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I


“OH, thank you so much, Miss Parker. Those are lovely. Or do you think you might pick them just a shade longer. Oh, I see you’ve picked the rose-coloureds. It was the flame I wanted. The flame at the back of the border, and then the smoke. Not the rose. Or the yellow.”

Miss Parker, the little bearded governess, gazed sadly at her basket of tulips. All her life long she could trust herself to do the wrong thing. Now she had done it again. Just one little once again mounting up the mistakes and misfortunes of a stupid little thing. But she means well.

“Oh, Lady Bird, I am ever so sorry,” she now breathed distressfully. “Whatever can I do about it now?”

It was sufficiently tiresome of Miss Parker to have gathered dozens and dozens of the wrong tulips, thus entirely defeating Lady Bird’s colour scheme for the drawing-room, without adding to her shortcomings that appalling “ever so” …. “whatever can I do?” …. The question ran once more through Lady Bird’s mind. Was she or was she not justified in keeping Miss Parker on as a governess for Mark? A Swiss girl would probably be cheaper, and certainly sew better, although she might not work so diligently in the garden nor be so attentive to the dogs when they were sick. There again she had nearly killed Susan by administering a most excessive purge, and had dragged up unknown quantities of treasures in the rock garden. But Mark liked her. He would gaze on her tenderly and sometimes pat her face. However, Miss Parker discouraged this sort of play in public because it must draw attention to her beard, a subject on which she was agonisingly sensitive.

The sun shone alike upon Lady Bird and Miss Parker within the shelter of the kitchen garden. The late fruit blossom was trained, rosy and trim, against the walls, the early cabbages throve, the peas and the beans throve, also the spring onions, the lettuces and every other class and kind of vegetable that was grown there. The subdued regularity of their squares and lines and patches was solid and pleasing and as it should be. The flowers were good too. A calendar for 1934 depicting, in gross and in detail, a long pair of borders with a sundial and three fantail pigeons in the middle distance could scarcely have bettered the rich and orderly profusion of Lady Bird’s early summer display of flowers. Except that the calendar would somehow have contrived to reproduce a hedge of yew, preferably cut into zoological shapes.

“Well,” said Lady Bird, squeezing her rolex garden scissors sharply together, to cut out a dead piece of rose wood; “it can’t be helped now, can it? But do be careful another time. When I ask you for Flame don’t pick Rose. Can’t you see how different they are? Where is Markie?”

“Sheena found a wren’s nest for him with eggs in it, and he’s gone to look at it. Wasn’t it funny, Lady Bird? I was reading to him only yesterday in Birdies for our Tinies about the wee wrens, and he was so excited.”

“I wish you would teach him the difference between a Black-backed gull and a Herring gull. Now, Miss Parker, you might take those tulips into the house. The yellow ones will do for Sheena’s room and the red ones can go in the blue vase in the library. I hadn’t meant to do flowers in either of those rooms till to-morrow but there it is. Then perhaps you’d take Chunky and Cheerio for a little bit of a walk, and tell Mrs. Brand the end of the chocolate cake is to go up for the school-room tea, and if Mrs. Blundell has arrived, tell her I’m out here and give her a pair of scissors so that she can do some work. Would you? Thank you so much.”

Oh, lucky, lucky Lady Bird, thought Miss Parker as she stepped out briskly with her bunches of tulips—such smooth, bright flowers. Lucky Lady Bird, still so beautiful, so unbelievably young for all those forty-eight years, set down in many books for all to see; so blessed with riches and with lovely children. Sheena and Mark, and that other who was coming back to-day. But Miss Parker had never seen that other. She had only heard very strange things about him. Whisperings from the servants and more than whisperings. All very peculiar and strange and sad. These nervous breakdowns Miss Parker knew about. They had called it a nervous breakdown when poor Aunt Alice turned on the gas. But one knew what Aunt Alice was. She was as mad as a hatter, and that was all about it. But this must be different. This youth they all spoke of with a sort of hushed worship, withholding any word of pity, was a beloved creature beside itself, who would return both to itself and to them. Who was returning. Who came back to-day.

As she hurried down from the kitchen garden Miss Parker was aware of a sense of waiting, of constant expectancy, that had been on the house and place and every person in it since morning. But especially, most especially, on the place.

The pathway down from the kitchen garden to the house was steep in places, for the garden was on the side of a hill and the wild hills came down nearly to the sea on this side of Westcommon. Between the hills and the sea this house called Silverue had been built. Groves of birch trees came chasing down the feet of the hills nearest the sea. Chasing because birches are forever in flight, maidenly and unsteady as maidens are. Springs burst up among them, wetting the rocks and soaking the dark mosses. These groves were quiet and drenching and full of the sea mists. A perfect buttress of a fuchsia hedge, almost, in parts quite, a tunnel divided them from the climbing path. Polite and formal distances of lawn held them farther apart from the house.

Miss Parker stepped out from the last heavy tunnel of the dark fuchsias, across a turn of the avenue and over the lawn towards the house. The lawn was soaking in the sunlight. It had received so much that now it seemed to be giving out a warmth and light from itself. There was an ample, generous air upon the bland turf, an hallucination of reposeful bosoms about its totally flat expanses. Miss Parker walked across it satisfied.

And now the house. It was dark and flat and just too high in the middle like some early Georgian houses are, but its wings were of such extreme grace and proportion that this steepness was a welcome and faintly acid contrast to their inevitable correctness. A correctness where line answered line and each curved statue niche owned its precise fellow. The face of the house was partly covered in ivy and partly in a fern-like growth of Good Neighbour. They were indeed mistaken who covered stone houses with creepers, but, although we may defend ourselves from committing their errors, in fact, we do not find these errors half so disagreeable as we may pretend. The back of the house was almost precisely like the front, with the occasional delusion of a blind window. Beyond was a long slip of lawn with much bedding-out, protected from the sea winds by further buttresses of fuchsia and escalonia, and between the cliffs and the sea a space of close thyme and pale flowers and paler stones. Then the low horizon.

A car came round the turn of the lawn before Miss Parker had quite crossed it and a tall, sun-burnt woman, very thin and very light on her feet, got out and came towards Miss Parker. This would be Mrs. Blundel. There was a G.B. on the back of the car too. None other could it be.

A large gay mouth painted as bright as a door, the sweetest way of bending her head when she spoke, as though it mattered whether she really saw Miss Parker or not. A little face nearly the shape of a beech leaf, lined and rather dry, brown and curling. Hydrangea eyes and dark hair. She was not old. She was not oppressively and astonishingly young, like Lady Bird. She was her own age which was between thirty and forty. And she was her own age which was anything you please for wit and tolerance and kindness and large experience. She had large plain hands and feet which she used with grace and circumspection. She seemed as tall as a tree and as lovely as a tree.

Miss Parker told her reverently where Lady Bird was to be found.

“I think,” said Eliza (for that was her name—she had been christened Elsie, which indeed she could not bear), “that I will go into the house and have a drink first. I suppose I’ve driven a thousand miles since luncheon, and I see,” she said, with a look at Miss Parker’s gay bunches of tulips, “that Lady Bird is doing the flowers. On the whole I think it would be wise to have a drink before I go up to the garden.”

Miss Parker followed her to the house murmuring confused assents. Up the steps—those stone steps as curved and as thin as if they had been sliced off a lemon—and in through the flat dark doorway to the house they went together.



II


“OH, Eliza, my dear, how are you? You look marvellous and what an amusing hat. Do you still go to that little woman of Betty’s? I think she’s a robber and rather bad, but she makes lovely things for you, of course. But, my dear, you are painfully thin, aren’t you?”

Lady Bird was genuinely enchanted to see her guest and the more so because she considered her hat to be the last word in unsuccess, also she thought Eliza was looking both old and tired and rather ill—in fact, everything a guest ten years younger than oneself should look. And Eliza, who delighted for a limited time in Lady Bird’s every mood and every absurdity, was pleased to see her hostess being every bit herself. At any rate, her greeting showed that she had not changed much. And if the tragedy of John could not quieten her, nothing but the grave ever would.

Eliza did not answer any of the remarks about her hat or her health. She kissed Lady Bird twice, lightly yet firmly. One kiss on each unbelievably smooth cheek, murmuring: “How lovely, how lovely the garden is looking.” She then embarked her hostess on one of those ambling tours of inspection full of long pausings, bitter complaints and still longer pausings for complacent boastfulness—garden tours which are as the breath of life to gardeners of Lady Bird’s kind.

As they walked and paused and admired and deplored, Eliza in her mind, took a journey backwards from this Lady Bird who walked beside her to the Olivia she had known before the Great War, which Olivia had enjoyed so much. When the war began Olivia was pretty well at the zenith of her beauty and stupidity, and terrifying intensity of feeling. She was but lately married to Sir Julian Bird. Yet not so lately as to have retained much interest in him, or at any rate, not enough to curb her in much promiscuous generosity throughout the war years. She was one of those big-hearted, unrestrained women who always talked a great deal about “giving everything.” A splendid phrase, presupposing a peculiar form of selfless chastity in the most passionate of her entanglements. Apparently she took nothing but just gave and gave in that public-spirited way that women had in the Great War. Such hats as they wore and such love as they gave. But Eliza was always a little sour about the war and the women who enjoyed it, because she still thought that it had devastated her own life. In spite of all her experiences she held a certain thread of faith about that. But that was all such a very long time ago and so absolutely and infinitely past—as past as Olivia’s opportunities for generosity. The values of one’s life changed so absurdly. Here was Olivia standing before a dreary unthriving plant and complaining, as she had often done when her lovers were tiresome or faithless…. “And I gave it everything, everything, my dear….” Poor Olivia, still so beautiful, so enchanting to look at. Her lovely clothes, her romantic body. Only her throat looked a little tired and perhaps her full Fra Angelico eyes; yes, and perhaps those steel cut lines so faint and so sure between her thin short nose, and her pretty mouth.

How had Julian endured and understood and waited, and got her here at last to Ireland where he loved to be? Where he could play at his Heraldry and breed his herd of Kerry and Dexter cattle, and fish for salmon and sea-trout, and shoot snipe and woodcock in the winter months. How had he found his courage and his patience? Once he had said to Eliza, quoting in a defiantly pedantic way: “Not my five wits nor my five senses can dissuade one foolish heart….” But that was as far as he had ever gone in confiding to Eliza to whom everybody told everything that they should have kept to themselves. And no doubt he was properly ashamed of himself. Then he had the children, John and Sheena and Mark. But could he ever get very near them? They were too like himself. He was too intelligent to torment himself about them, but his love must make it very difficult at times. And John was coming home this evening—what a night to arrive at Silverue. “You do like a good drama, dear, you know you do,” Eliza reminded herself with a certain indulgence of personal weakness. One could not know oneself too well.

She sat with Olivia on a stone bench at the end of Oliva’s best border—the spot where she finally brought her guests to an admiring anchor. Indeed it was good. So much colour, and the shadows growing obviously longer, faintly more dewy, and at the end of the path there was an iron gate in the wall through which you saw birches and the untamed evening, withheld and inattentive.

“Darling,” Eliza said, suddenly quiet and insistent; “tell me about John. How is he, really?”

“Oh, he’s marvellously well now,” Olivia said. “This voyage, you know, has done him all the good in the world. The doctor said it would. Do you know Dr. Leeson, Eliza? So attractive and so understanding. He was the only person who realised how hard it all was on me and he’s been marvellous to me over everything. He knew I was the only person who could do anything with John, but he was so sweet explaining how it was better for me that I shouldn’t be with him. Of course John and I have been everything to each other always. He always looks on me as his own contemporary, always—I can’t think why. He tells me everything. He’s rather a wonderful person, don’t you think so, Eliza? I’ve always had the most extraordinary influence over him, why I can’t think.”

“I love John,” Eliza said. What could one ever gather from Olivia? Why did one try? What was her justification for being, and how had she produced her divine, her enthralling children? Of course they were dear Julian’s children.

Through the iron gate Mark came running towards them down the path, hurrying, flying. Such speed and energy he showed that he ran himself out of his coat, a blue woollen coat that lay in a little coloured pool on the path behind him as he came flying towards them. All he said when he arrived was: “Wren’s nest,” rather surlily. But when he saw Eliza he flung himself on her, crying: “Wren’s nest! Wren’s nest! Come and see it. I’ll kill you unless you come. Ah, come. Ah, come, darling. Darling, come. Kind Eliza, come.”

“I will come,” said Eliza; “presently we will go together.”

“When’s presently?”

“In the cool of the evening we will walk there together.”

“We will walk there together.”

“Markie, it’s past your tea-time, darling. And why are you wearing such a hot shirt? Ask Miss Parker to give you a thin one for after tea.”

“Yes, my God, I’m in a hell of a sweat,” said Mark, showing off sadly. When Olivia reproved him he pressed her hand to his head and his bosom to show he spoke truly. His gestures were curiously gentle, but he was only holding himself stilled for a moment—a moment for his own purpose. Eliza thought Mark was the most beautiful creature she knew. She knew no child that had his rare savage and tender quality. He was entirely conscious without being affected. To a large extent he was aware of his own power and used it cruelly or gently. He was the most moving creature; such depths of despair were in him and such an unending ability for happiness. Such cruelty and such tenderness. Eliza had painted Mark and talked of him but it was no use, she could never pretend to get anywhere near him, really. That lovely gaze his changing eyes would show: that broad romantic brow: that grave mouth and exotic complexion: one told them over but they brought him no nearer. Absent one could not see him. He was not, because there was so much in him which was beyond grasping. And what cannot be taken in words or in any other way may be always there. Nothing in the world would have prevented Eliza from going to see the wren’s nest to-night. Perhaps she was a little in love with so much beauty. She worshipped for a while with a pagan pleasure. She would be at war with time on his account that he might stay for ever seven years old. But then she had thought the same when he was six and five and four. And, anyhow, sentimentality over the ages of children was unforgivably nauseating.

“It’s tea-time for everybody,” Olivia said, rising a little regretfully from her seat. “Come on, Markie. Don’t make Mummy speak to you again. Nip to it quickly. Be a first-time childy.”

Markie looked at her, mournfully unconscious of what she might or might not mean. His eyes were now afar upon the asparagus beds. “Look at the Nettle-dog. Look what he’s done,” he cried. “Ha, ha, ha!” The joke was very good.

“I’ve told you fifty times not to let the dogs into the kitchen garden.” Olivia was really angry. “There’s nothing to laugh at. You know what they do to the vegetables and it’s very unhealthy. How would you like to have worms like Tiny?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Mummy.” Markie’s face grew smaller and whiter as if a wind blew through him. He could not bear being scolded. He would avoid it by any means, and he might have weathered this storm had it not been for the Nettle-dog who, as they arrived at the asparagus beds to eject him from the garden, committed his offence once more.

Olivia was furious. Dogs and disobedient children and asparagus and worms boiled within her, and from their stewings was distilled the edict that Markie was to go to bed at six instead of seven.

“I cannot, I cannot. John is coming back. How could I be in bed?”

“You should have thought of that before. How often have I told you what the Nettle-dog does to the asparagus and the lettuce and the cabbages. I’ve forbidden him to come into the garden.”

Then there were tears, terrible vast tears that rolled and fell, and protestations of sorrow. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’ve said I’m sorry.”

Eliza felt shattered. She saw Olivia lose her temper and recover it, and become obstinate and a shade vindictive. It terrified her. And that she should have such absolute power, that she should not be ashamed to use it. So merciless a creature and one so young that it should not realise fear. Not fear.

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t,” he cried now despairingly.

“Markie—look at Mummy. Are you telling Mummy a lie? How did he get in?”

“He just got in himself, I promise you.”

How touchingly palpable are the lies of childhood.

“Oh, Olivia, darling, but it was me. I’m so sorry, I let him in, that dirty old Nettle-dog. It wasn’t Markie. He’s speaking the truth for once in his life.”

It was Sheena, coming from nowhere in particular towards them. Sheena stooping to pick up the Nettle-dog, which nobody else had thought of doing, and throwing away a whole cigarette to kiss Eliza almost with passion, at least with a passion of delight. Then she stood apart from them coldly, a little afraid of her enthusiasm.

“He didn’t really,” she said. “Stop wailing, Markie. Mummy knows you didn’t now.”

“Oh, I’m so upset,” said Mark then. There was an extraordinary tearful dignity about this assertion. “To think she wouldn’t believe me.”

“Don’t cry, darling, she does now.”

“I will cry.”

“If you cry any more I’ll beat you. Yes, next time I get you away from your kind mother.”

“You know nobody but myself is allowed to beat Markie,” Olivia said firmly. “Run in to tea now, pet one. Mummy has forgiven you…. One simply must be firm with them,” she said as Mark ran on before them down the windings and tunnels of the fuchsia path. “Otherwise where is one? Can anybody tell me that?”

Nobody could.

Sheena walked back to the house with them. She was as blonde as a eucalyptus with elegant smoothed limbs such as they have and eyes the colour of those leaves, and gentle and Christ-like. The eyes all three children had got from their wanton mother. She painted her face absurdly and chiefly for her own entertainment, an entertainment she varied as the moods took her, and she wore quite literally ragged clothes, but took great trouble over her hair. She was nineteen and perhaps full of affectations. Olivia was very fond of her and touchingly proud of her surprising charm and success.



III


SHEENA took Eliza up to her room after tea. At Silverue there were two round halls opening one out of the other and a double, twining staircase of lovely swinging curves—two airy curves perfectly resolved in wood. A romantic staircase, perpetually pleasing. Half-way up there was a long mirror on the wall in which one could admire oneself, stepping up or stepping down, in the flattering setting of this beautiful staircase.

Eliza admired herself very much indeed, for she took great pleasure in her own rather austere proportions. But Sheena, though she was as vain as a peacock, paid no more attention to her reflection than a swan might with other matters to occupy its silly mind.

When they reached Eliza’s room she went cruising round it, and in and out of the bathroom in a very preoccupied way. This was the room Eliza liked best at Silverue. Its windows looked out on the seaside of the house and it was filled with an even, salty light from the sea. It had pale grey walls with greenish prints hung on them. The chintz had a design of ships with more rigging than ship. There were several very beautiful pieces of furniture and the bed, she knew, was superb. For houses, their decoration and comfortable arrangement, Olivia had a really great genius.

Eliza went to the window and picked up a hot sea shell which somebody had left there on the sill. She sat there feeling it in her hands and considering Sheena and thinking how boring it is for the young never to be able to say what they mean, or if they do to hate themselves for saying it. To be young is to care too much. To mind with an agony of spirit. How brief, how false, how inordinate are the desires and the values of youth.

Sheena in this grey room in the sea light was to Eliza a creature exiled within herself. Bold and much afraid and most touchingly beautiful. Her defiantly disreputable clothes were such a lovely pose, those hard bare legs, that absurd red skirt with its affected patches, the dark fisherman’s jersey, and a winkingly new diamond wrist-watch, that would not have disgraced the richest Jewess dining at the Berkeley, fastened outside the cuff of her jersey, all these were pathetic evidence of a great uncertainty.

“Tell me the time by your diamond clock and chain,” Eliza said with gentle spite.

“It is ten minutes past six,” Sheena answered, peering anxiously at her rich timepiece. “This doesn’t always go very well, but it’s gay, don’t you think? Rather lovely, don’t you think?”

“Indeed I do. Who gave you such a rich jewel, my sweet?”

“Rupert did. For a nineteenth birthday present. Don’t tell Olivia because she hasn’t noticed it yet and she’ll be so tiresome about it when she does.”

“As if she could miss it, darling. It’s so—handsome.”

“Oh, no, Eliza. For I wear it under my sleeve usually. I only popped it out then for you to see. And in the evening I wear it next my breast pinned to my bust bodice.”

“Darling, you’re too romantic.”

“And if she ever finds it, I will say: Burma Jewel Company.”

“But does she mind about Rupert?”

“Oh, she says I’m too young to be engaged.”

That lovely, prim, confident word “engaged,” the word the young use about their loves, all so authentic and inevitable. Well, well.

“John will be delighted, won’t he?” Eliza said gently. She was really much more interested in talking about John than about Rupert. Rupert was such a handsome young soldier, so tiresomely the right person for Sheena to marry, although (Olivia was probably right) not just yet. “John and Rupert were always as one, weren’t they?”

“Yes, I wrote to John about it, but he didn’t say very much. He wrote such funny letters, you know. Even now when he’s quite well—absolutely, entirely well. But he doesn’t seem the same. No rude jokes, you know. Of course he hasn’t been with us for so long—would that be it? But you know, Eliza, I wrote to him how Markie discovered a marvellous new joke, to break wind when Olivia tells him to make his bow for visitors. It was the most roaring success I’ve ever heard. He discovered it by accident of course, but he can do it now almost whenever he wants to, it’s wonderful.”

“But wasn’t John amused? Really not?”

“Oh, no. He wrote to me quite seriously about not making a fool of poor Markie. And you know, Eliza, if a child is a bit of a wit and no one ever laughs at their jokes, they just stop making them and get dreary, don’t you agree? I know nobody ever laughed at mine when I was little and look at me now, I ask you. I couldn’t make a joke if I tried.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’re much sweeter as you are.”

“Oh, Eliza, you only say that to encourage me.”

“You could hardly be sweeter, I don’t think.”

“Darling. And do you think I’m better looking than when you saw me last? I look a lot older, don’t I?”

“Yes. That’s your wonderful make-up, I suppose. I can’t take my eyes off it. Sheena, what time is John coming?”

“Eight o’clock.” Sheena looked about her restlessly. “You must go with Markie to see his nest now if you’re going, because he’s to go to the station with Olivia to meet John.”

“Oh, are they going?”

“Yes. You know how awful it is for John the way Olivia goes on, as if they’d played together since they were children? I thought it would be better if Markie went to meet him too. He’s always such a help when Olivia is too tiresome.”

“Will she want him?”

“Oh, I’ve made him ask her and she couldn’t say no. She’s resting now and doing up her face to look more like John’s elder sister; let’s go to the nest before she gets up.”

“Oh, you’re so bitter and cruel, Sheena, aren’t you? Must we take Miss Parker with us, do you think?”

“No, we needn’t. I do like her, you know, she’s like a little hen-mouse or a little bat or a baby seal.”

“All very furry, darling. What are we waiting for? Oh, I wanted to know why you’re so deadly about Olivia.”

“She’s a terrible woman. No reticence. Don’t let’s talk about her.”

Outside the house they found Mark, feeding some of the dogs with Miss Parker. She was sorry when they took him away for she was feeling a bit lonely to-night, and when he had gone there was nothing left to do unless she wrote to her sister, who was in hospital with a tubercular hip. She had some very unfortunate relatives, much worse off (as she frequently recalled when she was feeling low) and in much sadder case than herself. For really, Miss Parker had little to complain about. Plenty of food, a moderately soft bed, a fascinating child to teach, a beautiful if lonely part of Ireland to live in. That was it, the loneliness, no other governess to speak to, no cinema to go to in free time. No place at all where she could run or pop in or out. To pop in and out or to run in for a chat seemed now to Miss Parker to be the sum total of bliss. “I adore country life,” she had written in applying for Lady Bird’s situation. Might she not have taken warning by her employer’s rural name how truly rural this situation would be? But, no, she had rushed willingly upon her fate, and now she adored Mark and would find it hard to leave. This terrible feeling of aloneness, of belonging to no world at all had never oppressed her so heavily as now. With the Littles, for instance, Mrs. Little had been an invalid, and so Mr. Little had been obliged to consult her in many small matters. And with the Jarvis’s, Mrs. Jarvis had made quite a confidante of Miss Parker when matters were more than strained between Mr. Jarvis and herself. But here, with the Birds, one had nothing. One lived a life betwixt and between the servants and the family. Nothing to give. Nothing given. Miss Parker more than welcomed the hundred and one extraneous tasks fastened on to her by Lady Bird. It gave her a feeling of being required, of having a little of their lives. The dogs to talk about when she and Mark came down to Sunday luncheon. The garden to discuss with Lady Bird—even though “rawther lovely” was the one and only phrase that she could ever master or use to describe the success of either a melon or a lily.

Sheena liked her and was very unjealous and helpful over Mark. But Sheena and Miss Parker had no common ground whatsoever, not even about Mark, whom Sheena thought quite perfect and Miss Parker thought a very backward and spoilt, though ravishing little boy. The pictures, which Sheena adored equally with Miss Parker, affected them each so differently as to be of little or no bridge towards any intimacy. Sheena would go into ecstasies over Photography and Good Production (she had once had an affair with a young man who took a crowd part for a week), whereas Miss Parker spent her emotions on the Stars, their satin underclothes, their astonishing Sex Appeals and Body Urges.

Whitty, Lady Bird’s maid, was quite a dear, but Miss Parker was terrified of any real intimacy with servants. She clung to her void with pathetic obstinacy. But sometimes, as on an evening like this, the bird song in the drenching woods, the sea light and the summer light of the evening, and all the beauty and all the loneliness of the world would weigh unfairly upon her. But, as on this evening, Miss Parker would not give in to any nonsense of this sort. She would retire to the schoolroom and write to her sister, read the directions for that new depilatory which had come by post to-day (in a plain cover), and set out sums for Mark to do in the morning. Perhaps she had better attack the last task first. Sitting down she composed almost insoluble problems and wrote them out in a squared exercise book, asking in her neat handwriting questions such as:

“If a man wanted to give sixteen girls a treat——”

“If two boys had three balls between them, how many——”

Better perhaps to leave the depilatory till to-night. One could deal with it best at leisure and with one’s bedroom door locked. Heaven send it did not smell in the penetrating, enduring way the last had smelt.



IV


OLIVIA was in the hall ready to start for the station when the birds’-nesting party returned from its walk. She did look terrifyingly young and tremendously excited. Eliza wondered just how unkind John was going to be to her and how inconceivably stupid she was going to be about John.

“Hurry up, Markie! Ask Miss Parker for your blue woolly.”

“Oh, I’m so hot, Mummy. Need I?”

“Odious, odious child—always too hot or too cold. Always hungry or thirsty.” Sheena steered him upstairs.

Olivia turned to Eliza. Her eyes were alight. With enjoyment? With excitement? No; with consciousness of herself, seeing herself in this situation. Going to meet John—John who had been mad and was restored, his seven devils cast out. John who was so beloved by everybody, who had been such a success. She really minded about John and her pretence of intimacy with John. Now he was coming back to her and here she was ready to meet him. To think that dressing a part could make a thing like this more actual to Olivia was pathetic. The inconsequence and the obviousness of all her posturings and nonsense. How could she blind herself to the fact that they could not deceive her reasonably intelligent and spiteful offspring. They did not see even the shadow of her pretended self, only her pretences. And in her affectations she was most sincere. She had nothing else except her beauty, and that could not affect them at all. Not her children. Eliza looked at her with great pity. The poor, poor dear. There she was, changed into a pale pink tweed, brown and white shoes, and a charming, bending hat. Her face, newly painted, was as fresh and taut as a new house, and her dark Spanish chestnut hair arranged, so dexterously arranged, against the lovely hurrying line of her cheek-bone. Age could not take that, it was a bird’s line—a flight—as beauty is. And could her children not be tender with her? Eliza feared not.

“Oh, Eliza, will you go and see Julian? He told them to bring the sherry into his study so that he could talk to you. I almost forgot to ask you…. Darling, this is a pretty marvellous moment for me, isn’t it? And I have to hide everything and be so fearfully Hallo, old man with him.”

“Yes, mind you are——”

“Don’t I know the creature? He’s so reserved with everybody but me. I mean he’d hate the porters or the stationmaster or anybody to see what it meant to us both, wouldn’t he? Where is that child? He would come. I know John would rather have seen his little old Mum all by himself, but I couldn’t say No. Markie! Mark-ie! Oh here he is—Darling, have you——?” She whispered into Markie’s ear, who shook his head like a dog. “Well, go and do it at once.”

“I can’t.”

“Go and try. Really, that Miss Parker, she can see to nothing. Now I shall be late. I don’t know why I keep her. And she’s quite expensive. I often say to myself is it worth it, but then again I don’t know.”

Eliza said no more. She lit a cigarette and shook out the match as she watched Olivia jump into her car, slam her own door and open Markie’s and re-slam it, and start off with a bounce and a crash. She was simply seething with maternal instincts and eternal girlishness.

“Well,” thought Eliza, stepping out from the house, “well, well. Poor John. Poor Olivia.”

The gravel was gold in the setting sun, and clean small gravel like it is near the sea, and the evening was raving sweet with wild music. The grass was shadowed now, and the flowers of a white rhododendron only coldly sweet for there was no full summer’s heat. Decorum, Decorum, the faint honey pepper of her breath was chilled away. Oh, I love warmth, thought Eliza, shivering affectedly at the sand-coloured sky and the striped sea, and disgusted with Decorum for disappointing her, she went back into the house for her glass of sherry with Julian.

For gardens and fields, rivers, seas and the songs of birds can become at hours most distressingly unreal, withdrawn and dismal. The spirit has gone out of them, informing them no more. Beauty has lived and died and there is only waiting left. Houses are best then, and a glass of wine, and whenever possible an enthralling talk. What fine pleasures derive from conversation for those who employ it aright. It is at once an indulgence and a discipline.

Eliza liked talking to Julian although she was not sure after all these years that she did not rather dislike him in spite of his possessing the qualities she most admired. She liked his flexible reticence very much: the way he would gather your views on some intimate subject and yet contrive never to make you a public for his own. It was a unique defence against intimacy and she had never yet quite discovered his trick of it. How long have I known him? she thought, as she walked through the round halls that held light as though in yellow bowls; quiet as milk in a bowl the light was, and the plumes of white genistas in their copper buckets were as quiet in the light as the Eastern jars of benign and restrained line and colour which were arranged here and there and always in the right places (like Julian’s comments on life).

How long had Eliza known Julian? How long had she been bewitched by him? How often had she betrayed herself to him? How often had he restored her to herself? He never gave back for he never allowed himself to take. He was mean about taking. He was as able not to take as he was able to wait and keep a thing he valued through all vicissitudes. As he had valued Olivia, as he had kept her for himself at the last. Eliza had loved Julian. It had been long ago and rather bitter, but not valueless to her—although it had been only an alley, lovely but blind, where she had walked alone to the end and turned back to walk out into her own life again—a desolate but instructive experience. Funny Julian. Sweet, unkind Julian, who required no romantic woman nearer than the very edges of his life. Not depressingly austere, but himself and true. Or was he himself? Was his life not one long pretence at being himself? Well, if so, his pretence seemed to occupy him very completely.

“Julian,” Eliza said, opening the door of his room. One turned left down a passage from the inner hall with its curving mahogany doors to get to Julian’s room (his Sanctum, Olivia called it). “Hullo, Julian, how are you?”

Greetings of any sort are mainly futile, futile whether they mean nothing or anything.

Julian was sitting in a window tying a sea-trout fly by the sea-light and the daylight. A vice was screwed into the edge of the sill and a confusion of bright feathers like a Sitwell poem lay on the sill. Julian attached a pair of tweezers to the end of his waxed silk and arranged a chair for Eliza. “Sit where I can see you,” he said. He never wasted his time on idiotic greetings. He gave her a glass of sherry and a cigarette and returned to the construction of his fly without so much as a glance at her. It was hard. Intercourse with Julian was always a little pernickety; one must not forget this. Difficult if one expected too much. Good if one expected nothing at all.

“I must finish this,” he said, “I want to have it for John to-night. It’s a bit early for evening fishing, but I expect he would like it. I would if I was him, poor darling.”

Julian was always so successfully impersonal about his children. And so womanly.

Eliza said, “Go on, Julian, please. I have a mass to tell you.”

“What an enthralling gossip you are. Go on, darling, please.” Julian smiled at her and fell again to the wedding of bright feathers.

So Eliza told him of this and that. Who loved who and who paid. A tiny scandal of the turf. A friendship gone. The results of a party. The success of her exhibition. Who had bought her pictures and why. A picture she had bought and why. A horse she had sold. A woman she had disappointed. All nonsense, and all very entertaining as a woman can only be entertaining when she minds about her audience. When she will make that lovely effort to put life and a twist into all she tells about and the result, though slight, is a complete and finished thing.

While she talked and grew a little gayer and more quickened in herself towards the end of her second glass of sherry, Eliza looked again and anew on Julian as she always did when they met again, as she always would probably. Tenderly at his tender hands; with the same old surprise at his obstinate mouth and cruel secret eyes with their flying line of eyebrow. His fair rather dismal hair was no thinner and very little greyer than it had been for the last twenty years—and that was never very thick. He was as obstinate and insolent and set apart to himself as ever. As preposterously thin. As entirely defined, and no doubt as difficult to cope with in every possible way. One could not discuss John’s return with him any more than one had discussed John’s departure. And yet there was a sort of a shelter in Julian. Were one in difficulties of any alarming kind, even the fact that one loved him would never prevent one from going to him for help and for advice and for something that only Julian could give his friends, even when their spiritual or financial relief was quite beyond him. He would compete with situations entirely out of his power to assuage or alleviate. He might even compete successfully with John, his own child.

“Well, now, that’s done,” said Julian, picking his fly out of the vice and holding it up to the light for his own considerate admiration. “And very lovely I think it is. I don’t suppose John will think much of it. He ties an infinitely better fly than I do. But there it is. He won’t like to hurt my feelings by refusing to go out and fish the sea-pool to-night, will he, Eliza?”

Julian found escapes for people. Even for John to-night an escape from Olivia, who would pursue him, exuding tenderness and contemporary understanding. Julian would help him to escape from Olivia who hated the river at night, for it was nearly always cold and the wind would blow in from the sea should one go a-fishing and make an hour a hell and a wreck of her complexion. No, the affectation of enjoying fishing was almost entirely beyond her. She would not pursue him there.

This curious room of Julian’s occupied Eliza for a moment while she was silent. Like he was, it was tender and cruel. He had given an asylum here to things he laughed at and valued not at all. There was the strangest confusion here in the way of furniture and ornament possible to imagine. All the sofas that had been superseded in other parts of the house seemed to have gathered themselves here in ungainly hordes. Julian’s bookcases which took up nearly two sides of the room were filled with old German novels, volumes of Ruskin (heavily scored by his sisters in the passages where they discovered themselves most nearly affected). Many of his children’s school books—marking the date when the schoolroom had again become a nursery for Markie—and much more unconsidered flotsam had found its way in here. Julian’s own books on Heraldry and Cattle Breeding were mostly piled upon the army of sofas. There were four very lovely chairs which Olivia thought aloud and in vain would look much better in the drawing-room. But she never tried to rob him of that touching relic of the Great Exhibition, 1869—a pink wax lady, curiously draped in fur and feathers, and encased in a dome of glass, neatly labelled “Florida Squaw, Great Exhibition, 1869.” Nor as a matter of fact would Julian have parted with her any more than he would have parted with the chairs. She was so comely and pathetic, having all the nicer characteristics of the wax fruit of that date and much more gaiety. There was a fair sprinkling of stags’ antlers on the walls, and many other decaying trophies of sport both at home and abroad—foxes’ masks and tiger skins frilled with red flannel and stuffed sea birds. Not that these last were so very sporting, but there had been an uncle who was a keen ornithologist in the days when ornithologists did more than observe and take notes and photographs. There were many black tin boxes full of mysterious papers, notes that Julian compiled about Heraldry chiefly, or records of the Kerry herd, and black tin boxes full of feathers and mice and moths.
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