Jôusè suspected that Eusèbe was not quite so suffering as he pretended, that the groans were in order to get sympathy — although this was certainly very unlike him. Indeed Jôusè had begun to wonder of late if this barefaced pagan sometimes felt lonely; disregard of neighbours might be all very fine so long as a man retained physical vigour, but when aches and pains came to stiffen the joints and the lumbar muscles then it was that most men acquired much more respect for the world’s opinion.

Madame Roustan occasionally visited Marie, but these visits of hers were extremely unwelcome. She had always managed to thrive upon woe, and just now she had more than enough to thrive on. She would sit there dilating upon the stroke that had prematurely removed her own husband:

‘Ai! las,’ she would sigh, ‘he died at his post like a soldier, he was actually measuring ribbon. I myself was behind the desk counting change when I suddenly heard a sound like a gurgle. Ah, bon Dieu, what had happened? A gurgle I heard, and there was my Geoffroi lying flat on his stomach across the counter with his head hanging down. His face was as red as the ribbon in his hand.... I distinctly recall that the ribbon was red... red satin at one franc fifty the metre.’ And from this she would go on to give all the details of poor Monsieur Roustan’s postmortem appearance: of the manner in which they adjusted his jaw and combed his beard and parted his hair; and of how they had not liked to keep him too long before screwing him down, because of the thunder. In the end she would always say much the same thing: ‘Mais, ma chérie, I am thankful Geoffroi was taken. It is surely a million times better to die than to linger on in a living death.’ A truth that her listener would find far from cheering.

Sometimes Jousè would thump the floor with the stick which they always put on the bed beside him, and hearing this Madame Roustan would go, but dolefully as though leaving a funeral.

‘Eh bien,’ Jôusè would say when his wife appeared, ‘has she plucked the eyes from the dead man’s carcase? Never mind, Marioun, you are rid of her at last.’

And then he would laugh his thick, difficult laugh, for his sister could no longer arouse his ire, he had grown to think her too trivial a person.

But one evening there arrived at the Bénédit’s house a person who was far from being trivial. Monsieur Roland arrived, no one less, if you please. And why? To discuss le tout petit Loup, his abilities, and his possible future. Loup had now left school and was working long hours at the Bazaar Bled as general factotum, and this Monsieur Roland appeared to deplore while admitting that it must go on for the present.

Said he: ‘Loup was always an excellent pupil and I cannot but think he is being wasted; however, Madame, I quite realize that money is none too easy to come by. But after the war I think Loup should go in for the higher examinations, and then I would like to see him train as a teacher. Once the war is over I can do several things: I have one or two friends who are influential and I mean to interest them in our Loup so that he may continue his education. A little assistance, n’est-ce-pas, chère Madame? Enough to replace his earnings perhaps, so that he can be free to go to the Sorbonne. No, no, do not thank me, I do this for myself quite as much as for him; it is good for my prestige, it is also good for the prestige of the school. A really promising pupil is rare, and when one is discovered there are those who will help him. Of course there arises the question of health — Loup is not over-strong and that is a drawback; still I think that we ought to take the risk.... In any case I am willing to take it.’

Christophe and Marie stared in amazement; they could scarcely believe their ears; were they dreaming? Imagine such a thing, le tout petit Loup so clever that he would become a teacher! Imagine such a thing... le tout petit Loup!

‘Ah, Monsieur.. they began simultaneously. Then Marie said: ‘This is a miracle. This is surely the work of his dear patron saint.’

But le tout petit Loup said nothing at all, maintaining a rather ominous silence.

When Monsieur Roland had taken his leave, Marie hurried away to inform her husband that le tout petit Loup was already made: ‘Did I not say that Jan might be clever but that all the same our tout petit Loup was as wise as an owl and as sharp as a needle?’ Jôusè nodded: ‘And the Sorbonne is quite as fine as the Grand Séminaire, I believe,’ he informed her; ‘nor do I doubt that the good Roland’s friends are quite as fine as Madame de Bérac! When next Germaine comes you can tell her this news; but first bring her up here — I would see her face. Boudiéu, I would not miss Germaine’s face when you tell her this news for a thousand francs!’ And since Jôusè was still only human, he chuckled.

Then into the room marched le tout petit Loup, his cheeks flushed, his monkeyish eyes bright with temper. At his heels followed Christophe looking perturbed:

‘Loup is greatly upset,’ he whispered to Marie. And undoubtedly Loup was greatly upset. Spinning round he stamped his foot at his brother: ‘Stop whispering, will you? It gets on the nerves. I cannot support your eternal whispering. If you want to say something then say it out loud. You will drive me mad, hissing there like a snake! And in any case, why are you interfering?’

‘Santo Ano d’At!’ his mother exclaimed; ‘Santo Ano d’At! Now, what is the matter? Here is heaven showering blessings into your lap and you take this occasion, it seems, to be rude. You ought to thank God for all He has done. Why, you did not even trouble to thank your master.’

But le tout petit Loup flung up his small head, clenching his hands in an effort not to wheeze as he valiantly choked back a fit of coughing: ‘I refuse to be a fat Monsieur Roland,’ he spluttered; ‘I refuse to sit on my behind all my life and wear glasses that make my eyes look like marbles; I refuse to grow bald and have rolls of pink flesh at the back of my neck bulging over my collar; I refuse to scrawl things on a blackboard with chalk and then rub them off again with a duster; I refuse to teach fools who do not want to learn, and who when they have learnt still remain imbeciles. Moreover I have chosen my future career. My mind is made up: I shall enter the army. And kindly do not call me le tout petit Loup. Do you hear? I say I will not be called....’ He sat down abruptly, clutching his side, ‘Not le tout petit Loup... no... no... not that... not le tout petit Loup... I tell you I hate it!’

But in spite of his angry, protesting spirit, Loup must submit to a physical body, must submit to being laid flat on the floor by Marie while Christophe rushed off to get water, must submit to Jousè’s solicitous warning that when one possessed so feeble a heart one could ill afford to give way to temper.

‘Try to be calmer,’ entreated Jousè; ‘it is very unwise to become so excited.’

Ai! las, ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup — though when Christophe returned he was already better. He had still got youth to fight on his side and these sudden attacks were of short duration:

‘Take your arm away,’ he said peevishly as he gulped down the water. And then to his mother: ‘Stop dabbing my forehead; it is nothing at all. I do wish you would stop and leave me in peace — so much fuss about nothing at all, it is childish!’

Getting up he made his way out of the room very slowly, and still slowly he went downstairs, thrusting his knuckles into his eyes because tears were unthinkable for a soldier.

Marie tried to follow: ‘He will surely die;’ she wept, ‘Bèlli Santo d’or, we shall lose him.’

But Christophe laid his hand on her arm: ‘I think he would rather be alone,’ he told her.
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As time went on Christophe could but wonder at his father’s well-nigh amazing patience. It was like a bright rift in the clouds of despair that gathered about Jôusè’s suffering — a strange outcome, it seemed, of so bitter an illness. Jôusè must frequently lie for hours like a log because no one was at hand to move him, the weight of his bulk pressing down on his sores, but in spite of this he seldom complained, only his eyes would betray his anguish. Most pitiful he was, the patient giant; Christophe could often have wept to see him stretched there so helplessly on the bed; and yet something told Christophe that all was well, oh, but very well indeed with his father. He had lost his former craving for liquor, and moreover he had grown exceedingly simple. His mind remained clear, his brain unaffected, but his mind took great pleasure in simple things; he would like the feel of a spray of mimosa and would stroke it tenderly with his sound hand. Indeed he who had never looked twice at flowers now seemed to discern a new meaning in them.

‘God is cleverer than I am,’ he would say; ‘as for me, I could never have made mimosa.’

Jôusè dreamed vividly these days, uncertain if he was sleeping or waking, and he liked to discuss these dreams with his son; Christophe could see that they gave him pleasure. The dreams were concerned with bygone things, he seldom if ever dreamed of the present. Of his childhood he dreamed and must sometimes laugh because of a childish peccadillo; of his youth he dreamed and of budding manhood, happy years when he took great pride in his muscles, when with three mighty blows he had felled a tree, and a hefty fellow at that, he told Christophe; and then of his courtship of Marie he dreamed, he would constantly dream that they two were courting.

‘Ah, my son, to-day I was wooing your mother. So young she was and a little bit frightened. Ah, my son, there was not a line on her face, nor a single white thread in her thick black hair. She was wearing a comb I had given her; there were many small scrolls of gold upon it. It had once belonged to my great-grandmother — the one who was loved by a Spanish sailor; but she would not have him, caspistello, she would not! She preferred an honest joiner from Provence.’

But of all his recurrent dreams there was one that Jousè affirmed to be the most persistent. Mirèio would come padding up to the bed and would lay her great paws upon his chest, the while she looked at him very intently; and then she would suddenly lick his cheek and look at him again. Jousè always declared that Mirèio was trying to tell him something. And one evening Jousè said to his son:

‘I think I now know what she wishes to tell me. It is that she wishes to say she forgives.... I am glad she forgives me that terrible beating. Ai! las, the poor beast, I must have been mad, for I beat her until she was bleeding and spent....’

‘You beat her?’ breathed Christophe, grown suddenly pale.

And Jousè nodded: ‘Yes, yes, I beat her; and this I did for your sake, my son; I did it because I thought she might harm you. I beat her although she was covered with sores.... Ai, ai, if her sores were throbbing like mine....’ And Jôusè went on to tell of that night when he had rushed round to Madame Roustan’s and had found the bitch crouching near-by the cot: ‘She was savage with love as I now know,’ said Jôusè, ‘but then I did not comprehend how it was; I thought that my son might well be in danger.’ At great length he spoke of his brutal deed, concealing nothing — it was like a confession. And when Christophe besought him to say no more Jôusè held up his hand, compelling attention: ‘I want to tell you the truth, the whole truth; for a very long time I have wanted to tell you.’ Then Christophe knew that his father must speak, that the words were wiping a bruise from his spirit.

And as he listened with tears in his eyes and great pain in his heart for Mirèio’s suffering, he was conscious of that sense of oneness again, suddenly perceiving that the pain in his heart was not for the suffering Mirèio alone, but also for the man who had caused her to suffer. At that moment Christophe came very near to a more perfect understanding of God; but the moment passed, leaving him desolate, and he hid his face against Jôusè’s shoulder.
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DURING the autumn of 1916, that never to be forgotten autumn when France bled from a thousand unstanched wounds, Anatole Kahn faced ruin.

Many urgent letters had followed that first warning letter from his business associates in Paris, but now had come one that he could not ignore, that he dared not ignore — it was brutally final. The Galéries Kahn must be offered for sale and their contents would have to go under the hammer. No more pouring of money into a sieve, no more bolstering up of a worthless business. Kahn’s associates had consulted, it seemed, and were quite determined to cut their losses. They went on to state that for more than two years they had foolishly pandered to his importuning, but that as he had now clearly lost his head they themselves would conduct all the final arrangements. The shop would be put in an agent’s hands at once, while the auction would be left to a firm of well-known auctioneers in Toulon. The original scheme had been his, all his. It had not succeeded; he had over-spent outrageously, he had squandered their money; very well, he must be prepared for the fact that they did not any longer intend to support him. No more demands for money would be met beyond the very barest obligations until such time as the property was sold. As for Kahn he would get his fourth share in the proceeds of anything that was saved from the wreck, but they wished him distinctly to understand that once this venture had been wound up they intended to sever all business connection. It would surely have been far more honest and wise had he seen fit to tell them the true situation instead of insisting each time he wrote that the business was just on the verge of reviving. He had known that one of them was at the front, while the others were engrossed by important war-work and on this they all felt that he had presumed; indeed they were not sure that after the war they would not immediately start a procès unless he fell in with their decision at once, abiding in every respect by their wishes. These and many other statements that letter contained, none of which was very easy to stomach.

A nice kettle of fish and no mistake. Kahn twisted and turned like a rat in a trap, while feeling himself to be utterly helpless. They were three to one, they were adamant, and the Galéries Kahn would have to go — he was overwhelmed by an immense self-pity. And true it was that every centime he possessed had been risked for the sake of those dreams of his, quite as much as for personal ambitions. Those dreams had already cost him his savings, his rings, his gold watch, even Beauvais’ picture. Yes, even the picture had been sold in the end to a disagreeable and close-fisted dealer. Nor had Kahn shrunk from subduing the flesh, cutting down his food and wine and tobacco; denying himself the society of a certain large-hearted lady at Saint Raphaël; for into the conception of the Galéries Kahn as into that of those jerry-built villas, had gone something of the man’s very body and soul; he had fathered them as men father their children. They had leapt in the womb of a sorry ideal — an ideal that had meant more to him than women.

Anatole Kahn looked around his shop. He looked at the gilt that the salt air had tarnished, at the cheap cerise satin and cheaper plush that the careless sun of the south had faded, at the clocks whose oil had dried on their wheels, at the Japanese trays that had lost their sheen, at the joss-sticks that no one had bought for months, at the fly-blown frames of the sentimental pictures; and all that he beheld showed the hatred of Time for the soulless and would-be time-serving craftsman. Nor was anything else in much better case; upstairs the moth had got into the bedding, and downstairs in the cellar the damp had returned, injuring the rugs and some large rolls of matting. Single handed Kahn had been no match for Time whose whirligig had brought in its revenges. And how much would this shop-soiled stock fetch when sold? Very little indeed, its owner decided, not enough to keep a man going for long. Then what did it mean? Destitution... starvation?

Anatole Kahn made his way to the villa that was to have been the forerunner of many. There it stood an unlovely and unloved thing, a home that no one apparently wanted. Its walls were already cracking and stained, its wrought-iron bell-pull already rusted; while some urchin had used his catapult with devastating results to its windows. And as though this were not enough, it appeared that the land — which sloped sharply downward from Beauvais’ — was enleagued with the always incalculable sea, and had thus from the first been a bad proposition. The sea, resenting the villa no doubt, had oozed itself into its very foundations, creeping up through the boards of the dining-room floor upon which it had left a species of fungus. The whole structure exuded an atmosphere of failure, neglect and disintegration.

Kahn suddenly collapsed on a heap of rubble that some careless workman had left in the kitchen, then he buried his face in his shaking hands. Such vast sums he still owed the Société, and no money wherewith to pay the high interest. That the moratorium had saved him so far he now considered but a small consolation; the war over, his property would be seized, and even this war could not last for ever.

‘Quelle misère... mon Dieu, quelle misère!’ he moaned, as large, womanish tears trickled through his fingers.
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Gossip had always been rife about Kahn since the days when he had first divulged his grand schemes, and now it was raging throughout the town; everyone knew of his desperate straits despite his efforts to throw dust in their eyes, for all little communities seem to possess a mysterious bureau of information.

For some time his fame as a man of affairs, as a prophet and apostle of progress had been waning. For some time they had held aloof from his shop, partly because they had not wished to spend but partly because they had begun to feel mistrustful; the goods he had sold them had not worn well when compared with Jousè’s stalwart productions. Then again, they considered that his prophecies had not only been very misleading but expensive. A prophet, they jeered, should have foreseen the war and in consequence not urged the spending of money. They were bitterly disappointed in Kahn who had raised such high hopes only to dash them. And as frequently happens to those who serve their own ends by augmenting the greed in others, Kahn himself became the first victim of that greed — people whose pockets he had failed to line had very naturally come to dislike him.

But now that he was bankrupt, now that everyone knew he had only possessed a fourth share in the business, that in fact he had never been wealthy at all, the dislike of him blazed with surprising vigour.

Ah, the fraud, and he talking of all his fine schemes, and of all he would spend, as though he had millions! And he ruining Jousè Bénédit and bringing about that incurable illness; Jousè Bénédit who had been born in Saint Loup, who belonged to Saint Loup, who was a part of the town, a tradition as his father had been before him; what an outrage that was, when one came to think, one’s own neighbour rolled in the dust by a stranger. There were even some folk who remarked that Kahn’s name was, to say the least of it, highly suspicious, who declared that he might very well be a spy, this in spite of the fact that the gentle old mayor insisted that such a suspicion was foolish: ‘You do not believe it yourselves,’ said the mayor, which was true enough, no one really believed it. The fact was that nerves were badly on edge; it had been an appalling spring and summer with the enemy pressing on every side and causing an indescribable slaughter. The fate of the Allies had hung in the balance, and now there had come the French counter-offensive with its long lists of missing, wounded and dead; small wonder that nerves were badly on edge as death swept like a whirlwind over France, devastating the peaceful homes of Provence. And then there were those who could honestly say that Anatole Kahn’s advice had misled them; Mère Mélanie, for instance, who had run into debt through making extravagant alterations, and Hermitte who now never ceased to wail that restoring his attic had cost him a fortune, and Madame Roustan who had done up two rooms in the hope of obtaining a substantial profit. No denying that Anatole Kahn was to blame; no denying, either, that most people blamed him.

But strangely enough his worst enemy was a gentle and very innocuous person. It was Guillaume Simon who harmed Kahn the most and this, as it happened, he did by dying. He had died of wounds at the battle of the Somme, and Saint Loup had elected to make him its hero, although why, not a soul in the town could have told — there had never been anything heroic about him. However, he served as a most handy scourge wherewith to lacerate Kahn’s shrinking shoulders; there was neither rhyme nor reason in the thing, but then war itself is a monstrous unreason. So now there were many who muttered dark threats whenever they passed the unfortunate tradesman, who shook their clenched fists as they walked by his shop — presumably for the glory of Guillaume; who chalked up: ‘Herr Kahn’ on the shop door at night, yes, and other extremely unpleasant things, to the great indignation and fear of its owner.

Only the Bénédits and old Eusèbe seemed unmoved by this explosion of public feeling. Eusèbe shrugged, spitting contemptuously: ‘The beast has not changed his species,’ he remarked; ‘a pig will always remain a pig.’ After which he went off to buy flannel in the town — red flannel, that infallible cure for lumbago.

Madame Roustan visited Marie in vain, nor could she get much satisfaction from Jousè. Marie said: ‘But we do not think him a spy, and as for his business having come to ruin — eh bien, that cannot make Jousè walk; there is nothing healing about Kahn’s misfortune.’

And her husband nodded: ‘You are right, Marioun, I cannot run off to join in the rejoicings; moreover two failures do not make one success.’ Then he yawned very loudly and closed his eyes as a hint to his sister that he would be sleeping.

But if Jousè had ever desired revenge, then very assuredly he now had it, for at night Kahn would lie wide awake in his bed listening to sounds, always listening to sounds, most of which were produced by imagination. At other times he would think he smelt smoke and would ransack the place from garret to cellar, shivering because of his horror of fire — supposing they should burn him alive as a spy? Such a thing might occur at a time of war-madness. Getting back into bed he would start to think while still hearing those sounds and still smelling that burning; amazing how acute his perceptions had become, and all able to function at once — amazing. Hark! Was that someone at the front door...? He had told Hermitte that he was an Alsatian, he distinctly remembered having told the fool; then why did not Hermitte come out and say so? An Alsatian he was. All the days of his childhood had been passed on his father’s farm in Alsace; he could see the house now, a poor sort of shack surrounded by poor, unproductive acres. Curse that smell, it had got itself into his nose; yes, but where did it come from? that was the question! Why had he thought that it gave him importance to wrap himself round with a cloak of mystery? Why, oh why, had he been so secretive, so careful never to answer their questions? He might have told them about that farm, and about the time that had followed in Paris when at last he had climbed to comparative success, had amassed quite a tidy bundle of savings. Savings? Where were they now... they were gone.... Surely that was a strange sound near the window? A sly sound like someone smothering a cough... a sly, choking sound... over there near the window. But why had he invented that ridiculous yarn about having come to Saint Loup for his throat? Never in his life had he had tonsilitis. He had told Madame Roustan that ridiculous yarn. Had she believed it? Very probably not, in which case she had doubtless resented the lie and was only waiting to do him a mischief. And why had he ruined Bénédit, why had he not been more patient, more subtle? As a stranger he had arrived in this town and had ruined one of its most revered natives; an unwise, a foolhardy thing to have done, which might well result in his own destruction.

On and on would hammer those merciless thoughts, those vain regrets, those hysterical terrors. He must fling himself at the feet of the mayor and implore the old man to give him protection — the mayor knew quite well that he was no spy. Yes, but the mayor knew other things also: they had wanted to make him, Kahn, their mayor — perhaps the old man had felt angry and jealous. He might even deliver him over to be shot; people were shot as spies every day, even women, and upon the slenderest suspicion. He must leave Saint Loup quietly after the auction, must slip out of the town before they could catch him. But where could he go, he, a ruined man? He would get no more help from those scoundrels in Paris, and at least he still had a roof over his head in Saint Loup, and that was better than nothing. No shop would sell quickly at such a time, and surely they would hesitate to turn him adrift until it was sold? Edouard would not do that — perhaps he might ask to remain as caretaker. No, he could not face tramping the streets for employment; he had done it once many years ago, but then he had been a strong youth from Alsace. Closing his eyes he could still feel the pain of his boots as they rubbed on his blistered heels, of his stomach as it seemed to devour its own entrails, so famished had he been in those early days when he tramped the Paris streets for employment. But now he was soft and past middle-age — his skin had grown soft and so had his muscles. His feet ached if he went for a really long walk. How old was he...? Bon Dieu, he was nearly sixty; too late for a man to make a fresh start, to go begging for work from door to door — a man could not beg with distinction at sixty!

On and on would hammer those merciless thoughts, growing always more urgent but more bewildered as Kahn listened and sniffed and longed for sleep, yet feared to close his eyes for an instant. His aggressive assurance had left him completely, he was now little better than a deflated bladder. He could see only destitution ahead, this in spite of the fact that never in history had more jobs been open to men of his age who were able and willing to make themselves useful. Immense chagrin, humiliation and terror were combining to rob the man of his senses; no shell-shocked, battle-torn wreck from the front could have been less capable of clear thinking.
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Kahn never knew at what precise moment after the auction he evolved the idea of going to see Jousè Bénédit, nor did he trouble to analyse his motive. Was it a sudden belated desire to render the stricken Jôusé a service because Kahn had learnt what it felt like to fail? Or was it partly self-preservation — the wild hope that by serving the man he had harmed he would gain some small measure of toleration? Who shall answer, since all human motives are mixed and are seldom more palatable for the mixing.

With bent head Kahn walked slowly away from the port, away from the littered and empty shop with the notice: ‘A Vendre’ pasted up on its windows, away from the scene of his desolation. With bent head he knocked on the Bénédit’s door, then waited, not daring to knock again so fearful was he anent his reception.

The door opened and Marie stood in the entrance: ‘You...’ she breathed, ‘You, Kahn....’ And then she fell silent.

‘Yes,’ he muttered, ‘it is Kahn. I have something to say... I have something that I must say to your husband.’

Marie stiffened: ‘I do not know what that can be, but whatever it is you shall not say it. Ah, no, I will not let you into this house in order that you may once more insult Jousè. Never again shall you enter our house.’ And she made to close the door in his face. ‘Enough misery you have brought us;’ she told him.

But at this Kahn thrust his foot through the door with a sudden gesture of desperation: ‘Let me in!’ he clamoured; ‘I am here to bring help. I am here to undo a very great wrong, I am here....’

At that moment Christophe came from the workshop.

Marie turned to him: ‘This man demands to come in; he pretends that he wishes to offer us help, that he now feels regret.’

‘Let him come,’ said Christophe.

Marie stared at her son, incredulous and angry, then she stood aside and allowed Kahn to pass her, not knowing why she obeyed the boy, conscious only that his gaze was resting upon her.

‘It is your father I want...’ faltered Kahn.

‘My father it is who wants you,’ answered Christophe.

He led the way up the rickety stairs and into Jousè’s comfortless bedroom: ‘Father, I have brought Anatole Kahn. There is something he very much wishes to tell you.’

Jousè automatically tried to rise, as always when he was agitated, but the effort failed and he lay white and still. ‘Sit down, Anatole Kahn,’ he mumbled.

Kahn pulled up a chair, and as he did so he was conscious of a new and distressing sensation, for self-pity is easier far to endure than the pity a man must feel for another.

‘Bénédit...’ he stammered, ‘it is... it is....’

‘I think that my father knows,’ said Christophe.

Then Kahn began to speak rather wildly: ‘Bénédit, I am ruined, I have lost all my money, and moreover I am hated and loathed in this town; not a soul but whose hand is now turned against me. They pretend that I am a German spy. Bénédit, there is only one man who can save me and that is a man whom I have harmed. For his sake they may leave me in peace, Bénédit; they may leave me in peace if they know I can help him. Ah, but will he do this thing... will he forgive?’

Jôusè said: ‘What is it you would have this man do — this man whom you say you have harmed?’ And he waited.

Kahn edged his chair nearer: ‘I would have him employ me. I would have him let me manage his business; I would have him let me do what I can to make it a going concern again. I would have him let me work with my hands....’

Jôusè frowned and his whole face suddenly darkened: ‘You to work with your hands!’ he exclaimed bitterly, ‘You who have wished to destroy all beauty; you who have lived by soulless machines; is it likely that you could work with your hands?’

Kahn answered: ‘And yet I was trained as a joiner.’

In the pause that followed it seemed to Christophe that the room was alive with conflicting emotions. He could feel the despair of Anatole Kahn, the fear, the remorse, the awakening of pity. He could feel the resentment in Jôusè’s heart, the rekindling of that slow and terrible anger.

‘Ah,’ Jôusè said thickly, ‘so you were of my trade; very shameful indeed then was your betrayal.’

Christophe looked at his father, and as he did so Jôusè’s eyes must turn and meet those of his son; slowly, reluctantly they must turn to be held as by some relentless will that dominated and claimed his whole being, that refused to permit of any escape — a will whose strength lay in unquenchable mercy. And neither of them marked the passing of time; it might have been hours, it might have been moments that they strove together this parent and child, eye to eye, mind to mind in absolute silence. Then Christophe sighed as though physically tired.

‘Zou, I accept your offer;’ Jousè muttered.

And thus it was that the renegade Kahn came back to the work he had long deserted; to the quiet, simple and honest work of those who gain their living through timber. Very gravely they consulted for over an hour, deciding that Kahn should see what he could do, assisted therein by Christophe and Anfos, and that meanwhile he should be given his food — this until the profits had arrived at dimensions sufficient for him to share them. And as they talked there came upon Jousè the peace which is only found in forgiving, and that curious wish to protect and befriend the creature whom one has at last forgiven, the creature who because he has much received and is therefore a debtor, confers a blessing.

Before Kahn left they told Marie his plans and his hopes, and she seeing her husband’s face was greatly amazed, for Jôusè smiled as though he were very well pleased and contented. And since his contentment had always been hers Marie held out her hand to Anatole Kahn:

‘Monsieur, you are very welcome,’ she said.

‘Madame, I am at your service,’ he answered.
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THE astonishing advent of Anatole Kahn marked a turning point in the Bénédit’s fortunes; it was not very long before Christophe discovered that Kahn was a thoroughly competent joiner. For awhile he had seemed rather shy with his tools as though uncertain of regaining their friendship, and the tools, in their turn, had rubbed his soft skin until his palms were covered with blisters; but a few weeks had set all this to rights, so that now he gripped the chisel or saw with the strength and complete assurance of an expert — well grounded Kahn had been in his youth before he deserted the carpenter’s bench to seek a more lucrative career in Paris.

At first people refused to believe the news. What, Anatole Kahn employed by Jousè! Anatole Kahn taking charge of affairs on behalf of the man he had set out to ruin! Incredible, preposterous; Jousè would not consent to such an arrangement; it must be a lie. And yet there was Kahn in Jousè’s own workshop as large as life, and with Christophe beside him, so that finally they accepted the fact that many strange things can happen in war-time. Then quite soon it was even being said that if Anatole Kahn really did know his job, Jôusè might well have made a good bargain; Christophe was young to assume full control and, as everyone knew, Anfos was a half-wit. Oh, that Jousè! He was shrewd and no mistake; in losing his legs he had not lost his shrewdness. Having found out that Kahn had been trained as a joiner he had commandeered him to build up his business. It was surely a case of the biter bit; a great scheme, and one not devoid of humour. Well, well, they must see what this joiner could do, this prophet who now worked at a bench in his shirt-sleeves, this apostle of progress who had meekly returned to the use of the hand-saw, the plane and the hammer, this millionaire who disdaining the sea as too common a thing, had required a bathroom! And since even Death cannot hope to destroy the endless daily needs of the living, since anxiety cannot repair a back-door, and grief cannot mend the leg of a table, and, moreover, since many such necessary tasks had of late been either forgotten or neglected, Kahn found himself suddenly snowed under with orders, some of which were inspired by curiosity, and some by an admiration for Jousè. Oh, that Jousè! He had just been biding his time; the revenge was indeed unusually perfect! Gone were his enemy’s smart northern clothes, his scarf-pin, his rings and his opulent watch-chain, and in their place was a soiled check shirt and a pair of cheap, ready-made linen trousers.

‘Bonjour, Monsieur Kahn. Will you kindly come round at once and repair the lid of our cesspool? It is split and permits the stench to escape.’

‘Mais oui, Monsieur, I come on the instant.’

He would bow with his paunch bulging over his belt, and his waxed moustache as stiff as a poker, and his smile apparently quite self-assured, just as though he had not been sold up for a bankrupt. That they could not rile him was very annoying; still, they had to admit that his work was satisfactory.

And indeed it was very remarkable to observe how Anatole Kahn kept his temper, how completely he managed to shed his grand air while appearing neither down-hearted nor humble. The truth was that he felt so immense a relief at finding himself in comparative safety, that he cared not a pin for their childish jeers which could neither roast him alive nor shoot him. Every morning he arrived at the Bénédit’s house in time for coffee and a slice of dry bread; every night he returned to the Galéries Kahn which, except for his bedroom, were deserted and empty. Thanks to Edouard, he was allowed to stay on until such time as the place was disposed of. Yes, but now when he went to his bed he slept, and that sleep seemed to him like a boon from heaven as it came flooding peacefully over his mind, great waves of it, waves upon waves of sleep, until consciousness lay submerged by oblivion. On awaking his mind would feel placid yet vital, no longer submitting to thoughts of failure, so that while he shaved he would think of new schemes whereby he could help himself and Jôusè:

‘Is it likely that I cannot win through!’ he would exclaim to the soap-daubed face that looked out of the mirror.

His first scheme was to bait harmless traps for the wounded who would frequently stand staring into the workshop. He and Christophe made cigarette boxes of oak on which Anfos was set to carve popular generals from their pictures that Kahn cut out of the papers. The generals were crude but then so were the times; the boxes were simple but then so were the wounded. Cigarette cases followed with great success; upon these there appeared the flags of the Allies which le tout petit Loup embellished with paint. Since his earliest childhood he had been neat fingered and now he spent hours with a box of oil-paints which Kahn had ordered for him from Marseille. Every evening he coloured the Allied flags; his brows knit, the tip of his tongue protruding:

‘Do not joggle my arm, clumsy animal! And stop breathing warm wetness into my ear; it distracts me,’ he would scold at the spell-bound Christophe.

There were also wooden blotters having views of Saint Loup, for Anfos must cease from his carving of dreams and content himself with the peaks of the Maures, and with ships that sailed upon earthly waters. And pin-trays there were, and photograph frames together with other gifts suitable for ladies, so that he who possessed the requisite price could send a souvenir to his sweetheart. The entire collection was neatly displayed upon trestle-tables set out in the roadway. But one morning Anfos abruptly remembered the crucifix he had made for the Curé, and he started to carve many little Christs from fragments of wood that Kahn had discarded — with incredible speed he carved little Christs, then nailed them on to their miniature crosses. And as he did this he moaned and wept, keeping up a perpetual loud lamentation, flinching each time he adjusted a nail and tapped it lightly in place with his mallet.

‘Ai! paure pichounet, ai! ai!’ he moaned, as though he lamented over a baby.

Kahn became impatient, but Christophe whispered that he must not try to coerce the apprentice lest this fit of madness grow more acute: ‘It is that he wishes to dream,’ explained Christophe, ‘and that when we will not permit him to dream he tries to hide himself from us with God; but to-day he is finding God very sad.’

Anfos looked up with red-rimmed eyes: ‘God is always sad, as you know,’ he told Christophe.

After all, the crucifixes sold well; quite a number of wounded soldiers bought them: ‘Dis donc, les petits crucifix... combien?’ And having been informed, they would finger them shyly. Then: ‘Alors... oui.’ And off they would go with their purchases tucked away in their pockets.

But Anatole Kahn had larger ideas than this making of what he considered mere trifles. Why not visit the convalescent home and offer to work for the patriotic lady? Through her he might hear of other such homes, having first obtained her recommendation. So what must he do but tramp off to the château, and having arrived there become so insistent that the lady he sought hurried into the hall, demanding the cause of such loud conversation.

‘Ah, Madame,’ explained Kahn, ‘I am here to entreat that you will accord me a brief interview.’ And he handed her one of the battered old cards that Jôusè had used upon rare occasions.

‘Bénédit...’ she said thoughtfully; ‘Bénédit. Mais oui, I think I have heard about him. Surely his case is terribly sad? Did I not hear that he was paralysed?’ And her face became very solicitous, for she was kind-hearted as well as patriotic.

Kahn sighed: ‘Paralysed, as you say, Madame; paralysed, with a wife and two children to keep.’ Then he quickly explained how essential it was that for Jôusè’s sake she should give him employment: ‘Already one child is so fragile,’ he went on, ‘that a puff of wind would blow him to heaven; he cannot digest our coarse peasant food, a mere mouthful and he immediately vomits, yet how gentle, how patient, how resigned he is....’

‘But what sort of work can you do?’ she asked.

‘Almost anything Madame requires,’ he said boldly. ‘I make back-rests for those who need such supports, and cradles for those who have injured legs, and strong little tables that take the place of trays — very useful when a man must have meals in bed. Yes, all manner of comforts I make for our heroes. Perhaps, also, Madame would consider a shelter, a charming shelter out there in the sunshine. Ah, Madame, what a haven of peace that would be!’

She smiled: ‘But, Monsieur, we have many shelters.’

‘Yet I feel that Madame requires just one more,’ he coaxed. ‘I can see its exact position!’

The end of it was that she gave him an order for a couple of back-rests and three bed-tables: ‘It is true,’ she admitted, ‘that we need several things, and the transport grows always more difficult. Perhaps I will ask you to build that new shelter, but first you must let me judge of your work — you will naturally have to work to our patterns.’

Kahn thanked her, then bowed himself humbly away, but his face was flushed and his eyes bright with triumph.

And so in addition to cigarette boxes, pin-trays and the like, Jousè Bénédit’s workshop began to produce quite a number of objects that the kind-hearted lady required for her patients; and since she was very well satisfied Kahn obtained his much-longed-for recommendation. All day might be heard the sound of the saw and the rhythmical tapping of hammer and mallet; all day might be heard the sound of Kahn’s voice as he lustily shouted for this and that tool, or sang some lively song of the cafés. And all day Jousè, hearing these cheerful sounds, must lie on his bed and ponder deeply:

‘Surely,’ he pondered,’God’s ways are most strange, yet most kind.’ And then he would talk to God, but familiarly, using the Provençal tongue as though he spoke with some well-loved friend towards whom he had every cause to feel grateful.
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At about this time Kahn began to pay board from his share of the sum realized at the auction. It was not a large sum, since owing to the war there had been a very meagre attendance; there had also been the question of depreciation. The bulk of the stock had been bought by a man from Marseille representing the Galéries Bleues — people said he had got it for practically nothing. Still, after Kahn had settled his debts to the townsfolk there was certainly money left over, for he calmly ignored the obvious claims of La Société Foncière du Midi.

‘Let them go to the devil,’ he remarked; and then grinned, remembering the incalculable sea, ‘they are welcome to take my land with them,’ he added.

Not quite honest? Perhaps not. But now Anatole Kahn had become enamoured of his repentance. He could see little else save Jousè’s need and his own obligation to build up the business. The Société, he argued, was rolling in wealth and could quite well afford a doubtful venture, therefore why pay it interest out of his funds which, in any case, would be quickly exhausted? Like most enthusiasts Anatole Kahn saw only his latest enthusiasm, its predecessors appearing as dross when compared with the inspiration of the moment; but then, after all, he was not alone since even the righteous have limited vision. So now as well as paying his board he bought many new tools that were badly needed; some more delicate than those that Jôusè had used, some more up to date and thus more convenient. He also purchased a brand-new bench, wishing Christophe to have the use of his father’s, and that, for him, was a great courtesy which let us assume was remarked on in heaven. Oh, yes, he was doubtless making his soul, though with somewhat less skill than he made bed-tables.

Sometimes Jôusè protested that Kahn was too generous, that indeed he was far exceeding their bargain. But Kahn knew very well how the profits had grown: ‘That is nonsense,’ he said; ‘I shall pay myself back in less than a year; I know what I have spent.’ And with this Jousè must perforce be contented.

As for Marie she accepted it all thankfully, not daring to question, for le tout petit Loup could once again have his jellies and bouillon. It was never safe to talk of good luck; better light many candles to one’s patron saint and leave the rest to God’s understanding.

But Jan did not share Marie’s superstitions, and he openly rejoiced: ‘Christophe you grow fat; your face is becoming as round as the moon!’ Then all of a sudden he hugged his cousin. And because his mind was so greatly relieved Jan prayed with renewed enthusiasm — he had started the Thirty Days Prayer for Kahn lest he fail in this new role of benefactor.

Even the cross-grained Eusèbe accepted Kahn as a necessary evil, that was when he thought about him at all, for just lately his thoughts had become occupied by another and far more interesting person. Æliana, his granddaughter, occupied his thoughts, for now at long last he was forced to concede the claim which the years pressed so heavily on him — that lustful black eye had been growing dim, and he trembled, remembering old Mathilde who he knew had been threatened with total blindness. He would often come wandering over to Marie and work on a pair of sandals in her kitchen, adjusting the soles and the thongs by feel, since his sight was sometimes too blurred to see them. And while he did this he must talk and talk about his own youth and his only daughter who, like Germaine, had borne a posthumous child, but who had given her life in the process.

‘Valavalisco,’ Eusèbe would growl, as he spat on his fingers and coaxed the leather, ‘there are things in this world that one cannot forget — the things that one does not wish to remember. Very old she became in those terrible hours, and the doctor nothing less than a crétin. And no woman — so suddenly did it occur. And then to die like any stray bitch who must have her litter of pups in the gutter....’

Amazing it was to hear his tongue wag, to hear him revealing undreamed of emotions: the fear he had felt at the sight of the corpse, the resentment he had felt at the sight of the baby: ‘So I sent her away to some peasants in the hills, and afterwards to the sisters at Arles. Houi, it all seems like only last week, and yet Æliana is nearly twenty.’ And then he must start to excuse himself: ‘What would you, Marie, my wife was dead — there was no one, and I could not dandle an infant! Moreover the sisters are excellent souls, even nuns may sometimes have practical uses. Then again, I paid well, I have always paid well, even nuns are not averse from good money. I said: “You may do as you please with this bundle, you may teach it to play with beads if you wish, or to bob up and down like a Jack-in-the-box; it is really all one, I care nothing;” I said, “only do not expect me to come here again; I am not an expert in colic or croup, and moreover I am terribly frightened of measles.” Santouno, but the Reverend Mother looked shocked! However, I promptly opened my purse for I knew that its contents would soothe her feelings.’

In this vein Eusèbe would ramble on while Marie busied herself with her cooking. Half indignant, half sorry for him she would feel as he rubbed his eye with a grimy hand that could certainly not improve its condition.

‘Tell me, what does Æliana look like?’ she once asked, for she knew that he had been to Arles to see her.

‘She resembles Ceres,’ Eusèbe replied, so that naturally Marie was none the wiser.

Then one evening he said: ‘She has been learning to dress-make, and next week she will take a situation that the sisters have found her; she goes as lady’s maid to a château that is only twelve kilometres from here. I am glad, for now that the girl is grown up I sometimes desire to have her near me.’

Marie thought: ‘A fine pig-sty she will find if she comes! But she will not endure it very long, I imagine.’ Aloud she said: ‘Then you must clean up your house; if you wish I can find you some woman to help.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied to her great surprise; I would like the house to be neat for Æliana.’

The thought of her seemed to haunt him these days. When Marie had driven him out of the kitchen because she was waiting to scrub the tiles, he would hobble away in search of Christophe; and if Christophe was too busy just then to attend, he would hobble upstairs and sit with Jôusè.

‘Diéu,’ Jôusè would mumble, ‘for twenty years you have left her completely ignored and uncared for, yet now you can talk of no one else — I begin to think that the girl has bewitched you! However, I am glad that you went to Arles; I consider that you have been very neglectful.’ And unless he was feeling his rheumatism, Eusèbe would accept such rebukes quite mildly.

But once back in his home his mood might change, whereupon he would make an outlandish commotion; whacking his bedding, or banging his floors with a broom that was losing most of its bristles; and then he would suddenly empty his slops and his filthy water out of the window.

‘Be off! Do not get in my way!’ he would bawl at some splashed and highly indignant pedestrian.

And Jôusè, hearing the hubbub must smile: ‘Now he grows very angry with me,’ he would think; ‘ah, well there are compensations it seems — I am glad I escaped the contents of that bucket!’






  








CHAPTER XXXV
 

1
 

IT was not many months before Eusèbe obtained his desire in regard to Æliana. One evening during the following May she arrived, having left her situation:

‘You will now have to keep me for awhile,’ she announced; ‘I am going to look for work in Toulon. I think I shall try to find work at some shop; I have had quite enough of domestic service.’ And she plumped her small valise down on a stool. ‘Ah, mais oui, I have had quite enough,’ she repeated.

Eusèbe was certainly taken aback by this sudden visit, and yet he was flattered: ‘You can stay just as long as you please,’ he declared; ‘to-morrow I will see about cleaning your bedroom — it is not very grand but that you must forgive.’ And he peered rather anxiously at the girl, subjugated by her unusual beauty.

Tall and deep-bosomed she stood before him, making the shop seem even more squalid, making her own humble clothes look strange in conjunction with so superb a body. The curves of her breasts were generous and firm as though fashioned to soothe and sustain creation, the long lines of her limbs were supple yet strong, her head small and well poised, her lips full and ardent, her dark eyes flecked with elusive lights that at times made the eyes themselves appear golden. For the rest her glossy black hair waved low on a wide and unusually placid brow — the brow and the mouth were a contradiction. But Eusèbe saw the girl as a whole, saw only a creature who seemed to belong to an age when men carved the lovely immortals, and the blood throbbed with pride through his agèd veins, since was he not in part her begetter?

‘My seed she has sprung from, my seed!’ he thought, continuing to peer at Æliana.

And so he believed the improbable story of ill-treatment and hardship which she presently told him; believed that the staff had been meanly fed, overworked, and the prey of their mistress’s temper. Believed Æliana’s graphic account of the terrible scene that Madame had made because her nightgown had shrunk in the washing:

‘It was common and therefore it would not wash; all her things were like that, she is rich but a screw. However, when she threatened to box my ears....’

‘You came running to grandpère,’ he said fatuously, ‘and quite right to come running home to your grandpère.’

‘Yes, as you say... I came home,’ she answered. But when Eusèbe, now thoroughly roused, declared that he would visit her mistress and demand an immediate redress for these wrongs, Æliana turned on him, speaking sharply: ‘You will not. You will kindly leave her alone!’

‘Bien, bien, that must be as you wish,’ he acquiesced; ‘it was only for your sake, but if you say no....’

‘Most emphatically I do,’ she retorted.

Just for a moment he felt suspicious. Was there something that she was hiding from him? Some matter that she did not wish him to sift? Then he shrugged the unwelcome suspicion away: ‘Come, I will show you your room,’ he said quickly.

Thus it happened that Æliana arrived at Saint Loup in the month of plentiful cherries, in the month when green almonds swell on their boughs, in the month when the sea is perhaps at its bluest, in the month when the mingled scents of the maquis on the hills most strangely disturb the senses. In this month of our Lady, Æliana arrived, more akin to the pagan things of the earth than she was to the gentle-faced Christian Virgin.
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Many people were curious about Æliana’s arrival, but this only very mildly. In peace-time they would probably have been all agog, but by now their minds were growing war-weary. She had come to look after Eusèbe, they supposed, and they pitied her for having so thankless a task; then they read the latest news from the front, discussed it, and promptly forgot about her. However, perhaps it was only natural that Jan and Christophe should prove the exceptions; they were frankly interested in this girl whose existence had become a kind of legend.

‘Let us call and pay our respects,’ suggested Jan; and since Christophe agreed, they called upon her.

They found her alone, Eusèbe having taken himself off for his usual drink at la Tarasque, and after surveying them critically she invited them into the seldom-used parlour.

‘Here all is filth as you observe,’ she remarked, ‘but sit down, that is if you can find two whole chairs! My grandfather grows incredibly helpless; I must get a woman to clean up this mess.’ And somehow it did not strike them as odd that she herself had not done the cleaning.

They were awkward and shy, finding little to say, for neither of them was accustomed to women; moreover Æliana seemed a creature apart — they had never, until now, seen anyone like her. But Æliana was quite at her ease as she let her eyes dwell thoughtfully upon Christophe.

She said: ‘My grandfather talks much about you, he is always talking about your great strength — are your muscles as fine as he would have one believe?’ Christophe went scarlet, not knowing what to answer. ‘I have always admired great strength,’ smiled Æliana.

He found this intensely embarrassing, and was suddenly conscious that his nails were dirty. He had tried very hard to remove the stains of furniture polish but had not succeeded, so that now he looked unhappily down at his nails.

‘But yes, he is strong like a bullock!’ bragged Jan.

‘You are strong, you also,’ said Christophe quickly.

How unusual they were, so virginal, so simple, and then so fiercely loyal to each other. She had quickly divined this loyalty of theirs and she found it rather absurd yet intriguing; moreover life was none too gay at the moment, so she said:

‘Tell me, what can one do in the evenings?’

They looked at her, feeling rather nonplussed: ‘One can walk on the hills if one wishes;’ Christophe told her; ‘it is cool when one walks on the hills after work.’

‘Ah, but I am so timid,’ sighed Æliana, ‘and yet there is much that I long to see; many places round here must be of great interest... my poor grandfather finds himself terribly lame.’

‘If you wish we will accompany you,’ Jan said politely.

‘That would be entirely charming,’ she answered.

Then Christophe remembered Goundran’s small boat — Goundran had given him permission to use it: ‘Perhaps, Mademoiselle, you would care for a row? Jan rows well, he rows much better than I do; however, we both of us make quite good speed. There are several nice places along this coast...’ For he did not wish to fail in politeness.

And so it fell out that before they left they had planned quite a number of little excursions: they would walk up to Eusèbe’s vineyards, they would show her the old citadel by moonlight, they would take her to a certain olive grove where Saint Loup was reputed to have slain many pagans; these and several other excursions they had planned before leaving — somewhat to their own amazement.

‘Do we like her, Christophe?’ Jan enquired later.

‘I am not quite sure...’ Christophe said doubtfully.

‘Is she beautiful, do you think?’ questioned Jan.

‘She is very beautiful,’ answered Christophe.
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After all it was pleasant to befriend Æliana who complained that her life was intolerably lonely; pleasant also to feel that she liked them so much, that indeed she was growing dependent upon them — this dependence of hers had a charm all its own, for it flattered their timid, self-conscious manhood.

‘I had meant to find work at once,’ she told Jan, ‘but I cannot desert my half-blind grandfather. Ah, no, I must stay with him till the end.’

And this remark Jan passed on to the Cure: ‘Is it not noble of her, mon père!’

The Curé did not answer immediately, then he said: ‘We all have our duties, my son;’ and his prominent eyes glanced sharply at his pupil. He was thinking: ‘It is foolish to interfere, if I do he may take the bit between his teeth. Better wait and watch — so far all seems well.’ Then he sighed, feeling youth to be a terrible problem.

Madame Roustan, however, was not so tactful and must nag until Jan flew into a temper: ‘Is it her fault that Eusèbe gets drunk? You are very unjust to judge her by him — I consider it a great lack of charity! Moreover, I am no longer a child, therefore kindly permit me to know my own business.’

Marie said to Jousè: ‘This Æliana; of course I do all that I can to befriend her for I really pity her, the poor girl — imagine living with that dirty old drunkard! But sometimes I am a little afraid. I ask myself sometimes: is she good?’

Jousè looked tenderly at his wife: ‘I do not know if Æliana is good, but I fear she is inevitable, my Marioun.’

‘Why?’ she faltered.

But he had not the heart to explain. Ai! las, these poor mothers who having bred sons were so apt to forget that they grew into men. ‘Do not worry, we can trust our son....’ he consoled her.

Anfos frankly detested Æliana and whenever they met he made faces at her: ‘Go away! Go away! Go away!’ he would squeal; ‘Do not touch me!’ And then he would start grimacing. At such times even Christophe could not control him, for Anfos refused to listen to reason.

Kahn thought her appearance distinctly attractive but his mind was engrossed by affairs of business; moreover he was earning the requisite price of a visit now and again to Saint Raphaël.

Only the impudent tout petit Loup expressed a supreme and disdainful indifference: ‘Pou! what is she? Just a girl like the rest. I have never found much to choose between them. As for me, I cannot be bothered these days.’ Whereupon he would roll a small cigarette with the air of one who had seduced many virgins.

Meanwhile the spring drifted into the summer, and the sun became always more insistent, and the nights more fervent from the heat of the days, while the moon came up red and preposterously large, making a red-gold path on the water. Idle and ripe for love were these nights, and idle and ripe for love was Æliana, a creature of rich blood and urgent desires, untamed, unregenerate and unabashed, despite those chastening years at the convent; moreover she had now certain memories which served to strengthen the urge that was in her. Looking at Christophe as he bent to his oars or strode beside her on the hills of an evening, his luminous eyes seeming strangely aloof, Æliana would greatly desire and yet hate him.

‘He cannot be human,’ she would think bitterly when he failed to respond to the touch of her hand, to the nearness of her provocative body.

And then he must constantly have Jan at his heels like a watch-dog; it was childish and irritating. Seldom could she manage to get them apart; together they had found her and now they shared her, blissfully unconscious, or so it appeared, of the fact that this filled her with deep resentment. And yet Æliana sometimes thought that Jan would have been a less arduous conquest, this despite his grave talk about entering the Church.

‘I could have him if I so wished,’ she would think, ‘but I do not want him — I want the other.’ Then those full, ardent lips and that placid brow would seem more than ever a contradiction.

One evening she remarked: ‘I am tired of the hills; let us drink a small glass of wine at the café.’ For as Æliana knew, wine can go to the heart as well as the head if the gods be propitious.

They hesitated, greatly abashed. Had they got the price of the wine in their pockets? No matter, Mère Mélanie knew them both and would doubtless allow them to pay the next morning. Surreptitiously they examined their cash and found that they could muster five francs between them.

At la Tarasque they came on Eusèbe dead drunk but sleeping the blissful sleep of the unrighteous: ‘Do not let us sit near him, when he drinks he perspires, and when he perspires he stinks,’ said Æliana.

The rest of the tables were mostly taken by youngsters on leave and bent upon frolic. One observed Æliana and promptly made eyes: ‘Bon-vèspre, ma bello fadeto!’ he shouted.

She smiled at him, not ill-pleased it appeared.

‘It were better to ignore them,’ cautioned Jan.

‘And you, Christophe, what do you say?’ she asked.

Christophe glanced at his sun-tanned, muscular arms: ‘That I do not think they will molest you,’ he answered.

She was thinking: ‘He is only seventeen, yet so tall, so strong — why will he not love me!’ And suddenly her eyes filled with angry tears.

‘Moun tout, ma bello!’ cried the youngster on leave, lifting his glass with mock gallantry. Æliana shrugged her shoulders and ignored him.

They sat down and Christophe ordered wine, but when it arrived he drank it coupé. Jan did not, preferring to drink his neat, which however he did with a certain precaution. Neither of them could dance it appeared, though the little violinist was in excellent fettle. A nice couple of boobies to take a girl out.

‘But what can you do?’ she enquired peevishly.

‘The Germans will very soon know!’ Jan informed her.

Æliana looked bored: ‘I am tired of the war. Why discuss the war when we came here for pleasure?’ Her cheeks were now faintly flushed, her eyes brilliant, and taking the bottle she refilled her glass, ‘Since no one has the good manners...’ she said frowning. Presently she groped for Christophe’s hand and held it in hers but not for long; she dared not risk holding his hand too long, feeling certain that if she did so she would scare him. Yet she could not force back the words that now rose to her lips in their own soft Provençal language: ‘Tu lou soulèu de ma jouvènço.’ Very gently Æliana murmured those words, while she thought: ‘I am calling him the sun of my youth, that is what I am calling him — how will he answer?’

He answered quite simply: ‘Migo — my friend.’ But Jan, who had heard her, grew curiously silent.

Alone at a table just across the room sat a person very elegantly apparelled. He was wearing an open-necked white silk shirt, a green cummerbund and tussore silk trousers. By his side stood a heavy ebony cane whose jade handle matched his jade cigarette-case. And this person had been staring for quite a long time while he smoked, drinking glass after glass of cognac which apparently left him as sober as a judge and as coldly critical — it was Beauvais. Oh, yes, it was Beauvais come back from the wars with a lung that a swallow of gas had injured, with a leg so shattered and badly repaired that never again would France need his service, with a mind half outraged and half amused by the yarns with which nations must dope their victims, but with hands that could still hold a palette and brush to some purpose, and with eyes that could still judge a woman.

Beauvais had said to himself: ‘Why not? And this time I think I will stay at la Tarasque. After all I may build that sacré mas with the garden running down to the sea and a pergola on which to grow grape-vines. Quite a good proposition for a wounded hero who has certainly earned his place in the sun! Anyhow I will take a look at my land.’ And so here he was, breathing none too well while he smoked and drank and stared at Æliana.

After awhile he got to his feet, helping himself with the edge of the table upon which he must lean while he grabbed for his cane. The leg that was badly repaired hung crooked, nor could he put that heel to the ground. The surgeon had been nervous for Beauvais had screamed, only once but that once had been more than enough for the surgeon — they had run out of anaesthetics.

Limping grotesquely but quite unperturbed he made his way through the dancers to Christophe: ‘Pardon, Monsieur, my name is Jacques Beauvais. Am I not addressing Monsieur Bénédit? Surely I saw you some years ago when your father erected a fence round my land? But permit me to say that you have grown somewhat.’ And he laughed his pleasant and youthful laugh. ‘Monsieur, you make me feel like a pigmy.’

Christophe had stood up and was offering him a chair which Beauvais accepted; then he ordered more brandy. Four brandies he ordered as a matter of course: ‘Unless Mademoiselle would prefer something else?’

‘Mais non, this will do, I thank you,’ she smiled, looking into his bloodshot amorous eyes.

‘Then permit me to drink to our meeting,’ he answered.

After this he must try to put the youths at their ease by talking to them about local matters. He had heard that that fellow Kahn had failed; what a villain with his Galéries of abortions! So now he was working for the Bénédits; amazing that he could work with those hands — every finger had bulged like a fat white sausage: ‘Your father has had a stroke? What a disaster! I remember him so clearly with his bright, curly beard. I used to think that he looked like Saint Paul — or was it someone else who had such a beard? In any case he looked like an apostle. And your mother, is she well in spite of her troubles? That is good; she must be a courageous woman. I saw her the morning I called at your workshop; kindly give my compliments to your mother. By the way, if I do build that villa of mine I shall ask you to make me some strong oak cupboards. So your cousin is about to enter the Church?’

‘But first I will enter the army!’ exclaimed Jan, ‘I will serve my God by serving my country!’ His voice sounded truculent and thick, he was unused to spirits and was feeling the brandy.

Beauvais nodded: ‘We all know how much God loves the French, but then he apparently also loves the Germans. One becomes a little bewildered at times; however....’

‘Do I understand you to mean....’ began Jan. ‘Monsieur, you do not,’ Beauvais smiled.

‘Ah, bon, I am glad of that!’ said Jan loudly.

And meanwhile Beauvais’ bloodshot, amorous eyes must keep dwelling on Æliana’s face and bosom. He addressed her seldom except with his eyes, having quickly divined that she understood him. And seeing those all but articulate glances, those long ardent looks, Jan was suddenly seized by a feeling of uncontrollable fury, so that the blood pounded in his head, so that he must dig his nails into his palms to stop himself from striking Beauvais’ pale face, while his own eyes turned hungrily to the girl, perceiving the fullness and meaning of her beauty. And so great was the shock of this sexual uprush, this abrupt desire to possess a woman, that his entrails seemed to be gripped in a vice; for a moment he felt giddy and wanted to vomit. Nor could he remember the simplest prayer, but must just sit staring at Æliana.

She noticed it of course, what woman would not? But her thoughts were concentrated on Christophe. Ah, now he could see how much she was desired... Beauvais, the wealthy, the celebrated artist....

What a scarecrow he was with his twisted leg, all the same he might very well serve her purpose.

She glanced at Christophe, expectant, delighted, half whore and half child in her obvious elation: ‘Christophe, tu es tellement beau — tellement beau avec ton clair regard,’ she whispered ‘Christophe...’ But he seemed to be very far away. His face looked puzzled and rather anxious as though he were trying to recapture the thread of something that he only imperfectly remembered.

Beauvais took his leave, and when he had gone they also got up and left the café. Between them the cousins paid for the wine.

‘Let us walk a little way out of the town; it is hot to lie in our beds,’ said Æliana, ‘and besides I am feeling very wide awake.’ She was thinking: ‘I will tell him now about Louis; not quite all, ça non, but enough, just enough.’ Aloud she said: ‘I have something to confess; a long time I have wished to make this confession.’

But Æliana delayed her confession until they had left the houses behind them and were sitting upon a low wayside bank. They could see the black masterful curves of the Maures rising superbly towards a sky that was pale and opalescent with moonlight.

Then she said: ‘You shall be my father confessors, you shall listen and give me your absolution. Christophe — Jan — I have told a very big falsehood in order to spare your Eusèbe. I did not tell him the truth when I came here; I lied about leaving my situation. I did not leave, Madame turned me out. Her dear son Louis had come back from the front and was staying at the château with his wife — she was pretty, his wife; they had not long been married. Ma foi, she was pretty enough to content him, but no, he must take a fancy to me, must always be wanting to kiss me behind doors, to pursue me when I went into the garden to pick flowers for his mother’s dressing-table. Ah, bon Dieu, what a man! Half crazy he was because I would not accept his advances. No, but never had I conceived of such passion as his....’

‘Why must you tell us these things?’ Jan muttered. She glanced sideways: ‘Be patient, they are part of my confession — when you are a priest you will hear many others. No, never had I conceived of such passion. His wife suspected, but what could I do? I could not reveal his perfidy to her. Alas, the poor thing, I would find her in tears and many a time I would long to comfort. Mais oui, he was handsome, I will not deny it, but so brutal, a beast, he would look like a beast. Do you think that perhaps all men are beasts when women deny them?’

They did not answer.

Æliana paused, then went on more quickly: ‘The end came when he followed me into her bedroom. I had gone there to put away her clothes, and quite suddenly I turned round and saw him — he could walk very quietly when he wished. I wanted to scream but I felt too frightened. Ah, mes amis, he pushed me down on the bed, his wife’s bed, but I fought like a tiger, I bit him! Then a fearful thing happened: his wife came in and found us... like that. Eh bien, I was dismissed: they refused to believe my explanation. But I feared to tell my grandfather the truth because he is old and half blind, yet so violent. He would surely have wanted to kill that man. Ah, well, now you know and I am relieved that you should; I have always hated the deception.’

Jan was white to the lips; white and trembling he sat not daring to look at Æliana, not daring to trust himself to speak. Then he suddenly turned his face away, fearful lest Christophe should read its expression. But Christophe had stooped and was moving his finger on the path as though he were writing in the dust — very thoughtfully he was moving his finger.

Æliana stared: ‘Christophe, stop!’ she exclaimed, ‘Why are you so strange? I find you most strange....’ He sprang up: ‘No, no! Do not say that, Æliana! It was nothing at all... but just for a moment... never mind, it has passed.’ His voice shook with the fear that since her coming he had almost forgotten.

She frowned angrily: ‘Let us return,’ she said, ‘I am sick of you both; you behave like children.’






  








CHAPTER XXXVI
 

1
 

JAN stood in front of the Curé. He was saying: ‘Mon père, I beg of you, let me enlist. I am over seventeen, and if I enlist I shall get right away from here and find peace.’

But the Curé shook his head: ‘No, my son, it is not by such means that you will find peace. Peace comes only to those who have conquered themselves; if you go now you will not have conquered yourself and the thing that you fear will still be a torment. You must face it and wrench it out of your heart. You must trust to the efficacy of prayer.’ He paused, remembering his own bitter youth. Did Jan know the completeness of his understanding? Of course not; how should he? And these platitudes.... ‘You have courage,’ he went on rather desperately; ‘Our Lord always needs the brave in His service.’ Then his voice shook a little: ‘Ah, my child — my dear child...’ For the father in him was deeply distressed, was deeply moved by commiseration; ‘Jan, listen to me, I do understand, and when you are eighteen you will go like the rest; it is surely not long to wait, have patience, and meanwhile stay here and fight the good fight — there are so many ways of being courageous!’

Jan bowed his head: ‘As you will, mon père.’

But his fierce black eyes looked hot and resentful, and observing this the Curé must sigh: ‘It is not as I will but as God wills,’ he told him. ‘Let us go into the Church; we will pray there awhile.’ And he laid a thin hand on his pupil’s arm.

Jan nodded, but his eyes were still resentful.

* * * * *
 

That night the Curé sat huddled in his chair; he was feeling old and unusually tired: ‘I am nearly seventy now,’ he thought; ‘it is therefore quite natural that I should feel old.’ But he knew that it was not the passing of the years that caused him to sit huddled up in his chair; rather was it a doubt that harassed his soul. ‘And yet I have acted wisely;’ he argued, ‘I cannot allow him to go until I must. It is surely my duty to keep the boy near me at this the most critical juncture of his life. Who will guard him from spiritual harm if he goes while these fleshly longings are so heavy upon him?’

Yet he dared not look into his aching heart, dared not face the real fear that lay in that heart together with the well-nigh hopeless hope that when Jan was eighteen the war would be over. Madame de Bérac’s only son had been killed. It was strange how this happening had brought things home. A young man whom the Curé had never seen had been killed, God knew how, in some distant battle, and all of a sudden that man had been Jan, and the battlefield the Curé’s own study.

On the following Sunday he had preached very badly: ‘He was dull this morning,’ people had grumbled, missing the violence he had taught them to expect, ‘mais oui, that sermon was more like the old days.’ They had felt defrauded, almost resentful, for the Curé’s war-sermons were now quite well known: there were those who would come several miles to hear them.

The Curé got up and stood lost in thought, rubbing his chin and puckering his forehead. What had he done with the silver rood — the Bona-Mors rood that had been his mother’s? He had put it away quite safely, of course, but he could not remember precisely where. How strange to forget so important a thing; and he needed it now against Jan’s going. In the past he had always worn it himself, but as time went on he had found it a burden. It had been so inconveniently large — just over six inches the cross had measured — and heavy, its weight had irked his neck; but now he must find that old silver rood blessed for a holy death by some saint — a saint whose name he had also forgotten The Curé began to ransack his cupboards, growing always more careless with agitation as he ploughed his way through the rubbish of years that his indolence had unwittingly hoarded. With trembling hands he thrust things aside or flung them down on his study floor: ‘I cannot have lost my mother’s rood. Ah, but no, I cannot!’ he kept repeating.

In the end he found it at the bottom of a chest under three or four pairs of moth-eaten socks, a tobacco pouch, and a worn-out biretta; there it lay in its faded morocco case; opening the case the Curé gazed at it. The silver was wonderfully bright and untarnished, but the face of the Christ had been worn smooth by time like that of the patron warrior-bishop, and because of this the eyes appeared blemished. Was there something rather dreadful about those eyes — something that suggested wounds? He looked closer. Then all in a moment he seemed to envisage those who groped in a helpless, agonized blindness, their eyes torn away by the bursting shells, their hands outstretched in vain supplication. ‘Not Jan, oh, not Jan! Do not let it be Jan!’ And yet they were Jan, all those groping men; their moans were his moans for their pain was his pain, and the blood that oozed from their wounds was his also.

Sweating with anguish the Curé prayed: ‘Lord Christ, do not let them take my son’s eyes! Lord, Lord, do not let them deprive him of sight... those who have eyes to see let them see.... You who healed.... Son of God, Son of Mary, have mercy so that he may see You with the eyes of his flesh. Christ crucified... Christ who rose from the dead... Christ glorified... it is my son, it is Jan... the child that for Your sake I did not beget....’ With a mighty effort he checked himself, conscious that his mind was beyond his control and terrified lest it should plunge into madness.

2
 

The frequent meetings with Æliana terminated somewhat abruptly. Jan excused himself on the plea of hard work: ‘I must work in the evenings,’ he said to Christophe, ‘the Curé insists, and of course he is right; just lately I have been growing slack.’ And Christophe did not question this statement, did not for a moment suspect the truth — Jan had never permitted interference with his studies.

As for Æliana who had so much desired to find Christophe alone, she now seemed indifferent or else distinctly hostile towards him: ‘I have told you that I cannot go for long walks. You know perfectly well that I am sitting to Beauvais which is very fatiguing. Do stop pestering me!’ And greatly bewildered, Christophe would leave her.

But one thing inevitably resulted from Æliana’s swift change of tactics: he could not get the girl out of his thoughts and would find himself constantly brooding upon her, and the more he brooded the lonelier he grew, incredible how much he missed those walks, how dreary the evenings had become without her. And suddenly he felt an immense sense of loss that encompassed far more than Æliana: something had brushed against his life, something sweet and disturbing like those scents from the hills; had he stretched forth his hand he might surely have grasped it, but instead he had driven this thing away by his failure to recognize its presence. He had failed to recognize the presence of love, of the warm and comforting physical love in which all the world’s creatures demanded their share, and in which there was neither fear nor strangeness.

Oh, but never in the past had there been such a moment for youth to rise up assertive, triumphant; and perceiving that its moment had come his youth rose to assert the right of its claim to fulfilment. Behind it stood all those men of the south, strong, virile and simple, from whom Christophe had sprung; men whose vigorous bodies had brooked no denial, whose sins had seldom been the sins of the spirit. A mighty army they stood behind youth, eager to live again in their seed, in the strength that they had bequeathed to their descendant. Thus while Jan sat bending over his books in a desperate effort at concentration, or indulged in such endless self-imposed fasts and penances that the Curé protested, Christophe found himself unable even to pray, so great was the indiscipline of his mind which could now hold no image save Æliana’s.

Rather terrible days, for the more she confused him the more clumsily he began to pursue her, so that all that he did was unwisely done, as is only too often the way with lovers. Every moment that he could snatch from his bench would be passed in hanging about Eusèbe on some childish pretext that failed to deceive, and Eusèbe would look none too friendly in spite of his erstwhile affection for Christophe. Gramaci! a half-fledged, penniless boy to come mooning around like a love-sick calf.... Ah, but no, Eusèbe had quite other plans in his drink-fuddled brain — there was Beauvais for instance. Beauvais would be an excellent match; with her beauty and wits Æliana could catch him if she wished. Thus was added yet one more dream to the dreams that lurked in Mère Mélanie’s bottles.

However, despite Eusèbe’s annoyance, Christophe would arrive with flowers for Æliana — humble flowers that the old sandal-maker called weeds and that shared the slopes of the hills with the maquis: ‘Look,’ Christophe would stammer, ‘I have brought you these, they are wild... not precisely what I could desire....’

She would thank him coldly then lay them aside, not even troubling to put them in water.

The day came when he actually offered her the plaque that Anfos had carved for his First Communion: ‘This is something I very much value,’ he said, ‘that is why I am anxious that you should have it.’

Æliana stared at the Chalice and Host surrounded by a choir of birds and much glory: ‘Not so bad for the work of a half-wit;’ she remarked in a voice that she meant to be irritating.

Christophe snatched it away: ‘You are cruel!’ he said sharply, ‘Anfos gives of his best — he carved this with great love.’

‘Then why do you not keep the thing?’ she enquired. ‘Assuredly I will keep it;’ scowled Christophe.

But he could not remain angry with her for long, and his anger once spent he became very humble, begging her to come out in Goundran’s boat, or to climb to the old citadel by moonlight, or to walk to the vineyards beyond the town: ‘Just this once, Æliana...’ he would plead, ‘just this once.’

She would smile as she looked at him furtively, then turning her head aside, would refuse him.

And now even while he worked he must brood; there was neither beginning nor end to his brooding. Why had she left her situation like that? Something warned him that she had lied about it. It was horrible to love and yet to mistrust, the more so when in spite of mistrust love persisted.

‘She lied — I am certain she lied,’ he would think, growing fiercely and retrospectively jealous as he visualized scene after scene from her past. Then his thoughts would leap forward to the present and Beauvais.

At this time he much longed for someone to talk to, someone to whom he could tell his troubles. But youth finds it hard to confide in age and Christophe felt suddenly shy of his parents, dreading his mother’s anxious face and his father’s eyes with their unspoken question. He would go and see Jan, but having found him would become almost equally shy with his cousin. Moreover, Jan had grown very aloof and seemed disinclined to discuss Æliana. Then again each would secretly be feeling abashed because of the thing which both had learned yet which neither could find the courage to mention, so that presently Christophe would get up and leave with the words he had intended to say still unspoken.

Half reluctant, half eager and wholly obsessed he would hurry along to the Café de la Tarasque. Æliana would be in her usual place with Beauvais at a table not far from the entrance. Then Christophe would loiter beside the door in order to spy on them as they sat there. Very shameful indeed he would find what he did, yet in spite of its shamefulness must continue, for his eyes would seem irresistibly drawn towards those two, now always together. Every gesture, every expression he would watch with the fearful intentness of one who observes the instruments prepared for his torture. Sometimes he would walk quickly into the room, conscious that he was attracting attention; then seating himself he would call for wine, speaking familiarly to the waiter, trying to appear very much at his ease as though well acquainted with the life of the café.

Mère Mélanie would nod and smile at him kindly: ‘Bon soir, mon enfant. Have you given your order? That is excellent!’ For she liked his bronzed face and the poise of his youthful, muscular shoulders; moreover she observed the way the wind blew and was noting the whole affair with deep interest.

But if Beauvais saw him he would tell his companion, amused at her innocent look of indifference and at Christophe’s hot flush as he got to his feet and bowed rather stiffly to Æliana.

Then one evening Beauvais insisted that he join them: ‘It is always bad to drink lonely,’ said Beauvais; ‘come and drink with us. Allons, what will you have, some cognac? No? Very well, let us see what Mère Mélanie hides away in her cellar!’

His experienced eyes were dwelling on Christophe with the thoughtful, speculative gaze of the artist. He was thinking that the young male form at its best was undoubtedly nature’s greatest achievement; small wonder if Æliana were enamoured of those finely restrained yet masterful lines. He glanced at her, shrugging indifferent shoulders. Cynical, ailing and infinitely tired, Beauvais took life these days as he found it. He accepted Æliana for the thing that she was, a creature conducive to moments of pleasure; a creature who could sometimes make him forget the ugliness that was scarring the world, the infirmities of his own shattered body. Just this much she meant and he found it enough; nor did her fidelity greatly concern him, if he lost her to Christophe it would not break his heart — she was beautiful, yes, but incredibly stupid. So now he watched Æliana as she played with the boy’s tormented, resentful manhood, as she smiled and encouraged, as she frowned and rebuffed, and the game seemed to Beauvais puerile and disgusting. Quite suddenly he grew bored with them both; his leg ached and he longed to be in his bed:

‘Waiter!’ he called irritably, ‘More brandy.’

The room was stifling, and the little violinist was making a truly infernal racket in an effort to please Mère Mélanie who insisted that he should appear light-hearted. Round and round went the lumbering, perspiring dancers, butting into each other, butting into the tables; men who three years ago had been lank, beardless cubs but whose chins were now rough and dark by the evening; girls who six months ago had been going to school but who now had the air of experienced women. Forced products, the over-ripe fruits of war, already tinged with an early decay because grown in the steaming dung of disruption. And since death was seldom far from their thoughts they clasped and kissed and danced rather grimly, not pausing to laugh when they upset a chair, or even to jest while the music continued. Kissing and clasping they danced against time, body straining to body, desire to desire, for who dared count upon time as a friend? Every woman possessed might well be the last, every lover refused might not live to be accepted. Even the youngsters at home on first leave quite failed to dispel this atmosphere of grimness, failed to make of la Tarasque the place it had been on those hot summer nights before the war when tempers were short while knives could be long, when the little violinist with the hump on his back stirred more than the air by his shrill, teasing music. For one thing they had not known the place then, with its gay and inconsequent melodrama which had frequently led to nothing more grave than a broken nose or a prick in the shoulder; for another the little violinist was sad, so that when he played he stirred only himself and that to regret — no use boxing his ears, just about as much use as smashing his fiddle! La Tarasque remained but its spirit had fled, perhaps to some limbo expressly reserved for the unregenerate spirits of places.

Beauvais leaned back and closed his eyes; the pain of his leg had grown more insistent, while the smoke of the endless cigarettes had filtered into his injured lung; at that moment he was thinking that he would not much care if a bomb were to drop and complete his destruction. In any case he was tired of Saint Loup, it was now September, he had been here for weeks, better make up his mind to return to Paris.

And seeing that they were unobserved, Æliana moved quietly nearer to Christophe: ‘To-morrow,’ she whispered, ‘to-morrow night at the old citadel; meet me there after supper. Do not fail me, you who mean all the world....’

The breath caught in his throat as her face brushed his, as he heard the ardour of those last words: ‘You must know that I shall not fail you,’ he muttered.






  








CHAPTER XXXVII
 

1
 

THAT night Christophe lay very wide awake marvelling because of this thing that had happened. All the world he meant to her, she had said; and indeed this did seem marvellous to him, so that he trembled lest he break the spell of the joy that flooded over his heart, lest his mind slip back again into a past that had held so many strange apprehensions.

And now he must grasp at those gentle illusions whereby a poor, troubled humanity will strive, at such times, to link body with spirit, must perforce see Æliana as one cruelly traduced, as one who had suffered a grievous injustice; must blush to remember his own bitter thoughts and those doubts which he felt to have been so unworthy, and in consequence must long to console, to humble himself, to implore forgiveness.

Oh, but he would strive hard to make amends, her beauty should be very sacred to him; he would teach her that love could be strong yet gentle, he would strive to efface what had gone before — that stark hideousness of which she had spoken. They would wait for each other. She would gladly wait until he was earning enough to marry; and one day they would have a home of their own — a little house down at the port like Goundran’s. Æliana would then make a friend of Elise — they must certainly look for a house near Goundran’s. Yes, but the war. His thoughts paused a moment, yet even the war now appeared less fearful for now he would have Æliana to defend, and somehow this seemed to make all the difference. She might even marry him before he went — these days there were many such hasty unions — he would ask her, as the time of his training was so near, and of course she would answer: T will marry you at once — I love you.’ That was how Æliana would answer.

Illusions, they began to gather more swiftly, and now they were shining like clouds of glory whose very brightness rendered him blind to his youth, his poverty, his mean situation. He saw himself as one possessed of the earth in possessing the love of the creature he loved, and suddenly he wanted to shout for triumph; to shout till the moon fell out of the sky, till the stars came tumbling down through the roof, till the peaks of the Maures bowed their heads and trembled.

‘She loves me! She loves me!’ he wanted to shout to the moon, to the stars, to the trembling mountains.

But in spite of all this he began to feel shy and intensely self-conscious as he dressed the next morning; and his shyness increased as the morning wore on, so that he dared not look at Æliana when she passed the open door of the shop and gave him a nod and a smile in passing. Scarlet to the ears he bent over his work, pretending to be very deeply engrossed and snapping his newest chisel in the process. Indeed he would gladly have hidden himself, so painful had become his confusion; would gladly have hidden himself from Anfos who seemed to be watching his every movement, from his mother who begged him to eat his meal, from Anatole Kahn who made well-meaning jokes, from Loup whose smirk was unbearably sly, from his father whose patient eyes urged him to speak by the depth of their kindness and understanding — he greatly longed to lay down his tools and take refuge in the solitude of the hills, there to pass those interminable hours of waiting. For now in addition to everything else he was haunted by a nebulous feeling of sadness — the sadness that comes when the blossom must fall to give place to the graver claims of fruition. Inarticulate, shy and sad he felt, despite those erstwhile moments of triumph.

Then at last the day drifted into the evening, and the moon was rising over the harbour which in spite of the war still reeked of wine and the dregs of wine — the same ancient reek that engendered such monstrous imaginings, such hot thoughts of the godless god that was Bacchus. At la Tarasque the little violinist made music, and Eusèbe lolled in his corner, and Beauvais sat sipping his third petit verre while the couples clasped and danced rather grimly. Outside on the quay a quarrel flared up, burnt awhile, and died down amid boisterous laughter; some sailors swung by singing snatches of song; a stray mongrel lugubriously bayed the moon, then yelped when one of the sailor-men kicked it; from the water came the rattle of blocks and chain as a boat was prepared for a night of fishing. But Christophe had passed through the grey stone archway that had been bequeathed to Saint Loup by the Romans, and now as he climbed the quiet hillside beyond, it seemed to him that that arch was a portal whose door had for ever silently closed upon all that was strange, obscure and unreal — for nothing seemed real except Æliana.

* * * * *
 

She was standing with her back against the ruins, but she came towards him out of their shadows and passed into the full, soft light of the moon, so that his heart must beat thickly to see her. The moonlight fell on her ardent lips, on her brow that was so serenely placid, on the curves of her breasts that were generous and firm as though fashioned to soothe and sustain creation.

And he thought that never before had she looked so wonderful as she looked on this night when they two, for the first time, were meeting as lovers.

He said, as he raised her hand to his lips: ‘I cannot believe I am awake, Æliana, although everything else in the world seems like a dream.’

She smiled at his courtly, old fashioned gesture; smiled and wondered when he would kiss her mouth, when he would take her into his arms: ‘And yet I am very much in love,’ she told him, ‘from the first time we met... it came like that... all of a sudden I knew that we must....’ She paused, something warned her to be on her guard, to tread warily with this unusual creature for whom she had conceived so clamorous a need, ‘that we two were meant for each other;’ she finished.

‘Yes,’ he answered gravely, ‘I am sure that I also was in love from the very first moment I saw you.’ He was thinking: ‘I must not make her afraid; I must handle her gently... not like that other. Doubtless she remembers and is feeling afraid.’ And at this thought a great tenderness surged up in him, a great wave of chivalry, so that he gazed with deep love in his eyes yet forbore to touch her. Then he said: ‘When we two are married, mon amour, I will show you how a man can care for a woman — how strong but how kind a thing love can be.’

‘When we two are married?’ she queried in amazement.

‘Yes,’ he smiled, not hearing that incredulous tone, ‘and I think that we ought to marry quite soon, before I leave for my military training. I would have it quite soon, for I want you so much... I dare not let you know how much, Æliana.’

Then he told her about the plans he had made, being sure of obtaining his parents’ consent. Just at first he would wish her to live in their home; but afterwards, when he came back from the war, he would work day and night, he would slave if need be, and perhaps they could then have a home of their own, a little house down at the port like Goundran’s — there would be Elise with whom she could make friends, so that while he was working she need never feel lonely. And all that he said seemed incredibly foolish, incredibly lacking in worldly wisdom, to this girl who had very soon gauged the world despite those chastening years at the convent. No money, no prospects, and he not yet eighteen, a fine match! She could almost have laughed in his face had it not been that she was afraid she might lose him. Bon Dieu, the boy must be out of his wits:

‘But we cannot possibly marry, my Christophe.’

‘Not marry? You will not marry me?’ he stammered, ‘But I thought that you loved me, Æliana....’ And his face whitened painfully under its tan, ‘Æliana, do not say I have misunderstood....’

Then Æliana looked into his eyes: ‘Ah, Christophe, it is surely time you grew up — do not be such a child in your understanding. We are young and we love — is that not enough? Life is sweet because so uncertain these days. Are we to lose all its sweetness, we two, because we are poor and can therefore not marry? Because my grandfather would not consent to help us by even so much as a centime? And because I myself would never be willing to live as a constant drag on your parents? Are we to torment ourselves, must we starve? You will go to the front... if you should not return....’ Her voice shook: ‘But I tell you you shall not go until I have had my joy of you, Christophe —— until you have had your joy of me....’

And now she no longer knew what she was saying, could no longer pause to consider her words for the lash of the primitive impulse that drove her — a creature of rich blood and urgent desires, untamed, unregenerate, and crudely insistent. At that moment something died in his heart. His love for her died, but into its place leapt an impulse as primitive as her own, and he kissed her lips roughly, despairingly.

‘Hold me closer... closer, Christophe;’ she whispered.

He flung out his arms with a queer wide gesture, and even as he did so he cried aloud, for his hands seemed transfixed by shafts of pain, so that his extended arms remained rigid: ‘I cannot;’ he said wildly, ‘Æliana, I cannot!’

She stared at him aghast. He was standing quite still, a dark, motionless figure, powerful yet helpless; nor did he speak after those first words. There was something awful about his stillness and about the bewildered expression of his eyes. Turning, she fled away down the path, leaving him there alone in the moonlight.

His arms dropped to his sides. He looked at his hands: the flesh of the palms was whole and unblemished, no wounds to account for that searing pain, no traces of blood on the work-hardened skin, and no pain any more. But fear — the old fear — only tenfold more poignant than in the past. Covering his face he fell to sobbing.

2
 

Early the next morning came Eusèbe, and he apparently all but demented: ‘She has gone! Æliana has gone!’ he wailed as he hobbled into the Bénédit’s kitchen. ‘Only this moment am I come from the station where the porter assisted them to catch the train — Æliana and that lecherous cripple, Beauvais. I slept soundly — I was tired — I am always tired — and she must have sneaked out of the house and met him. Ai! las, when I went to find her in her room her things were not there and the room was empty. Blind and lame though I am I immediately rushed off... but too late, already a good hour too late... Ai, it is finished, she has broken my heart, her ingratitude has undoubtedly killed me!’ Then he started to curse and upbraid the sisters for idle, loose-living, impious women who had taken his money while neglecting the child: ‘Was it for this that I paid them,’ he raged, ‘that I fed that pot-bellied Reverend Mother, that I emptied my purse — yes, year after year — so that they might teach the child to be virtuous! Ah, the vipers, the vile, hypocritical strumpets, the usurers! I shall write to the bishop.’

Marie said: ‘I am grieved for you, Eusèbe — I am naturally grieved at what you have told me. There is one thing, however, that I cannot permit: you shall not insult those good nuns in my presence; moreover if you yourself attended Mass....’ But at that Eusèbe lurched from the house and went hobbling quickly towards la Tarasque.

Arrived at the café he burst out afresh: ‘Is this place of yours a bordel?’ he shouted, ‘It is here that my granddaughter met that swine with whom she has gone off this morning to Paris. I shall make it my business to inform the police!’

Mère Mélanie adjusted a curling-pin, then she said: ‘I am not yet deaf, Eusèbe.’

He stamped, groaned loudly and clutched at his back — ten thousand devils! it was stiffening again, in a moment he might not be able to move: ‘Tell me all that you know of this business,’ he babbled.

‘What should I know?’ asked Mère Mélanie blandly, ‘They would often retire to his rooms together, and the waiter now tells me that they bolted the doors, but of course they had the excuse of the portrait, though why they must bolt the doors for that.... However, it was really none of my business.’

‘But when did you last see the girl?’ roared Eusèbe, by this time all but slobbering with fury.

‘Yesterday evening — you had only just gone, and exceedingly drunk you were, I remember. She came in and sat with Beauvais for awhile. She seemed agitated but Beauvais was laughing. Presently she left, I supposed for her home, but I did not enquire, it was no affair of mine — you yourself had seen them here many evenings. This morning Beauvais paid his bill and departed; his tips, I am told, were extremely generous. To me his conduct was above reproach, though what may have happened upstairs in the bedroom.... However, I really cannot bore little holes in the walls in order to spy on my clients!’

‘They might retaliate in kind!’ he retorted.

Then Mère Mélanie’s composure abruptly left her: ‘Enough of your insults, you drunken old liar. You have called my respectable café a bordel, yes, and now you make dirty insinuations! Bien, this I tell you: not one litre of wine from your vineyards shall enter my doors next season. As for you, you can go and you need not return; you can take yourself further along the quay. I am sick of your filth and your filthy ways; when you are drunk you pollute the floor —— the waiter has made me representations. Get out! Did you hear me? I said get out!’ And she laid a ruthless hand on his collar.

But habit is the only real solace of old age and Eusèbe peered at his table, at the table where he had tippled for years, dreaming those frequently scandalous dreams that lurked for him in Mère Mélanie’s bottles; and Eusèbe peered at his chair, the one chair in the room with arms and a cushion; then he peered at Mère Mélanie’s beetle-brows, and then at the hump on her little violinist.

‘Mémère, do not be so hard-hearted,’ he coaxed, squirming feebly in her masterful grip; ‘mémère, listen, I am naturally much perturbed, and when one is perturbed one will speak with rashness. Let me go to my table and try to forget. Believe me, I have the deepest respect....’

Mère Mélanie shook him and promptly forgave: ‘Gusas!’ she scolded, but not too unkindly.

So the little violinist with the hump on his back fetched a bottle of the most potent wine in the cellar, and this he uncorked with a flourish and a grin, setting the wine before Eusèbe. And presently Eusèbe forgot, as he slept to the sound of his own loud snores; for habit is the only real solace of old age, and the habit of la Tarasque was very consoling.






  








CHAPTER XXXVIII
 

1
 

IN the days that followed Æliana’s going, it seemed to Christophe as though some firm hand had been placed on the helm of his existence, while the will that lay hidden behind that hand was trying to capture and then to bind him until he had served its inscrutable ends. And there came the conviction that Æliana, she also, had been compelled to serve, that no creature could ever exist in vain or completely escape from this law of service.

Very ruthlessly she had shattered his love, very crudely torn to shreds his illusions, and now he no longer even desired this girl — he had nothing to give her but pity. And yet he knew that through her he had come to a wider and deeper understanding of humanity; nay more, had glimpsed truths that all but transcended his limited vision. It was surely the Life itself that he had glimpsed, the very essence and purpose of God from which flowed all seen and unseen things; all tireless endeavour, all creative mind, all sublime inspiration, all courage, all beauty. And greatly bewildered he thought he perceived that evil was only the shadow of glory, of a glory not yet completely fulfilled but whose splendour would ultimately cast no shadow, so that sinner and saint would become one indeed, and that one the expression of God’s fulfilment.

‘Even now they are not two but one,’ he mused, ‘an eternal oneness — it is always the same.’

 

And his thoughts slipped backward over the years to that curious meeting with old Mathilde. What was it that Mathilde had said about light and things intertwined... had she also known? Then he suddenly remembered his painstricken hands, and something within him faltered and trembled.
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The scandal created by Æliana and Beauvais still raged through the town unabated; few people could talk of anything else. Santouno, a nice business! But then what could you expect in view of a grandfather like Eusèbe? A drunken old villain who had even been known to behave with lasciviousness to a cork tree! Small wonder that the girl had gone to the bad on the first propitious occasion that offered. And he wringing his hands and cursing the nuns and swearing that he would write to the bishop. The bishop indeed! Boudiéu, what next? Perhaps he would write to Saint Loup himself, or to Saint Saturnin, or the three Holy Marys! Thus they talked and looked shocked and wagged scandalized heads, deploring the looseness of girls since the war, and forbidding their daughters to visit the cafés.

But Christophe and Jan when alone together avoided all mention of Æliana, for their tongues would grow stiff at the thought of her name. And this silence of theirs it was that betrayed them more completely than any words could have done, so that each had divined the other’s secret, and having divined it must feel ashamed, as though he had wilfully spied on his brother.

It was Jan who spoke first — from sheer desperation. They were walking towards the vineyards one evening when he stopped abruptly and faced his friend: ‘Christophe... it is about Æliana. I cannot help knowing about you two before she went off with Beauvais to Paris. I heard many things but I would not believe... I did not want to believe, because....’ He hesitated, flushed and went on, ‘because, as I think you have long known, I also... but for me it was a most deadly sin. I have taken a solemn vow to our Lord that I will be pure when I enter His service. You were free and I feared — ah, but how much I feared — that her coming across our path might divide us.’

They stared at each other through the gathering dusk. Then: ‘Nothing can ever divide us,’ said Christophe.

‘But she might have bred hatred between you and me,’ Jan persisted, and this thought seemed to him so fearful that he gripped Christophe’s hand as once long ago he had gripped it on those same hills in their childhood. And now, even as then, he felt vaguely afraid: ‘I do not want to lose you,’ he murmured.

After this they turned and walked on more slowly, each engrossed by his thoughts, and when next Jan spoke his voice sounded indifferent: ‘Eh bien, she has gone. She will never come back — she has ceased to exist.’

But Christophe was not deceived by those words, divining the trouble that lay beneath them.
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The weeks passed and autumn gave place to winter. During that November the Curé Martel appeared to recapture his old eloquence, so that people were flocking to hear his sermons. In Palestine there was a great offensive:

‘A crusade! A holy crusade!’ cried the Curé. ‘Ah, my children, it is terrible to be old. Were I young I would not be here raising my voice, but in Palestine raising my hand against those who have so long reviled and insulted my Saviour — I bless God when I think that our brave French detachment is fighting shoulder to shoulder with the English. Before Gaza the Turkish trenches have been captured. Jaffa has fallen, by the grace of our Lord. He is leading us on to Jerusalem: “Follow Me!” He commands, as He shows us the way through devastation and death to life, “Follow Me, die for Me! Yes, if needs be die that you may be one with My resurrection”.’ Thus did Antoine Martel, Curé of Saint Loup, strive to ease his anguish of heart by much speaking.

But now Jan was growing hourly more restless. He could no longer study, nor eat, nor sleep, as the galling frustrations imposed on his flesh began to find for themselves a new channel. In great bitterness of spirit he passed his days, but his sleepless nights were even more bitter; filled with longings, and with hatreds no less intense, so that when he knelt clasping his crucifix in agonized prayer, it would seem like a weapon.

‘Cleanse me even as by fire,’ he would pray, the while he conjured up visions of war and the flames and the blood and the lusts of war, lest he turn to his lusting for Æliana.

Such nights were leaving their mark upon Jan, his face had grown thin to emaciation. A kind of keen misery burnt in his eyes and shook in his words of fierce condemnation — he could now seldom speak except to condemn, and hearing him Christophe would think of the shadow.

Every evening the cousins would spend together, for Jan sought to escape from his mother and the Curé: ‘Does he want me to skulk like a coward?’ he would rage. ‘A fine thing in view of those sermons of his! “Go,” he says to the others, but to me he says: “Stay until you must go.” I think he is mad — or is it from cruelty that he keeps me?’

And once Christophe answered: ‘It is surely from love.’

‘Then I db not admit of such love,’ scowled Jan, ‘I find it cowardly, and very unworthy.’

If they happened to be in the Bénédit’s kitchen, as was often the case on these winter evenings, Marie would feel the blood ebb from her heart. But le tout petit Loup would feel his heart beating, and this with such violence that it ached in his throat.

‘Babble; all you do is to babble!’ he would jibe, ‘Dis donc, how many Turks have you killed with your tongue?’

‘More than you will ever kill.’ Jan might retort, with a smile that emphasized the boy’s weakness.

Poor Anfos would crouch on his chair in silence, and this silence of his gave them cause for misgivings, since he now seldom spoke of his own accord and when they addressed him he answered them nothing, but turned his head away like a dog that is sick unto death. Only with his eyes did he seem to speak of unfathomable things when he let them rest broodingly upon Christophe.

And meanwhile Jan would explain at great length why Christophe and he should enlist without waiting. If they waited until they reached the full age for their military service they would probably be parted, whereas if they enlisted, as likely as not they could get themselves sent to the same regiment — such requests, declared Jan, were frequently granted. But they must not lose time, they were nearly eighteen... Then the blood would go ebbing from Marie’s heart as it had from the hearts of countless mothers.

One night Christophe asked his father abruptly: ‘If I wish to enlist have I your consent?’

And Jousè thought: ‘Ah... so here it is!’ as a man might think who is struck by a bullet. ‘Ah... so here it is!’ Jôusè thought, for our thoughts are seldom attuned to such moments. Aloud he said: ‘Can you doubt it, my son?’ And his voice was amazingly clear and courageous, ‘France bred you through me, a servant of France.’ Then he suddenly felt a great, sickening weakness as though Christophe were being torn from his flesh, leaving behind an unstanchable wound. ‘Good night... God bless you... bless you,’ he mumbled.

Christophe slowly mounted the stairs to his attic, and his heart was heavy because of his parents. In the neighbouring attic he heard Loup’s cough — a high, irritable, protesting cough that wore on the nerves of those who must hear it. Then a pause while Loup sucked a lozenge, he supposed, or sipped his glass of lemon and water. No good undressing, why try to sleep when one’s eyes would only stare into the darkness? There it was again — the lozenge had failed —— cough, cough; cough, cough. Christophe frowned, then sighed, ashamed because he hated that cough, so high, so irritable, so protesting.

Sitting down he began to consider Loup, thinking uneasily over his future. They could not control him, nobody could; he would take his own line if it led to the devil! What a will, what fortitude, yes, but what rages — the way he had recently flown at the doctor who had been so kind to him all his life, and who, moreover, had spoken so gently: ‘It may be, my dear child, that we always need men, but believe me your heart and your chronic asthma... they would never accept you, my very dear child.. and then the way Loup had flown at the doctor. Ah, those words. They had none of them known where to look. He had flown at the doctor and called him a fool who did not know a heart from a bladder! Christophe’s lips twitched at this memory — still, it would not advantage le tout petit Loup to heap insults on those who wished to befriend him.

Loup was so small and the war so immense. He would certainly lose himself in a trench, or get trodden on, or pushed into a shellhole! His hands were so small yet they longed to kill — weak hands, sick hands that refused to heal when the skin was rubbed off their palms or their knuckles — incredible that they should long to kill. Or was it that Loup had forgotten death in his pitiful eagerness for life, in his pitiful longing for physical well-being? Or was it the thing that he, Christophe, had felt, that he still felt, the intolerable urge of their country?

How many men had been killed in the war and how many men remained for the killing? Great armies of them, great empires of men coming on and on through those rivers of blood; themselves bleeding, agonizing and hating. One must hate, otherwise one could surely not kill. Jan hated, one could see the hate in his eyes. Yet the poilus down at la Tarasque looked kind... perhaps one need only hate at the moment. And all over the world there were women who wept because in the midst of hate there was love. They loved, those women, that was why they wept; yet their tears had failed to unite the world... that was strange for their tears were the hope of the world... a union of grief. He paused on this thought. Was it grief that must finally win through to joy? Was it pain that would some day compel all souls to know themselves for only one soul? Was God pain? Was pain God in His fleshly covering?

What would happen if he, Christophe, should refuse to go to the war, should refuse to listen to Jan? Would he then be denying his oneness with God? But surely God was not war but peace... the creator of a peace that man brought to destruction. Why had nobody thought of the misery of God, the pain of God? That was it, God’s pain. God was not pain yet he could not escape it because of this terrible suffering oneness. How atrocious then to add to God’s pain, to add to God’s wounds — God Who could not die.

Christophe suddenly dropped his head on his arms: ‘No, I cannot add to Your wounds,’ he muttered.

Then someone spoke, and he knew that voice. Whose voice was it? Perhaps he himself was speaking: ‘You must keep beside Jan for a little while, Christophe, until....’ The words blurred and drifted away, as though they were being drawn back into distance.

* * * * *
 

The next morning Jan came in search of his cousin. He said: ‘This afternoon I enlist. I have told the Curé. As for my mother she has not dared to refuse her consent. Are you coming?’

‘Yes, I am coming,’ replied Christophe.

Two days later they found themselves in the train on their way to the infantry barracks at Toulon.
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It was not very long after this that Loup appeared in a clean cotton shirt at breakfast, although it was only the middle of the week and his linen should not have been changed until Sunday. Moreover he was wearing his Sunday suit, and a pair of shoes that Marie had bought him second-hand — they were rather ridiculous shoes made of cheap patent leather, but Loup had admired them. His nails were well scrubbed, and his hair well pomaded with something that smelt of vanilla and lamp-oil. His flashy striped necktie was obviously new and sported an elegant bijou-fix scarfpin.

Marie glanced up from the table with dull eyes: ‘Are you going to church, my son?’ she asked him. Then, collecting her thoughts with an effort, ‘No, no, it is Wednesday, of course, your mother dreams. But why have you dressed as though for mass?’

‘That is my affair,’ snapped le tout petit Loup, noisily sipping his café au lait, ‘since I earn I suppose I may dress as I please. A man’s clothes are not the concern of women.’

‘Houi, but you speak to me roughly,’ she sighed; ‘I cannot understand why you like to wound.’

He could not understand it himself, so he shrugged and went on eating his breakfast. When he had finished he left the house, banging the front door loudly behind him.

Did he mean to sweep floors for the fat Monsieur Bled? Ah, foutre! he had done with that species of offal. ‘Tum, tum, dada dee;’ sang le tout petit Loup as he marched towards the recruiting office, ‘tum, tum, dada dee; dada dee, tum, tum.’ He wished that he could remember the words; they were spicy and male, rather lewd in fact, but what would you? He sucked a cavernous tooth and spat very skilfully into the gutter.

Arrived at the Gendarmerie he went in: ‘Bonjour, Monsieur,’ he began with great aplomb.

A couple of poilus lounging near-by nudged each other and grinned; then they looked at his shoes, nudged each other again and grinned more broadly.

The sous-officier, who stood by his desk, gazed down at le tout petit Loup with amazement: ‘Eh bien, what is this? have you lost yourself? Be good enough, please, to explain your business.’

‘Assuredly,’ bowed le tout petit Loup, ‘I am here, Monsieur, to enter the army.’

The tall sous-officier scratched his ear: ‘Mais, bon Dieu, how old are you then, my infant?’

‘I am nearly eighteen,’ lied le tout petit Loup, ‘I wish to enlist before I am taken.’ Then he spoke with great earnestness, ‘Listen, Monsieur, I assure you that although I may appear small I am quite remarkably strong in the arms. And when it comes to fighting, ah ça! when it comes to that they will find me a devil!’ He wheezed and hastily cleared his throat; ‘I am more than a devil when roused,’ he finished.

But this was too much altogether for the poilus and they suddenly guffawed.

Loup swung round on them glaring: ‘I have said that I am a devil, Messieurs, and I cannot do better, it seems, than repeat it.’

‘And your parents, have you obtained their permission to enlist?’ enquired the sous-officier politely, as he stroked his moustache to conceal a smile and turned a reproving back on the poilus.

Le tout petit Loup replied haughtily: ‘Monsieur, my parents were bred here in Provence. In Provence we love our country, I trust. No need to derange yourself for my parents.’

The sous-officier remained doubtful, however: ‘There is also the matter of health to consider. Come this way, if you please.’ And he opened a door. ‘Pardon, Monsieur le Docteur, a new recruit.’

‘Enter, my friend;’ said Monsieur le Docteur.

Ai! las, ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup; he was in, he was out, in less than ten minutes. And there were those poilus still full of their grins and their nudgings - a stupid couple of fellows. Not unkind at bottom but somewhat obtuse, that was all, not unkind but somewhat obtuse, so that the look they saw on Loup’s face as he made his abrupt reappearance, meant nothing.

But the sous-officier was that very rare thing, a person possessed of imagination, and he gravely saluted le tout petit Loup: ‘Monsieur, in the name of France we thank you.’

And hearing those words le tout petit Loup could have sworn that he shot up a foot as he stood there, at all events he felt suddenly tall as he also raised his hand to the salute: ‘Vive la France!’ cried le tout petit Loup in a voice that he managed to keep from trembling.

Le tout petit Loup went back to the Bazaar, and as good luck would have it Monsieur Bled did not scold him: ‘You are late,’ he remarked, but quite affably, for smart boys were increasingly hard to come by. Then he said: ‘I shall want you to clean some windows this morning, but first you must sweep the shop. Look, I have bought you a brand new broom. “He is worth a new broom,” I thought to myself as I bought it. Allons, mon brave, en avant!’ So le tout petit Loup took off his best coat and turned up his trousers and put on an apron. And he went into action with a broom in his hand, killing nothing more fierce than a wily old cockroach. And he swept and he swept with the dust in his lungs, but with something less dry than dust in his eyes. After which he put away his new broom, fetched a bucket and proceeded to clean the windows.

** * * *
 

That evening Loup said to his father and mother: ‘I have an announcement to make, my parents’; and it must be admitted that he spoke pompously. ‘I desire to announce my plans for the future. Having given the matter my careful attention I have come to the conclusion that with my fine brains I cannot do better than become a teacher. I shall therefore see Monsieur Roland at once and inform him that I will accept his suggestion. When the war is over there is not the least doubt that my studies will be completed in Paris.’

‘Now blessèd be God and His Golden Saints!’ exclaimed Marie; and she kissed le tout petit Loup, quite forgetting how much he disliked being kissed, which to him always seemed an undignified business!

Jousè struggled against his thickness of speech,’ his facial distortion more apparent than usual, but at last he managed to blurt out some words: ‘Hou, I rejoice... yes, yes, I rejoice....’

This then was how le tout petit Loup accepted defeat and won his first victory.






  








CHAPTER XXXIX
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It was not until his arrival at Toulon that Christophe realized to the full what it meant to become the slave of war; to submit his body and mind to be trained in the endless duties exacted by war, in the skill and resource that were needful in war, in the ruthlessness that was a part of war, as he and those like him were housed and fed, well clothed, well cared for in matters of health and hygiene, well drilled, and above all well armed, lest they fail to sustain the rigours of war or prove themselves badly equipped for killing. He would tell himself that these things had to be, that he could not escape from the need of his country, that he also would have to go out and kill. But such thoughts would neither sustain nor convince him, for his mind was now filled with its conception of God — that agonizing yet merciful God Who endured all wrongs at the hands of creation.

This conception of God was becoming more insistent, drawing sustenance from the life of the barracks. He would fancy that God heard the crude blasphemies, the bestial words, the lascivious jesting, that God heard Himself coupled with acts of shame; with the hideous details of bayonet practice; and his soul would turn sick at the thought of God’s wounds, no longer glimpsing an ultimate glory in which sinner and saint would become one indeed, and that one the expression of God’s fulfilment.

At times his vision must fling itself forward to the years when the guns would have ceased to thunder, when the war would be a thing of the past. But then he would see a more terrible army than any that had taken the field fully armed, for its heart would be cankered by disillusion. Great angers would rise up to shake the earth — angers sown on the once reeking fields of battle; great hatreds long fostered in those who must slay — hatreds that would leap forth to rend their masters. The lust of blood laid on the unborn child from the moment of its wanton begetting. Poverty grown in the soil of greed by those who despised the fruits of forgiveness. Misery masquerading as joy to bemuse the minds of those who were joyless. Immense and unreasoning discontents that sprang from the weariness of the flesh; despair that sprang from the ills of the spirit. And wandering through this vast desolation as a beggar who must plead for the means of subsistence, would be many an one who had grandly endured, who had sought to illumine the darkness with courage. In his worn and threadbare livery of death such an one would very terribly point to himself: ‘Look well, all you who pass by, look well! I am he who lives on for the world’s indictment.’

Appalled, and at moments helplessly bewildered, Christophe would crave the solace of friendship. He would try to speak of these things to Jan, but in the end would have said very little. ‘There must be something... the gospel of Christ... war could not exist if it were accepted, if they realized its magnificence. It is splendid yet fearful, the gospel of Christ, because like God Himself it is gentle... no, no, not quite that... I cannot explain. But if, having faith, a man should rise up and show the love of God to the world....’

Jan would shake his head: ‘We would still be at war. If there is good there is also evil. The evil must be crushed that the good may live — this has been proved by the warrior-saints many times.’ And Christophe would find no answer.

But one day as they sat in the Public Garden, he heard himself speaking with a sudden violence that sprang from the misery in his heart: ‘Jan, why are they making murderers of us? Why are they driving us out to kill?’

Jan frowned: ‘I do not understand your meaning — to me it seems that you speak very strangely. I am going to fight of my own accord, as every man should when his cause is righteous.’

‘War can never be righteous,’ said Christophe. And now his face was white, his voice shaken. ‘God is wounded, every hour He endures fresh torments. Because of our war He is covered with wounds. Were it possible I would refuse to serve, I would tear this uniform off my back, I would break my bayonet over my knee....’

‘You mean,’ and Jan’s voice came quiet and stern; ‘you mean that you would refuse to serve France.’

‘Before all things I would serve God,’ Christophe answered.

Their eyes met, Christophe’s pale and bright and tormented, Jan’s dark and disturbed by his rising anger. Then a fearful thought struck like a lash on Jan’s mind — ah, but no, not Christophe, the man he loved....

‘Come,’ he said gruffly, ‘our time is up. And listen; be careful of what you say — these are days when the very stones have ears.’

In spite of his misery Christophe smiled: ‘I am not afraid of dying in battle,’ he told him.
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The weeks dragged on. They were always the same for Christophe, methodical, active, hopeless. His relations with Jan seemed unhappy and strained, since he dared not reveal the thoughts that obsessed him — what Æliana had failed to achieve, he would sometimes imagine that the war was achieving. But Jan was finding himself again, and for this, at least, there was cause to be thankful; yet Jan was less his than ever before in their lives — or so it appeared to Christophe.

A great sadness began to take hold upon him, together with a curious sense of detachment. He moved like a stranger among the men who, in their turn, regarded him as a stranger. They did not dislike him, but rather it was that they found themselves ill at ease in his presence.

‘C’est un original,’ they would say, and shrugging their shoulders would leave it at that, for they felt little interest and no resentment.

He grew homesick and longed for the things he knew: the cuckoo clock that Anfos had broken; the workshop with its scarred, familiar bench; the Virgin’s picture that hung in his attic. And faces: the preoccupied face of his mother as she bent to some everyday household duty; the face of Anfos with its anxious brown eyes that reminded him of the eyes of Mirèio; the face of his father, quiet, resigned; yes, and even the wizened old face of Eusèbe. And clothes: he would want to take off his tunic and return to his sleeveless, striped cotton jersey, to his patched linen trousers grown limp with age; above all he would want to return to his sandals, for the army boots frequently tired his feet — he would find their weight unendurably irksome. Yet when he received a letter from home in his mother’s laborious, childish handwriting, he would read it dully, since all that she wrote would but emphasize his sense of detachment.

Marie would send every item of news that she thought could be of the slightest interest: his father was neither better nor worse. Loup had made up his mind to become a teacher. Guillaume’s widow had decided to return to Marseille; Marie did not think that the Simons would miss her. Eusèbe had been laid up with his back, and she, Marie, had hurried across to rub him. Kahn had engaged a new apprentice, a young fellow who lived in a neighbouring village, a consumptive with one lung already half gone, but he managed to bicycle in every morning. Anfos was still refusing to speak. There had been a really bad fight at la Tarasque — that great, hulking Ravous had turned up again and when drunk had seen fit to insult the Army: ‘Vive le Marine!’ Ravous had bawled; ‘A bas les sales poilus, et vive les Marsouins!’ Elise had called in the other day and had talked for an hour and a half about Goundran.

Christophe would lay such letters aside with a sigh — words, just so many words that meant nothing. They were part of a life that had ceased to exist for him, a life that had once been familiar and to which he longed fiercely to return: ‘Lord, I want to get back,’ he would pray, and would know that his prayer held a note of resentment, that the old inexplicable impulse to escape from something intangible was heavy upon him. Then shaking his head: ‘But one cannot get back — perhaps that is the tragedy of this world, or the hope of this world, one must always go forward.’
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When, at length, he was detailed to the regimental pioneers, the clouds of despondency lifted a little, for now Christophe was working at his own trade, yet even this brought him no lasting comfort. As all that he did must be done to one end, the simplest tasks would often seem hateful. But thanks to the change he was quartered with the Transport and could thus wander in and out of the stables, and could stroke the warm, rough necks of the beasts, who feeling the deep friendliness of his touch would nuzzle his shoulder, themselves become friendly. And one day there suddenly came upon Christophe an urgent desire to care for these creatures, to minister to their poor, simple needs: to sponge them and groom them, and change their bedding; to see that their water was clean and sweet, their food free from dust and of generous measure; since who could foretell what might lie ahead of hunger and thirst, of terror and wounds? And they not able to comprehend the reason for so much unmerited affliction.

The Transport men were a rough lot of fellows, coarse-mouthed, coarse-fibred and none too patient. They would grin to hear Christophe telling their mules to be docile and cease from biting the mangers, to hear him addressing some trace-galled horse as gravely as though he spoke with a General. All the same they would let him help with their jobs, standing by and chewing straws while he worked, but watching to see that he did no mischief.

The Transport sergeant watched also, it seemed, and the Transport sergeant was very attentive. He had been short-handed in the stables for some time, whereas there were pioneers and to spare, an odd carpenter would never be missed; and besides, many men could be found to hack wood while how few had a real understanding of horses. This queer fellow, for all his ridiculous ways with the zebras, knew how to avoid cracked heels — most painstaking he would be over drying. He knew also, it seemed, how to cope with a mule that had learned to aim kicks with baleful precision — Gaby would let him do anything with her, even to grooming her ticklish stomach. Oh, well, he was welcome to the rancid old cow, no one else would vie with him for her favours!

The Transport sergeant was a man of action, and thus he remarked to Christophe one evening: ‘Bon soir, mon Jean-Jean. What about a small transfer from the bench to the stables? How does it strike you? But no matter, for I have already arranged it. To-morrow you shall come and read psalms to the mules — unless you think they would prefer a concert?’ Then he chuckled, and turning, strutted away before Christophe had even had time to thank him.

So now Christophe might serve the creatures that served, and this he did right well because he loved them. And of him it was very soon being said that if he so wished he could ride the devil, or drive him in double harness with Saint Michael — for the creatures he loved grew in courtesy, as though they possessed their fair portion of reason. If the men must sometimes call him: ‘Graine d’oie,’ they respected his excellent seat on a horse and his light, efficient hands on the bridle; but in any case he could find in the beasts the comradeship that his fellows denied him.

And because he seemed more content when they met, Jan rejoiced that Christophe should work in the stables. He thought: ‘That was only a passing mood — no doubt the life seemed a bit strange just at first.’ Then he thought: ‘He has always loved animals; I shall never forget how foolish he was about that old verminous bitch, Mirèio — in heaven he would have had her, nothing less!’ And Jan smiled the large, pitying smile of the young who are frequently wise in all things save wisdom.






  








CHAPTER XL
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IN April, not long after Jan and Christophe’s first leave, Colonel Prévost arrived at the barracks. He had come upon special duty, it seemed, in connection with the training of officers, and the Colonel in command was none too well pleased, or so it was judged from his fierce expression. The Colonel in command was stout and ageing, he had long been politely shelved by his country and beneath his aggressively military air of importance lay a crop of sensitive feelings. However, there it was, à la guerre comme à la guerre. The Colonel in command puffed out his red cheeks, berated the Adjutant, cursed the cook for a lazy lout who made poisonous coffee, chewed the ends off a number of cheap cigars, drank a small apéritif and subsided.

Emile Prévost on the other hand was still quite youthful, yet his tunic was already blazing with ribbons. He had seen bitter fighting on the French front to which he had gone with his Colonial regiment, and there it was that he had won his spurs, receiving unusually quick promotion. But then had occurred one of those monstrous blunders — or so it still appeared to its victim — that are apt to hatch out well behind the front lines: he had suddenly been transferred to the Staff, becoming liaison officer with the 422nd Infantry, and now here he was at their depot in Toulon. For barely had he entered upon that new role when along had come skimming a young German airman with pink cheeks, yellow hair, and an accurate eye — it should have been death, but instead had been wounds and quite a number of small odds and ends not too uncomfortably lodged in the body; all the same it had knocked him out for a time.

‘Mais oui, you will fight again,’ the doctors declared, ‘that is if you are patient and behave with precaution.’

Yes, and mark you, not even so much as a scratch until they had given him that cursèd soft job: ‘Without doubt,’ he would often think to himself rather grimly, ‘without doubt every bomb has its billet!’

In appearance Colonel Prévost was neat to a fault; his minute moustache was a model of trimming, while his straight black hair lay so shiny and sleek that it gave the impression of being painted. For the rest he was sallow, of medium height, with intelligent eyes and a resolute mouth. When he spoke his voice was surprisingly soft, and when he was crossed it became like satin. But perhaps his most salient characteristics were his passion for fighting and his passion for comfort. He loved piping hot baths into which he would fling quite a generous fistful of expensive bath salts; he loved deep, cushioned chairs; luxurious beds; warm rooms and warm-hearted solicitous women. But he also loved the crude harshness of war, the rough life of the camp, the violence of combat. Two Prévosts there were, the one who would lead his men with the reckless dash of a tiger, and the one who would fondle a woman’s cheek and be able to tell you what scent she used, what rouge, and what special brand of face-powder.

He was not much impressed by the look of the recruits when he scanned them with an eye to his personal servants, yet he fully intended to be well served, and this he was at pains to point out to the Colonel, though so sweetly that the Colonel could not well take offence and must perforce send for the Adjutant:

‘Colonel Prévost requires a batman and groom — I wish them to be the best men you can find.’ God! it was damnable to know oneself old, to have to be civil to these impudent upstarts and pander to all their new-fangled whims... ‘I repeat, the best men you can find,’ scowled the Colonel. Then he offered the upstart a cigarette.

Prévost thanked him, lit it, and turned away smiling.
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That evening Colonel Prévost sat at his desk — a large kitchen table littered with papers: ‘You are cousins,’ he was saying, ‘is not that so?’

‘That is so, mon Colonel;’ Christophe answered. ‘And you come from Provence?’

‘Oui, mon Colonel.’

‘Ah, bon; I also was born in Provence.’ Then to Jan: ‘You get on well together, I trust? I cannot tolerate quarrelsome servants.’

Jan’s lips twitched as he struggled to hide a smile; ‘We do not often quarrel these days, mon Colonel.’

‘You may smile if you wish,’ Prévost told him quite gravely. ‘And now listen to me with attention,’ he went on, ‘I expect my boots to be groomed like my horses and my horses to be groomed like my boots, and both horses and boots to be groomed to perfection. I expect my own clothes to be faultlessly kept and my horses’ clothing to be quite as well cared for — they must have their comforts and I must have mine just so long as we are both able to get them. At the moment I find myself in extreme discomfort; par exemple, I greatly dislike this table. It will be for my batman to use his wits; if a less preposterous table does not exist in the barracks, then to-morrow he must go out and buy one, and a pair of heavy serge curtains as well — a draught down the neck is very unpleasant. I am busy, I cannot attend to such things, they are part of the duties that devolve on my batman. Now about my two horses: it will be for my groom to watch over them in his officer’s interest; the least sign of a cough due to dust in the corn, or a poor appetite due to stale, musty hay, and my groom must report to me on the instant. I shall also want you to have your own buckets and to keep them locked up in your stable cupboard; colds are frequently very infectious things, there is also the danger of influenza. No beasts are to drink from those buckets but my own.’

‘Entendu, mon Colonel,’ replied Christophe.

Prévost stared at the pair with speculative eyes. He was thinking: ‘Quite tidy, quite clean and well shaved. Their nails not too terrible, all things considered. I incline to believe that they both brush their teeth. The one educated, the other a peasant. The one very handsome, the other...’ his thoughts paused in search of an adjective, ‘the other impressive; peculiar eyes though, decidedly queer, might do almost any damn thing with those eyes — my demented aunt Violette would probably say: “psychic.” But the Adjutant tells me good hands on a horse — trouble is that he looks to me pretty heavy.’ Aloud he said: ‘Eh bien, I think that is all.’ Then he suddenly smiled: ‘I have an idea that we three will become very excellent friends.’

And this was a way that he had with the men, he would treat them as though they were equals, at times, but God help anyone who presumed — no one ever presumed more than once with Colonel Prévost.

Jan found his new duties exacting yet easy, for the Colonel knew precisely what he wanted, and precisely how to explain those wants in as few words as possible to his batman. He knew also when a blunder must be sharply rebuked, and when, in justice, it must be forgiven. However, there were not many blunders to forgive, for Jan soon became quite an expert valet. The years of study had trained his quick mind to respect the enormous importance of details, a training that stood him in excellent stead, since all tasks to which we whole-heartedly give of our best have a very marked family likeness.

With great diligence then, Jan brushed, and folded, and polished, and shopped, and brewed Turkish coffee, and saw to it that the bed was neatly made in the manner strictly prescribed by the Colonel — Colonel Prévost liked his bed-clothes tucked in at the sides, but left loose at the foot for some strange reason, while the top sheet must be folded over with care lest his chin should contact itself with the blankets. On the table by the bed he expected to find cigarettes, a lighter, a commodious ash tray, the latest novel, a paper knife, and an old, much battered copy of ‘Candide’ without which he always refused to move; it had been in his pocket in many an action.

Yet the Colonel was so pleasant a person to serve that he frequently seemed more a friend than a master, as for instance, when he would encourage Jan to talk of Saint Loup and his hopes for the future, though he secretly thought it a pity that Jan should choose to make a career in the Church when instead he might remain in the Army. But although he himself was libre penseur, Prévost’s outlook was too broad to ignore religion; like everything else it was grist to his mill for he found the world teeming with interesting people, and to all of these he would grant their ideals, since to him the poorest ideal was of interest. And thus he would want to hear more about Kahn, and the old Eusèbe, and Monsieur le Curé, while his batman moved quietly round the room putting this and that ready for the morning toilet, or this and that in its place for the night.

‘Yes... and then...?’ Colonel Prévost would urge with a smile as he stretched out a hand for his silk pyjamas.

With Christophe he naturally came less in contact, and this he would find himself regretting. The big, silent peasant with the curious eyes had managed to stir his imagination: ‘Now tell me about your cousin,’ he would say, and if Jan hesitated would grow more insistent.

All the same there was much that he would not be told; he would never be told of those visions, for instance, nor of the wheal upon Christophe’s back that day when Jan had struck at the couleuvre. Jan lacked the courage to mention these things: ‘If I did so my Colonel might laugh,’ he would think, ‘and moreover they were only imagination.’

But this reticence had not prevented Prévost from discovering their great mutual affection: ‘So you both enlisted,’ he remarked one evening; ‘you did not want to be parted, am I right?’

‘Oui, mon Colonel — you are right,’ Jan admitted. Colonel Prévost said kindly: ‘That I well understand, and fine friendships will frequently make fine soldiers. But have you two never been apart in your lives?’

‘Never in our lives, mon Colonel,’ Jan told him. ‘Christophe believes that we cannot part, he says that nothing can come between us.’

‘Now why?’ enquired the Colonel, whose interest was roused.

But Jan shook his head: ‘I have no idea, yet something tells me that Christophe speaks the truth.’ Then, fearing that his words had sounded absurd, ‘Will mon Colonel wear his new boots to-morrow? If so I think I will soften the backs.’

‘He has quietly closed the door in my face;’ thought Prévost. Aloud he said: ‘Yes, the new boots. By the way, your cousin is a very good groom.’

‘I am glad that he contents you, mon Colonel; we both very much wish to content you,’ Jan answered.
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There was only one drawback to Colonel Prévost’s service: it did not seem to be leading to the Front. Jan would think: ‘We might as well be in Saint Loup, time is going on yet here we remain — dare I ask him about it?’ And suddenly he dared: ‘Mon Colonel, forgive me, but is there no chance of our getting out? I thought, I had hoped....’

Colonel Prévost looked up from his desk: ‘This is June and you two are now due for leave. Well, your leave has been stopped — think that over, Roustan.’

‘It means... ah, mon Colonel, it means...?’

‘That I am not quite done for yet,’ smiled the Colonel. Then he bundled some papers into a heap, rose briskly, fondled his tiny moustache, and after a minute dismissed his batman.

* * * * *
 

It was in July that the orders arrived. Colonel Prévost sent for his servants one morning and he said: ‘I am ordered to Palestine; it has been arranged that you two shall come with me. Roustan, you must see to my kit at once, please; and I want you to get back to the stables, Bénédit, and make out a list of my saddlery. I shall not be taking the horses, of course, we must trust to what we can get out there, but I think that I may as well take my saddles. About leave; I can give you both forty-eight hours starting from to-night, terminating on Wednesday.’ He spoke softly as always, not raising his voice, but under its gentle monotony there vibrated a note of intense excitement.

Christophe thought: ‘Judea...’ And even as he did so there came upon him the curious feeling that this name, like the name Galilee, meant home; meant a place very far away from Provence yet towards which his footsteps had long been turned. But the Colonel’s eyes were now fixed on his face:

‘You have understood me?’

‘Oui, mon Colonel, I have understood.’ And Christophe saluted.

Jan was thinking: ‘Palestine, our Lord’s own country, the Holy Land of the old Crusaders. To fight there; if need be to die there for Christ, to lay down one’s life on that blessèd soil. Oh, my God, I do indeed thank Thee for this...’ Aloud he said: ‘If mon Colonel will tell me what baggage he is proposing to take?’

‘I was just going to speak of my kit;’ replied Prévost.

§5

That night they travelled back to Saint Loup, getting there in the dusk of early morning while the windows of the town were still shuttered in sleep. Then they parted and went to their separate homes. No one had been on the station platform to meet them, for no one had known of their coming.

Yet Marie stood at her open doorway: ‘You have come, you are here, all night I have waited... this means?’

Christophe gathered her into his arms: ‘It means what such leave always means in wartime... it was good of my Colonel to grant these few hours, he need not have done so.’

‘Oh, my son,’ she whispered.

Then they looked at each other very intently as though each would remember the other’s face, every line, every curve, every fleeting expression. And as they did this there dropped from Christophe that well-nigh intolerable sense of detachment, so that now he could stoop down and rest his cheek for a moment against her protective breast as though he were once more a little child; and she dragged off his cap and fondled his hair, twisting it gently over her finger while she murmured the simple and foolish words that are often a great consolation to children. Thus they stood in the quiet, deserted street with no one to see and no one to hear them. And it seemed to Christophe that never before had he been so completely bone of her bone, and flesh of her flesh, and heart of her heart. And it seemed to Marie that never before — no, not even when he had lain in her womb — had she held him so amazingly close, so protected and wrapped about by her body.

‘Blessèd be the Mother of God,’ she breathed.

And he answered: ‘Blessèd be the Mother of God. Come, it is time that we went to my father.’

* * * * *
 

Jôusè gazed at his son with heavy blue eyes in which there still lingered the shadows of his dreaming: ‘Is it late — am I going to be late for work? Have I overslept?’ And then he remembered. ‘Christophe... you here?’

Christophe took his hand: ‘We are ordered to Palestine,’ he told him.

Jôusè said nothing, for what could he say? He could only smile his crooked smile — there was little left to Jousè these days save that crooked smile wherewith to show courage. And as Marie watched him, her mind must slip back to the evening when she had cried out in her travail on that bed that had witnessed the coming of death many times, but also the coming of life — her life, Jôusè’s life, made one in Christophe.

Turning abruptly she moved to the door: ‘I will go and prepare some coffee,’ she told them.

Loup hurried in. He was wearing his nightshirt and his monkeyish face was blotched and angry: ‘Boudiéu, I thought that the house was on fire! What hour is this to arrive?’ he began. Then he realized how it was and fell silent.

And now down the stairs came a soft, quick padding, and suddenly Anfos was standing among them, and Anfos was wringing his great red hands: ‘Master!’ he cried out, ‘Where are you, my master?’

Christophe went to him: ‘I am here... always here.’

But Anfos clung with great strength to his arm: ‘Master, poor Anfos cannot fly any more — farther and farther and up... up... up! And, master, Anfos cannot see any more... all is darkness... poor Anfos no longer sees the light. Lay your hands on his eyes and tell him to see.’

‘Surely I will tell him to see,’ consoled Christophe, and he laid a hand over the tightly closed lids.

‘Ai! ai! there is still no light...’ wailed Anfos.

At that moment Marie re-entered the room: ‘He sees very well,’ she whispered to Christophe, ‘I cannot comprehend what he means — however, it is good that at last he has spoken.’
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The hours alternately raced and stood still. Nothing seemed so important in life as time; nothing seemed less important, with time non-existent. In the carpenter’s shop worked the new apprentice; he was very consumptive, shy and respectful. Christophe helped the poor devil to shift a plank.

Kahn looked round from his bench: ‘There is no need to help him, he is not so weak as he appears — eh, my friend?’

‘Decidedly not,’ agreed the apprentice.

Kahn talked of the business, all was going quite well, the apprentice had the makings of a first class joiner: ‘And you find the work easy, is that not so, my friend?’

‘Decidedly easy,’ agreed the apprentice.

Before dinner Kahn drew Christophe aside: ‘Just one little word — I will do what I can, all I can. You believe me?’

Christophe held out his hand and Kahn grasped it a moment. Then they lit cigarettes and spoke of the weather: it was sultry, they said. Whereupon the Recording Angel lost interest.

Dinner over, the new apprentice washed up: ‘Permit me, Madame,’ he suggested, blushing deeply, ‘perhaps Madame would like to go out for a little; it is somewhat hot to-day in this kitchen.’

Marie turned to Christophe: ‘And you, will you come?’

‘Yes,’ he answered, and must smile at so foolish a question.

They walked towards Eusèbe’s vineyards. It was she who had chosen this direction and when they were come to the edge of the vines she said quietly: ‘Show me Mirèio’s grave.’

He glanced at her, unable to hide his surprise, and she thought: ‘He cannot believe that I care. Ai! las, ai! las, and now I do care, for surely Mirèio also loved him.’

Together they went and stood by the spot where Mirèio had lain for nearly ten years at peace in the merciful earth of Provence: ‘She is happy — why are you weeping?’ he asked.

And Marie answered: ‘Because of the ointment, and because I did not quite understand....’

Then Christophe knew that his mother must weep for a sorrow which she had failed to share with him. Very gently he stroked her tired, wet face: ‘It is never too late to understand,’ he told her.






  








CHAPTER XLI
 

THE next morning Christophe knelt by his mother in the ancient church with its open belfry, and the Curé offered to each the Host: ‘Corpus Domini nostri Jesu Christi.. ‘ And Christophe no longer felt dread for himself at the moment when he received his Lord, but instead must feel a great fear for his mother.

Her shoulder touched his; he was suddenly conscious of that poorly clad, patient and ageing shoulder. He thought: ‘There is something which she must endure — it is something from which I cannot protect her.’ And his heart beat wildly against his side as though it would break with her load of grief. Then they rose and together they left the altar.

After Mass they stood looking out at the sea that lay placid and vast in the July sunshine: ‘I love it,’ he said, ‘it has been like a friend, though sometimes I have not asked for its friendship, I have just let it take me and do what it would.’ For now he wished them to share the sea so that she might look at it when he was gone, and because it had comforted him, take comfort.

Presently they went to call on Elise who would be unable to go to the station. Goundran was with her, he was back on leave, very stalwart but very white at the temples. Two children there were now for Goundran to play with; Aurano had acquired a small, turbulent brother who could do all manner of delectable things by crawling and wobbling himself into mischief, and — God willing — she might have a second quite soon, for Goundran’s leaves were not proving unfruitful. Yes, indeed, his Elise was once more great with child; that was why she was unable to go to the station.

‘I cannot permit it,’ Goundran had said, ‘at the sight of a troop train you weep so much that the tears you swallow will pickle the baby! Paure pichounet, he does not like salt even though his sire is a son of the ocean.’

Christophe looked round the room. The walls were still rosy from that brush that had dripped so much pink distemper, and away in the corner was old Mathilde’s chair, while on the table — would you believe it — on the table was a large dish of heart-shaped cakes!

‘You used to like them;’ said Elise with a smile.

‘Pecaire, but he certainly did;’ laughed Goundran. Then he glanced at his wife: ‘They are marvellous cakes, magic cakes for the man who has learned their secret.’ And at this reminder she must actually blush and pretend to busy herself with the coffee.

They stayed for an hour. Goundran seemed very sanguine, very pleased with the world as he talked of the future. The war was practically over, he said, the Allies had cracked the damned spine of the Germans. And after the war, Santo bèlli Mariniero, the world would then be a fit place to live in. Peace and plenty they would have after the war, the bill being settled with fat German money. He, Goundran, had ordered his boats to be painted in preparation for less arduous fishing.

But when Elise came to kiss Christophe good-bye, there she was splashing tears all over his tunic, and sobbing, and reminding them of the days when Goundran had allowed him to paint the green shutters: ‘Never, never shall I forget it...’ she sobbed. ‘Houi, why did I mention paint!’ muttered Goundran. Eusèbe was waiting when they finally reached home. He had wandered into the house uninvited, bringing with him a bottle of vintage wine: ‘The most perfect ever born of my grapes,’ he informed them, ‘as warm and soft as the flesh of a girl. No, no, I alone will remove the cork, I alone will violate this exquisite virgin!’

Marie got out the glasses, shaking her head, the more senile he grew the more lecherous his fancies.

Eusèbe lifted his brimming glass: ‘May the gods protect you, my superb young hero. And do not forget that I christened you with wine long ago when you were a squealing infant, that I made the little red mark on your brow.’

‘Enough of such talk!’ exclaimed Marie, turning pale, for she was a peasant and superstitious.

Why, oh, why had he come, the old sinner of a man? And now that he had come why would he not leave them. But no, he must plump himself down on a chair, without doubt intending to finish the bottle. And the kitchen to sweep and the dinner to cook — queer to be thinking of such everyday things — and those ruthless, pointing hands of the clock, never still, always moving and always pointing.

‘A long time have I known you,’ babbled Eusèbe, his eye growing somewhat watery and tender, ‘tell me, do you remember the wonderful day when I took you to feast on grapes in my vineyards? Yes, and do you remember the more wonderful day when I made you a present of your first pair of sandals? And do you....’

Marie suddenly cut him short: ‘Eusèbe, you must go, there is work to be done.’

‘Ah, well,’ he sighed, ‘I am old, blind and lame.

The old are seldom welcome it seems, very seldom.’ And with this reproach he left them.

The hands of the clock, would they never be still? She must put on her apron and sweep out the kitchen. The hands of the clock, would they never be still? She must go to the sink and peel the potatoes. But the hands of the clock, would they never be still? She must cut the potatoes into neat little squares and set them to stew with the meat on the stove, then a pinch of herbs and a couple of onions.

‘Christophe, bring me that bowl of milk, will you, my son?’ How large he looked carrying the small bowl of milk, large and anxious; and now he was spilling the milk: ‘Never mind, do not trouble to wipe it up.’

And his answer: ‘One moment, I will get a damp cloth, otherwise it may leave a stain on the mat.’

A stain on the mat! She wanted to laugh — only then perhaps she would never stop laughing — the milk might leave a stain on the mat! He was wiping it up rather clumsily with a kind of slow, laborious patience. The milk might leave a stain on the mat... yes, and once that would surely have seemed a disaster.

Cry out like the primitive creature she was? Cry out with the terrible voice of all mothers, even as Mirèio had cried out for her young long ago in her hour of immense desolation? Cry out until the world shook with her cries: ‘You shall not take him, I care nothing for honour. I care only for the child that my womb has held, that my pain has brought forth, that my breasts have nourished. I care nothing for your wars. He was born of love; shall the blossom of love be destroyed by your hatreds? I care nothing....’ Marie pressed her hands to her head.

‘Are you ill?’ Christophe asked her anxiously.

‘No, my son, no, it is not that. I was trying to remember... did I put in those herbs?’

‘Yes,’ he smiled.

And she went on cooking the dinner.
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Everything was arranged with that abnormal composure that will frequently come to us at such moments. Christophe would bid his father farewell then meet Jan and walk to the Presbytery, there to say good-bye to Monsieur le Curé. Marie and Loup, and Anatole Kahn, and perhaps the apprentice, would wait at the station. Anfos had better remain at home —— they would tell him that he must take care of Jousè.

And now Christophe was standing by Jousè’s bedside, and he noticed that his father was wearing his medals. Two large tears trickled slowly towards his beard: ‘Wipe them away, my son,’ he said thickly, ‘my eyes are cowards but my heart is brave and... proud. I cannot quite raise my right hand.’ So Christophe wiped the tears from his face. Then they kissed: ‘God be with you, my very dear son... always... always.’

Christophe answered huskily: ‘My father, it is difficult to find words....’

‘We have no need of words any more,’ said Jousè.
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In the kitchen Christophe found Anfos, alone. He was sitting with his head on his folded arms, but he sprang up the moment he heard Christophe’s footstep: ‘Anfos, I have come to say good-bye. Anfos... what is it? Will you not speak?’ For the madman was gazing at him very strangely; there was love in his eyes, and amazement and awe, there was joy, yet also something like horror. ‘I am going, I must. Anfos, give me your hand... this is our farewell.’

Anfos did not answer.

The Curé opened the front door himself: Jan and Christophe followed him into the study. He motioned them to chairs then sat down at his desk — the shabby old mahogany desk upon which his pen had so often lain idle. The orange tree in the little garden had lost most of its blossoms for now it was fruiting; it had many green leaves, and between the leaves glimmered polished green globes that were turning golden. The garish Madonna still stood in her place not far from the Cure’s threadbare elbow, while above the tubular iron stove hung the fine wooden crucifix carved by Anfos.

The Curé said, almost humbly: ‘It is good of you both to come here, my children.’ And his prominent eyes turned and rested on Jan. ‘I know only too well the feelings of parents. Up to the last they must cling to their sons, and their sons to them at a time like this; therefore I say it is good of you to spare a few minutes for your spiritual father who is no longer quite so young as he was.’ And indeed he did look a very old man; the white locks on his brow were receding and sparse, his temples were heavily veined and hollow.

Christophe stammered: ‘But we could not have gone to the front without asking you to give us your blessing.’ For he felt the great burden of sorrow and love that lay like a cross on the Curé’s shoulders.

And as though Jan had felt it also, he broke in: ‘To have gone away without saying good-bye? Ah, mais non, that could never have happened, mon père. Do I not owe you everything? Think of all you have done for my education.’ Then he grew very red and stared down at his boots: ‘My real father died before I was born... Eh bien, what I am trying to tell you is this... because of mon Curé I have not missed him.’

‘Thank you, my son, for those words,’ said the Curé.

They talked for a little while of the church, and of how the Curé would make restorations some day when the workmen returned from the war and the congregation could better spend money. Saint Loup’s altar was letting the rain in, he told them, the last storm had wetted the saint quite badly. And the Curé now ventured a very small joke: ‘It is possible even that he may catch cold, for he cannot well put up an umbrella!’

Presently Jan glanced at his wrist-watch: ‘We must leave you, mon père.’ So the Curé rose, while they knelt to receive his benediction.

Then the Curé opened a drawer in his desk, and he took from its case the old silver rood blessed for a holy death by some saint — a saint whose name he could not remember: ‘This rood belonged to my mother,’ he said gravely; ‘Long ago it was blessed for Bona Mors. See, it has a very strong chain and can therefore be safely worn round the neck. I myself have had it a great many years, and now I am going to give it...’ His voice faltered, ‘to give it to...’ He had stretched out his hand and had given the old silver rood to Christophe. He thought that he cried out: ‘No, no, it is Jan’s!’ Yet he knew the next moment that he could not have spoken, for Christophe had slipped the chain over his head and was thrusting the crucifix into his tunic.

‘How can I thank you for this, mon père — how can I thank you?’ Christophe was saying; and Jan’s eyes were brimming with gratitude because the gift had been offered to Christophe.

The Curé stared at them; then he found his composure and spoke calmly as befitted his office: ‘I shall not forget to pray for you both. To-morrow I shall offer my Mass for you both, begging our Lord to preserve you in safety. And I hope you will sometimes pray for me, and for all who are charged with the care of souls, that we may not fail before heaven in our duty.’

* * * * *
 

After they had left him he stood very still; and erect he stood, in spite of his years, as a man might stand who faced death with courage. And he strove to lift up his heart to God, to lift it beyond the love of the creature, so that it might serve none other than God. But his heart would rise only a very little and must always return to the place whence it came — perhaps because it was wiser than he, knowing better where it would find its Creator.
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Christophe stood with his mother on the platform. The train was late, trains were always late these days and when they arrived, overcrowded.

Loup was there, and Madame Roustan was there with her arm through Jan’s, and Eusèbe who had hobbled along by the aid of a stick and immediately joined the family group, and he reeking of drink every time he exhaled, to the great indignation of Madame Roustan. But for all his foul breath the old pagan was sober, and because he was sober was melancholy, so that his eye kept filling with tears which he smudged away with a dirty forefinger; then he wiped his nose on the cuff of his shirt with his usual splendid disdain of convention.

Oh, but quite a number of people had come: Goundran together with his pretty Aurano; the Simons, in memory of Guillaume their son; the Hermittes, because they were Marie’s neighbours; Mère Mélanie, gladly preparing to weep, and with her the little hump-backed violinist. The fat Monsieur Bled had also arrived, and the Doctor who never pressed for his payments, and Monsieur Roland who had hurried so much that he felt himself bound to unfasten his collar, and Kahn’s new apprentice, very humble and shy, and wishful that they should ignore his existence. And last but not least, the kind-hearted woman who had used to give Jan of her choicest peaches for the sake of that boy of hers who had died, but who now for his sake gave Jan cigarettes, since the boy had he lived would have been a man also.

Marie thought: ‘It is odd to feel so much alone, here are many good friends yet they seem like strangers.’ For she had not yet learned that the bitterest thing about grief is its sense of complete isolation.

But Christophe divined her thought and he said, taking care that his voice should reach her only: ‘Distance does not exist, it is all here and now; there is neither time, separation nor distance. Where you are I am; where I go you shall come...’ What was he saying? Whose words were these? And to whom had he spoken such words before... where you are I am... had it been to Anfos?

She looked at him with her good faithful eyes in which there was love but no understanding.

Far away down the line a white curling cloud; then a dull, thudding sound that came nearer and nearer; then shouts and a huddle of grinning masks as the poilus crowded up to the windows, struggling like cattle for a breath of fresh air, but still ribald, light-hearted, good-tempered and long-suffering. Jan kissing his mother. Everyone pressing forward to shake the extended hands of the poilus, to shake Jan’s and Christophe’s hands in farewell.

‘Ah, the dear brave fellows, so handsome, so young!’ Mère Mélanie choking with emotion by now, and repulsing her anxious little violinist.

Eusèbe peering up into Christophe’s face and harking back to his thoughts of the morning: ‘Many years have I known you, mais oui, many years. I remember the day when you were baptized...’ But the train will not wait for old Eusèbe, and others have just as much right to a word:

‘Bonne chance! bonne chance!’

‘Take care of yourself and come back soon!’

Then Goundran’s gruff voice: ‘But naturally he will be coming back soon. Diéu! have I not said that the war is over?’

Le tout petit Loup as red as a beetroot: ‘Christophe!’

And suddenly he is blubbering. One tear for Christophe and ten for himself; yes, but actually blubbering, le tout petit Loup, and in public, for all his fine scholarly brains that are destined to get him quite soon to Paris. Ai! las, Ai! las, le pauvre tout petit Loup — ten tears for himself but at least one for Christophe.

Marie dry-eyed and dazed in the arms of her son; his lips on her cheek, and his arms so strong that they hurt her. But how has this come to pass? A short time ago and her son was a baby. His arms are not there any more. He is gone. She can see his face close to Jan’s for a moment, then those unknown faces are crowding between.

‘Bonne chance! Bonne chance!’

‘Do not stay away long!’

The train has begun to move out of the station.

* * * * *
 

Over the waste land that led to the line beyond the platform, someone was running — a man with rough hair and a thin, unkempt beard: ‘Stop! Stop! it is God you kill!’ he screamed wildly.

No one saw or heard the man but a peasant who was driving an ox-cart near-by on the road-way — he was stupid, he stared. ‘Stop! Stop! it is God! It is God you kill... it is God! It is God!’ The peasant left his team, but too late, for the man had already reached the line. Was he crazed? He was standing with outstretched arms. ‘Stop! Stop! it is God...’ Then the engine struck him.

A great sickening jolt as they flung on the brakes: ‘What has happened? What is it?’

‘Some poor devil is done for!’

‘But who? Let me see — move that carcase of yours!’

‘Stop kicking my corn, fils de noble vache!’

‘But who is it?’

‘Ah, bon, already a corpse, a fine omen!’ Then a laugh: ‘Only one among many. Le voilà! they have dragged what is left of him out... Merde, it makes me feel quite homesick for Flanders!’

Jan had been pushed back by the jostling poilus: ‘Is it anyone from our own town?’ he kept asking. ‘Tell me, is it anyone from our own town?’

Christophe managed to shoulder his way to the window, and he saw the poor remnant of human flesh, so torn, so fearful to look on in death. The face had been all but obliterated, yet he knew that indescribable blur.

Returning to Jan, he said quietly: ‘A little child has died... it is Anfos.’






  








CHAPTER XLII
 

1
 

On either side of the French Detachment stretched the far-flung, powerful forces of Britain, mile upon mile they stretched east and west, the arms of a giant on the trunk of a pigmy — a political pigmy, or so it was said by some, but for all that efficient enough, since most of its members had seen hard service.

The September night was bountiful and moonlit, having about it the quality of stillness that engenders a deep and refreshing sleep in those whom the toils of the day have wearied, having about it the quality of peace that engenders a mood of prayer in the religious, having about it the quality of mystery that engenders romance in the hearts of lovers. But the night could bestow none of these gentle things, for its spirit must submit to the violence of war, to the thunder of the Turkish artillery whose barrage dropped now upon No Man’s Land and now upon flesh and blood in the trenches.

The men of the Légion d’Orient crouched, waiting; they had something to wait for, those Armenians; and the Syrians, they also had their memories and could therefore wait with comparative patience, cursing softly and often in Arabic while doing quite a lot of hard thinking.

Colonel Prévost had said, and no doubt with some truth, when an officer of the Tirailleurs had spoken disparagingly of this mixture, Colonel Prévost had said: ‘A weak brew? Well, perhaps, but a good dash of hate gingers up the worst cocktail; moreover if they trust their leader they will fight. The worm that is baited too long may turn and surprise its tormentors by becoming a scorpion.’ And then he had whistled a bright little tune, which meant that the brief conversation was ended.

A queer medley the Légion d’Orient; the Syrians fine looking fellows for the most part, with the dignity of the Arab race and the eyes of those who look out on wide spaces. The Armenians as different from each other in type as a carrion crow from a mountain eagle; some tall, finely featured, agile and brave; some squat; some resembling Jewish pawnbrokers; a people that while struggling to find itself had been marred in the making by persecution, but a people that never lost sight of its wrongs or despaired of a possible day of vengeance.

Christophe sat with his rifle across his knees; he appeared to be staring intently at nothing. On one side of him Jan was telling his beads, his face tense with a kind of fanatical rapture; on the other a weedy Armenian crouched — Toto, he was nick-named, after the lice that revelled in his greasy and tender skin; it was all but impossible to de-louse him. Toto flinched at every burst of a shell and he talked in a rapid, hysterical whisper. His French was fluent but execrable, and while he whispered he scratched his armpits:

‘My mother, I think of her,’ he was saying, ‘my mother lay hidden for two days in a dung-heap, and she big with child, her time almost come — that was in 1896 when my father was murdered at Constantinople. Men, women and children they bludgeoned to death, my father’s brains were splashed on the pavement. I was born with the taste of dung in my mouth, oh, yes, but I was baptized a Christian. My poor people have died in their millions for Christ, and now I am going to avenge my people! My uncle and my mother they both escaped, they were saved by a family of Catholic Armenians; we had always been Gregorians up to then, but after that we also became Catholics —— the Catholics were being protected by the French, so my uncle thought better get French protection. I am glad to be here; I shall fight for France, for Jesus Christ and my dear dead people — it is good to have something for which to fight, when I think of my people I feel like a lion! My uncle he saw a remarkable thing: it was outside the station at Constantinople; the railway cutting was piled with our dead and dying, they had thrown them into the cutting and because they were there the train could not pass, it was blocked by our martyred dead and dying. My uncle has told me this many times: a tall Englishman left the train, he has told me, a man very young but whose hair was quite white, and whose clothes were all white, my uncle thought drill — that was in August, 1896, when the mob was rewarded for killing my people. The Englishman carried those who were dying back into the station — they dared not refuse him: “This is terrible!” the officials exclaimed to the Englishman because he was English. And my uncle says this: “He was all white,” he says, “but after a little while he was scarlet.” That is why I am glad to be here in this trench fighting for France and also for England.’ A shell burst a trifle too close to be pleasant and Toto ducked, then the whispering continued, ‘With my bayonet I shall slit many Turks; oh yes, oh yes; “blood for blood,” I shall say, “my mother ate dung, and now you, filthy dogs who kill innocent Christians, you can eat your own entrails!”’ On and on went that rapid, hysterical voice. Christophe heard it, but only with half his mind, for his mind was engrossed by thoughts of Anfos. Kahn had written telling of the madman’s last words: Anfos had said they were killing God, that was why he had wanted to stop the troop-train. He, Christophe, had many times pictured God’s wounds, the more agonizing because God was immortal. God’s wounds... but supposing God could, in fact, die, could be wounded to death by His merciless creatures? Even now it might well be that God was dead, that the world was abandoned to this horror of war because it had slain the one source of mercy. If that source had been slain then the world was doomed, he was doomed, Jan was doomed, and this man who whispered. And Christ... what of Christ? He also had died; He had died on the Cross... yes, but had He risen? Queer to harbour such doubts and yet remain sane, sane enough to be valuable to one’s Colonel — but perhaps the mind could disguise its real self; or perhaps every creature possessed two minds, one acutely self-conscious, the other automatic. Back there in Lydda that letter had come.... What had he been doing back there in Lydda? He had found an olive grove close to the town; he had walked to it all alone one evening and had suddenly felt an anguish of soul for which there had seemed no discernible reason. Round Saint Loup there were many such olive groves, but this one in Judea had struck him as different. Then Ramleh where Jan had become all on fire at the sight of that ruined church of the Crusaders — Jan had actually knelt down and kissed the stones surreptitiously, when he thought no one was looking. It was clearing now, his brain felt less dazed, he could see quite a number of clear little pictures. The Colonel’s horses; they had both been abandoned, the one dead of sand fever, the other gone sick and left to die with the Veterinary Section. It had been very hard to leave that sick horse, for its filming eyes had reproached and questioned. But the time was so short, the Colonel must tramp when the railway came to an end, if need be: ‘My feet are no more precious than my men’s’; and this saying had gone the round of the regiment. Then: ‘Bénédit, you are returned to duty; I can do with an extra orderly, and moreover, every able-bodied man will be needed.’

 — — ‘Oui, mon Colonel.’ He was always replying: ‘Oui, mon Colonel,’ in a steady, brisk voice — that was why, no doubt, they considered him useful. Yes, and so he was useful with the part of himself that appeared to be purely automatic.... The camouflaged country, a kind of grim game, a gigantic and very ingenious deception — to what purpose the rank and file were not told. Then the great Concentration Camp of the English. The English were friendly, good-tempered men; they would grin and want to exchange tea for wine. Jan thought them like schoolboys, as indeed they appeared — one was always expecting them to play marbles. Their own French Detachment, absurdly small yet comprising a bewildering assortment of colours, from white to black and from black to white with every intermediate gradation. Colonel Prévost treated with marked respect because of his record on the French front... and now Colonel Prévost was waiting in a hole that they had dug for him, he and Jan together, just before they themselves had taken up their positions.

* * * * *
 

‘Christophe.’

‘Yes, Jan?’

Jan had put away his beads and was looking at Christophe rather shyly: ‘Christophe, there is something I want to say — All our lives I have felt as though we two were brothers, very close to each other, as it were one flesh in spite of our quarrels.... I wanted you to know.’

‘I think we have both always known,’ replied Christophe. Then he said: ‘Listen, Jan, if anything should happen, promise me that you will take care of my mother.... I feel that I want to give her to you.’

‘Where is the old silver rood?’ Jan asked him, ‘Let me lay my hand on the old silver rood before answering.’ So Christophe unfastened his tunic and Jan laid his hand on the silver rood: ‘In the name of our crucified Lord, I promise.’

The chaplain passed with bent head, walking quickly. He looked strange in his soutane and battered steel helmet. Someone had been hit farther down the line, they could hear him trying to scream and choking.

‘Our chaplain is brave, very brave;’ murmured Jan. ‘They say he fears nothing in war but one thing: that a man should die without Holy Communion.’

After this they fell silent. A Syrian groaned as he loosened a putrid sock that was sticking. Toto was beginning to eat and drink; rough wine, hard-tack, and meat from a tin — all he had, the field kitchens having been forbidden. The men shuffled, and sighed, and swore under their breath, and examined their equipment for the hundredth time, while the shadows grew darker along the whole front. Christophe glanced up at the changing sky — it could not be long now, the moon was waning.

2
 

Darkness; but a darkness that was falling to pieces, that was splintering into millions of atoms, that was racked and disintegrated by sound. The earth was being disintegrated and the darkness was hailing down on the earth, those millions of atoms that had been the night hailing down and piercing like sharp, black darts.... The earth rocked and gave, the earth held up its arms in supplication and its arms were struck off. There was no earth any more, no sky and no air... those who moved must be souls in some undreamed of hell, a hell of sound... nothing was left but sound... the whole universe was writhing and dissolving in sound, the sound of that terrific bombardment.

Guns were answering guns, the Turks were replying, shells crossed and recrossed, they were bombarding heaven. Through a pall of dense smoke and choking dust the men of the Légion were leaping forward. He, Christophe, was leaping forward with the rest... his mouth was wide open, he could feel himself yelling, he could feel the great strength of his muscular thighs, the great strength of his work-hardened muscular hands. Jan was near him, vaguely discerned through the smoke, they two were close on the Colonel’s heels... the Colonel was waving an arm as he ran; he was leading his men, he had sworn to do it. He was glancing round... his face was quite changed... but perhaps every face now looked like the Colonel’s.

They were pouring into the enemy trenches, touching bodies that felt like their own — human bodies. Some creature was trying to defend itself by shooting at close quarters, it must be mad... it had failed... it was dead, with a gaping belly. This detestable vigour that possessed the limbs, that surged up to the brain and set it ablaze; it was like a heady and poisonous wine, one wanted to sing, one wanted to sob... one was doing all manner of things at once, loving and hating, pitying and killing. Was this Christophe who had so often pictured God’s pain? His lunges were ruthless and accurate, but now he was using the butt of his rifle... what was it that had gushed out over his hands? Jan’s foot was on a man’s chest, he must wrench... the Sergeant had warned them against such thrusts, bones were awkward things, the Sergeant had warned them. Toto was vomiting while he killed, the vomit was red, he had drunk too much wine, it had soured in his stomach because of his terror. He was retching but he dared not stop to be sick... was the smoke less dense? one could see things so clearly... blood was trickling onto Toto’s hand from a long, shallow gash across his wrist.... And the guns, were they suddenly making less noise? one could hear other sounds.... O God, O God, the groans of the dying, the shrieks of the wounded, the angers that thundered deep in men’s hearts.... A mule had broken loose, no, two mules, over there on the right — they were dragging their traces. But how could one see them so far away? As they galloped they were leaving great splashes of crimson. Shoot them, someone! Have pity on them, God; are You dead? Shoot them! Shoot them! They do not understand... they suffer and do not understand.... There was no God, men had killed their God; that was why, being dead, He could not feel pity. Jan was leaning forward the better to lunge... he had lunged and blood spurted into his face... a baptism of blood... he was coughing and spitting. He had stumbled. A-a-h, would you? A mighty thrust, then a sickening weight at the end of one’s rifle.

A pause for the second wave to come up. The Turks were leaving their wounded behind them... that boy with the delicate, clutching hands and the soft white skin — he looked like a woman. On again. Jan, for Christ’s sake do not crush out his life! For Christ’s sake....Jan was mad, he must be mad, he was killing in the name of the Trinity: ‘In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti....’

* * * * *
 

Hours had passed... were they hours or years that had passed? He and Jan were still fighting side by side.. amazing how close they managed to keep to each other, they had seldom been separated. The Colonel’s automatic had jammed; Jan was thrusting his own weapon into his hand, then snatching a rifle from a dying Armenian. Stop! Stop! it is God you kill... it is God.... Anfos also was mad for there was no God — if there had been He must surely have pitied those beasts, and that wounded boy with the face of a woman.

A battery had opened fire on their flank, they were being forced back to the slopes of a wadi; they were trying to find cover among the rocks. The Colonel was waiting for reinforcements... the Colonel had lighted a cigarette... it was bad, this cross-fire, very bad indeed. Now Toto was down. He squealed like a pig, rolled over and over and squealed like a pig, clutching at his guts. Do not make so much noise, stop that squealing, it opens the wound, you fool! Toto made one feel angry, squealing like a pig, one felt angry as one dragged him to comparative safety.

** * * *
 

They were reinforced. Was it morning or evening? What blue eyes he had that young German gunner standing there in the middle of five dead men... his blue eyes looked vague, he appeared very stupid, for he would not use that big mauser of his. And now he was resting his hand on the gun; when he withdrew it a part remained behind on the muzzle... he was stupid indeed, staring down at his palm that was burnt to the bone. He was dead like the rest... yes, but who had killed him?

Bells... how strange to hear bells in battle. And so faint they sounded, as though far away — faint yet clear. They were playing a Provençal hymn: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’

Blood everywhere; the soil watered with blood. Christian and infidel made one in their wounds, no difference at all, and made one in death — lying side by side, united in death.

‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’

The Armenians had fought well, they were still fighting well, intent on avenging the wrongs of their people, but the Turks appeared to be in full flight. Here and there a stand made by exhausted men who were ready to die and thus asked for no quarter. They went gallantly, those who had stayed to die.... Christian and infidel united in death... it was always the same, an eternal oneness. But was it the same now that God was dead? Who was ringing those bells so persistently? They had come very close, very close to one’s ears... they seemed outside oneself and yet inside one’s brain. Could the Colonel hear them? Did Jan hear those bells? Jan knew the tune well — an old Provençal hymn: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’






  








CHAPTER XLIII
 

1
 

THAT night came the order to halt on their objective. In the morning they would go forward again, but meanwhile — sleep. The men flung themselves down, some too heavy with weariness to eat until rest had brought ease to their aching bodies. Those whose duties would take them to the Listening Posts damned their luck and looked at the others with envy.

Christophe found himself detailed for a special patrol, together with five Syrians and two Armenians. The French Lieutenant in command rubbed his eyes, for his youth was making him feel extra sleepy. He was dreaming of a certain immense feather bed into which he had used to creep with his parents; it still stood in the corner of a spacious room with blue brocade walls and a painted ceiling:

‘Bon Dieu,’ he murmured disconsolately, ‘how little one imagines at five years old what is going to happen to one at twenty!’

The Sergeant was rumbling with soft, rich oaths. He was dreaming of a world that was guiltless of vermin and Turks alike, above all of patrols undertaken after a hard day’s fighting. A passing Armenian dropped an open tin of sardines, and they as precious as ortolans on toast. The oil splashed over the Sergeant’s boots:

‘Sacrée face de ver!’ growled the outraged Sergeant. The Corporal was more patient, he took things as they came — lice, bugs, Turks, patrols, and even Armenians. What would you? Life was made up of such trials, they were doubtless the stones on the path to heaven. However, the Corporal also had dreams, not the least of which was a brothel in Paris.

Christophe stood and gazed down at Jan; he was peacefully sleeping with his head on his arm. Sweat had mingled with the grime and blood on his face, and the sleeve upon which his cheek rested was bloody. One hand was clutching his rosary; he must have been telling his beads again, for his thumb still marked the place in a decade. And while he gazed at him Christophe was conscious of a curious feeling of desolation, as though Jan had failed him by falling asleep:

‘Could you not have kept awake for an hour, just until I had gone?’ he heard himself saying, ‘Surely you might have kept awake for an hour...’ Then he frowned, ‘I am being unjust,’ he thought, ‘Jan is utterly spent, that is why he sleeps.’ Yet he felt a sudden impulse to wake him.

‘Jan!’

But Jan only stirred slightly and sighed, so Christophe passed on and left him sleeping.

2
 

The Patrol was well beyond the Listening Posts. It was creeping forward, each man for himself, each man all eyes, all ears, and all nerves. Every sense concentrated in eyes and ears, every nerve responding to the least sound or movement. A few thin clouds drifted across the moon from time to time; they were unexpected, clouds were seldom seen before the month of October. The light was shifting and treacherous, the ground difficult and bristling with pitfalls.

No one spoke, it was not a moment for speaking. The Armenians and Syrians gripped their rifles. What was lying in wait for them just ahead? The silence was uncanny after the day, but no one could tell when it might be broken. They kept together as best they could, though each man was expected to use his own wits and particularly his own observation. A Syrian slipped and fell with a thud, it sounded like a cavalry charge; the men held their breath and stood motionless. Then the Sergeant hiked the Syrian onto his feet with a whispered oath, and once more they moved forward.

It was while they were climbing the side of a slope that Christophe found himself dropping behind them, found himself treading with infinite care, scarcely breathing lest someone should turn and observe him, and he wondered why he was doing these things. His brain seemed confused: ‘I shall get lost,’ he thought. Then quite suddenly: ‘I am already lost, there is nothing left of me any more — there is nothing left of Christophe but pity.’

Pity. All his life he had known it, but never until now had he known it completely, for now it was clutching him by the soul; his soul was shaken and rent with pity. Gentle yet terrible it clutched his soul. There was no escape, for it would not let go. It had sprung upon him from the grief of the night, from the torn and bleeding heart of the earth, from the pain of those helpless and bleeding bodies; it was hurling itself against his will, overcoming his will and possessing his reason. Gentle yet terrible with gentleness it wounded; his soul was a deep and gaping wound, every wound that he had inflicted was there, the many made one and as one beheld, and as one endured, and as one repented; ‘Forgive... forgive;’ he prayed desperately, ‘you whom I have caused to suffer, forgive me.’

** * * *
 

He was crouching in a shell hole — how had it happened? No matter, he must crane up and see if they had missed him. Apparently not, for they were moving to the right; that meant that they were working round the hill. It would be fairly dark on the far side of the hill; all the better, his absence would go unnoticed.

Climb free of the shell hole and creep down the slope — how easy it was when one’s body obeyed one. His body had detached itself from him all day; his body had been unspeakably cruel; and cowardly too, it had saved itself, killing others in order that it might live — Oh, most hateful yet pitiful life of the body. But how peaceful it was on this wide, quiet plain; the air smelt sweet like the air in Provence. Perhaps wild lavender grew near this plain, perhaps the hillsides were covered with maquis.

Dead men... it was better to die than to kill. Two dead men lying stiffly side by side with their arms and legs sprawled out in the moonlight. Never mind, it is over now, it is past, you are dead — it is better to die than to kill. There is only one fear, if God also is dead.... Do you think that perhaps it was you who killed God? Or was it a Provençal peasant called Christophe? Never mind, it is over for you now, it is past. Christophe lives and his soul is one terrible wound... do you think that it may have been he who killed you?

But could God be dead when the night was so blessèd and filled with an inexpressible peace — with a peace that seemed to pass all understanding? What if a soldier should die for the world, for the sake of the gospel of peace, would they mourn him? Would they turn from their wars? ‘We have slain a just man....’ But someone had already preached the gospel of peace and been slain... a man who was born in Judea.... In Judea, it was, that they had crucified him. Jesus, who had been born in Bethlehem; yes, and Anfos had carved Him a lamb for Christmas, then had wanted to play with the lamb himself. Christmas, the birthday of Jesus Christ... Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.

Something was pressing against his flesh, it was something that he had almost forgotten; the rood was pressing against his flesh. He drew it out and stared at it gravely; then he let it hang loosely around his neck: ‘If I pass any more dead soldiers,’ he thought, ‘they will see it like this and it may console them, but I think all the dead are left miles behind.... Lord, I did not kill them, it was my body.’

And now those bells were beginning again: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’ Remote and yet near, beyond yet within, they a part of himself, he a part of their ringing. Ancient bells that rang out for the youth of the world, for those who would presently find their Lord concealed in the fragile disc of the Host. Bells of peace that had sounded above the groans and the fearful detonations of war. Bells that swung from a belfry in far away Provence yet were here on this moonlit Palestine plain... distance did not exist, it was all here and now, there was neither time, separation nor distance. Palestine and Provence — names, names, only names. There was neither Palestine nor Provence, neither friend nor foe, neither infidel nor Christian, but only those ringing, singing bells: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’

Yet surely his body was once more detached and no longer the instrument of his being? His body was doing such curious things; it was moving with a stealthy precaution; it was creeping on all fours where the moon lit its path, then rising warily inch by inch when it found itself protected by shadows. It was crawling behind thick patches of scrub, behind rocks, and when it did this it listened for the sound of the patrol, for the sound of a shot that would cut like a knife through the silent night. Silent? but the night was quivering with bells: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’

Metal clinked against metal; the silver rood was clinking against a button of his tunic. Too much noise, too much noise! A large, muscular hand moved upward and closed itself over the rood, firmly holding the cross in position. Then the body paused in a patch of blue darkness to take off its boots and its blood-stiffened socks which it carefully hid in some neighbouring bushes; then it started to move its toes this way and that with a sigh of relief. There were stones on the plain yet the naked feet did not feel the stones —— it was good to be once more wearing sandals.

On and on. But how long had that body been walking? A very long time for the body felt tired, and it seemed to have lost all sense of direction. The hill that the patrol had been skirting was gone, it had suddenly vanished from off the earth — but then perhaps it had never existed. And the bells were fainter; so faint they had grown that their tune was incomplete, notes were missing: ‘Jesus... Shepherd, the Lamb...’ breathed the bells; a soft blur of indistinct, somnolent sound before that last all but deafening peal: ‘Jesus Christ, the Shepherd, the Lamb, and the Victim.’

Rest — the body must rest. It must sit with its aching head and shoulders supported. It must sit or drop down on this spot where it stood. But if it failed now who would speak the words? Someone called Anfos had known of the words a long time ago, a lifetime ago: ‘The words! the words! Master, where are the words?’

‘What words? I tell you they do not exist!’ A most cowardly lie, a most damnable lie — the words were the Life, which alone existed.

He groped his way forward and sank to the ground with his back against a tall, sheltering boulder. It was dark just here, dark and quiet and immense — yes, and something else too which he could not fathom. Where was he? Perhaps he also was dead like those men who had lain so amazingly still with their arms and legs sprawled out in the moonlight. ‘Master, the words!’

‘Hush, Anfos, speak softly. It is time that you slept, it is growing late. Sleep, Anfos, for sleep is a comforting thing.’

‘Master, oh, master — the words! the words!’

‘But are not you also a dead man, Anfos? I seem to remember that Anfos is dead, that he died to prevent us killing our God. Have we killed our God? Can God be killed, Anfos?’

Then it came; the illimitable Presence that yet appeared so strangely familiar. The Kingdom, the Power, the Shadowless Glory that yet stooped beneath the burdens of those who were spent, that yet toiled with the patience of those who toiled, that yet humbled Itself to the needs of the humble. The Timeless, the All-Wisdom; the Judge yet the judged; the Consoler who yet desired consolation.

Christophe dragged himself stiffly onto his knees. His body was shaken and torn by fear, but his spirit gazed up into pale, bright eyes that it seemed to have seen before, to remember.

‘Who are you?’ he gasped. And even as he questioned he envisaged the pitiful limitations of the mind, for ever struggling with doubt, for ever seeking to chain faith to reason — the timid, self-conscious, mistrustful mind....

‘I am the Indestructible Compassion.’

Then suddenly all the travail of creation, all the anguish and doubt, all the fear and blindness being drawn into one vast, courageous heart: ‘I am the Indestructible Compassion.’

And now there was passing a mighty concourse of beings who sought that haven of refuge: those broken and crushed on the wheel of war — the boy with the smooth skinned, womanish face; the blue-eyed, bewildered young German gunner; the man who had baptized Jan with his blood; the blundering, sorrowful, kindly Guillaume. Yes, and countless others ruthlessly slain — most horrible they were because of their wounds, yet forgiving even as they sought forgiveness. And with them came Anfos, the faithful madman who had died in an effort to save his Creator, together with those who still suffered the flesh but whose needs had lent wings to their captive spirits: Jôusè Bénédit and Marie his wife, and the ailing child that had sprung from their mating; the Curé who must carry his cross of love; the parents whom Guillaume had left behind, and who grieved with the dreary grief of the ageing.

Oh, but they were endless. And now to that throng were added the inarticulate creatures who groaned in bondage yet not without hope — who waited in earnest expectation. The beasts who had laid down their lives in battle, who had patiently suffered for the sins of their masters; Mirèio, her gaunt flanks covered with sores, yet with God in the eyes that she turned upon Christophe; the starving mongrels that Christophe had fed. Aye, and even the battered and bleeding couleuvres whose stripes he had once been privileged to endure in union with One who Himself had been scourged for teaching the blessèd gospel of mercy.

And kneeling before this supreme revelation, the past became clearly illumined for Christophe. It was this that he had been asked to share, it was this that he had divined with his spirit, it was this from which he had sought to escape, it was this that his quaking flesh had rejected.

Christophe signed himself with the cross of his Lord, then he struck his breast with the strokes of contrition: ‘My God, I have turned You away many times because I feared, and once I denied You. And my hands are guilty... do not look at them, Lord. Have pity and do not look at my hands, only show me how I may make reparation. Lord, I am not any more afraid....’ And even as he spoke the Presence moved nearer.

And now It seemed to engulf him entirely, the while It was being Itself engulfed and drawn into the fleshly form of Its creature. At that moment Christophe knew all the sorrows of the world, all the sorrow of God, but also the joy of God’s selfless and all-embracing love, in that terrible, that triumphant communion.

** * * *
 

He had thrown away his rifle and was walking through the moonlight on a track that led over the plain to the northward. He was taking no heed where his feet should tread, yet he knew that somewhere beyond lay a well, and that once long ago he had drunk of its water. He was holding the silver rood in his hands. He had slipped the chain of it from his neck and was holding the cross up before his face, a small cross and yet it seemed strangely heavy. He had borne such a burden as this once before, but then it had rested upon his scourged shoulder.

The moon had dropped behind the low hills; it was dark yet he neither faltered nor stumbled. He remembered this darkness that came prior to the dawn; it was chilly and always intensely silent. But where were they, those whom he had come forth to seek bearing the silver rood in his hands? Surely they could not have fled away in fear before this emblem of peace? Follow... he must follow until he found them.

The darkness was lifting; a faint, nebulous colour was spreading quietly over the landscape, a faint breeze was stirring the hair on his brow. Listen... what was that sound to the left? He stood motionless staring towards the sound. And surely that was a low white wall with a few poor, straggling buildings behind it, and beyond those again a close huddle of roofs? More sounds... the sudden wail of a child over there among that huddle of roofs; then wheels and a short, sharp word of command. Were they evacuating the village? Did it actually lie in the line of the troops? It must lie in the line of those oncoming troops; and with them... who was it that mattered so much, that had always mattered because greatly loved and greatly loving? Jan, it was Jan... love alone could unveil the eyes of the Spirit. A small point of light that flashed out through the gloom for a moment — someone was lighting a lantern.

He had turned from the track and was walking swiftly towards that dim but incautious glimmer. His arms were thrust forward and his hands clasped the rood as though they were clasping a most precious gift, a priceless gift, ‘We are coming,’ he whispered.

And now he had reached the dejected outskirts of the place and was conscious that he was speaking. He could hear his own stumbling, choking words; they amazed him, they sounded very like madness, but a madness so sublime that his soul leapt and sang:

‘I am Christophe. I have come to ask your forgiveness. With these hands of mine I have killed our brothers, and yet with these hands I now bring you God’s peace — the peace that passes all understanding.

I have come first to you whom I have most wronged, but presently I will go out into the world so that the world may be healed by my message. In the name of Jesus Christ lay down your arms. He is here, and He tells us to love one another, for our wounds are His wounds.... Look, I am unarmed because I am you and you are me, we are one and the same and that one is Christ, and Christ is the Indestructible Compassion. God so loves the world that He gives Himself...

They had torn the silver rood from his grasp. There were five of them, ragged and starving men demented by blood and appalled by defeat. And no word of it all had they understood — he had spoken to them in his Provençal language. They surrounded him, dragging him to the ground, then they spat in his face and one of them struck him. And they stripped off his shabby and war-stained clothes, wrenching them roughly away from his body; and all the while they spat in his face, and one after another they cursed him and struck him. For a moment he tightened his splendid muscles, flinging off the foremost of his tormentors; then he suddenly lay quiet under their hands and they heard him speaking as though to himself: ‘I am the Indestructible Compassion.’

Someone had opened a door quite near him; he could smell the familiar fragrance of timber, and the pungent odour of planks newly planed. He thought: ‘I am home again in Saint Loup; I am glad to be back with my mother and father. Soon I shall see that very old woman: I am going to be taken to see her by Goundran.’ And he closed his eyes, smiling contentedly; so happy it was to be once more a child, so happy and guiltless and safe it was to be waiting there for the coming of Goundran.

A man had passed in through that open door and had come out again, having found what he needed. They had locked the door; Christophe lay wondering why — his father so seldom locked his workshop. They were lifting him up. He was heavy to move. They were forcing his body against the door and straining the fingers back from his palms, so that the palms lay exposed and helpless. An unendurable pain in his hands, in his feet — an unendurable pain.

‘Lord, if You are with me still do not stay... do not suffer....’ But the words sank down and were lost in a bottomless pit of physical anguish.

His head moved quickly from side to side as though he were trying to see those hands, to comprehend the cause of such suffering. Then it drooped as though he would see his feet and look on the rood they had nailed beneath them. But presently he became very still and his dying eyes gazed out to the east — to the east where the flaming, majestic dawn rose over the world like a resurrection.
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First appearing in 1936, this novel tells the story of thirty-year-old Hannah Bullen, who lives in the small town of Rother on the edge of Romney Marsh. Widely known locally as a “loose woman”, she has three illegitimate children by three different fathers, and works hard as a cleaner to support her family. Over a year, the reader gets to know Hannah as a woman with a good heart and warmth of character, who will help anyone in trouble. She has a special insight into the beauty of the nature around her. A series of events reveals just how special Hannah is.

The title of this book was chosen by Una Troubridge and is a reference to the Beatitudes spoken of by Jesus Christ in the Christian Testament of the Bible (Matthew 5:8). It also reflects Hall’s spiritual and faith interests. The town of Rother is based on the real town of Rye, where Hall and Una had a house and on the poor residents who lived near their house. The Sixth Beatitude took the place of an earlier manuscript, “Emblem Hurlstone”, which Hall put aside in favour of The Sixth Beatitude and never did complete.
This is Hall’s last completed and published novel, and one of the shorter ones. It was written in 1935, at the height of Hall’s passion for her new mistress, Souline, and Hall credited Souline with being the revitalising force behind her writing, as her confidence as a writer had taken a knock after the lukewarm reception of Master of the House. Ironically, the disastrous à trois relationship of Una, Hall and Souline eventually impeded Hall’s attempts at writing a novel after this and Hall would chide Souline for her disinterest in, and obstruction of, her writing. 

Hall was working on a novel at the time of her death in 1943 — The Shoemaker of Merano — but she gave Una permission to destroy this after her demise. Una was quietly triumphant, as the autobiographical theme in this last unfinished novel was Hall and Souline’s affair. Nevertheless, Hall had called it her greatest work. 
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CHAPTER ONE
 

January
 

HANNAH BULLEN stood staring seaward. Romney Marsh stretched out between her and the sea, more than two miles of greyish-green marsh with cattle upon it, sheep and strong steers - for a long time ago the sea had left Rother. Hannah stood staring as her forebears had done when they kept their watch for enemy ships; a habit this, handed down from the past. In Rother people would pause at their work, shading their eyes and staring at nothing but the Marsh and those excellent sheep and steers, and, when it was not too misty, the horizon.

It was New Year’s Day. It was Hannah’s birthday. She was thirty and her face was already lined, for the toilers of the earth mature and age early. But the lines were as yet not so harshly channelled that they marred the clear brown skin of her cheeks, while her deep-set grey eyes were still bright and steadfast. Her hair was dun-coloured, short and dishevelled. She was tall: her body suggested a branch denuded of leaves, it was stark and strong. The beauty of her body lay in this strength which gave it a kind of gaunt dignity. The dignity of toil - that was what you felt about Hannah, that was why you looked at her twice: at her large gnarled hands that held with precision, at her large sure feet that trod masterfully, at her grey steadfast eyes that saw life as it was, and seeing life neither feared nor despised it.

The south wind was tearing at Hannah’s skirt; it was colder than many an easterly gale, the inhabitants of Rother would wonder why, especially those of them who lived in Crofts Lane - the lane that ended abruptly in the Look-Out. For Rother stood well above the Marsh on a hill, having Crofts Lane as its highest point, and the crazy old houses with their rotting walls, their cracked weather tiles and their sagging roofs, must huddle together rather helplessly, unable any more to withstand the winters.

Hannah turned and unfastened some clothes from a line. She thought: ‘Father’s shirts is gettin’ that awful!’ Then she thought: ‘I wish Alf ‘adn’t lost ‘is job.... Alf, ‘e aren’t a good son nor yet a good brother, ‘e didn’t ought to ‘ave lost that job, still maybe ‘e does ‘is best... ‘e’s that soft...’ Mechanically she collected the clothes, flinging them over her hard brown arm, then she turned and went into her parents’ cottage.

‘Come on, Hannah, do!’ came her mother’s voice, ‘it’s past six. Ain’t you ever goin’ to start on the breakfast;’

* * *
 

Granny was huddled in a chair near the fire. She seemed old beyond the counting of her years. No one could have sworn to her precise age which, indeed, she herself had long since forgotten. A generous breeder Granny had been, she had bred to a raw-boned gipsy man; they had made many children, the two of them; some healthy but others very far from healthy. The ailing children had mercifully died; they had died at birth or very soon after. They had died in the small, dirty caravan that had smelt of cheap lamp-oil, the gipsy and Granny, and quite frequently of a vomiting infant. They had died either with or without a doctor, just as they had been born with or without a doctor, for their father had had an adventurous mind that had been no respecter of places or persons.

Three only of Granny’s children had lived: two were men of the sea who plied up and down the coast in the large sailing vessels that Hannah loved in spite of their grimy decks and grey sails - the sailing vessels that brought coal to Rother. Her youngest child, a daughter by name Lily-Rose, had married a labourer from the Harbour, William Bullen, who, when he could bring himself to work, repaired sluices, and dug the mud out of dykes, and collected the round, smooth, glossy beach boulders for road mending, garden paths and the like. He was sixty and complained of a varicose vein, a wrenched back, a stiff arm and incessant toothache. Hannah looked very like him, she had his gaunt limbs, his deep-set grey eyes and his tall straight figure. And she feared him in spite of his back and his arm, and that varicose vein that was forming an ulcer. For Hannah could remember when these things had not been, when William Bullen in the pride of his strength had frequently used his fists on her mother, and she screeching enough to split your ears, and Granny screeching as well, only louder; and Uncle Robert fresh from his ship with the brine and the coal-dust still caked on his face, Uncle Robert reeling in on the scene as befitted a man who had sailed the Channel and then spent a couple of hours at the Lion, the ‘Royal Oak’ or the Ropemaker’s Arms - Uncle Robert who could curse till the rafters shook, till the rotten plaster dropped from the walls and the most intrepid of rats took cover. Those had been Saturday nights down the Lane, nights when Hannah had stood guard over the children, over Thomas aged six and Alfred aged five — for had not she herself been all of eleven? And so now in spite of her powerful arms, her broad strong chest, her competent hands and her fearless eyes, Hannah feared her father. Her mother Hannah had never feared and never liked either - quite simply she loved her.

Granny sniffed the sausages that Hannah was frying, then she champed her blue gums: she was hungry and greedy.

‘My Gawd,’ she mumbled, ‘them sausages smells good.’ And she stretched out a claw. ‘Gimme one of ‘em, Hannah!’

Hannah shook her head: ‘It’s Bengers’ for you, and yer’ll ‘ave to wait till the rest ‘as their breakfasts. Father, ‘e’ll be acomin’ down soon, and ‘ere’s Tom and young Alf and Doris and Ermie. Think I’m goin’ to feed you afore I feeds them? Not much!’ She had never been sentimental.

Mrs. Bullen looked at her with watery eyes: ‘Don’t be so ‘ard on yer pore old granny. Go on, give ‘er a sausage. It won’t do ‘er no ‘arm; it’ll do ‘er good, as likely as not.’

But Hannah was firm: ‘No, it’s Benger’s for ‘er. “You give ‘er Benger’s,” the doctor ‘e said, “with ‘er stomach and bowels a crumb’s likely to kill ‘er.” Think I wants that to ‘appen after all me work to keep ‘er alive in spite of ‘erself? Think I’m goin’ to lose ‘er now for the sake of a sausage? You keep quiet, yer old devil!’ she snapped, turning on Granny, for Granny was edging nearer the stove - very slyly she was edging nearer the stove. ‘You stay quiet where yer is or yer’ll be in yer grave, and that’s Gawd’s truth I’m tellin’ yer.’

Granny slobbered.

Mr. Bullen limped painfully into the room: ‘Me leg’s broke out again,’ he remarked; ‘it’s been suppuratin’ all over the blankets somethink awful. I’ll ‘ave to say no to that job.’

Tom, who worked down at the saw-mill, scowled; but Alf, it appeared, sympathised with their father.

‘Any’ow, ‘taint no job for a man,’ he protested, ‘no more nor mine was. I telled ’em off proper. “Dig yer muck out yerself if yer wants it dug.” Them was my words, I told ’em off proper. “You try bullyin’ people in Moscow!” I says.’

‘Shut yer face!’ yelled his father furiously. ‘Muck is it what yer too fine to dig? Well then, what about muckin’ around with the girls? You ain’t too fine for that job, so I’ve bin ‘earin’. Why shouldn’t yer earn yer keep and keep me? Ain’t I yer parent, yer lazy young swine?’

‘Ah, now yer arskin’ me somethin’...’ grinned Alf.

‘Oh, for Gawd’s sake, ‘old yer noise, do,’ Hannah ordered. She set a large pot of tea on the table, the dish of sausages and a loaf of stale bread, while her mother went off in search of the butter.

‘Gimme a sausage!’ commanded Granny. ‘I don’t want no Benger’s, I wants a ‘ot sausage!’ And her voice sounded almost youthful with greed. Then she nodded and apparently fell asleep.

‘I better be makin’ ‘er grub’, sighed Hannah.

She didn’t herself know why she sighed. She was used to violent disputes during meals, so used to them that at times she scarcely heard them. For five years now she had prepared Benger’s food, while for more years than that she had cooked the breakfast. Presently, too, she would sweep the kitchen, make the beds, tidy Ermie and Doris for school and do numerous other odd chores about the place before going off to her daily service as maid of all work - an uncertain job but well enough paid when Hannah could get it. There was nothing unusual about the morning except inasmuch as it was her birthday, a fact that none of them seemed to remember.

She stood still with her hands on her straight, thin hips and surveyed the kitchen and then the table - the kitchen with its case of moth-eaten stuffed birds, its family Bible, its rickety chairs, and its dresser festooned with torn paper ruching. Hannah would have liked to consign that ruching to the flames, but Mrs. Bullen clung to it as she clung to the case of moth-eaten stuffed birds and the family Bible that nobody opened. On the window-sill was a bundle of socks that Mrs. Bullen intended to mend, but somehow or other never mended, an old dress of Ermie’s, too ragged for school, a bowl of dripping, a dilapidated comb, and a jam-pot containing faded chrysanthemums. The cooking stove smoked on the least provocation and the hole in its oven was stuffed with sacking. The kitchen was draughty yet intolerably hot, unless there was not enough money for coal, in which case the kitchen was draughty and freezing. But its smoke-stained ceiling was heavily beamed with the honest, enduring, courageous oak that everyone hated save Hannah, who loved it. And the oak bulged out here and there on the walls, pushing its way through the Queen Anne plaster, so that every spring Mr. Bullen would say it was time that he got a bucket of whitewash. And to Hannah this kitchen symbolized home, for was it not the only home she had known? It was that, and in it she had first savoured life through the age-old medium of cause and effect: of rewarding caresses and punitive beatings.

 

She looked at the table, at her father and mother. Mrs. Bullen was tearful now - that was the gin. Hannah hated the stuff, hated all strong drink, but she did not condemn, she seldom condemned; like God she possessed an infinite patience. Mr. Bullen gulped his tea noisily, then swore because the hot tea found a tooth, or rather all that was left of a tooth, and caused him a moment of the most acute torture. Tom sliced his sausage with staid precision: a neat-looking young man of twenty-four, fair-complexioned and clear-eyed, like Uncle Robert had been at his age, or so said his mother. Tom was a little above himself these days, a little inclined to be critical since getting that job with Wilkes at the saw mill. Alf smoked and chewed and spat out bits of gristle, some of which missed his plate and fell on to the table. He was handsome in a dark and slovenly way, he had a strong look of his gipsy grandsire. But he seldom washed and his delicate teeth were almost as badly decayed as his father’s. He was indolent in all his personal habits, energetic in theory and lazy in practice. A malcontent who, the while he complained, would no nothing to better his own condition. In a word, a lump of that perilous dough from which can be kneaded the stuff of revolutions. Not a brother to be proud of as Hannah must admit. And then of course there were Doris and Ermie.

Doris and Ermie. Doris was ten, the fruit of a sudden unruly impulse. She had been conceived in a disused shed - blindly and greedily conceived. Yet Hannah hardly remembered the man who had called up that sudden unruly impulse, and this struck her as strange, as decidedly strange in view of Doris, but it did not shock her. Doris was a plain and honest-looking child with blunt, freckled features; a good child too, though her father had been neither good nor honest. He had fled the district when he had learned the result of that night in the disused shed. Oh, well, Hannah reflected, he was no great loss; if they’d married she would probably have had to keep him.

Ermie was six. Four years of repression and then that sailor who had come from the Baltic in a ship that was laden with sweet-smelling timber. A clean, lovely ship, with well-scrubbed decks and white, neatly patched sails, with burnished brass, and a look of freedom and pride about her. He had been very young, clean, too, like his ship. His eyes had been innocent, the eyes of a child - he had often wanted to talk of his mother. She, Hannah, had sat with his head on her lap. His hair had been yellow and thick, as was Ermie’s; Hannah had found it pleasant to touch. He had liked the meadows beyond the town, those meadows stolen from Romney Marsh. He had liked the smell of the meadowsweet and the songs of the birds - he had been so simple.

‘Do you believe in God?’ he had asked her. ‘I do when I look at your most fair country.’

Yes, at first he had said so many things like this, lying there with his head on Hannah’s lap; he had said them looking up into her eyes, and she had felt very protective towards him.

Sometimes he had told her fabulous stories; half in jest, half in earnest, he had told her of fairies. And legends he had told her, legends conceived in the hearts and the minds of his own Norse people. He had made her feel the urge of the wind in the sails of great and purposeful vessels, see the splendid curves of those wind-filled sails, hear the tearing, thudding sound of the water. And humbler things he had wished to speak of: small flowers in forests where the spring was tardy; small streams near his home that had leapt to life on a sudden after having been ice bound. And Hannah had listened attentively, smiling while not always understanding, yet queerly happy, because this man was awakening in her work-benumbed soul its first timid realization of beauty.

Then had come that warm and bewitched June evening, with the constant monotonous notes of the cuckoo away in the woods that were called Cuckoo Hollow. And the light had suddenly brightened and deepened, so that the cattle that grazed on the Marsh - on the edge of the Marsh where it touched the meadow - looked as though magicked by some hidden hand that had changed them into glowing enamel; so that the Marsh looked unearthly green, and the river and dykes unearthly blue; so that the cuckoo’s monotonous call had a curious power to disturb the senses.

She had felt him trembling under her hands: ‘You... you...’ he had stammered, ‘I find you splendid. You are like a tall pine, so straight, so strong... I have never seen a woman like you, so straight, so strong. You have strong little breasts beneath your dress -I desire to see them. Hannah, listen to me... I am a man... I would be your man.... You have strong little breasts.... Only now, do I know how much I desire you.

And only then had she also known how great was the urge of desire within her.

He had taken her almost reverently, pressing her down on the fertile soil as though on some primitive pagan altar. Their loving had been very silent and deep, and when it was over they had stared at each other a little afraid, a little disturbed by the force of this thing that had claimed their bodies.

Then: ‘Kiss me some more - come on...’ she had urged, ‘I wants you to kiss me some more. Come on....’

But at that he had stooped and kissed her hand.

‘Aren’t you the queer one.. Hannah had muttered.

He had left her. He had sailed away in his ship. She had watched his ship gliding along the river from the ancient Look-Out at the end of Crofts Lane. All the women of Crofts Lane had come a-running as they generally did when a ship went by, for the spell of the waters still lay over Rother. A clean, lovely ship putting out to sea, and to her he had seemed a most lovely man. But she had not wept for him then - no, nor after. She and the other women had waved and the blond-headed men had waved back - that was all. And when next the ship had come laden to Rother he had not been of her crew - that was all. Married and no longer a seafaring man? Perhaps. She had not questioned the captain.

With the spring had been born a child with fair hair, almost white just at first and then deepening to yellow. A child with very innocent eyes. She had called it Ermentrude after his mother, at least that was what they had christened the child. But Ermentrude - such an outlandish name, even Hannah had found that she preferred Ermie. She was thinking of these things now as she looked at the family gathered about the table.

How her father had stormed! But she had not blamed him, even though she had felt no least stirring of shame. It had seemed to her natural that he should storm, quite as natural, indeed, as having a baby.

‘You gettin’ one bastard after another,’ he had stormed; ‘yer as bad as a bitch in ‘eat. One were too many and now there’s this brat. Yer a proper ‘ore. Did ‘e leave yer some money? ‘E didn’t? Well, then yer a fool as well, I’m tellin’ yer. Yer a bloody fool!’Oo’s goin’ to support’em I wants ter know?’Ooo’s goin’to support’em?’

‘I are’, she had told him.

But her mother had pushed him out of the house: ‘You go and get tight if yer wants’, she had said. ‘You go an’ drownded yerself if yer wants. This aren’t your affair, it’s us females’ affair.’ And then she had stewed up the morning’s tea and had given the steaming black brew to Hannah.

For was she not of the gipsy blood that must mate and beget at the seasons of mating? Must very simply mate and beget as the lesser creatures mate and beget because they envisage no god save nature. Surely she was of that gipsy blood — of the blood that she had bequeathed to Hannah. And so Hannah’s mother had accepted this grandchild very much as she had accepted Doris; and drunk or sober she had tended it right well, for though gin could bring tears to her handsome black eyes it could seldom lessen her skill with a baby. And if she demanded her pound of flesh and took every penny that Hannah earned; nay more, if she laid every household burden upon Hannah’s willing but aching shoulders, what would you! One must pay for most things in this world, for lasting joys and for joys that pass, and Hannah had always been a free giver.

Father and Mother, Tom and Alf, Doris and Ermie - and there was old Granny making the angry sucking noise that she always made when resentful and hungry - Granny blear-eyed but now wide awake.

‘Just wait ‘arf a jiff, Gran, it’s comin’ along....’ And Hannah turned once more to the stove. Presently she might manage to eat her own breakfast. ‘They’re all just like so many kids,’ she thought, ‘even Father -I don’t rightly know why ‘e scares me, even Gran - they’re all just like so many kids. Gawd, I feels as though I’d ‘ad seven, not two. I don’t rightly know ‘ow they’d get along without me.’






  








CHAPTER TWO
 

January
 

1
 

HANNAH thought quite a lot about being thirty; she had never troubled over her age, but thirty, that did seem like getting old. Maybe that was why her back ached at times, maybe that was why she turned from her food - not always, but when that damn’ stove smoked too badly or when she must cook for the family with whom she had taken on temporary service. Temporary service when you didn’t live in was hard because you tramped backwards and forwards, and you tramped in all weathers, rain or shine; still, it gave you a chance to see something of the kids and even to go to the pictures of an evening.

The pictures were so restful, you had nothing to do but just to sit still and see other people working. There you lounged in the darkness resting your back and surreptitiously easing your feet by kicking off your shoes - it was beautifully restful. And the things they did! All those horrible murders! And those chaps in masks who had wrecked a train and got off with the girl as well as the money; and that man who had rescued the girl in the end at the risk of his own life because he loved her - the way they had gazed at each other, that pair! ‘I love you,’ he had said; ‘will you marry me, Phyllis?’ He had been so nice-looking too, and quite young. But men weren’t like that except on the screen, not they! Hannah Bullen had done with men; Hannah Bullen knew all there was to know about men; they were not so damn anxious to offer you marriage. And if you did marry them, what about it? They were generally more out of work than in. But out or in they must have their smokes, and out or in they must have their drinks, and out or in they must have their women. And when the kids came too fast whose fault was it? Not theirs, oh, no, it was never their fault. To hear them talk you’d think they’d done nothing but shove in potatoes on their allotments! Yes, Hannah Bullen had done with men. Since Ermie’s birth she had not been near a man, and Ermie was six and she, Hannah, was thirty. In ten years she’d be forty, and in ten more years she’d be as old as her mother was now.... Maybe Ermie would have found a good husband by then. She must keep her eyes skinned, she must look after Ermie - no loitering about with the boys of an evening, none of that sort of nonsense, it led to trouble. Doris was the kind that would make her own way. Doris would keep herself to herself, as the saying went, and besides, she was clever. A real smart child, always top of her class - Doris was reckoning to be a school-teacher. Yes, young Doris was all right, but what about Ermie?

Ermie had that far-away look in her eyes that her father had had - that queer innocent look, as though she wouldn’t know muck when she touched it. Her eyes were so clean, like the sky after rain... like the water down in the dicks come spring; and blue - there was only one thing as blue and that was the flower of the wild marsh bugloss... unless it should be her father’s eyes.... But maybe his eyes weren’t blue any more, men’s eyes changed a lot, they changed more than women’s. Ermie didn’t care in the least about sums and reading and writing, Ermie was backward. What she wanted was to hear about fairies and such-like; what she wanted was to stand for hours at the Look-Out staring across the Marsh to the sea; and when it grew dark she must go to the window and watch the lighthouses flash in the darkness. In clear weather, with luck, you could count four lights: Rother Harbour, Dungeness, Dover and Griz-nez. Ermie said she wanted to live in a ship, or that maybe she’d rather live in a lighthouse.... And Ermie kept asking you about God, who was He, what was He, and what did He look like? Just as though you could tell her as easily as though God was Uncle Robert or Father! Ermie had said that she thought she’d like God because the teacher had told her one morning that God had made birds, and flowers, and the Marsh, and the sea, and everything Ermie most loved, except, of course, the sweets in the sweetshop. A clean, lovely ship. A clean, lovely man with the eyes of a child-with Ermie’s eyes. He had sailed away and had never come back - he didn’t even know of Ermie’s existence.

Hannah plunged her scrubbing brush into the bucket. The soapsuds crept up and up her lean arm, then splashed on the greasy bricks of the kitchen. Just now she was obliging the vicar’s wife whose cook was away having influenza. No one less than the vicar’s wife, if you please. Oh, yes, everyone knew all there was to know about Hannah Bullen and her two bastard children: ‘Such a pity’, they said, as no doubt it was. ‘Such a terrible pity, but what a good worker!’

A good worker? Why, she was a veritable dragoon! Not one, either, a whole regiment of dragoons charging down upon dirt without let or mercy. And once in the saddle you couldn’t hold her; she and her temperament would lunge forward dispatching first this job and then that, finding jobs, making jobs if they didn’t exist: polishing furniture, brass or pewter, sweeping the carpets, washing the paint, turning out cupboards and cleaning windows, getting in the coal and those heavy oak logs that made rooms in Rother so friendly in winter, stacking the logs in great bountiful stacks in the wide Sussex grates of the ancient houses. Upstairs and down, quick of eye, sure of foot, and as strong to lift weights as any young navvy.

‘Hannah, can you give me a hand with this trunk? It’s so ‘You go along now, I’ll lift it.’

‘Hannah, I must have this wardrobe moved out-get the gardener to help you.’

‘I don’t want no gardener.’

A good worker indeed, undeniably a treasure, but one did not engage Hannah permanently - such a pity, but one had to draw the line somewhere.

Scrub, scrub, scrub. Hannah punished the bricks. ‘My Gawd, this place do fair stink,’ she remarked, fully conscious that no one was there to hear her.

Scrub, scrub, scrub. The sound of the brush, stiff and hard on the hard old bricks gave her pleasure and eased a certain disquieting craving. Scrub, scrub, scrub. She had done with men... must be careful of Ermie, very careful. Scrub, scrub, scrub. Father ought to get work; Alf ought to get work, damn his eyes, and keep it. Scrub, scrub, scrub. Mother didn’t look ‘erself, might be going to be took bad at any moment - if only she’d let up a bit on the gin.... Oh, well, Father ‘e certainly warn’t no treat, wot with this thing and that, no, he warn’t - pore Mother!

Those saucepans needed a real good scouring, when she’d finished scrubbing the floor, she’d get at them. And maybe she’d do a bit of cleaning upstairs - maybe she’d get at the vicar’s study.

‘‘E do be a perfect gentleman,’ she thought, ‘always so pleasant - pity ‘e’s a vicar.’ Then she thought: ‘Erm likes everythin’ nice and tidy, yer can see that the way she cares for ‘er doll, alwers smoothin’ its dress an’ brushin’ its ‘air. Pity Mother’s so set on them bits and pieces - carn’t keep the place nice with all them things about. Oh, but any’ow Father brings in enough mud on ‘is boots to start a vegetable garden, and Alf’s that mucksy in all ‘is ways.... Wonder if Tom’s really courtin’ that Ireen; she’s a stuck-up piece! Don’t much like us, it seems, nor our ‘abits. You’d think ‘er dad were adook, you really would, ‘stead of just a builder.’

Scrub, scrub, scrub. The floor foaming with soapsuds and Hannah’s chilblains beginning to bleed, and Hannah’s knees feeling none too grand. ‘My Gawd, I’m that stiff — comes of bein’ thirty.’ Scrub, scrub, scrub...

‘Hannah, are you there? I want that oak coffer moved into the hall, it’s too heavy for me.’

‘Oh, all right, mum, I’m coming’!’

2
 

THAT night when Hannah got home she felt tired, so tired that she wanted to sleep in her clothes and thus steal an extra ten minutes in the morning. She was wet: a cold and penetrating sleet had soaked her inadequate shoes and stockings, but Hannah didn’t care about trifles like that, all she wanted was sleep and plenty of it.

‘I’m just jawled-out, tonight,’ she began, as she opened the cottage door and walked in.

Mr. Bullen glanced up from the local paper: ‘So am I,’ he said tersely, ‘me leg burns like ‘ell.’ Then: ‘Yer mother she’s been took terrible bad, she’s upstairs in ‘er bed, she’s been vomitin’; and Ermie she’s ‘ad an accident...’

Hannah went white to the lips: ‘Is she ‘urt? Why weren’t I told, why weren’t I sent for? Where is Ermie? - not at the ‘orspital?’

‘Course not,’ snapped her father irritably, ‘‘twarn’t nothin’ like that; she’s tore ‘er knee on a bit of barb’ wire. Tom’s took ‘er to the doctor, and the doctor ‘e says as she’ll be all right in a couple of days - it aren’t deep nor nothin’. If she ‘ad my ulcer she’d know all about it!’

“Ow you did scare me...’ breathed Hannah faintly. Then she felt a bitter surge of resentment. How dared he scare her like that? She could have struck him.

She went up to the attic where she slept with her children - an attic too small for one human being, let alone for three. Doris slept on the floor and Ermie shared the bed with her mother. Ermie seemed cheerful enough, Hannah thought, rather proud of her wound than otherwise and only too pleased and anxious to show it.

‘And I didn’t cry one single tear!’ she piped. ‘Doctor ‘e said as I was a ‘ero, ‘cause the iodine ‘urt. And I’m not to go to school for two ‘ole days - I’m to keep me leg up. I wants you to tell me a story now, please; tell me a fairy story, come on!”

‘Presently I will, if yer good’, Hannah promised. She stooped down and took the child in her arms. ‘Ermie,’ she whispered, “ow much do yer love me? - ‘ow much?’ And she strained her against her breast, ‘‘Ow much? Tell me quick!’

‘Oh, lots’, said Ermie.

From across the passage came the sound of retching. Hannah frowned; she had felt this in her bones, she had felt that her mother’s attack was brewing, was indeed overdue - a stomach attack, the result of neat spirits and tripe and onions.

‘Oh, my ‘ead, my pore ‘ead,’ came a strangled voice; ‘oh, my pore, pore ‘ead, Gawd ‘elp me. Is that you?’

‘Yes, it’s me’, replied Hannah rather tartly.

Mrs. Bullen was vomiting into a chamber. The atmosphere of the room was fetid, for the window was always kept carefully closed. Mrs. Bullen’s black locks were wildly untidy and the front of her ragged nightgown was stained. On a broken-backed chair lay a goodly assortment of Mr and Mrs. Bullen’s soiled clothes - they were very much soiled and in various ways. Mrs. Bullen was habitually behindhand with the washing, a constant source of annoyance to Hannah. For the rest the room had the hopeless appearance that is characteristic of poverty that has gained on its victims and is still gaining. Like its owners the room had ceased to make efforts, finding in squalor a certain peace, and a certain easement in degradation.

Mrs. Bullen groaned loudly: ‘Feels like as I’m dyin’... maybe this is the end and I’m goin’ to die.’

‘Not you, no such luck!’ Hannah reassured her.

There was nothing to be done, one must just let her rip till she got the spirits out of her belly. Hannah had seen these attacks many times; the first time she had been pretty badly frightened, but now she was only faintly repelled, and faintly surprised that she loved this woman. Then all of a sudden she was painfully conscious of a violent and well-nigh despairing longing - of a longing for something that she could not define, for something clean, and simple and lovely.

‘Maybe it’s the sea... I dunno,’ she mused, ‘or maybe it’s them meadows down by the Marsh, or maybe it’s just that I’m so damn’ tired. You’ll be better soon, Mother,’ she said, not unkindly.

She went back to Ermie who was sitting up in bed very wide awake: ‘Yer promised!’ began Ermie.

‘‘Umps,’ smiled Hannah, stroking her hair, and speaking for a moment in the dialect that belonged to old Granny’s generation, ‘umps, me pretty, I’ll tell yer a story.’

‘There was onest a pore woman what was always dirty because she never ‘ad time to get clean, nor money to buy ‘erself enough soap, nor ‘ot water enough if she’d ‘ad the money. And sometimes she wanted lots of ‘ot water like the people could ‘ave as she ‘ad to work for - lots and lots of ‘ot water in a great big bath in a great big room with a great big window. And I think she wanted a garden with roses; and maybe she even wanted a fountain. And she wanted all kind of other things too: she wanted a ship...’

‘And a lighthouse’, said Ermie.

‘And the Marsh,’ went on Hannah, ‘what runs down to the sea.’

‘And she wanted the sea itself’, said Ermie.

‘Yes, and a country t’other side of the sea where the pine-trees grows very tall,’ went on Hannah, ‘and where there’s lots and lots of streams.’

‘And she wanted all the fishes,’ said Ermie, ‘and all the birds what lived in them trees.’

‘Yes, I ‘spect so, specially the birds’, agreed Hannah. ‘Well, one day an old fairy she come along: “I likes you,” she says, “‘cos I’m yer godmother, and I knows all the things what you’ve never ‘ad and what you wants most particular badly, and ‘ere they all is!” And she waved her wand and there they all was...’

‘But ‘ow?’ inquired Ermie.

‘Oh, I dunno - fairywise’, Hannah told her. ‘Any’ow, she saw a ‘normous bath all steamin’ ‘ot and all made of marble, and more soap than an army o’ giants could use. And she saw the most wonderful garden of roses. And she saw the Marsh like it must ‘ave been onest afore them tar factories come along -all quiet and green and ‘appy and wide, with nothink to make yer feel angry for it. And she saw a lovely ship on the sea, a ship with big white billowin’ sails; and she saw a country over the sea with surprisin’ tall trees, and she ‘eard the birds singin’. And she saw little streams what was covered with ice, and then the sun come and the streams started flowin’, and she saw that all the fish in them streams was shinin’ because they was gold and silver. “My Gawd”, she said, “and it’s mine, all mine - maybe I’m dead and ‘ave got into ‘eaven!”

‘Then the fairy says this: “Now you listen,” she says: “supposin’ I arst you to give all these things to someone what was even more tired than you, and more dirty than you, and more ‘ard-workin’. Would yer do it?” she says. “‘Cause I knows such a person.”

“‘Oh dear, oh dear,” says the pore dirty woman, “I don’t want to do it, Gawd knows I don’t, but if there’s a person more tired than me and more wantin’ a ‘ot bath, why then - yes I would, ‘cause a person more tired than me must feel awful! Take ’em quick!” she says. And the fairy took ‘em.

‘But afore yer could wink so much as an eye, there they all was again and even grander: the bath, and the garden, and the Marsh, and the sea, and the ship with white sails, and the beautiful country, and the trees, and the birds, and the streams, and the fish.

‘“Now you take the lot, the ‘ole bloody lot; ‘cause they’s really and truly yours, now,” says the fairy.’

Hannah stopped speaking. A silly story; she wondered how it had come into her head. She wouldn’t give up a hot bath, not she! She wouldn’t give up a garden either! Anyhow she was much too tired to think, that was why she’d told Ermie all that rubbish. Ermie, she saw, was fast asleep, and Doris had been asleep for hours - nothing ever roused Doris, she was such a sound sleeper. Hannah yawned, and sighed, and partly undressed, then she crawled into bed and blew out the candle.






  








CHAPTER THREE
 

January
 

SNOW blowing thickly over the Marsh and piling itself into drifts along the high road. The sheep pressing close to the roadside fences in an effort to contact themselves with the Lookers-in an effort to contact themselves with man, with man the destroyer and man the protector. Ice on the dykes, and an icy wind sweeping across the Marsh into Rother, and Rother as white as a bridal veil with soft folds of snow on its roofs and cobbles. Anchor Street, whose steep hill once led down to the sea, grown as perilous now as the Cresta Run. And everyone throwing logs on his fire, and rubbing his hands, and cursing the weather.

But as Mrs. Ware said to Mrs. Butler, who passed the remark on to Mrs. Bullen, who shouted it to Mrs. Roach across the way, who repeated it to her bedridden husband - as Mrs. Ware said: ‘Them as thinks it’s cold back along in the town better come down our lane, and when they gets ‘ome they’ll find it balmy!’

She was right; the wind was particularly spiteful to Crofts Lane and no mistake about it, whirling the snowflakes against folks’ windows and driving them in through inadequate casements, whirling the snowflakes against folks’ doors and driving them in through decaying lintels, snatching at broken tiles on folks’ roofs and flinging them down with murderous violence, driving the snow through cracks in the walls and pressing it into perilous gutters, freezing the water in faulty pipes and causing ice to form in the cisterns. Seldom had there been a more spiteful wind, and seldom more misfortunes about than that winter.

Grumble, grumble, and with very good cause: Hannah couldn’t coax the kitchen fire to light, for the snow would keep on blowing down the chimney. Doris had the mumps, and Alf had the ‘flu, and Father had a series of ungovernable tempers. Mrs. Ware’s eldest brother, who lived in her cottage, had had his first finger sawn off at the saw-mill. Mrs. Butler’s last baby was crowing with croup. And now Mrs. Roach’s bedridden husband must He in wet blankets all day and all night because of the hole just above his bed, and no good moving the bed about either, for wherever you moved it you’d come on a leak-thanks to the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord.

Out bounced Mrs. Roach in spite of the weather, and she fairly bursting with indignation, and she never one to economize words: ‘Damn ‘is bloody carcase to ‘ell, that’s what I says, and when ‘e gets there I ‘opes as ‘e’ll freeze. ‘Im callin’ ‘isself a friend of the pore! Bloody fine friend of the pore ‘e is, friend of ‘is own bloody pocket, more like. If I catches ‘im round ‘ere I’ll kick ‘im in the burn. Me pore ‘usband’s that froze ‘e can’t ‘old ‘is false teeth in.’E’s lyin’ in a swamp from that leak in the roof and bein’ fair blowed out of bed into the bargain.’Ad the sauce to talk to me about fresh air, ‘ad the sauce to tell me that fresh air were ‘ealthy. I’ll fresh air ‘im proper one day, I will that.’E’ll ‘ear a few ‘ome truths about ‘isself, the dirty swine, it’s ‘igh time as ‘e ‘eard ‘em!’

Mrs. Ware, who was struggling to rescue her washing, nodded dolefully. She was habitually doleful, but for all that she dearly loved a good row and she fancied that she sensed a good row in the making. ‘I’m sure I dunno ow you stands it, Mrs. Roach; in your place I’d ‘ave told ‘im down afore this. ‘E didn’t ought to serve you the way ‘e do, and you one of ‘is oldest and most regelar tenants. Seven bob a week we pays for our ‘ovel, and the lavatory stinkin’ somethink awful ‘cause my Sid put that dead kitten down it by mistake - blocked the pipe up, ‘e did, and of course it wants clearin’. Children will be children, I says, carn’t expect nothin’ else, you cam’t, as I told ‘im. I arst ‘im to send me a plumber along, and what do yer think ‘e answered? I arsk you! “If your child’s depositin’ kittens in the pan, you’d better get the doctor to see ‘im,” ‘e says, just like that if yer please.’Orrid coarse I calls it.’

Mrs. Bullen and Mrs. Butler came to their doors and peered expectantly out at their neighbours.

‘‘Erbert’s croup’s worse today,’ Mrs. Butler announced; ‘‘e’s blue in the face, it’s somethin’ fierce. Course I ‘spects it’s that old brick sewer wots broke - I’ve ‘eard tell that them sewer rats causes croup among infants. My ‘usband ‘e got fifteen of ’em last week - pity is that our cat’s gorne and died as well, she must ‘ave got ‘old of some of the poison.’

Mrs. Bullen chipped in: ‘Well, we carn’t get no food so we aren’t even got the chance to be poisoned - cam’t light no fire on account of the snow, and the pipe’s froze again so we cam’t get no water. Mr. Bullen’e’s fair fed up with it all.’E’s been threatenin’ to go and assault - you knows ‘oo - ‘e’s been threatenin’ to knock his blarsted ‘ead off. “Let ‘im ‘ave me up in the court”, he says. “Let ‘im try it”, ‘e says, “I aren’t afraid of’im! I aren’t afraid of no man!” ‘e says. Oh, my ‘usband ‘e’s bloody well fed up, I can tell yer.’

Watercrease-Bill and Jumping-Jimmie were shivering over their cracked coke stove in the tumble-down shed near the entrance to the Lane; the shed that as Mrs. Roach liked to point out - was not fit for pigs, let alone for humans.

They were old and their blood had been thinned by time, and perhaps by the constant onslaughts of vermin, so that they hated the spiteful wind, hated everything that was connected with winter: the snow, and the sleet, and the damp marsh fogs that made their bones ache and frayed their tempers.

A curious couple these two old men, they had been there so long that no one remembered precisely when or whence they had come, not even the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord, for he had found them firmly installed when he bought Crofts Lane as a crazy investment. He had not had the heart to turn them adrift since apparently they had had nowhere to go, and thus he had shrugged and left them in peace, though he knew very well that their shed gave scandal. But, after all, he had not let them the shed so what could he do but halve the rent and forgive it when it was not forthcoming. Happy-go-Lucky he certainly was, but taking him by and large, good-hearted.

Some said that they had been Brothers of the Road who had suddenly found themselves weary of tramping. Some said that they had sailed over from France and anchored in Rother Harbour one morning. Some said that they had hailed from the coal mines of the Forest of Dean, having suffered from shock after a devastating explosion. But they themselves said never a word that could throw the least light on their previous history. Precisely how they lived was a puzzle, for apart from the old-age pension they had nothing. At one time Water-crease-Bill had earned his name by picking wild watercress when he could find it, and this he had peddled about the streets; but most people had bought it for their canaries and not for themselves - it had never looked fresh, which suggested that it had been kept in his shed, a thought that was certainly not appetizing. Jimmie had used to make a fair bit, opening a gate on the Marsh for motors; he was greatly afflicted by St. Vitus’s Dance and had thus been an object of people’s compassion. But latterly he had remained much at home because his sight was beginning to fail - he would fumble and not find the latch of the gate and this, for some reason, appeared to shame him.

Dirty? Yes, of course they were both very dirty, their heads were lousy and so were their bodies, while as for their bedding and as for their shed - but really the less said about those the better. Even Hannah must quail at the thought of that shed; after all there were limits, there were bugs and bugs, and their brand was abnormally large and lively. Thus it was that Watercrease-Bill and his friend passed their days in an almost complete isolation, and this seemed to content them both well enough, for apparently they much preferred each other to anyone else, which perhaps was lucky.

Watercrease-Bill rubbed his cracked red hands. ‘It’s cold.’

And Jumping-Jimmie assented, that is to say he nodded his head which, however, was apt to be rather misleading, for now he could never stop nodding his head.

‘Maybe I’d better get supper?’ queried Bill.

And once again Jumping-Jimmie assented.

So Watercrease-Bill hiked himself up stiffly, then he went to the cupboard and found two herrings, some dripping, some bread and an old frying-pan.

‘This fire’s not overmuch good’, he grumbled. ‘Seems to me that you might have looked after the fire, you’ve been sitting here doing nothing for hours, seems to me that you might have looked after the fire. It’s damn’ hard that you won’t even rake out the ashes. Seems to me...’

But at this Jimmie found his voice: ‘And what about you doing nothing?’ he snapped; ‘haven’t you been doing nothing for hours? And your limbs are still sound and so is your eyesight. You’re eternally nagging, I’m sick of your voice. For the Lord’s sake let me alone, I’m tired!’ And indeed he was tired by his nodding and jumping.

They spoke as men speak in far better conditions, they had not a trace of the Sussex accent; yet few people had noticed this fact about them because few people ever heard them talking. And in any case, who would have cared if they had? Certainly no one who lived in Crofts Lane and practically no one who lived in Rother.

Jumping-Jimmie made an effort to scratch his shoulder; he pushed his hand under his threadbare coat and his fingers closed over something that moved: ‘Got you!’ he said on a note of triumph. ‘Got you this time, you product of hell!’

But his hand twitched away at the critical moment. It was often like that when he tried to kill lice, very often - St. Vitus appeared to protect them. Then Jumping-Jimmie’s eyes filled with tears, for he very greatly detested his lice, and his jumping limbs, and his failing sight, and the herrings that Bill was frying for supper.

‘Oh, oh, I’m a miserable man,’ he wailed; ‘a most miserable and afflicted old man... I wish I were dead. I don’t want my herring!’

Watercrease-Bill’s wrinkled face became anxious: ‘Oh, come on, I’m sorry I nagged,’ he told him; ‘it’s the cold, it always gets on my nerves - blessed are they who live in the tropics! Come on, don’t sulk, I’ve apologized and no one can do more than that, now can they!’ Very neatly he divided the fish from the bone, then he covered a thick slice of bread with dripping: ‘Eat,’ he coaxed, ‘eat your supper to please me, Jim.’ And he fed his despondent friend with his fingers, thrusting the food deftly into his mouth as occasion offered between the twitchings.

Supper over he helped Jimmie off with his jacket, then his shirt, and made him stand under the lamp. And this time the enemy did not escape, for Watercrease-Bill was a dab at the business. Deadly he was, sharp of eye as a lynx, remarkably quick too with finger and thumb, considering his age, and great was the slaughter.

After this they slept, one on each side of the stove. Jimmie moaned in his sleep but he did not know it. Watercrease-Bill snored and gurgled and choked, and his underjaw sagged but he did not know it. The stove burned lower and finally went out, so that the shed grew unbearably cold as the snow banked against its walls and its door and came in through the roof - but they did not know it.






  








CHAPTER FOUR
 

February
 

1
 

THERE was now not the least doubt that Tom had been courting. A sly dog, unexpectedly sly he had been about it, but Hannah had had her suspicions; she had noticed a sheepish look on his face when he dressed and went out on his half-day off:

‘If it don’t mean some girl then I’ll eat me ‘ead!’ she had thought upon more than one occasion.

And now it turned out that it had meant a girl and that Hannah’s worst fears had been realized, for the girl who had taken Tom’s fancy was Irene.

He was dressing himself up like a popinjay too, so that everyone down Crofts Lane was winking and hinting, and peering out behind curtains in the hope of catching a glimpse of the charmer. For the Lane loved youth and the ways of youth; above all, the Lane dearly loved a lover. But Tom did not bring his girl to the Lane.

‘It’s queer,’ people said; ‘wonder who she may be’ Wonder why ‘e don’t bring ‘er to see ‘is mother....’

Hannah thought: ‘Spends enough on ‘isself these days, and I ‘spects as ‘e’s spendin’ on that Ireen as well - she’s the kind as would bleed a young feller white. A nice wife she’ll make ‘im, if I aren’t mistaken! I reckoned as our Tom ‘ad some sense in ‘is ‘ead but it seems as ‘e aren’t, no more than the rest when they goes that silly-weak over a woman. Cam’t see why ‘e fancies that Ireen, meself, and ‘er all perfumed up -I think she smells beastly.’

It was true that young Tom was spending his money. He had bought three rather gaudy new shirts and a ready-made suit from Jenkins in the High Street. He had bought some new shoes, and at least four ties with four elegant handkerchiefs made to match them; and in this mating plumage he would now sally forth, to the deep satisfaction of Mrs. Ware who would pop in next door to inform Mrs. Butler. It was also true that he spent on Irene, he had even run to a bottle of her scent, for, as Hannah had noticed, she greatly liked scent and was not economical when she used it. Irene’s scent had a suggestive French name but was made by a third-rate English maker. A very peculiar name her scent had: ‘En extase...’ but then, as all the world knows, the English cannot be accounted linguists. In addition to scent Tom must buy her gloves, and for these he must take the bus into Hastings; and if she went too he must give her tea at the Café de Paris along the front; and Irene would eat a great many sweet cakes and might even demand a couple of ices. Undoubtedly, Tom’s money melted like snow in the fire of his love and the greed of Irene.

The result of all this was perfectly natural, though it made Hannah burn with indignation: Tom now paid his bare board and not a cent more. He had flatly refused to help with the coal bill or lend his father the price of a smoke.

‘Let Alf soil ‘is lily-white ‘ands for a change; what I earns I keeps!’ That was how he talked now - that was how he talked to his mother, if you please. ‘Let Alf soil ‘is lily-white ‘ands for a change....’ Just as though Mother could make Alf work, or make Father work either, if they didn’t choose! ‘Pore Mother, for Tom to turn on ‘er like that after all she done for us children - pore Mother.’

And Tom was earning such good money too; Mr. Wilkes had recently raised his wages: ‘Mr. Wilkes ‘e sets great store by our Tom; Mother she thinks as Tom will be foreman.’

Perhaps; though Tom didn’t think so himself. He hadn’t the least wish to remain with Mr. Wilkes; he now wanted to enter the building trade because this was closely connected with Irene.

Mr. Simpson, Irene’s prosperous parent, had taken a liking to young Tom Bullen: ‘A nice, clean-living, honest chap,’ he had said, ‘and to my way of thinking as clever as they make ‘em. A regular swan among geese, he is; how he ever hatched out in that nest beats me, it does that.’ And then he had stuffed his pipe and glanced surreptitiously at Irene.

Mr. Simpson had hinted that if all should go well he might actually give his consent to the marriage, and let Tom try his hand at the honourable job of slinging up rows of jerry-built houses. For Irene was a widower’s one ewe lamb, quite apart from which she was very pugnacious; if opposed, she was certain to marry the boy, therefore where was the sense in opposition?

Mr. Simpson lived in a stolid-faced house just outside the town - but he had not built it. No indeed, he was much too brick-wise for that, much too timber-wise for that; he was set on his comforts. No unseasoned wood for his windows and doors, no spongy, half-baked bricks for his walls. When one bought one expected good value for money. Myrtle Grove had been built long before the war and in all respects was as sound as a bell. It possessed what is known as a carriage sweep, flanked on either side by a very small lawn in the centre of which grew a large monkey-puzzle.

Mr. Simpson must think of his own young days, when he looked at Tom shyly courting his daughter - he was given to moments of sentiment though they did not intrude when it came to building. Tom, he thought, was the dead spit of what he himself had been when he courted Irene’s mother at the back of her father’s grocery shop on those long-ago evenings away in Bromley. If Irene was not the dead spit of her mother — not exactly, there were certainly points of difference - one had to remember the boarding-school to which he, her ambitious father, had sent her: a finishing school on the Sunny South Coast, exceedingly costly and exceedingly modem. But if his Irene had one or two faults they were likely to disappear after marriage. Marriage and kiddies, that was the cure for all the whimsy-wamsies of women. A strong, steady young husband and a couple of kids, a nice little nest, not too ambitious, and Irene would settle down quickly enough - nothing like it, in Mr. Simpson’s opinion. Besides, she had fallen for Tom at first sight; she had come home all of a flutter that day when she’d taken that order to Wilkes at the saw-mill. Of course, Tom was beneath her, very much so; one had hoped that she’d fancy young Percy Wilson - now he would have been an excellent match; he was bound to inherit the Crown Hotel, and very soon too, with his uncle dying.... Though after all Tom was a nice, steady lad - not like that Briggs boy she’d been so sweet on. Once away from that awful family of his, Tom might even go far; it might have been worse - anyhow, better make the best of the business.

Meanwhile the path of true love had run smooth in all save two very important respects that could not be ignored: Crofts Lane and the Bullens.

Irene had said with her sweetest smile - the smile that brought out her charming dimples - Irene had said with her sweetest smile:

‘Of course, darling, we simply can’t know your sister. We’ve got just to lose her at once, my lamb, we’ve just got to lose the whole bunch - we have reelly. You’ll admit that they can’t hang about our house when we’re married, I simply could not bear it! What on earth should I do if they all turned up? You surely can’t see them with Daddy and me? And that slum where they live, poor dears, it’s too awful!’

Tom had wanted very much to be loyal, to remember that he himself was a Bullen, born and reared in none other place than Crofts Lane, but then he had envisaged his parents; had envisaged his brother with his dirty ears, his insolent eyes and familiar manner; had envisaged his sister always down at the heel and threadbare because she would only buy clothes for Father and Mother and Doris and Ermie. In a terrible flash he had envisaged them all - had seen them all through Irene’s eyes. No, he simply had not dared to risk being loyal. And because he had not dared to be loyal he had felt very angry and very sore. It was no fault of his, he’d a right to his life, it was their faults, not his, if he found himself placed in this perfectly beastly situation. If he was ashamed of his family, God knew he had plenty to be ashamed of. No, Irene should not have to suffer through them.

‘You just leave it to me - I’ll not let ’em annoy yer; don’t go worryin’ yer dear little ‘ead, my sweet.’ And his arm had slipped comfortingly round her waist.

‘Head, not ‘ead’, she had corrected him softly.

And now he was seeing all things through her eyes, including Crofts Lane, was seeing them clearly but unmercifully, as the young will see before they arrive at the age of glasses - at the age of dimming physical sight, at the age of clearing spiritual vision.

He saw Crofts Lane as a small, cobbled alley full of crouching, decrepit, decaying houses; nor could he perceive that these links with life - with loving and mating, with birth and death, with sorrow and joy, had a certain beauty. He saw the washing hung out on the lines as something foul and entirely degrading; nor could he perceive that those pitiful clothes were not grey through dirt, but rather because they had long ago lost their original whiteness. He saw Mrs. Ware’s neglected mongrel as a creature to thrust aside with his foot because its thin, anxious body was mangy; nor could he perceive in the mongrel’s eyes that terrible and unquenchable hope in the mercy of man in God’s image created. He saw in the noisy, dirty-faced children the result of unbridled and purposeless breeding; nor could he perceive that in every child lies the germ of a possible future greatness. He saw his own home with its feckless squalor as a place to be spurned because it was squalid; nor could he perceive that the more a man spurns the heavier the burden he lays on others. He saw Hannah as a loose-living, shameless woman who had taken her pleasure where she could find it; nor did he perceive that her gravest faults were one with her highest and noblest virtues; that the life-force, be it ardent enough, may flow into many and divers channels, so that her fine generosity, her will to work, her will to endure, her will to indulge the desires of her flesh, her will to be fruitful, her will to mother were all one and the same - the outcome of that force that she could not control because it lay far beyond the range of her poor understanding.

Yes, angry and sore Tom was feeling these days, and angry and sore his sister was feeling. For although the Bullens had many defects, one virtue they had that none could deny them: a well-nigh unshakable loyalty when it came to the Bullens agin the world. ‘Us Bullens sticks together’, was their motto, and now Tom was selling them all to Irene. For had he not allowed that upstart, that intruder to insult his own mother in Rother High Street? Nothing less than that. She had turned away with her head in the air when she passed Mrs. Bullen coming out of the Ship with a small jug of beer - Hannah knew that it had been a very small jug, because it had happened to be the one that had the head of Lord Nelson on it.

‘An’ I did me best to look at ‘er pleasant, though Gawd knows as I didn’t feel it!’ wailed Tom’s mother: “Good mornin’, aren’t it turned fine”, I says, and I give ‘er a smile, seein’ as she’s Tom’s fancy, and she sticks up ‘er nose and passes me by without a word like as though I was dirt. And that Mrs. King what’s took the cake shop side of Braddens, was lookin’ on all the time - course by now she’s spreadin’ it all over Rother.’ And Mrs. Bullen had burst into tears.

Small wonder that Hannah felt angry and sore: ‘I wouldn’t go sheddin’ no tears over Ireen nor Tom neither, they ain’t worth it’, Hannah had told her.

Even Granny was becoming unusually vocal on the subject of the detested Irene: ‘She’s nothin’ but a flump o’ fob,’ she had said; ‘men wants the wet o’ their beer not just fob, as our Tommie will find when ‘e gets to drinkin’.’Er shunnin’ ‘is mother fair off the pavement! What the rabbits does she think she’s adoin’ of I wonder. Let ‘er wait till she’s ‘ad a mort o’ babies like me - but maybe she won’t ‘ave none, she’s just fob...’ Then Granny had had a choking fit and Hannah had rushed to slap her back; but not before Granny had expressed her opinion.

And so, could Irene only have guessed it, if she was averse to receiving Tom’s people, Tom’s people were averse to receiving her. For over two hundred years the name Bullen had appeared in the title deeds of Crofts Lane.

‘Can them Simpsons say as much for theirselves, I’d like to know;’ inquired Mr. Bullen.

Course they couldn’t’, said Hannah. ‘They’re nothin’ but musherrooms, that’s all they is, musherrooms of the sort what yer dursent eat ‘cause yer’ve looked at ’em twice and they might be toadstools!’

Patient she was, and long-suffering she was, and forgiving of every personal insult - as indeed she was almost bound to be when she came to consider Ermie and Doris. And rarely, very rarely could she harbour resentment for more than a moment, let alone anger, but now her anger was rooting deep because of the slur put upon Mrs. Bullen.

‘Let ’em ‘it at me, if they must,’ she thought; ‘don’t matter what either of ’em does to me; but it aren’t fair to treat ‘is mother this way. Why, she aren’t done nothin’ at all - pore Mother!’

* * * * *
 

One fine morning Tom marched into the kitchen with a bag in his hand: ‘Well, I’m off!’ he announced, and before they had time to protest, he was gone.

A week later he wired to his mother from London: ‘Irene Simpson and I got married.’

Hannah threw the telegram on to the fire and watched it burn - it relieved her feelings.

When the Lane heard the news it was highly indignant. ‘Must ‘ave got a special licence’, said Mrs. Butler. ‘Didn’t want ‘is folks at the weddin’ of course; that’s as plain as a pikestaff, to my way o’ thinkin’.’

‘Nor the likes of us neither’, put in Mrs. Roach. ‘I’ve ‘eard tell as ‘ow we lives in a slum! I’m thinkin’ young Tom won’t be comin’ ‘ere much - maybe ‘e remembers that time in my wash-’ouse when ‘e wet ‘is pants and I smacked ‘is bottom.’

‘Well, I calls it mean!’ exclaimed Mrs. Ware, ‘‘im doin’ us out of’ is weddin’ like this. Weddin’s don’t come along every day of the week....’

They nodded. Yes, mean, that was just what it was. They were all as disappointed as children.






  








CHAPTER FIVE
 

February
 

1
 

TOM was missed by the Bullens though no one said so - they did not talk about this to each other. Some stubborn and stiff-necked feeling of pride closed their lips, so that now they never discussed him. He was back in Rother as everyone knew, and was living down along Blessborough Road in one of his father-in-law’s new villas, but a feeling of delicacy in the Lane forbade people to mention this fact to his parents.

‘I shan’t say nothink to them, I shan’t, though I seed ‘im and ‘er this very day comin’ out of Buckin’am Palace, I don’t think! And ‘er wearin’ her Woolworth pearl necklace and rings. ‘Good mornin’, Mrs. Roach,’ she remarks, all gracious, like she was the Duchess of York and me one of them there factory ‘ands gettin’ a present! Good nothing, yer bloody little bitch, I thinks, and I lifts up me nose and passes ‘er by same way as she done to Mrs. Bullen. That’ll teach ‘er a lesson, I thinks to meself, and young Tom ‘e went red as a beet, I can tell yer!’

But for all this the Bullens were missing Tom; they were actually missing his physical presence. Eight of them there had been in one small cottage; all sleeping as best they might in attics that didn’t allow of a mattress apiece. Eight of them there had been around a table that scarcely allowed them room for their elbows. Eight of them there had been in a kitchen so cramped that they barked their shins at almost every turn. A jig-saw puzzle to fit everyone in, and now one of the bits of the puzzle was missing. It made them feel queer to see only seven chairs at meal times, to eat in comparative comfort; it made Alf feel queer to be sleeping alone, it made Hannah feel queer to prepare one less breakfast.

‘It’s as though Tom ‘e’d gome and died...’ Hannah mused. Then she tightened her lips - she would not forgive him.

Something very like gloom settled down on the cottage, for in Crofts Lane troubles seldom came singly, and Father’s ulcer was now only too real, not just an excuse to say no to a job - the doctor had even pronounced it to be dangerous.

‘Telled me as ‘ow if I don’t knock off drinkin’ and smokin’, I may get a busted vein. Then as like as maybe I’ll bleed to death! “And oo’s to keep the ‘ousehold?” I arsts ‘im. And doctor ‘e laughs - very ‘eartless, I thought it. ‘E just stands there an’ laughs like as though ‘twere a joke, like as though ‘e thought as I’d said somethink funny! And then doctor ‘e says, “Yer teeth’s rotten,” ‘e says, “better trundle along to the dentist, Mr. Bullen. It don’t do yer no good to ‘ave rotten teeth - rotten teeth drives the poison into yer blood-stream. And I think as we may ‘ave to operate on that leg.”

“No, yer don’t. No saws and choppers for me, like as not what yer wants is to ‘ave me leg off! I’ll meet my Gawd walkin’ on two legs,” I says. “Yer a stubborn man, Bullen,” ‘e kindly informs me.”

Mr. Bullen had given in this much, however; he had trundled along to the local dentist: ‘All out’, the dentist had remarked cheerily. ‘And some of those stumps look as though they’d be tiresome. But a long pull, a strong pull, a pull all together - and yo ho, me lad!’ He was that kind of dentist.

Mr. Bullen had given a great deal of trouble: he had tried to keep jerking away from the gas mask. ‘I’m not off yet - don’t pull,’ he had gasped, ‘if yer touches me now I knows as I’ll kick yer! Not yet — I can still feel meself...’ he had gasped.

‘When I carn’t feel mesel no more, then... I’ll tell yer....’

In the end they had got his teeth out, stumps and all. So now he was toothless and living on pap, for his gums were taking their time about healing.

Oh, but he was hard to put up with, was Father - never was there so much complaining and whining: ‘Me bread and milk’s gone and scorched me pore gums. It’s as ‘ot as ‘ell! Carn’t yer be careful, Hannah;’

‘Me bread and milk’s cold — it’s made me gums ache somethink awful. Cam’t yer be careful, Hannah?’

And he getting more than his fair share of milk, taking the milk from Granny’s Benger’s, and Granny protesting that her Benger’s was thick and that she would choke to death if she drank it. And the milk bill unpaid as the milkman remarked when he flung down a quart at the door every morning. And Hannah behindhand with all the bills because she was the only one left now who earned; and Father’s false teeth would be coming along and were likely to cost considerably more than the benefit Father would get from his Club. Anyhow his subscription was long overdue, and Hannah had not got the money to pay it.

Alf and Father had both been living on the dole. Alf enjoyed this - he could lie late abed in the mornings; he could get up at midday to smoke cigarettes and complain that the British poor were downtrodden.

‘Pity we aren’t in Moscow’, he would say.

‘Pity you ain’t!’ Hannah frequently told him.

Alf had joined what were known as ‘The Peony Boys’ and now wore a red shirt when they had their meetings. ‘The Peony Boys’ were a hybrid gang who intended to bring reforms into England. They studied a paper called Challenge to Youth, and from this learnt how workmen were treated in Russia.

It appeared that they wallowed in luxury, that in Russia they went to the pictures for nothing, that in Russia all things belonged to all men. They just took what they wanted, and plenty of it. What you heard about starving peasants was lies it must be, because there were now no peasants. But ‘The peony Boys’ were all very young - that flaming red shirt was the real attraction - and so when they met upon certain days to discuss politics they discussed girls instead. Lascivious they were, but not at all dangerous unless, perhaps, to the girls in question. ‘The Peony Boys’ went to Harbour Sands where they had little wooden shacks, and played football. The football they quite naturally played on the sands. In the shacks they quite naturally played other games, the results of which were only too natural. No respectable girl would be seen near those shacks - but not every girl was respectable, so that very frequently there was grave trouble.

It was said that Alf had fathered a baby; but Alf swore that the father was a youth called Mickie, who swore, in his turn, that a boy called Snip had been seen going into a shack with the mother. A fine state of affairs and no mistake, and she under sixteen, it was said, and half-witted.

Mr. Bullen roared terrible oaths through his gums. Then: ‘No more bloody bastards gets in ‘ere’, he spluttered. ‘I’d as soon ‘ave a kennel of bitches and dogs - they’d be-yave more decent like, they would that. Gawd knows why I’m cursed with such whorin’ children. First Hannah and now this ‘ere Alf, it seems. I do believe as ‘e is the father!’

But the half-witted mother could only weep.

‘Maybe... ah don’t rightly know,’ she wept, ‘ah don’t rightly know what they done to me’, she wept. Then the baby died, so that was that, and no one any the worse, but the half-wit.

What with unpaid bills, and Father’s vile tempers, and Granny growing daily more wilful, and Tom’s desertion, and Alf’s fall from grace, it was surely to be expected that Mother should occasionally take a few drops of gin, and this she did till she had finished two bottles and brought on so formidable an attack that Hannah had had to be with her all night and stay home from work on the following morning.

‘Didn’t ought to be slackin’ like this’, she thought. ‘Maybe they’ll be annoyed and I’ll lose me job. Then where’ll us be, with Father’s teeth comin’....’

And as though Hannah’s cup were not full to the brim what with this thing and that, what with this and that worry, Uncle Robert must suddenly come along, bringing with him none other than Uncle Stanley - Uncle Stanley who had not been near them for years, though he frequently came with the coal to Rother.

Uncle Stanley had got religion, it seemed, and had recently joined the Salvation Army. Uncle Robert had brought him along for fun, having a very misplaced sense of humour.

Uncle Stanley looked grimly around the kitchen: ‘Are you saved, or are you for ‘ell?’ he asked them. “Ave you washed yerselves in the blood of the Lamb?’

‘I don’t ‘old with washin’ meself’, Alf told him. And this was the worst of it, poor Uncle Stanley seldom failed to call forth a blasphemous answer.

‘Young man, beware!’ intoned Uncle Stanley. ‘‘Ell’s an ‘orrible place, all fire and brimstone! What we suffers in ‘ell no tongue can describe....’

All the same, Uncle Stanley’s tongue did describe it, so that in the end Uncle Robert jumped up.

‘Come on boys! I’m off to the Ropemaker’s Arms, to wash away me sins. Oo’s comin’ along; Come on, Alf. And you’d better come on too, William. My treat, no occasion to think of the money!’

So off they must go to the Ropemaker’s Arms, and Father with that ulcer of his wide open, and Father without one tooth in his head and his gums so inflamed that it hurt you to see them. Why couldn’t Uncle Robert have helped to pay the bills instead of washing away his sins and leaving Mother to put up with Uncle Stanley. Hannah sighed. She supposed that men would be men, as the saying went, though precisely why had always left her a little bewildered.

That evening Uncle Robert, young Alf and Father came chanting along the Lane arm in arm. ‘Put us among the girls’, they chanted. ‘Come on girls, don’t be backward, and we’ll show you our...’ But the rest of the song must be left in oblivion.

And that evening Alf forgot where he was and did something not usually done in the kitchen. And Father’s bandage stuck to his ulcer, and he screamed the moment that Hannah touched it as though he were a pig with the knife at its throat. And Uncle Robert slipped on the step and had to be helped home by Uncle Stanley.

‘‘Ell’s awaitin’ for them as dies in their sins, like you all’s goin’ to do.’Ell’s an ‘orrible place where Gawd burns yer for ever and ever more, ‘cause you ain’t known the Lamb!’ warned Uncle Stanley.
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IT was Granny who all but broke Hannah’s back; Granny who was daily becoming more greedy, more self-willed and more difficult to control. Granny, who was nearing that second childhood when the stomach, returning in spirit to its youth, craves increasingly all that prudence forbids - Granny, who had decided to have done with prudence.

‘Give me a warp of ‘errin’s!’ she coughed, for just now her mind was dwelling on herrings. ‘A warp of’errin’s, I said, do yer ‘ear me? I’m starvin’; give me a warp of’errin’s!’

‘Is it likely, and you with that ‘ackin’ cough? Am I likely to give yer four ‘errin’s!’ said Hannah, and she laughed. ‘Shut yer yoysterin’, you’, snapped Granny.

It was dreadful these days the way Granny spoke, the way she ordered Hannah about, the way she demanded, the way she bullied. So ungrateful she was too for all Hannah did, so unwilling, it seemed, to be kept alive, in spite of the fact that she knew very well that she added immense prestige to the Bullens.

‘What ‘ud all of you be without Gran,’ she would say, ‘I’ll tell yer what all of you’d be - just nothink! But Gran ain’t near so crummy as she was onest. She’s a bag of old bones and that’s Hannah’s fault. Hannah ought to be took to the crazy ‘ouse, she a’ cockerin’ up that there yam about Granny ‘avin’ to feed on Benger’s. She ought to be took to the crazy-’ouse....’ And then she would stare vindictively at Hannah.

But Hannah wasn’t going to let Granny die, wasn’t going to let Granny slip through her fingers. Whatever the others might pretend that they felt, Hannah was inordinately proud of Granny.

‘Why, she’s older nor any livin’ thing about ‘ere-she’s almost as old as the Marsh, I thinks sometimes. And wise - it’s remarkable ‘ow wise!’

And everyone always agreed with Hannah.

Mrs. Ware said that Granny was the pride of the Lane: ‘A real wonder when they puts ‘er chair out in the sunshine, and she settin’ in it watchin’ the children when they plays on the dryin’ ground - a real wonder.’

Was it likely then that after guarding her for years, after making her tiresome Benger’s for years, after keeping her from stealing the food for years, Hannah was going to let her slip through her fingers?

All the same Granny tried Hannah’s patience most sorely - it was almost as though she set out to torment her. There was one particular jingling song that had, since her childhood, made Hannah feel creepy. And this song Granny actually tried to sing, which certainly made it sound all the more creepy.

 

‘I saw the ghostesses,

Sittin’ on their postesses,

Eatin’ of their roastesses,

An’ kickin’ with their toes.’

 

Granny would wheeze after dark of an evening.

‘Aw, stop it, Gran, do, for Gawd’s sake. Do ‘ush’, Hannah must plead.

At which Granny would grin:

 

‘I saw the ghostesses,

Sittin’ on their postesses,’

 

 she would start singing all over again.

It got on Hannah’s nerves, got on all their nerves - just lately Granny had taken to singing.

And then Granny kept seeing what wasn’t there - at least Hannah devoutly hoped that it wasn’t.

‘‘Ere’s Rubin, yer Grandfather, come’, she would say. ‘Looks fine. I been thinkin’ about yer, Rubin. Did yer feed them pups; Go an’ feed them pups.... And water old Dock, ‘e’s a good old ‘orse.... A brave-’earted old ‘orse, if ever I knowed one.’

Once Granny had called all her children by name: Lily-Rose, Robert, and Stanley, she had called; yes, but also the others - the nine long-dead ones. Hannah had never heard their names, they had died too young to have any names, at least Hannah had thought so until that moment. Really Granny was getting a little bit queer, but one did not mention this fact in the Lane: ‘She’s almost as old as the Marsh, I think sometimes, and wise-it’s remarkable ‘ow wise.’

And perhaps she was - Hannah could never decide. Anyhow that was how one talked to the neighbours.

Was she shamming? Was she playing the lot of them up because she loved to attract attention? Or did Grandfather Reuben hang around her these days - maybe Grandfather Reuben was tired of waiting. She and Grandfather Reuben loving and young; lying down together of short summer nights, and watching the dawn when they’d got tired of loving. Body close against body, mouth against mouth; one desire, one breath, one body, one joy. Gran and Grandfather Reuben — it did seem funny!

‘Granny - are yer ‘appy?’ Hannah would ask her, suddenly feeling a little guilty, for suppose what Gran saw should be really there - Grandfather Reuben, grown tired of waiting and she, Hannah, keeping those two apart... though she seemed to remember that someone had said that folks didn’t marry each other in Heaven.... ‘Granny - are yer ‘appy?’

‘No, I’m starved, and unked. Come on, girl, do, and give me an ‘errin’.’

And one morning Gran got her way and her herring. Hannah had left the pan on the stove while she went to the door to take in the loaf, when all of a sudden she heard a loud screaming: ‘Hannah, come quick, she’s ate it all up! My Gawd, there’s nothin’ left but the backbone!’ And Mrs. Bullen stood wringing her hands. ‘She done it that sudden, yer wouldn’t believe - I’d just turned me back and when I looks round..

Hannah stood aghast. Then: ‘Oh, Granny,’ she wailed, ‘‘ow could yer, yer didn’t ought to treat me this way, and me strugglin’ to keep yer from bein’ put-in. The doctor ‘e said as a crumb would kill yer.’

‘I ain’t eaten no crumb; stop this sessions, do. Me inwards feels better than they ‘as done for years. And I aren’t goin’ to be put-in neither’, scowled Granny.

And she wasn’t. Nothing happened at all, except that Granny looked ten years younger.






  








CHAPTER SIX
 

March
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MARCH now, and Jumping-Jimmie dying. He lay under the rags on his pallet bed, and beside the bed on a three-legged stool sat Watercrease-Bill watching Jumping-Jimmie. He was watching his friend with the eyes of the old, with the eyes of the old that can seldom shed tears - with dry, hopeless and rather bewildered eyes, because it appeared so incredible to him that Jumping-Jimmie should be going to die.

‘Jim’, he whispered. ‘You’re not trying to leave me, are you? Listen, Jim. Won’t you let me get a doctor?’

Jumping-Jimmie still twitched, but very feebly - he could not dance any more for St. Vitus.

‘If you get a doctor... they’ll... take me away. I don’t want them to take me up to the workhouse. I want to die... here in this shed with... you.’

They shan’t take you away from me - no’, Bill promised.

After this there was silence for more than an hour, broken only by the cinders that dropped from the stove. Watercrease-Bill thought that Jimmie slept; the twitching, he noticed, had ceased altogether.

Death was smoothing the lines out of Jimmie’s face and rubbing the distortions of age from his features, so that Bill saw him as he had been in the earliest years of their faithful friendship. Saw his nose with its delicately formed nostrils and its aquiline bridge; saw his heavy eyelids; saw his mouth, rather full in the underlip, rather womanish-weak and inclined to be wilful. At least Bill fancied that he saw these things - and who shall presume to say that he did not?

Death was wiping the work stains from Jimmie’s hands, so that they looked very white and useless. His almond-shaped nails were no longer torn, they had grown, or so it appeared to Bill. Very beautiful hands they appeared to Bill - and who shall presume to say that they were not?

Death was gradually straightening Jimmie’s limbs. He seemed à long man, lying there on his pallet. A long, slim, elegant man he seemed, or rather that was how Bill now saw him; a long, slim, and finely proportioned man - and who shall presume to say that he was not?

A cinder crashed noisily on to the hearth.

‘Bill, where are you? I can’t see... it’s getting so misty...’

‘I’m here. I’m sitting quite close to you, Jim.’

‘Well, you’re not close enough... come... a little closer.’

‘Shall I hold your hand? Would it comfort you, Jim?’

‘Yes... hold on to my hand the way... you used to. Bill..

‘Yes, Jim?’

‘It’s so queer, this death... I feel almost young, I feel light... so queer. Bill, do you think that God exists?’

‘Of course - He must, because you’ve existed.’

‘Yes... and you... Bill, you won’t let go of my hand...’

‘I’ve never let go of your hand...’

‘Hold it tighter... I don’t seem to be able to feel you any more... I don’t seem...’

And then the eternal silence.

2
 

IT was Hannah who forced her way into the shed, together with Mr. Ware and Mr. Butler. The old men had not been seen for a week and the Lane was getting anxious about them.

‘Better break down the door’, suggested Mr. Ware.

‘Better go for the police’, suggested Mr. Butler.

They found Watercrease-Bill crouching near the body, and when they spoke to him he seemed not to know them: ‘Do please go away, I want to be alone - I want to be alone with my friend’, he told them. ‘You see, I was very attached to my friend and this place was our home for a great many years. I feel sure that you will not want to intrude...’

‘Pore old chap-’e’s clean out of ‘is wits’, murmured Hannah.

‘No, I’m not at all mad’, Bill informed her gently.

Mr. Butler fetched a couple of policemen, one of whom hurried off in search of a doctor. In about twenty minutes the doctor arrived.

‘First the living and then the dead’, remarked the doctor, after glancing keenly at Watercrease-Bill. Then he laid his competent fingers on his wrist. ‘Yes... well, of course, this man can’t stay here; never in my life have I seen such squalor, and the stench, it’s enough to knock you down! He’ll have to be taken to the Union at once. Do any of you know if he’s got any money or relations?’ He was new to Rother.

Hannah thought that Watercrease-Bill had no money beyond what came from his Old Age Pension. Mr. Ware knew nothing about him, it seemed, and Mr. Butler knew very little.

‘They was always a queer couple, to my way of thinkin’ - queer but ‘armless is ‘ow I’d describe ‘em. They was living in this shed afore we come, and me and my wife’s been ‘ere over fifteen years. But they kep’ themselves close, in a manner of speakin’. Course, my wife, she didn’t much like goin’ in, we none of us did, on account of the vermin. Perraps ‘e’d better be took up the ‘ill - they both oughter ‘ave been took up a long while back. My wife, she said only the other night: “Them two would be better off up there,” she said. Course, we all understood them not wantin’ to go, specially as they liked bein’ so private. But perraps ‘e’d better be took up the ‘ill..; ‘Oh, but undoubtedly’, said the doctor.

They came and took Watercrease-Bill to the Union, and when he was inside they promptly deloused him. Then they carefully clipped and brushed his grey hair, and gave him some clean grey flannel pyjamas. After which he was given a cup of weak tea and three or four slices of thick bread and butter.

‘Now come along - here’s your supper’, they said. ‘You’ll feel ever so much more yourself tomorrow.’

But Watercrease-Bill said nothing at all. He showed no resentment and no submission. He did not refuse to accept their tea, but when he had got it he did not drink it. He did not refuse to accept their bread, but when he had got it he did not eat it; nor would he touch food on the following days. It was hard to decide just what ought to be done - he was aged and feeble for forcible feeding.

Then one evening he decided the matter for himself. He decided to go up another hill this time, and he did so without any undue fuss, climbing it quietly in his sleep. And it may be that when he reached the top of that last steep ascent, Jumping-Jimmie was waiting.

* * * * *
 

In Crofts Lane the children sang a new ditty-they had grafted it on to a very old one and they shouted it, prancing round hand in hand. Mrs. Roach was threatening to box their ears, for she thought it not only noisy but unseemly.

‘Watercrease-Bill went up the ‘ill to fetch a pail of water.

‘E tumbled down and broke ‘is crown and Jim come tumblin’ after!’ they shouted.

‘Oh, do leave ’em be, Mrs. Roach’, said Mrs. Ware. ‘Children doesn’t compre’end such-like matters - ‘ow should they? It’s no good explainin’ about corpses to ‘em. They won’t stay young long. I says, let ’em be ‘appy!’

These then, were the only claims to distinction of Watercrease-Bill and Jumping-Jimmie: they had lived in a verminous shed in Crofts Lane for more years than the Rother folk could remember; they had loved each other for better or for worse, in sickness and in health to the end and beyond, and their epitaph had been composed by children.






  








CHAPTER SEVEN
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IF Tom’s conduct had made Crofts Lane indignant, the new doctor’s behaviour was considered an outrage. He refused to sign Jimmie’s certificate of death; there would have to be an inquest, he announced, and in all probability a post-mortem. Such a thing had never been heard of before, at all events in the annals of the Lane.

‘Cuttin’ ‘im up like a joint of meat, better send the corpse along to the butcher! Well, I’ll ‘ave no one post-mortalin’ me, not if I can prevent it,’ stormed Mrs. Roach. ‘Seems as even our corpses isn’t our own. I don’t fancy meself all in bits and pieces.’ Mrs. Ware sighed profoundly and folded her arms, still damp from the wash-tub, across her large bosom: ‘It’s often like this with us pore folk,’ she sighed; ‘maybe as ‘e’s wanted by them medical stoodents in London - maybe ‘e’ll be put on the train. When my uncle was took bad with ‘is ‘ead last Christmas, “Don’t go sendin’ me into no ‘orspital,” he says, “I don’t ‘old with that there vivisection,” ‘e says, “and yer never knows what them stoodents will get up to.” Yes, it’s ‘ard to be pore when yer comes to die, it is that...’ And she wiped her nose on her apron.

Mrs. Butler’s third cousin once removed - a widow-woman of many years standing who seldom ventured out of the house because she suffered from chronic bronchitis - Mrs. Butler’s third cousin, by name Mrs. Taylor, took a risk and went down to the Butler’s cottage for a few cups of tea and some dripping toast:

‘No one’s been near my place,’ she wheezed crossly, ‘and seein’ as I lives right opposyte that shed and spends most of me time sittin’ in me window in the ‘opes of gettin’ a gleam of sun, I’d ‘ave thought as I might be expected to know a deal more about them two ole men than you all. But maybe I ain’t of much account! Any’ow no one’s seed fit to question me. Seems peculiar, I think.’ She was deeply offended.

Mr. Butler remarked that to his way of thinking, the new doctor was flying in the face of the law by refusing to let Jim be decently buried. ‘You remember them bones what we found in the cellar of the Crown when we was diggin’ to trace that old cesspool? Well now, they was ‘uman remains right enough, and yet nobody arsked to tamper with them - why, the Reverend Shore ‘e were most sympathetic. This young feller’s a damn’ nosey Parker, that’s what ‘e is. Don’t believe meself as ‘is beayviour is lawful. Any’ow ‘e don’t suit me nor never will. I’m goin’ to get transferred to old Doctor Howe’s panel.’

Mrs. Ware’s eldest brother who lived in her cottage and whose finger had been sawn off at the saw-mill, and Mrs. Ware’s two young unmarried daughters, and her daughter who had only recently married, and Mrs. Ware’s nieces from Under Hill way, and Mrs. Ware’s nephew from down the Harbour, all tried to force the door of the shed that had been locked up by the local police as though Watercrease-Bill were suspected of murder!

‘Did you ever ‘ear such a thing!’ they chorused; ‘and pore Bill lyin’ ‘elpless and dead in the Union!’

So Mrs. Ware’s nephew climbed on to the roof and proceeded to wrench off a good few tiles, after which they all climbed on to the roof and peered through the hole, not because they much cared to, but because the police had locked up the shed - for of such was the ancient spirit of Rother.

‘Pore old chaps, it’s bloody ‘ard on ’em both; beastly, I calls it, this post-mortem business. And why must they lock us all out, I’d like to know? Don’t see nothin’ as we’d be likely to steal, not so much as a louse!’ said Mrs. Ware’s nephew.

For years Watercrease-Bill and Jumping-Jimmie had been carefully shunned by all their neighbours, had indeed been considered a blot on the Lane. For years everyone had complained of their dirt and the reek of their battered slop-bucket in summer. For years the smoke from their cracked cooking stove had blown towards Mrs. Taylor’s front window - the window at which she habitually sat in the hope of attracting recalcitrant sunbeams. For years Mrs. Roach had refused to allow them to dry their shirts anywhere near her washing, and for years Mrs. Butler and Mrs. Ware had agreed that they ought to go up to the Workhouse. But now that they were dead they belonged to the Lane as they never had belonged to it during their lifetimes. The Lane was now claiming them as its own, and not only the Lane but its numerous relations, so that what was done to poor Jimmie’s remains was done to them all, by implication.

‘Maybe they’ll be diggin’ up our folks in their graves, or giving us “Rough on Rats”,’ shrilled Mrs. Roach, ‘so as they can ‘ave a few more of their post-mortals!’
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HANNAH said very little. There seemed little to say, but her mind was profoundly disturbed and troubled. All her life had been passed in poverty, she had come to consider it perfectly natural. Some people were born rich and some were born poor. Of course, those who were poor often wished they weren’t, often wished they could have a hot bath, she supposed, especially when their backs ached in the evenings. But it wasn’t any good getting all fussed and worried over what you couldn’t help; best take life as it was, and when you felt fed up go off to the pictures.

But something in the death of Jumping-Jimmie, something in Watercrease-Bill’s desolation, something in the squalor of their miserable shed, had hurt Hannah to the very depths of her being, so that now for the first time she saw poverty as the cruel and festering sore that it is. And she thought:

‘Wonder why Gawd made the Marsh and all them other things what Ermie loves, and then let them two get so pore and ugly? Wonder why ‘E let Jimmie just go on jumpin’ until ‘e jumped ‘isself into ‘is grave? Wonder why ‘E let Watercrease-Bill love Jimmie so much that ‘e went off ‘is ‘ead with grief? likely because they was both so pore that Bill couldn’t do nothin’ when old Jim lay adyin’ — Wonder what this ‘ere lovin’ means any’ow? What’s the good of it when yer ain’t got no money!’ Then: ‘What ‘ld I do if Mother was to die? What’ld I do if I was to lose Ermie? If I lost Ermie I’d go out of me mind, I would that. Think I’d steal if Ermie was starvin’ - though maybe I wouldn’t. Aw, I dunno.... Course, Alf, ‘e’s gone Bolshie - but that ain’t no use, sounds all rot to me, the way ‘e goes on. If I ‘ad enough to give Erm a good time I cam’t see meself lettin’ someone else grab it. Any’ow there wouldn’t be enough to go round.... Carn’t see ‘ow everyone bein’ pore would ‘ave ‘elped Jumpin’-Jimmie nor old Bill neither.... Still, somethin’ do seem to be all wrong...’

Thus Hannah communed within her own heart seeking blindly to solve the most heart-breaking problem that confronts, and has always confronted, mankind-the problem that as yet has found no solution.

Then, as though to augment her unusual depression, a skeleton leapt out of Hannah’s cupboard, the grim skeleton that he’s ever in wait for the poor. One morning when she woke she knew that she was workless; her last job had abruptly come to an end and so far no other job had replaced it.

‘Well, there’s alwers the Work’ouse,’ she thought gloomily, ‘seems likely enough as I’ll end me own days there.’

Father’s false teeth had come and they didn’t fit him, which considerably added to Hannah’s worries, since, as no one could possibly pay for the teeth no one could possibly complain to the dentist - even Father saw this, though he cursed the man blue whenever the slipping of his plate would let him. The plate pinched him unmercifully and yet it was loose; Hannah couldn’t understand this conjunction of evils; and the worst of it was that it harboured so much food, that Father seemed for ever sucking and chewing without attaining to any result. ‘Just yer look at this, will yer” he was always saying.

Then Hannah must examine the remnants of a meal that festooned the edges of Father’s false gums. ‘Try to get it away with yer tongue!’ she urged him, ‘go on, try to get it away with yer tongue.’

But when in the end he took her advice, his teeth fell with a clatter on to the table.

There were other worries: Alf had got a job down at Rother Harbour but had promptly lost it. The school had announced that every child should have a glass of milk at eleven - it was necessary for the health, said the school, and so every day Hannah must now find two pennies. Doris suddenly began to complain of bad headaches and the doctor declared that it was her eyesight. Her eyes were examined with the result that Hannah was told that the child must wear glasses. The glasses were expensive but they had to be bought, and unlike Father’s teeth they had to be paid for. Ermie was being exceedingly naughty; Ermie felt well and so she was wilful, she would run about in her stocking-feet, which was naturally very hard on her stockings.

‘If yer don’t stop, I’ll ‘ide yer for this!’ threatened Hannah. ‘You see if I doesn’t!’

‘No, yer won’t!’ grinned Ermie.

Mother, as always, was very behindhand. ‘I feels that weak in me legs,’ complained Mother; ‘carn’t seem to get about me work, I carn’t-maybe it’s the spring. ‘Ave we got any Kruschens or did I give yer father the last?’

‘We ‘aven’t got nothin”, Hannah informed her. ‘Don’t come botherin’ me, I’m footelin’ a stockin’.’

Oh, but Hannah was all on edge these days; everyone got on her nerves, even Ermie. And restless she was: something stirred in her blood, something very defiant and very persistent. It was almost as though the pain she must feel whenever she remembered Jimmie’s death was responsible for this restlessness of hers through rousing an instinct of self-preservation - an instinct that dragged her thoughts back to life and the physical urge that is part of living.

‘And me in me thirty-first year...’ she mused. Then she thought: ‘It’s time I got rid of all this muck what’s lyin’ around; think I’ll clean up the cottage.’

No one wanted Hannah to clean the cottage, for well did they know the scrubbings and scourings, the brushings and beatings that were sure to ensue if Hannah indulged in a bout of spring-cleaning. Mother begged her with tears to leave them in peace, while Granny worked herself into a temper:

‘I ain’t agoin’ to move not a inch, I ain’t. She’ll ‘ave to scrub round me if she’s goin’ to sossel. She’ll ‘ave the ‘ole floor just a mess o’ slub, that’s what she’ll ‘ave it. Carn’t none of yer stop ‘er?’

‘None of yer ‘ad better try to!’ said Hannah.

Scrub, scrub, scrub. My, but it was filthy; and the scrubbing-brush had lost most of its bristles, and the water wasn’t properly hot. All the same it eased you to kneel there scrubbing - took it out of you, made you feel less wild, less like running away and behaving silly.

Scour, scour, scour. Grease caked on the saucepans. Mother might take a hand now and then, she might that, and nothing proper to scour them with, either; the bag of soda more than half empty. All the same it eased you to stand there scouring - took it out of you, made you feel less wild.... Brush, brush, brush. This carpet was in rags; why ever did Mother want to keep it? And that Alf had broken the handle of the broom - or had it been Father in one of his rages? All the same it eased you to bang down the broom....

Beat, beat, beat. The dust nearly choked you, it got into your eyes, it got into your throat; and the beater was broken like everything else, you couldn’t get a proper purchase, blast it! All the same it eased you to stand there beating, took it out of you, made you feel less wild... made you feel you were getting even with something. Thirty, that did make you seem pretty old... why, before you could wink an eye you’d be forty....

By the evening Hannah’s strong body was tired, and that night her sleep was profound and dreamless.
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THEY were driving last year’s flocks along the roads, the flocks that had wintered away in the hills. They were driving them back on to Romney Marsh where the pasture is plentiful and sweet in April. The vigilant dogs hurried now here, now there, barking, jostling, nipping if need be. The sheep scattered and were sharply brought back into line; one, more brave than the rest but even more foolish, might dash off and attempt to break through a hedge - no good, a pair of keen eyes had observed it and a purposeful muzzle was close on its flank. With lolling tongues the dogs panted and worked, their grey, wiry coats stained and matted with mud, their lean, wiry bodies as resistant as steel, their intelligent brains ever on the alert. And behind the flocks and the dogs walked the shepherds.

But already the Marsh was sown thickly with sheep, and with lambs of a new and incredible whiteness. With lambs that staggered, and lambs that skipped, and lambs that ran round and round in couples, with lambs that ceased abruptly to play and butted on to the teats of their mothers - greedy with the will they had to suck strength from the patient bodies of patient ewes who stood staring resignedly out at nothing.

A heron made his magnificent progress: heavy powerful wings beating with dignity, slender powerful legs stretched out stiffly behind him. In a little while he would have reached his goal, a certain wide dyke that provided good fishing. Plovers circled and screamed above their young; moor-hens paddled in and out of the rushes; larks dropped like plummets then soared up and up, seeming to shatter themselves with singing; while the thorn trees that grew at the edge of the Marsh were so heavy with blossom that their boughs were hidden.

Life, everywhere life and the will to give life. Nests in the trees, in the grass, in the hedges; the warm lambing-pens with their rush-thatched sides, awaiting those cumbrous-bellied ewes who, their time being near, might lamb that evening. Life, everywhere life now on Romney Marsh - on the whole length and breadth of Romney Marsh. Life in the air and life on the soil; life coupling and striving under the soil, and in the mud banks that bordered the dykes, and in the water that flowed between them.

Hannah Bullen walked over the Marsh, she walked quickly; she walked in rhythm to the pulsing of her blood. Her body that suggested a leafless branch, her body that was stark and strong, pressed forward, and she lifted her uncovered head to the wind. Her large feet took no heed of the uneven ground, neither faltering nor stumbling - her feet trod surely. She looked always beyond, she looked out into space. She swung her arms. Her thin, muscular thighs moved under her skirt with driving precision.

She felt more than she took the trouble to see, she felt the life that was surging around her. And within her she felt the surge of life - her life desirous and warm gushed from her. Hannah was not herself any more, she was Woman; she did not think of herself except as an urge. She raised her hands and automatically clutched at her breasts - they swelled a little under her fingers. She let her hands drop. She swung her arms. Her thin muscular thighs continued to move with driving precision under her skirt. In this manner she walked on for mile after mile.

When she returned to Crofts Lane it was late; the children had been in bed for some hours. Hannah stood looking down thoughtfully at Ermie.
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MR. BULLEN had managed to secure an allotment after having had to wait for nearly four years; an excellent allotment just under Wish Hill, but unfortunately he had seldom worked on it. He had said that hard digging hurt his strained back, and these days he was really unable to dig because of that painful and obstinate ulcer. Alf strolled down of an evening and put in an hour’s work, when the spirit moved him, but this was seldom, so that Father’s allotment was not paying its way - nothing ever did pay its way with the Bullens. But now Hannah decided to take a hand.

‘Might as well ‘ave a spoonful of peas,’ she remarked, ‘and an ‘andful of beans - that’s if any’s been put in; though to my mind we could go and buy ’em for less from Mr. Ockers, the way you grows ‘em; two bags of mynure and a bundle of sticks and a ball of string, that’s about your way, and leave all the work to the slugs and snails! Cam’t think why we ever took an allotment.’

Hannah liked to put her foot on a spade and then press the spade down with her strong thigh muscles, liked the smell of the up-flung clods of earth - their cool, competent smell; and she liked their colour. The colour of newly turned earth pleased her eyes just as its competent smell pleased her nostrils. Hannah liked the feel of a hoe in her hands and she greatly liked the resultant neatness; it was almost as good as spring-cleaning a room. She hoed with remarkable skill and precision; very deftly and manfully she could hoe, as if most of her life had been given to gardening.

The allotment was a pleasant place in the evenings, for from it you could see the sunset over Rother, could see Rother’s chimneys breathing blue smoke; and then there would sometimes be a small bonfire on a neighbouring allotment, a most lovely thing: red flame and red glow in the soft grey dusk. Hannah had always found romance in a bonfire.

Mr. Butler frequently worked near at hand, and so did Mr. Ware, who possessed green fingers. Mr. Ware grew not only vegetables, but flowers, a fact that had always made Hannah feel envious. Then Mrs. Ware’s brother worked two allotments away, so Crofts Lane was usually well represented.

Hannah could shout remarks if she would: “Ave yer seen Mrs. Ocken; She do look awful! Somethink’s gone wrong with ‘er stomach, I’ve ‘eard, ‘ardenin’ or somethink. They’ve took ‘er to ‘Astin’s for a consultation. Think I’m goin’ to sow beets and runner-beans, and I ‘spects as I’d better earth up these ‘ere potaters.’

Then Mr. Ware, who possessed green fingers, might offer one or two helpful suggestions: ‘I’d pop in a few late peas if I was you, such as ni plus ulteera; I believe they’d do fine. And you’d better look out for the onion fly; I’d put plenty soot around them onions.’

Mr. Butler might pause to inquire after Granny: “Ow’s yer Granny gettin’ on?’

‘Oh, ‘er, she’s splendid; and wise - it’s remarkable ‘ow wise. Me and Mother often thinks as it’s amazin’ the way old Gran still takes notice of things.’

It was all very homely and very friendly.
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ON the slope of Wish Hill, just across the footpath, stood one of Rother’s most ancient houses: a three-gabled black-and-white manor house surrounded by a small but beautiful garden that ran gently up to the crest of the hill and down to the very edge of the footpath. This garden had always fascinated Hannah, so that she could seldom pass by it without pausing, without peering in at the wicket gate, and this she must do on her way home one evening.

A man was stooping over the roses. He had taken off his jacket and rolled up his shirt-sleeves. His shirt was unbuttoned, displaying his chest. He looked round and saw Hannah.

‘Good evenin’, Miss Bullen.’

‘Good evenin’, Mr. Paine. Yer garden looks prime!’

‘Maybe, but these roses ‘as got the mildew. They was new in last year - cost a deal too, they did. It’s a terrible noosence when roses gets mildew.’

She nodded: ‘It is that; but yer boulbes was grand. I’ve often stood ‘ere admirin’ them boulbes. I’ve been thinkin’ I’d try some on Father’s allotment.’

The man wiped the sweat from his brow with his hand: Well,’ he grumbled, ‘there was no one else to admire ‘em. The family’s gome off abroad again; never saw such a lot as they is for globe-trottin’. What’s the use in their ‘avin’ a garden, I says, seein’ as they’re never ‘ere to enjoy it. Me a-diggin’ and a-plantin’ and no one to see when I’ve got it all nice; dis’eartenin’ it is! But I’m glad as yer liked me display of boulbes.’

‘I never seen a better’, she told him.

Michael Paine straightened his aching shoulders. A big, coarse-featured man nearing forty, he was. A tawny man with rough, red-brown hair and small red-brown eyes. His complexion was florid, his neck short and thick, his limbs strong and well-formed; while his chest, like his forearms and hands, was hairy. There was something about him that suggested the beasts that grazed on the marsh, something simple and crude; not exactly unpleasing but a little sub-human.

Hannah knew him quite well, she had worked at the house and during that time she had frequently seen him, but not as she was seeing him now. And he knew her quite well, he had frequently seen her, but not as he was seeing her now; for now each was suddenly seeing the other in the light of a common, primitive need. Their eyes met; hers were questioning but unafraid, his a little ashamed, a little uneasy.

‘If yer’d care for some flowers now and then...’ he stammered, ‘I’ve some nice geranium plants comin’ on... if yer’d care for a pot of flowers now and then...’

‘Thanks, but we ‘aven’t got much room for plants. Well, I’ll say good night.’ And she turned from the gate.

‘Seems a pity as yer cam’t ‘ave no flowers’, he muttered.
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HANNAH still workless. When you were idle it gave you a deal too much time for thinking, and of course you couldn’t always choose your own thoughts, couldn’t always choose who you’d think about either.

Michael Paine and his pot of geraniums... Michael Paine marching up to the door like that! ‘I’ve brought yer a plant - if yer’ll please to accept it.’ The great hulking man with his big brown hands... the flower-pot had looked so small in his hands— ‘If yer’ll please to accept it!’ he must be crazy!

Out by Lydd where the Marsh slipped into the shingle - the shingle that had been left behind by the sea - grew the clumps of sea-pinks that bloom in May. Hannah liked these clean little wind-swept flowers, and because of her liking she would not pick them - no, nor any wild flowers if it came to that. It hurt her when Ermie tore up the bluebells, roots and all, because to look was to long and to long was to take. Must be careful of Erm, very careful indeed.

‘Carn’t yer leave ’em a-growin’? It’s so silly to go spoilin’ things the way you do. By the time as yer’ve carried ’em ‘ome they’re all dead. Tearin’ ’em up by their roots - it’s crool!’

There were foals now as well as lambs on the Marsh; at least Hannah had seen a couple of foals out by Lydd where the Marsh slipped into the shingle. The foals had had long, inadequate legs; they had looked as though they were made of wood and when they had frisked they had done so stiffly. Hannah had stood very still and watched them, but the foals had seen her and taken fright. They had stared for a moment with soft puzzled eyes, then lumbered away across the Marsh and after them had trotted their mothers.

Hannah had suddenly felt aggrieved. ‘Just as though I’d ‘arm yer - sillies!’ she had muttered.

In the gardens of Rother apple-trees were in blossom, and one of the gardens skirted Crofts Lane. The Lane possessed no gardens of its own, but: ‘A cat may look at a king’, said someone, so those who lived in the Lane might look at the kingly old apple-tree in that garden, for the wall was low, a most venerable tree much haunted by chaffinches, blackbirds and thrushes. The birds sang incessantly from dawn till dark. Mrs. Roach complained that they got on her nerves, but then Mrs. Roach never stopped finding fault. Her bedridden husband enjoyed the birds and would hurl things at murderer-cats from his bed which was always pushed close to the window in spring - he still had the use of one arm and a hand, though no longer a perfect sense of direction.

To that venerable tree came a nightingale, and the whole of Crofts Lane must turn out to listen; for the poor, while grown hardened to ugliness, are for ever subconsciously drawn to beauty. Even Mr. Bullen broke off in the middle of one of his most violent fits of temper and hobbled to the door on his ulcerous leg, while Mrs. Bullen forgot the gin through which she was trying to forget Mr. Bullen. Even Mrs. Taylor took yet one more risk and thrust her head boldly out of the window, and she with a thousand birds in her chest and the doctor’s warning still in her ears. Even Mrs. Roach was forced to admit that the coming of the nightingale was quite an event and one worthy of mention in the Rother Observer.

Pure as water gushing up trom a spring gushed the notes from that small, unobtrusive body hidden somewhere in the boughs of the apple-tree. Pure as water gushing up from a spring the notes poured over and down on Crofts Lane: on the refuse that lay in between the cobbles; on the pitiful washing that still swung from the lines; on the broken and slipping tiles of the houses; on the shed in which Jumping-Jimmie had died, and which no one had troubled to rid of its vermin; on Mrs. Roach with her hard-bitten mouth from which leapt such angry and varied invectives; on Mrs. Ware with her soap-sodden hands, her sagging breasts and her melancholy; on Mrs. Butler whose Herbert’s croup had recently ended in a very small coffin; on Mrs. Taylor with her bird-haunted chest and her efforts to attract recalcitrant sunbeams; on Mrs. Bullen with her handsome black eyes, her untidy black hair, and her stained black skirt the hem of which had long required mending; on Granny who rocked herself to and fro while she mumbled to an invisible Reuben; on the men who having toiled through the day and then worked on their allotments, smelt of sweat and stale beer; on Alf who smelt unashamedly of dirt, and on Mr. Bullen who smelt of illness; on the children who had been dragged out of their beds by well-meaning but over-enthusiastic parents; on Doris who yawned phlegmatically and on Ermie who skipped about with excitement because this was the first nightingale she had heard in her seven short years of life -and on Hannah.

Hannah stood very still, scarcely daring to breathe, for the notes of the bird seemed to pierce her body. A deathly sweet pain laid hold on her mind, thrusting it ruthlessly into the past and as ruthlessly dragging it back to the present, until past and present were fused into one. Then-oh, incomprehensible dispensation - the longing that burned her flesh like a flame appeared to be all but destroying the flesh; for so it is sometimes with fleshly desire, its stark ardour will burn right down to the spirit. But the moment passed.

‘Ermie, come ‘ere!’ she called, ‘come ‘ere and stop jumpin’ about. Stop it, Ermie!’
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HANNAH met Michael Paine at the old Town Gate. He had thrust an ill-scrawled note into her hand one morning at the bottom of Anchor Street.

‘Meet me under the arch tonight’, ran the note. ‘I’ll be waitin’ for yer there about twelve. I’ve got somethin’ I wants to say to yer, Hannah.’

They slipped into the shadows.

‘Kiss me, Hannah,’ he whispered; ‘I’m crazy about yer; oh, I am that!’ She felt his possessive arms go round her as his mouth found hers.

He smelt good, she thought. He smelt of the earth that still clung to his clothes and discoloured his hands; she could feel the dried earth embedded in the furrows at the back of his neck where her own hands clasped him, and she knew that his skin had been roughened by it. A proper man, lusty and masterful; a man claiming his birthright, that was what he was. She could understand this, it seemed natural to her - she herself had been one who had claimed her birthright. It was good, very good to stand close to a man, to feel his strength, his virility - she herself had been one who had claimed her birth-right.

It was hot under the arch, it was hot and airless pressed up against the wall. Their bodies sweated.

‘Come on, Hannah...’ It was good to hear his voice grown husky and urgent. ‘It’s perfectly safe, there aren’t no one about except us two.’

And indeed there was not, it was now past midnight. Ermie would have been asleep for hours....

‘‘Ere, you stop it!’ she said sharply, drawing away. ‘You stop it, Mike Paine, yer’ve got three kids.’

‘So I ‘ave, and a wife, as yer’ve knowed all along, but it don’t make me want yer less. Understand?’

Oh, but only too well she understood him.

Then he said: ‘I’ve three kids, as you’ve remarked; and my wife she’s a good and patient person, but she aren’t no use to a man like me. She aren’t flesh and blood any more, pore soul, not since the birth of our last kid: that was six months ago and the brat ‘arf killed ‘er. Any’ow I wants yer and you feels the same. Where’s the sense in talkin’ about my kids e You got a couple yerself, ‘aven’t yer e’

‘That’s no reason for ‘avin’ a third!’ she told him.

He grew angry. ‘Then why in ‘ell’s name did yer come!’

‘I dunno, Mike... I really dunno.’

‘Oh yes, yer do know right enough,’ he scowled; ‘if you doesn’t, I does. Do yer want me to show yer? You’ve no call to be playin’ about with a man.’

‘I aren t.

‘Yes, yer are, just playin’ about. It’s a low-down game, it is that, Hannah Bullen.’

Ermie had been asleep for hours.... ‘It aren’t so much yer wife as yer children; I cam’t seem to get over yer children, Mike...’

He was silent. His mind seldom worked very fast, it was simple and heavy, yet now it must work - it must work to serve his clamorous body. Presently he said:

‘Well, don’t fuss yerself, Hannah. I’m a reasonable person. I’ll be ready to wait till yer feels as yer can - I’m a reasonable person. I don’t care to force yer, though I could if I wanted, and serve yer bloody well right, some would say. But for all that I aren’t goin’ to force meself on yer. That’s not me, no it aren’t, as yer’ll come to know. I ‘ave me pride same as you ‘ave yours, same as my young dog when I brought ‘im a bitch and she turns round and bites a bit out of ‘is ear. Gawd, it were comic, ‘e were fair put off ‘er!’

They walked back to Crofts Lane. He was bitterly frustrated. Hannah knew this; she herself was bitterly frustrated.

‘No offence?’ he muttered.

‘Course not, don’t be silly.’

‘Well... good night, old girl.... It were my mistake.’

‘It warn’t no one’s mistake, come to that,’ she said quickly, ‘any’ow, let’s be friends just the same... sham’t we, Mike?’

‘I’m all for it, I am indeed, Hannah’, he told her.
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FRIENDS - that was easier said than done when a man never gave you a moment’s peace and, moreover, when you were glad that he didn’t.

The pictures; his hand clutching yours in the dark, his shoulder pressing against your shoulder.

‘Hannah...’

‘Yes, Mike?’

‘Oh, nothin’ much... nothin’ special that is, just the same old trouble.’

And you also were troubled sitting there in the dark with his shoulder pressing against your shoulder.

And not only the pictures, other things too - long walks and charabanc drives, and such things. You went with him because you couldn’t resist it.

‘Hannah... won’t yer?’ He was always asking you that, then growing apologetic about it. ‘It aren’t that I’m tryin’ to force meself on yer.’

But of course it was; men were all alike when they wanted a woman, it was only natural. Pity Mike Paine had a wife and three kids... the thought of his kids seemed to worry you, somehow. Pity that you weren’t able to get work, a half day here and there was no good at all; what you needed now was a steady job with plenty of scrubbing - the more the better.
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THE floods were out at Winchelsea Reach where the sea was trying to get back to Rother. Hannah hoped that it would succeed in the end, for she loved the sea and wanted it nearer - Rother Harbour was a couple of miles away. Granny loved the sea too and the floods having come, she must chuckle and start croaking the old sea ballad:

 

‘The sea left Rother ‘igh and dry,

But no man knows ‘ow the sea be minded.

The sea will take Rother again by and by,

‘Cause Rother belongs by rights to the sea,

But no man knows when the sea will come,

‘Cause no man knows ‘ow the sea be minded.’

 

And here was the sea flooding over the Marsh, and the Harbour Board, or whatever it was, attempting to keep it in check with brushwood!

Granny laughed in derision - she laughed till she coughed: ‘Must have come from the Sheers, them fools must ‘ave!’ she jeered. ‘I’m athinkin’ they’ll ache afore they’ve finished.’

And indeed it was fun, or so Hannah decided, for she hated the hordes of bungalow dwellers who defaced the Marsh near Winchelsea Beach; and now they were all in a panic, she had heard, crying out for protection against the sea.

‘Do ’em good if they gets the pewmonia!’ thought Hannah. She and Mike walked over to look at the floods. There been a fine to-do in the night, men bailing out water and wemen screeching. Mr. Ware had been silly enough to help - not another soul in Crofts Lane would go with him.

“‘Oo arsted ’em to come?’ inquired Crofts Lane. ‘We don’t ‘old with their kind, so why should we ‘elp ‘em?’

Mike hated them too, for he loved the Marsh: ‘Ought to wash ’em off the face of the earth!’ he exclaimed. ‘Look at that there tin sitz bath bobbin’ about; seems as though they’ll ‘ave enough water to fill it!’

The sea was obviously in a great rage: ‘It’s tossin’ and swirlin’ somethin’ splendid’, cried Hannah; ‘it’s powerfuller this spring than I’ve knowed it yet. Think it’ll come back to Rother, Mike?’

‘If it do, we’ll build ships there again’, he smiled. ‘Rother ships built by Rother men - that would be grand!’

For although he was not bred of seafaring stock, but of those who had passed their lives on the soil, he yet hankered after the things of the sea as did many another landlubber in Rother.
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ONE morning a ship dropped anchor in the river: ‘She’s a stranger,’ said Mike. ‘Let’s look at ‘er, Hannah. I’ll pick yer up after work tomorrer evenin’.’

And a stranger she was. She had come with pine planks, she had come all the way from Gothenburg in Sweden.

A fine fore and aft rigged ketch, very neat, Mike had heard that they had a lot of good brandy and that if you made friends with the crew you might get some.

Hannah hoped that the brandy on board was smuggled, for smuggling was still in the Rother blood, so that Hannah would brag with considerable zest of a forebear of hers who had died on the gallows.

But Ermie and a man with Ermie’s blue eyes...

‘ Oh, come along, Mike - there aren’t nothin’ to see.’

‘Yes, there is. Wait a bit, I like lookin’ at boats.’

‘Well, yer’ll ‘ave to do yer lookin’ at this one alone. I’m tired.’

And suddenly Hannah had left him.

When the ship sailed quietly back along the river on her homeward course boughs were lashed to her masts, green boughs lashed neatly on to her masts; and no one could make out where they had come from or what they might mean; not a single soul knew except the blond-headed sailors themselves, and as Mrs. Ware grumbled, they weren’t telling.

Mrs. Ware waved and the men waved back. Mrs. Roach waved and so did Mrs. Butler. Mrs. Bullen came out and waved a grey sock of Father’s, the toe of which she had been darning. Then Hannah waved and the men waved back... that was all....

The next evening she went out with Mike. He and she sat shoulder to shoulder at the pictures.
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SHE knew that it was risky to go to the Manor, very well she knew this and yet she must go. It was risky to be alone there with Mike for the house was deserted and he was caretaking, opening windows and lighting fires from time to time; a reliable man, wherever he worked he was always trusted.

He had said that he wanted to show her the garden. She had not believed him, not for a moment: she had known from the first what he had in his mind, what she had in her mind if it came to that, for Hannah Bullen was no self-deceiver.

Mike did show her the garden, but perfunctorily; he who took such a genuine pride in his flowers scarcely troubled to point them out to Hannah, and when she admired the delicate rock plants, the herbaceous borders and closely trimmed lawns, the pleached limes that Mike had turned into a tunnel, the clipped yews over which he spent so much time because they had always tickled his fancy: peacocks on battlements, ships in full sail, and even an evergreen knight in armour - when Hannah paused to admire these things, he frowned, not caring to disguise his ill-humour.

Then abruptly: ‘Come along with me to the loft. There’s a splendid old carved beam in the loft - maybe you’d care to see it’, he said with his eyes on the ground; and he flushed a little.

She followed him up the rickety staircase. In the loft was an untidy heap of hay kept there for the pony that dragged the lawn mower. Through a tear in the plaster came a shaft of late sun dimmed by cobwebs and dust. The loft was so quiet, so profoundly quiet that she heard her own heart thudding against her side. Hannah shivered.

He saw this. ‘Are yer feelin’ cold?’ he inquired, and she heard the mockery in his voice. ‘Tell me,’ he repeated, ‘are yer feelin’ cold?’ Then before she could speak, ‘Come ‘ere!’ he said roughly, pulling her down on the untidy hay, ‘I’ve ‘ad about enough of this bloody foolin’...’

Unmerciful they were the one to the other. Their mating was harsh and unmerciful - a scourge, a relentless combat of bodies. When at last they parted they did not embrace, because neither felt the need to embrace.

‘Where will you meet me again?’ he asked her. ‘Will yer come ‘ere tomorrow night?’

She nodded.






  








CHAPTER TEN
 

June
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THERE was gossip now down the Lane and to spare. Crofts Lane had always been far from straitlaced: ‘Humans is humans, they is’, said the Lane and left it at that. But Mike was married; this was not an affair of impatient youth, of hot summer nights and tumultuous young blood - the Lane had its well-defined code of morals.

‘‘Ands off married men, ‘ands off!’ said Mrs. Roach; and in this she had the support of her neighbours.

Mr. Bullen stormed and Mrs. Bullen wept, for were there not two bastards already? And Alf more and more unwilling to work, and Tom as completely indifferent as a stranger, and Hannah herself long out of a job, and Granny complaining from morning till night that she had to go short on that milk for her Benger’s? Yes, and now here was Doris in trouble again with her eyes, which would mean a new pair of glasses.

‘It’s abreakin’ me back’, Mrs. Bullen wept, reaching out for the Bottle of Consolation.

Hannah bore their reproaches without a word, for she felt that they had every right to reproach her. She was no longer earning, a crime in itself, a far graver crime, so it seemed to Hannah, than the hours she spent in the loft with Mike Paine. Indeed, but for the thought of those children of his and her own lack of money, she was strangely at peace; and this being so she still smiled at Mrs. Roach, ignoring her frown of stern disapproval, still passed the time of day with Mrs. Ware and with anyone else whom she chanced to meet - after all they were decent to Doris and Ermie.

Thus the gossip grew to abnormal proportions while Hannah still went every night to the loft. June and the warmth of June were in the air. On the Winchelsea Road the may-trees were a glory, and the secretive arch of the old Town Gate must shelter many pairs of lovers at dusk, as indeed, must the quieter fields and hedges.

Then two things occurred of such salient importance that Hannah’s misdoings were almost forgotten: the Lane was to be given electric light and Mrs. Roach purchased a telescope at a sale that was held over at Small Hythe.

Grumble, grumble and with very good cause. Rother had had electric light for three years, but as usual Crofts Lane had been neglected.

‘It’s a shame, and us with our stinkin’ old lamps and our tallow dips,’ the women grumbled; ‘and them cottages down along by the Strand fair blazin’ the moment yer touches a button.’

Yet now that a well-meaning member of the Council had put in a good word, they were all up in arms. No one wanted electric light, it appeared, even though they could have it at Cottage-rate which worked out quite as cheap as their lamps and candles. Mrs. Roach’s bedridden husband was smitten by something closely resembling panic.

‘I won’t ‘ave no wires near me bed,’ he wailed, ‘it aren’t safe with thunder and lightenin’ around. I’ll be struck, sure as fate is fate, I will. I don’t ‘old with them perilous, modern contraptions!’

That was all very fine but no one could protect him, and before you could turn round up came the cobbles and down went the cable the whole length of Crofts Lane. Mrs. Butler came near to breaking her thigh through stumbling into the trench one night, and she not only cautious but strictly sober.

Then it poured and the Lane was swimming in mud, thanks to the mess the mechanics were making, and one of them must interfere with a pipe that connected with Mrs. Ware’s kitchen sink via the Bullen and Butler lavatories.

‘There’s an ‘orrible smell,’ complained Mrs. Ware, ‘yet I aren’t been boilin’ no paunches nor cabbage...’

Plaster proceeded to fall in large chunks from everyone’s railing the moment the man tried to put up the fitments that the Council had chosen. After which the rain returned with great force, but not until the workmen were gone, having relaid the cobbles in Trades Union fashion. And the cobbles rose and so did the slush, and the drying-ground was turned into a bog, and everyone had to put on rubber boots before they dared venture to hang out their washing.

‘Damn the pack of ‘em! Blast ’em to hell!’ fumed Mrs. Roach.

But Mrs. Ware folded her soap-sodden hands in sad resignation: ‘Carn’t do nothin’, we carn’t. It’s ‘ard to be pore as I’ve alwers said - they just drives yer about as though yer was cattle.’

Mrs. Roach, however, was not resigned; that was why she attended the jumble sale and returned to the Lane with a telescope - a challenge, it was, to outrageous fortune! The telescope was rather a large one, it measured all of three feet when extended. Naturally it was old, it was very old: its brass was much battered and its lens somewhat groggy. But to see Mrs. Roach swing it up to her eye was to think of the glorious days of Nelson.

“Ere comes the Lucky Star,’ she would announce, knowing precisely what ship to expect. ‘My word, looks as though she’d ‘ad some foul weather.... Me cousin’s on board. There ‘e is....’Allo, Bob! I can see every ‘air on ‘is ‘ead, it’s a marvel!’

Were they jealous, did they break the tenth commandment? But of course, they were breaking it now every minute.

“‘Ere, give us a squint, quick!’ someone would plead. ‘My boy’s on ‘er too, and so’s me uncle.’

Then a squint might be granted, but haughtily, much as though Mrs. Roach made a regal concession.

Oh, but she was become an important person: ‘Commodore Roach’, her neighbours called her, but this they were careful to do behind her back; to her face they would frequently be almost servile. Down the Lane would come marching Commodore Roach whenever a ship was about due in Rother, and she with her telescope under her arm, her lips firm-set and her head carried proudly. Then out would run all the less fortunate ones in the hope of obtaining her grudging bounty.

Commodore Roach would pretend not to see them: ‘What’s that?’ she would say, affecting to start, ‘will I let yer look-was it that what yer arst? Well, yer’ll ‘ave to wait.’ They could gladly have slapped her.

Moreover, no sooner was the telescope placed in somebody’s hands by its arrogant owner, no sooner was she elongating its stem in a nervous endeavour to find her own focus, no sooner did she think that a certain dim blotch might just possibly be an incoming ship, than Commodore Roach would snatch it away; the selfish, cross-grained, dictatorial person, coming it over her neighbours like that just because she had cash in the Savings Bank, just because she hadn’t got kids to support. Of course she could buy a fine telescope; other people had to buy boots and shoes, to say nothing of pants. Other people were poor, but thank the Lord they hadn’t been sterile!

Yet when Commodore Roach announced to Mrs. Butler her intention of sharing the new clothes-line that Mr. Butler had recently bought in order to accommodate his bed-linen - when Commodore Roach said she meant to share it: “Cause yer carn’t ‘ave the ‘ole bloody dryin’-ground!’ Mrs. Butler accepted the challenge meekly.

‘If I ‘adn’t give in she’d ‘ave got back at me; wouldn’t ‘ave let me use that tel-is-cope of ‘ers, and I does dearly love a peep at the ‘arbour.’
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HANNAH remained unmoved by these happenings. She had just got an excellent daily job with a family newly arrived in the town. They gave her high wages and she more than earned them.

‘Now I can pay for them teeth,’ she thought, ‘yes, and give that there dentist a bit of me mind, the way ‘e’s been punishin’ Father’s gums-pore Father, ‘e’s been sufferin’ somethink awful!’

Hannah’s money was no sooner earned than spent. The dentist made Father a brand-new plate for which she arranged to pay by instalments. Ermie had a new dress, Doris had a new hat and Mother had her pair of massive ring ear-rings that had been in the pawnbroker’s window for weeks.

‘Lucky I could get ’em back,’ Hannah mused, ‘Mother do feel that lonely without ‘er ear-rin’s....’

Never so much as a penny put by.

‘Yer ought to be savin’, that yer ought’, Mike told her. ‘It’s a shame the way yer family be-yaves, takin’ all what yer earns, it’s disgustin’ of’em!’

‘‘Old yer noise and mind out what yer sayin’,’ she flared. ‘I’d ‘ave yer know as us Bullens sticks together!’

She continued to meet him whenever she could, though this she must do with much greater caution, since she wished to retain that excellent job and no whisper of scandal must reach her employers. And now every day going to and from work, she was forced to pass Michael Paine’s pleasant cottage; it was down near the river with its back to the Marsh, and its bricks were hidden by rambler roses. Was forced very often to see Mike’s wife, a thin, pallid creature who stood at the window staring out with large, rather vacant eyes. Was forced very often to see Mike’s children: the ailing baby strapped into its pram and left to wail and complain by the doorstep, the girl of eight with her father’s rough hair and her mother’s look of weak nerves and anæmia, the boy who Mike said was just Ermie’s age, but whose joints were still slightly distorted by rickets. And these children hurt Hannah intolerably.

‘Pore little miseries,’ she would think; ‘Gawd, supposin’ my Ermie ‘ad legs like that! I wonder if Mike’s alwers kind to ‘is kids, or whether ‘e ‘ates ’em ‘cause they’re ailin’....’

Give him up for the sake of those pitiful children; But what was the good, that wouldn’t heal them. Give him up for the sake of his pitiful wife? But what was the good, he wouldn’t be faithful. Was it likely that he’d be faithful? Not much! All he’d do would be to find some other woman. Oh, she knew him, the great hulking bull of a man - knew him better, perhaps, than his wife had known him.

‘Mike,’ she asked him one evening, ‘do yer love yer kids?’

‘Oh, I dunno-I s’pose so,’ he answered; ‘any’ow, I supports ‘em. Aren’t that enough?’

Perhaps it was - you couldn’t force love, it just came like the love you had for Erm, like the love you had had for Erm from the first, from the time when her mouth had closed on to you, sucking.

Then: ‘Mike, do yer love me?’ she asked abruptly, for all of a sudden life seemed to go bad — these bodies, hers and his, their hot lust, the clamours that they awoke in each other....

He stared at her a moment then shifted his eyes: ‘Come off it. Maybe yes, maybe no. Any’ow, yer satisfied, aren t that enough?’

Perhaps it should be enough - Hannah wondered.

TOM BULLEN took his grey trilby hat from the peg: ‘I’m goin’ for a bit of a stroll’, he told his wife; ‘I think I’ll walk over to Winchelsea and see Kimpton about that estimate of ours; anyhow, I’d rather you didn’t wait supper..

Irene’s face puckered with irritation: ‘You can’t stay with me for an hour,’ she reproached him; ‘I should think, when you know how ill I am, that you might at least stop at home in the evenings. My God, if girls knew what marriage reelly means they’d rather a thousand times go to the stake. Oh, it’s all very well for you, you’re a man!’

She was pregnant, uncomfortable, scared and resentful.

Tom sighed but he did not hang up his hat: ‘I’m sorry, old girl, I’m afraid I must go; and anyhow I ought to see Kimpton. You tuck into bed -I shan’t be very late.’

Irene lay back and closed her eyes: ‘I reelly mustn’t talk any more,’ she murmured.

Tom Bullen walked slowly through the gathering dusk, walked away from the rows of young jerry-built villas that stood crude and aggressive just outside the town, walked towards the friendly old age of Rother - the tolerant, wise and friendly old age that had come with the passing of centuries, with the births and the deaths of generations.

He thought: ‘All this blether about ‘avin’ a kid. They don’t carry on this way down the Lane, no they don’t; down the Lane they just ‘as ‘em, and that’s that!’ He knew that he was dropping his h’s and maltreating his grammar, but he cared not a straw. ‘If I carn’t talk the way I wants in me own mind, I’d rather the Lord struck me dumb!’ he decided. Then he thought: ‘Pore Ireen, it’s just ‘cause she’s different, never know’d ‘ardships like we ‘as, she ‘aven’t. Maybe she’s alwers been brought up too soft.... Carn’t see ‘er scrubbin’ a floor like Hannah... not that I wants ‘er to scrub a floor.... Wish she’d let me knock me pipe out in the grate, all the same. Wish ‘er fancy in furnishin’ wasn’t so modern - ‘oo wants to sit in a chromium-plated chair and eat off a glass slab? It’s so bloody cold! Wish she wouldn’t make me change me suit for supper....’Spects she’s right though, she’s tryin’ to make me more refined — I wanted Ireen to do that just at first.... Maybe it’s all pretty ‘ard on ‘er too, maybe she shouldn’t ‘ave married beneath ‘er.’

At the entrance to Crofts Lane he paused for a moment; he felt shy and awkward but curiously happy: ‘Must be because I’m common,’ he mused, ‘this must be me commonness comin’ out... or maybe it’s ‘cause I was born along there.... Damnation, I’m glad I’m common’, he muttered.

Nothing seemed to have changed: the same battered dustbins, always overflowing and without their covers; the same orange peel and cabbage stalks and cigarette-ends in between the cobbles; the same mongrel barking in Mrs. Ware’s yard; the same cats on the walls or at the windows; the same washing flapping upon the lines; the same cracked gutters and slipping tiles; the same worm-eaten, rat-eaten, weatherstained houses. Nothing seemed to have changed that Tom could discern not even the smell of the old brick sewer.

Mrs. Roach was standing in her open doorway.

‘Good evenin”, Tom mumbled, and passed on quickly.

Mrs. Butler was leaving her cousin’s cottage. She had taken Mrs. Taylor a packet of bull’s-eyes, one of which was distending her own plump cheek.

‘Good evenin”, Tom mumbled, and passed on quickly.

Mrs. Ware was as usual hanging out washing. She saw him and took a clothes-peg from her mouth. Was she about to speak to him or not?

‘Good evenin”, Tom mumbled, and passed on quickly.

By the time he arrived at the Bullens’ cottage he was almost too nervous to lift the latch, and when he had finally got inside he must just stand and gape at his family who were sitting around the table at supper.

No one spoke. Alf sat with his mouth half open; Mrs. Bullen dissolved into facile tears as she did now upon the least provocation; Mr. Bullen swallowed and clicked his new teeth. Doris nudged Ermie’s arm and Ermie nudged Doris; Granny nodded her head a number of times; Hannah tried hard to scowl but without succeeding.

It was Hannah who finally broke the silence: ‘So it’s you - yer’ve come back.’

‘Yes... it’s me’, he faltered.

Then all of a sudden the innate good breeding that is sometimes apparent among the poor, came to everyone’s rescue. Mrs. Bullen dried her eyes and Alf went quietly on with his supper; Mr. Bullen asked Tom some casual question much as though he had seen him every day for four months, while Hannah fetched Tom his accustomed chair and then made room for him at the table. It was all quite simply and naturally done, and before the evening was very far spent, Tom was knocking his pipe out against his heel and spitting across at the kitchen stove in accordance with the finest Crofts Lane traditions.

When he got up to go they did not detain him; they did not ask him why he had come or when they would be likely to see him again. They did not inquire about Irene, or his home or his work - they just wished him good night. But he knew now that he would always be welcome.

‘Us Bullens sticks together’, he reflected as he walked briskly back to his jerry-built villa. ‘Maybe we’re a pretty slipshod lot one way and another, and none too refined - but we don’t allow nothin’ to come between us.’






  








CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

July
 

1
 

‘Spud them in May,

They are up next day.

Spud them in June,

They come again soon.

Spud them in July,

Then they will soon die.’

 

THERE was thistle-spudding all over the Marsh; an army of thistles, an army of spudders. The thistles were in bloom, and the drunken bees, half dazed by the heady wine they had been drinking, tumbled or lurched about helplessly. The hot sun beat down on the spudders’ heads, on their work-roughened hands and on their shoulders.

Nearly every woman in Crofts Lane was spudding together with many others in Rother. Mrs. Ware would dash home to put on the potatoes, and slap Sid because he had arrived late from school, and rebuke her other unruly children; Mrs. Butler would likely do much the same thing, while Mrs. Roach would be asking the time of all those who could tell the hour by the sun, so as not to be late with the mutton stew that she had prepared for her bedridden husband. Then back to the Marsh and war to the death, while beds went unmade, and floors went unswept, and the slops of the previous night went unemptied.

A simple business, this thistle-spudding? Not at all; a most skilled and arduous business, and one that seemed well-nigh interminable. From end to end of a field went the spudders, returning to the spot at which they had begun, then forward again and always more thistles, strong, green, and defiant - the pirates of the soil, brandishing boldly their many spiked spears, plunging them into the paws of the dogs and into the enemy’s unwary ankles. A simple business, this thistle-spudding? Not at all, a most skilled and arduous business, for the long-handled spud with its chisel-shaped blade dare not leave so much as a shoot still standing; out must come the green pirate with his roots intact, to be flung aside to die in the sunshine. No mercy, no quarter, but war to the death. Make way for the kindly grass of the Marsh! Make way for the diffident flowers of the Marsh! Make way for the pasture that feeds the Marsh cattle!

Mrs. Ware’s eldest brother who had lost his finger and now his job, worked beside his sister, while other men who were out of jobs, from all over the town and the neighbouring country, came to lend a hand; since as everyone knows, the thistle will make the winds carry his seed for mile upon mile, will deposit his seed along the warm bellies of grazing sheep who, in their turn, will drop it upon clean pasture. A most insolent fellow this pirate of the soil, as insolent as he is dangerous and crafty.

Even Alf Bullen had joined the spudders, for Mrs. Ware’s pretty young niece was among them.

‘You look out for that Alf,’ Mrs. Ware had cautioned, ‘‘e’s a dirty dog in more ways than one, and no good to any innercent female.’

But Mrs. Ware’s niece had a fancy for Alf, she liked his bold eyes and his jaunty manner, so they kept very close, and when evening came he saw her home - there was no harm in that, for the Under Hill Road was extremely public. And Alf “washed his neck, and had his hair cut, and went for a swim at Winchelsea Beach, and talked very big about looking for work, but looked at Mrs. Ware’s niece instead, whenever she gave him a chance to do so.

Spudding the thistles out of the Marsh with the sun beating down on Alf’s shabby tweed cap and on Olive’s becomingly rakish beret. And Alf’s dark-skinned face with its insolent eyes looking more and more like his gipsy grandsire’s, so that Mrs. Bullen who spudded near by, must remember her youth, going back to the years of lean horses, lean dogs and leaner fare - to the years of her tattered but carefree childhood.

Day after day and hour after hour spudding from end to end of a field. Eating bread and cheese out of a bit of newspaper, drinking lashings of cold and tannin-black tea because heat and sweating engendered a thirst that dared not be quenched by anything stronger. Alf thinking himself very deeply in love and feeling less well disposed towards Russia where the girls - or so he had been informed - like everything else belonged to the State. Alf quite sure that if Olive belonged to him, he’d see any State damned before it should have her. Olive gay and flirtatious. Olive touching Alf’s arm as though by mistake, then blushing a little. Olive very conscious indeed of Alf, and Alf very conscious indeed of Olive. Mrs. Bullen observing their youthful byplay with eyes that were constantly on the watch. Mrs. Bullen thinking how pretty it was and how fine it must feel to be young and loving.

‘Our Alf’s really and truly courtin’ this time and no mistake at all’, she told Hannah.

But Hannah was grim: ‘ Courtin’ nothin’ ‘e aren’t. Better come off the dole first, in my opinion; though maybe young Olive’s courtin’ more than she knows...’ For Hannah had never been sentimental.

Olive, however, was very well able to take care of herself; she was wise and twenty. Moreover, she intended to marry a man who could buy her the things she longed for from Woolworth’s. Alf might see her home whenever he liked, but no dawdling about in the fields for her, no, nor under the arch of the Town Gate either.

So when in the end he actually proposed, all red in the face and sweating and trembling. When he stammered: ‘We might get ‘itched up on the dole -I carn’t see for why not - lots of other chaps does it...’

Olive laughed outright. ‘Aren’t you a comic!’ she laughed. ‘Honest, Alf, I carn’t think as me ears aren’t deceived me.’

‘Well, I calls it shameful!’ cried Mrs. Bullen, when Alf had refused to eat his supper. ‘Aren’t our Alf good enough for a minx like ‘er? ‘Oo’s she to turn up ‘er nose and refuse ‘im? Maybe she’s thinkin’ as ‘er family’s somethink; well, I knows as they’s nothin’ at all but just mud. They aren’t been in these parts for more than ten years - if I seed ‘em, don’t beheve as I’d recconize ‘em.’

And Hannah found herself nodding assent, since when all was said and done Alf was her brother.
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SCENT of hay in the air, very strong and sweet, for the hay was being tossed into carts or stacked on all the neighbouring farms. When Hannah had her time off she liked to watch this, liked to walk to a farm on the Appledore road where the hay-cart was drawn by a team of bays. The bays were so strong, one blow from a hoof and good-bye for ever - or so Hannah thought; and seeing the power that lay in their strength, she would wonder what made them so wise and gentle.

Hannah was always attracted by farms, she had often fancied that she’d do well with chicks, and with calves and foals and such-like young things; their helplessness and their weakness drew her just as the strength of the cart-horses drew her. But you couldn’t have a farm when you lived in Crofts Lane, even if you did love the smell of hay. The smell of hay made you feel grateful and good, as though someone or something had done you a kindness. And meadowsweet - that made you think of Ermie.... There was lots of meadowsweet about this July. Ermie’s father had noticed the meadowsweet — Ermie noticed it too, she had his ideas, and his eyes and his innocent manner of talking. Flowers made Ermie turn all silly and weak, even if she did drag them up by their roots... must watch out and be very careful of Ermie.

Hannah didn’t always want Mike around now, he could satisfy her body but not her mind. To satisfy her mind she must get away alone, and even then her mind would start craving. Exactly what it craved for she could not tell, so many small things would start it off: the scent of the meadowsweet and of hay, the funny clumsy gait of a foal, a sucking calf with its soft pink muzzle, and storm light at sundown over the Marsh. Ah, but that was amazing, that was grand, that made Hannah feel that she wanted to cry without knowing what she’d be crying about. Storm light on the Marsh was a wonderful thing - and so were wild swans when they flew across the Marsh with their necks stretched out and their heavy white wings beating the stillness with great sure blows-Hannah knew, because she had often seen them.

But this craving, it was such a peculiar sensation, it appeared to have nothing to do with the body. Hannah’s body could crave, it could crave for Mike, and through him could obtain peace and satisfaction; but this was quite different. Hannah thought she was daft because this other thing made her feel homesick. Yes, but homesick for what? Of course she was daft! Not homesick for Crofts Lane or even for Erm, not homesick for Doris or Father and Mother, not homesick for Alf, or Tom, or old Granny.

Rother could bring on the homesick feeling even although Hannah lived in Rother, for Rother would sometimes seem more than a town of old, decaying black-and-white houses huddling inside an ancient town wall - Rother would almost seem like a person. Rother could draw unto itself lovely colours: soft greys and soft browns and soft, dark purples; and at sunrise and sunset its red roofs would blaze, and so would the leaded panes of its windows; and after a storm all its cobbles would shine as though Hannah’s powerful arm had been at them, while the grass in between them would look as bright as though it had just had a coat of fresh paint. And then there were the tall, straight masts of the ships that lay at the bottom of Anchor Street where the sea had once washed against the Strand, and where now there was only a tidal river. Masts of ships among houses - that looked queer. Rother would seem to stare down at those ships with old, thoughtful eyes very full of affection. Rother made Hannah have fancies like this; she would fancy that at times it stood peacefully dreaming, sleeping and dreaming above the Marsh. Hannah knew very little about its history except that her forebears had hidden French wine in the smuggler’s hole of a certain chimney, except that the seafaring men of the past, full of brandy and cash and a lust for women were said to have raised all hell down Crofts Lane, even leaving a corpse behind now and then just to show that their knives were still killing-worthy. This was not peaceful by any means, no, nor other things happening even now on Saturday nights at the Ropemaker’s Arms. Yet Rother would seem to have peaceful dreams, Hannah would feel certain that it was at peace and would actually catch herself treading softly. And because it would become something more than a town, especially on the warm July evenings when the dusk lay folded along its streets, and the ships lighted port and starboard lanterns, and the past about which Hannah knew so little came wandering craftily into the present - when these things occurred, as they certainly did, Hannah would find herself growing homesick and would think that she was daft to want to go home when she hadn’t the least idea where home was.... But she never spoke of such matters to Mike, Mike would have opened his mouth and guffawed. He could satisfy her body but not her mind, that was why she didn’t always want to be with him.
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THERE were rumours floating about the town. There were constantly rumours of one kind or another started, no doubt, at the local inns, but now there were very persistent rumours - so persistent that people pricked up their ears, especially the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord.

In Crofts Lane they laughed loudly. What, build Council houses with bathrooms and indoor water-closets? Houses with sinks that had hot and cold, and with drains that didn’t halfchoke you in summer? Houses with a nice bit of garden too, a garden big enough to grow marigolds, and pinks, and maybe a rim of lobelia? It was comic. Why, the councillors had been asleep for years; if a bomb exploded it wouldn’t wake them!

‘Well,’ remarked Mrs. Butler, ‘if I ever ‘as the luck, yer won’t see me for smoke, no, that yer won’t. I’ll ‘ave one of them ‘ouses afore yer can say “snap”, my Gawd, I will - but it aren’t goin’ to ‘appen.’

‘Nothin’ good ever ‘appens to us pore,’ groaned Mrs. Ware, whose kitchen chimney had just collapsed, hurling brick dust and rubble all over her kitchen.

Mrs. Roach was delighted: ‘This’ll knock ‘im sky ‘igh! No more rents for ‘is blasted dog-kennels!’ she triumphed. ‘That there friend of the pore will be feelin’ the pinch for a bit, I’ll be bound, and a nice change for ‘im. But maybe ‘e’ll come and live down ‘ere ‘isself and maybe, again, ‘e won’t be allowed - not fit for ‘uman ‘abitation, I’ve ‘eard.’

‘Nor it is,’ Mrs. Taylor wheezed from her window, ‘nor it is nor it ever ‘as been, as I knows. Look at me! I’m ‘arf dead through the damp in my place, it’s a-runnin’ down the walls, and me with the bronchitis.’

Mr. Bullen affirmed that it was high time that someone did something - better late than never. Mrs. Bullen agreed, so, of course, did Alf. Hannah’s was the only dissenting voice.

‘What, leave ‘ere?’ exclaimed Hannah. ‘Leave our old bug-runs? It won’t be me. I aren’t goin’ to leave, not even for the sake of a nice ‘ot bath, though Gawd knows as I often think as I’d like one.’

Slum clearance; it was certainly in the wind. It was rumoured that other cottages would go, the cottages down on the Strand, for instance. The Borough Surveyor had recently died, much respected and now mourned by indolent landlords, and in his stead had come a young man who was willing and eager to do his duty. He had opened his campaign with Anchor Street in which he was beginning to lay new drain-pipes. The Rother drains had made him turn pale.

‘It’s strange that our death-rate’s so low,’ he had said, ‘very strange - I might almost say it’s amazing!’

Perhaps it was he who had started the rumour that Rother would follow the lead of other places and get rid of its slums; no one knew for certain.

Then all of a sudden the rumour died down and Crofts Lane began to forget about it, though the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord sent his men with unusual promptness to rebuild the chimney of Mrs. Butler’s kitchen, but that was all he did, even after inspecting her cottage in person. Mrs. Roach had tried her best to waylay him in order to describe to him himself in great detail; Mrs. Ware had tried to waylay him too, for now her lavatory stank again, and this time Sid hadn’t pushed a kitten down the pan, or indeed done anything else unnatural. But the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord had escaped them with a cunning that he had acquired through long practice. So Crofts Lane settled back to its bad old ways: to its sagging gutters, its burnt-out stoves, its leaking roofs and its cracked brick sewer.






  








CHAPTER TWELVE
 

August
 

1
 

THE most presentable cottage in Crofts Lane, a cottage right on the edge of the cliff and possessing a drying-ground of its own, had been standing empty for a very long time because no one seemed willing to pay the high rent. Hannah had frequently wished that it was hers so that she could dig up the drying-ground and turn it into a little flower garden. In many ways this was a good enough cottage for it had a parlour as well as a kitchen and three airy attics. Moreover its view was one of the best to be had in all Rother: right across the Marsh to the Channel and France - its view was as spacious as that from the Look-Out.

One morning, towards the beginning of August, Mrs Roach, who was thumping the refuse in her dust-bin with an old flat-iron to make it go down, glanced round to behold a man with a paint-pot, a man with a pair of dilapidated steps, and yet a third man with two buckets of whitewash. Yes, and all these three men, as Mrs. Roach knew, were employed by the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord.

“Allo! Comin’ to redecorate my mansion?’ she inquired. ‘Because if yer is, I assure yer it don’t need it!’

The man with the paint-pot winked at his mates: ‘No, mum, we aren’t goin’ to do up your mansion.’

‘Yer don’t say so!’ smiled Mrs. Roach bitterly. ‘Well, of course, as I’ve remarked, it really don’t need it - only a few dozen tiles off the roof, and the pipe in the wash-’ouse leakin’ like ‘ell, and the door of our bedroom off its ‘inges, and the maiden ‘air ferns growin’ out of the wall within an inch of me bedridden ‘usband - but of course my place don’t require doin’ up! Well, if mine don’t, ‘oo’s does, I’d like to know; Maybe yer goin’ along to the Bullens?’

‘Not us!’ the man with the step-ladder grinned. ‘It’s the empty cottage at the end of the Lane; it’s just been let to a London person.’

Mrs. Roach shouted over to Mrs. Taylor who, as usual, was sitting close to her window: ‘Did yer ‘ear that? The empty cottage is let!’

‘No!’ exclaimed Mrs. Taylor, incredulously, and she ventured to open her window a crack, “Oo is it?’

‘Bill says as it’s someone from London.’

‘What’s that?’ cried Mrs. Ware and Mrs. Butler in one breath as they hurried along the Lane on their way to the International Stores.

‘The end cottage is let,’ Mrs. Roach informed them, ‘and to someone what’s comin’ from London, if yer please. Can yer beat it! My word, aren’t we gettin’ grand! ‘Ave a gararge and a Rolls-Royce or two down ‘ere next. I’m thinkin’ of buyin’ a car meself so ‘andy. I’m goin’ to gararge it in the wash-’ouse.’

That evening the Lane came out on its doorsteps in order to discuss this unforeseen occurrence.

‘S’pose now as I’ll ‘ave to keep off the grass!’ sighed Mrs. Ware, who had been trespassing in the drying-ground of the empty cottage.

‘S’pose I’ll ‘ave to knock me old cat on the ‘ead in case ‘e should presume to sit on the wall - or maybe they’ll put broken bottles along’, scowled Mrs. Roach, who was in a vile temper. ‘Well, all I ‘as to say is: no gentry down ‘ere! We don’t want ’em no more nor they wants us, we don’t ‘old with the ways of the gentry, we don’t!’

‘Yer right there, nor they won’t ‘old with ours’, said Mrs. Bullen.

For a whole week the men were at work in the cottage, while everyone went to see what they were doing.

“Ere, you, Bill, come and give me a lick of paint!’

“Ere, Arthur, lend us a bucket of whitewash!’

‘Must be payin’ somethink like a rent, they must, ‘ooever they is,’ decided Crofts Lane; ‘aren’t no fifteen bob a week about this ‘ere set out....’

Then just as Mrs. Roach had affirmed in a voice of vitriolic sarcasm that she’d heard that the cottage was being prepared for no less a person than Greta Garbo, it turned out that the cottage was being prepared for Michael Paine’s mother-in-law from Croydon.

‘Well, I never, no, I never did!’ said Mrs. Ware. ‘What’s she want a-comin’ down ‘ere to these parts?’ Not a soul in the Lane had ever seen her.

2
 

MIKE looked rather anxiously at Hannah: ‘What’s the matter?’ he inquired. ‘‘Ave yer swallered yer tongue? What’s makin’ yer so quiet and queer?’ he inquired.

‘Maybe it’s just me thoughts....’ Hannah told him.

It was evening. They were walking across the meadows, those meadows stolen from Romney Marsh. The air was heavy and ominously still; later on, perhaps that night, there’d be thunder.

Presently he said: ‘Me mother-in-law she don’t much fancy livin’ in Crofts Lane - she couldn’t get no other cottage, so she says...’

‘Maybe as she don’t fancy us’, suggested Hannah.

‘Likely not. Any’ow, she’s a disagreeable person. Carn’t ‘elp wonderin’ if she’s really come to ‘elp me wife, or if she’s just come ‘ere to spy on us. Sometimes I thinks as she’s come to spy.’

‘Then she’s goin’ to be sadly disappointed, Mike Paine.’

‘What yer gettin’ at now;’

‘Oh, nothin’ so much - only I wants our lustin’ to stop. I don’t want yer no more, I’ve ‘ad enough of yer.’

He swung round and caught her roughly by the shoulders: ‘So that’s it. Yer’ve ‘ad enough of me, ‘ave yer? Well, now listen: I aren’t ‘ad enough of you - not nearly enough of you. Understand?’

Oh, but only too well she understood him.

‘Take yer ‘ands off me, Mike....’

‘Not likely I will, leastways not till you’ve told me what yer gettin’ at. Come on, spit it out, I’m waitin’, Hannah.’

‘Well then, it’s them three pore kids of yours -I aren’t ever able to forget ‘em, they ‘aunts me. Seems there’s been talk goin’ on at the school - other kids ‘as been passin’ unkind remarks. Doris she telled me about it this mornin’; didn’t understand what she was sayin’, of course. But it’s damned ‘ard on kids when their father aren’t straight - when he’s seed around with a woman like me....’

Mike flushed darkly: ‘What about yer own kids?’ he asked. ‘Oh, them... they aren’t got no fathers, Mike... leastways they never ‘ad no proper fathers... s’pose they’ll ‘ave to know about it some time. Doris she thinks as ‘er father died, and Erm just don’t trouble ‘er ‘ead about ‘ers. Erm never arsts nothin’ ‘sept about things like flowers; she’s that full of ‘er fancies, yer wouldn’t believe. Often thinks as I’ll ‘ave to watch out for my Ermie.’

‘So yer wants us to break!’

‘I do that, Mike Paine. I wants me and you to break ‘ere and now.’

He was silent for a moment, then he said thoughtfully: ‘Them ‘edges is wonderful green for August, so’s the meadows.. Lots of growin and longin’ about - a kind of deep longin’ comin’ up from the earth. I can smell it and ‘ear it - it’s cryin’ out. Listen, Hannah, carn’t yer ‘ear it a-cryin’ out?’

‘Course not’, she answered uneasily. ‘Yer talkin’ a powerful deal of rot, yer are that.’

‘So ‘ave you been talkin’ rot’, he said boldly.

After this neither spoke for some little time. They walked on. She wondered what he was thinking, the great hulking bull of a man that he was. Her complete understanding made her feel sorry for him - the great hulking bull of a man that he was. But she mustn’t forget what Doris had told her.

He was looking at her now; she could feel his hot eyes burning into her body - she could feel his desire, and she moved away from it.

‘Let’s sit down,’ he was saying, ‘let’s sit down a bit under these trees - it’s so close...’

‘I aren’t tired’, she said apprehensively.

‘Where’s the wrong in us two sittin’ under the trees? Don’t behave as though yer ‘ated me, Hannah. Come and sit awhile with me under the trees.’

‘Them pore kids...’ she thought, ‘them three pore ailin’ kids...’ For now he had seated himself on the ground and his great hands were dragging her down to his side, ‘them pore ailin’ kids.’ But she did not resist him.

His arms went round her: ‘I think maybe it’s love as I feels for yer, Hannah - any’ow, it ‘urts crool when yer talks about us breakin’ away.’

 

‘I carn’t let yer go; me arms wouldn’t let yer go if I wanted. Hannah, I’m feelin’ just like the earth - I’m all cryin’ out.’

‘Leave go of me, Mike! It aren’t right what yer doin’, carn’t be right, you a married man with three kids.... And I doesn’t love yer, I never ‘as, it warn’t never real love what I felt. I tells yer to stop it, Mike... I... you devil!’

The moon had risen over the Marsh when they walked back to Rother, an August moon that silvered the quiet water of the dykes. In the distance a patch of pale marsh mist lay like a ghost of the vanished sea. The beasts slept, or stood drowsily with bent necks. There was much honeysuckle twined in the hedges, and the honeysuckle smelt doubly sweet because now was the time of its second blooming.

Mike glanced at the woman who walked at his side: ‘Ah, well...’ he murmured. He felt queerly depressed. He dropped Hannah’s unresponsive hand and stared down at his feet, then along the road. ‘Ah, well now, Hannah...’

But he might not have spoken for all that she cared for him or his words. He had unaccountably ceased to exist. She was one with no man through desire any more, rather was she a creature replete, contented. She was one with no man; she was one with the Marsh, with the waters that crept through the dykes from the Marsh, with the water-fowl hidden in the reeds of the Marsh, with the strong, short pasture that covered the Marsh, with the beasts that slept close to the heart of the Marsh - she was one with all simple, primitive things, with their labour and rest, with their needs and fulfilments.

At the outskirts of the town Mike turned and left her: ‘Good night’, he mumbled, speaking under his breath lest he be overheard.

‘Good night’, she said vaguely.

 






  








CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

August
 

1
 

MRS. OSBORNE, Michael Paine’s mother-in-law, was a tall, thin woman approaching sixty. In her youth she had been a lady’s maid and, as she herself put it, had ‘known good service’. Hence, no doubt, her aloof and superior air and her over careful manner of speaking. She had married a prosperous stationer but now, for some years, she had been a widow. She had never approved of her daughter’s match and had often regretted the holiday that had led to the meeting with Michael Paine during a month spent at Rother Harbour. For the rest she had money in gilt-edged stocks, her late husband having been cautious and thrifty.

That Mrs. Osborne had come to live in Rother, or at least that she intended to make a long stay, was obvious to Crofts Lane from the first, otherwise why bring with her so many possessions? Such a groaning and sweating of the London men who must carry her furniture over the cobbles, such sarcastic and entirely uncalled-for remarks because their van couldn’t get up to the cottage. Yes, but so many cases they had to carry, and that really impressive mahogany sideboard, and the dining-table with two extra leaves, and the dining-room chairs, and the carved overmantel, and the bedroom suite in yellow pitch-pine, and the elegant gilt-legged red plush settee that Mrs. Ware would have given her eyes for.

“Ow’s it all goin’ in?’ speculated the Lane. And indeed it was a matter for some speculation.

It was obvious also that Mrs. Osborne intended to keep herself to herself except when she wished to find fault with her neighbours, and of course a great deal of fault could be found: there were always the children, the cats and the dust-bins; there was always the time-honoured orange-peel, not to speak of the washing that would often break bounds and wave brazenly over the right of way, slapping Mrs. Osborne’s neat toque in the process; there was also the smell of midday meals, for the Lane liked its food well flavoured with onions. And then there were sometimes those Saturday nights when Uncle Robert would lurch down the Lane to visit the Bullens, and he very merry, and when Mr. Butler must join him in song because he also was feeling merry, and when Mrs. Butler would rise up in wrath and order her husband to shut his damned face, or to put his bloody head under the tap, or to get his blasted boots and his pants off and stop trying to go to bed in his clothes.

‘Buggerin’ around my clean kitchen!’ she might shout. ‘Go and put yer bloody ‘ead under the tap; in a minute I expects yer’ll be sick on the floor; muckin’ everythink up, I aren’t goin’ to stand it!’

Then Mr. Butler would shout in his turn and the language he used would be even more florid. And all this with the window wide open, if you please, so that Mrs. Osborne was forced to hear it.

‘Such behaviour is quite unendurable. I shall have to inform the police’, she threatened.

Inform the police! Hell, inform them of what? Of the way Crofts Lane chose to settle its quarrels? Of the way a good husband and virtuous wife chose to pass a few harmless remarks of an evening?

‘She’s about to inform the po-lice!’ mocked the Lane.

‘We’d best look out or we’ll be took off to prison!’

It was fatal, of course, as she ought to have known it would be this foolish woman from Croydon, this upstart, this intruder within the gates. Not by threats could Crofts Lane be induced to mend its manners, no, not even if some of its manners required mending. Thus - regrettable though it is bound to seem to those who are truly genteel by nature - things rapidly went from bad to worse, and this because Crofts Lane had its pride and was not going to pander to Mrs. Osborne. Ribald songs were now bawled at her very threshold, words were bandied about that would shatter the press of the most libidinous and hardened printer; while as for actions - one Saturday night - but what happened then cannot well be described; Mr. Ware, and Mrs. Ware’s eldest brother, Mr. Butler, Alf Bullen and Mr. Bullen, together with their friends from the Ropemaker’s Arms, undoubtedly lost all sense of proportion.

And then there was the sudden and nerve-wracking advent of Sid’s cricket ball through the parlour window. Mrs. Osborne was doing, some fine needle-work when the ball landed neatly in her work-basket. It might just as well have landed on her head and caused instantaneous death, she decided.

‘Well, yer wasn’t killt, was yer?’ scowled Mrs. Ware. ‘‘E done it accidental, carn’t expect ’em not to play. Sid ‘e’s so tender-’earted ‘e won’t kill a bug, never knowed such a tender ‘earted boy as my Sid; and I aren’t goin’ to ‘ave ‘im accused of murder!’

Yet when Mrs. Osborne finally carried out her threat and complained to the police, she got scant sympathy.

‘Treat them white and they’ll treat you white’, said the Inspector. ‘You’ll excuse my saying that you’ve been too high-handed. Those people have lived in Crofts Lane for years, and their fathers and grandfathers lived there before them. Rother’s a very special kind of town you’ll find, our old families aren’t as aristocratic as some of us might wish, but they’re proud all the same.’

‘I think it’s outrageous!’ Mrs. Osborne exclaimed.

‘Maybe, but the Lane’s the Lane’, said the Inspector.

2
 

HANNAH saw a good deal of Mike’s children these days, for they frequently stayed with Mrs. Osborne. Mike said that their mother’s health was much worse.

‘That baby do pule somethin’ fierce,’ he said, ‘and when me wife’s bad she aren’t able to stand it.’

Hannah wanted very much to comfort the baby; its perpetual wailing made her unhappy, and when Hannah felt unhappy she couldn’t rest.

‘Someone oughter do somethink to ‘elp ‘im,’ she mused, ‘don’t seem right to let ‘im go on this way - the pore kid cam’t ‘elp ‘isself, ‘e’s too small. Wish they’d let me nurse ‘im sometimes when ‘e ‘owls - there’s a lot in the manner of ‘andlin’ kids. But, of course, they wouldn’t - not much! I don’t think! Me nursin’ that there baby, I don’t think!’ All the same, the wish grew to a positive longing.

Once Hannah even ventured to pause for a moment and surreptitiously smile at the baby. But Mrs. Osborne’s eyes were too sharp, and she didn’t smile, quite the contrary, she stared with a haughty and cold disapproval.

‘Looked as though she thought I was muck’, Hannah pondered. ‘Well, maybe I are, though I cam’t see for why-if Mike didn’t ‘ave me ‘e’d be ‘avin’ someone else, that’s just nature in a feller like ‘im, course it are. All the same, it’s a pity about them children...’

Then God, or the devil - whichever you choose to think would have care for such as Hannah - God or the devil very neatly contrived that the baby should be out in the Lane one evening; out in the Lane in its pram and alone, with Mrs.

Osborne nowhere to be seen, and Hannah that moment arrived back from work, and the ailing baby, as usual, crying.

Hannah never knew what possessed her to do it, but she stooped and gathered the child into her arms; and as she rocked it she crooned an old song that had used to soothe Doris and afterwards Ermie - a song that Granny had crooned in her youth at the time when she was proving most fruitful:

 

‘My pretty prince ‘as a nest in the tree

 Gentle, gentle you breeze, blow gentle.

My pretty prince ‘as a ship on the sea,

 Gentle, gentle you breeze, blow gentle.

My pretty prince ‘as a ‘ome in me ‘art,

 Gentle, gentle you breath, come gentle; 

And maybe that’s why we’ll be never apart.

 Under me breast ‘e lies,

 Closin’ ‘is lovely eyes,

 Sleepin’ all good and wise,

 Breath come gentle.’

 

She stopped crooning - Mrs. Osborne was standing behind her.

‘Take your hands off that child!’ Mrs. Osborne said loudly. ‘How dare you touch an innocent babe, you being what you are, Hannah Bullen! How dare you pollute my daughter’s child!’

Hannah laid the baby back in his pram and walked slowly away without a word. It was damnably cruel but it was just, and she had a certain respect for justice.

But Commodore Roach, striding manfully towards them with her telescope tucked under her arm - Commodore Roach spoke her mind good and strong. ‘Don’t yer go throwin’ insults at us!’ she shouted. “Oo are you to come ‘ere and insult one of us!’

That was it - one of them. The Lane might disapprove of Hannah’s conduct because Mike was married, might even make her feel that it did, but Hannah Bullen belonged to the Lane and she must not be judged by any outsider.

Yes, and Hannah’s children belonged to Hannah. She didn’t much mind if she was insulted, but Doris and Erm were a very different thing. Doris, and especially Erm, were sacred, and now Mrs. Osborne must strike at them also. What was she made of, the hard old woman? Maybe she was made of that beastly scrap-iron that everyone dumped where it wasn’t allowed. Of course Mike’s kids liked Doris and Erm; Doris helped Coral to do her sums - Doris would get on all right, she was clever. Ermie helped Walter to have a bit of fun, to get into mischief sometimes, and why not? A bit of mischief might strengthen his legs - a good job that Ermie’s legs weren’t like Walter’s. And that woman hanging half out of the window whenever she saw the children together, and calling in her ridiculous voice:

‘Coral, come here! Come here at once, Walter! Haven’t I told you time and again that you’re not to associate with those Bullens?’

And every child in the Lane looking on. Oh, she was a hardhearted, wicked old woman. Doris and Erm couldn’t understand it; how could they? They’d always been treated kindly — everyone liked them along the Lane. ‘You’re not to associate with those Bullens—’ As though there was something wrong with the kids, as though they were both infectious or something.

‘Why carn’t she take it out of my skin,’ Hannah thought, ‘‘stead of takin’ it out of Ermie’s.’

Then one morning Ermie burst into tears: ‘Walt says ‘as ‘e’s not allowed to come near me... never, no never again, ‘e says. And I’m not finished showin’ ‘im ‘ow to play leap-frog. Why won’t she let Walt play with me no more? I aren’t done nothin’ to make ‘er cross...’

‘‘Cause she’s a bloody bitch!’ Hannah said hotly, having for the moment lost her self-control. Then she bit her lip hard - it was not the Lane’s habit to use coarse words when it spoke to its children. ‘Now Erm, don’t yer go around sayin’ them words, they wouldn’t sound pretty comin’ from you. Promise me, Erm.’

And Ermie promised.

But that evening, when Ermie was feeling more cheerful, she went off by herself in search of Sid who usually had a nice bit of chalk by him. And she borrowed his chalk, after which she and Sid crept round to Mrs. Osborne’s side wall. And more out of fun than out of resentment Ermie drew a grotesquely hideous face under which she printed in large, crooked type: ‘This bloody bich is Mrs. Osbin.’

‘Yer aren’t spelt bitch proper, yer aren’t’, Sid told her. ‘Now I’m goin’ to write somethin’ what’s worse than bitch - it’s somethin’ as our old cat’s always doin’.’

A fearful upheaval there was the next morning when Mrs. Osborne saw her side wall. She interviewed every parent in turn: ‘This has gone too far, I’m not sure it’s not criminal! Filthy words have been chalked up on my house. I suppose it’s what comes of living in an alley.’

That stung them all right. An alley indeed! Well, who’d asked her to come and live in an alley?

Ermie was punished. She was sent to bed immediately on her return from school and was not allowed butter or cocoa for supper. But Sid wasn’t spanked as he ought to have been and frequently was for far less grave offences. To spite Mrs. Osborne he was let off scot free.

‘Children will be children’, affirmed Mrs. Ware. ‘Our Sid e don’t never mean no real ‘arm - ‘e’s that innercent ‘e didn’t know what ‘e were writin’.’

MOTHER was beginning to get very restless. Hannah could see this but she wasn’t surprised, for Mother would always get restless about now when the caravans wandered along the roads and the gipsies themselves wandered into Rother.

The young gipsy women often carried their babies tied to their bodies with dirty shawls. Their breasts would be ample and heavy with milk, and sometimes a woman would sit herself down and unashamedly suckle her baby. From a soiled cotton bodice would protrude a white breast, strangely white it would look against the brown hand that offered it to the mouth of the infant. Hannah thought this a lovely and comforting sight, because of the comfort drawn by the child from this natural, simple and bountiful giving.

The old gipsy women sold water-lilies, but this Hannah thought the reverse of lovely. She could never abide to see such clean flowers exposed to the heat and dust of the town - she would think that the lilies must feel very thirsty.

‘Lovely water-lilies. Won’t yer buy a bunch, lady? Buy a bunch to ‘elp me to get a bit of food. Kind lady, buy a bunch — all fresh today.’

The old gipsy women were incorrigible beggars; and when they had made a few shillings they drank. Hannah felt that this might be because, being old, they had to do something to pass away the time, to make them more able to bear with old age; all the same it was the drink that she dreaded for Mother. Mother had a crony who came every year; Annabel she was called, just Annabel. Maybe she had another name, maybe not — maybe she’d been born like Doris and Ermie. The gipsies were an easygoing, tolerant folk living close to nature; their bitches had pups, their mares had foals and their women had children. Annabel wore big ring ear-rings like Mother, and she didn’t sell water-lilies, she sold pencils. And once she had had two green birds in a cage. ‘Tell yer fortune, lady’, Annabel had coaxed; then if anyone had crossed her filthy old palm a green bird had picked up a bit of pink paper.

Hannah had given her a shilling one day, a whole shilling, it had seemed a great deal of money for Hannah to spend in amusing herself, especially when what she had got in return had proved to be so untruthful and silly:

‘Your stars indicate that you will be rich. You are going to marry a dark, handsome man. You will cross the sea to distant parts. Fame awaits you through your artistic efforts.’

Hannah going to be rich! Hannah going to marry a dark, handsome man! Hannah crossing the sea to far distant parts! Hannah going to be famous! She had thrown the paper away in disgust and had wished that she could get back her shilling.

Annabel never came to the Bullens’ cottage; Father wouldn’t have her about the place: ‘A thievin’ old gipper’, was what he called her. This made Mother angry and Granny as well. Granny was angry because of Grandfather; Mother was angry because of something else: when Annabel was in funds she was reckless and most of the money went down her throat, but some of it went down Mother’s throat, which was one of the reasons why Mother liked her. Annabel would sit at the Ropemaker’s Arms with her pedlar’s tray on the settle beside her, and whether it was whisky or brandy or gin or just good honest ale, she would drink too much of it, and so would Mother - more was the pity.

Hannah had sat there with them one evening for the sake of keeping an eye on Mother, and had heard how they talked; amazing it had been the things that those two had seemed to remember. They had seemed to remember such endless details about their childhood spent on the road, about times when their bellies had ached to be filled and times when their bellies had been full to bursting; about wayside fires that had refused to light and fires that had blazed the moment you blew them; about kettles that had lasted for all of five years and kettles that had quickly had holes in their bottoms; about inns where the gipsies might hope to find friends and inns where they wouldn’t give them a farthing. About horses that could work and never grow tired and horses that went lame or got rubbed by the harness; about mares that foaled well and mares that foaled ill; about dogs that licked you, and dogs that bit, and dogs that kept fat on nothing at all, and dogs that kept thin however much you fed them; about poisonous berries, and poisonous yew, and adders that lay in wait for the unwary; about toads that could make you grow warts on your hands and rabbit traps that might snap off your fingers. About four-leaf clover, and lucky white heather, and Virgin’s bower said to bring happiness to lovers. About blackbirds tugging at long brown worms, and linnets that built their nests in furze-bushes; about owls whose cries brought tidings of woe, and martins that brought good fortune to homesteads. About darkness and stars and red moonrises. About dawns over mountains away in Wales, and dawns over moorlands away in Scotland, and dawns over lakes, and dawns over the sea. About gipsy men who were kind to children and gipsy men who were kinder to beasts. About gipsy men who got into jail and gipsy men who could hoodwink gamekeepers.

Amazing it had been to hear those two talk the moment they had a drop of liquor on board. The strong drink had seemed to wash away the years, it had seemed to spring-clean their minds, just at first - Hannah had thought of herself with a broom and a scrubbing-brush, spring-cleaning the cottage. But the next day Mother had had an attack. Very sick she had been and unable to eat, though Hannah had tempted her with sausages and mash which up to then she had never refused, even if she had vomited them the next moment. And here was Mother getting restless again because Annabel had turned up in the town and had said that she was off to the hopping.

Hopping drew Mother like a needle to a magnet; she couldn’t sit still once the hops were ripe. A queer look would come into her handsome black eyes - a look that Hannah had once seen in the eyes of a mangy tiger in a travelling circus. She had felt very pitiful of the poor beast and she felt very pitiful now of Mother. Maybe it was the earth that was calling Mother, maybe it was the miles and miles of sky, maybe it was the miles and miles of air, maybe it was the sun on the green hopgardens. Mother must have got to like green in her youth, the green of the grass, the green of the trees - anyhow she said green was her favourite colour. Pity you couldn’t have a garden down the Lane. Mother would have liked a nice bit of garden. But Hannah didn’t want Mother joining the hoppers; when this happened Mother always got rather queer, and when she got queer she was discontented.

‘I carn’t abide livin’ among ‘ouses,’ she would say, ‘and I carn’t abide this clousterin’ cottage neither. I wants to go off and breathe in me fill... any damn’ place so it’s far from ‘ere - any place so as it’s where I isn’t.’

Hannah would think this a silly way to talk, and yet something in her would understand it.

It made Granny laugh. She would laugh to herself and start croaking at the invisible Reuben: ‘Your blood.... Oh, yer was a fitten man! No gettin’ away from you, nor yer blood. I remembers ‘ow us two was alwers fleetin’...’

Cold shivers would run up and down Hannah’s spine, and Father didn’t like it any more than she did.

But this August Mother was particularly wilful. Annabel and the hopping had got into her bones, and her bones were aching to be gone, she told Hannah.

‘Cam’t yer arst ’em for an ‘oliday, dearie?’ she wheedled.

‘Then you could stay ‘ere and look after this place while I were away - carn’t yer do that, dearie?’

‘No,’ said Hannah, ‘I carn’t, not unless they offers. And if they does offer I’m agoin’ meself and takin’ the kids, so now yer knows; and it’s you ‘oo’ll stay back and look after the place. I done it last year and now it’s your turn.’

‘That’s cooked ‘er!’ thought Hannah triumphantly, ‘she’ll ‘ave to stop now, carn’t do otherwise, and Ermie will get the fun of the ‘oppin’.’

‘‘Oo’ll take care of me and Gran if yer both goes?’ scowled Father. ‘Seems as though I’d a right to expect some attention!’

‘You’ll look after Gran, that won’t kill yer for onest, and I ‘spects Mrs. Ware would give ‘er a wash and ‘elp a bit when it comes to the Benger’s. But we aren’t both goin’, as I’ve just remarked.’ Hannah felt put out over Annabel, and she wasn’t so afraid of Father these days - his false teeth had somehow made a great difference.

‘They isn’t both goin’, they isn’t!’ mocked Granny. ‘Course they is, and I knows as they’s goin’, Rubin. Gipsy ‘arvest yer used to call it onest-yer used to say ‘oppin’ was the gipsy ‘arvest Really Granny was getting on everyone’s nerves: ‘Grandfather aren’t ‘ere’, Hannah told her crossly.

‘Aren’t’e?’ Granny showed her blue gums in a grin. ‘Do yer think as I’ve been sowin’ gape-seed for nothin’? Think as I’ve been lookin’ at nothin’ but a wall? Rubin’s ‘ere all right, ‘e’s over on that stool, and ‘e’s wearin’ ‘is jacket of brown corduroy, same as ‘e done on our weddin’ day....’

Really Granny was getting on everyone’s nerves - and so, for the matter of that, was Mother.
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THE hop-picking drawing towards its close and Mother completely out of hand, and Ermie almost as bad as Mother. Mother and Ermie now openly enleagued against Hannah who was trying to keep them in order. Hannah out at her job, and on her return finding that Mother had worked Ermie up until she was self-willed, tiresome and noisy.

‘I wants to pick ‘ops! I wants to pick ‘ops!’ Ermie would chant, prancing round the kitchen, ‘I wants, I wants, I wants to pick ‘ops! I wants to pick ‘ops with old Annabella!’

Nerve-racking it was: ‘Ermie, stop yer row! If yer doesn’t I’m goin’ to send yer to bed.’

‘Well, I calls that crool in you, Hannah Bullen! Where’s the ‘arm in cravin’ a mouthful of fresh air? A bit of a change would do Ermie good, I’ve been thinkin’ this long time past as she looks pasty; and she aren’t ‘avin’ much of a ‘oliday neither, cooped up down ‘ere - we none of us is. I’m badly needin’ a ‘oliday meself, and I’m goin’ to the ‘oppin’ before it’s over.’

Then Ermie would start to weep and to wail: ‘I wants to go with ‘er... I does, I does... I wants to pick ‘ops with old Annabella...’

With old Annabel! Fine company for Ermie! Mother must have gone clean out of her mind, putting such an idea into Ermie’s head. Hannah knew something about Annabel’s habits when she was full up, because Hannah had seen them - when Annabel had had one over the eight, her habits at times could be just awful! Yet Mother had been using her to tempt Erm; it was really surprisingly wrong of Mother.

Mother would want to go to Katerers Farm along by the Kent Ditch, where Annabel was picking - Mother had a liking for Katerers Farm because the farmer seemed partial to gipsies. At Katerers the hops were a picture this year; Hannah heard they were good all over the country. Of course, it was nice to be out in the air from morn till eve - of course it was nice — 

Hannah wouldn’t mind some fresh air herself; maybe that way she’d get back her appetite. She couldn’t seem to eat very much these days, never could when she had a great deal of cooking. Still, she didn’t want to grumble at so steady a job even if it did come a bit hard at times, what with turning out rooms, and preparing meals and carrying them up and carrying them down, and darning Mr. Ellison’s socks, and washing Mrs. Ellison’s undies, and giving her a helping hand with the kids now that she was so shortly expecting, and being sent out to get this or that, then finding the stove had got all mussed up because while she was out the soup had boiled over.... Still, she couldn’t really say she had cause for complaint - the wages were high and the job seemed steady.

But a little open air would make everything look brighter. Now that Hannah came to think of it, she hadn’t had a holiday for ages, not what you could call a real one; not the kind that made you feel easy and free, that made you forget you were thirty years old without so much as a shilling put by, and with Mother and Father and Doris and Erm and Granny and even that Alf to see after, not the kind that made you feel all young again.... Anyhow, Ermie seemed so set on going, and go without Hannah to look after her? Not much! She’d be bound to come back with lice in her head, and then all that bother to get rid of the nits. Or maybe she’d be bitten by one of those dogs; wherever there were gipsies there were always dogs for Erm to keep kissing and making a fuss of. Then that old Annabel might start some of her tricks.... If Erm went to Katerers, Hannah must go with her.

But what about having to ask for time off? Mr. Ellison was a great one for his comforts, not the sort to put up with a joint of cold meat day in and day out, and a few pickled onions. He was the sort that enjoyed chops and steaks, and a hot loin of pork with plenty of crackling, and apple sauce made very extra sweet and spiced in a way that Hannah had invented. Mr. Ellison relished what he called Hannah Sauce, and if you fed him well he was usually nice, but if you neglected his fancies, then he wasn’t.

Suppose he should resent Hannah’s holiday, or even her mentioning the fact that she’d like one? Suppose he shouldn’t get his food well cooked, and when Hannah came back should hold this against her? Or, worse still, suppose that while she was away the cook who replaced her should give satisfaction - someone who could maybe afford to work cheap, someone who hadn’t got a Doris and Ermie? And suppose they found out things about Mike Paine, or things about Doris and Ermie, come to that? They were getting to know a good many folks now, and nearly all folks enjoyed making mischief. Hannah thought that if she were there roasting pork, and preparing her famous spiced apple sauce, and darning the socks, and washing the clothes, and doing the housework and a few other things, then the mischief mightn’t matter so much - she could always give them an hour’s extra work of an evening, and come a bit sooner of a morning. But once she was not there they’d have time to think, and Hannah didn’t want them to have time to think - if they did, they might start and put two and two together.

 

 

 

Still it seemed a real pity to miss all that fresh air for herself and the kids - and what about Mother? Mother meant to go whether Hannah did or not, Mother meant to pal up with Annabel, and quite likely with other gipsy women. And the Black Bear was close by Katerers Farm, the Black Bear was altogether too handy!

Hannah thought it over for twenty-four hours then, greatly daring, she took the plunge: ‘If yer please, mum, I’d like to ‘ave a time off.... If yer could let me go for about two weeks.... It’s somethin’ very special as I wants to do, very special indeed, it’s connected with Mother...’ Well, it was connected with Mother - in a way. Anyhow it was best not to mention hopping.

Why, of course they could let her go for two weeks, they’d have done considerably more than that, had she only known it, rather than lose her.
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THE hop gardens at Katerers were the best in the district; they provided a rich harvest when prices were good, and could always employ a large number of hoppers. By the time that the Bullens arrived on the scene nearly every old tent and temporary shack seemed crowded to overflowing. Hannah managed, however, to secure a small shack for herself and the children, but Mother marched off to the tent in which Annabel happily pigged it with another gipsy woman and her son - a brown-faced, bare-footed urchin of nine, already extremely smart at hop-picking. His name was Victoria Edward George, for his sire had been in His Majesty’s Army - and still was perhaps - but the name of his dam had a tinge of original sin about it: Lilith she was called after Adam’s first wife, that creature of so many sweet and secret misdeeds, of forbidden delights and incomparable beauty.

Lilith was badly pitted by smallpox, and her eyes were sunk into the fat of her cheeks, and her breasts overlapped the fat of her belly. All the same she was one to be reckoned with, for in tea-leaves, in coffee-grounds and in ink, she could lay bare not only the past but the future. Peccadilloes of early youth Lilith could see, as plain as the nose on your face she would see them, together with coffins and hearses to come, with that mighty black stallion who presaged disaster, with that bony black hound who presaged demise, and once she had clearly discerned a gallows. Yes, indeed, she was one to be reckoned with - some people who still believed in spells, went so far as to say that Lilith could cast them.

Mother was all agog to know her, while pretending mendaciously that she wasn’t: ‘It’s ‘ard on me ‘avin’ to share a tent with that there Lilith and ‘er brat - very ‘ard. Looks like I’ll be ‘avin’ to sleep on the ground. But I doesn’t want to crowd you folks up neither - must consider the kids, our Ermie needs air...’

‘There’s nothin’ the matter with Doris nor Erm; and there’s plenty of room in ‘ere for all four - that’s if yer wants there to be!’ snapped Hannah.

But Mother shook her head: ‘No, dearie, there aren’t. Don’t go worryin’ yerself, I’ll bed down some’ow. I aren’t ‘arf as important as Doris and Erm; it’s ‘cause of our Ermie’s ‘ealth we’ve come ‘ere. Don’t go worryin’ about me now, that’s all I arsts.’ And Mother turned sadly but gladly away.

‘Aren’t she sly when she’s set on a thing....’ mused Hannah.
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UP at five to fetch water from a neighbouring well and see that the children washed themselves in the tin wash-basins provided for the hoppers. Then go through Erm’s hair with a fine tooth-comb -just in case. Erm had such thick, beautiful hair that you never could stop fussing about it. Doris was different, Doris combed her own hair every single evening; she was scared to death of lice, but Erm didn’t mind them except when they tickled.

Boil the morning coffee over a fire of dry sticks and brushwood; then fry the bacon and eat it all spitting, sizzling hot with hunks of bread browned to a turn in the fat. Doris used her knife and fork properly, but because she was camping Erm must eat with her fingers. The smell of other folks’ rashers on the breeze, of other folks’ sausages, herrings and kippers. At home, cooking smells sometimes turned you up, but you liked them out here because you were hungry. Lots of small, smoky fires dotted over the field, with now and then the bright leap of a flame against the blue smoke... little fires in a field... there was something amazingly pretty about them.

People tumbling out of their shacks half dressed, yawning and squatting down to their breakfasts; people who you’d never in your life seen before and might not see again as long as you lived, yet people that you felt that you knew very well because they slept near you - because they thought near you. Maybe thoughts could bring folks much closer than deeds, it really did seem that way - but how funny!

The young gippers looked nice with their clear brown skins. Grandfather Reuben had been a gipper, that accounted for some of Mother’s queer ways.... Gran declared that you couldn’t lose gipsy blood.... Ermie had gipsy blood in her body and foreign blood too - must be careful of Ermie.

There seemed to be lots of tramps hopping this year.... Mother had said once that she’d like to go tramping... but the tramps were a lousy, lazy lot, they picked just anyhow, didn’t seem to care, though when it came to coaxing a fire they could do it as well as the best of the gipsies. Ermie liked to go messing around with the tramps, getting them to tell her a whole pack of lies about chalk marks on walls and signs cut on trees to show whether folks were good for a meal or the sort who’d be willing to part with their money. She liked gipsies too because of their dogs - or maybe it was because of themselves... Gran declared that you couldn’t lose gipsy blood, but then Gran was queer in her head these days, though you didn’t go telling people about it.

It must be horrid to live up in London, judging by the folks who had come to Katerers - such a pimply, pasty, downhearted lot. And the paper had talked about slums in Rother. Slums in Rother! Crofts Lane considered a slum! Why, the kids in the Lane were as fine as fine. But some people seemed to live by interfering.

It was grand to be in the air all day, working among the lovely green instead of stifling to death in a kitchen. Everything seemed to be good out here; there seemed such a rare lot of goodness going round - kindness. People helped each other no end. Gipsy women helped London women with their cooking, London women helped gipsy women with their babies - kindness; such a rare lot of goodness going round.... Queer that so many different sorts of people should manage to get on so well together. Of course, there were words occasionally, like when Annabel took someone else’s kettle; like when Mother came back last evening from the pub and tripped over one of those London babies. The baby wasn’t hurt and Mother wasn’t hurt, but the baby’s father called Mother a drunk, and that was going a bit too far. Mother was rather tight, but not what you would call drunk: ‘I aren’t ‘armed yer pore little bloody sod, nor I wouldn’t’, she had said - meaning it kindly. That had made him fair hopping: ‘Sod nothing!’ he’d bawled, ‘you’re a damned old drunken bitch-fox, that’s what you are!’ But it all passed off peacefully enough in the end, and just now he’d nodded good morning to Mother. That was the way with most things out here, a storm blew up and then there’d be sunshine.

Perhaps it came of living so close to the earth, sleeping so close to it, breathing it in. The earth had a kind and comforting smell - the earth made you feel happy, and when you were that you wanted to be kind - it was only natural... perhaps that was why the earth smelt so kind, why the earth was kind - because it was happy.

Lovely hops this year, a fair joy to look at. Such a nice, funny feel hops had when you touched them, cool and dry - a funny papery feel. And their scent came out strong when the sun was on them. Working all day in among the leaves, walking along from hill to hill and dropping hops into the canvas bins. Picking as many as you possibly could because what you were doing was really piecework - a bob for every five bushels, you got. Poor pay, but you didn’t mind that very much, because what you were doing was so satisfying.

Those London folk were terribly discontented; some of the fellows talked rot like Alf. They were out of work, that was why they had come, but when they’d been in work they hadn’t liked it. Maybe that was the cause of all the trouble - no one was allowed to work enough with his hands, so that nobody really liked what he was doing. Machines must be horrible, stinking things, and their noise must be enough to split open your head.... Awful to work for hours among machines, lovely to work for hours in a hop-garden.

Mother was quite right the way she loved green. Green did something to you when it was growing - it made you feel very gentle and strong; but it made you feel a little bit wild too, as though you wanted to scramble up mountains and go slithering down on the other side, then climb up again and slither down.... It made you feel brave and sure of yourself; it made you feel you could rim around the world at least ten times without losing your breath.... Perhaps that was the way it made Mother feel, all wild and silly and brave - pore Mother. Perhaps that was why Mother took a drop of gin, so as she could think she was running round the world ten times without losing her breath - pore Mother.

Hannah sighed and went off to get some more water. Then Doris helped her to wash the breakfast things, and after that it was time for the hopping.
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IN Hannah’s group worked a London youth who had been at the hopping from the beginning yet who hadn’t got the hang of the thing. He picked next to Hannah and shared her bin, so that she could see how clumsy he was, letting the hops slip out of his hand, never dropping them neatly into the bin and never picking them neatly either. His name was Edmund and for some strange reason no one called him Ed; Hannah thought this so odd that she herself tried to call him Ed then decided that Edmund suited him better - perhaps this was because he seemed such a misfit, perhaps it was because of his cough or something.

Edmund’s eyes were blue but red-rimmed and faded, while his face was of an unwholesome pallor. His body was so thin that it made you feel queer. Hannah couldn’t bear to look at his forearms when he rolled back his sleeves, nor yet at his throat with its sharp Adam’s apple that worked when he swallowed. But Edmund plainly liked looking at Hannah, at her strong, straight limbs, at her competent hands that laid hold with such firmness; under his reddened lids he would look, then turn away flushing should she observe him.

Edmund was not a favourite with the foreman: ‘Well, young feller, it’s your funeral,’ the foreman had remarked; ‘this is a hop-garden not a rest-cure. I don’t fancy that you’ll be wanted next year. A slow-moving picture, my lad, that’s what you are!’

Edmund had choked back a cough and shrugged, but now whenever the foreman appeared his sharp Adam’s apple worked furiously and the sweat broke out on his high bony forehead.

‘You’ve no call to be so scared,’ Hannah told him, ‘‘e carn’t bite yer! Just get on a bit quicker with yer job. Look, take ‘old more like this...’ And her large sure hand plucked the hops with its usual skill and precision.

Edmund sighed: ‘I’m no good now at anything much; I shouldn’t have come here - I’m just a wash-out...’

‘Go on! Wash-out nothin’! But why did yer come?’

‘For the sake of getting the open air. The doctor advised me to be out in the air and I can’t drive a taxi, I’m much too nervous. I had thought of gardening... I’m fond of flowers, especially of the kind that smell sweet.’

‘There’s a deal more in gardenin’ than that’, smiled Hannah. His face fell. She had not meant to be unkind, but gardening! Did he fancy that because you liked flowers they popped out of the earth just in order to please you? ‘There’s the diggin’ and hoein’ and mynurin’,’ she went on, ‘then there’s stakin’ and dividin’ - that’s if they’s ‘erbaceous. Then roses is awful things for disease, mildew they gets, it’s a ‘orrible noosance. Do yer like open air life and diggin’?’ she inquired.

‘No,’ he answered; ‘you see, I’m a Londoner by birth and so far I must say that I prefer London.’

They fell silent for the foreman was looming in sight and Edmund started to drop his hops, letting them slip through his nervous fingers. Stooping quickly, Hannah gathered them up and threw them surreptitiously into the bin.

‘Oh, come off it! ‘E aren’t goin’ to bite yer!’ she whispered. That night as she lay contented and drowsy, she found herself wondering why she had done this. A poor, half-baked, sore-eyed creature he was, not a man at all if it came to that, not anything much if it came to that...

‘Just a softie, that’s what ‘e is,’ she mused, ‘and ‘im talkin’ of gardenin’ -I don’t think! My, wouldn’t Mike laugh; must remember to tell ‘im that all what flowers needs is that you should smell ‘em! My, won’t Mike laugh!’ And she dropped off to sleep, having first pulled the blanket up over Ermie.

* * * * *
 

Edmund wanted to talk. He was longing to talk, the longing stuck out of him a foot; he was longing to talk about himself and the person he longed to talk to was Hannah. Hannah didn’t like to talk while she worked, didn’t like to talk when there was greenness to look at, and fresh sweet plentiful air to breathe in, and so much blue sky and so much brown earth, and so grateful and generous a sense of freedom. These things seemed to her far better than words, far finer and more expressive than words, above all far better and finer than Edmund. It was rather a relief to talk while you cooked, even if you only talked to yourself, even if you only scolded a little; it was rather a relief to talk while you scrubbed, even if you only talked to yourself, but out here in the hop-garden things were different. Hannah tried not to listen just at first when he talked, but Edmund would look so abashed and downhearted that in the end she was forced to give in.

‘That there cough must ‘urt ‘im crool’, thought Hannah.

Sighing, she wished he would leave her in peace, but she didn’t want him to feel so downhearted.

Edmund said that he was alone in the world, no one cared if he lived or died - it was awful. But for all this he very much wanted to live; life was such an exciting gamble, he told her, you never quite knew what was coming next even if you did feel a wash-out these days.

Hannah nodded, thinking of Father’s false teeth and that morning when Granny had swallowed the herring.

Edmund said that he wanted to like the country, that he felt it might easily come to inspire him if only the nights were not quite so still; their darkness and stillness made him feel eerie.

He felt rather scared in the country at night, and he couldn’t sleep, missing the noise of the traffic.

‘But you’re different, you seem to belong to the soil. If I had you beside me I wouldn’t feel scared — I’d just reach out and touch your hand for a moment. If I had you beside me I might go far - all the splendid sounds in my head might come out. My head aches with the sounds I want to express. You would give me your vigour, I’d give you my music; great beautiful soul-filling themes, magnificent chords, God-like chords, Godlike themes... they’re all here in my head, but they won’t come out - something stops them, perhaps it’s the pain in my chest - but the pain might go if I had you beside me.’

Music. Hannah thought of the Roach’s wireless blaring loudly when you longed for a few moments’ silence, when you longed to feel the silence of the Marsh that crept into Rother on certain evenings. She had said to Father and Alf more than once: ‘No, yer don’t. I’ll be damned if I pays for a wireless!’

‘If it’s music as yer talkin’ about,’ she frowned, ‘then yer may as well know as I don’t ‘old with noise, we gets much too much of it down our way what with radios and that there Salvation Army!’

He smiled, and timidly stroked her arm: ‘And yet - you are music, Hannah’, he said. ‘Your movements are so perfectly harmonized - I’ve never seen a woman like you Poor creature, he was probably a little bit daft. Then something stirred in her - a memory - ‘I have never seen a woman like you...’ But this was different, pitifully different. Ermie’s father had been a clean, lovely man, the strength of whose body had turned to her strength, triumphant, rejoicing, creating Ermie. This lad was a sickly, unlovely thing.

“Ere, stop that - take yer ‘and off my arm!’ she said harshly. His hand fell away as though she had struck it. Poor creature, he was probably weak in the head. Maybe he hadn’t really meant to be fresh, maybe she’d been just a little too sharp, a trifle too hard in her manner of speaking, maybe she’d ask him about his job-she supposed that he had a job of some kind - unless, of course, he was on the dole....

‘What’s yer job?’ she inquired more friendly.

‘Well, I haven’t got one at present,’ he said, flushing, ‘I don’t know what I’ll do, for I’m penniless - that’s why I thought about gardening, gardening would keep me out in the air...’

She persisted: ‘But what was yer before yer was ill;’

‘I was a piano tuner’, he told her.

* * * * *
 

Edmund was beginning to make himself a nuisance. He now followed Hannah about like a dog, like a starving stray dog in search of a home. He was maddening, too, in his will to serve her.

‘No, I doesn’t want no one to go fetchin’ and carryin’.’

‘No, I don’t need no lard - leastways if I does, Doris can pop up to the shop and get it.’

‘No, we don’t need no fuel, we’ve plenty of wood...’

Why couldn’t he see that he got on your nerves, that you didn’t want to be made a fool of before Mother and Annabel and that Lilith. Lilith and Annabel were all agog. Lilith seeing ridiculous things in the cards that she had the cheek to consult about you behind your back, and then telling Mother! Why couldn’t he see that he got on your nerves, that you wouldn’t let him touch you for a thousand pounds - the poor, sickly, puny thing that he was with his sore red eyelids and his scraggy gullet! Amazing that he should be so persistent:

‘Hannah, let’s take a stroll in the woods.’

‘I aren’t got no time.’

‘But it’s cool up there...’

‘Maybe it is, but I aren’t got no time-Doris and Erm is wantin’ their supper.’

‘Hannah, let’s sit awhile by the river.’

‘Hannah, let’s go for a walk on the Marsh...’

Hannah let’s this and Hannah let’s that.... Not much! Hannah Bullen knew all about men, and young Edmund had a look in his eyes that you couldn’t mistake, though he was so sickly. Yes, and Hannah Bullen knew all about hopping: the smell of the hops turned some people wild, that and the sun and the drinky air and living so close to the earth day and night and feeling so fit and happy and natural. Maybe it was cool in the woods after dusk, but the woods after dusk were no place for Erm - you could never be certain what she’d be seeing.

‘No, Edmund - I’ve telled yer, no! Get along! I aren’t got the time tonight - get along!’

Why couldn’t the blasted kid leave you alone? Why couldn’t you tell him what a scarecrow he was? Why couldn’t you slap his thin, pasty face when it peered into yours with its faded blue eyes? Maybe just because he was such a scarecrow.
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‘HANNAH...’

‘Yes, Edmund?’

‘I can’t believe you’re here.’

‘Well, I am - worse luck!’

‘Hannah, don’t say that. Look, the moon’s rising over the trees - it’s like a tune played on muted strings. Do you know that you’ve only come here out of compassion because you can see I’m a dying man?’

‘Go on! You’re not dyin’!’

‘Oh, yes I am.’

‘Who says so?’

‘The doctor as good as told me... Hannah...’

‘Yes?’

‘I don’t want to die, I’m just twenty-three and nothing done. All those sounds in my head that will never get out, that will never be given now to the world - all those chords, the new ones I’ve thought of for you - the chords that express your strong, lovely movements.... But, Hannah, there’s something even more pitiful...’

‘Well, what is it?’

‘I’ve never yet had a woman.’

She drew away from him: ‘Now none of that talk!’

‘But I must talk to you. Listen, I must. I can’t be thrown out of life like this. Hannah, it’s so strange and terrible and splendid - I’m half dead and yet I’m terribly alive - my body feels strong and it’s clamouring for you. Be merciful. I’ve a right to this thing - I’ve a right to know what it means before I die - it’s Life, and it’s Life that I’m asking of you.’

‘Don’t, Edmund!’

‘I must - it’s Life that I ask - just this one night of life out here in the woods - your body and mine with Life leaping between them like music - gushing up and throbbing between them. You’ve got courage and mercy, I can see it in your eyes -I can feel it in the touch of your good, sure hand. Your hands are so merciful and comforting, Hannah. I’m not asking you to love a creature like me - after tonight I’ll go away... I swear it... I’ll never plague you again...’

It was fearful. She tried to push him from her, but he clung — surprising the strength of his arms - and clinging he pressed his face against hers, she could feel his tears on her cheek, on her mouth.

‘Edmund, don’t! We didn’t ought to ‘ave come. It’s my fault.... I didn’t ought to ‘ave come...’

‘Hannah - it’s Life that I’m asking of you.’

It was fearful. It was fearful to feel his strength, to feel his hunger - somehow this shocked her. But his tears were on her cheek, on her mouth, and now his fingers had started fumbling — Ermie had used to fumble like that - mechanically she unfastened her bodice.

Then: ‘Edmund, stop! I carn’t do what yer wants... I carn’t do it, I tells yer! Edmund, stop...’

But even as she spoke she was shattered, dissolved, undone, for something had torn at her heart and twisted her very bowels — it was pity.

* * * * *
 

The next morning old Annabel came running to Hannah: ‘There’s a ‘orrid mess down our end of the field, that young chap what picked next to you’s ‘ad a ‘emorrhage. ‘E’s dead. Never seed such a mess in yer life! Edward George ‘e’s gone off to look for the doctor. Lilith she seed ‘is death in ‘is cup...’ Hannah glanced quickly across at Ermie: ‘Go and fetch me some more water - make ‘aste now, Erm.’ And she went on stolidly cooking the breakfast.
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EDMUND’S passing cast a shadow but not for long; by the following day the shadow had lifted and the hoppers were chattering and joking again, and filling their bins with an eye to the shillings, and filling their bellies and suckling their infants, and kissing in the woods after dusk were they young, and drinking up at the Bear were they old and tired and regretful like Annabel and Mother. For the living must be served in despite of the dead, and the poor have such cause to weep over life that laughter for them means self-preservation.

Hannah watched Edmund’s body being taken away without a tear and without a regret. She supposed that this suffering creature had loved her - or had it been lust? Sometimes Hannah wished that she could tell the difference between them.

Anyhow he was dead and so much the better. The world was no place for those who ailed and couldn’t come by the money for doctors. Hannah knew the world, the world of Crofts Lane. Edmund wouldn’t have to choke back his cough any more, he wouldn’t have to sweat because he felt afraid, he wouldn’t have to plead as he had done in the woods....

‘Glad I didn’t say no, all the same,’ she mused, as she watched them taking away his body.

And quite soon he must almost go out of her thoughts because of anxiety over Ermie. Ermie was becoming infatuated with that brown-faced, barefooted urchin of Lilith’s who bullied and teased her until she wept, when he wasn’t putting her up to grave mischief. Already the farmer had been in a fury because Erm and Victoria Edward George had started the engine of his new car and nearly driven it into the river. If a gipsy hadn’t been passing at that moment and leapt at the brake, Ermie must have been drowned - Hannah’s heart would turn over in her side at the thought and her stomach would heave, then feel painfully empty. And that bonfire that Edward George had built up and then lighted close to an oast-house one evening to keep off wild beasts, because he and Erm were spending the night in an African jungle! A fine row there had been, and rightly enough with the sacks stuffed with hops so near at hand and everything as dry as a bone and ready to catch on the least provocation. A thoroughly bad boy he was, Edward George, and a very dangerous companion for Ermie.

But Ermie seemed blind and deaf to all reason. Squatting on the ground while Hannah picked she would peer at Edward George through the hop-poles, and the moment he beckoned, off she would run to where Mother was working with Annabel and Lilith, which was just what Hannah wished to avoid because of the way those three would talk - most unsuitably they would talk before children. Of course Ermie loved birds and flowers and the Marsh and fairy stories - of course she did, but old Annabel used disgusting words that had nothing whatever to do with fairies. One had to be careful enough down the Lane, especially of a Saturday night, but at least down the Lane there was no Edward George to copy in all that he did and said. Edward George could be as fluent as old Annabel when it came to using disgusting words, and the worst of it was that he always explained them. Ermie saw no harm at all in bad language; maybe it made her feel grand and grown up, maybe she felt nearer to Edward George, just as when she got hold of his catapult and shot at one of the mongrels and hit it. The dog yapped and Ermie began to cry, then ran after the dog to say she was sorry, and it licked her tears which it seemed to like. Of course, it hadn’t been really hurt, but this just showed how easily Erm could be led - Erm who refused to crack a louse, and would put it carefully near the stove in case it felt cold, if you didn’t prevent her!

And then there was that sneaking off into the cart shed with Edward George and playing at marriage. Hannah questioned her searchingly about this: what were they getting at in that cart shed? They were playing at being husband and wife. Yes, but how? Oh, just by swearing a lot and pretending to get drunk and hitting each other. One day Edward George had got hold of a stick and had beaten Erm, or pretended to beat her.

‘Take that, yer bloody bitch!’ he had said. ‘I’ll teach yer to go Jezebelin’ about. I’ll teach yer!’

Whereupon Ermie had slapped his face without any pretence and had called him a bugger.

‘We was only just ‘avin’ a game’, explained Erm. ‘George ‘e said as ‘is father acted that way, George ‘e said as all married people ‘its each other - ‘e knowed it, ‘e said, ‘cause ‘e’s often seed ‘em. So I telled ‘im as I doesn’t want to be ‘is wife. Then George ‘e says as that aren’t goin’ to ‘elp ‘cause ‘is father and mother wasn’t properly married; it just comes of lovin’ each other, ‘e says....’

A nice game, a very nice game indeed!

‘And what else was yer doin’ in the cart shed, Erm?’

‘Messin’ about with an old saw we found there.’

‘And what else?’

‘Edward George ‘e looked to see if ‘e’d caught a rat in a trap what ‘e’d set - but there wasn’t no rat. I was glad as there wasn’t.’

‘And what else?’

‘What else? I don’t think nothin’ else - ‘sept pretendin’ one day as we ‘ad five kids and didn’t know ‘ow we was goin’ to feed ‘em.’

‘Sure, Ermie?’

‘Yes, sure. Cross me ‘eart. But why?’

Ermie’s blue eyes could still meet Hannah’s. Perhaps it wasn’t so bad as it seemed. All the same that Lilith should be told some home truths about her precious son, Hannah decided.

‘Now you listen, Erm; no more goin’ around with young Edward George. No more games - does yer ‘ear me?’

Ermie stamping: ‘But I wants to play games with George; ‘e’s so strong, ‘e can throw a stone somethin’ lovely, and ‘e’s promised to take me fishin’ one day.’

‘Don’t you dare to stamp yer foot at me, Erm!’

Ermie defiant and scarlet in the face: ‘‘E’s the splendidest boy what I’ve ever knowed, and I aren’t goin’ to do what yer tells me, neither.’

A nice way to speak, a nice way indeed!

‘I’m amazed at yer, Erm. Yer can go to yer bed at onest, and tomorrer yer shan’t come to the pickin’.’

Lilith was resentful: ‘Well, I likes that!’ she bawled, ‘you a-callin’ my son a dirty beast ‘cause that there brat of yours ‘as been makin’ up to ‘im! The ‘ole ‘op-garden’s noticed, if yer wants to know, way your Erm’s makin’ up to my Edward George. ‘Ot stuff, that’s what she is, to my way of thinkin’, and ‘er only seven years old - Lord ‘elp ‘er! What will that girl be at by the time she’s twenty! I’d rather my son than your daughter, yes, I would; seems to me as she takes after you, Hannah Bullen.’

Red. A red mist in front of your sight and a crazy impulse to strike, strike, strike! To smash in the mouth that had spoken those words. Ermie... ‘Seems to me as she takes after you...’ Ermie with the colour of marsh bugloss in her eyes.... Ermie, with that look of her father in her eyes.... Ermie, who had used to cling to your breast.... ‘Seems to me as she takes after you, Hannah Bullen.’

‘It’s a lie. You wicked, stinkin’ old witch. Take it back. It’s a bloody lie, I tells yer!’

‘Is it? Well, I knows what’ll ‘appen to your Erm: man-crazy she’ll be, the way she’s shapin’!’

Through the red, swirling mist you saw people collecting: Annabel, Mother, that London fellow whose baby Mother had stumbled against, and others - you seemed hemmed in by people. Someone laughed and his laughter spread to the crowd. In a moment it sounded as though the whole earth were shrieking with that intolerable laughter.

Then Mother’s voice wailing: ‘Hannah, don’t ‘it ‘er! Don’t for Gawd’s sake, or we’ll be ‘avin’ the po-lice. Don’t ‘it ‘er - think of yer pore old parents!’

Perhaps it was the laughter that made you turn giddy, that made your head spin round like a top, so that you couldn’t see Lilith any more, no, nor hear what she and the others were saying.

But Ermie... ‘Seems to me as she takes after you... as she takes after you...’ And they thought that funny!

 

You were in the shack holding Ermie in your arms.

‘Yer ‘urtin’ me. Don’t ‘old on to me so ‘ard...’

‘Ermie, my precious, my little sock-lamb... never you give yerself to no man, ‘sept yer finds one who’s willin’ to marry yer, Ermie.... Never you let no man ‘ave ‘is will...’

Your head cleared. This was no way to talk to the kid.

‘Yer ‘urtin’!’

‘Course I is - it’s just my fun, Erm. I’m only pretendin’ to ‘urt yer now, but yer’d best look out or I’ll make yer fair squeal. The next time as yer stamps yer foot at me I promise yer as I’ll spank this ‘ere bottom!’

* * * * *
 

Mother coming along with a message from Lilith.

‘Lilith ‘as been lookin’ at the tea leaves for Erm, and she arsted me to tell yer just what she seed, and she says as she ‘ad that far-away feelin’ what she gets when the tea-leaves is speakin’ the truth. There’s no gainsayin’ the tea-leaves, she says - not when they gives ‘er that far-away feelin’. Lilith says as she seed a weddin’ ring, and a bridal veil and a ‘andsome ‘usband - she says it was plain as plain could be. Then she tried with the cards and the same thing ‘appened. Then she pored the ink and it ‘appened again - she says as she seed a big church in the ink and our Erm bein’ married in front of the altar. “You go and tell Hannah Bullen”, she says in that dreamy voice what she ‘as when she sees. “You go and tell Hannah Bullen - go quick!”’

It was fine to be out in the open air, it was grand to be out in the air all day working among the lovely green.... Everything seemed to be good out here; there seemed such a rare lot of goodness going round - kindness. You couldn’t keep angry for long - not working among the lovely green - perhaps it came of living so close to the earth, sleeping so close to it, breathing it in.... There seemed such a rare lot of goodness going round. Anyhow you couldn’t harbour resentment.
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THE last day of the hopping found Mother plunged in gloom. She was always depressed at the thought of Crofts Lane after what had, to her, been comparative freedom, but this time she was worse than usual, Hannah fancied.

‘Carn’t abide the idea of four walls’, gloomed Mother. ‘Annabel, she’s agoin’ to tramp for a bit, then maybe she’ll pick up with that caravan what belongs to ‘er married niece what sells baskets; Annabel can make baskets -I could meself onest ‘Aren’t a caravan got four walls?’ Hannah frowned. ‘Seems to me as I’ve seed ‘em!’ Mother could be a trial, especially when she was in this mood.

‘Well, maybe it ‘as, but they moves’, sighed Mother.

Mother couldn’t settle down to her work this last day, she was restless and full to the neck with self-pity. Hannah knew that her thoughts were now on the rove, that her thoughts were roving half across England, and perhaps beyond to the mountains of Wales - a favourite haunt of Grandfather Reuben’s. Mother had been born somewhere in those parts.

‘It’s ‘eart-breakin’,’ she whined, ‘to live in a town; if it wasn’t for all of yous I’d be off. I’d be takin’ the road with Annabel; I’d never go back to the Lane no more, not after this campin’ out in the open.’

‘Oh, for Gawd’s sake! There’s nothin’ wrong with the Lane. Do stop findin’ fault - yer fair gives me the ‘ump! Pity as yer ever corned ‘ere at all... this ‘op-pickin’ it don’t do no good to some people.’

Hannah knew that Mother’s thoughts were now on the rove, and that having roved half across England to Wales they were only too likely to return to the Bear.

‘It’s ‘orrible bein’ so old’, she was saying, which was just what Hannah had expected to hear - Mother always complained of feeling old when she meant to search for her youth in the bottle. Mother was working up for a bout; gloom but also defiance were in her eyes, together with the look that Hannah had seen in the eyes of that tiger in the travelling circus - yes, Mother was working up for a bout....

And now here was Ermie carrying on: ‘I doesn’t want to leave Edward George!’

‘Stop yer row, do, Ermie, and blow yer nose!’

‘It don’t want to be blowed.’

‘Yes it do, it’s runnin’.’

‘I aren’t goin’ to blow it and I aren’t comin’ ‘ome! I’m goin’ with Edward George and ‘is Ma, to live near them steamboats what comes to Southampton. All winter she fries bits of fish and chips, and lots and lots of sailors comes in. Edward George ‘e’s goin’ to be one very soon, ‘e’s goin’ to run away to sea, ‘e says, and I’ve made ‘im promise as ‘e’ll take me with im.

‘Well, good-bye then-yer won’t ‘ave a mother no more, but maybe as yer won’t mind ‘avin’ no mother!’

Ermie flinging her arms round her mother’s neck, sobbing and clinging wildly to Hannah: ‘You come too... why cam’t yer come along too?’

‘Don’t be foolish, Erm, course I carn’t come along.’

‘But I wants yer same as I does Edward George... same as I wants a big ship and the sea.... Why cam’t I never ‘ave what I wants?’ Then more sobbing - must be very careful of Ermie. Hannah sighed. She felt none too cheerful herself at the thought of leaving this lovely green, at the thought of the Ellisons’ reeking gas cooker. At the thought of preparing so many meals and carrying them up and carrying them down, and darning Mr. Ellison’s socks and washing Mrs. Ellison’s undies - she was feeling none too cheerful herself. But you just had to get what you could out of life - a bit of freedom and fun now and then and not spoil it because you couldn’t get more. Ermie wanted more and more all the time. Doris now, she was different, but Doris was clever.

Hannah wiped Ermie’s nose on the hem of her skirt, after which she paused and stood looking about her. Tomorrow the hoppers would be going away; these people who had lived so close to each other, who had shared the good earth and the open sky and the work of the days and the rest of the evenings and the deep breathing, satisfying sleep of the nights and the sleepy waking of early mornings; these people who had kindled their little fires and boiled up their kettles and fried their rashers and borrowed a plate or a cup or a knife and helped each other with fretful babies and taken advice and given advice and joked and laughed and scolded and quarrelled, but never quarrelled for very long because, somehow, a hop-garden made you feel kindly; these people who had suddenly come together for what Grandfather Reuben had called Gipsy Harvest, who had come from the north, south, east and west to pick the plentiful, sweet-smelling hops that felt so cool and dry in your fingers - tomorrow these people would be going away in open lorries, in dusty carts, in anything that would give them a lift, and some, like old Annabel, would be tramping.

‘Sharn’t know nothin’ at all about them,’ Hannah mused, ‘nor them about me nor about each other. Come to that, don’t suppose as I minds very much.’

All the same it seemed sad, this drifting apart. It seemed sad as it did when leaves fell from a tree in the autumn and were blown here and there by the wind, only you could count on leaves coming again... it was restful to have something that you could count on. You could count on Crofts Lane. Why, you couldn’t imagine not seeing Mrs. Butler and Mrs. Ware and Mrs. Ware’s cousin who had the bronchitis, and that impudent, overbearing Mrs. Roach, and their husbands and their kids and their washing and their cats, and even their Happy-go-Lucky Landlord with his off-hand jokes and his slapdash ways and his promises that were made to be broken. And suddenly Hannah felt a great longing for the things of this world that appeared unchanging: the old walls, the old roofs, the old oak-bound rooms, the old cobbles that led to the weather-stained doors, the old steps that led up to the homes of her neighbours.

‘Maybe the Lane’s a bit mucksy,’ she thought, ‘maybe as a lick of whitewash wouldn’t ‘urt it. But come summer come winter it’s alwers there and ‘as been for ‘undreds and ‘undreds of years. Course, it aren’t got no green nor anythin’ like that... pity as we ‘aven’t got no gardens down the Lane, but yer cam’t ‘ave everythin’ what yer wants... any’ow yer can see the Marsh from the Look-Out.’
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BY the evening Mother had begun to wheedle: ‘Listen, dearie, yer might collect me few things. Gawd knows as there aren’t nothin’ much to pack, not more nor’ll go in an ‘andkerchief, but me ‘ead’s started achin’ somethin’ fierce. Maybe it’s the sun on the nape of me neck - only ‘opes as I aren’t gone and took a sunstroke! And me knees is that stiff... think I’ll go for a stroll to limber ’em up - must be all that standin’. But I aren’t goin’ far, just along down the road... I’d be grateful if yer’d pop across to our tent; yer’ll find all I ‘as to the right of the flap, ‘sept me pair of nude stockin’s what’s in the wash basin. Oh, my ‘ead! I aren’t what I was, no I aren’t, don’t seem to ‘ave no strength in me at times, but never mind, dearie, I’ve got a good daughter.’

Hannah looked at her sternly, ignoring the symptoms, and Mother began to fidget with her foot - the gesture was reminiscent of Erm: ‘They’s all just so many kids,’ Hannah thought, ‘Mother and Father and even Gran... still, Mother she didn’t ought to tell lies.’

Aloud she said: ‘Are yer goin’ to the Bear alone or with old Annabel and Lilith?’

Mother gave an elaborate start: ‘The Bear, dearie? ‘Oo says as I was goin’ to the Bear? Never entered me mind to do such a thing. Annabel and Lilith was comin’ for a stroll down the road ‘cause it’s such a sweetly pretty evenin’. But now as you says it, seems only polite to look in for a moment on Mr. Jones just to tell ‘im good-bye; ‘e’s a very old friend, so maybe ‘we’d best go along to the Bear - maybe as yer quite right about that, dearie.’

Oh, the slyness of her! ‘Now, you listen ‘ere. I aren’t goin’ to pay for no booze, not one farthin’. Yer can tell Mr. Jones as ‘e’ll ‘ave to stand treat, seein’ as ‘e’s such an intimate friend! And don’t come back drunk nor nothin’ like that...’

Mother’s eyes were full of immense reproach: ‘Aren’t yer crool in yer manner of speakin’ sometimes. To ‘ear yer yer’d think as I’d been a bad parent ‘stead of one as stuck by yer through thick and thin, same as I’ve stuck by Doris and Erm. I don’t arst yer to pay for me one glass of ale. It ‘urts to be spoke to so rough, it does that.... Someday when yer gets as old as me and feels kind of ‘opeless and ‘eavy of ‘eart...’

A tear suddenly dropped on to Mother’s chin and hung there trembling a moment - pore Mother.

‘Oh, well... if it’s only one glass of ale...’

‘Course it’s only one glass’, answered Mother, blithely.

 

Hannah packed Mother’s things, then she glanced at the alarm clock. It was ten and the three had not yet returned. In a corner of the tent lay Edward George, fully dressed and asleep on a tattered mattress. Lifting the tent flap she stood looking out, she was growing restless and apprehensive. A full moon swung idly over the field. From the neighbouring tents came the sound of snoring and once or twice other less innocent sounds. There was dew on the grass and a chill in the air; Hannah hoped that her children were not catching cold - Doris got dreadful colds in her head, and when this happened she gave them to Ermie. Presently Hannah returned to the shack and put an extra blanket over Doris, then she comforted Ermie who’d had a bad dream.

‘I thought as I couldn’t find yer...’ wept Ermie, ‘I thought as yer’d gone a long way away... I kept runnin’... oh, I’m so scared...’ she wept.

‘There, there, my little sock lamb, it’s all right - it was only them pickles’, comforted Hannah.

Eleven, and Mother still not arrived. Twelve-the Bear would be closed by now. What had happened; Had Mother come over queer? And where were Lilith and Annabel? They couldn’t all three have come over queer....

‘Now cuddle down, me comfort. I sharn’t be far off, I’m just goin’ a short way along the road. If yer gets scared again yer can wake up Doris.’

Hannah walked quickly. Her heart misgave her. The road seemed uncannily white and silent. An owl screeched and she nearly jumped out of her skin. A wandering farm dog slid past like a ghost as a rabbit streaked into the opposite hedge. If Mother had come over queer it was strange that one of the others hadn’t turned up... they couldn’t all have come over queer, not all three together.... Then Hannah saw them.

A pretty sight met her eyes round the bend: Annabel sat perched on a heap of stones with her slank grey hair falling over her shoulders. Her bodice was torn and a withered breast hung out like a crumpled paper bag. She was waving her arms and declaiming loudly. At her feet crouched Mother holding her stomach and laughing as though she would never stop. In the road stood the mighty black bulk of Lilith.

‘And ‘e says: “Come ‘ere, my b’lovèd, my dove. I’m Slolmon,” ‘e says, “and you’re Queen of Sheba. It’s ‘igh time as us two got goin’”, he says. “Shut yer face, yer festerin’ old Tom cat,” I tells ‘im, “yer about as much use as nothin’, you is!” Nor ‘e wasn’t, no matter what’s wrote in the Book.’ Annabel’s voice was gathering strength, ‘‘Im with ‘is wives and ‘is coocumbers!’ she bawled, ‘I coocumbered ‘im! Smacked ‘is mouth, I did; ‘im taking off ‘is pants the way ‘e done...’ And Annabel, well in her stride by now, proceeded to give anatomical details.

Lilith pointed a finger up at the heavens: ‘I’ve be’eld a failin’ star,’ she said darkly, ‘that means agony, ‘orrer and sudden death! Someone’s murderin’ someone this very night - maybe they’s doin’ it this very minute!’

Mother continued to laugh though more feebly.

‘Stop yer cacklin, I tells yer!’ Hannah commanded as she tried to drag Mother on to her feet. But Mother collapsed in a helpless heap and was violently sick over Hannah’s dress.

‘Someone’s murderin’ someone!’ came Lilith’s dirge. ‘There’s no gainsayin’ the signs and the portends.’

Hannah turned on her sharply: “Ere, give ‘er a lift -I carn’t move ‘er alone.’

But Lilith shook her head: ‘What is to be will be. Amen, Amen. It’s fate and ‘er planet what’s overtook ‘er!’

They might easily have remained where they were until morning had a couple of youths not chanced to pass.

‘Hi! Come’ere! I wants yer ‘elp’, Hannah shouted. ‘These three ‘ave been ‘aving one over the eight!’

The youths grinned, but Hannah observed with relief that they both appeared to be willing and sober.

So Hannah and one of the youths carried Mother, while the other supported old Annabel after Hannah had tucked her breast out of sight. Lilith was able to walk unaided.

‘I’m Queen of Sheba’, Annabel babbled. ‘If yer Slolman yer can bloody well go to ‘ell!’

‘That’s O.K.,’ said the youth good-naturedly, Tinaplumber by trade. Now you come on, mum.’

Annabel surveyed him with glassy eyes: ‘It’s slong way to Stipperary...’ she sang. Then: ‘You’re not a man, yer a blasted drain pipe!’

Arrived back at the tent Hannah undressed Mother and waited beside her until she slept. Annabel and Lilith must fend for themselves.

Hannah thought: ‘So this is the end of the ‘oppin’ - all that lovely green and fresh air and all. It beats me ‘ow Mother ‘as the ‘eart to do it! Seems so ‘ard on the goodness what’s been goin’ round. But pore Mother’s good too, and she dearly loves green.... Pity as she cam’t ‘ave a nice little garden - might make a real difference to ‘er if she could, keep ‘er mind off the drink when she’s feelin’ low. Growin’ things needs tendin’ the way babies does, and Mother’s a wonderful ‘and with babies.’
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THERE was plenty of dirt about in the cottage; Father and Alf hadn’t done a thing except mess up the place until it stank, what with rotten food and unemptied slops and a heap of unwashed clothes in the corner. Alf blamed Father and Father blamed Alf and Hannah unreservedly blamed them both.

‘Couple of filthy pigs, that’s what you is! Think I’m goin’

 to clean up yer muck? Well, I aren’t! The stench of this place fair makes me ‘eave; never knowed such a scandal in all me life, there’s meat left on this shelf what’s fairly crawlin’!’

Granny didn’t smell any too sweet either. Granny hadn’t seen soap and water for days. Mrs. Ware had prepared her Benger’s Food but Granny had refused to allow her to wash her.

‘Took a slapple of soap, she done,’ explained Granny, ‘and come at me as though I needed a scourin’, and I knocks the soap clean out of ‘er ‘and, and Rubin ‘e said as I done quite right. Rubin ‘e showed me the fairy sparks and threatened to tip ‘er up ‘e did. And me Benger’s was that thick yer could cut it with a knife. Aren’t ‘ad nothin’ to stay me belly-I’m starvin’!’

Then Father had had a row with Mrs. Osborne. Mrs. Osborne had come to the door one morning and complained that the only shirt he had washed and hung out to dry had a bug crawling on it:

‘So I up and telled her that if bugs there was she’d brought ’em along to the Lane with ‘erself. “Better put yer nose in yer own bed”, I says. “We calls ’em London bugs in these parts, and I’d ‘ave yer remember as you corned from London.” Oh, I telled the bitch off and no mistake! And now she’s been and gome and complained to the Borough Surveyor about our garbage.’

Alf had taken a job for all of four days collecting scrap iron for Hobson’s dump but had not liked the work so had ceased to do it. Tom had looked in, it seemed, a couple of times, but had not been able to stop to tea - he had said that just now he was extra busy. For the rest Father thought things were much the same as usual, including his painful ulcer.

Hannah cleaned the cottage, of course she did. Was it likely she was going to live in a pig-sty? The next morning found her hard at it by four. By six she was ruthlessly washing Granny:

‘Aren’t yer somethin’ awful! Just look at yer feet, why, yer toe-nails is all clotted up!’ she scolded.

Mother wasn’t much help; she was sorely depressed and, what was even less helpful, sulky. Mother was always sorely depressed and sulky when she’d been on the booze, Hannah knew that it came of an upset stomach; but when she’d been to the hopping as well, Hannah knew it came partly of Grandfather Reuben.

Granny knew this also and Granny chuckled: ‘Look at our Lily-Rose, will yer, Rubin? She’s wander-sick, that’s what’s the matter with ‘er, same as you was, Rubin, me own pretty lover. You’d the wander-sickness in yer black eyes and in yer loins - she’s the same as you! Oh, but you was a fitten man when it corned to the gettin’ and stampin’ of children.’

* * * * *
 

Crofts Lane. Hannah missed the smell of the hops, the wide, clean air and that friendly goodness. She’d never troubled to go to church, even although she liked the vicar, nor did she feel a desire to go now. Maybe there was goodness of sorts in the Church, there must be, she supposed, but not quite the same kind - the church smelt of hassocks, damp stones and old hymn books. You couldn’t help missing the open air but you couldn’t help feeling love for Crofts Lane, there was something about it that seemed to hold you.

Mrs. Ellison was obviously glad to see her. Mrs. Ellison had now grown a great size, carrying her baby well to the fore; it was due to arrive next month, she told Hannah. Hannah thought it must make a woman feel grand to be able to carry her baby like that, boldly, because she’d nothing to hide, nothing to trouble her head about, nothing to get over but the coming confinement. Mr. Ellison wasn’t much of a person - he was bald and his nose was inclined to flush. Hannah couldn’t have fancied him herself, but he certainly must be a kind of protection. He’d have to provide, there was lots in that; he’d have to find the money for the kid; he couldn’t have his fun and not pay. He looked worried. Perhaps he was thinking of the bills, or perhaps he was anxious about his wife.

‘Thank the Lord you’ve come back to us, Hannah’, he said, in a voice that relief had made much more cordial. Not a bad makeshift for a man after all. Hannah was touched.

‘What about a loin of pork - a nice little loin with plenty of cracklin’? Could yer fancy that, now, with the sauce what yer likes?’

Mr. Ellison though he most certainly could, so Hannah put the apples on to boil for her sauce, then she went along herself to the butcher.

Two evenings later Mike Paine turned up.

‘Mike, yer didn’t ought to wait round the corner like this, supposin’ they should catch us...’

‘Aw, come off that do! Aren’t yer glad to see me! Yer don’t seem awful glad. I was wonderin’ if yer’d meet me tonight...’

She looked at him thoughtfully, taking him in: his thick neck, his strong limbs, his small red-brown eyes, his rough red-brown hair, his big earth-stained hands. She could feel his lustful, possessive thoughts; his thoughts were possessing her at that moment.

Her mind recoiled: ‘Maybe not tonight, Mike...’

‘Why not?’

She couldn’t have told him why not - it had to do with so many things now, apart from his kids:

‘Cam’t exactly explain.’

‘Don’t yer love me no more?’

‘I’ve never loved yer.’

‘Granted. Well then, don’t yer want me no more?’

Did she want him, the great hulking bull of a man? Her mind found him clumsy and sottish in his lust, he could satisfy her body but not her mind - there was always so much that they couldn’t share. When they were together her mind was unappeased and more solitary than when they were parted. She groped for his hand. She was suddenly scared of this strange, inexplicable solitude, it made her feel such a long way away. His hand closed down upon hers, warm and near. Flesh to flesh. Their fingers gripped, interlocked. He pressed his hard wrist against her wrist. The smell of earth and sweat came from his clothes, she was glad that he smelt of earth and sweat.

‘Stop bein’ a God damn fool, Hannah Bullen. Our usual place, ten o’clock tonight, and don’t go keepin’ me ‘angin’ about.’ Then more humbly: ‘Hannah-yer’ll be certain to come... yer will come, won’t yer?’

‘I s’pose so’, she answered.






  








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

October
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THE rumours that had spread through the town in July were no longer mere rumours by that October. Council houses were actually being built. People rubbed their eyes and could scarcely believe it, but there were the bricks, the slates for the roofs, the shiny new earthenware pipes for the drains with the trenches all dug and prepared to receive them. Council houses were actually being built, the incredible then had come to pass and Rother could hold up its head with the best; Rother was waging war on its slums. Rother had been granted a subsidy in order that it might support slum-clearance.

Crofts Lane couldn’t talk about anything else, and the person it wanted to talk to was Tom, whose father-in-law had secured the contract. Tom Bullen knew all that there was to know, and now when he paid a family visit he had no need to fear Mrs. Roach’s sharp tongue, Mrs. Ware’s doleful eyes of reproach, or Mrs. Butler’s offended manner - everyone wanted to talk to Tom.

‘Is they really and truly Council ‘ouses, Tom?’

‘Course they is. Do you think we’re buildin’ dog kennels?’

‘Ow many rooms did yer say they’ll ‘ave;’

‘Some of ‘em’s goin’ to ‘ave five rooms.’

‘And a bath, did yer say?’

‘They’ll all have that.’

‘And a porcelin sink?’

‘Yes, in every kitchen.’

‘‘Ow long is they goin’ to take to put up?’

‘We’re allowed thirty weeks to complete, I think.’

Tom was becoming a prosperous man, he gave quite an air of distinction to the Lane with his smart new plus-fours and elaborate stockings.

Tom said that the cottages down on the Strand had all been condemned, he knew this for a fact, and that group along in Wish Well Square - the old black-and-whites that had the carved bargeboards.

‘Pity about that lot,’ admitted Tom, ‘it’s a bit of old Rother and they wasn’t all that bad; the oak’s been sold to a dealer in Battle.’

So the cottages down on the Strand would go, and the ones in Wish Well Square would go, and doubtless a number of others with them. But what about the Lane?

‘Good evenin’, Tom. Any news about us?’

‘Don’t think so, Mrs. Butler.’

‘Good evenin’, Tom. Is we goin’ to be moved?’

‘Haven’t heard a word of it yet, Mrs. Ware.’

‘Good evenin’. I dursent stop an instant at the door, but I just ‘ad to risk it, seein’ you pass. ‘Ave we been condemned?’

‘Haven’t heard, Mrs. Taylor.’

‘Good evenin’, young Tom. Is my palace constructin’- ‘ot and cold flowin’ out of them golden taps? And mind that you sees to the vita-glass!’

‘O.K., Mrs. Roach, I shan’t forget it!’

‘Good evening, Tom Bullen. Is it a fact that this alley is really going at last, all except my cottage? Heaven knows it’s high time!’

Mrs. Ware was resigned: ‘Me smoke stack’s broke; it nearly come down on me ‘ead this mornin’, carn’t light the copper to wash me sheets, and Sid ‘e ‘ad a accident last night.... But it’s no use complainin’, not when yer pore. Us folk isn’t likely to get condemned, we’re worst off of the lot, but perraps that’s why. Just got to put up with it, I suppose...’

Mrs. Roach, on her way to spy out a ship, brandished her telescope truculently: ‘Well, I’m none of yer skimmed milk, pasty-faced saints! If they doesn’t give me a good Council ‘ouse I’ll go straight to the ‘ealth authorities in London.’ Hannah thought: ‘It won’t ‘appen, yer can count on the Lane, seems the only thing as yer can really count on... winter and summer for ‘undreds of years.’ And she looked at the heavy oak beams of the ceiling. She had waxed them and rubbed them until they shone. ‘Carn’t ‘appen,’ she mused, ‘no one notices us, we’re that out of things stuck down ‘ere in the Lane. Borough Surveyor don’t never come ‘ere, not ‘im! Nor yet the Sanitary Inspector. Any’ow we’ve always been ‘ealthy enough - nothin’s never been the matter with Ermie.’ She left the cottage and walked to the Look-Out. The Marsh lay under an autumn moon - pale and vast and aloof it lay. The river was up, reflecting the moonlight. In the distance gleamed the silver streak of the Channel. Hannah Bullen stood staring seaward. Romney Marsh stretched out between her and the sea, more than two miles of moon-bathed marsh with cattle upon it, sheep and strong steers - but now the sheep and the steers were sleeping. Hannah stood staring as her forebears had done when they kept their watch for enemy ships. She shaded her eyes with her work-worn hand. The beauty struck at her, crucifying her spirit; her spirit stirred mightily on its cross. She struggled to find deliverance in words, in stupendous, uplifting, resounding words that should cleave the stillness of the Marsh.

‘My!’ breathed Hannah.
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MRS. ELLISON’S confinement was perfectly normal; all the same the child was long on the way - twenty-four hours did he hesitate before facing the exigencies of existence. Mrs. Ellison was none too heroic; Hannah thought she was making a great deal of fuss, moaning and crying out as she did, and she with a grand monthly nurse from London and a specialist driving over from Hastings. But Hannah’s mind was fixed on the baby. Life was coming into that old Rother house, and life was a terrible but glorious thing, and vaguely Hannah Bullen perceived this.

Upstairs and down till her strong legs ached - that nurse seemed a very exacting person. And the meals to cook and the table to lay and not a soul in the kitchen to help, and one of the burners of the cooker choked with grease so that the nurse stuck her head round the door in order that she might make observations:

‘What is this terrible smell?’

‘Can’t ‘elp it, one of me burners is clogged - but maybe I’ll find a moment to scald it.’

The Hastings doctor’s peremptory ring. The doctor arriving, the doctor departing. Mr. Ellison hanging about in the hall, waylaying the nurse and pestering the doctor:

‘How long do you think? How many more hours?’ Asking this over and over again and scarcely comprehending the answer.

The old house appearing watchful, expectant; the old house appearing conscious of life, its own life, because of the life that was coming; but Hannah too busy to think of the house, to indulge in such foolish imaginings, yet feeling that curious thrill of birth, that strange, ever new excitement of birth. Upstairs and down from kitchen to bedroom from bedroom to kitchen till her strong legs ached, quite unmoved by Mrs. Ellison’s moans, thinking only of the child about to be born as Ermie had been born seven years ago. Yes, but Ermie had seen her first day in an attic under the sagging eaves of Crofts Lane, with the district nurse giving what time she could while Mother anxiously wetted the tea. That was how such things were done in Crofts Lane: the district nurse gave you what time she could and someone brought you a cup of strong tea. You didn’t scream out because of the kids who’d be certain to start asking awkward questions.

But if Hannah was unmoved by those moans and wailings in the conjugal bedroom, Mr. Ellison wasn’t. Mr. Ellison was a shaking wreck, and seeing this Hannah was moved to pity:

‘Now, sir, it’s all right, don’t go frettin’ yerself — let me run and make yer some nice ‘ot coffee.’

Mr. Ellison’s eyes were red-rimmed and appealing: ‘Hannah, don’t leave us - I want you to sleep here. I know that you didn’t engage to sleep in, and there isn’t a bed - but I thought, I hoped...’

‘Course I will. I’ll just roll meself up in a blanket.’

‘Hannah, listen, it doesn’t seem normal to me; I don’t care a damn what the doctor says.’

‘Well, we usually reckons on an easier time after our first, that I will admit. Now when Ermie...’ A bad slip, a very bad slip. She must be more careful not to talk about Ermie: ‘What I means is when Mrs. Ware ‘ad ‘er fourth...’ Then a sudden crazy, unreasoning revolt: ‘I doesn’t want to tell lies about Erm. I wants the ‘ole world to know that she’s mine, that for nine months I carried ‘er round in me body....’

Mr. Ellison held out a hand that trembled: ‘Then you will stay the night! That’s kind of you, Hannah.’

‘I’ve said as I will; I’ll be glad to stay.’ She thought: ‘Aren’t it funny ‘ow trouble softens........’ And she patted the trembling, sweating hand: ‘Now you go for a bit of a walk on the Marsh, do yer all the good in the world,’ she told him. Then she thought: ‘This won’t last, ‘e’ll be different tomorrer, ‘igh and mighty, and vexed if’ is dinner aren’t right. Wonder which is the real Mr. Ellison, though — .....Maybe they’s both real, come to that’, she decided.

* * * * *
 

The baby was born at five the next morning, a strapping infant weighing ten pounds, and the house settled down to order again. Hannah was worn out but she cleaned the gas cooker and pressed Mr. Ellison’s blue serge suit in addition to her usual household tasks, for Hannah had acquired the habit of toil, so that bodily rest seemed almost unnatural. When she got home she must wash Ermie’s hairbrush and darn a large hole in the heel of her stocking, and sew a button on Doris’s dress, and do a couple of odd jobs for Mother, and re-bandage Father’s ulcerous leg.

‘Come on! Tell us about the brat’, ordered Granny. ‘Think ‘e’s goin’ to be mischieful when ‘e’s growed; If ‘e aren’t ‘e won’t be no fitten man!’

So Hannah told her about the baby, and about the doctor, and about the nurse, and about Mrs. Ellison’s carryings-on, and about Mr. Ellison’s apprehensions, and about the gas cooker getting choked with grease.

‘Stop yer gapin’ do, woman!’ Granny commanded.

But Hannah could no longer stifle her yawns: ‘I’m goin’ along to me bed. Good night all.’

‘Sleep sound and pleasant dreams, dearie’, said Mother.

‘‘Er gapin’ till I nearly fell down ‘er throat! Stoopid! Pleasant nothin’ at all’, scowled Granny.
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THE Ellisons had decided to keep another servant. Mr. Ellison said that the baby and its nurse would certainly make too much work for one, especially as there were three other children.

So the box-room upstairs was turned into a bedroom, but as servants in Rother were hard to find, the house-parlourmaid he had engaged came from London.

Hannah wasn’t best pleased at this innovation; quite unreasonably she felt rather resentful: ‘Takin’ the parlour work from me,’ she thought, ‘and keepin’ me shut away in the kitchen! Alwers managed to keep their silver rubbed up. And I don’t want no stranger nosin’ about; I likes me kitchen to meself.’ Which was true; Hannah did prefer the kitchen to herself except for help on special occasions.

The new house-parlourmaid’s name was Agnes Farmer. She was young and plump and what Hannah called ‘saucy’. She whisked around the kitchen opening drawers and pulling things about in the cupboards.

‘My ‘at! Do they expect me to work with this tripe? Never saw such a place, it’s a rag and bone shop!’

Hannah disliked Agnes Farmer at sight; she disliked her ways and her flashy appearance. Agnes would frequently powder her nose and surreptitiously use a lip-stick. Hannah suspected that she was sly, that she knew a great deal more than her prayers. Agnes was very soon letting things drop, just a word here and there that made Hannah feel anxious. She must be on her guard about Mike Paine; and Mother mustn’t keep sending Erm to the house on the day when Hannah received her wages. Agnes had already spotted Erm.

‘‘Oo’s that nice little kiddie,’ she had inquired.

‘None of yer business!’ Hannah had told her.

A foolish answer and Hannah had known this. She ought to have thought of some plausible yarn, such as: ‘She’s me young cousin what lives in our ‘ouse—’ some yam like that to put the girl off. But the crazy impulse to claim Erm had remained; it was growing much harder to lie about her.

And then a thing happened along in Crofts Lane that caused Agnes to seem of far less importance. Down the Lane on Hannah’s afternoon off came Mr. Bice the Borough Surveyor, and with him was none other than Mr. Burgess the easy-going Sanitary Inspector. Mr. Rice and Mr. Burgess stood looking about them, then Mr. Rice sniffed at the old brick sewer, then Mr. Burgess took notes in a book and Mr. Rice also took notes in a book, after which he pointed at Mrs. Ware’s cottage.

‘I think so... I fear so’, said Mr. Rice.

‘Unquestionably’, answered Mr. Burgess.

Hannah leaned far out of the kitchen window. She was straining her ears to catch every word; but they saw her and lowered their voices at once.

‘What’s up?’ she called.

‘Nothing very much. Why?’ Mr. Rice thrust his notebook quickly away and lighted a cigarette.

‘Liar!’ thought Hannah.

That evening there was naturally comment in the Lane.

‘Caught ’em smelling at our brick sewer’, said Mrs. Ware.

‘Did yer now!’ said Mrs. Butler incredulously.

‘Well, I ‘opes they was gassed,’ remarked Mrs. Roach, ‘the stench was somethink frightful last night!’

Then they turned to a far more exciting subject.

Smallpox had made its appearance in the town, or rather what the doctors called smallpox. The Lane knew it was nothing but just a few spots. Why, that girl from the Strand had gone to the butcher’s with the spots coming out all over her face; and Mrs. Ware’s youngest nephew from the Harbour had walked into the International Stores as fit as a fiddle, except for his spots. The Lane knew that it must be the damp, muggy weather, this frequently caused a breaking out; or maybe it had been a bit of stale fish; or maybe the blackberries were tainted this year - Mr. Butler remembered that when he was a kid he’d been ill with a thing they’d called berry fever. Those damn’ doctors they knew bloody well too much, dragging ten people off to be isolated!

‘Don’t expect to see my pore nephew again,’ sighed Mrs. Ware, ‘‘e’s been took from ‘is parents to that shed what’s out beyond Romney in a swamp - not likely as a delicate lad can survive it.’

‘No yer don’t stick no filthy muck into me!’ Mrs. Roach had shrieked furiously at the doctor. ‘Didn’t my father die of a stroke just because ‘e allowed ’em to vaccinate ‘im?’

‘Nor yer don’t touch my children!’ Mrs. Ware had scowled, confronting the doctor, her arms akimbo.

Hannah had been vaccinated at once and so had Ermie and so had Doris. Doris had had a sore arm for three days, but Hannah and Ermie had hardly taken. Then Mother, because Hannah had been so insistent, had bared her brown arm with snivellings and protests. Father had told her that she was a fool, and now it was turning out that she had been. Mother’s arm was a truly terrific sight - everyone knew this for everyone had seen it. Mother was always showing her arm, displacing the bandage, disturbing the dressing. The Lane enjoyed looking at Mother’s arm, then hurrying back to embrace its offspring.

‘Smallpox! Never ‘eard such rot!’ scoffed the Lane. ‘If folks dies it won’t be from what comes out but from what’s been put in, to my way of thinkin’!’

And no one was dying, this was a fact. The girl from the Strand had recovered, while Mrs. Ware’s nephew was doing well in spite of her fears and her lamentations. If smallpox it was, the type was so mild that as Mrs. Roach said to Mrs. Ware they might just as well have called the thing measles. Nor did Crofts Lane get its rightful deserts; not a soul produced even so much as a pimple. Wickedly triumphant, the Lane seemed immune in spite of its unprotected condition - perhaps the devil looked after his own. In any case no one was suffering at all, except Mother as the reward of her virtue.

No wonder the Surveyor and Inspector were forgotten, with so much amusement and so much excitement. And now Mrs. Butler’s sister who laid out the dead and who thus took an interest in epidemics, Mrs. Butler’s sister began haunting the Lane, and her stories were undoubtedly well worth hearing!

Mrs. Butler’s sister was red-cheeked and buxom and fond of good food, but her mind was haggard. Certain anecdotes never staled, as she knew; that one about old Mrs. Smollet, for instance. Mrs. Smollet had been killed by the Hastings express because, being rather queer in her head, she had sat down to knit on a level crossing.

‘“I’ll be jiggered if I can do it,” I says; “this ‘ere aren’t a corpse, it’s just rags and tatters - better go along for the tailor,” I says, not ‘arshly, but because I was feelin’ so bothered. Didn’t rightly see what I were expected to do - there weren’t nothin’ left for me to lay out. She was a distressin’ object, I can tell yer!’

There had been that woman who had died of blood poisoning through running a tin-opener into her thumb:

‘Never seed such a thing - greenish-blue she turned, and ‘er pore ‘and as big as a leg of mutton! ‘Ad an ‘orrible time I did with that ‘and, tryin’ to make it lie decent and flat - couldn’t do nothink with it. It give me the jim-jams!’

There had been the affair of the baker’s false teeth which after his death had been thought to be missing.

‘“‘Ow can I fix ‘is jaw proper?” I says, “with nothin’ but gums? Yer ain’t talkin’ common sense! If yer wants ‘im ter lie ‘ere lookin’ serene then give me ‘is teeth, and make haste”, I says. “‘Cause he’s stiffenin’ fast”. And so he was stiffenin’. Time they’d found ‘is upper and under set I couldn’t force ’em in, not try though I might. Don’t do yer no credit that sort of thing don’t -I was almost ashamed to attend the funeral.’ Mrs. Butler’s sister took a very grim view of the epidemic: ‘Mark my words, it’s black smallpox, and don’t none of yer go thinkin’ otherwise. Not as I’ll ‘ave the tidyin’ of yer - still, yer can’t be so sure, if the nurses is took.... Any’ow, take my tip and sponge yerselves well; this aren’t the first scourge of smallpox I’ve seed and the finest prevention I knows of is spongin’.’

The Lane laughed loudly - though it secretly sponged. And many were the cups of cocoa and tea that were always forthcoming by way of a welcome.

But Hannah’s attention was not distracted. She said to Mike Paine: ‘Carn’t be serious, can it?’

‘What, the smallpox?’

‘No, course not. I means them two men comin’ down our way. The Borough Surveyor was takin’ an almighty lot of notes - it was ‘im as tore up the Anchor Street drains, ‘e’s the kind as never can mind ‘is own business. Mike-yer don’t think they’s goin’ to destroy our old Lane?’

Mike shrugged his thick shoulders: “Oo can say what they’ll do. Once they starts yer never knows where they’ll stop; seems to me as they’re set on linin’ their pockets!’
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‘THREE more ‘spectors today,’ remarked Mother one evening, ‘and this time, if yer please, they was sent by London. They been all over our ‘ouse, if yer please, and passed the most insultin’ remarks, same as they done at Mrs. Butler’s. Went into every ‘ouse in the Lane - Mrs. Roach she threatened to bang their ‘eads. Course, we all of us wants to be decently ‘oused, still they’s no call to go burstin’ into our bedrooms and openin’ our cupboards the way they done. Father ‘e thinks as we’re all condemned, from what ‘e ‘eard one of them fellers say.’

Father spat dexterously into the stove: ‘Condemned was the word as was used’, he told Hannah.

Hannah took off her threadbare jacket. She thought: ‘So it’s come!’ But aloud she said to convince herself: ‘Well, I don’t believe it. Course they isn’t goin’ to condemn Crofts Lane.’

“Ave it yer own way!’ frowned Father, offended.

The next morning everybody was talking.

‘Seems I’ll ‘ave me new ‘ouse after all’, said Mrs. Butler.

‘Shouldn’t bank on it till yer does’, warned Mrs. Ware. ‘Any’ow them Council ‘ouses aren’t built yet. There’s many a slip ‘twixt the cup and the lip as you oughter know ‘oo lost ‘Erb with the croup after the doctor ‘ad said ‘e was better. Yer carn’t bank on nothin’ but death, seems to me, not when yer pore and ‘elpless as we is.’

Mrs. Roach thought the whole affair a deception engineered by someone to save his face.

“Oo’s face?’ inquired the Lane, anxiously.

‘Ah...’ smiled Mrs. Roach, ‘now that’d be tellin’.’ A most irritating woman she was.

‘Yer don’t know no more nor us’, snapped the Lane.

Mrs. Roach hung her washing out on the line: ‘Well, maybe I does, and maybe I doesn’t.’

The Lane couldn’t decide what it ought to believe: ‘Makes yer feel so unsettled’, complained Mrs. Butler. And so it did; everyone felt upset. If they were to be moved why had nobody told them?

‘We was goin’ to tar our side wall,’ said Mrs. Ware, ‘but now it don’t ‘ardly seem worth while - not as I thinks we’re goin’ to be ‘elped, but this gives yer a kind of uneasy feelin’.’

Then suddenly all doubts were set at rest by a long paragraph in the local paper.

‘Look at this, will yer?’ exclaimed Mr. Ware. ‘‘Ere’s a list of the ‘ouses, including our lot.’

There was also a notice that all might read in the window of the Borough Surveyor’s office. The notice was uncompromisingly clear: every cottage in Crofts Lane had been condemned except the one rented by Mrs. Osborne.

Crofts Lane stood in front of the notice, staring: ‘That’s me, right enough’, said Mrs. Butler.

‘And that’s my number’, said Mrs. Ware.

‘Carn’t find mine - where is it?’ fumed Mrs. Roach.

‘Next to ours, there it is,’ Mrs. Bullen told her, ‘and there’s Mrs. Taylor’s. My! won’t it seem strange after livin’ down the Lane all these years....’

No one answered.

Three days later Mrs. Butler put on her cloche hat and went forth to inspect the Council houses - or rather what little there was to inspect - on behalf of Crofts Lane. Two could play at this game and Mrs. Butler took pencil and paper. A meeting was arranged to take place that evening at Mrs. Taylor’s, for, as Mrs. Ware said:

‘Seein’ as she’s afraid to come out it don’t seem kind to leave ‘er in suspense. She’s gettin’ all fussed up over this move, and it’s makin’ ‘er chest whistle somethin’ dreadful. Them as carn’t find standin’ room in the kitchen will just ‘ave to content theirselves with the passage.’

As it happened the Council houses of Rother would be rather above the current standard. They were well designed, and when they were built would be sounder in many respects than Tom’s villa. But Mrs. Butler thought otherwise.

‘First I’ll say as they’re most inconvenient,’ she announced, glancing importantly down at her paper; ‘for one thing there won’t be no room to turn round, and the coppers is all to be ‘eated with gas ‘stead of coal, if yer please. The expense! I arsks yer! And yer’ve got to do yer washin’ on a day what they appoints, whether yer likes it or not -I arsks yer! And our things is all to be fumigated, beddin’ and all; if that aren’t an insult! Maybe they’ll be wishin’ to fumigate us as they fancies the beddin’s been rendered impure. “Well,” I says to young Tom, “that’s the limit,” I says, “makin’ everythin’ stink with their damned sulphur candles.” And I ‘ad a perticler look at the bricks. In my opinion them bricks is porous. The worst jerry buildin’ as ever I seed: “No need to go puttin’ in a bath,” I says to Tom, “these ‘ere bricks’ll let in the weather like a sieve; I’ll be ‘avin’ me bath as I sits in me parlour!”’ Mrs. Butler referred once more to her notes. ‘Two of the gutters is covered with rust and three of the drain-pipes is badly cracked - mind yer, maybe they isn’t goin’ to use them pipes, but then maybe they is, yer never can tell. And some woodwork what I seed lyin’ around looked so green that I ‘spects it’ll soon be sproutin’. Then the gardens what they’ve made such a pow-wow about is nothin’ but a lot of rubble and mud - couldn’t grow a weed in ‘em, leave alone a pertater.’

Mrs. Taylor interrupted: ‘Is it true what they tells me about an inspector comin’ into yer ‘ouse and stickin’ ‘is nose into everythink and turnin’ yer out if yer ways don’t suit ‘im? ‘Cause if that’s the case I’d rather not move. This ‘ere ‘ovel aren’t much but at least it’s me own.’

‘Well, I ‘appen to know as that’s true’, said Mrs. Ware. ‘I’ve been thinkin’ as ‘ow on the ‘ole it won’t suit me.’

Mr. Bullen shifted his painful leg: ‘No one’s goin’ to trespass round my place’, he shouted. ‘Us Bullens dates back to the old Town Gate, afore they ever thought of their damn Council ‘ouses! Think we’re goin’ to stand for their cheek!
Not much. Yer cam’t come that sort of thing over us Bullens! Only wish as our Hannah was ‘ere tonight...’

‘Couldn’t do anythink if she was. I says, give me a caravan!’ exclaimed Mrs. Bullen.

‘Any’ow, them ‘ouses aren’t goin’ to be safe; got no proper foundations’, put in Mrs. Butler.

Mrs. Ware smiled sadly: ‘What did I tell yer; There’s always a snag about everythink somewheres. Doin’ us off cheap, that’s what it is! And no one liftin’ a finger to defend us. When yer pore yer just ‘as to do as yer bid. There aren’t no peace till yer hes in yer grave, and then yer in luck if they don’t dig up yer bones same as they done in the cellar of the Crown-no offence meant to you, Mr. Butler, I’m sure, we all knows as it wasn’t no fault of yours that yer spade crashed into that pore creature’s backbone. Still it do make yer shiver. As I said at the time...’

But Mrs. Roach felt that her moment had come. Brighteyed and flushed she glanced round at her neighbours: ‘Excuse me, Mrs. Ware, if I interrupts, but I just wants to ask everybody one question. ‘Ave yer grasped where them bloody new ‘ouses stands? On an old rubbish ‘eap outside the town walls, with nothin’ to meet yer gaze but the railway.’

With nothing to meet your gaze but the railway!

Why had none of them thought of this before? They stared at her blankly for a second, struck dumb. Then: ‘There won’t be no view of the Marsh!’ cried Crofts Lane. ‘No view of the sea nor the river nor the ships - sham’t be able to see the ships goin’ by...’

And abruptly the Lane was brought face to face with a most unexpected realization, the realization of its love for the Marsh, of its love of the river, of its love of the sea, of its love of the ships that came in from the sea - for the spell of the waters still lay over Rother.

‘Aren’t goin’ to live in them blasted shacks what’s been stuck on an ‘eap of old tin cans and decayin’ cabbage leaves!’ stormed the Lane. ‘Thought as ‘ow they was buildin’ sootable ‘ouses - well they aren’t sootable if there aren’t no view. ‘Ow are yer expected to pass yer time when yer’ve got a spare moment I’d like to know? Singin’ ‘ymns in praise of yer Gawd and the Council;’

Thus it happened that Crofts Lane in this hour of its anger was united to its Happy-go-Lucky Landlord for the first and last time in both their lives.

‘Hell! I’ll fight!’ swore the Happy-go-Lucky Landlord. ‘They’re not going to have it all their own way. If it takes my last penny, by hell, I’ll fight ‘em!’

Two days after the meeting at Mrs. Taylor’s, he had unexpectedly turned up in Rother. He had stormed down the Lane with his long quick strides. And now he was gazing at his ill-fated houses - at the houses that he had neglected for years - with eyes that were actually filled with regret, and a kind of brooding, protective fondness.

‘Never knew as ‘e cared beyond ‘is rents’, thought the Lane. ‘Never knew as ‘e cared a damn - can yer beat it!’

Would he fight, or was he perhaps too canny? He must know that he hadn’t a leg to stand on - slum clearance took small account of oak beams, even less of a Happy-go-Lucky Landlord. But his tenants gathered round him with noisy applause.

‘That’s it, sir, you give ’em as good as they arsks. You go for ‘em! Serve ’em bloody well right!’ Even Commodore Roach must bury the hatchet: ‘Well, I ‘opes yer’ll win-yes I do!’ she said loudly.

For somehow it wasn’t only the Marsh and the river and the sea and the passing ships - strange though it may seem it was Crofts Lane itself. They had grumbled at it and with very good cause, at its ever increasing decrepitude, at its countless irritations and hardships. Yet now that the law of the land had stepped in, striking ruthlessly at the heart of the Lane, not one of its inmates but felt regret, not one that was really ready to leave it.
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DESTRUCTION. It appeared to be in the very air, a more virulent germ than that of the smallpox, for the smallpox was already beginning to subside.

They were fast destroying the Ropemaker’s Arms, not because like the Lane it had been condemned, but because the proprietor wished to improve it. The old inn parlour with its venerable fireplace of carved Caen stone and Dutch bricks was going; the leaded pane windows were going as well, because weather and age had made them draughty. The stables that had comforted many a beast on whose valour had depended the life of its master in the days when Rother defied the King for the sake of fine silks and delectable brandy - the stables were being adapted for cars.

‘Do seem as though nothin’ can last...’ reflected Hannah.

She would pause on her way to and from the shops and would stare wide-eyed at what they were doing. Pick-axe and hammer, crowbar and saw, and the lovely ancient dun-coloured bricks hacked to pieces and flung out into the road, and the lovely enduring beams sawn apart - there was something stupid and brutal about it.

‘It’s the same as when they cuts down a tree,’ she reflected; ‘carn’t abide it when they cuts down a tree...

And this was what they would do to the Lane. It had stood there for hundreds and hundreds of years and Hannah didn’t want it to end like this - almost anything else but not like this, in rubble and dust and humiliation.

Rother was changing. Rother was dying. It was dying of wounds, it was being murdered. Mean villas were hemming the edge of the Marsh. Hannah had watched their hasty construction and now they were finished, marring the view - if the Marsh wasn’t safe why then nothing was safe. Rother was changing. Rother was dying.

The oak posts on the Strand had rotted with time and in their place they were putting cement ones - Hannah hated the look and the feel of cement. On the Winchelsea road the thorn trees were doomed, the thorn trees that Hannah had seen all her life-white blossoms in spring, and in summer green leaves, and in autumn small berries as red as blood to sustain the faithful home-birds in winter. But more and more houses were needed, said Tom.

Rother was changing. Rother was dying.

Corrugated iron seemed everywhere now. Hannah wondered what was the matter with tiles; a work-shed with tiles for its roof looked all right, but Tom had told her that tiles cost money:

‘Got to cut the price down these days,’ he had said. ‘We live in an age of competition.’

They had built a new bridge across the river and with it a new and aggressive sluice-gate. The old sluice-gate had been made of honest wood, the new one was made of iron and concrete.

‘Carn’t no one speak up for the town?’ she asked Tom.

‘Carn’t no one put a stop to this sort of thing?’

But Tom only shrugged his shoulders and grinned: ‘We’ve got to keep pace with the times!’ he grinned.

Rother was changing. Rother was dying.

The old picture palace had grown too small and in its stead stood an imposing new structure; but it didn’t go well with Rother, Hannah felt. Hannah couldn’t say that she didn’t like the pictures - everyone liked the pictures, of course; but the humbler building hadn’t hit you in the face. Hannah wondered why she must notice these things, why wherever she looked now she noticed these things much more than she’d done in the past - it seemed silly.... Perhaps it was just because of Crofts Lane. Crofts Lane did weigh like a stone on your heart. You couldn’t bear to polish the beams any more, you just let them get dull, for what was the use... it only hurt you to polish the beams. What you longed for was something safe and enduring.

Hannah wished that she had someone to talk to. It did you a heap of good to let yourself go, to open yourself right out for a bit. But Ermie was too young and Granny was too old, and Father only thought of his leg, and Alf only thought of rubbish like Russia. As for Mother, if you started talking to her, she’d get tearful and begin to long for the Road and for that Annabel and her way of life, which was almost certain to end in the pub. But it would be nice to have someone to talk to....

There were still many clumps of wild bugloss on the Marsh if you got far enough from those ugly villas. Hannah could always walk over the Marsh on her afternoons off if she chose to do so. She could make some excuse to get rid of Mike and walk over the Marsh until she was tired, thinking and thinking the while she strode. Thinking that Ermie’s eyes matched the flowers, and then of the bright blue eyes of her father - thinking how queer and unreal it seemed to be having Mike Paine after Ermie’s father. And that poor, consumptive boy seemed unreal - but you couldn’t have denied a creature like him, you couldn’t have denied him a last bit of life if he thought he could get it by taking your body... Mike hadn’t suspected a single thing, and in any case it was none of his business. Mike’s kids looked much better since they’d lived down the Lane - the air was so fine, it had done them good. Pity you couldn’t speak to the kids for fear of a row with Mrs. Osborne. You could smile at them sometimes and they’d smile back - even the baby would try to smile back.... Mike didn’t care a hoot for his kids, and his poor wife was going from bad to worse, Mike feared that she’d end her days in a mad-house.

Hannah’s thoughts would run on and on as she strode, and even while she worked she’d be thinking. She was doing a rare lot of thinking these days - she wondered if this might explain her headaches. Of course, their landlord wasn’t going to fight, maybe he fancied he was, but he wasn’t! Hannah liked him because he could be very kind-she had never encouraged the tirades against him. He had been very kind to Watercrease-Bill in forgiving that rent overdue for years.

Watercrease-Bill and Jumping-Jimmy....

 

‘Watercrease-Bill went up the ‘ill to fetch a pail of water.

‘E tumbled down and broke ‘is crown and Jim come tumblin’ after!’

 

The children had almost forgotten that song and a good job too, a very good job. It wasn’t a nice song for Ermie to sing - Doris, now, had never wanted to sing it.

Hannah’s thoughts would keep running on endlessly. Backwards and forwards, backwards and forwards like the pendulum of the grandfather clock that Mr. Ellison set such store by. From child to girl and from girl to woman, from woman to lover - from lover to Ermie. Yes, but after Ermie one thought uppermost, one thought that haunted her day and night, one thought that persisted even in dreams; Rother was changing. Rother was dying.






  








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

November
 

1
 

ROTHER settled into its winter sleep, the sleep that would later be disturbed by strong gales, but now there was only the cold grey mist swirling over the town from Romney Marsh and chilling drowsy people at dawn so that they shivered and pulled up the blankets.

In the streets of Rother was the smell of log fires that burned on the hearths of its ancient houses. A pleasant and faintly mysterious smell that Hannah would sniff on her way to work.

‘Rother’s started dreamin’ again,’ she would think; ‘it’s dreamin’ of what ‘appened a long time ago....’ For the smell of log fires always made her feel strange, always gave her that curious homesick feeling.

In the gardens the gardeners swept away leaves, and pulled the annuals out of the borders, and cut down the tough, thick hollyhock stems and generally tidied things up for the winter. While on their allotments under Wish Hill, Mr. Butler worked during every spare moment, trenching new ground and sowing broad beans and cutting dead wood from his gooseberry bushes; and Mr. Ware, who possessed green fingers, completed his planting of forget-me-nots, wallflowers, and other homely spring blossoming plants that had always been the envy of Hannah.

‘Ought to go in more for veges, I ‘spects - my wife she says as yer cam’t eat wallflowers nor yet forget-me-nots. Nor yer carn’t. But I likes to see somethin’ for onest what’s just pretty - it’s a kind of relief.’ And Mr. Ware hoicked, then blew his nose between thumb and first finger.

Crofts Lane started to count and recount its pennies for already the shops were unusually tempting; in their windows appeared many excellent things: crystallized fruits and muscat raisins, an imposing and varied selection of nuts, and more sweet biscuits and caramels and cakes and chocolates and bulls-eyes and peppermint creams and sugary angelica and rich orange peel than the Lane had seen for the last twelve months; in fact, since the previous Christmas season. In addition to all this, the Bazaar in the High Street was displaying, among other things, a doll’s pram that Ermie announced she must have for her doll.

‘Rose aren’t gettin’ near enough air,’ said Ermie, ‘if I ‘ad that pram I could leave ‘er outside same as Mrs. Osborne does with the baby.’

Hannah shook her head: ‘Don’t talk such nonsense, Erm!’ But she secretly went and had a look at the pram which cost the staggering sum of ten shillings.

Doris wanted a book on botany that someone had lately produced for children; Mother wanted a large and flashy paste brooch costing five-and-six at the fancy drapers; Father wanted a pipe; Granny wanted felt slippers; while Alf wanted a tie and some cigarettes. And everyone let Hannah know in good time - all she wanted herself was a bit more money.

Mrs. Ware was feeling rather extra down-trodden, for her husband had been out of work for three weeks.

‘Always ‘appens round about Christmas, seems to me, when everyone ought to be full of rejoicin’ - Christmas never brought no luck to us’, she complained. ‘Mr. Ware ‘e’s ‘ad to go on the dole, and ‘e never likes that, ‘e’s too self-respectin’. Our kids ‘as all sorts of ideas in their ‘eads - Sid ‘e wants that big box of coloured chalks what ‘e seed at Manders down Station Road; says ‘e thinks of becomin’ a pavement artist. So I says: “Well, then, you go to it, me lad, it’s as good as anythink else these days, but yer cam’t ‘ave them coloured chalks, and that’s flat!”’ She sighed, ‘Seems a pity, they’re ‘armless enough and much safer than them spiteful little toy-pistols.’ The Butlers, it appeared, were in no better case, for Mrs. Butler’s father was just dead and the Butlers would have to pay for his funeral: ‘As you say, Mrs. Ware, Christmas don’t bring no luck. ‘Oo’d ‘ave thought of me father bein’ took bad and goin’ off all of a sudden like this? I’m not sayin’ ‘e could ‘elp it, you understand, but I carn’t let ‘im He in a pauper’s grave - me bein’ ‘is daughter it wouldn’t be decent. Course ‘e ought to ‘ave belonged to the Buryin’ Club ‘stead of spendin’ on tobacco the way ‘e done. But yer ‘aven’t the ‘eart to find fault when they’re gone - leastways I ‘aven’t....’

Mrs. Ware nodded.

* * * * *
 

In the church of an evening they were practising carols, for the vicar always took time by the forelock. No town in England, Scotland or Wales could produce better carol-singers than Rother.

 

‘Mary the Mother sat rocking her child:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

The beasts gathered round and their eyes were mild

As they rested on Mary the Undefiled,

On Mary the Mother who rocked her child.

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

 

‘Mary the Mother began to weep:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?

Born on this night when the snow is deep — 

So cold, so cold that he cannot sleep?’

Mary the Mother began to weep:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”’

 

Young voices came flooding out into the darkness. Hannah, passing the church, would push open the door and listen awhile, for she liked the tune.

‘Pretty,’ she would think, beginning to hum softly under her breath as she turned towards home; ‘wonder if the choir’ll come down our Lane and sing to us, same as they done last Christmas.’

Hannah didn’t know very much about religion, though Doris showed signs of becoming religious. Hannah hoped Doris wouldn’t get the sort of ideas that had made Uncle Stanley such a holy terror. Uncle Stanley was on the warpath again; he had preached at the bottom of Anchor Street a fortnight ago, and Father had heard him. Father had said it was really disgraceful the manner in which he had bawled at people, shaking his fist and threatening hell as though he fancied himself God Almighty. Father had said he felt quite ashamed when he thought that Uncle Stanley was a connection, at which Granny had laughed and laughed till she’d choked: ‘That’s good!’ she had gasped, ‘Does yer ‘ear that, Rubin.”

Doris now went to church every Sunday, meeting her teacher at the top of the Lane - her teacher would never come down to the cottage.

‘Considers us ‘eathens, I s’pose!’ Mother frowned.

‘A bettermost female she fancies ‘erself afraid of gettin’ a bug bite’, scoffed Granny.

But Hannah didn’t want to forbid this church going. After all the vicar was a nice quiet person and the church, she decided, couldn’t hurt Doris, though she doubted if it could do her much good, because Doris was almost too good already. Doris never got the bad marks for conduct and for inattention that came Ermie’s way, but then Doris never got any fun out of life. Maybe Ermie wanted a bit too much fun if it came to that - must be careful of Ermie.
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ROTHER was changing, Rother was dying as places will die with their generations, yet the generations continue to live. Life, always life passed from body to body; the strange, inexplicable urge of life, the endless, unquenchable stream of life; on and on down the ages, no respite, no escape - as inescapable as death itself. No respite and no escape from life, and now life was demanding its toll of Hannah.

‘Carn’t be - not a third time it carn’t...’ she thought.

But it was, and Hannah knew that it was. Her stark, strong body was no longer her own. Life had claimed it, compelling it to give of its strength to the seed of life that lay hidden within it.

Hannah Bullen pressed her hand to her heart; her heart beat wildly under her hand. Fear gripped her. She trembled. Her lean thighs shook. Her heart beat like the thundering pulse of life. Her eyes stared into space. Her lips were ashen.

‘Pore Mother... Ermie... I dursent tell. But what’ll I do - oh, what’ll I do?’

Then a sudden and unaccountable joy, leaping, shouting, possessing her spirit, surging up from her spirit to her staggering mind, swelling and breaking over her mind. A sudden and unaccountable joy - the leaping, shouting joy of creation.

Hannah Bullen was great with yet one more bastard, she who had two already on her hands and not a penny put by in the bank; and Father now unable to work were he willing, and Alf a young loafer who lived on the dole, and Mother sitting about half the time and fretting for Annabel and the gipsies, and Granny consuming quarts of milk in her Benger’s because she must be kept alive - whatever happened she must be kept alive, for wasn’t she the oldest thing in those parts, almost as old as the Marsh itself, the perpetual pride and torment of the Bullens? Hannah was great with yet one more bastard, and this time she didn’t even know who was its father.

* * * * *Mike stared at her incredulously for a moment, then his red brown eyes became frightened and angry.
 

‘What the ‘ell...’ But Hannah held up her hand.

‘Maybe it aren’t yours after all.’ You couldn’t go and do the low-down on a man. She had thought that Edmund was none of his business - well, but now he was. ‘Maybe it aren’t yours.’ “‘Oo’s then?’

‘A chap’s what I met at the ‘oppin’.’

‘You bitch!’ he shouted, ‘you dirty bitch! Where’s the robber that ‘ad yer? I’ll wring ‘is neck!’

‘Yer carn’t - ‘e’s dead. Don’t carry on, Mike: ‘e was only a pitiful, dyin’ creature what I ‘adn’t the ‘eart to refuse when ‘e arsked ‘‘Ow many others?’

‘Only ‘im, Mike, and then just for part of a night in the woods - if I ‘adn’t been caught I’d never ‘ave told yer.’

‘Dead, is ‘e?’ The anger left Mike Paine’s eyes to give place to a heavy and sombre brooding. ‘This is jolly for me, it is that, I don’t think. Course everyone’s goin’ to put it on me whether I got yer this way or not, and me wife ‘arf crazed ‘cause of you already. And what about me three legitimate kids? - carn’t keep nothin’ dark in this ‘ere bloody town - won’t be any too nice for them, I’m thinkin’. And maybe I aren’t to blame at all...’ Then abruptly: ‘Yer’ll ‘ave to get rid of it, Hannah, go to London or somewheres - I’ll give yer the money.’

She stared at him. ‘What’s that yer sayin’, Mike?’

He frowned. ‘Go and get it took away from yer same as others does - lots of women does it. Don’t gape like a fool, aren’t I speakin’ plain?’

‘But, Mike - listen, Mike, it aren’t done us no ‘arm....’

‘Not yet, but it will if it comes!’ he muttered.

That sudden and unaccountable joy, where was it? It was gone and in its place stood a hideous, gaunt and despairing spectre.

‘I cam’t do it, Mike!’

‘Course yer can - yer must.’ His mind was by nature clumsy and simple, the great hulking bull of a man that he was. Lustful he had been but not wholly bad, but now he had turned bad because he was frightened: ‘Course, if I could be certain the brat was mine - but I aren’t, and yer’ve no right to foist it on me.’

She turned and left him alone in the loft where first they had slaked the urge of their passion. He was kicking the straw with an earth-caked boot - viciously he kicked at the yielding straw. The action was that of an angry beast; it struck Hannah as being brutal and senseless. Slowly, very slowly she made her way home. Her head drooped. Her limbs felt heavy and cold as the mist from the Marsh swept into the town, as the mists of doubt swept over her mind.

‘Ermie... this is goin’ to ‘arm Ermie’, she thought. ‘‘Ow ever am I goin’ to explain to Ermie?’
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QUEER the way that Agnes Farmer was talking, throwing out hints about this girl and that who had found herself in serious trouble but had managed to get rid of the trouble in time. It was almost as though Agnes Farmer suspected, but Hannah felt certain she couldn’t suspect, why should she? Nothing was showing as yet.

‘What are yer drivin’ ate’ Hannah asked her.

Agnes grinned: ‘Now aren’t you an innocent one! Don’t you know ‘ow girls get rid of their babies? Maybe you don’t know ‘ow babies come - maybe you think as they’re brought in a bag and emptied out under the gooseberry bushes!’

Hannah was beginning to hate the girl, yet in spite of this she would find herself questioning, and Agnes was only too willing to talk:

‘It’s easy enough in most cases’, Agnes told her. ‘I’ve a friend oo consulted a woman near ‘ere - she was back at work in less than a week, as fit as a fiddle.’

‘And the kid?’ inquired Hannah.

‘Oh, that! It went down the drain, I suppose; but it wasn’t a bit like a real living kid-just like something as wasn’t properly formed.’

Hannah felt suddenly deathly sick.

‘Good gracious, you’ve gone the colour of pea soup! ‘Ave you come over faint? You look awful!’ said Agnes.

Strange days, it was strange to be questioning Agnes whom you not only hated but thoroughly mistrusted - Agnes with that crafty look in her eyes and that callous, beastly manner of talking; strange to be listening to all she said as though what she said might really concern you. It was strange to sit in the same room with Mother and know that your body contained a secret - a secret you hadn’t the courage to tell because now you felt almost frightened of Mother. Strange to clean the saucepans and scrub the kitchen. Strange to play with Mrs. Ellison’s baby when all the while your own baby was lying under your heart, creeping into your heart because it would be despised and unwanted. But you wanted it with the whole of your strength. It lay quietly in you, as yet not stirring, while somehow creeping into your heart. So helpless it was, so utterly helpless. It was yours to destroy, it was yours to protect. What did it matter about its father? It belonged to no man but only to you; it was flesh of your flesh, it fed on your substance. For its sake you were forcing yourself to eat, forcing yourself not to turn from your food. For its sake you were standing out against Mike - you were putting yourself between it and destruction.

Strange days bringing with them hours of elation, bringing with them long hours of fear and depression. Bringing with them hours of a sadness so profound that it seemed to come from the depths of your being, because no one but you would welcome this child. In all the world it had no one but you, and the world was so big, so unfriendly, so cold.... ‘Mary the Mother sat rocking her child: “Now who will be kind to my little Jesus’ That carol seemed to run in your head — perhaps because the time was so pretty.

Mike wanted the thing to be done in London — Mike was willing to pay, it appeared he had savings. Agnes knew of a woman who lived quite near... the girl had been well in less than a week. Pore Mother was looking unaccountably old - this would be a terrible trouble to Mother.... Maybe Father would turn you out of his house - he could be a real devil at times, Father could. He had raged about Doris and Erm - and now this. If Father turned the three of you out of his house yet needed most of the money you earned, what was going to happen to Doris and Erm? Father couldn’t be left with Mother to starve, and then, of course, there was always old Granny. And what kind of talk would there be at the school? There had been enough about Mike already.

Ermie was beginning to ask awkward questions. She’d never seemed to trouble her head in the past, but three evenings ago she had suddenly asked: ‘Is our father down ‘ere in the old graveyard, or is ‘e up in the cemetery?’ For a moment you hadn’t known what to say. Then: ‘Yer father’s buried at sea,’ you’d lied, ‘same as most sailors is.’ But perhaps you’d not lied - perhaps Ermie’s father was buried at sea... you didn’t know, perhaps he was dead; queer, all things considered, how this thought hurt you.... Of course, there’d been nothing in Ermie’s question, unless one of those kids had been saying something.... Ermie needn’t be told for years and years. But what about Doris? Doris was clever, and she thought such a lot. She’d looked up and stared, then looked down quickly again at her book. Doris was the kind that kept her own counsel. She’d never let things out the way Ermie did. Doris ought to play more, she was much too quiet. Ermie... that woman who lived close by — According to Agnes it was done every day. Mike kept nagging and nagging till you felt you’d go mad - but maybe Mother’d nag too if you told her — Was it fair on pore Mother to serve her like this, to make her put up with another child? Mother had done her best in the past but now she wasn’t so young as she had been.

Mike said you were crazy. Well, maybe you were. Maybe it was good of him to offer to pay when he couldn’t be certain that he was the father....’No, I tells yer, I aren’t goin’ to do it, Mike Paine, I aren’t goin’ to deny it the right to live.’

The strange, inexplicable urge of life laying hold of Hannah, giving her strength, giving her a mighty will to endure. ‘No, I tells yer, I aren’t goin’ to do it, Mike Paine....’

 

‘Mary the Mother began to weep,

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

 

Young voices flooding out into the darkness while Hannah stood by the door of the church and shamefacedly, awkwardly wept herself, rubbing the tears away from her eyes with the back of a chapped and work-soiled hand - she who so seldom took refuge in weeping.






  








CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

December
 

1
 

THE weather was sunny and dry that December. Crofts Lane was for ever going to the Look-Out and shading its eyes and staring towards France. Mrs. Ware must pause as she hung out her washing and shout along the Lane to Commodore Roach.

“‘Ere comes the Josephine, if I aren’t mistaken. Better bring yer telescope, Mrs. Roach - she’s just about to navigate the bend.’

And in less than two minutes Commodore Roach would be swinging her telescope up to her eye: ‘Yer quite right, Mrs. Ware, she’s the Josephine... they’ve been patchin’ ‘er mainsail.... Like to take a peep?’

For Commodore Roach was more neighbourly these days. Indeed everyone was, if it came to that. New bonds had been forged: loyalty to the Lane and a growing mistrust of the Council houses.

‘Course these cottages wants a lot of repairs, I aren’t sayin’ they doesn’t,’ said Mrs. Butler, ‘still it’s ‘ard to be shifted after nearly sixteen years of winter and summer, summer and winter, and me children ‘avin’ been born ‘ere and all, and my ‘Erb ‘avin’ passed away ‘ere as ‘e done.... Aren’t the view just perfect! Is that sea-gulls or what? Them white splashes down there alongside of the dick - which reminds me, I seed a pair of wild swans come floppin’ across there the other day. It seems ‘ard, very ‘ard after so many years....’ And she wiped her eyes with the corner of her apron.

Commodore Roach thought the view was too perfect; ‘Means a deluge when the Channel stands out like this.’

But Commodore Roach was wrong it appeared; the rain did not come although badly wanted. The rainfall had been exceptionally low and the farmers were worrying over the drought, while the Council was dreading a water shortage.

Blue sky with small scudding billows of cloud that turned golden at sunrise and crimson at sunset; and the blue of the sky reflected in the dykes and along the whole length and breadth of the river. And the herons doing their winter fishing on the stretch of marsh between Rother and Small Hythe; and many wild swans near the ‘Shepherd’s Rest’ — that lonely inn frequented by Lookers at the season when the early lambs are abroad. And always the great-hearted missel-thrush, that most faithful and dauntless of English minstrels, singing in sunshine, singing in storm; even singing perched on a wall in Crofts Lane, and courteously pecking the crusts of stale bread that Mrs. Roach left on the window-sill to please her bird-loving, bedridden husband.

‘I’m sure I don’t know what he’ll do,’ she complained, ‘when ‘e aren’t got the birds to distract ‘is mind. It’s really amazin’ ‘ow they comes down ‘ere, yer wouldn’t think they would, not with all our cats and no gardens nor nothin’ like that to entice’ em. Course there won’t be no birds along where we’re goin’ ‘cause of them bloody stinkin’ trains, puffin’ out filth from mom till eve.’

‘No, there won’t be no birds’, agreed Crofts Lane, sighing.
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HANNAH carried her secret with dignity. She was not any more almost frightened of Mother. She was frightened of nothing and no one any more, neither of Mother’s tearful re-

 proaches, nor of Father’s rage, nor of Mike’s importuning. She was calm with the health of her strong stark body that suggested a branch denuded of leaves, with the poise and the health that is given by toil before its burdens become too exacting. The skin of her cheeks was clear and brown and her deep-set grey eyes were bright and steadfast - those grey steadfast eyes that saw life as it was, and seeing life neither feared nor despised it.

She was done with Mike now. She refused to meet him, not because of his angry, insistent nagging but because of himself. She was done with Mike Paine. She felt, as always, little resentment; it was rather that he had ceased to count, had ceased to be a necessity or even a passing unruly urge. If she thought of this man, which was seldom these days, it was never in conjunction with her unborn child, but only when she looked at his children.

Her daily work came to her without effort, though now she was working solely from habit. What she had done in the past she still did uncomplainingly and without reflection. Once again the whole work of the house was on her hands, for Agnes had grown tired of Rother and had left, and so far no maid had been found to replace her. Every week Hannah’s wages were given to Mother who had sheltered Doris and afterwards Ermie. Hannah’s shoes were worn out and so was her coat, but Mother still sheltered Doris and Ermie. Would she also shelter the coming child! In some strange and inexplicable way this no longer seemed to be of much moment. For in spite of the healthful calm that possessed her, there was now a definite blank in her mind: she could not envisage her baby’s birth.

She would think: ‘It’s ‘igh time I began to make plans. When it shows I’ll be forced to say somethin’ to Mother. What’ll I tell ‘er? Will I ‘ave it at ‘ome or go off somewheres, wonder which’d be best?’

But the answers would not form themselves in her brain. She would frown and try to compel them to do so, then sighing resignedly she might turn to her scrubbing brush and her bucket of soap-suds.

‘Hannah, I want you! I’ve lost my gloves. They’re not where you generally put them in my drawer-I’ve looked everywhere for them.’

‘All right, mum, I’m comin’.’

* * * * *
 

The Ellisons were very generous to Hannah. Mr. Ellison said: ‘Here’s a couple of pounds from my wife and myself. We’re not waiting to give it until Christmas Day in case you should need it - my wife thought you might like it for Christmas shopping.’

Hannah flushed: ‘Thank yer, sir-thank yer both very much.’ Two pounds! She’d expected a box of sweets and some handkerchiefs, or perhaps ten shillings.

Two pounds! Hannah knew that she ought to save it against the birth of the child in the summer - she who hadn’t a penny put by: ‘Oughter take it at once to the post office,’ she mused, ‘oughter start a post office savin’s account, same as Mrs. Ware done - oughter make a beginnin’.’ But somehow it didn’t seem worth while: ‘Course it’s worth while’, she told herself sternly. Then: ‘Erm, she’s that set on ‘avin’ that pram, and Mother’s been lookin’ at that brooch for days, and Gran never stops gassin’ about ‘er slippers.... They’s all just so many kids, the ‘ole lot, and maybe they won’t get no presents next year; seems a shame to go spoilin’ their Christmas for em.
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CHRISTMAS EVE and the last to be spent in Crofts Lane. They all knew that only one cottage would be spared even if their Happy-go-Lucky Landlord was as good as his word and put up a fight.

‘Odds is too much against ‘im’, said Mr. Ware.

‘‘E’s beat afore ‘e begins’, said Mr. Butler.

Christmas Eve and the last to be spent in Crofts Lane. The men went out and cut branches of holly - Alf Bullen, Mr. Butler and Mrs. Ware’s brother. Mr. Butler got some holly for Mrs. Taylor while Mrs. Ware’s brother remembered Mrs. Roach:

‘Better get a few sprigs for ‘er,’ he remarked, ‘seein’ as ‘er ‘usband’s stretched out on ‘is back-she’s been generouser lately with that telescope of ‘ers; not that she’s goin’ to need it much longer!’

So the Lane was decorated with holly.

‘Seems like layin’ a wreath on a grave’, sniffed Mrs. Ware, blowing her nose and mopping her eyes.

‘Oh, stow that, for Gawd’s sake!’ growled her husband.

Hannah put branches of holly round the kitchen while Granny conversed at great length with Reuben. Hannah wished that she’d stop it.

‘Do ‘old yer tongue, Gran.’

But Granny was getting so feeble these days that it seemed almost cruel to try to coerce her.... She and Grandfather Reuben, loving and young, lying down together of short summer nights and watching the dawn when they’d got tired of loving. Body close against body, mouth against mouth.... Maybe Granny did see him, you never could tell....

‘Granny - are yer ‘appy!’

‘Rubin’s brought me a ring-two ‘ands clasped. Rube, ‘ave you been poachin’ again. Talk thin, now, and tell me ‘ow you come by the money.’

Granny was a puzzle, she and her Reuben. They made everything seem in an awful muddle. Of course, Reuben wasn’t real whatever Gran said - but then sometimes Hannah didn’t feel real herself, especially when she couldn’t make plans. What was real and what rubbish, it all got mixed up. With Gran carrying on the way she did, and Crofts Lane going - it all got mixed up. Ermie was real.

‘Come over ‘ere, Erm. Now put yer arms round me neck and ‘old on. ‘Old me tighter. Just wait till yer sees what I’ve got yer! Do yer love me?’

‘Course. Carn’t I ‘ave me present tonight?’

‘No, yer cam’t. Now reach me that big bit of ‘oily.’ Through the shadows of the Lane moved the glimmer of lanterns and footsteps were sounding on the uneven cobbles.

It’s the carols!’ cried Ermie, and she ran to the door; Doris followed and stood peering over her shoulder. Hannah opened the window:

‘Yes, it’s them - they’re beginnin’.’

Then every door, except Mrs. Taylor’s, was flung wide, for Crofts Lane loved this simple singing, this Christmas singing of long ago. It made the Lane feel almost religious - the Lane that never put its nose inside the church, and whose language at times could be past belief, and whose Saturday nights at the Ropemaker’s Arms had become the despair of all high-minded people. Even Mrs. Osborne had opened her door, imitating, for once, the ways of her neighbours. ‘Good King Wenceslas’ sang the choir, and other familiar and venerable carols that Rother had heard many times in the past, waking drowsily out of its winter sleep and turning over the better to listen. And lastly the carol for which Hannah was waiting. She had never yet heard it sung through to the end, so that now she listened attentively, hushing the whispering of Ermie and Doris.

 

‘Mary the Mother sat rocking her child:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

The beasts gathered round and their eyes were mild

As they rested on Mary the undefiled,

On Mary the Mother who rocked her child:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

‘Mary the Mother began to weep:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

Born on a night when the snow is deep — 

So cold, so cold that he cannot sleep.”

Mary the Mother began to weep:

“Now who will be kind to my little Jesus?”

‘Then came the widow in weeds of grief:

“I will be kind to your little Jesus.”

Then came the leper, the cripple, the thief:

“We will be kind to your little Jesus.”

Then came the woman in robes of sin,

And she loosed her hair from its golden pin,

And her name it was Mary Magdalen:

“I will be kind to your little Jesus.”‘

 

The singing ceased, giving place to a stillness that not even the children broke for long seconds. Something had entered Crofts Lane and paused before passing onwards into the night - Something merciful and wise. Hannah looked at Ermie.
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THE next morning the family got its presents very early, as Hannah must go off to her work. Ermie got her doll’s pram, Doris got her book, Mother got her brooch and Father his pipe; Alf got his new necktie and his cigarettes, and Granny her pair of warm felt slippers. And none of them even troubled to ask how all these princely gifts had been paid for. The children had made Hannah a ribbon book-marker though she seldom opened a book if she could help it. Mother gave her a little box covered with shells that had once been bought on a visit to Brighton.

‘I knowed as yer’d often admired this ‘ere box, so I thought as yer might as well ‘ave it, dearie.’

Father and Alf gave her nothing at all. Alf explained that as he was still on the dole, there wasn’t much cash when it came to Christmas. Father didn’t worry himself to explain; and of course Granny couldn’t give anything to anyone - unless it were trouble.

But Hannah didn’t care, she was much too happy. Those who earned should be those who spent, she argued. Perhaps she ought to have bought those new shoes, the ones she was wearing were badly cracked, but she’d try to get a pair later on - perhaps she could scrape them out of her wages. New shoes and a coat, but later on. Meanwhile everybody had had what they’d wanted.






  








CHAPTER TWENTY
 

December-January
 

1
 

MIKE’S wife was ill, she was very ill indeed. The Lane heard that it was double pneumonia. Mike had come up to get his mother-in-law. Hannah had been at the Ellisons, but Alf and Mrs. Butler had seen him. Alf said that he’d seemed in a terrible way. Mrs. Osborne had gone at once to her daughter.

Hannah felt no remorse over Mike Paine’s wife, she’d been failing ever since her last confinement; and besides, Mike wasn’t the faithful kind. Hannah knew that before her there’d been other women and would be again, he’d never run straight. Still, she wished she could give a hand with those children. Mrs. Osborne had put a young niece of hers in charge; a scatter-brained girl, Hannah didn’t trust her.

‘Good for nothin’, to judge by ‘er silly face. Any’ow she don’t know about kids’, Hannah fretted; ‘and that baby’s ‘e’s what yer might call touch and go!’

Hannah tried to be helpful to Mrs. Osborne’s niece, much against the grain, for the sake of the baby: “Ere, come on, let me show yer. ‘E won’t fret so much if yer ‘olds ‘im like this - unless somethin’ ‘urts ‘im - maybe it’s a safety-pin come undone, that can ‘appen.’

But the girl had been warned against her: ‘Don’t touch him. I’m not requiring your help.’

And the baby howling until he was sick; and Hannah quite sure that his food was all wrong; and that chit of a girl going out every evening - a nice person she was to be left in charge.

Of course, Mrs. Osborne came up now and then, but she didn’t seem to know about babies either. Mike’s children, poor puny, unfortunate kids. Mike didn’t care if they lived or died, and their mother was too nervous to have them around her. Now if Ermie were to die Hannah’s world would stop - Hannah’s heart would stop. But then Ermie was different.
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THE old year was fast drawing towards its end. Hannah was glad to see it go. Open the doors and let it out.

‘My word, what a wind!’ exclaimed Mrs. Butler. ‘Carn’t open the door in this ‘ere wind - it’ll ‘ave to sneak out through them cracks in our chimney.’

A south-easterly gale was sweeping Crofts Lane.

‘I does wish they’d stop tollin’,’ grumbled Mrs. Ware, ‘what with that bell and all, I’ve got the ‘ump.’

‘Yer’ve never got nothin’ else,’ Mr. Ware informed her. Then: ‘‘Alio, what’s that light in the Butler’s shed?’ He peered through the window. ‘My Gawd, it’s on fire, and the gale blowin’ hard from the worst direction!’

Fire. The incredible speed of the thing. Flames shot out of the shed and struck full on the cottage. In a moment wild confusion had seized the Lane.

‘Fire! Fire!’

‘Get all the children out first. Look sharp!’

‘Where’s our cat; I aren’t goin’ to leave ‘er to burn!’

‘‘Ere she is - ‘old on to ‘er.’

‘My Gawd, it’s spreadin’!’

‘Think there’s time for me to get a few of me things?’ Then Mr. Butler and Mr. Ware who belonged to the fire brigade: ‘Where’s our ‘elmets?’

‘Come on, woman, carn’t yer? Give me that belt!’

‘Where’s me axe-it oughter be under the dresser.’

Mr. Butler and Mr. Ware racing up the Lane to give the alarm: ‘We’ll be back with the ‘ose. Keep yer ‘eads and don’t risk yer lives savin’ yer possessions.’

Mrs. Ware, her children being in safety, was clasping her thin and neglected mongrel. She was sobbing: “E’s got ‘isself burnt - ‘is pore side. ‘E was chained... I didn’t think... I forgot. ‘E was chained in the wash-’ouse, and now it’s blazin’.’ Her own arms had been scorched through saving the dog. ‘Better get ‘er along to the doctor’, said someone.

From the Bullens’ cottage came Father and Alf. They were carrying Granny on her old straw pallet. Hannah followed with the rest of the family. Showers of sparks were blowing on to the roof and against the side wall that was weather-boarded. Mother was clutching her case of stuffed birds and the family Bible. Granny was singing.

Hannah said: ‘Yer’d best take ‘er up near the church and put ‘er somewheres out of the wind. Ermie and Doris, you go with Gran and stay close to ‘er, see? Don’t come down ‘ere again. Now mind what I says, you two stays by yer Gran; and Mother, you’d better go along with ‘em.’

Mrs. Ware’s eldest brother was helping Mrs. Roach with the task of moving her bedridden husband.

A crowd was collecting at the entrance to the Lane: ‘Make way for the firemen!’ bawled the policeman.

‘Is the children all safe?’ shouted Mr. Ware. ‘My kids and the rest?’

The policeman nodded: ‘Reverend Shore ‘as took ’em off to ‘is house. Yer wife’s got ‘er arms scorched, she’s along at the doctor’s.’

The captain’s whistle: ‘Sharp’s the word with that hose! When you’ve fixed it play it straight down the Lane.’

‘Don’t believe as it’s goin’ to reach far enough.’

‘Perhaps not-we can only do our best.’

 

‘Keep back, please, keep back! Clear a space for the firemen!’

Mrs. Taylor was thrusting her way through the crowd: ‘Everythink’s bein’ burnt up’, she wailed; ‘all our pore little bits and pieces burnt up, and we’ll never again be able to afford ‘em.’

Cottage after cottage. The Lane was doomed, but not to the shame of pickaxe and hammer - wind and fire were preparing a worthier end. Father, Alf and some men from the Ropemaker’s Arms, were fighting the flames with buckets of water. The flames consumed the water and swept on. At the top of the Lane they were using the hose, but the hose proved too short and, moreover, was leaking. For years people had known that this thing might happen. So much progress afoot yet no modern fire engine - a hand pump, that was all. Yet people had said: ‘If Crofts Lane were to catch it would go in a minute.’ And now it was going indeed, for the drought had made its old timber as dry as match-wood.

A cry went up from those near the Look-Out: ‘Mrs. Osborne’s ‘as caught!’

Then: ‘It’s burnin’ like ‘ell! Is them three kids safe?’

‘I dunno.... I aren’t seen ‘em.’

‘Must ‘ave been took to the vicarage.’

“Oo seed ’em got out?’

‘Where’s that girl what’s been with ‘em?’

‘Thought I passed ‘er goin’ into the pictures.’

‘My Gawd! Where’s Mike Paine-why aren’t ‘e ‘ere? They’s ‘is kids.’

‘I ‘eard as ‘is wife was worse.’

‘Fetch Ware and Butler. What the ‘ell are they at? There’s been enough smoke blowin’ into that place to make them kids go unconscious in their sleep. If they’re still inside I should think as it’s choked ‘em!’

‘‘Oo told captain as all the inmates was safe?’

‘I done, ‘cause I thought they was, Gawd ‘elp me!’

Hannah Bullen leapt forward. She leapt like a flame. Her body was lighted up by the flames. Her body was a thing to marvel at. It was purpose personified. It was action. Her mind was empty of all but one thought that beat like a hammer upon her brain: Ermie - it was Ermie she was going to save, because Ermie was every child in the world, and every child in the world was Ermie.

‘Hannah! Hannah Bullen! Stop her, someone!’

But now she was standing at an upper window with the ailing baby clasped in her arms. She was calling to her brother.

‘Alf, I’m goin’ to drop ‘im - be ready to catch. Are yer ready, Alf?’

Alf caught the child and gave him to Father.

She was gripping Coral, thrusting her out. Willing, anxious hands were holding a blanket. She was trying to make the boy Walter jump too. But the children were terrified, and dazed by the smoke. They would not jump. They would not obey. Hannah lifted them, then dropped them on to the blanket. ‘Hannah, come down. Jump yerself. Quick! Quick!’

Alf was struggling to fight his way in through the flames but was beaten back - the place was a furnace. He tried yet again and was beaten back.

‘Us Bullens sticks together!’ he was shouting. ‘That’s me sister, that’s Hannah Bullen in there. I’m goin’ to get ‘er. Us Bullens sticks together!’ Then all in a moment he reeled and fell, and they saw that his face and chest were blackened.

‘Hannah! Hannah!’

‘My Gawd, she don’t ‘ear us...’

‘The room’s roarin’!’

‘Someone go and get ‘old of the captain. Captain, for Gawd’s sake come on down ‘ere!’

‘Fetch a ladder, we might get ‘er out through the winder.’

‘Hannah! Hannah Bullen!’

‘Oh, Christ, the roof...’

With a sudden sharp crash the roof fell in and the cottage blazed up magnificently, like a beacon set on the crest of the hill.

It was New Year’s Day. It was Hannah’s birthday.
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King’s College London — where Hall was educated, before continuing her education in Germany






  

MISS OGILVY FINDS HERSELF


 

This 1936 collection of short stories features the title story, Miss Ogilvy Finds Herself. In her childhood,
Miss Ogilvy is presented as a tomboy, refusing to play with stereotypical girls’ toys, demanding she be called William and growing up into a very masculine woman. Although she has had her male suitors, she remains unmarried and looks after her unmarried sisters as if she is the family patriarch. The 1914-1918 war begins and Miss Ogilvy sees this as an opportunity to fulfil her masculine role in society. But what will happen when the war is over?

The title short story was written in 1926, before Hall embarked upon the writing of The Well of Loneliness and is widely regarded as a “rehearsal” for the novel. Although most of Hall’s work contained homosexual characters, even if only very minor ones, Miss Ogilvy and Stephen Gordon from The Well of Loneliness are the only characters that take centre stage as homosexuals.

Miss Ogilvy was largely based on the tennis ace and war hero Toupie Lowther, an overtly masculine lesbian, who was a friend of Hall and Una. The coastal scenes in the story are based on Burgh Island in Devon, England. 






  









 

May “Toupie” Lowther was a tennis player and fencer, active during the last decade of the nineteenth century, on whom Hall based the character Miss Ogilvy.
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Burgh Island, Devon — a real-life setting of the title story
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AUTHOR’S FORENOTE
 

THIS story, which is now being published for the first time, and in which I have permitted myself a brief excursion into the realms of the fantastic, was written in July 1926, shortly before I definitely decided to write my serious study of congenital sexual inversion, The Well of Loneliness.

Although Miss Ogilvy is a very different person from Stephen Gordon, yet those who have read The Well of Loneliness will find in the earlier part of this story the nucleus of those sections of my novel which deal with Stephen Gordon’s childhood and girlhood, and with the noble and selfless work done by hundreds of sexually inverted women during the Great War.






  








MISS OGILVY FINDS HERSELF
 

1
 

MISS OGILVY stood on the quay at Calais and surveyed the disbanding of her Unit, the Unit that together with the coming of war had completely altered the complexion of her life, at all events for three years.

Miss Ogilvy’s thin, pale lips were set sternly and her forehead was puckered in an effort of attention, in an effort to memorise every small detail of every old war-weary battered motor on whose side still appeared the merciful emblem that had set Miss Ogilvy free.

Miss Ogilvy’s mind was jerking a little, trying to regain its accustomed balance, trying to readjust itself quickly to this sudden and paralysing change. Her tall, awkward body with its queer look of strength, its broad, flat bosom and thick legs and ankles, as though in response to her jerking mind, moved uneasily, rocking backwards and forwards. She had this trick of rocking on her feet in moments of controlled agitation. As usual, her hands were thrust deep into her pockets, they seldom seemed to come out of her pockets unless it were to light a cigarette, and as though she were still standing firm under fire while the wounded were placed in her ambulances, she suddenly straddled her legs very slightly and lifted her head and listened. She was standing firm under fire at that moment, the fire of a desperate regret.

Some girls came towards her, young, tired-looking creatures whose eyes were too bright from long strain and excitement. They had all been members of that glorious Unit, and they still wore the queer little forage-caps and the short, clumsy tunics of the French Militaire. They still slouched in walking and smoked Caporals in emulation of the Poilus. Like their founder and leader these girls were all English, but like her they had chosen to serve England’s ally, fearlessly thrusting right up to the trenches in search of the wounded and dying. They had seen some fine things in the course of three years, not the least fine of which was the cold, hard-faced woman who commanding, domineering, even hectoring at times, had yet been possessed of so dauntless a courage and of so insistent a vitality that it vitalised the whole Unit.

“It’s rotten!” Miss Ogilvy heard someone saying. “It’s rotten, this breaking up of our Unit!” And the high, rather childish voice of the speaker sounded perilously near to tears.

Miss Ogilvy looked at the girl almost gently, and it seemed, for a moment, as though some deep feeling were about to find expression in words. But Miss Ogilvy’s feelings had been held in abeyance so long that they seldom dared become vocal, so she merely said “Oh?” on a rising inflection — her method of checking emotion.

They were swinging the ambulance cars in midair, those of them that were destined to go back to England, swinging them up like sacks of potatoes, then lowering them with much clanging of chains to the deck of the waiting steamer. The porters were shoving and shouting and quarrelling, pausing now and again to make meaningless gestures; while a pompous official was becoming quite angry as he pointed at Miss Ogilvy’s own special car — it annoyed him, it was bulky and difficult to move.

“Bon Dieu! Mais dépêchez-vous donc!” he bawled, as though he were bullying the motor.

Then Miss Ogilvy’s heart gave a sudden, thick thud to see this undignified, pitiful ending; and she turned and patted the gallant old car as though she were patting a well-beloved horse, as though she would say: “Yes, I know how it feels — never mind, we’ll go down together.”
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Miss Ogilvy sat in the railway carriage on her way from Dover to London. The soft English landscape sped smoothly past: small homesteads, small churches, small pastures, small lanes with small hedges; all small like England itself, all small like Miss Ogilvy’s future. And sitting there still arrayed in her tunic, with her forage-cap resting on her knees, she was conscious of a sense of complete frustration; thinking less of those glorious years at the Front and of all that had gone to the making of her, than of all that had gone to the marring of her from the days of her earliest childhood.

She saw herself as a queer little girl, aggressive and awkward because of her shyness; a queer little girl who loathed sisters and dolls, preferring the stable-boys as companions, preferring to play with footballs and tops, and occasional catapults. She saw herself climbing the tallest beech trees, arrayed in old breeches illicitly come by. She remembered insisting with tears and some temper that her real name was William and not Wilhelmina. All these childish pretences and illusions she remembered, and the bitterness that came after. For Miss Ogilvy had found as her life went on that in this world it is better to be one with the herd, that the world has no wish to understand those who cannot conform to its stereotyped pattern. True enough in her youth she had gloried in her strength, lifting weights, swinging clubs and developing muscles, but presently this had grown irksome to her; it had seemed to lead nowhere, she being a woman, and then as her mother had often protested: muscles looked so appalling in evening dress — a young girl ought not to have muscles.

Miss Ogilvy’s relation to the opposite sex was unusual and at that time added much to her worries, for no less than three men had wished to propose, to the genuine amazement of the world and her mother. Miss Ogilvy’s instinct made her like and trust men for whom she had a pronounced fellow-feeling; she would always have chosen them as her friends and companions in preference to girls or women; she would dearly have loved to share in their sports, their business, their ideals and their wide-flung interests. But men had not wanted her, except the three who had found in her strangeness a definite attraction, and those would-be suitors she had actually feared, regarding them with aversion. Towards young girls and women she was shy and respectful, apologetic and sometimes admiring. But their fads and their foibles, none of which she could share, while amusing her very often in secret, set her outside the sphere of their intimate lives, so that in the end she must blaze a lone trail through the difficulties of her nature.

“I can’t understand you,” her mother had said, “you’re a very odd creature — now when I was your age..”

And her daughter had nodded, feeling sympathetic. There were two younger girls who also gave trouble, though in their case the trouble was fighting for husbands who were scarce enough even in those days. It was finally decided, at Miss Ogilvy’s request, to allow her to leave the field clear for her sisters. She would remain in the country with her father when the others went up for the Season.

Followed long, uneventful years spent in sport, while Sarah and Fanny toiled, sweated and gambled in the matrimonial market. Neither ever succeeded in netting a husband, and when the Squire died leaving very little money, Miss Ogilvy found to her great surprise that they looked upon her as a brother. They had so often jibed at her in the past, that at first she could scarcely believe her senses, but before very long it became all too real: she it was who must straighten out endless muddles, who must make the dreary arrangements for the move, who must find a cheap but genteel house in London and, once there, who must cope with the family accounts which she only, it seemed, could balance.

It would be: “You might see to that, Wilhelmina; you write, you’ve got such a good head for business.” Or: “I wish you’d go down and explain to that man that we really can’t pay his account till next quarter.” Or: “This money for the grocer is five shillings short. Do run over my sum, Wilhelmina.”

Her mother, grown feeble, discovered in this daughter a staff upon which she could lean with safety. Miss Ogilvy genuinely loved her mother, and was therefore quite prepared to be leaned on; but when Sarah and Fanny began to lean too with the full weight of endless neurotic symptoms incubated in resentful virginity, Miss Ogilvy found herself staggering a little. For Sarah and Fanny were grown hard to bear, with their mania for telling their symptoms to doctors, with their unstable nerves and their acrid tongues and the secret dislike they now felt for their mother. Indeed, when old Mrs. Ogilvy died, she was unmourned except by her eldest daughter who actually felt a void in her life — the unforeseen void that the ailing and weak will not infrequently leave behind them.

At about this time an aunt also died, bequeathing her fortune to her niece Wilhelmina who, however, was too weary to gird up her loins and set forth in search of exciting adventure — all she did was to move her protesting sisters to a little estate she had purchased in Surrey. This experiment was only a partial success, for Miss Ogilvy failed to make friends of her neighbours; thus at fifty-five she had grown rather dour, as is often the way with shy, lonely people.

When the war came she had just begun settling down — people do settle down in their fifty-sixth year — she was feeling quite glad that her hair was grey, that the garden took up so much of her time, that, in fact, the beat of her blood was slowing. But all this was changed when war was declared; on that day Miss Ogilvy’s pulses throbbed wildly.

“My God! If only I were a man!” she burst out, as she glared at Sarah and Fanny, “if only I had been born a man!” Something in her was feeling deeply defrauded.

Sarah and Fanny were soon knitting socks and mittens and mufflers and Jaeger trench-helmets. Other ladies were busily working at depots, making swabs at the Squire’s, or splints at the Parson’s; but Miss Ogilvy scowled and did none of these things — she was not at all like other ladies.

For nearly twelve months she worried officials with a view to getting a job out in France — not in their way but in hers, and that was the trouble. She wished to go up to the front-line trenches, she wished to be actually under fire, she informed the harassed officials.

To all her enquiries she received the same answer: “We regret that we cannot accept your offer.” But once thoroughly roused she was hard to subdue, for her shyness had left her as though by magic.

Sarah and Fanny shrugged angular shoulders: “There’s plenty of work here at home,” they remarked, “though of course it’s not quite so melodramatic!”

“Oh...?” queried their sister on a rising note of impatience — and she promptly cut off her hair: “That’ll jar them!” she thought with satisfaction.

Then she went up to London, formed her admirable unit and finally got it accepted by the French, despite renewed opposition.

In London she had found herself quite at her ease, for many another of her kind was in London doing excellent work for the nation. It was really surprising how many cropped heads had suddenly appeared as it were out of space; how many Miss Ogilvies, losing their shyness, had come forward asserting their right to serve, asserting their claim to attention.

There followed those turbulent years at the front, full of courage and hardship and high endeavour; and during those years Miss Ogilvy forgot the bad joke that Nature seemed to have played her. She was given the rank of a French lieutenant and she lived in a kind of blissful illusion; appalling reality lay on all sides and yet she managed to live in illusion. She was competent, fearless, devoted and untiring. What then? Could any man hope to do better? She was nearly fifty-eight, yet she walked with a stride, and at times she even swaggered a little.

Poor Miss Ogilvy sitting so glumly in the train with her manly trench-boots and her forage-ca! Poor all the Miss Ogilvies back from the war with their tunics, their trench-boots, and their childish illusions! Wars come and wars go but the world does not change: it will always forget an indebtedness which it thinks it expedient not to remember.
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When Miss Ogilvy returned to her home in Surrey it was only to find that her sisters were ailing from the usual imaginary causes, and this to a woman who had seen the real thing was intolerable, so that she looked with distaste at Sarah and then at Fanny. Fanny was certainly not prepossessing, she was suffering from a spurious attack of hay fever.

“Stop sneezing!” commanded Miss Ogilvy, in the voice that had so much impressed the Unit. But as Fanny was not in the least impressed, she naturally went on sneezing.

Miss Ogilvy’s desk was piled mountain-high with endless tiresome letters and papers: circulars, bills, months-old correspondence, the gardener’s accounts, an agent’s report on some fields that required land-draining. She seated herself before this collection; then she sighed, it all seemed so absurdly trivial.

“Will you let your hair grow again?” Fanny enquired... she and Sarah had followed her into the study. “I’m certain the Vicar would be glad if you did.”

“Oh?” murmured Miss Ogilvy, rather too blandly.

“Wilhelmina!”

“Yes?”

“You will do it, won’t you?”

“Do what?”

“Let your hair grow; we all wish you would.”

“Why should I?”

“Oh, well, it will look less odd, especially now that the war is over — in a small place like this people notice such things.”

“I entirely agree with Fanny,” announced Sarah. Sarah had become very self-assertive, no doubt through having mismanaged the estate during the years of her sister’s absence. They had quite a heated dispute one morning over the south herbaceous border.

“Whose garden is this?” Miss Ogilvy asked sharply. “I insist on auricula-eyed sweet-williams! I even took the trouble to write from France, but it seems that my letter has been ignored.”

“Don’t shout,” rebuked Sarah, “you’re not in France now!”

Miss Ogilvy could gladly have boxed her ears: “I only wish to God I were,” she muttered.

Another dispute followed close on its heels, and this time it happened to be over the dinner. Sarah and Fanny were living on weeds — at least that was the way Miss Ogilvy put it.

“We’ve become vegetarians,” Sarah said grandly.

“You’ve become two damn tiresome cranks!” snapped their sister.

Now it never had been Miss Ogilvy’s way to indulge in acid recriminations, but somehow, these days, she forgot to say: “Oh?” quite so often as expediency demande. It may have been Fanny’s perpetual sneezing that had got on her nerves; or it may have been Sarah, or the gardener, or the Vicar, or even the canary; though it really did not matter very much what it was just so long as she found a convenient peg upon which to hang her growing irritation.

“This won’t do at all,” Miss Ogilvy thought sternly, “life’s not worth so much fuss, I must pull myself together.” But it seemed this was easier said than done; not a day passed without her losing her temper and that over some trifle: “No, this won’t do at all — it just mustn’t be,” she thought sternly.

Everyone pitied Sarah and Fanny: “Such a dreadful, violent old thing,” said the neighbours.

But Sarah and Fanny had their revenge: “Poor darling, it’s shell-shock, you know,” they murmured.

Thus Miss Ogilvy’s prowess was whittled away until she herself was beginning to doubt it. Had she ever been that courageous person who had faced death in France with such perfect composure? Had she ever stood tranquilly under fire, without turning a hair, while she issued her orders? Had she ever been treated with marked respect? She herself was beginning to doubt it.

Sometimes she would see an old member of the Unit, a girl who, more faithful to her than the others, would take the trouble to run down to Surrey. These visits, however, were seldom enlivening.

“Oh, well... here we are.. Miss Ogilvy would mutter.

But one day the girl smiled and shook her blond head: “I’m not — I’m going to be married.”

Strange thoughts had come to Miss Ogilvy, unbidden, thoughts that had stayed for many an hour after the girl’s departure. Alone in her study she had suddenly shivered, feeling a sense of complete desolation. With cold hands she had lighted a cigarette.

“I must be ill or something,” she had mused, as she stared at her trembling fingers.

After this she would sometimes cry out in her sleep, living over in dreams God knows what emotions; returning, maybe, to the battlefields of France. Her hair turned snow-white; it was not unbecoming yet she fretted about it.

“I’m growing very old,” she would sigh as she brushed her thick mop before the glass; and then she would peer at her wrinkles.

For now that it had happened she hated being old; it no longer appeared such an easy solution of those difficulties that had always beset her. And this she resented most bitterly, so that she became the prey of self-pity, and of other undesirable states in which the body will torment the mind, and the mind, in its turn, the body. Then Miss Ogilvy straightened her ageing back, in spite of the fact that of late it had ached with muscular rheumatism, and she faced herself squarely and came to a resolve.

“I’m off!” she announced abruptly one day; and that evening she packed her kit-bag.
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Near the south coast of Devon there exists a small island that is still very little known to the world, but which, nevertheless, can boast an hotel; the only building upon it. Miss Ogilvy had chosen this place quite at random, it was marked on her map by scarcely more than a dot, but somehow she had liked the look of that dot and had set forth alone to explore it.

She found herself standing on the mainland one morning looking at a vague blur of green through the mist, a vague blur of green that rose out of the Channel like a tidal wave suddenly suspended. Miss Ogilvy was filled with a sense of adventure; she had not felt like this since the ending of the war.

“I was right to come here, very right indeed. I’m going to shake off all my troubles,” she decided.

A fisherman’s boat was parting the mist, and before it was properly beached, in she bundled.

“I hope they’re expecting me?” she said gaily.

“They du be expecting you,” the man answered.

The sea, which is generally rough off that coast, was indulging itself in an oily ground-swell; the broad, glossy swells struck the side of the boat, then broke and sprayed over Miss Ogilvy’s ankles.

The fisherman grinned: “Feeling all right?” he queried. “It du be tiresome most times about these parts.” But the mist had suddenly drifted away and Miss Ogilvy was staring wide-eyed at the island.

She saw a long shoal of jagged black rocks, and between them the curve of a small sloping beach, and above that the lift of the island itself, and above that again, blue heaven. Near the beach stood the little two-storied hotel which was thatched, and built entirely of timber; for the rest she could make out no signs of life apart from a host of white seagulls.

Then Miss Ogilvy said a curious thing. She said: “On the south-west side of that place there was once a cave — a very large cave. I remember that it was some way from the sea.”

“There du be a cave still,” the fisherman told her, “but it’s just above highwater level.”

“A-ah,” murmured Miss Ogilvy thoughtfully, as though to herself; then she looked embarrassed.

The little hotel proved both comfortable and clean, the hostess both pleasant and comely. Miss Ogilvy started unpacking her bag, changed her mind and went for a stroll round the island. The island was covered with turf and thistles and traversed by narrow green paths thick with daisies. It had four rock-bound coves of which the south-western was by far the most difficult of access. For just here the island descended abruptly as though it were hurtling down to the water; and just here the shale was most treacherous and the tide-swept rocks most aggressively pointed. Here it was that the seagulls, grown fearless of man by reason of his absurd limitations, built their nests on the ledges and reared countless young who multiplied, in their turn, every season. Yes, and here it was that Miss Ogilvy, greatly marvelling, stood and stared across at a cave; much too near the crumbling edge for her safety, but by now completely indifferent to caution.

“I remember... I remember... she kept repeating. Then: “That’s all very well, but what do I remember?”

She was conscious of somehow remembering all wrong, of her memory being distorted and coloured — perhaps by the endless things she had seen since her eyes had last rested upon that cave. This worried her sorely, far more than the fact that she should be remembering the cave at all, she who had never set foot on the island before that actual morning. Indeed, except for the sense of wrongness when she struggled to piece her memories together, she was steeped in a very profound contentment which surged over her spirit, wave upon wave.

“It’s extremely odd,” pondered Miss Ogilvy. Then she laughed, so pleased did she feel with its oddness.
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That night after supper she talked to her hostess who was only too glad, it seemed, to be questioned. She owned the whole island and was proud of the fact, as she very well might be, decided her boarder. Some curious things had been found on the island, according to comely Mrs. Nanceskivel: bronze arrow-heads, pieces of ancient stone celts; and once they had dug up a man’s skull and thighbone — this had happened while they were sinking a well. Would Miss Ogilvy care to have a look at the bones? They were kept in a cupboard in the scullery.

Miss Ogilvy nodded.

“Then I’ll fetch him this moment,” said Mrs. Nanceskivel, briskly.

In less than two minutes she was back with the box that contained those poor remnants of a man, and Miss Ogilvy, who had risen from her chair, was gazing down at those remnants. As she did so her mouth was sternly compressed, but her face and her neck flushed darkly.

Mrs. Nanceskivel was pointing to the skull: “Look, miss, he was killed,” she remarked rather proudly, “and they tell me that the axe that killed him was bronze. He’s thousands and thousands of years old, they tell me. Our local doctor knows a lot about such things and he wants me to send these bones to an expert; they ought to belong to the Nation, he says. But I know what would happen, they’d come digging up my island, and I won’t have people digging up my island, I’ve got enough worry with the rabbits as it is.” But Miss Ogilvy could no longer hear the words for the pounding of the blood in her temples.

She was filled with a sudden, inexplicable fury against the innocent Mrs. Nanceskivel: “You... you...” she began, then checked herself, fearful of what she might say to the woman.

For her sense of outrage was overwhelming as she stared at those bones that were kept in the scullery; moreover, she knew how such men had been buried, which made the outrage seem all the more shameful. They had buried such men in deep, well-dug pits surmounted by four stout stones at their corners — four stout stones there had been and a covering stone. And all this Miss Ogilvy knew as by instinct, having no concrete knowledge on which to draw. But she knew it right down in the depths of her soul, and she hated Mrs. Nanceskivel.

And now she was swept by another emotion that was even more strange and more devastating: such a grief as she had not conceived could exist; a terrible unassuageable grief, without hope, without respite, without palliation, so that with something akin to despair she touched the long gash in the skull. Then her eyes, that had never wept since her childhood, filled slowly with large, hot, difficult tears. She must blink very hard, then close her eyelids, turn away from the lamp and say rather loudly:

“Thanks, Mrs. Nanceskivel. It’s past eleven — I think I’ll be going upstairs.”
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Miss Ogilvy closed the door of her bedroom, after which she stood quite still to consider: “Is it shell-shock?” she muttered incredulously. “I wonder, can it be shell-shock?”

She began to pace slowly about the room, smoking a Caporal. As usual her hands were deep in her pockets; she could feel small, familiar things in those pockets and she gripped them, glad of their presence. Then all of a sudden she was terribly tired, so tired that she flung herself down on the bed, unable to stand any longer.

She thought that she lay there struggling to reason, that her eyes were closed in the painful effort, and that as she closed them she continued to puff the inevitable cigarette. At least that was what she thought at one moment — the next, she was out in a sunset evening, and a large red sun was sinking slowly to the rim of a distant sea.

Miss Ogilvy knew that she was herself, that is to say she was conscious of her being, and yet she was not Miss Ogilvy at all, nor had she a memory of her. All that she now saw was very familiar, all that she now did was what she should do, and all that she now was seemed perfectly natural. Indeed, she did not think of these things; there seemed no reason for thinking about them.

She was walking with bare feet on turf that felt springy and was greatly enjoying the sensation; she had always enjoyed it, ever since as an infant she had learned to crawl on this turf. On either hand stretched rolling green uplands, while at her back she knew that there were forests; but in front, far away, lay the gleam of the sea towards which the big sun was sinking. The air was cool and intensely still, with never so much as a ripple or bird-song. It was wonderfully pure — one might almost say young — but Miss Ogilvy thought of it merely as air. Having always breathed it she took it for granted, as she took the soft turf and the uplands.

She pictured herself as immensely tall; she was feeling immensely tall at that moment. As a matter of fact she was five feet eight which, however, was quite a considerable height when compared to that of her fellow-tribesmen. She was wearing a single garment of pelts which came to her knees and left her arms sleeveless. Her arms and her legs, which were closely tattooed with blue zig-zag lines, were extremely hairy. From a leathern thong twisted about her waist there hung a clumsily made stone weapon, a celt, which in spite of its clumsiness was strongly hafted and useful for killing.

Miss Ogilvy wanted to shout aloud from a glorious sense of physical well-being, but instead she picked up a heavy, round stone which she hurled with great force at some distant rocks.

“Good! Strong!” she exclaimed. “See how far it goes!”

“Yes, strong. There is no one so strong as you. You are surely the strongest man in our tribe,” replied her little companion.

Miss Ogilvy glanced at this little companion and rejoiced that they two were alone together. The girl at her side had a smooth brownish skin, oblique black eyes and short, sturdy limbs. Miss Ogilvy marvelled because of her beauty. She also was wearing a single garment of pelts, new pelts, she had made it that morning. She had stitched at it diligently for hours with short lengths of gut and her best bone needle. A strand of black hair hung over her bosom, and this she was constantly stroking and fondling; then she lifted the strand and examined her hair.

“Pretty,” she remarked with childish complacence.

“Pretty,” echoed the young man at her side.

“For you,” she told him, “all of me is for you and none other. For you this body has ripened.”

He shook back his own coarse hair from his eyes; he had sad brown eyes like those of a monkey. For the rest he was lean and steel-strong of loin, broad of chest, and with features not too uncomely. His prominent cheekbones were set rather high, his nose was blunt, his jaw somewhat bestial; but his mouth, though full-lipped, contradicted his jaw, being very gentle and sweet in expression. And now he smiled, showing big, square, white teeth.

“You... woman,” he murmured contentedly, and the sound seemed to come from the depths of his being.

His speech was slow and lacking in words when it came to expressing a vital emotion, so one word must suffice and this he now spoke, and the word that he spoke had a number of meanings. It meant: “Little spring of exceedingly pure water.” It meant: “Hut of peace for a man after battle.” It meant: “Ripe red berry sweet to the taste.” It meant: “Happy small home of future generations.” All these things he must try to express by a word, and because of their loving she understood him.

They paused, and lifting her up he kissed her. Then he rubbed his large shaggy head on her shoulder; and when he released her she knelt at his feet.

“My master; blood of my body,” she whispered. For with her it was different, love had taught her love’s speech, so that she might turn her heart into sounds that her primitive tongue could utter.

After she had pressed her lips to his hands, and her cheek to his hairy and powerful forearm, she stood up and they gazed at the setting sun, but with bowed heads, gazing under their lids, because this was very sacred.

A couple of mating bears padded towards them from a thicket, and the female rose to her haunches. But the man drew his celt and menaced the beast, so that she dropped down noiselessly and fled, and her mate also fled, for here was the power that few dared to withstand by day or by night, on the uplands or in the forests. And now from across to the left where a river would presently lose itself in the marshes, came a rhythmical thudding, as a herd of red deer with wide nostrils and starting eyes thundered past, disturbed in their drinking by the bears.

After this the evening returned to its silence, and the spell of its silence descended on the lovers, so that each felt very much alone, yet withal more closely united to the other. But the man became restless under that spell, and he suddenly laughed; then grasping the woman he tossed her above his head and caught her. This he did many times for his own amusement and because he knew that his strength gave her joy. In this manner they played together for a while, he with his strength and she with her weakness. And they cried out, and made many guttural sounds which were meaningless save only to themselves. And the tunic of pelts slipped down from her breasts, and her two little breasts were pear-shaped.

Presently, he grew tired of their playing, and he pointed towards a cluster of huts and earthworks that lay to the eastward. The smoke from these huts rose in thick straight lines, bending neither to right nor left in its rising, and the thought of sweet burning rushes and brushwood touched his consciousness, making him feel sentimental.

“Smoke,” he said.

And she answered: “Blue smoke.”

He nodded: “Yes, blue smoke — home.”

Then she said: “I have ground much corn since the full moon. My stones are too smooth. You make me new stones.”

“All you have need of, I make,” he told her.

She stole closer to him, taking his hand: “My father is still a black cloud full of thunder. He thinks that you wish to be head of our tribe in his place, because he is now very old. He must not hear of these meetings of ours, if he did I think he would beat me!”

So he asked her: “Are you unhappy, small berry?”

But at this she smiled: “What is being unhappy? I do not know what that means any more.”

“I do not either,” he answered.

Then as though some invisible force had drawn him, his body swung round and he stared at the forests where they lay and darkened, fold upon fold; and his eyes dilated with wonder and terror, and he moved his head quickly from side to side as a wild thing will do that is held between bars and whose mind is pitifully bewildered.

“Water!” he cried hoarsely, “great water — look, look! Over there. This land is surrounded by water!”

“What water?” she questioned.

He answered: “The sea.” And he covered his face with his hands.

“Not so,” she consoled, “big forests, good hunting. Big forests in which you hunt boar and aurochs. No sea over there but only the trees.”

He took his trembling hands from his face: “You are right... only trees,” he said dully.

But now his face had grown heavy and brooding and he started to speak of a thing that oppressed him: “The Roundheaded-ones, they are devils,” he growled, while his bushy black brows met over his eyes, and when this happened it changed his expression which became a little sub-human.

“No matter,” she protested, for she saw that he forgot her and she wished him to think and talk only of love. “No matter. My father laughs at your fears. Are we not friends with the Roundheaded-ones? We are friends, so why should we fear them?”

“Our forts, very old, very weak,” he went on, “and the Roundheaded-ones have terrible weapons. Their weapons are not made of good stone like ours, but of some dark, devilish substance.”

“What of that?” she said lightly. “They would fight on our side, so why need we trouble about their weapons?”

But he looked away, not appearing to hear her. “We must barter all, all for their celts and arrows and spears, and then we must learn their secret. They lust after our women, they lust after our lands. We must barter all, all for their sly brown celts.”

“Me... bartered?” she queried, very sure of his answer otherwise she had not dared to say this.

“The Roundheaded-ones may destroy my tribe and yet I will not part with you,” he told her. Then he spoke very gravely: “But I think they desire to slay us, and me they will try to slay first because they well know how much I mistrust them — they have seen my eyes fixed many times on their camps.”

She cried: “I will bite out the throats of these people if they so much as scratch your skin!”

And at this his mood changed and he roared with amusement: “You... woman!” he roared. “Little foolish white teeth. Your teeth were made for nibbling wild cherries, not for tearing the throats of the Roundheaded-ones!”

“Thoughts of war always make me afraid,” she whimpered, still wishing him to talk about love.

He turned his sorrowful eyes upon her, the eyes that were sad even when he was merry, and although his mind was often obtuse, yet he clearly perceived how it was with her then. And his blood caught fire from the flame in her blood, so that he strained her against his body.

“You... mine...” he stammered.

“Love,” she said, trembling, “this is love.”

And he answered: “Love.”

Then their faces grew melancholy for a moment, because dimly, very dimly in their dawning souls, they were conscious of a longing for something more vast than this earthly passion could compass.

Presently, he lifted her like a child and carried her quickly southward and westward till they came to a place where a gentle descent led down to a marshy valley. Far away, at the line where the marshes ended, they discerned the misty line of the sea; but the sea and the marshes were become as one substance, merging, blending, folding together; and since they were lovers they also would be one, even as the sea and the marshes.

And now they had reached the mouth of a cave that was set in the quiet hillside. There was bright green verdure beside the cave, and a number of small, pink, thick-stemmed flowers that when they were crushed smelt of spices. And within the cave there was bracken newly gathered and heaped together for a bed; while beyond, from some rocks, came a low liquid sound as a spring dripped out through a crevice. Abruptly, he set the girl on her feet, and she knew that the days of her innocence were over. And she thought of the anxious virgin soil that was rent and sown to bring forth fruit in season, and she gave a quick little gasp of fear:

“No... no...” she gasped. For, divining his need, she was weak with the longing to be possessed, yet the terror of love lay heavy upon her. “No... no...” she gasped.

But he caught her wrist and she felt the great strength of his rough, gnarled fingers, the great strength of the urge that leapt in his loins, and again she must give that quick gasp of fear, the while she clung close to him lest he should spare her.

The twilight was engulfed and possessed by darkness, which in turn was transfigured by the moonrise, which in turn was fulfilled and consumed by dawn. A mighty eagle soared up from his eyrie, cleaving the air with his masterful wings, and beneath him from the rushes that harboured their nests, rose other great birds, crying loudly. Then the heavy-horned elks appeared on the uplands, bending their burdened heads to the sod; while beyond in the forests the fierce wild aurochs stamped as they bellowed their love songs.

But within the dim cave the lord of these creatures had put by his weapon and his instinct for slaying. And he lay there defenceless with tenderness, thinking no longer of death but of life as he murmured the word that had so many meanings. That meant: “Little spring of exceedingly pure water.” That meant: “Hut of peace for a man after battle.” That meant: “Ripe red berry sweet to the taste.” That meant: “Happy small home of future generations.”
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They found Miss Ogilvy the next morning; the fisherman saw her and climbed to the ledge. She was sitting at the mouth of the cave. She was dead, with her hands thrust deep into her pockets.

 

 

 

 

 

 






  








THE LOVER OF THINGS
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Mrs. Dobbs was not an affectionate mother; small wonder, perhaps, considering her means and the size of her family. Mr. Dobbs had possessed a versatile mind, a liking for liquor, and an amorous nature. Jack of all trades and master of none, he had drifted from badly paid job to job until double pneumonia had closed his career when Henry was just eleven.

There were four other children all under that age; an ill-fed, ill-tempered, ill-washed lot who quarrelled and howled in and out of season — this because they had many small bodily woes and were not infrequently hungry. Mrs. Dobbs charred every day of the week and sewed every evening, when fate was propitious, and yet there was never enough to eat, never quite enough, which made it so hopeless, and her thoughts would dwell on the late Mr. Dobbs with malevolence:

“Don’t talk to me about men, dirty, stinkin’ ‘ounds, we all knows what they wants when they comes round a woman... it’s always the same...” And then she might clap her hand to her back with a groan, remembering her floating kidney.

But although she had no time to waste on affection, no time to waste on anything but slaps and querulous abuse, yet she deeply resented the aloofness displayed by her eldest son; an aloofness that seemed to set him apart from her gruelling struggle for existence. Not that Henry was “bad” as Mrs. Dobbs put it, quite the contrary, Henry was nearly always good, but his goodness had a negative quality about it.

“‘E’s only bein’ good ‘cause ‘e don’t feel bad,” she would think with rising irritation.

His brothers and sister she found more natural — there was certainly nothing aloof about them as they fought and yelled, or whimpered and lied. They spent most of their time in the neighbouring gutters where, occasionally, they tormented a cat, or a puppy if one chanced to be handy. But Henry, her first-born, had never yelled except for a few weeks during his teething; he never picked quarrels, never complained, never troubled himself to tell her a lie, never took the least interest in cats or puppies. Amiable, but alien, he went his own way; there were times when he seemed to her scarcely human.

In appearance, also, he was unlike the others: they were small and puny, whereas, at eleven Henry was exceedingly big for his age, with a healthy body that would not stop growing. His thick hair was black whereas theirs was sandy, his hazel eyes bright whereas theirs lacked lustre. For the rest his face was coarse-featured and strong, rather set in expression for so young a boy, possibly because he smiled very seldom.

But apart from these physical characteristics, which appeared to his mother to be those of a stranger, Henry had a habit that she greatly disliked: Mrs. Dobbs would sometimes glance up from her work to find him staring out into space, and his eyes would look blank.

“It fair gives me the ‘ump,” she must often confide to a neighbour.

If her back were aching she might shout at her son: “Stop that daft look, sittin’ there glarin’ at nothin’! Stop it, I tell yer, or I’ll box yer ears!” And Henry would dutifully stop his staring.

He was seldom perturbed by her threats or her blows, this because, to him, she mattered so little, so much less than a number of other things — the squalid house he lived in, for instance. The house always seemed to Henry more real, more alive, and thus more compelling of notice. When he had banged its blistered front door, he might mutter:

“Ugly... ‘orribly ugly!” And then to the street with its dismal rows of equally poor and neglected houses: “Ugly! Ugly! I ‘ates yer all!” In this manner he sometimes relieved his feelings.

But ugly was not quite expressive enough, so one morning at school he consulted his teacher: “Hi, Miss!”

“Yes, Henry?”

“What’s worse than ugly? What’s more like our house?”

Without thinking Miss Selby suggested: “Hideous.” Then blushing, she frowned: “But you mustn’t interrupt in the middle of class — of course your home is not hideous,” she told him.

“Is hijous uglier than ugly?” he persisted.

“Yes, hideous means something.... well, rather dreadful.”

“Thank you, Miss,” said Henry, quite satisfied; and he scribbled the new word down in his note-book.
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He was not a good student. He was patient and docile, but apparently always lacking in interest.

 

Mrs. Dobbs explained this by what she described as: “That ‘abit of ‘is of scourin’ the streets.” And for once she was right in her explanation.

Henry did scour the streets; not the dreary-faced alleys that clung like grey mould round the house of his mother, but the busy and wealthy streets of the west through which flowed the mighty gold-stream of London. He would come home from school, put his satchel on the dresser, and then padding across to the sink would wash his hands. All his movements were large and quiet and sure, yet with something ungainly and bearlike about them. His hands washed he would go out, and once free of the house and the street he would draw a deep breath of contentment. Perhaps he would know the direction of his goal but perhaps he would not, and when this latter happened he would feel like a man who sailed uncharted seas, and his pulses would quicken with a sense of adventure.

Windows, shop-windows, windows of things! Wonderful caskets of glass full of treasures at which Henry Dobbs could stand spellbound — gazing. He could press his palms to the thick, cold panes and feel their texture against his skin, imagining the while how those other things felt: the glossy mahogany, satin-wood and walnut; the lovely, mysterious, grey-brown oak that looked so old and so restful. Not that he knew the names of those woods that dead craftsmen had once forced into their service, but he sensed in an inarticulate way the joy that such men must have found in their craft, in creating, possessing and handling beauty.

“Gor’ blimey,” Henry would sigh as he gazed; and this was the only prayer that he knew, for Mrs. Dobbs had long since done with praying.

But windows, more windows, and in some would be pictures — pictures of flowers and of dim, lovely landscapes; pictures of ships with billowing sails; pictures of strangely dressed, grand-looking people; pictures of pleasant but curious rooms; pictures of cities very different from London. Pictures, yes, but windows of other things too: of stones that glowed with marvellous colours. These were jewels, Henry had learnt this much by closely observing the ladies who wore them, and he did not like to see precious stones worn, it gave him a queerly resentful feeling, not because of his own extreme poverty, but rather because of the jewels themselves.

“They can’t abide it, I knows as they can’t,” he would muse, “they don’t want to be messed up with bodies.”

His lack of knowledge irked him at this time, for he longed to be intimate with his treasures, longed to speak to them through those barriers of glass, yet would never feel sure by what names to call them. Those queer little blue-green boxes, for instance, they greatly allured him, but what were they made of? He stared fascinated at such a box in the window of a shop in New Bond Street one evening.

“That’s a jolly good bit of shagreen,” came a voice as a man’s hand pointed over his shoulder. “Yes,” answered another man, “jolly good.” Henry swung round: “What’s shagreen?” he demanded, “is it the stuff of that there box?”

The men looked surprised, then one of them laughed: “It is, my bright lad, and shagreen is shark’s skin. Can I give you any further assistance?”

“Yeh,” said Henry promptly. But the men strolled away. “Shagreen...” he pondered. “I likes that word; it sounds, it sounds, it sounds... rare,” he decided.

In the end he picked up a good deal of information by listening to his fellow-window-shoppers. Learned, for instance, to recognise Dresden china; learned that some things were fashioned in a substance called bronze, and that others were carved from ivory, while yet others were hewn out of stuff called marble. He learned the words: Gothic and Tudor oak, in connection with certain old chests and tables. And one day he learned the proud word, brocade, from a lady who stood admiring that fabric. Thus, little by little his mind began to grow in proportion to his growing knowledge of language and he talked to himself of the things he loved, murmuring their names softly under his breath as though by so doing he could summon them to him.

But they never came, and it was not enough any longer merely to stand there gazing; he desired too intensely the pleasure of touch, so would sometimes wander to the humbler shops where antiques were often displayed on the pavement. Very reverently he would pat and stroke, filled with a deep delight at the contact. But as likely as not the salesman would catch him.

“Now then, what are you doing? Stop that!” he might shout.

And Henry would turn away shaking his head: “Bloody fool,” he would mutter, “I knows ‘ow to touch ‘em...”
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At thirteen he left school, an outstanding example of how well-meaning statesmen can waste public money. He had learned to read and to write; beyond this young Henry had contrived to learn very little.

His presence in the home proved no unmixed blessing; he was growing morose with his sister and brothers, while Mrs. Dobbs found him intolerably large — he would seem to fill her small kitchen to bursting. Indeed, he possessed but one virtue in her eyes: he could always be trusted with fragile objects, and could thus be made to wash up after meals.

“‘Ow yer manages it I don’t know,” she would say, “with them great ‘ams of ‘ands.”

And Henry would feel that his bigness made his mother dislike him.

Yet it certainly was surprising to see those ungainly hands touching china and glass as delicately as some Georgian lady’s. Nothing that Henry washed ever broke, his fingers automatically took the right angle, the angle that held with complete confidence, the angle that made his grasp firm but gentle. And so it would be with most other things; he could move a table that had a loose leg and the leg would remain in position for Henry; he could lift a chair with a rickety back and the chair would hold its back upright for Henry. Oh, yes, Henry could always be trusted with things if he could not now always be trusted with people.

His handling of people was much less considerate; he never intentionally hurt a person, because he had no real desire to hurt, but he shoved the children out of his way, and even at thirteen his shoves were potent. Or, perhaps he would blunder onto a corn that was filling his mother with untold anguish, or bump clumsily into pedestrians in his haste to arrive at those plate-glass windows. Sometimes he said: “Sorry,” but more often he did not, which was natural, perhaps, since he never felt sorry. In subtler ways, also, he lacked imagination when it came to the matter of human relations; thus the year he left school and should have found work he made not the slightest effort to find it. Mrs. Dobbs grew very angry indeed, and her anger would vent itself on him at meal times.

“Eatin’ yer ‘ead off, yer great lazy lump. No yer don’t ‘ave another ‘elp!” she would scream.

And Henry might sigh but would never complain; he possessed a kind of heavy endurance.

The meals had been growing sparser of late, and the four younger children now never stopped puling. Mrs. Dobbs had lost her daily job and had not yet succeeded in finding another; small wonder that she jibed at her eldest son, and had come to begrudge him his every mouthful. As a matter of fact he was not at all greedy, but to see him lounging there at the table, and he not lifting a finger to help at this time of acute anxiety, would have tried any ailing and anxious parent, and it tried Mrs. Dobbs till she nearly went mad.

“Gawd, if it wasn’t for me kidney what’s loose, I’d thrash the ‘ide off yer lazy back! I’d teach yer to live on me!” she would tell him.

Yet he had his good points: he never stole food when his mother was out, though he often felt hungry. The others did steal when they got the chance and when there was anything left in the cupboard. Henry did not blame them, he never blamed, though he often felt sorry; not because of the children who were driven by their hunger to theft, but rather because of some inanimate thing that had recently gripped his imagination.

He would think: “Now supposin’ that Toodor table what I seed, was standin’ ‘ere in this room — I’d ‘ate it to see young Tom pinchin’ cheese.” And then he would try to picture the table in its original surroundings.

But in this he would fail ignominiously — he had been a careless student of history. All the same a dumb pity would surge up in his heart, a pity vaguely connected with the house, with the street, with the times in which they must live:

“Good Lord,” he would think, “couldn’t let it come ‘ere — this kitchen ain’t fit for an old Toodor table.”

Yet he felt no shame, and that was so strange, no shame that urged him to get out and earn. Even when Mrs. Dobbs wept one evening, when she covered her face with her apron and wept, rocking her body backwards and forwards; even when she uncovered her face and stared with desperate eyes at her son, he only stared back at her stupidly as though he were lacking in comprehension.

“You just standin’ there gapin’ at me,” she blubbered; “you just standin’ there doin’ nothin’ at all....’Ow can I go and find yer a job, and me not closin’ an eye of nights what with me corns and this pain in me back. Wantin’ to live off yer mother, yer are; ‘tain’t natural, it’s you as oughter be workin’, ‘stead of which yer must go round scourin’ the streets. What is it yer does all them hours in the streets? It’s cruel ‘ard, an’ me feelin’ like death..

He fidgeted, thinking how ugly she looked, how hideous — yes, hideous, that was the word — Miss Selby had said that it meant more than ugly.

“Can’t yer say summat, ‘Enry?” she sobbed.

But he honestly did not know what to say, for how could he put his thoughts into words? If he did so, in spite of her back she would strike him. He was thinking: “Shops... them things in the windows. ‘Ow late would I ‘ave to work at a job? Would they keep me until they puts up the shutters... till they puts out the lights? If I found a job, ‘ow early would I ‘ave to get there of mornin’s... before I could take a look at them things? Gawd, I might never be able to see ‘em!”

Mrs. Dobbs got up, groaning: “Well, I’m goin’ to me bed.” And she took the kettle with her to soak her corns.

Henry gazed after her thin bent back and he frowned: “Wish she’d let me alone...” he muttered.
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It could not go on. Henry’s sister was ill. She had scabs that covered her face and scalp. They said that the child must not attend school until she was cured — malnutrition, they called it. Thomas, for all his thieving of cheese, caught a cold that quickly turned to bronchitis; more trouble and yet more, things were grim indeed, and one morning they suddenly came to a climax. Mrs. Dobbs pinned on her rusty black hat. She must risk being late for a new office job, she would have to explain that two children were ill, that her eldest boy was refusing to work — she would just have to risk it and try to explain. She made for the stationer’s shop round the corner.

The stationer had known the late Mr. Dobbs and was therefore disposed to pity his widow: “Yes,” he said thoughtfully, scratching his beard, “I might give young Henry a bit of a trial; I’m wanting a lad to deliver papers. But mind you, he’ll have to be punctual and sprack, no dawdling about or he gets the boot. Still, I’d like to give you a helping hand; the youngster can start in tomorrow morning.”

That evening Mrs. Dobbs confronted her son: “You’ll go for them papers at cockscrow termorrer. And mind that yer delivers ’em right; if yer don’t, I’ll get Mr. Wilkins to thrash yer, so yer needn’t go thinkin’ that because I’m weak yer’ll be gettin’ off this time. Understand what I says? Yer’ll do as ‘e orders!”

Henry nodded.
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Henry’s beat lay round Fulham Road and Chelsea, among a number of well-kept houses and a few less well-kept maisonettes and studios. With a bundle of dailies in an old canvas bag he now sallied forth to ring bells and thump knockers, and this part of the business he did not dislike. The shops being still asleep at that hour, there was nothing else that he wanted to do and thumping the knockers was rather amusing.

Having lived in a slum off the Fulham Road all his life, he knew every short cut in the district, and could thus quickly finish his morning’s work and return home again for his meagre breakfast. But as Gertie continued to scratch her scabs, and as Thomas continued excessively ailing, Mrs. Dobbs had forbidden him to leave the house until she returned to prepare the dinner, so that Henry must loll about kicking his heels, ostensibly in charge of the children. After dinner he was free, and therein lay the snag, for at five-thirty sharp he must be at his post to prepare for the evening delivery, and Henry was nearly always unpunctual. Having gone far afield in search of romance and forgotten the time, he would start to run, only to find himself snared anew by the antique shops of the King’s Road, Chelsea. Customers complained, as customers will when something occurs which is not to their liking, and but for the stationer’s charity, Mrs. Dobbs would have found the boy back on her hands; as it was, Mr. Wilkins boxed Henry’s ears with Henry’s mother’s whole-hearted approval.

One only of Mr. Wilkins’s customers possessed the slightest interest for Henry, and this was not because of himself but because of a certain Gothic chest which happened to be in the young man’s possession. The owner of the chest lived in Manresa Road, in a dirty, neglected ground-floor studio, but he himself was exceedingly neat, and was much addicted to gaudy pyjamas. Every morning he would come to the grimy front door when Henry knocked, and would take in his paper.

“Hallo, you!” he would grin good-humouredly.

Then Henry would grin: “Hallo, yerself!” but his eyes would stray to the old Gothic chest that occupied most of the tiny lobby.

Very fine it was, elaborately carved yet appearing both dignified and simple. Its colour was of that indescribable tone which is so greatly prized by earnest collectors; its original lock-plate was well-preserved, and even its key was a thing of beauty. But alas, who, or what may escape from time? Not even a great-hearted Gothic chest, and this splendid veteran was feeling its years, for the worms were eating into its entrails. Nevertheless, its face remained brave, and Henry was conscious of this dumb courage, so that he blurted out loudly one day:

“Mister, I wants to touch that chest!”

Joe Millington paused in lighting his pipe. His fair eyebrows shot up in a quizzical line as he glanced at the clumsy, unkempt oaf who delivered his papers: “Go on, then,” he said kindly.

It was raining, but Henry forgot this fact, and down went his papers in the mud of the door-step. Very softly he padded across to the chest and ran his hand over its rippling surface. Millington, watching the boy’s grimy face, described it afterwards as ecstatic.

“Gothic, ain’t it?” Henry enquired, looking up.

Joe Millington laughed and nodded his head: “I believe so, but what do you know about Gothic?”

“I seed a chest somethin’ like this one day, and a man come along and called it that — Gothic’s an easy word to remember.”

The artist was amused: “Have some coffee,” he suggested. “You’re drenched.”

“Don’t mind if I do,” agreed Henry.

The studio was fuggy. It smelt of paint, stale cigarette smoke and last night’s whisky. At one end stood a rakish-looking divan, a shaving-stand, and an unemptied sitz-bath; in the middle of the floor stood a battered easel. But coming in out of the cold and rain, not only to coffee but to hot rolls and butter, Henry suddenly sighed as a soul might sigh that had unexpectedly entered Heaven.

“Sit down and devour,” commanded his host, “go on, eat till you bust! You seem pretty hungry.” Presently, Millington ventured a question: “Do you like old oak?” he asked very gravely.

Henry’s mouth was full, but he managed to speak: “I more nor like it, Mister, I loves it.” Then because he felt that Millington might understand: “But I loves all them other things too — you know — figures, and little shagreen boxes and things....”

“I see. In fact you’re a connoisseur.”

“Don’t know what yer mean. Yer not kiddin’ me, are yer?”

“Of course not. But where have you seen such boxes?”

Henry washed down a chunk of roll, then he said: “I makes it my business to look into winders.”

Millington was now more than ever diverted. A gutter-snipe with the soul of a Duveen and the appetite of a starving grampus. He stared at Henry’s great frost-cracked hands that had touched the chest with such delicacy, and his interest grew; perhaps he would paint him, perhaps he would create an abstract of this boy, portraying his strange emotional curves. He would call the picture: “The Gothic Chest.” Yes, but leave the chest out — that would be intriguing. Curves began to excite then obsess his brain, together with stark, disconcerting lines... subtlety and crudity, weakness and strength....

“Would you like to look at my pictures?” he enquired, curious to see how his guest would react.

They went round the studio. Henry was silent.

At last: “Is it possible,” Millington asked him, “is it possible that you don’t care for my pictures?” And he grinned.

“They’re bloody!” Henry burst out rudely. The moment the words were spoken he trembled, horrified and amazed at his awful daring, but the pictures had filled him with sudden rage, so that he continued to babble: “If you paints them things then you can’t love it.”

“What’s ‘it’?” queried Millington, still amused.

Henry pointed to the lobby.

“Oh, I see — the chest. Well, I don’t know why not; I’m very broad-minded. You aren’t, I observe.”

Henry shook his head. His rage died down abruptly; he felt ill at ease.

“Come now, can’t you see any beauty in my work?”

“I can’t see nothin’ at all,” muttered Henry.

How he longed to lie; but somehow he could not, for he felt that the eyes of the chest were upon him as he stood near the open studio door, that the chest had ears and was anxiously listening; that the chest had a heart that was beating very fast, that the chest was alive and in need of help, his help. And there came upon Henry Dobbs the first faint understanding of chivalry.

“It’s that what I loves ‘cause it can’t ‘elp itself, and it ‘ates bein’ ‘ere with you,” he protested.

Millington smiled at him tolerantly: “Perhaps. But I wouldn’t get all balled-up over a mouldy old Gothic has-been. Now, out you go, kid, I’ve got to work. I think I shall make an abstract of you. Come again some day soon and eat hot buttered rolls — and jam,” he added.

“I dunno,” frowned Henry.

* * * * *
 

All the way back down Manresa Road Henry was lost in unhappy meditation. If only he could rescue the Gothic chest from that smiling young man in the striped silk pyjamas. The chest was unloved and it needed love. It was compelled to live near those hideous pictures. It belonged to a man who despised its great age, who had dared to call it a Gothic has-been.

If only he, Henry, were powerful and rich, he would force its hateful owner to sell it. Or suppose he were the boss of some desperate gang, he would then break into the house with his men and carry the Gothic chest into safety. But one thing, he decided, he would never do again: he would never again eat hot buttered rolls with Millington; never, no, never again, not even if Millington bribed him with jam, not even if he were terribly hungry.

He wandered on and on in the rain; his shoulders drooped, his face sullen and heavy. For the first time he realised poverty — it was terrible not to be able to help a thing that one loved, a thing that was helpless. He sighed a large, deep-drawn and painful sigh, then he wondered how often the old chest sighed as it stood in that cramped and dirty lobby. When at last he got home the dinner was over and his mother eyed him with weary resentment, and still with resentment she fetched him his food.

“Wet to the skin yer are,” she grumbled, not offering to dry his rain-drenched clothes, “now come on, make ‘aste with that there plate of stoo. Yer brother’s coughin’ somethin’ awful again and I needs the plate for ‘is linseed poultice. Not that you’d care if we all dropped down dead! Why wasn’t yer ‘ere to look after young Tommy? Yer ‘aven’t got as much ‘eart as a bug, or else yer potty... maybe it’s that...” and opening the cupboard she got out the linseed.

He went on gloomily eating his dinner, hunching his back, sopping up the gravy with hunks of bread and then licking his fingers. Let her rage, he cared nothing for her abuse, less than nothing, except that it made her more ugly. Then quite suddenly his face became blank:

“Gawd Almighty!” he shouted, leaping to his feet. “Gawd Almighty! if I ain’t forgot all me papers!”

“Yer what?” squealed Mrs. Dobbs, spinning round.

“Me papers, the ‘ole blasted bundle of ‘em, the ‘ole bundle! I’d only delivered three!”

For once Mrs. Dobbs found no adequate words, she was smitten dumb with horror and fury; but she snatched away what was left of his stew and flung it back into the greasy pan, after which she struck him with all her might on the cheek, then sank heavily into a chair.

“That kidney o’ mine do be achin’,” she whined, her anger submerged in a tide of self-pity.

He pressed his hand to his smarting face. His eyes held in them no trace of resentment, but no compassion — that kidney of hers had been aching ever since he could remember. Turning, he padded across to the door:

“Be ‘ome again presently,” he informed her.

Mr. Wilkins met him with six terse words: “You’re not wanted here, my lad,” he remarked.

“I say, ‘old on, there...” Henry began.

Mr. Wilkins frowned; he was through with this lout: “You’re not wanted here, my lad,” he repeated.

“Them papers... I left ‘em...”

“Yes, I know you did. Mr. Millington brought the lot back this morning.”
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Henry was almost happy once more. The local vicar did what he could, but work was extremely scarce that year, so Henry might prowl his favourite streets to his heart’s content with no one to coerce him, but his steps often turned to Manresa Road as though drawn by some invisible magnet.

A month passed before he again saw the artist, then they met in the archway that led to the studio: “Hallo, you!” called Joe Millington affably, “I’ve got the brokers in here — such nice fellows!”

Henry knew all there was to know about brokers, for brokers were his mother’s perpetual nightmare. “They drags the very mattress from under yer back and the crust from yer mouth,” she was fond of explaining, so that now Henry stared at Joe Millington, aghast.

“But the chest... what about that there chest...” he faltered.

“They’ll take it, I suppose,” said the blithe young man. “I believe it’s worth a fairly large sum.” He surveyed the boy with his humorous eyes, then: “This is what comes of a depraved public taste in art; ever been to Burlington House? Oh! by the way, youngster, those papers of yours....”

But Henry left him without a word. The chest, the old chest to be shamed like this, to be seized because Millington couldn’t pay the rent; the cowardly betrayal, the outrage of it!

* * * * *
 

Henry’s nights became restless. He would tumble into bed only to dream that the Gothic chest had found a voice and was crying out to him: “Henry, Henry, save me!” it cried, and Henry would know that he could not save it.

No work, little food, and a bitter cold spring. Henry’s imaginings grew apace, he was now obsessed by the strangest fancies whenever he so much as closed his eyes, they would even come when his eyes were wide open. He had crawled into the chest and the lid had shut on him; he was stifling there in the heart of the chest — he would have to die because the chest loved him. He had fondled the beautiful thing so often that his fingers had stiffened, they were gnarled like oak. Crikey! they were oak, he could no longer bend them. He was one of the odd little men in armour whose figures appeared on the front of the chest; he was not Henry Dobbs, he was part of the chest, no doubt this was why they must love each other. If the chest should be chopped up for firewood then he, Henry Dobbs, would have to burn....

His mother observed him with unfriendly eyes: “‘E’s got ‘is daft look again,” she would think. “I can’t abide that daft look of ‘is — kind of scares me. I do believe the lad’s queer.” And then she would call on the woman next door, and together they would shake their heads over Henry.

The end came very abruptly one morning. Henry had gone to Manresa Road, where he found a van drawn up outside the studio. The door of the studio had been flung open and Millington’s voice reached the boy where he stood.

“Steady the Buffs!” came Millington’s voice. Then two other voices, grumbling, morose. Then a thud and Millington’s gay voice again: “Oh, well, it’s not I who’ll be facing the guns, but I warn you that chest’s a collector’s piece; however, it don’t concern me any longer.”

Millington was wrapped in a dressing-gown of thick purple brocade: “Hallo, you!” he remarked, greeting Henry with the usual words and grin: “I’m sorry I can’t offer refreshments this morning; there’s nothing in the larder but the spine of a sardine, some Keating’s Powder and a brace of black beetles. However, I’m delighted to see you again, you’re just in the nick of time for the funeral.”

They were coming, two shabby undersized men grasping the Gothic chest between them. They staggered and paused, breathing stertorously — the chest was still as heavy as iron. They were digging their fingers into its wounds, wounds that the worms had made in its body, and the powder that gushed out seemed to Henry like blood, so that he wanted to strike at their hands because of the pain that they were inflicting. The men lurched weakly towards the door, making ugly sounds as they strained to their task, and Henry felt certain that they hated the chest because it was shaming their puny muscles. Then one of them slipped as he reached the step and a corner of the chest crashed down on the stone, and it fell away softly, decayed and dreadful.

Henry screamed like an hysterical girl: “Damn you! Damn you! Damn you!” he screamed, “you’ve hurt it, you’ll kill it, you stinkin’ swine!” The men turned to stare and Millington laughed: “Never mind, you, it’s not mine any more; let them bang it about, I’ve no objection.”

But Henry was not listening. He had flung off his coat and now he was lifting the chest himself: “Come on,” he said, rather breathlessly. “I’ll ‘elp yer as far as the van, if yer’ll let me.”

He could feel his own muscles strained to breaking, and he actually prayed that they might not fail; he had no idea who or what he invoked, but he felt the need of prayer at that moment.

“Kind of ‘Ercules, you are!” panted one of the men.

Henry scowled at him: “Come on, do!” he gasped. And again, more faintly: “Come on...”

Very slowly they heaved the chest into the van where it stood lopsided among filthy straw, a picture of complete desolation.

Millington remained in the doorway and observed, a Gold Flake gripped between his front teeth. If only he could get this boy to sit: “I say, you!” he began, “I want to have a word...”

But Henry ignored that flippant voice. With averted eyes he slipped on his jacket. As he hurried away his mind became clear for the first time in weeks, and he thought that he knew why his body had been made so big and strong — so big and so strong that his mother disliked him.

“It’s for liftin’ them beautiful ‘elpless things, that’s why I was born so ‘efty,” he thought, “I can’t ‘ave ‘em, but just the same I can ‘elp ’em and see that they ain’t all battered and bruised. That’s what I’m for, to ‘andle them things quiet and respectful-like, as is proper.”
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It was not until he was twenty years old that Henry obtained employment at Riley’s. Mr. Riley would never engage lads too young because of the strain upon immature bodies. Riley’s had an almost unique reputation for expert removals and careful warehousing, and was thus the firm most often employed should a well-known collector wish to move his collection. Riley’s boast was that they could pack an egg with a ton of bricks, and the egg be unbroken.

Henry had made exhaustive enquiries about them before he had entered their service; he had even loitered around their yard and been ordered off on several occasions, but this not until his sharp eyes had glimpsed the class of goods that they sometimes handled. Meanwhile he had quietly settled down, for six years, to whatever dull jobs had offered; since once having sighted a desirable goal which he might hope to reach were he patient and steady, patient and steady Henry had become.

“‘E’s the dead spit of one what’s got religion, so changed ‘e is,” Mrs. Dobbs had declared almost piously, remembering an uncle who had joined the Salvation Army.

At Riley’s Henry was known as “the giant.” An enormous young man, over six foot four in his socks, and broad in proportion. His face was arresting with its healthy pallor, the hard self-assured reserve of the mouth, and the quick, watchful glance of the hazel eyes that struck one as being attentive yet restless; and then his thick hair which now that he oiled it appeared as blue-black as the hair of a Spaniard. Handsome he was not, and yet there was something about Henry that made women turn to look at him. He might have had several affairs of the heart had he been so disposed, but sexually cold, he had seldom felt more than a passing impulse.

Henry’s first removal proved a drab sort of business, concerned with drab and melancholy things from a Bayswater home which they closely resembled; and he learned that even at the celebrated Riley’s work could be far from exciting. Moreover, his foreman continually nagged him, regarding his youth with hostile suspicion. Henry must not pack what his foreman called “fragiles,” must not touch the clocks or the books or the silver; indeed all that he was permitted to do was to help in shifting the heaviest pieces. His most daring exploit during those days consisted in giving a hand with a piano.

For more than six months nothing came Henry’s way that could not have been done, so he thought, by a navvy; then Riley’s got the order to move Charles Reide, the South African millionaire, whose collections of old china, silver and French furniture were fast becoming world-famous. Henry could not sleep when he heard the great news. Which men would they put on the job? What foreman? An irritating devil, his own foreman, Smith, and clearly not at all friendly towards him. In any case Smith and his men might not go — there were foremen at Riley’s who had seen longer service. Yet one morning Smith appeared wreathed in smiles, and Henry could have sworn that he strutted a little.

“We’re picked for that Park Lane millionaire stunt!” he called across the warehouse to Henry. Then he spat on his hands and smoothed back his hair complacently, for no walk in life but is sown with the nettles of competition.

They started delivering cases on a Monday and continued to deliver them for two days. On the third day the men trooped up from the basement and were given the freedom of the house in Park Lane, that huge mansion that sheltered the Reide collections. Henry had never seen anything like it: the black marble hall with its gleaming fountain, the splendid reception rooms, vast, austere, containing their cabinets filled with treasures; the library with its calf-bound books; the study with its furniture of the First Empire; the master’s bed-room, less vast, less austere, rather womanish in fact with its Louis Quinze bed and its elegant chairs upholstered in silk, but having an indisputable beauty because of the pale gleam of timeworn gilt, the harmonious blending of time-worn fabrics.

“Now then, get a move on!” rasped Smith’s harsh voice. “I ain’t brought you to the Zoological Gardens!”

What an experience it was, that first day; what an orgy of staring, what an orgy of touching. Every moment Henry’s hands fondled things that he loved, the feel of which gave him an exquisite pleasure. If only he had been in charge of the men his cup of joy must have overflowed, but Smith it was who ordered the men, and ordered them, so Henry thought, very badly. Henry watched them lift with his heart in his mouth, watched them swing up a priceless chair by its back or distribute the weight unevenly when they lifted a heavy but rickety table; watched them jerk a valuable picture off its nail. Experienced men, they all knew their job and were not going to bring disgrace on the firm, but to Henry they seemed like so many butchers. He shared their labours and did what he could, realising that he could do very little, and he marvelled at Smith’s imperturbable calm — 

Smith did not appear in the least apprehensive.

“If only I was the boss,” Henry thought. Then he thought: “Some day I will be the boss — I bloody well mean to get made a foreman.”

At the end of the move the china was packed: the Reide collection of old Bow and Dresden that stood in those vast reception rooms whose walls were lined with glass-fronted cabinets. The back of each cabinet was formed by a mirror, while the cabinets themselves were most skilfully lighted, and now someone had switched on those hidden lights all down the long side of one of the rooms, so that the lustrous china glowed softly. Form and colour and glaze were there in equal perfection, it seemed to Henry. And seeing perfection his fingers must itch to contact themselves with it, to stroke, to handle. But Riley’s were not to be trusted, it appeared. Smith was deeply incensed but powerless for once; Mortlock’s had been ordered to pack the china. Yes, but only two men had arrived from Mortlock’s, and this was a very extensive collection; moreover, they must work to a specified time, for the china had been lent to an exhibition. They grumbled loudly, shaking their heads.

Henry thought: “If only they’d let me ‘elp.” And he hovered in their vicinity, too bashful to speak to the experts from Mortlock’s.

The next day, much china still remaining unpacked, one of Mortlock’s men crushed his thumb with a hammer. “Can’t go on,” he announced, sick and white with the pain, as he groped in his bag for iodine. “I think I’ll take this thumb to a doctor.”

Smith chanced to be passing. “Dear, dear,” murmured Smith, “what a pity, one might almost say what a disaster, and the stuff to be got to that gallery and all.” But his voice did not sound in the least sympathetic.

“You might lend me a man,” said the wounded one’s mate, “just until Alf here can report what’s happened.”

“I might, but again why should I?” enquired Smith. “We wasn’t thought fit to ‘andle this stuff — not experienced, maybe, just so many kids and likely to start playing football with it.”

“Oh, come off that!” groaned Alf, who was nursing his thumb.

“Let me, Mr. Smith. Let me ‘elp!” exclaimed Henry.

Smith scowled. “I’ll thank you to stop interfering.” And then for some reason he changed his tack. “Oh, all right; I can’t spare one of my seniors. But, mind you, and I say this in front of a witness, I won’t be responsible for what ‘appens.

If I’d ‘ad charge of the china from the first, I’d ‘ave ‘ad the right number of expert men; as it is, I won’t be responsible. This young feller ‘ere is quite a newcomer.”

He cared not at all what happened to the china, for Smith was devoid of a sense of beauty, was moreover as jealous of his prestige as a novelist or a prima donna, so that now he felt spiteful — let the kid do his worst. Serve them damned well right if a piece did get smashed. Yet Smith had a feeling that this would not occur, for Smith had been covertly watching Henry, making mental notes in the interest of the firm.

“Get along with it, Little Tich,” he commanded.

Very gently and deftly Henry picked up the groups with their nymphs and their shepherds and their egg-brittle foliage. Very gently and deftly he bound them with paper, then plunged them into the cases of sawdust. And as he worked he could feel the smooth glaze giving a sensuous joy to his hands, while his eyes drank in beauty of colour and form.

He mused: “Is this the way some fellers feel when they sees and touches the skin of a woman? I wonder.” But the man from Mortlock’s was speaking.

“Good packing, yours,” said the man from Mortlock’s. “We’re needing a packer — like to make a transfer?”

Henry shook his head. “Not me. ‘Tain’t enough. I wants more than just this ‘ere ancient china... though ain’t it kind of alive and cool?”

The man grunted. To him it was merely a job, unenlivened by flights of imagination.

Smith strolled past once or twice, elaborately indifferent, but keeping a surreptitious eye upon Henry. “That kid’ll shape well, to my mind,” ran his thoughts. “Fine sense of balance, and an ox with the heavies... gentle as a female with the fragiles... safe ‘ands... he don’t fuss but just ‘olds them as though ‘e meant it.”

From that day Henry had no other foreman, for Smith had marked him down for his own, and Smith’s jobs, could Henry only have known it, were frequently the most expert at Riley’s.
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For ten years Henry lived at home with his mother. Strange to say, he had never left the mean house that at one time had filled him with something like loathing, never left the street he so much despised or the mother for whom he felt no affection. His sister had married and gone to the Midlands; the ailing Thomas had gone to the churchyard, and his two other brothers were serving abroad, having both developed a taste for the army. Thus it was that Henry and his mother lived alone, she supported in idleness by her son, for quite suddenly Mrs. Dobbs had grown old, much too old to get down and scrub office stairs or, indeed, to attempt any kind of charring.

In the early days of his work at Riley’s he had sometimes dreamed of a very different dwelling, of a manor house heavily brooding with oak, and surrounded by trees and old walled gardens; such a house as the wounded Gothic chest of his adolescence might once have dwelt in. But as time went on he dreamed less and less; his work was far too exhausting for dreaming. And then, since the manor was not for him and never could be, why trouble to change? Any home of his must perforce be ugly.

“Can’t help the way things is arranged in this world, just got to put up with it,” argued Henry.

He earned fairly good money and re-papered the rooms, put in a new sink and painted the woodwork. For the rest he sighed if his shoulders ached in the evenings, was careful to bathe his legs with cold water before retiring to bed, vaguely wished that his mother made tastier stews, paid all their expenses and, when he could afford it, bought second-hand volumes about antiques, or some battered piece of old furniture picked up by chance in a humble sale-room. His manner of speaking had been somewhat improved by much reading and frequent contact with the gentry; he now very seldom ignored an “h”; was, indeed, most particular not to do so. His appearance was neat; he took pains to be clean, which was no easy task in his dusty job, but he looked decidedly old for his age, his thick blue-black hair was already greying.

In his unassuming way he was quite an expert, and people whom he had moved once or twice and who knew him would sometimes ask his opinion. “What do you think of this dole-cupboard, Dobbs?” or: “I’m doubtful about that Queen Anne bureau — does it seem right to you?”

Then Henry’s rough hand would feel and stroke very cunningly. “There’s a lot to be learnt from the fingers,” he would say. “It’s touching that tells you when a thing’s genuine.”

With the passing of the years his interests had narrowed. He still loved all beautifully fashioned woods, but oak was the wood that he found most fulfilling; the old, resisting, courageous oak that taxed the heart and muscles to breaking. Riley’s were sometimes employed for repairs, and Henry would watch the steel-hard timber defy and then turn the edge of a tool; and something very deep down in his being, some undreamed of, unrecognised instinct for war, would lift its subconscious head and rejoice at that dumb but valiant revolt against fate, against time, against change and the modern craftsman. Yet together with his love for the stalwart and weighty, there existed a love that was even deeper, the love that he felt for small, fragile things embodying in their fragility all the length and the breadth of an artist’s genius. One man may be stirred to protect a fledgeling, another a child, another a woman, but in Henry these delicate treasures of art called forth every gentle and chivalrous instinct, so that he would hold them in his great hands with much tenderness, marvelling to realise how easily his fingers could crush them. Then would come upon Henry the yearning sadness, the humility of soul that encompasses lovers, and when he had shut such an object away and had nailed down the lid of its little deal coffin, he would feel for the moment completely bereaved, so that if one of his mates should speak he would stare at the fellow stupidly; or if he must answer would do so vaguely.
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Everyone respected Henry at Riley’s, from old Mr. Riley, the senior partner, down to the most inexperienced fresher. Henry was the type of man people could trust: an honest, sober, untiring workman; a good and reliable citizen. Yet no one was fond of Henry at Riley’s. Affection he neither asked for nor gave, and thus he was never accorded affection.

Smith was proud of Henry because he, Smith, had been shown to possess very excellent judgment. “I spotted that chap from the first,” he would say; “you can’t fool Albert James Smith on a packer.” And to Henry: “You’ll be ‘aving my shoes pretty soon — I’m about played out, as the saying goes. ‘Eart, liver, lights and legs all gone. Not much of me left — it’s a wearing business.”

And he was played out. Played out with the lifting, with the ceaseless strain and wrench on his muscles and on his ageing, labouring heart. He had varicose veins, too, like ropes they were, like knotted discoloured ropes in his calves and his thighs; very terrible indeed to see, for you realised that some day they might burst, and that if this happened it would be good-bye Smith; that Smith who had cased, then lifted and carried, would himself be cased, then lifted and carried... As a matter of fact it happened quite soon, and Henry became a foreman.

They were all well content to have Henry as boss, all, that is, except one man, by name Jim Bettridge. Jim Bettridge was Henry’s senior by two years and had served the firm for just that much longer. “A weak little pink-eyed rat of a man”; this was how Henry was wont to describe him.

Bettridge had been a failure from birth; he was one of those creatures who seem foredoomed to remain subordinate to their fellows. Promotion would always have passed him by. The new foreman might have been Watts, Wicks or Weston; the one person that he could never have been, as everyone knew very well, was Bettridge.

And then Bettridge was such a cur of a fellow, always cringing and trying to curry favour; always on the alert to secure the first tip; always outwardly smiling but inwardly snarling. And jealous, but jealous of everything; of people’s wealth, of their homes, their position; of their silver, their pictures, their furniture; of the very pots and pans in their kitchens. And since jealousy fosters many other distempers, not the least devastating of which is hatred, Jim Bettridge hated all those whose success made him conscious that he would never succeed, and the person he hated most bitterly was Henry. Henry was so strong that the man dared not fight him, dared not even so much as pick a quarrel, and this fact added constant fuel to the flame, until Bettridge could scarcely endure himself; tormented he was by the scourge of his hating. Too timid to become an anarchist, too stupid to become a first-class worker, humble one moment and puffed-up the next, poor but with a great longing for riches, Jim Bettridge was pitied and laughed at by turns. Henry, except when they worked together on a job, completely ignored his existence.

* * * * *
 

At about this time Henry decided to marry, and this he did without any emotion. Marriage, he felt, would be good for his health, he supposed that, on the whole, a man needed a woman — at least this was the creed preached by most of his comrades. He was not in love, never had been in love, but he kept his eyes open and one fine day they observed and then rested upon Annie Rogers. She was young, she was buxom, she appeared to be healthy, and she stitched for hours in the carpet department, remodelling carpets for those who had moved; a clumsy, ungrateful task at the best, having nothing of interest or beauty about it. “Good morning, Miss Rogers.”

“Oh... good morning, Mr. Dobbs.”

“A grand morning.”

“Yes... oh, yes indeed... ain’t it lovely!” Annie was all confusion and pride; to be noticed like this by so splendid a man, by so deeply respected and important a man. She glanced up at Henry then blushed and looked down, running the needle into her thumb from sheer nervousness — the carpet she sewed was one of his orders, Annie remembered.

For two or three weeks Henry spoke to her daily. At the end of a month he made a suggestion: “Would you care to see the Victoria Regyer? It’s nice weather for Kew and that plant’s a fair wonder. I can take you on Saturday, if you’ll come.”

His speech sounded to Annie very genteel. “‘E’s quite the gentleman...” Annie thought. But then of course his speech would be genteel, not like the loose talk she heard from Jim Bettridge.

How she longed to accept, yet she temporised. “Well... I don’t rightly see as I can... there’s Jim...”

Henry made an expressive sound in his throat.

“You two aren’t engaged, in a manner of speaking, are you?” he enquired incredulously.

“Not exactly, Mr. Dobbs, but Jim think Vs my sweet’eart. We walks out together... I don’t want to ‘urt ‘im.”

“But wouldn’t you like to see that water-lily?”

“Oh, I would, Mr. Dobbs.”

“Very well, then, it’s settled. I’ll meet you at the station any time you say, and we’ll have a drop of tea together in the gardens.”

 

10
 

Of course she met him, allured by his strength and the fact that they said he despised all women. And when she had gasped at the sight of the plant and had listened while Henry told her about it, he suggested that they should sit down on the grass, but found a bench on the gravel instead. He was wearing a blue serge suit and dark tie, and she thought him the pattern of manly perfection.

He began: “As you know, I’ve been made a foreman.”

“Oh, I do know, Mr. Dobbs, I do reelly,” she faltered.

“I’ve a nice little house along Fulham way.

 

There’s a new kitchen-sink and all,” he continued. “Well, so far I’ve lived alone with me mother, but mother’s getting old, too old for the housework. Now, a man like me needs a sensible wife — I’m thinking of settling down, as they say.” Annie blushed but Henry ignored the blush. “You’re a fine healthy girl; never ailing, are you?”

“No, never,” breathed Annie.

“Now, that’s fine!” he exclaimed. “It’s a shame to see you bent double all day, breaking your back over dirty old carpets.”

“Oh, Mr. Dobbs...”

“Call me Henry — come on!”

“Oh, I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. We two’s going to get married.” She stared at the dogged line of his jaw, immensely attracted yet a little afraid. “But there’s Jim...” she murmured.

“Jim Bettridge don’t count. He’s too small to look after a woman,” frowned Henry.

“But he did count... once...”

“Well, he don’t any more. That’s settled. Now I’m going to give you a kiss.”

He glanced round to see that they were unobserved, then he stooped and kissed her stiffly on the lips. “We ought to pull nicely together,” he told her.
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When Henry returned from the honeymoon, which had been spent in lodgings at Clacton, Jim Bettridge was waiting for him in the yard. He stepped forward, staring up into Henry’s face.

“Congratulations!” he said bitterly.

But Henry was too busy to notice his voice. “Thanks, Bettridge. I’m glad there’s no rancour, so to speak.”

“Be glad and be damned to you,” growled Bettridge.

* * * * *
 

It was known that Jim Bettridge was taking to drink, that indeed he occasionally drank pretty deeply. “Loved ‘er I did,” he would whine in his cups, “loved the bitch somethin’ awful, Gawd strike me if I didn’t. Can’t get ‘er out of me mind, what’s more...” And then he would remember the cause of his loss. “‘E thinks ‘e’s all very fine and large. ‘E thinks ‘e’s a kind of bloody Go-lyer. I’ll Go-lyer ‘im, I’m just bidin’ me time. Didn’t ‘e snatch Annie out of me arms? I say as ‘e did, right out of me arms, and us just on the verge of gettin’ married.”

He was careful to avoid being drunk during work-hours, very anxious, it seemed, to remain at Riley’s; careful also never to cross Henry’s bows, for Bettridge could be wily enough when sober. As for Henry, if he thought of Bettridge at all, he did so entirely without remorse. A weak little pink-eyed rat of a man — damned lucky for Annie that she had escaped him. And now it was known that the fellow drank. He had better not turn up drunk on a job, otherwise he would be reported at once, Henry made up his mind to see to that, the prestige of Riley’s must be respected.

Meanwhile Annie was running the house in Fulham and appeared, so far, to be most satisfactory. She and old Mrs. Dobbs got on very well and Annie revealed a real talent for cooking. Her health was robust, her temper mild, and she never complained if Henry sat reading instead of taking her out after work.

“I can’t abide the Pictures,” said Henry. Then perhaps he would summon his wife to his side. “Come here, Annie. Just look at this fine illustration.”

Annie would dutifully do as he bade her, staring down at some illustration of oak: an Elizabethan bedstead or chair; a Jacobean cupboard; an ancient credence; or one of those pieces that Henry loved most: a chest splendid because of its Gothic carving. Poor Annie would never know what to say, since to her Henry’s fancies appeared very ugly, and her full underlip would begin to sag as it always did when she felt at a loss.

Her husband might glance up impatiently. “Don’t like it?”

“N... o.”

“Prefer Maples, I suppose.”

“But, ‘Enry, it looks so ‘eavy and ‘ard.”

“Never mind, my girl, get on with the supper.”

 

12
 

A baby arrived a year after their marriage, to be followed ten months later by another.

“Got a son and a daughter,” Henry announced. “Two children’s enough, we won’t have any more.” Annie would gladly have borne him six, being by inclination a mother, but she acquiesced. “‘Ave it yer own way,” she sighed.

“Good girl,” smiled Henry, patting her shoulder.

* * * * *
 

He never played with his healthy offspring, indeed he seldom accorded them notice. He provided money for food and clothes and a home, and this he considered enough; with the money he gave the matter was ended. He became more and more absorbed in his books, and on every Saturday afternoon he had taken to visiting the museums — South Kensington or the Wallace Collection. He would go by himself, feeling freer to dawdle, to gloat over some early coffer or bibelot, and occasionally he would take copious notes, which he afterwards compared with his books, underlining, or making fresh notes in their margins.

“You’re not a man, ‘Enry,” Annie would tell him, for her temper was now not so sweet as it had been. “You ought to be in one of them glass-fronted cases — seems to me that’s reelly about all yer fit for.”

Henry would shrug. “I’m not fine enough. Now don’t interrupt me, there’s a good girl; I believe this chap’s gone wrong in a date... I can’t see how he makes it out Henry VII.”

When the baby got whooping-cough Henry was bored and, moreover, he did not trouble to hide it. If the whooping disturbed his peace after work he removed himself and his books from the room. Annie was tired, but he left her to it.

“Can’t yer give me an ‘and with the child?” she would snap.

But Henry would shake his head. “No — I’m afraid. I dursn’t do it, my hands are too strong.”

“‘Course not! The poor kid ain’t china nor glass. Pity you ‘ad any kids, I think; you just oughter ‘ave ‘ad priceless cups and saucers!”

“Don’t be foolish, woman,” Henry would warn. “I don’t like it.”

And Annie would stop being foolish.

Old Mrs. Dobbs from her chair near the fire would peer at her son out of rheumy eyes in which there still lingered a gleam of resentment. “Never was same as other folks — always queer — maybe ‘e’s a little bit off,” she would wheeze. Then conscious of Henry’s cold, critical glance. “But ‘e’s been a good son to me... a good son.” For old age and long illness had made her timid.

Annie would rock the disconsolate baby, and the baby would whoop until it was sick, at which Henry would turn away in disgust.

“Can’t you wipe up that muck?” he would ask angrily. When the baby was sick he could not endure it.
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The most responsible order that Riley’s had so far received came their way about three months later, and it fell to foreman Dobbs and his men. Sir Isaac Epstein was moving his possessions to the country, for Sir Isaac was now very old and his doctors advised him to live out of London.

Sir Isaac arrived one morning in person on the arm of his secretary, Mr. Harris. They remained with the senior partner for an hour, and after their departure Henry was sent for. He found the head of the firm much perturbed.

“You saw that old gentleman, Dobbs?”

“I did, sir.”

“And you knew who he was?”

“Yes, Sir Isaac Epstein.”

“Quite so; the man whose collections are priceless. You understand? Priceless — beyond all price!”

Henry nodded.

“Well, Dobbs, we’re moving his things; we’re moving those priceless things down to Surrey. He’s done us the honour to trust us, Dobbs. ‘No detectives,’ he said, ‘your firm’s reputation is worth all Scotland Yard put together.’ He’s like that, I’ve heard, has faith in mankind. I’ve heard that he leaves sums of money about just to show the faith he has in his servants. Well, now, listen, please, Dobbs; you’re a first-class foreman, but what about your men, will they realise the incalculable value of the stuff they must handle? Weston’s excellent, I know, and Briggs is all right... then there’s Thompson, I believe he packs admirably; I’ve never heard a complaint of Thompson. But what about the rest?”

“O.K., sir, except one. I’d rather not have Jim Bettridge on this job. I’d prefer not to say more than that, if you please, sir.”

“Very good; choose some other man you can trust. I don’t mind telling you, Dobbs, I’m worried. I very nearly refused the work, but then I thought of the honour to the firm — I also remembered that I’d got you.”

“I’m much obliged for those words, sir,” Henry told him.

* * * * *
 

In due course the Epstein mansion was invaded by Henry Dobbs and his batch of picked workmen. Sir Isaac had been safely got out of the way, and was staying with an unmarried sister at Bournemouth, too feeble these days to supervise the move, which task had been left to Mr. Harris.

The senior partner of Riley’s arrived to check over the cases and packing with Henry, whom he introduced as “Our most trusted foreman.” Then he hurried back to the depository, for just at that time there was much pressing work and the junior partner was absent through illness.

Mr. Harris was like a hen with its head off, flapping his hands and running round in circles. “Do your men really understand what this means? Most of these things of Sir Isaac’s are unique.”

Henry did what he could to reassure him.

They began to pack, passing from treasure to treasure. The house was appallingly overcrowded. Priceless works of art stood about on all sides, for Sir Isaac lived cheek by jowl with his collections; that was how he would have them, cheek by jowl, not shut away behind glass in show-cases. In and out of the rooms fussed the nerve-racked Mr. Harris, giving orders to which the men dared not listen. This was no job for an M.A. Oxon and shortsighted at that, but for Henry Dobbs the expert, the master in his profession.

“Now, sir, it’s all right. Don’t worry the men. You can trust them; these men know what they’re about. Thompson here is one of our tiptop packers.”

Mr. Harris wiped beads of sweat from his brow as he tried to control his nerves and his temper. This superior person in the spotless white apron was quietly putting him in his place, was treating him like a tiresome child.

“That’s as it may be, but you understand that I am in charge of this move,” he retorted.

Very soon Henry’s hands seemed everywhere at once, while his competent glance appeared all-seeing. “Easy on, Bill!”

“Mind that foliage, mate; them leaves is the most tricky thing about china.”

“Here, give me that clock, I’ll pack him meself, these tortoiseshell clocks are surprisingly fragile.”

His fingers caressed each object in turn. “Gawd,” he thought, “so much beauty and all in one house, and all belonging to one old man of eighty-three and dying at that.... Hard to die and leave so much beauty behind. If Heaven’s as fine as they tells us it is, then I wonder why he can’t take the lot with him.”

He paused for a moment to ease his back and look at his watch — it was nearly twelve; after which he let his eyes roam round the room. His men had just reached Sir Isaac’s study, in which he kept all the things he most loved and with which he wished to feel most intimate. It was overcrowded like the rest of the rooms, but more personal, Henry felt, and more friendly. Then Henry suddenly caught his breath, and his bright restless eyes became fixed and staring.

Exquisite it was, that small ivory figure. Exquisite? A clumsy and inadequate word — but then no word was fit to describe it. Words, what were words when it came to such art? Words were born of the flesh, this was born of the soul....

“Makes me want to believe in Gawd,” he whispered.

There she stood on a table away in the corner; and she stood alone, nude and chaste and most lovely. Her ivory hands were clasped on her breast, her ivory feet seemed as though arrested in some urgent movement — had it been flight? Nude and chaste and most lovely she stood, all alone, with her ivory face turned to Henry.

“Break off!” he ordered. “It’s near dinner-time. You, Thompson, collect everyone that’s about, then go to your dinners. I’ll do a bit more of the packing — maybe I’ll join you later.”

Why had he done it? He did not know. He had heard himself giving the order to his men as though in a dream, and now they were gone. He felt frightened. He ran to the door and called.

“Thompson!” he called. “Come back — come back, quick! Come back, I say!” but nobody answered.

He thought: “That little white, fragile thing, so... so undefiled. But what’s it matter to me? Why did it make me feel kind of queer and shaky the very moment I saw it?”

How quiet the house seemed without the workmen. And where was that blasted fool, Mr. Harris? Oh yes, he remembered, Mr. Harris was out. “I must go to the bank — very urgent business — I won’t be gone long.” That was what he had said.... He had gone to the bank on some urgent business.

Urgent business, all hell! What urgent business? Wasn’t it his duty to remain on the spot? How dared he desert such a post of trust? How dared he desert that white, fragile thing? Weren’t his master’s possessions urgent business? Why, oh, but why had the fool gone out? Yet why not? Why shouldn’t Mr. Harris go out? Henry glanced at the statuette over his shoulder. How small it was to express so much, to fill a man’s head with preposterous thoughts — it was not much more than seven inches high, he judged... yes... dangerously small. But wherein lay the danger?

He went to it, lurching a little as he walked; then he gathered the figure into his hands and laid his cheek against its smooth side. Very gently he rubbed his cheek up and down, sensing the firm and elegant texture. The feel of it gave him a tremulous thrill and he held it out at arm’s length for a moment, caressing its loveliness with his eyes. So simple too, its simplicity struck him. He tried to explain this simplicity; no effort on the part of its maker perhaps... a thought... a swift turning of thought into action, of action into the triumph that he held. And the pose... those slim, white, arrested feet... surely in another moment they must move...

“Why don’t you run away from me?” he muttered.

He could feel his heart hammering in his chest. He must have strained his heart, like poor Smith. But he knew very well that he had not strained it. She was nothing unusual, just an ivory figure. But again he knew that he lied to himself. Never before had he seen such perfection of craftsmanship, so delicate yet sure.

“To get the whole spirit into those few inches,” he breathed, “amazing! Who done it, I wonder?”

He set down the figure and stared towards the door. Still silence. The house seemed as silent as the grave. Where were the servants? Why didn’t they come and make a start at clearing the litter? Curse them, where were they? Why didn’t they come? And suddenly Henry wanted to scream, wanted someone near him, someone to clutch. The veins on his temples grew congested and taut. His hand shot out, drew back, stopped halfway and hovered in dreadful uncertainty. Then it closed on the statuette like a trap and crept craftily into his trousers pocket.
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When the men returned he was sitting on a case staring down at the floor with his hands between his knees.

“I feel sort of off colour,” he muttered hoarsely, “giddy like... as though I was goin’ to vomit.” But he motioned them away when they gathered round him. “You all get on with your jobs, and look sharp! This lot must go down to Surrey to-morrow.”

Presently he started to wander about, trying to superintend their work but taking no part himself in the packing. Mr. Harris came back and peered in at the door.

“Ah, good; I see that this room’s nearly cleared.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And the library, Dobbs, is that cleared?”

“Not yet, sir. I’ve just sent some men along.”

“I see. At what time do you take this first lot in the morning?”

“As soon as we’ve loaded the vans from this house — I expect somewhere round about nine. We’re ordered to get here sharp by six-thirty. Special job this is, sir, no time to be lost. Mr. Riley knows that we’d work all night if need be. We dursn’t take the cases to the warehouse and start off from there — we’re afraid of the risk.”

“Of course, of course,” Mr. Harris agreed. “Well, I’ll just go and see what they’re doing with the books.”

“Certainly, sir, if you wish to,” said Henry.

When the men knocked off, Henry made an excuse in order to avoid driving back in their van. “Think I’ll just walk a bit — the air’ll do me good. No, Bill, I’d rather be alone — you go on. I’m much better; I’ll be all right by the morning.” Instinctively he turned into the Park, feeling an urgent need for space. But the Park appeared to have grown very small, it seemed to be closing in upon him. Queer, that. He glanced sharply from side to side. A policeman strolled past.

“Good evening, Bobby. Mild, ain’t it?”

“Yes, very.”

The policeman passed on.

“Well, I’ve got some neck!” Henry thought, and he grinned, then decided that he had better stop grinning.

As he walked he began to feel strangely elated, this in spite of the fact that the Park was so cramped. Strangely elated he felt, and young. Daring too — he was bubbling over with daring. The hand in his pocket tightened its grip. He considered himself with a growing interest, surprised to discover how interesting he was, his body, his mind, his soul — if he had one. Absorbingly interesting, Henry Dobbs, born and reared in a poverty amounting to squalor; surrounded by ugliness all his days, yet worshipping beauty — an astonishing chap! Well, now he had beauty, and by Christ, he would keep it!

Married to Annie with a couple of kids. Annie was stupid, her underlip sagged, her teeth were decaying, she was growing too fat.... Why had he married her and bred kids? He had never felt the need of a woman. He did not want her — she turned his stomach. In bed he could smell her unwashed, greasy hair and her rancid odour of stale perspiration. Human flesh — why was it so unclean a thing? Annie’s flesh was unclean... perhaps his was too, though he tried to swill himself down at the sink. And then all the muck of bearing a child and of other things... Annie was becoming a slut... too intimate by half they had grown, and that was her fault, she was no longer nice, she was quite unashamed... it made him heave. Yet she hadn’t been beastly when they were first married.

The marvel that lay concealed in his pocket... so smooth, so cool, so aloof and so spotless. Never until now had he known what it meant to possess, to be entirely fulfilled by possession.

“I’ve been needing just this for years,” he reflected. “I’ve been hungry all me life, not knowing for what. Now I do know — I’ve hungered and thirsted all me life to have something lovely and rare that was mine, something I could cherish because it was mine, something I could touch whenever I wanted... touch and look at...”

Two lovers passed, walking slowly. The man had his arm around the girl’s waist; his eyes were greedy, his face thick and flushed; there were clusters of pimples close to his mouth.

“Fools,” muttered Henry unsteadily, “silly fools; a lot they knows about beauty!”

When at last he got home he felt oddly weak. “What’s the matter?” enquired Annie. “‘Ave they given yer the sack?”

“Oh, hold your noise, do!” he retorted roughly. Without looking at her, he went up to their bedroom. His mind was convulsed by an effort to think. No, he dared not hide it here in this room — Annie was sure to come nosing about. And not in the kitchen. What a hole of a house; you couldn’t turn round without being spied on. He stood irresolute, biting his nails and spitting the fragments on to the floor. Wait... he had it! The women never went to the loft — too awkward to open the trap from a ladder.

“Annie!” he shouted, “have you swept the loft?”

“‘Course not. Are yer potty? I can’t get up since I sprained me ankle, and what’s more I’m too busy. If yer wants it swept, then sweep it yerself — or maybe yer’d wish yer old mother to sweep it!”

Bless the woman, did she think she was being sarcastic? He smiled faintly. “No need to lose your shirt, Annie; I was thinking I might as well sweep the place out — give a helping hand, as the saying goes.”

“Then yer must be preparin’ to meet yer Gawd!” came Annie’s sceptical voice from the kitchen.

He reflected that Annie was now very much what his mother had been in the days of his childhood: a nagging, uncertain-tempered drab, and he wondered if Annie’s kidney were floating. Then his thoughts snapped back to the matter in hand.

“Bring me a dust-pan and brush. Look sharp!”

“Oh, all right. What’s the fuss?” But Annie obeyed him.

When she had gone he lighted a candle, fetched the ladder and clambered through the trap-door. The loft smelt of mice and the dust of ages.

“This ain’t a fit place for you,” he sighed, “but at least I shall have you near me of nights, so that when I wake up I’ll know you’re quite close, just above the bed in which I’ll be lying.”
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The next morning the vans drove down into Surrey, three of them and Henry sat in the foremost. His eyes were heavy with sleeplessness. All through the long night he had lain stark awake, scheming and then discarding his schemes as being too risky or utterly worthless. A stupid man now that this crisis was upon him, yet straining every nerve to be crafty; a naturally honest and law-abiding man, yet striving to grasp the methods of the criminal, and above all a man who was wholly obsessed by a hitherto unsuspected lust — the primitive, combative lust of possession. His thoughts revolved like a squirrel in a cage; round and round they revolved with the wheels of the van, while his brain seemed to throb in time with the engine. But one thought was blindingly, painfully clear, so clear that its clarity dimmed every other:

“I’ve got to keep what I’ve risked all to get. Don’t rightly know how I’m going to act, but I do know one thing — I’ve got to keep it.”

The great lurching vans arrived at the mansion and Henry heard himself issuing orders: “Steady, mates, remember that’s porcelain — now carry her steady and lower her gently.”

The words came with their accustomed precision; he had said them so often in his career that they sprang automatically to his lips. But he thought: “I’m as cool as a cucumber;” for the sound of his own voice had reassured him. Then he thought: “That bobby... the way I spoke up. ‘Good evening,’ I said; and the thing in me pocket! Now if that wasn’t cool!” Then aloud:

“What, Bill? Well, get Thompson to give you a hand if it’s heavy.”

Mr. Harris was there with innumerable lists. He sucked his pencil and this enraged Henry. He suddenly wanted to tread on the man as a bull-elephant might tread on a wasp, bringing it to a swift, if painful, extinction.

Mr. Harris’s voice was precise and cultured. “Everything’s to be stacked in the drawing-room, my men; you will find that it is extremely spacious. Are the cases all in? Very good. Are you ready? Then we’ll start at once, if you please. First case...”

“Containing porcelain,” grunted Henry.

* * * * *
 

For days they continued their methodical labours, now packing in London, now unpacking in Surrey; and every morning Mr. Harris was there in good time to examine each article, to turn it about and about in his hands, to peer at it for hypothetical cracks, or remark upon purely imaginary scratches.

“Ah, a scratch!” he would murmur ominously, making condemnatory notes with his pencil.

To Henry he became unendurable, a constant and ever-increasing torment.

 

They were checking the collections room by room from the massive, leather-bound inventory-books. How long had they been at this, months or years? Henry would frown as he caught himself wondering. He would take out his watch, observe the time, and forget what time it had been the next second. Seconds and minutes... they turned into hours... and every hour the horror drew nearer; the horror that had ultimately got to be faced.... Yes, and when it leapt on him, it would find him unarmed, a man who had no idea what he would do, or what he would say, a man without plans. “Gently, Alf, with that casket, she’s rock-crystal.” Even in this his extremity he must care for the things that had brought romance to an otherwise drab and ugly existence.

Dining-room. Library. When would it come? Drawing-room; not for a long while, it seemed, that drawing-room in London had been stacked with possessions. Smoking-room. Did Mr. Harris know something? Was he having a game like a cat with a mouse? Why had he told them not to uncase the things from the study until he so ordered? He had said: “Leave the study cases alone until I tell you to open them, please. I must give those cases my whole attention.” A true bill? Or did he perhaps suspect, and suspecting had he decided to torture? Henry Dobbs, pull yourself together, my man, you’re not really scared... of course he knows nothing! But when would it come? This waiting was grotesque, preposterous. And when it did come, what then? The sweat would break out on Henry’s brow and trickle unheeded into his eyes, until in the end he must brush them with his hand.

“Warm work...” he would mumble, by way of explanation.

“Ball-room.”

How slowly that pompous ass spoke, chewing the cud of every item, leaving no smallest detail unread. Did he think that they wanted a lecture on art? But perhaps it was he who had made those lists, so precise, so damnably clear and precise.

“And now the study, Dobbs. Are you ready?”

For a moment the room spun round and went black; then Henry heard his own voice, strong and calm: “Yes, sir. The cases are just over there. I believe you’ll find the whole lot of ’em together.” And to Thompson: “You and Bill must uncase this lot, and go softly, mind, with your hammer and chisel.”

“Shall I clear a space?” Thompson enquired, looking up.

“Of course; better clear those refectory tables.”

When at last the things were in readiness, Mr. Harris started reading even more slowly. He now seemed to be savouring every word as a connoisseur will savour old port — drinking in sips, pausing over each mouthful.

“Man and horse in armour (Prentice piece),” he intoned. “Virgin and Child by Andrea Della Robbia (Florentine School, 1466)... Limoges Enamel Dish: the Birth of Venus by Penicaud III. (Late XVI century)... Chalice of Enamelled Glass (XVI century). Probably by a Venetian workman... Mug of Rock-Crystal mounted in Gold. Signed: H.B. Dated 1765; and having a small chip out of the handle... Head of Bishop’s Crozier in Silver-Gilt set with cabochon emeralds, sapphires and rubies. French workmanship (XIV century)... Gold Incense Boat in the form of a Galley (XVII century. Spanish or Italian)... Boxwood Tabernacle elaborately carved with stories from the Gospels (about 1504, or might be somewhat earlier. Flemish)... Wax Relief of the Annunciation. Artist unknown (later XVI century). Probably South German... Pair of Candlesticks, Lapis Lazuli and Gilt, with Cupids at base (Early Louis XV).” He ticked off the articles one by one in his leather-bound tome, as Henry found them.

Then: “Ivory Statuette of Nude Female Figure; attributed to Leonardo da Vinci.”

No one spoke.

Mr. Harris looked up in surprise: “What’s the matter?” he demanded.

But still no one spoke.

Mr. Harris turned the colour of putty.

With his neck thrust forward he peered round the room. “Where’s that ivory statuette?” he said loudly.

The men looked at Henry and then at each other.

“I never saw it.”

“Don’t think I did, either.”

“I’ve a kind of recollection... leastways I didn’t pack it.”

Their faces were stupid, puzzled and distressed.

Henry said: “If that figure was there, then it’s here. Where else could it be, sir? We’re bound to find it.”

“You say, ‘If it was there,’ but, good God, man, I saw it! I myself put it out on a table to be cased. It was in the far corner of Sir Isaac’s study.”

“As I said, if that ivory figure was there, then it must be here, sir,” Henry repeated.

He felt amazingly cool and detached, much as though this affair in no way concerned him. He could almost have smiled at the sudden collapse of Mr. Harris, who had flung down his book and was showing every symptom of panic. Plunging his shaking hands into the shavings, he proceeded to hurl them about the room.

“If you’ll allow us to go through that packing, it will be more in order, sir,” Henry told him.

“Oh, my God!” Mr. Harris sounded very near tears. “What will Sir Isaac say? This will kill him! Leonardo da Vinci... priceless, unique! Leonardo da Vinci, the only example... and I put it on that table myself... I know the precise spot on which I stood it!”

He was running about like a creature possessed. In the end they all were, they had caught the infection, all, that is, except Henry, whose voice remained chill. “Now then, steady, please. Thompson, look through this litter. And you, Bill, go with Weston and search the empties.” But the men, terrified, had got out of hand; in their fear they completely ignored their foreman. Upstairs and down like a pack of mad hounds; shouting to each other like hounds giving tongue, their voices sounding shrill and unnatural.

Henry scowled as he followed close on their heels. “This ain’t no way to conduct yourselves. Stop scampering and bawling all over the house and do as I orders, if you please. First those empties outside.” But no one obeyed him.

After more than three hours of the fruitless hunt a dangerous calm came upon Mr. Harris. They heard him calling up Scotland Yard, heard him offering two thousand pounds reward, and when he returned he eyed the men coldly.

“You will all rest under the gravest suspicion until this thing is forthcoming,” he told them. “I shall now telephone to Sir Isaac Epstein, then return to Riley’s depository with you. None of the servants will leave the house. Everything is out of the vans, I understand, and that being so you will kindly touch nothing. The rooms must be left precisely as they are to assist the police in making their inspection. Now then, my good man, keep your hands off that case. Did you hear my orders? You did? Then obey them!”

In a deathly silence the men drove back, preceded by Mr. Harris in his motor. Arrived at Riley’s, he got out of his car and was shown into old Mr. Riley’s office. Meanwhile the men hung about in groups, still silent. Their faces looked scared and dejected.

Henry said: “Stop acting like a lot of pickpockets. You ain’t pinched the thing, have you, so what’s the trouble? It’s my opinion it was never put out. I’ll bet you they find it in some cupboard or drawer. The place to look for it’s the London house, mark my words.” At that moment Henry was sent for.

Mr. Riley senior was sitting at his desk.

“Gawd Almighty, he’s gone suddenly crumpled,” thought Henry.

Then Mr. Riley senior looked up and spoke: “Dobbs, did you see this statuette?”

Henry met his eye squarely. “No, sir, I didn’t.”

“But I say that you must have!” Mr. Harris exclaimed.

Henry ignored this, and addressed his employer: “Excuse me, sir, but the house here in London has not been searched yet. Now it seems to me...”

Mr. Riley held up an unsteady hand. “The police have already been there and found nothing.” Then he turned to Mr. Harris. “This is Friday, sir; the loss was discovered in Surrey this morning. Now, when did you last see the statuette?”

Mr. Harris considered, clearing his throat. “On a Sunday evening, twelve days ago. I went into the study and collected some things for the men to pack when they came the next morning. I took the statuette out of its case and carefully dusted it with my own hands; then I stood it on a table in the corner. There was nothing on that table but the statuette.”

“And had it a plinth of any kind?”

“No. It stood on a small piece of ivory — the base was one with the figure itself.”

“I see. It would therefore be easily concealed?”

“Very easily indeed, the whole thing was so small, rather less than seven inches in height, it measured.”

Mr. Riley considered. “And you saw it on Sunday. Did you see it again on the Monday morning?”

“I did not... I really don’t think that I can have. I was called out on business during that morning, and when I returned they were working in the study, but I did not go right into the room. I remember I went on to the library. You see, I found the study in charge of your foreman.”

“And on Monday evening, sir?”

“On Monday evening I did go in after the men had left. All the cases had been packed and were ready to start. I naturally thought that the statuette had been cased and would therefore arrive with the rest. What else was I to think if your men are trustworthy?”

“Had you pointed the statuette out to Dobbs?”

“No, I cannot remember having done so. But I’d told him that everything in that room, in Sir Isaac’s study, was of immense value.”

“Yet you did not check over the inventory with him before packing?”

“Of course not — once was surely enough. I decided to leave it until they unpacked.”

“I think that was a pity,” remarked Mr. Riley. Then he said: “Well, now, sir, you saw it on Sunday when you took it from its case and placed it on a table. But you did not see it on Monday, you say. Sir Isaac’s servants were in the house; they slept in the house on that Sunday night, which my men did not do. I’m accusing no one, but have you thought of theft by some member of the staff — or even, perhaps, by some outside person? A burglar may have got access to the room.”

“The latter is impossible, I should think; I’m told that the fastenings were all intact.”

“Well, then, mayn’t the statuette have been taken from the house by some inmate during the night?”

Mr. Harris looked shocked. “Sir Isaac’s servants have been with him for many years,” he protested.

“As my men have with me,” Mr. Riley replied. “Dobbs, how long is it now since you came to this firm?”

“Going on for eleven years,” muttered Henry.

The men were now sent for and searchingly questioned in the presence of Mr. Harris and their foreman. They grew confused. There were so many things. They had seen one or two little ivory figures... or had they been silver? Or had they been bronze or porcelain or gilt? There were so many things. Only Thompson thought that he might have noticed the missing statuette, but he was not sure; the corners of Sir Isaac’s study were dark, the whole room was on the dark side, he declared. No, on second thoughts, he felt sure he had not seen it.

Mr. Riley sighed. “You may go,” he told them, “and you, Dobbs, can go too.” Then he turned to Mr. Harris. “I wish to see someone from Scotland Yard. You say that you have asked an inspector to call?”

“He should be here now,” rejoined Mr. Harris.
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The warehouse hummed all day long with the news. Men went about their duties with very grave faces. Everyone felt this disgrace to the firm, everyone pitied the senior partner — he had been a just man and was liked and respected. Only Bettridge appeared to take the thing lightly; when told, he had whistled and raised his eyebrows. But he turned very friendly to all the men who were under this hateful cloud of suspicion, and especially friendly to Henry, he turned.

“Wonder why that little pink-eyed rat of a man wants to come sucking up to me?” pondered Henry.

People from Scotland Yard came and went. It was whispered that Mr. Harris was suspected. Had he not been the last to see the damn thing? And who better than he knew the statuette’s value? Sir Isaac’s old servants came in for their share of the sordid business; but Henry, as the foreman who had actually been in charge of the move, was questioned and re-questioned again and again. There had been that hour when the others were at dinner and he had remained alone in the study. Why had he not gone to dinner with the rest? They always seemed to be asking him this; he would dread it like a recurrent nightmare. Yet his answers never faltered nor failed. “‘Cause I felt rather queer.” And this was borne out by the men who had come back to find him ill.

“Why didn’t you tell the men you felt ill before they left?”

“‘Cause I didn’t want to scare them. I didn’t want to take their minds off their job — I knew that some of the things were priceless.”

“Particularly that small statuette. You knew that was priceless, of course. Come now, Dobbs.”

“As I didn’t even know that the thing existed, how could I know it was priceless, sir?”

“But it stood on a table in a corner of the room, yet you ask me to believe that you didn’t see it? Remember it was white and would show up well.”

“That’s so, sir. I’ve been told it was ivory. But I can’t meself credit that it was where you say; if it had been, why, surely I must have seen it.” Always the same soul-sickening questions, put differently sometimes in order to trap him, now as harsh and abrupt as the lash of a whip, now as soft and conciliatory as satin. And his rather slow mind, dulled by years of toil, straining like a tired overloaded horse — straining horribly, but so far not failing.

Sir Isaac came back to London from Bournemouth, much against the advice of his eminent doctors. He was wounded to the depths of his collector’s soul by the loss of the Leonardo da Vinci. He doubled the reward — four thousand pounds now! Then he cursed the police for incompetence and employed a firm of private detectives.

Whole columns began to appear in the papers regarding the theft of the priceless art treasure: its history, not always quite accurately told; its description, not always felicitously worded.

Henry read one of these journalistic efforts, and was filled with a secret, impotent fury. “What a way to describe such a thing,” he raged; “but then they haven’t seen it and won’t — leastways, if I can prevent ’em they won’t. How much would they understand if they did? Why, nothing. The idea of calling her ‘dainty.’”

There were times now when he was seized with sheer panic, when he had some ado to master his nerves, which were playing him disconcerting tricks, not only at home but at the warehouse. Riley’s was under a heavy cloud, and until it was lifted the senior partner must tread warily in his dealings with clients. He believed in the innocence of his men and would not dismiss them; nevertheless he dared not employ them on specialist jobs. The whole business had caused such publicity, and Henry’s name had appeared in the papers together with a mysterious snapshot. Thus it was that the men had little to do and must hang about giving a hand where they could; sweeping the yard or the warehouse floors, stacking empty cases or collecting packing. And thus it was that Henry, unoccupied save by tasks that required no concentration, concentrated more and more on himself, and on his daily increasing terror.

He would think that everyone eyed him askance, that he was a topic of constant discussion, that voices dropped meaningly at his approach, that his mates looked on him with hostile suspicion.

He would think he heard footsteps in quiet streets; sly, terrible footsteps that always followed; and his scalp would tingle, his hands grow moist as he dodged down this alleyway and then that, in an effort to shake off those following footsteps. But when at last he could bear it no longer and must jerk himself round to confront his pursuer, fists clenched, lips drawn starkly back from his teeth, he would find that he was confronted by nothing. Then shaking his head, he would chide himself:

“Don’t be such a bloody fool, Henry Dobbs. You’re behaving as though you thought they could hang you.”

He began to frequent socialistic meetings. He who had hitherto voted Tory now began to listen with all his ears to the doctrines expounded by eager young men who believed every word that they said — or almost. But though he was told that the useless rich should be speedily swept from the face of the earth in order that the poor might acquire their possessions, and though this must mean that he, Henry Dobbs, had an obvious right to the thing he had stolen, he remained unconvinced.

“Gawd Almighty,” he thought, “I didn’t take it because I’d the right; I took it because I needed it so, because I’d been needing it most of me life, ever since I was just a great lumbering kid and used to stand staring into those windows.”

He grew bored with the meetings, and moreover they shocked him. What a way to speak of Sir Isaac Epstein; to call him a vampire, a parasite, merely because he had been born wealthy. To demand that his riches be confiscated by the State — what would happen to his collections? So much loveliness thrown to an ignorant mob; spat upon, trampled down by the mob.

“I’d rather give it him back, yes, I would. I’d rather he had it a thousand times... but I mean to keep it meself,” mused Henry.

His moods were as variable as the wind; from panic he would veer to self-confidence, to a self-confidence that made him feel reckless. He would want to laugh in the teeth of the world; would itch to tell Annie the astounding truth just for the pleasure of watching her face and hearing her cry of dismay and horror.

She would almost certainly run to his mother. “Our ‘Enry’s a thief! Oh, what’ll we do? There’s the children and all... oh, what’ll we do?” And his mother would wag her palsied head: “I always suspected that boy was a dark ‘un.” Just this and nothing more she would say; content with the knowledge that she had been right, content to be justified in her dislike of the son who was feeding and clothing her carcass.

But through all these changing and desperate moods there was something unchanging, something essential; the longing to see, the longing to touch, the longing to contact his being with beauty. And he dared not see, and he dared not touch, which but served to intensify this longing. He was never alone in the box of a house, someone always seemed to be at his elbow; a child ready to question or to exclaim; his wife ready to nag — perhaps even his mother. Should they chance to go out, they always came in, it was cause and effect — go out, come in. No peace and no privacy anywhere.

“Maybe I’ll cut and run,” he would think; “maybe I’ll cut and run, taking it with me.” Upstairs, and then through the creaking trapdoor, that was the way. And once in the loft... the heap of old boxes against the wall... under the lid of the seventh box, counting from the top — that was how he had piled them. To see, to touch, just once, only once. Lord, how his hands sometimes ached for the thing, for its exquisite shape, its smoothness, its coolness.

He thrust back the impulse. “Mad, that’s what I am. Let the row blow over a bit, anyway. They’ll get tired of their yapping after a while, they’ll be bound to — can’t go on yapping for ever.”

But he could not rest. To see — to touch. It was like the craving for food and drink; a craving of the body but also of the mind, since the need stimulated imagination. It was stronger even than the impulse to steal — that, he told himself now, he might have resisted. But once having made the temptation his own, he could scarcely endure this curb on his passion. To see, to touch, just once — only once. No lover could have longed more consumedly for a contact denied him by harsh separation.

* * * * *
 

His repugnance to Annie was fast turning to hatred; she was terribly active in spite of her fat and that treacherous ankle — oh, but terribly active. He could never creep upstairs but Annie must follow, never look at the trap-door but Annie must catch him, and catching him, show curiosity. “Is anything wrong? What yer gapin’ at, ‘Enry?” And surely her eyes had grown watchful of late, sly and watchful as though there were something to watch, some secret that she might discover by watching? And her voice when she caught him near that trap-door — surely her voice was full of suspicion? It was happening every day now, this spying, so hard to endure, so hard to evade, and the thought of it filled him with brooding anger. His mother he found less intolerable — she was partially crippled by rheumatism. But Annie, ah, there was a woman to fear, a woman who would scream and give you away, unless... His thoughts would start back with a jerk; then pale to the lips he would stand staring at her.

“Stop yer starin’ at me!” Annie might exclaim, and her voice would hold in it a shrill note of fear, and hearing that note of fear in her voice, he would have to clench his big hands, lest he strike her.

Mad, but of course he was going mad. He, such a quiet and peaceable man, to be thinking these horrible, bestial thoughts, to be wanting to squeeze Annie’s thick red throat — Annie, who had used to sit stitching for hours with that hard, detestable carpet thread... And one evening he remembered his courtship of Annie.

“It’s a shame to see you bent double all day, breaking your back over dirty old carpets.”

“Oh, Mr. Dobbs...”

“Call me Henry... Come on!”

How young she had been, how shy and respectful. Not bad-looking either, with her pink and white skin.... Neat too — she had been very clean and neat. And her voice had been gentle because she was shy, whereas now it was constantly raucous with nagging. Queer, the change in Annie... how had it happened? He had done his best for her by earning good money.... He was sober; she could not accuse him of drink nor could she accuse him of going with whores. He frowned, struck a match, and lighted his pipe.



“Annie,” he said, “have you been happy with me?”

It was her turn to stare. “What yer gettin’ at?”

“Nothing,” he muttered. “Why don’t you go out for a bit?” If only she would go out!

But she shook her head. “No, I’ve got sewin’ to do; that Syd’s gettin’ awful ‘ard on ‘is clothes, and yer none too easy yerself on yer vests.”

He sighed. He had fully expected some such answer.

* * * * *
 

It was now that a very surprising thing happened: Jim Bettridge walked in one Saturday evening.

“Well, Annie,” he said, holding out his hand; “well, Dobbs, I ‘ope you won’t take this amiss, but seein’ as ‘ow I’m a lonely chap I thought as perhaps I might come along.... I’ve been tryin’ me best to keep off the drink and it ‘elps me to be with a man that’s so steady. But of course if you’re thinkin’ as I’m in the way...”

What could they do but make him feel welcome?

He stayed on to supper, and after the meal he made himself pleasant to Henry’s mother, moving her chair and finding her shawl. Indeed he appeared most anxious to please — very humble, he seemed; very grateful, he seemed.

“Means more than you knows to me, this sort of thing,” he told Henry, when he finally took his departure.

And apparently it did, for he came pretty often, constantly turning up uninvited.

“I don’t trust ‘im. What’s ‘e ‘opin’ to get out of us?” frowned Annie; “we ain’t The Crusade of Rescue! ‘Owever I could ‘ave fancied that feller I don’t know; ‘e makes me creep, ‘e’s so slimy.”

Henry said: “Perhaps he is trying to keep straight; it may be that.” But he did not believe it. He was thinking: “She’s right; I don’t trust him either. What’s it mean, his hanging around this house? For more than ten years we’ve worked side by side, and in all that time he’s never come near us. ‘Cause why? ‘Cause we ain’t been on those sort of terms. I don’t trust him and, moreover, I don’t care for his eyes — don’t seem able to look me straight in the face. And why is he always nosing about, offering to help wash plates in the scullery, offering to go and fetch things from upstairs. ‘Tain’t natural, leastways in a chap like Bettridge.”

But natural or not, Bettridge now haunted Henry, for it seemed that Bettridge had some business in Fulham, so that they would constantly meet in the streets. And once Henry fancied that Bettridge was standing at the corner, intently watching the house. It was dusk, and when Henry called no one replied. The figure turned and walked quickly away. Impossible to tell in the uncertain light of late afternoon, impossible to tell — perhaps it was some other mean-looking chap. But all that evening Henry felt jumpy. Nor could he get rid of Bettridge at Riley’s, for whenever the fellow was not on a job he would make it his business to keep very close, and when Henry went out to his dinner at twelve, at the very next table to his would be Bettridge.

Yes, and now Bettridge always wanted to talk about the theft at Sir Isaac Epstein’s. “Terrible thing for the firm,” he would say; “what do you make of that business, Dobbs? In your opinion, ‘ow did it ‘appen? You was there in the study all the time — didn’t even go out for a snack of food. ‘Oo done it, do yer think, that secretary blighter? Or was it, maybe, one of the servants? Any’ow, it’s a terrible thing for the firm.” And then he would put his head on one side and wait until Henry contrived an answer.

Detestable it was, yet there seemed no escape, for Bettridge blandly refused to quarrel. “Go on, curse me up and down ‘ill if yer wants; if I can’t stand that much from an old friend like you, then there must be somethin’ the matter with me. Any ‘ow, I don’t wonder yer feels a bit cheap; in your shoes I’d be drinkin’ meself to death — I would that — and you a foreman and all! Thank the Lord yer wouldn’t have me on that job; now if I’d been along yer’d have thought as I’d done it.”

Danger. Hemmed in upon every side. The whole world composed of inquisitive eyes, of voices asking inquisitive questions; of mysterious figures watching the house, of people who turned to stare in the streets. And when you got home from it all, dead-beat, no privacy, nowhere to hide from eyes, nowhere to sit down and think the thing out — not a corner, not a hole or corner in the place that was safe from the ceaseless spying of Annie.
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For two months the hue and cry continued, after that it began to die down a little. Sir Isaac Epstein returned to Bournemouth a very sick man — he was broken-hearted. A watch was kept on his house in London and also on his mansion in Surrey. Scotland Yard, it was said, had the matter in hand, but not, so far, the Leonardo da Vinci.

It was April now, and the spirit of spring had come all of a sudden, bewitching the city. Henry walked home from the warehouse one evening in a dazzle of rainy luminous sunset, and his eyes perceived the beauty of the streets; they seemed changed by that queer, unearthly light.

“I’m not much of a one for nature,” he mused, “but I must say this sunset is something extra.”

The gleam of the pavements made him slightly giddy. He did not find the sensation unpleasant. Moreover, he seemed to be walking on air, and this also was not an unpleasant sensation. He felt happy and brave. Brave because he was happy — or was it the other way round? He wondered. No matter, it did not matter at all. Nothing mattered but what he was going to do....

“To-night,” he said softly under his breath, “to-night — just after the lamps are lighted.”

He was kind, unusually kind to Annie. When he got home he stooped and kissed her. “I’ve brought you some sweets for the kids,” he announced; “pear-drops, because you likes them as well.”

She flushed. “Just fancy your rememberin’ that!” and putting a pear-drop into her mouth she sucked it.

Henry looked away quickly.

At supper he tried to swallow, but could not.

“Nothin’ wrong with yer, is there?” Annie asked him.

“‘Course there isn’t; I’m only feeling a bit slack... it’s this heat. It’s uncommonly warm for April.” He glanced at the clock, and suddenly: “Listen! What’s that funny scraping noise overhead? Don’t you hear it? A kind of scraping noise.”

“Not burglars, ‘Enry...” his mother began.

“Well now, I don’t know — think I’ll just take a peep. You two stop quietly here with the kids. No need to be scared, just stop quietly here.” He looked round for a weapon and grasped the poker.

They heard him go clumping up the stairs. Then his voice: “Gawd ‘elp yer, young feller-me-lad!” Then another sound — the trap-door on the landing. Then more threats: “Now, matey, take care of yourself — there won’t be a great lot left if I catch yer!”

In less than five minutes he had come down again. “Not so much as the skin of a louse,” he told them. Presently he said: “Think I’ll go for a turn — it’s that fine. I don’t suppose I’ll be late, but in any case neither of you’s to wait up; Annie’s looking dead-beat. Now mind what I say, I expect to come home and find you both snoring.”

* * * * *
 

Once outside the house he began to laugh softly. “Poor Annie... poor ugly, pitiful slut. Can’t help feeling kind of sorry to-night.... But Lord, I was cute; I took her in proper!”

He was walking quickly towards the Park. An exquisite hardness lay against his breast, he placed his hand over it, holding it closer.

He turned into the Park at Alexandra Gate. How quiet it was, how mercifully lonely. And that exquisite hardness against his breast — the sense of security in possession. No one to question him, no one to spy. It was growing late, the Park was deserted — that was good, very good, but he mustn’t waste time — they’d be closing the Park gates at twelve o’clock; besides, someone might pass at any moment.

He stepped over the palings not far from the bridge and stood motionless on the grass for a minute. He listened. Not a sound except his own heart.

“Be quiet now,” he whispered, “not so much of yer beating!”

There were stars and a small inadequate moon, but light enough from a lamp near by. He lurched towards it, tore open his clothes and clutched at the thing that lay against his skin; then he drew it forth, supremely exultant. His hands were shaking, his breath came in sobs. He was like a man who has run a great race and who holds the laurels of victory before falling. And he seemed to be beseeching the thing with his eyes — praying to it with his bloodshot, adoring eyes. The little white ivory statuette lay chastely upon his work-stained palm — immaculate, enduring but unresponsive.

“‘Allo, Dobbs!” Jim Bettridge’s voice, and quite close. “Star-gazin’? Well, now, it’s a priceless night — never enjoyed a night more in me life — sweet it is with all them stars and that moon...”

Henry’s hand swooped into the pocket of his coat. “What the hell are you doing out here?” he gasped. Then he spat to show his complete indifference.

Bettridge grinned. “Same as you; leastwise I suppose so... just fillin’ me lungs with oxygen. Isn’t that what you’ve been doin’, matey?”

For one moment Henry thought he must strike, must strike down and then obliterate this man with the crafty, smirking, insolent face; but the impulse passed, leaving him badly shaken. He tried to collect his reeling wits, tried to gauge the full extent of his peril. But perhaps he was not in peril after all. Had Jim Bettridge seen? It was very unlikely. Just a small patch of lamplight and then those trees.... No one could be certain of a thing under trees.... In any case Bettridge was probably half drunk...

“I’m going home,” Henry told him briefly. Bettridge was close to his elbow now. “Same here,” he remarked. “I’ll walk along with you.”

“Don’t trouble — my house will be out of your way.”

“What about it? I’ll enjoy the stroll,” smiled Bettridge. In silence they turned towards the gate, then Bettridge began to speak very softly; “Lovely, them stars — don’t yer think so, mate? Lord, ‘ow the stars do take a man back... you and me’s not quite so young as we was... no, not by a long way.”

Henry ignored him.

Bettridge went on talking; his voice sounded dreamy. “Lord, Lord, we’ve been through some times, ain’t we, Dobbs? What with Annie and all... Lord, I loved that girl! You done me the dirty over that, Dobbs, and you can’t say no — you was bloody dirty. But I ain’t retaliated — not yet — must be a kind of dummy or somethin’, me lovin’ Annie the way I did. It’s not many chaps would ‘ave took it lyin’ down, but then that’s me: I can’t ‘arbour malice. Queer ‘ow you managed to get all the plums... Annie and foreman, me wantin’ both. Felt I’d a right to ‘em, too, you understand... Damned queer ‘ow you’ve managed to do me down, ain’t it?”

What was it saying, that infuriating voice, drivelling on and on about Annie. A senseless, disgusting, maudlin voice with an undertone of something else in it. Yes, but what? Henry’s mouth went suddenly dry. Was it an undertone of hatred?

They had reached Exhibition Road by now and were walking towards South Kensington Station. Bettridge had taken Henry’s arm.

“I’m that full of rememberin’, to-night,” he drawled; “crikey, but I’m full to the neck of rememberin’.”

Presently they had passed the station, and turning down Pelham Street, had reached Fulham Road. The road looked deserted; it had started to rain. The solitary policeman on point-duty shook his cape, and Bettridge’s grip on Henry’s arm tightened.

Bettridge said: “Let’s cross ‘ere — I’m nervous of traffic. Oh, but straight I am — let’s cross ‘ere by the bobby.”

Nervous of traffic? What the hell did he mean? There was no traffic at this time of night... And why that ridiculous clinging hand? “Let go of my arm. What yer getting at?” But the fingers still clung.

“Nothin’. Ain’t you jumpy! Come on, that bobby’ll see us across. It’s Gawd’s truth as I’m nervous of motors these days, the way they comes swoopin’ and hootin’ round comers.”

They had come abreast of the policeman by now. He yawned and glanced at them casually. Then Bettridge’s free hand was grasping his sleeve.

“Officer, arrest this ‘ere man, ‘e’s a thief! Ever ‘eard of the Vinci statuette? Well, ‘e’s got it!”

Henry stood motionless as though turned to stone; all power of movement seemed to have left him.

“Now, don’t come none of yer jokes over me, I’m not for it,” snapped the incredulous policeman.

And still Henry stood there, dumb, stupefied; his great strength held back like a hound in leash by his staggering wits that refused to release it.

“If yer such a fool as not to believe me, then look in the right-’and pocket of ‘is coat. Quick, quick! Oh, for Gawd’s sake be quick!” screamed Bettridge.

The policeman swung round and seized Henry’s collar, while Bettridge still clung to his arm like a limpet. Then Henry made a queer sound in his throat and abruptly woke up — a terrific awakening.

Even as the muscles of Samson swelled to destroy the Philistines in their temple, so now Henry’s muscles tightened and swelled to destroy his puny antagonists. Bettridge fell back with a shriek of pain — his arm had snapped in two like a pipe-stem. Blood was trickling into the constable’s eyes and he failed to get his whistle to his lips. But he would not let go; he was wiry and young, and besides, this arrest might bring him promotion. Backwards and forwards they swayed.

“Help!” yelled Bettridge, “help! help! there’s a thief ‘ere what’s murderin’ a policeman!”

Then quite suddenly Henry was standing stockstill. “It’s O.K., Bobby — that swine’s right, I’ve got it. It’s here, as he says, in the pocket of me coat. I’ll come quiet... Don’t let’s rough-house any more.... Chances are if we goes on like this we’ll harm it.”
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It was four years, and for a first offence. But the judge had been shocked by the whole affair. Henry had held a position of trust and, moreover, when arrested he had shown great violence. Above all the judge was a connoisseur of art, and the theft had concerned a Leonardo da Vinci.

After the sentence they led Henry away, but all through that gruelling trial he had seen it. They had placed it upon a table in the court for the callous, inquisitive crowd to gape at — the lovely, innocent, patient thing. So helpless and shamed it had looked to Henry. He had cried out hoarsely; they had thought it was fear and had told him, kindly enough, to be silent. In the end he had scarcely raised his eyes, and this they had thought was humiliation.

* * * * *
 

They let Annie come to him to say good-bye — he had not expressed a desire to see her. She found him huddled in a corner of his cell, and finding him thus her thoughts slipped back so that she became young and gentle again, and the mother-instinct leapt up in her heart, for to her he seemed like an unhappy child much in need of pity and consolation.

“‘Enry...”

“Yes, Annie?”

“Oh, ‘Enry... my dear.”

He glanced at her. “Stop being foolish, woman.”

“But, ‘Enry, yer cryin’... oh, ‘Enry, don’t! Me and the children will be all right, I promise yer we will; don’t go frettin’ like this... and when yer gets out we’ll be waitin’ for yer.”

“Gawd!” he choked, “it ain’t that... but you can’t understand... no, of course you can’t understand; how could you? But... oh, Gawd... I’ll never see it again...”

She stared at him, bewildered, abashed. Her untidy hat had slipped backward and sideways, her face was a blank, her underlip sagged.

“Me and the children...” she began, then stopped; smitten dumb by a glimmer of understanding.

Presently he rubbed his eyes with his sleeve, and when next he spoke he did so calmly: “Four years,” he said in a thoughtful voice, “four years... I should think he gave me pretty well the limit. Four years is a long time to live in a jail, seeing bars and blank walls and ugliness, a long time.... But mind you, Annie, it was worth it!”
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Mrs Raymond preferred that her boarding-house should be known as a private family hotel, thus: “Raymond’s Private Hotel” had been painted in brown on the peeling Corinthian columns, and again above the shabby front door in gilt letters across the fanlight. The house stood in a street that had seen better days; it was one of those endless Pimlico streets that meander dully towards the river. All its houses were fashioned precisely alike: tall fronts, sash windows, damp areas; moreover, they were large but without dignity, and solid while conveying no sense of comfort.

Mrs. Raymond was the childless widow of a merchant who had had the misfortune to speculate in rubber; of that rash speculation nothing now remained but a starved rubber plant in the dining-room window. However, being a hard-headed woman and blessed by a lack of imagination, she had promptly opened a boarding-house which pretended to offer every home comfort.

“A home from home,” Mrs. Raymond would say, “that’s what I aim at — a home from home.” And since it was cheap as such places went, her clients preferred not to contradict her.

Like every experienced landlady, Mrs. Raymond had a very marked preference in boarders. She much preferred youthful and unattached men because, as a rule, they were docile and timid. At this time she had three such young men in her house: Mr. Pitt, Mr. Narayan Dutt and Mr. Winter.

Mr. Pitt belonged to the Y.M.C.A. He was secretary of some local branch, and he made a hobby of physical training. Mr. Pitt spent much time running round Richmond Park in modest duck shorts and a drenched cotton singlet. When he ran his hands sawed the air helplessly, his chest heaved and his eyes bulged behind his glasses. Mr. Narayan Dutt, who hailed from Bengal, was an earnest and a diligent medical student; he affected amazingly tight grey clothes and soft boots of a very unusual yellow. Mr. Winter worked in a city office; his prospects were poor and so was his health — he suffered from chronic nervous dyspepsia.

Apart from a few occasional boarders, there were four other “regulars,” as they were called: Colonel Armstrong, of doubtful antecedents — he was said to be late of the Volunteers — two spinster sisters, the Misses Trevelyan, whose father had been a naval paymaster and who therefore despised the ambiguous Colonel, and an elderly person, by name Fràulein Schwartz, who gave German lessons at a couple of schools and eked out a living with private pupils.

Fràulein Schwartz was little and round and fifty, with neat greying hair and a very high bosom. She frequently sighed, and whenever this happened the plaid silk of her blouse creaked in sympathy — like many a German of her generation she displayed a mysterious preference for tartan. Gentle, and bewildered by life was Fràulein Schwartz; she had never been able to make up her mind about anything since the days of her childhood, and yet she had had to face grave decisions. She was incomplete, part of a philippine, the major portion of which was missing.

Her father had been a most learnèd professor — that is, learnèd in all save the getting of money. They had lived in a pleasant suburb of Dresden not far from the bridge called “Der Blaue Wunder.” As a child she had frequently stood on that bridge and gazed down at the Elbe, feeling rather afraid, gripping her father’s protective hand, so impressed had she been by the depth of the water. After his death, when she was past thirty, she had dutifully wished to support her mother by teaching English, God save the mark! She had failed, which was not in the least surprising, for among those problems that had always bewildered her most might be counted the English language. But indeed she had tried a number of things for nine years, until she had lost her mother: fine needlework; knitting thick, gaudy stockings for the muscular legs of those who climbed mountains; even serving in a shop had Fràulein Schwartz tried, but not one of her ventures had been successful. Yet now here she was giving German lessons in London, and actually making a living.

Fràulein Schwartz was the friend of all the world, a fact which naturally made her feel lonely, since the world had no time for Fràulein Schwartz, nor had it expressed the least wish for her friendship. She loved children and after them animals; but children had never found her amusing. Stray dogs liked her, and sparrows would feed from her hand — but this only if the weather were frosty. Her true romance never having been born, she must cherish the memory of her parents, of her childhood, of her distant Fatherland; her large Bible resembled a photograph album. And let no one presume to despise Fràulein Schwartz if her links with the past were connected with eating. Why not? The bread that is broken in love, in guileless enjoyment and simplicity, may sometimes become as manna from Heaven. And although her mouth watered a little, it is true — she had suffered long years of boarding-house cooking — her eyes watered still more for the innocent days that were gone past all earthly hope of recalling.

Zwieback and a glass of fine, creamy milk... a spring morning in a tidy suburban garden; the witch-ball supported on stiff iron legs, a large luminous sphere reflecting the world, itself as immense as the world in proportions. Two earthenware dwarfs with curly grey beards; friendly, affable dwarfs clasping circular bellies: “Liebchen, do not make all those crumbs on the cloth; eat more carefully. What will the little men say? They are surely much grieved by untidy children!”

Apfelkuchen, always sweeter than sweet and tasting of the good, honest smell of ripe apples... the confectioner’s shop in the Prager Strasse to which she had been taken on her sixth birthday. A smiling young salesman behind the counter who, when he had learned of the great occasion, had behaved as though she were really grown up and had actually called her: “Gnâdiges Fràulein.” Schinkenbrot, crisp rolls stuffed with tender pink ham... picnics to Bastei with her parents in summer. The stout little steam-boat, so busy, so willing. The songs they would sing steaming home in the evening: “Lorelei,” because they were on the river, and sad old folk-songs because happy people will not infrequently sing about sadness.

Pumpernickel, the delectable sticky black bread... her mother cutting it into thin slices. Her mother’s spreading and matronly hips, so reassuring beneath the check apron: “Nein, Liebchen, you must wait for your Pumpernickel.”

Wiener Schnitzel, fried slices of juicy veal; a dish well beloved of her learnèd father. The dining room of their suburban home... a tiled stove of such aggressive dimensions that it all but ousted the dining-table. Her father, big, bearded and very blue-eyed, a kind of paternal and ageing Siegmund, bending over his plate of Wiener Schnitzel.

The hot spiced wine of All Hallowes E’en, and the childish games that would follow after. Flushed cheeks — that hot spiced wine was so strong — and a great deal of mirth when she and her friends must evoke ancient spells, each to get her a husband. Her father and mother holding hands, grown young again thanks to the hot spiced wine. They had been middle-aged just as she was now, and how strange that seemed — the kind father and mother.

And those little brown loaves of marzipan that invariably made their appearance at Christmas. Ach, du liebe Zeit, Christmas! The old marketplace as fragrant and green as a miniature forest. Rich and poor alike buying Christmas trees and driving away with them then and there in old country carts or fine equipages. Snow and sunshine; the lake in the park frozen over, the band playing a waltz, the curvings and swayings of endless rosy-cheeked, bright-eyed skaters. Little ice sleighs, fashioned like gaudy birds. That fine pair of new skates with the curling fronts — what a lot they had cost. Ach, du liebe Zeit! she had surely possessed the most generous parents. Christmas day with its careful family presents; so much love had gone into each one with the making. Christmas night and the tree lighted up in the window just in case some poor creature outside should feel lonely: “Tôchterchen, raise the blind before we light up — ja, so! Tôchterchen, we should always remember the sad people who cannot have Christmas trees...”

Remember! Fràulein Schwartz could hardly forget since now she herself was one of those people. Sentimental? Perhaps. But then Fràulein Schwartz had always been incurably sentimental.
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Whether it was Providence who sent her a present, or Chance, is a very difficult question; but the fact remains that returning from a walk one Christmas Eve, Fràulein Schwartz found a kitten on the doorstep of Raymond’s Private Hotel. It mewed; it looked at her with anxious blue eyes; it had draggled grey fur and a very pink nose; it was young, it was starving, and it needed protection.

Fràulein Schwartz’s defrauded maternal heart leaped up at this sight: “Armer Kerl!” she exclaimed. Then she gathered the kitten into her arms and proceeded to warm it under her jacket.

“You can’t bring that thing in,” Mrs. Raymond said firmly; “I won’t have a kitten messing up all my carpets.”

“Vhat you zay?” enquired Fràulein Schwartz. “But he starve, he is young and he also needs me.”

“You can’t bring him in,” Mrs. Raymond repeated, “it’s a rule of this hotel not to take people’s pets.”

“Dat is rubbish!” said Fràulein Schwartz, equally firm. And then: “I inzist dat I bring him in.” And her pale Teuton eyes were so bright and so fierce, and her thick Teuton voice was so pregnant with battle that Mrs. Raymond was completely nonplussed for a moment, and that moment gave her boarder the victory. “I go buy him a tray and some nice zoft zand; he be clean, you vill see,” coaxed Fràulein Schwartz; for the beast’s sake now bent on conciliation.

So the kitten was carried upstairs to her bedroom and was fed and caressed and generally tended. And its name, from that evening on, was Karl Heinrich, in memory of a very learnèd professor: “For,” said Fràulein Schwartz, as she combed its thin fur, “der liebe Vater vould never object, and you haf his blue eyes — so clear and so childish. Jawohl, I vill certainly giff you his name.” Then feeling a little doubtful she warned: “But remember, dat name is a ferry great honour!”

This had been between five and six months ago, and now Karl Heinrich was growing up daily. He had changed his milk teeth, and had visited the vet for the purpose of sacrificing his manhood. He had learned that all carpets demanded respect and that Mrs. Raymond would see that they got it. He had learned that sparrows were hatched to be fed and not necessarily to be eaten; whereas mice, could one catch them, were considered fair game — though Fràulein Schwartz never praised him for mousing. He was learning that Alice, the parlourmaid, was one of those incomprehensible people who feel sick when a cat strolls into the room, and who consequently abhor the whole species. There was so much to learn with first this, then that, and yet life seemed wonderfully good to Karl Heinrich.

As for Fràulein Schwartz, it was really surprising what a difference his advent had brought about in her. She felt so much less lonely now at the thought that when she got home from work he would be waiting; that his food must be given, his coat brushed and combed, his ears looked to in case he be threatened with canker, his blue eyes watched for conjunctivitis, his temperature taken at least once a week, because being young he might get distemper — love, and a handbook on how to rear cats, had made her as crafty as any vet. Thus it must be conceded that Providence or Chance had been right in this choice of a Christmas present. For Fràulein Schwartz whose heart was so burdened with that large overload of maternal affection, Fràulein Schwartz the unwanted friend of all the world, was now wanted at last by a living creature. While Karl Heinrich, although, of course, as a cat who could trace his descent from a deity of Egypt, he could not quite sink to the level of a dog with lickings and wooffings and foolish tail-waggings; although he must stalk in the opposite direction, head in air, tail erect, when his owner called him — this just as a matter of etiquette — Karl Heinrich had grown to adore that owner, and his purr when he rubbed his sleek length against her skirt would be vibrant and long with controlled emotion.

“Ach, du viel geliebtes Ding... she must frequently murmur, kneeling down to stroke his grey comeliness. “Ach, du mein Schatz,” and other fond words she must speak to the cat in her guttural German.

And whether it was purely imagination — the imagination of a Fràulein Schwartz who was only too anxious to find compensations — or whether, as she sometimes assured Mr. Winter, Karl Heinrich did really struggle to respond, making queer and very uncatlike sounds while blinking his eyes as though from great effort; whether all this was true mattered not in the least, since it gave such deep pleasure and consolation.
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Between Alan Winter and Fràulein Schwartz there existed a kind of companionable liking.

 

They met very seldom except at meals, but when they did meet they always felt friendly. He pitied her and she pitied him.

He would think: “It’s hard lines to be growing old and to have no real home — only this putrid place. I wonder what will happen when she’s really old; her sort never manage to save much money.”

And she would be thinking how tired he looked, and how young he was to be so quiet and staid, and would long to teach him the student songs that she had been taught by her learnèd father, and would long to see him drink pints of beer, good iced beer — this in spite of his chronic dyspepsia. And though neither expressed sympathy for the other, since both of them were extremely shy people, yet they sometimes stopped if they passed on the stairs, stopped to talk for a little about Karl Heinrich. And Alan bought a ball on elastic which Karl Heinrich could make swing backwards and forwards, striking it deftly with soft, padded paws — a game that he found to be very amusing. And Fràulein Schwartz bought a bottle of tablets which the chemist assured her would cure indigestion, and she gave them to Alan who threw them away, but who, nevertheless, lied manfully when she asked him if he were not feeling better.

Thus the days drifted by. Fràulein Schwartz taught German and Alan Winter slaved at his office; Mr. Pitt ran round and round Richmond Park, and Mr. Narayan Dutt went to lectures; and the Colonel was distant to the Misses Trevelyan, and the Misses Trevelyan were cold to the Colonel, and Mrs. Raymond played bridge with her guests every evening, but methodically underfed them, and no one believed that a war could come, despite ominous hints that appeared in the Press.

“The world is now governed by high finance, the financiers would never permit such a thing,” said Mrs. Raymond complacently... a view that was shared by even the Colonel.
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The night after England’s declaration of war Alan Winter returned from the City dead-beat. His head ached and he had a dull pain in his chest. All day the office had been in confusion, all day he had struggled to grasp the fact that this war, which seemed like an evil dream, might become for him a reality.

“But I cannot go out there and kill,” ran his thoughts. And then: “Is it that, or am I a coward? Am I really afraid of being killed?” A question to which he had found no answer.

Raymond’s Private Hotel was blazing with lights. He could hear the sound of excited voices as he vainly tried to escape to his room: “Is that you, Mr. Winter?” called Mrs. Raymond. “We’ve been waiting up for you. Well, what’s the news? Come and tell us what they say in the City.”

Amazing the futilities that worried these people, he could scarcely credit his ears as he listened: what was likely to happen to trustee stocks, to consols and other gilt-edged investments? What was meant by national bankruptcy — did the City think it was likely to happen? And the income-tax; what did the City think?

Alan shrugged his thin shoulders, hating them all: “I can’t tell you because I don’t know,” he snapped.

Colonel Armstrong eyed him malevolently: “This,” said the Colonel, puffing out his chest, “this, in my opinion, is Armageddon!”

And then it began. They argued, they disputed, they grew bitter towards the Kaiser and each other. Quiet people, hurled violently out of their ruts, their nerves had been jarred and their tempers suffered. It was natural enough, the whole thing was so strange — so terrifyingly sudden and strange; for the moment they buzzed like angry flies who were caught in the grip of some monstrous spider. Given time they would find their dignity again, but just for the moment they lost their tempers. Colonel Armstrong resented the Misses Trevelyan’s irritating allusions to the senior service. The Misses Trevelyan retaliated by asking impertinent, personal questions. Mr. Pitt of the Y.M.C.A. called for vengeance upon every head wearing a Prussian helmet. Mr. Narayan Dutt smiled enigmatically and remarked that such sentiments did not sound Christian; while Mrs. Raymond, tired out and much worried, inveighed hotly against the food profiteers, declaring that she might have to put up her prices.

Some recent arrivals, a young couple from Norfolk, brought a stock of the most disconcerting rumours. The Germans had perfected Napoleon’s idea and built rafts — they might shortly be landing at Dover; residents had been warned and were leaving the town which would be defended by an army of Russians. Food would soon become scarce; they might have to eat rats as the starving had done in the Siege of Paris — Mrs. Wilson knew for a positive fact that the Government was going to commandeer chickens. Queer people had been met with all over the Broads, two such persons were drifting about in a wherry; spies of course, all England was riddled with spies and the police doing less than nothing about it. The Germans had bottled innumerable germs, anthrax and cholera germs among others, and these they would scatter in buses and tubes, spreading infection throughout the whole country. The navy was bristling with enemies, some of whom were flaunting their German names — Prince Louis of Battenberg, for instance; it was common knowledge that he would be shot, or at least arrested and put in the Tower — Mrs. Wilson hoped it would be in a dungeon. Spies were everywhere, not a corner was safe; why, the great wireless station quite near Llandudno had been run by a German man for years; he called himself Smith, but was really Schmidt. Mrs. Wilson’s uncle lived down in those parts and had long had his eye on this dangerous fellow. But the real peril lay much less in the men than in the vast, secret army of women; female spies masquerading as ladies’ maids, private secretaries, and even as teachers. They had wormed their way into important houses where, of course, they had overheard conversations. And not to be outdone, Colonel Armstrong, Mrs. Raymond, the Misses Trevelyan and Mr. Pitt, must produce even more startling contributions, so that to hear them was to feel little doubt regarding the ultimate fate of the Empire.

Then Mr. Pitt of the Y.M.C.A. stood forth as the champion of civilisation; and his strong duplex spectacles catching the light, seemed to glow with the flames of his righteous wrath as he spoke of the brutal invasion of Belgium; of the broken treaty, the iron heel, the will to destroy a defenceless nation; of the Kaiser puffed up with arrogance like the blasphemous Beast of Revelation. Merciless they had been, those invading hordes, yes, and well prepared for their devilish work:

“God pity the women and children,” said he; “this sort of thing isn’t civilised. They’ll stop at nothing, you mark my words. I’d like to exterminate the whole brood, yes, I would; they don’t deserve anything else. What they need is total extermination!”

He was kind and extremely placid by nature, and on the whole quite a passable Christian. He had never handled a rifle in his life or done bodily ill to a living creature. He had certainly run round and round Richmond Park in a harmless desire for physical fitness, but prize-fights had always made him feel sick — he had said many times that they were degrading. But to-night something potent had gone to his head, something that was in the very air he was breathing, so that he demanded an eye for an eye, forgetting the crucified God of his Gospels. And although he did pity the women and children and sincerely believe in his own good intentions, although, Heaven knew, there was reason enough to cry out against this thing that had happened, Mr. Pitt was not solely stirred by the wrongs and the agonies of an invaded Belgium. For side by side with his genuine pity and his quite justifiable indignation, lurked an instinct that was very unregenerate and old — mild Mr. Pitt of the Y.M.C.A. was seeing red, as a long time ago some hairy-armed cave-man had done before him.

Alan said abruptly: “I’m going upstairs.”

His head was now aching beyond endurance. He was weary unto death of Mr. Pitt, of the Wilsons, of the Colonel, of them all, for that matter. He wanted to put the war out of his mind, if only for a few blessèd hours during sleep. Without saying good-night he turned and left them.

And away in a corner of the drawing-room, alone, stupefied, for the moment forgotten; half convinced that her country had committed a crime, and yet yearning painfully over that country; credulous one minute, incredulous the next, as she clung to the memory of her parents, of the Germany that she had once known — diligent, placid, child-loving and simple; a land of fairy tales, Christmas trees, and artless toys fashioned for little children — away in a corner of the drawing-room sat Fràulein Schwartz, weeping large childish tears which dripped on to her tartan silk blouse unheeded.

 

5
 

England settled in to the grim stride of war. The Empire had swayed but had quickly recovered. Food rose sharply in price but nobody starved. A moratorium strengthened the banks which, despite Colonel Armstrong’s fears, remained solvent; although after a time little, mean paper notes were to take the place of their weighty gold sovereigns. Fellow clerks at Alan’s office enlisted and their posts were soon filled by adventurous women, all anxious to do their bit for their country, all anxious to learn, yet impatient of learning. But Alan, the victim of his treacherous nerves, of his body that had failed him ever since childhood, of his horror of blood and of violent deeds, above all of his vivid imagination, Alan held back and did not respond to the loud bugle call of Kitchener’s army.

Mr. Pitt of the Y.M.C.A. was in khaki. He had twice been refused on account of bad eyesight, but had managed to get himself taken at last, and this was immediately made the excuse for a very unworthy campaign of baiting. Alan was a handy and obvious butt, sitting all day on a stool in safety. The Misses Trevelyan cut him dead when they met; Colonel Armstrong — himself much too old to serve — made frequent and barbed patriotic allusions. Even Mrs. Raymond, try though she might to remember that Alan paid his bills promptly, that he seldom if ever complained of the food, the economy in fires or the tepid bath water, even Mrs. Raymond now viewed him askance, and if she addressed him at all did so coldly.

It was true that he was not the only blot, there was Fràulein Schwartz to whom nobody spoke except Alan, who felt very pitiful of her. There was also Mr. Narayan Dutt of Bengal — he had suddenly decided to leave the hotel, which the Misses Trevelyan thought highly suspicious. But then, as young Mrs. Wilson remarked with more force than refinement: “He’s a yellow-belly!” Mr. Wilson was being drilled down in Cornwall where his wife was daily expecting to join him. It was not very pleasant, indeed, quite the reverse, but Alan would not let his thoughts dwell on these people; after all, he was fighting on the business front, and England’s motto was: “Business as usual!”

But if Alan’s position was not very pleasant, Fràulein Schwartz’s position was becoming desperate, for who in their senses would wish to learn German? Moreover, her very presence in the house was looked upon as a potential danger. Mrs. Raymond had already asked her to leave, but Fraulein Schwartz had protested with tears that, alas, she could find nowhere else to go to. For Fraulein Schwartz had but to open her mouth to arouse an immediate antagonism. One woman had banged the door in her face: “No, I ‘aven’t a room for the likes of you! Why don’t yer go ‘ome and stay with the Kaiser?” Yet cheap lodgings were an urgent necessity, since now she must live on her meagre savings.

Poor, ageing, inadequate Fraulein Schwartz, so anxious to be the friend of all the world yet so tactless in her methods of setting about it; for what must she suddenly try to do but perform little acts of unwelcome kindness, and this at a time when war-racked nerves would naturally lead to the worst interpretations. Mrs. Wilson was convinced that she was a spy, hence those crafty offers to help with the housework; she wanted, of course, to get the run of the place, hoping to unearth some information. Mrs. Wilson threatened to go to the police and was only dissuaded by Mrs. Raymond who declared that this might ruin her hotel, especially if it got into the papers. In the end Mrs. Wilson bought a miniature safe so that she could lock up her husband’s letters.

Poor, ageing, inadequate Fraulein Schwartz; a more positive woman would have packed her trunks and tried to return to her native land. But the thought of that long and difficult journey, of passports, of frightening official delays punctuated by even more frightening questions, of a dwindling purse, and God knew what expense to be faced before she at last reached her country, had completely deprived her of her small stock of will, and so she had stayed on from week to week, innocent, blundering, bewildered and helpless.

Oh, but she was being crushed on the wheel, the fate of all those who are too tender-hearted. War, to her, seemed a great and most pitiful sin, even as it had to her learnèd father. It was said that her people did terrible things; it was also said that the English would starve them, two wrongs which could surely not make a right, and which left her more bewildered than ever. Each morning she prayed with great earnestness that God would bring peace to the warring nations; but at times God appeared to be very far off, so that she must seek a more present help in trouble. Getting up from her knees she would look at Karl Heinrich; then taking him on to her lap she would talk, for like most of her nation she dearly loved talking — indeed, she had suffered far more than they knew from the silence imposed by her fellow-boarders. And to all those deep problems which vexed her soul, Karl Heinrich would listen with infinite patience, though every recital would end much the same way: “Aber, vhat has gone wrong mit de vorld, Karl Heinrich?”

Karl Heinrich would find himself at a loss, since not even the wisdom of Ancient Egypt, as he very well knew, could have answered that question. And so he would start to sway his sleek tail, conscious of a disagreeable sensation in the region of the fur along his spine, for cats hate to be placed at a disadvantage. Then all that frustrated love of long years, all that urge to serve, all that urge to succour, all that will to protect the helpless of the earth, would Fraulein Schwartz pour out on her rescue. And since those whom we speak of as lesser creatures have their own quiet ways of divining our emotions, Karl Heinrich would cease from swaying his tail and would try to sit very still on her lap, so fearful was he of hurting her feelings.

Passing the door on her way downstairs, the parlour-maid, Alice, would pause to listen. And that low guttural voice would fill her with rage; with a senseless rage that made her feel giddy, so that now Karl Heinrich must suffer as well — they must suffer together, he and his mistress. Not that he was a German; he could prove that his father who frequented the backyards of Pimlico, had been born in a coal-cellar here in London. He could prove that his mother who lived five doors away had come into the world via a cupboard in Chelsea; all the same he must suffer from the girl’s hostile eyes that made him feel intensely uneasy. Then again, she refused to bring up his food, declaring that the cook would no longer prepare it; and once she had given him a surreptitious kick, an outrage which he bore with philosophy, reflecting that Alice did not like cats — it seemed a just possible explanation.

Fraulein Schwartz must go out and buy milk in a can from the dairy and a loaf of stale bread from the baker; and on this meagre diet Karl Heinrich must live, since no scraps were available from the kitchen. But one day, although money was growing so scarce, Fraulein Schwartz bought Karl Heinrich a fine red collar; and she scratched his name on the plate with a pin — she had feared that the shop might refuse to engrave it. Gentle she was, and bewildered by life, yet this collar was in the nature of a challenge.

“Can’t abide the beast,” Alice confided to the cook, “and ‘im belonging to that German woman. Ought to kick the pair of ’em out of the ‘ouse. And ‘is name! If she ‘asn’t gone and scratched it on ‘is collar. The impudence of it, but then that’s ‘er! Any’ow the beast turns me sick at me stomach.”

Ah, yes, Alice was very bitter these days; a little queer too and inclined to be spiteful, for her wide muslin apron hid more than her skirt. Much clasping in a thicket on Hampstead Heath had resulted in what she hid under her apron.

He had said: “Oh, come on! Ain’t I goin’ to the front? Ain’t I one of the ‘eroes wot’s about to protect yer?’Course I’ll marry yer when I gets ‘ome on leave. But, Gawd, don’t go keepin’ me ‘angin’ about...” And one or two other things he had said; it had not been at all a romantic seduction. So possibly Alice was less to blame for her queerness than was ‘Erb, and what he had called in his moments of spiritual insight: “Nature.”
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Incredible of course that Fraulein Schwartz should have suddenly longed for her fellow-boarders, yet so it was, and the evening arrived when she could not endure Coventry any longer; when tucking Karl Heinrich under her arm, she went down to the gloomy drawing-room and, much daring, broke into the conversation. Alan Winter, who had not as yet gone upstairs, was filled with a sense of impending disaster. What a moment to select, the poor tactless old fool! Hadn’t she looked at the evening papers? They would think she had come to gloat over the news. And why bring the cat? His name was enough — a nice beast, but such an unfortunate name! Fraulein Schwartz had not seen any papers for days, indeed, she now frequently feared to see them.

She was trembling, already regretting her impulse, already regretting that she had brought Karl Heinrich. He would not sit still, he wanted to play and the chair had some very alluring buttons.

“Sich’ mal, dat is naughty — you must be a good boy. Do not do it! Be quiet a little, Karl Heinrich.”

She smiled awkwardly, glancing from face to face as a mother might do, half apologetic, half expecting a tolerant answering smile. But none came. Those animal-loving English could not find it in them to love Karl Heinrich — not just then, with the terrible lists of killed, of wounded and, more terrible still, of missing. Death and bereavement were everywhere now; no one in that room was nearly affected, yet bereavement had entered into the house. There had been a great noise of sobbing in the kitchen and the housemaid had had to serve the dinner that night. The girl had explained that some very sad news had reached Alice, hence those sounds of sobbing in the kitchen. And this German woman sat and played with her cat! It was true that she had not come down to dinner, that her room being at the top of the house she could not have heard what went on in the basement, nevertheless, she should have more shame; her presence was little short of an insult. No, they could not smile at the playful Karl Heinrich.

And he ought to have known better. He, so wise a cat, was being nearly as tactless as his mistress. What imp had got under his glossy grey fur and made him behave like a wilful kitten? Fraulein Schwartz’s round forehead began to shine as she sweated with worry and mortification. And she talked, how she talked! It was almost as though her long enforced silence had left her bursting, so that now she must let loose a torrent of words. Alan thought as he listened that never before had he heard Fraulein Schwartz being quite so foolish or speaking in such abominable English.

“If only I could manage to stop her,” he thought, glancing anxiously at their fellow-boarders.

They were doing their best. They were honestly trying to control their tongues and stifle their feelings; trying to answer her naturally, as though they were quite at their ease in her presence; trying in their unimaginative way to do the right thing, the dignified thing, on what to them was an odious occasion. But her thick Teuton voice jarred their every nerve, while her round Teuton face in their midst seemed an outrage when they thought of those wounded, missing, and dead. Quite suddenly they could not endure it and must start to castigate Fraulein Schwartz as if by so doing they struck at her country.

And now into the eyes of those quiet, dull people, crept a look that was unexpectedly cruel; the look of the hunter who corners his prey, watchful, alert with a sense of power — the power over life in the act of killing; while into Fraulein Schwartz’s pale eyes came the puzzled, protesting look of the hunted. Then Frâulein Schwartz plunged, committing a blunder more grotesque than any that had gone before it. In her genuine will towards peace on earth, in her genuine conviction that all men are brothers, in her genuine distress at the miseries of war, she must try to make everyone there understand that she not only asked for, but offered friendship. But they did not understand; they mistook it for shame, since, alas, in this world it is seldom wise to show the cross hilt instead of the sword blade.

“Dere is someting I vant to zay,” she was stammering, “it is dis. Mein Vater vas against all vars; he belonged to de Socialdemokraten, de people’s party, de party for peace. He thought var vas a great und most pitiful zin... ach, ja, and I feel as did my dear Vater. But ve here, ve hafe not made de var, nicht wahr? It is not ve here who hafe vished to make it. I am Cherman and derefore I lofe my land; you are English and derefore you lofe dis England; and I tink dat ve all hafe zo much lofe in our hearts dat ve cannot help ourselves lofing one another...” She paused, gasping a little, but only for a moment, for now she was carried away by her creed. She was holding up the cross hilt of the sword and was strangely elated by what she was doing, so that her voice when next she spoke held in it the triumphant ring of the martyr: “Because of my country I hafe wept many nights. It is said dat our zoldiers hafe killed little children — I do not know. It is alzo said dat your English navy is going to starve us; you cannot starve only vomen und men, and derefore you alzo vill kill little children — I do not know. I know only dis, dat ve all should unite to stop zo much zuffering. Ach, listen! I feel dat de spirit of my Vater is in me here,” and she struck her plump breast, “dat my Vater vants me to say dese tings; dat my Vater zays he implores you to listen. He zays dat in our dear countries to-night, dere are many goot people who feel as ve do, and dat if dey could dey vould stretch out dere hands and vould zay: ‘Wir sind ja aile Brüder und Schwestern.’” Fraulein Schwartz stopped speaking; the light died from her eyes leaving them dull and curiously vacant.

Then a dreadful thing happened. Mrs. Wilson laughed shrilly; she laughed peal upon peal, for she could not help it, was indeed scarcely conscious of what she did — she was very near an hysterical breakdown. Fraulein Schwartz’s face became ashen, and from one of those dimly lit chasms of the mind in which lurk the abhorrent and forbidden thoughts that engender great hatreds and great disasters; in which lurk all the age-old cruelties that have stood to the races for self-preservation; in which lurk the hot angers of humbleness scorned, and the blinding resentments that urge to vengeance; from one of those dimly lit chasms of the mind there rushed up a mighty force fully armed, and it gripped Fraulein Schwartz and possessed her entirely, so that she who had been the friend of all the world was now shaken by gusts of primitive fury.

“Ach, accursèd English, you vhat laugh at de dead; you who hafe not de heart vhat can feel compassion! May be it is lies vhat you zay of our men — yes — I tink it is you vhat kill vomen and children. I tell you all vhat my Vater vould hafe me, und you laugh, und you laugh at my dear dead Vater! But may be you laugh less one of dese days vhen our Uhlans ride through de streets of your London. May be you laugh much less vhen our ships blow up all of your cruel child-murdering navy. Gotti I tink ve vas right to make zuch a var; now I pray to Gott alvays dat He give us de victory!” And gathering Karl Heinrich into her arms she fled, while they sat stupefied and dumbfounded.

But someone was watching as she lumbered upstairs, clasping the cat to her heaving bosom.

Alice stood aside to allow her to pass — she had heard that impassioned, tempestuous outburst.

“So,” she muttered, “so you ‘opes as your bloody Germans is comin’ to ride through the streets of London; the devils as ‘ave made my baby a bastard and me nothing but an ‘ore all the rest of me days. So that’s what you ‘opes, you foul German bitch. Well, I’ll teach yer; so now you can go on ‘opin’!” And Alice shook her trembling fist in the air, half demented by the thought of her coming child, the bitter fruit of a brutal deflowering.
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The next afternoon being Saturday, Alan Winter returned from the office early. It struck him that the parlour-maid looked rather queer when she opened the door, but the thought soon passed. Alice, as he knew, had received bad news which would doubtless account for her strained expression.

Then stumbling downstairs came Fraulein Schwartz, her eyes red, her grey hair grotesquely dishevelled; and she clung to his sleeve, peering up at his face as though not very certain of her reception. But for all that she clung with tenacity.

“Gott sei Dank it is you and not one of de others...” she panted. And then: “Come quick up to Karl Heinrich!”

He stared at her, wondering if she had gone mad: “Karl Heinrich!” he repeated stupidly. He was tired, and his head was still heavy with figures.

She nodded: “Ach, Gott, he is terribly ill. If you vill not help me because I am Cherman, den help him, for he surely haf done notting wrong.” Alan thought: “And neither have you, you poor soul.” Aloud he said: “I’ll come up and see him.” They climbed the interminable stairs side by side, and as they did so she tried to explain how it was that Karl Heinrich had been brought so low; tried hard to keep calm and tell Alan the symptoms. It seemed that she had gone out to look for a room, and that on her return she had found him in convulsions.

“I do not know much, but I run to my book on de cat, und I tink it vere surely convulsions.... And vhen I look round he hafe been very sick... ach, but sick, sick, sick hafe he been in my absence. Und vhen de convulsions vas past come de pain, de ‘orrible pain.... Ach, my poor Karl Heinrich! Und now dere hafe come de very great weakness. And I cannot understand; I myself buy his milch, und his bread I also buy from de baker, und no meat hafe he eaten for many days; und vhen I leave him to go hunt a room, he was vell as never before hafe I seen him. Herr Gott! Vhat has happened? Vhat can hafe befallen?”

Alan tried to soothe her as best he could, but he felt a queer sinking in the pit of his stomach and a sudden tightening across his chest: “Don’t be frightened, it can’t be serious,” he soothed, “not if the cat was so fit when you left him...”

They had reached the top landing, he gasping for breath. The next moment she was pushing him into her bedroom. It was small and squalid, a despicable room, a disgrace to the house and to Mrs. Raymond. He had never been in it until that moment, and he saw it for the unhappy thing that it was: the sole refuge of a derelict human being. He supposed that there must be many such rooms in all cities, and many such derelict beings. Then his thoughts stopped abruptly — he had seen Karl Heinrich.

She had dragged the meagre pillow from her bed and had laid him upon it, just under the window. The beast seemed to have shrunk to half his size, and that was so queer — rather horrible even. And his glossy grey coat was now matted and dull. Some milk had stiffened the fur on his chest, spilt there when she had endeavoured to feed him. His whole body looked pitifully soiled but resigned, and Alan could feel its profound desolation. For seeing him thus, was to know that Karl Heinrich realised in some dim way that he was dying, and that he had not yet made friends with death — perhaps because he was still so young and had been very full of the joy of living.

Then Fraulein Schwartz sank on to her knees, not in prayer to God, but in love for His creature, and she slipped her arms under Karl Heinrich and rocked him as though she were rocking an ailing baby; and she murmured soft and consoling words, as though she herself were indeed a mother:

“Kleines Wôrmchen, do not doubt und do not feel frightened.... Gott is kind, and all vill be vell, Karl Heinrich. He lofes you, for you are His little grey cat — tink of it dat vay, for Gott He made you. And I vill not leave you never, ach, nein, zo dat you shall not feel frightened und lonely. Can you hear me? Do you know I am mit you, Karl Heinrich? Ja, I tink dat you do, und dat it consoles you. Hafe great hope and fear notting at all, mein Schatz.... Zee, I shall alvays be very close.” She appeared to have forgotten Alan Winter.

“Look here, I’m going for a vet,” he said gruffly.
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When he returned with the vet in half an hour, Fraulein Schwartz was sitting on the floor by the pillow. She was stroking Karl Heinrich methodically, and still talking — only now she was talking in German. For her mind had slipped back over many years to her mother and the days of her own young childhood, so that she was using little tricks of speech, half playful, half grave, and wholly consoling; so that she was telling of gnomes, but kind gnomes, and of other such folk who were all very kind; trying to lure Karl Heinrich away from the realms of pain into those of enchantment.

“Is she a German then?” whispered the vet.

Alan nodded: “She is, but the poor beast isn’t.”

The man flushed: “I’m a healer, not an Empire!” he said sharply.

Turning, he went to Fraulein Schwartz: “This gentleman has brought me to look at your cat. Do you mind if I make an examination? He’s told me the symptoms.... I’m afraid they’re pretty grave.”

 

Frâulein Schwartz got clumsily on to her feet and motioned to the vet to take her place. She gave him a searching look but said nothing. With gentle deftness he set about his task; lifting the eyelids, opening the mouth, pressing his ear to the beast’s shrunken side, and listening again and again for the heartbeats. But Karl Heinrich was already a long way away; he had gone to the country that needs no frontiers, and where wars and the rumours of wars are forgotten.

The man shook his head: “I’m too late,” he told them, “but in any case I don’t think I could have saved him. In my opinion this cat’s been poisoned.”

“Poisoned? Oh, no, that’s impossible! Who on earth would have done such a thing?” exclaimed Alan.

But Fraulein Schwartz spoke in an odd, hushed voice: “If dat is de truth, den for me has he suffered, and for my nation, und for all de nations vhat zo cruelly go out to hurt vone another. Karl Heinrich vas only a little grey cat vhat I rescue vhen he vas cold und starving; but now Karl Heinrich is very much more, he is zomething enormous und terrible: a reproach before Gott who vill not forget de zufferings of poor dumb beasts und of children. I hafe maybe lost him for a little vhile, ja. I hafe lent him to Gott, but only for a little; because Gott, who hates var, vill give him me back. He vill say: ‘Karl Heinrich hafe told Me about it; all de pain und de fear und de doubts vhat he felt before you come home in de end und find him, zo dat now he shall go again vhere he vould be, und dat is mit you — I gife back your Karl Heinrich.’”

The vet glanced at Alan uneasily: “I’d like to make an autopsy,” he murmured.

But Alan shook his head: “Don’t suggest it — no good — she’s half crazy with grief, it would only distress her.”

“But she can’t keep him here. I could take the body...”

Fraulein Schwartz swung round: “Vhat is dat you are zaying? Aber nein; aber nein; I vill bury him myzelf.”

“Well — I’m sorry I couldn’t save him, Fraulein.” The vet looked at his watch; there was nothing he could do, and moreover he had another appointment.

“If you’ll come downstairs, I’ll attend to your fee,” muttered Alan, and he almost ran from the room, conscious only of a wild desire to escape from the blemished beast and the grief-stricken woman.

Alone with her dead, Fraulein Schwartz spoke to God, and she told Him quite quietly about this great sorrow, and about the troubles that had gone before — her loneliness, her fears, her inadequacy, and the feeling that life had denied her fulfilment. She told Him of the wish she had always cherished to befriend the whole world, to be one great heart into which the whole world could creep for protection, and of how she had found that nobody came, that nobody wanted her heart but Karl Heinrich, who had thus in some strange way become the whole world, which was surely God’s compassionate dispensation. Then she asked His forgiveness for all her transgressions; for her anger upon the previous evening and for all those terrible things she had said — none of which she had really meant, she assured Him. And for what she would now do she asked it also if, indeed, according to His wisdom it were sinful, which she could not believe since none other than He had sent her this very great love for Karl Heinrich.

“And I promise dat I vould not leave him, ach, nein, because he is only zo helpless a ding vhat I care for zince he vas a tiny kitten. Und he might feel strange, even mit You, mein Vater im Himmel, though I tell him of all Your kindness...”

For some reason she was praying in English, in the thick Teuton English that made people angry, that indeed, had nearly cost her her home — but perhaps God did not notice her accent. In any case she drew much comfort from her prayer and much courage; both excellent reasons for praying.

Presently, she was setting her bedroom in order, so that when they went in they should find it tidy; and this done she got money out of her trunk and left it on the table for Mrs. Raymond.

“Zo! Und now I owe nobody notting,” she murmured, “I am glad, for had it been otherwise, they vould all hafe zaid dat I paid not my rent because I vas vhat dey call: ‘A damn Cherman.’” And she actually smiled a little to herself, not unkindly, but rather with a vague toleration.

Finally, she pinned on her shabby black hat, then she slipped her arms into an old tweed ulster — it was ample, almost too big she remembered, and thus it could easily shelter them both. Lifting the stiffening body of the cat, she buttoned it gently under the ulster.

Poor, ageing, inadequate Fraulein Schwartz; even at this stupendous moment when for once in her life she had made up her mind, when for once she was filled with a great resolve, even now she must walk lop-sided through the streets, looking as though some abominable growth had laid its distorting hand upon her; indeed, more than one person turned to stare at the odd little woman who walked so quickly. Quickly, yes, for she had a long way to go before she would come to that quiet place where the trees bent forward over the river; where the river was dark and brooding with peace. By the time she had reached it she would be very tired and glad of her sleep, for the night would have fallen. Karl Heinrich was already fast asleep — she could feel him lying against her bosom.

 

 

 

 






  








THE REST CURE — 1932
 

Mr. Duffell sat at his mahogany desk. He was painfully striving to focus his attention on the papers that he had brought home from the office: invoices, engineers’ reports, the auditors’ report, urgent letters from the bank. And as he sat there in his study alone, the ormolu clock on the mantelpiece struck midnight.

Mr. Duffell was conscious of a weariness so vast that it seemed to permeate his whole being, so that it was anguish to know himself alive, and yet since he was alive work he must, and that with alacrity and precision. Mr. Duffell goaded his flagging mind, and as he did this there came an odd pain that played over his head like a flash of forked-lightning — a bright, zigzag, disconcerting kind of pain that passed quickly; he had felt it once or twice before and had thought it some form of acute neuralgia. As a rule his mind would respond to the goad, but to-night it was being recalcitrant and stubborn, shying away from those papers on the desk and galloping off in another direction. He swore softly, filled and lighted his pipe, grasped a pen and tried to check a report, but the figures meant nothing to him at all, the results he produced were obviously nonsense.

He began to see pictures, mental pictures, very much as though he were drowning. He saw himself lashing a whipping-top, he saw himself feeding a spaniel puppy, he saw himself kneeling in the chapel of his school, he saw himself scrambling on to a roof during a memorable rag at Oxford. And, later he saw himself grimy and hot in the vast workshops of Duffell & Son, learning to become a master of men by first becoming the least among them.

Then the pictures changed, growing more panoramic — those years that had followed his father’s death, how calm they had been; calm, successful years during which he had decided never to marry, had decided that a wife would be in the way of a man already wedded to business. And the war... it had brought fine profits to the firm, profits honestly earned, for Duffell & Son produced only of the best — their steel was world-famous. Had it not been said that Duffell & Son had helped to link up the British Empire? The war — their magnificent Roll of Honour: “The following died for King and Country.” How proud he had felt as he read those names; he himself had laid an immense laurel-wreath at the foot of the hand-

 some and glorious tablet; that had been on the second Armistice day — a laurel wreath bearing the Allied colours.

And then what? The lame, the halt and the blind; abominable treaties; a shrinkage of commerce at first gradual but gaining bewildering momentum with every fresh greedy and witless blunder. A world at war then a world at peace, more cankered by the so-called peace than by war — a world full of angers, suspicions and confusions, a world of black hating and blacker self-seeking, a world that had savagely turned upon itself as it writhed in the flames of its own perdition. And he, Charles Duffell, shocked and confounded by the crashing of almost every landmark that had hitherto served as a guide in business. He, Charles Duffell, honest, thrifty, astute — a fair man but no fool when it came to a deal — he floundering about far out of his depth as he struggled to swim against the current, to restore to the firm its dwindling reserves while not reducing the pay of his workmen.

Then the visit to business connections in New York, how clearly he remembered every detail of that visit: the well-nigh fantastic prosperity, prices challenging heaven like the soaring skyscrapers; the optimism of the man in the street, his childlike faith in the present and future; his belief that the rest of the world could go hang and America still continue to prosper; his conviction that clever old Uncle Sam had turned himself into a modern Aladdin. And that delirious orgy of speculation — every Tom, Dick and Harry having a fling, even down to the impudent hotel bellhop. The germs of the illness so thick in the air that only to breathe was to catch the infection — he had caught it at once, yes, and caught it badly. Looking back it appeared incredible that a staid and experienced man of affairs should have hoped thus to add vast sums to his fortune, yet so it had been, he had hoped for just that, he had hoped to pump golden blood into Duffells.

When the crash came in the autumn of 1929, he had been on board ship returning to England. He could see himself as he paced the long decks of that huge and insolent luxury liner. And those others who had paced her decks he could see — they had none of them lacked for news, thanks to progress! The atrocious strain of those days in mid-ocean, the faces of men who had lost their all, who had left their country as millionaires and who must return to their country as paupers; their incredulous amazement at this brutal deception, the stony despair that had followed after — these things were burnt into Mr. Duffell’s brain, so that he shrank from the memory of them, and yet as he sat at his mahogany desk must live over again that terrible autumn. And the years that followed he must also live over, three years of incessant anxiety; of hope lifting a timid and battered head as the prophets whose wish was father to the thought had babbled of the coming business revival — of the business revival that never came. And somehow those moments of perverse optimism had been far more unmanning and far more cruel than the months of well-nigh unrelieved gloom, at least so it appeared to Mr. Duffell, and he cursed the false prophets, wishing them ill with all that was left of vitality in him.

But insomnia. Never until now had he known how hallowed and precious a gift was sleep, how hellish the nights could be without it. Sleep was surely worth all the gold in the banks, yet all the gold in the banks could not buy it. A man might drug himself with a whore, only to start wide awake in revulsion; a man might try to buy sleep at his chemist, only to feel like death the next morning. Ah, no, not by such means could a man hope to woo the sleep that revitalised mind and body. And doctors — what fools when they weren’t knaves: “You need rest, my dear sir, and of course no worry. My advice is to go for a long sea voyage, leaving your business to take care of itself. Cut loose from it all for at least six months.” Cut loose from it all for at least six months, when every moment you were urgently needed, when every moment some new trouble cropped up! And how in hell’s name could a man find rest when wherever he went these days there was noise: the roaring of aeroplanes over his head, the incessant hooting and throbbing of cars, the blaring of those infernal loud-speakers? And yet it was an agony to feel so tired that one actually dreaded having to shave, actually dreaded the effort of dressing.... If only one need not see, need not hear, need not be conscious of movement and sound; if only a man could lie absolutely still in a universe of invulnerable stillness....

The clock struck four, and Mr. Duffell winced. He stared at the papers strewn about on his desk: “I must go into these accounts,” he muttered, prodding his mind yet again with the goad and prodding it now quite ruthlessly. “I must and will go into these accounts, I must and will save the firm. I must...”

His body went suddenly cold then hot, he sweated and while he did so he shivered. That odd zigzag pain played over his head with such violence that he screamed, clutching blindly at air; the next moment it was gone and his mind felt as clear as a crystal lake on a summer morning. Never before had he known such a feeling, such placidity, such a conviction of power, such a Godlike and omnipotent sense of detachment.

A blowfly woke up and began to buzz. “You see, it’s like this,” said Mr. Duffell, addressing himself to the drowsy insect, “it mustn’t go on because it needn’t. If it had to go on then doubtless it would, or rather I’d say that it might go on, but now, as it needn’t, I say it mustn’t. Anyhow, the whole thing is entirely absurd.” He paused to wave the fly from his face. “You’re much too fly-conscious,” he told it gravely, “you’re attracted to my particular nose which means that you think of me as a person, and of yourself as an entity having characteristic likes and dislikes — this, of course, is a very common mistake which, considering its logical sequence, is dangerous. What is Charles Duffell? The purest illusion. That’s the reason why none of this need go on, why Charles Duffell himself need not go on... so easy, as he never really existed! IT was born and tradition labelled IT: ‘Man.’ IT might have been labelled anything else. IT might have been labelled: ‘Tree,’ for instance. ‘And he looked up, and said, I see men as trees, walking.’

Undoubtedly, very significant words.... or IT might have been given no label at all, in which case IT could have controlled ITS own fate. Labels should never be tacked on to Life, they are in the nature of a challenge to God — God assures me that he objects to labels.

“An IT with a label is naturally foredoomed, and supposing the IT has been labelled human then so much the worse — IT gets family ties bringing with them another damnable label. Duffell, I became, through my family ties — you see my so-called parents were Duffells. A name is a frightful thing to possess, from the first it imposes an intolerable bondage, the bondage of traditions attached to that name. I inherited the Duffell traditions. I endured with patience because I believed that I was a person called Charles Edward Duffell who was head of a firm known as Duffell & Son, a firm of almost unique importance. Illusion again — just the purest illusion. What is personality after all but a monstrous and vindictive mass-conception? And what, for that matter, is Duffell & Son but the monstrous conception of a certain George Duffell who was labelled in 1829, and who passed his chains on to his unhappy descendants? And yet those chains are quite simple to break,” Mr. Duffell made a quick movement with his hands, “like this — a slight twist and no more chains!

“As I have now ceased to be Charles Duffell, I have ceased to be bound by his obligations, I have ceased to be tired with his tiredness, or tormented out of my sleep by his worries. His affairs are no longer my concern.... Of course they are no concern of anything’s really, because — as is practically the whole mad scheme — his affairs are just one of those mass conceptions like poverty and wealth, the value of gold, international exchanges and other such bubbles. One thing only is indisputably real and that’s Life. We are forced to believe in Life, and moreover, that it is regrettably eternal.”

Mr. Duffell switched out the lamp on his desk: “Dear me,” he remarked, “the sun is up.” Then grasping a ledger he crushed the blowfly; after which he shaved and had a hot bath — he felt unexpectedly hungry for breakfast.

* * * * *
 

Mr. Duffell was on his way down to Cornwall. Had you been sharing his first-class compartment you would have seen a middle-aged man of medium height and inclining to stoutness, a man with slightly protruding brown eyes, a firm mouth and a broad, well-proportioned brow. From his staid and unobtrusive grey suit, you might well have deduced that he was in business.

Mr. Duffell was reading the Financial Times, and apparently finding it very amusing, for he smiled continually as he read.

“Take your seats for luncheon!” called the dining-car conductor.

Mr. Duffell glanced up: “Why should I?” he questioned.

“Beg pardon, did you speak, sir?” The conductor paused.

“Tell me, why should we eat?” enquired Mr. Duffell.

The man looked startled: “I suppose, sir, to live...”

“Tell me, why should we live?” Mr. Duffell sighed.

“That I really can’t say, sir. Excuse me, sir.... Take your seats, if you please, take your seats for luncheon!”

“He’s as mad as a hatter,” mused Mr. Duffell.

Presently, he folded the Financial Times and stared at his kit-bag with pride and pleasure. The bag was new as were also his clothes, neither bore any marks of identification. He was thinking: “I’m brand-new inside and out.” Then he frowned, “but I mustn’t go on saying I — the I is the cause of all the trouble.”

Mr. Duffell had taken a ticket to Penzance, but when the train stopped at a wayside station he clutched his bag and jumped nimbly out: “Is there an inn round these parts?” he demanded. “Or failing that is there a good cattle-pen? Or failing that is there a beach umbrella?”

The porter objected to this type of wit: “The Commercial Hotel’s down the street,” he said glumly.

Mr. Duffell departed with a smile and a nod. He took short, quick steps and his walk was springy. He looked neither to right nor left as he walked, yet for all this he found the Commercial Hotel where he registered himself as: Tom Smith of Melbourne, engaged a bedroom, deposited his bag, and enquired at what hour the hotel served dinner. Then he went for a stroll beyond the town in order that he might plan the campaign that he meant to wage against Charles Edward Duffell.

He thought: “It’s no good killing the fraud for death doesn’t exist; besides, there’s nothing to kill as Charles Edward Duffell has no real life.... I think, no, IT thinks that it must be his legs — two legs are so aggressively human, and that label immediately conjures up the I, and in ITS case the I suggests what IT was called — the I reminds IT of what IT was called...” Mr. Duffell’s mind gave a jerk and he laughed: “Ho, ho! my fine fellow, IT’S got you!” he laughed, “IT knows that what you describe as: ‘human,’ is merely another of your ludicrous distinctions, therefore what is the only sane conclusion? That nothing is either human or sub-human... that nothing is really anything at all, and this being so, IT can be what IT likes!” Mr. Duffell felt an immense satisfaction.

He strolled on, and presently he came to a field in which stood a couple of handsome young horses; one of them suddenly lay down and rolled, kicking its four neat hooves in the air. Mr. Duffell stood watching these proceedings for a moment, then he gravely removed his coat and waistcoat, placed them under the hedge, climbed the stile into the field, walked towards the horses on hands and toes, and finally started rolling himself. The horses galloped away in terror.

Mr. Duffell sat on his heels and considered. It was clear that the horses had labelled him: “Man”; he remembered that the blowfly had done this also. Not nearly so easy as he had supposed, to divest the IT of Charles Edward Duffell, and could this be done, as of course it could, how prevent an equally tiresome illusion, the illusion of the horses that the IT was a horse and as such something rather less than a man? Did animals perceive that they too wore labels? How far did the animal consciousness go? Mr. Duffell thought he would like to find out. Of course animals had nerves and nerves played odd tricks — nerves were often the most almighty deceivers. It was clear that these creatures had been deceived... how appalling this universal deception! Now what was the strongest link between ITS in their physical state — between groups of ITS? Surely Life. And what was it that kept Life alive? Surely food — without food no bodily existence. Mr. Duffell nodded; how simple it all was — questions and immediately the right answers! Not the food of the gods, but the food of the horse.... “By their bellies shall they find themselves united.” He dropped down again on his hands and toes, and bending his face to the sod he grazed, but something seemed wrong with the shape of his jaw. And his teeth were completely inadequate, when he tore up some grass he could not chew it, and when he swallowed a blade unchewed it stuck in his throat and he nearly choked. Coughing and gasping he got to his feet.

“Damn!” Mr. Duffell gasped, “damnation!” Then he stooped and struck the grass violently: “You look out, or I’ll set you on fire!” he threatened.

An hour later he was sitting in the hotel coffee-room, a middle-aged gentleman eating his dinner.

* * * * *
 

That night Mr. Duffell could not sleep; insomnia held him once more in its clutches, and when he endeavoured to stifle thought his brain became ferociously active. Had there ever been known so active a brain, or one possessing such lucid vision? For now Mr. Duffell’s mind was alight with what seemed to him a most terrifying problem, the problem of everlasting life. He had thought of it calmly enough by day, but alone in the darkness he groaned aloud:

“I’m too tired to live for ever... too tired. I want to go out like my candle went out. Please, please, I want to go out..” he prayed, “let me go out. I’m so dreadfully tired.”

Life, always Life; always more and more Life. Billions of eels the size of pins, and they never came to maturity, they died while they were the size of pins.... And yet because God was indestructible Himself, He could only create the indestructible; His power fell short of obliteration. How appalling to be an indestructible God unable to stop the wheel of torture. Rolling... a wheel... no, not a wheel; surely it was the earth that rolled? Or did it spin — did it spin like a top? The earth spun round the sun like a top. Then whatever one did one would never find stillness.... How could one find stillness when the earth was a top? No wonder so many people went mad — no wonder, when they heard that terrific top humming. Horror... he heard it! Hum, boom, hum... it was like a vicious and fabulous bee, the sound of it ached in his throbbing ears. He covered his ears with his hands — still there. He buried his head beneath the bedclothes — still there, still there! He, too, would go mad! And movement... that was why the whole house creaked; it was creaking in rhythm with the spinning of the earth.... Everything moved even when it seemed still... stillness was the greatest of all the illusions. No wonder he felt so painfully tired; even when he slept he was never at rest because the earth was never at rest, and like Life this devilish spinning was eternal. What did it matter about those labels? What did anything matter except this stark truth: the earth spun round the sun like a top, and as it spun it hummed like a top, and he could perceive both the sound and the movement.

He sat up and began to thump his temples; then he suddenly let his hands fall on the sheet and his face became unbelievably cunning: “As I’m the last person left who’s sane, it’s natural that I should be able to think,” he said loudly, “should be able to find a way out. Silence, while I think.... Don’t make so much noise!”

One thing was quite clear, the organism was solely responsible for all suffering, and the higher the organism the more nerves wherewith to apprehend and perceive, therefore better go down in the scale of creation. The lower one got the less one perceived, the farther one was from the source of Life — either transitory Life or Life everlasting. And the smaller the influx of Life the greater the rest. He had noticed that trees looked restful, perhaps because being rooted in the soil they were not much disturbed by perpetual movement — it must feel very safe to be rooted in the soil, if one’s trunk were so anchored one might not get giddy.

He left his bed and tiptoed round the room. The dawn came palely in at the window. He intended to put his theory into practice — already that humming had grown much fainter and the house had stopped creaking. He slipped on some clothes, went downstairs and opened the front door with precaution.

Once out in the street he walked towards the field to which he had gone on the previous evening.

The little town was wonderfully still; it was smelling of dew on its red-brick pavements, and presently the lanes were smelling of earth and of things whose lives were rooted in the earth. Mr. Duffell sniffed the smell with contentment.

The horses were lying down when he reached them; Mr. Duffell was careful not to cause a disturbance: “Poor creatures,” he thought, “let them sleep while they can, the IT that is me is kinder than God.... IT would never have created the world at all...” He paused to gaze sadly at the resting beasts, then passed over the field to the farther hedge where he halted.

“I am now a tree,” said Mr. Duffell.

The sun came out brightly and dazzled his eyes — it made his eyes blink, but still he stood there. His body grew stiff from the strain of the pose he had forced it to take, but still he stood there. He had stretched his arms high above his head, and their flabby, inadequate muscles were aching; and one of his feet had gone to sleep — he was painfully conscious of pins and needles.

“Perhaps my foot’s rooted at last,” he thought, “perhaps what I feel is the coming of roots.” With great caution he eased the foot from the ground but nothing detained it — his foot had not rooted. Then Mr. Duffell looked up at his fingers: “Where are your lovely green buds?” he asked them. “I think it’s high time you began to bud.” But his fingers remained unresponsive and naked. “Patience...” he sighed, “IT must have more patience... look at ITS brother tree over there, so fine a trunk didn’t grow in a hurry.”

At that moment the tree was stirred by a wind and while he watched it the wind grew stronger. The branches began to sway restlessly, and some leaves came drifting towards Mr. Duffell. Then Mr. Duffell heard the tree speaking, and this he did without any surprise.

“Do you think that we trees find rest?” said the tree. “You fool of an IT, do you think we find rest? Have you forgotten the winter storms? Trees are doomed to perpetual movement and noise. Then again, because we have sensitive roots we can feel the earth spinning even more than you can; and because every leaf that we bear has ears — little, but very acute green ears — we have hundreds and hundreds of little green ears with which to perceive that eternal humming.”

Mr. Duffell’s arms dropped limply to his sides: “Still a great deal too near the Life-force...” he muttered.

Leaving the field he walked on slowly, scarcely conscious of where the lane was leading until he came out on a stretch of moor — there were round, smooth stones on the moor, and heather. Mr. Duffell was drowning in a fathomless depression; it was like being thrust head downwards in a well that was full of turgid and icy water. He wanted to weep but no tears would come. Rubbing his eyes he tried to bring tears, but only succeeded in bruising his eyelids. His feet felt like lead, and his brain seemed clogged as though by slimy and foul-smelling mud. He was conscious of very great physical weakness. Sitting on a boulder he endeavoured to think. Then it was that he heard something inside his head — the sharp, staccato striking of a clock. It struck four times.

“Oh, my God!” cried Mr. Duffell, “oh, Christ Jesus... what am I doing in this place?” At that moment Mr. Duffell knew the meaning of hell, then the darkness descended again like a curtain.

When next he spoke he did so to a stone that his fingers were tapping automatically: “I believe you’re the nearest thing to extinction, the farthest away from the Life-force,” he told it, “in you there surely can’t be much Life — at all events not enough Life to count, and that being so you don’t see and don’t hear. You’re nerveless and quite unconscious of movement. As you’ll still be a stone in Eternity, you’ve got less to dread through being eternal. You’re naked and hard and insensitive. I hadn’t thought of becoming a stone...”

* * * * *
 

“But where is the man?” enquired the policeman.

“Up there on the moor,” replied the labourer, “he’s all humped together, it’s awful queer, and he’s kind of curled round — never saw such a thing — and when I spoke to him he didn’t answer.”

“Kicked the bucket, probably,” said the policeman.

“Not he! He’s alive, you may take my word. But you’d better come quick — the blighter’s stark naked!”

* * * * *
 

“I’m a stone,” explained Mr. Duffell politely, feeling that he owed an explanation to the burly stranger with the affable smile. “I’m one of those large, smooth, circular stones that to all intents and purposes are dead... not completely dead for there is no death, but so nearly dead that they might be entirely.”

The attendant eyed the new patient with interest, then because geology had long been his hobby: “Well, now, I don’t know about stones being dead. I’ve cracked open a stone and found a crystal; if that don’t show life, then I’ll eat my hat! It must take a bit of doing to form those crystals. To my way of thinking a stone’s full of life; why, I’ve heard that some stones bring good or bad luck, just as if they had their likes and dislikes — almost, you might say, as though they could feel...”

Mr. Duffell shrieked. “Don’t say it!” he shrieked, and he went on shrieking more and more loudly, and his hands shot out to seize the man’s throat, but the man was too quick for those clawing hands. Another attendant rushed up, and together they overpowered and bound Mr. Duffell.

“Look at that now!” said the aggrieved attendant. “Whoever would have thought that he’d have turned nasty.”






  








UPON THE MOUNTAINS
 

I HAD not seen Giulio Santaspina for some years; not, in fact, since I left the British Embassy at Rome, but when we met quite by chance at the Berkeley, we did so as old friends who were glad to see each other, and I asked him to share my flat on Hay Hill for the few days that he remained in England. It was during that visit that Santaspina told me the story of the della Valdas — an unusual story, I must admit, though perhaps I found it less strange than he did.

Santaspina is a Neapolitan by birth, which probably accounts for the deep sense of drama that he managed to impart to his narrative; a sense of drama that struggled at times with the scepticism of the modern Italian. Once or twice as the story approached its climax his voice sounded awed; he is very superstitious in spite of his vaunted modernity and his obvious wish to appear a sceptic.

I may not succeed in making the thing live as Santaspina did when he told it in his own expressive and lovely language; written down and in English it may well seem less real, but this I must risk because of the urge that has suddenly come upon me to write it.

We were sitting alone in my library one evening discussing Roman society as it was in the old days before the war, and I naturally spoke of the della Valdas, who had both been so popular and so much sought after.

“What’s become of Valentino and Matteo della Valda?” I asked.

Santaspina was silent a moment. And then: “Dead... both dead,” he replied sombrely, “but not killed in the war, either of them,” he added.

I became so familiar with death at the Front that the thought of it has long ceased to impress me, yet when it was mentioned in this connection — in connection with these two young Roman brothers — I stared at Santaspina incredulously, feeling a curious sense of outrage. That death should have smitten down Valentino and his brother Matteo who was one year his junior, unless in battle, struck me as grotesque. They had always appeared so intensely vital: Valentino with his clear olive skin, his dark eyes that would constantly shine with enthusiasm, his slim wiry body, his sensitive mouth, his expressive hands and his passion for music; Matteo, fair-skinned, fair-haired and blueeyed; an athlete, an intrepid mountaineer, a fine horseman, and carrying off his great height with the perfect poise of strong, supple muscles.

Matteo had belonged to a cavalry regiment, as indeed Valentino should also have done had he wished to uphold the family tradition. But Valentino had spurned the idea, perhaps rightly, for his talent was entirely creative. His ambition was to write an opera one day upon somewhat original lines, I believe — an opera that was to become world-famous.

When I heard that these young men were now dead, there arose in my mind a picture of them both as they had been at the time when I had first known them. I could see Valentino sitting at the piano and playing to us on a warm spring evening, I could see his sleek head thrown a little back, his dark eyes half-veiled by their finely modelled lids; and his hands, those expressive, long-fingered hands, striking out such strangely arresting chords... I could see Matteo, big, florid, protective, bending over his brother to turn the pages; turning them too soon or not soon enough, because he knew more about horses than music, but always insisting on this labour of love because it would keep him near Valentino. I could see the expression with which Valentino would glance up — a fond yet quizzical expression. “Like this.... and this... and this!” he would say, and Matteo would nod and try to look wise, at which Valentino would burst out laughing.

Santaspina interrupted my thoughts. “I wonder you did not hear about it all. Rome talked of nothing else for months. I remember though that you had left Rome for Teheran when it happened.” And then he told me.

* * * * *
 

“It happened in connection with a passion for a woman and a passion for great heights; they do not go well together, they did not in this case, and both had their share in the deaths of Tino and Matteo della Valda.

“You remember the devotion that there was between those brothers, how each would always defend the other, and how protective Matteo would be though he was the younger. We used to tease him. ‘Nonna,’ we called him, and he would just grin and explain that the Blessèd Virgin was busy, but that someone must keep an eye on Tino, who was slightly erratic, being a genius. And you probably knew that he was erratic, but what you may very well not have known was that Tino’s artistic mode of life was intensely obnoxious to his mother. The della Valdas were Black Catholics, they had sacrificed much for the sake of the Church, and the old Marchesa had grown narrow and bitter. She mistrusted all artists and nearly all art as pandering to the world, the flesh and the devil. A kind of Savonarola she was, as stern and relentless to herself as to others. Imagine, therefore, her anger and chagrin when Tino insisted on studying music; when, moreover, he left the maternal home and took that apartment down by the Tiber. I, who had been her friend for many years, could judge of the severity of the blow — you see Valentino was the elder, the heir, and by rights he should have gone into the army. She was very strong-willed, but then so were her sons, and as usual Matteo sided with Tino.

“The Marchesa would sometimes talk openly to me — an indulgence which she seldom permitted herself — and I learned that she was irritated and puzzled by her sons because of their mutual devotion. ‘They are two against one, it is disrespectful; they appear to forget that I am their mother. I have heard that some twins will behave in this way, but then they are not twins, a year lies between them.’

“And of course she was right, their devotion was amazing; I have never seen anything the least like it. If you can imagine a soul split in twain by separate bodies and resenting this rift in its unity, then you may get some idea of the thing as I saw it who had known the brothers all their lives, who had watched them grow from childhood to manhood. And it kept them pure; you will possibly doubt this, having lived for many years among Latins, nevertheless I am speaking the truth. They seemed armed against the assaults of the flesh, so that neither of them fell a victim to a woman — not until that summer of 1909, just after you had started for Teheran.

“That summer the Marchesa went to Bellaggio, where she opened up the family villa; and with her, as it happened, went both her sons. I went also, making one of a large house party. We were all very happy; the weather was perfect and the old Marchesa seemed far more human than I had seen her for a very long time. She appeared to be trying to understand Tino. Once she actually asked him to play to her, which he did, playing simple old melodies that he fancied she must have heard in her youth — I found this gesture of his very charming.

“Then one evening Tino rowed over to Como to visit friends at the Lake Hotel. Matteo did not go, I cannot now remember why, and that evening Tino met Fiora Casani — I never quite understood how it happened.

“Fiora was not like any other woman; I knew her well at one time in Paris. She was, I suppose, an adventuress, but she never behaved in the least like one; she behaved like a trustful and rather spoilt child, which was unexpected and therefore disarming. She was not more than twenty-seven at this time, but already she had had a succession of lovers, one of whom had died leaving her fabulously rich. After that she had married some Hungarian fellow — I think he was the leader of a gipsy band — and when Valentino met her she had just divorced him.

“She was small and one of those supple kind of women who give the impression of being boneless — her hand would seem to melt into yours. She was ugly... at least I suppose she was ugly... but most men considered her beautiful; Fiora managed, somehow, to create this illusion. Two good points I will admit that she had: her eyes were splendid; luminous, large and intensely appealing — their colour was hazel; and her hair was the perfect Venetian auburn, growing low on the forehead and naturally wavy. Her family came from Venice, I believe, though Fiora herself never spoke about them.

“Well, my friend, from the moment that those two met there was never any question about what must happen. Each kindled the other and the fire blazed up, so that she who had hitherto subjugated, was herself subjugated because of a passion far more searing than any that had gone before; while Valentino, who was three years her junior, inexperienced, chaste, yet for all that a man, and a man with Roman blood in his veins, Valentino gave her desire for desire with a strength that until then had been lying dormant. And before that fateful evening was passed they had managed to convey these things with their eyes; and Tino went again to Como the next day and the next and the next, and he went alone — having, it seemed, confided in Matteo.

“He took Matteo and me to see her — she was staying on at the Lake Hotel. As always she was very beautifully dressed, if, as always, just a trifle strangely. At this time she was dressing entirely in white; white from head to foot, no suspicion of colour even in her jewels, which were diamonds and pearls. It made her Venetian hair more resplendent and intensified the green of her flecked hazel eyes. Ah, yes, she was cunning over her clothes and rightly — a woman should either go naked or else dress in order to be undressed. I have lived to condemn the Casani for much, but for beautiful clothes I condemn no woman.

“I shall never forget that first visit of ours or the way those two sat and gazed at each other. They were quite unselfconscious and thus unashamed; yet from time to time Tino would tear his eyes from her in order that they might rest on Matteo. But when this happened I could see that she winced, and then she would contrive to do some small thing or to say some small thing that reclaimed his attention. Once she and Matteo exchanged a long look and I saw that each had unsheathed a sword. I felt afraid, yes, actually afraid as one feels at the first sharp clash of weapons.

“We kept it all a secret from the old Marchesa for so long as we remained at Bellaggio, and believe me this was no easy task; that we succeeded was thanks to Matteo. It was he who would help Valentino to escape, often going with him as far as Como in order to allay their mother’s suspicions; it was he who frequently carried Tino’s letters and flowers to Fiora and brought back her replies; it was he who overhearing his boatman spreading gossip threatened to thrash the fellow until he would never again hold an oar; it was he who was constantly vigilant and on the alert to circumvent scandal.

“I used to watch Matteo with interest not unmingled with a certain anxiety and pity. So faithful he was, like a faithful dog, and yet so profoundly, so bitterly resentful — I could feel this resentment though he struggled to hide it. But for Tino’s sake he continued to serve, continued to guard the perilous secret. All the same there were now occasional quarrels between those two men who had never quarrelled. I stumbled upon a quarrel one day when they thought that they were alone in the garden.

“Tino was saying: ‘You must love her, I tell you, otherwise it is intolerable — loving you as I do!’ “And Matteo answered hotly: ‘Love her? Ah, no! About that you need not deceive yourself, Tino.’

“Then Tino cried out like a petulant child: ‘But I want you both; I will have you both; I must and will have you both, Matteo!’

“And it seemed that Tino did want them both, but especially Matteo, according to Fiora. After we had all returned to Rome she sent for me and poured out her grievance: ‘Can he come here and be contented for a moment, really contented, Giulio? He cannot. He must always be thinking of that brother of his, of some stupid appointment he has made with Matteo.’ She mimicked Tino: ‘Mio fratello has asked me to look at his new chestnut hunter.’ 

‘I am going to Frascati with mio fratello this afternoon — I must not be late.’

‘I have promised to go with mio fratellino to the tailor; he is having a new uniform fitted.’

‘Dio!’ she exclaimed, ‘it is sickening, preposterous.’ And suddenly she began to weep, drying her eyes on my handkerchief as though she were only six years old. I did what I could to make her see reason.

* * * * *
 

“Matteo said little but still he guarded, never very far away from his brother. He helped him in all save the most vital thing — not for a moment did he cease to love him. Could he have done so it might have been better, yet who knows — the tie that existed was so strong... Meanwhile Tino persisted in wanting them both; the one with passion, the other with a love in whose purity lay its terrific strength. He would often come and see me in my apartment — it was curious how I was constantly forced to take a hand in this now open warfare.

“He would say: ‘She is the first, the first woman, Giulio — never can I hope to stop loving Fiora; but then neither can I hope to stop loving him, and I feel that she constantly comes between us.

I am always unhappy when we are together, for when I am with her I think of Matteo; yet when I am with him I think of her. Be patient with me if this sounds like madness...’ And one evening he cried out: ‘Giulio, what must we do, we three who are in hell?’ I could find no answer.

“It was now that an added trouble arose: the Marchesa discovered her son’s liaison and rather a terrible scene ensued — terrible because of her unnatural coldness. Tino told me that she never once raised her voice, that her words burned like ice. She had heard many things about Fiora’s all too conspicuous past, and these she quietly but ruthlessly repeated. Matteo was wonderful, I believe; he reasoned with Tino, he reasoned with their mother, he even tried to reason with Fiora. I heard afterwards that Fiora struck him in the face, but this insult he carefully hid from Tino.

“Then one day Tino announced that he was married. He and Fiora had gone off to Switzerland, where it seemed that he owned some property — I do not understand how the marriage was contrived, but apparently it was perfectly legal. Of course this finished things with his mother; Tino had defied a strict law of the Church. As Fiora’s first husband was still alive, the Marchesa did not consider them married, and for Tino to insist that they were made it worse. She ordered her son to leave the house, refusing to receive him again — compromise was anathema to the Marchesa.

“With the closing of the door of the Palazzo della Valda, every Black door in Rome was closed on the couple, and a number of other doors as well. Their so-called marriage was not looked upon kindly; it was one thing to keep a mistress, people said, and quite another to present her as a wife. But Tino was beginning to write his opera and appeared indifferent to public opinion. As for Fiora, she was legally bound to him now, he could not escape, and this seemed to content her.

“Amazing it was to see that spoilt child, that creature of violent moods and caprices, settle down to domesticity; I had never supposed her capable of it. And yet in her own exotic way Fiora had become intensely domestic. She and Tino lived in an atmosphere of white bear-skin rugs, white velvet-pile carpets, tuberoses and other oppressive flowers. Their palazzo was habitually over-heated, for Fiora suffered much from the cold — I often wondered how Tino could stand it. Above all I wondered how Matteo could stand it, he who loved the rarefied air of the mountains, he who so much delighted in climbing great heights — as did Valentino himself, for that matter. But Matteo did stand it; he was nearly always with them whenever he managed to get off duty.

“At that time I myself was frequently there, and I saw some very curious scenes; triangular scenes, when Tino would play while the other two sat near the piano and watched him. Watched him, yes, but they also watched each other, covertly, slyly, under their lashes; not with love — do not think they were falling in love — love was not in their eyes but a thinly veiled hatred. When Tino was present they were outwardly courteous, but their courtesy could never deceive me. I knew them for what they were in their hearts — barbarians grown jealous to the point of madness.

“And indeed Matteo had cause to be jealous. He was like a watch-dog with no one to guard; Fiora had taken his master from him. It was she who now constantly guarded Tino, who kept the place quiet when he was at work, who answered his letters, sorted his bills, and was careful to order food that would tempt him. Sometimes she would even cook for him herself, delighted, it seemed, by such menial tasks. In all things but one she was humbly submissive, but that one she opposed relentlessly; with every feminine wile she possessed she strove to loosen the tie with Matteo. No good. I knew that she would not succeed and I think that Matteo knew this also.

“Sometimes I found Tino and Fiora alone, and I fancied that at moments they were almost happy. Perhaps he would be playing while she turned the score of the opera that he hoped would be world-famous. But if Matteo should chance to come in, then Tino would ask him to turn the pages, thrusting Fiora gently away. And again, he would ask Matteo’s advice on all sorts of small matters, his clothes, for instance; and Fiora might shrug her shoulders and smile, but in less controlled moods she would be far from smiling. I was there on the occasion of Tino’s new socks, and I heard the astounding quarrel that followed.

“Fiora said: ‘I chose those socks for you, Tino. Is that not enough? I consider it should be!’ “And he answered: ‘No, amore, it is not. I want Matteo to see the colour; I think he may consider it too bright.’

“Then without the least warning Fiora’s self-control broke, and turning she upbraided Matteo: ‘You, always you, always you!’ she screamed, wringing her hands. ‘Dio, how I hate you!’ “Valentino went as white as a sheet. ‘Do not say such a terrible thing...’ he babbled.

“But Matteo’s quiet, hard voice broke in: ‘She cannot hate me as I hate her, because I hate with the strength of a man, whereas she has only the strength of a woman.’

“Valentino covered his face and wept; he seemed utterly helpless and utterly undone. They went to him and each laid a hand on his arm, as though to console for the wounds they inflicted. Then Fiora said, speaking very softly:

“‘I want you to promise us something, my Tino.’

“He looked up. I can see his troubled eyes now. ‘You want me to promise you something, Fiora?’ “She nodded. ‘You may think it a little strange, for it will not concern you until after your death.’

“At those words I turned rather cold, I admit. Not that I believe in a life after death, it was the tone in which Fiora spoke.... There she stood very small, very pale, very calm — her calmness was uncanny after the storm — and she went on speaking in that soft, careful voice which while it caressed was yet terribly insistent.

“She said: ‘If you should die before me and Matteo, then I think you will be able to look into our hearts, will be able to judge which of us loves you best. And if you can — if it is possible, Tino — I demand that you will give us a sign, will reveal to us which of the two you have chosen as being the one who is worthier of you. It shall not matter which receives your message, for whichever receives it will tell the other; that is a pact we will make here and now. Matteo and I would keep close together — oh, but very close — if we should lose you, Tino.’ She turned to Matteo, whose face had gone grey: ‘Is not that so, Matteo?’ she asked him.

“I could see that his voice came with difficulty, but he muttered: ‘Yes, Fiora — that is so.’

“After this they both looked gravely at Tino as though they expected him to speak; and Tino, in his turn, looked gravely back, and he said: ‘God willing, I promise.’

“I felt angry, I did not know what to do, the whole thing struck me as being indecent. Picture it, a ridiculous scene about socks to end with such a preposterous suggestion! As soon as I could I took my leave. Matteo left with me, but once outside I luckily managed to shake him off by pretending that I had an urgent engagement.

* * * * *
 

“The spring was very wonderful that year, the kind of spring that comes only to Rome. I had been intending to go back to Naples, but Rome held me fast by sheer love of her beauty. In such weather anger and jealousy and hatred seemed as much out of place as drops of crude poison injected into the heart of a rose; I could not help thinking of Matteo and Fiora, and wondering if they were feeling this also.

“I had not seen any of the three for some weeks when one evening I happened to come across Tino. He was leaning on the stone balustrade of the Pincio, staring at the domes and roofs of the city. The moment was perfect beyond belief; a faint golden haze was shrouding St. Peter’s, while above the dome the sky was still bright. And out of the mist came the sound of bells, those eternal and challenging bells of Rome that I sometimes believe have saved Christendom... this is only the merest fancy of course, but then Rome has the magic that breeds such fancies.

“Tino turned and came forward with outstretched hand. ‘You, Giulio, I am so glad to see you,’ he said, and his voice sounded glad.

“Then I noticed his expression — it was restless and intensely alive. I had not seen that look on his face for some time, not in fact since his marriage to Fiora.

“‘What weather!’ I exclaimed. A banal remark, but remembering the scene I had witnessed, I felt awkward.

“Tino flung out his arms and the gesture seemed full of a kind of anxious, yearning impatience. ‘Weather to be going up,’ he replied, ‘not weather to be suffocating down there in Rome.’

“I knew what he meant; it was the urge to climb, that craving for heights which he shared with Matteo. It was in their blood that craving for heights; they had made a good many fine ascents before Tino’s marriage, and always together.

“‘I cannot breathe any more,’ he complained. ‘I cannot breathe any more down there!’

“A week later I heard that he and Matteo had suddenly decided to go climbing again as soon as the condition of the snow permitted. But they never went; from Matteo I learned that Fiora refused to be left alone, yet would not accompany them to the village which they had intended to make their headquarters.

“‘I have therefore abandoned the idea,’ he told me, ‘for of course I will not go without Tino. If he lives in a cage then I must share it until he can force the door and escape.’

“This seemed to me very exaggerated and I said so, but he quickly changed the subject.

“Then one day a friend took Matteo for a flight over Rome in a military aeroplane. From that moment he went quite mad about flying and Tino immediately followed suit — I suppose the great altitude was the attraction. I know that Fiora tried to stop Tino, but this time her efforts were unsuccessful. He would leave her and go to the aerodrome where, whenever possible, Matteo would join him — I have heard that they both became excellent pilots. Tino urged Fiora to go up with them, but this she always refused to do, for now she had grown to detest the air. She told me that the air was taking him from her, that he loved her less because of his new craze, and many other foolish things she said, working herself into storms of anger. Nor did Tino make the least effort to be tactful; he would come in and throw open all the windows.

“‘Ma, Dio santo,’ I once heard him say, ‘this room is intolerable, Fiora — a hot-house. I cannot endure the heat of your rooms!’

“Her eyes filled with tears and I read her thoughts, but that time she controlled herself, saying nothing.

“Then Tino crashed. He had gone up alone so that none of us knew what caused the disaster. All we knew was that his plane nose-dived on the Campagna and that he was practically broken to pieces. He was not killed outright; they got him home and Fiora telephoned at once for me. I went to her, of course, although I could do nothing.

“They had laid Valentino on the long dining-table, and when I arrived I found him still conscious. The Marchesa was there with two strange men: one was a priest, the other a doctor picked up near the place of the accident — I thought that the room smelt of death already. Either side of the table stood Matteo and Fiora, each was holding one of Valentino’s hands. Neither of them wept, they seemed perfectly calm. But their eyes... the expression I saw in their eyes... I cannot describe what I saw in their eyes, perhaps because there are no words that describe it. Tino was appallingly disfigured; there was grass in his face... appallingly disfigured... Yet strangely enough he was able to speak.

“He said: ‘Matteo.’ And with more effort: ‘Fiora.’

“Fiora stooped and she kissed his bleeding mouth. ‘Your promise—’ I heard her whisper, ‘your promise.’

“He stared at her a moment, then he answered quite loudly: ‘Yes — I shall keep it, Fiora.’

* * * * *
 

“After Tino’s death I was called away. My villa at Posilippo needed repairs and I did not go back to Rome for six months. Imagine my amazement when I found on my return that Matteo was sharing Fiora’s palazzo. This new scandal was naturally on everyone’s lips; all Rome was outraged as, indeed, I was myself until I saw the extraordinary pair — after that I was no longer outraged but frightened.

“I called one afternoon about tea-time and found Fiora alone. She was still wearing white and her face matched her clothes; she was deathly pale — much less like a creature of flesh and blood than the form of that creature carved in marble. She received me kindly but her manner was distant, as though I had been the merest acquaintance, and when she looked at me I could not help feeling that her eyes scarcely registered what they saw. She gave me the impression of a woman whose mind was possessed by some dominating idea that completely excluded all lesser interests. She sat very still, but I knew that she was restless, for she kept glancing up at a clock on the wall. It was one of those costly but maddening clocks that chime the quarters as well as the hours; I can still hear that damnable toy of hers chiming. She talked about trifles and I followed her lead, not daring to assume the rôle of an old friend and question her as I was longing to do — she was gentle yet curiously forbidding.

“I must have been there about an hour when the front door banged and I saw Fiora stiffen. Someone was coming along the hall, someone whose tread was dragging and lifeless. I did not recognise that lifeless tread; I judged it to belong to a person who was old. The next minute Matteo was standing before me.

“We shook hands. ‘So you are back, Giulio,’ he said dully.

“I nodded. I swear that I could not speak at that moment — it was the change in Matteo.

“He had been such a gallant upstanding fellow, and his face had been so honest, so open; but now he appeared to have shrunk into himself, and his face was not open any more, it was closed, very carefully closed and locked like a book that contains a secret; yet in spite of this — perhaps because I had known him from his childhood — I seemed to be reading in that locked book, and what I read there was dark and unlovely, though I could not give it an actual name, and this scared me, for I hate the intangible, there is always something disconcerting about it.

“Fiora glanced at him sharply. She said: ‘Where have you been?’

“And he answered in a flat, mechanical voice:

‘I have been to St. Peter’s to pray for Tino.’ It was like a child repeating a lesson. Then he walked across to where Fiora was sitting and stood by her chair looking at her in silence.

“She smiled, and that smile was intentionally cruel. ‘I prayed for him all night as well as this morning — all through the night I prayed for my husband.’

“‘I could not keep awake all night...’ he muttered, ‘but I asked that more masses should be said for his soul.’ Matteo’s voice rose on a note of aggression. ‘For twelve more masses I have asked!’ he said loudly.

“‘I saw to that three days ago,’ she replied. ‘You are rather late, are you not, Matteo?’

“I sat there like the fool that I felt. Then a horrible idea came into my head: was this some gruesome game they were playing? It really did suggest a game just at first; I almost expected to hear her call: ‘Check-mate!’ And they watched each other — but how they watched. Even when at last they turned to me I could feel them still watching, if not with their eyes then with their hands — their very hands seemed to watch — their whole bodies seemed on the alert to watch and thereby to gain some crafty advantage. They had used to watch during poor Tino’s lifetime but not like this, not in the least like this. Since his death the thing had grown monstrously, I felt now that it had become an obsession.

“After a time they recollected themselves and tried, more or less, to entertain me; but their efforts were for ever breaking down. They would ask or answer some trivial question, then start to drift together again. I could almost hear her mind groping for his and his for hers, edging closer by inches; implacable, cunning, but in the dark — foes who must come to grips in the dark. It was pretty horrible, I assure you. Never once did they speak to me directly of Tino, though at last I tried his name as a charm that might exorcise this thing they had raised. But it failed; the moment I mentioned that name I could see that they both became even more watchful. You may never have seen a duel to the death, I have, and I tell you it was like that: thrust, guard; thrust, guard — till the rapier gets home; only, in their case, the duel seemed endless. Matteo was less skilled and less cautious than she was; with my heart in my mouth I would hear him blunder. Yes, my friend, I will say with my heart in my mouth, for this curious combat of minds was exciting. I found myself sickened and excited by turns; repelled and yet gripped in spite of my repulsion. Matteo would blunder over what must have seemed to the uninitiated mere trifles; little everyday tasks that a person might do for someone he loved and not think twice about it. Thus when Fiora mentioned poor Tino’s clothes...

“‘Matteo,’ she said, ‘I have pressed Tino’s clothes and laid them in the cassone in my room with sprigs of rosemary and lavender.’

“Simple, you will say; just a natural act of affectionate courtesy to the dead. Why should she not press and care for his clothes? Simple, maybe, if one had not divined her intention.

“Matteo sighed heavily — an animal’s sigh — horses and dogs sometimes sigh like that, and large jungle beasts when we keep them in prison. He sighed and I knew he would make a slip. He did.

“‘There is all his music,’ he murmured, ‘it is torn — I noticed that much of it is torn...’

“I was watching Fiora and I saw her face change. ‘Ma, chè!’ she shrugged, with apparent indifference. But I knew that Matteo had lowered his guard and I fancied that, too late, he also perceived this, for he suddenly frowned and bit his lip.

“As for myself, I was being hypnotised by that wholly detestable competition. How else explain my anxiety on behalf of the stupid, incautious Matteo? I heard myself say: ‘If the music is torn, then why, in God’s name, not mend it at once?’ “He glanced at me with suspicion, I thought, but he went to a bureau and found some gummed-tape, after which he began to repair the music.

“All the time that I was with them he never sat down, whereas Fiora never moved from her seat. When I got up to go she gave me her hand — it was cold, icy cold, like the hand of a dead thing.

“I was hurrying through the hall, when I noticed Tino’s portrait with a large bunch of roses beside it. The roses had not been there when I arrived, and I paused to examine a black-edged card propped conspicuously against their foliage. The card bore this inscription: ‘To Tino the beloved from his brother, in token of their devotion.’ As I read someone came up quietly behind me and I turned to see Fiora staring over my shoulder — her face was literally distorted by rage. Without more ado I fled from the place, thankful when I found myself in the sunshine.

* * * * *
 

“That evening Matteo paid me a visit. He sank down heavily in my armchair like a man who was weary unto death. After a minute he said: ‘Listen, Giulio, you have known me ever since I was a child; do you consider that I am truthful?’

“I answered at once: ‘But I know you are; I know that you have always been truthful.’

“Then he said: ‘I am living in Fiora’s house. Why do you suppose I am living there? Do you think as the others think... basely, vilely?’

“‘No, no!’ I exclaimed, ‘I swear I do not.’

“‘Very well, then, Giulio,’ he went on, ‘I will tell you. We must live together, Fiora and I; it is part of the pact — you heard us make it. She and I agreed not to leave each other if Tino died, until he gave us a sign. He will give it because he never broke a promise. Fiora believes this, we both believe it, and while we are waiting we try to serve him — each in our separate ways we try to serve. But — and this is very important, Giulio — we have sworn to tell each other all we do, even down to the most trivial acts of service. Not beforehand, ah, no, that would be unfair... very unfair, would it not, my Giulio? We each keep the right to prove our devotion to Tino independently of the other. Fiora thinks. I think. We rack our brains as to what will impress him — we are always at it. It is hard because she is much cleverer than I am; it is really amazing how clever she is, the subtle and ingratiating things she thinks of. And so quick, she frequently thinks of things first — those extra masses, she thought of them first.

Sometimes I feel that I must crush her with my hands — she is really too small to be so ingenious. It would not take a minute to crush her with my hands..’

“I stared at him aghast. ‘And you imagine that Tino is made happy by this devilish pact?’ I stammered.

“‘That I do not know,’ he replied. ‘I know only that we three are bound together until something that I cannot yet envisage is lived through — sloughed off, flung away and done with for ever.’ “He paused and I lunged with intent to wound: ‘But Tino loved Fiora, whereas you hate her.’ “Matteo nodded. ‘You are right, I hate her.’ Then he sprang to his feet. ‘Tino was my brother, my own flesh and blood; he was part of my body, he is part of my soul — that is why I hate her. What has this woman to do with us?’



“I retorted, trying hard to collect myself: ‘Quite soon you and Fiora will both be insane. Never have I heard anything so outrageous, so degrading to the memory of the dead.’

“I saw at once that I had failed of my mark, for he answered: ‘It is natural you should feel like this. I can never hope to make you understand; therefore, my friend, let us not discuss it. What is the use?’ And with that he left me.

* * * * *
 

“The next thing that happened was not unexpected: Matteo was forced to leave his regiment. I felt sorry for he might have had such a fine career, but of course I had known all along that it must come; people had been spreading the wildest rumours.

“Then about four months after I had last seen him I heard that he and Fiora had left Rome. I had purposely kept away from them both, but now I went straight to Fiora’s palazzo in order to ask for Matteo’s address. I found the place completely deserted, and concluded that they had decided to fly from the scandal they themselves had created.

“I tried to put them out of my mind, but I could not; from that moment they started to haunt me. Talk of the dead, the dead were not in it with those two when it came to a matter of haunting! Wherever I went, whatever I did, I was always being reminded of them. Sometimes at night I would lie wide awake, struggling to reduce the whole affair to the sane and comfortable limits of reason. For two years they were never far from my thoughts, so that when the Marchesa sent for me one day rather suddenly I felt no surprise at learning that she wished to talk of Matteo.

“I found her sitting very stern and composed in the hard straight-backed chair she always affected. With her usual abruptness she came to the point; I was taken aback at what she demanded, though I should not have been — I, who knew the Marchesa.

“She said: ‘Santaspina, go and find my son. I need him because I am now nearly ninety. Therefore I wish you to bring him to Rome and at once, if you please.’

“This seemed a large order, but I nodded, for her proud old eyes were upon me. Then again, I had known her all my life and my father and mother had known her before me. I remembered that Matteo was the last of his house, an honourable and courageous house that had sacrificed much for the sake of the Faith. Not that I approve of the Church, I do not; still, true courage is fine for whatever cause.

“Getting up, I bowed over her hand and kissed it. ‘Surely I will do my best,’ I told her.

“She thanked me with that arrogant manner of hers — it was rather as an empress might have thanked a slave. After which I perceived that I was dismissed. Ah, well, the Marchesa was a splendid survival.

* * * * *
 

“I had undertaken a difficult task, more difficult than I had anticipated. Professional aid I dared not employ, the Marchesa would never have forgiven such a thing; she expected me to fill the rôle of detective. I should hardly have believed it possible that people could evade pursuit so completely. I kept getting clues and losing them again; once I traced the couple to London, then to Cornwall, but I always seemed to arrive too late — they would just have gone, leaving no address behind them. For eight months I wandered about over Europe, having failed to obtain any information that led me to think they were farther afield, and I hoped that I had caught them at last in Budapest, but once again I was just too late, they had left for the Upper Tatra. However, this time their address was known for some reason, and not even waiting for a meal I rushed out of the hotel and continued the pursuit, so afraid was I that they might escape me.

“I am not going to weary you with the details of my journey through that wild, God-forsaken country. It was made for the most part in a ramshackle carriage behind half-broken Hungarian horses. At last I arrived at a straggling village high up in the Carpathians; a primitive place miles from anything — a most melancholy place, neglected, desolate and forgotten.

“I was pretty well spent, but I meant to get it over, and I hurried straight up to Matteo’s bedroom at the dirty, poverty-stricken inn. I flung open the door without even knocking. Matteo was standing with his back to the door; he was gazing intently out of the window, I suppose at the mountains that were flushed by sunset. I cannot remember precisely what I said, but as he turned round I grasped his hand as if I would never again let it go. Then I think we sat down... Yes, of course we sat down, and I told Matteo my reason for coming. He was calm, I thought, to the verge of aloofness; not unwelcoming in his manner towards me... it was rather as though he were not really there, as though nothing that I could do or say would recall him from some immeasurable distance. And gentle, my God, he had grown so gentle; I could feel this when he tried to force his attention, tried to drag himself back.... A great courtesy appeared to envelop the man like a mantle; it appeared to envelop him fold upon fold, and somehow it made me feel ill at ease — I was conscious of having coarsened in fibre. And his eyes were very clear, very young. His face also was younger than I had ever seen it, younger than it had been when he was a child, because now there was something indestructible about it; and yet it was terribly lined and worn.... It looked like a meadow ravaged by war; I have known pasturelands at the Front like that, with all sorts of little new flowering things springing up and up to cover the scars as though life were the only reality...

“I said: ‘But you will return to us, Matteo?’ “And he answered: ‘No, we cannot return. We two must wait here for the sign from Tino.’

“My friend, I wanted to think him mad, but I could not, and this I shall always find strange. He explained very little, but I understood that his presence there was due to the mountains, that in some way he connected them with the pact. He did not seem able to put this into words, did not seem very clear about it, I thought, but I felt that his mind was dwelling on great heights, that the spell of the mountains lay heavy upon him. I forced myself to fulfil my duty, which was obviously to leave no stone unturned to take Matteo home to his mother. But when I spoke of the Marchesa’s great age he appeared to think old age a happy thing.

“‘She will not miss me for long,’ he said; ‘it is happy to be near the end of the journey.’

“I tried yet again and now I tried Fiora, believing that the mention of her might rouse him. ‘This is a desolate sort of place, I cannot think how Fiora stands it,’ I ventured. And, greatly daring, I ventured yet more. ‘If you still wish to keep Fiora chained to your side, I advise you to take her away at once, otherwise you may discover that she has escaped you!’

“But he only smiled. ‘That would not hurt us — not now — because we have learned to trust each other. What can it matter which one of us is chosen so long as Tino finds peace and contentment?’ “Then, God forgive me, I did a vile thing. In my will to drive this man back to the world, to tear him away from I knew not what, to drag his mind down so that I could grasp it and hold it and perhaps make it serve my purpose, I used the unholy spur of his past — once more I accused Matteo of hating. ‘Peace,’ I cried, ‘is it you who talk about peace when you know in your heart how you hate the woman!’

“He stared as though scarcely understanding my words. ‘How can I hate what Tino loves — I who love Tino?’ And his voice was bewildered. After this he seemed disinclined to speak any more, so we sat on together in silence.

* * * * *
 

“I did not see Fiora until supper that evening and she struck me as having changed very little. I detected the old sharp antagonism in her eyes whenever she looked at Matteo, and when Tino was mentioned her voice became hard, hard and possessive — it was all there still: the anger, the mistrust, the bitterness. But Matteo’s face remained calm and withdrawn; he must have been living in some kind of dream if he thought that Fiora had really changed.... or was it perhaps the change in himself that had made him wish to perceive only goodness? I do not pretend to know what it was, but I do know that he seemed to have outlived resentment.

“I was finding the whole thing intolerably painful, so that when Matteo left us after supper I turned upon Fiora furiously. ‘Are you madder than ever, you two?’ I demanded. ‘I have come to take Matteo back to Rome, and be careful that you do not attempt to stop me!’

“‘Do you think I enjoy being here?’ she retorted. ‘This is Matteo’s doing, not mine. Of course it is a trick, some abominable trick.’

“‘Oh, for God’s sake leave him and end it!’ I stormed, feeling thoroughly unnerved by the situation.

“Fiora frowned. ‘No, my Giulio, I will certainly not leave him. He thinks that Tino is now very near us and this may well be. But I read Matteo’s thoughts; they are cruel, he is trying to drive me to despair in these horrible mountains; he desires me to go so that he may be left alone with Tino.’ “‘Heaven pity you,’ I said, and indeed I meant it.

* * * * *
 

“Well, I stayed on hoping to persuade Matteo to return, but I found that argument was fruitless. Moreover, Fiora was my enemy, cleverly circumventing all my efforts to get Matteo to myself for a moment — I suppose she feared that once back in Rome she might be unable to keep him with her. It was terrible sometimes, I marvel that I stood it, she so bitter and he so unresentful; she believing the worst, he believing the best — and always that unearthly courtesy of his which nothing could disturb, not even Fiora. But for his mother I must have thrown it up — I dreaded to meet the Marchesa empty-handed.

“Then one morning Matteo could not be found; moreover, he had not slept in his bed nor had he been seen about the village. Fiora was much less alarmed than I was; she was used, it seemed, to his lonely excursions. She declared that he frequently went out at night and wandered off by himself into the mountains.

“‘And I dare not follow him,’ she complained. ‘I grow giddy, so he knows that I dare not follow.’ “I pushed her aside and left the room; at that moment I could not endure her near me.

“I think you have seen the Carpathians, if you have then you must remember their grimness. No snow to soften those terrible peaks — too steep for the snow to cling, I was told — in any case, I never saw the snow, only hard, cruel rock against the skyline. As I looked at those mountains my heart misgave me, and all that day there was no Matteo, and by sundown he had not yet returned.

“I said nothing to Fiora, but I went to his bedroom; some instinct urged me to lock the door and after I had done this to examine his papers. His papers did not help me at first, then I came on a letter that was obviously recent; it had been redirected from Budapest. I looked at the date on the local postmark and found that it had reached him two days ago; the letter had been written from a place in Cornwall. But I think I will let you read it for yourself; it is in my despatch box. I brought it to England just in case I was able to trace the people, though of course it’s fairly old history by now, and so far I have failed to get in touch with them.”

Santaspina got up and fetched the letter. I have it before me on my desk as I write; he was willing that I should take a copy. The letter ran as follows:

“DEAR MARCHESE DELLA VALDA, — 

“What I am about to say may surprise you in view of our very slight acquaintance — if so I trust that you will forgive me.

“But let me explain the point of this letter: my wife and I have been trying just lately to develop the power of automatic writing, and we seem to remember that when you were in Cornwall you said you were interested in such matters. At all events your name appears in the script which I enclose. It seems risky to send it, especially through the foreign post, but we’d rather you saw the original as a copy would be so much less convincing.

“We both hope that you may be willing to help us in regard to those points that we cannot understand and which, if they mean anything to you, are good evidence for the super-normal.

“You will notice that the word ‘Brunnenberg’ appears together with the words ‘near summit.’ Do you know of a place that goes by that name? The words ‘near summit’ suggest a mountain. There is also a word that we think must be ‘chapel.’ Do you know of any chapel in this connection? My wife and I are completely in the dark and must, therefore, depend upon you for assistance. Then what can the words ‘Graue Schwester’ mean; and the words ‘branch left.’ Some sort of directions? The quotation from Isaiah means nothing to us either, nor do we recognise the name ‘Tino.’

“You will find several other things in the script that seem to refer directly to yourself. The writing is not very clear I’m afraid, but considering its nature it’s not too bad, and I know that you can speak and read English. Please return the script as soon as possible, together with your notes if you are kind enough to make them.

“By the greatest good fortune I heard from Mr. Wallace that you were quite recently in Budapest. He has sent me the name of the hotel where he met you and where he believes you may still be staying. I am sending this letter addressed to you there in the hope that they will forward it if you have left. “Apologising for troubling you, “I remain, “Sincerely yours, “GEORGE CAMPBELL.”

I laid down the letter and looked at Santaspina: “Well?” I said.

He appeared reluctant to speak, then he shrugged his shoulders and went on with his story.

“It all seemed fairly clear to me at the time. There was a mountain called the Brunnenberg and it happened to be quite close to the village. I knew that Matteo had been waiting for a sign, and when I read that letter I never doubted for a moment that he thought the sign had come, I felt certain that he had gone to the mountain believing that he would meet his brother, that Tino would at last reveal his choice, that at last the fearful bondage would be ended.

“I ransacked the room for the automatic writing but could not find it, and so I concluded that Matteo had taken the paper with him. Then I slipped the letter into my pocket and made my way to the village at once — I meant to try part of the ascent that evening and was lucky enough to find a peasant who would guide me.

“They all did what they could to be helpful and kind. Someone lent me a pair of string-soled shoes without which it is impossible to climb in the Carpathians; someone else put together a pack of food, and someone else gave me a rosary — I found them good-hearted, if superstitious.

“But none of them had ever heard of a chapel in the vicinity of the mountain, so I had to rely on my other clue, the Graue Schwester, and this clue proved useful. The Graue Schwester were known — it appeared they were two sharp rocks not far from the summit.

“I am nothing of a climber, and climbing in those parts is always a fairly difficult business, yet I managed somehow to begin the ascent, though I never expected to get back alive, for at first we had only a full moon to work by, and what glimmers we could extract from our lanterns. We spent the best part of that night in a hut, keeping ourselves warm as well as we could, and just before daybreak we set out again and finally reached the Graue Schwester. But here my guide and I had a dispute, for I wished to abide by the words in the letter, and the words in the letter said: ‘branch left.’ On the other hand, he wished to keep straight ahead, protesting that it was the only known track; I argued for more than half-an-hour with him. In the end I resorted to bribery and he consented to try my way, though not without the greatest reluctance. And a terrifying climb it turned out to be. I hope I shall never be asked to repeat it, though after a bit it grew easier, for the ledge we were following widened a little. Then, quite suddenly, we had rounded a crag and were staring at a plateau-like piece of ground upon which had been built a tiny chapel.

“It was all in ruins, a mere shell of a place, roofless, and with only its four walls standing; but a stone crucifix very old and defaced was still above what had once been the entrance. My guide stopped abruptly and crossed himself; he was shaking with terror. They are so superstitious that he probably thought the whole thing a vision.

“I left him and hurried across to the chapel.... When I got there I had not far to seek.... Matteo lay dead just inside the doorway, and from the position of his body I thought that death must have come to him while he was kneeling — he was lying crumpled up, his knees were bent and his strong, shapely hands were clasped together. There was something in his hands: a piece of paper with minute, rather queer-looking writing upon it. His face was composed, neither happy nor unhappy. It struck me as being an empty face... it seemed completely empty of Matteo.

“I stood there looking down at this man whom I had known since the days of his childhood, and suddenly I was filled with deep joy.... I do not know where that joy can have come from, I only know that I wanted to shout — that I wanted to shout in the presence of death as the young will shout for the splendour of living. Stooping, I tried to release the paper; I could not because his hands had stiffened, but I managed to make out a few scattered words: ‘Brunnenberg,’ and then something that looked like ‘come.’ Then a scrawl that I fancied was meant for ‘dawn.’ Then — and this was quite clearly written— ‘Matteo.’ Finally I tore off the end of the script in order that I might examine it better. Sitting on the ground I spread it on my knee and smoothed away the creases as best I could.... At that moment the sun blazed out over the ruin, over Matteo and the paper I held. I bent closer and these were the words I read:

“‘How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings, that publisheth peace.’”
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INTRODUCTION TO THE POETRY OF RADCLYFFE HALL


 

Although Hall is best known today for her novels, she began her writing career as an amateur poet. As a lonely and isolated child who, because of her dyslexia, struggled with her education, Hall found poetry a useful and creative outlet. Encouraged by “Granny Diehl”, her beloved American grandmother, she improvised songs on the piano and her grandmother wrote them down for her. A selection of these were privately printed in a gift volume in 1894 and given away as presents at Christmas. By Hall’s own admission, these early childish verses were not that good. 

Hall continued to write poetry as a pastime using the piano to tease out the verses, as a way of recording her love for the countryside and as a coded way of writing about her love affairs. In 1906 she paid to have a volume of her adult poetry published under the title Twixt Earth and Stars. What the reviewers who were so kind about the collection did not realise, was that the love poems were written by a lesbian about her female lovers. 

When Hall paid to have her next volume of poetry, A Sheaf of Verses, published in 1908, Hall was living with Mabel Batten (Ladye) and it was Ladye who encouraged Hall to develop her writing into more than a hobby. The next volume, Poems of Past and Present, published in 1910, mirrors the sentiments in A Sheaf of Verses in that they both eulogise Hall’s life with Ladye - all aspects of it are recorded in verse, from their passionate physical love to the joys of everyday life as a couple. The lesbian theme is largely contained in the thread of poems “Fruit of the Nispero”. Ladye had edited and revised Poems of Past and Present and the collection was dedicated to her. 

Songs of Three Counties followed in 1913, which contained the verse “The Blind Ploughman” (see below).

Another volume of poetry, The Forgotten Island, was published in 1915, after the start of the 1914-1918 war. The verses revolve around the theme of a love affair as envisaged on the island of Lesbos. The poems were a departure in that they were not composed in rhyming verse, but their Elysian and romantic themes jarred with the bleak state of a nation at war, and the book was not as popular as previous volumes. Critics have noted a tone of restlessness in the verses which has been attributed to Hall’s increasing discontent with her partnership with Ladye. 

Much of Hall’s poetry was used as lyrics for popular songs of the day. Verses from Twixt Earth and Stars were made into parlour songs with the addition of music from composers such as Hubert Bath and Robert Coningsby Clarke, who were introduced to Hall and her poetry by Ladye. They proved to be very popular parlour songs.

A Sheaf of Verses was also used as the basis for parlour songs, published by Chappelle and Co. as a three volume set - First, Second and Third Sheaf of Little Songs. (1908-1909). Ladye herself set three of the verses from Poems of Past and Present to music.

Songs of Three Counties included the song “The Blind Ploughman”, which once set to music by Coningsby Clarke, became one of the most popular hymns of the 1914-1918 war. 

The National Library of Wales has sound recordings on 78 rpm discs of The Blind Ploughman and Thou Art Risen, My Beloved, recorded in the 1920’s at the Stoll Picture Theatre in London, and performed using strings and organ. 
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I know that through the waves of air,

Some part of all I feel for you,

Must surely travel swift and true, ‘

Towards the heart for which I care

So dumbly, and before it lay

The words my lips shall never say.
 






  








IN A GARDEN
 

IN the garden a thousand roses,

   A vine of jessamine flower,

Sweetpeas in coquettish poses,

   Sweetbrier with its fragrant dower.
 

There are hollyhocks tall and slender,

   And marigolds gay and fair,

And sunflowers in glowing splendour,

   Geraniums rich and rare;
 

And the wee, white, innocent daisy,

   Half hidden amid the lawn;

A bee grown drowsy and lazy — 

   On honey he’s drunk since dawn — 
 

Is reposing with wings extended

   On some soft, passionate rose,

Aglow with a blush more splendid

   Than ever a fair cheek knows.
 

While a thrush, in the ivy swinging

   That clusters over the gate,

Athrob with the spring is singing,

   And ardently calls his mate.
 

For the spirit of all sweet odours

   The soul of a June unborn

Has hallowed my humble garden,

And whispered to me since dawn.
 

And the flowers in a prayer of rapture,

   Bent low to that spell divine,

Are wafting their sweetest incense

   In clouds, at his sunlit shrine.
 






  








IF YOU WERE A ROSE AND I WERE THE SUN
 

(Song)
 

IF you were a Rose and I were the Sun

   What then, little girl, what then?

I’d kiss you awake when day had begun,

   My sweet little girl, what then?

I’d waken you out of your valley of dreams

And open your heart with my passionate beams,

‘Till you lifted your face to my ruddiest gleams,

   My own little girl, yes then.
 

If you were the Earth and I were the Dew,

   What then, little girl, what then?

Why surely the thing all lovers would do,

   My sweet little girl, what then?

I’d steal through the twilight, o’er valley and lea,

And flood you with kisses, both tender and free

Till the soul in you throbbed with the love that’s in me,

   My own little girl, yes then.
 

But I am a man and you are a maid,

   What then, little girl, what then?

You’re cold in your pride, and I am afraid,

   My sweet little girl, what then?

If you cannot love me and I cannot die

There’s nothing in life but the ghost of a sigh,

And the day growing dark ‘neath a colourless sky;

   My own little girl, yes then.
 






  








DRIFTING
 

IT is sweet to lie in a boat,

   And drift with the languid stream,

With body and soul afloat

   The lake of a perfect dream.
 

It is sweet in the afternoon,

   With just the breath of a breeze,

If the time be the month of June

   And the birds sing low in the trees.
 

And the mind has a pleasant thought,

   And the heart has a fond desire,

And the soul is a tissue wrought

   Of youth, and it’s golden fire.
 

And the limbs are both clean and strong,

   And able to rest with joy,

And our time in the world is long,

   With nothing that can destroy
 

The rapture of God’s green earth,

   The throb and the ecstasy

That springs into life with birth,

   And lives through eternity.
 






  








TO — 
 

Dear heart! I was going away,

   Could you not have spared me an hour

Of all your bountiful day?

   No moment, no word, no flower

To keep; not even a tear?

My soul was so thirsty, dear!
 






  








LOVE TRIUMPHANT
 

ERE the first grief was born

Love was.

And after griefs are gone

Love still shall triumph on.

Ere the first grief was born

Love was.
 

In Eden grief became

Love’s slave.

For in the dust and woe

Lost Adam still could know

Fond recompense, and so

Did grief become Love’s slave.
 






  








MY ROSE
 

A ROSE! but what can it say,

   So tender, and sweet, and dumb;

What part of my love convey,

   What thrill of the joys to come?
 

I send it, but how shall you,

   Dear heart, ever understand

That rapturous tear of dew,

   It drops on your strong white hand?
 

Or know that my lips have pressed

   Those petals until they blush,

Or feel that my heart has blessed

   The flower that your touch may crush?
 






  








IF ONLY
 

OH! if one could only learn not to care,

To be utterly indifferent storm or fair;

And to say there’s always pain

With the joy, I don’t complain,

For the sunshine draws the rain

   Everywhere.
 

Oh! if one could only learn not to feel;

To be absolutely callous, false or real;

And to let the world go by,

With a laugh to cap its sigh,

With a jest to meet its he,

   Cold as steel.
 






  








CONFESSION
 

WITHIN the portals of thy shrine

Before thy presence, dearest mine,

I kneel, beseeching thee to bless

My penitence, while I confess,

And can a saint do any less?
 

If I have sinned as others do,

All human hearts the wide world through

Are erring things, and then with me

My greatest wrong was loving thee,

Wilt thou condemn my constancy?
 

Look down, dear heart, and let thine eyes

Commend my soul to Paradise.

He little sins, who sins in this

That to obtain eternal bliss

Seeks the communion of a kiss.
 






  








SUNLIGHT ON DISTANT HILLS
 

(LEDBURY)
 

BUT a moment since and the sun was shining

   Over the hills that I see from my room.

And now the rain and the mist come driving

   Out of the West, in a cloud of gloom.

Over the woods, and meadows, and gardens,

   Hurries the storm like the hand of Doom.
 

But a moment hence and the clouds shall vanish;

   Breaking and drifting and all asunder.

And lo! in their midst will the sky be lying

   Calm and blue with a peaceful wonder

Nothing may alter, though sorrow and tempest

   Torture the Earth, as she trembles under.
 






  








MY LOVE
 

MY love is a bird with a broken wing,

   Alone in a Stormy night;

My love is a lark that forgets to sing

   And dies with the morning light.
 

My love is a rose that the wind has torn,

   And crushed with a breath of pain;

My love is song with the sweetness gone,

   A tune with a lost refrain.
 

My love is a ghost that has missed its way,

   A spirit from Heaven cast;

My love is a joy of a bygone day,

   The soul of a burning past.
 






  








A MEMORY
 

No, I have not forgotten you,

   Although I went my way

Unanswered, as you wished me to,

   With none to bid me stay,
 

For in my heart there is a space

   Whose door you closed to me,

Locked in the memory of your face;

   Then took away the key.
 






  








TO — 
 

WHAT you deny me, you gave;

   You cannot take it again

In life and after the grave

   There is something that even then,

Death will not kill or destroy,

   It is so with the hearts of men.
 

Even your pride cannot rob

   My life of its blessed past;

You cannot recall one throb,

   One glance of the many cast

From those dear, passionate eyes;

   These things will be mine to the last.
 






  








ON THE MOUNTAIN
 

BELOW and above, yes, over and under us,

   Swift clouds hover, and speed and fly;

Nothing we see that can hurt or sunder us

   Here in the arms of the circling sky.
 

Surely we two must belong to each other,

   Silently mated where none are nigh

Save God our Father, and Earth our Mother,

   And sweetest of all, dear, — You and I.
 






  








TO — 
 

WHEN she turns aside to pass us by,

   With a little smile or a glance only

We are all alone, my Heart and I,

   We are all alone, and very lonely.
 






  








THE PRAYER
 

THERE stood beside the road a shrine,

   In whose quaint, vaulted shadow smiled

With eyes of tenderness divine,

   The Blessed Virgin and Her Child.
 

And I, who wandered all alone,

   Along a rough and weary way,

Felt that a great desire had grown

   Within my heart, to kneel and pray.
 

But lo! my voice had lost the power

   To utter words so deep and sweet,

And so, I breathed them in a flower,

   And left it, at the Virgin’s feet.
 






  








IF
 

IF all the words you spoke, dear,

Were every one untrue,

There can be nothing good, dear,

In earth, or sun, or dew; r

And all the world’s a lie, dear,

   Because of you.
 

If all the smiles you gave, dear,

Were only to beguile,

Why then there’s nothing sweet, dear,

In any human smile;

And what we deem most fair, dear,

   Is only vile.
 

If every kiss that lingered

Upon the lips you pressed,

Was but an empty token,

More fickle than the rest;

I wish that I had died, dear,

   For death were best.
 






  








A LAMENT
 

LIKE a song that is sung, like a tale that is told,

   The life in me hushes the voice of its gladness;

Youth walks by my side, but his hands have grown cold,

   And deep in his eyes lurks the shadow of sadness.
 

Alas! for the flowers that never come to me;

   Alas! for the morning again, now day closes;

The joy of a love is as nothing, for through me

   There passes the deep-wounding thorn of the roses.
 






  








TO — 
 

THE wind’s on the hill,

The sun’s on the lea,

The lark’s on the wing

And the dawn’s on the sea,

And the rapture that springeth of Love, is on me.
 






  








THOUGHTS
 

AH! the kiss of the sweet night air,

And the still, deep eyes of the cloudy skies,

Grown dim with peace:

Peace, the angel of death, that is everywhere.
 

Ah! the bliss of the soul at rest,

And of eyes that weep growing calm in sleep,

Hushed by night:

Night, the shadow of death, that in blessing is blessed.
 






  








SHIPS
 

FAIR ships, happy and free,

Smile on the lonely sea,

Only to fade again

Into the mist and rain.

   Ah! me.
 

Thus do bright hopes appear

On life’s vast ocean drear;

Hopes that beguile the mind,

And passing leave behind

   A tear.
 






  








THE DREAM-CHILD
 

THERE is a child who will come to me,

Often at dusk, when my mind is free.

She is the child that I used to be,

   When I was only nine.
 

Over her hair is a wreath of flowers,

Those are the thoughts of the golden hours

Spent in the glory of childhood’s bowers,

   Fancy, those thoughts were mine!
 

Butterflies whiter than flakes of snow

Hover around her lips, and oh!

They are the prayers that I used to know,

   God may remember still.
 

God who they tell us will not forget

Even a penitent child’s regret!

Now I am callous of prayers, and yet — 

   Ah, how I hope that He will.
 






  








THE DAY
 

THE day walks over the mountains,

To the splash of a thousand fountains,

To the song of a million streams.

Her hair is unbound and flowing,

Her eyes are as bluebells growing

In a valley of shade and dreams.
 

Her breast, than the snow is whiter,

Her lips, than the poppies brighter,

Her limbs are as strong white fire.

Thus she comes from the sky above her

To the arms of the Earth her lover,

In a splendour of warm desire.
 






  








FROM MY SOUL
 

OH! but to find expression for the thoughts,

So marvellous and yet so undefined.

That flow from out the palpitating soul

   To consecrate the mind.
 

Oh! but to have the gift to put in words,

That potent passion, that divine desire,

That thrills the aching spirit with unrest

   And sets the brain on fire.
 

Oh! God, but once to rise above the flesh,

To breathe our inmost thoughts in one vast sigh

Of rapture. Oh! to realise ourselves,

   And at that moment... die.
 






  








WE
 

WE who are made

Brave yet afraid,

Happy yet sad,

Good and yet bad,

Sane and yet mad,

What can we do?
 

Turmoil and strife,

Passion and life,

Love and desire,

Can these inspire

Spiritual fire?

How can we live?
 

Stumbling feet,

Tasks incomplete,

Longings that kill

Even the will,

Left to fulfil,

How can we die?
 

Little have we

Bond and yet free,

Strong and yet weak,

Proud and yet meek,

Save but to seek

God in it all.
 

God with His hands

Holds all the lands;

Rules every sea,

Sets the winds free,

Counts every tree,

Makes every leaf.
 

Then shall we fear?

He placed us here.

If God commands

God understands,

Ponders, and plans;

Knowing it all.
 






  








TO SINGERS
 

SING with your intellect and soul combined;

   Not all technique, nor yet all wild emotion,

Thus shall you touch the heart and please the mind,

   Winning a real and merited devotion.
 






  








THE MAY TREE
 

A GARDEN in the month of May,

The fading of a golden day

   Upon the tulip flowers.

An anthem sung by little birds,

The sigh more eloquent than words

   Of earth to listening hours.
 

And shadows... like the fringe that lies

On cheek, at close of drowsy eyes,

   And paths, grown damp with dew;

And secret places, where to tread

Were to disturb the bridal bed

   Of creatures born anew.
 

And fairer than each living thing

That stirs with longings of the Spring,

   A May tree, bearing flower.

Like some young nymph the sunlight charms

She stretches forth her slender arms,

   New decked with leafy dower.
 

While through her wondrous, living form

The sap of life leaps strong and warm,

   Awaking from repose

The folded buds to know the Spring,

It seems I almost hear them sing

   For rapture as it flows.
 

Ay! and it seems as though my heart

Strained upward, but to take some part

   In that sweet hymn of praise;

As though my pulses quicker beat,

To see perfection so complete

   Revealéd to my gaze.
 

As though the problem of unrest

Were solved at last, in this behest

   To silently fulfil;

And deeper still, my soul perceives

The mighty Presence that conceives

   Such beauty at Its will.
 






  








PURGATORY
 

SHE said, “I want to live no matter what

The penalty, give me on earth the lot

   I most desire.

Let me drink deep of love, of joy, of life.

Scatter the roses, let the wine run rife

Dear Gods above, and then let fall the knife

   I will expire.”
 

The Gods smiled sadly, very well they knew

Her ardent spirit could ascend the blue,

   And force their will.

Such weak old Deities these latter days

Could but comply to her imperious ways.

With woeful doubts they showed the flowery maze

   Of rapturous ill.
 

And she was happy: with that hot content

That burns away the flesh, that ravishment

   Of youth grown bold. — 

Until one morn the roses of her bed

Were turned to nettles, all the joy was dead,

   The passion cold.
 

She cried, “Now let me die, to live a day

Were Purgatory. See the awful way

   I gaze upon.”

The Gods were silent; powerless to avert

The consequence, grown wearily inert.

   So — she lived on.
 






  








TO — 
 

THE sound of the waves is the sound of tears,

   And the wind that drifts on the sea

Is the restless ghost of the bygone years,

   With their pain and their ecstasy.
 

The far white ships with their shining sails

   Are the hopes of a faithful heart,

Sent forth to fight through the storm and gales,

   With never a guiding chart.
 

And what of the pilot who stands above

   And steadfastly holds the wheel?

Oh! he is the man who believed in love

   Before he forgot to feel.
 






  








A SPRING POSY
 

A spray of blossoms, and as well

Some violets, gathered yesterday

From leafy wood and shaded dell,

Sweet children of a fruitful May;

Dear minstrels of that silent lay

More potent than an organ’s swell.
 

And now they’re withered! all the joy

Has gone for ever, and the scent;

Relentless fingers can alloy

So much of nature’s sentiment,

So many strains of deep content,

It takes so little to destroy.
 






  








AWAKENING
 

To open both your drowsy eyes,

To stretch your limbs and realise

   That day is here.

To watch the dancing, shifting beam

Of sun, awake yet half in dream,

Uncertain if the fitful gleam

   Be far or near.
 

To turn with soft, contented sigh,

And through the window watch the sky,

   All opal blue.

To feel the air steal in the room,

Made fragrant by the soft perfume

Of lime-trees, when their scented bloom

   Is damp with dew.
 

To hear the rustling voice of leaves,

The chirp of birds beneath the eaves,

   But now awake.

The tiny hum of timid things

That fly with gauzy, fragile wings,

Where yet the dusk to daylight clings,

   When mornings break.
 

To feel the soul look forth and smile,

Contented with each fruitful mile

   That it beholds.

To hear the heart beat loud and strong,

In unison with Nature’s song,

That echoes tremulous and long

   While dawn unfolds.
 

To know yourself a thing complete,

With strength of mind and limb replete,

   With vast desire;

A creature made to dominate

The lesser things of earth, a fate

On whom the universe must wait,

   With force entire.
 

And then to cry in deep delight

God made the world and made it right;

   Dear Heaven above!

Was ere completeness so complete,

Was ever sweetness half so sweet,

Was ever loving half so meet;

   Thank God for love.
 






  








SHE IS DEAD
 

WELL! She is dead and gone,

   God willed it so.

Died ere her child was born,

   Ever to know.
 

Dead! oh, how still and cold!

   Yet full of rest.

She was not very old

   Still, it was best.
 

Hush, chide her not, not now,

   Save by a tear,

Dropped on that marble brow

   So smooth and dear.
 

Pity her as she lies

   There all alone;

Tenderly close her eyes,

   Sorrowful grown.
 

Yes; she has sinned maybe,

   Willing to fall,

Yet now forgive... ah! see,

   Death atones all.
 






  








TO — 
 

DEAR, if you were in this city,

In this misty, dreary city,

With its sombre walls and towers — 

All its poorer streets and byways,

All its richer streets and highways,

All the buildings stern and old,

And the river deep and cold,

Would become as summer to me,

Decked with sweet, perfuming flowers.
 






  








THE WHOLE OF IT
 

A JOY that passes, a pain that stays,

   Such is life.

A moment’s rapture, then weary days,

   Years of strife,

   Such is life.
 

A kiss of passion, a sigh of pain,

   Such is love.

A flash of splendour, then night again,

   God above,

   Such is love!
 

A sudden blindness, a creeping fear,

   Such is death.

An awful vastness, an unknown sphere,

   Choking breath,

   And then... death.
 






  








A SONG
 

A CLOUD is over the sun,

   The wind is laden with rain,

A frost has smitten the flowers;

   The time of Winter is pain.
 

But kiss me and I shall live,

   The sun shall nourish the plain,

The dawn be happy with birds.

   And love bring Summer again.
 






  








IF LIKE THE BIRD
 

IF like the bird who sits and swings

Upon a branch, and blithely sings,

I could but spread two faithful wings,
 

And by their aid could smoothly skim

The highest peaks, the summits dim,

Until I reached the sunlight’s rim,
 

Would I not then in pity gaze

Upon the turmoil and the maze

Of earth, and all its foolish ways?
 






  








A FRAGMENT
 

CHANCE made me look at you,

   Chance was no friend!

Sight made me worship you,

   Time without end.
 

Had I been only blind

   What had I cared,

And thus, afflicted sore

   How much been spared!
 






  








AN EVEN PSALM
 

WITH silent feet all wet with dew,

   Comes evening full of soft repose,

To kiss the valley deep and blue,

   With wistful lips, and eyes that close.
 

Her breath is soft, and full of peace,

   Her arms outstretchéd to caress

Fling benedictions without cease,

   She seems a spirit borne to bless.
 

And as the evening to the earth,

   Came love to me, a boon most rare;

Hushed every sorrow at its birth,

   And turned complaining into prayer.
 






  








A BUTTERFLY
 

A BUTTERFLY hovered over a flower,

      In a bower,

With the joy of life at his lips for an hour.

With the rose’s petals against his wings,

And the rose’s perfume that steals and clings

Touching every breath with a wondrous power.
 

Then the Night came on, and the wind blew cold

      O’er the wold.

The butterfly shivered, grown tired and old;

The rose closed her passionate eyes and slept,

While death to her lover in silence crept;

He died of a joy untold.
 






  








DISAPPOINTMENT
 

How little there is that e’er goes right

In this old world of ours.

Anticipation? a vague delight;

Reality? well, the rose with a blight,

The thorn that comes with the flowers.
 






  








TO THE SEA
 

WHAT can I sing to thee

Oh! thrice-beloved sea?

What words can paint thy grace,

The beauty of thy face,

Enrapt with ecstasy?
 

Fling up thy foamy arms,

Laden with cooling balms,

And touch me where I stand

Here on the yearning land,

With soft embrace that calms.
 

I gaze into thine eyes,

Where mystic shadow lies,

And lovelights glow and gleam

Within their emerald beam,

And passion lives and dies — 
 

Until my heart grows still

Beneath thy magic will,

And I can hear and see

Naught but thy song and thee,

That seems the world to fill.
 

Upon thy swelling breast

Restless and yet at rest.

My spirit floats and sings,

While Summer laughs and springs

From off thy snow-white crest.
 

Behold my hot desire

For thee to quench the fire,

With dewy kiss that slips

From thy divine, wet lips,

Making my joy entire.
 

Lift up thine endless song,

And echo it along

Until all space rejoice,

In thine enchanted voice,

That sounds so sweet and strong.
 

Until the rocks and beach

Break forth in answering speech,

And every listening shell

Some praise of thee can tell;

Some joy of thee can teach.
 

Oh, sea that knows no death!

Oh, life-inspiring breath!

The heart of me would praise

The glory of thy days,

Thine evenings, fathomless.
 

The soul in me would sing

To that eternal Spring

Beneath thy heaving breast,

Where lurk the depths of rest,

The end of everything.
 






  








AFTER ALL?
 

THE gladness and the pain,

The sunshine and the rain,

The laughter and the sigh,

They all must pass and die;

   And in the by-and-by,

Who’ll care to question why?
 






  








YOU
 

You have my thoughts and know it not.

The livelong day I think of you,

The still, dark night I dream of you,

Each moment’s life I live to you,

   And yet you know it not.
 

You have my heart and know it not,

Its every beat is love for you,

Each sigh a drop of blood for you,

Its ceaseless ache regret for you,

   And yet you know it not.
 

You have my soul and know it not,

It makes you God and worships you,

Forgets its claim on Heaven for you,

Forsakes its hope of life for you,

   And yet — you know it not.
 






  








REMEMBER
 

REMEMBER, sweet! some evening when you sit

With idle hands, and book but half read through;

When those dear eyes of yours find incomplete

The landscape deep in shade and wet with dew;

When that clear mind of yours goes wandering out

To seek contentment, ay, and finds no rest;

When those grave thoughts of yours are filled

   with doubt,

And vague mistrust of all the world deems best;

Remember! — for one hour we conquered fate;

Filled in the blanks and set the puzzle right;

We were complete, a glorious, living whole,

A perfect cadence of supreme delight — 

I think eternity was ours that night.
 






  








AN ECHO
 

IN passion’s hour I met you,

And now that from my soul I’m old,

Whene’er I watch the pale young moon,

Or misty glow of sunset gold,

Some echo of the past comes back,

Like wild, sweet song o’er lonely track

Lest I should e’er forget you.
 






  








FLOWER LOVE
 

“WHERE is she?” sighed the rose-trees,

The honeysuckle creepers,

The pansies, and the lilies,

   And the little hidden flowers.

“We are lonely here without her,

In the sunlight, in the twilight,

In the daytime, in the night-time,

   Through the solitary hours.”
 

“I know not,” said the young wind,

“Yet will I surely seek her,

And whisper low your message

   Oh faithful-hearted few.

For men may kiss in passing,

And the world forget its passion,

But the soil, remembers ever,

   And the love of flowers is true.”
 






  








THE FOND LOVER
 

I AM but little in your sight,

A passing thought, a fleeting light

   That gone, forgotten lies.

The humble pastime, that you chose

To honour, as you might a rose,

   O’er which you cast your eyes.
 

Were I some simple, lifeless thing,

A book you read, an oft-worn ring,

   A favourite flower you wear,

I might be close to you and know

The rapture and the living glow

   Of lips, and breast, and hair.
 

But as it is, the earth you press,

The clinging texture of your dress,

   The jewel on your hand

Know more of Heaven and joys therein

Than I, whose soul has never been

   Where it could understand.
 






  








ROSES FALL
 

ONE by one the roses’ petals fall to earth;

Though God’s sun is still above them,

And the ardent breezes love them
 

   They must die.

Ere their greatest joy is born,

Lo! they wither and are gone;

Like a rose my hope must perish

   In a sigh.
 






  








A FRAGMENT
 

IF you were just one street away,

   One only!

I know that in my heart I’d say

   I’m lonely.
 

But with the world between us two

   A-lying, — 

I hear my soul cry out, “For you

   I’m dying!”
 






  








DISSATISFACTION
 

OUR love is near akin unto regret;

We love, and are beloved again, and yet

There oft is something that we lack.

So Life is very near akin to Death,

We live and laugh awhile, yet with each breath

Something is passing, that will ne’er come back.
 






  








ONE EVENING
 

THE damp, sweet smell of the earth after rain,

   A golden rift in the sky,

The deepening twilight, the purple plain,

   And you and I.
 

The strange, still hush of the slumbering world,

   The mist in the wood close by,

A deer that nibbles a leaf dew-pearled,

   And you and I.
 

The falling rain has left tremulous lakes

   Where the shattered branches lie;

The storm has bowed the tree till it breaks,

   And you and I!
 

Yet the green earth smiles through the tears she wept;

   With one long, rapturous sigh

The Noon in the arms of Night has crept,

   And you and I?
 






  








TO — 
 

I THOUGHT that I might see you, sweet,

   That after all this weary year

By some good fortune we might meet,

   And kiss each other here.
 

I told my heart to bide awhile,

   And not to faint with vain regret;

I even forced my lips to smile,

   My conscience to forget.
 

I killed depression as it rose,

   And built new castles on the sand;

This was the place my fancy chose

   That I should hold your hand.
 

And I have held your hand, my dear,

   A second, daring not to press

Your finger-tips, in mortal fear

   To meet your eyes; and yet I bless

   That little moment none the less.
 






  








MY SOUL, THE DEATHLESS
 

HUSH! my soul is singing;

Through the still night ringing

   Sounds its voice.

Till the dark in wonder

Seemeth cleft asunder,

   And the stars rejoice.
 

E’en the air is breathless,

For my soul, the deathless,

   Sings of thee.

Beats its wings of fire,

In the vast desire

   For eternity.
 

Lifts its eyes of splendour

Full of deep surrender

   For thy sake.

Bids me let it press thee

In its arms, and bless thee

   Till thy love awake.
 






  








WHAT AM I?
 

WHAT am I to presume to say

Were you good or bad,

Was I wrong or right?

After all life’s only a day

And perhaps — a night.
 

What am I to set up for Judge?

Shall I wound myself

With a vain regret?

Our fleeting pleasure if Time begrudge

Can he not forget?
 

The thrill of it all is past we know,

Say we both were right,

And we both were wrong,

There’s little enough joy here below,

And love’s none too long.
 






  








WHAT A PITY!
 

WHAT a pity that all our wishes,

   And most of our prayers are vain;

When we strive to recall a pleasure,

   Or crave to forget a pain.
 

When the motives we deemed sufficient,

   Seem paltry, and mean, and weak;

And the goal we’d have lost our soul for,

   Is that which we least would seek.
 

And the pride of those vast ambitions,

   That rendered our hopes so great

Has become but the coal-black cinders,

   Consumed in the fire of fate.
 

What a pity! that blind with folly,

   We fancied all incomplete

Every flower of the true contentment,

   That grew by our careless feet;
 

Nor did pause in our path, to gather

   The fruits of a gracious Spring;

Or to seek in our hearts the anthem

   We called on the world to sing.
 

Ah, well! maybe God will remember,

   As payment of many debts,

The penance of sad non-attainments,

   The sackcloth of vain regrets.
 

And perhaps the Recording Angel

   May wipe out the faults of years

With the hem of His shining garment,

   Grown damp with a sinner’s tears.
 






  








SONG
 

Good-morning, sweet! a thousand little birds

   Their requiem to you sing;

And tender flowers, with soft, perfuming words

   Their greetings bring.
 

Good-morning, sweet! this faithful heart of mine

   Offers devotion vast as Heaven above,

Beneath thy window, worships at thy shrine;

   Good-morning, love.
 

Good-morning, sweet! the glory of the day

   Is naught compared to thee;

Come forth and smile, with rapture bright and gay,

   That I may see.
 

Good-morning, sweet! look up that I may live,

   Kiss me that I may taste of Heaven here,

The joys of Paradise are thine to give,

   Good-morning, dear!
 






  








TIREDNESS
 

IT is weary, weary this waiting,

   For that which can never be.

It is dreary, dreary this mating,

   With tears and despondency.
 

And methinks if beneath the grasses,

   There was somewhere, both still and deep,

I would close my eyes to the morning,

   And thankfully fall asleep.
 






  








ON THE LAGOON
 

A GONDOLA, the still lagoon;

   A Summer’s night, an August moon;

The splash of oars, a distant song,

   A little sigh, and — was it wrong?

A kiss, both passionate and long.
 






  








A MORNING ON COMO
 

A SYMPHONY in pink and blue,

   A rhapsody of sun and dew,

A virgin Venus born anew,

   Lay Como in the morning.
 

And— “Would to Heaven some Muse divine

   Could guide this erring pen of mine,”

I cried, “to paint such grace as thine,

   Sweet Como in the morning!”
 






  








IN ROME
 

Daybreak. The heavy rumble in the street

Of waggons, journeyed from the sun-baked plains;

A laugh, an oath, as chance acquaintance meet;

The bark of dogs, the crack of whip and reins;

And then, with booming of combined refrains,

The ringing, swinging, singing bells of Rome.
 

Sunset, and purple shadows o’er the dome

Of sky above St Peter’s; and the square

As silent as a graveyard, and as dumb.

Within the church, a peasant deep in prayer;

And like a challenge through the languid air

The ringing, swinging, singing bells of Rome.
 






  








TO — 
 

THE day is warm and mellow,

The fields are gold and yellow,

And in the misty distance

The hills are purple blue.
 

The Spring is up and stirring,

The pheasant’s wing is whirring,

And there is nothing lacking

In all the world, but you.
 






  








HOPES
 

OUR hopes are like the mountains that arise,

And to our dim, imperfect, human eyes

Seem in their splendid height to touch the skies.
 

Yet when we’ve toiled up, many a weary day,

We find the summit, desolate and grey,

And lo! the Heavens, still smiling, far away.
 






  








A MEMORY
 

AH, dear! how memory stirs,

   Of meadows and soft-voiced thrushes

Of winds that sang amid firs,

   Or piped on the cool, damp rushes.
 

Of twilights and early dawns,

   And times when the earth is fairest;

Of gardens with dewy lawns,

   And flowers when their scent is rarest.
 

Of noontide and humming bees,

   That gather the love of roses;

Of night-time and sighing trees,

   And clouds where the moon reposes.
 

And, dearest, — of just we two,

   Alone in this world of splendour,

Where everything lived for you,

   In glorious, sweet surrender.
 






  








THE RIVER
 

OH, river! sweet river, how placidly you wander,

   Yet bearing on your bosom so many lovers’ vows;

Cannot the throb of passion arouse one wave in answer,

   Or stir to sighing cadence your silent willow boughs?
 

Must always — for ever, your brow be smooth and tranquil,

   Though hearts may break in anguish, or burn with ecstasy?

Is there no secret message that may arouse your wonder — 

   At all this vast emotion that thrills Eternity?
 

Some day though, oh, river! you too shall feel the magic

   Of all your depths awakened, of every tide set free;

Remember us in that time, we loving ones who sought you,

   When you have left the meadows for the embracing sea!
 






  








TO — 
 

LET not the morning break ere I shall say

   “Thou art the Sun that brightens all the day,

Thou art the Rose that perfumes all the air,

   Thou art the Soul of all that is most fair.”
 

Let not the evening fall ere I shall say

   “Thou art the Star that guides me on my way,

Thou art the Moon whose beams are everywhere,

   Thou art my rest, my blessing, and my prayer.”
 






  








SHALL I COMPLAIN?
 

SHALL I complain because the rain

   Has spoiled the flowers?

Shall I despair because the air

   Is damp with showers?
 

Shall I forget, that even yet

   New buds will spring?

And shall I sigh while still there’s by

   One bird to sing?
 






  








TO — 
 

BUT, let me tell you all I feel,

And then, if you must still deny

No tears shall dim my sight, no sigh

Shall pass my lips, I’ll only kneel

Before you in the dust and say,

“Tread on me, as you go your way.”
 






  








MISTRESS SPRING
 

(Song)
 

SWEET Mistress Spring, all decked in green,

   How fresh you look this morning;

’Tis sure a year since we have seen

   Such flowers your brow adorning.
 

And will you come and walk with me?

   I’ll prove an ardent lover,

Beneath the boughs of some kind tree

   We’ll seek convenient cover.
 

There will I praise with light refrain

   Your most enchanting weather,

While you shall make a daisy chain,

   To bind our hearts together.
 






  








WHAT’S WRONG?
 

THERE’S something wrong with the world to-day,

   What can it be, what can it be?

The mom is at six, and the year’s at May,

   So mayhap that something is wrong with me.

      But there’s something wrong,

      With the joyous song

   Of the thrush in the apple-tree.
 

There’s something gone from my heart I trow!

   That then is why, that then is why

The flower seems dead on the orchard bough,

   And never a sunbeam is in the sky.

      There’s something gone,

      And the light of the dawn

   Is the dimmer when you’re not by.
 






  








GENTLE DAME PRISCILLA
 

(Song)
 

   GENTLE Dame Priscilla

   At her wheel is singing,

Singing of her lover, very far away.

   Would I were that lover,

   From my hiding springing

I would stop her singing in my own fond way,
 

   Gentle Dame Priscilla

   At her wheel is spinning

Fancies of her lover, who has gone to sea.

   Would I were that lover,

   Honey-tongued and winning,

It were then no sinning though I kissed her free.
 






  








TO THE NIGHTINGALE
 

OH Nightingale, has that pale star heard you

Sobbing your passion into a song?

Has she deigned to stoop from her throne of splendour,

Deigned to pity your life’s surrender,

Deigned to throw you a beam-smile tender,

You who have waited and loved so long?
 

Oh Nightingale, is your wondrous music

Cleaving the depths of the dark apart,

Born of a hope that is wearily dying?

Is she ever and aye denying

That for which you are always sighing?

Do you sing with a broken heart?
 






  








A MORNING THOUGHT
 

WIND and mist of the upland places,

Thrill and hush of the cloud-swept spaces,

Glow of sky that the sun embraces,

      Over a world of dew.
 

Purple-dusk of the sweet Scotch heather,

Golden gorse, in the summer weather,

Hand in hand, you and I together,

      If it were only true!
 






  








TO-DAY
 

TO-DAY is a bumper of golden wine,

   Drink deep, deep, deep!

While the earth is green, and the cup is thine,

For there cometh an hour when a man must weep,

And there cometh a time when a man must sleep,

   So drink deep, deep, deep.
 






  








LOVE’S COMMAND
 

LOVE lifted up his eyes to mine,

   And in their depth did I behold

A flame, so potent yet divine

   That all the world besides seemed cold.
 

“Dear love,” I cried, “come enter in

   And warm my heart with living fire.”

Love answered, “First cast out the sin

   And rid my dwelling of desire.”
 






  








CHANCE MEETING
 

I looked up! you were standing there close beside me,

And just for a second our glances met,

And lingered, and mingled, and mingled yet.
 

I went on: you had turned and the spell was broken.

My temples throbbed, and my hands were cold.

I was longing, hopeless, and almost old.
 






  








ITALIAN SPRING
 

IT is the Spring!

And what could be

So sweet a thing

As early Spring

In Italy?
 

To make the boon more wondrous rare

You’ve caught the sunlight in your hair,

And, happy slave, it dances there.
 

To steal the splendour from the skies,

You draw their colour to your eyes,

Like deep blue lakes of Paradise.
 

It is the Spring!

And what could be

So sweet a thing

As early Spring

In Italy,

And you with me!
 






  








TO — 
 

OH! the awful pity of it all,

That I ever learned to care for you,

That we ever chanced to meet at all,

Since we neither of us could be true.
 






  








THE DIRGE OF A LONELY GARDEN
 

“I AM a garden, alone, alone!

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

Over my paths have the lichens grown,

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

Down by the river the reeds are dank, — 

Close to the portal the grass is rank;

Nettles take birth on the lily bank.

   Oh little Swallow pity me.
 

“Once in the earliest days She came,

   Oh little Swallow pity me,

Sowing the seeds of my after fame.

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

Beautiful hands she had, and lo!

All that they touched would thrill and grow

Up to the sun of her eyes, aglow,

   Oh little Swallow pity me.
 

“Beautiful feet she had, that fell

   Oh little Swallow pity me,

Like the caress of one loved well,

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

Over the lawn at the twilight hour

Sometimes she wandered to pluck a flower,

Sometimes she paused in the jasmine bower.

   Oh little Swallow pity me.
 

“Then she would speak to me, sweet my own!

   Oh little Swallow pity me,

Words from her heart to my heart alone,

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

Tender, and ardent, and secret things,

Sprang to her lips, as the water springs

Up from the earth where the blue mist clings.

   Oh little Swallow pity me.
 

“I am a garden grown desolate,

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

I of them all, will remember yet,

   Oh little Swallow pity me.

Summer may come and summer may go,

I of them all who have known her, know

Love cannot die, though the loved one go.

   Oh little Swallow pity me!”
 






  








RESIGNATION
 

I ASKED you for your love again,

And I presumed too much it seemed.

The happiness of which I dreamed

Was but a jest, to laugh at then?

A trifle, that your wanton eyes

Beheld, yet would not recognise.
 

“I will be just your friend,” I said,

“‘Twere better thus to be content

Than everlasting banishment.”

You scarcely paused to turn your head.

Not needed, I had ceased to be

A thing for your utility!
 

I went my way, as others do.

These are not days to rant, and weep.

What pain there was I buried deep,

Together with my thoughts of you;

And in that grave they lie apart,

Unmourned, save by a breaking heart.
 






  








ACCUSATION
 

How dare you cease to be my friend!

You who have held my heart and mind

Within your hand, a spell combined

Of passion and the joys that rend

Cast over all that once was me,

I would not if I could, go free.

I tell you to the depth of Hell,

My spirit, following in your wake,

Shall suffer for its folly’s sake

Those torments which are yours, and dwell

Beside you through Eternity.
 






  








A SEA CYCLE
 

I
 

IN at your cabin window,

   Under the drifting sky,

Softly, and all on tiptoe

   Winds that are passing by

Steal with a tender longing,

   Pause, with a yearning sigh,

Kiss you — and then in rapture

   Folding their pinions die.
 

II
 

THERE is something divinely happy,

   And something divinely fair,

At work in the world this morning,

   Its spirit is everywhere.
 

I’m filled with a sense of youngness,

   My limbs are alive and strong,

My heart with a throb of gladness

   Re-echoes the Ocean’s song.
 

The sun is a splendid halo,

   That sets on the brow of earth,

The wind is the flute of silver

   He tunes to his strains of mirth.
 

The waves are abrim with laughter,

   The ship is a soul set free;

And out through this perfect weather

   You’ll presently come to me.
 

III
 

I pledged you in a cup of wine,

And every passion that was mine

I melted in that nectar rare,

To drink to you, I swear — I swear!
 

I pledged you in the cup of life,

Its inmost essence, hot and rife,

I caught from drops my heart bled there,

To drink to you, I swear — I swear!
 

IV
 

LISTEN, dear heart, awhile, till I repeat

In all my life, there never was so sweet

An hour as this; so perfectly complete,

So full of joy, so deep and so replete

With ardent things. Alas! that time is fleet.
 

V
 

GOOD-NIGHT! until to-morrow, dear;

You go to rest, and I still here

Will dream of all you do and say;

Will contemplate, as lovers may,

Each thing you’ve touched, with eyes that find

Your form in all you leave behind.
 

Your presence, and the joy that fills

The heart and soul with countless thrills

Is still beside me, and the ship

Throbs out with every rise and dip

The words that uttered once shall be

My music through eternity.
 

VI
 

LET me forget the land,

   The turmoil and the strife

Of cities; let me stand

   Alone with you and life.
 

Encircled by the sky,

   Uplifted by the sea,

The world is you, and I,

   Then give yourself to me!
 

VII
 

DON’T speak! a word would mar it all,

   Just put your hand in mine.

This silence seems of Heaven, to fall

   From thence, a thing Divine.
 

Be still! to move would seem profane,

   So magic is the night,

All hushed, yet throbbing with a vein

   Of passionate delight.
 

Look up! and let your gaze enfold

   My face that bends above,

And in my ardent eyes behold

   The ecstasy of love.
 

VIII
 

I TAKE my heart with trembling hands,

   Unworthy vassal though it be,

Sad wanderer in many lands,

   Such as it is I offer thee,

And will not even dare complain

Shouldst thou this sorry gift disdain.
 

Yet oh! be sure that every sigh,

   Each beat of anguish deep and sore,

Has grown a dagger thrust, which I

   Must bear for all that’s gone before;

And bearing it will learn to know

The cleansing agony of woe.
 

And this remember, ere you turn

   Your head away in silent pride,

The soul is young that still can learn

   New truths that Love has simplified;

And being young may still attain

Perfection, through repentant pain.
 

Then stoop to pity; do not close

   The gate of Paradise and rest,

To one whose spirit seeks repose

   Within that haven of the blest;

But rather fling the portal wide

And draw the pilgrim safe inside.
 

IX
 

THE past is like an empty dream;

   The people in it are not real;

The joys and sorrows only seem

As phantom hands I cannot feel.
 

I will not even count the hours,

   That lie between those yesterdays

And what my present life embowers,

    Of love and all its golden ways.
 

All that I am, my soul, my mind,

   And all I ever hope to be

I fling, with scarce a look behind

   Into this present ecstasy.
 

I have not even one regret

   To waste upon those lagging years,

Too colourless to feign forget,

   Too soulless for repentant tears.
 

No sigh, though life should end for me

   To-day; so potent is the bliss

Of love, I think eternity

   Is held embodied in a kiss.
 

X
 

IF every rose that ever blew,

   All fragrant with the breath of Spring,

Were here, aglow with sun and dew,

   With ardent petals shimmering — 

What would their beauty count to me,

Have I not lived to look on thee?
 

If every note of music born,

   Each wistful cadence low and sweet,

Were all combined from night till dawn

   To render melody complete — 

Why should my throbbing sense rejoice

That once has listened to thy voice?
 

Nor do I think that Paradise

   Could dim with raptured awe my gaze,

Unfolding to my dazzled eyes — 

   The marvel of untrodden ways;

For know I not of Heaven a part

Since I have found thy living heart?
 

XI
 

OH, my beloved! though I live

A thousand years upon the earth,

And though each pleasure take its birth

From me; though it be mine to give all

Rapture, every thrill and joy

Known unto gods; though I destroy

All ills, and overcome e’en death

Within the vapour of a breath,

That from thy lips passed into mine,

Fire-tipped, of earth, yet all divine

Would be contained more ecstasy,

To chain the soul eternally

With fetters woven of thy kiss — 

Than in Mahomet’s realms of bliss — 

Nay more — of Heaven I ask but this.
 

XII
 

OVER the silent waters

   Flashes the beacon light,

Sharp as a strong, white dagger

   Cleaving the breast of Night.
 

Beacon of hope and safety!

   See, we are near the land,

Come and stand close beside me,

   Give me your dear, white hand.
 

Here in the wind and darkness,

   Under the sighing mast,

Let us forget the future

   Let us condone the past.
 

God in His high, blue Heaven,

   Counting the falling tears,

Grants us this fleeting present,

   Out of the endless years.
 

XIII
 

THE land! The land! it is the end

Of all my dreams; the sudden bend

Along the road, and face to face

I stand with some deserted place,

Where Death, and Darkness grow apace.
 

The land! The land! with beating heart

I am awake, alone, apart;

To gaze upon the nearing shore,

And know that all that’s gone before

Means nothing to you any more.
 

The land! The land! Oh, blessed sea!

Lift up your arms and cover me;

One long caress upon your breast!

You know me, I have stood confessed

Before you, now I fain would rest.
 

XIV
 

OH, Time! There’s much I could forgive;

E’en though you told me that to live

Another hour it was denied,

I think I’d lay my life aside

With few regrets, and scarce a sigh,

It would not be so hard to die.
 

But like a thief steals in the night,

You robbed me; what was mine by right

Your ruthless hands have snatched away;

The passions that were yesterday

You’ve cankered with your deadly rust,

And turned a living heart to dust.
 

XV
 

AH! if but once again to hear

The song of waves against the keel!

The sound of winds upon the sea,

To watch the moonlight, and to feel

Your hand in mine; to have you steal

More close, more close, till senses reel,

And all the deep, unfathomed bliss

Of Life and Death were in your kiss.
 

XVI
 

I HAVE striven for three whole years to forget;

I have prayed, ay, grovelled to God; and yet

At the glimpse of a pictured face, of a form

That suggested yours — like a blighting storm

The Past rose up, and in anguish cried,

“Oh, fool! I live, it was You who died.”










  

A SHEAF OF VERSES


 

CONTENTS
 

KINSHIP

THE MOON’S MESSAGE

ON A BATTLE FIELD

TO — 

THE ALL-MOTHER’S AWAKENING

A SUMMER THOUGHT

MOTH TO THE FLAME

A TWILIGHT FANCY

THE TWO ANGELS

IN THE HARDT WALD

THE QUEST OF THE WHITE HEATHER

ONE NIGHT

A WELCOME

WHITE BUTTERFLIES

THOUGHTS

THE CLOUD AND THE MOUNTAIN

AN AUGUST NIGHT

SPRING HOPES

MY CHOICE

IN COUPLES

HOUSE HUNTING

RE-INCARNATION

ODE TO SAPPHO

INCOMPATIBLE

CONFIDENCE

FOUND WANTING

IN DARKNESS

BROTHER FILIPPO

AN AUTUMN RIDE

BEFORE DAWN

MY CASTLE

MALVERN

TO MY LITTLE COUSIN

TREPIDATION

AT MEISSEN

WINTER ON THE ZUYDER ZEE

ARDOUR

A COMPLAINT

THE LAYING OF GHOSTS

TO A BABY

O LADY MINE

BUTTERFLY

TO — 

A WINDY JUNE

HOLLYHOCKS

THE TRUTH

A MOUNTAIN PATH

A PEARL NECKLACE

TO ROSES

ON THE SEA-SHORE

MY VALLEY

TO — 

FINIS

OLD VERSES

ON THE ROAD TO TENNALEY TOWN

A LITTLE DIRGE

THE POET

A NIGHT IN ITALY

HANDS AND LIPS

WE TWO

TO — 

NORTH AND SOUTH

ON THE HILL TOP

THE MOON

SPECULATION

THE MEETING

TO SOME ONE!

OUT AT SEA

FAITH

THE SCAR

COMPARISON

AN INTERLUDE

 






  








PRESS NOTICES
 

“‘TWIXT EARTH AND STARS”
 

“Miss Radclyffe-Hall is a poet. She has a gift of expression always felicitous, not infrequently spontaneous, and her rhythms are really musical. Moreover, the level of her book is uniformly high. In writing of nature her intuition and sympathy are remarkable. Nearly every poem contains something which clings to your memory and sets you thinking.... The main note is vigorous, joyous youth, thankful for the right to exist in such a lovely world.
 

“If Miss Radclyffe-Hall acquires a higher finish she may confidently look forward to taking her place among the poetesses of this country. It is not often one can so honestly recommend the public to buy a volume of poetry.” — The Queen, 4th July, 1906.
 

“The author of ‘‘Twixt Earth and Stars’ has a real talent for versification, and the subjects chosen are all poetical, added to which she has real feeling and the power to express it. I am so charmed with this little book of poems that I cannot help recommending it to you, that you also may enjoy it.” — The Lady, 5th July, 1906.
 

“A little book of short poems, most of which are very pleasant, being marked by sincerity and sweetness.” — Evening Standard, 21st July, 1906.
 

“‘Twixt Earth and Stars’ is a dainty little volume of verse, some of which is of considerable merit.” — Publisher and Bookseller, 28th July 1906.
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KINSHIP
 

SUNLIGHT and shade,

Moorland and glade,

Evening and day,

Winter and May,

Troubadour breeze,

Amorous trees,

Pondering Hills,

Gold daffodils

Born of the Spring,

Thrushes that sing

Passionate notes

From downy throats,

Be unto me

Each one of ye

Sister or brother;

And Earth be my mother!
 






  








THE MOON’S MESSAGE
 

THE Moon looked in at the window,

  And smiled as I wrote to you,

She lay like a frail white maiden,

  In shadowy folds of blue.
 

Her bosom was bare and tender,

  And slight, for she still was young,

And down from her dainty shoulders

  A mantle of starlight hung.
 

She wooed with a wanton ardour

  The winds till they lulled to sighs,

And night was transformed with beauty,

  For love of her limpid eyes.
 

The soul of the cloudy darkness

  Awakened beneath her beams,

The sky swooned away with longing,

  The Earth stirred in tender dreams.
 

Alas! for the moon was cruel,

  Far colder than snow was she,

Her heart was a burnt-out Planet,

  Her light but a fallacy:
 

And she looked at my open letter,

  And called from her couch on high,

“Pray give my love to my Sister

  Who is even more cold than I.”
 






  








ON A BATTLE FIELD
 

ONCE o’er this hill whereon we stand,

Just you and I, hand clasp’d in hand

  Amid the silence, and the space,

A mighty battle rent the air,

With dying curse and choking prayer;

 ‘Mid shot and shell death stalked apace.
 

Is it conceivable to you — 

So much at peace — because we two

  Are close together, or to me?

The silent beauty of the noon

Seems like a Heaven-granted boon,

  Aglow with tender ecstasy.
 

A little mist of hazy blue

Is slowly hiding from our view

  The city’s domes and slender spires,

As thro’ a bridal veil the sun

Subdued and shy lights one by one

  The virgin clouds with blushing fires.
 

The wind has fallen; very low

We hear his wings brush past, and know

  He creeps away to dream and rest;

How sweet to be alone, to feel

You breathe one longing sigh, and steal

  A little closer to my breast.
 

Is anything worth while but this?

We may not perish for a kiss,

  Yet thus it were not hard to die!

War strews the earth with countless dead,

And after all is done and said,

  The end is love, and you and I!
 






  








TO —

 

THE world that thro’ its vale of tears

Looks out upon Eternity

Has yet one smile for us, and we

Still youthful in the count of years,

May add our smiles, and kiss the lips

Of life, for whosoever sips

The wine within that ruddy bowl

Has quaffed defiance to the spheres.

Beloved, see, I drink thereto!

And pass the goblet on to you.
 






  








THE ALL-MOTHER’S AWAKENING
 

TO-DAY the still, deep mind of the Earth

Has steeped in longing her wistful eyes,

A sense of wonder and glad surprise

Thrills thro’ her heart with a thought of birth.
 

The grave All-Mother looks up and smiles,

Her breath comes balmy from sunlit mouth,

Her bosom bare to the ardent south

Is fanned by perfume from fruitful miles.
 

All winter long has the dear Earth slept

In drifts of snow, ‘neath the bane of frost,

Her children sought for the Mother lost,

Yet found her not, and in anguish wept.
 

All winter long have my senses cried

For warmth of sun, and the blue of sky,

The hard north answered to mock my sigh,

And all the glory of life denied.
 

The cold mists drifting on land and sea,

Like ghosts of passions burnt out and chill,

Smote heart and soul with the fear of ill,

That cast its awfulness over me.
 

The dank gray sails, and the dank gray shore,

They melted each in the other’s face,

With clammy kiss, in a wan embrace

That left them colder than e’en before.
 

And thro’ the boughs of the moss-grown trees

The sap flowed sluggish, or not at all,

While here and there would a dead leaf fall,

Like thought of harrowing memories.
 

Then from the heart of the Universe

There rose a wail of unending woe,

An anguished prayer from the deeps below:

“Oh! Mother, lift from our souls the curse!”
 

“Oh! Mother, quicken thy sacred womb,

With fire that throbs in the veins of Spring,

Behold the numbness of everything,

And only thou can avert the doom.”
 

“Oh! Mother, hear us!” But silent still

The Earth slept on, as it were in death.

Her ice-bound bosom stirred not with breath,

So fast she lay ‘neath the winter’s will.
 

I joined my prayer to the wind and trees,

I joined my cry to the striving soil,

I said, “Oh! Mother, our endless toil

Has made us sicken with miseries.
 

“Rise up! and help us again to live,

Rise up! uncover thy fruitful breast,

We faint in winter’s unrestful rest,

We burn with longings to love and give.”
 

And as I spoke came a voice more strong

Than all creation’s, o’er land and sea

It called our Mother to ecstasy,

And lo! she stirred, who had slept so long.
 

She stirred, she opened her drowsy eyes,

And bending down from the dome above,

Beheld the form of embodied Love,

As Spring stepped Earthward from Paradise.
 






  








A SUMMER THOUGHT
 

I OFTEN think that all those vast desires

  For purer joys, that thrill the human heart,

Vague yearnings such as solitude inspires,

  That nameless something silence can impart,
 

Could after all be quenched by simple things,

  Whose spirits dwell within the wide-eyed flowers,

Or haunt deep glades, where scent of primrose clings

  About the garments of the passing hours.
 






  








MOTH TO THE FLAME
 

MOTH to the flame!

Fool that you be,

Life’s but a game,

Love is the same,

Better go free!
 

Moth to the fire!

Madness your fate;

Burnt of desire,

If you expire,

Joy comes too late.
 

Moth to the kiss

Bringing you death!

“Gladly for this

Agonized bliss,

With my last breath

Will I adore

As ne’er before!”

Foolish Moth saith.
 






  








A TWILIGHT FANCY
 

DEAR, give me the tips of your fingers

  To hold in this scented gloom,

‘ Mid the sighs of the dying roses,

  That steal through the breeze-swept room
 

I would have you but lightly touch me,

  A phantom might stir the dress,

In its passing, of some lost lover

  With just such a faint caress;
 

Or a butterfly wan with summer

  Brush thus with his down-flecked wings

The bells of the altar lilies

  He touches, and lightly rings.
 

So give me the tips of your fingers,

  Not your hand, lest I break the spell

Of the moment with too much passion,

  And lose what I love so well.
 






  








THE TWO ANGELS
 

ONCE Youth and Innocence, side by side,

With flaming swords at a garden gate

Stood forth in silence, to watch and wait,

Lest lust and evil their might defied.
 

Love’s rarest fruits in that garden grew,

And lo! a Pilgrim of pain and sin

Grown tired, would gladly have entered in,

And washed his soul in the gleaming dew.
 

He looked at Youth, and the Angel said:

“Behold me young, and behold me weak;

If you but crush me, the joy you seek

Shall quench desire on a rose-strewn bed,
 

“Yet oh! I pray you another hour,

For should you enter this Holy place,

My soul is given again to space,

And I must die as a blighted flower.”
 

Then all the sorrow and all the shame,

That life had taught him to understand,

Rose up, and fettered the Pilgrim’s hand,

And murmur’d: “Youth is a sacred name.”
 

He looked at Innocence, nude and white,

And all unconscious she met his gaze;

Her eyes were soft as an evening haze,

Her red lips fashioned to give delight.
 

She sighed, “I know not the boon you ask,

But Nature sent me to guard the way

That leads to realms of Eternal day;

I may not shrink from the Mother’s task.
 

“Yet these fair limbs that are pure as snow,

Should you but sully by thought or deed

Must droop and fade as a broken reed,

That every wind of the earth may blow.”
 

Then all the goodness that he had missed,

Each dream of sweetness that passed him by,

Rose up, and cried: “Thou shalt still deny

Thyself” — and Innocence stood unkissed.
 






  








IN THE HARDT WALD
 

A ROAD disused these many years,

  O’er which the grass has grown

Between two rows of silent pines,

That stretch in straight, unbroken lines

  Away to plains unknown.
 

Long ruts that passing wagons made

  In days whose records die

Form trenches for the frailer flowers,

That timid of more open bowers

  Secure in hiding lie.
 

And in those deep impressions there,

  Where patient beasts have trod,

With stems in dainty green array,

And faces turned to meet the day,

  Grow sprays of golden-rod,
 

‘ Mid sunbeams slanting thro’ the wood

  The ardent Afternoon

Steals like a lover fond, and dumb,

Upon his mistress Earth, o’ercome

  With many a tender boon;
 

And that she sooner shall respond

  To his awakening fires,

He summons from each fairy glade

Wee winged things, to serenade

  This nymph of his desires.
 

So full of mystic power and life

  Is this forgotten place

That I may scarcely dare intrude

My presence and my lighter mood,

  Lest stepping I deface
 

Some masterpiece of moss or bloom,

  That Dryad hands have wrought,

Perchance my very humanness

May make this potent charm the less,

  That solitude has taught.
 

I fear to tread upon a branch,

  For if beneath my feet

It breaks ’twould thus affright the bird

Whose tender music I have heard

  In yonder green retreat;
 

And who am I that I should dare

  Gainsay the Noon’s behest;

Or penetrate this peaceful sphere,

And bring an agony of fear

  To some dumb creature’s breast?
 

Within this forest night and day

  An endless hymn of praise

From out the heart of Nature wells,

That once again perfection dwells

  In her profanèd ways,
 

That living green conceals the scars

  Made by relentless man,

While in the deepest sylvan glades

Sound faint and far thro’ emerald shades

  The crystal pipes of Pan.
 






  








THE QUEST OF THE WHITE HEATHER
 

SCHWARTZ WALD
 

I SOUGHT at dawn for the sweet white heather,

  In hiding among the blue,

The earth was warm with the summer weather,

  The flowers still damp with dew.
 

I moved a stone with my foot in walking,

  A lizard ran out in fear,

Two tiny streams to each other talking

  Complained that I came so near.
 

And all alone on the side of the mountain

  I spoke to the new-born Day,

Oh! help me to gather some rare white heather

  Sweet Morning, show me the way!
 

A big stag beetle crawled close in wonder,

  A grasshopper chirped of rain,

A bee just pushing some flowers asunder

  Buzzed loud in his vast disdain.
 

The pines swayed gently, as though with laughter,

  They knew what I came to seek!

A thistledown that the breeze ran after

  Brushed lightly against my cheek.
 

And all alone on the side of the mountain

  I spoke to the new born Day,

Oh! help me to gather some rare white heather,

  Sweet Morning, show me the way!
 

A trout jumped high with a rainbow shudder,

  To see how the mortals look,

Then swayed his tail like a silver rudder,

  And swam away in the brook.
 

I think I heard all the Pixies saying

  “No heather that’s white you’ll find!”

I know I saw little Gnome-folk playing

  Where shadowy boughs reclined — 
 

And all alone on the side of the mountain

  I spoke to the new born Day,

O help me to gather some rare white heather,

  Sweet Morning, show me the way!
 

Alas! alas! for the fairy flower,

  My feet grew weary in vain,

I sought for luck thro’ each sunlit bower,

  To find it truant again.
 

Then while I paused on the side of the mountain

  The stillness was cleft apart,

And Morning cried “He who seeks white heather

  Must find it deep in his heart!”
 






  








ONE NIGHT
 

I STOOD beside you in the dark,

  And felt the magic of the night

Steal o’er my senses, ‘til they swooned,

  And mists of passion dimmed my sight.
 

The stillness made me dumb, those words

  I dared not utter choked my breath,

Each crushing each, as mad with life

  They rose, to die a silent death.
 

My lips grew dry beneath the fire

  Of kisses that they feign would give,

And every pulse, with answering beat,

  Throbbed in its eagerness to live.
 






  








A WELCOME
 

DEAR Ghost, across a wind-swept sphere

You wander back again to me,

And I am not afraid, for see

I bid you rest beside me here!
 

I press your icy lips to mine,

Since you and I are almost one

Can I condemn what you have done

To render fruitless the divine?
 

Some day perchance our weary task

May finish, and we two will stand

Before the Maker, hand in hand,

There will be much that we shall ask!
 






  








WHITE BUTTERFLIES
 

SCHWARTZ WALD
 

THE heat of the mid-day has smitten the forest-land dumb!

  The mountains are closing their eyes in a languorous dream,

The boulders stand stark, where the torrents once hastened to come,

  For Earth in her passion is wholly consuming their stream.
 

The ardour and terror of living is rife in the air,

  The air that is breathless, and stranger to motion or sound,

A rapture so potent it seems near akin to despair

  Is drawing the life-blood in mist, from the sunravished ground.
 

And out thro’ this region grown tense with creation’s desire,

  Inconsequent, fragile as thistledown wafted by breeze,

Two butterflies flutter, like snow-flakes that fall upon fire,

  Far into the flame-land, that stretches away from the trees.
 

White butterflies, innocent-looking and soft as a sigh,

  In quest of what blossoms, what mystical pleasures, who knows?

Close one to the other they hover now low and now high,

  Like thoughts that are breathed from the heart of an opening rose.
 

Vague spirits that drift o’er the infinite tide of the earth,

  As jewels of foam, on the passion-torn breast of the sea,

They know not the hour of their ending, the cause of their birth,

  A moment of time or a year, they rejoice but to be!
 

Around them the problem of life, with its pain and its joy,

  Impregnates the noon with a sense of some marvellous power,

Above them, grown potent with strength to create or destroy,

  The shafts of the sun, that have smitten and withered the flower.
 

And still with frail bodies unmoved by the vastness of things

  These fairy white butterflies flutter like spirits of light,

They pause for an instant, then spreading their tremulous wings,

  Fly into the infinite, fading away from my sight.
 






  








THOUGHTS
 

A DROP of dew that on a rose-bud clings,

A ray of sunshine in a world of Springs,

A bird, who singing from some hidden tree,

Is bathed in streams of endless melody,
 

An open flower you trod on as you passed,

The purple shadow that your passing cast,

A breath of wind that lingered on your brow,

An emerald leaf fresh shaken from the bough,
 

A smile of hope on lips that you delight,

A grateful word from one whom you requite

For some small service, or a little sigh

That fans your senses as it flutters by,

These things to you how much they mean!

While I? — 
 






  








THE CLOUD AND THE MOUNTAIN
 

A LITTLE white Cloud loved the Mountain,

  She hung in the sky all day,

And gazed with rather a timid smile

To where, beneath her full many a mile,

  The earth and the loved one lay.
 

The Mountain was silent and lonely,

  And grim in the light of dawn,

And ever and aye he cast his eyes

In longing hope to the distant skies

  Where little white clouds are born.
 

Till a breeze in the evening passing

  Took pity upon her vow,

And very tenderly lifted down

The virgin Cloud, till her fleecy crown

  Was set on the Mountain’s brow.
 

And they loved with a silent ardour

  So great that she soon was slain,

And drop by drop from her tender breast

The life-blood flowed o’er his rock-bound crest,

  And fell to the earth in rain.
 

But she left him to keep for ever,

  As solace in endless woe

Her soul, and now through the changing years,

Come shine, come shade, or come smiles, or tears,

  It lies on his breast as snow.
 






  








AN AUGUST NIGHT
 

HOT with the ardour of the sun,

Whose burning lips had slain the noon,

The golden pallor of the moon

Was but an added fire, o’ercome

With memories she swooned away,

While I, grown weary with the day

Sought on my balcony to find

Some solace for my groping mind,

But lo! the awful night was fraught

With anguish, from the noontide caught;

The dark was breathless, and the skies

Filled with a thousand prying eyes

But scoffed to see my soul’s despair,

And flung me back my tortured prayer.
 






  








SPRING HOPES
 

SONG
 

DEAR, perchance ‘neath the frost and snow

  One little golden flower is sleeping,

You shall find it, for you will know

  Whither at dawn the sun goes peeping.
 

Come then sweetheart, we two will go

  Hand in hand, and a truce to weeping,

If, in spite of the winter’s woe,

  Safe in Nature’s maternal keeping

Under the frost rime and under the snow,

  One little primrose is daintily sleeping.
 






  








MY CHOICE
 

I HAVE chosen a hill very solemn and tall,

  To shelter me.

I have chosen a home very humble and small,

  Where I would be.
 

I have chosen a wind very fragrant and gay,

  To kiss my mouth.

I have chosen a view, stretching ever away,

  When I look south.
 

I have chosen a glow that the sunlight shall bring

  When morning calls.

I have chosen a choir of the thrushes to sing

  When twilight falls.
 

I have chosen a shrine where my spirit may pray.

  Blessing its birth.

I have chosen a breast where my head I can lay,

  Sweet Mother Earth!
 






  








IN COUPLES
 

THERE are two happy birds in the tree,

  There are two happy stars in the sky,

There are two happy waves in the sea,

  There are two happy clouds drifting by,

There are two happy mortals, since we

  Are together, just you dear, and I.
 






  








HOUSE HUNTING
 

WHERE shall we make us a cosy home,

  Up in a high pine tree?

Suppose the squirrel deserts his nest,

And we could only grow small and rest

Under the twigs, laid so daintily,

  Up in the high pine tree!
 

Where shall we build us a lovely house,

  Under the Ocean deep?

Suppose the fishes would swim away,

And leave a palace of coral gay,

With seaweed gardens where moonbeams sleep,

  Under the Ocean deep!
 

Where shall we find an enchanted spot,

  Up in the fields of sky?

Suppose the rainbow bends slowly down,

And we walk over to Cloudy Town,

Golden with beams from the morning’s eye,

  Up in the fields of sky!
 

How shall we live out our days, we two,

  Safely where no harm parts?

Suppose we fetter our lives with love,

More fair than ocean, or skies above,

And learn to dwell in each other’s hearts,

  Safely where no harm parts.
 






  








RE-INCARNATION
 

MEETING you I felt a thrill,

  Strangely sad, and strangely sweet
 

I
 

Some compelling force of will,

  Sprung from sympathies complete,

Sympathies, that rose again

After death’s ennobling pain.
 






  








ODE TO SAPPHO
 

If not from Phaon I must hope for ease,

Ah! let me seek it from the raging seas:

To raging seas unpitied I’ll remove;

And either cease to live or cease to love.

                                  Ovid’s Heroic Epistle, XV.
 

IMMORTAL Lesbian! canst thou still behold

  From some far sphere wherein thy soul doth sing

This earth, that once was thine, while glimmered gold

  The joyous beams of youth’s forgotten spring?
 

Can thine unfathomed eyes embrace this sea,

  Whose ebb and flow once echoed in thy brain?

Whose tides bear record of thine ecstasy

  And thy despair, that in its arms hath lain?
 

Those love-burnt lips! Can death have quenched their fire?

   Whose words oft stir our senses to unrest?

Whose eager ardour caught and held desire,

  A searing flame against thy living breast?
 

Passion-wan Lesbian, in that awful place

  Where spirits wander lost without a name

Thou still art Sappho, and thine ardent face

  Lights up the gloom with love’s enduring flame.
 

Oh! Goddess, woman, lover, all divine

  And yet divinely mortal, where thou art

Comes not as cadence from some song of thine

  Each throbbing beat that stirs the human heart?
 

Canst thou forget us who are still thy friends,

  Thy lovers, o’er the cloudy gulf of years?

Who live, and love, and dying make amends

  For life’s short pleasures thro’ death’s endless fears?
 

Once thou didst seek the solace of thy kind,

  The madness of a kiss was more to thee

Than Heaven or Hell, the greatness of thy mind

  Could not conceive more potent ecstasy!
 

Life was thy slave, and gave thee of her store

  Rich gifts and many, yet with all the pain

Of hopeless longing made thy spirit sore,

  E’en thou didst yearn, and couldest not attain.
 

Oh! Sappho, sister, by that agony

  Of soul and body hast thou gained a place

Within each age that shines majestic’ly

  Across the world from out the dusk of space.
 

Not thy deep pleasures, nor thy swiftest joys,

  Have made thee thus, immortal and yet dear

To mortal hearts, but that which naught destroys,

  The sacred image of thy falling tear.
 

Beloved Lesbian! we would dare to claim

  By that same tear fond union with thy lot;

Yet ’tis enough, if when we breathe thy name

  Thy soul but listens, and forgets us not.
 






  








INCOMPATIBLE
 

TODAY I hate that bitter creed,

  Whereby the groaning soul is taught

That God Almighty finds the need

  Of pain, ere true salvation’s wrought!
 

Dear God, who did create the trees,

  The scented flowers, the misty view,

The uplands’ breezy ecstasies,

  The Ocean’s iridescent blue,
 

The arches of the endless sky,

  The magic of a day in Spring,

The down upon a butterfly,

  The anthem that the skylarks sing.
 

All perfect growing harmonies,

  Each tuneful sound and beauteous sight,

That lifts us from our miseries

  To raptures of supreme delight,
 

Can I believe that Thou hast willed

  Each bitter moment I have spent?

Whereby in anguish were fulfilled

  Thy hard decrees of punishment?
 

To-day is June! Since early dawn

  My heart has felt the sun’s caress,

I bless the hour that I was born

  To witness so much loveliness.
 

And I would have a God of love,

  A tender God, who looks and smiles

From some not distant throne above

  Upon His fair created miles.
 

I know not who has placed the thorns

  That pierce, on our human brow,

But I would pray on these sweet morns.

  Dear God, Oh! Let it not be Thou.
 






  








CONFIDENCE
 

THE faintness of my heart

  When strife and evil rose,

The worse and lesser part

  Which it for ever chose,

    God knows.
 

The passions that have bound

  My soul with chains of earth.

The sorrows that have found

  Their home with me since birth,

    The dearth
 

Of all these nobler things

  That make existence fair,

The stain of sin that clings

  Until we cease to care

    For prayer,
 

All this must I atone:

  And though eternal woes

My banished soul alone,

  Must bear without repose,

Yet I am not afraid

To know God knows.
 






  








FOUND WANTING
 

I TURN’D to you, the sky was amber gold,

Blue haze and flaming bracken stretched away

In undulating mystery to the day,

Reclining that the evening might behold

And hide her softly ‘neath his starlit wings.

A trembling breeze caressed the nearer things

About us, pausing now and then to play

Within the tender shadows of your hair,

Across the sky, like darts flung high in air

A flight of swallows struck against the glow

An instant, ere they melted quite away,

Like thoughts consumed by passion, and the lay

Of home birds grew emotional and low.

My very soul came forth and sought your eyes,

But in their depth no raptured awe took birth,

You stood indifferent to the throb of earth,

You gazed unseeing at the burning skies,

And all it meant you could not realize!
 

* * * * *
 

A little shiver crept along my heart — 

For you and I were strangers, far apart.
 






  








IN DARKNESS
 

Oh! that the night were passed, and morn,

  Made lovely by the joy of spring,

Would flood these sombre clouds with dawn,

  Oh! that some hopeful bird would sing,

And in his tiny feathered throat

Contain the answer vast, remote,

My spirit seeks in endless spheres

Of thought, and prayer, yet never hears!
 






  








BROTHER FILIPPO
 

RING on! Oh endless vesper bell!

What can you know of that deep Hell

Upon this Earth, where men may dwell.
 

Ring on! Your calling is in vain,

What holy rite can lull the pain

Of mortal Sin’s Immortal stain.
 

* * * *
 

It was the heavy hour of noon,

When Nature still as in a swoon

Reclines beneath the spell of June.
 

I left the Monastery gate,

And sought the forest shade, to wait

For even hour, and meditate.
 

Upon the beads hung from my side

A silver Christus crucified.

God mocked, and scourgèd, and denied
 

My missal in my hand I took,

And read within the Holy Book

How vain the joys a monk forsook.
 

I thought of Heaven, and all therein

I hoped by penitence to win;

My heart was free from mortal sin.
 

When lo! as of enchanted spheres

A languid music smote my ears,

With vast delight, and vaster fears.
 

It was as if all deadly wrong

Grown honied sweet in magic song

Caressed my senses, deep and long.
 

My eyes upon the missal bent

Sprang upward, and in ravishment

Beheld a gaze on me intent.
 

The figure of a tender maid,

Within the larches’ trembling glade

Clothèd in sunlight and in shade — 
 

Was bending o’er me, and her breast

Full worthy of a King’s behest

She offered, that my head might rest.
 

She was most pale, and frail, and white,

Like moonlit mist on Summer’s night,

Like memory of wan delight.
 

And thro’ the tendrils of her hair

There blew a breath of scented air,

Of all sweet things from everywhere.
 

A limpid magic were her eyes,

Two mountain lakes, where sunlight lies

Enamoured, and of passion dies.
 

From out her lips proceeded words

More soft than distant pipe of herds,

More tender than the song of birds.
 

I know not what the tongue she spake,

But all my senses leapt to ache

With longing, for her asking’s sake.
 

As in a dream I rose and pressed

Her bending slimness to my breast:

With eager kiss my mouth caressed
 

The flaming redness of her own,

All else on earth had nothing grown,

Save that we two were there alone.
 

Within my ears the rush of streams,

My vision shot with lurid gleams,

My spirit bathed in burning dreams!
 

A vital fragrance round her clung,

As if from earth’s deep veins was wrung

The sap of springs for ever young.
 

It turned my blood to living fire,

The universe immense, entire,

Was bound in me, and my desire.
 

No mortal man was I, while still

I kissed and wreaked my ardent will

Upon that form of tender ill.
 

She cast her magic over me,

Her spell of Immortality,

That lost my soul Eternity.
 

The sunlight faded, and the day

As one affrighted fled away,

Suddenly tremulous and gray.
 

An icy wind sprang up, and blew

A shuddering breath along the dew,

It chilled my body thro’ and thro’.
 

I sought the shelter of her hair,

But lo! my sinful breast was bare,

My arms outstretched to empty air.
 

I wept aloud, in anguish cried,

The echoes hastened to deride!

She came no longer to my side.
 

And in her stead, with agony

Of dumb regret, most bitterly

My soul came forth, and looked on me!
 

Within the forest’s depth a bird

Began to twitter, and I heard

Trees stirring at its tender word.
 

I woke as from a searing dream,

Beside my feet a little stream

Grew rosy with a sunset beam.
 

The earth gave forth her fragrant store;

Obedient to Eternal law,

All things were even as before,
 

All things save I, who moaned, and stood

A stranger, in the tranquil wood.

My spirit shrank away, nor could
 

Refresh itself at Nature’s breast,

Its lips were burnt, defiled, caressed

Of sin, unholy and unblessed!
 

I knew it then! fulfilled desires

Are in themselves Hell’s deepest fires,

And man when highest he aspires
 

The more may fall beneath his lust.

And yet, ah! Heaven, the while I thrust

My sense in penitential dust
 

I knew that thro’ my misery

A tremor stole persistently,

Of rapture at her memory.
 

Shall I confess with spirit bent

That hour of awful ravishment?

Dear God, but should I not repent?
 

‘Twere better that we two should die

A thousand deaths, my soul and I,

Than live an everlasting lie!
 

Oh soul! What would you have me say,

To Him whose hand shall never stay

Its vengeance on this woeful day!
 

* * * *
 

Ring on! oh endless vesper bell!

What can you know of that deep Hell

Upon this earth where men may dwell,

And God, does He know? Who can tell
 






  








AN AUTUMN RIDE
 

MALVERN
 

THE world’s a beautiful world to-day,

A flame of gold and a dusk of gray,
 

Where Autumn leaves toss their gaudy crests

O’er still deep lanes, where the twilight rests.
 

Just overhead as I ride along

A hopeful thrush charms his thought to song,
 

And all that’s joyous within me springs

To meet the promise of which he sings.
 

Away to Heaven the melting view

Is soft with raptures of endless blue;
 

The trees and meadows, the hills and plains,

Like music woven of countless strains
 

Submerge, entwine, till the eye can see

No shade that is not a harmony.
 

As part of nature’s most perfect whole

Each humble object conceives a soul,
 

No tiny flower in the distance lost,

But gives its colour, nor counts the cost;
 

No drop of dew, but its feeble ray

An atom cast in the pearly gray
 

Is shining there, unperceived, content,

A dim star set in earth’s firmament.
 

My horse treads gently, and makes scarce sound,

His hoofs sink deep in the marshy ground,
 

Yet ‘neath the touch of my curbing rein

I feel the youth in his veins complain,
 

He lifts his head, and his eager eyes

Gaze far away where the moorland lies,
 

He whinnies often, as though to say

I would be free on this perfect day!
 

He too is filled with a happiness

His dumb soul treasures but can’t express,
 

And in that gladness of wind and sun

I know my beast and myself are one.
 

The way is lonely, no passer by

Disturbs the stillness, my horse and! Possess the earth, and the rippling air

Divine elixir to banish care
 

Has brought new strength to my heart and mind,

And swept all sorrowful things behind.
 

Oh! Joy of living when youth is ours!

Oh! Earth my Mother, thy fragrant bowers
 

Could they be fairer if Angels trod

Beneath their trees at the will of God?
 

Could fabled Heaven e’er compensate

For one such day, when the year is late,
 

And all the Summer has come to dwell

In long warm moments of dim farewell?
 

When skies are pale with the tears that bless

The soil, in falling for happiness?
 

And winds are fragrant with scent that flows

From out the bosom of some lone rose?
 

And brooks are drowsy with dusty gleams,

And languid thoughts of their winter dreams?
 

The fields are vital, and nude, and gray

With future promise of fruitful clay?
 

Ah! no, my being could not believe,

My heart desire, nor my soul conceive,
 

A world more perfect, more dear, more true,

Than this fair Eden I’m riding through.
 






  








BEFORE DAWN
 

MALVERN
 

I ROSE, ere yet the eager light

Had wrested from the grasp of night

  The trembling spirit of the world.

The dusk of dawn with wistful eyes

Stole timidly across the skies,

  A little cloud its edges curled

By passing winds sped soft and bright

Towards some Eastern Paradise.
 

No bird was yet awake to sing,

And silence kissing everything

  Compelled my doubting soul to rest.

While yet I slept a fall of snow

Had whitened all the hills, and lo!

  Above the nearest summit’s crest,

A pendent star, as though to bring

God’s blessing to His Earth below,

Shone like a thought benign, and kind,

Within the vast Eternal Mind.
 






  








MY CASTLE
 

Ah! why have I built my Castle

  On the shifting golden sand?

On the shores of the hungry ocean

  Instead of the safe highland?
 

I ask myself, and I answer

  These sands are the sands of youth,

And these waves are the surfs of passion

  Of life, — and of death forsooth!
 

And I know in my heart I’d rather

  Exist for but one short day

Where the breakers of life wash highest,

  Love, live, and be swept away.
 






  








MALVERN
 

July 23rd, 1906
 

ACROSS the hills a tender shadow stole,

Like thought upon the face of one loved well,

And thro’ the silence rang some distant bell,

A vague sweet music in its every toll.
 

Glimmers of sunlight flecked with purple shade

Upon the nearer summits, and the view

Grown dim, unearthly, ‘neath the silver-blue

Of incense mist, that rose while nature prayed.
 

Two stars with tremulous emotion shone

Close side by side, in the encircling dome,

While drifting clouds, their edges soft as foam,

Made couches, which the moon might rest upon.
 

In thro’ the open window came the scent

Of lime trees, in the garden underneath,

And from my cigarette a little wreath

Of memories, to meet their fragrance went.
 

It was an evening full of bygone things,

That mingled with emotions newly born

As night will ever clasp and kiss the dawn,

And leave those kisses on her ardent wings.
 






  








TO MY LITTLE COUSIN
 

YOU’RE just as pretty as the Day,

That young and pink above the hills

Trips daintily along her way,

  With little breezy thrills.
 

I know that when she steps to earth

And sees the blueness of your eyes

She’ll think that thence she took her birth,

  And quite desert the skies!
 






  








TREPIDATION
 

THIS valley now in sun, and now in shade,

  Is like the musings of your tender mind,

That pauses, bathed in joy, yet half afraid

  To look before, and then to gaze behind.
 

Along the fragrant meadows slowly steal,

  The pensive, drifting shadows, purple blue,

As o’er your heart, that shrinks the while to feel

  The kiss of promise wonderful and new.
 

Look upward, Child, to where across the skies

  Float happy clouds, aglow with morning light

It is their shadow that before you lies

  Upon the plain, and see, the clouds are white
 






  








AT MEISSEN
 

June
29th
 

BENEATH the lime trees in the garden

  High above the town,

The scent of whose suspended bloom

Entranced the air with warm perfume

I stood, and watched the river flowing,

  Flowing smooth and brown.
 

The heat of all the summer sunshine

  Centred in the skies,

Beneath its spell the city’s towers

Grew dreamy, and the climbing flowers

Upon the balconies hung limply

  Down, with closing eyes.
 

Some drowsy pigeons cooed together

  On the nearer eaves,

Gnats danced, and one big foolish bee

Grown honey-drunk, bumped into me,

And ere he buzzed a lazy protest

  Fell amid the leaves.
 

A bell began to chime, I watched it

  Swinging to and fro,

It made a solemn, pious sound,

While flippant swallows, darting round

To peer within the ancient belfrey

  Soared now high, now low.
 

Time passed, and still I stayed to ponder

  Through the afternoon,

Within my brain the golden haze

Wrought magic musings, and my gaze

Bent inward could behold no image

  Save the form of June.
 






  








WINTER ON THE ZUYDER ZEE
 

THE world has grown unreal to-day

  Far out upon the Zuyder Zee!

We drift towards a mystic isle,

With scarce a breath of wind the while.

I hear the murmur of the tide,

I hear you breathing at my side,

  Far out upon the Zuyder Zee.
 

The drearness of this inland sea!

  Doomed thus to lie eternally

A fettered slave, grown old between

The dykes and marshes low and green,

Devoid of wind to stir the deep

Forgotten heart, so long asleep,

  Oh! sorrow-ladened Zuyder Zee!
 

This awful hush engulfing things!

The noon-tide hangs with outspread wings

Above the ship, all motionless.

The penitential sails confess

Their sad inertness, damp and brown.

From silent masts they ripple down

Towards the lifeless Zuyder Zee.
 

I almost think that you and
 

I
 

Are floating on a haze of sky,

This is an unknown sphere of dreams,

Or else some region where the beams

Of daylight that have died unblessed

By some kind thought stray seeking rest,

Along the wastes of Zuyder Zee.
 

How strange to know that youth is ours!

That do we choose a world of flowers

And sunlight waiting to our hand

Is calling for some gladder land,

So — easy to attain, yet lo!

We drift amid the mist and woe

Of winter on the Zuyder Zee.
 

Is there a subtle charm, when sad

Despairing nature makes the glad

Rejoicing spirit pause to think,

Of those dim depths to which may sink

The soul immortal? Where the mind

May grow as sodden as a wind

That dies upon the Zuyder Zee?
 

When all our loving and our will

To love for ever can’t fulfil

Love’s promises for age and death?

That like a hushed, unwholesome breath,

From off the marshes in the night

Steals forth, and all our past delight

Is colder than the Zuyder Zee?
 

The very thought that death is near

Perchance makes life seem doubly dear,

And love more urgent, since they two

May some day fade away, and you

Become a spectral memory,

Devoid of joy! and what of me

Oh! wise, world-weary Zuyder Zee?
 

Your endless depth of stark despair

But renders sunlit things more fair,

But makes the craving heart more strong

To grasp its pleasures, short or long,

While yet it is To-day, nor wait

Upon the will of doubtful fate,

Lest all emotion rendered numb

With long suppression should become

As you are, soulless Zuyder Zee!
 






  








ARDOUR
 

THE thought of you has filled the night with wonder,

    The dawn with praise,

Till all my senses thrill, like roses under

    The morning’s rays.
 

This love of ours has clad with new-found splendour

    The hills and streams,

No forest glade but sighs of vast surrender,

    In noontide dreams,
 

No star in heaven but grants a starry lover

    Some tender boon,

No drifting cloud but longs to clasp and cover

    His lady Moon.
 

No song of bird that is not song of mating,

    In sylvan shade,

No sigh of wind that is not sigh of waiting

    For bliss delayed.
 

The world itself a garden, where we wander

   ‘Mid passion flowers,

Or pause to kiss a while, and fondly ponder

    This joy of ours.
 






  








A COMPLAINT
 

OH! why let all these winged days slip past us!

Will you not give me leave with those dear eyes,

To taste the sweets of our new paradise,

Beyond the outer dark where fate has cast us?
 

Must we for ever see the golden portal

Yet ne’er in glad abandon enter in?

Dear heart, if loving be so great a sin

Why have the gods decreed that man be mortal!
 

And why were you created in their likeness,

And why was I ordained to be your slave,

If in the twilight I must dig a grave,

Wherein to hide my heart from morning’s brightness?
 

I tell you no! I will not leave untasted

One drop of sweetness life may hold for me:

Who scorns the present for eternity

I count that soul a sorry fool and wasted.
 






  








THE LAYING OF GHOSTS
 

OH! weary ghosts, be still!

Sad spectres of long dead delights,

Wan spirits of the days and nights

Wherein of joy we drank our fill,

  Lie deep beneath the sod of years.

To-day, to-day is mine!

Ye shall not blight its fragrant flowers,

Nor mar the passing of its hours,

That love has rendered all divine,

  By woeful sighs and falling tears.
 

This is the sphere of life,

Wherein the long forgotten dead

Unwelcome should forbear to tread,

Within my veins hot blood runs rife,

  But ye are colder than the grave!

What would ye have of me?

What price that penance did not pay,

What sacrifice of human clay?

Must my delight again set free

  Be tethered to a witless slave?
 

While still upon this earth

Ye lived, and ‘neath the joyous sun

Were warm and fair to look upon,

I blest the hour that gave ye birth,

  And all my life laid at your feet.

The homage of my youth

I daily offered at your shrine,

Nor counted dear those gifts of mine

Which sapped the very strength of truth,

  And left her poor and incomplete.
 

Nor did condemn the lust,

The soul destroying tyranny,

With which ye wrought my misery,

For in my heart was endless trust,

  My spirit, dauntless, knew no fear.

Ye cry that ye were slain

Alas! it was not I who slew,

For all my hopes were buried too

Within that hour of death and pain,

  And there remained not e’en a tear.
 

Nay, it was fate whose hand

Upraised to strike the awful blow

Decreed that ye must die, and go

Lamented to that shadow land

  Of lost illusions perished soon!

Wherein the once-time-young

Thro’ countless ages seek, nor find,

Their vanished youth; with wandering mind

They sing the songs that once they sung,

  But never may complete the tune.
 

Hence — hence! it is not yet

The hour wherein I too must pass,

The sand runs still within the glass,

And I would live and fain forget

  Those bygone things that once ye were.

My lips have touched the rose,

And in its perfumed breast the dew

Has quenched my thirst; and lo! anew

The petals of my heart unclose,

  My pulses throb, my senses stir.
 

Ye shall not steal this day,

For love has risen to my aid,

See, I am brave and undismayed!

Hence — hence! all things must pass away,

  Back to your graves, obscure and deep!

I read aloud love’s prayer,

Lift not again your haunting eyes

T’wards my new-found Paradise,

Lie still beside my lost despair,

  And I command you — Sleep, Sleep, Sleep!
 






  








TO A BABY
 

BABY, with those solemn eyes

  And that yellow hair

You are very, very wise,

  Baby dear, I’ll swear!
 

Give me, sweet, your chubby hand,

  Whisper in my ear,

Since you seem to understand

  Much that is not clear.
 

If you’ll sit upon my knee,

  Baby, for awhile,

All that’s sad shall go from me,

  Vanquish’d by a smile.
 

Very humbly will I learn

  That which you can teach,

Life’s great problems, each in turn

  Solved in lisping speech.
 

You’re so near to God, I feel

  Poor and incomplete,

Just as though I ought to kneel,

  Dear, and kiss your feet.
 






  








O LADY MINE
 

SONG
 

“O LADY mine!” one day I cried,

  “Pray make for me a posy,

That I may think when from your side

  On your young mouth so rosy.”
 

“Nay, gentle sir,” the damsel said,

  “The blossoms I deny you,

But take my willing lips instead,

  If they will satisfy you!”
 

And then she kissed me where I stood,

  And may the saints defend her — 

Ne’er grew a flower in field or wood

  One half so sweet and tender.
 






  








BUTTERFLY
 

SONG
 

BUTTERFLY, butterfly, where are you going?

  “Over the roses into the sky.”

Butterfly, butterfly, there is no knowing

  When you’ll come back again, so good-bye!
 

Butterfly, butterfly, summer is glowing,

  But with the winter you too must die,

And your frail soul will be gently blowing

  Upward to God on a rose’s sigh.

  Butterfly, butterfly, butterfly!
 






  








TO —

 

OUR little love is newly born,

  And shall I say good-bye?

For if I go, perchance ere dawn

  Our little love will die!
 

I’d better stay and help it grow,

  Since it is yours and mine,

Until this little love we know

  Becomes a love divine.
 






  








A WINDY JUNE
 

THE wind has shaken the lilac trees,

  And scattered their purple bloom,

The wind has harassed the honey bees,

And robbed the flowers of their melodies,

The wind has gathered a host of clouds,

  And smitten the earth with gloom.
 

The wind has blown out the golden lights

   That hang from laburnum boughs,

Till nude and stripped of their past delights

The branches sigh through the stormy nights,

Like nuns who weep for their buried youth,

  And murmur their mournful vows.
 

The wind has covered the hills with mist,

  And hidden my favourite view,

The wind has torn at my garden beds

Where sad young roses have hung their heads,

And ah! the pity, that one slim stem

  Is withered, and snapped right through.
 

The wind has driven the birds afar,

  The starling who reared her young

Above the door in the empty cot

Has flown away, and to-day there’s not

A single twitter from hungry throats,

  One minstrel, of all who sung.
 

The wind has stolen the warmth of June,

  So how shall I pass my time?

I’ll go indoors with my pen and book,

Beside the fire seek a cosy nook,

Then when I’m sure that he can’t get in,

  I’ll write of his sins in rhyme!
 






  








HOLLYHOCKS
 

I saw a row of hollyhocks,

  Demure and stately-tall,

They peep’d above a hedge of box,

Like maidens in brocaded frocks,

  Who nodded one and all.
 

Some dress’d in pink, and some in white,

  And some in purple blue,

They seemed abrim with gay delight,

To beckon shyly, and invite

  The passer-by to view.
 

A mottled thrush cast bold black eyes

  Upon this fair array,

He swell’d his little throat with sighs,

And tender notes of glad surprise

  He sang in wistful lay.
 

But ne’er a stately head was turned

  Towards his lonely tree,

Altho’ with ardent words he burned,

Those dainty maids for whom he yearn’d

  Had only smiles for me.
 






  








THE TRUTH
 

OH! why is the world as it is, we ask,

With tears in our voice, and a sigh:

For nothing remains but an unfinished task,

While beauty is only hypocrisy’s mask,

The end of it all — but to die.
 

Believe me, the world is a place full of joy,

And happiness stretches afar:

Alas! that the workings of man should destroy

The meaning of God, with the deeds they employ,

Oh! why are we all as we are?
 






  








A MOUNTAIN PATH
 

ALONE upon the little path that led

  Along the mountain-side towards the sun

I pondered o’er those passions that are dead,

  I counted all your kisses one by one;

I spoke aloud the memory of each word

    My heart had heard.
 

The scent of pines was heavy in the noon,

  The air most happy with the song of streams,

Above the forest hung an early moon,

  But I was gazing at my perished dreams,

And in that moment, while my soul was brave,

    I dug their grave.
 

I folded each within a golden shroud,

  Torn from the shining garments of my youth,

I did not weep, but very gently bowed

  My aching spirit to the yoke of truth,

Then in the stillness of the fading day

    I knelt to pray.
 






  








A PEARL NECKLACE
 

Go, cold white pearls, with your luring eyes,

  The woman is waiting who longs to win

But the rainbow light that within you lies,

  But the soft cool touch of your satin skin.

You are undefiled, and the price of sin

  Has passed you by, what the heart denies

Can your whiteness, fettered and bound within

  This necklet’s space, ever realise?

You were snatched away from the deep, sad sea,

  From the Mother’s womb to the miser’s pile;

You are bartered now for a phantasy,

  For the hopeless hope in a woman’s smile.
 






  








TO ROSES
 

ROSES, I hate you! since you still can bloom

Contentedly, where living love is not!

Can fling wan fragrance thro’ this empty room,

Lift languid petals shimmering ‘mid the gloom

    Where love is not.
 

Roses, I hate you! that you do not die

Disconsolate, since love himself is dead.

These ghosts of burnt-out kisses drifting by,

Have they no power to hurt, to terrify,

    Since love is dead?
 

And all these spectral words that haunt the air

With hollow sounds, grown awful, meaningless!

Can you still blossom passionately fair

Within this region, frigid with despair?

    Where all is dead?
 






  








ON THE SEA-SHORE
 

CAN nothing last?

No deep, intense emotion?

Have all things passed,

Can nothing last?

“Yes,” sighs the wind,

“My passion for the Ocean

Must always last.”
 

Is nothing True?

No words of protestation?

Love cries anew

“Is nothing True?”

“Yes,” sobs the sea,

“My endless adoration

For yonder rock is true!”
 

Will nothing stand

Against the stress of weather?

Storms sweep the land,

Will nothing stand?

“Yes,” says the rock,

“For God and I together,

We two will stand.”
 






  








MY VALLEY
 

OH! my valley of shade and dreams!

Golden lights ‘mid the distant blue,

Sun that pauses to kiss the dew,

Dew that trembles beneath its beams — 
 

Fain were I but a bird above,

Floating, drifting on waves of air!

Ah! the life of the birds is fair,

For they wing to the spheres they love.
 

And if I could but fly and sing

Thro’ the sweetness of this dear day,

I would bring all the hope of May,

To thy heart, that is wan for Spring.
 






  








TO —

 

WHAT a lonely little corpse our love is lying,

  Very cold, and very still, and very drear!

Yet he throbbed with passion there was no denying,

  And we thought his every word divinely dear!

Have we both grown old, that neither sheds a tear?

Have our hearts grown dry perchance with too much sighing?

  We are standing by the bed,

  At the foot and at the head,

  Very solemnly! — What, dearest, are you crying?
 






  








FINIS
 

And so we closed the book, wherein we wrote

—¿w many words of ecstasy and pain,

How oft repeated passion’s deep refrain,

Like ebb and flow of tide, whose echo smote

Upon the hearing of our listening sense.

These pages will become the prey of years,

And time, who stretches forth an envious hand,

Shall make impossible to understand

Our burning words, that shine with unshed tears,

Ay, and we two may offer no defence!
 

The early mornings of awakening Spring

That smote our inspiration and desire

They still shall call, yet find no answering fire

Within the eyes of two at least, who bring

But wormwood, from the once so flowering path.

And limpid winter twilights when we gazed

Thro’ frosted panes across the purpling snow,

Or turned our eyes towards the cheerful glow

Of logs, whose kindly voices cracked and blazed

With invitation to the sheltered hearth — 
 

They too shall come in season as before,

Yet we be absent, and within the room

Our vacant places cast a little gloom;

Then shall there fall a shadow on the floor,

As of one passing, who is yet unseen.

Perchance a pilgrim wind will pause to look

Within this volume where our tale unfolds,

And sorry at the text he there beholds,

Rustle with sighs the vellum of this book,

But leave no trace of where his breath has been.
 

Perchance a rose that through the casement bent,

Might cast her ardent eyes upon this lay,

And being touched, hide one soft leaf away

Between its pages, out of sentiment,

Then toss her wanton fragrance to the South.

Aye, many roses shall be born to grace

The garden, and the day will still rejoice,

Yet never at the echo of thy voice,

Nor shall a rose lift up its longing face

That we may cool our lips upon its mouth.
 

And side by side with petals and with sighs,

With overweening tenderness and trust,

Shall rest the deadly layer of choking dust:

A weary skull, its sockets bare of eyes,

With grinning pathos from the title page

Will bear stark record of its master Death.

Sightless, yet seeing all Eternity,

With silent voice that rings more truthfully

Than any words we quickened with our breath

More full of wisdom than the speech of sage.
 

We two have loved, and have outlived the laws

Of love, e’en as these bones survive their flesh

With awful vigour gleaming strangely fresh

Amid the ruin of their natal cause,

A peg on which the gods may hang their wit!

We two have cast each other in the flame

Of searing passion, that we deemed was life.

Alas! those fiery billows flowing rife

Upon the sand, they have defaced love’s name,

And there remains no smallest trace of it.
 

And yet we live, and walk upon the earth,

Beneath the pall of dusk the dome of dawn,

And all created creatures being born

Must do, and thus atone their hour of birth,

A living sacrifice to what! Who knows?

Poor futile things, we make our little moan,

And clasp our puny hands in useless prayers

To that which neither wots of us nor cares,

And in our grief behold, we stand alone,

Till our complaining lips in anguish close.
 

My eyes shall still behold the stars above,

And you, how oft will count the hosts of night,

But never, never can we feel delight

In them together, swearing that our love

Is more enduring than eternal things!

Oh! blessed madness that possessed the heart,

Oh! sweet unreason that could cloud the mind,

Alas! that we have left you far behind,

And growing wise must lose the dearer part,

Of which not even the faintest perfume clings.
 

What would we not surrender overjoyed,

To hear once more the music that is still;

We sweep the strings, but lo! no answering thrill

From shattered harps, that eager hands destroyed,

From souls whom ravishment has smitten dumb.

Oh! for one hour snatched from the throbbing past,

Replete with its embodied ecstasy!

How little would we count Eternity,

How ready be, to know that hour, our last,

No matter what the penalty to come.
 

Oh! bitterness, that we ourselves did write

These pages with heart’s blood, yet cannot feel

To-day one little tremor o’er us steal

Save of regret for so much past delight!

The cup is spilt of which we two partook.

For this last time, oh! once beloved, stay

Close here beside me, while my drying pen

Has still the strength to write our last Amen.

’Tis written.... there is nothing left to say,

And so together.... thus, we close the book.
 






  








OLD VERSES
 

I made a little funeral pyre,

  And on it laid my youthful rhymes,

Those thoughts of innocent desire,

  Dear foolish words of childhood times.
 

Poor things they were, misspelt and crude,

  Yet void of guile or vain pretence,

They seemed like children thin and nude,

  And unashamed through innocence.
 

And so, the while I struck the light

  That should consume their humble bier

I kissed them, and as funeral rite

  I mingled with the flame a tear.
 






  








ON THE ROAD TO TENNALEY TOWN
 

Maryland, U.S.A.

Over the hills to Tennaley Town,

When the leaves are red, and the leaves are brown,

  Under a limpid sky!

Oh! it’s good to be young to-day,

Strong, and young, on this lonely way,

  Happy my thoughts and I!
 

Far below where the mists are blue

Runs the river, and damp with dew

  Glimmers the golden corn,

Crickets sing in the wayside grass,

Beetles drone, as I pause and pass

  On thro’ the Autumn morn.
 

“Winter’s coming,” the winds have said,

Shall I weep for a time that’s dead?

  Foolish to weep, not I!

Over the hills near Tennaley Town,

When the leaves are red, and the leaves are brown,

I’m here, alive, walking swiftly down,

  Then what matters the by and bye!
 






  








A LITTLE DIRGE
 

WHAT SO dead as my love for you,

What so terribly dead!

Lay it low ‘neath the grass and dew,

Bury it deep in an earthy bed,

Then put a tombstone over its head

With the words, “And this love was true.”
 






  








THE POET
 

I WEAVE my verses of smiles and tears,

  Gathered and shed for you,

I bind them up in the hopes of years,

  Dear, will you read them through?
 

I write my ballads of joy and pain,

  Cast at your heedless feet,

I set the words to a lost refrain,

  Sing it but once, my Sweet!
 

I breathe my life into rhyme and song,

  What shall I gain thereby?

The verse is poor, and the tune is wrong,

  Kiss them and let them die.
 






  








A NIGHT IN ITALY
 

TIME hangs suspended ‘mid the perfumed dusk,

With limpid wings, o’er which the first pale star

Gleams like a tear, within the tender, far

Desirous eyes of love-lorn Destiny.

The earth is dumb, the scents of many flowers

Flow out from petalled lips upon her breast,

In one unending sigh of happy rest.

The halting pageant of the passing hours

Unfurls its misty pennants to the sea.

The Nightingale has swooned for ecstasy,

And hides away amid the vine-clad bowers

Upon the terrace; Oh! impassioned dusk!

Speechless with longing, throbbing with delight

To fling thy beauty in the arms of night,

Thy rare, dim beauty sweet with breath of musk,

Thou shalt not know thy joy nor him requite

With tender ardour, ere there comes to me

Adown thy paths from out eternity,

My soul’s twin soul, mine embodied bliss,

Torn from the countless ages by a kiss.
 






  








HANDS AND LIPS
 

GIVE me your hands to hold,

For the night and the wind are cold,

And the year’s growing sad and old,

So give me your hands to hold.
 

Give me your lips to press,

For the light of the moon grows less,

And the sky’s full of dreariness,

So give me your lips to press.
 

Dear hands, dear lips, all mine!

Let the moon and her beams decline,

Let the night and the storm combine,

If your hands and your lips are mine.
 






  








WE TWO
 

WHAT have we missed, we two — 

You and I — I and you — 

Of sorrow, and pain, and tears,

Of doubt, and of passionate fears,

Of madness, and badness, these years

And what have we missed, we two!
 

But what have we missed, we two — 

You and I — I and you — 

Of rapture, and vast delight,

Of loving, and living, of right

To surrender, that love may requite,

How much have we missed, we two!
 






  








TO —

 

The sun has set; Beloved see that star,

Wan with desire, pale in the afterglow,

Above the hill top hanging very low,

As though she stooped from her high regions far

To kiss this earth, because she loved it so!
 

While I, I feel the trembling touch of you,

Feel the dim magic of your eyes on me,

As though two stars had fallen in the sea,

And drowned themselves in his rejoicing blue,

Lighting his soul through all eternity!
 






  








NORTH AND SOUTH
 

COME with me, sweetheart, into Italy,

And press the burning goblet of the south

To those cold northern lips, until thy mouth

Relents beneath its draft of ecstasy.
 

Drink in the sun, made liquid in the breasts

Of purple grapes crushed lifeless for thy wine,

Until those over tranquil eyes of thine

Glow like twin lakes, on which the noontide rests.
 

Drink in the airs, those languid, vapoury sighs

Of Goddesses, whose souls live on in love,

Those amorous zephyrs, soft with plaint of dove

From flowery trees of Pagan Paradise:
 

Until thy brain grows hazy ‘neath the fumes

Of pale camellias, passionately white,

Of scarlet roses dropping with delight

Their wanton petals in a shower of bloom.
 

Drink in the music of some ardent song,

Poured forth to die upon the wide, still lake,

Until the darkness seems to throb and break

In fiery stars whose pulses yearn and long.
 

And then drink in my love; the whole of me,

In one deep breath, one vast impassioned kiss,

That come what may, thou canst remember this:

That thou hast lived and loved in Italy.
 






  








ON THE HILL TOP
 

What is the end of all sweet things,

Of these dawns and twilights and golden springs?

Of the rose that climbs, and the scent that clings?

Of the breeze that sighs, and the thrush that sings?

  Dust and ashes and death?
 

No, my dearest! for you and I

Here on the hill’s summit under the sky

Have found a magic, time cannot deny

To make immortal what else must die,

  The magic of Love’s warm breath.
 






  








THE MOON
 

THE moon has risen from her cloudy bed,

And soared serenely into cloudless blue,

White as a lily in a haze of dew,

Pale lady, to the Summer Darkness wed — 

She leaves her nuptial couch, by breezes spread,

And seeks her virgin solitude anew;

While all the being of the Dark thrills through

With memories, the while her stately head

She lifts above him to the purer height,

Nor heeds the restless anguish of desire

With which he seeks to turn to living fire

The icy splendour of her luring light.

She drifts, and smiles into his ardent eyes,

With cold disdain, and smiling still denies.
 






  








SPECULATION
 

IF at some future day we two should meet,

Stand face to face before the staring crowd,

And pull from Love’s dead form the decent shroud

That time has wound about from head to feet — 

I scarcely know what words would come to greet

Your presence, if they would be soft or loud,

Would your head be held high or humbly bowed,

And would the moment bitter be or sweet

To me, as you pushed back the long past years,

Would I rejoice, perhaps, at this new pain?

At least ’twould mean that I could live again,

And had not washed away my soul with tears.

I think there might be much that I could bless

In that deliverance out of nothingness.
 






  








THE MEETING
 

To meet almost as strangers, who have been

Such lovers in the past! no glad delight

To thrill our senses, till the wrong seems right,

For very joy — I wonder will your mien

Be happy? it seems years since I have seen

You smiling! I shall take you to the light,

And trace new lines upon your brow, and right

Above them may be some gray hairs, your clean

Strong profile, will it look the very same?

Are your hands wrinkled? Oh! my perfect hands!

Be not less lovely now that passion stands

Aloof, and dare not kiss you into flame — 

I could not bear it! Time can never blight

Such marvels, so divinely slim and white.
 






  








TO SOME ONE!
 

WHY kinder to the breeze than unto me?

For oft you let him play within your hair,

Blow its soft curls about, and find it fair,

The while he whispers low and tenderly

Into your ear; and yet how cold is he!

And loves you not, but only frolics there;

Sometimes I wish I might be turned to air,

And thus be rid of my humanity,

That finds no favour in your haughty eyes.

Were I a breeze you’d fling your windows wide,

And give me welcome, as I swept aside

The curtain, kissing all pride now denies,

Your lips, your cheeks, your eyes, your throat, your breast,

Until with kissing spent I sank to rest.
 






  








OUT AT SEA
 

The sea was witness of the words you said:

She hushed her every tide that she might hear

Your whispered love, and while you bent so near

My bosom, laying down your weary head

To rest thereon — the corals in their bed

Stirred with emotion, shaken as with fear,

And foam grew paler, passionately drear

As some wan smile, upon a face that’s dead.
 

I took your hand in mine, your living hand!

  And pressed it closer, closer in mine own.

A nameless terror shocked me while I scanned

  Your ardent face; there rose a stifled moan

To part my lips; I saw the future stand

  Before me, and behold! I was alone.
 






  








FAITH
 

AH! Faith, I’d barter all I own to know

  But one brief moment of your magic charm,

Whereby my spirit freed from earthly woe,

  Might spread its wings towards immortal calm.

Is there no wisdom but it steals our peace?

  No knowledge but it leads us to unrest?

My mind is weary, and would seek release

  From thoughts terrestrial; those indeed are blessed

Upon whose hearts all simple holy things

  Fall without question, as a drop of dew

Lights on a rose, and, though she gently swings,

  Falls not to earth! ah! rose, if I were you,

I would thrice bless your dumbness, since thereby

  Your fragrant lips may never question why.
 






  








THE SCAR
 

UPON my life I bear one precious scar:

Each night I kiss it, till anew it bleeds,

And tell each drop of blood, as hallowed beads

Are told by those dear few who faithful are.

To me it seems to beautify, not mar,

My inner self, for from that deep wound leads

A path to gained respect, my secret needs

Quenched by the bleeding of that fountain are.
 

The fiery contest when that wound was won,

  Still burns within my brain, and robs of life,

And terror, every lesser hurt that’s done

  To heart or spirit; let all harm run rife.

I shall not fear again to look upon

  The gleaming edges of Fate’s sharpest knife.
 






  








COMPARISON
 

WITHOUT what desolation! mist and rain,

And weeping trees, and roses that decay

While still in blossom, till the autumn day

Lies low, and speechless, and benumbed with pain.

An early twilight hides the gentle plain

With mournful dusk, while meadows melt away

Like echoes of those tunes we used to play,

Ere time had turned them to a lost refrain.
 

But leave the window, turn towards the room,

  So soft with firelight on the time-worn beams

A friendly spirit lurks within the gloom

  Of dim oak corners, while a host of gleams

Await your fingers on our fancy’s loom,

  To weave them into happy fireside dreams.
 






  








AN INTERLUDE
 

II
 

Crush these voluptuous grapes between your teeth,

Your small, strong teeth! and let their purple pain

Be offered in a sacrificial rain

Of sun-warmed essence; while I twine a wreath

Of all their leaves, and place it just beneath

Your high-combed curls, to rest upon the plain

Of your white temples: though the Nymphs disdain

To grace our modern banquet, they bequeath

A sylvan fancy to my wayward dream.

This glint of candles on the silver round

Is yellow moonlight, mirrored in lone stream,

These flowers are springing from the sensuous ground,

And we are Dryads, ’tis a fitting theme

For you to sing; come — thrill the night with sound.
 

II
 

The shaded lamps that make the room seem dim

Scarcely revealing pictures on the wall;

Yet one so placed to let a halo fall

Upon your hair; you smile! yes, it’s a whim

A Poet’s fancy with a moonlit rim

Perhaps — and yet a harmless wish withal.

Don’t quarrel with it, just sit there, those tall

White lilies make a background for your slim

Young body. Let the blinds be up, and night

Gaze through the windows with her purple eyes,

Dropping some ardent star from out its height

For very eagerness of glad surprise

At so much beauty, till your song’s delight

Shall waft it back into the listening skies!
 

III
 

Where shall I find a corner in this room

Almost in darkness? Ah! that deep recess

Of languid cushions, eager to caress

My weary limbs! from out its dreaming gloom

Made holy by the incense of perfume,

All unobserved and happy I’ll confess

My senses to those roses, passionless,

And listening in their bowl of silver doom.

Sing, sing, sweet friend, but soft, though eagerly

With tender pauses in between the notes

Filled up with little sighs, unconsciously — 

These rose-dropped petals, they are fairy boats

Our souls may sail on lakes of melody

Adown whose ripples youth eternal floats.
 

IV
 

Oh! burning silence! when the very air

Is warm with memories of sounds we love!

You cease to sing, yet from below, above,

Around me, in me, of me, everywhere,

That Music’s spirit, tremulously fair

Flutters and flutters, like a wounded dove,

And cannot fly beyond this earthly groove!

Midway it pauses, hanging throbbing there.

I will not speak, lest it should seem profane

In such a presence; idle words of praise

Ye are but mortal sounds, with no refrain

That can endure beyond our passing days,

And so be silent! silent with the pain

Of all deep feeling, that can find no phrase.
 

V
 

Kiss me good night, sweet minstrel, on the stairs!

I love your lips, they’re neither pale nor red,

But like an after-glow, when day lies dead

Upon the mountains. Do they say soft prayers,

Those languid lips? to God, a God who cares,

And gathers such dear follies thread by thread

As each is woven in your mind, and shed

Like gold spun silk upon His field of tares?

You’re silent! let it pass; who knows but you,

So strong in weakness, may compel God’s ear

To listen for the smallest drop of dew

That all our thunders would disdain to hear:

And so, Sweet, if you pray, repeat anew

To God, that while you sang I wept a tear!
 

VI
 

This morning while I light my cigarette

In this dim study with its endless view

Stretching away to hills whose eyes are blue

With secret thoughts, my thoughts are all regret,

Regret for broken interludes! and yet — 

If it were otherwise, who knows but you

Might grow to pall, as things familiar do,

While now it seems worth while to not forget!

And so good-bye, my friend, drift out in smoke,

Vague, and intangible, a fleeting joy

That some stray match of fate in passing woke,

To burn awhile, like this small soothing toy

Between my lips: Time’s galling iron yoke

Is not for us, we made and we’ll destroy.
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A DEDICATION
 

O endless view

Of sun and shadowy blue!

  O myrtle bush

And song of hidden thrush!

O golden day

And scent of opening May!

O brooks and springs,

And all ye happy things!

  O earth and sea,

  And thou beloved of me,

In tenderest mood

Accept my gratitude!
 






  








A PHANTASY
 

WOULD I could make enchanted sound,

  So marvellously clear and sweet

That flowers would spring from out the ground

  Beneath your feet!
 

The wayward melody I’d play

  Would hover just beyond, above,

And lure you onward through the day

  Towards my love.
 

Till with the rising of the moon

  Beneath the kindly veil of night,

We’d consecrate my little tune

  To love’s delight.
 






  








COMPARISON
 

I SAW the endless skies,

But my belovèd’s eyes

They were more deep and wise.
 

I heard the small waves beat,

But my belovèd’s feet

Falling, made sound more sweet.
 

I smelt the fragrant air,

But my belovèd’s hair

Held perfume far more rare.
 

Men served their gods with praise,

But my belovèd’s days

I filled in happier ways.
 

Men drank of holy wine,

And called the cup divine,

But heart’s red blood was mine
 

Men kindled holy fire,

But Love’s supreme desire

Filled me with flame entire.
 

Men sought their gods above,

I caught a wild sweet dove,

And made a god of Love
 






  








A REFLECTION
 

I LOOKED on Death a moment eye to eye,

  And feared him not, so swift the vision came;

  So hard upon the heels of life, that flame

And darkness mingled as they passed me by.
 

The sleepy winter fields about me lay,

  And hopeful trees that thought on future Springs,

  And peaceful farms, all dear familiar things,

That go to make the bounty of the day.
 

The blue smoke drifted on the happy air,

  A dog barked sharply, and a rabbit sped

  Into the thicket: slowly overhead

Some white clouds gathered very cold and fair.
 

Nothing was changed. In that momentous hour

  It counted little that my soul should pass;

  The wings of Death stirred not a blade of grass,

Nor thrilled the slumber of one hidden flower!
 






  








THE GARDEN
 

I KNEW a region desolate,

  Unfruitful and without a name,

Where all my loving was regret,

  Before you came.
 

I know a garden sweet at dawn,

  With rose and myrtle, sun and dew

The garden where my soul was born

  Of love for you.
 






  








BE OF GOOD CHEER
 

THE frost has smitten with blighting hand

  Summer’s good land.
 

The flowers are shrivelled, and worn, and white

  Under the night.
 

The hills and valleys are dim and grey

  Under the day,
 

The mournful wail of the wind is chill,

  Laden with ill.
 

But we have kindled a glowing fire

  Of heart’s desire,
 

And here we sit while the winter’s bane

  Lies on the plain.
 

And here we sit while the winds blow high

  Over the sky.
 

And here we sit while the storms sweep past

  Bitter and fast.
 

And naught shall harm us, my dearest dear:

  Be of good cheer!
 






  








A VISION OF THE SOUTH ALABAMA
 

WHILE you played I heard the voices of great rivers,

Making small persistent wave sounds ‘mid the rushes,

Saw the sky of sunset mirrored in deep water,

Over which the strong-winged buzzards skimmed serenely.

I beheld the hot blue vapours rising slowly

From the shallows, and the dank and boggy places,

Spreading far across the marshes to the cornfields,

Creeping upward through the sombre cypress shadows.

I beheld the thin-flanked horses gaunt and shaggy

Grazing wearily on baked and yellow grasses

By the broken wooden paling near a cabin,

Whence the sound of wistful music smote the evening.

And around me from the white dust of the roadway

Rose the never-ending droning of the beetles,

And the chirping of the grasshoppers and crickets,

And the flashing and the darting of the fire-flies:
 

While the whip-poor-will for ever calling, calling

To his kind that answer never, hung above me,

Like the spirit of great loneliness and longing,

Rising up from out the souls of woods and mountains;

And the evening star was hidden ‘neath the purple

Of the thunder clouds that gathered from the westward,

And the night came on with little streaks of lightning,

And the breath of it was hotter than the daytime.

And behold! I heard another sound that smote me,

Till I trembled in the shadow of the highway,

Heard the voice of Love, deep-throated, strong and fervent,

Crying out beneath the wild banana branches!
 






  








AT DAYBREAK
 

I SAW the beauty of this gracious earth

Stretch like a dream before my wondering eyes,

Beneath the iridescent morning skies

Deep-breasted hills pondered the coming birth

Of a new day, while little strains of mirth

Rustled the woods with many laughing sighs.

And in that hour of waking, I grew wise

With tender wisdom, knowing love’s true worth.

I turned my gaze towards the distant blue

That hid you from me, and with passion’s might

I cried your name, and lo! my heart anew

Was flooded over with the old delight.

Your soul was with me, and my new-found sight

Perceived you in the day — the day in you.
 






  








TO A LILY
 

LILY white, Lily white,

Do you love the moon at night?

Do you languish for those beams

In a swoon of tender dreams?
 

Lily white, Lily white,

Are you pale for love’s delight

While the loved one floats on high?

So am I — so am I.
 






  








THE BIRTH OF THE RAINBOW
 

THE sunshine met the storm wind

  As he swept across the plain,

And she wooed him till he loved her,

  And his kisses fell as rain.
 

She was fair, and he was ardent,

  And behold! one happy morn,

While I watched their mingled glory

  Lo! a rainbow child was born!
 






  








THE LAST GIFT
 

I MADE a garland for your head,

    Now it is dead.
 

I wove you garments of pure gold,

    Now they are old.
 

I said, “Your limbs are young and fair

    From everywhere
 

Take all good things to deck your grace,

    Belovèd face.”
 

I called the stars until they fell

    From Heaven to Hell.
 

Since you had coveted their light

    It seemed but right.
 

I took a human soul and gave

    It as your slave.
 

You said the garland was not fair

  Within your hair,
 

You said the stars were over-white

  That fell that night,
 

You said that love was swift and sweet,

  But too complete.
 

What is there left for you, my dear?

  A little bier,
 

Whereon to lay each perfect part

  And then your heart.
 






  








THE LITTLE VINE
 

O little green vine with your smoke-blue flowers,

  Grow tall and fair in the sun and rain!

With a glow at your heart in the lengthening hours

  When summer on summer shall kiss you again!
 

O my small green vine when you’ve clambered through

  The light and shade to your gabled sphere

Where will these eyes be that have looked on you,

  And these loving hands that have placed you here!
 






  








A MEMORY OF THE SEA
 

I STOOD and watched the sea caress the land,

  With long slow kisses of supreme delight.

What was its song? I could not understand

  The ceaseless murmur of the waves that night.
 

I only know that something vast and sweet,

  Some endless sound of loving, rose and crept

About the room, elusive yet complete,

 And mingled with your breathing while you slept
 






  








THE SMILE
 

WHEN I behold the sun on some drear day

  Spread wealth of generous gold across the vale

  For fleeting seconds, ere he seeks the pale

Sad clouds again, I’m happy, for I say — 

My best belovèd’s smiling far away.
 






  








AN ITALIAN GARDEN
 

A REMINISCENCE
 

BLUE evening hushed of tread and slow

  Had paused within that garden’s space,

  Veiling the brightness of its face,

While small persistent sounds that grow

  From out deep silence filled the place

With vague suggestion, tense, and low.
 

Those were sweet paths, much overgrown,

  The velvet carpet of the years

  Dulled our twin footsteps, lulled our fears,

For none could hear us there alone

  Within that garden, and our tears

Might flow and mingle, all our own.
 

Invisible the souls of flowers

  Went drifting through the sighing air,

  Breathing a thousand scents, and rare

Pale memories of bygone hours,

  When long dead lovers lingered there,

Lingered and kissed in vine-clad bowers.
 

Between the silent cypress trees,

  We caught the far-off fitful gleam

  Of water, like a silver dream,

While on our cheeks a damp young breeze

  Fluttered an instant, like a theme

Of rippling, liquid melodies.
 

And while we stood within our shrine,

  On Love’s high altar, lo! the night

  Hung forth one star supremely bright,

While from her soul rose Love’s divine

  Deep litany of vast delight,

And entered in your heart and mine.
 






  








SADNESS
 

THE view I love is hidden by the rain,

Most desolate the garden, and the plain

  Beyond is grey with chilly autumn fears.

And the belovèd face? O dim, white face

  I cannot see you, for a mist of tears.
 






  








ODE TO SWINBURNE
 

April 10, 1909
 

THOU hast gone on beyond, immortal dead!

Beyond our view, beyond the planes of earth,

Risen afresh, as from a fiery birth,

Phœnix-like, but eternal. Round thy head

The laurels of men’s thoughts, and tears that bled

From souls thou wakened to their shame or worth.

In thee was nothing sterile, and no dearth

Was known to thy deep manhood, strong and fed

Upon vast musings. Thou all gods did’st look

Between the eyes, didst smite with thy swift breath

Until they crumbled into less than death,

And in thy hands their dim white ashes took

And cast aside, knowing no soul could rise

Where no soul ever was; the far stars shook

And fell extinguished from their paradise.

Thou gav’st to man himself, eternity

Of life in death, all things in one, that one

A million millions, since time was begun

A vast harmonious whole, less than a breath,

And more than the great fires of earth or sun.

“Thou art thyself,” thou saidst; “rise up and know

In thee all beauty is, all that is vile,

All greatness, all that may corrupt, defile

All endless joy, immeasurable woe!

Thou art immense, unthinkable, a flow

Of ceaseless currents. Thou art air and light,

The sea, the dawn, the solemn dusk of night,

Love, hatred, power and weakness, wrong and right.’
 

O Master, thou wilt surely come again

Unto this earth, when through the circling spheres

Thy soul has passed innumerable years.

Then shall the cadence of thy grand refrain

Swell the deep throats of beings whose slow tears

Thou did’st consume with passion. When the bane

Has fallen from us, we who now to-day

Mourn thee, and mourn ourselves, shall rise and lay

Our reincarnate selves before thy feet,

Thou, who did’st know us each a power complete,

Ourselves the prayer, the god to whom we pray.
 






  








TO A CHILD
 

BELOVED child, I would not have you wake:

  Stay closed sweet eyes, stay folded languid lips,

And let Love go a beggar for your sake.
 

Not even pausing once to kiss your hair,

  That on your bosom’s whiteness like a stain

Lies dark and splendid where the skin is fair.
 

Soft lotus lily, float upon the stream

  Of happy innocence to isles of peace,

And let no lover wake you from your dream;
 

Nor part that mouth with kisses: ’tis too sweet

  To mate with any other. Ah! those lips!

Love could but make their beauty less complete,
 

And since he knows it, let him go alone

  Into the desert places of the earth,

Where your small ears shall never hear his moan.
 






  








SPRING AND THE PILGRIM
 

AN endless sea of blossoms, everywhere

  A subtle perfume, birds that pause and sing,

Then pause again, a dampness in the air

  That seems to hold the very sap of Spring!
 

The little leaves like shrill staccato notes,

  Trembled along the hedges; down the lanes

The twilight walks, a young moon shyly floats

  Near to the earth, across the misty plains.
 

A busy stream has caught the paling gold

  Of some stray cloud still faithful to the sun,

And laughing softly to itself, casts bold

  Swift flashes from its ripples one by one.
 

I pause beside it, grown a little sad,

  A sudden loneliness of spirit steals

Across my heart; the earth is over-glad

  With youthful hopes, at such a time one feels
 

Almost estranged from all created things,

  A guest unbidden to the festal halls,

A dusty pilgrim that the while he sings

  Contributes nothing, one whose music falls
 

Upon unheeding ears, whose puny lay

  Is drowned beneath a grander, sweeter song.

And so I turned towards the homeward way,

  But I am weary — and the road seems long.
 






  








THE OLD GODS
 

PIPE, for the Spring is at hand,

  Laugh, for the summer is near,

Pan is abroad in his land!

  Let us go forth, dearest dear,

Into this beautiful day,

  Into this blue atmosphere,

Over the hills that are gay

  With the voices of streams: never fear,

If we sing but the simplest lay

  The old gods who love us shall hear!
 






  








A PLEA
 

DEAR Heart! be friendly with me in these days,

  What happened fell upon us long ago.

  You have outlived the heartache and the woe,

And I have learnt to comprehend love’s ways;

Love, who deludes himself the while he plays

  With sudden death, Love, who would have us know
 

The very brink of hate, to pluck some bloom

  He covets for his crown, and when we fall

  Head foremost in the deep abyss, doth call

A tremulous farewell into the gloom.

And yet condemn not Love, it is his doom

  To make all beauty, and destroy it all!
 

If you were wrong, ’twas Love that made you err,

  If I was cruel, it was loving you

  With too much fervour, till I wore love through

Like some prized garment sweet with scent of myrrh,

That I before all others did prefer,

  It dropped apart because no longer new.
 

And thus since we fulfilled but destiny,

  What now availeth bitterness or tears?

  The ruin of our past has lain for years

Exposed to scoffing eyes. Come then with me

And gather simple flowers from field and trees,

  To cover up these bones. Subdue your fears,
 

Take one last look into these sightless eyes,

  Then let the blossoms fall; across this bier

I  offer you my friendship. Now and here

Out of the ashes shall a spirit rise

Less eager, less aflame, yet in no wise

   Less lovely than Love’s self,

  Come then, my dear!
 






  








TO MY COLLIE
 

MY friend, my silent friend, I wish I knew

  What wise deep thoughts you harbour in your mind.

How many problems solved, what simple true

  Philosophy unguessed at by mankind!
 

You love me, and you trust me, it is joy

  For you to hear my footfall on the walk,

Yet you are dumb; who knows it might destroy

  Your splendid faith if you but learnt to talk!
 

So I’ll be silent too, just lay my hand

  Upon your head. Your gentle eyes contend

That I am sad; they say, “I understand”;

  And see my answer: “Thank you, dearest friend.”
 






  








MY LOST SOUL
 

DOWN the dim avenues of pain,

  You thrust my soul with cold white hands,

  Condemned it to those twilight lands

From whence it might not come again.
 

My soul went forth in silent woe,

  Grief froze its tears, and chained its cries.

I  watched it pass with wondering eyes,

And impotent, I let it go.
 

Alas! my soul, there oft are times

  When I would find thee if I could.

I seek in field and lane and wood,

I call to thee with these poor rhymes.
 

  But lo! no answer have I heard,

  Save the faint singing of a bird!
 






  








TO A SONG
 

MY little song, thou shamest me,

  Unless thou findest wings

To bear to one beyond the sea

  The love of one who sings.
 

Quick! get thee gone across the miles

  Of waves, and sky, and earth,

And turn the tears to happy smiles

  Of her who gave thee birth.
 






  








A FAREWELL
 

TAKE me in your arms and say,

Dear, I loved you yesterday,

  Loved your lips, and eyes, and hair,

  Gazed upon you, found you fair;

Then I’ll kiss you and reply — 

That was yesterday. Good-bye!
 

Take me in your arms and say,

Dear, you loved me yesterday,

  Loved me with your strong sweet youth,

  All its passion, and its truth;

Then I’ll kiss you and reply — 

That was yesterday. Good-bye!
 






  









A VANISHED EDEN
 

NEAR DRESDEN
 

THINGS change, this place is not the same.

I  look about me and I see

New houses, nay, its very name

  Has altered; once there used to be
 

Long rural avenues, the shade

  Of cherry trees cast purpling blue

On cornfields, where there early strayed

  A wind to comb their tresses through.
 

I used to leave the city far

  Behind me on this very hill,

At eventide with one young star

  My sole companion; all was still
 

Save for a bird who stirred in sleep,

  Or homely sound from cottage door.

Perchance a dog would bark, then deep,

  Aye! deeper silence than before.
 

This was my church, my holy place,

I  worshipped here my ardent youth

In reverence, and blessed the face

  Of life that shone with God and Truth.
 

At least I deemed ’twas so, but now

  Profanèd even as am I,

This hill has lost its tranquil brow,

  The smoke-besodden evening sky
 

Has not one star, depressed and sad

  The cherry trees that still remain

Are city-bound, no longer glad

  With fruitful boughs in sun and rain.
 

O weariness of passing years,

  O sadness infinite, we find

No trace despite our falling tears

  Of things we once have left behind.
 

To-day I see an unknown spot,

  Where once I knew each blade of grass,

A place that loves me, knows me not,

  And I am left to sigh — and pass.
 






  








QUESTIONS WITHOUT ANSWERS
 

IF you could have loved me as I have loved you,

  How long had it lasted, a year or a day?

And which of us first would have worn the love through,

  Would I, with the scourge of my youth?

      Who can say!
 

If you could have given the fruit I craved,

  The over-ripe fruit ere it trembled and fell,

Would my lips have been glad, and my taste enslaved — 

  Or was there a worm at the core?

        Who can tell!
 

Had you come to me bitter, but all my own,

  Like a pang, like a flame, like a mad, sweet woe — 

Had I killed you for hate, and for love fresh grown

  From hatred died too on your breast?

      Who can know!
 






  








ONCE IN A GARDEN PLACE
 

ONCE in a garden place alone with you

I sat and heard the murmurs of the night.

The grasses rustled in their bath of dew,

  The Easter lilies glimmered vaguely white.

Birds called in sleep; the trees began to swoon

  In mist and memories of ardent skies,

A little breeze fresh journeyed from the moon

  Stooped timidly, and kissed you on your eyes.

But far more timid than the breeze was I,

And so the stars came out — the hours went by.
 






  








THE NISPERO TREE
 

O Nispero tree, how golden fair

Thy gleaming fruit when seen afar,

How slim thy silver branches are,

Amid their leaves, O Nispero tree!
 

But I have plucked thy fruit, and lo!

It was not fair, but bitter-sweet

Within my mouth when I did eat.

Bitter as life, O Nispero tree!
 






  








THE DEFENCE
 

You say I am inconstant! dearest dear,

  The while I held you close, how close to me!

I did outshine the deepest constancy,

  So much I loved you, with such jealous fear,

Such eager ardour and intensity.

  Love is a magic, in a single night

He grows and waxes like a living fire,

  Yet with the dawn the flame of our desire

May leave but ashes, thus doth he requite!

  You cannot fetter Love and keep him near,

When he would spread immortal wings for flight!

  Love counts not time by the long leaden days

As we do, but by all his swift delight,

  By shuddering thrills, and kisses, till the might

Of centuries, aye! centuries of bliss

  Be caught imprisoned in a single kiss.

I loved you with such passion and such pain,

  That while it lasted all eternity

Was held enchained, and crystallised for me

  Within the space of one small rapturous tear,

Till death seemed vanquished, and all time lay slain.

  And thus I have not known inconstancy;

Love has but passed into some new-found sphere.
 






  








THE KISS AT DAWN
 

SWEET child, when I went out this morning,

  And saw the garden through a mist of dew,

And watched the gold-clad day serenely dawning

  Above the hills’ deep brow of thoughtful blue,

I  said a little prayer to Love, and you.

And though your presence was so far away,

Your spirit came and kissed me with the day.
 






  








TO OBLITERATE
 

FOR every kiss that like a moth to flame

  Has burnt upon the redness of thy lips,

  I’ll take a thousand kisses, to eclipse

All memory of kissing till I came.
 

For every love that spent itself on thee

  With single ardour and but one desire,

  I’ll be a thousand lovers, with the fire

Of countless longings grown as one in me,
 

Until the past shall all be gathered up

  Into a single drop of gleaming wine,

And cast within the present’s brimming cup

  Of passions, and of pleasures — only mine.
 






  








ON ENTERING INTO A CLOSER FRIENDSHIP
 

How will it feel to live so close to you,

  In daily contact for a little space,

  To watch each changing thought upon your face,

Each passing mood, each gesture fond and new?
 

Dear, I am half afraid to enter through

  This open portal, to that holy place

  That lies beyond, lest I should fail in grace

Whose love is blind, because it is so true.
 

Give me your hand, that I may find my way

  About the garden of your mind, and see

  With inward eyes all that was hid from me

Before I knew you as I do to-day;
 

And seeing, fall and worship, aye, and pray

  For greater understanding. Timidly

  I crave admittance to your life, and free

Sweet intercourse, and leave to love — and stay.
 






  








BY THE SEA
 

THE after-glow of skies and sea,

  Of purple sea and glowing skies!

  I watch the shadows in your eyes,

And they are more to me.
 

The sound of waves on summer’s night,

  Of ardent waves that throb and beat!

I listen to your song’s delight,

  And it is more complete.
 

The flight of strong courageous birds,

  White-breasted birds at close of day!

I feel your heart soar up in words,

  More strong, more white, than they!
 

The earth, the waves, the sweet salt air,

  One golden star that hangs above!

I see your eyes, your lips, your hair,

  And nothing counts but love.
 






  








TO ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
 

WHEN I take up this book and read thy words,

So full of simple, kind profundity,

As though a message from eternity

Had been transmitted to a choir of birds,

That our dull ears might better understand — 

When I hear God Himself speak through my mind

In phrases of great beauty, simply turned,

To suit the lesser knowledge we have learned

From overmuch communion with our kind — 

Ah! then the worthless pen drops from my hand,

I leave my paper still its virgin white.

Beside those mighty truths that thou did’st write,

My thoughts are dust upon a desert land.
 






  








THE SONG OF THE BROWN FAWN
 

MY shy brown fawn, come and feed from my hand,

In the still small hours of the early dawn,

While the dew yet dampens the drowsy land,

And the first pale beams are but newly born.

Come close, and closer, my shy brown fawn!
 

White-breasted, mystical-eyed, and so young!

Half eager, half timid, and all afraid,

Have you heard the song that the lone bird sung

To his absent mate in the myrtle shade?

Have you heard the prayer that the west wind prayed
 

To the fragrant rose on the terrace wall?

How he wooed her, ravished her soul with sighs?

Have you seen the star in high heaven fall

To earth, for love of a maiden’s eyes

He valued more than his Paradise?
 

You only, here in the sweet half light

Of the virgin morning stand lone and shy,

With your soul untamed, and your vague soft might

Untried, unspent, will you still deny

Yourself to life and its gladness — Why?
 

Come forth, my tremulous startled fawn,

I am waiting here through the star-tipped hours,

In the opal light of the early dawn,

And my arms are laden with mystic flowers,

And warm sweet fruits of the desert born.

You shall eat thereof, oh! my shy brown fawn!
 






  








TO — 
 

O best Belovèd, what is earth to me,

  Its shining plains, or shadows on the hills,

Or garden scents, or morning’s ecstasy

  Of ripples leaping down the sun-lit rills,

Or singing birds, or nights when Nature fills

  The heart with longings, mad, and sweet, and free

Or stars that burn and shake, or moonlit sea

  Of mist, that swells and surges vaguely pale

Like some white bosom in love’s agony.

  What counts all beauty? Nothing can avail

Unless I hold, and feel, and compass thee!
 






  








THE VOICE
 

GOD spake! and men said, “’Tis the sea

  Along the sands of the shore,”

God spake! and men said, “’Tis the birds

  Make happy sounds in the dawn,”

God spake! and men said, “’Tis the wind

  That stirs the Nispero trees,”

God spake! and I said, “’Tis the voice

  Of Love that sings in my heart.”
 






  








DYING JASMINE
 

SANTA CRUZ
 

THE scent of the dying jasmine

  I wore in my coat to-day,

Is filled with the dim white sadness,

  Of thoughts that are far away.
 

The soul of the flower in passing

  Has touched my soul with its tears,

The breath of its mingled fragrance

  Seems caught from forgotten years.
 

From loves that are memories only,

  Wan memories, e’en more pale

Than the petals I bruise in touching,

  So tender they are, and frail
 

And I know with a thrill of sadness

  That the pleasures I deemed were mine,

Were swift to perish when gathered,

  As the bloom of this jasmine vine.
 






  








ONCE
 

ONCE while we sat together, you and I,

  Love paused beside us for a little space,

  And you beheld new beauty in my face,

And I discerned a magic in your sigh.
 

It was a moment of eternity,

  And ere we grasped it in our trembling hands

  Love flew away to far undreamt-of lands,

Leaving us sitting very still — but free.
 






  








NON OMNES MORIAR
 

TO-DAY I pictured to myself the years

  When you and I will long have lain at rest,

  When those who mourned us shall have deemed it best

To mourn no more, and will have dried their tears.
 

And there remains of you a little song,

  And there remains of me a fleeting rhyme,

  With which to bind the memory of time

Unto our names men have forgotten long.
 

Or if remembered, they may call you fair,

  With no more passion than a pictured face

  Can stir in us to-day, who see its grace

But have not known it when the soul was there.
 

Some few may know you as beloved of those

  Themselves immortal, those whose deathless fame

  Has cast an afterglow about your name:

And you will live in memory as a rose
 

An artist paints with deft and wondrous skill

  Upon his canvas; even as that flower

  Defying time, blooms freshly with each hour

We gaze thereon, you will be living still.
 

A glowing flame men struck to light desire,

  A languid bloom they plucked in idle hours,

  When even cynics paused to watch the flowers,

And great ones stooped to loves that may inspire.
 

Thus shall you live: but I shall be more dead

  Than last year’s leaves, that rot upon the grass

  In some forgotten wood, where none will pass,

Or note that new leaves tremble overhead.
 

None will remember me, and none will speak

  Of our great love, nor seek it in my rhymes,

  For they will lie deep buried with those times

When we have clung as lovers cheek to cheek.
 

And all your beauty that has fed on love,

  And all my ardour that has fed on you,

  Will count for less than nothing, when we two

Are lying with the cold earth up above.
 

And none shall give us immortality

  Because of passion that is lost in death,

  And none shall speak of us with bated breath

Because we risked our souls’ eternity.
 

And none shall think “He wrote because of you

  This rhyme or that, more perfect than the rest,”

  Since all my rhymes are passing at the best,

And will not live beyond our mortal view.
 

Perhaps some day when men shall speak of fame

  And then remember you, a man will say,

  “She had yet one more lover in her day,

A poet fellow; I forget his name!’
 






  








TO THE BELOVED LIPS
 

OH! lips I love, cling close to mine,

  For life is short, and time is fleet,

  And present kisses are too sweet

To sacrifice when they are thine!
 

Pause not to chide me, wide, sweet lips,

  Nor yet to praise me, lest to-day

  Before we grasp it fades away;

The sun of passion slowly dips
 

Into the sea, the hot swift hours

  That make for loving, fold their wings

  And drop to earth like weary things

Spent with much joy, and all our powers
 

Are helpless to recall but one

  Small moment of a dead delight

  That time has flung into the night

Of aftermath, when love is done.
 

And thus, dear lips, to waste a breath

  Were sheerest madness, but to kiss

  Were love’s deep wisdom, since for this

Love made thee, in despite of death!
 






  








A ROSARY OF LOVE
 

HAIL, O Love! giver of life,

  Giver of passionate joys,

  Giver of sweet fulfilments,

  Giver of marvellous madness,

  Giver of wonderful wisdom,

  Giver of all good things,

      Hail, O Love!
 

By the pale coming of the dawn,

  I swear I love thee,

By the first rosy cloud that’s born,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the hot splendour of the day,

  I swear I love thee,

By the brown grass and burning way,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the vague scent of hidden flowers,

  I swear I love thee,

By the blue wings of summer hours,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the dim twilight on the hills,

  I swear I love thee,

By the first star that throbs and thrills,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the lone melancholy breeze,

  I swear I love thee,

By the soft words of leafy trees,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the gold moon above the vale,

  I swear I love thee,

By the white mist divinely pale,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the deep midnight’s thoughtful eyes,

  I swear I love thee,

By her small sounds and endless sighs,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By the brown nightingale’s desire,

  I swear I love thee,

By his swift song of liquid fire,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By every amorous scent and sound,

  I swear I love thee,

By the warm rains and fruitful ground,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By all dead lovers’ tears and pains,

  I swear I love thee,

By all their joys and glad refrains,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By all the lovers that still live,

  I swear I love thee,

By all they take and all they give,

   I swear I love thee.
 

By all my youth and passion’s might,

  I swear I love thee,

By all thy beauty and delight,

  I swear I love thee.
 

By Love himself, his holy flame,

  I swear I love thee,

By those I loved ere thy love came,

  I swear I love thee.
 

Hail O Love! Giver of life,

  Giver of passionate joys,

  Giver of sweet fulfilments,

  Giver of marvellous madness,

  Giver of wonderful wisdom,

  Giver of all good things,

    Hail, O Love!
 






  








TO — 
 

COME to me in your thoughts,

  You who are far away,

When the palest of stars steal out,

  And the evening has wed the day.
 

Over the dew-damp grass,

  Up the steep path that wends

To the terrace, where winds lie dead,

  And the glow of the sunset ends.
 

Come through the open door

  Into this dim still room,

Where I’m sitting alone at dusk,

  In the hush of the twilight gloom.
 

And your arms shall circle my neck,

  And your lips press my lips at last

Till the enemy Time lies slain,

   And the present becomes the past.
 






  








A SPRING DAY IN ENGLAND
 

WHAT words have I to tell of this fair day,

That closes in while yet the year’s at May,
 

Casting the radiance of its dying hours

Across the blooms of yellow primrose flowers,
 

While little leaves but newly wide awake,

Swing on the boughs, and the white blossoms’ flake
 

Powders the air and all the ground below,

With fragrant clouds of Spring’s delicious snow.
 

No words, no rhymes could ever worthy be

To picture this fair land’s divinity.
 






  








GOOD MORNING, SAID THE THRUSH
 

“GOOD morning,” said the thrush

From his little blackthorn bush,

  “Good morning,” said the thrush, “to you.

The day is up and doing,

The mating birds are wooing,

  What of you two! what of you two?
 






  








THE COMMAND
 

WHEN first the youthful spring on tiptoe came

He called the birds and bade them sing thy name.
 

He woke the flowers, that they might spread a sweet

And fragrant carpet ‘neath thy dainty feet.
 

He told the little wind that sauntered by,

To breathe upon thy cheek an amorous sigh
 

And then to me he cried, “Go, do thy part,

O laggard lover: thou shalt give thy heart.”
 






  








ON THE HILL-SIDE
 

A MEMORY
 

You lay so still in the sunshine,

So still in that hot sweet hour — 

That the timid things of the forest land

Came close; a butterfly lit on your hand,

Mistaking it for a flower.
 

You scarcely breathed in your slumber,

So dreamless it was, so deep — 

While the warm air stirred in my veins like wine,

The air that had blown through a jasmine vine,

But you slept — and I let you sleep.
 






  








THE WORSHIPPER
 

WHAT shall I worship if it be not Love?

  Tell me, O sages bowed with thoughtful years,

  Tell me, O poets, men of smiles and tears,

Tell me, O powers of earth and powers above!
 

Ye have your gods wrought out of wood and stone,

  Ye have high altars where those gods may rest,

I have a holy place for me alone,

  I have a burning shrine,

  Where Love supreme, divine,

Shines through the silent hours, blessing and blest.
 






  








TO — 
 

You and I were alone together,

  Riding alone, and side by side,

Through the morn in the warm sweet weather,

  Over the meadows green and wide,

Over the heavenly wide green meadows

  Swept with grass like an ocean tide.
 

O the joy of that sunlit morning!

  Sunshine caught in your eyes and hair,

Sunshine caught in your smile, that dawning

  Red and young, made your mouth more fair,

Even more fair than the grass-swept meadows

  Though all June’s poppies were growing there!
 






  








BEFORE SUNRISE
 

I FELT the eager heart of Earth

Beat close against my own.

In that still hour before the dawn

When deep unspoken thoughts are born,

      I lay alone.
 

The pulses of the universe

Were in my throbbing veins,

The yearning of forgotten springs,

Of all swift, vital, fruitful things,

      And all sweet pains!
 

I knew the thrill of happy trees

Whose branches break in flower,

I heard the pleasant whispered sound

Of cornfields, wind-kissed to the ground

      With golden dower.
 

I felt the joy of little streams,

Sublimely young and free,

A million gleaming points of spray

Were scattered, as they rushed away

    Towards the sea.
 

I felt the madness of the lark

Who soars above the earth,

Pouring his soul in endless song,

Praising with notes now soft, now strong,

    His hour of birth.
 

I felt the passion of the sun

For the responsive soil,

The labour and the burning strife

That urge the throbbing womb of life

    To endless toil.
 

Until within my body’s space

All things combined and grew

Into one form: below, above,

Around me, shone the face of Love,

    And Love was You!
 






  








THE HILLS OF BY-AND-BYE
 

TAKE me with you when you fly

Over the hills of by-and-bye,

Dear, beyond them we will lie

In the sunshine, you and I;
 

Honeysuckle for a bed,

Yellow roses at our head,

Tall white lilies at our feet,

Breathing fragrance dim and sweet.
 

Take me with you when you fly

Over the hills of by-and-bye,

Dear, beyond them we will lie

In the sunshine, you and I — 

    By-and-bye.
 






  








GIFTS
 

GOD sent the dew upon the grass,

  That it might spring.

God sent the sunshine to the birds,

  That they might sing.
 

God sent your love upon my heart,

  That within me,

Might live the dew, the sun, the birds,

  Eternally.
 






  








FROM THE GUARDIA
 

(LIGURIA)
 

OVER the morning mountains, on the path that led to you!

The sun still ruddy and barely high,

The pink clouds drifting across the sky,

And on all the earth none so glad as I,

In the dawn and the early dew.

For my heart was filled with a wondrous truth,

And the path I trod was the path of youth,

And my youth led down to you!
 






  








IN LIGURIA
 

BETWEEN the mountains’ swelling breasts

A little unknown city rests;

A city full of bells and towers,

Of white walls grown with deep pink flowers.
 

And over it the swallows fly,

And under it the vineyards lie,

While far beyond a sapphire sea

Stretches like fields in Arcady.
 

And I who pass, seek not to go

Beyond its gates, I would not know

The name it bears; to me it seems

The city of enchanted dreams.
 

Of golden dawns and fairy nights,

Filled with a thousand strange delights,

Of lilies white and roses red — 

Where only children dare to tread!
 






  








AT CAP MARTIN
 

How silently the evening falls,

  Trailing her gown of changing mauves

Along the garden’s vine-clad walls,

  And through the olive groves!
 

From out a fold of cloudy blue

  The little moon demurely slips,

To bathe her shining limbs in dew,

  A smile upon her lips.
 

Whilst far away the waveless sea

  Lies dreaming in the deepening gloom,

Blending with this enchanting tree

  Of oleander bloom!
 






  








THE RHYME OF THE SHEPHERD
 

WHEN the dawn was scarcely born,

  A shepherd took his pipe and played;

Fresh and sweet, with eager feet

  There came to him a maid.
 

In the wood on tiptoe stood

  The youthful day to see;

What befell, I will not tell,

  Save that no more played he!
 






  








A LITTLE CHILD
 

WHEN you smiled, little child,

With your face so small and mild,

Up on high, in the sky,

Rosy clouds went drifting by;

Rosy clouds but newly born,

For your smile had lit the dawn!
 

When you cried, o’er the wide

Evening earth, the south wind sighed,

Through the night, soft and bright

Shone a tiny trembling light,

Very faint, very far,

For your tears had made a star
 






  








BY THE LAKE
 

How still the waters of that magic lake,

  Deeply mysterious, and very still,

  With never ripple of the sweet wind’s will

Stirring its soul to smiles for summer’s sake!
 

Within its eyes, the tall grey-visaged trees

  Lay mirrored silently as in a swoon,

  While through their branches swam an early moon,

Pale as a foam-flower blown from distant seas.
 

Standing enthralled, I drew you close to me,

  And lo! our thoughts that loving did unite,

  Became two swans serenely calm and white,

That floated forth into eternity.
 






  








STUART SONGS
 

I
 

MARY Queen, Mary Queen,

Here’s a wreath of evergreen,

Put it on your bonny hair,

And take me for your lover.
 

Here’s an arm that’s strong and brave,

Here’s a sword your faithful slave,

Let it slay your enemies,

And take me for your lover.
 

Mary Queen, Mary Queen,

Here’s a wreath of evergreen,

Put it on your bonny hair,

And take me for your lover.
 

II
 

THE Queen has gone at the morning’s close,

To gather a red, red rose.
 

She lifts her face to the summer day,

And her face is young and gay.
 

She laughs a little, a little sings,

For the joy of pleasant things.
 

Her slim hand stretches to pluck the flower

With its fragrant crimson dower;
 

But into the flesh sinks a wounding thorn,

And a rose of blood on the white is born.
 

III
 

TELL me what are you looking for,

  There where the ivy clings?

  “I am looking for youth and forgotten things,”

Said the Queen, said Mary.
 

Tell me what are you waiting for,

  There where the ivy clings?

  “I’m waiting for Love with his weary wings,”

Said the Queen, said Mary.
 

Tell me what are you listening to,

  There where the ivy clings?

  “A bird that’s hidden the while he sings,

And he sings of Death,” said Mary.
 






  








THE GRAVEYARD AT OROTAVA
 

I
 

UNDER the Peak, beside the sea,

  The dead have lain these many years,

  Forgetful of their smiles and tears,

In death’s supreme tranquillity,

Knowing no hopes, beyond all fears.
 

II
 

I see their little placid graves,

  Cross-marked and hung with scented bloom,

  O’ershadowed by the gentle gloom

Of Nispero trees; the throbbing waves

  Beating the measure of their doom.
 

III
 

On this most peaceful, happy day,

  They cannot see the blue of sky,

  They cannot pause, as you and I
 

Have paused along this shady way,

  Beneath the walls, flow’r-topped and high.
 

IV
 

In awful and unbroken rest,

  These once-time lovers lie asleep

  Beside their heart’s desires, the deep

Cool earth down-pressing each strong breast.

  Thus did they sow, and thus they reap.
 

V
 

What was the colour of their eyes,

  These silent people, and their hair?

  Perchance ’twas soft and very fair.

How hard it is to realise

  That as we are, so once they were!
 

VI
 

O my belovèd, lay your hand

  Within mine own, for time is fleet,

  And soon the passing of our feet

Shall cast no shadow on the land,

  Where now we know ourselves complete.
 

VII
 

E’en though our love may be more vast

  Than yonder sea, incarnadine

  As hearts’ blood crushed from mortal vine,

The cup is small in which ’tis cast,

  Too small to hold the precious wine!
 






  








SOUNDS
 

BEFORE I die, I would hear

  The sound of the lotus buds at dawn,

  As they fall apart in the opal morn,

On the brink of pools that are deep and clear.
 

Before I die, I would hear

  The song that the wild canaries sing

  In the still Barancos at time of Spring,

When the moon has scented the atmosphere.
 

Before I die, I would hear

  The thrilling notes of the cuckoo’s call,

  As it smites the air where the waters fall

From the river over the rushing weir.
 

And sweeter than all of these,

  Aye, sweeter than any living strain,

  I would hear the voice of my love again,

Singing softly under the Nispero trees.
 






  








THREE SONGS OF NOWHERE TOWN
 






  








THE SILVER ROSE
 

I’LL sing you a ditty of Nowhere Town.

You climb the hill when the sun goes down,
 

Step out on the roadway of golden light,

And Nowhere Town lies along to your right.
 

In Nowhere Town is a Silver Rose,

A magic blossom that swings and grows
 

So high, that never a man or maid

Has plucked that flower from its fairy glade.
 

The rose is watered by all the tears

That lovers weep through the countless years,
 

And warmed by the breath of ardent sighs,

And lit by the light in lovers’ eyes.
 

And none may reach it to pluck, save he

Whose love shall last through eternity.
 

So some sweet evening we’ll go, we two,

And I will gather the rose for you.
 






  








THE SLEEPY TRAIN
 

THE sleepy train from Nowhere Town

  Glides over the Valley of Dreams,

I see it pass through the woodlands brown,

  And out where the sunlight gleams.
 

And oh it’s smoke is a silver band,

  And its miniature cars are gold,

I know that it goes to Fairy Land,

  Where no one ever gets old.
 

Then let’s run down from the sloping hill,

  And jump on the sleepy train,

And journey away through the noon-tide still,

  And never come back again!
 






  








THE WHITE BIRD
 

TAKE me away to Nowhere Town,

  White bird that sings!

I will be light as thistledown

  Between your feathery wings.
 

Over the fields of iris flowers,

  Beyond the sea,

On to my land of drowsy hours

  Fly swift and free!
 

Take me away to Nowhere Town,

  White bird that sings;

I will be light as thistledown

  Between your feathery wings!
 






  








SWALLOW SONG
 

“ON the morrow cometh sorrow,”

Sang the swallow, “follow, follow,

  Come away while the day

  Holdeth yet the thought of May;

Come away to the sun,

  Foolish one, foolish one!”
 

But I stayed, undismayed,

Though the cold wind grew bold.

  “You must fly,” answered I,

  “For your sun is in the sky;

In my heart lives my sun,

  Foolish one, foolish one!’
 






  








TO AN UNBORN CHILD
 

WRITTEN AUGUST 22, 1908
 

THE spirit of an unborn child,

  Supremely small, and very wise,

Looks down reproachful and yet mild,

  With patient questioning eyes.
 

From the unfathomable space,

  It leans towards the golden earth,

A tear upon its little face,

  So much it longs for birth.
 






  








AT LAGUNA
 

IN an enchanted garden far away,

Beneath the bells of white Datoura bloom,

I watched the evening woo the passing day,

Down the dim avenues of scented gloom.

And lo! the while, a little plaintive lay

Caressed the stillness, for the one I love

Was singing softly in a distant room.
 






  








THE SANTANOCHE
 

GÜIMAR, MARCH 10, 1910
 

PALE bells of Santanoche flowers,

That shine along the evening hours!

  Their fragrance timid of the light,

  Grown heavy ‘neath the dews of night,

  A perfume mystical and white.
 

Surely the blessèd Virgin came

From Heaven to give these flowers their name,

  And stooping, kissed them, granting each

  A little soul, whose scent would reach

To her in Paradise, and plead

For sinners in their hour of need.
 






  








WYGANDIA FLOWERS
 

O BLUE Wygandia flowers so strong and tall,

Whence cometh thy deep colour? from the skies?

Or hast thou stooped to gaze into the eyes

Of my belovèd, bluer than ye all!
 






  








THE INCOMING TIDE AT LAIGUELIA
 

THE sea lay like a silken fold,

  Shot with soft tints of changing blue,

  While silently there spread and grew

An evening glow of limpid gold,

Across the endless stretch of sand.

The little waves ran hand in hand

  Into the sunset light, and through

The narrow channel to the land.
 

How softly spoke those little waves,

  What sweet unfathomed mystery

  They whispered of the Mother Sea,

Of pearls shell-bound like dim white slaves,

Of falling stars that seaward sweep,

Of all the countless souls that sleep

  Through ages to eternity,

Lost in vast depths serene and deep.
 






  








A SIMILE
 

THE sun draws up the waters of the sea

  In golden glory till they twain unite,

And mingle in a perfect harmony

  Of endless ocean and eternal light.
 

Thus did you draw unto your soul my love,

  Shedding about it thoughts of purest gold.

Your soul, more ardent than the sun above,

  My passion, all the oceans could not hold!
 






  








A SONG OF YOUTH
 

CALLING, calling, calling me,

The birds of Spring in every tree,

  And a little scented wind!

Calling, calling, calling me,

And oh! the sound is ecstasy

For I am young, and so is he,

  The little scented wind!
 

Calling, calling, calling me,

The endless surging of the sea,

  The waves that throb and beat!

Calling, calling, calling me,

With youth’s divine persistency,

The love that bids me fly to thee

  On eager, happy feet!
 






  








FRUIT OF THE NISPERO
 

I
 

IN among the sombre foliage,

Nispero fruit shines palely golden;

Through the twilight I perceive it,

When the hour is sweet with jasmine.
 

Even thus my thoughts of thee, are

Set amidst my soul’s rememberings,

All the air about them fragrant,

They themselves elusive — golden
 

II
 

THERE is sun on the hill, my belovèd,

Sun on the distant hill,

And upon my brow is a cool young wind,

Fragrant and very cool.
 

And the trees shake their brown leaves upon me,

Round me and over me,

And pleasant the sound of their falling is,

Like a low talking.
 

But the heart in me joys not at these things,

Oh! thou dear absent one,

For their beauty when thou canst not share it

Wounds like a two-edged sword!
 

III
 

THOU hast bewitched me, belovèd,

Till I am weaker than water,

Water that drips from the fountain,

Through thy white tapering fingers.
 

Yet as the waters together

Gather and grow to a torrent,

Gathers the flood of my passion,

Bearing thee forth on its bosom!
 

IV
 

IF I could but see thee standing

In the twilight of the larch woods,

When the winds are growing drowsy,

And the sunset walks the valley!
 

Could but know that in the starlight

Of the time that follows after,

I might watch the darker shadows

Of the hair upon thy temples!
 

Hear the spirit of the silence

Thrill with little sounds of longing,

While the darkness throbs and quivers

With the passion of thy breathing!
 

V
 

THROUGH the blue glory of morning,

In the hushed splendour of night time,

Passion and loving and longing,

Breathe but one name to my senses,

Wakening the pulse of my being!
 

Oh! thou dead gods dim and tender,

Freshen thy garlands that withered,

Quicken thy might once immortal:

Make me a wan star that falleth

In my belovèd’s still garden.
 

VI
 

UNDER the snow the little primrose slumbers,

Golden and fair, filled with an endless sweetness.

No eyes behold her, yet she lives and blossoms,

Fragrant with promise of a future Springtime.
 

And so it is with thee, oh pale young maiden,

Beneath the snows of youth thy passion slumbers.

No man hath found it, yet it burns and quickens,

Warm with the promise of thy future loving.
 

VII
 

THE spirit of thy singing,

It is as all sweet longing,

A throb through countless ages,

Stirring the sense to aching.
 

How can I sit and listen

Coldly to that wild music!

How can I stop from kissing

Lips that are half asunder!
 

VIII
 

SEEST thou this water-lily

Floating on the fountain’s basin?

In our tender shadowed courtyard,

Whither never storm-wind cometh?
 

Even so thou, happy being,

On the bosom of my loving

Floatest, where no storm save kisses,

Smites the softness of thy beauty.
 

IX
 

IF by your window you sit,

Cooling your pale brow at sunset,

Even while I who am here,

Worship your beauty with singing — 
 

Watch my beloved, for a bird,

White, and most slenderly fashioned,

It is the soul of my song,

Let it alight on your shoulder!
 

X
 

I HAVE forsaken thee for greater loving,

E’en as the skiff forsakes the little river,

To find the stormy vastness of the ocean.
 

And who may stay it when the tide is risen,

And in the sails the strong wind stirs and urges,

And at the helm sit Youth and Great Adventure?
 

Yet not forgotten is the little river,

For pleasant was the murmur of its ripples,

And many blossoms grew along its borders.
 






  








THOU ART RISEN, MY BELOVÈD
 

XI
 

THOU art risen, my Belovèd,

And thou callest me to follow,

Follow through the chilly twilight

Of this silent virgin morning.
 

Whither, whither wouldst thou lead me,

To what place of new enchantment?

Can the day that thou art seeking

Give such rapture as the darkness?
 

Thou art warm with many kisses,

With the handclasps of thy lover,

Turn again unto my bosom,

I would have it night for ever!
 

XII
 

GREAT and most good are the gods,

Who prosper the earth with their smiles:

I, the maker of small songs,

Worship their power in my singing.
 

Cities shall fall at their frown,

Yet the flowers in the field still grow,

They crush these not in their strength,

Nor the young wild birds in the nest.
 

The birds and the flowers they love,

And the streams, and the green fern fronds,

The pebbles under the streams,

And the moss that floats on the brink.
 

These things are fair in their sight,

So fair that they dwell in their midst,

For who has not heard the pipes

Of Pan when the evening is golden?
 

I, the maker of small songs,

Have heard him playing low music,

Subtle, and very tender,

Like echoes of things forgotten.
 

Once when I walked with a maid,

Amidst the hills by my dwelling,

Behold! the warmth of the air

Was stirred with a trembling cadence!
 

Sweeter than all things human,

It coursed like wine through my being,

Filling my heart with longing,

Till I caught the child at my side.
 

Softly I kissed her tresses,

And while we yet clung together

The melody ceased, and lo!

I heard Pan laugh in the bushes!
 

XIII
 

THERE is no joy to equal that of loving,

Even Immortals find no deeper pleasure.
 

Alas! thou child whose little soul is barren,

How shouldst thou feel the splendour of the

morning!
 

How shouldst thou know the endless throb of starlight,

Or the thick fragrance of the trodden meadows!
 

These things are marvellous, beyond thy vision,

These things reveal themselves to gods — and lovers.
 

XIV
 

WELL I know that in my garden

Little tired winds are sleeping,

Well I know that on the hill-side

All the paths are white with blossoms.
 

O, forsake this striving city,

Thou my friend, for I am weary;

Come and find the quiet places,

Where our hearts may hear each other.
 

XV
 

I WEAR thee as a garment on my spirit,

A priceless garment folded close about me,

I wear thee as a garland in my tresses,

A fragrant garland more than poet’s laurels.
 

And men shall envy me my Godlike raiment,

Shall stand enthralled before my glowing temples.

On all the earth there lives no prouder mortal

Than I am, clothed with such a mighty loving.
 

XVI
 

WHERE the river broadens

To a marshy shallow,

There my lover pausing,

Made a pipe of rushes.
 

While I stood and listened,

Happy in the twilight,

To the tender cadence

That his fancy quickened.
 

And I thought it pleasant

To behold strong fingers,

Suddenly grown gentle,

Making little music.
 

XVII
 

So still the hour, I hear the blossoms breathing,

I hear the star that falls beyond the garden,

I hear the hidden bird that stirs in slumber,

And the pale dew that drips upon the roses.
 

I hear the young moon’s little silver footfall

The while she treads upon the shining water,

I hear the secret whispering of the ripples

That thrill within the fountain’s marble basin.
 

Ah, what enchantment hath this summer darkness,

That it beguiles my heart from thoughts of loving,

Until I cease to count the hours of waiting,

And grow enamoured of my lonely vigil!
 

XVIII
 

WHO may hold the soul of man or know it?

Who may find the reason for its longings?

Who may understand its sudden coming,

Or the swiftness of its dim departure?
 

I so much have loved my best belovèd

That her soul, responding to my kisses,

Came and lay between my lips a moment,

In the rapture of the happy darkness.
 

Yet behold the morning saw it vanished,

And I knew not what its form resembled.

Even I, the happiest of lovers,

May not solve the secret of its being.
 

XIX
 

TAKE thy lute, O lover,

And praise the loved one with thy voice,

For in possessing love,

Thou dost possess the living world.
 

The young stars in Heaven

Thou hast imprisoned in her eyes,

The river’s deep waters

Thou hearest in her ardent words.
 

The south wind from gardens

Doth fan thee in her happy breath,

The wild birds of forests

Have lost their souls among her songs.
 

The men of all ages

Whose spirits watch thee from the void,

Rejoice in thy loving,

And wait upon thy quickening kiss.
 

Thus art thou, O lover,

The master of the universe.

Death cannot efface thee,

For thou shalt recreate thyself!
 

XX
 

SEEST thou, O best belovèd,

How the little pensive evening

Walks within our scented garden,

Through the jasmine flowers and laurels?
 

This the hour of silent loving,

Hush thy singing and thy playing,

Come and gently breathe upon me,

’Tis enough to know thou livest!
 

XXI
 

DECK me with flowers, sweet lover,

Upon my brow and bosom,

While yet the dew is silver

On yonder Nispero’s foliage.
 

Gather the secret blossoms

The garden hideth from us,

The best of all her treasures

That e’en the south wind knows not.
 

Strip her until she weepeth

(From all her ruined branches)

Tears that contain the life-blood

And very sap of summer.
 

For what is all her ardour,

Whose fruitfulness doth mock us,

To our enduring passion,

That yet remaineth barren!
 

XXII
 

UPON the shore the little waves are treading,

Foam-shod and happy, speaking with low voices,

While in the sky the early stars have quickened,

Like children in the womb of gracious Heaven.
 

Alas! we watchers who find such contentment

In all things lovely, why must death efface us?

The sea, the stars, immortal live for ever,

Yet e’en the greatest lovers are but passing!
 

XXIII
 

IN the purple dusk of evening,

  I perceived a snow-white blossom,

Shining like a young star fallen

  From the blue Elysian meadows.

And I plucked it very gently,

  Breathing to the listening petals,

‘³±ÀÎ! then softly laid it

  On the shrine of Aphrodite.
 

XXIV
 

THIS is the island of gardens,

  Filled with a marvellous fragrance.

Oh the pale scent of the jasmine!

  Oh the delicious mimosa!
 

Beating soft pinions together,

  Cometh a wind from the mountains;

Why wouldst thou leave us, oh small wind?

  Rest thee awhile ‘mid the laurels.
 

Even as thou, have I wandered

  Over the earth and the ocean,

Pondering many things deeply,

  Now I lie down in the sunshine.
 






  








POSTSCRIPT
 

YOUR hands have touched the cover of my book,

        Belovèd hands!

Your eyes have read each page and found it good,

        Belovèd eyes!
 

What can my verses now attain? your look

Has given immortality, your wise

Sweet thoughts upon mine own, have surely crowned

These words with laurels Love himself has wound.
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INTRODUCTION
 

WITH as much grace as if a monopianist should attempt to write a preface to a book on flying for an albatross, so may a writer of mere prose attempt to pen an introduction to a book of poetry.

The bird and man both use the air, but with a difference. So do the poet and the man of prose use pen and ink.

Familiarity with tools, used in two branches of one art (or trade), is apt to prove a snare.

Music and poetry, the most ethereal of the arts upon the face of them, are in a way more mathematical than prose, for both have formulae. Hence, their appeal goes quicker to men’s minds, and oversteps countries and languages to some degree, and makes it difficult to write about them. Of late, young poets, those who have bulked the largest in the public eye, those that the world has hailed as modern, have often been obscure. What is modernity? To be modern is to touch the senses of the age you write for. To me, a fool who owns a motor-car is just as great a fool as was a fool of the stone age.

The only true modernity is talent, and Lucian of Samosata was as modern to the full as Guy de Maupassant. The poet for whose verses I am writing this my introduction, preface, foreword, call it what you will, is one of those whose meaning he who runs may read.

Does she do well in making herself clear? I think so, for though there are those who prefer a mist of words, holding apparently that poetry should be written in Chinook, or Malagasy, this opinion must of necessity be of the nature of what Ben Jonson called a “humour.”

Few men to-day read Eupheus and fewer Gongora. Yet in their time their concepts were considered to be fine flowers of poetry. Those who wrote so that all men could understand, as Sappho, Campion, Jorge Maurique, Petrarca, Villon, and their fellow-singers in the celestial spheres where poets sing, crowned with the bays of the approval of countless generations, all wrote clearly. Their verses all were clear as is the water running over chalk in a south country trout-stream, such as the Itchin or the Test.

I take two specimens of Miss Radclyffe- Hall’s poetry to illustrate what I have said. She writes of a blind ploughman, whose prayer is to his friend to set him in the sun.

 

“Turn my face towards the East 

And praise be to God.”

 

One sees him sitting, wrinkled and bent, and ploughworn in the sun, and thanking God according to his faith, for light interior, for that interior vision which all the mystics claim.

 

“God who made His sun to shine 

On both you and me, 

God who took away my eyes, 

That my soul might see.”

 

This shows the poet in an unusual light, for most poets write on far different subjects; but here is one which is eternal, and has been eternal since the time of Œdipus.

Again in the verses, “Thoughts at Ajaccio,” she shows a love of the earth and of its fulness, a feeling which has been the birthright of all English writers of good verse from the remotest times.

 

“Fill me with scent of upturned ground, 

Soft perfume from thy bosom drawn.”

 

 

This is the feeling that has inspired so many poets, and shows the writer not striving to be modern or filled with strange conceits; but with a love and trust of the brown earth, from which all poets take their birth, and into which they all return.

 

R. B. CUNNINGHAME GRAHAM.






  








I
 

RUSTIC COURTING
 

WALKING OUT

UPON a Sunday afternoon,

  When no one else was by,

The little girl from Hanley way,

  She came and walked with I.
 

We climbed nigh to the Beacon top,

  And never word spoke we,

But oh! we heard the thrushes sing

  Within the cherry tree.
 

The cherry tree was all a-bloom,

  And Malvern lay below,

And far away the Severn wound — 

  ’Twas like a silver bow.
 

She took my arm, I took her hand,

  And never word we said,

But oh! I knew her eyes were brown,

  Her lips were sweet and red.
 

And when I brought her home again,

  The stars were up above,

And ’twas the nightingale that swelled

  His little throat with love!
 






  








II
 

THE SHADOW OF RAGGEDSTONE
 

O RAGGEDSTONE, you darksome hill,

  Your shadow fell for sure

Upon my own dear love and I,

  Across the purple moor.
 

For we were such a happy pair,

  The day we climbed your crest;

And now my love she lays her head

  Upon another’s breast.
 

She sits beside another man,

  And walks abroad with he,

And never sheds a single tear,

  Or thinks a thought o’ me!
 

My mind it seems a-fire like,

  My heart’s as cold as lead,

My prayers they dry upon my lips

  And somehow won’t get said.
 

I wish that I could lay me down,

  Upon the dreary plain

That stretches out to Raggedstone,*

  And never rise again!
 

* A legend is attached to Raggedstone Hill in Worcestershire. The Hill was cursed by a Benedictine Monk. From time to time a great shadow rises up from it, spreading across the surrounding country. Woe betide those on whom the shadow falls, as it brings with it terrible misfortune! Many of the people living near Raggedstone still firmly believe in this legend.
 






  








III
 

THE LONG GREEN LANES OF ENGLAND
 

OH! the long green lanes of England!

They be very far away,

And it’s there that I’d be walking,

‘Mid the hawthorn and the may.
 

Where the trees are all in blossom,

And the mating birds they sing

Fit to bust their little bodies,

Out of joy because it’s Spring.
 

I’d be courting of my true love,

She’d be in her Sunday best,

With my arm around her shoulder

And her head upon my breast.
 

For the new land it’s a fine land,

Where a man can get a start;

But there’s that about the old land

That will grip his very heart:
 

For he’ll mind him o’ the cowslips,

Coming up all fresh and new

In the fields of early mornings,

Where the grass is white with dew.
 

Oh! it’s money, money, money,

“Go and try to earn a bit

And “America’s the country

For the lad as doesn’t quit.”
 

Seems that folks go mad on money,

Well, I’ll have enough some day,

But the long green lanes of England

They be Oh! so far away!
 






  








IV
 

THE HILLS
 

WHEN I the hills of Malvern see,

There comes a sadness over me.
 

The reason why, I cannot tell,

Perhaps I love those hills too well.
 

But this I know, when I behold

Their springtime green, and autumn gold,
 

And see that year by year they bear

Such witness that God’s earth is fair,
 

I’m happy for their beauty’s sake,

And yet my heart begins to ache.
 






  








V
 

EASTNOR CHURCHYARD
 

I BE hopin’ you remember,

Now the Spring has come again,

How we used to gather violets

By the little church at Eastnor,

For we were so happy then!
 

O my love, do you remember

Kisses that you took and gave?

There be violets now in plenty

By the little church at Eastnor,

But they’re growing on your grave.
 






  








VI
 

THE MALVERN HILLS
 

THE Malvern Hills be green some days,

And some days purple-blue,

There never was the like of them

The whole of England through.
 

From Hanley straight into the Wells

The road runs long and white,

And there the hills they meet your gaze

Against the evening light.
 

Against the evening light they stand,

So proud, and dark, and old,

The Raggedstone and Hollybush,

And Worcester Beacon bold.
 

No matter where you chance to be,

However far away,

You’ll see the hills awaiting you

At close of every day.
 

Oh! it’s a lovely sight to see

The twilight stealing down

Their steepish banks and little paths,

Along to Malvern town.
 

And maybe on the Severn side,

Hung low on Bredon’s mound,

The big red harvest moon will rise,

So lazy-like and round.
 

They talks a lot o’ foreign parts,

Them as has seen them do,

But give me Malvern Hills at dusk

All green or purple-blue!
 






  








VII
 

THE FIRST CUCKOO
 

TO-DAY I heard the cuckoo call,

Atop of Bredon Hill,

I heard him near the blackthorn bush,

And Oh! my heart stood still!
 

For it was just a year ago,

That to my love I said,

“When next we hear the cuckoo call,

Then you and I will wed.”
 

My love and I we still be two,

And will be, many Springs;

I think the saddest sound on earth

Is when the cuckoo sings.
 






  








VIII
 

DUSK IN THE LANE
 

COME, put yer little hand in mine,

And let it be at rest,

It minds me of a tired bird

Within a warm brown nest;

And bend that pretty head o’ your’n,

And lay it on my breast.
 

The lambs they all be wearied out,

I penned them in the fold;

The lights along the Malvern Hills

They shine like stars o’ gold;

And yonder rises up the moon,

All round, and big, and bold.
 

There’s not a single passer-by,

Nor sound along the lane,

And Oh! the earth be smelling sweet,

Like meadows after rain.

Then come a little closer, maid,

And kiss me once again.
 






  








IX
 

THE MEETING-PLACE
 

I MIND me of the hawthorn trees,

  With cuckoos flying near;

The hawthorn blossoms smelt so sweet,

  The cuckoo called so clear!
 

The hill was steep enough to climb,

  It seemed to touch the sky!

You saw two valleys from the top,

  The Severn and the Wye.
 

The Severn and the Wye you saw,

  And they were always green;

I think it was the prettiest sight

  That I have ever seen.
 

And there, so far above the town,

  With not a soul to see,

Whenever she could slip away

My love would come to me!
 

I never smell the hawthorn bloom,

  Or hear the cuckoo sing,

But I am minded of my love,

  And Malvern Hills in Spring!
 






  








X
 

BY THE AVON
 

IN the meadows by the Avon,

Underneath the slope of Bredon,

There we often used to wander,

My girl and I.
 

All around the thrushes singing,

And on Sunday, church bells ringing,

Overhead the soft clouds floating,

White in the sky.
 

Still the waters of the Avon

Flow so gently under Bredon,

And on Sunday bells be ringing,

Clouds floating high.
 

But I’m sick at heart and lonely,

Nothing here has changed, save only

Just we two, who once were courting,

My girl and I.
 






  








XI
 

JEALOUSY
 

I SEE’D yer turn the other day

To watch a chap go by,

Because he wore a uniform,

And held his shoulders high.

And then yer wouldn’t even smile,

Or say a word to I!
 

A kid he was, all pink and white,

And strutting like a chick,

A tassel at his silly side,

And carrying a stick.

And yet yer thought the world o’ him,

And started breathin’ quick — 
 

The same as when I kissed yer first,

Oh! maybe you forget!

But you was desperate sweet on I,

I mind yer blushes yet.

But now yer says me hands are rough,

Me coat will never set.
 

Me hands they bean’t lily white,

Me coat may not be trim,

But you may know, if fightin’ comes,

I’ll fight as well as him,

Although they pad his shoulders out

To make his waist look slim.
 

I haven’t got no buttons on

A showy coat of red;

I haven’t got no soldier’s cap

To wear upon me head.

But I can love yer just the same,

When all be done and said!
 






  








XII
 

IN THE CITY
 

OH! City girls are pale-like,

And proud-like, and cold-like,

And nineteen out of twenty

Have never been our way.

I tells them of the tall hills,

The green hills, the old hills,

Where hawthorns are a-blossoming,

And thrushes call all day.
 

Oh! London is a fine place,

A big place, a rich place,

Where nineteen out of twenty

Of all the girls are fair.

But well I knows a white road,

A long road, a straight road,

That leads me into Bosbury;

I’m wishing I was there!
 






  








XIII
 

I BE THINKIN’
 

THE hillside green with bracken,

And the red plough land,

The brownish hurrying rivers,

Where the willows stand.

The thickets and the meadows,

And the strong oak trees;

O, tell me traveller, have yer

Seen the like o’ these?
 

The mists along the common,

At the close of day,

They’re lovely when the twilight

Makes the vale look grey.

The lanes be long and lonely,

But they all lead home;

I be thinkin’ lads are foolish

When they wants to roam!
 






  








XIV
 

SUNDAY EVENING
 

THE noontide showers have drifted past,

The sunset’s on the hill,

The lights be gleaming through the dusk,

Adown by Clincher’s Mill.
 

It’s such a pretty evening, maid,

All quiet-like, and blue;

With here and there a darksome cloud

That lets the silver through.
 

The folk be all in Sunday best,

I see’d ’em passing by;

Then come along the quiet lane,

And walk a bit with I.
 






  








XV
 

THE LEDBURY TRAIN
 

FROM Wind’s Point hill at eventide,

I see the train go by;

The train that goes to Ledbury,

Along the vale of Wye.
 

It wanders through the clustered hops,

And through the green hedgerows,

It minds me of a fairy thing,

So gliding-like it goes.
 

And standing there on Wind’s Point hill,

Within the sunset glow,

The purple shadows over Wales,

The little train below,
 

With all the pine trees whispering,

And turning softly blue;

I feel as though I were a child,

With fairy tales come true!
 






  








XVI
 

JILTED
 

OH! golden is the gorse-bush,

  Beneath an April sky,

The lark is full of singing,

The clouds are white and high;

But my love, my love is faithless,

  And she cares no more for I!
 

Then what’s the good of living,

  With the bright sun overhead,

When the earth is always ready

And will give a kinder bed,

Where no vows be made or broken,

  And no bitter words are said!
 






  








XVII
 

CASEND HILL
 

O CASEND HILL, I be so heavy-hearted,

So lonesome-like since from my love I parted,

That when the bracken on your sides is springing,

And all the mating thrushes start a-singing,

A kind of fear across my mind comes creeping,

I feel as though I’d surely fall a-weeping!
 

O Casend Hill, the Spring does not forsake you,

At winter’s close the sun comes back to wake you;

And year by year the same sweet wind it passes,

To stir the lark that’s nesting in your grasses;

But no one comes to ask me how I’m faring,

In all the world there’s not a soul that’s caring!
 






  








XVIII
 

THE LEDBURY ROAD
 

THE road that leads to Ledbury

Oh! it be such a pretty way,

As far as Wales you’ll likely see,

Suppose the month be May.
 

The little birds they sing and sing,

The blackbirds and the thrushes do,

And after rain in early Spring

The grass looks green and new.
 

I wish that I were walking there,

Along that road so still and wide,

A lad without a thought or care,

My true-love at my side!
 






  








XIX
 

THE CALL TO LONDON
 

OH! come to London, young lad,

Lots is to be seen!

But he said: “I cannot come, maid,

Till the cuckoos all be dumb, maid,

On the hills of green.”
 

Oh! come to London, brave lad,

Come and leave the plough.

But he said: “The blackthorn’s springing,

And a mottled thrush is singing

In the cherry bough.”
 

Oh! come to London, fine lad,

Here’s where money flows.

But he said: “There’s gold in plenty,

Gold enough and more for twenty,

Where the kingcup grows.”
 

Oh! come to London, strong lad,

I am wanting you.

But he said: “It be a grand sight,

When the stars at midnight

Stretch along the blue.”
 

Oh! come to London, dear lad,

I am fair to see!

But he said: “Along of our way

Trees are thick with white may,

Wonderful they be!”
 






  








XX
 

BREDON
 

BREDON is a lonesome hill,

It hasn’t any brothers;

It stands within the Severn vale,

Apart from all the others.
 

The Cotswold Hills go hand in hand,

The Malverns touching shoulder;

But Bredon all alone does stand,

More proud than they, and bolder.
 

Then it’s on Bredon I will roam

The livelong summer through;

For I’ve no brothers, I’ve no mate,

And I be lonesome too!
 






  








XXI
 

OUR DEAD
 

THE day our dead are laid to rest

We heap the earth upon their breast;

Upon the earth we set a stone,

And then we leave them all alone.
 

Some folks they weep, and some they pray,

But from the grave they’ll turn away.

There’s wood to chop, and fires to make,

And food to cook, and bread to bake.
 

Another takes the empty seat,

For men who live must drink and eat;

And work is waiting to be done,

The work of two, that’s now for one.
 

We sometimes speak of folks that’s dead,

Of what they did, and what they said;

We sometimes think of them at night,

But sometimes we forget them quite.
 






  








XXII
 

PRIMROSE FLOWERS
 

I RODE through Eastnor woods to-day,

And all the air did promise May,

Did promise May till every tree

Found voice to make much melody.
 

And oh, the primrose flowers! they glowed

In thousands all along the road,

Spreading their magic through the grove,

Like countless hoards of treasure-trove.
 

I said, “Perchance ’tis God who threw

These golden coins from out the blue,

That with such bounty He might buy

The thoughts of one so poor as I!”
 






  








XXIII
 

TRAMPING
 

OH! it’s good to be alive, man,

Good to take the road and tramp,

When the morning smells of meadows,

And the lanes are cool and damp.
 

And the little furry creatures

Think the world is theirs for play,

Sitting still to watch you coming,

Half afraid to run away.
 

There’s just light enough to see by,

Growing stronger as you go;

And the air is sort o’ hushed-like,

Breathing very long and slow.
 

And the mountains near by Monmouth

Seem to melt into the sky;

And the banks along of Ross way

Seem to melt into the Wye.
 

And there’s not a human stirring,

To disturb the field or fen.

Oh! you’ll never find your God, man,

If you do not find Him then!
 






  








XXIV
 

THE BLIND PLOUGHMAN
 

SET my hands upon the plough,

  My feet upon the sod;

Turn my face towards the east,

  And praise be to God!
 

Every year the rains do fall,

  The seeds they stir and spring;

Every year the spreading trees

  Shelter birds that sing.
 

From the shelter of your heart,

  Brother — drive out sin,

Let the little birds of faith

  Come and nest therein.
 

God has made His sun to shine

  On both you and me;

God, who took away my eyes,

  That my soul might see!
 






  








MISCELLANEOUS POEMS
 






  








WHEN THE WIND COMES UP
 

THE HILL

OH! the wind among the trees,

How it stirs their wood to song!

Little whispered melodies,

All the winding road along.
 

Was there ever such a sound,

Breaking through a noontide still,

As this tune the trees have found,

When the wind comes up the hill!
 






  








PEACE
 

(Sidmouth)

EVENING upon the calm sweet sea,

A little wind asleep,

Dim sails that drift as tranquilly

As dreams in slumber deep.

A seagull on the water’s breast

Folds up his wings of white;

As peaceful and as much at rest

As is my heart to-night.
 

LIME-
 






  








TREES
 

LIME-TREES meeting overhead,

Many lovers cold and dead,

Kissed and loved, and kissed again,

In the sunshine and the rain,

Underneath your scented green.
 

When we two, in Earth’s kind breast,

Fall a-sleeping with the rest,

Then to us, who loved our fill,

Sweet to know you whisper still,

Happy leaves — of all that’s been!
 






  








A LITTLE SONG
 

A RIPPLE and a rush, and a mating thrush,

And, oh! the month must be at May.

A blossom and a tree, and a honey-bee,

And, oh! it’s such a perfect day!
 

A meeting and a smile, and a sunlit mile,

And, oh! the world is very young.

Come winter, storm or cold,

Love never can grow old,

And oh! my little song is sung!
 






  








THE SONG OF THE WATCHER
 

AT the early break of day,

When the river mists grow pink,

And the moon begins to sink,

Down along the southern way;

When the gold mimosa tree

Rustles low and pleasantly,

To the little singing bird

That within her heart has stirred;

I, the watcher at the window,

Thank the gods who made dawn lovely,

By creating you for me!
 

When the stately night steps down,

Silent footed, from the west,

With the moon against her breast

Folded in her cloudy gown;

When the endless, sighing sea

Stretches to eternity,

Yearning for the pale-eyed star,

Long beloved, and yet so far;

I, the watcher at the window,

Thank the gods who made night lovely,

By creating you for me!
 






  








BY THE RIVER
 

THROUGH the rustling river grasses

Warm and sweet the young wind passes,

Blowing shyly soft caresses

To their dewy emerald tresses.
 

All along the silver sands

Little ripples joining hands,

Dance a quaint fantastic measure,

Making liquid sounds of pleasure.
 

While away beyond the weir

Calls the cuckoo loud and clear,

Something mystic and remote,

Ringing in his fairy note.
 

How I wish that I were small,

Swinging on the rushes tall,

Just a humble happy thing,

Born to live a while in Spring!
 






  








THE ROAD TO COLLA
 

THE blossoms of a Judas tree

Deep pink against an azure sea,

A silver moth on thoughtless wing,

A hidden bird that lights to sing,

A little cloud that wanders by,

Across the endless field of sky.
 

A city in the far away,

Upon the hills beyond the bay,

And over all, the sun divine,

Pouring his stream of burning wine

Like nectar strong with youth and mirth,

Into this goblet of the earth!
 






  








PRAYER
 

IF I should pray, my prayer would be

For gratitude unlimited:

For gratitude so vast and deep,

That it would move my soul to weep

Great tears, and all the words I said

To be as organ notes sublime,

Full-throated flowing words of rhyme,

Whose hke no mortal eye hath read.
 

Then would I kneel before the God

Whose matchless genius made the earth;

The Poet-God, who sows the hours

With all the scented hosts of flowers,

Who gives the little winds their birth,

Who doth unloose the sea-song’s might

To shake the very stars at night,

And fling the foam-flakes high in mirth.
 

Whose mind is fragrant as a grove

Of cedar trees in summer rain,

Whose thoughts dead poets gathered up,

And poured within the brimming cup

They offered to the world in vain.

Whose whisper masters caught, and wrote

Into their music note by note,

Immortal, haunting, strain on strain.
 

Whose image is revealed to all

Great lovers in the loved one’s face,

Whose passion mystical and deep

Kindles the holy fires that sleep

Within the heart’s most secret place.

Whose breath is incense on the shrine

Of earthly love, burning divine

And changeless, through all time and space!
 






  








DAWN
 

IT is the dawn, that wondrous fateful hour

Of strange desires, of thoughts and deeds that stir

Within the womb of possibility.

A wind new-wakened combs the silken sea,

Lifting the foam like some unearthly flower.

The lights still glimmer all along the quay:

And overhead a flight of hurried stars

Seek hiding swiftly, e’er the day shall be.

Ships pass like spectres, little white-sailed ships,

Gliding away towards their destiny.

The earth, expectant, seems to thrill and wait

For some loved being; through the eastern gate

Red clouds come floating. Oh! that I were day,

Resplendent, bountiful, a heaven-born fire,

Filled with the glory of my own desire,

And thou, the trembling earth awaiting me!
 






  








TO THE EARTH
 

OH! hadst thou kindly arms that could enfold me

While yet I live, sweet Earth, console and hold me

Unto thy bosom, thou, my fruitful Mother.

Oh! hadst thou human lips for soft caresses,

To meet mine own in some pure kiss that blesses,

Whose spell thou knowest, thou dear Earth, none other.
 

For I am weary of the city’s sorrow,

Captive and weary, longing for a morrow

That shall release me from these walls, my prison;

My eyes are sickened with the surging faces,

And fain would gaze across thy sunlit spaces,

Seeking the happy lark but newly risen.
 

My ears are deafened by the great pulse beating

Along the streets, monotonous, repeating

Its throbs of toil, futile yet never ending.

Would I could hear cool water running seaward,

Or sigh of wind at daybreak sweeping leeward,

Through purple pines whose happy boughs are bending.
 

O Earth, dear Mother, as my spirit passes,

Make thou sweet fetters of thy flowers and grasses,

To bind it surely, lest it wander lonely

In some far sphere where never wild bird singeth,

Where never leaf at breath of Summer springeth,

For thou indeed art Heaven, O Earth, thou only!
 






  








DAWN AMONG THE OLIVE GROVES
 

ALONG the hills the olives grow,

And almonds bloom in early Spring,

And many are the streams that flow,

And countless are the birds that sing;

The air is cool with distant snow,

And musical with bells that ring.
 

Beneath my feet the road winds down

In deepening shadow, far away

To where a little peaceful town

Lies sleeping by the quiet bay;

A distant sail, now white, now brown,

Shows phantomlike against the day.
 

While gradually the Eastern skies

Grow flushed and bright, the late stars flee,

And eager clouds appear, and rise

Above the waves expectantly;

Till lo! before my wondering eyes,

The great sun steps from out the sea!
 






  








SILENT PLACES
 

SWEET are the silent places of the earth,

Green heart of woods through which no wind doth pass,

Long sloping meadows sown with silken grass,

Old gardens thick with scents of death, and birth.
 

Pale dome of morning, ere the first bird sings,

Stretching above the silent palisade,

Vague and unearthly, wrought of light and shade,

O’er which the dusk still hangs with starlit wings.
 

The hush of mid-day in the languid south,

Where marble borders rim the limpid pools,

In whose blue depths the ardent noontide cools

Her burning limbs, and bathes her sun-kissed mouth.
 

And above all things, silent and at rest,

I mind me of a little quiet bay,

Set like a sapphire in the golden day,

With never ship to scourge its tranquil breast.
 

Oh! happy waters of that quiet bay,

So near my heart — and yet so far away!
 






  








ONE EVENING NEAR NICE
 

PALE depth of sky, serene and wonderful,

Within whose fold the lamps of early stars

Shine far away and faintly luminous;

Whose pensive tones merge from the afterglow

Into this colour indescribable;

This blending of the sea and earth and clouds,

Soft and yet poignant, passionate yet calm.

I know not what the spirit in me feels,

When it beholds thee through my human eyes:

Nor what strange craving for forgotten things

Has stirred my soul to this disquietude!
 






  








THOUGHTS AT AJACCIO
 

KIND Earth, upon whose mother breast

The fruitful trees in time of spring,

Put forth their endless blossoming

From North to South, from East to West,

Whose sweet deep-furrowed soil is blest

With striving seeds and budding flowers,

And all the potent toil of hours,

From sunrise until even’s rest — 
 

Stretch forth thy leafy arms at dawn,

And touch me, compass me around,

Fill me with scent of upturned ground,

Soft perfume from thy bosom drawn.

The gifts I bring thou wilt not scorn,

Poor though they must be while I live,

For in my hour of death I give

My heart, that one rose may be born!
 

THREE CHILD-
 






  








SONGS
 

I
 

THE THRUSH’S SONG

“OH! bother,” sang the thrush,

“I’m in an awful rush,

For I’ve got to get ready for the Spring.

With feathers from my breast,

I’ll line a cosy nest,

A terribly difficult thing!
 

“Before it is too late,

I’ll have to find a mate,

And she must be dainty and small,

Obedient and sweet,

In jacket brown and neat,

And ready to come when I call.
 

“The robins are all wed

(Or so I’ve heard it said),

And the wind from the South it does blow.

The ice has felt the sun,

And winter must be done,

For a primrose is growing in the snow!”
 

II
 






  








WILLOW WAND
 

WILLOW wand, willow wand,

Change this little slender frond

To a Princess tall and fair,

With a mass of golden hair,

Of golden hair.
 

Willow wand, willow wand,

Change this shallow meadow pond

To a deep and crystal pool,

Where she bathes at even cool,

At even cool.
 

Wand cut from the willow tree,

Build a fairy home for me,

Build a home of light and shade,

Sun and shadow deftly made,

Most deftly made.
 

There where nothing comes to part,

With the ladye of my heart

I will dwell for ever — ever;

We will quarrel never — never,

Oh! never — never!
 

III
 






  








A WINTER SONG
 

“SWIFT away, swift away,”

Sang the fickle swallow,

Oh! the fickle swallow,

Flying to the sun!

“Come, my little brothers,

Bring your feathered mothers,

Come away, come away,

Each and every one.”
 

“Only stay, only stay,”

Sang the lonely poet,

Oh! the lonely poet,

All among the snow!

Robin Redbreast heard, and said,

“I am here though summer’s dead;

Cheer up, cheer up,

I will never go!”
 






  








AUTUMN IN SUSSEX
 

A GLORY is this autumn day,

That stretches far across the land,

To where the sea along the sand

Sings kindly, with a gentle lay

Upon its lips. The gleam and sway

Of burning leaves ignites the air

To strange soft fire; serene and bare

The wide fields lie on either hand.
 

More lovely than the timid Spring

Who tells her beads of humble flowers,

More perfect than the sun-warmed hour

Of summer, gay with birds that sing,

Is this fulfilment earth doth bring

To offer up to God; this deep

Vast prayer before the winter sleep,

This final tribute to His powers!
 






  








SI PARVA LICET COMPONERE
 

MAGNIS

IN the bowl of a shell

Sings the wonderful song of the sea,

All the ebb and the swell,

In the bowl of a shell.
 

In the heart of a pool

Drifts the fathomless smile of the sky,

All the clouds white and cool,

In the heart of a pool.
 

In the beam of a star

Shines the light of a far away world,

Out of space, dim and far,

In the beam of a star.
 

In the cup of a rose

Dwells the languor and passion of June,

Eager life, warm repose,

In the cup of a rose.
 

In the throat of a bird

Lives the message of God to His earth,

Lo! the mystical word

In the throat of a bird!
 






  








TO ITALY
 

O ITALY of chiming bells,

Of pilgrim shrines and holy wells,

Of incense mist and secret prayers,

Profound and sweet as scented airs

Blown from a field of lily flowers!
 

O Italy of pagan vine,

That thrills with sap of sun-born wine,

Drenching the Christian soul with red

Warm liquid of a faith long dead,

Wafting it back to sensuous hours.
 

No mortal woman ever held

Such sweet inconstancies, or welled

With such hot springs of turbid fire;

No being throbbed with such desire,

Thy very air is ecstacy!
 

O pagan goddess, from whose lips

The gentle Christian worship slips,

I fear thee, knowing what thou art

Yet I adore thee; take my heart

I am thy lover, Italy!
 






  








SUNDAY IN LIGURIA
 

THIS is the Sabbath day, the day of rest,

That breathes so gently in this quiet place,

With such insistent peace that for a space

The silver olives on the mountain’s crest

Forget to whisper, folded in the grace

Of lengthening shadows gathered from the noon.

The clouds are golden, yet a placid moon

Slips out among them, calm and pale of face.
 

O soul of mine, breathe in this holy thing

That steeps the hills down to the dreaming sea;

This endless prayer, this silent ecstacy,

That like a great white bird on sunlit wing

Hovers above the world; ’tis given thee

To merge thyself in this harmonious whole,

And be content, seeking no higher goal;

The earth is God’s, to-day eternity!
 






  








GEORGETOWN, U.S.A.
 

IF you would hear the thrushes sing,

Then go to Georgetown in the spring,

And wander slowly at your ease

Along the avenues of trees.
 

The sunshine and the shadows meet

To weave a web across the street,

And in and out its magic strands

Play little children, joining hands.
 

The sky is washed with showers and dew,

Until it looks the palest blue,

And in the gardens down below

You almost see the grasses grow.
 

There’s something very very old

About the place, so we are told,

And yet it’s marvellously gay

And young, when seen on such a day!
 

The silent corners all around

Break up in waves of pleasant sound,

The mansions of Colonial days

Allow the sun to gild their greys.
 

The paving-stones, with earth between,

Are fringed with shoots of emerald green,

And oh! the song the thrushes sing

In Georgetown, when the year’s at spring!
 






  








ON THE POTOMAC RIVER U.S.A.
 

AT close of June’s most burning day,

We took a ship and sailed away:

In mid-Potomac stream sailed we,

To Old Point Comfort by the sea.
 

The heavy hanging air of dusk

Was thick with scent of fainting musk,

And through the tired willow trees

Stirred never sound or breath of breeze.
 

So still it was, that from afar

We seemed to hear a falling star,

And every drop we heard, that dript

From off the paddle as it dipped.
 

The fireflies lit their yellow lamps,

And danced along the marshy damps;

They skimmed and shot, and skimmed again,

While beetles droned a dance-refrain.
 

The old ship pushed the mists apart,

And crawled along with throbbing heart,

Pausing from time to time for breath

Beside some jetty, still as death.
 

The moon rose up all reddish gold,

And lit the swirling misty fold

Of fog along the river bank,

Where grew the creepers dark and rank.
 

Sometimes the lonely “look-out” cried

“All’s well”: the water swished and sighed

An endless and protesting song,

As stealthily we crept along.
 

Until at last the wind blew free,

Where the Potomac met the sea;

And not so very far away

The shores of Old Point Comfort lay.
 






  








THE LOST WORD
 

HIGH above a waveless sea,

On the hills of long ago,

There you lived awhile with me,

And we loved — I know.
 

For your hair I made a crown,

Twined it with these hands of mine,

Sun-warmed leaves and tendrils brown,

From the happy vine.
 

You were like some woodland thing,

Fear and rapture in your eyes,

Tender as a breath of Spring

Blown from April skies.
 

Then I called you, and you heard,

To your lover’s arms you came:

Ah! what was that magic word,

Your forgotten name!
 






  








COMPARISONS
 

A FIELD of scented clover

That honey-bees hang over,

A hazel-wood in Spring,

Where thrush and robin sing.

A stream that seaward flows,

Rejoicing as it goes,

A little tower where dwells

The sound of happy bells.

A morning fresh and blue,

Flower-decked, and wet with dew,

All these my love she minds me of — 

And other sweet things too.
 






  








A FRAGMENT
 

THE clustering grapes of purple vine

Are crushed to make the crimson wine.
 

The poppies in the grasses deep

Are crushed to brew the draught of sleep.
 

The roses, when their glories bloom

Are crushed to yield their soul’s perfume.
 

And hearts, perchance of these the least,

Are crushed for nectar at Love’s feast!
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PRESS NOTICES: “POEMS OF THE PAST AND PRESENT.”
 

“Miss Radclyffe-Hall has an exceptional gift for enshrining a single thought or fancy in a little lyric or a song. The little pieces... most of them catch a real thought, and sometimes — as in “A Reflection” — one which makes the reader pause and meditate. Many of her pieces seem to have been put to music, and they deserve it.” — The Times, October 6th, 1910.

 

“Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall is already known to many readers as the author of some sweet and dainty verses. Her latest book should widen the circle of those acquainted with her work, for it shows her once more as a tender singer of the spells of love, the beauty of Nature. There is in many of her poems a wistfulness that is of beauty rather than of sadness, while her power of expressing her moods and thoughts in simple and melodious rhythms is, perhaps, more markedly shown here than in her earlier work. Here is a haunting little piece from a trio of ‘Stuart Songs’ (quotation). Part of the charm of this lies no doubt in the trick of refrain, but, with her few simply chosen words, the writer has suggested much of tenderness and tragedy. Many of the pieces seem to have been written with a view to musical setting, and express a mood, a sentiment, in tuneful fashion, and with a note of true sincerity. Here is a beautiful picture, ‘ In Liguria” (quotation). — Daily Telegraph, November 16th, 1910.

 

“Poems of the Past and Present, notwithstanding their number, maintain a standard consistently high. Fastidious workmanship, and an instinct towards poetical grace in language and rhythm, are, apart from inspiration, the two essentials for the writing of lyrics; and the volume possesses both in a marked degree, besides an appreciable share of the rarer quality. Though the personal note is seldom absent, and the dominance of love as a theme makes more than ever for monotony nowadays, these potential drawbacks are to a great extent redeemed by the freshness and fancy which go to the painting of, among many others, such a haunting little picture as the following from ‘In Liguria’ (quotation). With her power of delicate visualization, her keen sense of colour and music, and a technique almost flawless, the author should, as her poetical horizon broadens, produce valuable results.” — The Athenæum, December 3rd, 1910.

 

“One meets with many excellent lyrics scattered through the pages. What is characteristic of the best of them, which are to be found among the unrhymed verses, is a certain Southern, almost Oriental atmosphere, like the scent at dawn of those strange blossoms of which she sings. This is the appropriate setting, sometimes of a happy licence of imagination, in a set of verses which will repay perusal by a reader of poetic sympathies.” — The Scotsman, October 13th, 1910.

 

“A poetess with a very charming gift... her little book should have a great vogue as a Christmas gift-book.” — Daily Express, July 7th, 1910.

 

“Miss Radclyffe-Hall is facile, flowing, and often really musical; it is not surprising that so many of her verses have been used by composers. Such a lyric as ‘ A Farewell,’ calls aloud for setting.” — Pall Mall Gazette, December 2nd, 1910.

 

“Many fair and gentle thoughts are gracefully expressed by Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall. Especially charming are the lyrics in the song sequence, ‘Fruit of the Nispero, and the three little ‘Stuart Songs’ of Mary the Queen.” — The Lady, December 29th, 1910.

 

“There are a great many poems in this little volume, all showing evidence of considerable facility and talent.” — Evening Standard, September 22nd, 1910.

“A book of verse that appeared lately, by Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall, will, I know, delight you, for it is written with true poetical feeling, and touches on so many subjects besides that of love, that it is sure to please the taste of many and various readers. Amongst the poems that I recommend to your notice are ‘An Italian Garden,’ ‘A Sonnet to Elizabeth Barrett Browning,’ which breathes a deep and reverential appreciation of our great poetess’s worth, ‘The Voice,’ and several numbers in a series called ‘Fruit of the Nispero.’ It is easy to imagine that many of these tuneful numbers should have been set to music, for there are in them such tender harmonies as must appeal to musical people. —— The Lady, November 17th, 1910.

 

“Her volume is full of pearls; they are to be gathered from every page, and sometimes they are very brilliant. ‘The Hills of By and Bye,’ ‘Before Sunrise,’ ‘A Little Child,’ ‘In Liguria,’ and others are beautiful poems; and ‘The Graveyard at Orotava’ is based on an exquisitely poetic sentiment, the last two verses showing a high quality of imaginative power. Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s style is individual and remarkable for combined force and clarity. Very few living women poets are at all her equal.” — Sussex Daily News, October 26th, 1910.

 

“This is a book of really good verse. All its ‘small songs’ are musical and delicate, but in addition it has the rarer virtue of complete sincerity... There is no striving after effect by phrase or artifice. Every lyric is the simple melodious expression of a poetic thought.” — Evening News, October 19th, 1910.

 

“Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s latest book should widen the circle of those acquainted with her work, for it shows her once more as a tender singer of the spells of love, the beauty of Nature.” — Liverpool Express, November 22nd, 1910.

 

“Many of her pieces are just adapted to musical setting, for they express a mood, a sentiment, a graceful fancy, with a note of real sincerity.” — Christian Endeavour Times, December 22nd, 1910.






  

THE FORGOTTEN ISLAND


 

DEDICATED 
 

TO
 

MRS. GORDON WOODHOUSE.
 

MY DEAR FRIEND,

Please accept these few poems, which I dedicate to you.

I have written them down just as they came to me, and such as they are I now offer them. Perhaps they may find favour with you, perhaps not. In any case they must plead their own cause.

M.






  








THE FORGOTTEN ISLAND
 

I
 

THOU who hast so much forgotten,

Who may stir thy sleeping senses

To the memory of thy lover,

And the island of his dreaming?
 

Yet it was a happy island,

Filled with sound of running water,

And the scent of wind, blown southward

Through the spice-trees in thy garden.
 

I recall the voice of summer

Singing in the little fountains,

And the footfall of the twilight

Treading softly through thy chamber.
 

I recall the hour of waiting,

Till the lamp that thou hadst kindled

Drew thy lover through the portal.

Why forgettest thou such sweetness?
 

II
 

RICH is the fruit of my loving, O mortal,

Sweet to the taste as a drop of gold honey,

Warm on the lips as the kiss of the summer,

Swift in the blood as a wine of rare vintage.
 

I am the goddess whose life is eternal,

Ages may sweep away cities and legions,

Ages may quicken new creeds and destroy them,

I am the ages, the reason for all things.

I, Aphrodite!
 

III
 

O APHRODITE, goddess of the world

Bless thou my little pipes, that I may play

A magic melody, and thus beguile

My love across the fields of asphodel.
 

Unto the nymphs much honey will I give,

And new-drawn milk the shy-faced dryads love,

And Chrysis by me on the trodden grass,

Shall offer up her beauty at thy shrine.
 

IV
 

THY lips are apt at making vows, O mortal,

Thou swearest that thy love shall be eternal,

Watching the while the starry fields of Heaven

With some fond being whom thy heart desireth.
 

So swift thou art to drink the draughts of beauty

The gods have brewed to gratify thy senses;

Yet pause awhile, quaff not the golden nectar,

Save at an altar worthy of their greatness.
 

For every vow an earthly lover breaketh,

From out the dome of night a star is driven

To fall through space, and lose its way for ever;

Thus do the gods rebuke thee for thy folly!
 

V
 

LINGER by the tapering cypress,

When the lilies close at twilight,

O thou little unknown maiden.
 

I would find thee in my garden,

Thou whose form is even slimmer

Than the white bow of the new moon.
 

We will count the young stars rising,

While below us from the city,

Comes the sound of happy singing.
 

And thou too, O unknown maiden,

I will turn thy heart to singing,

I will melt thy soul with music.
 

Thou shalt learn the Song of Ages,

Lifting up thy voice in rapture

To the goddess Aphrodite!
 

VI
 

MY garden has seven gold portals,

Then enter my garden!

Most fragrant the paths with Datura,

And blossom of almonds,

Most strange and beguiling the perfumes

That greet thee at twilight;

Most tender the nightingale’s singing

Among the Carubbas.

I care not by which of my gate ways

Thy swift feet shall bring thee,

By that of the yellow Mimosa

Or that of the Agaves,

By that of the tall Eucalyptus,

Or that of the Arums,

By that which is covered with roses,

Or that of the Iris — 

Or that of the pallid Magnolia

Whose scent is oblivion.

I care not the hour of thy coming,

If sunrise or sunset,

For Time is the slave of the lover,

And I am immortal!

The stars growing tired of their vigil,

Depart with the morning,

The sun growing weary at even,

Sinks into the ocean.

But I, the divine Aphrodite,

I wait through all ages,

And sweet to mine ears is thy footfall,

O child of the city.

My garden has seven gold portals,

Then enter my garden!
 

VII
 

OH! what a wonder is this month of loving,

And with what rapture stirs the springing garden!

Behold! sweet goddess, how the blossoms tremble,

While flowing sap makes music in their branches.
 

Now is the wandering swallow winging homeward,

And turning wayward thoughts to happy mating.

And these mine arms, that winter left forsaken,

See how they clasp the well-belovèd being!
 

VIII
 

I have a hill-home high above the valley,

And there in time of summer comes my loved one.
 

She comes from out the city winged with gladness,

To gather blossoms in my sunset garden.
 

And when the evening falls, we sit together

Beneath the drowsy cedar by the fountain.
 

The twilight listens to the singing water,

Whose language none may understand save lovers!
 

IX
 

Now comes the velvet-sandalled dusk,

From out the valley to the hills,

And far below, the harbour lights

Sway gently in the ebbing tide.

This is the hour when lovers’ hearts

Have ceased their striving for a space,

And rest contented and at peace,

Until the ardent night shall stoop

To re-awaken their desires.
 

X
 

PRAISED be the gods who created the summer,

Bending the boughs with their burden of plenty,

Turning the corn-ears from emerald to golden,

Sowing the pools of our gardens with lilies.
 

Deck ye with blossoms, O young men and maidens,

Ye who have hearts full of passionate pleasure,

Lift up your voices like birds of the forest,

Praising the gods for this hour of fulfilment.
 

Now shall the lovers from all the world over,

Striking their harps make a sound of great music;

Bringing rich gifts to the mighty immortals,

Phoebus-Apollo, and fair Aphrodite!
 

XI
 

THIS is the hour when the god of the forest,

Dropping his pipe made of mystical rushes,

Layeth him down by the river to slumber.
 

This is the hour when the dryads grown weary,

Cease from their dancing, and seek quiet places,

Where in their dreaming no man shall disturb them.
 

Let us go hence, O my tender belovèd,

Into the peace of the blue-shadowed valley,

There to repose till the cool of the evening.
 

XII
 

RIPPLE on ripple, wave upon small wave,

Floweth the in-coming tide of the evening,

Down in the harbour the lanterns are kindled,

Furled are the sails of the sea-going vessels.
 

E’en as the shore is awaiting the ocean,

I am awaiting thy footfall, my lover.

Come thou and furl the white sails of my spirit,

Lo! it is weary, and no more would wander.
 

XIII
 

Now Persephone the gentle,

Stepping lightly through our meadows,

Strews with flowers the springing grasses

Now the ripples on the river,

Laughing low for very gladness,

Fling the sun-god back his glory.
 

From the woods along the hillside,

From the cool of rocky caverns,

Comes the sound of shepherds piping.

Was there ever such a morning!

Such a perfect hour for loving,

In this pleasant vale of Enna!
 

XIV
 

WHAT shall I liken thee unto, O maiden?

Unto a reed by the side of the water,

Supple and green with the sap of the springtime.

Bent with the wind of an infinite longing.

Unto a reed that awaiteth the master,

He who shall pluck it, and tenderly fashion

Out of its slimness a pipe for sweet music!
 

XV
 

DEEP are thine eyes as the pools in a forest,

Soft with the brown and the gold of the autumn.

Red are thy lips as the flush of the sunset,

Spreading across the pale calmness of evening.
 

Slim is thy form as the delicate cypress,

Youth has most tenderly fashioned thy beauty,

How shall I praise one beloved of the goddess

I — who am only the maker of small songs?
 

XVI
 

Lo! the happy river-water

Wanders in among the rushes,

Through the lily-beds and willows,

And the little shallow channels.
 

Wanders in to find the garden,

Where the idle flowers are waiting

For the slumber of the evening,

With the down upon their petals!
 

Would I were the river-water,

Flowing from the distant places,

And my love a golden lily,

With her feet among the ripples!
 

XVII
 

Let US go down belovèd in the sunset,

And sit beside Juturna’s sacred fountain,

Whose water endless as Olympian bounty,

Flows with soft music through its marble channels.
 

There will we whisper of our burning longing,

Yet not so softly but the gods shall hear us,

And send the waters of a sweet fulfilment,

To ease the aching of our ardent spirits.
 

XVIII
 

WHERE art thou, O my lover?

Behold the breath of summer

Has stirred the ilex branches

With all their birds, to music.
 

And countless are the blossoms

From meadowland and valley

The happy day has gathered

To wind among thy tresses.
 

In every falling fountain,

Juturna’s singing water

Leaps upward to the sunlight,

Or falls in broken silver.
 

While through the city highways

Come maidens light of footfall,

They laugh and dance together,

Hand clasped in hand like children.
 

But thou art not among them,

Nor does thy laughter mingle

With this supreme rejoicing,

That fills the earth with gladness.
 

XIX
 

BRING wine to Bacchus and roses to Cypris,

And what shall I bring unto thee, my belovèd?
 

To thee, all the wine and the passion of living!

To thee, all the roses and sweetness of loving!
 

XX
 

I AM the Ocean,

I call thee, tranquil river.

Forsake thy sunlit valley

And merge thyself in me!
 

I am the forest,

I call thee, timid songster.

Forsake thy sheltered garden

And build among my boughs!
 

I am the lover,

I call thee, O thou maiden,

Forsake all else thou lovest

And shelter in mine arms!
 

XXI
 

THE hawk has slain the young of the swallow,

And all day long the desolate mother

Circles above the nest where they are not.
 

The sun has burnt the life from the blossom,

And all day long the lonely wind wanders

Seeking to find the flower that is not.
 

Thine eyes have tom the joy from my being,

And all day long the soul of me hovers

Over the thoughts of the gladness that is not!
 

XXII
 

OH! that thy lips were a goblet of crystal,

Holding the priceless wine of thy spirit,

That I might drink there of my belovèd!
 

Deep would I drink from the marvellous vessel,

Draughts full of rapture and great contentment,

Through the long hours of the throbbing darkness.
 

Why hast thou hidden thy soul from my vision?

Thou hast revealed to me all thy beauty,

Only thy soul has fled from my kisses!
 

XXIII
 

THY beauty burns me as a breath of fire,

When thy hands touch me, all the world is compassed

Within the limits of their slender whiteness.

Where may I hide from this destroying rapture.

From this swift longing that engulfs my being?

The city holds thee in its stress of living,

The forest holds thee in its leafy languors,

The day is thine, by right of summer gladness,

By the great sun that waketh men from slumber.

The night is thine, by all its throbbing ardour,

By all its stars, and by its myriad lovers!

Thy breath is in the wind across the gardens,

Thy voice is in the waves upon the pebbles,

Yea, the whole Earth is part of thee, and in thee,

And all created things reflect thine image!
 

XXIV
 

JUNO’S cuckoo, calling, calling,

Turns the heart to thoughts of loving,

Fills the soul with endless longing!
 

Through the woodland and the pasture

Comes the sound of waking summer,

Till the leaves and grasses tremble.
 

Oh! the magic of that music,

Filled with such incessant sweetness,

How it stirs the eager senses!
 

Come again, thou absent loved one,

I would see the almond blossoms

Falling on thy slender shoulders.
 

XXV
 

Lo! the gods have made much sweetness,

Deftly fashioned frond and blossom,

And above all else in beauty

They have fashioned thee!
 

Thinkest thou, O foolish maiden,

All their skill was spent for nothing?

Nay, I tell thee thou wert fashioned

By the gods for love!
 

XXVI
 

BEHOLD the wonder of that lonely star,

That climbs the heavens with silver-sandalled feet,

Serenely stepping through encircling space,

Bathed in the fire of white virginity.
 

Thus, long ago wert thou a holy fire,

Virgin and fearless in thy loveliness;

Would that the gods had caught thee from the earth,

And set thee burning in Eternity!
 

XXVII
 

THROUGH the garden, through and over,

Fly the swallows, darting, soaring,

Blue-black wings against the morning,

Wings that cleave the light asunder.
 

Who may count their endless numbers,

Such a host of eager creatures!

All the glory of the summer

Lies outspread before their vision.
 

Thus my thoughts, like happy pilgrims,

Fly with swift persistent rapture

Over and around thy beauty,

O thou well-belovèd being!
 

XXVIII
 

Now is the burning day fulfilled,

Her toils are ended, and the night

Steeped in cool darkness wanders through

The silence of the city ways.
 

Now from the shadows stealing forth,

On eager softly-stepping feet,

The lovers hasten to the tryst

That Aphrodite smiles upon.
 

And over all, the drifting moon

Bends sideways, listening through a cloud,

To the delicious limpid sound

Of fountains falling in our courts.
 

XXIX
 

IN the shade of myrtle bushes

Where the hidden water floweth,

There I heard a lone bird calling,

Pouring forth his soul in longing.
 

“All the earth is clothed in greenness,

Fruitful are the hills and valleys,

Where art thou, O my belovèd,

Whither beat thy wayward pinions?”
 

But no answer to his singing

Broke the stillness of the noontide;

Lo! the hidden water paused not,

Lo! the myrtle bushes stirred not!
 

XXX
 

Now has the bountiful Sun-God

Phoebus, the lovely immortal,

Driven his horses of fire

Through the heavens.
 

Now have the maidens arisen,

Filled with the gladness of morning,

Gathering flowers from the meadows

For their tunics.
 

How shall I make me a garland

Worthy of thee, my belovèd?

Lo! I would fashion a raiment

Soft to thy touch.
 

Infinite joy hath my spirit,

Wrapt in the glory of living!

O ye high gods and young maidens,

I love, I love!
 

XXXI
 

SWEET beyond measure the fragrance of pastures

Steeped in the rapture of newly-found morning.

What may I do but delight in thy glory,

Phoebus the Sun-God?
 

Oft at the hour of the drowsy-eyed evening

Cometh a ripple of sensuous music,

Shall I not dance to the tune of thy playing,

Pan of the forest?
 

Endless the beauty and countless the pleasures

Lining the path of the fortunate mortal,

Shall I despise the rare gifts thou hast given,

O Aphrodite!
 

I will rise up with the dawn on the hill-side,

Filling my heart with the splendour of living.

I will go forth in the cool of the twilight,

Singing and dancing.
 

Into my hands will I gather creation,

Yea, as a cup will I fashion my two hands,

Pour forth the bountiful stream of thy nectar,

Ceres, the Mother t
 

XXXII
 

As a lamp of fine crystal, wonderfully wrought,

Is the soul of the woman I love.

Behold the oil and the wick for the burning,

Yet the light of the lamp is absent.
 

How may I kindle the soul of this woman,

With what torch may I touch it to flame?

Since love himself hath no part in her beauty

Nor findeth abode in her spirit?
 

XXXIII
 

ARTEMIS, Artemis, where goest thou?

The gold of the dawn is abreast of the hill,

And the pale moon gathers her robe for flight.
 

In forests the birds are stirring from sleep,

And the swift brook mirrors the beams of the sun,

While the dew still clings to the lips of the flower.
 

Behold the plentiful beauty of earth,

When the warmth of the summer stirreth the sap,

And the slim grass bendeth before the wind.
 

Artemis, Artemis, why fliest thou?

Mine arms would encompass thy timorous limbs,

My kisses rivet a chain for thy feet!
 

XXXIV
 

THOU art the cloud that drifts towards the sunrise,

Thou art the wind of June among the branches,

Thou, the still lake close folded in the mountains,

Thou, the pale lily floating on its border.
 

Thou art the song of birds in hidden places,

Thou art the spray flung high from falling water,

Thou, the pure coolness of the new-born morning,

Thou, the warm splendour of the burning midday.
 

Thou art elusive as the sweetest music

Blown from the reed-pipes of the god at even,

Swift as the passing of the south wind’s whisper,

Shy as the fawn that darts amid the bushes.
 

How may I hold thee to my longing spirit,

Folding thee close that none may take thee from me?

Ah! with what magic shall I bind thy beauty,

With what great deftness make thy soul my captive?
 

XXXV
 

O PAN thou mighty one!

God of the leafy world,

Pipe to her, pipe to her

Till she shall know the spell

Of thine enchantment.
 

Deaf are her ears to thee,

Though all the earth rejoice

Yet she rejoiceth not,

Laying no purple grapes

Upon thine altar.
 

Bind her with ivy strands,

Compass her slender limbs

Holding her prisoner.

Bind her fast, bind her fast

Against my coming!
 

XXXVI
 

Lo! I have loved thy beauty over much,

Pouring my soul as wine into a cup,

That thou shouldst drink thereof and be content.

Thou hast but set thy lips against the rim,

Then cast the goblet from thee all undrained,

How shall I make the broken vessel whole,

How may I gather up the wasted wine?
 

XXXVII
 

REGRET, the all unbidden guest

Pale faced and silent entereth,

To sit at Love’s most sacred feast,

Reproaching those who fain would eat.
 

Between us ever like a ghost

We see him, and his falling tears

Drip one by one upon the board,

And mingle with the cup of wine.
 

XXXVIII
 

FROND of fern and dew-wet grasses,

Shaken leaves on slender branches,

Hidden places violet-mantled

Where the evening walks and ponders;

These things make for much of sweetness

Much contentment.
 

And behold the bird that lighteth

Singing on a spray of blossom,

And behold the soft-eyed wonder

Of the doe that hears thy footfall.

Hearken to the windy flute notes

Of the rushes!
 

O ye poets, O ye lovers,

What a world the gods have made ye!

What good gifts and tender bounty

They have offered for thy pleasure!

Thou canst never sing too gladly

Love too deeply!
 

XXXIX
 

TAKE ship, my heart, while the tide is at fullest,

Take ship, my heart, for the high tide has risen.

Lose not the flow of the purposeful water,

Wait not the hour of the langourous evening.
 

Rather go forth in the splendour of mid-day,

Girding thy loins with the beams of Apollo;

Spread are the sails of thy fate-laden vessel,

Taut as a harp-string the cords of the masthead.
 

Though thou art sorrowful, no beauty faileth,

Naught 8eemeth less to the gods who created;

Scarce may thy ‘plaint reach the bird in his slumber,

Scarce may it stir the white dew on the grasses.
 

Glad is the sea, and the feet of the summer

Tread forth the perfumes from hillside and valley;

Noon is still happy with rustle of forests,

Night is still lovely because of her planets.
 

Foolish men seek to draw good out of sorrow,

Wise men admit him not unto their counsels,

Cowards may cling to the spars of a shipwreck,

They who have courage strike out for the haven.
 

Therefore O heart, drain a cup to the future,

Let it be filled with the wine of adventure!

Fair is the wind that shall prosper thee seaward,

Good is the land that awaiteth thy coming!
 

XL
 

ON and on with heedless footfall,

Plucking blossoms by the wayside

That shall wither in thy hand — 

Seeking that which no man findeth,

Finding that which no man seeketh,

Drinking deep the wine of pleasure,

Bitter to the taste.
 

Hot with love and cold with passion,

Knowing in thy swift fulfilments

All thy longings unfulfilled,

Thou hast bruised the tender meadows,

Thou hast stript the dreaming forests,

Thou hast driven forth the song-birds

From their quiet nests.
 

O thou mortal weary-minded,

Thou who wert alone created

As a pastime for the gods — 
 

When thou treadest thy sad measure

Making songs to ease thy spirit,

With the laughter on Olympus

Mingles falling tears!
 

XLI
 

I HAVE the song of wild birds in my spirit,

I have the happy sound of rushing water,

I have the scent of woods in early summer,

The tender solace of the opening blossoms.
 

I have the glow of sunrise and of sunset,

I have the purple shadows on the valley;

I would not be a God tho’ it were offered — 

Lest I should lose the joys bestowed on mortals
 

XLII
 

WHEN the darkness starry-sandalled

Cometh to our quiet hill town,

When the maidens cease their singing,

And the young men rest from labour,

’Tis the hour that I would seek thee,

O thou loveliest of many!

While contentment in thy beauty

Steeps my soul with joy.
 

I will come when none perceive me,

Softly treading through the shadows,

Stilling unto rest my heart-beats,

Hiding from the night my passion.

Shall I see the pale reflection

Of thy robe beneath the cypress?

Shall I find thee at thy gateway,

Wilt thou light thy lamp for me?
 

XLIII
 

WHEN thy robe, Narcissus-bordered

Falleth from thy gracious shoulders

To the earth, O Ceres.
 

When the rivers re-awakened,

Leap and laugh within their channels,
 

When the Spring’s supreme enchantment

Stirs the world to sound of singing — 
 

Then, I pray thee, let no sadness

Mar the beauty of that music.
 

Give to each that humbly asketh

Somewhat of thy tender bounty.
 

Give to each the power of loving,

Let there be no lonely lover,

No — not even me!
 

XLIV
 

THOUGH I may no longer love thee,

Thou who dost affront the Goddess

With the coldness of thy beauty,

Scorning love!
 

Yet when I behold the evening

Hanging forth her lamps of silver,

Dropping dew upon the iris

By the path.
 

When I hear the trailing mantle

Of the wind amid the beech-wood,

Even as I heard thy footfall

Long ago — 
 

Then the soul in me is quickened

To what sense of endless sorrow,

To remember thee, and know thee

As thou art!
 

XLV
 

HAS the swallow blue wings

Wings that bear him homeward?

Is the sound of bird song

Rising from my garden?
 

Is the sun imprisoned

In the fountain’s water?

Does the air breathe softly

Like a child in slumber?
 

Is the grape vine graceful

With entwining tendrils?

Does the evening linger

Lighting stars for lovers?
 

Sayest thou that all these

Touch the poet’s fancy?

Nay, I cannot feel them

Since I ceased to love!
 

XLVI
 

ONCE in the long ago,

I was Love’s prisoner;

Bound with a thousand chains,

Aching in spirit.
 

Shepherds piped through the fields,

Piped for sheer happiness.

Brooks laughed amid the rocks,

Laughed — and flowed seaward.
 

Summer was on the land,

Laden with fruitfulness,

Green were the ilex trees

Casting cool shadows.
 

Ah! but my heart wa3 dumb,

Stranger to joy or song,

All the sweet things of Earth

Turned it to weeping!
 

XLVII
 

A SHIP is a lovely thing, great with adventure.

I cannot behold the white sails of a vessel

But lo! I am stirred with an eager sweet longing

For that which may wait on the hour of my coming.
 

E’en thou, my belovèd, when thou art beside me,

The spell of thy presence restrains not my spirit;

My spirit goes out with the wind to the masthead — 

Mine eyes turn away to the ship that is passing!
 

XLVIII
 

SOON shall the jasmine-breathing Spring

Come to this valley from the South,

Folding the lily petals back

Against the fountain’s marble rim.
 

Soon shall the gardens stir and sigh

Like maidens dreaming in their sleep,

While from the purple judas trees

The blossoms drift towards the grass.
 

Soon shall the lovers wander forth

Beneath the starlit spell of night,

But thou shalt never know these things — 

Thou hast forgotten how to love!
 

XLIX
 

Now for me the Spring is calling,

With a thousand eager voices,

Till I know not which to answer,

Voice of sun, or air, or water,

Or the leafy soft persistence

Of the trees that stir to windward.
 

I will gather up this sweetness

All the sweetness of creation;

All the fruitfulness of spring-time,

Sun, and air, and leaping water

Will I compass for my pleasure,

In the name of my belovèd!
 

L
 

I KNOW a bend in the hills where in summer

Wild doves are calling from wild cherry-branches;

Softly they call through the haze of the noontide,

Sweet and persistent.
 

White is the grass with anemone petals,

Fearless and happy the fawn stoops and grazes.

Over the moss of its delicate channel

Plays the clear water.
 

There in that region of quiet contentment

There shall the lover forgetful of loving,

Turn to the merciful Earth that begat him

Child unto Mother!
 

LI
 

WHO may abide in the city

When daffodils gleam in the meadows,

Golden as armies in sunlight

With helmets and banners?
 

Who may abide in the city

When larches are youthful and tender,

Green as a hope re-awakened,

And even as happy!
 

Rivers flow flooding to seaward,

Clouds sweep across the wide heavens,

And my soul is one with these things,

My soul is as they are!
 

LII
 

When from the fields of Heaven,

Night of the fragrant breath,

Stoops with soft whispering

Earthward, and loverward.
 

When through the casement wide,

Wings of a gentle breeze,

Rustle the leaves of vine

Into low murmuring.
 

When from the distant hills,

Dawn, shod in lovely gold,

Lingers beside the couch

Where I have slept with thee.
 

Then am I loneliest,

Seeking in vain to find

Aught of response in thee

To the deep call of Earth.
 

Ah! but thy clinging arms,

Lo! they appease me not,

Saddest of mortals I,

One whose soul walks alone.
 

LIII
 

The earth, the sky, and the sea,

All these are mighty lovers.

Canst thou look up and behold

The whiteness of shaken stars

And know not desire?
 

Canst thou go forth in a ship,

Hearing the rush of the tide,

Watching the prow-cleft water

Surging away to shoreward — 

And feel no response?
 

Mountains at earliest dawn

In the flush of awakening,

Are they not warm with delight

At the kiss of the sunrise,

Warm and resplendent?
 

Yea, and the grass of the field

Bent to the soft-fingered wind,
 

Yea, and the timorous flocks,

And the shepherds that tend them — 

Feel these not the spell?
 

All things the kind gods create

Quiver to fire in the Spring,

Quicken to joy out of love

One for the other.
 

Be thou more generous than these

Since thou art fairer than they — 

Give of thy bountiful youth,

Pour forth the prodigal wine

On Love’s high altar!
 






  








APPRECIATIONS
 

The following poems from “Twixt Earth and Stars,” by Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall, have been set to music:
 

BY MR. HUBERT BATH “A SONG.” Chappell and Co.
 

“ITALIAN SPRING.” Boosey and Co.
 

“ON THE LAGOON.” Boosey and Co.
 

“A SEA CYCLE.” (No. XV.) Chappell and Co.
 

BY MR. CUTHBERT WYNNE “LET NOT THE MORNING BREAK,” ETC. The John Church Co., Ltd.
 

BY Mr. EASTHROPE MARTIN “SHALL I COMPLAIN?” Metzler and Co.
 

BY Mr. ROBERT CONINGSBY CLARKE “GENTLE DAME PRISCILLA.” Chappell and Co.
 

The following poems from “A Sheaf of Verses” are set to music:
 

BY MR. ROBERT CONINGSBY CLARKE “ IN Couples.” Chappell and Co.
 

“TO MY LITTLE COUSIN.” Chappell and Co.
 

“TO A BABY.” Chappell and Co.
 

“BUTTERFLY.” Chappell and Co.
 

“OUR LITTLE LOVE IS NEWLY BORN.” Chappell and Co.
 

“HANDS AND LIPS.” Chappell and Co.
 

The following poems from “POEMS OF THE PAST AND PRESENT,” by MARGUERITE RADCLYFFE-HALL, have been set to music:
 

BY THE LATE MR. COLERIDGE TAYLOR.
 

“THE BIRTH OF THE RAINBOW.” Boosey and Co.
 

“ON THE HILL-SIDE.” Boosey and Co.
 

FRUIT OF THE NISPERO, NOS. III., XI., XXIV., Boosey and Co.
 

BY MADAME LIZA LEHMANN.
 

“THE SILVER ROSE” (From Three Songs of Nowhere Town). The John Church Co., Ltd.
 

BY MR. ROBERT CONINGSBY CLARKE “THE GARDEN.” Chappell and Co.
 

“TO A LILY.” Chappell and Co.
 

“A FAREWELL.” Chappell and Co.
 

“‘GOOD MORNING,’ SAID THE THRUSH.” Chappell and Co.
 

“THE HILLS OF BY AND BYE.” Chappell and Co.
 

“THE RHYME OF THE SHEPHERD.” Chappell and Co. “The White Bird.” Chappell and Co.
 

“FRUIT OF NISPERO,” Nos. I., VIII., XIV., XX., XXIII. Chappell and Co.
 

BY MRS. GEORGE BATTEN “A SONG OF YOUTH.”
 

“TO A CHILD.”
 

“FRUIT OF NISPERO,” NO. XVI.
 

 
 

The following poems from “SONGS OF THREE COUNTIES’ AND OTHER POEMS,” have been set to music BY MR. ROBERT CONINGSBY CLARKE
 

“WALKING OUT.” Chappell and Co.
 

“EASTNOR CHURCHYARD.” Chappell and Co.
 

“THE MEETING PLACE.” Chappell and Co.
 

“BY THE AVON.” Chappell and Co.
 

“IN THE CITY.” Chappell and Co.
 

“THE LEDBURY TRAIN.” Chappell and Co.
 

“CASEND HILL.” Chappell and Co.
 

“THE BLIND PLOUGHMAN.” Chappell and Co.
 

BY MRS. WOODFORDE-FINDEN “WILLOW WAND.” Boosey and Co.
 

BY MADAME LIZA LEHMANN “DUSK IN THE LANE.” Chappell and Co.
 

“JEALOUSY.” Chappell and Co.
 

“I BE THINKIN’.” Chappell and Co.
 

“TRAMPING.” Chappell and Co.
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PRESS NOTICES: “Songs of Three Counties.”
 

“The brief lyrics and songs, simple, lucid, and tender, of Miss Radclyffe-Hall are always welcome. Perhaps the English country and the English rustic move her most deeply, but she sings too on Italy and on America or wherever the earth and its beauties stir her emotions.” — The Times, February 27th, 1913.

 

“The songs of Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall sing themselves, and it is not surprising that they are such universal favourites with musical composers. They possess the cardinal virtues of words for music; they are deliciously simple, melodious, and direct, and most of them are marked by that faint spirit of melancholy which seems inseparable from the modem ballad. The present volume, which deals largely with rustic life among the Malvern Hills, is distinguished by a brief preface from the pen of Mr. R. B. Cunninghame-Graham, who commends the poet’s natural touch and true love of Nature. In particular, he calls attention to the striking lyric called “The Blind Ploughman,” in which an original idea is expressed in tender and haunting phrases: this little poem makes a piquant appeal to sympathy, and the country songs of love and remembrance are no less eloquent. They abound in a tender twilight atmosphere, and in the fresh clean romance of the countryside. Sometimes the note is more pathetic, but always, as is proper in ballad poetry the pathos is that of sorrow remembered in tranquillity, and not of the quick anguish of the moment. It will be seen that Miss Radclyffe-Hall has the true lyric touch, and, what is more, her simple emotion speaks straight from heart to heart. She is one of the few writers for music who are as acceptable in the study as they are upon the concert platform.” — The Daily Telegraph, March 14th, 1913.

 

“Miss Radclyffe-Hall has the real lyrical gift, and an inspiration which lifts her at times above the rank- and-file of modern versifiers. Many of these little pieces have already been wedded to music, but they bear the divorce from their musical setting better than most. Love is dominant in the book, but not to the exclusion of themes less hackneyed, such as that of ‘The Blind Ploughman.’” — The Athenæum, February 15th, 1913.

 

“The ‘Three Counties’ of which Miss Radclyffe- Hall sings are Worcester, Hereford, and Gloucester, but in subsequent pages she wanders as far afield as Italy and the United States. The characteristic qualities of these songs are a gift of natural music, a delicate feeling for nature, and a pretty tinge of sentiment. Miss Hall is content with old and simple themes, which she handles with much grace.” — The Academy, June 21st, 1913.

 

“We have passed a pleasant hour with these simple love-lays and Nature lyrics, and are not surprised to find that many of Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s songs have been set to music. Their choice wording, their simplicity of outline and sentiment, suits this treatment.” — Literary World, April, 1913.

 

“In these days it is very refreshing to turn to a volume such as this, which affords throughout simple unalloyed pleasure. Miss Radclyffe-Hall is not ambitious — she is content to write of love and the country in a way that is easy to understand. Her thought is always true, and in places goes deep. This is the fourth volume that she has published. Many of her verses have been set to music; this is fitting and natural, for the musician should bring out more fully their essential poetic quality. There is not much to be said about such a volume, beyond recommending it heartily to every lover of verse. In conclusion, we venture to recommend the author to publish in an attractive small book the best from her four volumes, which should find a niche in any booklover’s library.” — Poetry Review, May, 1913.

 

“‘And when the pie was opened the birds began to sing.’ But what are you to do if they don’t, if when the critical moment is reached all that comes to your ears is the feeble twittering of fatuous nestlings or the harsh cawing of rooks? I suppose you should be brave and take another helping, which is exactly what I did from the dish before me. And I was rewarded by the discovery of a delightful singer, Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall. When I use the word ‘discovery’ I desire to impute blame to myself. For Miss Radclyffe-Hall, whose ‘Songs of Three Counties’ is charming in its unaffected grace, has published several other volumes of verse which I deplore not having seen. Miss Hall’s simple and sometimes exquisite strain of melody contrasts very pleasantly with the ambitious ‘Agate Lamp.’” — Truth, February 26th, 1913.

 

“Lovers of true pastoral poetry, full of idyllic fancy, may be recommended to secure ‘Songs of Three Counties,’ written by Marguerite Radclyffe- Hall. Many of the poems are instinct with beauty and emotion, and all are artistically penned. The book has an illuminative introduction by Mr. R. B. Cunninghame-Graham.” — Referee, December 28th, 1913.

 

“Although books are not my province, I have from time to time written to you about Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall’s volumes of verse, so I — cannot resist telling you that she has just brought out a new one, called ‘Songs of Three Counties,’ which has an interesting introduction from the pen of Mr. Cunninghame-Graham, and is full of delightful poems, some of which have already been set to music by Mr. Robert Coningsby Clarke and Mrs. Woodforde-Finden. The first part of the present volume is given up to verse that deals with the country and its sights and sounds and pursuits, some of which is full of the atmosphere of the countryside, its soft bright air, its running streams, its singing birds, and the scent of the fresh-turned earth. The opening poem is called ‘Walking Out,’ and tells its simple tale of a country courtship when ‘the cherry-tree was all a-bloom’ with charming naiveté. Another, called ‘The Hills,’ has in it a touch of that wistful sadness that most people feel who love the heights and have long lived near and amongst them, and a little further on the poem ‘Bredon’ is also written about one of the Malvern Hills called by that name. Then there is about the poem, ‘Our Dead,’ a certain rugged truthfulness for which we are somewhat unprepared, for we are so prone to deceive ourselves, and its very honesty arrests one and sets one thinking. Amongst the miscellaneous poems (which I like best) there is a charming one called, ‘The Road to Colla,’ about a Judas-tree seen against an azure sea, and another ‘Dawn amongst the Olive Groves,’ so true to Nature that one feels the force of the delicate moment when ‘The great sun steps from out the sea’ in an atmosphere of spring and the almond-trees are in bloom. Then there is a wealth of imagery in the poem ‘Si parva licet componere magnis,’ and I would like to go on quoting others of equal merit, but want of space prevents me. But when you get the little book you will, I am sure, thank me for having told you of it, for Miss Radclyffe-Hall possesses to a great degree the real poetic gift, she feels what she writes and sees what she describes, besides which she has a true sense of versification and a musical mind for the cadence of her lines, so inspiring to musicians that they make them into songs. The deft workmanship of some of her poems is like the chiselled setting of a precious stone, so ably is her thought clad in words.” — The Lady, March 13th, 1913.

 

“Mr. Cunninghame-Graham recommended Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s new verses by saying that she ‘is one of those whose meaning he who runs may read,’ one ‘not striving to be modem or filled with strange conceits; but with a love and trust of the brown earth, from which all poets take their birth, and with which they all return.’ This is an adequate and a kindly criticism of a charming book. Twenty-four — that is to say half — of the short pieces are connected, as the lyrics are in ‘A Shropshire Lad,’ and that the scene is the same is not their only other resemblance to Mr. Housman’s work. The rest are poems directly expressing a cheerful and solemn love of earth, with a convincing and engaging simplicity as in the stanzas ‘ To the Earth.’ If, she says in another poem, she prayed it would be for gratitude so deep as to make her words as organ notes, and she would kneel before the God — 

‘Whose matchless genius made the earth; The Poet-God....’

The total effect of her book gives a value to such a line as ‘Sweet are the silent places of the earth,’ which no one can understand until he has read it, and understood Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s feeling and admired her observation.” — The Daily Chronicle, June 25th, 1913.

 

“Miss Radclyffe-Hall has already shown that she possesses the lyric gift. In this new volume she sustains her reputation. It is a joy to praise work so excellent in manner and in matter. Mr. Cunninghame-Graham, who writes a brief introduction, does not go too far when he claims for some of the verses an exquisite clarity and the true inward vision. We like best the songs of Rustic Courting, with their quaint and simple sincerity. But even in the more ambitious pieces there is an individual merit. The close of ‘ Dawn’ strikes a note of true and exalted passion. Had this only been written in the strict Petrachan mode it might have been one of the memorable sonnets of English poetry. As it is, it makes no claims to sonnet form, wherein, we think, there is considerable loss. But Miss Radclyffe-Hall understands the subtleties of English rhythms. She is one of the few minor singers of to-day whose technique is unblemished.” — The Daily Mail, February 21st, 1913.

 

“There is more than clarity in these poems: there is simplicity, there is sincerity, and there is imaginative emotion. ‘Our Dead’ is a lovely little song that is scarcely more than a sigh. The pity of it is just the pity of life with no pressed pathos or squeezed poignancy.” — The Star, February 8th, 1913.

 

“Two distinct parts are brought together in Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s pleasant book of poems, as indeed its title indicates. The ‘ Songs of Three Counties’ reflect with a charming simplicity and grace of expression the feelings of country folk in the sweet rural places about the Malvern Hills, and have a pretty touch of Midland English dialect. The ‘other poems’ go much further afield, as far, indeed, as Eastern olive-groves, and Corsica, and the Riviera, and U.S.A., and some other places only to be identified in the gazetteers of the no-man’s land of fancy. But wherever they hail from, the songs are always sweet, and simple, like a natural voice warbling for joy in the beauty of open air life or in some ecstasy of inward feeling.” — The Scotsman, February 20th, 1913.

 

“Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall’s new volume of lyrics, ‘Songs of Three Counties,’ shows her possessed of one of the rarest and one of the most delightful of poetic gifts, the gift of magical simplicity. She opens with twenty-four songs of rustic courting, and we realise at once that Gloucester, Monmouth, and Worcester are the three counties she celebrates, with Malvern Hills and Wye Valley, as it were, for hero and heroine to the play. It is difficult to define the quality of these ditties and where their charm lies.

The touches of Midland dialect here and there never coax us to suppose that the courting is more than imaginary; indeed the province of rustics whom our poetess impersonates is perhaps simply to enable her to be more perfectly herself — her poetic self, of course, we mean.

‘O Casend Hill, I be so Heavy-hearted; So lonesome-like since from my love I parted.’ is a characteristic opening, for Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s rhymes are generally inevitable and her rhythms unconscious. These dramatic lyrics occupy the first half of her volume; her touch in the second half is not quite so well sustained. Yet it is without surprise that we here and there come upon stanzas like this — 

‘The hush of mid-day in the languid South, Where marble borders rim the limpid pools, In whose blue depths the ardent noon-tide cools Her burning limbs and bathes her sun-kissed mouth.’

Or this — 

‘The old ship pushed the mists apart And crawled along with throbbing heart, Pausing from time to time for breath Beside some jetty, still as death.’

There is a dedicated, contemplative beauty about these descriptions. A religious sentiment is, indeed, felt all through these verses, and, being no more allowed to obtrude itself than any other, makes them peculiarly moving.” — Manchester Guardian, March 13th, 1913.

 

“Some composers of music have found certain of Miss Hall’s verses delightfully singable, so that the drawing-room is doubtless duly thankful to her and them. Her poems are fresh in sentiment, simple and tender in expression, and quite free from hot-house luxuriances. The three counties she knows and loves the best are Worcester, Hereford, and Gloucester, and the attractions therein she is most in sympathy with are the peasants and the friendly scenery. She has been outside her own country, to Italy, and to the United States, and sings of things there seen and felt, but never with such tenderness as when ‘The long green lanes of England,’ or its rural lovers, are her theme.” — Yorkshire Post, October 8th, 1913.

 

“This is not Miss Radclyffe-Hall’s first poetic venture. Each of the pieces in the new volume is very short, and in most cases they reflect a mood, an emotion or an impression. The writer possesses imagination, sympathy, and insight into human nature. She uses the sights and sounds of nature as a background to humanity. She sees clearly and writes with graphic simplicity and directness. There are poems showing the fine feeling and appreciation of the beauties of nature, but there are others showing a quick sympathy with the still sad music of humanity, and the throb of life in the great city. Mr. Cunninghame-Graham writes a brief introduction to the little book.” — Edinburgh City News, February 20th,
1913.”

 

“Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall is already known and admired for her sweet verse, and her new book, ‘Songs of Three Counties,’ will enhance her reputation. The three counties lie on the Welsh border, and such names as Malvern, Ledbury, and Bosbury are very familiar. But the human heart is the same everywhere, and, therefore, even if these efforts had not a certain local connection, they would still demand recognition, for Miss Radclyffe-Hall has very distinctly the poetic gift — the rare gift of being able to touch the heart by the use of a very few words. Some of the pieces in this book are veritable gems and will linger in the memory of all who read them. As a gift- book we strongly commend ‘Songs of Three Counties * where the recipient has the taste for real poetry.” — The Western Mail, February 22nd, 1913.

 

“Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall is a singer of exquisite songs attuned to the nightingale’s note, and some echoes of her simple lay will reach the farthest future. Here is a bright tranquil spirit and an earnest reverent soul where visions come. They flow into song as naturally as does the brook to the ocean, and quite as tunefully; for the trilling sweetness of her verses is a melody which needs no added music. Bright, trustful fancies are these — so near to the great spirit of things that they wing the imagination to the skies; so sweet in their limpid simplicity that some note of their melody lingers in the heart for ever. In every one of those tiny gems of poesy comprised in her latest volume—’ Songs of Three Counties’ — she has a message to tell, a hope to share, and both her inspiration and the perfect art of her expression reach their zenith in an impression of ‘Sunday in Liguria’:

‘O soul of mine, breathe in this holy thing That steeps the hills down to the dreaming sea; This endless prayer, this silent ecstasy, That like a great white bird on sunlit wing Hovers above the world; ’tis given thee To merge thyself in this harmonious whole, And be content, seeking no higher goal; The earth is God’s, to-day eternity!

Beauty never seemed so artless, or art more beautiful; it is such pearls as these that make Miss Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall’s poetry almost as loveable as that of Wordsworth.” — The Sussex Daily News, March 22nd, 1913.






  

The Poems


 

High Street, Rye, East Sussex — Hall and Una Troubridge lived in the picturesque old town of Rye during the 1930’s.






  









 

Una Troubridge and Radclyffe Hall, c. 1932






  

LIST OF POEMS IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER


 

IN A GARDEN

IF YOU WERE A ROSE AND I WERE THE SUN

DRIFTING

TO —

LOVE TRIUMPHANT

MY ROSE

IF ONLY

CONFESSION

SUNLIGHT ON DISTANT HILLS

MY LOVE

A MEMORY

TO —

ON THE MOUNTAIN

TO —

THE PRAYER

IF

A LAMENT

TO —

THOUGHTS

SHIPS

THE DREAM-CHILD

THE DAY

FROM MY SOUL

WE

TO SINGERS

THE MAY TREE

PURGATORY

TO —

A SPRING POSY

AWAKENING

SHE IS DEAD

TO —

THE WHOLE OF IT

A SONG

IF LIKE THE BIRD

A FRAGMENT

AN EVEN PSALM

A BUTTERFLY

DISAPPOINTMENT

TO THE SEA

AFTER ALL?

YOU

REMEMBER

AN ECHO

FLOWER LOVE

THE FOND LOVER

ROSES FALL

A FRAGMENT

DISSATISFACTION

ONE EVENING

TO —

MY SOUL, THE DEATHLESS

WHAT AM I?

WHAT A PITY!

SONG

TIREDNESS

ON THE LAGOON

A MORNING ON COMO

IN ROME

TO —

HOPES

A MEMORY

THE RIVER

TO —

SHALL I COMPLAIN?

TO —

MISTRESS SPRING

WHAT’S WRONG?

GENTLE DAME PRISCILLA

TO THE NIGHTINGALE

A MORNING THOUGHT

TO-DAY

LOVE’S COMMAND

CHANCE MEETING

ITALIAN SPRING

TO —

THE DIRGE OF A LONELY GARDEN

RESIGNATION

ACCUSATION

A SEA CYCLE

KINSHIP

THE MOON’S MESSAGE

ON A BATTLE FIELD

TO —

THE ALL-MOTHER’S AWAKENING

A SUMMER THOUGHT

MOTH TO THE FLAME

A TWILIGHT FANCY

THE TWO ANGELS

IN THE HARDT WALD

THE QUEST OF THE WHITE HEATHER

ONE NIGHT

A WELCOME

WHITE BUTTERFLIES

THOUGHTS

THE CLOUD AND THE MOUNTAIN

AN AUGUST NIGHT

SPRING HOPES

MY CHOICE

IN COUPLES

HOUSE HUNTING

RE-INCARNATION

ODE TO SAPPHO

INCOMPATIBLE

CONFIDENCE

FOUND WANTING

IN DARKNESS

BROTHER FILIPPO

AN AUTUMN RIDE

BEFORE DAWN

MY CASTLE

MALVERN

TO MY LITTLE COUSIN

TREPIDATION

AT MEISSEN

WINTER ON THE ZUYDER ZEE

ARDOUR

A COMPLAINT

THE LAYING OF GHOSTS

TO A BABY

O LADY MINE

BUTTERFLY

TO —

A WINDY JUNE

HOLLYHOCKS

THE TRUTH

A MOUNTAIN PATH

A PEARL NECKLACE

TO ROSES

ON THE SEA-SHORE

MY VALLEY

TO —

FINIS

OLD VERSES

ON THE ROAD TO TENNALEY TOWN

A LITTLE DIRGE

THE POET

A NIGHT IN ITALY

HANDS AND LIPS

WE TWO

TO —

NORTH AND SOUTH

ON THE HILL TOP

THE MOON

SPECULATION

THE MEETING

TO SOME ONE!

OUT AT SEA

FAITH

THE SCAR

COMPARISON

AN INTERLUDE

A DEDICATION

A PHANTASY

COMPARISON

A REFLECTION

THE GARDEN

BE OF GOOD CHEER

A VISION OF THE SOUTH ALABAMA

AT DAYBREAK

TO A LILY

THE BIRTH OF THE RAINBOW

THE LAST GIFT

THE LITTLE VINE

A MEMORY OF THE SEA

THE SMILE

AN ITALIAN GARDEN

SADNESS

ODE TO SWINBURNE

TO A CHILD

SPRING AND THE PILGRIM

THE OLD GODS

A PLEA

TO MY COLLIE

MY LOST SOUL

TO A SONG

A FAREWELL

A VANISHED EDEN

QUESTIONS WITHOUT ANSWERS

ONCE IN A GARDEN PLACE

THE NISPERO TREE

THE DEFENCE

THE KISS AT DAWN

TO OBLITERATE

ON ENTERING INTO A CLOSER FRIENDSHIP

BY THE SEA

TO ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

THE SONG OF THE BROWN FAWN

TO —

THE VOICE

DYING JASMINE

ONCE

NON OMNES MORIAR

TO THE BELOVED LIPS

A ROSARY OF LOVE

TO —

A SPRING DAY IN ENGLAND

GOOD MORNING, SAID THE THRUSH

THE COMMAND

ON THE HILL-SIDE

THE WORSHIPPER

TO —

BEFORE SUNRISE

THE HILLS OF BY-AND-BYE

GIFTS

FROM THE GUARDIA

IN LIGURIA

AT CAP MARTIN

THE RHYME OF THE SHEPHERD

A LITTLE CHILD

BY THE LAKE

STUART SONGS

THE GRAVEYARD AT OROTAVA

SOUNDS

THREE SONGS OF NOWHERE TOWN

THE SILVER ROSE

THE SLEEPY TRAIN

THE WHITE BIRD

SWALLOW SONG

TO AN UNBORN CHILD

AT LAGUNA

THE SANTANOCHE

WYGANDIA FLOWERS

THE INCOMING TIDE AT LAIGUELIA

A SIMILE

A SONG OF YOUTH

FRUIT OF THE NISPERO

THOU ART RISEN, MY BELOVÈD

POSTSCRIPT

RUSTIC COURTING

THE SHADOW OF RAGGEDSTONE

THE LONG GREEN LANES OF ENGLAND

THE HILLS

EASTNOR CHURCHYARD

THE MALVERN HILLS

THE FIRST CUCKOO

DUSK IN THE LANE

THE MEETING-PLACE

BY THE AVON

JEALOUSY

IN THE CITY

I BE THINKIN’

SUNDAY EVENING

THE LEDBURY TRAIN

JILTED

CASEND HILL

THE LEDBURY ROAD

THE CALL TO LONDON

BREDON

OUR DEAD

PRIMROSE FLOWERS

TRAMPING

THE BLIND PLOUGHMAN

MISCELLANEOUS POEMS

WHEN THE WIND COMES UP

PEACE

LIME-

TREES

A LITTLE SONG

THE SONG OF THE WATCHER

BY THE RIVER

THE ROAD TO COLLA

PRAYER

DAWN

TO THE EARTH

DAWN AMONG THE OLIVE GROVES

SILENT PLACES

ONE EVENING NEAR NICE

THOUGHTS AT AJACCIO

THREE CHILD-

SONGS

WILLOW WAND

A WINTER SONG

AUTUMN IN SUSSEX

SI PARVA LICET COMPONERE

TO ITALY

SUNDAY IN LIGURIA

GEORGETOWN, U.S.A.

ON THE POTOMAC RIVER U.S.A.

THE LOST WORD

COMPARISONS

A FRAGMENT

THE FORGOTTEN ISLAND

 






  

LIST OF POEMS IN ALPHABETICAL ORDER


 

A-D
 E-H
 I-L
 M-O
 P-S
 T-V
 W-Z
 

A BUTTERFLY

A COMPLAINT

A DEDICATION

A FAREWELL

A FRAGMENT

A FRAGMENT

A FRAGMENT

A LAMENT

A LITTLE CHILD

A LITTLE DIRGE

A LITTLE SONG

A MEMORY

A MEMORY

A MEMORY OF THE SEA

A MORNING ON COMO

A MORNING THOUGHT

A MOUNTAIN PATH

A NIGHT IN ITALY

A PEARL NECKLACE

A PHANTASY

A PLEA

A REFLECTION

A ROSARY OF LOVE

A SEA CYCLE

A SIMILE

A SONG

A SONG OF YOUTH

A SPRING DAY IN ENGLAND

A SPRING POSY

A SUMMER THOUGHT

A TWILIGHT FANCY

A VANISHED EDEN

A VISION OF THE SOUTH ALABAMA

A WELCOME

A WINDY JUNE

A WINTER SONG

ACCUSATION

AFTER ALL?

AN AUGUST NIGHT

AN AUTUMN RIDE

AN ECHO

AN EVEN PSALM

AN INTERLUDE

AN ITALIAN GARDEN

ARDOUR

AT CAP MARTIN

AT DAYBREAK

AT LAGUNA

AT MEISSEN

AUTUMN IN SUSSEX

AWAKENING

BE OF GOOD CHEER

BEFORE DAWN

BEFORE SUNRISE

BREDON

BROTHER FILIPPO

BUTTERFLY

BY THE AVON

BY THE LAKE

BY THE RIVER

BY THE SEA

CASEND HILL

CHANCE MEETING

COMPARISON

COMPARISON

COMPARISONS

CONFESSION

CONFIDENCE

DAWN

DAWN AMONG THE OLIVE GROVES

DISAPPOINTMENT

DISSATISFACTION

DRIFTING

DUSK IN THE LANE

DYING JASMINE

EASTNOR CHURCHYARD

FAITH

FINIS

FLOWER LOVE

FOUND WANTING

FROM MY SOUL

FROM THE GUARDIA

FRUIT OF THE NISPERO

GENTLE DAME PRISCILLA

GEORGETOWN, U.S.A.

GIFTS

GOOD MORNING, SAID THE THRUSH

HANDS AND LIPS

HOLLYHOCKS

HOPES

HOUSE HUNTING

I BE THINKIN’

IF

IF LIKE THE BIRD

IF ONLY

IF YOU WERE A ROSE AND I WERE THE SUN

IN A GARDEN

IN COUPLES

IN DARKNESS

IN LIGURIA

IN ROME

IN THE CITY

IN THE HARDT WALD

INCOMPATIBLE

ITALIAN SPRING

JEALOUSY

JILTED

KINSHIP

LIME-

LOVE TRIUMPHANT

LOVE’S COMMAND

MALVERN

MISCELLANEOUS POEMS

MISTRESS SPRING

MOTH TO THE FLAME

MY CASTLE

MY CHOICE

MY LOST SOUL

MY LOVE

MY ROSE

MY SOUL, THE DEATHLESS

MY VALLEY

NON OMNES MORIAR

NORTH AND SOUTH

O LADY MINE

ODE TO SAPPHO

ODE TO SWINBURNE

OLD VERSES

ON A BATTLE FIELD

ON ENTERING INTO A CLOSER FRIENDSHIP

ON THE HILL TOP

ON THE HILL-SIDE

ON THE LAGOON

ON THE MOUNTAIN

ON THE POTOMAC RIVER U.S.A.

ON THE ROAD TO TENNALEY TOWN

ON THE SEA-SHORE

ONCE

ONCE IN A GARDEN PLACE

ONE EVENING

ONE EVENING NEAR NICE

ONE NIGHT

OUR DEAD

OUT AT SEA

PEACE

POSTSCRIPT

PRAYER

PRIMROSE FLOWERS

PURGATORY

QUESTIONS WITHOUT ANSWERS

RE-INCARNATION

REMEMBER

RESIGNATION

ROSES FALL

RUSTIC COURTING

SADNESS

SHALL I COMPLAIN?

SHE IS DEAD

SHIPS

SI PARVA LICET COMPONERE

SILENT PLACES

SONG

SONGS

SOUNDS

SPECULATION

SPRING AND THE PILGRIM

SPRING HOPES

STUART SONGS

SUNDAY EVENING

SUNDAY IN LIGURIA

SUNLIGHT ON DISTANT HILLS

SWALLOW SONG

THE ALL-MOTHER’S AWAKENING

THE BIRTH OF THE RAINBOW

THE BLIND PLOUGHMAN

THE CALL TO LONDON

THE CLOUD AND THE MOUNTAIN

THE COMMAND

THE DAY

THE DEFENCE

THE DIRGE OF A LONELY GARDEN

THE DREAM-CHILD

THE FIRST CUCKOO

THE FOND LOVER

THE FORGOTTEN ISLAND

THE GARDEN

THE GRAVEYARD AT OROTAVA

THE HILLS

THE HILLS OF BY-AND-BYE

THE INCOMING TIDE AT LAIGUELIA

THE KISS AT DAWN

THE LAST GIFT

THE LAYING OF GHOSTS

THE LEDBURY ROAD

THE LEDBURY TRAIN

THE LITTLE VINE

THE LONG GREEN LANES OF ENGLAND

THE LOST WORD

THE MALVERN HILLS

THE MAY TREE

THE MEETING

THE MEETING-PLACE

THE MOON

THE MOON’S MESSAGE

THE NISPERO TREE

THE OLD GODS

THE POET

THE PRAYER

THE QUEST OF THE WHITE HEATHER

THE RHYME OF THE SHEPHERD

THE RIVER

THE ROAD TO COLLA

THE SANTANOCHE

THE SCAR

THE SHADOW OF RAGGEDSTONE

THE SILVER ROSE

THE SLEEPY TRAIN

THE SMILE

THE SONG OF THE BROWN FAWN

THE SONG OF THE WATCHER

THE TRUTH

THE TWO ANGELS

THE VOICE

THE WHITE BIRD

THE WHOLE OF IT

THE WORSHIPPER

THOU ART RISEN, MY BELOVÈD

THOUGHTS

THOUGHTS

THOUGHTS AT AJACCIO

THREE CHILD-

THREE SONGS OF NOWHERE TOWN

TIREDNESS

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO —

TO A BABY

TO A CHILD

TO A LILY

TO A SONG

TO AN UNBORN CHILD

TO ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

TO ITALY

TO MY COLLIE

TO MY LITTLE COUSIN

TO OBLITERATE

TO ROSES

TO SINGERS

TO SOME ONE!

TO THE BELOVED LIPS

TO THE EARTH

TO THE NIGHTINGALE

TO THE SEA

TO-DAY

TRAMPING

TREES

TREPIDATION

WE

WE TWO

WHAT A PITY!

WHAT AM I?

WHAT’S WRONG?

WHEN THE WIND COMES UP

WHITE BUTTERFLIES

WILLOW WAND

WINTER ON THE ZUYDER ZEE

WYGANDIA FLOWERS

YOU

 






  

The Biography


 

Hall, c. 1920






  

A SHORT BIOGRAPHY OF RADCLYFFE HALL by Gill Rossini


 

Early Life
 

Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall — later known as Radclyffe Hall and to her closest associates, plain John — was born on August 12th, 1880, at Westcliffe, Bournemouth, on the South Coast of England. The second daughter of affluent parents, Marie Jane and Radclyffe Radclyffe-Hall, she came into the world when their marriage was about to completely disintegrate, and indeed, shortly after little Marguerite’s birth, her father (whose nickname, “Rat”, matched his philandering reputation very well) left the family home and was never to return. Marguerite’s older sister died when the new baby was only a few weeks old, which left Marguerite as an only child. 

It was to prove a problematic and lonely childhood. Marguerite had a very stressful and turbulent relationship with her erratic mother, who showed a marked and sometimes violent dislike of her, and there was no support of any kind from the Hall family who disliked Rat’s estranged wife intensely. Luckily for Marguerite, her mother was also often disinterested in her; she had visits from an adored grandmother to look forward to and every material need catered for, but her education was lamentably poor and unsuccessful and her social skills underdeveloped. Had she attended a school in the twenty-first century, it would have been noted that she was dyslexic. Most of her early years were spent in solitary games with an imaginary friend and making up childlike rhymes. At the age of nine, Marguerite’s mother remarried, but the flamboyant stepfather attempted to molest Marguerite a year later. 

Growing Up
 

As Marguerite grew up, she began to feel an attraction towards girls and women. She proceeded to act upon those feelings with a series of crushes and flirtations which culminated in her first serious affair with a girl when in her teens. She made the mistake of confiding in her mother - this, and her attempts to keep her clothes as plain, tailored and straightforward as possible, intensified her mother’s dislike of her to the point of hatred. Marguerite had to endure her mother’s household and behaviour until she inherited a substantial fortune from her grandfather at the age of twenty-one, when at last she could free herself from her dysfunctional family and be independent - not only in her activities and her spending, but her sexuality also. There does not seem to have ever been a moment’s doubt in Marguerite’s mind that she was exclusively attracted to women, and in her twenties she embarked on a lively and passionate series of affairs, including two with cousins of hers - Jane Randolph and Dolly Diehl. 

Her early years of independence also saw Marguerite continuing to write poetry and in 1906 she paid to have her first volume printed: Twist Earth and Stars. 

Ladye and Una
 

It was not until Marguerite was 27 years old that she began the first profound and lengthy partnership of her life, with fifty year old socialite Mabel Batten (Ladye). Ladye was married to a much older man, bored and looking for distraction, and Marguerite by her own admission was drifting through a life of leisure with no purpose other than her pastimes of hunting, her pets, writing poetry and her affairs with women. Later on, Marguerite was to credit Ladye with encouraging her to become a serious writer and it was also Ladye who introduced her to the Catholic Church, to which she was loyal for the rest of her life. Ladye also gave Marguerite the name John, because of her lover’s strong resemblance to a Hall ancestor of that name. Marguerite (John) gave her new partner excitement, youth and vitality, a purpose in life, and someone to indulge and adore. Needless to say, Ladye’s elderly husband was quickly ousted as her life partner by the younger woman and the two women settled into what they both saw as a marriage.

In 1908, still under the name Marguerite Radclyffe-Hall, John self-published more poetry as A Sheaf of Verses. Another volume, Poems of the Past and Present, followed in 1910 and Songs of
Three Counties in 1912, establishing Hall in her own mind as well as the public’s, as a “poetess” as she would be known at the time. However, what had started out as a devoted, monogamous partnership was beginning to show signs of strain, exacerbated by Ladye’s niggling health problems and Hall’s increasing discontent with her life of domestic leisure. By 1913, Hall had begun an affair with another woman, but her “marriage” to Ladye laboured on, with both parties becoming ever more edgy and miserable. In 1915 another book of poetry, A Forgotten Island, was published, and not long afterwards Hall found herself in the role of carer when Ladye was seriously injured in a car accident. Unfortunately, it was a role that Hall found stifling, and perhaps as a form of escapism she changed writing genres and began to write prose - short stories and an unfinished autobiographical piece. She never published poetry again. The writing did nothing to assuage the growing discontent experienced by Hall. She felt trapped, useless (having ambitions to help the war effort rather than act as carer to her increasingly frail partner), and was acutely aware that she had reached her mid-thirties and had not really achieved anything of note in her life beyond some published poetry and an ever growing pile of rejection slips for her prose. In August 1915, Hall made the acquaintance of Ladye’s relative, twenty-eight year old Una Troubridge, the wife of Admiral Sir Ernest Troubridge. Before long the two younger women had embarked on a passionate and blatant affair, to the great distress and disappointment of Ladye. Unlike previous flirtations whilst with Ladye, Hall’s affair with Una looked serious and set to last. Matters came to a head with a furious argument between Hall and Ladye, during which Ladye collapsed with a stroke. She died ten days later. 

Life After Ladye
 

Hall was
almost prostrate with grief after Ladye’s death, but the major constituent was guilt, not bereavement. In an attempt to allay her guilt and with Una as her assistant, she tried to communicate with Ladye through a psychic medium, all of which encounters were meticulously recorded. Una had by now abandoned her unhappy marriage to the Admiral and was planning a future with her female partner, but as well the stress of the endless “communications” with Ladye, Hall brought a case of slander against St John Lane Fox-Pitt for calling her a “grossly immoral woman” for having wrecked Admiral Troubridge’s marriage and stolen his wife (Una). Hall won the case, but it was a costly victory. 

Hall and Una settled down to life as a couple, and Hall resumed her fiction writing with Una as an ever-present aide, sounding board and obsessively loyal supporter. In between the shopping, moving house (which they did regularly and seemingly on a whim), dog breeding and showing, travelling, and socialising with other well-known members of the well-heeled lesbian scene, such as Toupie Lowther and Romaine Brooks, Hall worked on a novel called Octopi. This was later to be published as The Unlit Lamp in 1924, but it was her second novel, The Forge, which made it into print first in the same year. Hall and Una worked hard to establish Hall as a novelist and raise her public profile. Whilst at home, Hall started work on her next novel, A Saturday Life, which was published in 1925, followed by Adam’s Breed in 1926. It
was extremely well received not only by the public, but in the literary world, being awarded The Prix Femina and the James Tait Black Memorial Prize.  Hall now felt in a position, with her raised profile and popularity with the reading public, to embark upon her most personal novel yet - a story about inversion or homosexuality. The Well of Loneliness was published in 1928. Famously banned in Britain because of its openly lesbian storyline, it sold well in the USA and copies printed in France were always available in Britain, albeit covertly. It was widely acknowledged that Hall had shown great courage in defending her book, but financially and personally, it had taken its toll on her. The writing of her next book, The Master of the House (published in 1932), was more of a struggle than some others and Hall was slowly starting to feel trapped again as she had been by her life with Ladye. Una’s regular and niggling health issues, the strain of being the literary hero and public figure, and the minutiae of everyday life for a wealthy woman - hiring and firing servants (they had a reputation for being the harshest of employers), moving house, managing money etc. - were getting her down. Both Hall and Una seemed to perpetually find themselves embroiled in disputes with people and organisations, including the Catholic Church, which they both professed to be devoted to. Hall was now in her early fifties and discontented. Once again she turned to her short fiction as an escape and polished her original short stories, which were now to be published as Miss Ogilvy Finds Herself in 1934.
It was while she was in this frame of mind that she met Souline.

Souline
 

Evgenia Souline was a nurse employed by Hall to care for Una, who had been struck down with enteritis, whilst they holidayed in Paris in 1934. Hall was immediately drawn to Souline, fascinated by her mannerisms, shyness (a great contrast to the self-assured Una) and attentiveness. What started as a fascination metamorphosed into a crush on Hall’s part and then a passionate love. It was not reciprocated for some time by Souline, who was in turn repulsed, terrified, fascinated and overwhelmed by the torrent of obsessive passion, gifts, letters and telegrams that Hall directed at her. Una was devastated as the affair progressed and there were many emotional scenes between her and Hall. Hall wanted all three of them to live peaceably together, which Una would never have tolerated, although she did try to be civil and helpful to Souline, as part of a strategy to maintain her position as Hall’s most important partner. Una spent time alone whilst Hall and Souline had their assignations, and she compared her plight to that of Ladye nearly twenty years before. Souline eventually became flattered and accepting of the attention and professed a love for Hall whilst taking full advantage of the material benefits it brought her. This situation was to continue more or less unbroken for the next nine years, a ghastly and destructive relationship à trios, which undermined Hall’s writing and helped to destroy her health. Her last complete novel, The Sixth Beatitude, published in 1936, was disappointing and did not sell well. The trio spent much of the time drifting from one continental resort to another, or waiting for Souline to visit England with Hall as excited as a teenager at the prospect, yet dogged in her determination to hang on to her “marriage” to Una. Alongside this fraught situation, Hall and Una developed a passion for Mussolini and his policies in Fascist Italy, a country they both loved and visited regularly. This was a reflection of their overall loyalty to the political right.

Hall’s Last Years and Her Legacy
 

The outbreak of war in 1939 dashed Hall’s hopes of moving to Italy permanently and they returned to England. Hall was now exhausted by the emotional strain of her relationships, and by a seemingly endless succession of health problems. A chain smoker, she had given up smoking for health reasons in 1939 and had not written anything since. An operation for an eye condition only seemed to make matters worse, and Hall’s lungs, never particularly strong since childhood, succumbed to pneumonia and pleurisy. Una nursed her devotedly and Souline was an absent shadow in the background that Hall pined for. In 1943, bowel problems were diagnosed as incurable cancer and Hall died on 6th October 1943, with Una by her side - and Souline excluded. In her last moments, Hall told Una “I want only you in all the world.” After Hall’s death, Una ‘cold shouldered’ Souline and probably enjoyed doing so, and she also set about the task of preserving her adored partner’s reputation - and removing Souline from it as far as possible. She destroyed all the letters sent by Souline to Hall, but it was a futile attempt at concealment as Hall’s letters to Souline survived and have now been published. Hall’s most recent and unedited novel was also destroyed. Una died in Italy in 1963. Souline later married - a man - and she died in 1958. 

Radclyffe Hall was arrogant, a snob, anti-Semitic, politically right-wing, conservative in her observance of her faith, self-important, brash, controlling, loud, cheated on her women and harsh with her animals and her servants. She has also been an embarrassment to the lesbian, gay and bisexual community because of her right-wing sympathies and autocratic attitude towards just about everybody she met and has been accused of promulgating a specific and stereotypical view of lesbianism. However, she was also passionate, generous, loyal (up to a point), charismatic, spiritual and courageous. Her childhood was traumatic and left her with significant insecurities and most likely, a fear of abandonment. There is no evidence, despite what some commentators have claimed, that she was someone who would now have identified as transgendered or transsexual - she was an out and proud masculine lesbian at a time when to be so could mean social and professional suicide to any woman with less money and power than she had. Radclyffe Hall stood up for her lesbian sisters and homosexual brothers and demanded acceptance, and for this, she has to be admired. The Well of
Loneliness lives on today as one of the most iconic lesbian novels in history. She may not have been one of the greatest writers of her century, but she must surely have been one of the bravest.

Gill Rossini, 
 August, 2014






  










 

Hall, c. 1939






  









 

Highgate
Cemetery, North London — Hall’s final resting place. Hall died at age sixty-three of colon cancer. The vault containing her remains is located in the Circle of Lebanon, half-way round from the Egyptian Avenue entrance.






  









 

The plaque placed on the vault
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