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There lives the dearest freshness deep down things;

And though the last lights off the black West went

Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs—

Because the Holy Ghost over the bent

World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.

GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS


FOR

C. I. C.

And all those who asked me to write a third book about the Eliots


CHAPTER I

MEG, wearing mackintosh boots and a red mackintosh, and with a red sou’wester tied beneath her chin, splashed down the drive, and under the dripping oak trees, in a state of happiness deeper and more perfect than any other she was likely to know while she lived in this world. Had she known that she would never be happy in quite this way again she would not have been so happy, but she did not know. She was four years old, and much beloved, and regarded happiness as the normal state of everybody. She was not happy when her tummy ached or she had a cold in her head, or when her mother or father went away and left her, or when the black beast pounced; at such times the depth of her misery was quite appalling; but those awful times did not come very often, and in between were these long stretches of shining joy.

She thought it was a gloriously squelchy day. The drive was in a deplorable state, full of ruts and holes, and pools of rain water brimmed them all. Meg zigzagged from one to the other, planting a booted foot firmly in the middle of each, so that fountains of water shot up into the air to descend again upon her head, together with raindrops dripping from the oak trees, in a perfect deluge of sun-shot gleaming silveriness. Every time this happened she chuckled softly, and Mouse, running at her heels, barked joyously. Mouse, a microscopic grey cairn, was two years old. She had been given to Meg by her father when Robin, Meg’s brother, had been born, so that Meg as well as her mother should have a tiny thing to care for. She had a minute pointed face, very long whiskers and a small dainty head with only two ideas in it—Meg and dinner. Of these two ideas Meg was the predominant one. She loved Meg with a love that was out of all proportion to the size of her body. She went where Meg went, loved whoever and whatever Meg loved; and as Meg loved nearly everybody, she loved nearly everybody, too. She had no life apart from Meg and would gladly have died for her. Because Meg liked splashing in the wet she liked it, too, and because Meg gloried in this day she also thought it a gift for the two of them sent straight out of heaven.

And it was a good day. The sun and the rain were flying and the whole world was washed in silver and drenched with the scents of wet earth and grass and flowers, the smell of the sea and the aromatic pungent smell of the herby things that grew in the sea marshes beyond the oak wood. Over her head the bits of sky that Meg could see between the wet leaves were thrilling: a patch of bright blue here, a bit of inky storm cloud there, a bit of a rainbow somewhere else. The cry of the gulls was wild and high and excited, and within the walled garden there was a blackbird singing.

Meg looked ridiculous. Mackintoshes being the price they were, her splashing outfit had been bought large enough to allow for growth. The bottom of her mackintosh descended to her ankles and the sleeves to the tips of her fingers. The brim of her poppy hat, weighted with water, flapped to her nose in front and descended over her ears each side. There was nothing to be seen of her except a small pointed sunburnt chin with water drops trickling off it, and yet a keen observer hidden behind the oak trees would have known quite a lot about Meg just by watching her progress down the drive. The sheer ecstasy with which her booted feet came down in each puddle told of the depth of her capacity for happiness. And yet her chuckle was without undue excitement and devoid of squeak. It would seem she knew already, with subconscious knowledge, that restraint is estimable in women, and would love it and exercise it all her life. And she was game. It was obvious that she would not cry if she tripped over the hem of her ridiculous mackintosh and fell headlong, for not even that ungainly flapping garment could hide the trim gallantry of her little figure. She was determined, too. Though she zigzagged from puddle to puddle, she was never deflected from her determined progress down the drive. She knew where she was going and what she was going to do when she got there.

She was down! There had been treacherous foothold in one of the puddles and the toe of one boot had caught on a shifting stone. It could not have been a nastier fall. She went down flat, with her poppy hat flying off her head and her face against the stones of the drive. Yet she was up again in a moment, with no outcry. But she stood still now, unable to go on, one small brown hand, with the fingers spread out starfish-wise, pressed against her excoriated little face.

The observer who had been hidden behind the oak trees was beside her in two strides, had picked her up and carried her to the bench just inside the gate that led from the oak wood to the village, the marshes and the sea. He set her down and sat beside her. Mouse lay down on his feet to comfort him. She would have lain on Meg’s had they been available, but Meg’s did not reach the ground. Mouse always lay on people’s feet when she felt they needed comfort. She did not know why with her mind, but her instinct told her that in times of desolation the extremities should always be kept warm. To make up for the lack of ideas in her head. Mouse’s instincts were very highly developed.

“That was a bad fall, wasn’t it?” said the man who had picked Meg up. “Might I see your nose?”

Meg, her starfish hand still flat against her face, shook her head. This person was a stranger to her, and she had her dignity. She could feel the blood running down from inside her nose and she knew she must look a mess. She did not like to be looked at by a strange man when she was a mess. But she felt very desolate, and had an awful feeling that the black beast was just round the corner somewhere, waiting to pounce. Her father and mother were not home yet, and the French Mademoiselle who helped her mother look after her and Robin was cross today. Mrs. Wilkes, who came up each day from the village to help with the cooking and cleaning and washing-up, was not cross; because she never was, but she was in that rather difficult mood which very good people get into when if they were not so good they would be very cross indeed. She did not feel a bit nice, and there was no one to help her to bear it. A small strangled sob broke from her, but was instantly repressed, for she had her pride as well as her dignity.

The stranger produced a large pocket handkerchief. “I must mop up your nose,” he said firmly. “If you please.”

Meg had been trained to obedience, and she recognised the voice of authority as well as the note of repressed exasperation to which she was well accustomed in the voices of grown-ups. They were always in such a hurry, and arguments that delayed them in their perpetual rush from one task to another could bring that edge even to her mother’s warm and pretty voice, as she ran from the washing-up to the butcher waiting to be paid at the back door, and from the butcher to Daddy, who had lost his spectacles again, and from Daddy to Robin, who had fallen out of the pram and was dangling by the straps. She removed her hand.

“Bluggy,” she said.

“A merely temporary affliction,” said the stranger, and he mopped her up expertly but with such quick jerky movements that she felt like a kitten with its fur stroked backwards.

“You’re in a hurry,” she said, a rather sad little statement of fact that made him feel oddly reproached. He put his handkerchief back in his pocket and tried to relax. He took off his hat and held it between his knees. Then, catching sight of his thin nervous hands clenched on the hat, as though he were clinging to a lifebelt, he gave an impatient exclamation and dropped it on the ground, letting his hands dangle.

“I’m not in a hurry,” he said gently.

“I’m not either,” said Meg.

He smiled down at the top of her head. “You seemed to be, coming down the drive.”

“I wasn’t in a hurry,” said Meg. “I was just going somewhere. I was going to look at the gulls at the harbour. I needn’t.”

“Then we’ll stay here for a bit, shall we?”

“Yes,” whispered Meg. She felt a little shy, and still shaken, and would have liked to go back to the house to Zelle, but she wanted to oblige.

The warm sun of the stormy August day was out again and it beat down upon them. Here in the sheltered drive, with the rampart of the oak trees between them and the marshes, they did not feel the wind from the sea. Through the wrought-iron gate in the wall the man could see the golden and orange glow of autumn flowers, the tall and gracious trees of an old and matured garden, and, beyond, the irregular roof of the house. To ease his restlessness he had chosen to walk from the station instead of taking a taxi. He had asked his way in Radford and taken the coast road through the marshes carrying his bag, a thing the doctor had forbidden him to do, but the beauty of the walk had made him forget the weight of it. To his right the marshes had been splashed with colour like a painter’s palette; to his left, just at the corner of the lane that led down from the high road, there had been a cornfield bending beneath the wind. On the horizon he had seen the silver line of the sea and the estuary, with the cliffs of the Island beyond, at one moment half hidden in mists of driving rain, remote and far away, at the next leaping out under the sun in such clear distinctness that they looked like the longed-for Celestial Mountains at the end of the unending way. Then he had reached the harbour, with wild sea-asters growing beside the harbour wall and fishing boats and yachts rocking peacefully at anchor. Clustered about it, the small grey houses of the village, their gardens bright with tamarisk trees and fuchsia bushes, had had a look of weatherbeaten enduring strength that had brought him ease. A swan had flown overhead, the rhythmic beating of its wings adding to the note of strength, and everywhere, in the wind and sun and rain, the gulls had been flying and calling. He had asked an old salt seated upon the harbour wall the way to Damerosehay, and a pipe stem had been jerked towards the broken gate propped open by a stone, leading into the oak wood. He had gone through the gate, and the trees had taken possession of him.

It had been a queer experience. He knew little of rural England and he had not realised that the pools of country quiet that still existed, wedged in between the din of towns and factories and the bungaloid growth of seaside resorts, had such intense individuality. To turn down the lane from the high road had been to enter a new world, quiet in spite of momentary turmoils of wind and water, clean and immensely invigorating, holding within it a sort of leaping up of heavenly freshness from depths that were older than time and yet forever new. And then, when the storm-twisted oak trees took hold of him, it had been different again. Nothing primeval now, but a sense almost of home coming that deepened when he saw a child running to meet him. He remembered just in time that this was not his home, and never would be. He was coming here to work for a short time for a man he disliked, and he was not expected by this child, who would merely be repelled by his ugly face. He had turned aside into the trees so as not to startle her.

And here they were sitting companionably together on a seat in the sunshine, taking for the moment no notice of each other. Sebastian was glad to sit still. Though he had enjoyed it, that walk from the station carrying his bag had been a crazy undertaking for a man in his state of health, and his heart was banging about most uncomfortably inside him. He breathed quickly while the familiar hot waves and cold douches broke over him, then impatiently detached his mind from his detested body and looked down at the child beside him.

Though her gallant little figure had so stirred him, the poppy hat had prevented him from seeing anything of her face except her pointed chin, and now when he looked down at her he saw only the top of a smooth fair head. Her hair, cut short, was fine and soft as silk, of a shining almost silvery pale gold. David Eliot, his employer, had hair of the same colour, and in Eliot it was a source of profound exasperation to him, for he rated it high amongst those many levers to fame which the man possessed entirely by fortunate accident, and yet carried with such an intolerable air of courtly arrogance. Was this child Eliot’s child? He couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t reconcile this child with David Eliot, any more than he could realise that this was Eliot’s home. He couldn’t see Eliot’s lacquered smartness in this fairy wood, or visualise him with a muddy little child in his arms. Yet he had been told that he had children.

Meg suddenly looked up, and she was very like her father. She had his blue eyes, very deeply set and a little disconcerting in their steady appraising glance, his broad low forehead and beautifully modelled cheekbones. But there the resemblance ended, for her bloodied button nose, her soft little mouth and tiny pointed chin bore no resemblance to her father’s much-photographed classic profile. Then she smiled, and when Meg smiled it was obvious that she was somebody very special. It was not the smile that her father bestowed on strangers, charming but a little wary, as though, taught by troublesome experience, he deliberately withheld himself, but a smile of such all-embracing warmth that the smiled upon were taken captive for ever. Sebastian was no exception to the rule and capitulated on the spot.

Meg laid her hand, fingers still spread wide, upon his knee. It was an exceedingly dirty hand, but delightfully dimpled over the knuckles, with minute nails like sea shells, of a shade of pink that blended quite perfectly with the golden sunburn of her skin. She would have been pale but for the sunburn, and in spite of the dimples she was too thin, but the little hollows at wrists and temples, and below the cheekbones, gave added beauty to the play of light and shadow that is so exquisite upon the perfect texture of a child’s clear skin. It was so long since he had looked with normal attention upon a lovely happy child that she seemed like a vision from another world. He had seen many children since the war had ended, but in the early years they had been mostly travesties of childhood, heart-breaking to look upon, and then when in America he had seen normal children again he had seen each one always with his small son Josef standing beside him, and had clenched his hands that he might not strike a fist against the rosy mouth that had always had all the food it wanted. But Meg’s mouth was not rosy, it was pale and in spite of her happiness a little poignant, and he looked at her now without bitterness, seeing only herself. Or was it that this wood had done something to him? Had the shining leaves and the glancing sunlight momentarily come down like a curtain between him and that bitterness?

In any case, for the first time in a long while, a child was not afraid of him. But, then, this was the first time in a long while that he had been able to look at a thing of beauty with no emotion at all but that of humble reverence.

“Did you come on the twelve-five?” asked Meg.

“Yes, I came on the twelve-five,” said Sebastian.

“And did you walk from the station?”

“Yes, I walked from the station.”

“Dinner,” said Meg briefly, and levered herself forward on the seat, lowering her mackintosh boots towards the ground. On her feet again, she picked up the poppy hat and put it on, so that she was once more obliterated. She did this with great absorption, and no hurry, and, unhurried himself for the first time in months, Sebastian replaced his own hat with slow deliberation, tipped Mouse gently off his feet and picked up his suitcase. Hand in hand, preceded by Mouse, they strolled slowly towards the house.

“Have you come to stay?” asked Meg.

“I have,” said Sebastian. “Do you object at all?”

“No,” Meg assured him equably. “Do you like cod?”

“Not very much,” said Sebastian.

“It’s for dinner,” Meg warned him. “But with baked apples after, Zelle said, to make it nicer. We don’t have cod when Daddy is here because he won’t eat it. He’d sooner starve, he says.”

“There he deceives himself,” said Sebastian grimly, yet his face twisted into the grimace which did duty with him for a smile, for this mutual dislike of cod was a point of contact with David Eliot, and as such it had its value.

“My Daddy has been in America,” said Meg.

Sebastian’s smile faded and his expression took on its customary aridity, for he knew that only too well. He had been with her father in America.

“My Daddy is an actor,” said Meg.

Sebastian remained silent. This also, to his cost, he knew.

“Mummy went in the car to meet the big boat,” said Meg. “They’ll be home for tea.”

The impact of this glorious fact suddenly smote her afresh, as it had been doing at intervals throughout the day. The first long parting that she and her father had ever known was over and he would be home today. Each time she remembered this it was as though a wave made not of water but of light broke over her head. She was drenched in light, and it had a glowing warmth that reached even to her toes. She looked at the world through it, too, and the world shone and sparkled as though God had suddenly bent down and put a fresh polish upon it just to please her. When this happened she had to stand still for a moment because the light and the glow seemed to hold her so.

The stillness took Sebastian by surprise, for he had expected the suddenly jump sideways and the swinging on his hand that he had once been accustomed to in an excited child; he had even braced his gaunt body to hold firm as she swung. He stopped, too, and for a brief and extraordinary moment there came again that freshness, this time within himself, welling up from that fountain down at the roots of things. What sort of a place was this to which he had come with such reluctance, and yet which twice in an hour had made him feel again this emotion of renewal? He supposed he had once known it, because there was a feeling of familiarity about it, but he had utterly forgotten it.

They had come out from the trees to an open sweep of gravel in front of the house. Here they could feel the wind again, sweeping across the marshes from the sea. Sebastian put down his suitcase and, taking off his hat, faced it for a moment, feeling its cleanliness reaching through his clothes to the sick body that he carried about with him with such extreme distaste wherever he went. The wind was not cold, only fresh and invigorating. The reeds and rushes of the marsh swept up as far as the stream that bordered the strip of grass edging the drive, and rustled beneath the wind.

He turned round again to look at the house. The trees of the walled garden hid the length of it, and what he saw was only the gabled east end, yet that attracted him immensely. Damerosehay was an eighteenth century house, but its irregular roof and grey stone walls were so battered by the gales of a couple of centuries that it looked older. At this end of it Virginia creeper veiled the battered stone, each green leaf already touched with fire, and a climbing rose ran riot over the old porch. There were seats inside the porch and a wide front door with an old fashioned brass handle. Over the porch was a window, slightly open and with a gay curtain fluttering out from it. Sebastian looked up for a moment. From that window a man would look out over the bending rushes to the silver line of the estuary, with the Island beyond. He would see the ships passing, and the gulls beating up into the wind, and the great skies that are the glory of the flat and marshy lands. He liked that window.

But Meg was inside the porch, struggling with the door-handle, and he went to help her. He turned it and, preceded by Mouse, they went in together. Meg went straight to the stairs, sat down on the bottom step and began struggling with her boots. “Zelle,” she called into the shadows of the house. “Please, Zelle, my boots, and there’s a man.”

Sebastian did not help with the boots, for he doubted his efficiency, and he could not at the moment attend to anything but the house. Hat in hand, he stood and attended to it. He was aware at once of that sense of depth and strength that all old houses have. The wide staircase rose only gradually, with shallow worn uncarpeted stairs that gave the impression that they would take you very deeply in to withdrawn and peaceful places. The hall was dark, velvety with shadow and cosily warm. Beneath his feet, under the shabby rug, he could feel uneven flagstones. Meg’s soft voice, calling for Zelle, and the sound of Mouse lapping water from a bowl marked DOG no more affected the deep silence of the house than Meg’s glowing little figure disturbed the shadows. There was an old settle against the dark-panelled wall and a pot of flowers on a table. The house smelled of flowers, furniture polish, baked apples, dog and tobacco. Somewhere in the shadows a grandfather clock struck one, and a cuckoo clock far away upstairs made the same remark.

Then the silence was broken by the light steps of a girl running down to them, and the roars of an angry baby left in the lurch upstairs. A door opened at the back of the hall, letting in light, and a woman came through it, a country body of immense size and immense charm. She advanced with a stately swaying motion, shifting her great weight from one foot to the other with a patient humorous determination that did not quite mask her fatigue. Her white apron billowed before her, and her bright pink knitted cardigan, buttoned up over her bosom to her chin, strained at all its buttons with desperation but success, holding fast, but showing spotless white petticoat at all the interstices. Her scanty grey hair was strained back as tightly as possible and skewered with a couple of hairpins at the back of her head. Her face was round and red and shone with selflessness and lathered soap; for Mrs. Wilkes, when she washed anything, including herself, washed with a sort of religious devotion that could be satisfied by nothing less than a really supreme lather. Her sleeves were rolled to the elbow, and her large red capable hands, with the wedding ring nearly imbedded in flesh on the left one, were slightly flecked with lather now. She dried them on her apron as she considered Sebastian.

Zelle, expertly peeling Meg, also considered him. Zelle was twenty-six years old, petite and dainty in her gay flowered overall. With her thin face and sallow skin she was not strictly pretty, but her little head, covered with short dark curls, was beautifully shaped, and she had a fine air of distinction. Just at the moment she was both tired and cross, but that she was one of those women born to care for children was obvious in her handling of Meg. Buttons flew in and out of their appropriate holes at the touch of her fingers, and when she removed the obliterating hat and saw Meg’s nose her loving outcry had a tenderness that made Sebastian wince. And there was something else about her that made him wince: a tautness across the cheekbones, and a hard sadness in the eyes, that he had seen so often in the faces of the young who have suffered much at an age when they should have known nothing but joy.

“Mon petit chou, quel dommage!”

Meg made no complaint. Upon her face had dawned that look of placid peace that children’s faces wear when they give themselves into hands whose skill they know and trust. Her nose no longer mattered. Zelle would see to it.

“It’s not so bad as it looks, Mademoiselle,” Sebastian reassured her. “The child tripped in a puddle and fell and bumped it and it bled a little. That’s all.” He spoke hesitantly, for the roars of the angry baby upstairs, who was apparently being murdered but to whom neither woman paid the slightest attention, were confusing him a little.

“I’ll take ’er upstairs and put some Dettol on it,” said Zelle. Her English was good, and charming, with its foreign inflection, and she spoke French in moments of emotion only.

“Now wait, Zelle,” said Mrs. Wilkes. “The gentleman—’e can’t be left stood there. Yes, Sir?”

Zelle turned round, Meg’s hand in hers, and once more considered Sebastian, this time with the astonishment and slight dismay to which he was only too well accustomed.

“You’re not expecting me?” he asked.

Both women shook their heads.

Sebastian, suddenly exhausted beyond endurance, sat down on the settle. Now once again he would have to explain himself. He was always explaining himself. In fresh situations, always difficult, to new people, mostly without understanding, he was perpetually explaining himself. What a senseless affair it all was! Why did God, if there was a God, demand the continued existence in time and space of such disconnected items as himself? There should be a celestial bonfire once a year to burn up all extraneous humanity. War should do it, but did not. War only created more of the rubbish. And here they were preparing for a new war with the remaining heaps of it left over from the last war not yet sorted out. Abruptly he pulled himself together to explain himself yet once again.

“I am Mr. Eliot’s secretary,” he said.

“Mr. Collins?” enquired Zelle.

“No, not Collins. He left Mr. Eliot in America and went to Hollywood. I took his place. I gather Mr. Eliot’s secretaries follow each other in rather quick succession.”

The moment the words were out of his mouth he could have kicked himself for the bitterness with which he had spoken. Eliot had, according to his lights, been kind. What sort of creature had he become, that he could not even be loyal in the presence of his servants to a man who employed him? No, servants was the wrong word, for servants had vanished now, like loyalty. He had last visited England in the days of nannies and butlers. The little French girl and the enormous kindly soul were, he supposed, the modern equivalents, but he did not know how to describe them. Yet whatever they were they were loyal, for he could feel the disapproval that his remark had immediately brought into their consideration of himself.

“I am wrong. It’s not dead yet,” he said.

The disapproval faded into bewilderment.

“Loyalty,” he said.

Bewilderment became apprehension. Even Meg, who had at first accepted him with equanimity, had her thumb in her mouth. He supposed he was talking to himself again. They must think him mad. So he probably still was at times. He pulled himself together once more.

“My name is Sebastian Weber,” he said; and even now there was a ghost of pride hovering somewhere in the tone of his voice, the wraith of that full-bodied thing that had made him so sure of himself in the days when the announcement of a well known name, in a man’s own country, could command immediate respect. “Mr. Eliot wanted me to come down here to do some work for him. He said he would telephone and tell you to expect me.”

This was a familiar situation, and apprehension vanished as tolerant smiles appeared upon both women’s faces.

“There now, that’s Mr. Eliot all over!” said Mrs. Wilkes. “’E never done it. A wonderful memory for all the nonsense ’e talks on the stage, so they tell me, but none at all for anything useful.”

“It’s a wonder Mrs. Eliot didn’t give us a ring,” said Zelle.

“Likely ’e never told ’er,” said Mrs. Wilkes. “She’ll be took aback, same as us. Now then, Sir, gimme your bag. I’ll take you upstairs and see you comfortable.”

Mrs. Wilkes had a way of saying comfortable, stressing the solidity of the word and softly rolling the ‘r’, that made it a word of infinite reassurance. Resisting his effort to carry his own bag, she took Sebastian firmly into her kindly charge. It was obvious that she was as expert with men as Zelle with small children. As the little procession wound its way upstairs, Zelle going first with Meg and Mouse and Mrs. Wilkes following with Sebastian, his face for a brief moment had a look that was almost a reflection of Meg’s expression of placid peace. Mrs. Wilkes saw the look, recognised it, sighed and accepted the burden. She already had five men—a husband and four sons—dependent upon her for their every comfort, and now here was another, making a half-dozen. Well, she’d always had a fancy for an even number.

“That poor child!” ejaculated Sebastian, for the roars of the angry baby increased in volume as they reached the top of the stairs.

“Master Robin,” said Mrs. Wilkes placidly. “Creating. Proper temper ’e ’as. This way, Sir. Mind, now. This ’ouse is all steps up and steps down, for no reason, as you might say.”

But the abrupt little flight of steps that led down into the quiet room added to its charm, seeming to cut it off more completely from the rest of the house. With the door shut one could no longer hear the angry baby. The window curtains stirred in the breeze, and the cool sound of the rushes was like the sound of distant water. It was the room over the porch that Sebastian had noticed from outside.

“Mr. Eliot’s room before ’e married,” said Mrs. Wilkes. “All swept and dusted. I’ve only to make the bed up. Don’t you unpack your bag now; I’ll see to that later. You’d best ’ave a tray of lunch up ’ere in peace and quiet. Now sit down and make yourself comfortable.”

She spoke with the same patient humorous determination with which she moved, unconsciously forcing her voice to rise above the tones of weariness to a kindly command that allowed no disobedience. She had been a publican’s wife for many years, sobriety had not been among her husband’s virtues and her sons took after him. To her way of thinking if a man was not drunk at the moment, he soon would be, and she had long ago left off suiting her manner to the variations of his state; from sheer fatigue she had adopted now for good and all the one that was most in use. Yet Mrs. Wilkes liked men, always had and always would. There was no resentment in her manner, for acceptance and not resentment was the essence of her, and it was never resented; indeed the sober among her sons sometimes wished they were drunk just for the sheer comfort of being shepherded to bed by Mrs. Wilkes.

Sebastian found himself sitting in a comfortable little armchair by the window. He had been taken out of his mackintosh by Mrs. Wilkes and placed there almost without his own knowledge, for in spite of her weight and bulk she had the gift of sure touch and noiseless movement. Sebastian, with the sensitiveness of the ill to the hidden qualities of those about them, was aware of a depth of quietness in her. A well of quiet, he thought, akin to the primeval freshness of the village beyond the fairy wood.

But the next moment it was of the room that he was thinking. He was not looking at it, for he had relaxed in his chair and shut his eyes, and it seemed that a century of time had passed over him, but he was aware of it; gentle in colour, with its quietness only accentuated by the rustle of the reeds and the sheets that Mrs. Wilkes was spreading on the bed. The creak of the door, when she left the room and came back again, had seemed to come from miles away, but her acceptance of the tasks that his arrival had imposed on her was so close that it seemed a part of him. That was one of the queer things about illness: things seemed now near, now far, so that the sense of distance, as of time, was revealed as mere illusion. But acceptance was not illusion. It was salvation. This time the sudden click of the door, as Mrs. Wilkes went away again, came as a physical shock that set his pulses hammering and sent a fiery thread of pain along the track of an old bullet wound that went through his body.

He opened his eyes and looked about him. So this had been David Eliot’s room before he married. Yet Eliot’s restlessness, that at times rasped Sebastian’s nerves almost beyond endurance, had left the peace of it unscathed. The spirit of this house was obviously a strong tough spirit, that would always be greater now than any human turmoil that its quietness would enclose. Yet in the beginning the spirit of a house is made by those who live in it, and he wondered who had lived here during two centuries, and what they had suffered. Mrs. Wilkes was obviously the heir to their fortitude. He thought of fortitude as being not endurance only but endurance with added to it that quietness and acceptance that he had felt in her.

The walls of this small room were painted a pale silver-grey, and it was filled with the clear silvery light that in his romantic boyhood he had described to himself as sanctuary light. Tracts of land enclosed by water, as these sea marshes were almost enclosed by sea and estuary, were bathed in it on the clear and windswept days. In his youth islands had always given him a feeling of sanctuary, and he could still recognise the light. The few pieces of furniture in the room were old and beautiful, and so was the blue-green model of a horse that stood upon the chest of drawers. He fancied it must be a seahorse, for there seemed a swirl of water about the galloping hoofs and a hint of spray in the flying mane. Over the bed hung a reproduction of Van Gogh’s painting of the lark singing and tossing over the windblown corn. He remembered the thrill of delight the picture had given him when he had first seen it, and he remembered naturally and easily. That was odd, for he had lived for so long with shutters in his mind closed against all memory of past happiness. He had himself put up the shutters and almost exhausted his will with the effort of holding them shut; yet the memory of the light, and of the lark, had slipped through quite easily and brought no pain.

Mrs. Wilkes entered with lunch daintily set on a tray and put it down beside him on the little table in the window. “Poached egg, a glass of sherry and a nice baked apple,” she said encouragingly. “There’s a nice bit of cod, but from Mr. Eliot I know the feelings of gentlemen with regard to cod. Very fussy about his food, Mr. Eliot is.”

She spoke the word “gentlemen” with archaic respect. Evidently she had not moved with the times. And how came she to apply the title to him? He knew what he looked like.

“A weak stomach,” continued Mrs. Wilkes with kindly tolerance. “And Meg the same. I’ll unpack your bag, Sir, while you eat your lunch. Yes, Sir, I’d like to do it. I’m in a better state of ’ealth than what you are.”

Sebastian smiled. “How do you know that, Mrs. Wilkes?”

“I’ve been laying out the dead in this village for close on forty years,” said Mrs. Wilkes placidly.

Sebastian laughed outright, and the sound of his genuine mirth startled him more than it did Mrs. Wilkes, used as she was to the peculiar sense of humour of those whom she still called the gentry. There was never no knowing what they’d laugh at and what they wouldn’t, she would say to Wilkes, any more than there was any telling what crazy thing they’d do next. Like children, they were. A body who looked after them through all their vagaries had to be prepared for anything.

Mrs. Wilkes unpacked quietly and efficiently, and Sebastian did not mind in the least that she should see how meagre and shabby his possessions were. Her mind, he felt, was too weary for comment, and her loyalty to those she cared for too deep for gossip. Eliot paid him a good salary, but in the bitter world of today he had something better to do with it than the buying of comforts and luxuries for himself.

“There now,” said Mrs. Wilkes when she had finished. “Coming on to rain again. Bad for the ’arvest, and I’ll never get me washing dry. But there it is. There’s One Above and there’s the weather, and it ain’t no good fighting either on ’em. If you’ve finished I’ll take your tray. Like a cupper tea?”

“I’m not English,” said Sebastian. “I’ve no great passion for tea.”

“Well, there, it mightn’t mix with the sherry,” said Mrs. Wilkes. “Seeing it’s raining, you might ’ave a nice lay down.”

It was a command. Obediently Sebastian removed his shoes while Mrs. Wilkes folded up the quilt. Then, to his astonishment, he found himself flat on the bed with the eiderdown over him, yet without any clear idea as to how he had got there. Had the excellent sherry gone to his head? His face twisted with a spasm of amusement, for evidently Mrs. Wilkes had thought so. She had applied that swift steerage movement, that abrupt lift below the elbow, whereby the intoxicated are landed in a place of safety.

“There now,” said Mrs. Wilkes, departing with the tray. “Out of ’arm’s way.”


CHAPTER II

LUCILLA ELIOT was ninety-one years old.

“Most extraordinary!” she said aloud. She talked to herself a good deal nowadays, but so softly that those who heard her murmuring voice did not hear what she said. It was like overhearing a small child in its cot telling itself stories, a soft bee-hum of reminiscence that had little to do with the stark reality of day-Today life as they themselves lived it. The small children and the very old, with the stuff of life hardly yet grasped or perforce nearly relinquished, were protected and secure and could enjoy their dreams and illusions immune from the daily wear and tear. And how lucky they were! . . . Lucilla knew that was the thought in the minds of those who came in and out of her room, attending most kindly to her wants and reading to her only those extracts from the daily papers which they considered suitable. They did not say so, of course, but Lucilla had the clairvoyance of the very old and she knew what was in their minds.

There were times when she wished very much that she did not. It could be most uncomfortable; and disillusioning, too, when she discovered the thoughts in the minds of those she loved to be not so invariably excellent as she had hitherto imagined. But, on the other hand, she was aware now of honest thinking and humble charity in inarticulate nonentities that turned all her previous judgements of them upside down; and that was excellent, like picking what you thought was a scentless flower and finding it smelt good after all. At first this growing clairvoyance of hers had frightened her. Did all old people have it? She could not remember in her younger days that any old people had told her about it; but, then, she was not telling her children about it: it would have made them too uncomfortable. Probably her experience was the normal one and nothing to be surprised at. At her age one was already beginning to live a little in the life to come and to know as they know who are set free from all the deceptions and disguises of existence in the body.

“Most extraordinary! she said again, and then laughed, remembering that that had been one of the favourite exclamations of Queen Victoria in her old age. Doubtless it was the favourite exclamation of many old people, for the state was full of surprises, not the least of them being that one’s body could be so incredibly antique while deep inside one felt so young. Well, of course, one was young. The Old Masters had known that. She could remember a painting of Fra Angelico’s that she had seen once. In the foreground a corpse lay on its bier, and behind the bier stood God holding a child in His arms. She had puzzled over the picture for a long time before she had realised that the child was the soul. She had been young then, just grown up, and had felt extremely mature. Now, being so old and feeling so young, she would have felt no puzzlement. She could remember as though it were yesterday the blue sunny day when she had seen that picture. She had worn a white spotted muslin dress and a leghorn hat with a pink rose in it. She moved her hands a little, feeling not the rug over knees but the crisp feel of the muslin. A sudden gust of rain was pattering against the window, but just for the moment she felt only the warmth of that sunny day. The joy of memory was one of her chief joys now; only the memories were so vivid that they could scarcely be called memories. It was more as though her life had come round full circle and the beginning was with her at the end as actual experience that would pass her on, like all experience, to an enriched existence beyond. And so anticipation was merged in memory and it was hard to know at times which was which.

There was for her no longer any bitterness in remembered experience. It was a curious fact that as she looked back over her life she thanked God for its happiness, while at the time she had thought it to be largely made up of grief and pain. A loveless marriage and the bearing of children whom at the time she had not wanted. At the beginning of it all how bitter it had been! Yet now the fact that in the end she had made a success of her marriage, in the end had loved her children, somehow acted retrospectively to sweeten the whole experience. Then that parting from the man for whom she had almost left her husband and children. For duty’s sake she had denied herself what she had described at the time, with Edwardian magnificence, as the one great love of her life, and the immensity of the sacrifice had, she had thought at the time, nearly killed her. And yet now that memory, out of all her memories, was the only one that had grown not vivid to the point of present reality but dim as a dream. She could scarcely remember now what the man had looked like, and yet at the time he who was now a dream had seemed her very life. Yet she was grateful to that dream figure of a lover because he had been all that is most lovable, and her love of his lovableness, and sacrifice of it, had both gone to the making of the child she had borne to her husband after she had returned to her wifely duties. Maurice, that child, had had a charm and beauty that none of her other children had possessed, and a spark of that heavenly genius that springs only somewhere, somehow, from a true denial, and she had loved him with what she thought now was in truth the great love of her life. When he had died in the First World War it had seemed like the death of her own soul; and yet now he was with her more constantly than the sons and daughter who still lived with her in this world.

That silence of the world of light, that can seem so heavenly when for a moment or two it hushes with its peace the tumult of material things and yet so terrible when it takes to itself the souls of the freed, had lasted from the day of his death until now. He had seemed to vanish so utterly that she had been tempted to doubt the truth of the immortality of the soul. She had felt at times that he lived only in the qualities he had handed on to his son, her grandson David, and that David had handed on to his daughter Meg; and for that reason David and his Meg were loved by her with an intensity considered by the rest of the family to be extremely bad for the characters of both.

And yet now, after a lifetime of absence, here was Maurice back again, returned from the great distance and the deep silence with an ease that suggested that they were neither so deep nor so great as she had thought. He had made himself known to her as an enfolding of warm joy, as though her small soul was held within his, that was so much greater. It was almost, she thought shyly, as though his adult soul was carrying her childish one to a new birth, as once through nine long months her body had carried his. She never mentioned his presence to anyone except very occasionally to Meg, or to her eldest son Hilary. How could she? How explain to men and women fixed extremely firmly in their mortal bodies the existence of someone who could be neither heard nor seen, and yet was there? You had to be slightly loose in your body before you could understand. Extreme old age had loosened Lucilla, and his lifetime of austerity would have caused the sword that was Hilary to rattle in the scabbard of his body, had he not been so fat. As to Meg, her flower-like body had scarcely had time to close its petals over and about her and she was very loose indeed.

“And so, with you so constantly here, Maurice,” said Lucilla aloud, “my lifelong grief for you seems slightly foolish. If I had my time over again I would weep for nothing but sin.”

“Did you speak, Mother?” asked Margaret Eliot, Lucilla’s daughter, from the door.

“Not to you, dear,” said Lucilla with a touch of asperity. “But if you are there you can come in and light this fire. It’s laid.”

“But it’s only August,” objected Margaret, coming in.

“An English August,” said Lucilla. “Cold as January. And David comes home today. He’ll be in to see me, perhaps.”

“Tomorrow, I expect,” said Margaret. She was aware that Lucilla was waiting for David with an intensity of expectation that was likely to wear her out if it went on too long. “There will scarcely be time for him to come today. Don’t start expecting him before tomorrow. Mother.”

“The matches,” said Lucilla, “are behind the clock.”

“Shall we have the electric stove?” suggested Margaret with a forced brightness.

“I dislike it intensely,” said Lucilla. “It makes my head hot and leaves my feet exactly what they were before the thing was lit. Don’t argue, dear Margaret. Do as you are told.”

“It’s the coal,” explained Margaret. “They say it will be very short next winter.”

“Why bother with next winter?” asked Lucilla. “What I am bothering about is cold feet now.”

Margaret laughed and knelt down to light the fire. She gloried, as did all the family, in Lucilla’s moods of asperity, for they were as sparks flying up from the vivid and glowing vitality that had warmed them all their lives long and was still their life and their delight. For even at ninety-one there was no dying down of Lucilla’s vital fire. Her body was weakened with age and rheumatism, so that she moved very slowly, and she could no longer read small print even with her spectacles on, but her deafness only troubled her when she chose that it should, and her mind was as keen and alert as ever. And she was still a delight to look at, her white hair growing vitally from her low forehead and her blue eyes seeming only more lovely because they were so deeply sunken in their shadowed sockets. The fine bones of her face showed more clearly than they used to beneath the delicately wrinkled skin, and her hands had lost some of their shapeliness, but she had kept her grace and air of distinction.

“I am extremely fortunate, Margaret,” she said.

“What about, Mother?” asked Margaret, pushing her untidy short grey hair back from her face with one of those quick nervous gestures that betray the overworked. There had been some coal-dust on her fingers and it left little streaks of black on her temples.

Lucilla flushed a delicate pink, for she had not known that she had spoken aloud. She had been thinking that she was fortunate still to retain her beauty at ninety-one, while Margaret at only sixty-nine looked more deplorable than words could say. But she was not going to lie about what was in her mind. This new knowledge of the thoughts of others that had come to her in old age had given her an almost fantastic horror of the life of half-unconscious deception which almost everybody seemed to lead. Of course to a certain extent one had to build from the outside in, one had to act with a willed charity, however unloving the thoughts in one’s mind, on and on till feeling came to heel and followed action, but that was a creative thing, utterly different from the hypocrisy of the easy flattery and the easier platitude that were just a floating with the tide. The word integrity was one which she had come to love almost the best of the words in the dictionary; though she recognised that the union of charity with honesty was dreadfully difficult; one was sure to be lopsided one way or the other.

“That I was born beautiful and that my beauty has not left me,” she said to Margaret. “It will not be counted unto me for righteousness, but it has eased my way. Even as a little girl, Margaret, you were never pretty, and that has made a hard life harder. Could you sit down for a moment?”

Margaret drew up a low chair to the fire and held out her work-roughened hands to its warmth. “I should be ironing your handkerchiefs,” she said guiltily.

“I wish your love for me did not take the form of disliking the laundry,” said Lucilla. “If I could see you rested I’d joyfully blow my nose on torn handkerchiefs.”

“If it was our own torn handkerchiefs that came back, I should not mind so much,” said Margaret, “but it’s other people’s.”

“To see you sitting down and doing nothing I should not care whose handkerchief I used,” said Lucilla. “That was one of the reasons why I wanted to leave Damerosehay, but I believe this is the first time in five years that I have seen you do it.”

“Have we really been in Lavender Cottage five years?” marvelled Margaret.

“Five years,” said Lucilla. “Which reminds me that it is the anniversary of David’s and Sally’s wedding on Wednesday, and there is to be the usual party. I mustn’t forget.”

“You’re not likely to forget, Mother,” said Margaret. “You love family parties.”

Lucilla flushed again. Here she was, now, expressing her thoughts with a certain measure of deception. For weeks she had been counting the days to the party, and yet she must needs imply that she was so above such things that she was likely to forget them.

“I own I have been counting the days,” she said with steady truthfulness. “I own I have thought a good deal about that new black silk dress, for it. suits me, and I like to be admired.”

“Mother, you’re adorable! “laughed Margaret.

“They say that humility is so important,” sighed Lucilla, “but I’ll never learn it, not in this world, if all my children and grandchildren persist to the very end in adoring even my faults. Now then, Margaret, sit down!”

“Even if I don’t iron the handkerchiefs there are still the beans for supper,” said Margaret, half in and half out of her chair. “Shall I do them here with you?”

“Don’t do them at all,” said Lucilla. “Why be a slave to beans? There are moments when I wish we had no garden. It’s such a worry trying not to waste the things in it. Put some logs on and then lean back and sit quite still for half an hour. We said to each other, when we left Damerosehay for Lavender Cottage, that now we would make our souls, but so far as I know neither of us has made the slightest attempt to do it.”

“Yes, we did say that,” thought Margaret, leaning back with her hands tightly folded in her lap and her rough grey head unwillingly propped against a patchwork cushion. “Though I’m sure I don’t know what we meant by it.”

She and Lucilla had lived at the family home of Damerosehay for nearly thirty years. It was Lucilla, house hunting after the First World War, who had found it, and had seen in it not just an old house for sale but a sanctuary for battered Eliots for ever. She had lost another son as well as Maurice in that war, and, clear-sighted in her grief, had had no faith in the era of perfection that its vileness was supposed to usher in. Instead she had seen in it but the beginning of sorrows for her children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, each in their turn and in their generation. But she had vowed that they should have something of beauty and security in their lives, a home where they could come and be refreshed physically and mentally when the world had been too much for them. She had thought of Damerosehay much as a man thinks of that quietness within the soul to which it is possible to escape if he can but learn the way to get there. She had even hoped that the physical withdrawal might help them to the spiritual one. Perhaps it had and did. She did not know. In any case she and Margaret, with little leisure for spiritual withdrawals of their own, had given all their strength for thirty years to Damerosehay, Lucilla the strength of her spirit and Margaret the strength of her toiling body, and had not left it until David had married Sally and gone to live there in their place.

David was the most vital and successful of the Eliots, the natural head of the family after Lucilla, and Sally had in her character that union of warmth and selflessness that in the mistress of it can make a house always welcoming. Lucilla and Margaret had felt their life’s work safe in the keeping of those two when they left Little Village, windblown and washed with light in the marshes by the sea, for Big Village, cupped in the sheltered lanes and fields a mile inland, to live in peace and quiet and make their souls.

“Which we have not done,” repeated Lucilla. “We go on behaving here exactly as we used to behave at Damerosehay. I go on worrying about the family and trying not to tell them what they ought to do, and you go on cooking meals we don’t need, and washing clothes we can quite afford to send to the laundry, because overworking the body is the only way of life of which you have experience. We still have no time to make our souls.”

“Even if we stopped worrying and overworking, would the emptiness that would leave do us any good?” asked Margaret. “People always think that if they lived in a different place, in a different way, they would be different sorts of people, but they never are.”

“You are most depressing, Margaret,” said Lucilla.

“I know,” said Margaret. “I always was, and I can’t change now. I must do something about those handkerchiefs, Mother. I left them soaking in salt and water.”

“She’s right,” thought Lucilla when Margaret had gone. “I talk a lot of nonsense. But, all the same, if we can’t stop worrying and overworking we ought to worry and over-work in a different sort of way. That’s the sort of change that should be possible. What a problem! I’ll ask Hilary.”

It was warm and cosy with the fire lighted, and she slept a little, lightly and fitfully, very much aware of Maurice. The awareness increased and became a sense of patient waiting on the part of the other. This she had not known before, for those in the world of light who waited for her had no need of patience. It could not even be said that they waited, for waiting, like patience, implied imprisonment in time. They were just there. She opened her eyes and it was not Maurice who stood beside her but his son David.

They smiled at each other, and then he said, “Are you all right, Grandmother?”

“Yes, David,” she said. “Are you?”

Ever since his school days they had given each other this greeting when he came home. As a boy he had considered this form of words adequate and informative without being sloppy, but now he did not care whether he was sloppy or not and he kneeled down like a child beside her, his folded arms on the arm of her chair and his face buried in them. It was a ridiculous attitude for a middle-aged man, an attitude both extravagant and sentimental, but he was both extravagant and sentimental, and when he was with Lucilla he did not care. He loved her more than anyone else in the world excepting only his daughter Meg.

Lucilla gently touched his silvery fair hair. Then she withdrew her hand and waited. With his face still hidden he wondered if when she was dead he would feel that touch occasionally or whether he would have to do without it. Probably he would have to do without it. Lucilla, aware of what he was thinking, knew he would, for it is not in such ways that the dead make their presence known. It would do him no harm to do without it, for he had done without very little in his life. Though he and Meg were, she believed, her best beloved in this world, she was now a little more critical of him than she had been. This new clairvoyance of hers had given her new insight into his mind and she found it most alarmingly egocentric. Even now, though genuine feeling had put him where he was, she knew that self-dramatisation kept him there. He was well aware how charming they both looked in the flickering firelight.

“Get up, David,” she said sharply.

He got up, laughing, for like Margaret he enjoyed the reassuring tang of her occasional sharpness. Then he sat down beside her, took her face in his hands and kissed her. In the past she had enjoyed the caresses that her beauty called down upon her, but she was not now so fond of them as she had been. She wondered if Meg liked being perpetually kissed; she had sometimes fancied that she had seen an expression of patience on her small face. She believed that the very old and the very young are less fond of caresses than their admirers imagine. She fancied that at the extremes of life, when one was either coming or going, one felt a certain detachment from the possessiveness of the time between.

Yet her love for David was not less because she saw his faults more plainly and was a little fatigued by his emotions. She loved him more, if possible. Pity for human frailty grew with knowledge of it, and in the case of one’s children and grandchildren, through heredity and upbringing, one was responsible for so much of it. Would David, whom she suspected of being increasingly unhappy as he revolved upon himself in alternations of self-dramatisation and self-hatred, have been a healthier man if she had spoilt him less as a child? Would Ben, the grandson who came next in her love, be so tormented now by indecision if she had not always made up his mind for him when he was a small boy? As her earthly life drew to its ending it was not only the sins of others that she saw with such clarity, it was her own even more, especially those that had harmed the children. “Is it well with the child?” was the question that often kept her awake at nights. There were only two of the children towards whom she could bear herself without a sense of guilt: her eldest son Hilary, whose sanctity in his old age had the quality of light, life-giving but untarnishable, and her grandson Tommy, a magnificent young savage who at the opposite end of the scale had a polished marble hardness that had always seemed impervious to any influence whatever, good or bad.
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