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At the sight of her son Judith’s eyes and mouth
broke into the loveliest smile that any member of
the Herries family, there present, had ever seen.
It was Judith Paris’ hundredth birthday. The
Family was making a Presentation.

Adam bent down and kissed her. Her tiny,
trembling hand rested on the velvet collar of his
coat, then lay against his cheek. Her triumph
was complete; her exceeding happiness overflowed
so that, laughing though she was, tears
rolled down her cheeks.



Afterwards, at the luncheon downstairs, Adam
was to make the speech, but when the time came,
the one that he made was very feeble. Everyone
(except of course Adam’s wife, Margaret, and
Adam’s young daughter, Vanessa) agreed that he
was no speaker; the speech of the occasion came,
oddly enough, from Amery Herries, of whom no
one had expected very much. There were more
speeches at the dinner later in the day—Timothy,
Barney Newmark, Carey Rockage, Captain Will
Herries, all spoke—but it was Amery who was
afterwards recalled.

‘Damned good speech, d’you remember?’
years later one Herries would say to another.
‘At old Madame’s Hundredth Birthday party up
in Cumberland.... Best speech ever I heard in
my life.’

Adam was a failure. He never could say
anything in public, even long ago in his Chartist
days. More than that, he was thinking of his
mother, the old lady upstairs, all the time. And
more than that again, he couldn’t sound the
right Herries note. He was only quarter Herries
anyway, and he simply wasn’t able to think of
them in the grand historical light that all the
family, expectant round the luncheon table,
desired.

But Amery could. He thought of them all
(including himself) in precisely the grand manner.

All Adam said was:

‘I am sure we are all very happy to be here
to-day for my mother’s hundredth birthday.
You’ll forgive me, I know, if I don’t say very
much. Not very good at expressing my feelings.
Yes—well—I know what you’re all feeling.
We’re all very proud of my mother and we all
ought to be. She’s like the Queen—nothing can
beat her. I don’t need to tell you how good she
is. Of course I know that better than the rest
of you—naturally I would. There’s no one
like her anywhere. I ask you all to drink her
health.’

And so they did—with the greatest enthusiasm.
Nevertheless there was a feeling of disappointment,
for he had said nothing about the Family—not
a word. It was expected of him. After
all, even though he was illegitimate, his father
had been of Herries blood. They knew, they had
always known, that Adam Paris failed at anything
that he tried. What could you expect of a fellow
who had once been a Chartist and approved of
these Trades Unions, was always on the wrong
side, against Disraeli, in favour of tiresome agitators
like Mr. Plimsoll? (They disliked any and
every agitator. They disapproved of agitation.)

But Amery made everything right again with
his speech. He didn’t look his sixty-five years,
so spare of figure and straight in the back; he
had not run to seed like poor Garth, who led, it
was feared, a most improvident and dissolute life.
Amery’s speech was short but entirely to the
point:

‘Only a word. I won’t take more than a
minute. But I do want to say that my friend
Adam is quite right—this is a great occasion for
all of us! There is not, I venture to say, another
family in England with so remarkable a lady at
the head of it as Madame whom we are gathered
together to honour. It is not only that she has
reached her hundredth year—although that is an
achievement in itself—but that she has reached it
with such vigour, such health, such courage! It
is interesting to remember that nearly a hundred
and fifty years ago her father, as a young man,
rode pack-horse into this district, a stranger and
almost you might say homeless. There were, I
suppose, members of our family scattered about
England at that time, but no one, I fear, had ever
heard of any of them. Now, sitting round this
table to-day we have one of England’s most famous
novelists—spare your blushes, Barney Newmark—the
widow of one of England’s most prominent
financiers—I bow to you, Lady Herries—whose
son is following worthily in his father’s footsteps—I
drink to the City, Ellis—the son of one of
England’s leading Divines, the gallant Captain here—one
of the most active members, I’m told, of the
House of Peers—never been there myself, but that’s
what they tell me, Carey, my son—and one of the
loveliest women in the whole of England, Mrs.
Robert Forster—I bow towards you, Veronica!

‘I promised that I would be short, so I will not
point out to you how unusual a family ours is.
You know it already (loud and happily complacent
laughter). We are a remarkable family. Why
should we not say so? We have done, we are
doing something for England. England, glorious
England, Mistress of the World as she deserves
to be.’ (He was going on to say something
about foreigners but remembered just in time that
Madame’s husband had been a Frenchman and
that Adam had married a German.) ‘So here’s
to Madame and here’s to England and here’s to
the Herries family! May they all three live,
prosper, and help the world along the way that it
should go!’

What cheers, what enthusiasm, what excitement!
He had said exactly what they were all
longing for someone to say—the one thing
needed to make the day a perfect success!



Judith’s granddaughter, Adam’s daughter,
little Vanessa Paris, aged fifteen, sat between her
mother and father and was so happily excited that
she found it difficult to keep still. Some of the
ladies thought that it was not quite correct that
she should be there. In 1874 the golden rule was
that children should be seen (at intervals) and
never heard. She was Madame’s granddaughter
and it was proper that she should have been present
at the moving ceremony when the presentation
was made to the old lady, but the right thing
then was for her mother to send her back to Cat
Bells where she lived. Nevertheless Lady Herries
agreed with Emily Newmark that the child was
tall for her age, was certainly pretty in her blue
dress, and behaved with decorum. ‘It’s only to
be hoped,’ Lady Herries said with foreboding,
‘that indulgence like this won’t spoil her. But
what can you expect? Her mother’s a German.
Adam Paris can have no idea of how to bring up
a child. I never allowed,’ Lady Herries added,
‘Ellis any liberties, and no mother could wish for
a more perfect son.’

Vanessa, of course, neither knew nor cared what
anyone was saying. She trusted the whole world
and everything and everyone in it. She loved
everybody and especially her mother, her father,
her grandmother, Aunt Jane Bellairs, Benjamin,
Will Leathwaite (how she wished that he was
here and could see all that was going on! She
was storing everything up to tell him when she
was home again).

From where she sat she could watch everything
that Benjamin did and said. For the rest she was
sharply observant. She noticed the large and very
hideous yellow brooch that Lady Herries wore on
her meagre bosom, the beautiful colour of Aunt
Elizabeth’s hair (many of the ladies were her
aunts, although not strictly so in chronology), the
way that fat Garth Herries swallowed his wine and
smacked his lips at intervals, the funny way that
Aunt Jane (who had just come down from upstairs
and reported that Madame was doing splendidly—not
the least tired by all the fuss) made little
pellets of her bread, Aunt Amabel’s suspicious
manner of eating as though she suspected poison
in every mouthful, and the shy frightened air of
Ellis. (She supposed that that was because his
mother was watching him!)

Of them all there were two who especially interested
her. One was Benjamin, whom she loved
with all her heart, and the other was a lady whose
name she did not know, whom she had never seen
before, who appeared to her the perfection of grace
and beauty.

First Benjamin, whom she knew so well that he
was like part of herself. She had loved him from
the first moment of seeing him when, himself between
six and seven, and she somewhere about
two, he had made her first sticky and afterward
sick with toffee that he had made against orders
at the kitchen fire. Her first memory of him was
connected with disobedience; so she had known
him ever after, always against the law, always doing
things of which she shouldn’t approve, but she
kept sacred to the death every secret confided to
her. She would never betray him; she would
always love him for ever and ever. It was as
simple as that. She knew with that intuitive
quickness given to children that her mother did
not approve of him. She knew more—that no
one approved of him. He lived up at the Fortress
with his mother, the lovely Elizabeth, and his
grandfather, old broken-down Sir Walter, and it
was supposed that Benjamin looked after the
estate. In a way, as Vanessa knew, he did. In
his own way. He would work like a saint and a
hero for a week, really work and with good solid
common sense. Then he would have a mad spell,
disappear for days to the sorrow and grief of his
mama. He told Vanessa that he simply couldn’t
help it. ‘Must breathe fresh air,’ he said. He
never told anyone where he went. He was already,
as Vanessa knew, ‘suspect’ by the Family.
He had been a failure at Rugby: there were
stories of scandalous doings in Town. ‘He’s
going to be no good.’ ‘The makings of a fine
Rascal,’ and, as always with the Herries family
when speaking of someone of whom they disapproved,
their voices took on a sort of ceremonial
ring, a kind of chanting sound. ‘But what can
you expect? His grandfather shot himself, and
his uncle murdered his father. What an inheritance!
And look at his other grandfather!—up
at the Fortress—what a life he’s led! Nothing
better now than an idiot!’

No, poor Benjie has no chance at all, they decide
with satisfaction. Nevertheless they could
not help but like him—when they were with him.
Of course it was different when their backs were
turned. But in his company it was difficult not to
smile. He was so merry, so gay, always laughing.
So generous too. ‘No one’s enemy but his own,’
Barney Newmark, who liked him greatly, said—and
poor old Garth Herries, who had been no one’s
enemy but his own to such an extent that he
was a complete wreck and ruin, sighed sadly in
reply.

Vanessa was aware of much of this, although
no one had ever told her. She was always hot in
Benjie’s defence, no matter what the charge might
be. When someone accused him it was as though
she herself were accused; she was conscious at
such times of a strange pain in her heart—a feeling
of tenderness, sympathy and apprehension. Now,
as she looked across the table at him, she knew
that he had no need of her sympathy. He was at
his very gayest. He was not large—he would be
rather a small man—but his shoulders were broad,
his head round, bullet-shaped, his colour red and
brown like a healthy pippin, his nose snub, his blue
eyes bright and sparkling. If all the Herries were
like horses, as someone had said, then Benjie was
like a racy little pony, ready for anything and
especially mischief. ‘He’s wild and, I’m sure,
wicked. In fact I know he’s wicked,’ Lady Herries
said. ‘And Ellis doesn’t like him at all. But
what can you expect with such a family history?’
Then dropping her voice and looking into Emily
Newmark’s eyes with that intimate confidence felt
by one upright woman for another: ‘Women!
Of course—I hear that already....’

Nevertheless he was happy, he loved his beautiful
mother, he feared no man, he was generous,
almost everything—even the tiniest things—gave
him pleasure. What if he did find women enchanting,
forgot to pay his debts, possessed no
sense of class at all so that a tramp was exactly the
same to him as a Herries, found it difficult to work
at a thing for more than a week at a time, took no
thought for the morrow, saw a joke in everything?—there
he was, enjoying life to the uttermost,
which was more than could be said for some of the
other Herries seated round the table.

As to the very beautiful lady whom Vanessa so
greatly admired, her name was Rose Ormerod.



After the luncheon Vanessa flung her arms
round her father and kissed him.

‘Happy, my darling?’

‘Oh yes. Oh yes, I’ve never been so
happy——’

‘That’s right. I didn’t make much of a
speech, did I, my pet?’

‘Oh yes, Papa! It was much better than the
other one because you were thinking of Grandmama.’

‘Thank you, darling. So I was. But I’m
not good at speeches. That’s a fact.’

She laid her cheek against his. Then, remembering,
straightened up.

‘Papa, may I go for a walk with Benjie? He’s
asked me to.’

Adam hesitated. Then, taking her small white
hand between his, he said:

‘All right.’

He could trust her with Benjamin. And
yet—

She clapped her hands and ran off, crying:
‘Yes, Benjie, I can. Papa says I can.’ She ran
into Ellis Herries and looked up laughing. ‘I
beg your pardon.’ She put her hand for a
moment on his sleeve.

His thin anxious face looked down at her.

‘My fault, I’m sure. It’s—it’s a nice day,
isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is.’ She stood there, waiting, but
longing to get off to Benjie. It was good manners,
though, if a gentleman wished to talk to you, to
wait while he did so.

Ellis Herries was tall, thin and pale. She
noticed that he had a little brown mole in the
middle of his left cheek.

‘A very happy party we’re having,’ he said
in his stiff anxious voice. He always spoke as
though he were afraid that the words he used
would betray him, laugh at him behind his back,
as it were.

‘Oh, it is nice!’ She smiled, felt that she had
done her duty, and ran off.

When they walked out on to the road they
saw that they had but an hour before dark. Frost
was sharpening the air. They mounted straight
on to the moor and moved swiftly through a moth-grey
world where mountains were gigantic and
the turf was crisping under their feet. The house
stood behind them like a lighted ship. The
candles were burning in every room. Vanessa
had sometimes to run to keep up with Benjamin,
but in any case she ran because she was so happy,
deeply excited and enchanted to be alone with
him. Soon they slowed down, stood on a hillock
and looked over to Scotland.

‘There’s Criffel,’ he said, pointing.

‘I can’t see it,’ Vanessa said.

‘No, but it’s there all the same.’ He took her
hand. ‘I approve of you in that fine hat. Where
did you find the feather?’

‘Mama bought the hat in Keswick.’

He stood close to her.

‘You are almost as tall as I am, Vanessa.
You are going to be very tall.’

‘Papa says I am. Will you never be taller,
Benjie?’

‘No, I hope not. You see, it’s very useful to
be short.’

‘Useful?’

‘Yes—if there’s a row you can crawl under
tables or hide behind a curtain or creep into the
clock. I remember once in London——’ He
stopped.

Vanessa’s innocence must be protected.

‘Oh, do tell me about London!’

‘One day, when you’ve been there. It
wouldn’t mean anything to you if you don’t
know the places.’

They walked on. They were both strong,
sturdy, filled with health and excitement.

Benjamin flung out his arms.

‘Don’t you love this country? But of course
you do. We belong to it. There’ll never be
any other country for either of us. Your father
once told me that when he was a boy he had a
tutor called Rackstraw who knew more about this
country than anyone. He said it was all stones
and clouds. One stone wall running up a hill,
one sky with the clouds pouring over it, and
you’re happy. It’s so old. There are Romans’
bones under your foot. It’s so strong—Border
fights and Picts and Scots. It’s so wide and
smells so good. Don’t you like the smell of dry
bracken, of the trees, of the stream-water when
you lie flat and drink it? Which hill do you like
best?’

‘Cat Bells,’ said Vanessa promptly.

‘Oh, I mean a real hill. Skiddaw has wings,
Saddleback’s like a shark, Gable is a helmet ...’
He stopped suddenly, put his arms round her and
kissed her. ‘Oh, Vanessa, I do love you!’

‘And I love you,’ she said, a little breathless.

‘Will you marry me when you grow up?’

‘Of course I will,’ she said, laughing.

They walked on, more slowly, he keeping his
arm around her.

‘Well, you’d better not. Everyone disapproves
of me.’

‘What does that matter?’

Her trust touched him most deeply.

‘Would you marry me if your father and
mother forbade it?’

That was an awful question. She stopped to
consider it.

‘Yes,’ she said.

‘Oh, you darling! But I won’t allow you
to marry me. Ask anyone. No woman ought to
marry me. I couldn’t be faithful.’

‘You would be,’ said Vanessa, ‘if we had
children.’

‘Will you like to have children?’ he asked
her, wondering what she would say.

‘Of course. But you can’t help it. God brings
you a baby. You wake up in the morning and
find it lying there beside you. That must be
wonderful. Mama says that God knows just when
you want one.’

‘So you believe in God?’

Vanessa laughed. ‘Why, of course. What a
silly question, Benjie! Everybody does.’

‘Everybody doesn’t——’ He pulled up. He
must not disturb her.

‘Of course everyone does!’ she answered indignantly.
‘Why, who made everything if God
didn’t? God’s everywhere. Will Leathwaite says
that when he has been swearing too much God
gives him the rheumatism just to remind him.’

Benjie thought some other topic wiser.

‘Well—but if I was in disgrace with everyone,
had done something shameful and no one would
speak to me, would you still marry me?’

‘Of course I would.’

‘But if you yourself thought it shameful?’

‘I shouldn’t think anything you did shameful,’
she answered.

‘If I killed someone as my uncle killed my
father?’

She stood, puzzled, staring into the grey cold
landscape.

‘Yes,’ she said, nodding her head. ‘I would
know why you did it. There would be some reason
that I should understand.’

He caught her hands in his.

‘Will you promise me that whatever happens
you will always stand by me?’

‘Yes, I promise.’

‘Always and for ever?’

‘Yes.’

‘Whatever I did?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ll remind you of that one day.’ He turned
round. ‘Now we’ll go back to all the cats and
monkeys,’ he said.

They were both quiet returning. They had
to go arm-in-arm, very close together, because it
was growing dark. For a brief while there was a
faint orange glow over Skiddaw like the reflection
of a distant fire; the air grew with every moment
more frosty.

Once as they were nearing the house he said:

‘Don’t you hate Ellis? I do. And his old pig
of a mother.’

In the hall, standing for a moment to accustom
herself to the lights and splendour after the half-dark,
Vanessa found her father. He had been
standing there, waiting for her, hearing the voices
and laughter all over the house, the distant click
of billiard-balls, someone singing to the piano
sentimental songs like Drink to me only and My
hero, my Troubadour, Elizabeth coming back
from the Fortress where she had deposited poor
old Walter, quite in pieces. She had put him to
bed. He had fallen almost at once to sleep; all
he had said, she told Adam, just before he went off
to sleep, was: ‘Wake me when Uhland comes
in.’ Very touching, but, as she said, a comfort for
him to think that Uhland was still alive. Sometimes,
Elizabeth confessed, she thought that he
was and she could hear the tap-tap of his lame
leg mounting to his tower.... Then along the
passage from the kitchen came bursting Barney
Newmark and Garth and Timothy, stout, noisy
and triumphant. Why triumphant? Had they
been kissing the maids? But the Herries men got
like that very easily if things were going well and
there were no ghosts about.

In the middle of all this Adam waited anxiously
for his little daughter. His wife, Margaret,
was sitting in the parlour trying to be on terms
with Lady Herries and that fascinating Rose
Ormerod from Harrogate (she wasn’t beautiful,
Adam decided—not to be compared with Elizabeth
or Veronica—her nose was a little crooked, she
had a faint, a very faint moustache on her upper
lip. It was her colour, dark, black, crimson, like
a gipsy: and then she was silent—she spoke very
rarely, only smiled and used her eyes). Poor
Margaret would not be happy in there; he knew
how anxious she was about Vanessa! When he
told her that the child had gone for a walk with
Benjamin she gave a little cry of dismay.

‘Oh, Adam! You should not have allowed her!’

‘Pooh, my dear! Benjamin’s safe!’

‘No, he isn’t! You know he isn’t! And
Vanessa’s growing!’

‘She is only fifteen.’

He had calmed her a little, but his own fears
had increased. What was he to do about this?
He knew that Vanessa loved Benjamin with all the
fire, loyalty, ignorance of an adoring child. Benjamin’s
reputation was bad, very bad. And yet he
liked him. He could not help it. He had always
had a weakness for sinners.... But Benjamin
and his own child! No, no!

As the darkness strengthened about the house
his alarm grew. He was about to get his coat and
go after them when in they came, Vanessa glowing
with colour, her eyes shining, her body so alive
that it could not keep still.

He told her that she was to come up and say
good-night to her grandmother.

‘We must not stay for more than a moment.
She is in bed and tired, of course, after such a
fatiguing day. It’s something to be a hundred,
you know!’

Vanessa was at once subdued and still. She
lived so entirely, at present, in her interest in other
people that, in a moment, she became what they
wanted her to be. That is if she loved them. She
was quite otherwise, it is to be feared, with one
or two—Aunt Amabel, for instance, whom she
couldn’t abide, and Timothy’s fiancée, who had
aggravated her by talking to her in baby language.

Judith’s bedroom seemed now a mysterious
place, quite different from the bright sunlit room
of the morning, crowded with happy faces, and the
old lady sitting so erect in her chair, smiling as
they brought her their presents.

The curtains were drawn now, the room dark
save for the fire and the dim lamplight beside the
bed. That old four-poster with its dark hangings
appeared like a little room in itself. Aunt Jane
was moving softly about. When Adam and
Vanessa appeared in the doorway she put her
finger to her lips.

She went over to the bed, leant over.

‘Aunt Judith! Aunt Judith!’

‘Yes, my dear,’ said a very lively voice.
‘What is it?’

‘Adam and Vanessa are here to say good-night.’

‘Turn up the lamp.’ Judith sat up, put out
her hand for her spectacles, and, her eyes as sharp
behind them as a bird’s, said: ‘That’s right.
Very kind of you, Adam. Come over here, my
dears.’

They crossed the room, and Jane put the
crimson armchair for Adam. Vanessa stood close
to him, her hand on his shoulder.

The old lady seemed a little breathless. She
was wearing a cap as white as snow with the sun
on it, and over her shoulders Jane laid a thick
white cashmere shawl. Her little face was drawn
and lined, waxen in the lamplight. It was her
eyes and hands that were alive, and her enchanting,
humorous, slightly ironical smile.

‘So I’m a hundred at last!’ she said with a sigh
of satisfaction. ‘That’s something, Adam, isn’t
it?’

‘Indeed it is, mother.’

‘Yes, and a very nice day it’s been.’

‘You’re not tired?’

‘Well—a little. Yes, a little tired. My
heart’—she put her hand to her breast—‘jumps.
There’s nothing odd about that though. It’s
been jumping for a hundred years. It was never
so steady as it ought to be.’

Vanessa smiled.

‘Have you had a happy day, my darling?’
She put her hand out and took Vanessa’s. How
hot and dry it was, Vanessa thought—burning
bones under parchment, and at the touch of it the
child had a moment’s realisation of what it was to be
old, to be a hundred years old, to be burnt up with
life and all the things that you had seen and done!

‘It was nice,’ Judith said, ‘poor old Walter
coming. Very nice. He’s sadly broken up, I’m
afraid. Sadly aged.’ She spoke with tenderness,
satisfaction and triumph. She had beaten Walter
at last. She was older than he and yet here she
was as lively as you like and he a poor old man
who had to be led about, weak in the head,
uncertain where he was!

Yet she herself was suddenly weary. She lay
back on her pillow, her spectacles falling to the
edge of her nose.

‘I hope everyone is happy,’ she murmured.

‘Very happy, mother dearest,’ Adam answered,
catching a command from Jane’s watchful
eye. ‘You must go to sleep now. You will
be fresh as anything to-morrow.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Judith murmured.

Vanessa bent forward and kissed her. Then
Adam, moved by the deepest emotion, tears rising
to his eyes, kissed her, felt her hand lift for a
moment and touch his cheek in the old familiar way.

Before they had stolen from the room she was,
it seemed, asleep.



The first Ball of Vanessa’s life!

Was Ball too grand a word to give to it?
There was for orchestra Mrs. Blader from Troutbeck
at the piano; Mr. Murdy of Keswick, violin;
old Mr. Bayliss of Keswick, ‘cello. There were
perhaps in all thirty couples, and the dining-room,
cleared, within the hour following dinner, miraculously
of its table and chairs, had a perfect floor.
It had often been tested. The room looked
lovely, Vanessa thought, with the gleaming,
glittering candelabra, the candles in their silver
candlesticks, the coloured paper streamers slung
from corner to corner against the ceiling. It
was colours everywhere, dresses—pink, white,
blue, orange—billowing and surging as the dancers
moved, necks and shoulders bare, jewels sparkling;
almost everyone to Vanessa seemed beautiful—even
old Lady Herries, although she was absurdly
painted and had a neck like a writhing chicken,
had diamonds in her hair that must, Vanessa
thought, be worth a fortune.

Three of the women were beautiful beyond
compare—Elizabeth Herries who was fifty-nine
years of age but had the arms and shoulders of a
girl; and Veronica, now proudly Mrs. Forster, ‘a
queen of a woman, by Gad,’ Will Herries murmured
somewhat unwisely to his wife, who was
a good woman but no beauty. The third was
Ruth Cards, who went shortly after this to live
in the wilds of Northumberland and but seldom
left them.

At first Vanessa had felt a devastating shyness.
At dinner she had been very quiet. She was
wearing her first grand evening dress and only
she and her mother knew what consultations there
had been with Miss Kew of Keswick, how often
they had paid visits to Miss Kew’s stuffy little
room near St. John’s, how important it had been
that it should be half grown-up—Miss Kew had
been alarmed: girls of fifteen did not go to Balls,
but then of course this was a family affair, a little
different ... nevertheless, as Miss Kew confided
to her brother, Mrs. Paris was a German
woman—‘Such things might be well in Germany’
just as though she had said Shanghai!

So they had planned between them something
very original, the neck and shoulders bare—‘Miss
Vanessa has such beautiful shoulders’—the skirt
full, but not too full. A pale pink silk and round
her slender neck her only piece of jewelry, a necklace
of crystal beads that her father had brought
her from London.

At dinner she was certain that they must all
be saying: ‘And what is this child doing here?’
All day she had been so happy that she had not
given herself a thought, but at dinner Garth
Herries had been on the one side of her and Ellis
on the other.

Rose Ormerod was Garth’s other companion
and very quickly he surrendered to her as apparently
all men did. He did not speak to Vanessa
once. And Ellis! Well, Ellis was very strange.
He stared at her in the oddest way. He spoke
to her confusedly as though he were afraid of her.
He said: ‘I hope you are enjoying yourself,’ and
then later: ‘I do hope, most sincerely, that you
are enjoying yourself.’ He made her embarrassed.
It was he perhaps who made her self-conscious.
He looked at her shoulders and hands, and once
he said, in a strangled fashion as though food were
choking him: ‘I hope you will give me a dance.’
Very bravely she asked him once whether he
liked to live in London. ‘Oh yes, indeed yes.
Very pleasant. Lived there all my life, you know.’

She coloured; she felt that it had been a very
silly question; she looked about her to find her
father, but he was sitting on the same side of the
table as herself.

Then, at first, no one asked her to dance. She
sat on a little sofa with her mother, feeling that
everyone must be looking at her bare shoulders,
not very far, if the truth must be known, from
tears. It had been a lovely day, but she had no
right to be here. She thought that, in a little
while, she would whisper something to her mother
and slip away to bed....

It was Benjie who came to her rescue. The
most beautiful valse had just begun and he charged
down upon them, had her on her feet before she
knew, and then they were lost in Paradise.

She was a lovely dancer. She had danced all
her life, danced up and down the parlour at Cat
Bells while her father whistled the tunes, danced
by the Lake in Manesty, danced in the kitchen
with Will, had had dancing lessons in Keswick at
Mr. Kew’s (brother to Miss Kew) dancing class.
She was a dancer by all the light of her nature.

‘That child dances well,’ said Lady Herries to
Rose Ormerod. ‘Very pretty.’

‘That child will be a beautiful woman,’ said
Miss Ormerod. The two were passing them at
the moment. Miss Ormerod’s intense gaze followed
them round the room. In a second of time
Vanessa’s misery had been changed to timeless,
priceless delight. They did not speak. Benjamin
also loved dancing. He knew at once whether his
partner was worthy of him. Already many a
young woman had found herself, after a round or
two, sitting to her own surprise on the sofa, and
Benjie beside her, charming but static.

‘You dance better than anyone else in the room,
Vanessa.’

‘Oh, do I?’ Vanessa whispered. ‘Oh, Benjie,
do I really?’

He did not tell her that he had said that to
many a partner in the past. He knew that he
would say it to thousands in the future. But to-night
he meant every word of it. When the dance
was over and they were sitting on the stairs she
confided to him how unhappy she had been at
dinner.

‘You will often be unhappy again,’ he instructed
her. ‘Everyone is so. Dinners are the
devil. You never know whom you will get. It’s
a game, you see, Vanessa, and the worse ninny
you have beside you the better the game is.
Flatter them. That’s the way. Everyone likes
to be flattered. You can’t put it on too thick.
And do it as though you meant it. Then you’ll
discover you do mean it, for the moment anyway.’

‘What do you flatter them about?’ she asked.

‘Oh, you’ll soon discover their weak point.
Everyone has them. Ask them first what they
like best—games or travelling or adding up sums
in a stuffy office as Ellis does. After that, all
you’ve got to do is listen. Nobody wants you to
do anything but listen, no men anyway. Women
are different. They like you to tell them that they
are beautiful or clever. And why shouldn’t they?
We all get enough of the other thing. Parties are
meant to cheer you up and make you feel for a
moment that all the things the people who know
you best think about you aren’t true.’

‘Well,’ said Vanessa, ‘whatever happens now
it won’t matter. I’ve had one lovely dance.’

But she need not have been afraid. Soon
Amery came to ask her, then Will Herries, then
young Richard Cards, then Carey Rockage and,
at last, Ellis.

She gave them all places on her flowery programme.
She swung round the room in an ecstasy.
‘Isn’t this lovely?’ she murmured to Amery.

Amery, who was anxious about his brother
Garth, now rather drunk and quarrelsome in the
parlour, answered at first absent-mindedly, then
realised that he was moving with a grace and charm
that he hadn’t known for years. ‘By Gad,’ he
thought, ‘I’m more of a dancer than I knew I
was,’ and wondered whether if he had been more
gay in his past and his brother less gay, it wouldn’t
have been better for both of them! ‘Poor Sylvia!’
he thought, seeing Garth’s wife, painted, raddled
and weary as she bumped round with Rockage,
who was no dancer. ‘She’s had a rotten life!’
He was suddenly charitable to everyone. This
charming child, light as a fairy—by Jove, she was
bewitching! Why had he known nothing like
this? He had married late, and it hadn’t lasted
long. There had been others, of course—Doris,
whom he had had to keep so long after he was
tired of her, and Alice Mason, who’d smashed all
his china one night in a fit of temper, and the
Frenchwoman, Marguerite Calvin, whose father’s
debts he had paid. Had he had much in return?
No, not very much. As he felt Vanessa’s hand on
his arm he sighed. What was the use? He would
be just the same to-morrow.

Vanessa, to her own great amusement, began
at once to put Benjie’s advice into practice with
all these gentlemen. It worked like a miracle.
Amery talked to her about money, horses, and
the Family. Will Herries talked to her about
the Navy, the sea, the West Indies, Glebeshire,
dogs, Polchester, the sea, the Family. Young
Richard (whom she liked greatly) talked about
books (Middlemarch, Mrs. Browning, Hawley
Smart), gardening, riding, and the Family, and
Carey talked about the place in Wiltshire, the
weather, the weather, the weather, the place in
Wiltshire, and the Family. She found that they
soon forgot that they were talking to a child.
She found that they all wanted comforting, consoling,
reassuring, and so learnt one very useful
never-to-be-forgotten lesson about Men. She
discovered too that all of them, except young
Richard, felt that in one way or another an injustice
had been done. They hadn’t had fair
treatment. Someone was to blame. Carey
Rockage in especial was like a blinded bewildered
animal whom unseen persecutors were prodding
with pitchforks.

‘Oh, I am so sorry!’ she found herself saying
over and over again.

And Ellis? Ellis was another matter. She
had noticed that he watched her. Often, feeling
that someone’s eye was upon her, she saw that it
was his. When their dance came it was ‘Sir
Roger,’ and he asked her whether she would mind
sitting with him instead. She did mind because
she loved ‘Sir Roger’ and something in her was
afraid of a long talk with Ellis, but she followed
him meekly out into the hall and to a top corner of
the stairs.

Here the sounds of the music were very dim,
the house was still, and she thought of her darling
grandmother, not far away, deep in sleep. It
was as though for a moment something drew her
into that bedroom. She stood there, looking at
the dim light by the bed.

‘Are you asleep, Grandmamma?’ she seemed
to say.

‘Yes, dear. I’m sleeping beautifully,’ the
answer came. She put her hand on Ellis’ thin
arm. ‘Did you hear anything? Anyone call?’

‘No,’ he said.

There seemed to her a sound of light steps
along the passage above them. Then she was
compelled to give all her attention to Ellis. He
forced her to do so. She did not know how old
he was (he was in fact close on thirty-two), but he
seemed to her both very old and very young.

He was unhappy, she was sure, and, like her
grandmother, she could not bear that anyone
should be unhappy. So, wanting to console him,
she felt older than he. He was not exactly plain;
he was distinguished in his thin, pale, quiet way;
very serious; he scarcely ever smiled. But when
he did his smile was rather beautiful. It lit
up his thin face and his colourless eyes. It
was as though he were pleading to be liked. He
wants feeding up, she thought. His eyes were
sometimes a little mad.

For a while he could do nothing but stammer
out disconnected sentences. Then, following
Benjie’s advice, she asked him questions, about
London, the City, theatres, and what he did in
his spare time.

‘I haven’t any spare time,’ he assured her.
‘You see, my father had so many affairs in the
City, and it all devolves upon me. I like it, you
know. The City is a very agreeable place, it is
indeed. Yes.’ Then he said, staring at her
with all his eyes: ‘You must come one day,
Cousin Vanessa, and stay with my mother and
myself in Hill Street.’

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I should love to go
to London. I have never been to a theatre or
a circus, and oh! how I should like to see the
Queen!’

‘The Queen is very much in retirement,’ he
said solemnly, as though he kept her in his pocket,
‘but the Prince of Wales and the Princess are
often to be seen driving.’

Then there was another awkward pause, until
he broke out:

‘I do hope you will come, Cousin Vanessa.
Our house is not very gay, but if you came it
would be——’ He choked in his throat. ‘Will
you, please, not forget me? Will you think of me
sometimes?’

‘Of course I will think of you, Cousin Ellis,’
she answered, laughing because she felt, for some
strange reason, uncomfortable.

‘Will you indeed? That will make me very
happy.... I have not many friends,’ he added.
‘My own fault of course. I am shy. You may
not have guessed it, but I am very shy indeed.’

She certainly had guessed it—not only was
he shy but he made others who were with him
shy too. Then the music, to her relief, began
again.

‘Oh, we must go!’ she cried, jumping up.

‘You promise to think of me?’ he asked again
urgently. ‘I shall think of you often—very often
indeed.’

When she was with them all again she sat for a
while among the ladies and was aware of something
that she had never thought of before (she
was making so many discoveries to-night!), namely,
that this family to which she belonged contained
the real benefactors of the human race. Dorothy
Bellairs, Veronica, Emily Newmark, even Sylvia
Herries—they were all the same! If it were not
for them the Poor, the Unprotected, almost everyone
in fact who wasn’t Herries, would perish.
Vanessa had a strange picture of all the cottage
women of England seeing through their window
the arrival in a carriage and pair of Dorothy,
Veronica, Emily, Sylvia. These ladies were
armed magnificently against the cold, their hands
were in muffs, the high collars of their coats
reached to their bonnets. Majestically they
moved down the cottage path, John, James,
William following behind with basket on arm.
Then the cottage woman hastens, straightens her
apron, puts the children in their places, arranges
grandfather by the fire, hurries to the door.

‘Good afternoon, my lady.’

‘Oh, good afternoon, Mrs. Cottage Woman.
How are you this afternoon?’ The seat of the
chair is dusted, even the cottage clock, the cottage
cat, the cottage table are deferential. Glory has
descended upon the cottage woman!

Vanessa had never thought of this before. The
life that they enjoyed at Cat Bells was so very
different; she had never had on every side of her
so many Herries women. She had never, never
realised that were it not for the Ladies of England
the Poorer Classes would fade away. She had never
known that there were any Poorer Classes.

Even Veronica! Beautiful, lovely Aunt Veronica!

‘Oh, well, I told her ... that if she didn’t
drink the soup ... would give it to her worthless
old father....’

And Rockage’s wife: ‘They complained about
the drains, but Carey explained to them....’

She turned it all over in her mind while she
was dancing with young Richard.

Afterwards, when they were talking, she asked
him:

‘Are you glad you’re partly a Herries?’

‘Glad?’ he said, turning round and smiling.

‘Yes. Is it better being a Herries than being
a Jones or Smith?’

(While she spoke she thought: What is happening
to me? I’ve never thought of these things
before.)

‘Well, don’tcherknow,’ said Richard slowly,
‘there is something fine in being one of the oldest
families——’

‘But are we one of the oldest? I mean, aren’t
the Jones and the Smiths just as old really?’

‘I suppose they are. It’s being English that
counts.’

‘Is it better to be English than German or
French?’

Richard, who had no notion that Vanessa’s
mother was a German, answered with no hesitation
at all:

‘By Gad, yes—I should jolly well think it is.’
So that settled it.

As the evening went on she was aware that
she had seen but little of Benjamin. She went to
look for him and found him in the billiard-room
dancing solemnly up and down with Barney Newmark,
both of them swaying a little as they moved.

Vanessa—quite suddenly a child again—stood
hesitating in the doorway, and Benjamin, looking
up, saw two Vanessas, both lovely, both darlings,
both the beloved of his heart. But he was never
so much a gentleman as when he had drunk too
much, so he disengaged himself from Barney and
gave a courtly bow.

‘Sit down, Vanessa, and I will fetch you some
lemonade.’

She stood there, bitterly disappointed. She
had often seen gentlemen who drank too much,
but never Benjamin. She saw that his hair was
ruffled, his eyes shining, and that he swayed on
his feet, but she knew also that she loved him as
dearly as ever, that her impulse was to go to him,
smooth his hair, straighten his tie....

‘No, thank you,’ she said.

He came up to her and took her hand. He
saw that she was frightened.

‘Come and we’ll dance, Vanessa,’ he said.

‘I am afraid that this one is engaged,’ she
answered, looking over his shoulder at Barney
Newmark, who was gently singing to himself.
She hurried away, leaving Benjamin staring after
her.

In the dining-room again she danced once
more with Amery and soon she was happy. How
could she help it? Everyone was so happy around
her. The musicians played like mad, the candles
shone like stars, the noise filled the room so that
it was like a paper-bag on the point of bursting.
The valse was a lovely tune. They began to sing
to it. The ‘Blue Danube.’ Oh! the ‘Blue
Danube’! How lovely! One was not on earth
but swinging, swaying in an azure heaven, limitless,
lit with radiance. The wide, full dresses
eddied and billowed, the naked shoulders and
arms were gleaming, there was that gentle undertone
of music rocking, rocking....

Wait! What’s the matter? The music has
stopped! With a surge the room has reasserted
itself, the candles have lost their radiance, everyone
is silent, standing looking....

Vanessa, near to the door, saw that Aunt Jane,
white-faced, shaking, Rockage’s arm around her,
was speaking. Amery turned to the child.

‘How sad! How tragic! Madame! ...
dead!’ Then realising that it was Vanessa:
‘Your grandmother....’

The silence that followed was so strange. Life
had fled from the house.

‘Yes, in her sleep.... Jane went up five
minutes ago.... Quite quietly ... in her
sleep.... They have sent for Doctor Bettany.’

As they stared, conscious, every one of them,
of the precariousness of this moment of existence,
of the folly of their pretences of safety, thinking
at the same time of the figure of the morning, so
upright, so grand in her pleasure and happiness,
all this only a moment ago, they themselves,
perhaps, before the morning....

But she was A Hundred! She had reached
her Hundred! Nothing could deprive her of that.
A great age. Best of all to go quietly in your
sleep.... A wonderful woman!

But beyond the windows the snow has begun
to fall. Are there figures there on the frosty road?
Old Herries, with the scar on his cheek, upright
on his horse as when, so many many years ago,
he had ridden up to that same gate to tell his son
that his wife had run away; stout David, young
again, riding on the wind to his beloved hills;
Georges, waiting now for Judith who had been,
in spite of his many infidelities, his only love;
Charlie Watson waiting too, after so long an uncomplaining
patience; poor Warren with that one
hour of happiness to remember—and for those
silent motionless watchers was there a sudden
opening of the gates, a running out of a little figure,
happy, daring, triumphant, a moment’s stare up
and down the road, and then a cry?

‘Georges! Georges! ... Charlie! Warren!
... Father!’



Vanessa felt an arm around her as Adam drew
her away with him, murmuring:

‘Don’t cry, my darling. It was the happiest
way. Quietly, without any fuss—while we were
all dancing.’
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Walter Herries died in April 1880.

For the last five years of his life he was unaware
of all that was happening in the world and
perfectly happy. His daughter Elizabeth nursed
him with infinite kindness and care and he was an
infant in her hands. The Fortress, during those
years, was a very quiet place. Benjamin, Elizabeth’s
son, managed the estate, which was not now
large in extent—two farms and a cottage or two in
Lower Ireby were the full extent of it.

He managed it, that is to say, when he was
there. For much of that period he was away; he
visited the East, was said to have left his young
mark on Shanghai and to have invaded the sanctities
of Indian temples, to have assisted pirates in
the South Seas and to have been knifed within an
inch of his life in Sarawak: it was whispered even
that he had five Chinese wives, numberless Asiatic
concubines. He returned, however, looking very
much as he went—brown, stubby, solid, cheerful
and without a conscience. ‘I care for nobody,
no, not I, and nobody cares for me’ was said, by
all his friends and relations, to be his daily song.

He did, however, care for his mother, and
after his third return in ‘79 swore that he would
settle down and become the Cumberland squire.
He loved Cumberland with passion and he had a
good head on his shoulders, so that, for a while,
he was successful. Everyone liked him; for a
brief time it seemed that he might be the most
popular man in Cumberland. But soon stories
were everywhere. He could not, it appeared, see
a woman without kissing her, could not tell the
truth (was it possible that his acquaintances had
no humour?), had no social sense at all, so that he
invited farmers’ wives to meet Mrs. Osmaston
and took a shepherd with him to supper at Uldale.
He was also, it was said, an atheist and openly
defended Bradlaugh. He visited London frequently
and never returned thence without a
scandal hanging to his tail. It was said that the
lowest ground in that city was his ground, that he
drank, gambled, spent a fortune over horses and
cheeked his relations. How many of these stories
came from Hill Street, from old Lady Herries and
her son Ellis, who both hated him, no one could
say, but certain it was that he was himself responsible
for many of them because he never denied
anything and never admitted anything, cherished
no grudges, accused no one and told anyone who
asked him that yes, it must be true if everyone
said so; he had no morals, he supposed; he would
like to have some; they must be useful things, but
he simply didn’t know where they were to be
found.

On the other hand everyone was forced to
admit that, as he grew older, he did not look dissipated.
His colour was of the healthiest, his body
of the toughest, his eyes bright and glowing.
When he bathed in the Lake or a mountain stream
in the summer with young Osmaston or Timothy
Bellairs or Robert Forster it could be seen that his
limbs were brown and supple as though he lived
for ever in the open air. He was never drunk now
as many of his neighbours were; smutty stories
never appealed to him in the least, and if girls
were the worse for his friendliness nobody knew
of it for a fact. It was said that he walked vast
distances over the hills and alone. Nobody ever
saw him out of spirits or out of temper. He was
generous to a fault. With all this nobody really
knew him and nobody trusted him. ‘He’s a rascal,’
said the Herries in London, in Bournemouth, in
Harrogate, in Manchester, in Carlisle, ‘and he’ll
come to no good.’ In fact they longed, many of
them, that he should come to no good as quickly
as possible.

His only friends among his relations were Aunt
Jane at Uldale, Adam Paris and his daughter
Vanessa, Barney Newmark, and Rose Ormerod at
Harrogate, who always said she’d marry him
to-morrow if he asked her.

His one saving grace, they all said, was that
he loved his mother—loved her, they added,
quite selfishly because he left her whenever he
pleased and for months she had not a line from
him. It was not hard, they added, for him to
love his mother, for she was the sweetest and
gentlest of ladies and gave him everything that he
wanted.

It was also added that he possessed that strange
and mysterious quality known as ‘charm’—which
meant that when you were with him you
could not help but like him and that, as soon as his
back was turned, you wondered whether he had
meant a word that he said.

He happened to be at home when his grandfather
died. Walter was sleeping late on a spring
afternoon, and his room was bathed in sunshine.
Wrapped in a padded crimson dressing-gown, his
long white hair falling over his face as he slept, he
seemed a bundle of clothes topped by a wig.
Then he looked up, blinked at the sunlight, called
for his son Uhland, saw him come slowly tap-tapping
with his stick across the floor to him,
grinned joyfully at the long-expected sight, and
died—or, if you prefer it, went from the room,
leaning on his son’s arm, happy as he had not been
for many a day.

That night, when the old man had been
decently laid out on the four-poster in the room
upstairs, Elizabeth and her son sat in the little
parlour off the hall and talked. The evening was
very warm and a window was open. The trees
faintly rustled; there came the occasional late
fluting of a bird; the scent of early spring flowers,
dim and cool with the night, hung about the room.

Benjamin sat opposite his mother, his legs
stretched wide, and thought how beautiful she still
was, how dearly he loved her, how selfish and restless
he was, how quiet and unselfish was she!
Elizabeth’s beauty had always been shy, delicately
coloured, fragile. She was a Herries only in her
strength of will and a certain opposition to new
ideas. She had never cared for ideas but always
for persons—and then for very few persons. As
she looked across at her son she thought: ‘He is
all that I have left. I know that he loves me and
I know that I have no power over him.’ Then
she raised her hand ever so slightly as though she
were touching someone who bent above her chair.
John Herries, her husband, had been dead for
more than twenty years to everyone but herself.
It was not sentiment nor vague superstition nor
longing that made her aware that he was always
alive at her side. It was plain fact—and as it was
her own concern, her own experience, it was of no
importance that others should say that this was
absurd, or weak, or against facts. She worried
no one else about the matter, not even her
son.

Benjamin loved her so dearly that evening,
thought she looked so lovely in her full black dress,
felt so intensely how lonely she would be, that he
was ready to do anything for her—except sacrifice
anything that threatened his liberty. Everything
threatened his liberty.

‘So your long service is over, Mother. How
wonderful you were to him! Everyone marvelled
at it. I’m terribly proud of you.’

She looked at him, smiled (and with perhaps
a touch of affectionate irony):

‘And now, Benjie, I suppose you’ll go away
again?’

‘Oh no, Mother. Of course not! Leave you
now!’

‘Well, perhaps not just now—but soon. Jane
is coming to stay later. And Vanessa. Vanessa
is coming to-morrow for a week.’

He looked up sharply.

‘Vanessa!’

‘Yes. You didn’t know that she was here this
evening? It was quite by chance. She had ridden
over to Uldale. She had stayed the night with
the Grigsbys. She came up to ask how everyone
was. I told her the news, and like the darling she
is she said that she would come to-morrow. Adam
is away at Kendal, so it suits very well.’

‘Oh, I’m glad!’ He drummed his heels into
the carpet.

‘You know, of course, that she loves you?’

‘And I love her.’

Elizabeth smiled. ‘You say that very easily,
Benjie.’

‘Well, you know how it is.’ He got up and
stood in front of the fireplace. ‘We’ve loved one
another all our lives. Whatever else happens she
always comes first. There’s no one in the world
to put beside her. But she’s too fine for me to
marry her. You know she is. No one knows it
better than you do.’

He came and sat at her feet, his hand resting
on her knee.

‘How too fine?’

‘You know what everyone says of me; that
I’m no good, that I spoil everything I touch—a
rascal, a vagabond, all the rest. And it’s true, I
suppose. I’m no man to marry anyone.’

She stroked his hair gently.

‘Is it true what they say?’

‘You know me better than anyone else, Mother—or
rather you and Vanessa do. I don’t think
about myself. I take myself as I am. But I know
that I can’t stick—to anyone or anything. It
grows worse as I’m older. I want to do a thing—and
I do it!’

‘Is there any harm in that—if you don’t do
bad things?’

‘But perhaps I do—things that you’d call bad.
I can’t tell. I don’t think that I know the difference
between right and wrong. Or rather my ideas
of right and wrong are different from other
people’s. I’m too interested in everything to stop
and think. I think when it’s too late.’

He laughed and looked up into her face.

‘I’m a bad lot—but I love you and Vanessa
with all my heart.’

‘Yes—but not enough to do things for us?’

‘Anything you like. Tell me to fetch you
something from Pekin now and I’ll go and get it.
But I can’t be tied, I can’t be told what to do, I
can’t be preached at by anybody.’

‘Perhaps,’ Elizabeth said quietly, ‘if you
married Vanessa that would steady you.’

He shook his head vehemently.

‘Vanessa is so good and so fine. She isn’t
strait-laced. She’s wise and tolerant, but she’s
high-minded. She believes in God, you know,
Mother.’

‘And don’t you?’

‘You know that I don’t. Not as she does. Not
as she does. I may be wrong. I dare say I am.
But I must be honest. I don’t see things that way.
I’m ignorant. I don’t know any more than the
next fellow and I want the next fellow to believe
as he sees, but I must be allowed to see for myself.
I can’t see God anywhere. The things that people
believe are fine for them but nonsense to me. To
me as I am now. I’ve got all my life in front of
me and everything to learn. God may be proved
to me yet. I hope He will be.’

‘Proved!’ Elizabeth laid her cheek for a
moment against his. ‘God can’t be proved,
Benjie. He must be felt.’

‘Yes, I suppose so. That may come to me
one day. Meanwhile—a heathen and a vagabond
can’t marry Vanessa.’

She thought for a little and then said: ‘Have
you talked of these things to Vanessa?’

‘No. I don’t want to hurt her.’

‘I don’t think you would hurt her. She’s very
wise and very tolerant. She doesn’t want everyone’s
experience to be hers. Her father isn’t
religious in her way, but she understands him
perfectly. So she may you.’

‘Oh, she understands me, as much as she
knows of me. But I know things about myself
that I’d be ashamed for her to know. I’m not
ashamed of myself, Mother. I’d like to be different—settled,
noble, unselfish. Or would I? I
can’t tell. I’m not proud of myself, but I’m not
ashamed of myself either. I’m simply what I am.
All the same I don’t see why I should burden
someone else with the care of me. That at least
I can do. Save others from troubling about
me.’

‘Yes,’ said Elizabeth. ‘But if someone loves
you they want to trouble. They can’t help but
trouble.’

He flung his arms around her and kissed her.

‘Funny I should be your son. The luck’s all
with me.’



Next day Vanessa came. She was now nearly
twenty-one years of age. Her beauty had a
quality of surprise in it. She was tall and slender.
Her face was young for her age, much younger
than her carriage, which was mature and controlled.
She moved with such grace that you
thought, as you watched her, that she was fully
assured. Then when you saw her eyes and
mouth, her perpetual gaiety, the sudden change
of mood, the constant excitement, her stirred animation,
you felt that life had not yet touched her.
She was like her father in sweetness of expression
but unlike him in her alertness, so that she seemed
to miss nothing that went on around her. She
was immensely kind, but could be sharp and irritated
by slowness and stupidity and most of all by
any pomposity or show of self-conceit. That is,
except in the case of those whom she loved, when
she simply could not criticise. For example, she
loved Timothy Bellairs at Uldale and he was a
trifle pompous.

Her hair was very dark but her colouring
rather pale, unless she were excited by something.
She blushed very easily, which exasperated her.
When she moved she was like a queen, but often
when she talked or joined with others in a game
or a sport she was childish and impetuous. She
was intensely loyal, obstinate, forgiving, so warm-hearted
that her father often feared for her, but
of late she had been learning many things about
human nature. She was no fool where people
were concerned.

Her mother had died in the autumn of ‘77 and
since then she had lived with her father and Will
on Cat Bells. They had been always devoted
friends, she and her father, but now, after losing
both his mother and his wife, Adam seemed to
turn to Vanessa with an urgency that had something
almost desperate about it. He remained
always humorous, kindly, a little cynical, half in
his fairy stories (he tried his hand at a number of
things—books for boys, biographies of Nelson
and Walter Raleigh, even two novels, but they
were all fairy stories), half in the wild, loose,
stormy Cumberland life that was in his blood and
bones. Everyone liked him, nobody knew him.
Many people laughed at him in an easy generous
fashion. Vanessa alone understood him. She
understood him because she had (although as yet
she did not realise it) very much of her grandmother’s
character. Adam, of course, knew that.
He saw his mother in his daughter again and
again: her kindness, generosity, sudden flashes of
temper and irritation and a constant exasperation
at belonging to the Herries family.

‘We don’t belong, my dear,’ he said one day.

‘We belong enough,’ she answered in a flash
of prophetic perception, ‘to have to fight them for
the rest of our lives.’

Another thing. He knew that Vanessa loved
Benjamin. It made Adam unhappy whenever
he thought of it. He was himself fond of
Benjie, but oh! he did not want him to marry
Vanessa! Margaret’s last words had been:
‘Adam, you mustn’t let Vanessa marry Benjamin,’
and he had answered: ‘She must be
free.’

But oh no! oh no! he did not want her to
marry Benjamin! They never discussed it. That
was their one silence.



Walter was buried in Ireby churchyard and,
ironically, not far from the grave of Jennifer
Herries, into which he once so long ago had
terrified her. At the funeral, besides Elizabeth,
Benjie and Vanessa, there were Adam, Veronica
and her husband, Timothy and his wife, and dear
Aunt Jane. Also a few neighbours.

It was a cold windy day, one of those days
when you realise how true it is that Cumberland
is composed only of cloud and stone: lovely iridescent
stone with green and rosy shadows but rising
in pillars of smoke to meet the cloud, and the
cloud coming down to settle like blocks and
boulders of stone on the soil until, with the wind
in your ears, you do not know which is stone and
which is cloud. The little church tugged at the
wind like a cloud striving to be free, and the clouds
rolled in the sky as though some giant hurled
rocks at his enemy.

They all stood, blown about, in the little churchyard,
and poor old Walter, a capital example of the
waste of energy that hatred involves, was dropped
into the ground.



That same evening Vanessa and Elizabeth had
a talk. Elizabeth had done all she could with the
house. Her taste had never been aesthetic and
she had dressed the cold bare bones of the place
with heavy, very heavy, material. The big bleak
rooms she had filled with large sofas, heavy carpets,
big chairs, all in the manner of their period,
which, if it was not a very beautiful manner, was
comfortable.

She had crowds of things partly because everyone
she knew did the same, partly because she
hoped thus to escape the stoniness, the melancholy,
the ghostliness of the place. She could not
escape it. The rooms that were empty and shut
up—the rooms in the two towers for instance—were
heavy with ghosts. Not only she knew it.
Everyone in the countryside knew it. Voices and
steps were heard. Pale faces looked from behind
windows, dogs barked and parrots screeched.
The Fortress, in fact, was not to surrender to a
confusion of cornucopias, steel and brass fire-irons,
japanned coal-boxes, tables covered with bead-work,
satin walnut chairs, and wax flowers under
glass shades. Nevertheless in the few rooms that
she herself inhabited her presence warmed and
comforted. There were fires, Cumberland servants
who adored her, flowers and books.

But Vanessa, in spite of the flowers, shivered.
She had her father’s taste, her grandmother’s passion
for order and arrangement. How, thought
Vanessa, can Elizabeth, who is so beautiful, endure
this hideous place? She did not realise that
Elizabeth could endure anywhere so long as John,
her husband, was with her.

Benjamin had gone that evening to see a farmer
in Braithwaite. He would not be back until the
following afternoon, so the two women had the
house to themselves. They sat close together
over a roaring fire and tried not to listen to the
wind, which found the Fortress the happiest
hunting-ground it knew. Although Elizabeth was
sixty-five and Vanessa only twenty-one they understood
one another very well. They believed very
much in the same things and they both loved the
same man.

That evening, in fact, was a crisis for Vanessa,
and in the course of it she set her feet resolutely
along the path that was to lead her so very far.

‘What are you going to do, Elizabeth, now?’
Vanessa asked.

‘Do, my dear? Why, go on as before.’

‘Won’t this house be very lonely for you?’

‘I am used to it, you know. I’m an old
woman now and like a quiet life.’

‘Benjamin will be with you. That’s one good
thing.’

‘Oh no, he won’t!’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘He’ll
come and go as he’s always done.’

‘Oh, but he must,’ Vanessa answered vigorously.
‘He can’t leave you all alone here. He
has plenty to do, loves the country. He has
wandered enough.’

‘You know that he has not,’ Elizabeth answered.
‘He will never have wandered enough.
He might settle down if you married him.
Otherwise, never.’

She had spoken quietly but, as both women
knew, it was a challenge of the deepest import.

There was a long silence, then Vanessa said
slowly:

‘Benjie has not asked me to marry him.’

‘No. That is because he is afraid—afraid
of himself. He loves you more than anyone in
the world and does not want to make you unhappy.’

‘Yes,’ Vanessa said at last. ‘He might make
me unhappy, but I would not mind, I think.’
After a pause she went on: ‘You see, Elizabeth,
I have Benjie in my blood. I have always had.
I’m quite shameless about it—to myself, I mean.
What is the use of being otherwise? I would rather
be miserable with Benjie than happy with anyone
else. And perhaps I should not be miserable. I
understand him very well.’

She waited, but Elizabeth said nothing.

‘We are very alike in some ways. I want
my liberty quite as much as he does his. My
great-grandmother was a gipsy, my great-grandfather
a vagabond, my father illegitimate. And
Benjie——’ She broke off.

‘Thinks he is a vagabond too,’ Elizabeth
went on, ‘because of his father. You needn’t
fear, Vanessa darling, to talk about it. Here we
are in the house that is filled with it. Sometimes
I wake in my bed and hear the tap of Uhland’s
stick on the floor. I was impetuous, too, once,
my dear. I ran away and married John. I had
courage for anything in those days; but I know
now that every impetuous step, every blow in
anger, can mean tragedy for the next generation.
There is no end to the consequences. They are
never done.’

‘Perhaps it isn’t what we do,’ said Vanessa,
‘but something in ourselves. A strain that won’t
let us alone. You know, Elizabeth, that when I
go over and stay with Veronica there’s so much
Herries stolidness and convention that I feel,
I’m sure, just as Judith did when she ran away
to Paris. That’s where I understand Benjie.
And sometimes when I’m with Timothy, although
I’m very fond of him, I could whip him. I could
really. He won’t see things and is proud of not
seeing them. He believes in Gladstone but has
never heard of Rossetti.’

‘Rossetti, dear?’ asked Elizabeth.

‘Yes—well, never mind. He writes poetry
and paints.’

‘Oh yes,’ said Elizabeth. ‘I’m sure I’ve
heard the name——’

‘I expect you have. But that doesn’t matter.
The point is that I would understand if Benjie
wanted to go away by himself. I think it’s silly
of married people always to be together.’

‘And then there’s religion,’ Elizabeth said.
‘Benjie declares that he doesn’t believe in God,
foolish boy.’

‘Many people say they don’t believe in God,’
Vanessa answered, speaking as though she were
sixty and Elizabeth twenty. ‘I don’t think father
does, not as I do. But if you love someone those
things settle themselves. I could never be as
Timothy and Violet are, keeping the children in
awe of them, never allowing them an idea of their
own. Why, they have to come to the dining-room
and bow, poor little things, after every meal!
And Tim’s only three, but I know he’s going to
be an artist. He’s always drawing things. And
when I spoke of it to his father the other day he
was as shocked as if I’d said Tim was going to be
an actor.’

‘Well,’ said Elizabeth, ‘that wouldn’t be a
nice thing for little Tim to grow up into.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Vanessa. ‘There are the
Bancrofts anyway. They have luncheon with the
Prince of Wales.’

‘Come here, dear, and give me a kiss,’ Elizabeth
said. ‘I’d rather have you for a daughter
than anyone in the world.’

Then came the last day of April, the day before
Vanessa returned to Cat Bells. After dinner that
night there was a large full moon. The air was
warm and the moonlight filled all the garden with
silver dust so that one seemed to walk on white
powdery surf, now rising on a wave of quicksilver,
then passing into an ebb of luminous grey. The
hills were thin like silver tissue. Benjie, governed
as ever by his mood, by the food that he had eaten,
the wine that he had drunk, thinking Vanessa
perfect in her dark dress that below the narrow
waist broke out into bows and frills and trimmings,
swearing that no neck and arms in all the world
were so lovely as hers, seemed to see her as though
this were for the first time, a new Vanessa to whom
he had but just been introduced, so that under his
breath he must murmur: ‘This is the loveliest in all
the world. All my life I have been waiting for this.’

At first she would not go out with him, as
though something warned her. She stood by the
fire, laughing, talking about anything, nothing.
She had had a letter from Rose Ormerod, who was
having a gay time in London.

‘No, but you must listen to this, Benjie.’

‘I don’t want to listen. I don’t like her. I
can’t think why she is your friend.’

‘But she likes you! In this letter she says:
“If you see Benjie give him my love, my love,
mind.” And she means it.’

‘Oh, she gives everyone her love—far too
many people.’

‘She has been having a beautiful visit. Lady
Herries gave a dinner-party. Very sticky, she
says. And she went to the Haymarket Theatre
and saw Money. A silly old play, she says, but
Marion Terry was lovely as Clara Douglas, and
Mr. Bancroft was Sir Frederick, and Mrs. Bancroft
Lady Franklyn, and——’

‘What do I care who they were? This is the
last night of April. To-morrow is the first of
May. It is as warm as summer—silly to have a
fire—and the moon is the largest——’

‘Oh yes, and she went to Mr. Alma-Tadema’s
studio to see the pictures he’s sending to the
Academy, and one is called “Fredegonda,” and
it shows an angry Queen looking out of window
at her husband——’

‘Please, Vanessa.’

She looked at him and saw that he was unhappy.
She nodded.

‘All right. I’ll come out.’

She went upstairs to fetch a shawl. Benjie,
while he waited, wondered what he was going
to do. This was the moment that for years he
had determined to avoid. He must not marry
Vanessa. He must not marry anyone. At the
thought of marriage something within him
warned him. But Vanessa—Vanessa ... He
shivered. Outside in the garden it was warmer
than in the firelit room. That house was always
cold, do what you would with it. Vanessa—Vanessa
... Why had he been such a fool as
to stay? He had an impulse to go round to the
stable, fetch his horse and ride off. Ride off
anywhere—not seeing her again until she was
safely married to someone else. But would that
end it? All his life, however far away he had been,
he had been tied to her, tied by her goodness, her
beauty, her love for himself—and by all that was
best in him. His best? A very poor thing. He
had never thought so humbly of himself as at that
moment when she came towards him, saying:
‘I’m ready. How lovely the moonlight is!’

They walked into the garden arm in arm.
Originally Walter Herries had planned a series of
garden-walks and a succession of little waterfalls,
dropping stage after stage into a lily-covered pond.
Now there were the sad ruins of these things,
tangled shrubberies, little winding and melancholy
paths, the doubtful splash of water and a weedy
pool. Over the ruins the moon rode throwing
its silver in a conceited largesse, penetrating the
uttermost tangle of the trees.

‘I have just finished a very amusing book,’
said Vanessa, who felt as though the moon were
scornfully wishing her a disastrous destiny, like
the old witches her great-grandfather had known.

‘What is it called?’ asked Benjamin, wondering
for how long he could resist to kiss Vanessa.

‘Travels with a Donkey.’

‘What a silly name!’ The muscle of his arm
suddenly jumped at the touch of Vanessa’s hand.
‘Who wrote it?’

‘His name is Stevenson. I have never heard
of him before, have you?’

‘No. Never.’

‘He writes well.’ Vanessa almost whispered
as they stepped into a pool of moonlight. ‘Very
precious, as though he’d licked every word on his
tongue first before he stuck it down. Oh, look
at the moon insulting Blencathra. There! Stand
here! You can just see it between the trees.’

Benjie took her in his arms and kissed her with
a ferocity that Ouida—a novel by whom Vanessa
had recently been enjoying—describes somewhere
‘as the lovely tiger’s grandeur and the abandoned
wildness of the jungle.’ Benjie had never kissed
Vanessa before save almost as a brother. This
was the first time in her life that Vanessa had ever
been passionately kissed. She found it entrancing.
They stayed for a long while without moving. The
shawl fell from Vanessa’s shoulders, but she felt
no cold. The pressure of Benjie’s strong hand on
her shoulder was surely the thing that since the
day of her birth she had longed for. Her hand
touched Benjie’s hair as though he were her child.
He kissed her eyes, which was another thing that
no one had ever done to her before. They
separated. He bent down and picked up her
shawl.

‘This is something,’ he said breathlessly,
‘that I have been longing to do for years. And
now we’ll talk if you don’t mind.’

They walked hand in hand.

‘I am going away to-morrow morning and
will not see you again until someone has married
you.’

‘I can wait,’ she answered confidently. ‘I will
marry you any time.’

‘You are not like the modern maiden, are you,
Vanessa? If their young man proposes to them
they faint with astonishment although they have
planned nothing else all their lives.’

‘No. Why should I be astonished? I always
knew that we would be married one day.’

‘We are not going to be married,’ Benjie
answered, taking his hand from hers and walking
by himself. ‘I ought not to have kissed you.
After to-night we shall not be alone together
again until you are safe. I love you as truly as
any man ever loved anyone, and that is why we are
not going to be married.’

Vanessa laughed and took his hand again.

‘I am not a child, Benjie. I know that you
are afraid of marriage—and perhaps you would be
right if it were anyone else, but we are different.
We know one another so well. I shall never
marry anyone else.’

‘Now listen.’ He put his arm around her and
drew her close to him. ‘You must not try to
shake me, Vanessa. Really you must not. You
say you know me, but it isn’t true. You don’t
know me. Everyone is right about me. I’m no
good by any standards but my own. I should
make you terribly unhappy, and that I won’t do.
No, I will not. I will not. Other women—well,
that’s their affair. But you—you’ve got to
have a wonderful life, be a Queen, have everyone
worship you, adore you, have splendid children,
a husband whom everyone looks up to ...’

She interrupted him, laughing.

‘But I don’t want that kind of husband! I
don’t want to be a Queen! I don’t want to be
admired. I want to be free quite as much as you
do. You talk as though it were my ambition to
be head of the Herries family, live in Hill Street
and give parties like old Lady Herries. Of
course I enjoy parties and it will be fun to go to
London one day, but without you I don’t want
anything!’

‘Oh Lord! How can I get you to understand?
Don’t you see, Vanessa, that I’m no good?
Really no good. One day I’m this, another day
I’m that. If I see a pretty woman I want to kiss
her. If I want to gamble I gamble. I’m no
sooner in a place than I want to go somewhere
else. My mother and yourself are the only two
people I love. I have hurt my mother many
times already, but you I won’t hurt——’

‘But, Benjie,’ she broke in, ‘I don’t think you
could hurt me! I should understand whatever
you did.’

‘You don’t know.’ He spoke angrily, breaking
again away from her. ‘You don’t know anything
about life, Vanessa. You don’t know the
things I’ve done, the company I’ve kept. If I
could say to you, “Vanessa, I’ve sown my wild
oats and now I’m going to settle down, go to
church on Sunday, read Tennyson with you in the
evening——”’

‘But, Benjie, how absurd you are! I don’t
want to read Tennyson, and if you don’t wish to
go to church you needn’t! Father never goes to
church. And as to the rest, what you have done
is no business of mine. I’m sure I’m no saint
myself. I know that Timothy and Violet think
me often disgraceful and are afraid that I shall
harm the children. Look at Grandmother! She
wasn’t a saint although she was one of the finest
women who ever lived and one of the bravest.
And her father! He’s a kind of legend for lawlessness
and roguery. I think we should suit
one another very well. And as to the relations
and all they say about you—what do they matter?
A stuffy lot! That’s what they are!’

He shook his head. ‘That’s not the point,
Vanessa. You may say what you like, but you
are good and I’m not—that is by all that anyone
means by good. You talk of Judith’s father. I
expect he was a fine fellow. I often think of him
and wish I’d known him. I like that man. I
could have been his friend, I know. But the truth
is he made everyone unhappy who trusted him.
And so shall I. I can’t help it. It’s something
inside me. And I won’t make you unhappy. I
love you too much. It would be the one sin for
me. I don’t care about the rest, but that I’ll
avoid, so help me God!’

They had walked down to the weeded pool
which lay now, like a foolish white face, dirtied
and soiled, at their feet.

Vanessa spoke, but more gravely because she
was feeling that her whole future life was to depend
on the next ten minutes. What did she see?
The man as he was? Perhaps.... But herself
in relation to all that he might be? She did not
yet know life enough for that.

‘Benjie, listen. I am not asking you against
your will to marry me. I don’t want you to marry
me. We have been friends all our lives and we
can go on as we are. But if you want to marry
somebody, then it had better be me. I’m sure
you will never meet anyone again who knows you
so well.’ She put her hand again in his. ‘Do
you remember that time—Grandmother’s hundredth
birthday—the day she died?’

‘Yes, of course I remember.’

‘We went for a walk, and I told you that
I would never marry anyone but you and that I
would wait as long as you liked. I was only a
child then. I’m a woman now. But it is the
same. It hasn’t changed. I don’t see how it
can. No one can ever be to either of us what we
are to one another. As to risks, life’s made for
them. I’m not afraid.’

She felt his hand tremble as it clutched
hers.

‘Listen, Vanessa. You must listen. If I don’t
make you understand now you never will. You
say you are not afraid of life, but that is because
you don’t know. How can you? You have been
sheltered always. Your father worships you as he
ought to. Everyone loves you. You have never
been treated unkindly, never had to put up with
slights, never made an enemy. You hear people
say: “Oh, Benjamin Herries, he’s a bad lot, he’s
a rascal!” But they are only words. You’ve
never seen me do the things, say the things that
they mean. I am at my best—a poor best but
still my best—when I’m with you because I love
you and I’m not a bad fellow if I’m in a good
temper, not bored, able to get away when I want
to. We’ve seen one another at long intervals.
We’ve loved to be together and they have been
grand times because we were free. But to live
with me—that’s another thing. I’m no man’s
good company for long. I’ve got old Rogue
Herries’ devil in me, I think. Sometimes I fancy
I’m the old Rogue himself come again. And if
that’s nonsense—and I’m sure I don’t know what’s
nonsense and what isn’t in this ridiculous world—at
least I’m like him in that I’m my own worst
enemy, can see what’s right to do and never do it,
curse my best friend and all the rest. Oh, mind
you, I’m not pitying myself or even condemning
myself. I’m not bad as men go. I enjoy every
minute of the day unless I’ve got the toothache or
lose money at cards or some woman won’t look at
me. And even those things are interesting. But
I’m not the man for you. You’re as far above me
as that moon is above this silly-faced pond and, do
me justice, I’ve always known it.’

He had spoken swiftly, the words pouring out,
his face serious, mature, almost grim, as though
he were resolving that this once in his life at least
the honest truth should come from him.

‘All that you have said, Benjie, I know,’ Vanessa
answered. ‘I may be a fool as you say, protected
from harm and all the rest. But Father
has never treated me as a child. We’ve been
companions for years and talked freely about
everything. When I stay with Veronica and
Robert Forster’s drunk, as he is sometimes, I can
see some of the things marriage can be. You
may be nasty when you’re drunk, but not half as
nasty as Robert is. Of course I know that marriage
isn’t all fun. It isn’t for anybody. Only I
think that you and I would be often happy together
if we were married because we know one
another so well. We’d be unhappy too, but I
don’t always want to be happy. That would be
dull. When we fought we’d know that we still
loved one another. If you left me I’d know that
you would come back.’

‘No, I might not,’ he said in a low voice. ‘I
might never come back. Loving you as much as
I do now, I might still say: “No, I can’t stand
this.” And I’d be off—and perhaps never return.’

‘Oh, Benjie, would you?’

They were standing now by the gate that led
into the road. The road stretched in front of
them, and beyond it the country fell to the valley
like a sheet of shadowed snow.

‘Oh, would you?’ She was thinking. She
turned, as though she had resolved a problem, and
looked up at him, smiling. ‘Then I’d be a grass
widow. They say that they have a glorious life.’

Both laughing, they walked out into the road
and at once were encompassed by a field of
dazzling stars above them, sparkling and dancing
as though they knew that to-morrow was the first
of May and the beginning of a new summer world.

‘You know, Vanessa,’ Benjie said, looking
over to Skiddaw, ‘that I have an odd fancy. It
isn’t really mine. Some old shepherd told me
some tale once. There’s Skiddaw Forest where—where
my father died. Of course it’s often in
my thoughts. When you stand below Skiddaw
House and look over to Skiddaw you can see sometimes,
just before the hill rises, a dark patch that
looks like the opening of a cave. It is only a trick
of light. There’s no cave there, but when I was a
boy I often walked there and I used to fancy that
it was the opening to a great subterranean hall, a
gigantic place, you know, that ran right under the
mountain. I told myself tales about it. I fancied
that all the men who had loved this place returned
there, had great feasts there, jolly splendid affairs,
with singing and drinking, everything that was
fine. All of them grand comrades, whoever they
were, farmers and shepherds, huntsmen, squires
and parsons—any man to whom this piece of
country is the best in the world. Perhaps on a
night like this there they all are singing and laughing,
happy as grigs—old Rogue Herries and my
grandfather, my father and my uncle, John Peel
and Wordsworth and Southey, little Hartley,
“auld Will” Ritson of Wasdale, James Jackson
of Whitehaven, Ewan Clark, John Rooke, thousands
on thousands more—I used to fancy on a
still day that I could hear them laughing and singing.
A great hall, you know, Vanessa, where they
could wrestle and run, ride their horses, shout
their songs, tell their stories.... That’s where
I’d like to be, Vanessa. I could do without women
there. I wouldn’t want to roam the world. I’d
need no other company——’ He broke off.
‘Yes, I’d want you, I think. Wherever I was,
whatever I’d be doing.’

They turned up the road and stopped at a little
water-trough where from a rudely carved dolphin’s
head water trickled into a small basin. The thin
drip of the water was the only sound.

‘Why don’t you say,’ he murmured, ‘“Benjie,
you’re a bad lot. We’ll meet no more”? It
would be better for you.’

‘I can’t say that,’ she answered, leaning close
to him, ‘because I love you.’

The pause that followed marked both their
lives. It had a sanctity, an intimacy that went
beyond all their experience. They kissed again, but
quietly now, gently, meeting in complete oneness.

At last he said:

‘Be kind to me, Vanessa. I’ve tried to do
the best. Maybe I’ll change. Mother said that
loving you might do it for me. Give me a chance.’

He waited, then went on.

‘My darling—let us be engaged, here and
now, for two years. This is the last day of April
1880. In April 1882 I’ll come to you and ask
you if you are still of the same mind. If you are—if
I can trust myself—we’ll be married. If,
before then, you think otherwise you shall tell me.
And in the two years we will tell nobody, not a
word to a soul. I shall be twenty-seven then, and
if I’m no good at that age I shall never be any
good. Give me that chance.’

Vanessa looked in front of her, then at last
turned on him, smiling.

‘Yes, if that’s what you’d like, Benjie.’

‘Not a word to anyone.’

She waited again.

‘I have always told Father everything——’

‘No. Even your father. I’m on probation.
If he knew he might not understand.’

‘Very well. Here’s my hand on it.’

They held hands, looking one another in the eyes.

‘It’s a poor bargain for you,’ he said. ‘Mind,
if ever you want to be free of me you have only to
tell me——’

‘I shall never want to be free,’ Vanessa said
proudly.

‘All the men under Skiddaw heard you say
that,’ he answered. ‘And they think me a poor
lot for asking you.’

‘Ah, they don’t know you as I do,’ she
answered.

As they walked up to the house she held her
head high, feeling the proudest woman in England.

And Benjie, for once in his life, was humble.
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Vanessa paid the first visit of her life to London in
the spring of 1882.

Old Lady Herries had, during the last two
years, invited her repeatedly to stay in Hill Street,
but the trouble had been that her father refused to
go with her and Vanessa would not leave him.

Adam was obdurate and Vanessa was obdurate.

‘No, my dear, I won’t go. I hope never to
see London again. I am sixty-six and entitled at
last to my own way. London would upset me. I
know I’m nothing at all, but London would make
me feel less than nothing. I’m quite contented
where I am. But of course you must go. It’s
time that they saw you and fell down before you.
It’s always been the custom that the family in
London should see the Cumberland branch once
and again and realise how superior it is. Your
grandmother took me up when I was a boy and
they all fell flat before her—so they shall before
you.’

Vanessa refused. She did not want to go, she
did not wish to see London, they would all think
her an absurd country cousin and mock at her.
With her father at her side she could mock back
at them, but alone she would not dare to open her
mouth. (None of these were, of course, real
reasons. She longed to see London and she was
afraid of no one.) He wished her to go because
he was afraid that they were growing, as he described
it, ‘inside one another.’

For the last two years Vanessa had been strange.
She was, it seemed, quite content to be alone with
her father and, except for visits to Elizabeth at the
Fortress and to Uldale, saw nobody. She seemed
happy enough, but there were times when she
appeared abstracted, lost, far away. Once or
twice he wondered whether Benjie Herries had
anything to do with this. Benjie had been out of
England for most of the two years, deserting,
everyone said, his mother most shamefully. Could
it be that Vanessa still cared for him? Adam put
the thought violently away from him. He had an
affection for Benjie, but the fellow was a wanderer,
a wastrel, would come, Adam very much feared,
to no kind of good. And yet some wildness that
there was in Adam attracted him to the man. He
might have been, had things gone otherwise, just
such himself. And Vanessa had some wildness in
her too. Was it that that kept the men of the
county away from her? No one doubted that she
was better-looking than any other girl in the North
of England. And she was gentle with them, gave
herself no airs. But she was alone. Save for her
father, Elizabeth, and little Jane Bellairs at Uldale,
she had no friends. Oh yes, and the children at
Uldale—she adored them, especially young Tim.

But there it was: she had no friends of her own
age, had no gaieties, did not appear to wish for
any. It was not good for her. She must go to
London.

And at last she yielded. He could not tell the
reason. A letter came from Lady Herries. She
looked across the table at Adam and said: ‘Very
well, Papa; I’ll go.’

Then, when it was all arranged, he did not want
her to go. He realised that he would be most
damnably lonely. He was sure that, after this
visit, she would never be the same again. She
was still, in spite of her twenty-three years, very
much of a child. She could be surprisingly naïve
and impetuous. She seemed at one moment to
judge human nature most wisely and then she
would trust someone for no reason at all. She
reminded him constantly of her grandmother in
her simple directness to everyone, her lack of all
affectation, her complete ignoring of class differences,
her generosity and warmth both of heart
and temper. But she was unlike Judith in that
she had many reserves and no wish to dominate
anybody. In those things she resembled himself.
Oh, he would be all right, he supposed.
There was plenty to do—his writing, his garden,
the hills of which he never wearied; he was still,
in spite of his sixty-six years, strong enough to
walk over Stye Head into Eskdale and so to the
sea, or over Watendlath to Grasmere. He had
old Will Leathwaite for company. But he would
miss her—miss her damnably. There was no one
else he cared for now but Will. He was growing
old. He continued to write—he could not help
himself—but it was poor, secondary stuff. Not
at all what he had meant once to do. Why,
Dickens had told him once that he would be the
equal of them all. But Dickens was warm-hearted,
generous, with his variegated waistcoats
and passion for theatricals. A great man: no
one like him now. Him and Wordsworth, that
arrogant but child-hearted little man whose genius
seemed now to cover all the country like a soft
sunny cloud, impregnating the air, calling the
scent from the flowers, echoed in the birds’ call.
Dickens and Wordsworth—simple men both of
them—while to-day these Merediths and Swinburnes
and Rossettis ... He picked up the
Poems and Ballads from the table, read a line or
two, turned away with a sigh. Very clever.
You could not call Wordsworth clever, thank
God.

And so she went. It was arranged very
easily, because Mrs. Osmaston was travelling to
London at the same time. Mrs. Osmaston was
a good serious woman who would bore Vanessa
considerably. That would teach her, Adam
thought quite fiercely, to leave her old father!

She went: and Adam discovered, not for the
first time in his history, the tactful beauties in
Will Leathwaite’s character. Will had all the
Cumbrian gift of showing his affection without
mentioning it. He scolded and grumbled and
protested as he had always done. In the evening
they played backgammon together, and Will
invariably won.

‘You have the most damnable luck,’ Adam
swore at him.

‘Aye,’ said Will, ‘I have. And I play nicely
too.’

Four days after her departure Adam received
a letter, the first that he had ever had from his
dear daughter.

‘My dearest Papa,’ it began.

‘A letter from my daughter,’ he said to Will,
who was sprawling against the door-post, his
hands in his pockets. He was fat now, red in the
face and grizzled in the hair. It was in his eyes
that you saw his youth, for their blue was as clear,
gay and sparkling as though they were fresh from
their Maker.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘That’s grand. Hope she’s
enjoying herself. Not too much, you know.
She’s better than anything London can give
her.’

Adam, after glancing through, read Will her
letter. Will never stirred. His eyes, shining,
luminous, and in some fashion rather sardonic,
were fixed on his friend—as though he said:
‘Yes. She’s spreading her wings. You’ll find
I’m the only stay-by. We’re a pair of left-overs.
And who cares?’

The letter was:


My dearest Papa—I don’t know how to begin
I’ve so much to tell you. The journey was very long
of course, the carriage smelt of escaping gas and oh, it
was cold the last part! My feet were frozen. We
couldn’t see to read but it would not have been so bad
had Mrs. Osmaston not chattered so! She is so contented,
so fortunate, has so perfect a husband, such lovely
children (you know little Mary and James Osmaston—not
lovely at all!) but the worst is that she loves all the
world. Her charity is too general to be personal. We
are all God’s children in a kind of celestial nursery. Well,
I must get on.

Here I am two days in Hill Street and I must say that
I am enjoying it. I find them very kind. Do you know
that Lady Herries is seventy-eight? She is immensely
proud of it and all our relations are proud of it too. If
you live long enough in our family you are always looked
up to whatever you may be or do. It is when you are
young that you must be careful. She paints of course
prodigiously and wears the brightest colours. Bustles have
come in again you know, and she likes a sash and a bow
at the waist! But I must not mock for she is really kind
and wants me to be happy. So does Ellis. He is grave
and nervous. He is dreadfully afraid of doing the wrong
thing. He is exceedingly wealthy everyone tells me and
ought to be married. I am very sorry for him because
he does not know how to be careless and happy. Rose
Ormerod says that he is always his own Governess and
that no sooner does he do a thing than the Governess tells
him he should not. Hill Street is a kind of Temple for
the family. They come here and worship the god of the
clan—a three-faced god, one face Queen Victoria, one
face Commerce and one face the Herries features, high
cheek-bones, noble foreheads and a cold eye. They are
very different though. Barney Newmark, old Amery and
his son Alfred, Rose and her brother Horace, Emily
Newmark. These are the principal ones who come to
the house. Captain Will Herries and his wife are in town.
Also the Rockages. I think they like me. I amuse them
and perhaps shock them. I like Barney the best. He
laughs at everyone. The house is very large and very
cold, but of course you know it and I should imagine that
it has not altered at all in thirty years. Very cold, full of
noises from pipes and cisterns, masses of furniture, statues
and little fires that burn up the chimney. There is the
great Charles, too. Charles is the butler and he is so
large that it is always warmer when he is in the room
with one. He is very gracious and would be perfect if his
eyes were not so glassy.

Just imagine! We have been to the theatre both
nights! The first night was Romeo and Juliet with Mr.
Irving and Miss Ellen Terry. Shall I whisper to you,
dear Papa, that I was a little disappointed? Mr. Irving
is better when he is not making love. In the balcony scene
he stood behind such a ridiculous little tree that it was
difficult not to laugh. When he makes love it is not the
real thing. He has thought it all out beforehand. Miss
Terry is lovely. Oh, how beautiful and charming! But
she too acts better when she is not with Mr. Irving. With
the Nurse she is perfection. I liked Mr. Terriss as
Mercutio but the best of all is Mrs. Stirling as the Nurse
although propriety makes them cut out all her best lines.
The scenery is almost too good to be true I think. You
admire the moonlight when you ought to be lost with the
lovers. At least that is what I felt.

Will you be very ashamed of me when I tell you that
I enjoyed the second evening more? The piece was
The Manager at the Court Theatre. This was Barney’s
party and I think Ellis was a little ashamed at laughing
at a Farce. But he could not help himself. There is an
actress in this piece called Lottie Venne who is perfect and
Mr. Clayton splendid! I laughed so much that Rose, who
was with us, said Mr. Clayton played twice as well as
usual!

Of course I have not seen very much of London yet.
Rose and I are to have a morning’s shopping to-morrow.
There is to be a grand party in Hill Street next week and
Madame Trebelli of the Opera is to sing. I have ridden
in a hansom cab and found it very exciting.

And now I must go to bed. I have been writing this
in my room and I am so cold that there is an icicle on the
end of my nose! Do you miss me? I do hope so, but also
I hope that you are not lonely. Give Will my love and
the children at Uldale if you see them. If I allow myself
I shall be homesick, but that will never do. Last night
I dreamt that you and I walked to Robinson and met five
sheep who turned into the five Miss Clewers from Troutbeck!
Have you seen Elizabeth? Is her cold quite gone
now? I am hoping there will be a letter from you to-morrow.—Your
very loving daughter,

Vanessa.



‘That’s grand,’ said Will and went off to his
work.



No one could guess from Vanessa’s letter, nor
indeed from anything that she herself said or
thought, that her arrival in London was the sensation
of the year for her relations. Afterwards
among them all 1882 was remembered as the year
‘when Vanessa first came to town.’ And this for
two reasons. One was the natural astonishment
at her beauty, for which they were quite unprepared,
although some of them recollected that
‘she had been a damned pretty child at old
Madame’s Hundredth Birthday.’

By chance it happened that the fashion of the
moment suited Vanessa: the dresses looped up
behind, crossed with fringed draperies rather in
the manner of the heavy window curtains of the
time, the waists very narrow (and Vanessa had,
all her life, a marvellous waist), the top portion of
the costume following as closely as possible the
lines of the corset, flaring out below the hips
in frills and bows and trimmings. The violent
colours just then popular also suited her dark
hair and soft skin. The dress that she wore at her
first Herries party, dark blue with an edging of
scarlet, white lace frills at the throat and wrists,
was long remembered. She arrived with only a
dress or two and they of Keswick make, but Adam
had insisted that she must ‘dress like a peacock
in London’ and gave her money to do it with.
They were the first grand costumes of her life,
and Rose Ormerod saw to it that they were fine.
Her beauty staggered them all, the more that she
seemed to be perfectly unaware of it. And they
saw immediately that here was a family asset.

This raw naïve girl from Cumberland might
marry anybody. There was no limit to the possibilities.
Old Amery said to his son Alfred
(Amery had married late in life a parson’s infant
fresh from the schoolroom: she presented him
with Alfred in ‘62 and incontinently died) after
his first sight of Vanessa in the Hill Street
drawing-room: ‘That girl will be a Duchess—bet
you a “monkey.”’ These possibilities gave
her at once a great importance in their eyes—one
more factor in the rise of Herries power!

And here that queer old Lady Herries, known
familiarly as ‘the witch of Hill Street,’ comes into
the story. No one in London knew anything
about that old woman save that she was useful as
an entertainer and adored her son. When Will
Herries had married her she had been a buxom,
silly, empty-headed woman of no character and less
common sense. She had given Will a son, and
that was the only sensible thing she’d ever been
known to do. But as Ellis grew to manhood her
love for him created in her a kind of personality.
People must always admire in this world any
strong, undeviating, unfaltering devotion: for one
thing it is rare, for another it appears unselfish
although it may have all its roots in selfishness.
This example was the more admired because Ellis
was, most certainly, not everybody’s money.
Only was anybody’s money, in fact, because he
had himself such a profusion of that admirable
commodity. They led, those two, in the Hill
Street house a life of extraordinary loneliness. In
spite of the dinners, receptions, conversaziones,
balls and theatre-parties, they had no friends, nor
did they communicate, so far as anyone could see,
with one another. Old Lady Herries broke into
frequent rages with her son and to these he listened
with a grave and unaccommodating silence.
Abroad she talked of him incessantly, his brilliance
in the City, his nobility, his love for his
fellow-men. At home she often told him he was
stupid, ungrateful and cold. Her extravagances
grew with her age, her paint, gay colours, fantastic
screams of laughter. She was a sight with
her trimmings, fichus, shawls, her little hats
perched high on her old head, her fingers covered
with rings, bands and twists of hair, dyed, and
interwoven with strands of ribbon and sprays of
foliage. It remained, however, that she won respect
because it was known that, selfish in everything
else, clinging to life like a tigress, she would
die for her son at any moment if the call came.

On the night of Vanessa’s arrival, when the
house was as silent as the moon, Ellis visited his
mother in her bedroom. Sitting up in bed she
looked the old, shrivelled, lonely, exhausted
monkey that she really was. Ellis stood gravely
beside her bed and said:

‘Well, Mama, it is as I thought. Vanessa is
the only woman whom I will ever marry.’

Lady Herries blinked her eyes. For eight
years now, ever since the Hundredth Birthday in
Cumberland, he had told her this. She did not
care for Vanessa; she had thought Adam a
country yokel, old Judith a mountebank. Moreover
the girl’s mother was a German. But if
Ellis wanted anything he was to have it. God,
she thought—she believed in a God made exactly
in the image of herself—must be of the same
opinion.

She could not deny that she had been struck
by the girl’s beauty. She had both the scorn and
jealousy of beauty felt by many women who have
fought life’s battle without that great advantage.
But this girl was exceptional. Raw, untrained,
straight from the country: nevertheless with
care and attention the girl could undoubtedly be
turned into something. She had long made it
a practice to refuse, at first, any request that Ellis
might make of her, because she never lost hope
that he might one day become more urgent in his
prayers. She knew, in her heart, that this was
one of the many hopes that would never be
fulfilled.

So now she said: ‘Nonsense. The girl’s
straight from a farm or a dairy or whatever it is.
She’s got no breeding.’

‘She has perfect breeding,’ Ellis said, and left
her.

Next morning, considering the matter, she determined
to make the girl devoted to her. Assuming,
as do many old people, that she would live
for ever, it was important that when Ellis married
his wife they should continue to live in Hill Street.
To lose Ellis was, of course, not to be thought of,
but Vanessa might influence him. In her grinning,
chattering way she did her best to be charming.
It was not difficult to win Vanessa’s affections
if sincerity was there, and Lady Herries was,
in this, sincere. Before three days were out the
old woman felt that for the first time in her life
someone cared for her. For the first time in her
life she herself cared for someone other than her
son. But truly everything was enchantment to
Vanessa. She never saw London again as she
saw it in those early days.

Everything about London was a miracle. The
first morning she walked out she saw an old
crossing-sweeper who stood at the corner of
Berkeley Square and Charles Street dressed in
an old faded scarlet hunting-coat, given him,
Barney told her, by Lord Cork, Master of the
Buckhounds. That old man, with his broom, in
his scarlet coat, seemed to her delighted eyes the
very symbol of London, its incongruity, unexpected
romance, humanity and pathos. There
was an Indian crossing-sweeper, too, who stood
with his broom outside the Naval and Military
Club. There were the many Punch and Judy
shows, the poor, dark, melancholy Italian sellers
of cheap statuettes, and the old hurdy-gurdy man
with his monkey.

Hyde Park was her chief delight. Lady
Herries liked to drive in the afternoon, and so
they paraded in a grand victoria, the old woman
sitting with a back like a poker, gay as the rainbow,
while Simon the coachman, in a multi-coloured
livery, in figure like a sea-lion, drove,
as though he were acting in a pageant, his magnificent
horses.

But it was all like a pageant, the small phaetons
with their high-stepping horses, the pony chaises
conveying ladies of fashion, the victorias, the
smart buggies driven by men about town, and
the quiet-looking little broughams containing, it
was supposed, all sorts of mysterious occupants!

This was a fine and warm April, and in the
evening, between five and seven, everyone took
the air in the Park. It was, it seemed, a world of
infinite leisure where no one had anything to do
but to see and be seen. On the other hand, there
was nothing extravagant or forced in the display.
No one, it appeared, wished to stagger anyone
else. Everyone’s position was too sure and certain.
Rotten Row was, in fact, for more sophisticated
eyes than Vanessa’s, a superb affair.

In every way London was a magnificent show.
The omnibuses alone gave it an air, for painted
red or royal blue or green they were always handsome
and individual with their strong horses and
their swaggering accomplished drivers who had,
with the flick of their whips, the air of conjurers
about to produce rabbits out of their great-coats.

The horses indeed were wonderful, Vanessa
thought, never needing the whip, the drivers’
cheerful hiss all the encouragement they wanted.
They were, she thought, both fiery and gentle,
a glorious combination. The doors, the straw on
the floor, these things were gone. The omnibuses
were now the final word in the modern science
of travel. But best of all were the hansom-cabs,
the splendid horses driven by the most elegant
cabmen who wore glossy hats and had flowers in
their button-holes. On the first day that Barney
took Vanessa down Piccadilly and Westminster
in a hansom-cab, she sat, her hands clasped, her
eyes shining, her smart little hat perched on
her dark hair, Queen, it seemed to her, of all
Fairyland.

Finally London then was a town of constant
surprises. You never knew what at any moment
would turn up. Every building had life and
character of its own, little crooked houses next
to big straight ones, sudden little streets—dark,
twisted and eccentric—leading to calm dignified
squares, fantastic statues, glittering fountains,
shops blazing with splendour, hostelries that had
not altered for hundreds of years. Everywhere
colour, leisure, and, in this first superficial view,
light-hearted happiness.

In that first week she spent her days with Lady
Herries (Ellis was in the City all day), Rose
Ormerod and her brother Horace. The power
that Rose had over Vanessa from the beginning
came from her jollity, her kindness, her humour,
her warm-heartedness. Rose had also other
qualities which appeared later in their friendship.
Horace, her brother, had a job as secretary to
some big benevolent society. He was rosy-cheeked,
square-shouldered, spoke well of everyone,
was the friend of all the world. He was
a little naïve. He talked frankly about himself.
He was modest.

‘I’m nothing exceptional, you know, Vanessa.
I don’t suppose you think I am. What I say is—why
not see the best in everyone? It’s easy
enough if you try. People have a hard enough
time. Why shouldn’t we all make it pleasant
for one another? I must confess that I find life
a good thing.’

He was very jolly, had a hearty laugh, seemed
generous and genial to everyone. There was
something faintly episcopal about him as though
he were in training to be a bishop. Rose was
sometimes a little sarcastic about her brother, but
then she was sarcastic about everyone.

Vanessa was happy, but underneath this exciting
London adventure one consuming thought
possessed her. Where was Benjie?

This was April 1882. The time had come
when Benjie would demand the conclusion to the
vow that they had made by the water-dolphin of
Ireby. Perhaps because she had seen him so seldom
in these two years the thought of him by now
completely possessed her. If she had loved him
two years ago it was by this time as though he
were part of her very flesh. She was neither
romantic nor sentimental in her idea of him. She
saw him as he was just as she saw herself as she
was. Would he come? Where was he? He
had written to her, on some dozen occasions, little
letters, from Burma, China, India, North America.
In these he had not said much, and yet she knew
that he needed her, that he was thinking of
her as she of him. Would he come? London
brought him nearer. When the first sharp
excitement of her visit paled a little she began
to look for him, in the Park, the streets, the
theatre. Often she thought that she saw his
small stocky figure, dark face, often fancied that
she recognised the quick determined step with
which he walked. Would he come, and, if April
passed without him, what would she do? Was
he faithless, volatile, careless, as they all said of
him? Could she trust that he was faithful at
least to her? Would he, oh, would he come?
She spoke of him, of course, to no one, not even to
Rose.

And then, in the second week of her visit, she
began to be embarrassed by Ellis. She liked
Ellis. She understood him better than others
did. Most of all she was sorry for him. She
wanted, as she so often wanted with people, to
make him happy. There was something about
his spare, grave figure that touched her heart.
He was so alone. He wanted, she was sure, to
be jolly with everyone but did not know how
to set about it. She saw in him sometimes an
eagerness as though he said: ‘Now this time I
shall be lucky and find touch.’ But always his
shyness, his fear of a rebuff, checked him. As
Lady Herries became more confidential the old
lady poured out to Vanessa the truth about Ellis
as she saw it, his goodness, kindliness of heart,
diffidence. ‘He can’t chatter away,’ Lady Herries
said indignantly, ‘like Barney Newmark or
Horace Ormerod; but he has ten times their
brains.’

Vanessa supposed that he had. He must be
very clever to remain so silent for so long.

As the days passed she had an odd impression
that he was approaching her ever nearer and nearer.
He was not in reality; he always sat at a distance
from her and when he walked with her seemed deliberately
to take care that he should not by accident
touch her. And yet she was ever more and
more conscious of his body, his high cheek-bones,
the pale skin pulled tightly over them, his sharp-pointed
nose, very Herries, with nostrils open,
slightly raw, sensitive; his thin mouth, his high
shoulder-blades, his spare slim hands, his long
legs that seemed always so lonely and desolate inside
his over-official London clothes. He was
very tall and walked as though he had a poker
down his back. He was distinguished certainly
with his top-hat, his shining black tie, collar and
cuffs almost too starched and gleaming, his pale
gloves, his neatly rolled umbrella with its gold
top. People looked after him and wondered
who he might be, just as once they had wondered
about his father. His pale thin face peered out
anxiously at the world over his high collar. When
he spoke you felt that his words were important although
they seldom were so. He had a nervous
little cough and often he blinked with his
eyes.

One fine spring day he took a holiday from the
City and in the company of Horace and Rose and
Vanessa walked in the Park. Very soon Vanessa
found herself sitting alone with him while Rose
and Horace talked to friends. She was wearing
her most beautiful frock, rose and white, the
pleated and flounced skirt with tucked panniers
over the hips, the bodice cut high in the neck, long
and pointed at the waist-line. The wide skirt,
the modified bustle, the little hat with roses, the
different shades of rose in the dress itself, all these
things were remembered by her when many times
afterwards she recalled that costume as one of the
loveliest of her life and the one that she was
wearing when Ellis first proposed marriage.

He plunged at once like a man flinging himself
with the courage of despair into icy water.

‘Vanessa, I must tell you. I can avoid it no
longer. I love you with all my soul. Please—please—will
you marry me?’

It was then, although his seat was apart from
hers, that she felt as if the moment, which for
days had been approaching, had arrived. He
seemed to have flung his body on to hers; she
felt his thin hands at her neck, his bony cheek
against hers, she could feel his heart wildly, furiously
beating. She looked and saw that he had
not moved. He was sitting, staring in front of
him at the carriages, the riders, the colours, the
sun; his gloved hands were folded on the gold
knob of his umbrella.

She wanted then, as never before in her life, to
be kind.

‘Ellis! Marry you! But I don’t want to
marry anybody!’

(That was untrue. She wanted, oh, how she
wanted, to marry Benjie!)

He had recovered himself a little.

‘I know that it must be a shock to you, dear
Vanessa. I recognise that. I must give you
time. But you must not think that it is any
sudden idea of mine. I have had no other
thought since I first saw you, years ago, in Cumberland.
That time—we were downstairs at
Uldale. From that moment I knew that only
you of everyone in the world could be my wife.’

She laid her hand for a moment on his knee.

‘I am proud that you should think of me like
that,’ she said slowly, ‘but I’m afraid I can’t.
Ellis, I like you very much, but I don’t want to be
married—really I don’t. I couldn’t leave my
father. It wouldn’t be kind to him now he is all
alone.’

(How stupid and stiff her words were! She
wanted to be good to him, to say something that
would take that wistful, forlorn look from his
eyes.)

‘Your father could come and live with us.’

‘I’m afraid he could never live in London.
He is miserable now if he is away from Cumberland.’

‘If you could—if you could—love me a little,
Vanessa. I would wait. I would be very
patient. Perhaps you could love me a little——’

She must be honest.

‘No. I don’t love you, Ellis. Love is very
rare, isn’t it? I like you so much——’

‘Well, then,’ he caught her up eagerly, ‘that
will perhaps turn into love. If you stay with us a
little while. My mother likes you so much. I
have never known her like anyone so much before.
I can be very patient. I will give you as much
time as you like——’

‘I am afraid time will not alter it,’ she answered
gently. ‘Friendship and love are so
different——’

But he did not seem to hear. He went on
eagerly.

‘I will give you everything you can want.
There’s nothing you can ask for that you shan’t have.
I will never interfere with you. Only let me love
you and serve you. I am not a man who has many
friends. You have noticed that perhaps. I have
been always shy in company, but with you beside
me I feel that I could do anything. You are so
good, so beautiful——’

Now the little scene was becoming dreadful to
her. His intensity, his earnestness shamed her as
though she had been caught in some misconduct.

‘Ellis, dear. Listen. I don’t love you. I’m
afraid I never shall. We would be both of us
most unhappy. Let us be friends, better and
better friends, and you will find someone who will
love you, who will make you so very happy——’

Words that every lady has used to every disconsolate
lover! She knew it. She had not conceived
that she could be so stupid. But, it
seemed, he had not heard her. Rose and Horace
gaily approached them, Horace laughing, greeting
all the world as a jolly brother.

‘Never mind, Vanessa,’ Ellis said quietly. ‘I
will ask you again. It is a shock, of course. I
am afraid that I was very sudden.’

‘We do apologise,’ cried Rose. ‘That was
Colonel Norton. I haven’t seen him for an age.
We were only gone a minute.’

It seemed to Vanessa that they had been an
hour away.



When, alone in her room that night, she was
dressing for dinner, she most unexpectedly had a
fit of crying. She did not often cry, although
young ladies thought nothing of it. But now,
sitting in front of the glass, twisting her hair into
ringlets, she found that the tears made ridiculous
splashes on the pincushion, which was fat and
round like a large white toad with a bright pink
eye. She was crying, she discovered, because
that Ellis should love her made her want Benjie
so terribly. Oh, if it had been Benjie who had
said those words in the Park! But it was not.
It was Ellis. Then she found that she was crying
because she felt, for the first time in her life, lonely
and needed her father. She seemed to see him
in the glass facing her, his brown beard, his soft
rather ironical, rather sleepy eyes, his broad
shoulders, rough coat.... She thought that to-morrow
morning, as early as possible, she would
take the train to Cumberland....

Her tears very quickly dried because she was,
she saw in the glass, so long and lanky. Now
Rose might cry very prettily because she was
slight and delicate in spite of her dark colour.
But Vanessa was too tall for tears. She stood up
in her skirt, all flounces and frills, raised her arms,
threw up her head. Because Ellis had proposed
to her was no reason for tears!

Then she laughed. The day before she had
paid a visit with Rose to one of Rose’s friends, a
Mrs. Pettinger. Mrs. Pettinger’s husband was
an artist, and their little house in Pimlico had
shone with the new aestheticism. The walls had
Morris wallpapers, everywhere there were Japanese
fans, bamboo tables, lilies in tall thin glasses,
Japanese prints. Also two drawings by Mr.
Whistler which, privately, Vanessa had thought
very beautiful. Privately, because Rose had confided
to her that she found them absurd.

‘Why, anyone could do that!’ she said. ‘I
could. Just take your pencil and draw a few
lines up and down. You have to stand a mile
away to see what they’re about.’

What made her laugh was the contrast between
the room that she was in now and Mrs. Pettinger’s
house. It seemed symbolically to be the contrast
that she felt between her love for Benjie and Ellis’
proposal. Her large cold bedroom had not, she
supposed, been changed in detail for thirty years.
Especially did she notice, as though seeing them
for the first time, two armchairs of light oak carved
with floral decorations and upholstered with dark
green velvet having a floral pattern. When you
sat down in one of them it clung to you as though
asserting its righteousness. Then the frame of
Tonbridge-ware that contained a picture of a
little girl outside a church made in seaweed, the
Coalport toilet service, the dressing-table and
mirror trimmed with glazed linen and muslin,
the mahogany bedstead, the needlework bell-pulls.
Yes, she thought, sitting down on the green-velvet
armchair, there were two worlds, as her father had
always told her. Sitting there, without moving,
staring before her, thinking of her mother, her
father, Benjie, all those whom she loved, she
moved naturally, simply into another world that
had been, all her life, as real to her as the plush
chair on which she was sitting. There was no
effort, no conscious act of the will. An inner life
flowed like a strong stream beneath all external
things. This life had its own history, its own
progress, its own destiny. She never spoke of it
nor tried to explain it. It needed no explanation.
Sometimes the two lives met, the two streams
flowed together, but whereas the external life had
its checks, its alarms, its vanities and empty disappointments,
this inner life flowed steadily, was
always there. Yes, two worlds in everything.
How to connect them? The Saints, she supposed,
were those who had learnt the answer,
men and women in whose lives one life always
interpenetrated the other. But she, Vanessa, was
no saint. She could only, at certain moments, be
conscious of an awareness, an illumination, that
irradiated everything so that in that brilliant light
both things and people had suddenly their proper
values.

Sitting on her plush chair she had now such a
moment....



In the days that followed, Ellis behaved to her
exactly as he had always done. It was as though
their little conversation in the Park had never
been. She obtained increasingly from the Herries
family both instruction and amusement. Old
Amery greatly amused her with his intimate
stories of high places, of the adventures, for example,
of King William of the Netherlands, one
of whose ladies broke all the crockery in his palace
during one of her tempers, of some Italian prince
in Paris who disguised himself as an organ-grinder
for a whole month that he might station himself
outside his lady-love’s door, of young Lord So-and-so
who, rejected by his mistress, put a large
black band on his hat, went to his rooms, and
committed suicide by cutting his wrist open with
a razor, remembering first to place a slop-pail by
the chair that there might be no mess. Young
Alfred amused her because he would tolerate anyone
who promised to be notable. She liked
Captain Will with his breezy manner of finding the
sea the only possible place, and yet now he never
went there. The Rockages were redolent of the
country. Carey himself, although he was tidy
enough, seemed to carry good Wiltshire mud on
his boots, and little Lady Rockage walked as
though she were ready to spring on to a horse’s
back at any moment. She soon knew them all
and liked them all with the single exception of
Emily, Barney’s sister, who was pious but not
charitable, prudish with an unpleasant inquisitiveness,
and a mischief-maker for the best of motives.
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