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1
            CHAPTER ONE

            The Day Before Christmas

         

         Rachel surveyed the room. She put a foot out to smooth the corner of a rug. Her movement was as quick as a girl’s; only the cut of the black, heelless shoe with its buttoned strap showed her age. She looked discontentedly at the shoe. She felt hemmed in by the small tables, and yet there were the boxes of crystallised fruits, the silver ash-trays, the magnifying glass—where would these be if the tables were taken away? No, the tables must remain. On the whole, she thought, she had planned the arrangement very well.

         Rachel’s eyes, darkly bright, saw that her niece, Bess, was watching with the limply resigned expression of one who expects to be reminded of duties left undone, of preparations neglected. Rachel smiled and nodded: an aloof acknowledgment that for the present she had no fault to find. The precarious balance of their relationship must be maintained. Bess must always remember that although she was treated as an adopted daughter she was merely a niece by marriage. A relationship so remote, thought Rachel, that it is practically non-existent: a courtesy, nothing more.

         Bess too looked at the room, seeing it not as a collection of treasured objects placed to the greatest advantage, but as a refuge from the icy air and the frothing sea. The room waited for those who were to come. Bess’s fingers curled towards her palm with the tension of knowing 2that the visitors would soon arrive. She was momentarily dismayed by the prospect of newcomers, although they were her family; at least, they were Rachel’s family, which, Bess supposed, was the same thing. To dispel the strained expectancy, Bess told herself how pleased she would be to see her cousin, Kate, who should be the first arrival. I shall be glad, thought Bess, when Kate is here. If only there were no beginnings. If one could be hurled into the centre of a happening without the preliminary glances at the clock or the greeting rasped from a dry and unprepared throat.

         Bess listened. The frantic wind that whitened the waves, occasionally uprooting trees, sometimes overturning cars on the high, unprotected coast road, pushed heavily and noisily against the house. Another sound could be faintly heard. Footsteps on stone. Bess jumped up and opened the front door with the cautious, almost furtive, gesture of one who has had long experience of gales.

         Kate, standing in the comparative shelter of the walled entrance, wondered why Bess peered out as if she waited for the hand on her shoulder, for the words of accusation.

         Realising that this stranger was, after all, not a stranger, but Kate, Bess took her cousin’s arm, drawing her into the room. There was neither passage nor hallway, so immediately one was in the middle of the household.

         “Aunt Rachel! Aunt Rachel!” Bess called over her shoulder. “Here she is.”

         Rachel came forward from the recess by the fireplace. “Kate! How happy I am now you are here! Soon the family will be all together again. Closed in against the snow.”3

         Kate put down her suitcase and kissed her aunt affectionately before replying. “Will there be snow?” She sniffed the air, noticing that even inside the house one could smell the sea.

         “Of course it will snow, because it is Christmas. That is one good thing about not going out very often. The weather is as I want it.”

         “You go out a great deal,” Bess spoke a trifle sharply.

         Kate looked at her cousin, thinking that Bess appeared pinched and much older. Nobody would imagine, thought Kate, that we are almost the same age. Although perhaps we have both become indefinable. Now we are merely women over thirty, and that is all; perhaps a few years more or less hardly matter.

         “I go out enough for me at my age,” Rachel was saying. “But it’s dull for you, no doubt, having to stay here to look after your old aunt.” Rachel, short, plump and determined, faced Bess, a tall, uncertain figure with a slight stoop; a perpetual bending forward to disguise her height, which, as Rachel had often remarked, was somewhat unbecoming in a woman. “Dear girl.” Rachel pecked the air as she spoke. “But, then, where else could you go?”

         “Please, Aunt Rachel, don’t begin all that over again.”

         Why, wondered Kate, when I am cold and hungry, must they choose this moment to disagree?

         “Shall I make the tea?” asked Bess.

         “Yes, dear. The tray is ready.” Rachel’s voice signified that the discussion was merely put aside for a more suitable moment. As soon as Bess had gone out of the room, Rachel 4turned towards Kate. “Come over here, Kate, nearer me. Then you can feel the fire, and we can talk better. Put your hat and coat down anywhere, and don’t bother about your bag. There’s time enough for that later.” Rachel pulled her chair towards Kate to say conspiratorially, “Marion will soon be here. I could easily imagine you and Bess as my children, but I don’t feel like Marion’s Mother. She seems so old, and she has such a dull life. I shall enjoy having you all here, though. Christmas wouldn’t be Christmas without the family.”

         “Don’t you feel lonely here in the winter, just the two of you?” How abominably draughty this house is, thought Kate, in spite of the thick curtains and the screens and the well-fitting windows. She was chilled not only by the wind, but by the slight sense of desolation which a change of surroundings brings.

         “It’s not very lively.” Rachel remembered the afternoons darkening into evenings, and how she and Bess would sit for hours when all the words had been said and silence took over the house. “Sometimes I still miss London, but I daresay it would not suit me now. Of course I wasn’t so grand then, but I was pretty, and that meant something—more than it does today. Money meant more, too, and no one took it from you, as they do now. You could buy things that were worth having. Ball-dresses and carriages; yes, and husbands for those who couldn’t get them any other way. We were much happier then. People are so bad-tempered nowadays.”

         Kate smiled meaninglessly.

         “What’s the matter with you? Don’t you agree with me?” 5

         “Not entirely. You may have been happier then, but the majority of people were probably more miserable——”

         “And what do I care about other people? I was happier.” Rachel’s chuckle softened her words. She wished Bess would hurry up with the tea. Kate was hardly a satisfactory listener, although, Rachel comforted herself, Kate will be better in an hour or two, when she has settled down. “There’s no one I can talk to nowadays,” Rachel continued. “Except when Adrian comes. I shall have so much to tell him.”

         “Perhaps he will be here by next Christmas.” Kate’s reply was a soothing sentence that did not expect belief.

         “He is coming for this one first. He should be here tomorrow. I am an old woman, and cannot count on many more Decembers.” Rachel looked serene and everlasting.

         “Won’t it make things difficult?” Kate asked in some bewilderment, startled by Rachel’s words. “You know what happened. At least, no one does for certain. But we all think that Adrian knew what he was doing.”

         “Of course he did. He wanted more than all of you put together. Even if he did take what he wanted, why shouldn’t he?”

         Bess came into the room. Quietly she dispossessed herself of the large tea-tray, which she placed on a table by Rachel’s side, saying: “What have I ever taken?”

         “You’d have taken soon enough if you had to. Couldn’t have stopped yourself. No blood in you.” As Rachel spoke, her short, white fingers, ring-covered, moved gently, picking up the tea-pot, whipping a silver strainer off a cup, 6handing sugar. “Never mind, Bess. We are here, just the two of us, for most of the year. I must talk sometimes, and you must listen.”

         “Adrian will come back”—Bess was both irritated and amused—“like a wrongly banished child. Why, he’ll even make you forget that he had to be sent away.”

         “Not sent away. We thought it best that he should see other countries. But he was always so gay. He had too much life, that is all.”

         As they sat drinking tea, the air became warmer, the wind lessened, and the plush curtains that backed the front door were still. The warmth and the quiet room made Rachel’s eyelids pleasantly heavy. She dozed even before she had finished her tea, but her face had an expression of watchfulness, as if even in sleep she was troubled by her ears’ inattention.

         Kate spoke softly. “I hope Rachel is not being too difficult? On high days and holidays she is a pet, but all the time is a different matter.”

         “In spite of that, we are fond of each other. There is no one else.”

         “You should have left her. You could have earned your own living. At least you could have kept yourself alive until you could do better than that. Perhaps you ought to have married.”

         “I wanted to. The men I met were either married already or would never marry. I am not a woman who makes a man change his mind. I myself cannot think of a single reason why anyone should want to marry me.” 7

         “You have one essential quality: you are a good housekeeper. Most men cannot order meals, arrange for the laundry to be collected, see that the silver is shining, and that the pewter is not shining.”

         “I can do that here. I should be nervous in someone else’s house.”

         “If you married it would be your house, too.”

         “No, it would always belong to someone else.”

         “What kind of man would you like to marry? I know so little about you.”

         Beatrice agitatedly pushed hairpins farther into her hair as she said apologetically: “I like them all. I have always liked men.”

         Rachel opened her eyes, saying, as she picked up the over-ornamented tea-pot:

         “You have liked the wrong ones, Bess—either married or ill. Just because a real man, a wonderful creature, looked at you, spoke to you, off you would run, spending money and time taking fruit to the hospital. Or you’d sit waiting for some wife to turn up, to shout about you, to cry, to demand her husband back—when you had not even got him!”

         “Aunt Rachel would not mind the hospitals,” Bess said, “or even the wives, if only I had trapped a man. If I had fastened one by a chain and brought him home. My fault is that no man comes near enough.”

         Rachel nodded. “That may be so. But you, Kate”—Rachel’s eyes brightened—“you haven’t done much better for yourself. Not that one would feel sorry for you.” 8

         “Tell me more about Adrian,” Kate said quickly. “I thought that he would never come back to England.”

         “Why not? He is my son, after all, and what happened, or what everybody pretended had happened, is nothing to do with me. I don’t believe it either. Besides, it was all so long ago.”

         “What does Adrian feel about meeting us?” Kate asked.

         “He has seen hundreds of people since then and travelled thousands of miles. I should not think he’s given it another thought. He has a good position, too. Earns a high salary. So you can leave all your doors unlocked this time, and rings and watches all over the place, and nobody will touch them.”

         Bess sighed: “Aunt Rachel, you are forgetting on purpose. You know very well that Adrian did not behave in such a straightforward way. We would willingly have given him what we could afford. But to take money for shares in a company and to swindle us as he did, that is another matter. Katherine and I, we don’t mind. You can ask anybody you like to spend Christmas here, to stay for a week—or for ever. But there is Marion. She won’t want to be faced with her dear brother Adrian.”

         Rachel smiled: “He was a good boy, always kind to me. Used to bring me presents. So loving, too. As for Marion and that white-faced husband of hers, they can just practise Christian forbearance, otherwise they must go away.”

         The house will not be itself, thought Bess. People bring their own lives. Rachel has only brought old age; but this house has had not only my youth, but each succeeding year. People discard their lives as carelessly as Kate has 9thrown her coat over that chair. And in the same way as I shall move that coat, so, when everyone has gone, I shall spend hours, perhaps days, before I can efface the invisible traces of those who are strangers because they do not live here.

         
             

         

         Later in the evening, when Kate had unpacked, when dinner was over, they sat, the three women, around the fire. The silence was that of contentment after food; of gratitude for the room that protected them from the winter air, protected them from the sad, insistent sea.

         Footsteps, however familiar and expected, are invariably menacing: especially on a winter’s night when one is almost convinced that nothing exists in the coldness outside the house.

         Bess ran to open the door to prevent the strident peal of the bell, which would, she felt, have splintered the quiet air.

         Rachel’s daughter flung herself into the room, followed more soberly by her husband.

         “Marion, dear—and Thomas, too!” Rachel sounded surprised.

         Marion kissed her Mother. “I would hardly come here for Christmas and leave Thomas behind.”

         “No, dear, of course not. Now let us sit near the fire and be really comfortable. And you shall tell me all your news.”

         Marion’s square face creased with annoyance: “How like you, Mother, to expect us to sit down without unpacking. Before we have washed. Almost before we are here.”

         Thomas, tall and uncertain, came forward to kiss his 10mother-in-law, and laughed as if to say that he would deal with the bags, do what was needed, that no one must be disturbed.

         As soon as Marion and her husband had gone upstairs to their bedroom, Rachel winked roguishly. She appeared, as she well knew, younger than her daughter:

         “Just the same,” Rachel said, “always tidy and reliable. Always washing her hands.”

         Kate nodded. She had not yet become sufficiently part of the household to take an interest in Marion.

         Bess wondered abstractedly whether she had remembered to shut the window in Marion’s room. Although Thomas was with her, it still remained Marion’s room.

         When, after half an hour, Marion came down the stairs, she looked brushed and shining, ready to make a speech or to decide dangerous issues. As if discounting her previous greeting, she came over to Kate, took her hand, saying: “How are you, my dear? Lovely to be back again. Quite a party. Bess all dressed up, too!”

         Bess’s body seemed to shrink away from the flimsy material, as if trying to deny the flesh, so that the frock hung limply from her thin shoulders.

         “Silks and pretty colours don’t matter to me. Tommy doesn’t mind what I wear. I like to be comfortable.” As Marion spoke she pushed her solid body into a squat fireside chair.

         Thomas stood by the foot of the staircase, one hand on the banisters, waiting for Marion to place him, or to send him on an errand. 11

         “Come on, my boy. Draw up. We’re just in time for coffee; aren’t we, Mother?”

         “How nice you are looking, Bess!” Thomas said as he jumped up to carry the coffee-tray which she had fetched from the kitchen. Seeing her flushed smile, Thomas touched her hand lightly to reassure her.

         Rachel smiled slyly. “Be careful, Thomas. You’ll break her heart. A soft heart it is, too. Why, Bess has often told me that you were the only man that she would have married. If Marion had not got there first.”

         “Aunt Rachel, please don’t say such ridiculous things. Thomas will believe you.”

         “I thought you’d be here before now,” Kate interrupted, hoping that Bess’s angry refutation would go no farther.

         “My fault,” Marion said proudly. “I was kept at the office.”

         “What a busy wife you have!” Rachel mocked. “Quite a power in the firm. More like a man.”

         “More than most men are.” Marion’s tone was one of almost maternal fondness.

         “The women of our family always speak their minds,” Rachel said provokingly. “And we are none the worse for it.”

         “Oh, certainly not. Let the galled jade wince, our withers are unwrung.”

         “What an extraordinary thing to say, Thomas! I always said that you are the interesting one. You are the most deep. You could carry on a conversation with anybody that you could, and no one would be any the wiser.”

         Marion’s laugh bellowed out: “There you go, Mother. Up and at ’em!” 12

         Rachel was pleased with her success. “I speak my mind. Always have. Too late to alter that.”

         Bess ambled away to wash up the coffee-cups, refusing Thomas’s offer of assistance. The four of them began to play a desultory game of whist. Rachel played with enthusiasm and such physical vigour that she bent the corners of the cards; yet again and again she lost. When she had to pay a few coppers to her opponents she could not have felt more unhappy if it were a sovereign that she pushed across the green baize. Rachel glared at Kate, who was her partner: it was all Kate’s fault. Why couldn’t she keep her mind on the game?

         “I’ll go to bed now,” Rachel said peevishly. “You young ones stay and chatter. But don’t overtire yourselves. Remember, breakfast at nine sharp.”

         Bess trailed after Rachel, carrying a spectacle case, a black lace shawl and a box of peppermint creams.

         “Your Mother is as lively as ever,” Thomas said gloomily.

         “Thank God for it. Not like your Mother used to be, whining and complaining about the muddle her life was in. Life,” said Marion loudly, “is what you make it.”

         “There are people like you and your Mother who do make their own lives. On they swarm, clearing a path, pushing and pulling.” Thomas spoke excitedly. “You are all like that. Except Bess, perhaps—poor fool. And Kate, who just waits to see what will come next.”

         “Tommy dear, what a speech! Katie will think we are always quarrelling. You know that you prefer to have decisions made for you. You do not want to be bothered by little everyday affairs.” 13

         “Yes, of course. I enjoy coming to stay with your Mother, so that she and all the rest of your family have a chance of saying that you are the man of our household!”

         “I can’t understand you tonight. You are never like this at home. We are happy together in the evenings.”

         “That is because we are tired. To acknowledge unhappiness is to be rebellious. Tired people are not rebels.”

         “That is right,” said Kate, hoping to stem the rising tide of anger, “for I remember once in Italy——”

         Bess, who had quietly re-entered the room, interrupted: “Italy. That’s where Adrian is coming from. I have had the fire on in his room for two days. He will feel the cold.”

         Marion’s voice screamed out: “Adrian coming here? And all you can say is that he will be cold! That’s your doing, Bess. You always were his favourite. He had no time for me, his sister. I was too sharp for him. You’d rather have him, I see that, to take you out on money he has stolen, to kiss your cheek, to hold your hand, than no man at all. It’s disgusting!” Anger seemed not only to whiten, but also to flatten, her features.

         From the babble of talk, of Bess’s counter-accusations, Thomas’s voice rose clearly: “Marion, you must be out of your mind. You do too much and tire yourself out so that you don’t know what you are saying.”

         Bess turned her back on the others; her voice was harsh. “I had forgotten how cruel Marion is.” Why, Bess wondered, did she attract cruelty?

         Conscious of Thomas’s fingers gripping her arm, and of his troubled face, Marion spoke with surprising calmness, 14pleased to show how quickly she could control herself. “Very well, Tommy; but it is unfair of you to turn against me when I speak the truth.” Realising that some restitution must be made, Marion added, “You are never like this at home.”

         “There is no need to enlist your husband’s support. You are sufficiently strong as it is.”

         Marion suddenly decided that she had caused enough confusion, and became competent and reliable once more: “Sorry, dear. Let us forget all this. Do remember that it is Christmas Eve.” Having succeeded in presenting Bess as the attacker and herself as the peacemaker, Marion smiled forgivingly.

         With arms linked, Bess stiff-backed, Marion bouncing, they climbed the stairs together, talking quickly and softly.

         Thomas grinned at Kate as he said, “Amazing women! Now they will have a happy two hours in Bess’s room discussing Adrian. Or perhaps us.” He walked towards the window, drawing back a corner of the dark red curtain to show that the first soft, heavy coins of snow were clinging to the pane.

         “Why did you marry Marion?” Kate asked curiously. She was pleased to realise that the sudden commotion had affected her hardly at all.

         “I adored her. Sometimes I do still. Then she was like a jolly schoolgirl. A prefect, of course, telling everyone what to do. But she gave her orders with a lively grace. Now she merely gives orders. Unfortunately, I need somebody like that. Although she overdoes it. You were too young to 15remember Marion as she was at eighteen. We were photographed together. She is sitting on a garden chair, and I am leaning over her. It is obvious that I love her. Marion sees me like that now, and so I see myself that way, too. Do you think it is still the truth?”

         Kate laughed. “As much the truth as any of us knows.”

         For a while they sat silently opposite each other, cigarettes in hands, watching the fire, listening for a recurrence of furious words from the rooms above, but there was no sound.

         “You are a peculiar family,” Thomas said. “Why do you spend each Christmas here?”

         “My presence is expected. I need to come, too. I feel that one should be closed in, protected from outside influences—either good or bad. One is susceptible when anything is ending, whether it is a year or”—she paused slightly, then changed her mind—“anything else.”

         “Yet I imagine you could find other, gayer ways of spending Christmas?”

         “Perhaps. But I shall always come here.”

         “This business of Adrian’s return. Will it affect us? Shall we be upset, forced to take sides for or against?”

         “That is inevitable. Adrian will love it, as long as we all concentrate on him, and do not indulge in minor feuds, forgetting the main argument.”

         “What do you yourself feel about him?” Thomas asked trustfully, ready, because he liked Kate, to take her verdict as his own.

         “Absolutely nothing. Not as much as one would feel 20for a stranger who came to the door, having mistaken the number of the house.”

         “Then he is not this deep villain?”

         “He is vain, dishonest perhaps. Nothing more terrible than that.”

         “Dishonesty doesn’t appal you?”

         “No, of course not. We all tell little lies for our own purposes. But we are seldom called to account. Adrian was not so clever. He had to live the harder way. He had to tell obvious lies, to take money, to drape himself in false achievements.”

         Upstairs a door was opened, there was a sound of heavily pacing feet stamping along the corridor.

         “Oh, Lord!” said Thomas, getting up from his chair, “that’s Marion. The sweet midnight session is over. I can tell what Marion’s walk means.” He jerked his head towards the ceiling to indicate his wife and Bess. “My guess is that they have worked themselves up about something large and impersonal.”

         Kate smiled sympathetically, wondering why Thomas put up with such a fretful life. Perhaps all because, she thought as she switched off the lights and began to climb the stairs, he and Marion were once photographed together. Otherwise Thomas might have forgotten how he used to feel. There was a pleasant absurdity about this: a thought which could be enlarged and rearranged in an infinity of instances. A companionable problem to take to a lonely bedroom.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            Christmas Day

         

         Early the next morning the house was full of hurrying people and sounds of feet running along corridors, of paper crackling, as last-minute presents were wrapped up.

         Kate, the last down to breakfast, was greeted by Rachel’s smooth voice:

         “Good morning, my dearest. You must have been very tired.”

         Kate looked towards Marion and Thomas, whose faces were bright and expressionless. Then she realised that her second cousin, Piers, had arrived and was smiling at her:

         “Kate! I haven’t seen you for so long. You look nice, but much older.” He ate his porridge with concentration.

         “Do I? That is hardly surprising. We had a hectic and quarrelsome evening when Aunt Rachel had gone to bed.” We are all cousins, thought Kate. What a peculiar relationship! All of us, that is, except Rachel.

         “Did you?” Piers asked delightedly. “How very funny!”

         “Don’t be silly, dear. Kate is teasing us. And happy Christmas, very happy Christmas to you all.” Rachel was determined that nothing should interrupt her breakfast. If it had been the afternoon—that blank of time between luncheon and tea—she would have welcomed scandalous revelations. But until she had had her third cup of tea, the morning had not officially begun. 18

         They smiled politely at each other. Marion and Thomas looked stolid, caring only for what they ate. Bess drank tea in agitated gulps.

         “I think it is better if we give presents this evening, after dinner,” said Rachel. “It will make the time pass.”

         “We should all be thinking of using our evenings and our days”—Marion glared accusingly round the table: she was an exceedingly quick eater—“filling every minute, because there won’t be enough for any of us.”

         “Please do not force us to consider too unpleasantly, Marion. Not today. You were always a fussy, frightened creature, even as a child. Always preparing for the worst.” Rachel spoke viciously.

         “Talking of time”—Piers leaned forward to smile innocently at Kate. “How did you manage to lose that young man of yours, after all those years?”

         Marion, who had great respect for facts and enjoyed collecting them, wiped her mouth with a table-napkin as a sign that she had turned her attention from breakfast and was ready to concentrate entirely upon Kate’s reply.

         As Kate did not speak immediately, Marion said, “We have never quite understood why you didn’t marry Alec, after all.”

         “Such a shock, dear, wasn’t it?” asked Rachel.

         “Not exactly. I left him. At least, I think I did. So I was prepared.”

         “Now, Katie, that won’t do. Here we are longing to be told the secrets of your heart, and you go on eating toast and marmalade. Drinking coffee, too. And jilting poor young men!” 19

         Piers was enjoying himself.

         “I am not very good at giving explanations so early in the day. There is nothing mysterious to tell you. Alec loved putting up shelves and mending broken window-sashes. When he had done all those there was little left of interest to him.”

         “How frivolous you are!” Rachel was deeply shocked because she had been cheated of her anticipations of frustrated desire.

         “That is another reason, Aunt Rachel. Alec wasn’t at all frivolous. He liked long walks and swimming in high seas. My preference, even in the summer, is to sneak up to bed with a hot-water bottle.”

         “Most amusing,” Rachel said stiffly. Sadly she thought that Kate had robbed the word “bed” of any possibly salacious meaning. To be too old herself for such memories was wretched enough, but to be surrounded by young people who were either frigid or—she thought contemptuously of Bess—frightened to the point of impotent numbness, that was the fulfilment of the horrid prophecy of the world, at least her world, ending in ice. She said peevishly to Kate: “And was your room warm last night?”

         “Thank you. Not very.”

         As Rachel had now finished her breakfast, she decided that it was her turn to enliven the morning hours:

         “Piers is so awkward.” She smiled affectionately at him. “Arriving before breakfast. Then to come in by the garden entrance. He seems taller than ever. He banged his head on the top of the doorway. He gave Bess such a fright.” 20

         “But, Rachel darling, you knew that I was coming. It couldn’t have been such a surprise.”

         “Of course we knew. But we didn’t expect you so early. Or to be so large. Besides”—Rachel glinted around her, then spoke directly to Bess—“he’s a good-looking young man, isn’t he? Too handsome to meet first thing in the morning. Unless one is very young—or very old, as I am.” She sat back, pleased with her softly spoken malice. “What is the matter, Bess? Don’t you feel well?” Rachel raised her hands in hurt astonishment, turning the padded palms upwards, curling her fingers to draw from each of them the assurance that her words could not have wounded the most sensitive creature. “To go off like that! Just listen to her running up the stairs. People nowadays are so difficult to understand. We were jollier in my day. Happy banter at meal-times was considered quite the thing.”

         “It’s rather cruel of you, Aunt Rachel, to torment Bess in front of all of us. Now she will have a miserable Christmas.”

         “Just because you managed to get engaged to some man and then had the impudence to change your mind, you think you can run everything.”

         “Now, darling.” Piers took every advantage. Although he was Rachel’s nephew, he preferred to behave as her favoured admirer: a game which was a constant amusement to both. “You must not be matriarchal on such a morning. It’s like a Christmas day in April. Sun on snow. Lovely. Let us walk off together down to the sea. Everyone will ask you who I am. What a wicked reputation you’ll have!” 21

         “I suppose you think that I am a foolish, fond old woman?”

         
             

         

         As they walked together down the steps leading to the cliff road, their voices could be heard—Rachel’s light, almost girlish questions and Piers’s laughing replies.

         Marion, bustling and practical, insisted on helping Mrs. Page, Rachel’s daily woman, to wash up the breakfast dishes. Marion was heard explaining to a silently dubious Mrs. Page that roast turkey was quite uneatable unless accompanied by cranberry sauce.

         “That will keep them busy for some hours,” Kate said as she shut the door leading from the dining-room to the kitchen. “I’m glad, because I want to talk to you, Thomas.”

         “About Bess?”

         “Yes. She is unhappy. Rachel should not badger her. Bess is becoming vaguer, blanker. She looks nondescript. She used to be quite pretty.”

         “So many women are quite pretty. That is not important. Besides, Bess asks to be dominated. She enjoys it, except when she is upset about something. Such as Piers coming here.”

         “Why does she hate him? He is irritating, perhaps, but charming to look at.”

         “My idea is—and for the Lord’s sake keep this to your-self—that Bess has … well, not exactly fallen for him. But he bewitches her.”

         “That seems to be a reversal of the customary roles.”

         “Naturally, but you must admit that Piers would make a 22likelier belle dame sans merci than Bess. Rachel is, I believe, pretty fed up about it. That may be why she invites Piers down as often as possible and dotes upon him so blatantly. Even at her age she is a more attractive proposition than Bess. More showy. Better company, too.”

         “This is all rather absurd, isn’t it? Rachel wants to be liked by all men, especially young, good-looking ones. But the idea of Bess being infatuated by Piers! She is much older than he is. Anyway, she would not let herself get into such a wretched position.”

         “Bess doesn’t let herself. Things happen to her. All her life she has been falling in love, and most unsuccessfully.”

         “Well, what’s your remedy?”

         “Oh, I’ve no advice to give. Except perhaps that she should walk the other way. I’d tell her that this is a looking-glass world. Whatever you want, don’t go after it. Run away, and there it is, in front of you.”

         “Can you do that?”

         “Too late for me. I have no particular end in view. By the way, what really happened between you and Alec?”

         “It was not, of course, as simple as I made out.”

         “Did you have a last dramatically exhausting quarrel?”

         “No, we just contradicted each other all day, and then all night.”

         Thomas grinned. “That’s what Rachel wanted to find out. The night part, I mean.”

         “I am sure she knows. But a public announcement is always more satisfactory than private suspicions.”

         “Do you mind much?” 23

         “Yes, in some ways. I miss Alec because he knows that I like to read for hours in bed. Because, in spite of his apparent heartiness, cold winds make him ill. Because he cares enormously for Ruskin as I care for Carlyle. Such details are important, and they take years to find out. I wouldn’t want to begin all over again.”

         “We are all bound by such trivialities. You’ll find others. You can’t escape them.”

         “Of course we are bound.” Her voice was slightly impatient. “Otherwise I should not be here. Bound by family affection and family fear.”

         Bess came down the stairs, walking swiftly, almost guiltily. She was dressed to go out. Her eyes had the brightness of recent tears. Her face was slightly flushed by an effort to remove traces of distress. Her scurrying walk was oddly attractive, making her a gently wary animal.

         “Hallo, hallo,” Thomas called out with purposeful obtuseness. “Going for a walk?”Then, seeing that she looked trapped, unwilling to speak or to be spoken to, he tried to make amends. “You look bright enough to outdo the snow. I mean the sun shining on the snow. Anyway, you do look very nice.” His voice became weaker, striving for the effect which would not come.

         Bess, forced as she was to listen, stood stiffly by the door, ready to run away before either of them could follow. Then she saw from Thomas’s expression that this clumsy waylaying was kindly meant. She realised that Thomas was trying to tell her not to be hurt; that he liked her, that they all liked her; that in spite of the attacks made upon her, 24she was a cherished member of the household; that her going out was necessarily noticed because she was missed. She relaxed a little as she leaned back against the door, no longer standing sentinel. She smiled at them both, smiling casually from one to the other, to say that nothing was the matter, that all was as it should be, that she had no problem and neither was she a problem.

         “Shall we come with you? We can have coffee in that jolly little place that is half falling over the cliff. I don’t suppose lunch will be ready for hours yet.” Seeing that Bess’s face was merely blank, he tried again. “Perhaps we need something stronger than that today. Let’s celebrate with cocktails in that revolting pub on the front which ought never to have been built.”

         “That’s sweet of you, Thomas; but, if you’ll forgive me, I’d rather go out by myself. I prefer to be on top of the cliffs rather than underneath them. Besides, I like walking towards the sun. But there are no cafés in that direction, and it would be dull for you and Kate. There aren’t any pubs either.” She spoke almost pleadingly.

         “Perhaps you’ll see Aunt Rachel—and Piers.” Kate was anxious to drive the conversation towards a drastic admission. If, Kate reasoned, Bess admits that she is going out in the hope of seeing Piers, perhaps we can talk to her; tell her what a target such pursuit will be; tell her that she must put him out of her mind: that he is just an ordinary young man who happens to be very good-looking.

         But Bess had already gone, and within a few minutes they saw her walking with long, jerky strides along the 25grassy cliff-edge, walking away from the house, against the wind.

         “What on earth made you mention Piers?” Thomas asked.

         “I wanted to shock her into telling us about him. So that we could show her how hopeless it is. Why, he wouldn’t even look at Bess. I don’t suppose he has ever noticed her, except as a vague adjunct to Aunt Rachel.”

         “Don’t you believe it. The fact that Piers disregards her so ostentatiously shows that there is something between them.”

         “Something between whom?” Marion asked as she came in from the kitchen.

         “Between us, of course,” Thomas said as he took Kate’s hand and kissed it with mocking ceremony.

         Marion smiled indulgently, thinking, What a boy he still is. Always trying to make me jealous. She went over to her husband and patted him on the shoulder. “You can have your sentimental interludes with Katie. She doesn’t count. Not in that way.”

         Kate laughed. “Am I so repulsive?”

         “Oh, no, dear; you are nice to look at. You would be very personable if only you’d diet a little.” Conscious of her squatly stout figure, Marion added: “No good for me. I am all muscle and bone.”

         “I’ll think about it,” said Kate. “But not before the new year.”

         “Kate’s terrified you won’t let her eat any mince-pies. Or that you’ll set upon her and massage her into thin air.” 26

         Thin air, Marion thought. What expressions he uses, and Kate smiles admiringly at him, encouraging his nonsense.

         “This won’t do,” Marion said abruptly. “We must go out and get our appetites up. Where’s Bess? Snivelling in her room, I suppose?”

         “As a matter of fact,” said Thomas, “she has gone out for a nice brisk walk to blow the cobwebs away.”

         Marion stared distrustfully at him. “That doesn’t sound like Bess.” Was he making fun of her? Or of Bess? Or of the whole family?

         “Whatever she has gone for,” Kate said, “she is not here. We saw her going towards Seaford.”

         “Then there is no reason for us to go after her. I would prefer to stroll down to the village. Perhaps we shall meet Mother and Piers, and we can come back together.”

         
             

         

         Rachel had walked along the village street to the elm-bordered green, where, beyond the grass, ducks glided on a small, sandy-banked pond. The houses facing the pond had whitened stone façades; their long, slim windows shone like jet.

         “This is your background, Rachel. You ought to live in one of these houses. You should know each duck by name,” Piers said as they stood for a few minutes by the water’s edge.

         The thin, yellow bands of winter sunshine made Rachel blink and wrinkle her nose. She had not faced the sun for several months.

         “Yes, I do feel myself in this part of the village. How seldom one is able to be seen against the fitting 27background! If ever I wished to be young again it would be on a morning like this.” She waited, half-expecting the customary courteous reply. “Well, why don’t you say that I shall never be old? Or, at least, that age cannot wither me, and all that sort of mumbo-jumbo?”

         “Not when we are alone, darling.” Piers laughed down at the elderly, fierce little woman who managed to convey that she was still beautiful. “When we have an audience I’ll offer you conventional phrases, so that you are considered a vain old woman and I an unprincipled rascal who takes advantage of your susceptibilities.”

         Rachel chuckled. “I know that, you scoundrel. I just wanted confirmation. I like to know that your abominable behaviour is deliberate.”

         “You had better be sure of that. Then you can assess my capacity for evil.”

         “It is easy to be a monster among rabbits. And that is what they are—except you and I. Rabbits with twitching pink noses and anxious eyes. And talking of rabbits, here comes Bess. She is looking for you, young man. No one wants to find me nowadays.” Rachel decided to be magnanimous. She had her hand on the strings; the puppets could frolic awhile.

         Bess looked pleased when she saw them, then she stopped uncertainly, as if she might bolt back in the direction she had come. She had run over the downs, playing a complicated game with herself, pretending that as she had scrambled down a steep bank that brought her to the top of the village any meeting with Piers would be accidental. 28

         Rachel beckoned impatiently. “Come along, come along. Don’t stand there staring at us. Unless you’re getting shortsighted. Your eyes do look as though you had been awake all night.”

         “Perhaps I have,” Bess said sullenly as she came towards them.

         “Listen, my dears. I want a little rest before lunch. I shall walk back slowly, and you can follow later.”

         After leaving them together, Rachel wondered whether she had spoken too harshly to Bess. But she was such a milk-and-water child. Anyway, Rachel thought virtuously, I will not look back, and that is a concession.

         Piers took Bess’s arm. “You sulky creature. You have hardly spoken to me since I arrived.” His voice was soft. “What have I done?”

         “How dare you ask me that? You come down here to stay whenever you want to, either for a holiday, or just for no reason at all. And I am here whenever you come. You like that. And you like going away again and forgetting me, because you know that I shall still be here whenever you choose to return. You use me as a comfortable waiting-room.”

         “My sweet Bess, my furious Beatrice! You look lovely when you are angry—quite young, and different.”

         In spite of the sourness of the compliment, her eyes became gentler; she was ready to translate his words into love for her.

         Piers put his hands on her shoulders, swinging her around to face the sun. Then with one finger he flipped her 29hair, which hung loosely saying, “You are a fool, Bess! Put it up.”

         As her hands fumbled ineffectually in her haste to screw the brown hair into its customary knot, Piers snapped at her: “Not like that. On the top. That’s better.”

         Bess had, as always when she was with Piers, been thrown into despair, into love and out again within the space of a few minutes. All she could feel was that she would like to sit down; her knees trembled.

         “I shall walk down towards the sea and have some coffee in the café on the front. You can do as you please.” Bess tried to sound as if she was indifferent as to whether Piers accompanied her or not.

         “That is what I like to hear. I adore you when you detest me. Let us form a bond of hatred. So much stronger than love. More passionate, too. Shall I tell you something?”

         “Not now”—Bess longed for the protection of walls and the proximity of other people: strangers, not Piers. “I have heard enough for the moment.”

         They walked without speaking until they reached the cliff’s edge, where they leaned against the low, pebbled wall and looked down at the concrete steps leading to the beach.

         “It is so horrible now. The front is quite spoilt. Do you remember the old slope that used to be here?”

         “Yes, covered with slippery green fungus. That is just like you, Bess. You have caught the family’s static attitude. You’d like everything to stay the same for ever, and you would continue to moulder in the midst of it.” 30

         He is right, she thought. I do want everything to continue as it is. Because I am frightened of what may come if this goes. Even this nebulous, unsatisfactory moment I dread losing. Even Piers as he is now, neither loving nor hating, just not caring. If I lose what little I have, what worse state may not take its place?

         As the wind blew coldly from the sea, Piers shivered, exaggerating the reaction of his body.

         Immediately Bess noticed and said, “Let’s go in now.”

         As soon as they were sitting at one of the café tables, and coffee was brought to them, Piers said: “Aren’t you curious? Don’t you want to know what I have to tell you?”

         Bess looked at his face, trying to decide whether he was being cruel or kind. Impossible to know: his expression was contradictory, as if a line had been drawn, cutting off the eyes from the mouth. The eyes were malicious, ready to torment her, while the lips promised gentle words.

         “You have made up your mind to tell me. What is it?”

         “When I last saw you, standing there on the platform …” Piers’s voice was secretive, then, to tantalise her, he broke off. “You’d like some cream in your coffee, wouldn’t you?” Without waiting for her reply, he stood up and walked over to the counter, standing there until he was handed a small jug, which he carried back to the table. Bess sat still, trying not to look impatient. A year ago she would have thought that such a sudden change of mood was youthful carelessness, that Piers did not realise how strained and nervous she became, waiting to hear his pronouncement of encouragement or damnation. Now she knew better. 31Such a pause was calculated so that his climax should not be wasted on an unprepared audience. He left each sentence on an upward inflection.

         “Thank you,” Bess said obediently as Piers ladled a blob of thick, gluey substance into her cup. The stuff was not cream, and it was sweetened. She sipped distastefully.

         “I suppose,” she said, “you know that Adrian is coming today?” Perhaps that would make him forget what he was going to say? If it were pleasant, he would tell her later; if unpleasant, he might change his mind. At the moment of thinking this she knew that Piers was more likely to reverse the process.

         “Yes. Rachel told me.” Tenaciously he returned to his former sentence. “When I last saw you, going farther away from me, or so it seemed—as if I was in a stationary train and you were standing on a platform that moved backwards—I thought then that I loved you, that I loved you so much that I couldn’t wait months before seeing you again. I wanted to write to ask you to leave Rachel. To suggest that I found you a job, so that we could always be near each other.”

         “What kind of job?” For once Bess had forgotten herself and was impersonally interested.

         “Any kind of job,” Piers said impatiently, wondering why Bess always would choose one trivial detail to fasten on, ignoring the important implication of his state of mind.

         Suddenly Bess laughed. She had never found him funny before. No doubt he had been, but she had not dared to notice. 32

         The idea was ludicrous. She could see herself packing her bag, leaving Aunt Rachel without explanation—for what could have been explained?—and rushing to the other side of England to take up some job for which she was quite unsuited. For what was she fitted to do, without experience, and without the ability to hide her lack? And for what? To live in one room in a boarding-house in an unfamiliar town, without even the sea to comfort her, so that she could have seen Piers occasionally when he felt like it? Could perhaps have darned his socks and washed his shirts? Could perhaps have stayed the night with him now and again, if his landlady was not too particular?

         Before Bess laughed, Piers had felt loving towards her, remembering as he did the little unhappinesses which he had not admitted. How depressing the carriage had been on that day. The dusty cushions of the seat; the grimy windows; the communication cord that taunted him with having neither £5 nor sufficient reason for pulling it. These half-formed memories angered him. He scowled at her hand that held a cigarette, saw her flick off the ash with an air of determined bravado. Noticed the fingers, long and uncertain, trying, so he imagined, to look scarlet-tipped, like the fingers of a different woman, but remaining those of a girl who had outgrown girlhood in years, but whose hands still pleaded for understanding, for tender gestures, for time.

         Bess looked up to see his mouth, thickened by temper. Helplessly she awaited the brutal words. Perhaps he had, for the first time, cause to attack her. She had taken his pride from him. That he should ever have needed her 33presence enough to consider sending for her, sending for her to come from one side of England to another, that should have made her give thanks to the gods. Last year it would, but this year, and so near to another year, was different. She had forced herself during the lonely early winter months to realise the uselessness of loving Piers. But she was still unsure of her ability to catch his anger in mid-flight, to minimise the hurt he could inflict upon her.

         At that moment she saw three figures that hesitated outside the window, walked a few paces towards the sea and then turned back. Bess rapped excitedly on the windowpane so that Kate, Marion and Thomas looked around them and, seeing Bess’s beckoning hand, walked towards the café entrance.

         Piers’s eyes flickered desolation and disaster to come: staring at her with a curse of a future when he had gone, never to return. In those few seconds Bess saw, as Piers intended, that there would come a time when she would regret most of all the laughter that had pushed him away from her. Piers’s unwavering and prophetic gaze was interrupted by Thomas’s voice:

         “Hello, you two. Thought you’d be drinking something stronger than coffee on Christmas morning. Come along! Let’s all go across to the pub.”

         “No, I’ll stay here,” Piers said in a voice harsh with the effort of restraining his anger both at Bess’s behaviour and his foreshortened scene.

         “Good God! what is the matter with you?” Marion asked loudly. She had an aversion to what she thought of as 34temperamentally unstable people, and Piers’s reply sounded quite unbalanced. His reedy tone made her face redden and smart as if the words, although spoken to Thomas, had taken shape in the cold air and had flicked her cheeks.

         “Oh, well, if you’d rather——” Kate said vaguely, feeling suddenly that she did not care either way, but hoping that all would be well; that Bess would cast off whatever it was that troubled her, that Piers would be unobtrusively charming; that she herself need not bother about any of them. The sunny morning had filled her with wonderful plans for the new year, for the new life. Surely each ending year should end, too, that year’s muddle and indecision? Surely everything would become shiningly certain. The trees would part and her path would be there, white and sun-soaked, leading straight to some dazzling future at the path’s end, a gleaming pinnacle. There was one flaw in the fairy tale. What would her peak of achievement be? The usual ending was all right for a beginning, but it would hardly suffice. Not that kind of happily-ever-after. There must be more than that. The legendary Prince might be allowed to arrive. She could see him cutting a way through the forest of her discontents. But when he drew nearer she could not see his face. He used to look like Alec; but not for long. Now he resembled first one, then another, or a mixture of many. At the moment he had no face at all, merely a grey blur. Even supposing that he came, what then? After walking proudly by his side, after presenting him first to her enemies, secondly to her friends, what then? No, that would not do. There must be something else. Moonily, 35yet with a certain self-mockery, she thought of what life might be persuaded to mean. She would be content with one crumb of purpose. She started guiltily as she realised that Piers was speaking to her, laughing at her abstraction.

         “I’m sorry,” Kate said as they straggled out into the sunshine; “I was thinking.” She felt happier now that Piers had evidently decided to accompany them without further commotion.

         Piers, who was amused by Kate’s remote, passionless air, transferred his attentions, to show Bess how enchanting he could be.

         “What about, darling?” Deliberately he used the endearment which he usually reserved for Rachel.

         “About me, of course. Most people do, although not always so noticeably. About life, and what purpose there is, if any.”

         Piers was delighted. At heart he was a serious-minded young man who, when neither working nor polishing up his charm, meditated for many hours about life. That was perhaps why he had neither personal conscience nor imagination to keep him in check. If he was madly in love with Bess one day, and the next day found her plain, middle-aged and tedious, this did not shock him. He studied his ins and outs of passion and mood with impersonal disregard. He was looking at himself; he was alive; therefore he was studying Life. The more he surprised himself by his unexpected revisions and reversions, the more interested he became in the complexities of existence. That Bess might have only the burden of misery without the alleviation of 36regarding her despair as a profitable mental exercise, had never occurred to him.

         Thomas, who had all the time remained silent, glancing towards Bess with some pity, and at Piers with dislike, drew Marion and Bess back, so that Kate and Piers pushed aside the curtain leading to the saloon bar and entered together. Inside they stood in two separate groups.

         “We’ll let those two get on with it,” Thomas said. “And remember, young man,” he called across loudly to Piers, who was grandly ordering for Kate a champagne cocktail which she did not want, “no acrimonious talk when we get back. This is the day for peace on earth and goodwill towards men—and women.” What had made him speak so pompously, as if he was a father publicly rebuking a swaggering son? Am I jealous of the boy? How absurd, almost obscene, that would be. He knew that they were staring at him in mild surprise; even Bess’s colourless face had lost its expression of grieving, and she looked at him rather, he thought, as if he were a pet dog that had suddenly turned upon her. He wondered if she would put out a soft palm to touch his nose, anxious for reassurance that there was no warm, dry warning of possible distemper. I suppose—the thought was bitter—I can’t say a word to that young whippersnapper. Otherwise I’ll have Kate and Bess scratching my eyes out—oh, and Rachel, too. Mustn’t forget her: she’d be the worst of the lot. That reminded him. He spoke again to Piers, but this time his voice was as usual:

         “What happened to Rachel? I thought you came out together?” 37

         “She went back to rest before lunch,” Piers said in tones of sweet concord, showing how reasonable he could be, conscious of Kate’s interested watchfulness.

         “Didn’t you go back with Mother?” Marion asked.

         “No. She had gone before I realised it.”

         “That was my fault,” said Bess. “I met them both by the pond. I ought to have gone back with her.”

         What a self-sacrificing fool! thought Piers, always rushing forward to shoulder any disapproval.

         “Oh, I see,” Marion said blankly. She looked from Piers to Bess, wondering why one answered for the other. The question was unimportant.

         Piers ostentatiously turned his back on the others to concentrate on Kate. He was safe with her; she would not make him ridiculous with cloying protection.

         “Have you made up your mind?” asked Piers.

         “About what?”

         “About life.” He spoke teasingly. “I mean whatever aspect troubles you.”

         “It all troubles me,” Kate said glumly.

         Piers felt that this was too big a problem for him to tackle, preferring as he did the minutiæ of everyday doings and thoughts. He felt that Kate was adopting too objective, too masculine, a viewpoint. This thought did not solidify into coherence, but swam around in his head, making him irritable. Women ought to worry about love affairs, about clothes, about children, about retaining their husband’s affection, and thousands of other suitable tediums; but for a woman, and a moderately young and attractive one, to 38retreat to a secret oblivion to try to fathom the meaning of the universe, that was emancipation running riot.

         Kate, sensing that Piers’s attitude towards her had changed, that he was no longer the smiling gallant, but a rather obtuse young man who regarded her as a trespasser in the manly world of pure logic, immediately became what she wanted to avoid: both personal and illogical.

         “It’s all very well for you,” she said; “you can live easily, just because you are not a woman.”

         “Now, really, Kate, that is most unfair. I work harder than any of you.”

         “That is not at all what I mean. It is not work when you are trained for a specialised job which brings its own rewards. I do not mean money, but discovery, or at least the conviction that what you are doing must be done, and that if you were not doing it a substitute would have to be found—and not just anyone, but a trained intelligence.” Kate spoke with the feverishness of one who knows she has chosen the wrong time, the wrong place and the wrong person.

         “But women can get degrees now, and … and in fact are not hampered in any way. They may become just what they want to.”

         “Don’t be silly. I can’t. When I think of the dozens of futile, messy little jobs that I have had since I left school!”

         “Surely that was not necessary? I mean, you have enough money of your own.” Piers was bewildered by the conversation.

         “Yes—at least, I had. It would not be enough now. Not for the kind of things that I want. And even when I could 39live without earning money I did not choose to. Would you have said that to a man of my age?” Without allowing Piers to reply, she answered herself: “No, of course not. There are only two kinds of women that you know about—or think you do: the ones who are beautiful and those who are intelligent. The intelligent ones can fend for themselves, and the beauties are always looked after. But I am neither; I’m in between.” As Kate spoke she worked herself into a fury at the injustice of it all, and at Piers’s disinterestedness. Her eyes, large and of an indefinite changing colour, widened, her pale face flushed and her reddish-brown hair fell out of its slide and hung in a soft bundle that brushed her face.

         Piers, who had been looking at her, rather than following her argument, thought that she was attractive in a peculiar, somewhat comfortless, way. What a spitfire, though; and so suddenly, without warning or provocation. He liked women to have ideas of their own, but not to go off at such a tangent. Perhaps Bess, usually compliant and yielding, was a jewel, after all? Bess, whom he could love and mock and put out of mind; Bess, who always took him back; Bess, who considered him before she thought of herself, not like this flashing, egocentric monster, who drank the champagne cocktails that he had paid for while she bawled at him.

         “Apart from your obsession that the world is a hard place for women, what do you want for yourself?”

         “I want something to believe in,” said Kate emphatically, adding quickly, “and I don’t mean someone. I want to believe that we, that the world, is working up to a grand 40climax, preferably of perfection; but even extinction would be better than nothing. That everything we think and do and are, every detail, is part of a plan. That all our lives are essential to the whole. So that if we don’t get anywhere ourselves, individually, even if we don’t know what it is all about, that there is something to know.” Kate became conscious that she had had too much to drink, that she had talked wildly and loudly about matters that in her environment are left unsaid.

         Marion, who had been eyeing Kate and Piers with some dismay, fearing that they were getting out of hand, walked over to them. “I didn’t catch all that you were jabbering about. It seems to me that you both read too much. The more you know about books, the less you know about people. That’s my opinion, and I am not far wrong.”
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‘Literary comfort and joy. It got me out of mourning for the Cazalets.”

MEG MASON (AUTHOR OF SORROW AND BLISS) ﬁ
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