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            The Uninvited: An Introduction

            Luke Gibbons

         

         
            Did the key to the whole thing really lie in our hands?…

         

         IN THE SUMMER of 1944, Eamon de Valera visited the Savoy cinema, Dublin, to catch a screening of The Uninvited (directed by Lewis Allen), based on a novel by his close friend, Dorothy Macardle. The film, lauded in William Everson’s Classics of the Horror Film as ‘quite possibly the movies’ best ghost story,’ did not impress the Taoiseach: ‘Typical Dorothy,’ was his cryptic response. The Irish Times was more positive in its review: ‘I doubt if even Hitchcock could have made a better job of it.’

         Lewis Allen’s film was an adaptation of Dorothy Macardle’s first novel, Uneasy Freehold, published by Peter Davies in January, 1942, and bearing its more well-known title, The Uninvited, in the United States edition. The novel won critical acclaim and was an immediate commercial success, its inclusion in the Literary Guild of America’s books of 1942 greatly helping its sales. Following the success of the film, The Uninvited went into a Bantam mass market paperback edition and as late as the 1960s, was still in print in a Corgi Books ‘selection of fine reading’ that listed Catch 22, The Ginger Man, and Lolita among its other attractions. Then, for all practical purposes, the novel disappeared from view, a development that is somewhat surprising as subsequent decades witnessed the rise of the women’s movement, the outbreak of the Troubles in Northern Ireland and, not least in the literary domain, a re-evaluation of the gothic genre in fiction. Perhaps the reason for the novel’s neglect was Macardle’s own defiance of conventional categories: a feminist activist who was also a radical republican; a universalist civil liberties humanitarian who was also a nationalist; a defender of Irish neutrality during World War Two who moved to London to participate in the fight against the Nazis; a brilliant lecturer who held no teaching position; a journalist and historian who was a critic and novelist of distinction; a psychological rationalist who also put in a good word for ghosts and extrasensory experiences.

         Born in Dundalk in 1889 to the wealthy Macardle brewing family, Dorothy Macardle was educated at Alexandra College and University College, Dublin, where she graduated with a B.A. degree in 1912. Steeped in a love of literature from the outset, she moved to Stratford-on-Avon to pursue her Shakespearean interests, before returning to teach English at Alexandra College. This period in her life provided the milieu for several of her publications, including an edition of Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy (1919), Selections from Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1922), and the posthumous Shakespeare: Man and Boy (1961). As in the case of the 1916 leader Thomas MacDonagh, this love of things English did not prevent her, however, from gravitating towards Republicanism in the Anglo-Irish war, and taking the anti-Treaty side in the bitter Civil War. Dismissed from her teaching post at Alexandra College, she was imprisoned in Mountjoy and Kilmainham jails, and participated in a mass hungerstrike protesting against conditions in the prisons. On her release, she published ‘Kilmainham Tortures’, an exposé of the ill-treatment she received with other female prisoners, which was followed by her first exercise in investigative journalism, a chilling account of atrocities in Co. Kerry during the Civil War, Tragedies of Kerry (1924).

         Throughout this period, Macardle’s creative energies were devoted mainly to theatre, writing eleven plays, many of which are lost or survive only in manuscript form. Three of her plays were produced at the Abbey Theatre – Atonement (1918), Ann Kavanagh (1922–1932) and The Old Man (1925) – while one, Dark Waters, was produced at the Gate Theatre in 1932. This interest in drama led to her appointment as theatre (and sometimes film) critic for the new Irish Press, launched in tandem with Fianna Fáil’s accession to power in 1931/1932. Her work as a journalist also extended to social issues, not least the lip service paid to ideals of the family in Ireland while mothers and children, living in abject slums and in conditions of chronic unemployment, were reduced to poverty and criminality. In a series of powerful crusading articles in the Irish Press, ranging from ‘Some Irish Mothers and Their Children’ to ‘Children and the Law: A Test of Civilisation,’ Macardle insisted that pieties about family life mattered little when working class mothers and children were deprived of the basic material conditions of life. ‘Irishmen are said to be sentimental about their mothers and no wonder. No wonder at all in a man who grew up in a small, struggling home and who, looking back, must realise what a miracle of patience and courage was the mother who kept the Grace of God about her children in such a pitiless world.’ These issues surface again in her fiction, relating early damage to affective ties to subsequent emotional paralysis and the incapacity to love, but by no means limiting the nurturing of these ties to the family, as conventionally defined.

         In 1924, Macardle published Earth-Bound, a collection of short stories written mainly in prison, and which contained the classic ‘The Portrait of Roisin Dhu.’ This story, a feminist reversal of Oscar Wilde’s A Picture of Dorian Gray, features a painter, Hugo, who sets out to depict Ireland as the mythic ‘Dark Rosaleen,’ only to discover that the image on canvas drains life, vampire fashion, out of his real-life model, Nuala: ‘’Tis not good to be put in a picture: it takes from you.’ This can be seen as a dress rehearsal for one of the key themes of The Uninvited – that the idealisation of the female, particularly the symbolic figure of the ‘Mother,’ is often achieved at the expense of the actual experience of women in an unequal, patriarchal society. The Uninvited charts the tragic fate of two women, both artist’s models, whose deaths lead to the abandonment of an imposing house, Cliff End, on the North Devon coast: the ‘virtuous’ Mary Meredith, once married to the bohemian painter Llewellyn Meredith, and the artist’s Spanish mistress and model, the ‘wild’ Carmel. Cliff End is purchased fifteen years after their passing from Commodore Brooke, Mary Meredith’s still grieving father, by an aspiring Anglo-Irish playwright, Roderick (‘Roddy’) Fitzgerald, and his sister, Pamela, both hoping to start anew away from the pressures of life in London. The story (narrated by Roddy) revolves around the Fitzgerald’s attempts to make a success of their dream home, but the experience turns out to be closer to a nightmare. The Commodore is the over-protective guardian of a granddaughter in her late teens, Stella, who lived in Cliff End as a child but was orphaned when her mother fell to her death over the cliff behind the house. Roderick’s and Pamela’s dreams of a quiet life begin to unravel when local gossip, aided by their matter of fact but superstitious Irish housekeeper, Lizzie Flynn, hints at disturbances at Cliff End, and these take effect when the melancholic Stella begins to visit her former home.

         Though the story has its share of supernatural contrivances, what is most noticeable is the air of psychological realism, as if uncanny or spectral occurrences are themselves ways of dealing with gaps in the psyche, or profound psychological wounds. So far from psychology explaining away the extrasensory, Macardle notes in her Irish novel The Unforeseen (1946) – a follow-up to The Uninvited – that even a rationalist such as Sigmund Freud ‘after stiff resistance to the idea of telepathy, has accepted it.’ The extrasensory happenings at Cliff End in The Uninvited concern the violation of primordial attachments, the yearning of a daughter for her missing mother, but also with the obsessive desire of a mother, cut off in her prime, to be reunited with her own lost daughter. Drawing on Henri Bergson’s idea in Matter and Memory (1896) that perception of the world is not a function of the present but is also, in Bergson’s apt metaphor, ‘impregnated with memory-images which complete it as they interpret it,’ objects and places at Cliff End are imbued with residues from the past: ‘I suppose it’s fifteen years or more alone since that tragedy happened, but stories like that linger in a lonely place.’ Or as another character surmises: ‘Isn’t there a theory that violent emotion can impregnate matter, saturate floors and walls, and then, with a sensitive person in a receptive mood, it is reproduced?’ The young Stella Meredith is that ‘sensitive’ person, and as Roddy, Pamela and Lizzie are absorbed into her re-awakened world, they also succumb to the ghost. Questions of haunting, in this sense, have less to do with truth and illusion than with pain and loss, coming to terms with memories lodged in the physical – ‘hysterical’ – body, already incorporated into the material world. Stella’s earliest memories relate to feelings of warmth and light, and being suffused by love and the smell of mimosa, and it is this scent that first hints at disturbances in Cliff End, followed by sounds of weeping and a mysterious light under the door at night.

         It is striking that that ‘the sainted’ Mary Meredith, whose memory is cherished by the young Stella and Commodore Brooke, is also revered by her austere friend, Miss Holloway, who took Stella into her care at the ‘Centre of Healing through Harmony’ following the death of her mother. As in the case of Miss Holloway’s cold comfort, Mary’s virtue and piety leave a chill in their wake, not unlike the portrait of ‘Roisin Dhu’ in Macardle’s earlier story. Perfection in this case, rather than redeeming reality, shows up its faults and is used to moralise on its transgressions. In this, it is difficult not to see traces of maternal ideals of the Virgin Mary cultivated by the confessional Free State in Ireland in the interwar years, and given institutional expression in the ‘veneration’ of the mother, and the sanctity of the home, in de Valera’s 1937 constitution. Mary Meredith is indeed compared to the Madonna, and Stella’s room is described by Pamela as a ‘shrine’ to her: ‘Pale blue walls – her mother’s favourite colour; marguerite’s on the hangings – her mother’s favourite flower; Mary’s pictures – Florentine madonnas … even a statuette of her mother – a white plaster thing. It’s a culte. Oh, the piety, the austerity, the pure virginal charm! Any sensitive girl would come under the spell – and I doubt if a man is born who could break it.’ Nor would any man want to break it, a factor which leads Mary into a doomed relationship with the artist, Llewellyn Meredith: ‘Mary’s faith in her father would lead her to idealise men. Very probably she had romantic illusions about Meredith.’ The representation of the longing mother again proves her undoing: on being confronted with Llewellyn’s strange portrait, Stella’s mother rushes out in a storm to hurl herself over the cliff.

         Pamela and Roddy set themselves the task of lifting this spell, and it is perhaps this demythologising of sainted figures that lies behind de Valera’s remark, ‘Typical Dorothy,’ in his response to the film The Uninvited. Macardle’s own disillusionment is evident here as, for over a decade from the mid 1920s to the mid 1930s, she had worked on her monumental history, The Irish Republic, telling the story of the Republican contribution to the fight for Irish Independence, and the defeat of the Republican cause in the Civil War. The publication of the 1000-page book by Victor Gollancz’s Left Book Club in 1937 coincided, however, with the introduction of the new Irish Constitution, awarding special recognition to the Catholic church, and restricting women’s presence in the public sphere and the workplace through ‘protection’ (as de Valera called it) of her place in the home: when Stella attempts to break out of the confines of her home to visit Cliff End in The Uninvited, the Commodore asserts his control: ‘You’ll do no such thing.’ Though Macardle was reluctant at first to criticise de Valera – The Irish Republic was, after all, dedicated to him – she joined with other leading feminists and Republicans including Maud Gonne, Hannah Sheehy Skeffington and Dr Kathleen Lynn in opposing what were perceived as betrayals of the commitment to equal citizenship in the 1916 Proclamation. Writing to de Valera, she expressed her dismay: ‘As the Constitution stands, I do not see how anyone holding advanced views on the rights of women can support it, and that is a tragic dilemma for those who have been loyal and ardent workers in the national cause.’

         It was at this point that Macardle set her sights further afield, towards Europe and, in a deteriorating international situation, towards opposition to fascism. Having observed the League of Nations at close quarters in Geneva while covering its proceedings for the Irish Press, her growing internationalism led her to London at the outbreak of World War Two, where she applied herself particularly to working with the Czechoslovakian government in exile. In keeping with her life-long concern with the breakdown of familial attachments, Macardle focused on the plight of dispossessed children in Europe following the catastrophe of the war, publishing in 1949 an early landmark in Holocaust studies, Children of Europe; a Study of the Children of Liberated Countries: their War-time Experiences, their Reactions, and their Needs, with a Note on Germany. Working with psychoanalysts such as Anna Freud who stressed the importance of attachment and emotional bonding in childhood, this comparative exercise in applied psychology reiterates the themes of The Uninvited. For most damaged children, memory was repetition, reproducing the original hurt rather than offering an escape: ‘Many children who had been deported could hardly be persuaded to step on to a ’bus or a train.’ Macardle concludes that there may be no cure for profound loss, and that certain kinds of surface calm belied deeper scars underneath: ‘Adults who rejoiced to see children apparently ridding themselves of neurotic troubles learnt, nevertheless, to be cautious about relying on the completeness of the cure. It was too much to hope that children could sustain experiences and separations of the sort that these had undergone without deep-rooted injury: impossible to say how much of the psychic trauma remained latent when immediate symptoms had disappeared for a time.’ Even at that, the deepest scars had to do with the absence of affection: ‘Dr [Anna] Freud often finds a certain retardation in these children. In particular, they are all sometimes slow in learning to speak. Most serious loss of all, however, is the lack in their lives of individual cherishing love.’ In recent decades as the sustained abuses of incarceral regimes in Ireland have come to light, it is precisely the violation of affective ties, the bond between care-giver and child, that throws the longest shadow.

         It is clear from this why Macardle takes issue with placing motherhood on a pedestal, as in the norms implicit in the 1937 Constitution. Stella’s problem in The Uninvited is that the perfect mother is motivated by virtue rather than love, the chill call of duty and discipline: ‘I thought mother loved me a little bit just because she was good and did her duty, but it isn’t that: it is really loving [that is required], as if she – as if she delighted in me and wants my love, too.’ Return to home in this sense has more to do with the capacity for love in the present, notwithstanding dislocation and loss. This underlies Macardle’s ‘realist’ novel, The Seed was Kind (1944), which opens at the League of Nations as a young girl, Diony, joins her Irish grandmother and French grandfather to attend school in Geneva. Diony’s grandfather, Louis de Chauvigny, an eminent French thinker, is completing a book, After Guernica, warning about the imminent death of the League and the sleeping sickness overtaking France in its hour of danger. We are told that ‘neither his long residence in Geneva nor the internationalism of his creed had weakened his attachment to France,’ and it is this desire to reconcile national attachments with displacement and internationalism that presides over the novel – and, indeed, much of Macardle’s writing.

         Considered in this light, the ‘exile’ of the Fitzgeralds in England and their summoning up remembrances of things past in The Uninvited may be viewed as a commentary on Macardle’s own divided loyalties. Though the action is set in Devon and features quintessential aspects of English life, it can also be seen, in Elizabeth Bowen’s description of Sheridan Le Fanu’s gothic classic Uncle Silas [1864], as ‘an Irish story transposed to an English setting.’ As if with Macardle in mind, a letter to Pamela in The Uninvited from a cousin reminds her that ‘you might find Dublin your spiritual home,’ to which Roddy adds: ‘Well, that’s always a refuge if all this becomes too much for you.’ Irish allusions and references abound in the novel, and no more so than in the name of its protagonists. ‘Pamela Fitzgerald!’ Stella exclaims, when she learns the name of Roddy’s sister, on their first meeting with the Commodore. ‘The Commodore hasn’t heard of my famous ancestress,’ Pamela responds, before going on to explain:

         
            ‘She is said to have been a daughter of the Duc d’Orleans,’ she told him, ‘and an exquisite girl. She married Lord Edward Fitzgerald, who led the Irish rising of ‘ninety eight. She was not really an ancestress of mine, I am afraid, but I am charmed to have been named after her. I don’t know any story more full of heroism and romance.’

            ‘I am afraid, ‘the Commodore answered stiffly, ‘that I am not well acquainted with Irish rebel history.’

         

         The invocation of the memory of the dead might have ended there, but the subsequent gloss on the relation between haunting and home prefigures much of what is to follow later in the novel. Roddy seeks to change the subject, as Pamela continues:

         
            While I tried to divert our host with journalistic small talk, she was telling Stella how Pamela had actually been seen at Frascati, her old home near Dublin, in broad daylight, at a garden party a short time before.

            Stella was enthralled.

            ‘I am not really surprised,’ Pamela went on. ‘You see, she had been happy at Frascati. I am sure that, if spirits walk, it is in spaces that they have loved. That is why it seems foolish to be afraid of them.’

         

         Having no homes to go to, ghosts are led back inexorably to worlds they have lost. It is for this reason that the unrequited ghost remains hidden at Cliff End, and only returns to her one place of happiness through the ‘medium’ of the present day Pamela Fitzgerald. Pamela makes a habit of re-appearing and when she moves to Ireland in Macardle’s subsequent novel, The Unforeseen, she announces a housewarming party for her new home in Donnybrook: ‘Her husband, giving her a quizzical grin, said she would have no uninvited guests.’

         Writing of uprooted young Jews unable to live with loss, Macardle wrote in Children of Europe: ‘Disillusionment and nostalgia threw them back onto tragic memories. They were some in whom melancholy brooding had spread deep roots and the habit of sorrow was ineradicable.’ The Uninvited, however, raises the possibility that disillusionment itself may be liberating, if by that is meant dispelling romantic illusions and hopes of ‘spiritual’ salvation. The ‘disillusionment’ of Republicans following the shattering experience of the Civil War is often commented on, but Macardle may be suggesting that the best way of revisiting Frascati is to return to the present, free from the enchantment of Romantic Ireland or, indeed, of the island of saints and scholars. In a mood reminiscent of Beckett’s Murphy (1938), Roddy muses at one point in The Uninvited when Stella seems to be losing her mind: ‘This situation was atrocious; it could not go on. It had been bad enough already. The cult of the sainted mother, this fixation on dead virtue, dead standards, dead taste. What ordinary mortal could hope to interest Stella while she worshipped that pattern of perfection?’ This kind of ghost, like the idealised portrait, reduces the living person to a still life, frozen in time and space. By contrast, the paranormal in The Uninvited works to unsettle the normal, and the extrasensory to bring people back to their senses.

      

   


   
      
         

         
             

         

         
            Dear Garry,

            Here is your book. It was you who insisted on my writing it.

            I understand your pertinacity. The extraordinary events of that summer will never be credited – we shall even doubt our own memories, unless the facts are recorded without more delay.

            I know you understand my reluctance. The occurrences which you regard as of ‘evidential and scientific significance’ were inextricably bound up with matters of a personal character. Every effort that I made to separate them from this intimate story failed. I have been able to do as you wish only by forcing myself to forget that what I was writing would ever be read.

            I have not spared either you or myself – your legalistic scepticism or my own ill-considered acts and slow-witted refusals to face the truth.

            I wonder whether, when you have read this circumstantial narrative through, you will feel as acutely as I do that

             

            Our indiscretions sometimes serve us well,

When our deep plots do pall.

             

            What strange interweaving of destinies began with the reckless mood of that April morning when Pamela and I first saw Cliff End!

            Yours,

Roderick
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            Chapter I

            CLIFF END

         

         THE CAR SEEMED to share the buoyancy of the morning, humming along over the moorland roads and taking the twisting hills in top.

         I was glad we had taken down the hood. There was a heady exuberance in the air. The sky was a high, light haze; the trees and hedges were sprayed with young colour; birds were busy and lambs ran lolloping and bleating about the hills. Pamela pulled her hat off, otherwise the breeze would have sent it flying. It was her doing that we were on the road before nine in the morning and heading for the sea.

         That in itself was reckless, for we were two hundred miles from London already and I had to be at my desk by twelve the next day. Even on a paper as smoothly run as Tomorrow and with a chief as easy-going as Marriott, you cannot stretch a weekend farther than from four o’clock on Friday to Tuesday at noon. But I was not going back to town without saluting the Atlantic from those famous North Devon cliffs, and Pamela had insisted on seeing this house.

         She was a little delirious with enjoyment of the spring morning, and talkative. ‘It’s going to be warm. Roddy, look at that blackthorn; it’s dazzling! I feel lucky this morning – do you? Isn’t “Marathon” a gorgeous name?’

         ‘And that,’ I replied, ‘is your reason for wanting to see it! You ought to have discovered by this time how much innkeepers’ recommendations are worth! If it was any good it would be on the agents’ lists.’

         ‘Agents’ lists!’ Her tone washed them out. It was true they had not proved much use. ‘This must be the village. Turn to the right.’

         I turned off the tarmac on to a steep by-road; the Hillman topped the rise easily, and we came in sight at the same moment of the house and the sea. I drew up because ‘Marathon’ was written on the gateposts, but I did not stir from the wheel: the house was a drab barrack with its face to the northeast and a blind back to that superb view.

         Pamela’s first ‘Oh!’ was a cry of elation, her second a groan of disgust. She sat glowering. ‘“And Marathon looks on the sea”!’ she quoted wrathfully: ‘Exactly what it doesn’t do! The man who built a house like that in a place like this should be condemned to haunt it for all eternity.’

         I drove on to where the road dwindled and a track led across the down to the edge of the cliff. There lay the ocean – or is it still the Bristol Channel here? No matter. I strode over the turf; Pamela sprinted ahead of me and pulled up – she is temperamentally incapable of keeping away from edges; I followed and grabbed her elbow, digging my heels in, tensed against the blare of the wind.

         The bay seemed to laugh at us, delighting in our surprise. The water glittered and danced in the windy light; to right and left the coast swept in broken arcs, its rocks hewn into caves, arches and islets, the cliffs topped with yellow gorse; there were green headlands near, silvery and hazy headlands beyond, and Lundy lay far out, like a giant’s barge. Every hour of every day the scene would be changing, taking new colours and forms. I felt that I had been hungry since childhood for that view and would hunger for it for the rest of my life.

         Pamela said bitterly, ‘If only there had been no house in this place!’

         We turned away and walked back to the car, drove down to the main road, studied the map and set a course for the shortest route to London, the golden mood of the morning dead.

         We were sunk in silence, our thoughts pursuing the same path to the same dismal conclusion: our hopes had been preposterous; we were fools.

         At length I spoke: ‘We have just got to make up our minds that what we want doesn’t exist.’

         Pamela did not reply for a while, then in a subdued voice she said, ‘We could make something of the farm at Ghyll Bridge.’

         ‘My dear girl, you would spend your entire day filling lamps and bath-tubs, and I would be hewing wood and drawing water instead of getting on with the book! Where would be the sense in that? No,’ I persisted ruthlessly: ‘a mouldering old mill in Sleepy Hollow or a bright “Linga-Longa” or “Cotta-Bunga” slightly detached, we could have for our money, but a plain, honest house, with space, light, air, services, and privacy, England no longer offers to the likes of you and me.’

         ‘We could have Littlewood for three years.’

         ‘And paint and carpenter, plant and dig, every spare minute, for somebody else! I have told you: lease a place I will not.’

         Pamela fell silent and I was dismayed. She had caught her lower lip between her teeth – a sure sign, in childhood, that she was going to cry. To my relief, she laughed. She said, ‘We’ll have to advertise for a haunted house.’

         It was too bad. I had been thankful to see Pamela set her heart on anything and now this scheme, which had promised escape, solution, and fresh adventure to both of us, seemed doomed to fail.

         
             

         

         SIX YEARS of nursing our father had changed Pamela a great deal. When he died I had persuaded her to come and live with me in Bloomsbury, thinking she might find new interests and regain her spirits in my lively bachelor flat. The plan had appeared sound enough but it had not worked so well. Actually, most of the people who crowded around were not altogether congenial either to her or me. Then there was my affair with Lorette. It was obvious, apparently, to everyone but myself, that Lorette would prefer the spotlight with Johnny Mayhew to anything I could offer her, in the end. Pamela worried lest she would marry me and lest she would not and went all hypersensitive and self-effacing just when her school-girl form, her rampageous imagination and capacity for ridiculing sentiment, might have helped. She started a course in library work but realised that this would only lead her from one cloistered life to another and gave it up. Finally she told me that she wanted country life and was thinking of buying a cottage and growing raspberries, sharing with Gillian Long.

         I at once realised several things – that London had let us down; that the sooner I snapped out of Lorette’s orbit the better; that I would miss Pamela; that my book on the British censorship, designed to cause that animal’s death by exposure, was not progressing, and that I could now earn as much by freelance writing as on the staff of Tomorrow. I said, ‘Why not share one with me?’

         Her delight was flattering; enthusiasm seized us; the plan expanded. A complete break with town, a life with air, space, and growth in it was what we needed. We knew it, and the search began. This weekend was our fifth defeat.

         
             

         

         NOW THE SEA was out of sight; the road ran down between pines and up over moorland; the surface improved. At crossroads, a sign reading ‘Biddlecombe’ indicated one of those villages that run headlong to the sea in cleeves of the Devon hills. This one started with a good-looking inn; I would have liked to try its cider, but recollected that the day was too young.

         Pamela began to chatter. ‘How depressing it is to turn one’s back on the West! Why did the ancient races all drive one another westward? And the fairy isles are all in the western seas. And western people have more magic, haven’t they? And music – Oh, Roddy, what an alluring lane! Do just run up it! There must be a grand view from the top!’

         ‘It will be the same view,’ I grumbled. ‘However, if it will get the West out of your system!’

         To please her, I backed and turned up a gorse-lined smugglers’ path. It coiled up among rocks and larches; forked, sending a rutted farm-road off to the right, changed to a straggling drive among budding rhododendrons and came out on a small windy plateau high on the cliffs. The view was the same but there was more of it, for here a little headland ended and the sea lay out to the south as well as the west.

         Pamela was first out of the car; she rounded a clump of trees to the left but, instead of walking forward, stood, staring, her back to the view. I joined her and saw an empty house.

         Stone-built, plain-faced, two-storeyed, so beautifully proportioned that one would have halted to gaze at it anywhere, it stood confronting the bay. A wooded rise sheltered it on the east and on the north was the wind-break of trees.

         ‘Roddy,’ Pamela said. ‘It’s a house!’

         ‘So it seems.’

         I walked round it. It was a solid structure – Georgian, I thought, with large windows on either side of the door and three windows above. There was a flat-topped, pillared porch with a fanlight over it, and the ground-floor windows were set in shallow arches which repeated the fanlight’s curve. The house faced south. The shape was odd, for its sides were much longer than its frontage, the ground floor projecting at the back with a flat roof. The man who built the house had evidently intended to add rooms upstairs. There was a yard with out-houses, and a stable opened on to the drive. The place had been neglected for years; the storm-shutters which protected the ground-floor windows were denuded of paint and one of them hung askew, and a small greenhouse, built out on the west side, had lost most of its glass. The walls, however, looked sound. The garden beds, which had been made here and there where the out-cropping rock allowed, were matted with weeds and the leafage of pinks; rough lawns, sloping down on two sides to the cliff’s edge, merged with the heather, unkempt; there were clumps of short, fleshy daffodils in the grass, and a forsythia laid sparse yellow bells over a windowsill. I walked to the edge. Not a building was in sight except a lighthouse and a coast-guard station away on the left. I listened, and heard only the rumble of the sea, a gull’s cry, and the distant bleating of sheep. The cliff fell steeply to the sea; on the west side, the edge was not a hundred yards from the house; there was a little creek here, and at its inner point stood a dead, twisted tree. Standing there, I looked down and saw, beyond juts and shelving rocks, the amber gleam of a minute beach. I was seized by covetousness. One could run down by some zig-zag track in the rocks and swim. There were men who could own places like this …

         ‘Roddy, Roddy,’ Pamela was calling. ‘It’s for sale!’

         She was in the drive, near the stable. She had found a faded placard, half-hidden by shrubs.

         ‘It’s worth twice our money, derelict as it is: forget it!’ I said,

         ‘Commander Brooke, Wilmcote, The Avenue, Biddlecombe,’ Pamela read. ‘Roddy, come on!’

         
             

         

         WE NOW HAD good reason to call at The Golden Hind. I thirsted for cider, but it was early, and we were in England; its coffee was vile. The motherly body who served us showed the liveliest interest when we asked the way to Wilmcote and stood watching us from her door-step when we left. Pamela laughed, ‘She sees a prospective customer in you.’

         The wooded estate which included The Avenue could be seen on the slope of the hill to the north on the opposite side of the village from Cliff End. One could walk through the village and climb a steep path to the right, or drive along the main road and take a winding course round the hill.

         The village allured us; one could see down the steep, straggling street to the small wharf at the end where fishermen were busy with boats and nets; the whole place had a fine, sea-weedy smell; but we were torn with impatience and drove off.

         Very trim, very ship-shape, Wilmcote appeared, with its clipped hedge, edgings of box, looped muslin curtains, and knocker of polished brass.

         When I had rung the bell I suddenly felt embarrassed, realising that it was scarcely ten o’clock. The door was opened quickly but not, as one would have expected, by a neat maid. The girl who looked at us with dismayed dark eyes had her hair enveloped in a turban of pink towelling, and her cheeks were pink from the heat of a fire; the effect was charming and I smiled; this made her flush more deeply and she asked us quickly to come in. We murmured apologies for coming so early, and she accepted them with a grave mandarin nod.

         ‘I thought it was our daily maid; you must please excuse me,’ she said.

         She looked a child, but her manner would have been appropriate in a hostess of thirty.

         ‘Quite by chance,’ Pamela told her, ‘we have seen the house called “Cliff End.” We would like to look over it if we may have the key.’

         ‘My grandfather is out; I am sorry,’ the girl answered politely. And then her face came to life with a look of almost incredulous excitement.

         ‘Oh,’ she breathed, looking from me to Pamela and back again, ‘you are going over the house?’

         ‘If we may,’ Pamela replied.

         ‘I have no idea where the key is!’ She spoke despairingly then reflected and added, ‘But I will find it. Forgive me if it takes a little time. Won’t you wait in here?’

         She left us in a small, formal dining-room but came back very soon with a key. It was large and rusty.

         ‘I think this must be it. I expect you may have it. Or could you possibly wait?’

         She looked a little worried. I explained that we had a day’s driving before us and were anxious to lose no time. As though the decision were a serious one, she handed me the key.

         ‘Take it. I will explain.’

         She heaved a sigh of frustration. ‘I can’t possibly come with you because I have just washed my hair. What a misfortune!’

         ‘Don’t let us keep you in a draught!’ Pamela said anxiously. Again came that smile, a little surprised, and a glance, frank, yet shy, into Pamela’s eyes. I felt, when the door was closed behind us, that she sent longing thoughts after us and that it was rather a misfortune that she had just washed her hair. 

         
             

         

         THE KEY would not turn in the lock of the front door. Walking along the east side of the house, under the hillside that rose close to its windows, we found a small door and this, with much creaking and sticking, let us in. We passed through a scullery to a big flagged kitchen. It was dim, for the windows were overshadowed by the rising ground and were caked with dust. Every corner, the sink, the taps, and the piping were festooned and canopied with cobwebs cradling dust. But the room was wired for electricity, had a generous sink and boiler, and, Pamela thought, a tolerable range.

         ‘Not labour-saving,’ she pronounced, ‘spacious, however: room for Lizzie and her cat.’

         This was quite a point. Lizzie Flynn had cooked for us from the time when I was seventeen and Pamela eleven until we gave up the Wimbledon house. She had comforted Pamela when our mother died, trained her to take the mistress’s place, and stood between her and father’s tantrums. I had found them mingling their tears in the kitchen when some ambitious concoction had been sent untasted away. Lizzie had sworn, when we parted, that she would come back to Pamela at any time, to any part of the world, provided her ginger cat might come too. And Lizzie required space.

         ‘These would appeal to her!’ Pamela was looking into larders and pantries, a dairy, a wash-house, and two or three store-rooms which opened off a passage behind the kitchen, taking up the space under the flat roof.

         We cast hasty glances into these and the servant’s bedroom and hurried to the front of the house. A wide corridor led us straight to the front door. Standing with our backs to the door, we looked at the hall and stairs with delight. It was a fine entrance, broad, balanced, ample – remarkably so for such a small house. The stairs were shallow and had a mahogany banister which curved gracefully on the upstairs landing, doubling back along the corridor to the left.

         At the foot of the stairs, on our right, was a door with good, simple lines, and one exactly similar faced it across the width of the hall.

         ‘Elegant!’ Pamela exclaimed, opening the door on the right.

         This would be the dining-room. It was almost dark, the shutters only letting in thin blades of light, but one could see that it was a long room, high-ceilinged, with a beautiful marble mantelpiece. The south window would look over the bay, and the window in the east wall had been set forward to escape the shadow of the knoll. What a room to breakfast in!

         ‘Heavy silk curtains,’ Pamela was murmuring; ‘ivory paint; a Wedgwood frieze; an old refectory table; the Waterford glass.’

         I crossed the wide hall to the door opposite, opened it, and stood silent. I had seen no lovelier room. It was in a submarine dimness, but I could see the perfect shape of the room, the beauty of the cornices and of the mantelpiece; I could imagine it with its windows open, all the lucent charm of sea and moorland flowing in.

         Pamela, standing beside me, drew a deep breath. ‘The divine proportion, surely?’ she murmured.

         The room was a pool of peace; our footsteps, loud on the parquet, violated its ancient quiet. Here, nothing that would disturb or frustrate the mind’s creative impulse would intrude. I felt that I could beggar myself to live here, but I did not tell Pamela that.

         Mute with excitement, Pamela ran upstairs and I followed. She stood at the landing window looking over the radiant bay. I opened a door on my right. Here, over the drawing-room, were two rooms with a communicating door. Unexpectedly, the front room was the smaller; the other was almost square; from its windows I looked westward over that magnificent broken coast and the open sea. In the foreground the dead tree, all its boughs grown inward, made a black, fantastic figure against the blue sheen of the water. I said aloud, without turning: ‘I want this view.’

         ‘You may have it,’ Pamela called back, exultant. ‘I want this room!’

         I found her in the room opposite which, like the dining-room, had windows east and south. Sunlight and sea-light danced on ceiling and walls.

         ‘“Farewell, thou art too dear for my possessing!”’ she sighed.

         I looked into the room behind it, which opened near the head of the stairs, and called to her: ‘Don’t despair: here’s the snag!’

         The east window had been blocked up, and a very large window in the north wall looked over the flat roof to the yard. The brick fireplace was much too small; the built-in closets too narrow and deep. And the room struck cold. It was dim, graceless, wholly without charm.

         ‘Somebody’s studio,’ Pamela said. ‘I would hate to be a painter and live out of the sun. The spiders like it, don’t they? It would have to be the guest-room, just.’

         I jeered at her notion of hospitality.

         ‘It’s you and me and Lizzie who matter,’ she contended, ‘and you must have a study. Lizzie will have to sleep downstairs.’

         The bedroom accommodation ended here; other doors on the landing revealed a large bathroom, linen-presses, and a sort of lumber-room with a ladder to the attic, and that was all.

         ‘It is really a small house, isn’t it?’ Pamela said wistfully. Her face was taut, as if with hunger; she wanted it; so did I.

         ‘An architect’s plan,’ I said, summing up; ‘electricity; plumbing; in very fair condition; no tennis-lawn and no room for one; telephone would have to be brought from goodness knows where; too isolated for most tastes: there’s a bare possibility – an almost totally naked one – that it might be within our price.’

         She stood immobile for a moment as though she were listening.

         ‘I believe it is,’ she said; ‘I believe we are going to live here – Come and see!’

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter II

            THE COMMANDER

         

         THE COMMANDER was at home. The maid who took my card in returned at once and showed us into an office-like room at the back. He stood waiting for us, a man not far from seventy, with white hair and beard, his head erect and blue eyes alight. He had the air of a man going into battle. He said, ‘Good morning, Mr Fitzgerald,’ bowed to Pamela, motioned us into leather armchairs, and, sitting in his swivel desk-chair, waited for me to begin.

         He listened to my questions studiously and replied with precision. Yes: except for a brief period, the house had been untenanted for some time – for fifteen years, in fact. Yes, no doubt, the roof and out-buildings would need repair. It was a well-built house, however; the man who designed it had been an architect and had built it for himself.

         ‘Five generations of my family,’ Commander Brooke said, almost defiantly, ‘lived there in health and comfort. Considerable sums were spent on improvements about twenty-four years ago.’

         It was for sale, freehold; the rates were negligible; the property included the knoll on the east side and part of the larch-grove, also the sandy beach from which bathing was safe at low tide.

         ‘And the price?’

         ‘In its present condition, fourteen hundred.’

         I shook my head. I saw Pamela’s face change and the old man glance at her keenly from under his jutting brows. He seemed to be studying her.

         ‘Perhaps the Commander would consider an offer?’ she said.

         I offered a thousand, pointing out that repairs would certainly cost a good deal. He sat absorbed in thought and did not reply for a moment, then he looked up, saying, ‘I beg your pardon?’ I repeated my offer, and he said, impatiently, ‘Yes, yes, that would do …’

         His tone was so inconclusive that I wondered what there was that would not do – Pamela or myself, perhaps?

         ‘You would sell for a thousand?’ I asked, not certain that he had understood me. He sat motionless for a moment, his face stony, and then, like a man forcing himself to some ordeal, said, ‘Yes.’

         Pamela opened incredulous eyes and relaxed with an immense sigh. I had as much as I could do to keep a business-like rigidity and remember to say that I would like to examine the place thoroughly with an architect and have his report. Still abstracted in his manner, the Commander told me that there was a good man at Barnstaple, he believed, and, telephoning to a bank there, secured the address. His telephone was at my disposal, if I would like to make arrangements at once. ‘A report will commit us to nothing,’ he added, as though thinking aloud.

         I reflected that it would commit me to the architect’s fee, but agreed. The reluctance in the old man’s manner made me nervously anxious to secure the house before he should change his mind. One could not fail to see that the whole transaction was distasteful to him and that our enquiries affected him as an intrusion. I wondered whether he disliked the house or disliked letting it go.

         I telephoned. Good! Mr Richards could run over from Barnstaple; he could be at Cliff End at three o’clock. No, he was, sorry; he could not make it earlier than that. I asked Pamela how she would feel about driving most of the night; she said that she would enjoy it, and the appointment was made.

         As I hung up the receiver I caught the Commander’s eyes fixed on me searchingly. I felt diminished under that luminous blue gaze. His face, narrow and aquiline, stamped with experience and authority, had a look which, I imagined, it wore rarely – a look of doubt. Was there some defect in the house which he feared the architect might expose? No, the man had rectitude in every line of him; it was not that. Was he uneasy about the sort of people with whom he had to deal? I returned, his stare with a frank regard, perhaps a little amused, and, as though reassured, he turned to Pamela and said, with a courteous gesture, ‘May I invite you to drink a glass of sherry?’

         He rang, ordered the sherry, and, after a moment’s reflection, told the maid to ask Miss Meredith to come in. The girl goggled at us inquisitively as she left the room: evidently, morning callers were rare at Wilmcote.

         While we waited the Commander talked about motoring, which, he said, he had never learnt to enjoy, and about the vehicles of his early days. Pamela responded gaily, and I had time to look around the room. It was not interesting; there were filing cabinets and shelves full of old books; no fire; no flowers; no photographs except of ships; no new books; no papers except some nautical journals and The Times. There was only one work of art in the room, a large portrait in oils over the fireplace, and that was not very good.

         Yet, on second thoughts, that picture had quality; one would remember it. It was the portrait of a girl. The artist had scamped labour on the hands and hair and white muslin dress, but he had painted a living face.

         The girl was beautiful – fair-skinned, fair-haired, with large, ice-blue eyes. Her hair was piled high above a noble forehead; her mouth was set in sweet, stern lines; she held her hands like a nun’s, crossed on her breast. I could imagine her pictured so in a stained-glass window with a halo about her head.

         The Commander, catching the direction of my gaze, became silent. I hesitated to speak of the picture and there was an awkward pause. It was a relief when the girl of the turban came in, with decanter and glasses on a tray. The old man introduced us.

         ‘This is my granddaughter, Miss Meredith: Miss Pamela Fitzgerald; Mr Roderick Fitzgerald. They are considering purchasing Cliff End. The house,’ he explained to us, ‘actually belongs to her.’

         A flash of excitement lit the girl’s composed little face, but she bowed formally, setting down the tray. Her hand shook slightly as she gave us our glasses. She looked seriously at Pamela and then at me.

         ‘I hope you will be lucky in it,’ she said.

         What an odd, well-behaved child! No, not a child! Now, wearing a brown dress with cream collar and cuffs, her brown hair parted and held as smooth by combs as springy curls would allow, she looked quite seventeen. Her manner would still have served for thirty or more, but not all the time. Again she rested that frank, searching gaze on Pamela’s face, transferred it to mine, and smiled.

         ‘I believe you will!’ she exclaimed, and very slightly saluted with her glass before she drank.

         We told her how charmed we were by the house, the sunny rooms, and the view. She listened greedily.

         ‘It must be fabulous,’ she sighed.

         The Commander turned to her. ‘How’s the commissariat, Stella? Can we give ourselves the pleasure of inviting our new acquaintances to lunch?’

         ‘Yes! Yes!’ she responded eagerly. ‘That would give us great pleasure,’ she amended, under her guardian’s repressive glance. ‘If you will excuse a very simple meal.’

         We accepted, and Pamela was conducted to Stella’s room.

         The Commander offered me a cigarette. There was something about which he wanted to speak to me alone; that was evident. He began awkwardly.

         ‘Miss Fitzgerald looks a little delicate. The air here should do her good.’

         That, I conceded, was one of our reasons for leaving London.

         ‘Yes,’ he went on reflectively; ‘a delicate, hypersensitive type.’

         ‘Scarcely hypersensitive,’ I protested.

         ‘I beg your pardon.’ He was sincerely apologetic; the last man willingly to commit an impertinence, I felt sure.

         ‘The air at Cliff End,’ I suggested, ‘must be superb.’

         He was abstracted and did not reply directly. ‘Does wind affect her?’ he asked.

         ‘Not too much; we both rather enjoy a storm.’

         ‘It makes melancholy sounds,’ he murmured, ‘blowing over the moors.’

         ‘That won’t worry us.’

         ‘It is, of course, a lonely spot …’

         ‘A writer has to be able to be alone, and Pamela makes friends …’

         I broke off. What was the old man driving at? I thought I had better let him come out with it, and waited. He was tapping his blotter with an ivory paper-knife, as if giving some imperative signal. At last, he spoke abruptly:

         ‘A clear duty is imposed on me,’ he said.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘I told you that six years ago the house was occupied for some months. I must inform you that the people did not stay very long. They experienced disturbances there.’

         ‘Experienced!’ I smiled at his word; most men in his place would have said ‘fancied,’ or ‘imagined,’ if they had thought it necessary to mention the matter at all.

         ‘As long as the cause was not rats,’ I replied lightly.

         ‘It was not rats.’

         I waited. Was he going to tell me any more? Obviously not. His mouth set in a firm line; he was looking out at a cat on the garden wall.

         ‘I felt obliged to mention it,’ he said.

         So, I was to take it or leave it at that.

         ‘A story like that will be quite an attraction to my sister,’ I told him.

         ‘Indeed?’

         He turned to his desk and wrote down for me the address of the solicitor in London who had charge of all business concerning the house. I could see that he wanted to be rid of everything connected with it, and I admired, the more, the integrity which had forced him to warn me about ‘disturbances’ and the delicate consideration which had made him, rather than mention these before Pamela, reluctantly invite us to lunch. A complex personality – hard on himself. Was his hand heavy, I wondered, on the girl?

         Conversation with him was difficult in this mood, and I rose with too much alacrity when Stella returned, summoning us to lunch.

         We had a delicious meal: chicken with asparagus and potato croquettes was followed by a trifle on which the custard was still warm, with ratafia biscuits lavishly scattered on it. The Commander poured an excellent hock. At table he exerted himself to be affable and entertained us with stories of the ways and characters of Devonshire men; under his dry, sometimes caustic, humour, his strong regard for these men could be felt. Pamela, who was in tremendous spirits, questioned him with lively interest.

         ‘Is there a Celtic strain in North Devon?’ she asked. ‘You would expect it, wouldn’t you, here, between Cornwall and Wales?’

         ‘None!’ he replied rather sharply. ‘The Welsh are an entirely different race.’

         And an inferior one, his tone conveyed.

         Stella, who was seated at my right, looked at her plate and visibly turned her mind on some other track. Was she very reserved or very transparent? I could not guess. Her face, firmly moulded on delicate bones, with a wide smooth forehead and hollowed temples, had a reticent look; yet little shadows and contractions, continually in play, betrayed what lips and eyes might conceal. In our honour, she had replaced the comb in her hair with a velvet ribbon and hung round her neck a locket on a thin gold chain. Our visit was an exciting interlude and the sale of her house a climactic event. She would have asked a thousand questions had good manners allowed. Now, as though trying to grasp some elusive memory, she half-closed her eyes. She opened them suddenly, exclaiming, ‘Pamela Fitzgerald!’

         ‘Stella!’

         The tone expressed horror; the girl paled under the Commander’s freezing stare; tears brimmed her eyes and her throat worked; she was unable to speak. Pamela smiled.

         ‘The Commander hasn’t heard of my famous ancestress,’ she said, and turned her attention on him.

         ‘She is said to have been a daughter of the Duc d’Orléans,’ she told him, ‘and an exquisite girl. She married Lord Edward Fitzgerald, who led the Irish rising of ’ninety-eight. She was not really an ancestress of mine, I am afraid, but I am charmed to have been named after her. I don’t know any story more full of heroism and romance.’

         ‘I am afraid,’ the Commander answered stiffly, ‘that I am not well acquainted with Irish rebel history.’

         Pamela, once she gets her Irish up, is not easily crushed. While I tried to divert our host with journalistic small talk she was telling Stella how Pamela had actually been seen at Frascati, her old home near Dublin, in broad daylight, at a garden-party, a short time before.

         Stella was enthralled.

         ‘I am not really surprised,’ Pamela went on. ‘You see, she had been happy at Frascati. I am sure that, if spirits walk, it is in places that they have loved. That is why it seems foolish to be afraid of them.’

         She had said it lightly but the effect was startling. Stella stopped eating and turned to her a face irradiated with wonder and something like relief.

         ‘You truly think that?’ she breathed, ‘You do really believe …’

         Her grandfather cut in with a glance of such displeasure at Pamela that I grew hot with indignation. ‘You cannot possibly,’ he said, his voice edged with contempt, ‘you cannot possibly hold those views! With what flippancy, with what reckless levity, people speak of these things!’

         Pamela gazed at him; was she going to be sarcastic? She can. No; she spoke slowly and thoughtfully: ‘You are perfectly right: they do.’

         There was a pause. Really, I felt, Pamela had not been fortunate in her choice of topics; Welshmen, ghosts, and rebels did not appear to be among the old man’s favourite themes. Stella was nervously crumpling her handkerchief; a strong, flowery perfume came from it; the Commander noticed it and frowned with his nostrils pinched. Dismayed, Stella hurriedly put it away. She spoke gently: ‘I am sorry, grandfather; I forgot how much you dislike my scent.’

         ‘I supposed that you had forgotten,’ he replied.

         She stood up and with a little bow to Pamela said, ‘Excuse me,’ and left the room.

         Nobody came to the rescue, and the silence continued until Stella returned. We tried to engage her in talk about the neighbourhood and its entertainments, asking whether there were dances sometimes or amateur acting; where could one hear music? There was a tennis club, she told us, and a cinema – ‘rather a comical one’ – no music; no plays.

         ‘My granddaughter,’ the Commander informed us, ‘has recently returned from a school in Brussels. It is an exceptional school; the pupils attend concerts and visit galleries. I hardly think that the local choral society would interest her, after that.’

         The girl took up her cue and talked appropriately about the amenities of life in Brussels. Coffee was served at the table and then it was time for us to return to Cliff End. Stella had such a look of eagerness held in leash while we prepared to leave that I contrived to ask her privately whether she could not come. She smiled sadly and shook her head.

         ‘You ask,’ she whispered.

         I signalled to Pamela, but she had already had the same notion and was saying, lightly, to the old man, ‘Would you come with us? Both of you, perhaps?’

         ‘Thank you,’ he replied, ‘but I dislike motoring, and the walk takes an hour.’

         ‘The proprietress, then?’

         Surely he could feel the child’s eyes, eloquent with pleading, though he did not glance her way?

         ‘I am sorry: I cannot spare Stella this afternoon.’

         He produced a great bunch of old-fashioned keys. He and his granddaughter would be occupied, we gathered, when we called to return them. They bade us a polite goodbye.

         Stella had shown no sign of disappointment, but her face was set in resigned, sad lines; it was the expression of the face in the painting, and I resented it; for a long time, in spite of the excitements of our enterprise, I could not get it out of my mind.

         In the car Pamela dangled the bunch of keys joyously and read out the labels – ‘stable,’ ‘studio,’ ‘potting-shed,’ and so on. ‘They make me feel like a land-owner,’ she said.

         ‘We have been a bit precipitate,’ I warned her: ‘didn’t stamp on the floors or examine cupboards or look at the woodwork; it’s probably full of dry rot.’

         ‘Dry rot!’ she exclaimed, as though it were a term of abuse. ‘That’s what’s the matter with the old man!’

         ‘You did put your foot in it up to the elbow,’ I said. ‘Curmudgeon!’

         ‘Queer. Does he want us to buy the house or doesn’t he?’

         ‘He has to sell it and hates being made to.’

         ‘Probably.’

         ‘Do him good!’

         ‘You were a monkey, turning his own table on him like that!’

         ‘Well, I should think nobody has stood up to him for five generations. And I couldn’t stand it – snubbing that enchanting child!’

         ‘Child!’ I mocked. ‘What’s the difference between you? Five years?’

         ‘Just about. She is eighteen.’

         ‘She doesn’t look it.’

         ‘She is not permitted to grow up.’

         ‘Did she say so?’

         ‘Heavens, no! She hasn’t realised it yet. Something will happen when she does.’

         ‘She seems all thrilled about the house.’

         ‘Yes. She left it before she was three and has never been in it since.’

         ‘That’s odd – I wonder why.’

         ‘Her mother died there.’

         ‘That’s not a reason.’

         ‘I know … She was the girl in the picture and as good as she was beautiful, it appears. Stella’s father painted it – Llewellyn Meredith. Do you know his name?’

         ‘I do not. Ha, a Welshman!’

         ‘An entirely different race,’ Pamela mimicked wickedly.

         ‘Now don’t get up one of your prejudices!’ I begged.

         We were in the drive.

         ‘Roddy, think of those rhododendrons in blossom!’

         ‘You couldn’t make much of a garden here, you know; there’s hardly any soil.’

         ‘I’ll guarantee to make one of some sort.’

         ‘Curious, the way the house hides itself.’

         I pulled up outside the stable and we walked round the trees. The house was splendid, standing there in its austerity and steadfastness among the wildness and freedom of moors and sea.

         ‘Are you sure you will be satisfied,’ I asked Pamela, ‘living up here on the edge of the world?’

         ‘Satisfied?’ She laughed, inarticulate with love at first sight.

         ‘Come practical, now!’ I adjured her as we went in.

         ‘Cupboards!’ she responded, making for the alcove under the stairs. ‘Cheers, Roddy! Big enough to telephone in!’

         Behind the alcove, I found a small cloakroom. The maid’s room was opposite, and I looked into that again. Shrubs darkened the window; I would have to cut them down, then it would have the westward view. Beside it was the old bathroom with a hideous rusty bath on iron feet.

         ‘Glory, have we missed a room!’

         Pamela was at a door between the drawing-room and the bathroom, trying keys in the lock. She opened it with one which had no label. We looked straight through a bay filled with sunshine to the twisted tree.

         It was a charming, odd little room. The bay had been built out of it, and, standing there, Pamela was in a flood of light. On the right was an alcove large enough to take a couch, and opposite it was a fireplace with yellow tiles. The sun-bleached wallpaper showed a faint pattern of small yellow garlands still.

         ‘It’s a gift!’ Pamela said, enchanted. ‘What do you suppose it was used for?’

         ‘Smoking-room; sewing-room; still-room; powder-closet,’ I suggested, but Pamela was not listening; she was examining the door to the garden, of which the upper half was of glass. She pulled, and the glazed panels opened inwards, leaving a half-door locked.

         ‘It’s bolted outside!’ she exclaimed. ‘The steps are covered with a board. It’s a gangway! Oh, it’s a gangway for a pram! It’s the nursery – Stella’s room!’

         I felt sure she was right. Outside, too, there was a screen of strong wire trellis which had probably been kept locked, but the hasp of the latch had rusted and fallen out, and a growth of weeds held the screen open wide. Yes, this was Stella’s room.

         ‘It’s the prettiest room in the house! How she will enjoy spending a night here!’ Pamela said.

         ‘Hi, there! You’re exceeding the speed limit!’

         The bolt was stuck. I swung over the half-door and went across the lawn and stood again by the tree, looking down at the bright crescent of sand. To own that would be to own the ocean. My skin prickled with a longing to plunge in here and now. I would be happy in the sea if I were to be hanged in an hour. I laughed, suddenly visualising Lorette in this setting. She would be bored to frenzy in a week. Even the memory of her would be blown away by these breezes. Well, that was what I wanted!

         ‘Roddy,’ Pamela was saying, ‘think of it! To own soil and rocks and trees and a beach!’

         ‘I am thinking of it. Come and see about the garage,’ I replied.

         The stable would make a garage for two cars. There were endless possibilities in the small rooms, some with windows, others without, opening on the yard. Stone and labour had been cheap when Cliff End was built and planned for an increasing family. Of that family, Stella was the last, I supposed.

         We returned to the nursery.

         ‘We can’t make this journey again,’ I told Pamela. ‘Better take measurements in case … Have you the notebook?’

         ‘This room must be all yellow,’ she said. ‘Painted furniture; daffodils in a jug; perhaps a green mat by the bed …’

         I was working with my beautiful steel measuring tape which coils up or stands on end like the Indian’s trick rope. Conversation was erratic.

         ‘Alcove, six foot six. Are you taking it down?’

         ‘I am. Liberty’s have curtain stuff, woven, yellow and green …’

         ‘Window, six ten … Come into the drawing-room; that’s more important.’

         The drawing-room floor was too large for my carpet, I could see at a glance, and the parquet needed none.

         ‘Windows,’ I dictated, ‘nine foot four and a half – the old velvet curtains might do. That architect’s late … Llewellyn Meredith – I believe I have heard his name. Max will know about him if he was any good.’

         ‘An R.A.,’ Pamela answered. ‘Flat pelmets, arched, don’t you think? Stella has the misfortune to have her father’s colourings and that’s an abiding grief to the old man. He thinks she inherits an irresponsible strain …’

         ‘Where on earth,’ I exclaimed, ‘did you dig out all this?’

         ‘Psychological deduction! … Stair-carpets will cost a lot.’

         ‘Then we won’t carpet the stairs.’

         ‘Scrubbing’s a bother.’

         ‘We won’t have linoleum!’

         ‘Ugh, no! On those stairs!’

         ‘Anything we buy,’ I pronounced, ‘must be what we mean to live with. We can’t afford makeshifts.’

         ‘I agree!’ Pamela said.

         ‘Of course, we haven’t bought it yet!’

         ‘Of course not!’ She was smiling … ‘He thinks that stern discipline will keep her in the strait and narrow path. But he’s fond of her and good to her in his way.’

         ‘Twenty-two steps.’

         ‘Only sometimes her father breaks out in her and then he pounces like a hawk – I wish I knew where she found that mimosa scent! He doesn’t know it, but he is stunting her, spoiling her spontaneity.’

         ‘Blast that architect! We’ve two hundred miles to drive.’

         ‘Blast him! … He’s breaking her nerve. He’ll create a complex if he doesn’t look out.’

         ‘Lord, woman!’ I straightened up and stared at Pamela. I hadn’t heard her rattle away in this fashion for years.

         ‘How did she find time,’ I asked, ‘to tell you all this?’

         ‘Tell me!’ she chuckled. ‘That reserved young person? Roddy, have sense!’

         ‘Oh, you’re just spinning a yarn?’

         ‘I’ll have a bet with you it’s true!’

         ‘You’re a public menace!’

         There was wine in the air of Cliff End; I blessed it; Pamela was herself again.
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