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“Is Mr. Pitman in?”


The girl turned her eyes reluctantly from the detective story and looked up. 


“I think he is busy. What name shall I say?”


“Christine Crystal. I thought he might have something for me.”


“What do you do?”


“Oh, juvenile leads – usually.”


The girl got up slowly and shuffled across the room to the door of the inner office. She knocked and entered, leaving the door ajar. Almost without conscious thought Christine crossed the floor. She could hear what was being said.


“What do you want now?”


She recognised Joseph Pitman’s voice. She had seen him on previous occasions. A thick-set vulgar man, who bullied the actors and actresses who must apply to him and toadied to the managers.


“Christine Crystal has called – says she does juvenile leads.”


“Juvenile what! My God, won’t anyone ever tell these women the truth? Inform Christine Crystal, with my compliments, that the British public ain’t blind, deaf and dumb as yet. And tell her to get out. I have got nothing for her and never likely to have – and shut that door as you go, damn you!”


Christine moved away from the door. She was staring through the dirty, rain-spattered panes of the office window when the girl came back. 


“Sorry, nothing today,” she said laconically. 


Christine made an effort to smile at her. “Thanks awfully! Just thought I’d call in as I was passing.”


“Do you want to leave your address?”


But Christine had made her effort at keeping up appearances. She knew that her hand was trembling as she reached for the outer door. 


“No, thank you.”


She ran down the flight of the uncarpeted stairs and into the street. As she walked away, moving without any sense of direction, her cheeks were flaming and she was conscious of her heart thumping. 


‘Why should I care?’ she asked herself. ‘It doesn’t matter. There are other agents – and politer ones, too.’


Her heart persisted, so that suddenly she felt breathless and stopped to stare unseeingly into a shop window. 


‘I expect it’s because I haven’t been having enough to eat,’ she thought. ‘It’s the second time today I’ve felt like this.’


 A sick horror of what had happened that morning swept over her – her landlady’s voice, loud and raucous, echoing round her room and down the stairs. Other lodgers would have been listening. Not that they would be surprised or upset – they were too used to that sort of thing.


“What do you think I am? I’d like to know! A philanthropic society, a charitable institution? I’m not keeping people in my house indefinitely if they can’t pay. Oh, you’ve taken me in nicely, Miss, although I’m the fool to have let you.”


“I promise you I’ll have something next week. You can trust me, Mrs. Hobson. I give you my word of honour.”


“Word of honour! If I’d listened to all the mealy-mouthed actresses who came here promising me this and that on their word of honour, I’d be in the workhouse, that’s where I’d be! And if right was right that’s where you ought to be – or in prison, taking the honest bread out of a working woman’s mouth. How do you think I pay the rent and the rates and the upkeep of my house? On promises? You get out and quick about it.”


Christine had felt the tirade sweep over her, engulfing and suffocating her with its violence. Desperately she had thought to herself,


‘Why can’t I answer her back?’ Yet there was nothing she could say. She was conscious of a handbag that held a few shillings, of a wardrobe that consisted only of her daily necessities. There was nothing she could say, nothing she could do but to stand there silent with her heart thumping, the blood rising slowly up her neck and into her cheeks, then receding again to leave her deathly pale and trembling. 


‘I’m getting old,’ she had thought. ‘I can’t stand much more of this.’ 


She remembered years ago how she had laughed at such upsets. They had not seemed to matter. She had answered back, given as good as she got. Now she felt sick and, what was more, afraid. How often in the last week had she anticipated the scene with Mrs. Hobson. She had known it was bound to happen. Known, despite a springing, unquenchable hope that something would turn up, that the final moment when she must leave 82 Lindcot Road was at hand. It was ridiculous really that she should not be glad to leave such a place and such a neighbourhood. Dirty, damp walls, the wallpaper peeling back from the corners, a hard iron bedstead with its grey, patched sheets, could hardly, even to the wildest imaginings, constitute the idea of home. And yet for the last three months it had meant exactly that to Christine – somewhere where she could be alone, somewhere she could sleep and rest and return to at night.


Sometimes she had thought to herself she must be going crazy when her footsteps quickened as she turned into Lindcot Road. And yet she had often been so tired, so despondent, that the dingy, unimpressive appearance of No. 82 had seemed welcoming in its sheer familiarity. When she had come there first she had just finished an ENSA tour, which had been exceptionally hard work. The travelling conditions had been almost indescribable on the railways, especially those going north. Christine had felt that she would never have enough sleep to make up for that tour, and so 82 Lindcot Road had meant rest, peace, and what was more important than anything, privacy. She had hoped, too, that she would get a part in London. What actress does not dream continually of appearing in the West End? A run of six months – what Heaven it would be! The joy of knowing where one would be tomorrow, of being able to make plans for next week and the week after that.


Then gradually Christine began to understand her own position. She had always been a rotten actress. She had never pretended to herself about that. Years ago her looks had carried her through. It was difficult now when she looked at her press cuttings of 1926 and 1927 to realise that they were of the same woman who looked back at her from the mirror with strained eyes, with lanky, lustreless hair and a frightened expression, which was, she knew, becoming perpetual.


‘Christine Crystal looked entrancing as Lady Marion, a dream of rosebuds and blue ribbon.’ ‘Christine Crystal’s loveliness was breath-taking!’ ‘And then there was Christine Crystal – she came in like a breath of spring. I felt the audience take a deep breath.’


It hadn’t mattered then that she couldn’t act. Her golden hair and blue eyes and perfect pink and white complexion had been lovely enough to hypnotise the audience into believing that she was an actress. She remembered Harry turning on her once about one particular scene they were playing together.


“God! Christine, can’t you understand that you’re supposed to be feeling this? You can’t just stand there...” Suddenly he had stopped. “What the hell does it matter? The audience will look at your face and they won’t worry about the rest.”


He had bent and kissed her and she had remembered nothing else. She had clung to him. Here was her world – a world of her own imagining, far more real, far more vital at that moment than what was taking place on the stage.


The stage had never really meant anything to her. She knew that now. Even though she had once, after she had lost Harry, tried to persuade herself that she had a career. Then she had built castles in the air, just like any schoolgirl. 


‘I’ll be a success. I’ll have my name in headlines and bigger ones than his too. I’ll show him what I can do.’


 But what had she been able to do without Harry? Nothing! A few weeks every Christmas in pantomime – not as the Prince, of course, her voice wasn’t good enough for that. Dandini, or Lady-in-Waiting to the Princess, a part on tour, a third-rate company playing at third-rate theatres. Monday night, the place half-empty, Saturday packed with drunks who slept or shouted throughout the performance.


No, the career she imagined had certainly not materialised. Instead she had merely sunk lower and lower with each engagement – showgirl in the Zig-Zag Frivolities where the manager expected, because the costumes were so scanty, that the girls would manage without salaries, second lead in a farce that relied on a bedroom scene to attract the type of audience who liked their humour ‘blue’.


Once, she had been engaged as a dance hostess in a stuffy, airless little night club off the Tottenham Court Road. She had tried to tell herself she was tough, but she couldn’t stand it! She had left halfway through the evening – but not before she had told the manager exactly what she thought of him. Now she hadn’t even got the guts or the strength to do that. She must take their insults, take them and tremble because the last vestige of hope of better things had left her, and she had to eat.


Christine pulled herself together. She could not go on standing in front of a shop window for ever. Rows of shoes behind the plate-glass, neatly labelled or presented with enticing tags, recalled to her mind the fact that her own shoes were worn out – her stockings were already damp, she could feel them.


She turned and retraced her steps. The moment had come when she had got to go to the Labour Exchange. She had been dreading it, had shied away from the thought these last two months, and yet had been conscious that it was there ahead of her like some bogy that no amount of reasoning could disperse.


What could she do? She supposed she would be able to turn a screw in a factory as well as anyone else, and yet she was afraid – afraid of being sent to some place she didn’t know – afraid of being incompetent, afraid of the work and the long hours, of the people with whom she would have to work. How often in the night she had thought to herself, 


‘I can’t bear it. It’s no use, I can’t bear it!’ And now the moment was upon her, and no amount of squeamishness was going to help her.


She had nowhere to go tonight. Vaguely she imagined that they might recommend her to a hostel or something like that. She stopped and opened her bag. She knew already what was in her purse – a two-shilling piece, three pennies and a ‘lucky’ threepenny-bit. Well, she’d have something to eat and, then she’d find her way to the nearest Exchange.


She turned in at the door of a big caféteria. The place was packed with other women looking as tired and weary as she was herself – women with string bags filled with household purchases, women with babies in their arms or children who kept getting lost in the crowds.


“Come along, Gladys, don’t loiter. I shall only lose you and then where will you be?” There was a sprinkling of men – mostly American soldiers and earnest-looking clerks in mackintoshes and glasses. An R.A.F. pilot, obviously on leave, had a radiant, red-lipped, hatless girl hanging on to his arm.


Christine pushed her way up the stairs, shamelessly using her elbows, pushing and jostling the women in front of her as one accustomed to fighting for what she required. It was early and there were a few empty tables. She found one in the extreme corner and sat herself down to enjoy her meal. She was suddenly aware how hungry she was – she hadn’t eaten properly for days. With every mouthful she had taken she had felt as if she defrauded Mrs. Hobson. More than once when she had been about to buy a sandwich or a cup of coffee, the thought of her landlady with her red face and coarse voice, which seemed to penetrate right through the person to whom she spoke and into the far corners of the house, had held her back. Yes, she had been afraid. Afraid of noise and violence and rudeness as she had been afraid to look at herself in the mirror and see the years gradually taking their toll on the only asset she had ever possessed – her looks.


‘Thirty-nine!’ Christine thought. ‘It’s no use pretending that I look younger. I look tired and faded and lifeless. That’s what’s wrong with me – I’m lifeless.’


 She thought of an actress whom she had seen only two days ago – a woman with whom she had once toured. She was older, at least eight years older, and yet Christine admitted honestly to herself that if they had stood together in front of an unbiased critic she would have been labelled immediately not only as the older of the two, but the failure. It wasn’t the other woman’s expensive clothes, it wasn’t only her well-groomed head and polished nails and skilfully made-up face – it was something subtler than that. It was an atmosphere of vitality, of aliveness, which seemed to emanate from her.


She hadn’t recognised Christine for the moment but had smiled and nodded without thinking. Then she had turned back with outstretched hands and a greeting in which surprise was not very skilfully concealed.


“Christine! My dear, do forgive me. I was thinking of something else and that’s why I almost passed you. What are you doing these days?”


She had meant to be kind. But Christine had known that her eyes missed nothing – the shabby clothes, worn gloves, her stockings bespattered from yesterday’s rain. Quite suddenly she felt ashamed, not of her appearance, but of her own listlessness, her lack of courage, the lack of incentive within herself to drive her forward – to compel the world to give her what she wanted. And yet had she wanted it enough? Was that the reason why she had failed? Had she ever really cared about her career, about the art of the theatre? She had wanted to be a success, of course. Who didn’t want that? And she had wanted the money, oh how she had wanted money! To be comfortable, to be well dressed, to be able to order and buy what one wanted!


She had been generous with her money. When she had been in a part she had always been the one to stand treats, to ask people out, to invite the girls who shared a dressing-room with her to a special supper or to a matinee. Money had slipped through her fingers. It hadn’t been spent entirely selfishly – she had just wanted to be friendly and happy and for other people to share her happiness.


Yet it was funny how few friends there were when you were really down and out. Where were the people who had been entertained at her expense in the years when she had had parts, when it was easy to see a manager and when agents were only too delighted to put her name down on their books? Well, her friends had gone, faded away, rather in the same way that her hopes had gone.


And now she was alone. Loneliness was something she’d always dreaded. She had dreaded it when Harry left her. She dreaded it a little more year by year as her engagements got fewer and fewer and her weeks of resting became more and more numerous.


Furnished lodgings! She could write a book on them, Christine thought. The same smell of cabbage up the stairs, the dark landings where one groped one’s way, the banisters to the upper rooms that always seemed sticky, the hard, bumpy mattresses, the insufficiency of blankets. And each room an unfriendly, indifferent place that nothing seemed to alter, however long one stayed, however much one tried to pretend it was one’s own and home. Photographs, flowers – even the Spanish shawl with which she had once travelled to drape over her bed had not transformed those rooms. They had always been alien, they had never really belonged to Christine Crystal.


Christine took a long drink of coffee and felt the warmth of it comforting and strengthening her. Quite suddenly she felt calm and a little detached. 


‘It’s because I’ve made up my mind,’ she thought. ‘I’ll go to the Labour Exchange and they’ll give me something. It’s indecision that has been getting me down, getting me into a state.’ 


She could almost laugh now at her own fears. So now her career as an actress was finished. 


‘I suppose I’d better go back to calling myself by my own name,’ she thought. ‘Christine Dillon.’ 


It was so long since she’d said it even to herself that she felt as though she spoke of a stranger. It was Harry, of course, who suggested that she called herself “Crystal”. 


“We must think of something really romantic, really beautiful, for you,” he had said.


“I won’t change my Christian name,” she replied. “I am Christine and Christine I’ll remain.”


How important it had seemed at that time. She could see herself now, looking up at him, pouring out her love, her adoration. Was it any wonder that people had stopped and looked at them? Sometimes when they were touring they would cause quite a sensation on a station platform. It was not surprising. If she was pretty, Harry had been handsome enough in all conscience. Not handsome by Edwardian standards – the type of fair, rather solid English gentleman who was typified by an officer in the Brigade of Guards. Nothing like that about Harry. He was the type with which Hollywood was to make every young girl’s heartbeat in the thirties – tall and dark and raffish. A devil-may-care, come-hither look in his eye that no woman could resist – a smile that newspaper reporters always described as ‘crooked’. But it twisted the heart of a woman and then made it beat wildly for him.


Christine could shut her eyes and see him all too vividly – a tightly cut suit, a carnation in his buttonhole, a cigar and ivory-headed cane, his dark hair brushed back so sleekly and a square forehead that was just a little too narrow for brains.


Harry Hunter. What gallery girl had not heard of him in those days? And what girl didn’t envy Christine with every fibre of her being? When in the finale she had stood in the limelight with Harry’s arms around her and let her head drop back slowly to receive his passionate and possessive kiss, she knew half the women in the theatre would have given their souls to have been in her shoes. Those kisses had been real enough at first. The wonder of them, even behind the footlights, had never seemed to lose its poignancy.


“Oh, Harry, Harry,” Christine would murmur as the curtain fell. Then he would draw her still a little closer and she’d think in a kind of ecstasy, ‘He’s mine, he’s mine.’ As the applause filled the house they would separate reluctantly as the rest of the cast flooded on to the stage to take the final curtain.


Funny how when she looked back she couldn’t remember anyone else who had acted with her. It was just Harry – Harry that mattered, Harry of whom she thought. And she had been happy, wildly, ecstatically happy geysers happy beyond anything she had ever dreamed or imagined.


 ‘This is living,’ she would tell herself. ‘This is what emotion means.’


What did she, Christine Dillon, know of emotion or of life, brought up in a country vicarage, brought up to be almost ashamed of her flamboyant, obtrusive looks? Harry was the first person who had told her she was beautiful. Harry was the first man who had ever made love to her. Harry who had made her live, who taught her to love. She had never regretted that, not even when he had taken it away from her, not even in those desperate weeks when she had lain night after night sleepless and alone in a strange lodging house. Too stunned in her misery even to cry, she had only ached – ached with a desperate, tearing, physical want of Harry.


Why think of that now? It was no use going over it again. Sometimes she wondered whether her memories still had the power to hurt her, or whether it was just the remembrance of her pain that persisted – the agony of a child who doesn’t understand why it has been hurt, the agony of a girl half-awakened who had given all and kept nothing back. Now she was a woman, now she could see and understand a great many things which had escaped her then.


Christine picked up the menu. She had spent 1 shilling and a penny, but she was still hungry. Well, she could afford another sandwich. As she rose to get it she was conscious that a man at the next table stared at her curiously. Instinctively, because she had once been familiar to a certain section of the public, she straightened her shoulders and walked with a conscious grace to the counter. As she came back he was still staring. A nondescript, middle-aged man with horn-rimmed spectacles, and an Adam’s apple that wobbled above his collar.


Christine sat down and half-turned her back towards him, but all the time she was conscious of his gaze. Wearily she thought to herself,


‘I suppose that’s the only type that would look at me now.’ 


She remembered the flowers and the notes she had received long ago. She would be glad enough to have a few of them now and yet at the time they had meant nothing. Invitations to supper she had thrown unopened into the wastepaper basket. 


“I am sorry, Miss Christine Crystal is engaged.” 


That was the answer that was given to inquiries at the stage door, to telephone messages, to persistent admirers. Expensive cars that waited in the hopes that she would come to a party went away empty. 


“Miss Christine Crystal’s engaged!” 


Engaged, of course she was engaged. She was engaged to Harry. Engaged to him every moment of the day and night. How often did she still think of their suppers together? When Harry talking while she listened. That was how she wished it to be. That was what had made her happy.


She was conscious once again of the man at the next table. He was bothering her, interrupting her thoughts. She supposed he wouldn’t dare to speak to her when it came to the point, but if he did, she’d be really rude to him. She was sick of men who pestered women, although. Heaven knows, there was little reason why anyone should pester her now. Her hair looked awful and she had tried to set it herself, but somehow nothing she did seemed to make any difference to her appearance these days. She was tired, so frightfully tired. Lack of food, of course, lack of butter and milk. Funny how the mere thought of butter took her back to the days of her childhood – great yellow pats of butter on the breakfast table, and a silver stand filled with boiled eggs on the sideboard. She could hear her father ask,


“Why don’t you eat a proper breakfast, Christine? This is the second morning you’ve had nothing but a cup of tea.”


“I’m not hungry, Father.”


“Stuff and nonsense! You’ll make yourself ill if you don’t eat properly. What’s the matter with you – in love?”


The question had been so unexpected. She had felt herself start, known that the crimsoning of her cheeks betrayed her. Yes, she had been in love – madly, crazily, head over heels in love for nearly a month before her father discovered it. In love with Harry – he with her. No, she hadn’t wanted butter and eggs and milk in those days. But she could do with them now all right.


The man at the next table was getting up. He hesitated, and suddenly she knew he was coming over to speak to her.


‘I can’t bear it!’ she thought. ‘It’s just one more thing to battle with and I can’t bear it! Why can’t he leave me alone?’


She felt a sudden weakness and the tears welled into her eyes. In a kind of horror at herself she groped in her handbag for her handkerchief. Then she heard the man’s voice – hesitant and apologetic


“Please excuse me but aren’t you … aren’t you Miss Christine Crystal?”


“What if I am?”


She was surprised that he knew her name. Was he only an autograph-hunter? She saw the excitement on his face. His Adam’s apple moved up and down quickly – words came with a rush.


“I thought I couldn’t be mistaken. I have seen your photographs. I’ve sent them out to ever so many places trying to find you.”


“Trying to find me?”


“Yes. You see, Miss Crystal, we have been trying to get in touch with you for a very long time.”


“Who is ‘We’? I mean, who are you?”


She was aware that he was pleased at her bewilderment, well satisfied with himself.


“This really is a bit of luck, Miss Crystal! Just one of those coincidences that do happen in real life. To think we should have been writing to places all over England trying to find you and I should walk into you in my luncheon hour.”


“But who are you?” Christine asked, “and why do you want to find me?”


The little man was obviously delighted. He smiled as though at some great joke.


“My name is Denvers, Miss Crystal. I’m a confidential clerk at Messrs. Westbury, Waterbury and Thomas, solicitors, and if you will come along with me to our offices right away you will hear something very much to your advantage.”


Christine looked at him for a moment. She felt a strange buzzing in her head – her legs felt as though they didn’t belong to her.


“In that case,” she said slowly, and her voice seemed to belong to a stranger, “do you think I could have another cup of coffee?”
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Christine looked at her watch for the hundredth time. Another twenty minutes and she would he home. The train moved slowly. Here on the local line she had a carriage to herself – very different from the crowded compartment in which she had travelled from London.


Twenty minutes more. She could hardly believe that she was not dreaming, that she was really going home after eighteen years. And yet would it still be home? Would there be any familiar faces, any of the landmarks that had been part of her childhood and that had meant so much.


Almost in a panic she opened her handbag and took out Arthur’s letter – already it was creased and the edges worn from constant handling. She had read it and re-read it, had slept last night with it beside her bed, and her first movement on waking had been to open it once more. Now, as if in need of reassurance, she read it again.


 


‘My Dear Christine,


Unless the detectives who have been searching for you for some time find you within the next few days, I shall be dead when you get this letter. Even the doctors have ceased to look hopeful when they visit me and I know that the end is very near.


Do not think that I mind going. If it wasn’t for the children I should be glad to leave this earth confident in the belief that I shall be with Denise. I have been very lonely since she left me and I wish most fervently that you had known her so that you could understand my feelings.


I feel very guilty about you, Christine, so guilty that I am making this last effort at reparation in the hope that you will forgive me for my behaviour over these years.


Will it surprise you to know that I have always tried to follow your movements and your career? Perhaps you will laugh when you find a little book of press cuttings tidied away amongst the things in my desk. Your press notices, Christine. I subscribed to an agency for them. They told me that for many years you were a success, and then they started to get fewer and not so complimentary. It was then I should have made an effort – I see that now – to find you – but I didn’t. I suppose for no tangible reason except that I was shy and afraid of making a fool of myself. I have always behaved to you like a most insufferable prig.


When you ran away from home, my excuse for my priggishness is, I suppose, that I was young – very much taken up with my call to the ministry and in love for the first time. I had just met Denise when you left, and I suppose – like many young men – I believed that anything that defamed the name of womanhood must appear an insult to her. Yes, I was a prig of the worst and most hypocritical type – I admit it freely. And what seems so wrong, is that I have not been punished for being a prig. I have been extremely happy all my life. Even when Denise died, it was hard to mourn her when I am so absolutely certain that she is beside me still and that only the frailty of my earthly eyes prevents my seeing her.


Now at last when I know that my days are numbered, I suppose I have been punished a little for my behaviour to you in that I may die uncertain whether you can be found and afraid for the future of my children. This all sounds a little rambling, so let me try to explain in a few words while I am still strong enough to write what I want to say.


I want you, Christine, my own sister, to bring up my family. Many people will be surprised at this – I am not pretending to you that they won’t. Quite a legend has grown up around you here regarding your levity, your dash and your daring. But somehow at this moment all such things seem very pretty and unimportant to me and I know with a conviction that is quite unshakable that you are at heart the same Christine whom I loved so dearly during the first twenty-two years of my life – the same Christine, with her open-hearted generosity, with her understanding and sympathy, with her joy of life and in living.


When I look back at our childhood and the way we were brought up, I see so clearly why you behaved as you did. My children must never suffer the horrors of repression and frustration. They must never be forced into running away from the place they call home because of what is, after all, the natural impulse of all normal men and women. And because I am so anxious for them to be happy, I am asking you to come back and to look after them. If you will not come – or cannot – I am leaving alternative instructions with my solicitors, but I can only beg you to do as I ask. Elizabeth is growing up – she is very like you – impulsive, eager, and so anxious to miss nothing of life. I believe you can help her far better than I have ever been able to do. Donald is a more complex character – his emotions run deep and he is very reserved. I have often failed to understand him and I can only pray that you will succeed where I have failed. Peter is a darling! I think perhaps his mother and I loved him the most because he was always a sickly baby. He has grown out of that frailty now, but it was his weakness and the difficulty he had in coming into the world that was really responsible for Denise’s death. I could never hold that against him, though. I can only love him the more because his mother believed he was worth every moment of the suffering he caused her.


That is my family, Christine, and I believe – and I say it without conceit – that they will miss me when I have gone. I am asking you to be father and mother to them. It is going to be a hard task, I know. But something deep down within me, something stronger than my own small, confined mind, tells me that you will achieve all I ask of you, that you will be successful. I have felt these last months as though Denise, too, was prompting me to get in touch with you – maybe she knows and sees far more than I can. Anyway, I am only too glad to obey her bidding and that of my own heart.


I have left all my money in trust for the children, but a proportion of it is to be yours unconditionally for your lifetime. I have also left you the house until Donald comes of age. I think you always loved Four Willows, perhaps even more than I did. I have a memory of you standing in the garden one spring morning with your face turned towards the blue sky and saying over and over again, ‘Oh! It’s lovely, lovely, lovely!’ though you felt it right inside you. I have another memory of you, too. You were much younger then. You had done something wrong, I have forgotten what, but Father came up to the nursery and in his dark, austere way, started to scold you. 1 remember him saying in that deep, sepulchral voice, which always made me think of the crypt in church,


“What do you imagine, Christine, God will think of your wickedness?”


You faced Father defiantly – you were always braver than I was – and you answered,


“God? Why, He’d forgive me of course. What’s He there for?” 


Your words have often recurred to me in these past years. You were sure of forgiveness for yourself, so perhaps I, too, can be sure of your forgiveness for my neglect and lack of understanding throughout the years. Forgive me, Christine, and take to your heart my three children whom I commend to your mercy.


God bless you, my dear!


Your affectionate brother,


Arthur.’


 


The signature at the end of this long letter was weak, as though the writer had used up all his strength and had let go his control at the last moment. Although she had read it so often Christine felt the tears well into her eyes. Dear Arthur! She could imagine him so vividly, could see the serious expression on his face and the way he would run his long fingers through his hair as he sought for some word he wanted. She felt that Arthur would have altered very little with the passing of the years – he had always been old for his age. Sometimes she had taunted him with his steadiness, telling him he was dull and he would never have any fun in life. Her prophecy had been true enough, for before Arthur was out of his teens he had announced his intention of entering the church. He had been a studious, quiet boy and at twenty-two he was a studious, quiet young man. He called himself a ‘prig’. Yes, perhaps he had been a bit of one. It was hardly to be expected that he could have behaved otherwise when she ran away from home. Arthur had always been afraid of his father and he was utterly dependent upon him for everything.


The Rev. William Dillon had not been an easy man to defy. Christine could remember now the terror she had felt when she had crept downstairs at dawn one morning to run away with Harry – a terror that was almost abnormal in its intensity, a terror such as a faithful might feel at defying their god, rather than the more normal fear of a child for a strict parent.


The Rev. William Dillon had held his household in a psychological grip that was worse than any physical force. Christine could remember all sorts of petty restrictions and small tyrannies that had been imposed upon their childhood and which had been quite unnecessary but enforced by their father with a personal fervour quite out of proportion to their importance.


Her father had been a good man, there was no doubt of that – utterly sincere, inspired and vivified by a fierce and extremely real faith. But he lacked humanity, lacked too the compassion and the understanding of human frailty that so many forget is one of the outstanding characteristics of Christ and his teaching. To the Rev. William Dillon, black was black and white was white and there were no half-shades, no tones where friendship qualified hatred or where mercy and forgiveness mitigated justice.


He was intensely fond of his children and of Christine particularly. He was masculine enough to find a daughter more appealing than a son. He was proud of Arthur, proud of his achievements at school, of his quiet, punctilious behaviour and the way that he made up his mind so early in life to dedicate himself to the church. And yet something in William Dillon, firmly suppressed all through his own life, admired the pagan that he found in his daughter. Christine’s natural gaiety, her beauty, her love of everything that was pretty and light-hearted, made it difficult for him not to spoil her, not to give in to her and lower his own standards in doing so. Severely he fought against his own weakness. At times he was severe with Christine to the point of injustice, and the children could not understand that he punished not her, but himself. Arthur was afraid of his father but Christine would as often as not defy him. Arthur would brood over lectures and punishments, while Christine would forget them almost as soon as they were given. Impossible for her not to be happy! Impossible for her not to laugh and be happy when the sun shone and the birds sang! How she came, with all her complexities, to be the daughter of William and Sarah Dillon was a mystery that only Nature herself could solve.


Sarah was a quiet, ghost-like little woman whose passage through life made little impression even on those to whom she was most closely related. If her husband loved her, he invariably showed few signs of it. He was courteous, but she moved about his house like a shadow. Even when the children were young she seemed to have little hold on them. Christine could never remember loving her mother intensely. When she looked back over her childhood she saw it was Arthur whom she loved and her father whom she had respected, interspersed with bursts of violent hatred.


Those were the two great emotions in her life. There had been no others until she met Harry. Was it surprising that she had loved him from the very first moment she had seen him? She had found him leaning over a wooden gate that led into the churchyard. 


“Is this Green End?” he asked her.


With the easy politeness of the Vicar’s daughter, who was used to talking to everyone, she told him,


“That’s right. Some people think it’s the end of everywhere.”


“You’ve taken the words right out of my mouth,” he said. “Can I come in?”


“But of course,” Christine had answered. “The churchyard’s free to all comers.”


He shivered exaggeratedly and they both laughed.


“I’m hoping I shan’t be looking for a berth here for a few years yet.”


They laughed again – a little longer and more intensely than the joke warranted. But something had happened to them both at that moment. Christine could almost feel the tempo rising. There was a vibration, something exciting and magical that held them both. She felt as though her cheeks were flushed, her eyes sparkling. She could see the admiration in the stranger’s eyes – and yet, was he a stranger? He seemed to her at that moment to be the personification of every hero she had dreamt or read about since she was a child.


They had looked at the church together – at least Christine had shown Harry the church and he had looked at Christine. The cool dimness of the grey stone building, the hushed tones of their voices, had constituted an intimacy more thrilling, more exciting than anything she had ever known before.


They had come out again into the sunshine. Never had the sun seemed brighter – it was dazzling, blinding her eyes.


“Are you staying near here?” Christine asked the question and had been half-aware of the anxiety which underlay it. Would she see him again? Was he going away forever?


“As a matter of fact I am,” he said. “I wasn’t sure till just now.”


She caught the implication of his words and felt a sudden thrill run through her.


“What is your name?” he asked.


It seemed to her surprising that he did not know already.


“Christine Dillon. My father is the Vicar of Green End.”


“You’ve lived here always?”


There was a touch of awe in his voice as he looked towards the tiny village with its thatched cottages and flower-filled gardens.


“Yes, there’s our house.” Christine pointed across the road. “It’s called Four Willows. It has belonged to our family for years. The real vicarage is up there, next to the school.”


“Do you never get bored?”


Christine considered for a moment.


“I have never known any other sort of life,” she answered, “so why should I?”


She spoke half-defiantly. She didn’t want him to criticise her, to disparage anything that was connected with herself.


As though he discerned her thought, he dispelled the shadow.


“You’re too perfect!” he said. “I can’t believe there isn’t a catch in it somewhere.”


“There isn’t one as far as I know,” Christine replied.


The clock in the church tower struck four. Christine considered quickly. Dare she ask him in to tea? What excuse could she give? Yes, she would dare. Why not? What was to stop her? Innumerable people did come to tea – frumpy, dull, arid, devoted to good works. Why shouldn’t she for once ask somebody different? Yet dare she?


She looked at Harry’s tightly cut, perfectly creased grey flannel suit, at the red carnation in his buttonhole, at the dashing angle of the soft hat he wore pulled over his eyes. Harry and her father – she almost laughed at the idea of their meeting. And then she plunged.


“Won’t you come in and have a cup of tea, Mr…?” She paused.


“Hunter, Harry Hunter.”


He said it expectantly, as one who almost expects trumpets to sound. He looked at her and waited.


“Well, will you?”


She saw by the expression of his face that he was surprised. What was it that he had expected?


“I’d love to have some tea. That’s awfully kind of you. Are you quite certain your people won’t mind?”


“I hope they won’t.”


She told him quite a lot by the tone of her voice and he followed her across the road and through the gate into the garden of Four Willows. Tea was laid on the lawn and Christine took Harry across and invited him to sit on one of the hard green garden chairs, which had been arranged symmetrically round the table.


“If you’ll wait here,” she said, “I’ll go and tell my father.”


“Must you?” He looked quite woebegone at the idea of losing her.


“I’m afraid I must.”


“Well, don’t be long, and tell me quickly, what does one talk about to a vicar?”


It was then she first felt a little afraid of what she had done.


“You must tell him of your interest in the church,” she said quickly. “After all, I have just told you something about it.”


“And I haven’t listened to a word. I was watching your mouth.”


She felt herself flush crimson and then she had taken fright,


“I’ll go and fetch my father.”


She had turned and gone before he could stop her.


“Really, Christine,” the Rev. William Dillon was saying a few moments later, “I can’t think why you should ask a complete stranger to tea. If we invited everyone to a meal who came here to see the church, we might as well open a restaurant right away.”


“I’m sorry Father, but he seemed so interested and asked so many questions that, as I really didn’t feel capable of answering them, I thought I had better bring him along to you.”


It was the right answer. William Dillon smiled with pleasure. The church at Green End, originally Saxon, was his greatest hobby. In his heart of hearts he thought of it as “my church”. He had also spent quite a considerable amount of his own private money on it, restoring its beauty and keeping up a continual research amongst the ancient archives and records of the county. One day he intended to publish a short and concise history of St. Christopher’s, Green End – but that was a secret – he had not even mentioned it in the bosom of his own family.


“Very well, Christine,” he said, rising from his desk, “I will come and meet this gentleman. What did you say his name was?”


“Mr. Hunter.”


“Hunter? I’ve never heard of him,” the Vicar said, and went out on to the lawn.


Later, when Christine was with Harry, she used to smile a private little smile to herself when she thought how good it was for him not to have been heard of by at least two people in England. He was so pleased with his own importance, with his publicity, with his fan mail and admiring gallery girls. It must have been quite a wholesome shock to meet two people – and one of them a woman – who not only had never heard of him but knew practically nothing of the life he considered so important.


“Do you never go to the theatre?” he asked Christine incredulously a day or so later.


“Of course we do,” she answered. “We go to the pantomime every Christmas in London, and sometimes to Cambridge.”


“And what do you see when you go to Cambridge?” he inquired.


“Last year we saw The Merchant of Venice, and the year before that A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”


“Shakespeare!” There was no doubt that Harry Hunter was stunned.


“Don’t you ever see plays,” he said, “good, straight plays?” 


“What do you call ‘good’?” Christine asked mischievously. 


“You’re hopeless!” he declared.


Then the idea had taken hold of him that he wanted to show Christine the theatre as he saw it. He wanted to unfold it to her in all its excitement.


“I’ll show you what the theatre really is,” he said. And she was still independent enough to realise that the theatre for Harry Hunter was Harry Hunter in the theatre.


She had sensed his conceit, his egotism, and the good opinion he had of himself – and she had not minded. Why should she? For already she was in love, deeply, overwhelmingly in love.


Her father had not realised anything. Harry was first and foremost an actor. He saw very quickly the part he had to play, and he played it well.


“I’ve been interested in ancient buildings all my life, Sir. Of course, I know very little about them. I’ve been too busy earning my living – not much chance for a study of that sort. But I suppose every man has a secret hobby of his own. Mine has always been architecture. If it isn’t asking you too much, will you explain a few things to me? I hear you are the great expert in this part of the world.”


He hadn’t heard anything of the sort, of course, but that was Harry’s cleverness. He could manage to pay a compliment and make it sound so sincere that even the most cynical and suspicious nature would swallow it. He left that first afternoon carrying several books of reference.


“You know how careful I will be with them, and I consider it a great honour that you are trusting me with these.”


“It only goes to prove,” the Vicar said to Christine when Harry had gone, “that one should never judge by external appearances. Now there is a man whom the average unthinking person would never suspect of an interest in stones and bricks. I flatter myself, Christine, that I can see beneath the surface, that I am not prone to hasty, superficial judgements.”


“No, Father.”


Christine was remembering Harry’s handshake, as he parted from her. He had squeezed her fingers and held her hand a little longer than was necessary. And yet his voice had been cool and impersonal.


“Goodbye, Miss Dillon, goodbye, Vicar, and thank you for a delicious tea and one I shall remember for a very long time.”


He had spoken the last words looking at William Dillon and according him a little bow. The Vicar had been delighted. It was only Christine who read into them quite another meaning. She was to learn later, and not very much later, how very right she had been.


She dreamed of him that night. He came over very early next morning – she could hardly believe it was true when a child holding sixpence in her hand came running up to the front door. Christine had been arranging the flowers.


“What is it, Mary?” she inquired.


The child looked round to see if anyone was listening.


“There’s a gentleman in the churchyard as wants to speak to you, Miss. He said I wasn’t to give the message to anyone but you.”


“‘A gentleman’!” Christine almost dropped the flowers she held in her hand.


“He’s awfully good-looking, Miss, and he said would you come as quick as you can – but he’d be waiting all the morning just the same.”


“Thank you, Mary. It’s a friend of the Vicar’s. I expect he wants to see over the church.”


She went and changed her dress and looked at her face long and anxiously in the glass. Were her eyes really brighter than usual, her mouth redder? She ran through the garden and across the road.


“I couldn’t wait to see you!”


She knew then as she heard his greeting that she, too, had been unable to wait. He took both her hands in his and she made no effort to take them away again.


“I’ve never seen anyone like you before.”


It would have been truer if she had said those words to him. Instead she was unable to speak, merely quivering, happy with a kind of delicious ecstasy that seemed to flood her whole being.


“You don’t mind my coming.”


“No, why should I?”


“And you’re glad ... glad to see me? Please say it.”


There was really no need for words between them.


“I’m glad, so glad...”


She had said it – and they stood looking at each other, conscious only of a magical electricity that joined them, which made them one, beyond any need for words or action.


“Oh, Harry, Harry,” her heart was calling out. And she knew then that she loved him without reason and irrevocably.


It was Arthur who made the first rift in her happiness. He came back from Cambridge for the weekend, arriving on Friday evening just as Harry was leaving, having spent the afternoon with Christine and an hour after tea with the Vicar.


They shook hands, Arthur simple, straightforward, a youth but looking older than his years, Harry debonair and sophisticated, certain of his charm and using it calculatingly with intention.


“Your father has been most kind to me. I have learnt more from the few hours I have spent in his company than years of reading would ever have taught me. Perhaps the peace of this place is particularly conducive to study. I wonder how you can bear to leave it for the bustle and hubbub of Cambridge.”


Christine noticed that Arthur had answered in monosyllables. But when Harry had gone and she heard the last sound of his small, noisy car disappearing into the distance, she turned to her brother with a smile.


“That was Harry Hunter,” she said, with something like awe in her voice.


“Oh, that’s who it was!' Arthur exclaimed. “I was just going to ask the bounder’s name. I thought I’d seen him before somewhere. What on Earth does he want here?”


Christine had started as though Arthur had struck her.


“He’s not a bounder! How can you say such a thing!”


“Not a bounder!” Arthur exclaimed. “My child, the man bounces. Surely you can see that! Well, anyway, I don’t think you need bother to champion him. From what I’ve seen of Mr. Hunter, he’s quite capable of standing up for himself.”


“How dare you say such a thing! How dare you!”


Christine had faced her brother like a small fury. He had looked at her in surprise, then in horror.


“But, Christine, you don’t mean to say you like ... I say! Christine...”


But she had gone, running into the house, up the stairs and into the sanctuary of her own bedroom. He heard her door slam. Christine could remember how she had stood with her back against that slammed door, her hands to her face. She was trembling with anger. How dare he! How dare Arthur say such things!


Then suddenly she had thrown herself face downwards on the bed, her face buried in the cool softness of her pillow. 


“Oh, Harry, Harry. I love you! I love you so much!”


The train was slowing down. It was drawing up at the station, a voice was shouting, “Green End, Green End.”


Christine collected her things. She had come home.
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The village seemed to have grown smaller. Had the road always been so narrow and the cottages so tiny? Once, Christine thought, it had seemed a long way from Four Willows to the crossroads. Now the taxi in which she was travelling did the distance in a few minutes. She hardly had time to look out of the windows and recognise familiar landmarks. There was T. Beck, the butcher – how they had hated the smell of his shop and the squeals that came from his yard when he killed a pig. The small shop with Queen Anne windows between the hideous red brick chapel and the War Memorial belonged to Edwin Sandy the baker. The sight of it reminded her of crisp brown loaves, of crumpets, tea cakes, and the curranted hot cross buns of Good Friday. A few doors off she caught a glimpse of a red letterbox – yes, there was the post office, which was also the general store, its windows, in which she remembered as a child gazing longingly at lollipops and acid drops, now criss-crossed with blast-proof strips of brown paper. Next it was the school with its railed-in playground from where the rude little boys of the village used to sing “All things bright and beautiful” at her as she grew older and they became conscious of her looks.
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