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His window looked on to a derelict mill half-hidden by a small wood above the three ponds, each on a slightly lower level. A last patch of vivid sunshine, coming in intense, isolated gleams in this northern county, caught the slope of grass close to where dusk was already gathering under the ruined wall, the wet ivy glinted against the black stone, and short, intense intervals of silence formed between the cawing of the rooks.


H started scribbling, scrawling through the lines and substituting others, his nerves vibrating to a new kind of rhythm. It was not another shy love note to one of his girl cousins that he was feverishly writing, but his first poem.








The sun is dropped and shadows grow


As swords for the world’s overthrow


And through the depths the lightnings crawl


Each like a wounded nightingale.


The flashing dreams of coming years


Dance upon the heart like spears,


Of burnings breaking into swans,


Of sun-enchanted golden lemons,


Of Ninevehs and Babylons,


Whose stones are dark with future tears,


Or of more homely, simple sights


In gardens at the dim of nights


When the white petal of the moon


Throws every flower in a swoon …











After he’d finished it, he took a sheet of notepaper, went downstairs, embossed it in the little machine on his aunt’s desk with the address, and wrote a letter to a Dublin newspaper on the subject of Home Rule. He guessed that, coming from the heart of the Unionist North, the letter would have a good chance of being published in spite of the not very original arguments for independence expressed in it. It was not for the sake of seeing his name in print for the first time that he had composed it. Not because in his heart of hearts – though what really went on there it would still take him years to grasp – he had any great interest in Irish, or any other kind of nationalism. What was behind it was an instinct, far from conscious, to cut himself off from the world of his cousins once for all. And the resolution to act on this impulse came directly from having just written his first poem, and, indirectly, from a kind of faith in himself and his confused instincts that the news of the Russian Revolution that he’d heard during his last term at an English public school, had given him.


A few days later H went to stay with his mother and stepfather who’d rather unexpectedly taken a house at the seaside. Henry still made intermittent attempts at family life and acting the father.


One morning in his ground-floor room that looked out, beyond the small yard, on to the branch line from Coleraine, H opened the paper and there was his letter. H was surprised and somewhat shamed at the satisfaction that seeing his name gave him, all the more as he knew that his poem, or another that he’d written since, had no chance of appearing in print, and it was only the political banalities, coupled with the family name, that had got him the publicity.


Later he met his stepfather walking back to the villa across the links from the golf club. ‘Hello, Harry; I see you’ve a contribution in the paper.’


H realized by Henry’s tone and the amused, quizzical glance he gave him, that Henry, unlike his own blood relations, was too much a man-of-the-world and a cynic (though this was a concept H couldn’t have found the word for) to feel much real disapproval.


H said that yes, he had; and it was left at that as they walked together towards the row of houses overlooking the links. Next day he got a seat in the hired car taking his stepfather to Belfast as far as the crossroads in the wooded hollow of the Ballyboggy mill ponds (his mother was staying on at the villa).


The letter was mentioned, H thought rather grudgingly by Aunt Jenny, though for years he was to notice it, from time to time, put away, with newspaper clippings about her prize heifers, in the empty half of her silver cigarette case.


H had chosen to return to his aunt’s house rather than wait with his mother till the end of the month at Rockport partly to avoid a chance meeting with his cousins and partly because of the books there. His first choice was of one at the farthest, darkest end of the top row in the case by the wall between the doors. Why he took out this one rather than another was partly because of its position on the shelf, partly because of the title, and had also something to do with the dark blue shade of the binding. Once open, the name of the author which he hadn’t been able to read through the glass, Count Leo Tolstoy, and also the decorations on the fly leaf, seemed a confirmation of his instinct in taking it out.


For days H was absorbed in Resurrection. A great deal was obscure. He read on through pages that enclosed him in a solid, tangible kind of boredom that he didn’t dream of escaping from by skipping. There was a dense, stuffy air about it, especially in the Russian courtroom between whose whitewashed walls he spent some days.


His participation became acute when the girl was being questioned. He was listening, listening, the rough wood of the bench under him, breathing the smell of warm iron from the stove, hearing the scratch of pens.


H had only a hazy idea of what the case was about. The girl whom the dead merchant had sent for to spend the night with him in a room at the inn was saying ‘He’d been drinking heavily, your Honour.’


But it was the mention of the size of the ring that it seemed she was accused of having stolen (H couldn’t be sure of the charge, there was too much to take in) that bowled him over.


‘Why, the fellow must have been the size of a bull.’


‘He was a big, heavy man, your Honour.’


The girl in her shabby thick jacket and head scarf and the huge, gold ring, passed from hand to hand in court, and whose weight he could feel in his own, were what H couldn’t get over.


The early winter was very wet, there was rain all day; the old wooden sluices of the upper of the three mill ponds had to be fully drawn up to let the extra water through, and H was able to stay indoors and read or brood.


One dark afternoon, in a kind of trance, he took the mattress from his bed and dragged it up the narrow, uncarpeted stairway that led from just outside his bedroom door to a small attic where the zinc water tank was. Doubling it over he lay on the floor and hugged it to him. He was trying to make the mystery incarnate in calico stuffed with horsehair around which his arms just met. But the old What? How? and Where? were more insistent than ever. All he sensed was that the answer lay in the fold between the two halves of the unwieldy bundle that he could only keep from springing apart by a tight squeeze.


With difficulty keeping the mattress pressed together with one arm, he thrust his free hand into this cavity. But the touch of the coarse material through which wiry ends of hair pricked his fingers was not the revelation he was seeking.


One autumn morning, while no future plans for him had yet been mentioned, his aunt gave him a letter to take to her brother at Benvarden. Short and stocky like her, Major Geoffrey Quintillan was a favourite of his sister’s. She had kept house for him until what she looked on as his ill-advised marriage. And it was largely to be near him when he was becoming more and more estranged from his wife that she had moved back to the North. And now she kept sending him notes which, H surmised, contained veiled criticisms of her sister-in-law.


As H rounded a corner near the gate of his uncle’s estate the road dipped and disappeared into a shining level expanse that stretched far across the bogland in front of him. The water was shallow enough to ride his bicycle through as far as the entrance to the long drive that, bordered by laurels and raised above the excavated bog, was not flooded. Halfway along it the black plain of peat and heather emerged from the water, and, a little further on, where this gave way to cornfields, H ceased pedalling and came to a stop.


Still in the saddle, feet touching the ground, he was overcome by a sleepy lassitude in which he sensed that what he’d been seeking was going to be revealed. He was lifted on heavy strong wings off his bike and carried into the seclusion of the laurels that edged the avenue.


H bent forward, supporting himself with his forehead against a tree trunk, his back to the golden fields where, in the distance, women in coloured bonnets were gathering the reaped corn into stooks.


His hands, cool from the handlebars, had hold of the warm apparition from which, as in the story of Jacob and the angel that had haunted him in his Bible-reading days at school, he was wresting the secret.


O woman … woman … woman! Here she was at last in her shameful glory, his cousin Maida, the girl in Resurrection and, above all, the one who was to come. Amen! Alleluja!


By the time he seemed to himself to limp into his uncle’s study (had the angel maimed him in a sinew as in the biblical story?) he realized that nothing had been finally resolved, that the answer had been postponed and the question sidetracked.
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The arrangements for continuing his education were made rather suddenly. His mother took lodgings in a Dublin suburb for H and herself from where he went by tram daily to be prepared for the university entrance exam by a young tutor called Grimble.


H hadn’t been in Dublin since the County Meath days when, sniffing up its impact through the smells of fresh horse dung from the waiting sidecars, the tang from the river or the brewery, he had stepped across the deep but narrow steamy chasm on to the Amiens Street station platform with a tight grip on his nurse’s gloved hand.


Now it was the big yellow tramcars passing the windows of the lodging house that flashed and screeched the message that this was Dublin. Yet when he first made the trip in one of them, getting out at the corner of Grafton Street, he did no more than stand on the crowded pavement watching the tram disappear under a series of violet sparks around a big stone building and then, crossing the street, took the next one back in time for high tea served in their small sitting room.


It was the first time H had lived alone with his mother. He disliked many of her ways, especially her power of evasion, which among other things, had resulted in her delivering him over to Henry at a crucial and vulnerable period of his boyhood. Several other characteristics were hateful to him in her. Her lack, for instance, of a sense of decent privacy. She would sit and snatch the inside of her leg through her much-darned, grey cotton stockings in front of him with what he felt was a desire to bring him down to her own narrow strip of earth. There was also her lying, mostly to extricate her from awkward situations brought about by her incapacity to disagree with anyone, and that meant practically everyone more self-confident than she. He resented the weakness that was the cause of the lies, rather than their untruth, partly because he had to struggle against the same weakness in himself. He took pains to show his disbelief in many of her accounts of daily events, among them some which he knew were strictly factual. At the same time he was touched by the humility that made her in awe of the rest of the world, including himself. Above all he appreciated her store of patience, which communicated itself to him in her most instinctive gestures and movements, reflecting contentment with her lot. She was never nervy or waiting for a change for the better, as many people were. Sitting by the fire reading, knitting with her long awkward fingers, or merely keeping it up, she emanated a tranquillity that H was grateful for. He could share too in some of her delight in minute tasks (others were beyond her) as in the preparation of the evening cocoa for which there was a kettle on the hob of the coal fire watched over by her long before it came to the boil with quiet, if exaggerated, attention. The measuring out and mixing of the drinks was left to H, and one night he noticed that it was a different brand that she took from the cupboard. He spooned the paler powder into cups as she stooped over the kettle with a piece of cloth in her long hand, waiting while the steam had been lifting the lid for several moments before she dared take it from the fire.


After H took the first sip he knew that had he said that the flavour was too sweet or rich, she’d have agreed at once, making a face, and been vehement in her disgust, but when he commented favourably on the change, he sensed that her evident pleasure was because in this coinciding of taste was another proof of their kinship.


Taller than even H himself, and with a pallor that H related to scholarship, G. O. Grimble, whose initials were to H as much a part of his tutor as the pince-nez he wore, or his receding hair, taught him in a room with three beds in it in lodgings even more drab than those of H and his mother.


Unknown to H, his aunt had sent Grimble a few of the poems H had copied out for her some time ago. H, perceptive about what concerned him vitally, had noted the arrival of the long envelope with the university crest on the back and had later taken it from her desk and, extracting the accompanying letter, read that Grimble considered the poems showed neither talent nor the promise of any to come.


The verdict caused H one of the first violent sinkings of the heart that were to become so familiar. But he saw that the defeat was already causing a retreat not just from some hope of admiration but back into himself to force him in secret patience to perfect his gift for its own sake; it was pain that then, and later, made him discipline and temper his unruly and often capricious kind of imagination. Not that his use of this setback prevented H from scorning Grimble as somebody whose old-maidish precision was incapable of appreciating what he had written. Grimble’s distinction, for H, was that he knew W. B. Yeats and other legendary figures such as Maud Gonne, to whom Yeats had written his love poems.


On an end-of-winter evening H and his mother met Aunt Jenny at the little suburban station down by the shore. She was coming to spend a week with them, and after her on to the platform stepped Grimble, his high forehead and pince-nez reflecting the platform gas lamps. He had met her at Amiens Street station and, besides her suitcase, was carrying a book whose title H’s (at such times quick) eye read before they passed into the dusk of the street: A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. It turned out that Aunt Jenny had bought it at the Amiens Street bookstall on Grimble’s advice while they’d waited for the suburban train.


At supper Grimble spoke of taking him and his aunt to one of George Russell’s Sunday evenings.


The awaited moment came, and they climbed the steps to the front door that stood ajar, in spite of which Grimble knocked, not caring, H supposed, to walk in with two strangers in tow.


H waited nervously till a bulky figure with a pale, fleshy face, more than half-hidden by tousled hair and beard and steel-rimmed glasses, beamed at them and shepherded them into a room where several people were already gathered.


H’s first contact was with the paintings on the walls. Unlike the pictures he was used to, framed and glazed and hung two or three to a wall with plenty of space between, these naked canvases crowded together side by side. At first H was aware of the profusion of misty blues and luminous shades of grey, depicting a dream landscape with hushed figures with faces lit by the glow of a cottage hearth or stooped over an oar on a mist-wreathed lake. In some, towering unseen over these bent forms was a being fringed by an aureole of lambent flames or plumes in yellow or violet brush-strokes, that struck H as false and invented.


When their host was introducing him, H heard him say, ‘And this is Mr St George.’ Sensitive to first impressions and tending at such moments to see omens everywhere, H concluded that, after all, such gatherings were not for him.


But a greater letdown was in store. Russell took a heavy book, the size and shape of an atlas, but bound in black, from the table where he’d evidently put it down before going to the front door to answer Grimble’s knock. He was reading excerpts from it, pausing now and then to raise his shaggy head, in which the smallish eyes twinkled, and explain something to one of his guests.


At first H wasn’t sure what the book contained. Only when Russell handed it, open at a page, to a fair young man, an English writer who had been living in Dublin to avoid the call-up, Grimble whispered to him, that H realized it was full of newspaper cuttings of reports of a lecture tour Russell had made to America.


Although Russell laughed, his lips pink and full against the surrounding hair, and might have been making light of the laudatory passages to amuse the company, H noted how he opened the big book at photographs of the large crowds assembled outside halls in Boston, Philadelphia, and other cities where he had appeared, and handed it around.


Could Russell really delight in being acclaimed by crowds in America? Where was the proud and lonely spirit H imagined all writers and painters as possessing?


Mrs Russell, her face seeming diminished by her husband’s shaggy head whose skin, where exposed through the tangle of hair, was glistening, brought in a pot of tea. As cups and plates were handed round, a tall girl arrived all alone and Russell introduced her as Miss Gonne.


Was this the woman whom Yeats had loved and longed for hopelessly and for whom he had written the many lines that H knew by heart?








Until the axle breaks


That keeps the stars in their rounds,


My breast shall not lie by the breast


Of my beloved in sleep?











Having no firm grasp of time, H was ready to see Maud Gonne as still as young and beautiful as in the poems. He took the girl in as she sat talking to Russell’s son, a youth whose hair fell in a fringe, like H’s own, over his forehead. The young man had drawn up his chair towards her and was sitting just in front of her, his parted knees enclosing hers. Russell was telling her something, bending over her in his baggy suit with a plate of cakes, and she was smiling, the pronounced curve of her upper lip giving her an air of slight disdain.


Grimble accompanied H and Jenny to the centre of the city to see them on to the No. 7 tram that took them home. While they waited for it, H, standing behind the other two with his back to some area railings, heard them discussing the evening. His aunt was saying how struck she had been by Russell’s lucid exposition of some political situation (Lloyd George was mentioned) of which H was ignorant. Then came what he’d been waiting to hear about since leaving the party.


‘Yes, Maud Gonne’s adopted daughter,’ Grimble was saying, ‘I believe the relationship is actually a little closer than that, though it wouldn’t do for Madame to admit it in the nationalist circles in which she moves.’
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H’s mother gave up the lodgings and went to live with her sister in the North. And an arrangement was made through Grimble for H to lodge in the house of an acquaintance of his, a widow called Mrs Dennis.


Though H slept at the top of the tall, Georgian house, he was given a room in what once had been stables and coach house at the end of the back garden. Long and narrow, with a horseshoe-shaped window high up at one end, it was at last a place of his own. Added to this partial freedom was the relief that he need go no more for tutoring to Grimble.


What Grimble had told his aunt H could guess. As for Henry, since his heart attack, that H’s mother had mentioned casually one evening at supper, he had broken his last links with wife and stepson and was living in a London hotel.


The books in the cream-painted bookcases in the big, pale first-floor sitting room, that Mrs Dennis called a salon, had brighter bindings than those of his aunt. The room itself with a grand piano and the formalized crucifixions and annunciations didn’t appeal to him. He was homesick for the other, low-ceilinged drawing room even at noon full of dust and the glint of polished wood and small diamond-shaped panes of glass.


Here it was assumed because he wrote poetry he’d be glad to find himself in the bookish and musical swim. Leaving music out of it, for he thought he was tone-deaf, this wasn’t his concern at all; it soon struck him that though he was obsessed by a few books, he didn’t care for the literary milieu. The writers that Mrs Dennis spoke to him of, Zola, Stendhal, Henry James, he found it hard to read. Most of her friends, after a few attempts to engage him in conversation, ignored him.


But one young man, Dugdale, a dandyish medical student from South Africa with a small, alertly poised head, managed to penetrate H’s slow-wittedness.  Instead of talking esoterically of books and pictures, he spoke of dress and hygiene, suggesting in his quick, nervous manner that H couldn’t resent, that he take more care over these, and bringing H a cure for the acne from which he was suffering. This Dugdale himself applied one evening in the stable room to H’s face, after removing his jacket and carefully turning back the cuffs of his silk shirt.


H was touched by this attentiveness and not very taken aback when Dugdale suggested, having invited him to tea at his flat, that H let him bathe him in the bathtub.


‘Well no, I don’t feel like a bath. Thanks all the same.’


‘I’d like to show you the way to wash yourself properly which they don’t teach you at an English public school.’


But though he liked Dugdale more than Mrs Dennis’s other friends, H wasn’t going to be pestered into becoming a daily bather and immaculate dresser any more than into joining a cultural clique.


H’s lassitude increased; he gave up reading and lived for days and weeks at a time in his stable in idleness, lighting the gas ring in the winter afternoons and sitting for hours on end bent over the glowing crown which, when turned low, was set with ultrablue jewels in the dusk.


Lunch he ate with Mrs Dennis and her daughter; but he sucked his supper out of a tin of Nestlé’s milk, punctured in two places, and afterwards washed his sticky mouth at the tap in the cobbled passageway between the stalls and dried it on a dirty handkerchief.


It was on one such evening that Dugdale called to take him to one of Maud Gonne’s Tuesday at-homes. At first H declined, feeling no inclination to leave the seclusion of his retreat in spite of the haunting memory of the girl who had turned out to be Iseult. But in the end, not to disappoint Dugdale rather than with any feeling of enthusiasm, he said he would come, and went to spruce himself up at the tap in the dark stable, sluicing his semi-tranced face, wetting his hair, and brushing it out of his sleepy eyes.


The door of the house in St Stephen’s Green was opened by a short stocky figure with whom Dugdale exchanged some words in French.


She wasn’t what H had been expecting. Yet in his present state it was much the same to him whether this French cook with her broad sallow peasant face and hair caught in a scant knot at the back of her head, or Yeats’s pearl-pale queen, had appeared. It was a state which was to overcome him through the years, which he defined to himself variously as one of passivity, idleness, acidity, or the spirit’s sleep. At such times he spent most of the days on his bed, eating what came to hand, seldom shaving or even washing.


He followed Dugdale up the stairs and into the first-floor room where, instead of the gathering Dugdale had mentioned, there was only Iseult Gonne.


After H had been introduced, she told them that she and her mother, whom she called Moura, had only just returned from spending a few days in a remote Wicklow glen and, not having expected to be home in time for their Tuesday reception, had sent previous word to their usual guests.


H hoped Dugdale would say something about returning next week and depart. The tall girl in a sky-blue dress with a tasselled shawl had less impact on him than she had the evening at Russell’s. He felt that nothing could burst the cocoon of disinterest and would have preferred to be back in his stall with Mrs Dennis’s sleeping cat and the glow of the gas ring.


‘Oh no, you mustn’t go,’ Iseult Gonne was saying, looking at H rather than Dugdale, ‘Moura will be delighted to see you; she was regretting just now that we’d have no visitors.’


But H wondered whether Maud Gonne, if the news of their arrival that her daughter had gone to tell her really came as a pleasant surprise, wasn’t in for a disappointment. Could Dugdale, for all his charm, which might not, H sensed, be quite the sort to go down here, keep up their end of the talk single-handedly? For he himself would be tongue-tied.


But when she sailed into the room in a long black dress whose line had an uninterrupted flow from widow’s veil to foot, he saw that he needn’t have worried. Her complete unselfconsciousness as, after shaking hands with them, she plunged straight into what she had on her mind: the planting of young apple trees in the plot that went with the Wicklow cottage she had just acquired, ruled out any awkward hiatus. She was praising Iseult for the help she’d been (surely not in the actual digging?), impulsively taking her daughter’s hand and calling her belle animale.


From Maud Gonne, her single-minded obliviousness, and especially her effusiveness, H recoiled even further into himself. He felt his hair dry out and fall back over his brows, his toes turned awkwardly inward, and he knew that, if he wasn’t careful, he’d drop a piece of cake or knock over a coffee cup.


Iseult’s large brown eyes seemed to rove around the room, across the ceiling and back, before coming to rest on him, as if, for all her cosmopolitan upbringing, he was something strange to her.


As they were leaving, Maud Gonne (Madame MacBride was how Dugdale addressed her) looked right into H’s eyes without, he thought, seeing him and invited, almost implored, them to come back one evening when the rest of the circle would be there.


Back in his stall H smelt the palm of his hand as he punctured a tin of milk and sniffed in the scent of powder left there by Iseult Gonne’s as she’d said good-bye to him. It was a kind of contact between himself and the girl, the only sort which could then affect him: non-verbal, sensuous.


This tenuous link was still there the next day as he had purposely not washed his hands, and caused the girl to loom up between his stable walls, apparitionlike in a kind of full-length tasselled halo of ultrablue.


Yet he wasn’t anxious to present himself again, alone or with Dugdale, at the house on a Tuesday evening when she’d be in the midst of her mother’s political friends.


It could wait; he felt patient and assured in spite of all that was unpropitious; his age, seventeen; his prospects, nil. He was emerging from the long bout of lassitude with, he imagined, new energies, and began attending Mrs Dennis’s parties again. At one of these ‘salons’, H was attracted to a corner of the room by the gleam of red tabs on the shoulder of a khaki jacket. British uniforms weren’t common in Dublin drawing rooms and an English staff officer was a rare bird indeed. Going over, with the excuse of handing around a tray, H found himself addressed by the young captain.


‘Sit down a moment, if you don’t mind being seen talking to me,’ he said. ‘I’ve no idea what your politics are, but you don’t look as if you worried about what others thought.’


H smiled and took a seat beside him.


‘I wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for being a relative of our hostess. You’re probably wondering why I came in uniform. Well, I’m not ashamed of it and I’m not going to try to find friends in Dublin, which is what I hope to do, by hiding what I am. But of course I feel rather out of it.’


H too had this instinct only to make friends with those from whom he hadn’t to hide any part of himself, though by now he guessed how difficult this was going to be. It was the same obscure urge that had made him write the ‘nationalist’ letter to the paper.


Captain Richard Purcell, shortly to be demobilized, was spending his leave by getting to know the sort of people – writers, musicians, painters – that he planned to live among. Hearing from Polly Dennis that H was a poet (H imagined her mouth, dimpled at each corner, smiling its I’m-only-telling-you-what-he-told-me smile) he had probably thought that here he might find a younger brother. He told H that, though not in uniform, he’d attended a couple of Madame MacBride’s soirées, as he called them.


Dick heard that the Gonnes had gone to stay in Wicklow and suggested that H and he made a walking trip through some of the glens ending up at their cottage, and, after studying maps and organizing the expedition with military precision, called for him one spring morning.


H had never before made a trip of this sort anywhere. It was the first in a widely spaced series of memorable trudges, pilgrimages, flights, and forced marches.


They took the road to the hills, Dick having exchanged his uniform for a tweed suit with a rucksack strapped on his back. H wore his one suit of navy serge and carried an old attaché case of Henry’s, imprinted with his stepfather’s initials. All it contained was a packet of ginger biscuits and a volume of Yeats poems with a gilded pattern of leaves, scales, or hearts, embossed on the night-blue cover, with a long, tapering finger parting the golden thicket. No pyjamas, not even a toothbrush.


Windy roads up mountainsides festooned in coppery bracken and weighted with granite boulders. H accepted the discomfort as part of the hardships attendant on the quest, but he did not care for the scenery which his companion kept admiring. He was glad when midway through the day they dropped down into a sunny valley that Dick told him was Glendalough. They had another range to cross, climbing above the dark, forbidding lake, and through an endless-seeming expanse of wiry tufts of heather on the mountain ridge.


They descended into the sudden twilight of a narrow glen where a black silhouette of thorn tree beside a track whose white gravel gleamed ghostly, and Dick mentioned lead mines, lifted twisted arms out of the shoulder-high mist.


As they approached the farmhouse where the Gonnes were staying, the mountainsides drew closer together and the roar of waterfalls intensified the eeriness.


They were shown into a room lit by an oil lamp on a large table deep in litter among which H’s embarrassed eye sheered off from a roll of toilet paper. A friend of the Gonnes, a small, plain woman, cleared a couple of chairs, saying, ‘Pray sit down, Mr Ruark,’ the old-fashioned turn of phrase coming helpfully into what H felt was the tense atmosphere produced by the arrival of Dick. And, indeed, quite soon Madame MacBride was denouncing, with agonized fervour, the British Empire.


Dick was not discomforted. He was admitting mistakes and injustices – in India, in Ireland, anywhere she liked to name – while all the time preserving an air of being on the enlightened side, the side of reason and decency. Madame MacBride was roused to an even intenser diatribe, but with what H began to grasp was a fury that had nothing personal in it.


He sensed in that moment, exhausted, sore-footed, disturbed by the presence of Iseult, that there were those who fastened on causes as an outlet for passions which weren’t fulfilled through their senses and that they had a puritan lack of complexity in them that to him was alien.


Adroitly extricating himself from the one-way discussion, Dick suggested to Iseult that they take a walk before darkness fell. Left alone with the other two, H turned to Miss Molony, but Madame MacBride treated him gently and told him slightly ridiculous stories about Willie Yeats, as she called the poet.


When Dick returned with Iseult, he and H set off down the glen to the inn at the other end where they were to spend the night. The others came with them to a ford through the stream that flowed down the valley. Dick took off his shoes and socks before wading across but H, too tired and occupied by his thoughts, kept his on. As he squelched along beside his companion through the blackness, following the gleam of the gritty road, Dick told him of his walk with Iseult. They had sat down on a slab of rock. ‘When I tried to kiss her she turned away her face.’


There was no guile in Dick. Nor was H sufficiently versed in the ways of love to feel the dangers that beset him. He was conscious neither of fear nor jealousy. Later, he told Iseult that all the way to the inn he’d felt a hand on his shoulder; a boyish romanticization.


Next morning they found the three women planting apple trees in a plot of stony ground beside the Gonnes’ cottage. It was the last habitation in the glen and behind it boulders from the steep slopes on either side met in a drift that all but walled off the ascent to the pass beyond.


Shyly, but never doubting that she’d agree, he asked Iseult to come for a walk with him. They followed the track between the boulders towards the top of the pass, stopping halfway up at a rock against which they could rest and where H gave her the blue and gold book he’d brought and asked her to read out a poem. Iseult was only too ready to play the part he’d assigned her; he’d made a false move right at the start. He had placed his beloved in an unreal, Yeatsian world, instead of trying to take her into his which, however immature, was a very different one.
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H made an exciting discovery. He could open the heavy old gates that led from the weed-grown yard at the back of the stables to the lane. By easing loose the rusty iron fastenings they creaked apart a couple of feet.


Almost as tall as he was, an astrakhan cap on her head and her hands in a muff, Iseult slipped through them one winter evening. As H turned up the gas ring, a black Persian cat crawled out of the hardly distinguishable muff in which she’d brought it; she told him that this was Minou about which Uncle Willie had written the poem. Again the magic of Yeats’s shadowy world enclosing them before he had the strength to make her aware of his own.


Iseult talked more than H did, because she had more to tell him, having lived several years longer and in places like Paris and London, and because in the latter, while her mother (arrested in Ireland in the last year of the war) was in Holloway jail, she’d associated, as well as with Yeats, with writers about whom H was fascinated to hear.


‘Moura’s right about Uncle Willie, Luke’ (she’d asked him what the initials on the brief-case that weren’t his stood for and had chosen to call him by his second name), ‘being mean and a snob. He was actually ready to accept a knighthood till we talked him out of it.


‘He took the house in St Stephen’s Green while Moura was in jail, getting it for a very small rent and then letting his pet rabbits eat up the plants in the back garden. Having just married a rich wife it wasn’t as if he couldn’t have paid her properly.’


But H, still thinking over the story of the knighthood, told her that there was a more vital reason for Yeats not accepting it than the nationalist one given by her mother.


‘Dishonour is what becomes a poet, not titles or acclaim.’


She looked startled, not perhaps so much at what he’d said as at his expressing an opinion at all.


‘What makes you say that, Luke?’


What indeed! Feelings and instincts were stirring to become thoughts so that he could express what was bursting to be said.


‘A poet must be a countercurrent to the flow around him. That’s what poetry is: the other way of feeling and looking at the world. There’s the world as it is, I mean everything that keeps most people content and busy, becoming whatever they can – doctors, lawyers, politicians, priests, tradesmen, and so on, and as well, of course, husbands and wives with families. And however much they may disagree over things like politics or religion, they’re all intent in keeping the whole thing intact and functioning.’


Was her proud upper lip curled in a smile? He didn’t dare look at her but plunged on: ‘If society honours the poet, he’s tempted to say what those in authority expect from him. They wouldn’t have honoured him otherwise, would they? But the poet will only come out with the sort of truth that it’s his task to express when he lacks all honour and acclaim. Oh no, no honours, no prizes, or he’s lost!’


‘And you, Luke? If a delegation were to arrive here in the stable with some honour to confer on you, what would you do?’


H laughed; what, give him a prize for the poems that Grimble had returned to Aunt Jenny with the remark in his disagreeable cerebral script, thin as his receding hair and particularly revolting to H in the initials by which he signed the letter, that they were totally without talent!


‘I’d be afraid to leave them alone while I filled the kettle at the tap to make them tea in case they changed their choice of candidate while I was out of the room.’


Was this true? He thought he’d given himself, with his extreme attitudes that she might think naïve and callow, away too naïvely just now and wanted to make a joke of it.


They went for walks in the hills, taking a tram to its southern terminus and walking out through dingy streets in one of which Iseult would leave him to slip into a huckster’s and emerge with a small flat bottle of whiskey that took him by surprise. It kept out the cold, she told him, preventing her fingers turning yellowish blue as he’d seen them do on their first winter walk into the hills.


Coming back late one night into the city in a gale that was setting the shop signs wildly swinging and the branches creaking above the canal, she started to run, face raised to the stars and the small, torn clouds, and hair streaming.


He kept hold of her hand, drawn after her, afraid of her being blown away across the canal, or into it, though it was obvious that he was the less adroit one.


He didn’t like the wind and couldn’t exult in it. He liked best to have stillness around him with nothing moving and the shadows motionless, and her delight in the storm took her from him.


As they parted outside her mother’s house she told him, ‘Did you think I was running away from you, Luke? But it won’t be me who’ll do that. I’m the willow rooted on the river bank and you’re the black swan gliding past.’


Another night in a clearing of pine forest above the city whose distant lights swarmed among the trees like shining bees, they sat on a felled trunk and talked. When it became too cold to stay there longer and they did not want to return to Dublin and part, they knocked at the door of the forester’s cottage.


The son of the house offered Iseult the spare room (his parents had retired) but she preferred to stay with H in the kitchen by the log fire which the young man told them they could keep burning all night.


When they were settled on a rug on the stone hearth, she gave him what was left in the small whiskey bottle to finish, and although already too hot from the fire, he gulped it down and laid his head on her thigh. He felt her move her leg as if she didn’t want it there, but she said she’d undo her suspender which must be hurting his cheek.


Undoing stockings was the start of things he didn’t dare think of, at least in connection with her. How could he try to leap across the gulf between his body and hers without fatal disaster?


Her face reflected the magic twilight of Yeats’s poems, proud, pure, and, he thought, contemptuous of the flesh with its concrete and detailed functions and urges. That might come from his having enshrined her from the first in the kind of poetry which, though it charmed and beguiled, had nothing vital to say to him.


To make the decisive move was impossible. Not only didn’t he know how she’d take it, but he lacked the incentive of previous experience or any reliable knowledge of the kind of sensation he was seeking. He didn’t even know the exact location of the goal, the thought of which when he tried to define it appalled rather than roused him.


The moment passed and, after some desultory talk, H gave her a peck of a good-night kiss.


Mrs Dennis came out to his stall, midway through the morning to tell him that Madame MacBride had been around inquiring for her ‘niece’. She pronounced the word with distaste, for, as H knew, the Gonnes and everything to do with them were hateful to her.


After this the gates of the stable yard were padlocked and H had to visit Iseult at her mother’s house (though Mrs Dennis had told him he was welcome to entertain his friends in her dining room). They were alone together most of the time as Madame was constantly out attending some meeting or other, with only Josephine coming shuffling in in her long skirt with the tea tray and in her Normand patois seeming to tease Iseult about having so callow a boy as a lover.


Her mother would sail in her black robes from some political committee meeting or other and stoop down to put her arms around Iseult and call her belle animate and, oblivious of H, enthuse over her in a manner he’d never seen anyone adopt before. Was it an act? Trapped in his own shy reserves he couldn’t make it out.


Then she would start telling them about the rise of national sentiment throughout the country or of the amount of American help coming in, in dollars and also in parcels of clothing for the refugees from the North. H was equally ill at ease whether Madame was caressing Iseult or talking in her impassioned way about Ireland.


He didn’t like her easy assumption of the absolute lightness and moral purity of the nationalist cause. His own feelings were confused. He honoured the 1916 men, as he did the Russians, particularly the poets Essenin and Mayakovsky (of whom he’d heard but hadn’t yet read) as revolutionaries and, above all, as having suffered calumny and derision.


What really attracted him were not the doings of patriots but the reports of certain crimes he read in the papers. He delighted in hearing of riots, no matter where, in civil disturbances, even in bank robberies; also in assassinations and anything that diminished or threw doubt on authority. He hardly distinguished revolutionary acts from those committed by criminals as long as the result was like that of a stone dropped into a mill pond. He imagined the ripples of unease that must disturb the complacency, which was what he distrusted most, that stagnated in the minds of many people, especially those held in high esteem in their own closed circles.


‘Iseult hasn’t a father; you know that, don’t you, Luke?’ her mother told him one day.


H nodded, thinking of his own father, whose death shortly after H’s birth, was shrouded in shame and mystery. This confiding in him he took as a sign that she had come to accept his and her daughter’s relationship. Not that he and Iseult had yet spoken of marriage. He wasn’t yet eighteen and had only the erratic allowance that his mother sent him, a pound or two at a time, in her letters. Of course, as well as that, there was whatever she paid Mrs Dennis for his rooms and midday meal.


As marriage appeared, a first small cloud on their horizon, heralding change, she mentioned some past indiscretion of hers in London which didn’t register with him because he still hadn’t become sensually aware of her and also because the sort of delinquencies that occupied his thoughts were of a different kind.


London kept coming up in their talk until it became clear that it was to be the place to which they would go to start living together.


In the end the arrangements were made with surprising ease and even a kind of casualness. H told his mother he was going to England for a time and asked her to send him while there the equivalent of what she was paying Mrs Dennis plus his indefinite allowance. And one day Iseult said, ‘Moura will be out all afternoon tomorrow, so come for my suitcases and later I’ll slip out and you can meet me with them at the boat.’ She added that he could follow her the following night.


H didn’t ask why. He left it all to her, though if she was pretending to go to London on her own, why the secrecy of departure? Was it a trip from which they’d return in a week or two? He wasn’t quite sure and he didn’t inquire. She had said ‘suitcases’ in the plural, but perhaps she didn’t want to have it all cut-and-dried until she saw how it was going to work.
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After the growing sense of expectation reflected back at him from the passing rows of houses and intensified at each window that was lit in the dawning greyness, came the shock of the final halt in the great, shadowy, echoing cave of Euston station.


H, dragging the half-empty heavy leather suitcase that had been a last-minute present from his mother, walked along the platform breathing the steamy, sooty air and looking for the Burne-Jones apparition amid the harsh light and shadow.


The stream of passengers diminished to a trickle and there wasn’t a single figure facing his way. He was alone with the red vans into which mail bags were being loaded. He left the station and crossed the court to the big hotel, inquiring at the reception desk first for Miss Gonne, and then Mrs Ruark, but the clerk told him that neither lady was staying there.


H hurried back to the platform at which he’d arrived. A grim, deserted expanse, the lamps fading into the smoky fringe of day. He started to explore the rest of the station. In the main hall he put down the suitcase, itself heavier than its meagre contents, to ease his arm, and as he straightened up his heart leapt before his eyes had taken in the tall girl in the black oilskin, her oval face even paler than he remembered it.


He hardly understood what she was saying about having overslept because with her beside him and the whole day in front of them, and the unknown city just beyond the courtyard, the panic of the previous ten minutes when an answer to her absence had been his most crucial need was erased and entirely forgotten.


London, it seemed, was crowded with demobilized soldiers and with visitors still enjoying the easing of war restrictions, and the proprietress of the small hotel where Iseult had spent the night told them that H would have to share a room with a Captain Angus, and H foresaw that it was another of those incidental names he’d remember all his life.


The sensation of London was flowing over him from the wet, black shine of the wide roadway smelling of coal smoke and petrol and traversed by red buses displaying names of destinations that made him feel faint with the promise of strange places, each with a different kind of excitement, off-shoots of the central heart whose throbbing his nerves were interpreting as the distant roar of the ocean of life. And mixed with this mystery of place was one of time, the sense of unlimited duration, not in its nightmare aspect as had been revealed to him at school but in the blessed sense of there being no hour of the day when they would go their separate ways.


They wandered through a city-space of yellow plaster, by rows of Doric pillars, past deep, railed areas bridged by pale, scrubbed stone steps, lingering by windows with cards in them of rooms to let. They ate a frugal meal in the tiled electric gleam of an ABC café, and towards late afternoon were in Chelsea where Iseult had lived with her mother on first coming to London from Paris.


They dropped blissfully into a cinema and afterwards, instead of the usual sobering letdown, H had the thrill of emerging into a street (the King’s Road) stranger than the film, and the impact of where they were, forgotten for a couple of hours, struck him all over again.


Most crucial of all the moments of that day was one in the evening back in Iseult’s room at their hotel. Sitting at the dressing table, brushing her hair, she turned her head and suggested that he go out and fetch them supper from a fish-and-chip shop, ending with, ‘Will you, darling?’


It was the first time the endearment had been spoken between them and what it signified he wasn’t sure; it could be any of the miracles that he felt were about to be performed by them. It evoked for him intimacies accompanying the approach of night, not this one, but others soon to come, and in fact, next day they moved to a furnished room of their own at ten shillings a week over a small grocer’s shop off Tottenham Court Road. The entrance was through makeshift double doors that looked as if they were discarded scenery from the Scala Theatre whose stage door H noticed further up Tottenham Street, with panels papered over to look like stained glass. The long, narrow room at the top of a narrow stairs, with the single bed at one end, was the most exciting and at the same time disturbing sight he’d ever laid eyes on.


For the rest of the day they were constantly on buses going from one part of the city to another, while Iseult showed him the places where she’d lived and worked (as a translator) and visiting a couple of tea shops (one on Chelsea Embankment called the Blue Cockatoo, the other in a back street off Euston Road near the house W. B. Yeats had lent her), delaying, he felt, the crucial moment of returning to the single room.


On the first of the crowded buses on which he got a seat beside her, and after gazing silently out at the passing scene for most of that particular journey, he told her, ‘I can sleep on the floor.’


‘That’s not necessary, darling.’


Not necessary … not necessary … the words repeated themselves to him as they got out, strolled down a side street and entered a baker’s where the woman proprietor greeted Iseult and, with a glance at himself, asked after the gentleman with the beard.


They only returned to the room when it was time to go to bed and H went out again almost at once while Iseult undressed. He walked round and round the block, one side bounded by Charlotte Street, past the shut-up Scala Theatre, aware of peculiar strains and stresses in his body (that next day turned to muscular aches), glancing up at the small lit window above the ramshackle double doors each time he passed the corner grocer’s shop.


When at last he entered their room Iseult was in bed in her nightdress, her hair soft and loose over the pillow. H undressed quickly in the dark and got in beside her. He didn’t dare put his arms round her flimsily clad body but lay frozen with desire so unexpected and extraordinary that it absorbed him without a need to go beyond the immediate experience.


In the morning she went to their landlady’s kitchen and returned with tea, a tin of condensed milk, and a piece of Jewish bread, doughy and filled with marzipan, for which delicacies she’d been down through the back of the shop. The breakfast had a rich, exotic flavour on his tongue that merged with the other strange and intense sensations.


In the evenings they ate in a restaurant around the corner (how many darkly gleaming, rainy corners there now were, each revealing new vistas!) in Charlotte Street. Sitting at a table in a corner of the Cuisine Bourgeoise Iseult told him, to the background noise of orders shouted down the hatch in a seemingly exasperated French, about her time in the Pyrénées, in Paris, and in Normandy. Of Yeats sitting beside her in the villa at the sea, kissing her and asking her to marry him, of Wyndham Lewis coming by mistake into her room one night in the flat she’d shared with a girl friend of his here in London, and of other writers, several of whom, besides Yeats, had wanted to marry her.


H didn’t ask her why she had chosen a boy like himself with nothing to recommend him, immersed in his separate dream, idle, negatively disposed towards her mother (and to much else besides that she held in esteem, though this might yet not be apparent), poor, whose father had died of delirium tremens and whose own mental capabilities had been seriously questioned by most of the masters at his various schools.


One night back in their room from the Cuisine Bourgeoise and a visit to a tiny dark cinema in Tottenham Court Road where a serial called Elmo the Mighty was being shown (the incredible ordeals of whose hero were for long after associated for H with his own subsequent distress) came the revelation that he had sensed the others leading up to. Iseult told him that while alone in Yeats’s house with Josephine in the alleyway she’d taken him to see, she had become the mistress of the poet Ezra Pound.


Catching sight of his face, she said, ‘But, Luke, I told you this long ago.’


She had told him something that he had failed to take in because it had been beyond his imaginative grasp at the time. How could he have understood that she, the hem of whose tasselled blue dress he hadn’t dared touch, had gone through all the stripping, the shameful intimate postures that were part of coupling with a man, and which he still wasn’t quite clear about.


He didn’t want her to see his shock, but he couldn’t help asking useless questions, the answer to each of which supplied a further painful detail to the picture that haunted him.


Without telling her where he was going he went out and spent hours over cups of coffee in cafés in Charing Cross Road that stayed open most of the night. He tried to sink into that state of apparent lassitude and apathy that overcame him involuntarily at times and during which his feelings in regard to the rest of the world became less acute. At such times he lost both his fears and his power of intense delight, in an obscure sense that nothing mattered except the spirit asleep (or hiding) within him that neither fortune nor misfortune could touch.


At last H went back. As he turned the corner of the dingy side street he caught a glimpse of white at the small dark window and guessed she’d been watching for him. He got into bed with her and she put her arms, around him without asking where he’d been. He was being dragged down into the fevers of boyhood he’d thought were gone for good. Now there was nobody to turn to, as to his nurse, Weg, long ago in all his childhood miseries for comfort, except to her who was inflicting the pain.


He had the urgent need to destroy the image of her inviolability, and thus balance her own shameless discarding of it, it now being a source of anguish. To erase his dream of her, with its foolish fantasy of stripping away the veils one by one in fear and trembling, he must achieve the direct, brute act she’d shared as a matter of course with someone else (how many times a night?).


But inches were miles in the tricky geography of the body; where tenderness and loving trust would have guided him to the healing entrance, anguished desire, combined with Iseult’s passivity in the face of his unhappy fumblings, prevented him. He became terrified of remaining outside with his hurt, unadmitted to the ravished sanctuary.


At last he lay quiet and started putting importunate questions to her in an even more futile attempt to exteriorize his pain by a detailed description of what caused it. She told him not only about herself and Pound, but to satisfy his curiosity or, by making fun of sex, to diminish its importance, about what she’d come across of it as an observer.


It now struck him she looked on sex as a kind of infirmity, the stranger symptoms of which it amused her to describe to him.


There was the case of her French father, Millevoye, who had tried to persuade her mother, with fantasies about her conceiving an Irish patriot hero, to let him make love to her before the altar of Joan of Arc in a Paris church whose sacristan he had bribed. There were stories of the libidinous ways of writers and painters she’d known in Paris and here in London which she’d observed from afar. But he brought her back to touch the wound.


‘Did you have the rapture with Pound?’


‘I’ve told you.’


‘Tell me again.’


‘No. I did not.’


All the talk about what he still hadn’t experienced obsessed them both in their different ways, and the topic of sex was constantly being discussed.


Iseult would come back with their breakfast tray from the kitchen with Mrs Abraham’s complaints about the girl who had the room at the top of a second crooked stairway from theirs. ‘Though they’ve forbidden her to bring Negroes to the house, she can’t give them up. There’s something about the way they’re made that prolongs the act beyond the few seconds it lasts with white men.’


H was always the one being enlightened, and although the fact of her greater experience was horrible to him, he could not forgo making the most of it.


Her troubled eyes roamed over his face as once they had over the walls and ceiling of her mother’s room before meeting his. But it wasn’t only his unhappiness that worried her. She was concerned over the letters she’d been getting from Helen Molony telling her how hurt and disconsolate her mother was, and suggesting they return to Ireland.


‘But we’re happy here.’


Happy! Why was he saying what was obviously untrue? In the hope that in another few days all would be resolved? Or in a kind of perversity of desperation?


‘Moura thinks we should get married.’


With him: the respected public ceremonial; with Pound: the private secrets!


H was shivering as they left the train at Westland Row and crossed the street to a café for breakfast. He’d never been so cold before. He hadn’t taken note of things like the weather, food, or clothes. Was he, because of the blow to his pride, losing his natural invulnerability?


They took a train on to a seaside village where H’s mother was staying. At the whitewashed Post Office she had taken a room for them with a view on the still wintry-looking shore, over sand flats through which a river cut its narrow, winding way seawards from under the railway viaduct.


His mother accepted H’s coming marriage as she accepted everything that required resolution to oppose. Not that, he supposed, she had, in any case, anything against the idea. She got on with Iseult from the start, because, H thought, they were basically so far apart that there were no possible points of serious friction. Yet he saw they had their unworldliness in common, and when over minor household matters or in appreciation of sea and countryside, they appeared to agree, the illusionary contact seemed the fuller for being reached over such an intervening distance. When Helen Molony arrived as an emissary from Madame MacBride, the sensible manner (as if it was the most natural thing in the world) in which she discussed the wedding, completely won Libby Clements over.


Strolling by the winter sea, eating fat mutton chops by the fire in the overupholstered sitting room, or up in their room with its holy pictures and fake homely air that their London eyrie had never had, H was aghast at what was taking shape out of the dream in which they’d started.


Twice a week they went to Dublin, Iseult to see her mother and H to receive ‘instructions’ from a priest, a friend of the latter’s.


Father Monaghan, handsome, with an ascetic brown face, beautifully brushed, white hair, in his long soutane, was suave and easygoing. It was soon understood between them that H was not an apt pupil, especially for the sort of teaching that treated religion as a cut-and-dried subject, with hard-and-fast rules to be meekly memorized.


When he said something like this to Iseult she screwed up her eyes behind the smoke of her cigarette (she was smoking more and more) and told him that it was presumptuous to talk like that of the theology in which the great saints and mystics had found their inspiration.


Her introduction of the mystics silenced him. As did her occasional mention of classics he hadn’t read. All the same he wasn’t satisfied.


On one of the last evenings before the wedding H and Iseult took a walk after supper along the road inland. They crossed some fields to a wood above the river. H saw this as the last chance they had to become lovers, and for him to taste the forbidden delight she’d bestowed on Pound. Neither the part undressing in the cold, nor the bed of damp leaves helped to arouse in him the blind urge that he needed to carry it through. As for Iseult, although she complied, she was more passive than ever, and H soon saw it was better to give up the clumsy attempt.


At the altar rails of a side chapel of the small church with its genteel air of good taste (Father Monaghan’s parish was a wealthy one) H knelt beside Iseult. His Aunt Jenny was there with his mother, as well as Madame MacBride, looking more tragic than ever in her widow’s veil and robes as she’d shaken hands with him, Helen Molony, who, in a few whispered words, somewhat reassured H by seeming to treat the ceremony as a piece of church bureaucracy not worth making an issue of by refusing to submit to, and an old woman who had hobbled in on a stick and taken a seat in one of the pews, someone H had never seen before.


A plump sacristan strutted about, setting vessels on a side table, sketchily genuflecting as he passed in front of the tabernacle with, H thought, the air of easy familiarity with which one greets an old acquaintance in the street.


H felt unease and distaste. Nothing in the ceremony had a bearing on the situation between Iseult and himself. It seemed put on for the sake of the relatives who would now recognize the relationship, whether they privately approved or not, as legitimized and one of those things which were to be accepted because established by custom and common consent.


They went alone to Helen Molony’s room not far away for tea and cakes, and later in the day travelled by train and sidecar to the ugly, two-storeyed little house whose four windows all looked down the narrow, boulder-strewn glen to which spring hadn’t yet penetrated.


Taking Iseult in his arms the first night there, H became aware that what all previous probings hadn’t achieved was now happening. What hadn’t before seemed to belong anywhere in the puzzle slipped into place, and it was suddenly perfectly simple. There was no getting used to it; he had to make sure at odd hours of the day the knack hadn’t been lost and that it still worked. Iseult stayed in bed all morning with her paperbacked French novels and cigarettes while he made a fire downstairs, got breakfast, brought in water and turf, and made short excursions into the surrounding wilderness of bracken and stone. Clambering among the boulders with the box of matches he’d brought with him, he set fire to the gorse bushes. The dry, sharp crackle of the flames hidden in the heart of the thick spiky, sheep-cropped bushes, and the immense cloud of smoke drifting down the glen was his way of celebrating his coming to manhood and making a burnt offering to the great sensual spirit that had at last revealed to him its secrets.


It was in the night that their disagreements usually started. Ostensibly these were over Irish nationalism, the Church, or literature. As a newcomer to these things, H had to listen to her with patience. As far as the first two went, he felt her views reflected her mother’s. By saying that an obsession with politics was a substitute for fulfilment in more complex and difficult activities, he was trying to detach her from her apparent dependence. He wanted to prove that having failed in her relationship to her three men (Yeats, Millevoye, and, later MacBride) her mother found in nationalist passion an emotion to fill the void.


Iseult’s erudition when it came to the mystics irked him because she seemed to use it to support the sham pieties of others. But the violence of his own feelings in all this shocked and bewildered him. Only when it came to literature were their discussions calmer; if they still often disagreed, H was ready to listen with more patience. But as had happened with Mrs Dennis and others, when she spoke enthusiastically of books he didn’t know, it put him off them. He even misinterpreted what she said and imagined them as either long and dull or plain lurid. Thus he was convinced that The Brothers Karamazov was a gloomy, unlikely fantasy about Siamese twins who, on a moor at night during a violent storm, are separated by lightning.


H would get out of bed and rush out of the house and across the plank footbridge over the stream in the pitch blackness that almost always shrouded the glen. In the outhouse on the other side he threw himself on a pile of bracken, used for bedding for cattle, in his pyjamas. There he was overcome by bouts of sobbing.


He had hung the plaster cast of a heron he’d made in art class – the only one at which he’d shone – at Rugby School, on their bedroom wall. He wasn’t sure why he prized it as much as he did unless as a tangible reassurance from those years of failure. In the midst of one of their quarrels Iseult took it down and held it in her raised hand, hurt by one of his jibes, if jibes they were rather than blind, instinctive rejections of what she saw as enlightened and above discussion.


Break it, H willed her, and that will be the end, even if it comes sooner than expected, that we both foresaw (had they foreseen anything of the sort?). It will undo, in a flash of despair, whatever validity the marriage ceremony had. But the moment she sent it crashing to the floor he was beside himself with fury: it seemed to him she had deliberately destroyed a precious part of himself. He had pulled her to the floor and was kneeling beside her, about to strike her, but instead got up and rushed down to the kitchen for the paraffin tin.


Locked into the second upstairs room, he dragged her dresses from the wardrobe, threw them on the floor, poured paraffin over them and set them on fire. The top garment, made of a stiff tapestry material, started to smoulder and char. Directly beneath was the sky-blue dress and tasselled shawl she had worn the night that Dugdale had taken him to her house.


Leaving the dresses to burn, H ran out through the orchard of young apple trees and started setting light to the gorse bushes. Smoke gathered and drifted down the glen into which the sun, though it was a clear midmorning, hadn’t yet shone. At last he leaned, exhausted, by a boulder at the stream in the dark pall that was blotting out the few distant dwellings.


After an hour or so Iseult loomed through the lingering smoke in his old camel-hair dressing gown (the one he’d been wearing that evening in the school sanatorium when he’d heard the news of the Russian Revolution) and taking him by the hand, led him, without a word, back to the house.


Clinging together, sobbing, kissing, sighing, whispering repentances, in a weariness of bliss, getting up to make sure the fire in the next room was out, as well as the other, more spectacular one, padding back to more love and forgiveness, the rest of the morning and afternoon passed in a moist, healing glow of reconciliation.


Trembling and humble, H dressed quickly and made a sketchy attempt at clearing up while Iseult washed in a bucket of cold water (the kitchen fire was out and the thought of the additional smell of smoke attendant on lighting it was too much for them). They embraced once more, locked the outer door, and started on the nine or ten miles walk to the town where they could get the evening train to Dublin.


They tramped down the white-gravel track past the ruined stone cottages of the former workers in the lead mines to the roar of waterfalls cascading from the steep hills on either side. Stopping for Iseult to hitch up a stocking, H saw two pricks of red in the shadowed flesh under her eyes where tiny blood vessels had burst.


They missed the train and had to stay the night at a hotel whose upper floor looked as if it had been abandoned and the derelict room at one end of it unlocked for them after remaining for years uninhabited. But the pub below was noisy long after they were in their damp bed. It was there, H was convinced, and not, as was far more likely, at the cottage in the glen that Iseult conceived.
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After a couple of days at the house in St Stephen’s Green, they moved to a furnished flat at the top of a Georgian house.


In the mornings, before they were dressed, they started playing card games that so absorbed them that at midday or later they were still shuffling and dealing, discarding and taking the number of substitutes allowed from the pack, with Iseult stubbing out her cigarette butts on the underside of the table to which they clung out of sight like stale-smelling limpets.


After spending a few nights in the big bedroom without making the bed, they moved to the small one and slept there till the clothes from that bed too were beyond a simple pulling over them when they got into it, and there was nothing for it but the general straightening up that Iseult had such an aversion to. Once when they had an early afternoon caller H had to ask the lady to sit out on the landing because Iseult was on the sofa in the sitting room, still in her nightdress, the cards beside her.


She was often at her mother’s and sometimes she told H the things that Madame MacBride had said about him, laughing them off as her mother’s failure to fit him into her over-simplified world.


His mother-in-law had said to Iseult that, at the time of the family conferences preceding their marriage, his Quintillan relations, who had come down from the North, had seemed to regard him as an imbecile. She also suggested, when there was a recurrence of the rash that Noel Dugdale had earlier cured, that he might be suffering from second-degree syphilis.


When the roar of the Black-and-Tan lorries were filling the nights and even in their backwater of a street there was hammering with rifle butts on the doors at night, Iseult told him she was pregnant and started paying regular visits to a well-known gynaecologist, a friend of her mother’s. Sometimes she didn’t keep her appointment because they couldn’t be sure that the examination mightn’t reveal that they’d made love that afternoon and that her mother, getting to hear of it, would regard it as a further sign of his degeneracy.


It seemed to H they were being hemmed in on all sides, by his mother-in-law and her wide circle of admiring acquaintances (one of whom, the lady he’d had to keep out on the landing when she’d visited them, lived in the same house and, he imagined, made her reports), by the curfew lately imposed on the city, and by some of their own habits such as the card playing and Iseult’s general neglect of the flat, which he occasionally tried to straighten out in her absence.


They bought a tiny chess set with flat leather pieces that slipped into slits in a leather board that folded like a pocket book. Then, instead of cards in the morning, they played chess late into the night till, sometimes, when Iseult, her front beginning to bulge, half-undressed but too absorbed to go to bed, passed across the window to fetch herself one of the oranges she’d taken to devouring between cigarettes, they noticed they’d forgotten to draw the curtains.


When they’d fallen a couple of months in arrears with the rent Iseult remembered the pearl necklace that had been taken from the bank where, with other Quintillan heirlooms, it had lain for years and given to her, with Aunt Jenny’s consent, at the time of their wedding. She had seldom worn it and she suggested that H should see about selling it.


They took it from the tissue paper and examined it for the first time on top of the grand piano (deep in dust), admiring the cunningly graded pearls, minute on each side of the gold clasp, swelling to the size of mistletoe berries round the loop till, at the bottom, hung the five or six in fully ripened bloom.


H took it to a shop in Grafton Street where he was offered thirty pounds for it and came home to consult Iseult who was sure they should get more.


‘Go back and say you won’t take less than forty, then they’ll offer thirty-five and we’ll end by getting thirty-seven pounds ten.’


H saw she would have haggled over it at the shop while preserving her cool, rather disdainful, composure, in the way that she could relate intimacies about her father or Yeats; there was also an anecdote about how her stepfather, John MacBride, had made advances to her as a child, with the same detached air. Whereas he realized he couldn’t argue over money or talk of sex without personal involvement. But in one respect Iseult was self-conscious. She didn’t like to display her pregnancy, and went out as little as she could.


H tried another shop where he was offered less. He then suggested that he take it to London and sell it there where he was sure they’d give him as much more as wouldn’t only cover the cost of the trip, but leave them with something above the price they’d been offered. Recalling the outline of the great commercial blocks along the north sweep of the Thames as he’d seen them from Waterloo Bridge one evening, he, to whom money was still an unfamiliar commodity, was sure that there, at the financial heart of the world, the necklace would fetch its proper price.


Iseult agreed at once. She was even glad, he thought, of the respite, and would stay with her mother for the few days he was away.


H left the small suitcase of Iseult’s in the station cloakroom at Euston, and while he had breakfast at Lyons was heartened to find in the newspapers he’d bought advertisements offering the highest prices for jewelry. It seemed that he’d been right in supposing there was a lively market here for such wares as the one he’d brought, and before the shops opened he was in the neighbourhood of Bond Street, outside one of the premises whose addresses he’d noted down.


By ten o’clock he had sold the necklace in a small back room containing a large, green-painted safe with brass fittings and a table with a baize top to it (a material he hadn’t set eyes on since pulling down the articulated lid of his desk at Rugby for the last time) to a Jew in black jacket and grey, striped trousers. Returning from an outer office with a typed receipt which he asked H to sign, the dealer had laid eight five-pound notes and eight single ones on the green cloth.


H’s next call was at a post office where he sent Iseult a money order for forty pounds. On the bus back to Euston for the suitcase he was exhilarated at the first business transaction he’d ever embarked on turning out so well. He made several calculations, subtracting the three or four pounds he’d spent on his fare, breakfast, buses, etc., from the sum he had sent Iseult, getting mixed up, but concluding that she’d still have more than they’d been offered in Dublin. With what remained he was going to do what had all along been at the back of his mind: spend a few days in London.


He took a large unfurnished front room in Charlotte Street, towards the Fitzroy Square end, whose attraction for him was that, leaning out of the window at night, he could see the reddish glow from behind the curtains of the Tour Eiffel restaurant at the other end, paying a week’s rent in advance. He bought a big secondhand trestle table and with paint and brushes from Woolworth in Tottenham Court Road painted the deal top, which with a camp bed and a folding canvas chair was all the furniture he could afford, with a large golden star in the centre. That night he went to the Coliseum where Varvara Polenskaya was dancing in a ballet called The Life and Death of a Poet.


He shrank from the burst of applause that greeted the ballerina as she came running, with short steps, on the tiny stilts of her toes, on to the stage. As well as the darkness of the stalls, he needed absolute silence to take it all in. The short ballet was a new one to the music of Percy Grainger (the details, down to the names of advertisers in the programme were imprinted on H’s mind) and the dancing of Polikov and Polenskaya, poet and muse, was a strictly formalized mime. The disciplined rhythm imposed on the uprush of sensuous magic seemed familiar to him, the poetry of Keats, Shelley, and the later Yeats, made flesh.


The image of Polenskaya’s distance-blurred face and ebony head, a pale petal in the downward-opened sheath of black, and the stiff wreath of ballet skirt, tilting, spinning, rising, and sinking to the current rushing upwards from the charged, blocked toes of her shoes, cast a spell on H.


Late that night, at the black-topped trestle table, with the gold star in the centre, long after the illuminated sign on a warehouse opposite had switched itself off, he wrote a poem (his first in over a year):








You were a young fountain, a mad bird


And half a woman, a secret overheard


In a dark forest,


Setting the trees alive, the leaves astir.


You were my joy, my sorrowful you were!











In the morning he went to the post office from which he’d sent Iseult the money order and, before putting what he’d written, with his name added, in the stamped envelope he’d bought, read it over.


Bad and good. Immature, yes; ungrammatic, possibly, but the words were limpid enough to let the light of his imagination through.


He wrote ‘Varvara Polenskaya, Coliseum Theatre, St Martin’s Lane,’ on the envelope, but he didn’t post it. He returned to his room and composed another, somewhat longer poem that ended:








When men applaud another woman and I long


For you again, will I not think how once


I dreaded every night you danced because


Your movements were entanglement to me?


And of your flower-like name on every mouth


When I was still too young to value youth


And thought: In time, in time a way will come.











Trembling, but never doubting something would come of what he was embarking on, he let the envelope fall through the slit in the pillar-box in Charlotte Street.


H returned that night to the theatre and again the following afternoon, a Saturday. Afterwards he went around by the alleyway to the stage door and asked to see Polenskaya, handing the doorman a slip with ‘Luke Ruark’ written on it. The man returned and (wonder of wonders! and yet not so wonderful, for he’d known that she would see him) said, ‘This way, sir.’


Nor did H wonder what the ballerina would make of the clumsy youth with a fringe of burnished hair like a hawk’s wing folded low on one side of his forehead. And as he’d surmised, she seemed to take him for granted, having no doubt had stranger visitors in the course of her fabulous career.


Besides her dresser, there was somebody else in the room, an elderly, female shadow who soon got up and left.


‘I was touched by your poems,’ Polenskaya told him.


Touched; that was a word to store up and think over, even if he didn’t manage to preserve it in the faintly foreign accent.


She was telling him about Russia in reply to a question of his, transporting him to that great land of hers that he had tried to make his by the power of his dream. He listened and took her in and heard her say how much Petrograd meant to her, though Moscow was the more outwardly attractive city.


‘Shall I go now? Do you have to dress?’


She paused in what she was telling him to wipe, with cotton wool swabs, greasepaint from her face while peering in the big, bright mirror.


‘I’ll tell you when to go,’ she said, turning her head to him, and went on with what she’d been saying, and he saw that she liked him, extreme youth, awkwardness and all, and was ready to help him over his shyness.


Quite a long time later, though he couldn’t tell whether time had speeded up or slowed down, she said, ‘Wait for me outside, if you’re not in a hurry.’


He stood in the corridor and quite soon she appeared in a grey fur coat and a fur bonnet beneath which her dark hair was hidden. They started walking down the street while H adjusted himself to this situation. In Trafalgar Square she stopped. Now it was up to him: she’d done all that she could.


‘Will you come and have tea at the Hotel Cecil?’


He’d noticed the rather imposing entrance when passing along the Strand and it was the only place at hand he could think of taking her.


‘Not now, I’ve got an appointment to keep. Come round to my dressing room one night next week; ring me first at the theatre before the performance, and we’ll go out somewhere.’


H walked back to his room in the wintry dusk, his imagination soaring away to snowy streets at whose dimly lit corners ever more sensational promises were being whispered to him under the falling flakes.


Yes, but even if he could make the money he had left last over the weekend by living on ginger biscuits and tins of condensed milk, there still wouldn’t be enough to take her anywhere on Monday or Tuesday but to a cheap café or back to his bare room, both of which seemed out of the question.


There were two possible (impossible?) solutions. Go and see his former nurse who lived with a rich married sister, a visit he’d originally intended making in any case and then shelved, and when he mentioned that Iseult was going to have a baby (his last letter to Weg had been one telling her of his marriage), Mrs Evans would hand him a five-pound note: ‘Buy something warm and woolly for the dear little babe when it arrives, Harry.’


Or turn up at the hotel at Victoria where his stepfather was living when he’d last heard of him. Even less possible. H’s silence at the time of Henry’s heart attack and, later, about his own marriage, had made the break final.


He decided on Highgate and Weg.


Weg was ill, lying in bed in the room at the top of the house where, in the hushed, expectant, early dusks of the days before Christmas, he’d sat in the basket chair and sniffed the aroma that had been an annunciation, that he’d no longer the gift of receiving, as she had poured the boiling water on to the teaspoonfuls of coffee paste in the china cups.


H sat by her bed and she took his hand and told him, ‘I’ve been dreaming so much about you, Boy, that I knew you’d come.’


H pressed the still capable-looking hand with the opal ring on one of the fingers, given her, as she’d confided to him long ago in a house by the sea (where was that?), by a gentleman friend in Brisbane when she was a girl lately arrived in Australia as a domestic.


H was aware of a greater loss than any he had yet experienced. He was appalled by a conflict within himself between an apparently profound but inexpressible pain and a total indifference. Time seemed the factor that allowed the great dichotomy.


Weg was dying and what once would have been the end of his small world was now no more than an event on the margin of his much larger one. He could tell himself that what she had once been revealed to him as was a vision formed and coloured by the child’s great need. But was that a valid excuse? Had the child’s egocentric image brought him no nearer her than his present detachment? Hadn’t the intensity of that image communicated itself to her and to some degree transformed her into the child’s concept; wasn’t that part of the process of love, and wasn’t there more of reality in it than in his present impression of a sick, not-very-intelligent, sentimental old woman?


His world was expanding all the time, growing richer, but there was this half-conscious fear that it was also being impoverished.


He’d never really seen the round, puffy face before, undistinguished now by any of the reassuring signs he used to find there. There was nothing to say, no more communication from him to her.


‘I’ve the Holyhead boat train to catch, so I’ve got to go, Weg.’


‘Thank you for coming, Boy. Give my kind regards to your dear wife. And God Bless you.’
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Back in Dublin, H spent his time between their flat and Iseult’s old room at her mother’s where she was remaining till the baby was born, sometimes staying the night with her, surreptitiously because of Madame MacBride’s disapproval, of which Iseult had told him, of his sleeping with her before the baby was born. He didn’t think that this was because of possible ill effects, as she’d pretended to her daughter. During the few days they spent at his mother-in-law’s between returning from the cottage and moving into the flat, he’d been puzzled by Iseult’s own apparent wish to keep her mother from being reminded of their relationship. One night after Iseult had come to bed with him they’d heard her mother calling her in her emotional voice outside Iseult’s old room, and he’d felt her wince in his arms at its being revealed that they weren’t in separate ones.


H, in an access of goodwill which he had at times towards her, though never for long, invited Madame MacBride to come with Iseult by taxi to an early supper, so that they could return before the eight o’clock curfew, at the flat. He selected a piece of steak at the butcher’s, waited till the pan was really hot, fried it in a smattering of butter and served it with finely chopped parsley sprinkled on the dark crust.


Madame MacBride was delighted. Her enthusiasm was turned on him for once, and he was overwhelmed with the warmth of her praise. ‘I wish Josephine could cook a steak like that,’ she said. ‘I can’t tell her anything. If I try to get her to ring a change on the two or three dishes she’s used to, it’s, “Oui, Madame; mais bien sur, Madame;” and she serves up the omelette fines herbes or choufleur au gratin we’ve been having for years.’


But the next day, when he was with Iseult in her room and Madame MacBride came sailing in, tragic-browed, with news of the latest Black-and-Tan outrage, she was as unaware as ever of him as, pressing her cheek to her daughter’s, she murmured, ‘Quelle belle bête!’


One morning when H arrived at the house, a baby was lying beside his wife in the bed, a fragile, raw-looking piece of wrinkled flesh in which the features were hardly discernible. A girl, she told him.


By the time of the christening H’s antipathy to Madame MacBride was at one of its peaks and he didn’t go to it. Instead, he wrote a poem beginning








Today my child was christened but I was


Elsewhere, in converse with my other kin …











‘What “other kin”?’ Iseult asked when he showed it her.


H laughed. ‘My muses, I suppose.’


‘Well, it’s no good, Luke. Nothing like the ones for Polenskaya.’


He had shown these to her on his return from London and, far from resenting them, she’d said they were his best.


‘You should have come to the little ceremony with us. After all, it was you who thought of calling her Dolores.’


He was already sorry at not having gone. Many years later looking back on a life full of omissions and non-participations, it was one of those he most regretted.


At Easter, when the baby was a month old, they moved to a bungalow H’s mother had taken at the sea not far from where they’d stayed with her before their marriage. But now both the view and the weather were pleasanter. There were signs of heat to come; the sea lay aglitter with long, pale wavelets frothing towards the beach. By summer the sun-drenched walls gave off a scent of warm, tarred wood and Snuff lay all day panting in the shade of the verandah. But louder than the dog’s snortings or the bouts of wailing that came from Dolores’s pram, was the sharp burst from the exhaust of the glossy new motorbike when H rode it the few yards along the central passage. He’d bought it with the money saved by living here with his mother and giving up the flat, but because motor vehicles were being strictly controlled, hadn’t got a permit for it.


H kept it, the back wheel raised on its rest, in his room. He would sit on the saddle, the chrome controls and brake levers under his ringers on the handlebars, the shiny expanse of tank, topped by the oil drip-feed in its tiny, celluloid dome, between his knees, and envisage the trips before him. He heard (and didn’t hear) the whimpers of the baby coming through the wooden wall from the next room.


Soon after dawn on a summer morning when the tide was out he took the bike down to the beach. Chugging along the wide, deserted strand, he hadn’t the sense of power that had come from sitting on it in his room. Somewhat downcast, he rode back to the bungalow and wheeled the bike down the passage to his room. The place was quiet. He opened the door of Iseult’s room softly without waking her and tiptoed in. The baby was lying on her back in the pram, her blue eyes open and darker than he’d expected.


She looked up at him, her arms crooked outside the coverlet, lists clenching and unclenching, in a long, unsmiling (unseeing?) stare. It was H whose gaze faltered. He returned to his room and laid his hand on the finned engine cylinder to let its heat reassure him.


That same morning as H was reading on the verandah that faced away from the sea and towards the road, he heard a two-stroke engine, his ears now attentive to such things, misfiring to a halt. Laying down the big book, a volume marking the Keats Centenary he’d bought with excitement and which he now realized was a collection of banal eulogies, he went to the gate. The motorcyclist, in the khaki uniform and black beret of the Auxiliaries, was bending over his machine.


Alert for any movement in the vicinity and catching sight of H out of the corner of his eye, he straightened up, and, as H didn’t avoid his glance, called, ‘Damned thing’s conked out!’


H strolled over and contemplated the stranded machine. He guessed what was wrong, but he wanted to have a closer look at the Auxiliary before deciding whether to help him.


‘Know anything about these?’ the soldier inquired.


The closest H had seen an Auxiliary before was as they drove through the Dublin streets in armoured cars or inside the wire cages of their lorries. This man was looking at him as if he still expected him to turn his back and walk off.


‘Sounded as though you’d run out of petrol.’


The Auxiliary, who’d been depressing the needle of the float chamber, indicated the overflow from the carburettor.


‘Let’s have it off the stand,’ H suggested.


He was taking over, confident that he knew the cause of the trouble. When the bike was down and standing on the road, he tried depressing the needle again, but the petrol had stopped flowing.


‘When the bike’s propped up,’ he explained ‘what petrol there is flows forwards to the outlet pipe (stupid place to put it, really) but with both wheels on the road (there’s a slight rise just here) it stays at the back of the tank.’


The Auxiliary tapped his forehead. ‘Made of bloody wood! You’ve hit it, old chappie. Well, thanks for the helping hand.’ He nodded to where the road reached the top of the incline. ‘If I shove it up there I can push off on what’s left.’


Their barracks was an old army training camp a few miles along the coast, but the road made a detour inland to join the main Dublin one where it crossed a river. It was the same that, spanned only by the railway viaduct, flowed into the sea near the little village where H and Iseult had stayed with his mother before their marriage.


Either the Auxiliary didn’t know this or he hoped to find a garage on the way where he’d get some petrol, in spite of an order against obtaining fuel on the road because of rumours of places that kept a special supply mixed with sand or water.


Telling him to hang on, H went back into the bungalow. On his way out again with the can he met Iseult.


‘You’re not going to give that Black-and-Tan petrol?’


‘Well, yes, I am.’


H emptied what was in the can into the tank of the bike and the engine started with a roar. The Auxiliary felt in his breeches pocket, not the one that bulged with the Colt revolver, and handed H four shillings.


‘The marked price, old chappie, though it’s worth far more to me.’


H handed him back one of the florins explaining that there had only been about half-a-gallon in the can. The Auxiliary saluted and rode off and H returned to his room with Iseult’s accusation still unanswered in his mind.


The other day H had heard that a couple of girls, with heads shaved, had been found one Sunday morning chained to the railings of a church in the local town, a notice pinned to them with the word ‘Traitors’ scrawled on it.


These, everyone knew, were some of the women who associated with the British military. H himself had had glimpses of pale oval faces framed in head scarves high up in the cabs of Crossby tenders at night between the caps of the other two occupants.


H sat astride his bike in his room and reflected. Supposing it had been he with the chains that were padlocked to the railings around his wrists? Would he have met the surreptitious glances of the early Mass-goers with a haughty, unflinching stare, rejoicing not to belong to their complacent, church-going, patriotic fold?


Long ago when she’d visited him in his stall, he’d told Iseult that what the poet needed to keep him unspotted from the world was dishonour. It hadn’t been a phrase he’d thought up. It had come out instinctively without premeditation. Now it was time to catch up and to come to a conscious grasp of his attitude.


He believed that nothing short of the near despair of being utterly cast off from society and its principles could create the inner condition conducive to the new insights that it was the task of the poet to reveal.


The girls tied to the railings symbolized for H the poet who is exposed and condemned for his refusal to endorse the closed judgements and accept the categorical divisions into right and wrong that prevailed. If he survived the ordeal there would flow from the depths of his isolation fresh imaginative streams to melt the surrounding freeze-up.


Yeats, for all his superb craftsmanship and intellectual passion, was not going to cause any real alteration or re-orientation in inner attitudes because he had not been forced to this point of extreme loneliness.


When, later that evening, Iseult suggested he’d helped the Black-and-Tan out of a sense of kinship for the British and a secret admiration for the powerful, he said nothing. She had an idea that he’d been tainted by his time at an English public school.


Wasn’t the truth the very opposite? But there was still a degree of confusion in his thoughts. Hadn’t he helped the Auxiliary because at that particular moment he was a despised and threatened person? There had to be an extreme flexibility of spirit and avoidance of all moralizing in order to associate with the losers at any given moment, who, for the poet, were the only suitable companions. This meant never holding to any political, social, or moral belief, because that would put him on the right or justified side where he would be cut off from the true sources of his inspiration.


The baby whom the woman doctor in Dublin had advised her to wean and feed from a bottle, grew more distressed. After several sleepless nights, Iseult drove off with Dolores in a hired pony trap to catch a train and H stayed on, with his mother, the panting dog, and the immobilized machine.


Telephones were not yet a general means of private communication and he walked every-day or two the four or five miles to the steel-shuttered and sandbagged police barracks to see if the permit for the bike had arrived. He also awaited news from Iseult which when it came by letter was to say that Dolores was in hospital very ill.


H was learning that life developed in the manner of all natural phenomena: through static periods followed by a state of confluent events; and after the time of waiting, the permit came the same morning as the telegram from Iseult.


During the ride over dusty roads H was as much absorbed in learning to manipulate the controls of the little engine, keeping an eye on the oil feed, avoiding the potholes made by the military tenders, as by the death of the baby.


As he arrived at the house he saw two tall figures in black walking away from it and at first he didn’t recognize Iseult in the mourning that made her, before he saw the white and haggard face, a counterpart of her mother. They were on their way to make arrangements for the funeral, but Iseult returned to the house with him and, up in her old room on the top floor, told him of the baby’s agony.


While he’d been daydreaming of entering the isolation of truly imaginative spirits, more or less ignored by him in the room next door a fragile life was being destroyed.


As Iseult was talking she took from her handbag and gave him a metal crucifix. It was heavy as he held it in his hand waiting for her to explain its part in what she was telling him. Not that he didn’t guess. He saw the infants’ ward of the children’s hospital which, with its rows of white cots filled with the spinal meningitis cases, had become a big bright and airy condemned cell and torture chamber. The crucifix had come from there, had been laid on the baby’s finally still breast. His wife was speaking to him out of her grief that he couldn’t share with her. He caught the chill whiff of misery that clung to her, a scent from the damp pit where hopes decay. But he hadn’t loved the baby, had hardly taken her in, except for fleeting moments, and her loss couldn’t reduce his sensations to a single unbearable one.


Iseult was saying that the matron, a nun, had told her how, as she’d stooped over the cot, Dolores had grasped the crucifix so tightly she had had to take it from its cord and leave it in the baby’s clenched fist where it had remained. He saw that this was a straw of comfort she clutched at as a sign that what had happened was explicable in terms of her religious faith. But because this was not of the robust and primitive kind, he knew that, like him, she suspected that the baby would have grasped any similar object in her agony.


He stood dry-eyed beside the mound of yellowish clay and neat oblong hole under a yew tree while Iseult and her mother wept silently. When they went across the road to order the headstone – Madame MacBride and Helen Molony had gone back in the funeral car – he chose a pale grey slab the shape of a small upended coffin, while Iseult held his arm in silence, with the cross in low relief, and wrote under the name, on the slip of paper provided by the stone mason, the two dates, one in March and the other in July, to be chiselled on it.


A few weeks later, when the headstone was in place, they planted a rose tree on the grave. That, as far as H knew, was the last time Iseult ever went there though, he believed, it always remained at the back of her mind. As for him, he passed the cemetery countless times driving to and from Dublin when later they lived in the mountains, without giving it a thought.
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