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            Wild Wales
            

         

         AFTER the eruption of Mont Pelée, the volcanic  dust made its way even into our English skies, and  imparted such extraordinary brilliancy to the sunsets that my mother found her paintbox quite inadequate until she thought of sending to Winsor & Newton for a supply of a paint called rose  dorée.  Rose  dorée  did the trick. It was unlike her to be caught thus unprovided. Before our summer holiday in Wales, with mountains and hydrangeas in mind, she laid in so many tubes of cobalt, ultramarine, and cerulean that I, too young to have any geographical notions as to where we were going, knew for a certainty that Wales would be blue.
         

         The other thing I knew beforehand was that Nannie Blount would be there – a Brown Tree in the azure scene. By no exercise of faith or fancy could Nannie Blount be assorted to any shade of blue. Even indigo was too aerial for her.
         

         Yet if it had not been for Nannie Blount, I daresay we should not have been going to Wales. When Johnnie Blount and I were still in our perambulators (Blount was, in fact, the name of Nannie’s employers, and for all I know her real surname was Bones or Gridiron), she cast a bleak eye of approval on my nannie, who was a mere Florence. As they remained friends, Johnnie and I saw a great deal of each other. This entailed friendly relations between our mothers, and eventually between our fathers, so that by the time Johnnie and I were rising seven, it was natural and convenient – Nannie Blount having no objection – that the Blounts, who had rented a holiday house in Wales, should ask us to stay with them. Mrs. Blount and my mother would do some sketching; Mr. Blount and my father would go fishing; jointly, all four would climb Cader Idris and go for bicycling excursions; and Johnnie and his little sister Amabel and his cousin Hugh, whose parents were in India, and I would play together while Nannie Blount and Florence, God willing, continued to enjoy each other’s society.
         

         Obviously, it cannot have rained every day of that visit, for days stand out in my memory – like the day we buried Amabel, like the day the cow chased the donkey – when the mountains behind us were without illusion, and the turf was crisp and dry under our bare feet, and our parents came bicycling home in the twilight with the skin peeling off their noses. But my general recollection is of a dramatic wateriness. There was a waterfall in the grounds of the house, which dashed all one’s waking hours with a sense of wetness and vehemence. There were steaming morning mists, when the garden was full of rainbows, and the wasps in the fuchsia hedge were too languid to do anything but lie in wait to be injured and to repay. And there were the thunderstorms, which by some compact between the heavens and the mountains always broke over us when the wagonette had decanted us at some ideal site for painting and picnicking. (Unless, perhaps, there was some wild Welsh sorcery about the wagonette itself, which was kept in a shed behind the post office, embowered in ramparts of hydrangeas, whence it would emerge, dragged complaining from its repose, like some black Methodist Merlin.)
         

         A wagonette, I had better explain, is a sort of genteel tumbril, massive, and vertiginously high. The occupants climb into it from the back, and sit on either side, exposed to the elements and staring into each other’s doomed faces, while the driver, whose seat is even higher, turns an impersonal back on them and gives his mind to the horses. His legs are protected by a tarpaulin rug with metal-bound eyelets at each corner, through which it is hooked on to the vehicle, and a similar tarpaulin rug is laid over the laps of the passengers. This, if it rains, collects the rain in a puddle, and sometimes, by exquisite management, the puddle can be shot out over the back; otherwise, it accumulates until by some undisciplined movement it pours into somebody’s lap.
         

         But it was never raining when we set out. Sun flashed from the various metal fixings, flies hovered round our heads, cracks in the leather seats ossified, as we moved with the smell of hot horses through the smell of hot bracken, slowly, ponderously, and uphill, seeing, over stone walls laced with brambles and tufted with ferns, small fields full of ragwort, outcrops of stone, pigs feeding and sheep reposing, solitary whitewashed farms with more hydrangeas and rich-stinking middens, berried mountain ashes, hurrying brooks, and sudden disclosures of the sea, always so much farther up the sky than one expected. The wagonette creaked, the picnic basket rattled, the distant views grew ever bluer and more spectacular, horseflies joined the other flies, and it all took a very long time. Finally, we would reach the appointed place of sacrifice. The picnic basket and the lesser Isaacs would be lifted out, and there before us, basking in sunshine, would be the ideal site for painting and picnicking, usually with a waterfall but sometimes with a lake and invariably with crags. And then the coachman would unharness the two horses and go away with them to some farm, where he would find refreshment for man and beast. The tarpaulin rugs would be spread out for the children to sit on, and white enamel mugs and plates would be unpacked from the basket, with sandwich boxes and cake tins and bottles of milk and the large white enamel teapot and the spirit lamp. For after driving for so long in such heat and through such clouds of dust, everybody would be dying of thirst. When this had been done, and the matches mislaid and found again once or twice, the spirit lamp would burn with a blue flame, and the kettle, filled from the waterfall or the lake, would be beginning to boil. But faster than kettle could boil,  anvil-shaped clouds would rise behind the crags, and a low rumble would be heard, and Mrs. Blount, in the apologetic tones of the hostess, would say, ‘I hope that isn’t a thunderstorm,’ and my mother, in the cheerful tones of the guest, would reply, ‘I expect it will pass over.’ And a crash of thunder would smite the lie from her lips, and the first heavy drops of rain would fall, spotting the sandwiches, and a minute later everything would be wincing under flashes of lightning and then obliterated in a grey fury of rain, and Johnnie and Amabel and Hugh and I would be huddled away under the tarpaulin rug, with Nannie Blount telling Johnnie that if he as much as peeped out, the lightning would strike him. I often peeped out, hoping to see the lightning strike Nannie Blount. By then, everyone else was huddled under the wagonette, but Nannie was always beside us, a cloaked grey unblasted monolith, devoted to duty and waiting to catch poor Johnnie.
         

         Mountain storms are quickly over. Long before the coachman came back with the horses, we were on top of the rug again, eating moist pink jam sandwiches, while my mother, dauntless creature, might be snatching a quick impression of retreating clouds. I don’t pretend that these picnics were not enjoyable, but there was a certain monotony about them, and though the storms were so quickly over, we knew that we had not heard the last of them; they would reappear that evening, when Nannie Blount would draw our attention to how narrowly we had been spared before she led us in thanksgiving for having got through another day – even if only in order to set out into the perils of darkness, during which Satan would undoubtedly prowl, and the Almighty, as like as not, come as a thief in the night.
         

         I can’t believe that those amiable Blounts had any idea of the religious blackmail that went on in their nursery. They rejoiced in having such a faithful, trustworthy, old-fashioned, Bible-Christian servant, and never suspected the old-fashioned fire and brimstone she was charged with. By blackmail I don’t mean merely those poor starving children who would be thankful to eat our steamed blackberry pudding whenever we boggled at finishing a plateful of warm magenta crusts strewn with purple dregs, or the assurances, if we had a giggling fit, that we should soon laugh on the other side of our faces. These were moral assertions, which children, being born humanists, check by observation of the grown-up world and take with a pinch of salt. There are no such defences against the supernatural, and it was the supernatural we were exposed to. In the morning, we had Morning Worship, to crush our spirits for the day. In the evening, we had Evening Worship, to rape our consciences before going to bed. The blinds were half drawn, the nursery cat was shut out, a cloth was hung over the canary cage. Everything possible was done to increase our sense of being meritless and unprotected. And when we were conveniently at her mercy, and Florence and the nurserymaid (there was, of course, a nurserymaid, for Nannie Blount was far too invaluable to do anything like real work) in attendance, Nannie would say, ‘Let us gather at the footstool,’ whistle up her Maker with a ‘Suffer the little ones to come unto Thee,’ and fall to work. First came readings out of various little goody books – gruesome themes wrapped in twaddling language – or anecdotes of good children who walked twenty miles to buy a Bible, developed spinal complaints, repeated hymns to drunkards, and died young, or of naughty children who climbed a tree to get an apple, told a lie, were eaten by wolves, and died young. After this we repeated a hymn ourselves, while Nannie sat licking her lips before her aria  di  bravura.  This was a cross between a sermon and a scolding. In the morning, it dwelt on our fallen natures and went into the backslidings that might be expected of us during the day. In the evening, these backslidings were brought home to us and reviewed in the light of the Four Last Things – death, judgment, hell, and heaven – and a three-to-one odds against us. Then, when she judged we had been sufficiently thumped, she creaked down on her knees and laid it all before the Lord in a bloodcurdling tête-à-tête. Hugh averred that he rather liked these ceremonies. He was born in India; no doubt he had Kali and Juggernaut in his blood. Amabel was too young to express an opinion. I, when I had got over their total novelty, groaned under them, and languished for the moment when Nannie would begin to pray, for during the tête-à-tête she knelt with her back to us, and I could count her hairpins. But what Hugh or I thought of them meant nothing to her. It was on Johnnie, a delicate sickly child and the apple of her eye, that she focused these burning-glass attentions.
         

         Johnnie was fatally good, brave, honourable, guileless, and accident-prone. The dexterity he lavished on his accidents would have fitted out a circus. In one of our walks, I remember, we came to a place where a stream was channelled between two rims of masonry, less than a foot apart. Johnnie, with a mere pirouette, immersed himself at full length in that channel. If he went near a gooseberry bush, he disturbed a wasp nest. If he tripped, he fell headlong, and face downwards, and his nose bled. When his nose bled, it was always on a clean suit – the poor child was never out of clean suits. If he spoke with his mouth full, he choked. If he ran his finger over a propped-up bicycle, it fell on him. If he caressed a cat, it kittened. And for all these things his soul was required of him by Nannie Blount, who sent him to bed, stood him in the corner, set him down to do another six rows of penitential cross-stitch, browbeat him with God, and told him he had grieved Jesus.
         

         Yet on the day when we buried Amabel, Johnnie was the cool conscienceless villain of the piece. We were on the beach, it was blazingly hot, and after telling us all the things we mustn’t do Nannie told us to play nicely with Amabel while she had a little rest. After a while, Johnnie said, ‘I think we’ll bury Amabel now.’ Infant burials were not unfamiliar to us; there were dozens of them in the goody books. So under Johnnie’s direction we dug a deep grave, and made a little pillow at one end of it for Amabel’s head; and since we couldn’t line the grave with moss, we threw in some pretty bits of seaweed. Then Amabel was helped into the grave and encouraged to lie still in it,  and the sand we had dug out we shovelled in on top of her. The unskilled labour of burying Amabel’s leg end was allotted to Hugh and me, while Johnnie spread out her curls on the pillow and patted sand over them. Thus weighted down at either end, Amabel became increasingly easy to bury, and though for some queer reason we all avoided burying her face, the rest of her was soon immobilized and her yells were so enfeebled that they would not have alerted a gazelle, much less Nannie Blount and Florence, who were sitting in the shade of a dune, telling horror stories, most likely – for besides the horror stories she dispensed for the nursery, Nannie Blount had a fine repertory of horrors for adult use, all of which had happened in her own experience, and these, of course, we constantly overheard. (Some I afterwards identified in the Newgate Calendar, others in the works of Mrs. Henry Wood, but others again, such as the story of the fire that broke out in the lunatic asylum, had every mark of being her own.) We went on heaping sand over Amabel, and Nannie Blount might soon have had another horror story to call her own if we had not heard a whistle, looked round, and seen a man and a dog coming along the beach. The man was not a Black Man, the dog did, not have blue fire coming out of its mouth, there was no sign that they had been sent to carry us away. But the sight of them suddenly smote us into common sense, and we promptly unburied Amabel, and hauled her from the grave, and shook the sand out of her clothes, and did what we could to restore her curls. She was very hot to the touch, and at first rather dazed, and then rather peevish. But she was none the worse for it. Neither, for that matter, were we. Our consciences as the noonday clear, since the man and the dog had gone past us without comment, we resumed our nice play. And though the day ended with the usual analysis of what we had done wrong in it, and the usual saddening reflections on what we might expect if we died in our sleep, I don’t think any of us felt any special conviction of sin, and if we did, we certainly didn’t mention it. 
         

         Many years afterwards, I met a middle-aged Amabel, peaceful, wise, and great, like Swift’s Dorothea, and was so shocked to think that we had nearly murdered her that I apologized for my share in the business. She did not remember it,  though she dimly remembered the thunderstorms and the wasps in the fuchsia hedge. Then we talked about Johnnie, who was killed in 1917. Children driven good are apt to be driven mad. It was that approach to mass madness which still makes me feel slightly sick when I remember the day we buried Amabel. But the day when the cow chased the donkey is a memory of unspotted bliss.
         

         A belt of salt meadow lay between us and the seashore. It extended so far on either hand, with here and there a tumbled stone wall, and the wandering idle course of the little river that ran so vehemently through our garden, and herds of small black cattle feeding, that even to traverse it seemed a long adventure. Hugh, our elder, could walk the distance easily enough, Amabel was jolted across it in a gocart, but Johnnie and I were inclined to lag behind and be a nuisance, and, our nurses complaining of this, someone had the ideal of hiring a donkey in the village that was accustomed to be harnessed with panniers and used for bringing up loads of seaweed. It knew the way to the beach as if it had been born there, the owner said, and was so good-hearted that you could guide it with a rush. All this, oddly enough, proved true. Johnnie and I, strapped into our panniers, bobbed along, conversing across the donkey’s steep back, and the donkey’s good-heartedness was such that even though Nannie Blount persisted in walking beside it, goading it with her white cotton umbrella, it showed no resentment and paid no attention.
         

         Why, on that particular day, that particular black cow should have felt that particular animus is not the sort of thing one can explain – though when my mother heard about it afterwards (for on that particular day our parents were away bicycling, or climbing Cader Idris, perhaps, for they did eventually climb it), she assured me that the poor cow had lost its calf and was therefore not responsible for its actions. Anyhow, the cow suddenly detached itself from its friends, burst into our little cavalcade, and began to chafe its horns against my pannier. The donkey very sensibly broke into a trot, the cow uttered some morose lows, and there the matter would probably have ended if Nannie Blount had not felt she must dominate the brute creation and so aimed a whack at the cow. The cow made a sally at her, changed its mind, and ran after the donkey. The donkey continued to trot, the cow lumbered beside it, and Nannie followed in pursuit, grim as Nemesis, and whacking everything within range, as I have observed implacable Nemesis often does herself. At last, smiting with all her force, she broke the white cotton umbrella across the donkey’s rump. Good-hearted, mild, and courteous as that donkey may have been, it was a Welsh donkey; it could not stomach injustice. It put back its ears and started to gallop. The cow, too, however weighed on by maternal grief, was a Welsh cow, neither to be bested by a donkey nor deterred by a broken umbrella, and the cow’s friends, Welsh to a cow, were not going to stand ingloriously by. They joined in the pursuit. Then the first cow – by now, so to speak, our own cow – turned back and by a dextrous cutting-out movement isolated Nannie, and deflected her course. She ran, but she did not run alone. Leaning out of our panniers, we saw with amazement, with stupor, with inexpressible rapture and delight, Nannie in full flight, and all the cows chasing after her. We had never imagined that the righteous judge, the harbinger of the last and dreadful day, the searcher into all hearts, and the vicaress of God could run so fast.
         

         Meanwhile the donkey galloped on seawards, and I could not but remember an anecdote (against wilfulness) in one of the goody books, about a lady in a donkey chaise whose donkey would not draw her over the sands because it was alarmed by the sight of the waves, whereon the lady got out, tied her shawl over its head, got into the chaise again, and whipped up the donkey, who incontinently rushed into the sea, where they both drowned. A like fate seemed imminent for us; but if in our last moments we could still watch the spectacle of the cows chasing Nannie, and Florence and the nurserymaid chasing the cows, as they were now doing, it would be worth it. And as I have never seen the windy plains of  Troy, I see them in my mind’s eye looking exactly like that expanse of green salt meadows, so flat and timeless and self-sufficient, over which scurried those distant figures, and whence the offshore breeze carried to us the sound of thundering hoofs and the wailing cries of women. However, when our donkey got among the sand hills, it stopped. By that time, all was over, for we had seen Nannie, apparently hoisted on horns, scrambling over a stone wall, and the cows, whose joy was in the chase, quietly dispersing, and Florence and the nurserymaid climbing the wall unassisted, and Hugh, wheeling Amabel in the gocart, coming to join us and whistling as he came.
         

         This, I am glad to say, was not all. For it turned out that we were not the only persons to see Nannie in flight. She had been watched from the village, too. Civil inquiries, expressions of sympathy, congratulations on her speed, and even on her legs, greeted her return; but the general sense was pretty plain, and found expression in ‘Run away from the cows? Dear, dear! Ra-ther sil-ly.’
         

         When our visit ended, Florence went off for her fortnight’s holiday, and the wagonette – but this time without a thunderstorm, since no picnic was involved –  took us to a farm farther along the coast, where a Mrs. Jones let lodgings. My parents had found it for themselves, while exploring on their bicycles, and had been much taken with it, and even more taken with Mrs. Jones – rightly, for she was a dear old woman, hale and light-footed, the soul of kindness, and the body of kindness, too. Musing on the discrepancy between Mrs. Jones and Nannie Blount, and on what could be accountable for it, I said to my mother, ‘Are all Christians cross?’ My mother, who thought that small children should be given honest answers, replied, ‘No. Not all of them.’ I took her word for it, and dived back into my native paradise of being a solitary and unprayed-over child. My days began with picking mushrooms for breakfast, mushrooms so newly out of the turf that shreds of dry moss and dewy blades of grass still adhered to them. I watched the cows milked and the pigs fed. I wound rushes into bracelets and plaited them into hatbands, and tried – and sometimes succeeded for as much as a couple of inches – to peel the green hide off the white pith, having learned about rushlights from Mrs. Jones, who still used them. I followed dragonflies along the ditches, and hunted for four-leaf clovers, and laid out gardens of pebbles and flower heads, and combed a deserted rubbish heap for bits of broken pottery and coloured glass, and horseshoes, and old medicine bottles Veniced by age and weather, and inestimable kettles and frying pans with only quite small holes in them. When I was tired of playing out-of-doors I went to visit Mrs. Jones in her kitchen, where there was always something interesting going on – damsons being made into jam, bullace cheeses being put away on the top shelf of the pantry, mushrooms being pickled, knives sharpened, butter churned, beans sliced, raisins stoned, the clock being wound or the dresser beeswaxed. The oak dresser was black with age and took up the whole of one wall, and the ceiling was oak-panelled, too, but the room seemed rich, rather than dark, for it was full of things that were bright in themselves, like the lustre jugs and the japanned trays, or that were polished to brightness. Photographs of Mrs. Jones’ relations and of school treats and choir outings, all with cheerful stories attached, hung in patterns on the walls; there were two tabby cats and a collie and a harmonium and patchwork cushions and jelly moulds and ornamental canisters; and an iron chain with a hook hung down the chimney. And with all this richness and variety went the richness and variety of the smells: the smell of beeswax, of new bread, of smoked bacon, of apples, and cloves, and vinegar, and the geraniums in the window and the water peppermint that kept flies away, and of Indian tea and blackberries – blackberries not miserably stewed but baked in the oven with all their dark velvety fragrance preserved to them. Mrs. Jones was an oven cook, and part of the pleasure of her kitchen was the thought of all the different things cooking behind the massive black-leaded door with a rose embossed on it, and the delicious anticipation of when she would open that door to take something out and put something else in.
         

         It was disconcerting when, in the midst of all my bliss and freedom and security, and with so much still to enjoy – for we had only been there a little over a week – I found I could not enjoy anything because my legs felt so unreal and my head so heavy and my throat so sore. I was put to bed, and almost at once the bed began to change its dimensions and to wander about the room, while its brass knobs grew larger and larger, and then grew small again, and far away. In the morning, I was told that my father had gone to fetch a doctor and a pineapple. As I understood it, there was going to be a dinner party; not till Mrs. Jones prescribed it had my parents known the efficacy of pineapple for an inflamed throat.
         

         My poor father bicycled for twelve miles to the nearest doctor, a bottle-nosed veteran with a stately port. When he heard where we were staying, he said ‘H’mph!’ When he heard my symptoms, he said ‘Ha!’ Growling to himself, he disappeared into a filthy cupboard, where he could be heard taking down bottles and shaking up medicines. Reappearing, he said, ‘And what on earth possessed you to take a child to that pesthouse? It’s notorious; everyone knows about it.’
         

         ‘Nobody told us.’

         ‘I should hope not. Do you expect decent people to take the bread out of a widow’s mouth? You should have asked me!’ he exclaimed.
         

         Having thoroughly rolled on his Englishman, he said briskly that the dogcart would be ready in five minutes and that my father had better ride with him. He drove furiously, and enlivened the journey with stories of legendary local cesspits.
         

         I remember nothing of that first visit, when he qualified my sore throat by the eighteenth-century term of putrid, won my mother’s heart by his good manners and then told her she must have that tooth out, and descended to sit in Mrs. Jones’ kitchen, where he smoked a cigar and drank several cups of tea. It was later that he won my heart, telling me that I gargled like a lion. He won my heart, and I have been given to understand that he saved my life, but all I can remember of him is that one remark and the cheerful tramp of his boots as he approached the house. The only distinct and unequivocal recollection I retain from that illness is of a sunset I saw from my window. There was a mackerel sky, with innumerable small clouds, close-packed as pebbles on a beach, and a flaming scarlet light gradually extended through them, till the whole western sky up to the zenith seemed to be on fire, interminably brightening and never consumed, while over this formal splendour the vapours left by an equinoctial storm hurried, cringing and distraught. If I had been more susceptible, if Nannie Blount had had her will of me, I should have watched this hell-fire sunset with different eyes. As it was, I saw it as being exactly like the pain in my throat.
         

      

      
    


    
      
         
         

         
            The Poodle, the Supernatural, Mr. Wilson, Mr. Tatos, and My Mother
            

         

         WHEN my parents took me to stay with Cousin Ursula, I was not told that her house was reputed to be one of the best-haunted houses in Ireland. Cousin Ursula was my first cousin twice removed – removed, that is, by two generations – and as I was seven at the time, I daresay they thought I was not ripe for ghosts. We spent three weeks at Castle Pink; most of the time it rained, and this blurred my impressions, for one wet day in a large country house in which you are the only child is much like another. How the gooseberries were arranged for dessert is perhaps what I remember most clearly, and the butler’s tense, pale face as he set the edifice on the table. This needed concentration and a steady hand, for they were arranged on a wide, long-stemmed platter, first a pavement of red gooseberries, then a pavement, one gooseberry less in diameter, of green gooseberries, and so on in a diminishing striped red-and-green cone till the summit was topped off with a single gooseberry, red or green as came uppermost. Whether this was a traditional Irish way of arranging gooseberries or whether Cousin Ursula had ordained it because she liked that kind of Italian architecture, I can’t say; I have never seen its like elsewhere, and I have never had enough large, smooth, princely gooseberries to imitate it myself. I remember, too, with deep affection and intimacy, a sedan chair that I spent a great deal of my time in. All children like dens, most children like sumptuosity, and I lurked in the sedan chair, delightfully conscious that the outside of my den was gilded and painted,-and that its inside was padded, dusky, and smelled both mildewy and aromatic. The sedan chair stood in a hall as wide as a church nave, and one winter night (as I was told long after) rats moved it half across the floor, while other rats rang every bell in the house and trampled like the constabulary.
         

         I have never sat in a sedan chair since. When we were on our way home and the boat began to move down the Liffey, my mother exclaimed, ‘Never again, George! Never, never again!’ For though she had been spared the Red Room, which was so notorious that only the toughest bachelors or chance members of the Royal Family were expected to sleep in it, and though the Blue Room had challenged her with nothing more positive than a noise like a horse, she said, sighing its heart out, invisible hands sporting with her hairbrushes, and half a dozen barefooted men wrestling in the adjacent dressing-room, she had been cowed by the general mood of acquiescent panic that prevailed through the house; by the fact that the housemaid bringing hot-water cans or what not to the bedroom was always two housemaids, clinging to each other; that guests came down to breakfast looking as though they had been dragged through hell backwards; that conversations were kept going not merely with the usual social obligation to keep up talk but desperately, as if a silence were an invocation to Pandemonium; that everyone went about glancing behind him, listening with one ear for something unspecified, showing strong reluctance to move about the house alone and abject panic at the prospect of going to bed – everyone, that is, except Cousin Ursula. She herself looked like a spectre, but the spectre of a camel, for she was extremely tall and thin and walked with a camel’s swaying rawboned gait. Rats, according to her, accounted for half of it, and the other half was no more than one would expect in a country that had been mismanaged for centuries. For she was absorbed, as only an Englishwoman could be, in doing her duty to Ireland. She studied the Irish language, bought tweeds, and brooches of the targe-like proportions associated with what was then called the Celtic Twilight, encouraged creameries, combatted tuberculosis, and scoured the land on a bicycle, lecturing about open windows and Home Rule.
         

         Though we evaded any more visits to her particularly inspissated twilight (‘… and make it a good long  stay, for if the crossing makes Sylvia sick, it would not be worth your while to come for a mere week’), we met whenever she came to London. She usually came over during an Abbey Theatre London Season, because it was restful to sit among an audience that felt no religious or patriotic call to riot in the pit, and she and my mother sometimes went out and hunted antiques together. It was a combination of antiques, finances, and rheumatism that finally persuaded her to spend a couple of years in Italy while Castle Pink was let to some profitable salmon fisher who might feel inclined to mend the roof. As such people always break everything they touch, the best of the furniture was to be distributed among museums and relations: would we mind housing a chair?
         

         It was not, alas, the sedan chair – though by then I had outgrown the Den Age. It was a black oak armchair, of the type called Elizabethan, or, less specifically, massy, with an upright back and a great deal of carving – a stately object, and not altogether as uncomfortable as it looked. Though it was a great deal more stately than we were, and had a marked appearance of being itself well aware of this, and of stiffly moping over what a harsh fate had done to it, by the time my mother had revised her drawing-room, and led up to it with a Persian rug, and got rid of the old settee, and bought a more serious-minded wastepaper basket, it looked, we agreed, very creditable, and by no means as large as when first unpacked. Unfortunately, we had a poodle.
         

         While the chair was still approaching us in its packing case, my mother had said, ‘One thing is categorical. We cannot have the poodle sleeping in it. God knows how we shall discourage him, but discouraged he must be.’ Our poodle combined a soft heart and an iron will, to a degree that only a hero of some popular Edwardian novel could have equalled, and it was plain from my mother’s words that she was already laying some of the onus of discouragement on an all-powerful God, so that if the poodle slept in Cousin Ursula’s chair, my mother would not be the only one to blame. No blame was incurred by either contracting party. When the armchair had been installed, and three or four cushions thrown into it to allay its aspect of sombre reluctance to settle down with us, the poodle was called in while my mother stood by in an easy, nonchalant attitude, looking categorical. The poodle caught sight of the chair, stopped dead, and shuddered to his foundations. Still shuddering, he cringed backwards to the farthest corner of the room. ‘It must seem quite enormous to him,’ said my mother. She spoke with her usual easy infallibility, but against the deepening background of the poodle’s discouragement she sounded like a wren singing under a thundercloud. When the poodle abruptly hurled himself against the door, my father kindly let him out.
         

         For some days, the poodle went on sitting just inside the door, even during teatime, but he gave up shuddering, and seemed resigned to snatching his piece of cake out of the air instead of getting it from my mother’s hand. After a week or so, he even persuaded himself that there was no harm in coming as far as the hearthrug. It was from the hearthrug that he suddenly rose up one wet afternoon and advanced, walking slowly on stiff legs and growling under his breath, till he was almost within touching distance of the armchair. There he remained, his head stretched forward, his legs braced for attack, snuffing, and exhaling each snuff on a growl. I remarked to my mother that the chair seemed to be getting larger again. She replied briskly that it was a sad fate to have a daughter with adenoids. Hadn’t I noticed that the chair, like everything else in that awful house, smelled of mildew? Naturally on a wet day like this the smell was stronger, so no wonder the poor dog objected to it. But whether she was defending the poodle or that handsome piece of furniture she was now embroidering a squab cushion for, I do not know. Neither of us felt inclined to interrupt the poodle. He was officially gentle as a lamb, but he was larger than a lamb. When he had finished inhaling the smell of Castle Pink and saying what he thought of it, he came back to the hearthrug and lay down, looking as those do who have done their duty, however unavailingly – baffled, that is to say, and residually morose.
         

         All this became quite a regular performance of his, and my mother took some pride in it. Like the chair itself, it was not the sort of thing you would find in every house. When people came to see us, they were told that it might happen while they were there, and if it did happen, if the night-blooming cereus opened its petals before their eyes, they were expected to enjoy it. It made no difference to the poodle, as my mother proudly insisted, whether or no the chair had someone sitting in it. He did not growl because he might presently bite, he hadn’t a bellicose thought about him; he was more psychic than usual poodles, that was all. To show the truth of this, she would sit down on the lap of the ghost, or the mildew, or whatever it was that the poodle took exception to so interestingly, and, paying her no attention whatsoever, he would keep up his hallucinated objurgations. It was blood-curdling. It was, indeed, more bloodcurdling, being less explicit, than my mother’s accounts of staying at Castle Pink. But these also helped to entertain our duller visitors and to endear the chair. By the time she had finished embroidering its squab cushion, it was so deeply endeared that she had begun to think how empty her life and the poodle’s would be when the time came for it to go back to Ireland. And what decided her to commission that flap-eared young Mr. Wilson to make one of his charcoal ghouls of her (Mr. Wilson was fresh from studying with Herkomer) was the realization that his strenuous technique would be perfect for the chair. So she would sit for her portrait in it, with the devoted poodle at her feet. Possibly the poodle’s devotion would not stretch quite so far as this, but Mr. Wilson could easily make a separate study of him and put it in where it was wanted, like the Old Masters.
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