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            If a man has the temerity to write the story of his life, he should have a double aim: first, to show it and his little ego in relation to the time and place in which he lived his life, to the procession of historical events, even to the absurd metaphysics of the universe; secondly, to describe as simply and clearly as he can, his personal life, his relation, not to history and the universe, but to persons and himself, his record in the trivial, difficult, fascinating art of living from day to day, hour to hour, minute to minute.
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            ‘If Only I Could Begin Again!’

            The mystery of a writer’s métier

            Vivian Gornick

         

         My mother, a high school graduate with no recourse to a critical vocabulary, was a romantic reader, mainly of novels. Whenever I asked her how she was liking the book in her hand, she’d narrow her eyes, look steadily at me, and say, ‘Powerful. Really powerful.’ Or, conversely, ‘Not powerful, not at all powerful.’ One day I gave her Journey from the North, a two-volume autobiography written by Storm Jameson, a prolific English novelist at work throughout the first half of the twentieth century. A week later I walked into her apartment and there she was, lying on the couch, reading the first volume. I said, ‘How are you liking that book, Ma?’ She sat up, swung her legs over the side of the couch, and narrowed her eyes, as always, but this time she said, ‘I feel as though she’s just in the room with me.’ And then she said, ‘I’m going to be lonely when I finish this book.’ I remember thinking, What more could any writer ask of a reader?

         Ten days after she had finished Journey from the North, I gave my mother one of Jameson’s many (forty-five, to be exact) novels to read. Her eyes lit up and she accepted the book eagerly. But a week later, I saw that it had been tucked into a small shelf above the telephone table and I had the distinct impression that it had been laid aside. Yes, my mother confirmed, it had been. ‘I don’t know why,’ she said, ‘but this book is nothing like that other one.’ And then she said, ‘Not powerful, not at all powerful.’

         I nodded my head at her. You’re not alone, Ma, I thought. Over the years, a few thousand other readers have been faced with the same discrepant feelings about Jameson’s autobiography on the one hand, and her fiction on the other. For that matter, they have felt the same when puzzling over other writers of fiction or poetry whose significant work turns out to reside in a memoir. There is Edmund Gosse, for instance, a mediocre Victorian XIIpoet who secured a place in English letters only with the publication, in late middle age, of his masterly memoir, Father and Son; then there is the colorful journalist Thomas De Quincey, whose fame rests entirely on the unforgettable Confessions of an English Opium-Eater; and, of course, our own James Baldwin, who wrote novels, plays, and poems but will be remembered chiefly for the sublime personal essays that are, in effect, his memoir.

         I myself have something of a vested interest in this mysterious matter of a writer’s natural métier. When I was young, everyone under the sun was writing a novel because the novel was the form of imaginative writing respected by high- and low-minded alike. Only through the novel, it was felt, could one achieve a work of literary art. So I, of course, like every other young person who dreamed of becoming a writer, labored intensively from earliest youth at writing one. By the time I was in my late twenties, I had to face the fact that while I was forever telling stories to friends, colleagues, relatives, nearly all of whom would crow at me, ‘That’s a novel, write it down!’—and here I was, writing it down, somehow, within the framework of a fiction—‘it’ refused to come to life.

         It slowly dawned on me that I could tell stories effectively only when I was composing them in my own storytelling voice, out of my own lived experience, not in the voice of an invented narrator settled in a made-up situation. I was well into my thirties before I understood that I was born for the memoir. One can only wonder what Storm Jameson would have produced had she come earlier to the genre in which she wrote most naturally.

         Margaret Ethel Jameson was born in 1891 in the northern English port town of Whitby. The family included a number of sea captains—one of whom was Margaret’s father—and they had lived there for generations on both sides. They were a people of ingrown endurance, pragmatic to the bone, and possessed of the brusque, no-nonsense speech laced with sardonic irony for which Yorkshire men and women are still famous. In Jameson’s time especially, a dread of emotional exposure seemed to haunt the entire population. To be seen caring about anyone or anything in Whitby was to put yourself at risk; you were made to feel vulnerable in a world that, once your guard was down, would show no mercy. Thus, an isolated, weather-beaten town carved into an irregularity on a rugged coast bred, as Jameson wrote in her autobiography, ‘a crop of eccentrics, harmless fools, misers, house devils, XIIIdespots, male and some female, who behaved toward their families with a severity’ that the normally socialized rarely allowed themselves.

         Childhood for the Jamesons was an extremity of delight (unearned) and punishment (undeserved). On the delight side, there was Whitby itself and the sea, a world of natural beauty in which to experience the sheer bliss of being alive:

         
            Endless days on the shore in summer, from nine in the morning until six or seven at night… three children on the edge of an infinity of sand and water—enclosed in a boundless blue world, steeped in light, in a radiance of sun and salt.

         

         On the punishment side, they had a father who was away at sea for months at a time and very nearly mute when at home, and a hot-tempered mother, a shockingly bored romantic who hated her husband, beat her children, and lashed out regularly at the bitter disappointment of life. This mother—whose thwarted spirit made Jameson’s heart ache—became dramatically imprinted on an impressionable young psyche, and was responsible for locking the girl into a personality as angry, defensive, and yearning as her own. Not a single person in Jameson’s long, eventful life was ever to supplant her mother’s emotional influence; nor was any other place in the world to eclipse the memory of Whitby’s piercing loveliness as she experienced it in her youth.

         In all probability, Jameson would have married a Whitby man, had half a dozen children, and lived out her mother’s life if, in 1908, she had not won a scholarship to the newly created University of Leeds. The school, at that time, was filled with the children of northern England’s working class—people like herself whose eyes were being opened to the excitement and promise of a life they could not have previously imagined. It was there that Jameson began to see herself as a woman with a literary gift and as a person stigmatized by a class system that placed her very close to the bottom. She found both discoveries exhilarating; in no time she was writing stories and had become a red-hot socialist determined on a political as well as a literary life.

         The heady self-assurance that Jameson and her university friends felt while still at school became both a shield and a sword. ‘In those early years,’ she wrote, XIV

         
            I had no consciousness of being shabby, I thought I could go anywhere, into any company… We emerged from our three starveling years with a lighthearted confidence that we were conquerors.

         

         But a few years out of school and the corrections of worldly judgment caused a penetrating self-doubt to set in. At university, Jameson had been considered a brain and a talent and nobody noticed what she wore. In London, she learned that she was seen as an intellectual provincial and that she dressed badly: ‘It was only later that I began to covet an elegance I had discovered I lacked.’ There and then, the alternating influences of incredible brashness and equally incredible insecurity stamped her personality for good and all.

         The affliction of urban sophistication, however, was hardly Jameson’s first experience beyond student life to reveal itself as formative. While still in school, she had fallen desperately in love with a ne’er-do-well, slept with him, and in 1913, at the age of twenty-one, was forced to marry. Then, before she knew where on earth she was, she had a baby—not they had a baby, she had a baby—and that, as it was with most women, might have been that, except that Margaret Jameson wasn’t most women.

         For a good five years, she and her husband, imagining themselves free spirits in a new world, lived marginally, wandering from pillar to post, always up north (Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds), vaguely seeking and finding jobs that led nowhere. She didn’t mind this gypsy existence, but as time wore on she came to realize that she was unhappy with her husband, that she loved the baby but hadn’t bonded with him, and that she hated, hated, hated domestic life. Within herself she began to drift and soon thought she would die if she didn’t get out of the house. It was only then,

         
            at a time when I was tempted to knock my own head against the wall, [that I understood] the fits of rage in which [my mother] jerked the venetian blinds in her room up and down, up and down, for the relief of hearing the crash.

         

         She had to find a real job, she said; had to make a living, she said; had to help save the marriage, she also said. So in 1918 she stashed the baby in Whitby, said a ‘temporary’ goodbye to the husband, and fled to London, XVwhere, with remarkable speed, she found work as a journalist by day and began writing a novel at night.

         Two important things now happened: she adopted Storm Jameson as her professional name, and she established a style of life that came to resemble permanent vagabondage. From those first London years on, Jameson proved incapable of making a conventional home either for herself alone, or with the child she said she adored, or with the second husband (the historian Guy Chapman) whom she did indeed love dearly. For pretty much the rest of her life, she moved continually from one house or flat or squat to another, usually but not always in or around London, and later in life, when she had some money, found happiness only when wandering about in foreign places.

         It was writing and political activism that grounded her. Throughout the Sturm und Drang produced by her lifelong compulsion to get up and go, Jameson wrote at least one novel a year, plus stories, essays, articles, and political journalism by the yard. At the same time—no matter where she was or what other responsibilities she had—she worked tirelessly as an activist, first campaigning for women’s suffrage, then promoting social justice for the working class (otherwise known as naked hatred of capitalism), and then, in the Thirties and Forties, out of an impassioned opposition to fascism, becoming active in refugee rescue operations. By the beginning of the Second World War, she was president of the English branch of the writers’ organization PEN (she served between 1938 and 1944) and in a position to work herself sick on behalf of the many European writers, artists, and intellectuals she helped escape the Nazis.

         Jameson saw herself neither as a bohemian nor as an artist, only as an industrious scribbler driven by a restlessness whose origins she herself could not easily grasp. All she knew was that each time she pulled up stakes, she felt as though she was beginning anew; throughout her life she was hungry to begin anew. Whatever that concept meant to her, it inevitably included what she described as the ‘forbidden’ thrill of starting a novel. Within the first thirty pages of Journey from the North, she writes that in beginning a novel she always felt ‘the indescribable excitement a woman is said to feel when her unborn child moves for the first time.’ ‘Forbidden’ and ‘said to feel’: she could use these words descriptively but never insightfully; and at that, she used them only when she was close to eighty. Until then she spoke XVIrepeatedly—in her sardonic Yorkshire voice—of writing novels because they put food on the table and a roof over her head. This was the lifelong disclaimer with which she defended herself against the feared charge that, as she strongly suspected, she was only delivering a heap of middlebrow problem novels, easily consumed, easily forgotten. And she was right to fear this charge. If, at the age of seventy, Jameson had not sat down to write Journey from the North, she would surely have gone down into literary oblivion.

         A reader’s report on her first novel declares: ‘It is loosely constructed; starts nowhere; ends nowhere; characters many and ill-defined. They do not live; they are vehicles for the author’s theories and the expounding of his theme.’ Nevertheless, the reader concludes (never imagining that Storm could be a woman’s name), ‘the man can write and is worth watching.’

         Between the Twenties and the Sixties, Jameson achieved a more than respectable reputation as what, then as now, would be called a midlist writer of prodigious output. Her books sold well, she had many fans, publication was always assured, and in London she knew ‘everyone.’ Yet nearly all of Jameson’s novels might well have come in for much the same assessment of that early reader’s report—that they are primarily devoted to creating characters who are set in motion for the sake of exploring a social or political thesis: modern marriage seen from a woman’s disadvantaged perspective, the postwar experience of an embittered generation in the Twenties, liberalism in crisis during the Thirties, fascism at home in the Forties, and, of course, tale after tale of murderously indifferent industrialists with a boot on the neck of disempowered workers, observed or interfered with by various progressive types.

         The rise of fascism was especially compelling and, like many other writers on the left, Jameson justified the kind of writing she felt driven to produce in the run-up to the Second World War:

         
            The impulse that turned so many of us into pamphleteers and amateur politicians was neither mean nor trivial. I doubt whether any of us believed that books would be burned in England [or people] tortured and then killed in concentration camps. But all these things were happening abroad and intellectuals who refused to protest were in effect blacklegs. [That is, scabs.] XVII

         

         It wasn’t that she couldn’t write well—she could and did—but, forever in thrall to a thesis, her characters, in the main, not only fail to come alive on the page but hector the reader as well. In Company Parade—a novel based on the experience of the young Storm Jameson in interwar London—the protagonist, a self-styled socialist thrilled to have just published a popular novel, is chastised by another character, a full-blown radical: ‘Don’t you know you haven’t any right to write novels unless you put in’ the city’s slums, capitalism’s treachery, society’s ruthless indifference? ‘Whether you know it or not, you’re being used… You’re persuading [people] that all’s for the best in the best of all possible worlds.’ Imagine this kind of writing sprinkled through or even dominating the narrative of some thirty or forty novels!

         Jameson knew her shortcomings. She understood very well what it meant to dig deep into the inner life of a character, and did not cry foul when, halfway through her career, a friend told her bluntly,

         
            You know far too much about human nature and too little about making what you know palatable. You don’t give your imagination room to breathe, you dissect, and you write too many books too quickly.

         

         However, here she stood and she could do no other.

         But it hurt just the same. It hurt that she was refused literary recognition by the people who mattered: high-end modernists like the Bloomsberries. It hurt that they saw her only as a decent writer of the middle level; it hurt that, as a result of such ranking, she began, from the Fifties on, to grow morbidly insecure—‘The fingers of one hand would be too many to count the times when I have looked forward to the publication of a novel, seeing too clearly the width of the gap between it and the great novels’—and became vulnerable to a ‘profound sense of failure… that seizes me when I think about my novels… a tormenting sense of dryness, accidie, futility.’ Late in life she felt compelled to destroy reviews, articles, and personal documents because, as she said, she wished she could ‘sink without a trace,’ as the trace she was leaving was of such inconsequence.

         Once, deeply unhappy about the progress of the novel at hand, she came close to blaming the commands of commerce for her situation, even though XVIIIshe knew better. The following two paragraphs, here reprinted exactly as they appear in Journey from the North, tell that story:

         
            What is it that drives us to turn out our novel a year like articulate robots, to be praised or damned by critics as unfit as ourselves to talk about novels.

            If only I could begin again!

         

         And then, miraculously, she did.

         Near the beginning of Journey from the North, Jameson announces her plan to concentrate for once on the inner life of her protagonist:

         
            How far can I hope to give a true account of an animal I know only from the inside? Nothing would have been easier for me than to write one of those charming poetic memoirs which offend no one and leave a pleasant impression of the author. I am trying to do something entirely different. Trying, in short, to eat away a double illusion: the face I show other people, and the illusion I have of myself—by which I live. Can I?

         

         And with that announcement, some unexpected alchemy begins to exert its influence on the pages flying out of Jameson’s typewriter (nearly eight hundred before she’s done). The raw material of the memoir is remarkably similar to that of the novels—nearly all of which originated in Jameson’s own experience—but the writer’s agenda is not the same. It was the altered agenda that was responsible for one genre being abandoned in favor of another; and it was the changed genre that, quite magically, released an imprisoned imagination that betrayed a depth of understanding Jameson had never before felt free to let loose on her readers. Class, sex, social policies—all are to be relegated not to the background but to a supporting role in a developing point of view that is psychologically oriented from the start.

         Journey from the North is a generous record of Jameson’s life from earliest childhood up to the moment in advanced age at which she is writing—Whitby; early family life; university; marriage and motherhood; the London XIXyears in their various incarnations; every cause she was ever attached to; every town, city, or countryside she wandered about in; every person of note, talent, or fame she was ever thrown together with. What is important about this rather extraordinary recital is not the information it provides, but the impression it leaves that, beneath the surface of the somewhat overstuffed prose, a writerly concern is at work, directing the narrative and keeping it on track. The speaking voice, throughout the entire performance, has been described in reviews and biographical essays as ruthlessly honest; by which it is meant not that Jameson delivers a tell-all confessional, but rather that the reader can sense her grappling with something recalcitrant in the material that nonetheless draws her on. She realizes, just as we do, that there is much she does not know about this something. But we have no doubt that she is intent on telling us—really telling us—as much as she does know, and that intent is what counts.

         Sartre once said that freedom is what you do with what’s been done to you. Journey from the North is a glorious example of the gripping tale that can be fashioned out of the moment when a good writer feels compelled to examine that prophetic piece of wisdom.

         In one of her novels, Jameson says of her fictional stand-in: ‘Her mother was at the centre of her life. She rebelled against her… but she was bound to her by a love in which bitter and hurting things were drowned.’ True and not true. Jameson’s mother certainly was at the center of her life, and she did rebel against her but was yet bound to her by an emotion that, if one wishes, could be called love; however, no bitter and hurting thing ever drowned.

         It’s the mother who is the figure in Jameson’s carpet; the mother—now brilliantly present, now dimly sighted, now putting in a surprise appearance—who embodies the pull of haunted memory threading itself through the memoir; the mother whose raw need seeps through Jameson’s blood, mingling with her own, creating the kind of psychological embroilment that can not only shape the life of a child who identifies disastrously with a parent of the same sex, but endow it with mythic dimension.

         Imagine a mother whose voice is daily filled with what Jameson in another novel describes as ‘the shrewd, half-sneering, half-envious spite of the North’; a mother who, when a child says she has a headache, replies coldly, ‘Nonsense, children don’t have head-aches’; a mother who rages about XXthe house when depressed and, out of pity for herself, inflicts the injustice of arbitrary beatings. Who could survive such acts of terror without first going numb and dumb inside, and then growing self-protective almost to the point of anomie? Jameson did both:

         
            Beginning young, I have had a great deal of practice not only in hiding my feelings but in hiding from them… Insincerity was one of the lessons I learned early and thoroughly, very early, very thoroughly.

            (Ah, how I came to love the rhetoric embedded in ‘early and thoroughly, very early, very thoroughly’; here’s another of its numerous iterations: ‘It would not be true to say that the grief which tore its way through my body was for him [i.e., her first husband]; it was for the past, for what he had been to me; for the failure I, I, had made of our marriage.’ That ‘I, I’!)

         

         The problem was that she could not leave her mother because she had become her mother. In the way of this kind of early damage, as Jameson could not leave behind that which had been done to her, she joined with it. Her mother’s boredom became her boredom, as did the easy scorn, the blind resistance to authority, the deadly fear of emotional openness (a broken friendship is described as ‘another failure of warmth’), beneath which lay her own ransomed life. The worst of it was her failure to take in the reality of her own child, just as her mother had failed to take in hers. (‘Even now, I cannot explain why I was never at ease with the idea that I had a child who was my own, not simply handed to me to cherish and bring up.’) Throughout her years she wept for the unlived life of her mother, only occasionally aware that she was weeping for her own:

         
            I cannot remember a time when I was not aware, and with what helpless pity, that her life had disappointed her…

            My terrible anxiety [was always] for her to be happy…

            I would have cut my hand off to give her another life.

         

         These sentences, and many more like them running through Journey from the North, are alive to the touch; they color everything the narrative lights on; XXImake vivid the hold that domestic tragedy had on Jameson: ‘Those seeds of guilt and responsibility, sown in me at the beginning, were not able to strangle [my involuntary egotism] but they have given it an atrociously uneasy life.’

         Jameson understood well enough that while she saw clearly the how of things, she could not adequately penetrate the why of them. No matter. This was one time she wanted to give the reader the feel of things—the state of affairs one grasps not with the intellect but through the nerve endings—and toward this end she did what she should have been doing with all those novels behind her: she stretched her imagination to the limit.

         In Journey from the North, as nowhere else in her work, Jameson’s writing has the very thing she was always faulted for not achieving: the richness of texture necessary to bring a work of literature to fruition. The interesting question is why, when she was ready to dive deep, did Jameson not sit down to write the redemptive novel of her life? Why was it the memoir to which she turned? What was it about writing in her own naked voice that allowed her to make something indelible out of the lived experience that her novels had been exploiting, but not doing justice, all those years?

         These questions, of course, are rhetorical. Perhaps the match between the appropriate genre and the release of the writer’s imagination is something akin to the situation of a safecracker listening for just the right sound in the tumblers to make the door of the vault swing open. Clearly (that is, mysteriously), when Storm Jameson set out to write a memoir, the door of her safe opened wide, and she found literary gold in it. If she had died before she was ready to try that safe, she would never have composed the one book that admits her to the company of Gosse, De Quincey, and Baldwin—and I would never have written this appreciation.XXII
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            Journey from the north, Vol. 1
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            Part I

            Avoid this Spring

         

         
            So soon as ever your mazed spirit descends 

            From daylight into darkness, Man, remember 

            What you have suffered here in Samothrace 

            What you have suffered…

            To the left hand there bubbles a black spring

            Overshadowed with a great white cypress.

            Avoid this spring, which is Forgetfulness;

            Though all the common rout rush down to drink, 

            void this spring!

            robert graves4
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         Chapter 1

         There are people, there are even writers, whose lives were worth recording because they were passed in strange or exciting ways, or involved famous persons, or could be written as the story of a great mind in search of its beliefs. I have a good but not a great mind; my chances of meeting great men have been few and I have not sought them: the men and women who have come nearest slaking my curiosity about human nature have been obscure as well as alive with humours. The humours of the great are usually too well groomed.

         What is a record of my life worth—the life of a writer treated with justice in circles where camaraderie, cette plaie mortelle de la littérature, is the merciful rule?

         Perhaps little, except that as a life it spans three distinct ages: the middle class heyday before 1914, the entre deux guerres, and the present; three ages so disparate that to a person who knows only the third the others are unimaginable. Anyone born before 1900 can examine one civilization as if it were done with—as it is, but for noticing that a few of its ideas and traditions are still feebly active. Indeed, I can excavate two finished stages in society, since I remember sharply the one I rebelled against while continuing to live blindly by more than one of its rooted assumptions: that people of my class do not starve, that reticence in speech, and clean linen, are bare necessities, that books exist to be read. I ought to be able to describe them both.

         Possibly I lack the coolness to give a dependable account of them to the ignorant. I can try.

         That arrogant half-sarcastic phrase, it can be tried, is one I heard so often in my North Riding childhood that it has become an instinct. I seldom know when I am being led astray by it. It was a servant’s saying, but a northern servant.

         The span of my life is even longer than it seems, since its roots are twisted round hundreds of lives passed in the same place. Only a life starting from centuries of familiarity with the same few fields and streets is better than 6fragmentary. If there is any tenacity in me, any constancy, if there is an I under all the dissimilar I’s seen by those who know or knew me as daughter, as young woman, undisciplined, confident, absurd, as wife, as friend, the debt is owed to obscure men and women born and dying in the same isolated place during hundreds of years.

         All I could do to destroy the pattern, I have done.

         What Pascal, writing about Montaigne, called ‘his foolish project of painting his own portrait’ is, after all, a book like any other. If it is dull, it will quickly be forgotten. Or, if it is not readable now, when there are people alive able to compare the portrait with the original and find it distorted or a lie, it may become readable when neither they nor I are here to protest.

         How far can I hope to give a true account of an animal I know only from the inside? Nothing would have been easier for me than to write one of those charming poetic memoirs which offend no one and leave a pleasant impression of the author. I am trying to do something entirely different. Trying, in short, to eat away a double illusion: the face I show other people, and the illusion I have of myself—by which I live. Can I?

         It is true that what one sees from the inside is the seams, the dark tangled roots of feeling and action, which may be just as misleading, as partial, as the charming poeticized version I am trying to reject. But it is a truth—known only to me.

         I feel an ineffaceable repugnance to writing about close friends. Of the few people, men and women, I know intimately, I can bring myself to write down only the least intimate facts. This falsifies the record at once. But what can I do? Nothing.

         ‘The real story of a life would consist in a recital of the experiences, few or many, in which the whole self was engaged. The greater part of such a book would be very dull, since as often as not our whole self turns its back contemptuously on the so-called great moments and emotions and engages itself in trivialities, the shape of a particular hill, a road known in infancy, the movement of the wind through grass. The things we shall take with us at the last will all be small.’

         I wrote this, or something very like it, in a novel published thirty years ago. It is probably true. The pain and ecstasy of youth, the brief happiness, 7the long uncharted decline, can be summed up in the tune of a once popular waltz, of no merit, or the point in a country lane where the violence and hopelessness of a passion suddenly became obvious, or the moment when a word, a gesture, nothing in themselves, gave the most acute sensual pleasure. None of these can be written about.

         It will be easy, too, to lose one’s way in an underworld where time is no longer a succession of events, one damned thing after another, but a continuous present in which the dead, and the little I know about them, jostle the ghosts of the living. And where the antique chorus of frogs listened to in March 1935 in Spain is—at the same moment—distending the darkness above a lake in northern New York State fourteen years later.

         The first thing I remember is the deck of a ship in sunlight. A lady, her face hidden from me by the parasol in her hand, is there in a low chair. My head, which does not reach above the arm of the chair, aches. I must just have told her so. Without turning her own, she answers, ‘Nonsense. Children don’t have headaches.’

         She must have been mistaken. Some indefinite time later I am lying peaceably at the bottom of a crevasse, its walls densely white; two persons, indistinct, are looking over the edge, and one of them says, ‘She’s sinking.’ The ship, I think. That the ship is sinking out there is no business of mine, and doesn’t ruffle me.

         My third memory is of a field of marguerites, so long-stemmed, or I at the time so short, that they and I were face to face, eye against incandescent eye. The whiteness seared, dazzled, blinded, a naked seething radiance, whiter than all whiteness, running out of sight.

         Since beginning this book—that is, yesterday, Friday, the 11th of August 1961, the day of the new moon—I have realized what most intelligent people doubtless knew already: in any life a few, very few, key images turn up again and again, recognizable even though deformed by the changed light or the angle at which they reappear. This fierce whiteness is one of mine.

         Another is the sound, a middling deep note, of the Whitby bell-buoy, ringing a mile off-shore, clearly audible at night or at any time when the wind blew off the sea.

         And another sound, made, this one, by the fishermen’s children when I was very young: it was like the screech of gulls—Ahwa-a-ah!—piercing, 8barely human, half summons, half warning. You could believe that every ship in the world was casting off at once. It was years before I knew enough to interpret it as Away!

         In due course I shall come on the other two or three of these primitive or underworld images, voices out of sleep, out of a lost harbour, which are mine. They may indeed be the only things I ever, in the positive sense of the word, hear or see.

         The voyage on which I so nearly died was one of my earliest, if not the first. It was certainly not my mother’s first: in those days before human existence got out of hand, a sea-captain had the right to take his wife with him on any voyage, even as far as the River Plate or the Far East. She knew one or two older women, childless, who had no shore home; all they possessed, their clothes, family photographs, curling-tongs, shared the captain’s cabin next the chart-room with his clothing and the ship’s papers. She, I believe, envied these freed women while barely approving of them: life in a house of her own often bored her.

         So long as she had only one child, she could go away easily, joining the ship in an English port or at Le Havre or Flushing. The first of these departures that I remember was in the early light; I see clearly the half-dark kitchen and taste the end crust of the loaf, soaked in scaldingly hot tea, she had given me: it was yeasty and exquisite. Were we going to Greenock, Harwich for Antwerp, Swansea? Once, in the last port, directed to it by the man in the ticket-office of the dock station, she and I found ourselves in a small hotel, in a bedroom immediately behind the bar, which was full of lascars. It was too late to seek farther, and while I slept in my clothes my mother spent the night sitting on the trunk she had dragged across the door.

         The days at sea in a less than 3,000-ton ship were crushingly long and boring—it would not have entered anyone’s head to amuse me—but the ports… ah!

         Antwerp: tall yellow-faced houses behind a quay; the Place Verte with its flower-women; the rue de la Meir; the open trams; the zoo gardens at night, a band playing to sedately strolling families, the tall schoolboys in girlish socks and blouses, ridiculously bare-legged; the superb glove shop; the rough knife-edged grass of the ramparts; the open carriage clip-clopping us back to the docks. 9

         It was Antwerp that gave me my first notion of an art. In a shop-window of the rue de la Meir there was a large painting of a garden, with two halfembraced figures in the foreground. It seized on my imagination and became for a few weeks my idea of sensual bliss. This had nothing to do with its merits as a painting, which doubtless did not exist.

         One day when we came ashore—off the Saxon Prince?—the wharf was strewn with black brittle husks from some outlandish cargo; a man waiting to come aboard told us that Queen Victoria had died, news that made my mother pull a sorrowful face. So far as I knew, I had never heard of the woman, but a sense of her importance and the strange husks underfoot started up in me such a crazy excitement that to this day voyages and death resemble each other in my mind as one harbour is like another in another island.

         So many journeys, begun before memory, so many half-obliterated departures, how could they fail to ruin my life?

         Its pattern, if the word can be used of such a coil, was set by them at the start.

         The impulse to go away has disturbed, delighted, mocked me, and is to blame for my failure to settle anywhere. I left one place with anguish, leaving behind half my soul, the less indifferent half: none of the many others I have lived in keep more than a thin paring of it, thinner and less persistent than the shadow I catch sight of in Bordeaux or Antwerp of my mother, pausing to stare in a shop-window at a hat she would buy if she could barely afford it, and were less arrogantly afraid of the foreign saleswoman: in those days she was an elegante—the word is not used now, but it fitted her—coveting finely simple dresses and beautiful gloves. I doubt whether she was content anywhere—any more than I am. I even doubt whether she felt the pleasure I rate higher than any other, that of being in a foreign town for the first time, free of its probably mediocre streets and cafés, its sounds, and the silence which encloses the stranger walking about in it, obliged to no one for her happiness.

         The restlessness in my nerves and senses comes to me through her. Where did she get it? From sea-going ancestors, from the North Sea, from the stones themselves of the little port (already able in the seventh century to build a parish church and an Abbey to which the body of St Edwin, first Christian king of Northumbria, was brought at the end of the century: in 10the ninth, the Danes burned both church and Abbey), with its memories of loss, flight, violence?

         Restless, adrift from the start, spiritually clumsy and imprudent, can I make sense of my life? Has it a meaning? If I can find the courage to stare coldly at its ghosts (including my own past selves, clumsy ungovernable young idiots), and as coldly at the moments of happiness as at griefs, blunders, sins, humiliating failures, will the meaning, if there is a meaning, emerge?

         It can be tried. I am too old to be mortified by a failure.

         And in a world so sharply menaced by destruction as ours, there is something friendly in the idea of going on gossiping to the last minute—if it is no more than to call a friend’s attention to the exquisite yellow of a dying leaf or to ask for news of a child, the one who came last year to stay, and tethered an imaginary horse in every room in the house.

         Chapter 2

         I have a trick, when forced to make a speech—a folly I commit as seldom as possible—of repeating mentally: I am the last voice on earth of my grandfather George Gallilee and my mother Hannah Margaret Jameson.

         This—call it what you like—this invocation has usually eased the ordeal. Once, on the 14th of December, 1943, it had an odd sequel. I had been speaking to the French Chamber of Commerce, at a luncheon, to please a friend, Pierre Maisonneuve, one of de Gaulle’s Free French. Heaven knows what I talked about, and has mercifully erased the memory, but what happened afterwards is still entirely clear in my mind. An insignificant-looking Frenchman came up to me, smiling, and said: ‘I have been sent to tell you that everything is all right. An old gentleman, very upright, with a great deal of white hair, was standing behind your chair when you spoke, and everything is all right.’

         Taken completely aback, I made a stupid and ill-bred reply: ‘That was George Gallilee, my grandfather; he was a severe man, with a bad temper.’

         I don’t pretend to explain the incident.

         Possibly, when we talk of ourselves as being the only foothold the dead keep, the only channel for their voices, it is not nonsense or a sort of poetry 11(I distrust poetic prose). They insist on living in us. They deflect our voices. They dictate our first choices, those which further or ruin our lives.

         My grandfather, my mother’s father, had the reputation of a hard stubborn man, arbitrary, incorruptibly honest, with a violent temper kept, for the most part, under control. I did not know him. How could I? By the time I might have made something of him he had begun his long death, and all I felt for him was the shocking aversion I feel from illness and sickrooms. I suspect him of strong feelings, brutally repressed: an egoist by instinct and training, he could not help regarding women as inferior creatures, mentally and morally. He had a degree of respect for my mother, the only one of his children who was at all like him in looks and temper. He believed with cold ferocity that Lloyd George should be hanged and the lower classes kept in their place: a workman repairing the roof was all but startled into falling off when my grandfather shouted at him from the nearest window to stop whistling or go home.

         When I knew him, and until he died, he was handsome in a forbidding way: a head of hair as white as silk, springing strongly back from his forehead and temples, a thick white goatee, the long upper lip of his hard fine mouth clean-shaven, a splendid nose, and the formidably clear cold pale blue eyes he passed on to my mother and she to her last-born. (Not to me: mine are a darker clouded grey-blue: I fit badly into my skull, and while my eyes are taking you in my brain is trying to guess what you are thinking and what will keep you at a safe distance.)

         He was bookish and extremely fastidious. He took daily ice-cold baths, dressed formally, and until his stroke held himself as straight as a bolt.

         He had been a ship-owner. He sold out of shipping too early in life, and before it began to make money again. He married twice: his second wife was the one I knew as my grandmother: he married her to look after his seven children (seven living, out of I forget how many born) and entertain his friends; she was a middle-aged widow with three sons of her own; a rascally solicitor had bolted to Australia with the money left her by her husband: whenever, in street or church aisle, she saw one of his relatives she would ask loudly: ‘Ha’ ye heard from t’ thief lately?’

         It turned out that a fondness for fine old port unfitted her both as stepmother and hostess. My grandfather at once rearranged his life to conceal 12the blunder he had made. He put his children, five girls and two boys, into another house and visited them morning and evening: what social life he had was carried on outside his own house.

         All his children were afraid of him, my mother, the youngest but one, less than the others: she had spirit and a hot temper, though at fifteen she was discovered to be ‘in a decline,’ that commonest of Victorian illnesses. The treatment ordered for her was the raw cod-liver oil brought by the whaling boats, and cold baths: she faithfully took both, carrying the cold water up every night to a hipbath in her room, and lived.

         Her father was no gentler with her than with the others; she had orders to be practising the piano when he arrived at eight in the morning, and he beat time by clapping his hands loudly within an inch of her ear: in winter, since he refused to allow fires to be lit in the house in daylight, her fingers stiffened immovably on the keys (as mine did at the end of the icy train journey to Scarborough to take a music examination in the Imperial Hotel. In spite of having less music in me than a crow, I passed three of these before my mother resigned herself to the certainty that I should never, being now fourteen, acquire the ghost of an ear). He disapproved of pampering anyone, of any age or sex. During the years when he was only half alive, his youngest unmarried daughter, now in her fifties, dutifully sat with him an hour every day. Even on the bitterest days he refused to allow her near the fire—‘Back, girl, back!’

         Except under his eye, it was a lively household: the youngest two, my mother and my aunt Jenny, laughed at everything, at their sisters, at each other, even, under the name of Mr Bultitude, at their terrible father.

         My aunt, who was actively pious—she was a deacon of the Congregational Church—with none of my mother’s profound indifference (masked by habit), had the irrepressible laugh of a very young child. I remember an afternoon when they talked about graves. Neither of them can have been less than sixty-five, and my mother was sharply vexed that she had not been able to find out from my father how many people had been buried in the grave belonging to him.

         ‘I told him, “We can’t expect to stay very much longer,” and he said, “But I will”. I have no patience with him, Jenny! Let me think: his father was lost at sea, but there’s his mother and her father and mother, and a child. I believe 13there will be nine to a grave. So there should be plenty of room for him.’ Her eyes started with anger. ‘I won’t go into his grave, not on any account.’

         ‘Ours has Mr Bultitude and our mother, and sister Ann and sister Mary, yes, and two children, Emily and Amy—I think they count as one.’

         ‘And of course there’s you to go in,’ my mother said calmly. She frowned. ‘It would be maddening to have to buy more land at the last minute.’

         The absurdity of this conversation struck them both in the same instant and they went off into a fit of laughter; it lasted for minutes and was the gayest sound in the world.

         As a very young child, I was mortally afraid of my grandfather. Yet the one time I had anything to do with him then, he behaved with great gentleness. My mother had been thrashing me. Made reckless by my fear of pain, I ran wildly round my bedroom, howling, trying to dodge the cane. Exhausted, she told me, ‘I must bring your grandfather to deal with you.’

         She left the house and I waited, in the state of self-induced apathy, a sort of stupor made up of dislike of showing distress, fear of being pitied, and a purely instinctive animal immobility, in which—so far—I have always been able to sink myself at will. Crouched on the landing outside my room, I watched my grandfather between the balusters as he came up the last flight: he halted half way up, stared at me for a moment and, to my great astonishment, said only, ‘You shouldn’t wear your mother out,’ then turned and went down.

         In those days it was the custom to thrash children. Few people imagined that they could be trained by any methods except those used on savagely unbroken horses. Whitby may have been backward in this respect (as in some others), still early Victorian, but not, I think, a great deal. My mother herself was impatient, easily bored, and perhaps more determined to bring her children up well than were some few of her contemporaries.

         The cruelty of the method lay in its deliberateness. I shall thrash you when we get home had the ring of a death sentence. Any act of carelessness or disobedience outside the house merited it. If other people were present, the offender might get only a terrible glance, a warning what to expect. The pupil of my mother’s eye seemed to send out a flash of light, like the discharge from a gun: I have never seen another such glance. The walk home might be short or long; no delay was long enough to ward off the assault on bared 14flesh and stretched nerves. And the business of forgiveness, which came hours later, was as emotionally racking as the punishment itself.

         Only at this moment, as I write, sixty years after the event, I realize that when my grandfather halted and looked up, he saw a desperate little animal behind bars.

         His second wife was my father’s mother. The two familes were kept apart. My mother cannot have had even the most short-lived sense that she was marrying a stepbrother. Certainly she never regarded her mother-in-law as a stepmother. She disliked her. One day when she was an old woman herself, she spoke to me about her with all the bitterness of a high-spirited young girl.

         ‘She was a wicked woman, malicious, a wilful liar, quite unscrupulous, and she had the tongue of a viper. I remember her saying to a servant who had just married, “I hope you’ll ha’ ten bairns and not a bite to put in their mouths.” She was capable of any trick.’

         She played evil tricks on her young daughter-in-law, and an amusing one. As a gesture of independence, my mother and her youngest sister had joined the Congregationalists, a sect the second Mrs George Gallilee considered not merely heretical but vulgar: she begged my mother to let me be decently baptized into the Church of England, promising to give ‘the poor innocent bairn’ a handsome christening present. The ceremony over, she presented an egg, a pinch of salt, and the smallest possible piece of silver, a threepenny bit.

         I had no feeling for her, hardly even distaste. She handed out port and Christmas cake once a year, and pennies when we were taken to visit her on Sunday morning—‘You’ll ha’ been to t’chapel,’ she would say contemptuously—and occasionally begged one of us off a beating. She was then quince-yellow and shrunken, wearing lace caps over the sparse remains of black hair. In the end she, too, had a stroke and lay in the room next her husband’s, speechless. The stroke paralysed her tongue.

         My mother had one word for this. Justice.

         Chapter 3

         Of the uncounted places I have lived in, for years or months, only one haunts me. Since I left it for good, I have been adrift, and 15shall drift to my death. Yet I cannot go back there—any more than a tree, cut down, could return to its roots left in the ground.

         I cannot be sure that everything I remember about a now vanished Whitby is my own memory or my mother’s. The most grotesque memories are probably hers. Isolation—before the opening of a railway line through the valley to Pickering in 1836—bred, in counterweight to its benefits, a crop of eccentrics, harmless fools, misers, house devils, despots, male and some female, who behaved towards their families with a severity even George Gallilee would never have allowed himself.

         Talking to me about those obscure Catos, my mother’s tone implied a certain respect. Later, when I came to study the Russian dramatist Ostrovski, I thought I recognized them in his plays of crushed lives and meaningless cruelties inflicted behind the bolted doors of provincial merchants’ houses. Bitter tears must have been shed, decently, in strict secrecy, by the families of well-to-do men (and a few matriarchs), some of them only hard and miserly, some laughable, but all egotistical to the verge of madness, or so rigid with principles that they might as well have been lunatics.

         In the early years of my childhood Whitby was still beautiful. It no longer built ships—sailing-ships, whalers, and, later, small steamships which had to be towed to Middlesbrough or Newcastle to fit their engines—but the skeletons of two of the old yards were rotting placidly, weeds thrusting between the stones and iron rings, on the edge of the upper harbour. I have a confused memory of a launching—the last?

         I should admit at once that, for me, Yorkshire is Whitby—but not the town you will see if you go there now in search of a happiness which depends on a place.

         Since my fortunate infancy, the high-hedged lanes and fields, the bare cliff-tops covered with short springing grass, have been disfigured by a brick rash, the ancient pier intolerably tawdrified, the splendid subscription library thrown away, and heaven knows what other outrage and perversion. Something remains. Impossible—unless there are no limits to insensitivity and contempt for what is only charming and dignified—to spoil the ruined Benedictine Abbey on the East cliff, or the quiet waters of the estuary. Or the Norman church crouched, pressed into the ground by the wind, between abbey and cliff-edge, and reached by a hundred and ninety-nine wide shallow 16stone steps from the harbour. The soul of an old ship inhabits this church and its three-decker pulpit: ships’ carpenters put up the present roof, and the windows under it are so like cabin windows that on the rare Sundays when we occupied my grandfather’s pew in one of the galleries I could only dream of voyages. Outside, the dust of Saxons, Danes, monks, ship-builders, master mariners, lies deep under the rank grass between wrinkled gravestones eaten by the salt.

         Standing on the cliff-edge, three hundred or more feet above the sea, and looking north past the mouth of the harbour and the West cliff, you see a gently-curving coast-line, which moves me as music moves people who understand it.

         In the narrow streets on both sides of the harbour, you may come on a child with the wiry reddish-gold hair of the Norsemen, harriers of this coast, driving their murderously beaked black boats into the sandy mouths of streams, and landing to kill, burn and, as they did at the mouth of the Esk, settle. (The first name I saw in Norway was Storm, on a doorway in Horten, a small town in the Oslo Fjord.)

         Looking back, I seem to see the first step towards an inevitable deterioration in the re-naming—to please an enfeebled taste—of the Saloon. This was—you could not call it a cliff-garden, since there was only grass and paths or steps twisting half way down the West cliff to a theatre and a small reading-room and, built out above the sands some fifty feet below, a broad asphalted walk, with a bandstand in the open air: ticket-holders walked up and down during the concerts (as in Antwerp) or sat about on benches and iron chairs listening to Berlioz, Auber, Rossini, Weber, Strauss, and looking at the sea. It was re-named the Spa. Then the end of the walk was glassed in, to shelter orchestra and audience from the often cold sea wind; then… but why go on?

         Or, perhaps, mark the beginning of the end by the humblest of graves—that of the last of the old fishwives who came round singing vessel(wassail)-cups in December. They carried a box lined with evergreens, holding a little cheap doll, and sang in quavering voices, as harsh as gulls,

         
            God a-rest you, merry merry gentlemen… 17

         

         The oldest of them died well before 1914.

         Before 1914, too, the pier and the narrow street under the East cliff had superb jet-shops. If you own one of the elaborate necklaces cut by Whitby jet-workers, cherish it; there will be no more: a craft started in the Bronze Age no longer pays.

         Not a great way beyond the upper harbour, the hills begin to fold in; a few miles inland they rise to a wide stretch of moor, by turns fox-red, purple, bone-grey, seamed by runnels of peaty water and narrow valleys filled with foxgloves, gorse, dog-roses, thyme, bracken, and a few self-possessed villages. In my childhood the moor road from Pickering to Whitby said all there is to say about the instinct for solitude, sharper than the impulse to herd: peewits, seagulls, a few grouse and, at a certain point, the first sight, piercing the heart, of the church and the Abbey clinging to the East cliff.

         Eleven years ago, an unexpected glimpse of them from a lonely road running east brought tears to my eyes before I could check them, and I had to turn away to hide from my two companions my ridiculous anguish.

         If I think of anything at the end of my life it will probably be the sea, the North Sea: the milky blue of summer, harmless ripples caressing the ankles of trippers and drawing slowly out to an air of Rossini’s; the savagery of winter, waves rearing thirty feet to break against the pier lighthouse; suave, icy, gentle, enticing, treacherous, charging the air with splinters of light and the houses with exotic junk, shells from Vera Cruz, enormous dried seeds like the shrunken trophies of head-hunters, boxes and silk screens from Japan, eggshell china, elaborate French clocks, an African necklace, ostrich eggs on which I copied in oil-paint the birds and flowers from a great book of foreign birds.

         Bringing in, too, a fever, a bacillus of restlessness and violence to creep into the veins. Not all veins; only those liable to catch the fever.

         Chapter 4

         There is a sense in which it is true that we only live in one house, one street, one town, all our lives. I have no memory of the first house I lived in, though I ought to be able to remember an afternoon in my sixth 18month when I began climbing its dangerously steep staircase on hands and knees: I set off six times, and was fetched back and whipped six times.

         Have I been doing anything ever since except setting off again up those infernal stairs?

         The first departure I remember was from our next house.

         Whether reflected from the sea, or filtered as it crosses the moors, the light on this strip of the north-east coast has an unusual clarity. It may be this light—it could be flattered by the hand like a young horse—which sets 5 Park Terrace apart from the unnumbered houses I have lived in since. It was a terrace of Victorian houses, facing another on a lower level; from its end a very steep road, North Bank, dropped to Esk Terrace which faced, across a slope of rank grass, the upper harbour. Of what other house can I recall the satin-striped wallpaper in the upper sitting-room, the textures of its saddlebag chairs, the exact shape of the horsehair sofa in the dining-room, and the position, relative to each other, of bedrooms and attics? There was no bathroom: a wide hip-bath was filled for us in front of the kitchen range; I should be glad to forget a horrible night when I upset it.

         At the farther end of the terrace, a cul-de-sac of four dull houses, moss and short fine grass pushing between its cobblestones, filled me, however often I entered it, with a voluptuous sense of strangeness—le Pays sans Nom.

         This nameless country is now a few narrow streets, a harbour divided into upper and outer by a vanished swing-bridge, a naked cliff-top, the whole small enough to fit into a tiny flaw in my skull.

         Do not believe that the earliest memories are anything but disguised choices. My first memory of injustice is attached to this house and this time: next door a family called Corney kept a school for very young children, to which I was sent a week after my fifth birthday: one morning I was accused of breaking a window and my truthful and passionate denials not believed. And my first memory of guilt and shame: I filled my infant brother’s shoes with water from the yard tap and waited for him to be accused of the crime; my treachery must have been perfectly obvious, and, confronted with it, I could only take my whipping. And my first memory of lust, evil: two children my age, brother and sister, giving themselves up to some scandalous joining together of their bodies (I knew it was scandalous because they told me so, and made me swear not to talk about it). 19

         Infantile eroticism is a very curious affair. It involves no sexual knowledge at all, and needs none. My ignorance was as complete as my want of curiosity. I was nine or ten before I learned—through watching a boy on the stern of a barge on the Scheldt—that male and female bodies are anatomically different. The discovery made an impression on me and led to day-dreams of childish indecency, savagely naive and absurd; I wove them round a story about two heroes of the Indian Mutiny, Generals Havelock and Outram—an innocent source, one would think, but there is no protecting the imagination from its power to corrupt itself.

         Attached to this first house, too, are a handful of night dreams, the earliest one of pure fear: there were evil dwarfs in the streets; one touch from them would horribly twist your body, if not kill you. How did those chthonic gods, the Cabiri, get into a northern child’s dream?

         My so-called school taught a few children to write, count on their fingers, read, and learn by heart so many paragraphs a day of history, geography, grammar, poetry, the best method in the world, since it leaves the child’s imagination severely alone. I could read before I went to this school; I taught myself, probably driven to it by boredom. No special books were given me, I read everything in the house. One evening my mother mocked me sharply for spelling out the word tobacco in Samuel Baker’s Albert N’yanza, Great Basin of the Nile. I was sitting in the circle of light from the lamp in the centre of the red chenille cloth, absorbed in the hideous and fascinating journey shared by the devoted Mrs Baker. I was seven, or at most a year older. It was like my mother to expect me to recognize in print an object I had seen.

         I still have the two volumes, published in 1886: the engravings are superb. Forbidden to read before breakfast, I hid books under the mattress of my bed. They were discovered at once—I was either too young or too stupid to reflect that they would be—and I was thrashed, and did it again, and was thrashed again.

         The year after her third child was born my mother went off on a long voyage. She put me to board with the Misses Corney. During the day I was unconcerned, but the moment I had been put to bed in the room I shared with the eldest Miss Corney, my tears started of themselves and flowed torrentially for more than an hour. This happened every night for three or 20four months. I could not explain my despair to the poor woman, and she had to let me cry myself into the sleep of exhaustion.

         It was my first experience of loss, and my grief was as atrocious as any I have felt since.

         I knew, with absolute certainty, that my mother would die at sea and I should not see her again—except in a way I could not imagine: before leaving she had said, ‘If I’m drowned in a storm I’ll come to you.’

         This incomprehensible promise was the only hope I had.

         My sister, three years old, and my brother, who was still in petticoats, had been left with a magnificent woman known as Mammy Fisher. I never saw them. With her husband and sons, she kept a greengrocer’s shop: when a family in the neighbourhood was in trouble—sickness, a death, a hard birth—she was sent for. Fat and strong, with a voice ripened by years of advising, cajoling, soothing, seeing people into the world and seeing them out, she was sixteen stone of hard stubborn Yorkshire flesh, and a saint.

         The second time my mother left on a long voyage I felt nothing. But at the station I pretended to cry, for fear she should be disappointed. Already, at the age of eight, I was an accomplished hypocrite.

         This time my sister stayed at the school with me. It was nearly the death of her. The Misses Corney were young marriageable women, and after school hours left us with a servant: she let us do as we pleased, and one afternoon we walked into the country as far as the village of Ruswarp, two miles. The Esk was in spring flood, with a strong, fast current, and we amused ourselves on its bank until my sister lost her footing on a loose stone, and sank. I snatched at her desperately from the same jutting stone and dragged her out, drenched and shivering. We ran to a cottage, where a woman stripped her and dried her clothes.

         For a week after this, to bring home to her the depth of her wickedness in coming within a hair’s-breadth of drowning, she was made to stand on a stool before the roomful of grinning children, every morning for an hour. She was five, a little less.

         I was not punished. Why? I had no idea, and a child does not try to understand the behaviour of his masters. The truth is, he does not think of himself as a child and of his elders as adults; he thinks in terms of rulers and 21ruled, helpless and powerful. Very much, I suppose, as the inhabitants of an occupied country feel towards an occupier, however benevolent.

         Our brother had been sent to Mammy Fisher; she loved him fondly and gave him anything he asked for. When my mother fetched him home he refused to believe she was his mother, and rushed back scowling to his real mother. He was a singularly fierce child, with a frown that made people call him a ‘black bairn.’ A woman came one day to complain that he had torn her son’s cap off his head and thrown it into the harbour. ‘How old is your son?’ my mother demanded.—‘Nine.’—‘My son is not yet five. I think little of a nine-year-old boy who lets a little child of four master him.’

         My mother never allowed anyone, friend or stranger, to criticize her children.

         Her passionate loyalty and devotion—she would without hesitation have stepped between one of us and an enraged tigress—and her severity (the merciless thrashings) sprang from one and the same impulse: we were to have everything she could get for us, and be everything she admired, upright, truthful, well-mannered, clever, quick, sincere.

         How could it have entered her head that insincerity was one of the lessons I learned early and thoroughly, very early, very thoroughly?

         Chapter 5

         For several years I had a recurring dream in which I was living with her in a badly-lit room: I knew that I should be forced to wake up and leave her there. I wept bitterly, I assured her over and over again that she, not the other one, was the mother I loved. I’ll come back, I repeated, all the time struggling to stay asleep, but the room, the figure of my mother, became shadowy, wavered, vanished…

         It seemed that a nerve led direct from my young mind to hers: I knew instantly what she wanted me to say, what it would please her to hear, what she wanted. She was curiously reluctant to say frankly: I want this, I want to do that. (I see, now, that she hated as I do to be seen caring.) When she coveted something she could not afford, I encouraged her to buy it. This habit became fixed: to the end of her life I encouraged her in extravagances, and 22spent recklessly on her. Even as children we somehow scraped up the money to give her a birthday present she would value. Once my brother refused to hand over his small savings, and gave her his own choice of present, a penny loaf with a tulip stuck in it. She did not thank him.

         What she wanted she wanted blindly, unable for the time to see anything else in the world. I, too…

         My terrible anxiety for her to be happy took in the most trivial events; playing bezique with her, I tried not to win; when she planned a day in the country I prayed feverishly for sun: a fiasco made me feel guilty.

         I cannot remember a time when I was not aware, and with what helpless pity, that her life had disappointed her.

         Those seeds of guilt and responsibility, sown in me at the beginning, were not able to strangle an egotism as involuntary as George Gallilee’s, but they have given it an atrociously uneasy life.

         In those days, how gay she could be! A fine day made her madly happy: she hurried us out of the house to walk the four or five miles to the moors, the road climbing, slowly, between stone fences; or, when my aunt Mary was still alive, to Carr Hill. (This aunt, the best-looking of the five Gallilee sisters, had married a small landowner who went mad, not violently, but tiresomely for his family: he used to turn his wife and my four cousins, two of whom went mad in their turn, out of the house at night, so that they had to take shelter in the nearest farm.) But she was rarely contented. How, given what she was, could she be? Take a young attractive woman, with a passion for change and movement, and shut her up with three unpredictably lively children in a house in a small town—even before the birth in 1906 of her fourth child she had given up long voyages—and what could come of it but boredom, an agonizing boredom?

         I only understood years later, at a time when I was tempted to knock my own head against the wall, the fits of rage in which she jerked the Venetian blinds in her room up and down, up and down, for the relief of hearing the crash.

         She had married—to get away from a house full of her sisters?—too young, a man inferior to her in breeding, sensitivity, warmth of heart and force of character. He had his own courage, tenacity, dreams, but she was too young, too uncompromising, to forgive him traits that vexed her and roused 23her contempt. She never understood or forgave him a habit of lying about himself—if you can call lies the instinct to appear clever or cunning, or to defend himself from her scathing tongue. She baffled and tormented him (and herself ) for the disappointments and revulsions he made her suffer. Her passion for perfection—in everything she owned, a dress, the furniture of her room—scandalized him. No Whitby sea-captain’s wife clothed herself and her children as she did, or bought Dresden china, costly rugs, Hepplewhite chairs, searching antique shops for bargains, bidding at auction sales. She spent on these things every penny that came into her hands, saving only in order to spend.

         He did not like it any better when, on one of their first voyages, an old captain took her to be his daughter, though he was not more than nine years the elder. She was slender, with the complexion of a young child.

         When they married he was not yet a captain, and they were pinched for money. I have her account book for that year, a little thin book with an olive-green cover. The first item runs: Cab and fare to Newport, and it ends on the 31st of December with the note that she had a Balance in Hand of £6 10s 6d. I doubt if she ever kept accounts again.

         Before their marriage, she told me, he had begged her to correct his clumsiness and ignorance. (Of his mother’s three sons, he was the one who suffered from the poverty into which the defaulting solicitor threw her; at the age of thirteen he was taken from school and sent as apprentice in a sailingship, to be schooled in bitter hardship and cruelty.) An eager haphazard reader, he mis-saw words—a geranium became a genarium on his tongue, and the like. His manners, unless he were able to condescend, were rough or too familiar. He made a cult of shabbiness and would let a new uniform moulder in his cabin, unworn, for years. (Like his mother with her dozens of boned silk bodices.) After their marriage, he would have nothing to do with her attempts to teach him a few graces. He was neither humble nor generous enough. Nor, I’ll be bound, she adroit.

         Used, in his ship, to the absolute authority of a captain, he might have bullied her and us if she had not, from the very start, been too much for him, too quick-witted, too lively, too stubborn and overbearing. He would have done better for himself to marry a stupider or an easy-going young woman. My mother’s contempt for devious ways, her fastidiousness, her wilfulness 24and impatience, her (in his eyes) insane ambitions for her children, her love of beautiful things, vexed him, but he did not know how to deal with them. He was no match for her unconscious arrogance, the echo in hers of George Gallilee’s intimidating voice.

         Only in physical courage and a deep obstinacy was he her equal. Their long separations—months long—stretched the gap between them to an abyss. Before he had been home longer than a week they were quarrelling, bitterly. The bitterness, the impatience, were on her side, the stubborn incomprehension and lack of generosity his. But she was fully as stubborn as he; a quarrel might last days, and be followed by a reconciliation that must once have been eager, the passionate repentances of a quick-hearted young woman, but with the years became mere dry exhaustion.

         The first years, of voyages to South America, France, Belgium, Norway, Vera Cruz, Odessa, must have been the least disappointing of her life: she loved strange cities, and from all of them her curiosity picked up new ideas, new recipes, new ways of setting a dinner-table, a new elegance. No doubt she was sometimes bored, shut up at sea for slow weeks with a husband whose ways jarred on her. But the one thing she respected in him was his seamanship.

         In whatever else he fell short, as a sea-captain he had arete excellence in the highest degree. To the marrow of his bones and the smallest cell in his brain he was a good seaman. Not that this made him a just man: towards his officers he was neither considerate nor impartial.

         On one voyage to the River Plate they ran into a storm, a pampero, of more than common violence, and were fourteen days overdue at Buenos Aires. ‘We’d given you up, Captain,’ the agent waiting on the wharf told him.

         The ship lay on her side for three days and nights, and on the last of these nights he came down off the bridge to tell her, ‘I daresay we s’ll go down, she’s lying right over, and the sea’s very high now.’ He would try, he added mildly, to get back to her, ‘before aught happens.’

         I try, and fail, to imagine the thoughts of the young woman waiting, alone, in the crazily-tilted cabin, in darkness.

         Left to him—if we had been left to him—his children would have been poorly off. Years later, but only then, I understood his indifference to our education, his resentment of the money spent on us. The child who 25at thirteen was forced to endure, as if he were a man, cold, indifference, brutality, could not find in himself either the tenderness or the warmth to forgive other children, his own, their softer lives. He never spoke about his boyhood except when he was muttering over some—as he saw it—wicked extravagance. His wife could not bear him to pity himself, and cut such mutterings ruthlessly short.

         ‘If I allowed it, he would ride roughshod over us,’ she said to me.

         It was true.

         Not until he died did I see that he, too, was to be pitied and respected. He was brave, tortuous, full of mean resentments, grudging, naively vain, and patient. He had a streak of fantasy that in other circumstances might have changed his life. He kept a commonplace book into which he copied verses and anecdotes that impressed him. When he could, he took long solitary walks: I have a photograph he sent me when I was living in London in the thirties—he was then eighty—of a stretch of moorland with one signpost: on the back he had written: Place for dreams.

         What dreams?

         Chapter 6

         One evening when my mother was leaving the house in anger after a quarrel, I asked her when she would be back.

         ‘Never!’ she said drily.

         I was much too young to reflect that one does not leave home for ever on foot, without so much as a dressing-case. In despair, I followed her. She took a road that after four miles or so would bring her to Aisalby moor, and we walked for an hour or longer, I keeping myself, as I imagined, out of sight. At last she turned round, took my hand, and we went back together, in the gathering darkness, in silence.

         I shudder now when I think what unhappiness that silence of hers hid.

         She had a terrible need to be in the right. It was impossible for her to admit that she had made a mistake, or been clumsy, or had acted from any but the highest motive. This was one of the traits that made living with her hazardous. But, as well as repeating itself in me, it taught me tact. 26

         Is this really a benefit? I doubt it.

         My anxiety to please, and my nakedness to all the winds blowing from other people’s minds, start here. What a Frenchman who mistrusted me called ‘la bouche fleurie de Madame Storm Jameson’ is nothing whatever but a gesture of propitiation, such as savages make to their gods. And a defence. To be noticed suffering, or even rejoicing too much—how frightful!

         Some time between the wars, when I read Souvenirs d’egotisme for the first time, and came on the sentence which ends, ‘with one idea in my mind: not to be seen into (avec une seule idée; n’être pas deviné)…’ my heart leaped with joy, a stray dog recognizing its master.

         That nothing whatever is too shallow. I fear punishment, I fear the pain of mockery, but I fear also to give pain. Too often, I see a naked quivering little creature behind the eyes of the person I am talking to, and cannot bring myself to disappoint it; I want passionately to give it the joy and reassurance of being approved. Anger can blind me to it and make me forget everything but the pleasure of striking. Or, if I feel a reasonable trust in the other person, I may risk frankness.

         There are a few people, four or five, I feel no need to guard myself from—and no need to handle them as if they were fragile. One of these speaks, kindly, of ‘your flunkey’s tongue, dear Margaret.’

         I see now that this double-stranded fear has been the strongest impulse in my life for as long as I remember.

         Something that happened during my eighth year shows both her children’s fear (in the Biblical sense) of my mother, and my own weak dislike of making myself unpleasant. The three of us had gone into the fields near Park Terrace and were playing there when a poorly-dressed boy, perhaps sixteen, came up and offered to teach us a new game. I did not like the look of him, he was obviously a low fellow, but I did not know how to get rid of him without hurting his feelings, the feelings of a wretchedly poor boy. I let him take us into the avenue of trees between one field and the next, and here he kneeled down and squeezed his hands round my throat; I was paralysed by astonishment, but the other two flung themselves on him, beating him with their fists, screaming. There was a group of picknickers in the next field: these must have shown signs of interest, because the lout made off in one direction and we in another, hoping fervently that no one would give us away. 27

         It did not enter my head that my mother would not punish me if she found out. I hardly believed my luck when—the picnickers must have told her—she took me on her knee and in her gentlest voice asked me to tell her what had happened before ordering us in future to turn away if a stranger spoke to us.

         She had two voices, the harsh penetrating one she used in anger—it could sharpen to a cruel mockery—and the other, her singing voice, strong and untrained but clear and perfectly true—

         
            
               It’s nothing but a shower

               Just a quarter of-an hour

               Don’t you think you’d better shelter ’neath the chestnut tree,

               For the wind is blowing sweet

               And there are daisies at your feet

               And if you’d like to dance I will pipe for you…

            

         

         Here the voice breaks off, I strain after it, it swells on a note, falters, dies.

         She had a third voice she used very rarely. No—it used her. It was the voice of a saucy smiling child. It echoes in my ears, which have forgotten the others.

         When she sang hymns we bawled them with her. If anyone were to sing God be with you till we meet again, in my hearing, I should die of grief.

         Another incident of that time when, fearing a scene, I behaved as I still instinctively do: just before leaving the house to go to school, I opened the Daily Mail and read a paragraph saying that the Saxon Prince, captain William Storm Jameson, had been seized by the Japanese—a war in which no one took any interest was going on—carrying contraband steel rails, and towed into Sasebo. I pushed the paper under the cushions of a chair, and hurried out. The letter from Newcastle, from the firm, came during the day. I pretended astonishment and concern.

         My father spent several pleasant weeks in Japan and brought back a magnificent fold-fold silk screen (which, when he was an old man living alone, he destroyed), the antique God of Plenty I have, and various oddments. These included a photograph of himself in Japanese dress, with parasol and fan, at which my mother smiled drily.

         Have I succeeded in drawing a portrait, however faint, of this warm passionate generous young woman, whose face I catch sight of only in sleep, and then uncertainly? 28

         She expected and wanted so much and had so little.

         She gave me more than my ludicrous conviction of being responsible for other people, and of being a laughing-stock. I have her bottomless weight of boredom, a never-appeased restlessness, which becomes torture in surroundings I dislike, and the jeering violence I keep out of sight. And, too, a deep, deeper than everything else, indifference—which may only be fear. My working patience and stubbornness I owe to that master mariner with the clouded blue eyes and a mind full of bits and pieces like a sea-chest.

         The Yorkshire character has a monolithic appearance which in fact is a lie. Under that air of shrewd hard horse-sense it is complex in the extreme, even neurotic, one edge of its violence and irony turned inward. I have my full share of both, but some other strain in me mocks and bedevils the Yorkshireman—those Gallilees, perhaps? My grandfather, who felt a keen interest in his ancestors, never traced them farther back than their appearance, during the early eighteenth century, in a village on the coast a few miles north of Whitby. (In a document of that time, recording the births of six members of the family, the name is spelled Gallaley, and Galliley. Galileo?) It vexed him not to know certainly whether he came from gentlemen or a common stock…

         Do not imagine that as children we were unhappy. Far from it. We were storing up sensuous wealth for a lifetime. We had everything that children brought up in large towns and cities, or with mechanical amusements, miss. Perhaps because my mother did not like having other people in her house, we had no friends of our own age. A closed society, we played endless ingenious games together. We sometimes fought; I was unkind and arbitrary, and the other two rebelled: my most powerful hold on them at this time was a trick of story-telling I found I had, week-long versions of books I had read, and fairy-tales—the trick deserted me when I was twelve and beginning to be serious about my future.

         And we had the sea—endless days on the shore in summer, from nine in the morning until six or seven at night, by which hour we were alone, three children on the edge of an infinity of sand and water—enclosed in a boundless blue world, steeped in light, in a radiance of sun and salt, sauntering in and out of gently-breathing waves or racing in front of them, bare wet legs smarting from the sand-grains driven into the skin. 29

         In spring and winter we went to the end of the pier to watch heavy seas breaking over the lighthouse—this was before extensions were built on to the ancient stone piers with their old mooring-posts, making the bar safe for fishing-boats and spoiling the storms. We stood close under the lighthouse, waiting, listening, for the next wave, and when it reared hissing and fuming overhead ran madly to be out of reach of the deluge; now and then one of us was caught and drenched; then it was a matter of drying off in the icy wind before daring to go home.

         With my mother we learned a rhythm of country walks: in February the snowdrops in the woods of Mulgrave Castle, the pale yellow of primroses, scattered across the fields above the Carrs in April, thick oozing yellow of bog-buttercups, and an enormous bird-cherry, a dazzling cloud of white, in May, wild roses, orchids, foxgloves in the hot narrow June lanes below the moor; and in August and September the moors themselves, the intoxicating scent, the humming of flies and bees, the great cloud-shapes passing overhead—all, all belong to years before I knew the meaning of time, or that it was more than a word: time to leave the sands, already empty, the rock-pools darkened by the lengthening shadow of the cliffs, time to rush out of the house to school, to start for the Saloon before every sheltered bench has been filled, for the Saturday morning market before the scores of pounds of yellow butter vanish off the stalls, time to expect the reindeer tongues and small barrel of cranberries sent to my grandfather every year’s end from Archangel, time to pick brambles in the abandoned quarry, time to look for mushrooms, wild daffodils, broom, time to dye the Easter eggs, to buy holly, time, time, time, a bell tolling to the beat of the deep-sea current, time gone.

         I can live in it for a moment. For less than a moment—after that I only imagine, inventing echoes.

         We kept anniversaries with religious happiness, from rolling Easter eggs down the steepest fields, through Whitsun and birthdays to Christmas, New Year and Twelfth Night. Birthdays began formally, with a tray known as the birthday tray, heaped with presents: it was large and square, with high edges, of gold and black lacquer from Sasebo. It must still be somewhere, it was strong as well as beautiful. Why—I have saved other things—did I not keep it?

         One can’t save everything. 30

         Chapter 7

         In the spring of 1903 we were living in a newly-built house on the West cliff, at that time two miles of fine turf, naked to the North Sea wind. The move brought us within hearing of the sea, close to the cliff-top and the zig-zag path leading to the sands. Not that we used it, preferring to climb down and up two hundred feet of slippery red clay and rocks. There was a very large yard at the back of the house, and my mother let me keep a young white rabbit a friend of hers offered me. She detested animals; when, in a week or two, I grew bored with looking after it, she was thankful to give it away. No sooner had it gone than I was filled with remorse, imagining its grief at being unwanted, and weeping bitter tears which started again each time I recalled its trick of springing from the ground upright, like a dancer.

         ‘You should have cared when you had it,’ my mother said, with dry justice.

         This house was two miles from our new school; we did the walk four times a day, always late and always running. We became known for the habit. We ran to dancing-class, to the Spa fireworks and concerts, even, when we were alone, to church. No one was surprised to see us racing through the streets to my eldest aunt’s funeral. She and my aunt Jane, eldest and youngest of the Gallilees, were the only ones not married, still living in the same house. My mother had gone early, leaving us to dress and follow. In the end we had to run like hares.

         As it turned out, we need not have run. The funeral had been held up by the refusal of the undertaker’s men to nail the coffin. Dr Mitchell had to be called to assure them that the old lady was dead: her gleaming white hair, rosy cheeks and wide-open blue eyes frightened them. Pray God she really was dead.

         My mother this summer was out of all patience with her life, herself, us. She was going to have a child in November; she had not wanted another child, eight years after her son’s birth, and her exasperation and weariness drove her to violent rages, which were really fits of despair.

         During these weeks I went through a crisis of anxiety about her. Farther back than I can remember, this irrational anxiety had been growing in me: 31it now reached a desperate climax. It woke me at night and sent me creeping downstairs from my room on the top floor to crouch outside the door of her bedroom: I sat there for two, three, four hours, until I was chilled to the bone, then went back to bed and fell asleep. During the days, too, when she locked herself in her room, to endure, out of our sight, the unhappiness we did not—how could we?—understand, I couldn’t bring myself to carry away the tray of food she refused, but waited outside with it uselessly for an hour before giving up.

         After this summer, my anxiety diminished slowly, overlaid by the energies and ambitions which, at the age of thirteen or earlier, began to take savage possession of me. Perhaps what is more nearly true is that I became able to ignore it, at least in its acute form.

         My youngest sister, Dorothy, was born on the 13th of November, and became my mother’s last and overwhelming passion. They were laughably alike.

         I can fix the month, almost to the day, when I ceased to be a child. Soon after we moved to the new house, my mother went on the last of her long voyages. She went to Buenos Aires (pronounced by every Whitby sea-captain’s family Bonnus-airs), leaving us as boarders in the private school we had been going to daily for a year. She was at sea when we went down with scarlet fever, all three of us. Rather than send us to the fever hospital, it was decided to open up the house and put us in it on the top floor, in charge of a nurse and an old woman called Nightingale. We spent six or seven weeks shut up here, we were not ill, and had nothing to amuse us except a number of cardboard dress-boxes that we turned into a fleet of liners and sailed in them about the rooms. On the fourth or fifth day when I woke, I glanced down at the ship moored alongside my bed, and realized in the same instant that I was an adult shut up with two children.

         From this moment until we were released I endured an excruciating boredom, the worst of my life until I had to live in a house of my own—which was infinitely worse.

         I had two books, no more—the nurse, a fool, had a theory that reading was bad for fever patients—Kenilworth and a copy of the Arabian Nights from which she had torn the opening pages as unfit for a child to read. 32Neither was left in my hands for longer than half an hour. Every evening I prayed avidly that God would kill her in the night. A black mamba secretes less venom than a child’s impotent hate.

         The gap that separated me from the others widened at the speed of a galloping horse. I could no longer invent fairy-tales for them, I began to dream feverishly of getting away—away from Whitby, from a barren life without excitement or a chance to show that I was an exception.

         Where did my ambition come from? The devil knows. Long before I spoke about it to anyone I was determined to get myself to a university. No pupil of the Misses Ingham had done such a thing; I doubt whether, at that time, there were more than two persons in the town attending any university. It was not the custom, even among the rich. There were several very rich shipping families, at some of whom my mother laughed because they spoke with a strong Whitby accent.

         Many years later, J. B. Priestley laughed at me for having forgotten my Yorkshire accent: I took care not to tell him (because he would not have believed me) that I never had one; my voice is a thin poor echo of my mother’s and George Gallilee’s.

         Each year from my thirteenth I took one of the Cambridge examinations, Preliminary, Junior, Senior. I prepared for them by learning enormously by heart: at that time I memorized a page of print by reading it through, and so long as I had a use for it, could summon it to appear in my mind as a printed page: after that I forgot it forever. I read extraordinarily fast, taking in three or four lines at a glance—as I still do. I learned the whole of The Lady of the Lake, Marmion, Henry V, the first book of Paradise Lost, pages of Macaulay, of Biblical commentary… On the long walk to and from school, I kept a book open, reading and muttering. For that matter, I read everything that came under my eye, from perniciously bad novels—pernicious to anyone, poison to a future writer—to the Encyclopaedia I stole paragraphs from for my essays. I did not know bad writing from good—then, nor for many a year.

         When I look now at children of the age at which I began to be ambitious, I seem to myself never to have had a childhood. Not true: I had all the pleasures a child born between sea and moor could have. But already at this age I knew that I was responsible for myself, that the future existed, and depended on me alone. 33

         I was ambitious without understanding, without even knowing it: it seemed perfectly natural that I should want to get away. So it was—my nature. I was a small cauldron of desires and longings, and ignorance. Infinitely more naïve than a normal child of my age now—or indeed then. And—I see this only today—my ambition was sharpened to an unknown degree by my social failure.

         To say that I was not a success with children of my age is to say very little: there are no sharper mental torments in life than those endured by the child marked out to be ridiculed, left out of games—at which I was awkward and useless—and convinced of inferiority in the one field which matters at that age. It began, my sense of being different and inferior, when I started at Miss Ingham’s. Here for the first time I was in a community of children a little older than I was. No doubt I am exaggerating the number of times when I drew on myself—without having the faintest notion why—the mockery of girls who at fourteen and fifteen were in my eyes self-assured and sophisticated adults.

         I cannot see myself as I appeared to them. I try vainly to catch a glimpse of that child, so well-meaning and friendly, to detect what quality in her, what eccentricity, roused others to make her their hare, their mimic prey. I cannot see her, because the eyes with which I look at her are those of the child I was, and still, when I stumble over one of these derisive memories, am.

         I shall die without understanding it. Thank goodness, there are no freaks in the grave.

         I remember one occasion when mockery turned into a more savage form of baiting. I am in the yard behind the school (where one day a week a coastguard drills us), and four or five older girls have twisted the skipping-rope round me below my knees; they have only to tighten the coils a fraction and I shall fall headlong on the flagstones. I recall their jeering laughter at my helplessness, and my terror of falling, and terror that they would notice it. How did it end? I don’t know. The image does not tell me.

         On the first day we moved to the new house, I stood in the large, extravagantly large scullery, cutting slices of bread on the table under the window, and listening with excitement to the voices of children playing on the other side of the seven-foot high wall dividing their garden from our yard. I did 34not know them, they went to a different private school. A new life, new friends who did not know that I was in some way ridiculous, were within reach. I had a few minutes of pure confidence.

         They were two families of children, cousins, living side by side in houses which shared a very long garden. The larger family had four or five girls: the eldest, my age, was the best-looking, with yellow hair, blue eyes, a deliciously fresh skin. She had only one fault, she was bow-legged. She was amiable, perhaps stupid, and when we were alone together very friendly, and each time I believed that now, at last, I had been accepted.

         This was an illusion.

         I was never accepted. As soon as others joined us she abandoned me to them. (My experience of treachery, my own and others’, is, as you see, very old.)

         It was one of her cousins, a fat sharp-witted boy, who first spoke of me as ‘a freak.’ I pretended not to care, I was already able to give myself an air of stolid indifference.

         What mark, invisible to the victim, appears on the forehead of the child who is a freak? Had I been naive enough to talk about myself and my absurd ambitions and opinions? I am certain not. I was naive, but not a complete fool.

         It took me a long time to realize that my case was hopeless: any gesture of friendliness gave me fresh hope. Yet, from the time I was eight or nine I began assiduously, began or continued, to practise all kinds of reticences, evasions, hypocrisies and, above all, indifference.

         This habit of indifference, painfully acquired, was extraordinarily useful later on. It was during these years that I began to teach myself a shallow stoicism: nothing lasts, the bitterest disappointment is endurable if kept at a reasonable distance. Tricks for keeping it at its distance can be learned as easily as other evasions.

         It would be only natural if these humiliating scenes and the tears shed in secret were clearer than my other memories of that time. But I remember as sharply, and with a quivering happiness, the yellow sprays of broom, dazzling, sprinkling us with a cold dew, gathered on an embankment near the house; the exquisite smoky taste of peat-cakes (flat currant scones baked on a peat fire) in a moor farmhouse; the triumph of finding a bee orchis. And the sea, 35colours of deep sea, calm twittering of waves inshore, glittering salt-sharp air, returning then, now, and at the hour of my death.

         The legacy my failure left me was a rooted mistrust. My lack of trust in human beings is as deep and ineradicable as any of my instincts, deeper than feeling, and I can trace its movements everywhere in my life.

         I do not believe that human beings are evil; to not a few I owe an immense debt for kindness and happiness received. I cannot believe that they are to be depended on.

         This has nothing to do with whether they are or are not trustworthy. It is a geological fault in me to be unable to trust people, and to expect them, if given the chance, to turn out malicious.

         The other day a friend showed me a letter from that intolerant incorrigibly un-venal and uncompromising French writer, Ignace Legrand, in which he said: ‘Ah, she’s wise to the world, Margaret. She is too intelligent not to see that most people are idiots.’

         This is barely just. I don’t despise people, I crave their approval. Yet I am indifferent, too—which is a sin, the sin.

         Chapter 8

         My mother was zealous for my future. Was it she or I who discovered that three County Scholarships—worth sixty pounds—were awarded yearly, in each Riding, on the results of the Matriculation examination? Only three—and every school in the Riding would enter its scholars. It was my one chance. Sixty pounds would cover the fees at a provincial university—to our innocence all universities were equal—and she could, she said, find another pound or thirty shillings a week for my living expenses.

         It occurred to neither of us to ask my father for help.

         I had already passed the three Cambridge examinations: to take the third, the Senior, I had to spend the week in Scarborough, with two pupilteachers who were sitting for it. I was in a fever of excitement and insisted on taking a hansom cab from the station to our lodging—the two young women thought me nearly insane. I can smell now the warm musty scent of vegetables from the shop under my bedroom, and feel the hard knot of 36blood rising to the back of my head when I came out of the hot examination room into the icy December street.

         Miss Lily Ingham could not prepare me for Matriculation. My mother told her so, bluntly. I must leave at the end of the term, to go to the Municipal School at Scarborough. It meant a daily train journey of one hour and ten minutes, but neither of us thought that excessive. Only remained to arrange with the school to take me. My mother wrote to the headmaster to say that we should be calling on him on such and such a day: it did not enter her head that I might be refused.

         A day in Scarborough was nothing new. We went five or six times a year, she and I, on the early train, ritual visits that began with coffee in Rowntree’s, after which we combed every floor of the shop, from top to bottom; we went more cursorily through two other large shops; we sauntered along every one of the better streets, visited every antique dealer—my mother was known to them all—and the Valley and South Cliff gardens.

         This day, except for the interview with Mr Tetley, was like any other. I have tried since to imagine his feelings when, after a sentence or two, my mother said coldly, ‘My daughter will come to the school in September to take Matriculation next June, and get a County Scholarship.’

         He glanced from her face to mine: at that time—I was sixteen—and for years after, I had a childishly round face and a habit of staring fixedly from wide-open unclear eyes. He must have thought us both a little mad.

         ‘There are only three of them,’ he said.

         ‘Yes. She must take one of them.’

         ‘I hope she will,’ he said gently.

         Smiling, my mother rose, and we went out into the bright day, to go through the ritual. As we went she said, ‘Well, now you’re started, my little dear.’

         In Rowntree’s, a young assistant in the fur department persuaded her to try on a sable coat. There was no question of her buying it, it was far beyond her purse, but she held its collar under her chin and looked at herself in the long glass with an intent fixed gaze, her invariable expression when she was trying on a dress or hat: it was as though she were seeking in her reflection someone not herself, some image the mirror held and, if she looked closely enough, would surrender. So, now, I seek her in a glass she used. 37

         ‘One of these days,’ I said to her, ‘I’ll buy you a fur coat.’

         My ambition was personal and selfish but, twisted through it, a living nerve, was the anguished wish to please her by getting myself success and praise. Now that she is dead it no longer frets me to be without honours (in the plural).

         A day in Scarborough like any other? No. We did all the proper things, without meeting a single failure; the sun shone, and a light wind lifted the Valley trees. A few words she said in the train marked the difference.

         ‘I’ve taken many journeys with you, very long some of them.’

         ‘We’ll go many more journeys,’ I answered.

         ‘No. My time is over. You will go journeys, my little love, you’re a Thursday’s child—far to go.’

         There was no trace of bitterness in her voice, yet she knew then—knew as the body knows these things, with a mute grief—that already I had my back to her.

         ‘Vor daughters ha’ mornen when mothers ha’ night…’

         For two terms, autumn, winter, spring, I travelled to and from school by train. A gleam of light out of these journeys will not vanish until I do. There was a moment in spring when, as we left Robin Hood’s Bay, the just-risen sun passed behind a dark bank of cloud, and its rays descending stretched a thin silver line along the rim of the sea. (I saw it again—for the last time?—in 1965, in Portugal—looking across a sea as grey and lively as the North Sea in March but fuller of light, towards an horizon sweeping from east-southeast through south—a great hoop of silver let down below livid clouds from the sun behind them. Old image, old miracle, and infinitely moving.) And there was a moment in winter on the return journey when the train rounded a curve, and the little town sprang below it as a scatter of glittering points in the thick of darkness, the narrow streets invisible, only their gas-lamps and a few uncurtained windows alive. I have no idea why so ordinary a sight made my heart beat against my ribs like a fist, nor what name to give the pleasure that suffocated me.

         A foretaste of voyages?

         In my third and last term my mother allowed me to spend five days of the week in Scarborough. It was the first time I had lived alone in lodgings. 38I took to freedom like a duck to water, or a monk to his cell. There was nothing monkly about the turbulence of my secret life.

         Apart from the accident—no one’s fault—that the habits and tastes of a vagabond and a solitary rooted themselves in me firmly, below a superficial neatness, I count my years in what its pupils called The Muni as good. At that time it was coeducational, girls’ classrooms on one side of the great hall in which the whole school assembled for prayers and to bawl a hymn, boys’ on the other. On the boys’ side, a single class, the headstrong 5b, was mixed, boys and girls of fifteen and sixteen. After a brief try-out, I was sent to that.

         Train scholars from Whitby were a quarter of an hour late in the morning. A short time ago a friend, my oldest, told me,

         ‘The first day you came into 5b, I looked up when the door opened, and saw a country-faced lass walk in, taking her time about it, and staring round as though she owned the blooming place. Ha, I thought, thinks better than well of herself!’

         I was a cold knot of fears and insane hopes. And able already to hide both.

         None of my fears was realized. In 5b—a class approached with misgivings by a timid master—no one looked on me as a freak. I made my first friends, among them the two I think about as my other selves, with the blessed carelessness, ease, irresponsibility, that implies. One of the Harland brothers, the elder, became a famous geneticist: as a schoolboy he was taken to be the more eccentric of the two, he tumbled from scrape to scrape, once accidentally setting fire to a moor, at other times suspected of insolence, blasphemy, genius, heaven knows what. The eccentricity of the younger, Oswald, went deeper: he had, has, a strong arbitrary mind, a delight in the grotesque, the singular, a bigoted disdain of bigots, and a total inability to play tricks to get an audience: hence the unjust neglect of his few novels, and the reason why a man who would have been a great headmaster was not allowed the chance.

         At the time—so ready was I to accept miracles as part of my new life—it did not surprise me that the Harlands chose to make a friend of a raw naively ignorant girl, no match for them in any way.

         What did they see in me? An empty channel into which they could turn the torrent of ideas—socialism, atheism, anarchy—pouring through their restless brains? A willing disciple? A creature so obviously untamed that someone ought to put a hand on her? 39

         None of us knew our luck in having A. S. Tetley as headmaster, a wellbred man and a humanist, with a genius for awakening enthusiasm in the minds of the barbarians he was condemned to teach. The afternoon he read Lycidas to us blinded me with the light that met Saul on the Damascus road: to this day I cannot read it without a shock of pleasure.

         This year I fell in love for the first time—that is, with a living person, not with a hero of the Indian Mutiny or a character in one of the novels my mother brought, three at a time, from the subscription library on the pier. H.C. was a handsome, gentle, not at all intelligent boy of my own age: we took two or three silent walks together, but the affair, to call it that, took place in my imagination. Le diable au corps, mine, has always been the dupe of my imagination. Until the habit began to bore me, dreaming about a passion I might at any moment feel, or even rouse, gave me infinitely greater pleasure than the reality.

         I see, but only now, that I have always fallen in love in the same way, by catching sight of a face which, for some inexplicable reason—since it was never even the same type of face—abruptly blotted out every other within sight and became, for a day, a month, an hour, the centre of an obsession. The duration of the folly was fixed by circumstances—a straw was enough to turn fervour to contempt. Nor could I go on admiring a person who showed no reciprocal interest: hence—after devoting myself silently for five days to a Swedish poet with the face of a Gothic gargoyle, tall, bony, really horribly unattractive, taking pains to sit where I could watch him unobserved, making careful written notes of his features—I lost all interest within five minutes of leaving Stockholm, and filed the notes for use in a novel.

         I was never seriously in love, that is, for a stretch of months or years, except a few times, let us say three, in my life.

         Each time the process was the same. I spent entire hours day-dreaming, recalling every detail of voice, gestures, looks, incapable of setting to any other occupation, contrived to be in places where I might catch sight of the obsessive object, schemed to hear his name spoken, to get news of him indirectly, without giving away my silliness, trembled when I caught a word connected with him, the name of his birthplace or of a writer he admired—in short, behind an apparent calm, behaved like a lunatic or a fever patient.

         These fevers, fortunately, are rarely caught in their acute form. No harm 40is done by slight infections. In my thirty-third year, when I fell in love seriously for the last time, I became immunized, to all but the mildest disorders.

         Alas, now that I no longer catch fevers, I find writing a lovescene intolerably boring.

         What seems to me strange is that—with my inconceivable ignorance, no one having breathed a syllable to me about sex—I could experience, as it were in skeletal form, and for a rather stupid boy of sixteen, all the emotions that later on devastated my life…

         I sat for the Matriculation in June, supremely confident with every paper except the mathematics. Figures baffle me—to this day my brain swoons in my head when it comes on a mathematical formula on the page of a book.

         The County Scholarships were not announced until September: I was relieved to get one of them, but not much surprised. Why else had I come to Scarborough?

         It had been decided that I should go to Leeds University, and I had already had an interview, of which I remember nothing. It was later that Professor C. E. Vaughan, who disliked female students, interviewed me: he asked what I had read, and I gave him in what I thought an impressive list of authors.

         ‘Have you read Burke?’ he asked drily.

         ‘No.’

         He frowned. ‘None of you reads Burke, it’s disgraceful.’

         A Miss Douthwaite, who taught drawing in Whitby, an uncommonly cultivated woman, begged my mother to send me to Newnham. It was out of the question—even in 1910 sixty pounds was a pittance. We did not give Newnham a thought. But Cambridge might have steadied me and taught me to make better use of my mind. Or I might—why not?—have fulfilled my first and strongest ambition—to become a don.

         Chapter 9

         As the day of my leaving for Leeds came near and nearer, my mother began to regret that I was going away. To console her—fool!—I bought her one of the gilt mesh purses fashionable that year. ‘For you to have when I’m not here,’ I told her. 41

         ‘That won’t comfort me in my lonely round.’

         The day I left, she came as far as Scarborough with me. I see her, standing beside the Leeds train, looking up at me as it moved out: I was too well-trained to show more than a flicker of my pleasure in beginning a new life, but I did not, God forgive me, realize that the train was carrying off the last rag of her youth and its banners. For the first time in my life I hardened my heart, refusing to let myself feel her unhappiness.

         I tell myself now that it is forbidden, on pain of death, to creep back to the mother. But the rejection, the victory, is a poor cold business at best. The hands I drew from hers were maimed.

         When, years later, I read Sinister Street, I realized that in Leeds I had lived in another world and age. The difference did not lie in the disenchanting grime, the ring of steel furnaces and mills belching smoke by day and flames by night, the ceaseless beat of industry in our ears, the total lack of everything implied in talk of dreaming spires and punts idling between fields yellow with buttercups. It lay deeper—in a thin thread of spirit joining us tenuously to the mediaeval universities and their asperities, rough freedom, immersion in a harsh reality. For most of us, a degree was the only gateway to a tolerable life: an undergraduate who did not have this urgency biting him was a rare bird, probably the son of a steel or wool firm training in one of the admirable technical departments.

         The rain of State scholarships that set in for good after the last war tamed the provincial universities, and opened the way to the rise of the meritocracy. I notice one trivial but curious effect. The Harlands and I emerged from our three starveling years with a lighthearted confidence that we were conquerors; we had none of the slightly sour grudge against society which today is usual: not only did we want nothing it could give us, but we felt certain of being equals in any social class. In those early years I had no consciousness of being shabby, I thought I could go anywhere, into any company. What paralysed me, and still does, is to know that I am an intellectual inferior. It was only later that I began to covet an elegance I had discovered I lacked—and that, after all, may have been a craving handed down to me.

         Perhaps I am speaking only for myself and the Harlands. A pity that so few of a lively self-reliant sanguine generation lived to speak for itself. With one exception, the young men who were my friends at Leeds were all 42dead—Ypres, Loos, Passchendaele—within three or four years after they went down.

         As did all undergraduates except those unfortunates who were able to live at home, I had to find rooms. There were then no hostels for women, and only one, I think, for men. The rest lived as near the university as they could, in streets that formed a graceless sooty Latin Quarter, without benefit of cafés, without a rag of charm. But there were few rules, and if you could get into the house without disturbing your landlady no reason why you should come in before three or four in the morning.

         In my first two years I moved four times—until I had got myself near enough the university not to have to run for more than five minutes to my first lecture. Then I settled down; my mother began to send me each week thirty shillings instead of a pound and I could pay eighteen shillings for the tolerable discomfort of a sitting-room and dingy bedroom, with breakfast and a meagre supper. My landlady paid me the highest compliment in her power when she told me, ‘You’re as little trouble as a man.’ She was deaf as well as amiable, which allowed me more freedom than—given my total lack of sense—was good for me.

         Very soon, partly because of the time I spent idling in full sight, and partly because a charming senior with a reputation for being what then was called fast invited me to dine with her and two handsome and notoriously wild medicals in the Queen’s Hotel—why? I had a round face and nothing to say for myself—I began to be thought irresponsible. I had no reverence for authority as such, and a manner that hid my profound uncertainty.

         In my third year I was judged to have become responsible—this at a time when I was committing secretly my worst follies—and elected Secretary of the Women’s Representative Council of the Union. This must have been the first incident in my life when I impressed people by what dear Michael Sadleir later called ‘your specious air of competence.’ (If I had had no aptitude for business, how much simpler my life would have been. I had enough to induce hard-headed people to employ me in jobs with which, after a few months, I became acutely bored.)

         The Women’s Representative Council had no funds, and our rooms, in a terrace of grey houses, were sordidly shabby. I decided to order a new carpet, and did, knowing that the Union would be forced to pay for it. 43The professor of classics who was the Union Treasurer said that in his long experience no undergraduate, male or female, had acted in so unprincipled and profligate a way.

         He was wrong in one particular. I had acted on principle—no doubt a rash principle, one which has bedevilled my life.

         A life without ties suits me better than any. In spite of being poor—a misfortune at any age—I was madly happy, even during times when I was living through one of the ridiculous, unfeigned and groundless miseries proper to my age and nature, which even then was moody, passionately in love with gaiety and change, intolerant, horribly afraid of being mocked… that n’être pas deviné… impatient of control, nervously kind and deeply scoffing and pigheaded, fatally quickly bored and fatally certain in company to make the one remark that would damn me for ever in the eyes of sober right-thinking persons.

         I was too young, even for my age, too deficient in prudence, in the most ordinary worldly sense, to realize that I was playing ducks and drakes with my whole life. Any sane person would expect that, with ambition biting me, I should take care not to waste a minute, or lose sight for a minute of the figure I might be cutting in the eyes of my world. Not a bit of it. I threw away hours every day, in delicious reveries, in lounging on the tennis-court watching a game I cannot play, in reading outside the curriculum, and dodging prescribed work. In those days I found it utterly impossible to hold my mind down to a book that bored me. The ferment of so-called advanced ideas in my brain came from many sources, none of them of any use to a scholar. Even my ambition was chaotic, and except for the idea of becoming a don, had neither direction nor singleness of mind. Nor did anyone attempt to direct it.

         After the first weeks I began to cut lectures. I never cut Professor Vaughan’s. For that severe woman-hating humanist, who must have found me pretentious and detestable, I had too much respect, not to say fear. The other honours students in my school—what a fool I was to choose to read English, with all its temptations to pass off ideas and invention as scholarship, but I had no one to give me advice—waited to see me come a cropper at the end of the first year. But I was working harder than they knew: in those days I could read until six in the morning, have a bath (in my wash-basin: there 44was no bathroom in the house) and breakfast, and go off to the university with the lightness of a young animal, as though my body had no weight. And I was a born examinee, a Napoleon in the marshalling of any facts I happened to have on hand, and—over ground that gave my imagination room to gallop—all but unbeatable. To their frank surprise and disappointment, I passed the Intermediate in the first three.

         Two years later, in the Finals, I triumphed again, coming out at the top of the honours class. Much good this triumph did me.

         If a ship that has slipped its moorings could think, it might have the illusion that it was free at the very moment when it was at the mercy of every wind and current. I did not even notice what, to make myself safe, I ought to be doing. It never crossed my mind that the erratic way I worked was unlikely to earn me the reputation I might have got by being overtly studious, attending every lecture, and slaving at Anglo-Saxon and the duller subjects of a course which was more of an endurance test than an education: it swept us from Beowulf as far as Keats, past Langland, past Chaucer, past Shakespeare and his forerunners to Sheridan and through a score or two of divines, essayists, pamphleteers, novelists, besides the history and theory of criticism, starting off in the Poetics and Longinus and marching through Sidney, Johnson, Dante, Dryden, Boileau, Pope, Wordsworth, Shelley and I forget what more. Oddly, this part of the course fascinated me, I read avidly, without acquiring the feeblest trace of self-criticism.

         Years later, reviewing my third novel, Rebecca West noted that I had no taste, which, she went on, ‘is incurable.’ She was right about my lack of taste. I did, painfully, cure it, but not for several more years.

         Chapter 10

         Honours students were required to write a thesis, and I wrote eighty thousand words on William Blake, working in Leeds, in the admirable Public Library, all through a stiflingly hot July and August and a fortnight’s feverish attack of some sort. At home, in Whitby, I copied it in my round hand. During the last week of the vacation, I worked on it most of the night, keeping myself awake with green tea my mother bought for me. 45She put it in a little silver caddy I kept with my manuscript, and about three in the morning made myself a cup of the bitter stuff and went on copying.

         I had no notion how to write, and the thesis was written in immensely long involved sentences. Moreover, I did not understand Blake. I supposed I did, but it was an illusion.

         The manuscript had to be typed for the university authorities, and, later, two or three other persons read it. J. G. Wilson of Bumpus’s bookshop, kind and zealous friend of young writers, was one: it is in my mind that he showed it to a publisher, but I forget. I kept the original handwritten manuscript for some years, in the corner of a shelf in my first house, then at the bottom of a trunk; it became shabbier and dustier, and at some point I must have torn it up.

         The typescript I lost sight of, and after a time forgot what I had done with it, or when I had seen it last. My indifference to such things wiped it out of my mind. If asked, I should have said I had destroyed it. Only many years later, in 1941, did I discover that this would have been a lie.

         I cannot see myself as my professors must have seen me. A photograph of that time shows a placid-faced schoolgirl. I must have seemed much more like an unbroken colt, with no manners.

         In my first year I fell in love with a charming theological student. It was a safe thing to do, since these young men from the College of the Resurrection at Mirfield were dedicated to poverty, chastity and obedience, and I doubt if any one of them ever transgressed his vows. Apart from boring my closest female friend of that time by talking about him, the obsession did no damage. The one I fell into the following year was fatal.

         After so long, can I tell the truth about it? From this distance I see much too clearly—in outline, not in the living tormenting detail—how disastrous it was, how unlucky. But I do not see how, given the circumstances and my own character, I could have avoided the trap laid for me by my senses and total lack of commonsense.

         K., whom I later married, was in his third year, studying classics. He was very tall, with a narrow face and finely shaped mouth: his least attractive feature was a snub nose, which gave him a slightly impudent air, very marked when he was in a self-assertive or jaunty mood. Short-sighted, he disliked glasses and wore a pince-nez for reading: without it, his glance was kinder and 46less assured. He had, in my eyes, a maturity which was, I daresay, the effect of his quick tongue and the pleasure he took in supporting the unpopular side in any debate. I saw his self-assurance, his volubility, as enviable virtues, and was overwhelmingly flattered when he took notice of me during the journey of a delegation from the Debating Society to Liverpool University. My infatuation developed through all its stages. This time I said nothing about it, aware, without knowing why, that my friends disapproved of him. We took three or four long walks, during which I listened, tongue-tied, without a coherent idea in my head. At last, one February evening, the affair came to a head. I remember, exactly, the words K. used, because they were doubly revealing—of him, his comparative clearsight (compared with my immaturity and emotional imbecility), his lack of shyness, and of my dumb self-surrender.

         ‘Poor Miss Jim,’ he said calmly, ‘you love me, don’t you?’

         ‘Why poor?’ I stammered.

         ‘Because I shall make you unhappy.’

         Did he know what he was saying?

         I was sensually and imaginatively obsessed, and as imprudent as possible. Several times, during the short nights of May and June, we walked far into the country, then closer to Leeds than it is now, and did not get back until after sunrise.

         Some time during this year a friend who discovered my ignorance felt it a duty to instruct me, and did, astonished that she had to explain the most elementary facts of sexual life. The only effect on me of enlightenment was like the effect on a mill-race of stirring up the mud at the bottom. There was never anything sober or untroubled about the affair, I was often unhappy, without understanding why a slight argument turned almost at once into a quarrel, followed by fevered reconciliation, in which everything that had driven me near despair was resolved—or forced underground.

         At the end of my second year K. went down, with a not very good degree. He went, I believe, to Cambridge, to take a diploma of some sort—in education?

         Without him, I wasted less time. And—naturally without telling him, or feeling less involved with him, and without reflecting for a moment on the shocking ambiguity and bad faith it showed—I fell in love with yet another 47Mirfield student. Together we trudged about the slums beyond the filthy River Aire during a strike which had been going on for several weeks or months—what strike was it?—carrying tins of cocoa and other oddments given us by the Charity Organisation Society. We walked about all day, and took back written reports to the Society: ‘Room bare, all movable objects pawned, wife pregnant, needs bed linen, food.’ What in decency’s name can these half-starved women, sometimes lying in bed within a few hours of their time, have felt about the awkward smiling girl and the young man with a charmingly ascetic face who came in, set down the tin of cocoa and asked politely,

         ‘Do you need anything at once? Have you pawned all you can pawn? Will this be your first, second, seventh child?’

         As with the earlier infatuation, this broke down on the young man’s unshakable probity and purpose.

         I had forgotten—until this moment—another theological student, with an improbably Russian name, and money of his own, who proposed to me in form, five times, in my first year, embarrassing me: he was kind and good, and, to me, unattractive and a terrible bore.

         I don’t remember that I felt any disappointment that my nearest rival in the English Honours school, a man, was given a lectureship and I fobbed off with the John Rutson research scholarship, to be held at London University. My expectations had been too indefinite. Nor did I realize that this was a clear snub to my hopes, vague as these were, of an academic career.

         No doubt the authorities knew me better than I knew myself. To these sensible experienced men I must have seemed thoroughly unstable, quite unfitted to be a don. But to this day I regret that life. Under direction, I should probably have grown to it. And certainly I should have been a great deal happier than as a novelist, an occupation for which I am even less suited.

         When I left Leeds I was in debt to a bookseller. The temptation to buy books I could not afford was too strong. It took me four years to pay off a debt of less than fifteen pounds. 48

         Chapter 11

         When i come to stand, as they say—used to say—before my Maker, the judgement on me will run: She did not love enough.

         Every unforgivable act in my life may be explained by that flaw. Explained, not forgiven. For such a fault, no forgiveness.

         During the years when I was living my self-absorbed and undisciplined life at the university, my young brother was stumbling about, trying to find his way. The ‘black bairn’ had grown into a clumsy silent boy, who disliked school, never opened a book for pleasure, spent all his time out of the house, where he was often sullen and disobedient, and never told anyone what he had been doing. Pressed, he might say, ‘I went with some boys for a walk.’ On one of these walks he let the others lower him over the cliff on a thin frayed rope they had, to take a gull’s eggs.

         I knew very little about him, and thought less. What room was there in my life for an inarticulate awkward boy, five years younger than I was?

         Immediately after his fourteenth birthday he refused to go back to school, it was a waste of time—he wanted to get away. Encouraged to it by my father, he went off in another Prince Line ship as an apprentice, since there was no other way.

         My mother tried to dissuade him, she knew too well what sort of life a boy had on tramp steamers. She knew, too, that he would dislike it for other reasons than its hardness: for all his fourteen years, he was still a child, with a child’s blurred face and unmanageable body: the mind behind his clouded eyes was groping for something he would never find in that life. Utterly silent as he was about himself and his wishes, not able to explain anything, she knew that much about him.

         ‘Your father,’ she told me, with barely controlled savagery, ‘maunders about his own misery at that age. Then why, I said, condemn your son to the same life? and he said: A hard life never did anyone any harm. Very well, let us hear a little less about yours, I told him.’

         The first letter from my brother, and every succeeding letter, from New York, Santos, Rio, Victoria, Montevideo, Trinidad, gave away his disillusion 49and cruel loneliness. In his sprawling hand, he—who hated writing—wrote long letters, telling her all the details of his life, at sea and in port, and asking for news. ‘Please write often and long, it is letters like yours which keep one going.’

         She saw him distinctly, sitting on the edge of his berth, his hand moving slowly over the sheets of thin foreign paper, the clouded eyes downcast. To sit writing and writing his little news, he must, she knew, be lonely past all.

         At last, after five months, he wrote at the end of a letter about Rio and Bahia: ‘If it is possible I want to get something on shore, I know what you must feel about having me back after the life I led you before, but I think I have learned a few of the lessons of life, here where we all have to help one another and everyone is civil. If you think it better for me to stop out here I will, but I do want to come back and see if I can’t do better. Now that we are only eight days’ run from New York, I am wondering what it is going to be for me, for I do not want to make another trip down here if I can help it, so when you write will you tell me what you think about it. I miss you and everyone more every day now, and I would be glad to do anything. Your loving son, Harold.’

         She felt an atrocious dismay. Never since he was born had he asked her, or anyone, for help. She could not afford to bring him home half way through the voyage, but she wrote promising to do what she could when he came back, and wrote at the same time to her husband, asking him not to discourage the boy. After another two months she had a letter ten pages long. Embedded in a laboriously detailed account of the museum in Buenos Aires, she read sentences that, when she repeated them to me, choked her.

         ‘I had a letter from Father yesterday from Santos. He said I would be no good on shore, and that whatever I went to I would not stick at it. And that I would have no chance for anything except for an engineer or motor driver. Taking all together he made it clear that now I am at sea I have got to stop there. Perhaps he is right, there is very little in England for me, and nothing at all in Whitby. I have been wondering if it would not be better if it is possible to get work out of England somewhere, in the Colonies or the States. But I will think for a couple of months yet, for I find that the longer you let anything lie, the better are one’s views on it…’ 50

         I saw her despair—not my brother’s. In the blindness of my heart I did not see him. It never entered my head that he was as restless and ambitious as I was, and as profoundly uncertain. And even more desperate not to be seen into.

         The ship was trading between New York and South American ports, and this, his first voyage, lasted nineteen months. His hands, when he came home, sickened my mother, they were shapeless lumps of scarred raw flesh.

         She had no plan ready for him. At this time George Gallilee was still alive, a half-paralysed invalid. It was some years before her share of his money, severely diminished by the scoundrel Lloyd George, and by neglected investments, came to her. She had no money to train my brother for another career. It was useless—worse than useless—to ask his father for help. And, too, she was ill at the time, in pain.

         Knowing that she had failed him—since he must have come home hoping against hope that he need not go back—she let his father arrange for him to be transferred to his own ship.

         Her misgivings were cruelly justified. He came back again in October 1913, a week ahead of his father, thinner, and more silent than ever. During his first meal he dropped and broke a cup. She exclaimed, and he horrified her by bursting into a dreadful strangled sobbing. It went on and on. Since he had wept with rage as an infant she had never known him cry. In his sleep that night, he shouted horribly. Next day she called the doctor, a hard unsentimental Scotsman she liked and trusted. After looking my brother over, he told her that no boy of sixteen ought to be in so violently nervous a state. ‘He has had a bad time, or a bad shock.’

         ‘Did you,’ she asked him that evening, ‘have a hard time on this trip?’

         He avoided her eyes. ‘No. But I don’t want to go back. Or perhaps I could get another ship.’

         ‘You didn’t like your father’s ship?’

         ‘No, not much,’ he mumbled.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Well, I don’t know. I didn’t care for it.’ He turned red. ‘I’m not lazy, I’ll work, I’m not a good-for-nothing, there must be something I can do.’

         She got nothing more out of him, at any time.

         I do not remember whether, even after this, I took any serious interest in his difficulties. I was not then at home, I did not see him, and my life 51which that autumn had run into a blind alley divorced me from my family as casually as if I had been living on the moon. What I remember is my mother’s voice, cold and implacable, when, three months later, she told me about it.

         ‘I don’t know what his father did. But this finishes him with me.’

         The words fell like a guillotine on the whole of her married life, its memories, and what gentleness, a mere sediment, remained.

         Chapter 12

         I was to hold my research scholarship at University College, working under W. P. Ker.

         It did not surprise me at the time, but it has surprised me a little since that my mother raised no objection to my sharing rooms with the two Harlands, who were at King’s College in the Strand. The elder, Sydney, my closest friend at that time, had taken his degree in geology, but he was still in London, and it was he who invited me to join them.

         Nothing better could have happened to me, but why—in September 1912—did my conventionally-bred mother see nothing out of the way in letting me live in rooms with two young men she barely knew?

         There were in fact three: the third was another Yorkshireman whom the Harlands had met at King’s, Archie White.

         The London I lived in as a poor scholar is as unlikely to rise again as Nineveh. Where is Appenrodt’s Lager Hall, where is Maxim’s? Where is the sixpenny gallery in the Coliseum from which we watched Reinhardt’s Scheherazade, Polaire of the fifteen-inch waist, Florrie Forde, the ageing Bernhardt, the ageless Marie Lloyd? And those ladies with magnificent poops, navigating, with a wake of powerful scent, a far less crowded Leicester Square and Piccadilly? Where is the Vienna Café? At Maxim’s, near the corner of Gerrard Street, the five-course dinner cost half-a-crown, at the smaller Boulogne next door, one and sixpence. The Vienna Café, in New Oxford Street, with its red plush benches and incomparable coffee and brioches, pleasures of a poor intellectual, has been replaced by a bank. A bank, God help us all! 52

         I shall be accused of telling nostalgic lies if I write that those were the last years in which London was a town where young men could live happily on a pittance. Why let that abash me? It is true. To enjoy all we four poure scolers enjoyed easily, a young man today will need the income of, say, a bank manager.

         Even at that he is forced to put up with streets so overcrowded that to walk in them he will have to overcome the nausea induced by the nearness of so many swarming bodies, eat worse meals at higher cost, and endure the intolerable boredom of having to organize his amusements, since every café, theatre, and even the Reading Room of the British Museum, is fuller of people than it will hold decently.

         Under the simplicity and gaiety of this London lay an even simpler town, known to me as a child. My mother and I left my father’s ship—lying where? Tidal Basin?—in the early morning, and went by train to Fenchurch Street and from there (Mark Lane Station) by underground to Hyde Park, Bond Street, Piccadilly, Regent Street, and all the squares and smaller more exquisite streets between, admiring the window-boxes and striped awnings of private houses—the eighteenth century had not yet been demolished—and shop windows filled with hats, gloves, jewels, fur coats, antiques. My pretence of interest in these was word-perfect.

         The only thing my two Londons had in common was the endless walking I did in both. We four lodged in a small house in Herne Hill, and after breakfast walked over Denmark Hill to Camberwell, to get a bus: on days when it was a question of riding or eating, we walked the whole way—along the respectable squalor of Walworth Road, past the Elephant and Castle (now vanished) and over Waterloo Bridge to the Strand. Walking long distances, even on pavements, was no hardship to our countrybred muscles: on a few fine Sundays we spent the entire day walking about Epping Forest.

         Half consciously, we remained a foreign body in this swarming city which did not know we existed. Did not recognize an occupying force sauntering in its streets, eating in the cheapest restaurants, waiting outside a music-hall for the early doors, and talking, my God, talking. A passer-by would sometimes look twice at Oswald Harland, but that was his hair, a flaming bush of the brightest possible red. His, too, was the most intractable tongue, he never gave way in an argument, and argued for the love of it and because 53any accepted belief, and most human beings, presented themselves to him at an angle.

         His brother, Sydney, was intractable in another way. He was black-haired, with the face of a young smiling gargoyle: his mind was an active volcano of ideas and speculations—the label fixed to him at the time: Brilliant but probably unsound, turned out to be a lie when, after stumbling round for a year or two, he found his way into genetics. His brilliance had the soundest of bases. Emotionally, he was as irresponsible as I was, with fewer hesitations. He landed himself easily in impossible situations, and encouraged his brother, and me, to help him out of them. We did it with a comforting sense of our own greater steadiness and mother-wit.

         Where I was concerned, this was an illusion.

         The only one of us who was self-possessed, knew what he wanted, and had coolness, tenacity, and judgement to match his self-possession, was Archie. He had a passion for military history and spent more time on it than he should. Even that, as it turned out, had been the right thing. He kept his ambitions to himself: his tongue—he had his share and more of the jeering northern irony—was less loosely-hung than ours. Joining the O.T.C. struck us as an eccentricity, but to be eccentric was, after all, normal behaviour, and when he was given his first stripe I sewed it on for him, taking immense pains.

         He had stronger nerves than the rest of us. Some time in December, a terrified landlady woke us in the dead of night, her husband, an old man, had had an internal haemorrhage: while Oswald and I, sickened by it and by the wretched man’s groans, cowered on the staircase, Archie took charge calmly, quietening the poor woman and looking after the dying man until doctor and ambulance arrived.

         A rehearsal…

         Half way through my first term, I abandoned University College. I had taken a dislike to it, almost at sight: to my conceited ignorance it seemed to be a factory for turning out pedants; the two or three lectures I attended bored me, and after a few weeks, except for two visits to Professor Ker, I did not go near it. Instead, I registered myself at King’s, which at that time had less than a dozen women students, and followed one of Israel Gollancz’s brilliant and fantastic courses. It was no use to me, but then nothing I did at this time was useful, or even sensible. 54

         When I allow myself the folly of thinking about it, a door opens on timeless limitless space, filled like an ash-can with bright scraps of sound, worthless songs, the noise of an orchestra tuning up, and with bat-flittering images, the Thames seen from Waterloo Bridge in early sunlight, a street now torn down or unrecognizable, vanished cafés, the first Cézannes shown in London, a fire blazing in the grate of shabby lodgings, in front of it the four of us eating—long after midnight—toasted muffins, split and filled with sardines: once, I think only once, we added a one-and-ninepenny bottle of Australian burgundy.

         And talk—my God, how we talked. Generations since ours have talked as feverishly, but not with our confidence, or our illusions. The difference between them and us is that we knew we were at the frontier of a new age… of social justice, freedom, perpetual peace. Because of us—and the millions like us we felt on our heels—the world was facing towards it; there was really nothing much we need do, except think, talk, exist.

         We were socialists of a sort—we disliked and distrusted Fabians, partly because those we saw and heard were middle-aged, even elderly, an order of brahmins. And, worse, smelled of a bureaucracy. We carried our Yorkshire distaste for officials into all our beliefs; a whiff of dogma drove us from the room.

         I remain obstinately sure that if, thousand by thousand, our lot had not been slaughtered like animals and pushed quickly into the earth, there would now be fewer bureaucratic noses asking to be tweaked. Or more fingers able to tweak them.

         About a year ago a young man wrote asking me to tell him when I had ceased to be a Communist, and why. Ceasing to be a Communist is, or was, a great opportunity, and since I was never one, I missed it. I told him so. He protested acidly at what he took to be a lie, and quoted a sentence from an essay written at a time when all but the most prudent or most astute English writers were violently anti-Fascist.

         I may have told him about the Eikonoklasts.

         A dozen or so young men, calling themselves by this name, met once a week in the men’s common room at King’s, to talk. By Sydney’s insistence, I was allowed to join them. (I have since wondered what would have happened if the authorities had found me there.) I rarely opened my mouth. I 55had—have—no quickness in argument, unless I am angry. A serious social misfortune.

         The Eikonoklasts—the spelling was an affectation, but a harmless one—were sceptics, unavowed anarchists, self-dedicated to the unmasking of hypocrites, politicians, clericals, reactionaries, bigots, and dogmatists of all ages and conditions. How the devil, after this fighting-cock start, could I have chosen to become a Communist and stomach the most rigid dogma the world has ever known? Anything, but not the dogma.

         We admired certain people—Orage, H. G. Wells, Freud, the writer of La Révolte des Anges—so sincerely and blindly that we adopted their enemies. One of the very few moments when I found my tongue was to add an insolent phrase—well-received—to the jeering letter we were writing to the founders of the New Statesman: we had our philosophical reasons for rejecting this paper, but our real one was that Bernard Shaw, whom we suspected of having the mind of a puritanical rate-payer and no passions, supported it.

         After these meetings, the four of us walked home across the bridge and through half-lit streets foreshortened by cold and darkness, still talking, I a little less tongue-tied now that we were again a foreign body with four heads. Four northern voices in a South London street, sounding, at this distance, like a single broken phrase of music, caught as it dies away. Now, as I write, after so many years, so many deaths, the echo brings tears to my eyes.

         Our freedom intoxicated us; there was nothing we should not be able to attempt, no road not open to us, no barriers in the world that we children of farmers and seamen were going to walk about in as equals. Our certainty, our optimism, our illusions, are what mark our difference from every other generation which has talked its tongue off its roots since. No generation has ever been so naturally idealistic. Nor, perhaps, so happy, since of all the illusions on which young men get drunk the illusion of a future, a road running towards infinity, breeds happiness more surely and quickly than even a successful love-affair. 56

         Chapter 13

         Some time during these months i read (where?) an appeal for someone to give free tutoring to the students of a newly-founded Working Women’s College in the Victorian limbo of Earl’s Court. I went there, and found a large house in one of those solid yellow terraces built in not the worst manner in the world, its rooms almost bare of furniture, unheated, and with two or perhaps three young women living on heaven knows what scratched-up food, almost without books, and without other help in their random studies.

         The founder of this generous, courageously hopeful, preposterous and foredoomed scheme for picking young women out of mills and factories and giving them two or three months’ education was Mrs Bridges Adams, then elderly. She lived as Spartan a life as her protégées, in a room of which I recall only the bed and a chest of drawers with a spirit lamp on which she made tea for herself, and fried kippers: I doubt if she troubled to eat meals.

         I went there on and off for a year. She told me a great many stories of her young married life in a small community of other young well-bred social revolutionaries living near London—I forget where, but the husbands travelled to London to work (not as conspirators) and the wives met the evening train, hoping to hear that the revolution they expected daily had broken out.

         In 1913, too, I had a moment of triumph. Orage’s New Age was our Bible, the source of half our ideas—the less anarchical half. On the 20th of March it published an essay by an unknown writer, Storm Jameson, on George Bernard Shaw, a joyous exercise in iconoclasm. After saying that his work contained only one living character (Andrew Undershaft), it ended:

         ‘In Mr Shaw’s work there are no others—from the annoying Candida to the futile Tanner they belong to an age that is passing and will pass with it. To create them their author has spent much wit and little humour, much mockery and little irony; much intellectual sky-rocketing and little truth; no beauty, and hardly anything of inspiration.’

         The other two—Sydney was by now in the West Indies—took my elated jump-ahead well and coolly. They neither discouraged nor took me seriously. 57On the other hand, they saw to it, kindly, that I did not get above myself—as we say in Yorkshire. Was I in any danger? I doubt it. Even in those days I did not expect to succeed without being whipped for it.

         The impudent essay was an extract from the thesis I was writing. Before I left Leeds, with my research scholarship in my pocket, I had agreed to write on pantheism in French and German literature. Even today I cannot feel that the subject was anything but academic flummery. But it was what had been laid down for me, and I made another of my light-headed blunders in not submitting.

         I cannot remember when I decided that it was quite impossible to waste time and energy on a boring exercise, but certainly before my first interview with W. P. Ker. I told him frankly how little the official subject appealed to me.

         ‘Then what would you like to work on?’ he asked.

         I had my answer ready. ‘Modern European drama.’

         He smiled and said, gently and drily, ‘I hardly think you’re old enough—or wicked enough.’

         He told me to go to the British Museum Reading Room and look at what I should have to read: having done that, to prepare him a synopsis. Much later I realized that he had been certain I should hand him in something so confused that he would be able to turn me painlessly back to the safe path.

         Little he knew me. If there is one thing I do easily it is to lay out the ground-plan of a piece of work; I do it with method, enthusiasm, and the purest enjoyment.

         I worked for two months, and produced a synopsis, ten thousand words long, of a critical study of European drama from before Ibsen to the latest—latest in 1913—Russian (German, Spanish, French, English, Belgian, Scandinavian, Italian) dramatist, lined up by nations, influences, heaven knows what. It formed an exact chart of all I did not know about the subject.

         I left this document with Professor Ker at the end of December, and waited confidently.

         He sent for me as soon as the term opened again in January, and with the same dry kindness said,

         ‘It’s better than I expected. And now don’t you think you had better let your professors in Leeds know what you’ve been doing? You’ve rather neglected pantheism, haven’t you?’ 58

         With no lessening of my green confidence I wrote to Leeds—and was astonished by the rebuke I had so thoroughly deserved.

         Since it was too late for me to start again, they let me go on. I daresay, though I heard nothing about it, that Professor Ker also wrote to them. I appreciated neither their forbearance nor my own blindness and levity. I had not the wit to see that I had simply confirmed them in their opinion of my irresponsibility and unfitness for any position.

         I worked in feverish bouts followed by a day or days wasted in running about London.

         Wasted? Nonsense. The waste time in a life is the days, weeks, years, spent living against the grain—all the social and domestic life, the thousand masks, the wearisome copybook filled even to the margins with unnecessary words. Dust in the mouth.

         The gaiety and insouciance with which I wrote that thesis is unimaginable. Since I could read easily only French and English, the bulk of the dramatists who came within reach of my claws were translations, and all or almost all the dramatists I found worth praise were foreign—Ibsen, Strindberg, Hofmannsthal, Chekhov—I have not the courage to re-read the book and make a list. For the rest, I mocked, censured, rebuked, tore down, with reckless delight, Shaw, Yeats, Masefield, I forget who else.

         It was the first—and last—time my natural violence and jeering northern malice was given its head. The shyness that paralysed me in the common room at King’s disappeared as soon as I was seated in the Reading Room with a pen and a sheet of foolscap. I had no sense that my victims were flesh and blood.

         Will anyone believe that I was imbecile enough to imagine I should be praised for my severity?

         Some time before the end of that year, 1912, Sydney Harland made one of his sudden, apparently eccentric decisions, and applied for a post as schoolmaster in Santa Cruz. We went down to the docks to see him off on a Danish ship, and came home feeling that we had had a limb amputated. Morally speaking, we had. With him went part of the warmth and vivacity of our lives; none of the rest of us had his trick of conjuring exciting ideas out of the air, or his mercurial brilliance. Without him we were more sober, but not—or I was not—wiser. 59

         We left Herne Hill, and in January went to live in Shepherd’s Bush, in rooms I found for us. They were as freakish as Herne Hill had been dull and orderly. At first slightly dismayed by being expected to share the dusty sitting-room with ten canaries and two Spaniards, the others quickly took to them. The canaries belonged to our landlady, a thin bright-eyed, falsely yellow-haired and tolerant woman who had been a dresser in Sir Herbert Tree’s company. It was for her sake I took the rooms. As soon as I set eyes on her, I knew we belonged to the same vagabond race.

         As well as the canaries, she kept three dogs and an elderly wrinkled gnome of a German husband, who had once played the cat in Dick Whittington, and now mended clocks. (Later, during the war, he was interned: it broke his gentle heart and killed him.)

         The Spaniards were an odd pair. They were travelling the world collecting the signatures of famous people; they had several hundreds already and expected to sell the haul for a vast sum. Now middle-aged, they began this strange life as young men. One of them was ill; he lay shivering, coughing, grumbling, on the shabby couch, nursed by the other with patient delicacy and gentleness. What became of their book of signatures? It may exist somewhere, a useless curiosity, though the two pairs of brown-fingered thin hands which held it jealously, turning the pages for our indifferent eyes, must long have vanished.

         From that house, when our restless energy drove us out at night, Oswald and I could walk across Ealing Common as far as Kew without feeling that we were in a city: it was partly an illusion of the darkness, but partly, too, that the country had not yet been defeated in London; there were still rearguards holding out, where now all is lost.

         I have forgotten too many details of my life then, but not the poverty and happiness.

         No life I have led since has come so close to satisfying me—a life, that is, without possessions, above all without responsibility, to things or people. I was offended, sometimes, by the extreme shabbiness of my surroundings—they were pleasant compared with the house and street to which I sank a little later—but these moments of queasiness only roughened the surface. A little more money would have cured them.

         I was completely unconscious, then, of the benefit to my mental and spiritual condition of living with intelligent boys rather than with girls 60or women. Even when they ignored some display of female silliness—or laughed only among themselves—the sense of their disapproval reached me sooner or later. Within reason, they treated me like a younger brother, with as much unconcern and good-temper. I don’t recall being damned in any stronger words than: Don’t be a calf. It was enough. Later in life I found attentions paid to me surprising and boring. I did not—do not—expect to have allowances made for me.

         14th of January, 1963

         The disadvantages of having been a member of Class 5b, and an Eikonoklast, were brought home to me today. I found myself the only person in the room not in ecstasies over a copy of The Private Eye. It was the second I had tried to read, almost sobbing with boredom, hardly able to believe that jokes so old and puerile were meant to be read by adults. All these irreverences, the rude nose-thumbing at middle-class idols, at religion, royalty, all manner of idées reçues, were going the rounds in 5b. We had not learned to talk of the Establishment, but that did not prevent us from being side-splittingly funny about the thing itself. I am stupefied, not by the titter of Kensingtonbred ladies over a lewd joke… after all, poor dears… but by my worldly intelligent friends. How can they find these aged witticisms startling? Do they? Or are they afraid of seeming to have pieties? Or did they all, all, lead such sheltered lives in their youth that these jeers and mild blasphemies shake them?

         I felt out of things, but took heart: it is not my fault, it is the fault of 5b and the Eikonoklasts.

         Chapter 14

         I have forgotten what K. was doing during this time: he came only once or twice to see us in London. The boys did not like him. They were less than frank with me about the reasons for their dislike, but I knew them too well to miss seeing it: I looked the other way and hoped that K. would not notice that he was being judged. I am sure he did not. 61

         His visits had an unpleasantly disturbing effect on me. For a time, when he was with us, I saw through his eyes that we were an uncouth lot, slovenly provincials. I wished we had more elegance, a nicer knowledge of the world. When he left, my discontent and disquietude went with him.

         I was still helplessly in love, but something, some submerged current, had begun to set against him in my mind, at a great depth. I knew, vaguely, that it was there. Given time, I should have become critical of him, and in the end my obsession would have died and I should have been free…

         At some time in 1913 my mother read letters K. had written, which I had left in my room at home. Their language made her feel that the sooner I was married the better for my soul. She came up to London determined to save me.

         So there I was, back where I had so often stood, cowered, as a child crushed by guilt for a half-realized crime. I was neither hard enough, nor adroit or single-minded enough, to withstand the force of her anger and grief. I had nothing to set against it except my deep inarticulate reluctance to be married, my profound instinct to keep my freedom. She swept this contemptuously aside. The strange thing—no, not strange; given her age and breeding, perfectly natural—was that she knew she was saving my moral being at the expense of my future, that future in which she had sunk so many of her own hopes: its collapse into a mere marriage was the cruellest of disappointments to her. But she knew she was right.

         She is not to be blamed. I was responsible; the choice, after all, was mine.

         Letting others trap me, I trapped myself.

         I had made blunders before this, plenty. This was the first crippling choice. All that can be said is that it harmed no one but myself—and K.

         My memory for the details I ought in decency or politeness to remember is shockingly vague. I remember the names of Whitby shopkeepers long since dead, and the exact number of steps from the gate to the front door of a house left behind more than fifty years ago, and the exquisite taste of crusts soaked in warm tea, and the turnings to be taken from the Hotel de France in Nevers to reach the baker selling the finest bread, but I do not know whether K. and I began living together at once after our marriage, or if I went back for a time to my room above the sitting-room with the canaries and the ailing Spaniard. 62

         I believe I did. But certainly in the late summer I was living with him in another room in Shepherd’s Bush, a dreadfully dingy shabby room in a street of sordid little houses (in 1941 bombed to a pile of rubble) on the north side of the green—Caxton Street.

         I cannot remember what we had to live on, unless my scholarship money still had a month or so to run. K. must have had a little money—from his parents? We paid six shillings each a week for bed and breakfast in this squalid room. I was still working on my thesis, of which I had written about two-thirds.

         Every morning I walked from Shepherd’s Bush to the British Museum, starting at half-past eight. When, in 1956, I went to live in a flat looking across Hyde Park near Marble Arch (before this edge of the park was barbarously and uselessly mutilated), I tried to catch sight of a carelessly-dressed girl walking past lightly, carrying an attaché case and a paper bag holding a half-pound of plums. I bought the plums in Shepherd’s Bush to eat in the cloakroom of the Museum at midday. And there were little cafés in the streets near the Museum where, if I am not dreaming, in those innocent unorganized days the food, simple, tasted of itself.

         For the evening meal there was a coffee stall at the Wood Lane end of Shepherd’s Bush Green, where the man in charge was obliging enough to make me a ham sandwich without the pungent mustard he used. For the rest, I lived largely on energy and illusions of future greatness.

         I was happier and unhappier here than seems possible—and not bored. London made my happiness. At that time I had a passion for it which neither poverty nor despair could dim.

         For the life of me I cannot remember what K. did during the day. A little journalism? My egotistical absorption in my thesis made anything he may have been doing of little interest. It did not enter my head to rely on his earning anything.

         The sum of two egoisms, two green vanities, does not add up to a placid life. Used to the boys’ amiable wrangling, I was disconcerted by K.’s readiness to take offence. The discomforts of our way of living—neither of us noticed them except as one notices bad weather—cannot have helped. The young rarely have any mercy on each other—not that we thought of ourselves as young. We were two egoisms face to face, and incapable of seeing through 63each other’s greeds, self-absorption, illusions, to the naked inner creature in need of kindness. I must too often have been madly stubborn. We quarrelled over trifles, bitter quarrels in which neither wanted to give way: I knew I was right and waited in anguish for K. to recognize it: then, only then, I could admit to being in the wrong.

         One night, in despair and a reckless wish to be anywhere but where I was, I swallowed all the phenacetin tablets in a bottle I had just bought—in those days I knew only two remedies for any ailment, the ones my mother used: phenacetin and Eno’s. I expected so much phenacetin to kill me. Feeling cold, I became afraid and told K. what I had done: to my grieved astonishment he flew into a sour rage, threatened to fetch the police to me, and did fetch a doctor who was anything but kind.

         I begged him not to tell anyone what I had done. But he told the boys, who listened to him without comment.

         At some time during this poverty-stricken autumn and winter his parents made him an offer. They were religious people, American Quakers, and before the marriage had made one or two gestures of lukewarm friendliness towards me: they could not like me, I was young, penniless, and not of their religion, but I think they saw my faults too clearly to notice that I had a virtue or two—among these, an eager goodwill; I responded to kindness like a puppy, licking hands, wagging my tail. I forget what they offered K., except that it was further training of some sort, I think at Cambridge. The condition, of course, was that he must give up the wretched wastrel life he was living with me.

         I can sympathize, now, with their anxiety about their son, an only child. At the time, I rejected coldly the part of the offer which concerned me: they were willing, they said, to pay for a room in a women’s hostel until I had finished my thesis. After that… probably they did not look further. The important thing was to save K. and separate him from a wife who was no good to him. Given enough rope, they may have reflected, I should hang myself. (Running off with an Italian organ-grinder was one of the things my father-in-law suggested I was likely to do at any minute.)

         Did they expect me to oppose their plan? Far from that, I urged K. to seize the offer. When he had gone my only feeling was of excitement. I was alone, the world open to me. Later that afternoon, I went into a small café 64near Caxton Street (it is still there), to drink coffee and think what I had better do at once. Glancing up, I saw K. striding past, towards our lodgings. My heart leaped with surprise and disappointment.

         Chance had brought him back. When he reached his parents’ house in North London, they were both out, and he had time to regret leaving me. He left the house again at once, before they returned. As his mother wrote to him, ‘If I had been at home, you would never have gone away.’

         What a ridiculous accident, lighter than a touch on the shoulder, to alter the whole of my life.

         Later that autumn my mother was in London with the ship, and came to see where I was living. She gave few signs that the place horrified her. Scarcely able to speak, she sat in the window, looking out on the sordid little street with its choked gutters and flea-bitten cats, her back turned to the room overfilled by the brass-knobbed bed, a chest of drawers, and the minute table covered by my books and papers, the whole an indeterminate rusty brown, the colour of age and grime. This room was scrupulously tidy—I hate disorder: any room I live in is properly ship-shape—but neatness did not hide its ingrained squalor and the musty smell of poverty. By now I was so used to it, and to washing from head to foot night and morning in a bowl of cold water (I have never dared ask a survivor of Ravensbrück what, apart from torture and hunger, was worse than not being able to keep a clean body), that I did not guess what she felt. I brought out the two cups and the spirit lamp, and made tea for her, and she drank it, trying to smile.

         Years later, with a shudder of disgust, she told me, ‘It made my heart ache to see you in that horrible room. I thought you were done for.’

         At the end of the year I fell ill in this room: there was nothing wrong with me except semi-starvation and a touch of fever, but I did not recover and at last thought of going home for a time. My thesis was all but finished; there was only the summing-up to write, and the labour of copying it on the secondhand typewriter I had bought with my first money from the university.

         I hung on until the first days of January. I had no money at all now, and arrived in Whitby with a single ha’penny in my purse.

         K., too, went home. He had begun applying for a post as schoolmaster, in London. 65

         Chapter 15

         ‘Thank goodness you’ve come,’ my mother said, ‘I’m going to be lonely.’

         My middle sister was away, and a few days after I came my brother went off to Manchester, to a place calling itself the Northern School of Wireless: he knew nothing about it, but wireless was a new thing, and the fees at the school so low that my mother could afford it. She did not ask him how he was lodged: she expected all her children (except the youngest) to be able to survive anything.

         The dominating person in the family now was this youngest, my sister Dorothy. She was eight, a very beautiful little creature, quick and graceful, warm-natured except in cross-grained moods when she was furiously intractable. My mother pretended to believe that these devilish moods could be traced back to a nearly fatal illness when she was six months old: an all but lifeless little skeleton, she had been given a glass of fresh blood, pressed from hunks of raw beef, every day for a long time. They gave it to her in a green Venetian glass and she drank it greedily, smacking colourless little lips over it.

         In the middle of February my brother telegraphed: Have joined the Flying Corps, letter follows.

         The letter next morning was almost as laconic: the Royal Flying Corps wanted wireless operators, he was eligible, it was a splendid chance, better than he had hoped for. But, since he was only seventeen, my mother must give her permission. Terribly agitated, she sent me to Manchester to stop him.

         The imposingly-named Northern School turned out to be two small attics at the top of a shabby building. The thin young man who was running it talked with smiling enthusiasm about the Flying Corps: it was the coming thing, there were six squadrons, and there might soon be thirty, even more. ‘It’s a great piece of luck for your brother that they want men—by going in now he’ll do very well for himself.’

         Men! I thought, looking at my brother’s short red childish hands. He was clenching them, and said, ‘It’s the only way I can get into the Flying Corps. If I had money I could go in for being a pilot, but——’ 66

         ‘What will you be?’ I asked him.

         ‘A Second-class Air Mechanic,’ he said, scowling. ‘But it’s my chance. I must take it. You can tell her that.’

         I don’t think that, even now, I had the grace to take his ambitions wholly seriously. He was awkward and unformed—that I was both myself did not occur to me. Only his eyes, with their steady clouded stare, reflected an anxiety I recognized. The three of us in that shabby room were all young, seventeen, twenty-two, twenty-six, and at this distance from her my mother’s fears seemed those of an old woman who knew nothing about the world.

         I left promising to make her agree, and, without much trouble—after all, what else had she to offer him?—did.

         Before this, I had missed a chance of my own. When I was in London, I had written two pieces of dramatic criticism for The Egoist, and met its founder, Harriet Shaw Weaver, and that remarkable woman, her friend Dora Marsden. I was not much given to respect in my first youth, but I knew enough to revere pure intellect when I met it. A small delicately-boned woman, Dora Marsden had a subtle and powerful mind and a passion for philosophy, I believe her only passion. She treated me with the most unmerited kindness and friendliness, and gave me the manuscript of her first book. I understood it only in the cloudiest way.

         Soon after I went home, Harriet Shaw Weaver wrote offering me work on The Egoist, at a weekly salary of two pounds. My excitement when I was reading her letter is indescribable. I had not the wit to realize that she was inventing the job with the sole idea of giving a young provincial nobody the chance to make something of herself. The prospect of setting foot in a world of brilliantly clever and advanced men and women, who would, I thought, cure my worldly timidity and ignorance, made me wildly happy. I was a long way from knowing just how green and uncouth I was, and had no doubt at all that I should make my literary fortune.

         It no more came into my head to refuse the offer than to cut my throat, and I wrote to Miss Weaver that I would come to London at once.

         When I told my mother, she looked at me from eyes so remotely fixed that they appeared colourless. ‘I thought you would be here at least until April,’ she said; ‘I shall be very sad and sorry without you.’
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         ‘The money is very little.’

         ‘It is a start. And I shall be in London.’

         She said nothing more for the moment. I saw her pressing her lips together over her bitter sense of my eagerness to get away. A too familiar anxiety seized me, but I hardened my heart. Later in the day she said,

         ‘This time next week you will be gone. I was planning a day in Scarborough, but not alone.’

         ‘I shall be coming back.’

         ‘That doesn’t comfort me now, my little dear. It’s dull here by myself. And no kind girl to go the round with me. It’s not,’ she added, smiling, ‘as if you had a husband to go to. When K. has found work and sends for you, it will be a different affair altogether.’

         The round was a walk we had taken so many times from this house that its rough flagstones and grass are sunk in my other life, the one in which I am innocent.

         I might still have held out if she had not told me calmly, ‘My body is not right, you know. Since Dorothy was born. It can’t be put right.’

         I did not know what she meant, but I had already noticed, and avoided thinking about it, that she had become, suddenly, older and heavier.

         My heart dropped under its weight of regret, pity, despair. ‘I needn’t go,’ I said, ‘I can refuse.’

         Her face changed slightly. ‘I thought you had written accepting.’

         ‘Yes. But I can write again.’

         I wrote the next day, a clumsy letter of apology and refusal.

         Cruelly disappointed as I was, I yet did not realize clearly what I had done. Don’t be to tell twice is a sentence I heard so many times in my childhood that it ceased to make sense. Before experience teaches me anything, the lesson has had to be repeated not twice but a score of times. My whole life, if I had seized this offer, would have been different. When she got my second letter Miss Weaver passed the offer to another young woman, Rebecca West, who accepted it. Believe me, who should know, The Egoist and the world of letters got a better bargain.

         At twenty-two, one expects to meet a chance round every corner. There was still my great work on European drama, from which I expected at least a living, if not fame. I worked on it, with no interruptions except my mother’s 68demands on me, until April, then sent it, with a formal apology for the time it had taken me, to Leeds.

         I had better finish with this at once. It was approved by the university, and I rewarded with the degree of Master of Arts. By this time I had other things on my mind, and we were in the middle of a war. I put my carbon copy away, and did not look at it again until the end of the war: then I added to it briefly, leaving my three-year-old son with my mother for a fortnight while I read feverishly in the British Museum, and sent it to a publisher. I did not confide to him—or anyone—what my hopes were.

         I doubt whether Messrs Collins were less startled than I by what happened. The dramatic critics took me seriously and very hard. In a majestic column in The Times, A. B. Walkley spoke of ‘a female Nietzsche’: at even greater length, under the title ‘The Young Person in Print’, Mr St John Ervine dismembered the book with Ulster savagery; for good measure he said I ought to be spanked.

         I was never more astonished in my life, and terribly mortified, feelings I hid from everybody—without exception. I felt that, even though they could not have known about all those pounds of plums eaten in vain, the brutes should at least have realized how hard I had worked.

         For Mr Ervine I felt a violent dislike. Some months later I was standing in a crowded room where I knew nobody—one of Naomi Royde-Smith’s Thursday evenings—when my hostess came up to me, and taking me by the arm said, ‘St John Ervine is here, I think you ought to speak to him.’ Nervously, but not at all unwilling—the idea of single combat did not alarm me—I went with her into the next room. The brute was not what I had expected: leaning on a stick, tired and hot, he appeared as tongue-tied as I was. Possibly he had not expected my too obvious simplicity and harmless looks.

         A short time afterwards, hearing that I had written a novel, he offered to send it to an American publisher and, more usefully still, invited me to lunch. During the meal, he did all he could to advise me.

         ‘What you need most,’ he said emphatically, ‘is discipline.’

         To me then, discipline implied thrashings, hunger, poverty. I considered that I knew more than enough of all three, and saw no meaning whatever in his words. 69

         His kindly-meant and fruitless advice, a small sum in royalties, and a critical article by Austin Harrison in the English Review—why did I not keep it?—were all the good that came of the book. Except an absurd memory of Austin Harrison himself. I see myself in his room at the offices of the review, my body hard with suppressed laughter. ‘Look down,’ he had said, ‘now look up… Yes, I was right, you have perfect Oriental throwback!’ What can he mean? I think: the man’s daft… Daft or not, he was kind to me: he allowed me to write for the review an essay on Walter de la Mare which pleased that incomparable man, and two or more articles on, of all things, the United States, which must, since I was as ignorant as a calf, have been very queer.

         I think I was before my time—before a time when impudence is a merit. Yet I really knew more about European drama than anyone but A. B. Walkley himself, and if I had been offered the chance should have made, softened by age and authority, an admirable dramatic critic.

         This would, I am certain, have saved me from being tempted to write a novel.

         Chapter 16

         In april 1914 I sealed and posted the package addressed to Leeds University, containing a great weight of confidence and ambition. I was without money, without a job, and I had heard from K. that, rejected for every London post he had applied for, he had taken one in a town in the Midlands. All I knew about Kettering was that it made boots and shoes. I was dismayed. There was no hope of my finding any work there, I should be dependent on K. This idea deeply offended me.

         It did not come into my head that I could refuse to go.

         At this time I was still bound to K. by ties which loosened only slowly, over the next four or five years and, if we had lived a retired life in the dead of the country—this supposes what is not true, that I was willing to live in such a way—would probably have needed half a lifetime to wear out completely: they were sensual and imaginative, like the grief I felt, as soon as I had abandoned it, for the white rabbit. 70

         I meant to behave well, and set off with as many resolutions as misgivings.

         At my first sight of Kettering I made a vow not to stay a day longer than I must. I refused to look for a house. We lived in a small commercial hotel near the station. No one else lived in it: no one except me would have dreamed of living there. We paid 16/6 a week each, for a bedroom, a small sitting-room and all our meals: I had a perpetual grudge against our landlady for her habit of mixing potato peelings with the little coal she allowed us; she did it to damp down the fire, but the smell was insidious and abominable. Had I complained she would gladly have got rid of us.

         Shocked by what seemed to them my inexcusably disorderly life, the wives of other masters in the school were always telling me about small houses I could rent. I evaded them. Not only because of my secret determination not to stay in Kettering, and not even because of a loathing for these rows of human rabbit hutches without a shred of charm, to say nothing of dignity. My hatred of a settled domestic life was, is, an instinct, and borders on mania.

         With my large ideas of what was barely necessary for life on a salary of less than fifty shillings a week, I took out a subscription to The Times Book Club. The discovery of Allen Upward’s The Divine Mystery, and J. A. Symonds’s History of the Renaissance in Italy, read volume by volume in that shabby room smelling of decayed vegetables, gave me the greatest pleasure I have ever had from books. I read in a fever of excitement, my cheeks burning, my mind in ferment.

         These hours when I was alone, reading, sunk, were purely happy. Apart from them I was neither happy nor sensible. My mind behaved like a newly-trapped wild animal, throwing itself at the sides of its cage with undirected fury. I did not know where to turn to escape from a life which, the instant I shut my book, became an intolerable waste of energy and time. I must have been an uncomfortable companion, irritating K. as often as he disheartened and affronted me. I was changing as helplessly as a tadpole, and K. hardly at all. He was exactly as he had been in London, amiable and fond when he was pleased with me, rancorously ill-tempered when I vexed him, which I did too easily: I had only to be incautious enough to begin a sentence with the words: One of these days we’ll buy… we’ll go abroad… we’ll see Greece…

         I daresay that what he resented in me were changes he could not put his finger on but suspected. Under the features of the undeveloped girl, the 71tadpole, who had succumbed readily to his involuntary skill in playing on his own and her sensual curiosity, was faintly visible the confused outline of a young woman he could only see as detestable, foolishly unreasonable and splenetic. I was at times all these.

         And no doubt I judged too harshly faults, a naive vanity and self-importance, at which a kinder or more sophisticated woman would have smiled.

         All this is shocking egoism…

         My only amusement was walking. No moors, no sea, only bird cries and the muffled sigh of wind in long grass, and, in the month of May, hedges full out in hawthorn, an unbroken torrent of whiteness reaching me along the same level as the marguerites of my infancy.

         Twice I enticed K. farther afield. We spent a Saturday in Leicester. In a shop-window my eye was caught by a long green sofa: it reminded me of one at home, and the idea of buying it entered into me like a devil. I have never been able to see round or past what I want. Like my mother when she coveted something, I was possessed. But I was worse than she, stubborner and more cunning. There was room in our ugly sitting-room for the sofa and I persuaded K. to buy it on the never-never—13/6 a week for eighteen months. That evening when we got back, our landlady told us she would have to raise her weekly charges to 19/6 each—thirty-nine shillings. K. behaved nobly, leaving me to reproach myself.

         My second extravagance was a day in London at half-term. Somehow we had saved thirty shillings and I could see no better use for it. The thought of even one day there made me insanely happy.

         My brother was stationed near London, and my conscience, rather than any wish to see him, made me write and invite him to lunch with us in Soho. He came, a clumsy childish figure in his Air Mechanic’s uniform. He had little to say, and that little had to be dragged out of him. Perhaps—I have just seen this—K. had on him the effect he had had on me when I saw him as a man of the world. After lunch, he mumbled something about ‘going back now’. I knew he had the day off until evening, but, impatient to run about London, I made no attempt to keep him. We left him in Coventry Street and crossed the road. I glanced back. He was walking slowly, head down, and I saw—thank God for my long sight—that his face had turned red and he was struggling not to cry. 72

         I rushed back across the road. Pretending not to see that there were tears in his eyes, I took hold of his arm.

         ‘Can’t you possibly stay longer? We only came up to see you, you know, and you’re spoiling it by going off. Isn’t there something we could do that would amuse you, a theatre, anything?’

         Was he taken in? I shall never be certain. He muttered something about his frightful boots.

         ‘What do your boots matter?’ I said. ‘In a theatre no one will see them, and we’ll go to some small café for tea. Do stay.’

         ‘Very well.’

         Each time I recall this incident, I thank God for an uncovenanted mercy. Of all the escapes I have been allowed, all the deserved punishments I have been let off, this is the one I shall be as thankful for on the day I die as I am at this moment—after more than half a century.

         Chapter 17

         Since there was nothing else I could do, I began to write a novel. It was a gloriously bad novel—perhaps not the worst I have written. It had no theme, only a riot of scenes and emotions, new characters brought on the whole time (and only one living breathing character among them), a great deal of talk, lively, cynical, jeering, images and ideas borrowed from the New Age, Anatole France, Upward, Symonds, thrown down in a style that dodged between curtness and the purest (most impure) Wardour Street. But the energy, the delighted playing with phrases and ideas, the irreverence, the reckless gaiety and enthusiasm of this frightful book—what happened to me to suppress them? I know. The double error of a settled life and the decline into writing for a living.

         It is laughably clear that Nature was no more eager to make me a novelist than the university authorities to make a don of me. What did it intend me to be? What conceivable life would have satisfied my instincts of a vagus and my crying need of a sort of discipline I had no idea of?

         I had emerged from an ill-found ill-considered academic course completely ignorant of contemporary writing, nothing in my head but echoes. 73I have a strong patient brain, but it is myopic and slightly mad. It reminds me of a young horse I once rode, which was blind in one eye and under the delusion that it could jump walls.

         I suppose that this first book had an awkward cleverness, mine at the time. No publisher or reviewer but took it for a young man’s book. This suggests that at its worst it was crudely energetic.

         With all the reading I did for pleasure, and my habit of day dreaming, and the outbreaks of restlessness when to sit in a room became unendurable, not much of it had been written when we left Kettering. Our leaving was my doing entirely. It was, I think, the first time I took on myself to manoeuvre another person’s life. I discovered that I had a talent for managing. True, I only used it when my own life was involved.

         Every week since we came to Kettering I had been going into the public library to read an educational journal, searching for a London school in need of a man to teach Latin. At last, at the end of May, a school in Liverpool advertised the post of junior classics master, and, Liverpool being at least a city, I used all my cunning to persuade K. to apply. He applied and was chosen.

         Not long after, he caught a vicious form of influenza. My savage loathing of illness and sickrooms might have been the end of him if his mother had not travelled from London to nurse him. Reminding herself to be kind, she said gently, ‘Don’t feel that I want to push you aside.’

         ‘Oh, but do!’ I cried.

         Not until he was recovering did I begin to feel anxious about him, and to think: Let us only get to Whitby and he will be safe. As soon as—at the end of July—he could travel, I took him there. All I did by way of preparing our future was to send the green sofa to a Liverpool warehouse.

         My brother was at home on leave. For the first time, my mother caught a glimpse of his secret ambition. Sitting in her room, red short-fingered hands sprawled on his knees, feet in clumsy boots widely apart, he told her,

         ‘I’m in the right thing. In the Corps you’re not ordered about as if you were nothing, like we were in the ship. The officers talk to you, I’ve been up several times with one pilot; he said I ought to learn to fly, and he would help me if there was a chance for me learning.’
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         His clouded eyes did not meet hers: he was ashamed of his ambitions. ‘There’s always changes. That’s why it’s lucky I went in now, when everything’s possible.’

         She felt the anguish of having no money, and under it a colder anguish, the fear that he would be disappointed. At other moments, she believed that he would distinguish himself in some way: she no longer expected anything of me, and placed all the hopes she had on this son who, for the first time, looking, with his round blurred face, an unformed boy, talked like a young man.

         Suddenly—the suddenness was an illusion—the talk of a crisis in Europe leaped on to the front page of the newspaper. The telegram recalling my brother excited him so fiercely that he forgot to be ashamed.

         ‘If there’s a war,’ he said, ‘I might get a chance. It might be the very thing for me. You’ll see, they’ll be taking in new men, but us old ones will have the start. That officer I was telling you about said so to me—well, something of that.’

         Us old ones… On the day war was declared my mother comforted herself with the certainty that they would not send him out of the country until he was eighteen. But he flew to France with the first English squadrons, on the 10th of August, and had his eighteenth birthday there.

         He made his first stroke very early in November. My mother heard about it in a pencilled letter from him. He still wrote like a child, in sprawling uneven lines almost without stops.

         ‘You will be pleased to hear that I got the medal which is called in France the Médaille Militaire, Medal Military, and seems to be very highly prized by them. I got it for working the wireless in a aeroplane over the German lines, a shell from one of their anti-aircraft guns exploded near us and blew part of our inlet valve away and cut the pilot’s hand. This was on our great retreat of which you have read so much. The medal was given by the French government and presented by General Henderson. The war seems to be getting on slowly much slower than I expected. There is a heavy fog hanging about today and things are very quiet. I am still in the best of health and I am surprised to see how quickly we have got used to this kind of life. There is one thing when we do get back we will get a nice long holiday so let us hope it will be in the Spring. Looking at my pay book today I noticed I had over ten pounds to draw already…’ 75

         She noticed without surprise that he had not told her what he had done for the French army to deserve their medal. It was like him to say little. And she was not even faintly surprised that he had done well already. It was what she expected.

         Chapter 18

         Ihad no intention, not the least in the world, when I urged K. to try for Liverpool, of becoming a householder and ratepayer—my term then for all that is dull, base, petty, in a word Prudhommesque. It came about inch by stumbling inch.

         I took the first of these ill-judged steps before we left Whitby, when I accepted my mother’s offer to lend me a hundred pounds to buy furniture. What she thought of as my disorderly life shocked and worried her; she was convinced that I must want a house of my own (accursed and nauseating phrase), it was what every decent normal young woman wanted. If it had crossed her mind that on this point I was neither decent nor normal, she would have been all the more anxious to whip the devil out of me. When I told her that I preferred living in rooms, with a landlady to keep them clean and cook, the flash of rage in her eyes reminded a child of an old terror. It had less effect on me now than my reluctance to disappoint her.

         I might still have dodged but for the birth in me of a new guilty feeling—born since his illness—that I ought to look better after K. And the germ of another notion, one that went a very little way to justify my mother in her belief that I could not be entirely out of my mind: a weak stirring of greed to possess things I should not dislike looking at.

         In the instant of saying, ‘Thank you very much, you’re being awfully kind,’ I was seized by panic: I knew I had done the wrong thing. The sensation was familiar, but more piercing than I had ever known it; I felt emptied of all except panic.

         There was still time to draw back. I was not morally brave enough.

         A flat, I considered, would be a lighter burden than a house. I had not reckoned with the provincial barbarity of Liverpool. After two and a half months of living as paying guests in a respectable run-down house, and 76rejecting one unsavoury pseudo-flat after another in street after sallow dingy Victorian street, I was driven to rent a new house in the Garden Suburb, an estate, to my eyes raw and graceless, on the edge of Liverpool, in an unmade road of identical pairs of little houses, two small living-rooms and narrow kitchen downstairs, and two cramped bedrooms above. If I had been ordered to describe the kind of house which most nauseated me, I could not have found a more exact image.

         We took this clean loathsome place from the 1st of December, handing the estate twenty-five pounds, to be given back to us when we left.

         My mother came to Liverpool for a week, to help me to buy the furniture: she was delighted with the house, and even more delighted by the end of my disorderly life. In order not to hurt her, I kept up a pretence of happiness.

         The evening before she left it broke down when I was face to face with the prospect of moving into the house as soon as its floors had been scrubbed. (Not that I object to scrubbing floors: I prefer it to a great many things—for instance, to speaking at a luncheon.)

         The panic I had felt in Whitby was nothing compared with the mortal abhorrence I felt now, as much physical as moral, the sensations of a trapped human animal—a maelstrom of irrational disgust, despair, revolt. It was ridiculously out of proportion with its cause—I could not have felt a worse dread on my way to be hanged.

         I tried to hide my demented state from my mother behind a stolid face. But I suppose that it was sullen as well as calm, and when I said that I would get the house ready but not live in it until January, her anger at what seemed my ingratitude and folly got the better of her. She spoke to me in her harshest voice, with violent contempt. After a minute I began to cry, and cried uncontrollably. My mother went up to bed, leaving me to my inexcusable misery. K., who had not said a word, was unexpectedly gentle with me. Neither of them had the faintest conception of my state of mind. I daresay I had none myself, all I knew was that I was trapped.

         I cannot explain my pathological hatred of domestic life and frantic need to be free. Not free to write, or to be amused, or famous. To be free. To call it a spiritual nausea only pushes it farther out of reach. A crazily violent character, a tramp or a lunatic, shares my skin with a Yorkshire housewife. 77

         In any event, in 1915 I was, all else apart, biologically trapped.

         I kept the house dreadfully clean, washing, scrubbing, dusting, with feverish energy. I had forgotten, until the other day I opened a novel written in 1932, how K.’s shockingly meagre salary was spent. I cut and sewed a strip of while calico into four tiny bags, writing on each its name and the sum it was supposed to receive, and every Monday morning divided the week’s money (£2 15s 6d, minus 13s 6d for the green sofa) between them. The Rent and Rates bag was remorseless in swallowing its 12s 9d, but the Coal, Light and Gas bag (4s 6d) and the one marked Food (25s) borrowed from each other with reckless optimism; there were many weeks when the miserable Coal, Light and Gas held nothing but a scrap of paper on which I had written: Owed by Food, 7s 8d. K. took ten shillings of the total to pay tram fares and his six two-course luncheons at school.

         I had no skill in the knacks by which poor women make ends meet, and when the wife of one of K.’s older colleagues offered me a recipe for cooking an ox-heart I shuddered. In London I had contentedly eaten or gone without the cheapest meal, but now that I was cooking my own the only food I thought worth buying were things I had eaten as a child, smoked bacon, sirloin, fillet steak, English lamb, the finest country butter: each Saturday I bought a joint for the next day, and stretched it to make supper for K. during the week, pretending to eat midday dinner—not to spare him discomfort, but from an instinct to keep my clumsy shifts to myself.

         Another young schoolmaster and his wife lived in the suburb. He was the first pacifist I had met. I hated the war, and swore with my tongue that I approved of his refusal to fight, but in fact I had neither sympathy nor respect for him. A letter from Archie, though heaven knows I did not understand it—he might as well have been writing to me in a foreign language, from a non-existent country (‘I’m writing this in a field near a farm. We were relieved two days ago and brought back to this village for a rest. The men were dogtired when they came in. For the last mile or so I was carrying three rifles and trying to encourage the weary. I was too tired to take my things off and the bed looked clean, a delusion, so I lay down on the floor and slept. We’re all right now, as fresh as May. A small French child, about nine, is hanging round me as I write. I’m bound to say she’s not attractive. I don’t think war agrees with children.’)—swung me violently round the compass. Without 78reflecting about it, I was on his side, and not on the side of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, which in theory I supported.

         Chapter 19

         During these early months of 1915, I tried in various childishly clumsy ways to find out what giving birth is like. Desperately unwilling to let K. see I was anxious, I waited several weeks before asking him what he knew about it—after all, he was a doctor’s son. He advised me amiably to read Anna Karenina. The account of the birth of Levin’s son terrified me. I became convinced that I was going to be tortured. Is anyone now so ignorant? In my first youth, these things were not talked of, no more than the sexual act, or abortion, or any of the body’s daily habits.

         What on earth would today’s young novelists do if they were without these staples of their interest?

         K. dealt drily with my awkwardly put questions. It may have been the instinct of a schoolmaster. And since I did not say I was afraid…

         I did not think it strange that I was not treated gently: I had been welltaught in my first years that illness is nothing to make a fuss about. Looking back, I think that K. carried his lack of concern too far. Certain memories of those months are so bitter that the scars are alive. The young do not pity each other—or themselves. But the child who knew it had behaved badly because it was punished was too near me in time not to expect the consoling forgiveness that had always, sooner or later, followed the beating. It was usually I who consoled K., but that is irrelevant. His repentances were sincere. And I have never been able to prevent myself melting like butter in hot sun the instant an enemy shows the faintest sign of remorse. It is a fault.

         K. was not, or not consciously, my enemy. Neither was he my friend…

         I had leisure during these months to write, and tried to finish my novel. I failed completely. My mind had lost its power to concentrate: the energy was still there, but the sap did not run. Surprised, I thought: It must be the child.

         I loathed the deformation and heaviness of my body, and envied every thin young girl I saw, the poorest and plainest. 79

         In spite of all this, in spite of everything, I never thought that I was done for. I would rather have died than tell K.—or anyone—that I still hoped. Hoped what? To escape, to become famous? Ashamed when I remembered my insane hopes and ambitions at the university and in London, I did not dare to make plans.

         I had moments—when I was alone—of gaiety and confidence, when the life I was living seemed no worse than marking time, an interval to be got through. Miraculous mornings when, however exhausted I had been the night before, however unhappy or anxious, I woke, like a child or an animal, knowing instantly where I was, to a pure bubbling spring of energy, worth a fortune.

         I had so much lightness of heart (or head) that it could not always be kept out of sight. Nor did I take myself seriously. But I should have liked others—K. especially—to do this.

         Until I wrote them down, in 1932, in That Was Yesterday, I remembered almost every incident of the two and a quarter years I spent in that house. Writing them down freed me of the memory, but not of the lessons in distrust, dryness, patience.

         My son was born in Whitby, in my mother’s house, a little after eleven o’clock on the morning of Sunday the 20th of June, 1915. Two of my mother’s friends looked in on their way from church (chapel, Mrs George Gallilee corrects me tartly) to enquire, and were shown a child whose eyes were able to focus on them steadily and directly, with none of the wavering vacancy of a new-born child’s glance—blue eyes with long black lashes, and a smooth clear skin, not red or wrinkled.

         The strangest things about the underworld through which I am travelling, trying to move backwards against the current, towards the sun of my setting-out, is that the darkness is not dark. None the less, there are areas, centres of total blackness, where my groping hands touch a reality I cannot understand. These centres attach themselves to an actual experience—so that I cannot recall it without running my head violently against the blackness, against a blackness filled with masks I do not understand, messages I cannot read. This happens to me when I remember my son’s birth. I was unlucky, it is true; I had the misfortune to fall into the hands of a conceited mid-wife whose boast was that she needed neither anaesthetics nor a doctor to bring ‘her’ children into the world. 80

         The moment I stumble into the blackness which streams away on all sides from this experience, my hands touch the masks. They cover the mystery which has haunted my life, and haunts it—the mystery of cruelty. During my day and night of agony I could not know that, in less than twenty years, torture would be in use again in Germany, and a little later in other countries of Western Europe: I did not know that the people I believed to be the most civilized in the world—they bore names like Molière, Stendhal, Mallarmé, Valéry, Giraudoux—would be not only enduring torture but inflicting it. The one thing I know is the moment when I should have broken down and blabbed all I knew—after only twelve hours of the extremes of pain.

         What I do not know and cannot even hope to understand before I die, is why human beings are wilfully, coldly, matter-of-factly cruel to each other. What moves in the nerves of the men who bend over another man they have strapped to a table so that they can more easily make him suffer the most atrocious pain? In the nerves of concentration camp guards hurrying men, children, women carrying their smallest children, into gas-filled rooms to die of suffocation in agony and terror? In the nerves of men, soldiers, who are cutting the throats of children on the edge of the ditch into which their little bodies will be thrown (‘Sir, you’re hurting me!’)? The ways to be cruel, to inflict pain, are countless: all have been or will be tried. Why? Why? What nerve has atrophied in the torturer, or—worse—is sensually moved?

         I don’t understand the masks, I don’t understand them.

         I am not, as are some of my closest friends, a believing and practising atheist. I should be very glad to believe that God is. But I cannot believe in a Creator who created man. Nor can I believe in the possibility of redemption for a race of beings capable of inventing gas-chambers for each other. When I remember these and the children lifting their hands to protect their throats, or in blind terror as they drown in their torpedoed ship, I think that the human kind is damned, it must, will and ought to perish. If there were a just God he could not forgive it. But what just God would have allowed it? Then who damned us? Ourselves, we damned ourselves.

         Then perhaps we should forgive ourselves? Never, never.

         Let everything be wiped out, the columns of the Parthenon in white sunlight, the foreign harbours, the plays of Sophocles and Shakespeare, the love of mothers for their young children, bird song, the stones of Chartres, 81vines, olive trees, the music of Mozart, the honeysuckle, the green tree, the rose, rather than keep alive a race without pity for itself.

         Here must end a chapter which got out of hand. I shall hope, at the last second, to remember other things. What? The curve of a coast-line, of a gull’s wing, the whiteness of a white petal, the sea, voyages.

         Chapter 20

         Today, the 4th of november, 1961, in Eric Linklater’s Roll of Honour, I reached the phrase: ‘The life he knew had blossomed like a great garden with brave young men.’ Anyone, I thought, of our generation, his and mine, could write it. But, forty-six years ago, when I took my six-weeks-old son to the Liverpool house, I gave few thoughts, and those ignorant, to the young men of my age who were dying, thousands of them in one day, in another country.

         If I try to find a way back to that absorbed self-willed young woman I see her, a thin gesticulating figure, half rubbed out, at the centre of an impalpable web of nerves stretched between her and her child.

         Never have I worked harder. From the moment, before six, when I tore my eyelids open on another day, to the moment of dropping headlong into sleep as my head touched the pillow, it went on: I cleaned, washed linen and clothes, prepared the child’s barley water, fed him, pushed him in his carriage the long walk to the shops or out into the flat country without horizons, two fields and a lane wide, beyond the Suburb, made bread from an old recipe I had, polished chairs, toiled angrily in that desert of a garden, filled with weeds, a disgrace, a menace to the gardens on either side of it.

         That first autumn I planted it with potatoes, except for a square of grass under the window: when, in June, I lifted a root I found them covered with a black scum. Blight, the man next door said, pleased. Sorry for me, in spite of the weeds, he advised me to eat them at once, while I could still rub the blight off. ‘You work hard, don’t you’, he said queerly.

         I ate new potatoes three times a day for three weeks.

         By this time I should have learned how to spend sensibly what little money I had. I never did and never have. Because of my upbringing, or from 82a shred of prudence, I pay as I go. But I have never been able to take money seriously, as a decent bourgeoise ought. I give it away or spend it—one folly equals the other—with reckless indifference. I have always lived, and still live, from my sixpence to my mouth, as a young German refugee said to me in 1934 of herself. I have saved nothing, and shall die on straw.

         Not long before her death—before she let herself die, deliberately, out of disgust with life—I was with I. A. R. Wylie in her large handsome house near Princeton. We had been friendly for many years, and she asked me how much I had put aside against an imminent old age.

         ‘Not a penny,’ I told her.

         She was sincerely horrified. Having made a great deal of money, far more than I have ever earned, she had a terrible fear of losing it. My imprudence saddened and irritated her. I might have dispelled the irritation at least if I had told her that, sometimes, between two and four in the morning, I endure an hour or more of sheer panic. Its effect never persists long enough to prevent my drawing my last pounds out of the bank.

         In the days when I was truly poor, my only notion of saving was to go without inessentials such as dress and food. It was no hardship. When the middle of the week found me ashore for food, I lived on bread and tea, soaking the bread in the tea, delighted to find myself for a few minutes in the half-dark kitchen, safe, and on the edge of setting off.

         Hunger did me no harm. I am so strong that if I had not persistently overworked and ill-used my body, the poor ass would have served me for a century—at least. Certainly I ill-used it then: one of the risks I made it run was a miscarriage I brought on myself, by inconceivable means: I remember sharply what I did, but I am not going to tell: I don’t want either to harm some other young woman, as desperate as I was, who may read this book, or to pass for insane.

         Always on the edge of nothing, I never for an instant thought that I could starve in real earnest. This was partly that I had been born in a class which did not—and, in spite of having seen its like in other countries wiped out like a weak pencil mark by inflation or revolution, still does not—expect to starve. But it was more my energy and blind hunger for living.

         My only reason for hoping was hope, which, in those years, was a habit with me. Or an instinct, a memory in my body itself of voyages. 83

         During the first months after I went back to Liverpool, I had no purpose more avid than my will, ferocious, to get my son the best of everything. No conscious purpose. Like my thesis on modern drama and the unfinished manuscript of my novel (both gathering dust on a shelf behind a coal-scuttle), my restlessness, my insane ambition, had been pushed out of sight. But they had sharp teeth and had sunk these into my stubborn mind below intention, below sense. While I ran from room to room, running the flesh off my bones, they waited their time, Eumenides watching a future victim—or a slow poison in my veins. After a few months they began to prick me. I became less stupefied by work and my new responsibilities, more impatient—and a more exasperating companion.

         It is only by reflecting that I see K. as he might at the time have looked to older people or to anybody less close to him than I was. I was too close, and I suffered from his touchiness as often as he from my maddening need to be in the right and my moods of perfectly groundless gaiety. These were sure to earn me an irritable dressing-down. Then, raging against myself because I had been so idiotic as to talk to him about something that excited me, I became sullen or recklessly sarcastic.

         One icy night in the winter of 1916 I exasperated him into throwing me out of the house. I had nothing over my sleeveless cotton overall, and I crouched against a hedge, shivering, raging helplessly, for two or three hours before the cold drove me back to the door he had now unlocked. He took no notice of me when I came in, not lifting his nose from his book.

         Would I, if it had been possible, have left him after one of these mortifying incidents? I doubt it. I belong to a species of animal which endures a little death if it has to tear up roots it has put down in a human relationship. I have not a great deal of courage or will-power, and my confidence was not of the lasting indestructible kind, but I had the grip on life of a savage beast. Nothing subdued it for long.

         And K. had moods when he was simple and pleasant. I could not count on them.

         Today I see that he was trapped as much as I was. He could not have felt any sympathy with my unbearable sense of personal failure. It was not a disease he understood. He was only two years older than I was. 84

         Too often I was little better than childish; I went on behaving badly—that is, grumbling and making useless plans—as a child persists in doing what it is told not to do, from the same puerile defiance. To make matters worse, when I was punished I cried with a child’s maddening convulsive grief.

         I had no dignity. I have little now, my character is no less awkward, but I put a much better face on it.

         Chapter 21

         Restless as i was, my life had its fixed centre. In the first instant I set eyes on him, held out to me by my mother—before whom I took care to seem calm and stolid—my son became its only complete passion, its final meaning.

         He was strong, and faultlessly beautiful. I brought him up on a strict method, learned, since I was totally ignorant, from the latest book, and because the book said that a missed meal was as dangerous as a brick pulled out of a wall, I roused him from sound sleep to drink his milk and barley water. (A cynical old woman told me: ‘No mother ever woke her second child to make certain it had not died in its sleep.’) I bought the most expensive baby soap and powder, the finest oranges, Jersey milk. As prices rose, I pinched in other ways. Possibly K. resented my silliness—to an unbeliever a religion must always seem grotesque. When the censorship department in Liverpool needed staff, he was infuriated by my refusal to apply. Baffled, too—here I was, detesting housework, strong as a horse, with better degrees than his own, and refusing a chance to earn money. I pointed out that the salary, about two pounds a week—though it would add seventy per cent to our income—was precisely what I should have to pay a woman to do my work: financially, we should be no better off. This argument was irrefutable. It was not, and he knew it, my reason for refusal. At that time I would have cut my hand off rather than give my son over to a woman who might—how could I know?—neglect or fumble one of the rites…

         Curiously, I had no feeling of authority over my son—or not more than an older child has over the infant handed her to look after for an hour. When he laughed, I was filled by a hard light joy. If he cried, I tore myself 85in half to amuse him. My happiest moments were those between five and six, when I bathed him in front of the fire before putting him down for the night. He adored the warmth and the movement of the water on his body, and so long as I sang did not mind what I did with him. I have a thin voice and no ear. It is not that I am deaf, I hear as I see, acutely; my ear picks up the lightest sounds, shiver of a blade of grass on its fellow, distant voices, separate drops of rain. At some point between the nerves of my ear and my voice there is a barrier, uncrossable. A familiar tune, even complicated phrases of music, trace themselves in my brain with exquisite clarity, but I cannot turn the lines into sounds: I feel and see them, and hear nothing, except between the walls of my skull. The only notes I can sing are those I heard repeatedly as a child.

         Over and over again, in my toneless voice, I sang O dem golden slippers, In old Madrid, and By the blue Alsatian mountains, ending with the air that obviously he liked best—

         
            
               There was an old woman

               Went up in a basket

               Ninety times as high as the moon

               And where she was going I couldn’t but ask it

               For in her hand she carried a broom.

               Old woman, old woman, old woman, said I,

               Whither O whither away so high?

               To swe-e-ep the cobwebs out of the sky

               And I shall come back again bye and bye.

            

         

         Sleep glazing his eyes, he forced his eyelids apart, pursing his small lips in the stubborn line which meant: Again.

         Evening after evening I went through my brief act, enclosed in a bubble of light and warmth as clear as a wine-glass, and no stronger.

         At the end of the year I took him—I have forgotten to say he was given three Christian names, Charles William Storm—to Whitby. At the last minute, when I was closing my suitcase, I picked up the manuscript of the novel and pushed it in, out of sight, at the bottom. (It may have been one of the moments when something heavy moved in me at a great depth and 86my mind formed words I had not even thought. They think I’m finished, but I’m not, I’ll do something.)

         The journey from Liverpool to Whitby passes through the corroded valleys of Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire, vast troughs of solid grimy streets, mills, warehouses, chapels, sluggish canals, factory chimneys vomiting smoke over hillsides scarred by terraces of squat grey houses like out-croppings of stone: behind them the road climbs steeply between unmortared walls to the edge of the hill and beyond it to barren sooty moors: they excited me strangely, an excitement that deepened to pain, fingers pinching my heart, when the train ran under the viaduct a mile from Whitby, and slowed down past the upper harbour with its empty shipyards, old mooringposts, grey gleaming water, ruined Abbey. If I took this route now, I should feel the same pain, useless, inescapable.

         While we were there Bill caught whooping-cough from my young sister. At night I shut the windows in our bedroom and burned vapo-cresolene over a night-light. So that no one should know I was writing, I wrote then, kneeling on the floor against the chair that held the infuser: the tiny flame spread a circle on the paper, and I worked with an ear pricked to catch the first movement in the cot.

         On one of these long nights, a character broke into my mind without any warning, from nowhere, from the darkness outside the weak ring of light. A round-faced disreputable little man, limping and voluble, called Poskett. I knew all about him: I knew that he had had trouble with his wife, and why. I knew his weaknesses, his shocking habits, his one endearing virtue. I scribbled like a maniac, my face burning. The child woke coughing, and was sick: I made him comfortable and went back to Poskett, who for that matter had never been out of my thoughts as I spoke soothingly to the child and watched his eyelids flutter for a moment, then close. I wrote until pain in my knees, cramped fingers, and the winter cold of the room drove me into bed.

         Less than a fraction of what I knew about Poskett went into the book. It never occurred to me that this fraction was the one splinter of reality in the whole preposterous business. No one told me so, and no reviewer noticed him.

         If I had been told at this time that I could not write—least of all, a novel—I should have been startled and angry. But I should have found some way of 87learning. I was an uncouth blundering simpleton, but shrewd and obstinate, with my father’s patience in finishing what I had started.

         I did not finish the novel in Whitby, but I went on with it in the spring of 1916, thinking about it at intervals during the day, and writing, unless I were too sleepy, after supper. At last I finished, and had only to type it, rapidly, with two fingers, on my rickety machine. I gave it a title I thought in every way fitting, The Pot Boils and the Scum Rises, and dedicated it—a fleering joke worthy of Class 5b—to the man who ran the Shepherd’s Bush coffee stall.

         Choosing a publisher at random—Messrs Duckworth—I sent it off. In the greatest secrecy.

         Chapter 22

         Some time during the spring of 1916 my father’s ship was sunk off the Irish coast by the German cruiser Moewe. The Moewe was on her way home at the time, and the Saxon Prince was the last of her victims. Her commander took the crew on board to join the crews of other ships, and landed the whole lot at Hamburg. From there they were sent first to a military camp, then to a concentration camp for civilians in Brandenburg. In the letter my mother wrote, telling me about it, there was an undercurrent of bitterness, as if she could not entirely forgive him for being safer than his son.

         Harold was now a 2nd Lieutenant in the Flying Corps. He had done his pilot’s training in France, in June 1915, after being given the D.C.M.—‘For conspicuous coolness and gallantry on several occasions in connection with wireless work under fire.’ (London Gazette 30.6.1915.)

         A boy’s hand moves slowly across the thin paper. It might be any one of the young unlined hands of that time, making their last signals to an indifferent world.

         
            ‘In the Field

            August 16th 1915

            ‘… Some days out here it is stifling all day, then when night comes, cold, strange, a heavy dew. 88

            ‘Myself and another chap are living in a small tent we made of old fabric off the aeroplanes, it is quite up to date. He fetched a stove back with him when he went on leave, my bed is of canvas slung on two sections of a wireless mast and my comrade’s bed is of sacking between two old aeroplane skids.

            ‘Our larder is an old cupboard off an aeroplane, the framework of the hut split struts and skids.

            ‘The floor is earth kept dry by a trench dug round it.

            ‘The table is a sheet of ebonite.

            ‘One thing about active service you find out very soon there is nothing you can not do without.

            ‘I think when the war is over I will put all my worldly goods in a pack and go and bury myself in Brazil.

            ‘Well I will finish now as time is going about as quick as my candle.’

         

         The following March he did a short spell at home, but refused a job at Netheravon, as instructor. He was not at ease in a position which would have forced him to lecture and make social gestures; nothing in his short life had prepared him for it—and nothing in his nature, which was like mine, solitary and diffident, without the social confidence I can pretend to when I must.

         Besides, he was afraid that if he stayed in England he would be overlooked.

         ‘You see, if I stop in England I might miss promotion. You never know what’s going on, why some get ahead quickly and others are kept back. If you don’t do something they forget about you. I have to make them notice me.’

         He had no schooling, no useful relations behind him; he had only his ambition and his share of a courage which grows like grass in our country when it is needed. (In other countries, too, but let them celebrate it for themselves.) In April he went back to France, to No. 19 Squadron, and after four months was promoted to Flying Officer.

         It must have been the late summer when I saw him again, in Whitby. He seemed little changed, still a broad-shouldered gawky boy in the R.F.C. tunic (why on earth was it called a maternity jacket?) with its wings and ribbons, no lines round his eyes, and no hardening of his slow shamefaced smile.

         We grew from one stock, but I could not talk easily to him: in every member of my family there is—was—the same profound sense of being 89bound to near kinsmen in a duty overwhelmingly stronger than any dislike or resentment, the same that stretched between our marauding northern ancestors, and the same reluctance in speech. Moreover, he lived now in a country as closed to me as the country into which the dead go alone. But he was moved to make an attempt, out of his awkward young kindness, out of his experience, to do something for me, his elder.

         One afternoon—he never spoke of K. by his Christian name, but always formally as Mr C—— he asked me in a neutral voice,

         ‘What is Mr C—— doing?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Schoolmastering. He’s in London, with his parents, until the end of his holidays.’

         ‘Does this conscription affect him?’

         ‘I don’t know. No. Schoolmasters are starred, you know, and he’s B2.’

         ‘That won’t mean much in a few months. They lost a lot of men on the Somme.’ He stared past me. ‘Why doesn’t he try for the Flying Corps?’

         ‘He’s shortsighted.’

         ‘Oh, I don’t mean as a pilot,’ he said with a short laugh. ‘He could be an Equipment Officer, y’know.’

         A familiar excitement seized me. I kept a face as blank and stolid as his own, and asked him what an Equipment Officer did. He told me, and added, ‘If he thought of trying for it, I could write to a friend of mine at Adastral House, Major R——.’

         Was he pleased to be able to give advice and help? I must have thanked him, but was it well enough done to give him any feeling of satisfaction with himself?

         His name was in the London Gazette again in December.

         ‘Military Cross. For conspicuous gallantry in action. He attacked a hostile kite balloon under very heavy fire. Later, his machine descended to within 150 feet of the ground, when he got the engine going again and recrossed our lines at 1,300 feet and returned safely. He has on many occasions done fine work.’

         That month my mother was staying with me in Liverpool, she and my young sister sharing the comfortless second bedroom. She was still there in the first week of January when the telegram came, forwarded from Whitby by my aunt Jenny, to whom, when he knew my mother was not at home, the 90postmaster sent it—these telegrams were no new thing now, but they moved bureaucracy itself to take a little trouble, sometimes. If they could have been laid down, each as it came, one on top of another, a great barren pile of death, growing and thickening as more and more young bodies were pushed into the ground, the shame and horror would have sickened us. Or so I think.

         I stood in front of my mother with the telegram in my hand.

         ‘Open it.’

         I opened it and gave it to her… Deeply regret to inform you that 2nd Lt Harold Jameson Royal Flying Corps was killed in action January fifth the Army Council express their sympathy Secretary War Office… She made the inhuman sound women make when they lose a son, a cry torn from the empty womb, and turned blindly, to go to her bedroom. I did not try to comfort her. What use?

         At this moment I knew, knew beyond any question, that I would sooner K. had died. This had nothing to do with love. I loved K. more warmly than I loved my brother. But—I realized it then, and if I have forgotten the feeling I have not forgotten that it existed—in certain families, not otherwise eccentric, love is a paltry emotion compared with the ties of blood. From nowhere, from a darkness, the figure as I imagined her of Antigone came into my mind, and I thought: Now I understand you, I know why your brother had this hold on your will; it was not piety.

         There is no explaining this impulse. Reason has nothing to do with it, and nothing to say about it worth hearing.

         Later we heard what happened. He had been ranging our guns on a German battery when he was attacked from behind. His machine fell in No Man’s Land, and some brave souls of the infantry ran out and carried him into the trench: he was breathing but soon died.

         When I read this in the letter from the major commanding No. 6 Squadron, I felt a dreadful sickness in the centre of my body, an uprush of deathly fear—it was what he had felt in the first moment of falling. The moment when he knew he had lost. We heard at the same time that he had been promoted to Flight Commander, a week earlier. Today (1961) I still feel glad he had that last small triumph.

         All I could do for our mother was to listen without shutting myself off behind a wall of dullness, a trick I had learned young. I listened when she 91talked about his first leave after he became a pilot. She went with him to London. Once they were greeted in the street by an R.F.C. colonel who spoke with lively affection. ‘Why, Jamie, my dear boy, it’s you, is it? I’m delighted to see you. How are you, how are you getting on?’ She had the same sense—a swelling pressure and lightness in her body—as when she read about him in the London Gazette. ‘You could see how highly this older man thought of him. And when we were in Park Lane one morning he said: Mother, some day I’m going to have one of those houses. You shall live with me in it. You’ll see. I shall be able to do something for you. If they’ll let me I shall stay on in the Flying Corps. I might be a colonel then. You never know. This is only the beginning.’

         I could scarcely bear her voice. It had the sound given back by a dry vase when you tap it. It was emptiness itself, the slow running out of meaning.

         The frightful bitterness that came into it when she talked about my father was far more bearable.

         ‘I asked him if he had written to his father to tell him about his second medal and his commission. Yes, he said, he had, and I asked: What did he say to you? And do you know what he wrote to the boy? He wrote: Don’t think you’ve done anything, plenty of other men have done as well and fifty times better without getting a medal for it.’ Her mouth worked in a way I could not look at. ‘I shall never know what he did to the boy on that voyage. And then to tell him that he was nothing. I shall never forgive him for it, never. Never, never. I’m done with him.’

         I listened. She was more capable of bitterness than I am, a simpler and more honest and straightforward human being. I gave a second’s thought to my father in his German prison camp, but I don’t remember that I had any pity to spare for him. Certainly she had none. The last flicker of kindness for him was dead. She would go on writing and sending parcels to Ruhleben. But give him, from now to her last day, a grain of warmth—no.

         I understand that coldness.

         Later, I saw that her son’s death had been an end for her, a hard and bitter end of her deep life. From now on, for all she still had and was, it ran in colder shallower places, dwindling, in a drier country. At the time I did not see this. How could I, with my own life still quick and restless in me? 92

         Chapter 23

         My brother was not the only young man I knew for whom the war was a chance. In Archie’s occasional letters from France my ear caught a ripple of excitement as far under the surface as the shadow thrown on the floor of a sea-pool by an unseen current, in every other way traceless.

         ‘We are living in the cellars of an old brewery and across the road is the garden where D’Artagnan murdered somebody in an honourable quarrel. Did I tell you they had given me a decoration? I tried to find out why and had the correspondence returned. The party I sent to a saphead has just come back and the sergeant in charge reports the saphead full of Boches. I’m sure it can’t be, because I was up there myself yesterday and found it full of water. Unless they are drowned Boches. I must go and look…’

         The decoration was the V.C., given him, I found out later, for an act of prolonged cool courage. The coolness is a sleight-of-hand and real.

         Another letter had an effect he had not intended, making me grit my teeth over the memory of years when I had been rebellious and confident. ‘When I crawled out of my cellar yesterday morning I found a whole bed of white violets. Signs of the times—in a Staff Mess of eight people, the New Age, New Witness, and New Statesman, are on the side-table every week. And the General looks graver and more puzzled all the time. There’s a war on, of course, to distract our minds—and heaven knows they need distraction after reading the home newspapers. Did I ever give or lend you my Spirit of Man? My stock of quotations is getting low… A funny thing happened the other day. You know there’s a movement on foot to interest officers and men in social study with a view to simplifying adjustments after the war. The spirit of the thing is all right, but it’s being run by generals and padres and people who still have to learn the rudiments. I say it’s dilettante, and had better be run by omniscients from the School of Economics and sic-like people. I proposed a systematic education of padres and generals by the Central Labour College, and one red-faced High Priest got up and said, “You’re little better than an Eikonoklast!” Truth will out, you see!’ 93

         The odds on K.’s being called up were shortening. I forgot that the mere idea of it used to dismay me. For one thing, I did not feel that he had any right to be safer than my young brother, and for another I was wryly certain that little harm would come to him on the ground. The excitement in my nerves was very like that I felt as a child, ankle deep in the sea, when far out the tide turns with a light all but imperceptible movement, which I could just feel. Also, I was shrewd enough to see what, for his own sake, K. ought to do now.

         Early in February I persuaded him to write to Harold’s friend in Adastral House: I drafted the letter for him, making it cool and urgent. It brought a reply at once—telling him to come to be looked over.

         He came back delighted with himself. He had been accepted for training as an Equipment Officer, and was to go in the middle of March, to Reading.

         I would follow at the end of March, after I had cleared up, and stored our furniture, and he had found rooms for us.

         It never entered my head to wonder whether he would sooner have begun his new life without us. No more than it entered my head that I could stay on in Liverpool, in this detested house, waiting for the end of the war.

         Duckworth returned my novel, but I took this lightly. A gaiety I tried to hide filled me, and, as soon as K. had left, an overwhelming energy. Confidence in my strength and cleverness swept away all the doubts I ought to have had about a reckless anarchic plunge forward, with a child less than two years old, into a future of which I saw nothing beyond the first step. My craving to get away blinded me. I was madly happy.

         One day I decided to sell the furniture. Not only because I needed the money—desperately: K. had left me half his last month’s salary, but had very quickly written asking me to send him part of it to help pay for his 2nd Lieutenant’s uniform and the rest—but I had never liked it. The thought of getting rid of it delighted me. When I remembered that I still owed my mother the hundred pounds she had lent me to buy it I felt a momentary check, but a number of excellent reasons (all fallacious) for selling it jumped into my mind, any one of which might convince her. (And almost did.) I sold the whole lot for thirty pounds to an elderly dealer, a daughter of the horse leech, and told her to take it away on the morning of my last day in the house. 94

         My middle sister was staying with me for a few days: she was resting in bed one afternoon when the door opened, she looked up and saw me coming in with a ferret-faced crone who began silently to rap the bed with her knuckles and drag the blankets aside to thrust her horrible fingers into the mattress.

         ‘I’ve sold your bed,’ I told her calmly. With equal calm, she said, ‘I hope not before I get out of it.’

         Another thing I did, of which I was proud, was to withhold a month’s rent, so that, when I left and gave the statutory fortnight’s notice, I should owe ten weeks’ rent. A woman who left the suburb had told me that the £25 she expected would be returned to her had been held back, ‘until necessary repairs are completed.’ Since the woodwork was gaping away from the windows, and you had only to rap the corner of a wall for plaster to drop off, the whole of her money vanished.

         I paid all but two small bills, both to tradesmen: these I put in my purse to be paid as soon as possible. (I paid them in time, and my mother’s loans, too: I have a puritan and Yorkshire horror of debt.)

         It was during these last days that an extraordinary change took place in the movement of time. It accelerated, suddenly, and began to run past at a rate which has never slackened. I can put my finger on the moment when this happened: I had taken Bill to a large store, to buy new clothes for him now that he was going into the world: he sat on a high chair at the counter, bored, while I fingered woollen tunics. A sudden anxiety seized me—Am I going to be late getting him back for his sleep?—and in the same instant, exactly in this instant, time began to rush away from me as, one day years later, in Norway, the horizon rushed past when I glanced up and saw the coast galloping off out of sight on the back of a long gleaming wave.

         I thought: You have no time. But it was not a question of time to do this or that. It was a passage into another country. The moment when I looked, smiling, at my child’s bored scowl was the same moment when, a child myself, I touched the smooth veined petals of Grass of Parnassus growing from the red clay of a cliff at the other side of England. Both moments existed in another sort of time—now lost. Run as I may, turn as I may, shielding eyes and ears, I cannot reach it; I can only remind myself that it existed.

         On our last morning I got up long before daylight. By the time I had packed the last things, and lashed the dress basket filled with blankets, linen, 95my silver forks and spoons (from my grandfather’s hoard), and the china tea-service, which I was sending to my mother to keep for me, a grey light was welling over the top of the blind. It came from that other time, from an earlier setting-out, from a darkened kitchen with one lamp on the table, and the shadowy figure near me of my young mother.

         If a doubt plucked my skin it must have been now, but I don’t recall feeling doubtful. There was no time—we were leaving on a one o’clock train. At nine, the railway van arrived to collect the dress-basket and, pulling at the knots in the rope, the drayman told me I was a good lasher, which pleased me.

         On his heels came the horse-leech’s daughter, with a handcart and a thin boy, and began dragging out the sofa (it must still be somewhere, poor thing), hacking wardrobes in half to get them through the door, and knocking great lumps of plaster off the walls of the staircase. Much I cared how she destroyed her own or the estate’s property. She carted off one load, leaving the rest scattered like driftwood, outside. I swept and dusted the rooms after her, gave Bill his last meal in the house, and packed the basket holding all he would need on the journey, milk, raisins. His clothes filled his own zinc bath, mine and the rejected manuscript went into a shabby trunk, and these with his folding cot and his carriage were all we had.

         The cab I had ordered came. I told the man to stop at the estate office, and ran in and told a startled clerk gaily that I had left, and he could pay himself two and a half months’ rent out of the deposit money.

         ‘Oh, I don’t think we can do that,’ he exclaimed.

         ‘I don’t know what else you can do,’ I said with the greatest composure and confidence, and hurried out.

         I’m free at last, I thought.

         At this moment I knew that I could do anything. Anything.

         I have had precisely this feeling at a few other times in my life. It is a splendid, ecstatic feeling and an illusion.

         I was, of course, mad. No young woman in her right mind chooses for her carefully-nurtured infant the hazards of lodgings and wartime journeys. I don’t want to sit in judgement on the young woman, but to tell the truth. The only anxiety in her mind when she stood on the main line platform with cot, bath, trunk and the rest—and a porter to whom she would give sixpence (and be thanked for it)—was about getting a corner seat in the 96train. There was nothing outrageous in her decision to follow her husband about England. Perfectly conventional and sensible women were doing the same thing.

         The difference between these sensible women and me was that they had decent settled homes to which, the war over, they would return: I had cut myself and my child adrift—deliberately. If you can call deliberate what is little better than an explosion of energy, of an old passion for voyages, tides, another harbour, another sun.

         A departure. The wolf’s teeth of life.

         Chapter 24

         I carried into our life as camp-followers all the anxiety about method and routine I had absorbed from my abominably enlightened book on the care of infants. Wherever we fetched up, I began by ingratiating myself with our landlady, so that I had the run of her kitchen to prepare my son’s meals. It was this sacred routine, and my religious belief in it, and my ignorance, that almost killed him in Reading.

         The book had so much to say about the supreme importance of fresh air that I was fairly convinced he would die, like a fish taken out of water, if I did not keep him in a current of air as often as he was not asleep. One day at the end of April the weather turned icy, showers of hail alternating with bursts of sunshine and a vividly blue sky. During one of these brilliant intervals I hurried him out into White Knights Park. On the way home a hailstorm caught us; he was warmly wrapped, but the treacherous cold must have reached him. At night when I was putting him to bed he was violently sick. He’ll be all right after a night’s sleep, I told myself. But in the morning he lay in his cot, waxen, with pinched nostrils and a faint blue shadow round his mouth. It was my first experience of the weak hold a very young child, even the strongest, has on his life; my heart turned over in me with fear—even though I did not yet know the danger.

         He was saved by the accident that the doctor nearest us was an excellent children’s doctor: when he came he ordered me, drily and quietly, to give him grape juice, or a tea made from raisins, but no milk, no animal food of 97any sort. I sent the landlady out to buy hot-house grapes and the best raisins, moved his cot into the warm living-room, and prepared stolidly to nurse him back to health. For all my agonized fear, strictly hidden, I did not think he was dying. The thought that he could die did not so much as brush my mind, not for one moment. Once an hour I gave him his spoonful of the warm raisin tea—he had rejected the grape juice by a weak pressure of his lips—but he still lay like a tiny marble statue.

         The doctor came again in the evening: he said little to me, but—I knew this only later—he told K. not to leave me alone, the child would die any minute.

         K. had been asked to dinner by another officer, and went, unable to face what was coming. I was immensely relieved to get him out of the way. As soon as he had gone, I made up the fire, pulled the curtains across the window, turned out every light except that of a feeble lamp, and settled myself to watch the child in the cot. I had the sense that a nerve in my body was joined to his. It was no effort to keep my entire attention on him; I should have had to make a conscious effort to turn it away. When, some time after midnight, K. came home and put his head round the door, I waited without patience for him to go and leave me alone with my child.

         It would not be true to say that I concentrated on him the whole of my energy. It concentrated itself: the direction did not come from my conscious self, it came from a level far deeper than will. All through the night I had his life and spirit, as I had his small body, at the ends of my fingers.

         At some moment in the first light I noticed that instead of simply letting me pour the drops of raisin tea between his lips, he was moving them to swallow. My heart turned in me again, this time with joy: I gave him a second spoonful, and another, and another. He opened his eyes and looked at me, a look as direct as a word—the first time for more than thirty hours.

         When the light strengthened in the room I saw that there was no longer a bluish shadow round his mouth. He moved his hand in the light.

         Today I see clearly that, although I kept him alive, the person who saved him was a doctor whose name and face I have completely forgotten. He must now be dead, or a very old man. If I were a Catholic I would have a Mass said for him. As it is—did I even thank him? I cannot remember. 98

         If I did not, I deserve to be whipped. But I doubt whether I knew how narrowly I had escaped.

         I had sent my rejected novel to Mr Fisher Unwin, and in the middle of June he wrote asking me to come and see him. Innocently, I supposed that he was going to take the book. By this time Bill was fat and well, and I could leave him with K. for an afternoon and go to London, less than an hour’s journey. Before seeing Mr Fisher Unwin I saw his reader, who talked to me with great kindness, but did not tell me that the novel was no good: his kindness glanced off my specious self-confidence.

         I have a clear image of Fisher Unwin himself, rosy cheeks, red palpitating scalp visible through his white hair, seated in his splendid room in an Adelphi which, thanks to the heroic work of our vandals, no longer exists. He, too, was amiable. He offered me—explaining that the novel I had sent him was unsuitable—a contract to show him my next six books. Innocent as I was, I saw that this committed him to nothing, and me to write an appalling number of novels on the off chance that he would approve one of them.

         Politely—I am always polite unless I am angry—I replied that I would consider his offer. He walked with me to the door of his room, and at the last minute took a book from a shelf and gave it to me.

         ‘Read this,’ he said benignly, ‘it will teach you how a novel should be written.’

         I walked rapidly to the Strand, putting my rebuff in its place, the rejected manuscript under my arm, and there stopped to examine the book. The author was an E. M. Dell, and it was The Way of an Eagle. Somewhere between London and Reading, after trying to read it, I dropped it from the window of the train. I was tempted to throw the manuscript after it. Instead, I sent it out again, but I have forgotten where.

         Shortly after this, K. was posted to Bradford. This time we travelled in comfort, since an officer in uniform could not be seen in the third class. Bradford was a disappointment. I had not the wit then to admire its hideous grandeur, streets plunging downhill into a cauldron of blackened mills and offices, a Wool Exchange in Venetian Gothic, and a Town Hall modelled on the Palazzo Vecchio in Florence (of which I had never heard). The moors were a few miles away, but I never got to them. And they were not my moors. I confounded the whole West Riding in my detestation of Bradford. Even 99today I find it impossible to think it as purely Yorkshire as the North Riding, or as handsome and arrogant.

         Most of my time was spent in Manningham Park, pushing Bill’s carriage up and down its asphalted paths; the weather was hot and airless, but if I tried to rest for a few minutes he flew into a rage until I set off again, down, round the lake, up, down. No doubt he was as bored as I was—I had not the least idea how to talk to a very young child. He was also lazy: when I took him out of his carriage and placed a ball in his hands he would throw it carelessly, then sit down and wait for me to fetch it back. Passersby would stand still to admire him—he was a beautiful, a perfect human creature—and I was torn between pride and superstitious terror.

         Without admitting it I must have known that I had advanced myself very little by bolting from Liverpool. True, I was free of a house, but I was not doing anything with my freedom. I read a great deal, and, when I was alone, dreamed absurdly of a brilliant future—I did not realize how pleasantly corrosive this habit of day-dreaming is until I lost the talent for it. In the meantime I made no efforts towards any future at all.

         I had no impulse to begin a second novel. What was the use, since the attempt had been a failure? Without reasoning about it, I felt that there was neither merit nor sense in repeating an effort that did not bring in money or fame. That a book is written at least partly for its own sake did not then strike me.

         Imagine what an instinctive writer would have done with my long evenings in that grimly fermenting town—a D. H. Lawrence, or (if he had not at the moment been in France) J. B. Priestley, born in the West Riding and as shrewd, greedy, possessive, as, with half my mind, I am myself, but born to write.

         At the beginning of September K. heard that he was being posted to a Stores Park in Lincoln, and I decided to go there at once, to a farm outside the town, where his parents happened to be staying, until I had found rooms for us. I detested his father as heartily as he disliked and disapproved of me, but I would have invited myself to live with Beelzebub himself to get my child into country air.

         After a week there—during this week I was ill, in acute pain, hid it from my father-in-law, a doctor, and imagined I had recovered completely—I 100took half a small furnished house in Lincoln, near the Cathedral: I hated the idea of housework, but the town was crowded and I could find nothing else fit for a child, my child.

         I paid a month’s rent, and for the rest of the month went hungry. K. had been kept waiting in Bradford, and though he wrote a couple of affectionate letters did not send the money I asked for. Worse, when he came he was in high feather because the bank had credited him in error with a second kit allowance, fifty pounds. He had spent most of it on taking the chorus of a musical comedy out for a moonlight picnic, in hired cars. I made a terrible scene. I was furious with his, as I saw it, incurable frivolity. Illogically, I was also hurt because he had not thought of spending any of the money on me.

         Weeks later, Messrs Cox discovered their mistake and proposed to put it right by deducting two months’ pay, and now that we were really in trouble I remained calm. I sent K. up to London to see them and beg them to repay themselves at the more merciful rate of ten pounds a month. They agreed. No doubt it was not the first time a young officer had snatched at what looked like manna from heaven.

         He had been in Lincoln less than a week when he was posted away again—this time to a Training Station in Hampshire, near Stockbridge.

         Chapter 25

         Here begins a period in my life when I was almost continuously happy. We had rooms in a farm on the edge of a small village called Broughton, three miles from the airfield. Immediately behind the farm a field rose steeply to the edge of the downs: a chalky track led up, through oaks and beech-trees, to a stretch of turf as fine and springing as the cliff-top at Whitby, under a sky no less wide and pure than the sky over the North Sea.

         This is the only part of England I love as I love the memory of my own before it was so nearly ruined: it is English in a different and kinder mode, the hills rounded and smoothly grey-green, the names of the villages—Tytherly, Mottisfont, West Wellow—gentler, the air without salt, but clear and fine. A famous trout stream, the Test, runs along the valley, not like our peaty moor streams but green and glassy clear. At night it was easy to see the valley 101and the downs as the Romans—who planted the first beeches—and the Norman-French saw them, ghosts no gentler than our Vikings, but carrying the seeds of another, subtler, civilization.

         Three other officers with their families lived in the village, but in rented houses: I was the only one living in rooms, they teased me about my easier life and were gratified and amused when the wife of the farmer had her second baby without a midwife and I found myself looking after the house, and cooking not only for her and her husband but for a dozen harvesters. In fact, I did much of my own cooking, and learned to make cheese and butter—and in return was able to buy all the butter I needed, game, and illicit joints of veal and lamb: no child in wartime England fed better than mine.

         The cheese was made in the cool stone-walled dairy: when the solidified milk had been cut into squares my job was to keep them moving until they reached the proper leathery consistency. I stood for two, three hours, gently drawing a hand through the whey, like a fish in luke-warm yellowish water, and with the other turned the pages of a translation of the Book of the Dead, repeating to myself with obscure excitement such superb phrases as Apes that sing at dawn (what apes? what remote dawns?), and He becometh brother to the decay which cometh upon him, and wishing passionately that I had had the luck to become an Egyptologist or almost any sort of ancient historian.

         The whey softened my finger-nails, so that they broke off at the quick.

         I took Bill for long, almost silent walks in the empty lanes—that is, I walked. He refused to walk for more than a few minutes. He was extremely stubborn, and had just discovered the pleasure of breaking things. I had to move everything breakable out of his reach before leaving him alone. One day, with great ingenuity, he succeeded in getting hold of a jar of face cream, the first I ever bought in my life, and flung it out of the bedroom window on to flagstones. I was heartbroken at the waste of five shillings. But I did not know how to deal with his child’s instinctive malice, or with violent rages when he stamped his foot, shouting, ‘No, no, no,’ the only word he knew. He had only to look at me with wide brilliant eyes and hold his arms up, and I forgave him instantly. At these times I felt faint and dizzy with love, and the fear that I was unfit to have a child if I could not train him to be good and obedient. But I was unable to punish him. The mere thought turned my bones to water. 102

         The happiness of these months after October 1917 is not something I imagine. It rings in my head with the sound given out by a flawless glass. I have been happy at other times since, in other places, but never with this insouciance, this certainty that I should never age.

         And this in spite of K.

         When I was thinking coolly, I reflected that our marriage had been eaten away until only the husk remained, and a few weak roots. He was enjoying his life. He looked well in uniform: the cross-over tunic, breeches, high boots polished to within an inch of their lives, suited his long-legged figure. Adjusting his belt in front of the glass he looked at himself with a pleased smile which—depending on my mood—irritated or touched me. So far as he was concerned the war could go on. It had given him his first taste of a good life, with a man-servant, dinners in mess, and the flattering sense of his reputation, pinned on him by his C.O., as ‘the finest wangler in the area.’

         I doubt whether he thought of me as an enemy, but he treated me as one. He knew that the moment the war ended I should begin trying to arrange his life again. My passion for managing exasperated him: usually, he gave way in the end, worn down by my greater energy and stubbornness—and then bitterly resented it. Expecting the worst from me, he often got it. Yet I had more kindness for him than he for me, far more. There was something comical in my feeling of responsibility for him. Again and again—either because I had caught sight of a crack in his jaunty self-assurance, or had behaved badly, and was seized by remorse—I made efforts to bridge the gap widening between us.

         Sincere as long as it lasted, my good-will never lasted very long. It was quickly killed by K.’s suspicions. What is the use, I asked myself drily, of swearing kindness to a husband who takes so much pleasure in seeing through me?

         Towards the end of the year I began writing again—for an excellent reason. And this time I was not trying to be clever or ironical. I tried instead, inventing a lame story, to record, before it sank without trace, the colour of our life, mine and the three boys’, before 1914, the mad hopes, the idealism, the messianic dream. I wrote in the evening, on sheets of foolscap, with a fool’s confidence.

         My excellent reason was that the first book had been taken. When it came back from whatever publisher I sent it to after Fisher Unwin, I gave 103it one last chance, sending it to Constable. I sent it in K.’s name, from 92 Squadron, Chattis Hill, with the unscrupulous idea that they would reply quickly to an officer of the R.F.C., who might be leading a dangerous life.

         They replied early in November, inviting him to come to London to talk about the book. Not to be caught twice, I wrote a polite careful letter, asking whether they had any serious intention of publishing it.

         I destroy everything, but I have their letter, dated the 6th of November 1917, beginning: ‘Dear Sir, we certainly did not write regarding your manuscript The Pot Boils without seriously intending to publish the book provided we could agree on one or two alterations…’

         I found this letter only last week, in the back of a book, together with three pages of suggested cuts. When I re-read the last paragraph, I remembered sharply the scepticism with which I read it at the time. I never find it easy to believe praise of my work; I consider, and always have considered it, as a substitute for something I might have done better. And this time I was right and Constable and Company ludicrously wrong—‘All of which being said, we can only endorse our reader’s judgement that the book is a remarkable one and in places really beautiful.’

         The letter had not been signed.

         I was ashamed to call on another London publisher in my proper person of a gauche young woman. I made K. ask for business leave, and sent him with strict orders not to give me away. Naturally, he did. But it was an impossible deception, and the writer of the letter, Michael Sadleir, had no trouble in getting the truth out of him.

         Some little time later, I went up to London for a night, leaving Bill with the wife of the farmer, to dine with my publisher. I had only one so-called evening dress, the short one made for me by a sewing-woman in Whitby in my first year at the university.

         The room I was shown into appeared a mile long. I crossed it, dazed, towards two figures standing motionless at the far end. They came into focus suddenly, a smiling attractive young man and his very young wife. Betty Sadleir was small, slender, with the narrow face of a mediaeval angel, and a smile I found again later in Rheims, subtle and naive, felicitous, very old: a thick plait of yellow hair crossed her head. Unless I am confusing this with a later evening she was wearing red-gold brocade. I cannot be certain of 104this: what is certain is that she was elegant in a simple way, and only mildly curious about a young woman in a shabby ridiculous dress, with reddened hands and nothing to say.

         Like my mother when she went abroad, I took in avidly every detail of a dinner-table and rooms arranged with more elegance than I had known existed. They had a bad effect on me, rousing my latent greed to own beautiful things.

         After dinner, Michael Sadleir brought out the now dog-eared manuscript of The Pot Boils—he had already deleted the rest of my title—and began tactfully going over passages he said were silly or injudicious. His tact was not needed. I seized the pencil he was holding, and ran it through every passage. This amused him. Turning to his wife, he said,

         ‘She is the first author I ever knew to let herself be hacked to pieces without a murmur.’

         What he took for submissiveness or timidity was nothing of the sort. It was a deep unrealized contempt for novel-writing as a serious use for energy and intellect.

         This contempt still exists in me. It has nothing to do with reason. Rationally, I consider that the novel is one of the great arts, and I revere Tolstoy, Proust, Dostoevsky, Stendhal, as I revere, let us say, Mozart and Rembrandt, whom I understand much less. And I have given the greater part of my life and all my wits to learning to write well. But—under all this reverence, which is genuine—a perfectly irrational contempt, indifference, call it what you like, persists in murmuring in my ear, ‘Only an artist without the wit to become a poet (or a sculptor, musician, painter) turns to writing novels.’

         Well, there I was—launched. Or so, with part of my mind, I thought.

         Some weeks later, after the contract was signed, I needed money. There was nothing new about this, but I had a new idea of how to deal with it. I wrote to Constable and asked them for a small advance on the sum I supposed the book would earn.

         I was far from imagining that it was no asset, but a liability undertaken in the hope of my becoming, some day, a novelist.

         Only wretches unable to believe in the existence of publishers who are recklessly generous and kind-hearted will be surprised to learn that they sent 105me the sum I asked for, ten pounds. It meant that their loss on the book was precisely ten pounds heavier than it would have been.

         Chapter 26

         Unlike the master, who, to keep himself from lying, wrote his memoirs twenty pages at a sitting like a letter, beginning each day where he had left off, without looking back, I start every morning by tearing up part, much or little, of the previous day’s work and rewriting it in the interests of dryness and accuracy. I doubt if the Master knew any better than I do whether he was telling the truth of this or that episode which had disturbed him.

         In August 1953, when I was in Grenoble for two nights, I reproached the head waiter of the Bec Fin for the carelessness of his fellow-citizens in not taking the trouble to make it easy for me to find Stendhal’s birthplace. Here you are, I said, with the supreme good fortune to own the greatest of novelists, and… He interrupted me gently,

         ‘Oh, Madame, n’exagérez pas.’

         Which goes to show that Stendhal’s horreur peu raisonnable pour Grenoble, and for l’esprit dauphinois, was more or less justified.

         What follows has been torn up and rewritten five times; I must finish with it, lying as little as possible.

         In 1918 my tranquil happiness was broken into and destroyed by the only episode in my life which deserves to be called an affair of passion.

         June was a hot month, the roads and hedges white with chalky dust, the wells drying up, and the ground parched. Great chestnut trees sent up thick unmoving flames of creamy white and red, and the short grass of the downs was warm under the hand and scented with thyme and the yellow cinquefoil.

         That month a squadron of the American Air Force reached Chattis Hill. K. made a song about his American parents (he had been born in Ireland, in Belfast, but he made it sound like Richmond, Virginia), and was soon friendly enough with the commanding officer, a captain, to bring him to the farm one evening, without warning me. From my bedroom I watched them climb out of the R.F.C. tender, and cross the garden to the front door. 106I did what I could, brushing my hair and powdering the end of my nose, to make myself presentable, and ran downstairs, only thankful that I had ready a cold chicken and cold gooseberry pie.

         Frowning at me, K. said, ‘I’ve brought a fellow-countryman of mine, an American——’

         ‘A Texan, ma’am.’

         ‘Oh, is there a difference?’ I said.

         After that, I said nothing. It has never embarrassed me to wear shabby clothes, but my lack of small talk was, is, a terrible embarrassment. The American talked easily, with an inoffensive irony, about his experiences since he landed his squadron in England. I listened, staring. He was strongly built, not tall, with a broad powerful head and noticeably small ears. He moved with a scarcely perceptible swing of the body, from his narrow hips, not, as most Englishmen walk, from the knees. He had a swarthy skin, eyes always narrowed, a direct guarded glance, and a short fine stubborn mouth. His expression was slightly arrogant, as though violence would be easier for him than argument, but he had a charming smile and a slow peremptory voice with more tones than an English voice.

         Behind what I hoped was an air of intelligence, I was going through every sensation that the onset of an obsession—obsession-love—roused in me. It was so long since I had felt anything of the sort that I scarcely knew what was happening.

         He must, I reflected, think me an imbecile.

         When he got up to leave he said to K.,

         ‘I certainly talk too much. Your wife is bored with me.’

         ‘No,’ I said, smiling warmly.

         ‘Yes, ma’am. You were wondering if Texans are all as conceited. I’ve been talking about myself for three hours and a half.’

         I had the sensation of jumping from a height, into total darkness: an astonishingly exhilarating feeling. ‘It’s an interesting subject,’ I said, ‘you could hardly have dealt with it in a shorter time. Not to do it justice.’

         He took my mockery calmly, but K. scowled, and as soon as we were alone, said,

         ‘If you had nothing sensible to say, why didn’t you hold your tongue? You were damned rude.’ 107

         ‘Someone,’ I said, ‘should be rude to him. He thinks too well of himself.’ My heart seemed to be beating in every corner of my body: I felt suffocated by it.

         After this evening I thought about the Texan the whole time, whatever I was doing. When I sat down to write I was forced to drop my pen and give myself up to thinking about him, re-living, endlessly, tiny details, a tone of voice, a phrase. Now that I am incapable of behaving so fatuously, I regret the loss of a sensual trick so little harmful to anyone except myself, and so absurd and pleasant.

         Ashamed to be wasting time, I made efforts not to think about him, not to stand looking out of the window in the hope of seeing him step out of K.’s tender. After a few minutes my mind rebelled violently and went back to its delirium.

         The fear of mockery that froze me and drove me to silence in company vanished when he came into the room: I could say anything I felt. No need to pretend that I am a friendly harmless creature, no impulse to placate him. If I felt like jeering, I could jeer without fear of giving offence. The self I hide so carefully that few even of my intimate friends so much as suspect its existence, the fleering violent northern self, had met its brother. It was recognition—on a level below my absurd day-dreams. It did not brush my mind that so experienced and attractive a man would fall in love with me, but I had this other intimacy. It gave me the most acute pleasure.

         My passion was a genuine one. It belonged to the same family as my delight in Marie Lloyd and all gross violent careless human beings. Is it possible that this derisive sceptical unpleasant self is my ‘real’ one, and that the moments when it gets free, the very few experiences it can take part in, are the only valid moments of my life?

         It is quite possible. And that we begin dying, not when our body fails but much earlier, in the moment when we can no longer run the risk of a total folly.

         One effect, good or bad, of my obsession was to ease my relations with K. The last of the quarrels in which he lost his temper savagely took place the week before he brought the American to the house. After that, nothing he said moved me, and when he left the house I forgot him.

         Everything and everybody became unimportant to me except my son. He was and remained the changeless centre of my life. 108

         Chapter 27

         The texan was exactly my age. Possibly he was inquisitive about a young woman who did not know that she was badly dressed, had never been trained to entertain a caller, and might at any moment insult him. He began coming to the farm three or four times a week. He talked to me about Texas, his father, the military school he was sent to when he was five, fence-riding, the Mexican expedition and, when I provoked him, about the English.

         I had had no idea that the rest of the world did not humbly admire, and if not love at least fear us. I was astonished to hear him talk about our limited ideas, out-of-date traditions, laziness.

         ‘But what can you possibly know about our traditions?’ I exclaimed. ‘Or our civilization.’

         ‘Only that it’s on its way out. Your traditions, whatever they are, won’t be any use to you after the war, your people are tired, they don’t want to work, we shall beat you to the trade of the world before you know what’s happening.’

         ‘How long have you been in England?’ I asked. ‘Four weeks, ma’am.’

         ‘You have fine instincts.’

         One day, when he had come up against the Wing Commander, he said with some sharpness that an Englishman’s idea of cooperation is to decide what he intends to do, and leave the other fellow to think of a way to conform.

         ‘But why,’ I said, ‘should you imagine you know what to do in a war that has been going on for three years while you Americans have been lending money at interest and writing pompous Notes?’

         He looked at me for a moment. ‘You have the tongue of a rattlesnake.’

         Nothing in the world, not even to have him fall in love, could have given me a more sensuous pleasure than I got out of being able to say what I liked, no holds barred. It made up to me for my lack of all the qualities I knew he admired in women, elegance, social charm, the ability to ride and dance well. I had few illusions about him. In any sense I could give to the word he was not educated. Behind his self-possessed politeness he was violent, with no 109desires or needs that could not be satisfied by intense physical excitements and money. If Stendhal could have made use of him in a novel he would have placed him in fifteenth-century Italy and made a soldier of fortune of him. (Later, he sold arms to both sides in the Sino-Japanese war, which shocked Michael Sadleir and struck me as typical of him.) He had curiosity and a hard brutal zest for living. This did not hinder him from being, in some ways, grossly sentimental: he had no moral sense, but a number of sentiments, unconsidered remnants of the idea of the Southern gentleman as it had come down to him, and as it concerned women, fighting, radicals. But—as Michael said of him—he made other people look like faint pencil-marks. He was violently alive, more alive than anyone I had ever known. And this was what infatuated me. I was half-dead, my energy, my mind, running to waste. He appealed to every impulse in me which sensible well-disciplined people either do not have or have had trained out of them. A part of me was gross, violent, sentimental, wanting change and excitement more than it wanted things in the end infinitely more important to me.

         Good heavens, how is it possible to be so obsessed?

         One evening K. came in with the look on his face, half-knowing, half-impudent, which meant that he had picked up a malicious story. It was about the Texan. The American squadron had given a dance to celebrate the building of their lavish recreation room. Ashamed of my poor dancing, I had left early, as soon as dinner ended.

         ‘You remember the American nurses at the party last night? Remember the pretty red-head everyone called Oregon because she kept saying, “Y’know, I come from Oregon”? All our boys wanted to dance with her, but about one o’clock she disappeared with friend J., and spent the rest of the night until four o’clock in his hut. What a man, eh!’

         A day or two later J. invited us to go into Winchester to one of the Saturday dances held in the Town Hall. I refused. ‘I can’t dance any of the new steps, and I have no proper dress.’

         ‘There’s no reason why we shouldn’t go,’ K. said. ‘She’s only showing off.’

         His habit of taking me down in front of other people mortified me. To hide it, I said,

         ‘Very well, we’ll go.’

         ‘Leave everything to me,’ J. said. 110

         At one o’clock on the day of the dance he sent a side-car and a gigantic sergeant-mechanic to drive me into Winchester, where he had taken a room for me at the Black Swan, so that I could dress in comfort. This I thought the height of luxury. When, late in the afternoon, he turned up in Winchester and asked my permission to bring two Americans from Pershing’s H.Q. and a bottle of whiskey to the room for a drink, I felt doubtful—did he respect me?—and then exhilarated. This, surely, was the way people lived now.

         Of the dance itself I remember nothing except one seductively silly waltz tune. The other day, a barrel-organ in a street off the Haymarket began croaking out the Missouri Waltz, and for a second or two I thought I should faint: it seemed that less than a breath separated me from a young woman in the claw of a ruinous passion, and that nothing, but nothing, equalled the loss of its agony and happiness.

         None of this matters. What matters is to lose the power to regret.

         We drove home after midnight, in an American tender, with K. and three English officers. Shivering in a thin coat, I leaned my head against the side to be able to watch the hard outline of J.’s head: he had gone to the front, to keep an eye on the tipsy driver. The officers, not very sober, were dropped off at the airfield, and he came with us to the farm. He and K. were hungry, I offered to boil eggs, and for fear of waking the household I went outside into the yard, to the great stone barn, where there was a fireplace. J. had followed me. We got a fire going with sticks and I hung over it the black iron pan that would have held a score of eggs. I forget what we talked about in low voices—trivialities—but the few minutes of quiet untroubled intimacy in a darkness scarcely broken into by the crackling fire are still somewhere in my mind, if I could lay a finger on them.

         I have completely forgotten what, about this time, I wrote to Archie, but I must, with this one of my few friends, have been indiscreet. He replied early in September, a letter which ended with a sharp rap over the knuckles.

         ‘You’re too expository about the Texan. If you want to run away, my dear, why don’t you? You’re not a soldier, and I’m sure Broughton is a miserably dull place. By the way, why doesn’t the man join the army and come to France? There really are Americans out here fighting, I’ve seen them…’

         I pushed his contempt to the back of my mind—where it went on working. 111

         K. had a week’s leave due to him. He wanted to take it in London and, reluctantly, I agreed to trust Bill to our landlady for so long.

         Two days before we were due to go, he came home from the airfield, pleased with himself, and announced that J. had invited us to be his guests in London, ‘in return for your endless hospitality.’

         ‘I let him see that I thought it was about time he did something of the sort,’ he said complacently.

         The rooms J. had taken were in the Piccadilly Hotel, a suite on the top floor, two large bedrooms and a bathroom: the door from the corridor led into a long inner hall, and the three rooms opened off this.

         We had not been in this, to my eyes, luxurious place, longer than twenty minutes when K. was rung up by the Adjutant. The Equipment Officer of one of the squadrons had come down with appendicitis, and he must come and take his share of the extra work. Almost with relief, I began repacking my suitcase—no long job.

         ‘Don’t be an idiot,’ K. said sharply. ‘You’ll stay here, of course, J. will look after you, and I’ll be back the day after tomorrow. I know friend B., he loses his head if someone mis-counts a screw.’

         J. took no part in the argument: his sexual vanity would make him careful not to say the wrong thing, or show surprise that an English husband thought it common form to leave his wife in an hotel with another man, and that man himself. I cannot be certain why K. was so eager for me to stay. The most likely answer is that he was showing off: one of his fantasies at the moment may have been to show how magnanimous, how nobly trusting, he was. He may even or also have been trusting.

         My only clear feeling was that I should bore J. For the rest, I seemed to myself to be indifferent.

         I went with K. to the station, then dawdled back to the hotel. To tell the truth, it alarmed me by its size, and the quantity of gay pretty women, smiling and well-dressed, sitting about everywhere. I caught sight of myself in a long glass, a thin shapeless figure in my five-year-old coat and skirt. Letting myself into the suite without a sound, I sat down in my room to wait until something happened. After a time, I had a vexed sense that this was no way to spend time in London. Not certain whether J. was even in the hotel, I ran across the hall and knocked on the door of his bedroom. 112

         ‘Is that you, Margaret? Come in.’

         I found him lying on his bed, a book he was not reading on the floor, and the obligatory jug of iced water within reach of his hand.

         In five minutes we had quarrelled, I forget about what, but I had one of my rare paroxysms of rage when something like an explosion takes place behind my eyes, blinding me. In the same instant I was in his arms, abandoned to him, trembling, my throat hard, the veins of my body like straw in a fire. The next moment I was on my own side of a gulf, detached, cold. Why? Heaven knows.

         I tried to move away.

         ‘No,’ he said, ‘don’t move.’

         ‘Please let me go away.’

         ‘I can’t.’

         A sentence jumped into my mind, and I said drily, ‘You must think I’m Oregon and that this is your hut.’

         He let me go at once, stepping back, and I walked out of the room to my own. I sat there wondering what cold devil had taken possession of my body and mind in the very moment when they were being offered all I had imagined and craved. I did not understand either why what I said had defeated him, but I had known it would: the words were put into my mind as though someone had slipped a knife into my hand. All I had to do was use it.

         After a time, an hour or less, I heard J. in the hall. He knocked, and said,

         ‘Don’t you want to eat dinner?’

         ‘In the hotel?’

         ‘Why not?’

         I opened my door. He looked at my outdoor clothes, and said in a gentler voice,

         ‘Put your hat on, child, we’ll go eat in the grill.’

         He had realized that I had no idea that in a grill room (in those days) a hat was obligatory. In the crowded restaurant I felt dull and awkward, without an idea in my head. J. was gay and talkative, ordering for me things I had never eaten, buîtres Mornay, and drinking a great deal. At that time I never drank, not even wine. Naïvely, I expected him to make some remark about—what ought I to call it? the fiasco?—but he said nothing until I told him I was leaving the next morning. 113

         ‘You don’t have to do that,’ he said. ‘If you’re afraid of me you can lock your door.’

         Confused, I said, ‘I’m not afraid.’

         ‘It would be a hell of a silly thing to be. Things don’t happen twice.’

         ‘You meant it to happen. But it was partly my fault.’

         ‘Listen. Only a fool worries about what happened yesterday. Tell yourself: That was yesterday. And forget it.’

         He was a little drunk, not drunk enough to frighten me, as people who have lost control of themselves do. But the only thing I wanted was to get away, out of sight of the person who had seen me lose my head and behave badly. We finished dinner: he saw me into the lift, and went away in search of a more amusing companion.

         In my room, I packed my suitcase: I meant to catch the first train, at six o’clock. Then, switching the lights off, I opened the window, thinking that if I couldn’t run about London I might as well look at it.

         The windows on this top floor were casements, neither high nor wide: a low parapet cut off the view. I pushed a chair under the window and climbed out on to the sill. It was of stone, fairly broad, and I sat there dangling my legs, and staring. I saw roofs and the black gulfs of streets, an alphabet I could not spell out, and behind them a sky with a veining of darker clouds like twisted roots.

         Lifted up at this height above London, I began to feel self-possessed, and then coolly excited. This excitement had nothing to do with J. It sprang somewhere in the nerves of my mind. I shall do something, I thought; there is a way out, and I shall find it.

         This was not Rastignac’s cry, looking down over Paris from the Père Lachaise: Et maintenant, à nous deux! Alas, I am not so single-minded. I want, even then I wanted, too many things which cancel each other, solitude, a bare life, and the pleasures of theatre, concert hall, travel; honesty and a reputation; wealth without crawling to get it; to live like a monk and a foot-loose unbeholden eater of life.

         Naturally, I achieve none of them. Nevertheless, when I come to die, among the minutes I shall remember gratefully will be the thirty or so I spent on a top-floor window-sill of the Piccadilly Hotel, in 1918, confident, and madly happy. 114

         I began to feel cold, and scrambled stiffly back into the room. I was afraid I should over-sleep, but I had not the courage to ask a servant to call me. I lay down on the outside of the bed, half-dressed, sure in that way of being too uncomfortable to sleep long. I woke at four, dressed myself properly, and at five started to go downstairs, carrying my suitcase. Not only was I too ignorant to know whether, at that hour in the morning, the lifts would be running, but I dreaded the glances of servants.

         Not until I was sitting in the train out of Waterloo station did I begin to wonder what I was doing, and why, without in the least intending it, I had refused a man for whom I felt a violent lust—no other word for it. I had only to watch him cross the room to feel myself on the edge of fainting.

         All this will be incomprehensible to young women today, and seem very silly.

         It may have been both—but I had not been able to help myself. An impulse stronger and deeper than the one that threw me into his arms had driven me to draw back, escaping by a trick, a jeer that stung him so sharply he would as soon have slept with an adder—or a rattlesnake.

         What, as the train hurried me back to Stockbridge, baffled me was: Why? Why, involuntarily, had I failed to behave like the loose woman I obviously must be?

         I had no feeling of guilt. I did not believe it would have been immoral to take what I wanted with such violence. Ungenerous towards K., yes, disloyal, not immoral.

         It was partly caution—a shrewd hard sceptical Yorkshire caution—hating to be overreached, hating to give myself away. I could lose my head—to a point. That reached, I drew back.

         My upbringing, too, a puritanism not mine, given me. But more, far more, my instinctive certainty that the American was uncontrollable, I should not have been in control of my own life. And that would never have done.

         It turned out that all the qualities I most disliked in my family were stronger than I was.

         I had a moment of overwhelming relief that, in spite of my grasping mind and desperate fatuous day-dreams, I had been too much for the alien he was—a crude greedy over-confident alien. 115

         No doubt, Archie’s contemptuous letter had reached in me a self I could no more repudiate than the colour of my eyes or my hard bones.

         I decided not to tell K. about it. For two reasons, one more presentable than the other. In the first place, I could not trust him to hold his tongue. He would enjoy a public scandal in which he played the part of injured husband and friend, betrayed by a scoundrel.

         The second reason was an instinct. The thought of giving one man away to another in an affair of this kind shocked me deeply.

         I told him I had been worried about Bill, and let him suspect that I had made some sort of dumb fool of myself.

         I see as plainly today as then that to give way to my obsession would have been a disaster. I see, too—what I did not then—that for moral health a sensual passion should be given in to at once, or strangled. During the next few months I did neither. I thought about J. day and night, sometimes with an agony of regret. To endure it, I reminded myself of his bad qualities—he was violent, uncontrolled, uncivilized. And then I thought: But with him I was alive, not as I am, half-dead.

         I was out of my mind. In everything else I had self-control and good sense: I looked as carefully as usual after Bill, and when some malicious friendly woman spoke to me about ‘your Texan’ I kept a smooth face. It was a relief when, not long after this, he took his squadron to France.

         At the same time, K. heard he was being moved—to Canterbury.

         My heart sank. ‘When?’

         ‘In four weeks—at the end of October.’

         The thought of moving to a town where, for all I knew, none of the things I gave Bill, cream, butter, fresh eggs, plump partridges and chickens, existed, horrified me.

         I decided to take him and my all but finished novel to Whitby until K. had found us rooms at least half as comfortable as the farm.

         Chapter 28

         Some time this summer, the last of the war, my father benefited by the exchange of older civilian prisoners and was sent into Switzerland, 116where he was kept for a few weeks in hospital. I had not been at home many days when he returned. It was a strange homecoming. My mother met him in the hall, let him kiss her cheek, and asked coolly,

         ‘Well, how are you?’

         He gave his short laugh. ‘Oh, I’m quite well.’

         A few more words, and she went back into the sitting-room, closing the door. Tea had been laid for him in the breakfast-room, the first of many meals he would take there alone. Afterwards he drifted into the sitting-room and my mother talked to him, politely, as she might have talked to a not very welcome stranger. Perhaps trying to please her, he took notice of new things she had bought, a small old writing-table, a looking-glass, and she told him in an indifferent voice that she was going to Scarborough the next day to look at carpets for this room.

         He lumbered away upstairs to his bedroom at the top of the house. When he came down again he went into the breakfast-room, and I followed him. Someone, I thought, should show interest in him.

         The pity I felt was almost impersonal. None of William Storm Jameson’s children had any liking for him; we scarcely knew him: as children we wrote brief empty duty letters to him, when told to, and fixed into albums the coloured postcards he sent us from the cities and harbours of a score of countries.

         What became of these many hundreds of cards, fragments of a sunk world?

         His youngest child could not stand him: her dislike of him had been born with her. I was the only one of his four children who felt a little sympathy for him, and that was a matter of nerves: his loneliness, his quick defensive lying when my mother accused or contradicted him, were the habits of a child lost at the age of thirteen. For a moment something infinitely baffled, tortuous, afraid, came close, and fell away again.

         I tried to think of something to say to him. ‘Were the Germans decent to you?’

         ‘Oh, they were all right,’ he said, indifferent. ‘They knew what they had to deal with in us English. We didn’t stand any nonsense.’

         This was something he believed, as he believed in quinine. I saw him, gaunt, shabby, wolfish, shuffling about the camp, holding round himself the rags of his captain’s authority, neither submissive nor defiant, preferring 117some of his German guards to some of his fellow-prisoners: he judged people solely by their attitude to him.

         ‘I suppose there were all sorts in the camp.’

         ‘Ha, yes. I didn’t speak to many. Two or three was quite enough. The Brandenburg camp was worse than the other, they burned some of the prisoners.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘A hut caught fire and the men in it were burned to death,’ he said carelessly. ‘Queer people, them Germans.’

         I did not know whether this were true, or something he had imagined. He said nothing more.

         ‘Did you see the Saxon Prince sunk?’ I asked.

         For the first time he was roused.

         ‘Yes. She went down very gracefully.’ He laughed, a short nervous laugh. ‘She didn’t dive. She went down—down.’

         He held his hand out, palm downwards, and moved it slowly down.

         ‘What did they do? Did they torpedo her?’

         ‘Yes. Two torpedoes.’

         Between his son’s death and the murder of his ship, there could be no doubt which went to his heart.

         The breakfast-room had a french window opening on to a verandah and a small sunk garden. If a house keeps the impress of people who have lived in it, that is one of the two places where he still is, a tall shambling figure, head bent, fingers absently stuffing a pipe, eyes staring into the garden at a remote horizon. In later years, when he had left the sea for good, he lived in that room during the day. Once, for the sake of saying something to him, I complained of a large starling which drove the smaller birds from the crumbs I put out.

         He frowned. ‘I’ve been watching that bird,’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s a very well-behaved bird. It’s not a starling at all, it’s an overgrown sparrow. I daresay it’s the grandfather of the others. It’s not greedy, it eats a lot because it needs more than they do, it’s older.’

         My bedroom was next my mother’s now. On the night of his homecoming he was the last to come upstairs; I heard him cross the landing and hesitate outside her door for a moment before calling, 118

         ‘Good-night.’

         Silence. I held my breath. Isn’t she going to answer him? He repeated it. ‘Good-night.’

         In a lifeless voice, dry, without warmth, barely audible, she said,

         ‘Oh. Good-night.’

         Listening with all my ears, I could not hear his footsteps going away up to his room on the floor above. He walked like a bear, moving his heavy body without a sound, in the way he crept up behind his officers on board ship.

         The only person for whom my mother felt warmly anxious was her youngest. She had years ago given up trying to rule this child, as she had ruled the others, by fear and pity. No punishments were any use. An appeal to her emotions—which had brought me to grovelling remorse—only hardened Dorothy, and a threat of whipping sent her into such frenzies of rage that my mother withdrew in alarm. ‘Go to your room and stay there until you are sorry,’ she ordered. Hours later, it was she herself who gave in, touched by the sight of a small face closed against her like a fist.

         She was too tired, spirit and body too worn, to master a young creature so stubborn, so capable of a harshness like her own earlier harshness.

         It was as if, at a moment when she no longer expected anything of her life, she had turned a corner and come on her own younger self, pale with revolt and anger. The hand lifted to punish dropped. How could she punish herself in this last-born? How treat roughly a child for whom, now that she knew what bestial cruelty life is capable of, she feared as never for anyone.

         At twelve, Dorothy was tall, with thin supple limbs and an exquisitely fair skin. Now that she always got her own way, her tempers were soon over: she was generous and straightforward, a miracle of energy. My mother’s face changed when she spoke of her, softened by a half-foolish pride.

         I saw that she had transferred her ambitions to this child. First it was I who was to compensate her, I thought, then Harold, now Dorothy.

         One day, she told me, ‘I dreamed about Harold last night. We were walking along a country road, and we came to a large house, with great trees round it, and he said, Look, Mother, this is where we’re going to live now. The rooms were large and beautiful, like the trees—I’ve always wanted to live near trees. And then he began going away, I tried to keep him, but he was gone, and I woke up.’ 119

         My heart seemed to shrivel with pity. I did not know how to answer her. There were weeks when, my mind full of its own thoughts and wants, I did not give Harold a thought. I saw that there were no days when she did not think of him and the useless bitter waste of his life.

         ‘One day you may have a house like that.’

         ‘No.’ She smiled unkindly. ‘No. It’s too late.’

         The rawness of her grief scalded me. As did her reliance on her youngest child. I was afraid of another disappointment for her.

         I did not resent it that she had written me off as no use. It certainly looked as if I were a failure.

         During the first fortnight at home I expected every day to hear that K. had taken rooms for us in Canterbury. At last, when I had written to him twice, he replied that there were no rooms to be had, he might be moved again in a few weeks, I had better stay where I was. And be careful with money, since he had had to spend a good deal lately and wouldn’t be able to send any of his October pay.

         I felt something wrong with this letter, but could not put my finger on it.

         That morning we were waiting for news of the armistice. If the Germans signed, a gun was to be fired from the cliff battery. We kept the windows open, and towards eleven I went outside into the road to listen.

         I did not hear the gun, because suddenly all the ships’ whistles and sirens sounded from the harbour, and then the bells, first from the church on the east cliff, then all the rest, peal on peal. A flag went up jerkily in the garden of a house farther down the hill, and another and another. I spoke to a man running past the gate.

         ‘Is it the peace?’

         He was beside himself with excitement, stuttering, waving his arms. ‘Can’t y’hear them? Can’t y’hear t’whistles?’

         Oh, pity, pity us and our weak useless hopes, the fraud, the treachery, the profit drawn from tears and death, the young dead, and the barren old carrying their bodies to the end. Or don’t you hear them?

         I went back into the house, trembling, scarcely able to speak quietly. ‘It’s the peace,’ I said.

         My mother’s face was made ugly by her tears. ‘What is the good of it to me?’ 120

         True—what good was it to her? I felt ashamed and helpless. In the same moment I was filled by an insensate excitement: I could not believe that this was not, for me, in some way a chance.

         K. did not write again. He left unanswered the letter I wrote suggesting that he should approach his old headmaster in Liverpool and find out whether there were a place for him. Heaven knows I did not want to go back to the Suburb—but I would have gone. No question but I would have gone.

         Nor did he answer another letter asking him to send me a little money, a pound, even ten shillings. I had nothing. There I was, twenty-seven, a married woman, and borrowing from my mother for our small daily needs, mine and Bill’s.

         Who wrote to me—Archie?—that he had heard there were openings in an advertising firm in London, the Carlton Agency. ‘It might be something for K.?’ I wrote to K. at once, begging him to apply.

         This time he answered, a short letter. ‘I’m quite capable, thank you, when the time comes, of arranging my own future. It’s kind of you and all that, but I don’t happen to need your help. Your letter made me smile. I fully appreciate what a disappointment I am to you, and you so clever and all. Don’t get too clever. You’ll go off in a cloud of hot air, and then what should I do?… I’m having an amusing time down here. Learning to dance…’

         Had he not enclosed ten pounds from his November pay, I should have felt more mortified.

         Chapter 29

         I cannot remember when the idea came to me to write to the Carlton Agency myself.

         It is difficult to write, without distorting it, about a decision which, now, seems to me coldly unforgivable.

         Horror at the thought of leaving Bill—where? how?—wrenched the nerves of my chest in the very instant of writing to the Agency. It was a sharp pain, purely physical. I carried the letter to the post, refusing to think what I was about. 121

         He was now three and a half, a strangely self-contained child. He had begun to talk, with the greatest reluctance, using long words but rarely making a sentence of them. I knew how to care for him so that he would grow strong and handsome, but not how to amuse him.

         I thought: I can’t go. Behind everything I was doing, the senseless dialogue went on… I can’t go, I must go. What thanks will he give you for staying with him, when he is older and you have no money to spend on him?… Dialogue? The chatter of apes or the insane.

         As soon as I had an answer from the managing director of the firm, asking me to come and see him, I spoke to my mother about it. She listened with genuine interest.

         ‘But it would mean leaving Bill,’ I said.

         She did not offer to keep him. She had no heart now, no energy, for such an effort. She was far too tired. He was very wilful, and her youngest child more than a little jealous of him.

         She was not sorry to see me trying, after so many years, to make something of my life, but she could not go the lengths of burdening herself with my child. I don’t remember that it so much as crossed my mind to hope. I was too sharply aware that he was my duty.

         She looked meditatively at me from her clear pale Gallilee eyes, a glance that seemed to come from an immense distance.

         ‘We’ll think of something,’ she said slowly. In the same slow absent voice, she added, ‘K. isn’t much good to you, my girl.’

         Repeating to myself, even believing, that nothing would come of it, I went up to London on the early morning train, and saw the director that afternoon. He turned out to be a polite middle-aged man, with a yellow skin and quick nervously intelligent glance. Because with half my mind I hoped to be turned down, I felt neither anxiety nor embarrassment. The interview was not a long one. He asked—looking down at the letter in which I had set out my degrees—what work I had done.

         ‘None.’

         ‘No experience. And no training?’

         ‘No.’

         He smiled slightly. ‘What do you think you’re worth—in the way of salary?’ 122

         In the train I had decided to ask for five pounds a week. I lost courage, and said,

         ‘Four pounds. At first.’

         ‘Very well.’

         I said nothing—and felt nothing.

         ‘When can you start?’

         ‘In January.’

         ‘We’re badly under-staffed. I should like you to come before then.’

         ‘I can’t come before Christmas,’ I said.

         ‘At the end of December, then.’

         ‘Yes. I can manage that.’

         He may have felt that I ought to show a little gratitude to him for taking on an entirely inexperienced young woman. It did not occur to me. He rose politely and walked to the door with me. Possibly he was amused.

         I remember nothing between leaving him and getting into the night train. I spent the evening with Archie, who at ten o’clock put me into the train, and hired a pillow for me. I was unused to such attentions, which no doubt is why I remember it. The journey itself, huddled in the corner of a third-class compartment, my head slipping off the pillow, has run together with all the other night journeys I made between London and Whitby to see Bill for a few hours, the sooty comfortless carriage, the long wait in York station, from two o’clock until five, the cold dirty platforms, the light coming greyly through the glass of the roof, the phantoms of other solitary travellers.

         I tried to think clearly. From a single moment of exultance in having landed the job I dropped into the blackest pit. To give up my child in return for four pounds a week in an advertising office was plain madness, a folly for which there was no rag of excuse. Don’t go, I told myself, don’t go, don’t go, don’t go—tolling of an undersea bell.

         I must, I answered.

         I was not reasoning with myself, I was adrift, driving before a wind out of the past.

         I could have said—it would be true—that I felt responsible, solely responsible for our future. Justly or unjustly, I was quite certain now that K. would never do anything, for himself or us. I read his few letters with an eye that 123saw only their levity and what my grandfather would have called bombast. He has the mind, I thought cruelly, of a precocious schoolboy.

         Some years ago, in a bus rattling towards Amiens, I overheard the woman in front of me, a small pale creature smelling strongly of cloves, talking to her friend about her husband: he was a miser, he tormented her and their daughters, etc etc: at the end, with a gently ironic smile, she said, ‘Eh bien, que veux-tu, il est mon homme.’

         I am incapable of such unthinking unasking goodness.

         My poverty and insecurity were a torment, and my blind wish to do the best I could for my son. (That this did not necessarily involve having money did not brush a mind haunted by too many hard-headed ghosts.) By keeping mum about my ambition, boredom, restlessness, I could make out an excellent case for myself. Any sensible jury would applaud it, and it would be a lie…

         My mother did not advise me, for or against, but she helped me to go. She had remembered a Miss Geeson, a woman in her forties who ran a small morning school for very young children and was said to be kind and good. Perhaps she would take Bill to live with her. She lived in Ruswarp, a small village a mile out of Whitby—less, if you could have walked along the estuary.

         I went to see her, and liked her—she was clearly a kind woman. She had brown hands and soft embarrassed brown eyes. Telling her that he must have the best of everything, the best milk, the best soap, I asked about her fees. With a little diffidence she wondered if two pounds a week would be too much.

         ‘No,’ I said, ‘I can manage that.’

         ‘Of course, his clothes…’

         ‘Buy him anything he needs, I’ll repay you at once.’ By the time he grows out of what he has, I reflected, I shall be earning a great deal more money. Rashness for rashness, what was there to choose between me and K? Today I cannot imagine on what I rested my confidence. On energy and ignorance, no doubt.

         K. wrote genially: ‘Well, well. To think that you could nip in and sneak my job for yourself. Congratulations…’ He said nothing about Bill.

         In the short time between my interview at the Carlton Agency and the end of December I was very active, and stupefied, like a man walking through a thick fog. I had moments of frightful unhappiness, from which I rushed 124 into activity, any activity. Methodically, I planned, added to the pile of Bill’s clothes, drew up a list of my few debts, all without reflection. The truth is—is it the truth?—I was in the claws of a raging want. There is no arguing with a raging want; it can be hit on the head, but not by an argument.

         Feelings of guilt and regret are nowadays in disgrace. One cannot be seen with them in intellectual circles. But no one is forced to read a book in which I am trying to write without lying.

         Perhaps one day, when I am very old, and frozen, I shall be able to think coldly about this time.

         The evening before I was due to go, packing my own and his clothes in our room, I began for the first time to cry. I have always refused to believe that mental agony is as intolerable as physical pain, but during these moments and in the years that followed, I became a little less certain. Flowing through the whole of my life, an icy current, running at a great depth, avoided as often as possible and stumbled on suddenly, at home or in the street, at receptions for the great, on journeys, in sleep.

         When, after putting him to bed, I went downstairs, my stolid face must somehow have given me away.

         ‘You know,’ my mother said, ‘you could still change your mind about going if you don’t feel altogether happy about it.’

         ‘Yes, I could,’ I said calmly.

         I had arranged for him to reach Miss Geeson’s house at bedtime, so that he would fall asleep at once, and wake in his new life. I could not explain anything to him. It seemed better for him to come in from a walk and find me gone. So, in the morning, I dressed him and sent him out with a servant. I watched from the window. As they reached the top of the hill, the cab I had ordered crossed them on its way to the house. My mother was standing beside me.

         ‘I was just thinking,’ she said, ‘he’s very little, after all. I hope he’ll be happy with her.’

         ‘Oh, I expect so.’

         ‘I wonder what he’ll think, when he wakes up in the morning in a strange room.’

         Does she know she is torturing me? I thought. When I stepped into the cab he was still in sight. My mother pointed to him from the house. 125 Turning my head away, I smiled at her. The cab jerked forward. I sat with a hand pressed to my throat. It was only a short distance to the station, I had no time left.

         To write this makes me feel ill.

         How ridiculous it will seem to…

         Chapter 30

         Why should i have expected the London of January 1919 to bear even a family likeness to the London of three poor scholars? It did not. Of all the Londons, lying one below the other in my skull, from the streets known to the captain’s wife and her little girl to the London of eyeless facades and heaps of rubble, it is the shoddiest and least generous. Under a grey sky it awaited the harvest of millions of fresh young bodies pushed hurriedly into the ground, their eyes and supplicating hands, out of sight.

         I have a poor head for dates; my memories of the next six years, in which my life fell into the folds it has kept, are hopelessly fragmentary and confused, a fresco of vivid details and great gaps where line and colour have vanished.

         I spent my first night in a small dingy temperance hotel in a shabby quarter of Bloomsbury. Not reflecting that London would be full of visitors crowding on President Wilson’s heels, I had done nothing about reserving a room, and for some hours thought I should have to sleep in the crypt of St Martin-in-the-Fields, opened to the homeless. In despair I went into the blue Y.W.C.A. hut set up in Trafalgar Square; the kind soul in charge telephoned a dozen modest hotels before finding one.

         The bedroom was penitential, and I spent one of the worst nights of my life, weeping tears as bitter as vitriol.

         Next morning I presented myself at the Carlton Agency in Covent Garden, and said coolly that I must be allowed a day or two to find lodgings. Since I had never been a subordinate, it did not occur to me to behave like one. This attitude, completely involuntary, did me no harm. The managing director—call him Shaw-Thomas—was an educated and passably intelligent man, with, I now suspect, fewer commercial instincts than he needed for 126 survival. On the few occasions when he called me into his room, he talked to me as though I were socially his equal, a civility I was ignorant enough to take for granted.

         Some time during my first week, he gave me a brief lecture on the art of advertising.

         ‘Let us call it the art of persuasion. One of the applied arts, Miss Jameson.’ He smiled, pressing his hand down on his desk, stressing a great many words, and showing small very sharp teeth. ‘How many novelists and poets manage to get themselves read by rich, poor, superior, ignorant, successful, happy, miserable, snobbish, unimaginative, resigned? Remember always that people choose to read a novel, but you must trick them into reading an advertisement. You can do it only if you believe what you are writing, if you believe wholeheartedly in the virtue of the soap, the face cream, the tobacco, you are trying to sell. Avoid cynicism. It is incompatible with emotion—and great advertising is the expression of great emotional sincerity.’

         I listened with all my ears. The trick, I told myself, is obviously to describe, as vividly as possible, the flawless skin, and to overlay this image with an image of the soap, the face cream. Persuasion is a matter of evoking the right images in the right order.

         My cleverness enchanted me. In the same moment I was very slightly revolted, as if I had been made to swallow the skin of rice pudding.

         During the time I worked in the Agency—much less than a year—this mute sense of outrage became loathing. It was not the fault of my colleagues. An edged gaiety made the days tolerable, and I think with affection of certain nameless faceless men, hardworking, sceptical, who took some trouble to teach an awkward provincial her job.

         Apart from typists, I was the only woman on the staff. My immediate superior, Mr Foxe—I have forgotten his real name—was patient and friendly, a man of forty odd, slight, brisk, frankly concerned about his looks. ‘In business, one can’t afford to age,’ he told me one day when we were both tired. ‘D’you know what I do? At night before I get into bed, I stretch a narrow piece of sticking-plaster across the lines on my forehead and at the ends of my eyes, to smooth them out.’

         ‘How clever,’ I said falsely.

         He smiled. ‘You have no lines yet, Miss Jim, but you will, you know.’ 127

         This minute I could write an essay on the beauty and holiness of the art of advertising—forgive me, persuasion—and avoid calling up a single image which might rouse in its readers a suspicion of the truth: that the use of words with intent to sell something is simply the art of telling convincing lies. The accident that what you sell is harmless, or even useful, does not cancel the lie in the soul.

         Great emotional sincerity! There is no polite word for it. Balderdash! (George Gallilee.) Modern advertising is a disease, a skin cancer galloping through the cells of society. Modern advertisers—highly-talented men and women, paid to lie.

         Within limits (drawn by my profound boredom), I became a skilful copy-writer. Admirably persuasive about face cream, admirably succinct and convincing about roofing tiles and arc-welding lamps, charmed by type-faces, I could no more invent a slogan than sing. None the less, a career in advertising lay open to me if I had had the will to look for it. A more adroit or clear-sighted young woman would, without fuss, have split her mind, devoting one part to writing copy and preparing schemes, the other to honest work, and built a wall between them thick enough to keep one from contaminating the other.

         This sort of inner duplicity—‘controlled schizophrenia,’ Klaus Fuchs called it—is too common a habit in our day to be noticed. Noticeable are only the rare exceptions, the one or two incorruptibles—like R. H. Tawney, that very great man and arbitrary saint. It is not to my credit that I resisted one form of the infection.

         Ridiculous as it seems, I must have believed that I need only get myself back to London for all my unused energies and talents to flower at once. And here I was, doing work I knew to be worthless, making barely enough money to keep alive, and bored, bored, bored.

         During those first weeks, I spent every evening, unless the weather were too abominable, walking about London from Oxford Street in the north to the Strand and the Embankment in the south. I was living in north-west London, I have forgotten where, in the house belonging to the widow of an officer killed in the war, a pleasant slightly louche young woman—I have a talent for finding landladies suitable to my condition. I had a small but not uncomfortable room, and would have done better to sit in it in the evening, since walking made me hungry. 128

         I was singularly alone. None of my few friends were in London: Archie had (I think) already married his gay spirited Scotch girl, or was about to marry and go off to an Indian hill station, Sydney was in the West Indies, Oswald was marrying and beginning his career as schoolmaster in Yorkshire.

         Why didn’t I begin to write a novel? Because I lacked the sense to arrange my life sensibly. Because of the fever in my mind. And because I am a novelist faute de mieux.

         I was dying of discontent with myself. And with London. This—these endless cold streets smelling of mud, sweat, petrol, these cafés and restaurants I could not afford to enter, these people with their flattened voices and faces, seeming to be nothing and nowhere, like shadows in water—was the London I had been praying to return to, and given up my son for it. Fool!

         Wherever I went, at any moment, in the middle of a street, waiting to cross, crossing, in a cheap café before a scone and a cup of coffee, waking at two a.m., the same thought wounded me. Pressing its thumb into my brain, the image I had made for myself, of Bill looking for me in silence, became an illness. (I laugh like a dog when I think that these self-inflicted tortures belong to the same family as those I had felt thinking about the white rabbit.)

         Walking along the Strand past Simpson’s, I suddenly remembered that I had taken him there on our way to Hampshire. We had reached London at two o’clock, the two of us, and the train to Stockbridge did not leave until five. Carrying him down the long platform, I wondered anxiously where I could give him his lunch, and remembered that Simpson’s, a place I had never been in, had a reputation for good English food. Nothing less would do for him. I took our luggage—cot, baby carriage, tin bath, dress-basket—to Waterloo station, and another taxi back to the Strand: I could never bring myself to risk him in the crowds and chance infections of bus or underground. (No wonder I never had two shillings to rub together!) When we reached Simpson’s, it was three o’clock, and even in the doorway the place felt empty. We were directed up a flight of stairs. It took him a long time to climb them, and the large room was deserted. A man in a frock coat—I looked at him haughtily—led us to a table, and with his own hands placed a hassock on a chair to bring Bill’s head above the edge. He gave me the menu—the prices were no worse than I had feared. I ordered lamb cutlets stewed in milk for Bill, and for myself mushrooms on toast—1/6. The cutlets were a long time 129 coming, and meantime a round dozen of waiters gathered in the service doorway, smiling and pointing at the two-year-old customer who wanted stewed lamb at three in the afternoon. The chef brought it himself—no doubt he had heard the joke—and set it in front of Bill. A common waiter brought my mushrooms—two.

         The memory of that afternoon only fifteen months ago caught me in the throat. Tears ran down my face in a stream I could not check, I stumbled along the street, praying that passers-by would take it I had been smitten by influenza. An elderly woman stopped and said hesitantly,

         ‘Can I help?’

         Scowling at her, I said, ‘No!’ in so foul and surly a voice that she stepped back. I hated her with such venom that it stopped my tears.

         Hell, says Sartre, is the others. Nonsense. Nonsense prompted by a metaphysical vanity. Hell is five or six memories which are able occasionally to enter the intestines through the mind and tear them. That’s all, that’s all.

         Chapter 31

         I am writing this on the 17th of November, 1961. Yesterday I took the chair, with reluctance, at a dinner celebrating the 40th anniversary of the International P.E.N. About a hundred and fifty guests, including a charming old Dickensian professor from Moscow called Kirpotin. He had brought his interpreter, and throughout my speech—into which for his benefit I dropped the names of Pasternak and poor Ivinskaya—I was distracted by the muttered word-by-word translation going on in my left ear. Two other speakers, critics or dons, spoke amusingly: the second ended by calling for a toast ‘to the distinguished women writers present, Dr Veronica Wedgwood, Dame Rebecca West, Miss Rosamund Lehmann.’ This, I reflected with surprise, is the first time I have been publicly confronted by my own invisibility… I left the moment dinner ended, avoiding the kind of writers’ talk which curdles my soul.

         Dawdling along a cold brutally lighted Piccadilly towards my bed for the night, I made an effort to consider soberly the probable end of a freak.

         It was no use—I could not keep my mind on my precarious future. Seizing 130 the chance offered it at night, only at night, an older London tapped me on the shoulder. Friends, including one or two of whom I never now think, so undemanding are they, so withdrawn into their dark silence and peace, ranged themselves on either side of me, and we walked about unnoticed in streets no less immaterial than they were. I felt crazily exhilarated. My ghosts vanished, but, in spite of the cold, the gaiety stayed.

         Why, I asked myself, do you write books? Not to be praised. There is not a single moment, during the many months or years of a book’s conception and raising, when the thought: Will it be liked? Will it be damned? enters your mind. At this level, praise and dispraise are strictly irrelevant.

         The person in my skin who flinches when damned or mocked is not the writer. The writer is deeply indifferent to opinion, fretted when she has not done her best, protected at other times by her ineradicable barely articulate conviction that novel-writing—or, more narrowly, her novels, for all the intense pains taken with them—are not serious, not worth a tear.

         The one who flinches is the beaten child, afraid with an old fear. But there is no need to be sorry for her.

         I walked about for an hour in my lost city, the happiest and no doubt the most foolish of its ghosts. No fine thoughts came to me, only lines I am certain of not forgetting.

         
            … I said to Lord Nelson at three

            Pore devil, look at ’yer

            They built y’ a stat’yer

            They built Piccadilly for me!

         

         Some time in the spring of 1919 my first novel was published. Trying to grope a way back to what must surely have been a time, however brief, of intoxication and expectancy, I remember nothing. Nothing at all of the feelings of an obscure young woman. I was seeing no one to whom I could have talked about it. Not that I had the least wish to talk; I would rather run a mile than be seen caring about the fate of one of my books.

         I was too ignorant to be surprised that it had a great many reviews. I kept them, good and bad, for some years before tearing them up. Nowadays, I destroy as I go. I have no intention of leaving driftwood. 131

         Today, such a novel as The Pot Boils would not get itself published. Or if a rash publisher took it for its promise—what the devil did it promise?—it would not meet any such body of criticism. The room into which a young writer steps now is so overcrowded that he is lucky if he is not suffocated in the first five minutes. And even if he is noticed he can hope for useful advice from, at most, two quarters. The rest will be no good to him. Unless he has laid his lines beforehand—unless, that is, he has friends—the so-called serious journals will not notice him at all. In this way, his lot is harder than mine in 1919. So far as money goes, it could scarcely be harder. Ten pounds, and that not earned! (Unless I have forgotten.)

         Mr Shaw-Thomas caught sight of a review and read the book. He called me into his room, to talk about a campaign for a new firm, and said, smiling, ‘I had no idea we had a novelist on the staff. Nor that you were so intelligent.’

         I smiled. But—as my grandfather would have done—I thought his remark impudent.

         K. was still in Canterbury. If I had not been so engrossed by my exasperating work, I might have been surprised by the fewness and brevity of his letters. He turned up one evening without warning, and took me to dinner in the brasserie of the Café Royal.

         Intoxicated by so much food and by the delicious warmth and liveliness of a place which—thanks to the mania for change of fools who cannot see to the ends of their noses—no longer exists, and pleased not to be alone, I was immensely grateful. An old tenderness woke in me. I would give a fortune, I thought, to be living with him and Bill in some quiet place. Rashly, I said so.

         He said he might be moved to Netheravon.

         ‘But I thought you would be demobilized any day now. Haven’t you heard anything?’

         ‘Not a word,’ he said gaily.

         ‘Would they release you if you applied?’

         ‘My dear girl, why should I? I’m quite snug where I am, thank you.’

         I had enough sense not to say: But the longer you stay in the Air Force, well-fed, going to dances, working easy hours, irresponsible because nothing depends on your efforts, with a servant to polish your beautiful boots, the less fit you will be for any other life. 132

         ‘But you will have to leave in the end—and the longer you hang on the worse your chances of a job. Why not try at once for a school in London? We should both be earning, we could have a house and a nurse for Bill——’

         ‘You dislike houses. How often have you told me that one room and a suitcase is all you want?’

         ‘That’s true,’ I said, ‘but Bill——’

         ‘But any stick will do to beat a bad dog,’ K. said, in an amused patronizing voice. ‘How you enjoy managing my life for me. You’re pricelessly funny when you imagine you’re being subtle, my dear. But you don’t impress me, you know. You always wanted to get away, you’ve got away, and blow me if you’re not still dissatisfied! How’d you have liked it if I had rushed out of the Air Force, back to Liverpool and the Suburb?’

         ‘I would have gone with you.’

         ‘And made my life hell by grumbling!’

         True enough, I thought. My hatred of a settled life, my unhappiness when I thought of Bill, started up in me in the same instant, throwing me back into the confusion I lived in. How unreasonable, how feeble, to wish that K. had settled the problem for me.

         ‘Don’t you want us to live together?’ I exclaimed. I meant: have you no feeling for us as a family? No single impulse to make us safe?

         ‘I knew we should come to that! And mark you, I didn’t ask you to leave the boy and betake yourself to London. You did it entirely to please yourself. Don’t try to blame me.’

         I was only too ready to think everything my fault. When he had gone, leaving me in Regent Street, I reflected that, though I disliked my life in London, I had no great wish to live with K. To tell the truth, I thought, angrily, you don’t know what you want or what to do next… I felt demoralized and incompetent. I did not believe in my talents as an advertiser—still less, as a novelist. The only person wholly important to me was my son, and I had left him to a Miss Geeson.

         The cold night air sent a ball of blood to press at the roots of my brain. I walked home in a state near insanity. There seemed no way out of the confusion. The idea of going back to Whitby, a penniless failure, was intolerable.
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         In May I took a night train to Whitby. Travelling both ways at night, I could spend two days with him in my mother’s house, and be at my desk, heavy-eyed, on Monday morning.

         Walking out to Ruswarp to fetch him, I prepared myself for everything but the shock of hearing his voice. He had not been warned I was coming: he was in the garden, hidden from me by the hedge, when I rang the bell.

         In a high clear thin voice he called out, ‘Is that my mother?’

         He has been learning to talk without me, I thought.

         We spent the day on the sands. Light-headed with happiness, I forgot that he had not had the practice in climbing of three other children, and brought him back up the face of the cliff. For most of the way it was easy enough, only the last ten or fifteen yards suddenly became steep, hard slippery clay. Here his feet slid under him and he looked up at me quickly in fear. Hiding my panic, I said, ‘You’re all right, son—use your hands and knees.’

         He reached the top without help, and stood smiling.

         Love crossed with pride gives birth to the most surprising sensation, of a sail furling and unfurling in the pit of the stomach.

         When I took him back to Miss Geeson on Sunday evening he did not ask any questions—Are you going? When will you come back? I put him to bed, and waited until he fell asleep, one arm flung out, long dark thick lashes feathering his cheeks.

         ‘Do you ever feel sorry you went away?’ my mother asked.

         ‘Something had to be done,’ I said.

         To this day, if I am incautious enough to go near her, the young woman I buried alive claws me.

         Some short time after this, I told Mr Shaw-Thomas that I could not go on working for four pounds a week.

         ‘Why do you want more money?’ he asked kindly.

         Without reflecting, I knew that it would be a mistake to say: Because I am always a little hungry, and because my son is growing out of his sandals and cotton smocks. I smiled at him.

         ‘How can I hope to buy a new coat on four pounds?’

         ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘we’ll make it six. But you must give your whole mind to the job. You’re not writing another novel, by any chance?’
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         How easy it is to exaggerate. The habitual state of my mind when I am not working is one of happiness, or at least detachment. That year there were days, of superb weather, when it amused me to dawdle about London. My best moments were those I wasted day-dreaming. That I was famous, that I had written a masterpiece, or become a rich implacably clever business woman, or—equally consoling, and not a whit more absurd—that I had saved the life of a royal personage and been rewarded with a sinecure: better, the life of the director of the Ritz, who gave me two modest rooms looking across the Park, and the run of my teeth, for life.

         Or I thought, less often now, of the Texan. The details of the scene in the Piccadilly Hotel, which had taken only a few minutes, lasted me through an entire evening spent under the trees of the Green Park, or walking slowly the length of Oxford Street, Regent Street, Piccadilly, St James’s Street, the Mall, Constitution Hill, and Park Lane, dust everywhere, and the splintered voices and eyes of passers-by. I felt light and feverish, and deliciously free. Since I was not with him, I could give way safely to any delirium of my senses: the coolness, the vanity, needed to defeat him, were not needed.

         It is when I recall the image of another person, or a place, that they give up to me the pleasure, even the ecstasy, missing at the time.

         But there were moments that I really did see, did feel. I remember an evening in July when, walking across Trafalgar Square, I saw the pillars of St Martin-in-the-Fields as white as bones under a brilliantly blue sky; a sickle moon hung in it, and every object in sight, the edges of buildings, the fountains, Admiralty Arch, the pigeons, sprang out as clear as light. And there were innocent mornings when, even if the night before, in bed, alone, I had cried scalding tears, I woke certain that happiness was within reach of my outstretched hand.

         The triumphs allowed the old are less insensate, less poignant, less ravishing. 135

         Chapter 32

         The image for my life in the years between 1919 and the end of 1923 is that of a vacant lot between crowded streets. I worked, idled, was poor, earned money, spent it recklessly, schemed, confided in no one, wasted time and strength, ignored opportunities—behaved, in short, with the utmost folly, while seeming to be responsible, reliable, intelligent. But give an account of it—impossible.

         In contrast, my memory of the three days J. spent in London in the summer of 1919 is sharply clear.

         He had not changed, voice, quick supple movements, energy. I felt all the happiness of coming, half-frozen, into a room alive with warmth and light. A gaiety I had forgotten—yet it was mine, natural to me—filled me: I had to use all my strength to speak in a cool voice. I forget where we dined; I forget at what point in a story he was telling me he broke off, and said, ‘How long will it take you to get divorced in this country? A month? This is my last leave, I must go home and get myself demobilized. I don’t want to have to wait when I come back for you. Your taste in husbands… couldn’t you have found something else to keep you busy?’

         Exasperated vanity must have had a great deal to do with his decision to marry a young woman with so few of the qualities he admired. He expected only legal delays. It did not cross his mind that I might find it no easier to be his wife than his mistress. As I always do when I am at a loss, I began an argument a little to the side.

         He remained good-humoured. ‘Don’t you want to marry me and go live in a real country? This one’s finished. Europe is finished. I’ll say this for you that, without the war, you might have held out against us for another twenty years. But you’ve nothing left.’

         His grotesque arrogance amused me. It was at least thirty years before I realized the crude truth in his boasts. (If this makes me seem to have been half-witted, reflect that only fifteen years before 1919 English imperialism had been at its glorious zenith. Merciful heavens, was there ever so rapid a descent!) 136

         ‘I couldn’t live in America.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘I would rather be poor and unsafe in this country than well off in yours.’

         I said this thinking of my own poverty and uncertainty. But it was true. And had no relevance to what I felt. The thought of marrying him entered my head only to be ejected at once. I had no need even to hesitate. Put to it, I could have given reasons, excellent ones. The queerest thing about my destructive passion is that it was not blind. Or not more than half blind, half the dupe of my senses. I knew, I always knew, that there was no dignity in my obsession. In cold moments I saw him as any of my hard-minded upright forbears would have seen him.

         The part of me neither blind nor duped judged him with shocking lucidity. The other part, the egotistical, ribald, unreliable, nihilistic part was wholly on his side. Had I been childless I might have gone off with him. It is possible. But I doubt it. I doubt whether any Gallilee woman could have brought herself to marry an ungovernable foreigner.

         But what had reason to do with it? Devilish little. I discovered reasons for rejecting him after I had done it. At the bottom of every gentle or violent feeling I had for him, below lust, greed, liking, was quite simply fear. Not a physical fear—something older and harder. Fear is the wrong word. Why—unless our bodies are a great deal more intelligent than we give them credit for—should it have been my senses, obsessed with him, that warned me?

         It occurs to me, but only now, that in rejecting him I rejected, once for all, my violent self. Not that this freed me of it. Good heavens, no.

         At some moment in an argument that went on during three evenings, I said,

         ‘The whole thing is impossible. You forget Bill.’

         ‘I do not. We’d take him with us—of course.’

         The bare notion of involving my child in so unpredictable a life put it beyond conjecture. This was so clear that I had the calmness to shrug my shoulders, and—in bad faith, since it was irrelevant—say that K. was vindictive enough to try to keep him.
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         Heaven knows where my revulsion came from—some dry bodily pride, nothing to do with my reason.

         ‘I’m sure you do,’ I said drily. ‘Americans have all the right sentiments.’

         Thinking about it, I see, with a little astonishment, that during the whole of that brief time he behaved with great self-control, even kindness. Not until he was leaving did he put his arms round me. ‘Why,’ he said, ‘must you give us both so much trouble? You’re mine and you know it. When you decide to have me I’m yours, and I never told you lies—except about other people to amuse you. You don’t want to be half dead for the rest of your life, do you?’

         I thought that I was on the point of fainting. But I laughed.

         How absurd this will seem to young women who fall into bed with a lover as simply as into a hot bath. And I am very willing to believe that the sensible (enlightened, free) young women of 1960 are wiser than I was. But not that they are the happier for behaving like commercial travellers with no time to waste between sales. With fewer unnecessary scruples, less naïveté, less tortuous minds, their lives may be simpler. But less boring? I doubt it. There is nothing like imagination for reducing the risks of boredom in a love-affair.

         After he had gone back to France, my scepticism made me think it unlikely he wanted a wife. It must surely have been a mood. Then, a few weeks later, I had a letter from Texas, from his father, a kind polite simple letter, telling me that if I cared to come over at once I should be welcome in his house.

         This surprised and pleased me, but did not change my mind. Given a second chance, I should have behaved with precisely the same stubbornness.

         I knew it. I knew, too, that the fever would burn itself out. There are no incurable fevers. Oh, well, one.
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