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Part One


SPICA VIRGINIS







“Never seek thy love to tell            


Love which never told can be.” 


                            William Blake.

























Chapter 1


CANVASSER





On a bright February morning towards 9.20 a.m., a number of more or less elderly men were standing on the Up platform of the Randiswell station of the South-Eastern & Chatham Railway Company. Almost without exception they wore dark clothes and bowler hats, nearly all were smoking pipes while reading newspapers. There was a suggestion of relaxation, of self-containedness in each figure, an acceptance of life as it was—a condition denied to the occasional young woman standing detached and unnoticed among them.


No one spoke to his neighbour; tobacco smoke arose in the quiet sunny air; only the shabby peeling paint of the station woodwork served as reminder of the late war.


Then upon the platform was heard the sound of laughter. Heads were turned in the direction of two young men come among them and talking to one another with an animation unusual upon the Up platform. At first glance they appeared to be brothers, for both were tall and lean, with the same square set of shoulders, the head leaning slightly forward and suggesting a studious turn of mind. There the resemblance ended; for while one was dressed for the City, the other was in tweeds, hatless, and carrying an army pack on his back as though bound for the country. Those near him observed that he had light brown hair and large hazel eyes alight with some eager thought; while his companion, having removed his bowler, was seen to have black hair and eyes of a pronounced deep blue—a colour which drew glances, again and again, from the young women standing by.


“You haven’t forgotten your passport, Willie?” The younger man, he of the hazel eyes and brown hair, felt the inside pocket of his jacket.


“It’s here, thanks, Phillip. Also my money.”


The train came in, the carriages were full; the two cousins had to stand in an atmosphere of tobacco smoke which made Phillip cough, at which Willie asked the two men in the nearest corner seats if they would mind opening the window.


“You’ll only get smuts in under the tunnel,” said one, lifting his paper to reveal settled eyes, while the other made no response.


“Don’t bother,” said Phillip. “It isn’t far.”


Soon the train was swaying and rattling through the denser and dingier suburbs south of the river; and after two stops arrived at London Bridge. There the exodus began, men pushing past one another while the two young men waited for them to pass, Phillip standing beside his cousin with an air of detachment during the rush to the ticket barrier.


“I think I’ll take the tube to Victoria from here, Phil. Remember the Hindenburg Tunnel at Cherisy?”


“I was a bit south, at Bullecourt.”


“We’re clearing the area around the tunnel now, and taking the bits and pieces to the Concentration Graveyard above the Labyrinthe. I suppose there’s no chance of you coming out to see the battlefields? There are plenty of details which you’d find of tremendous interest for your book.”


“How long are you going to be in France, Willie?”


“I’ve signed on for two years, but I’ll have periods of leave, of course. You can always find me through the Imperial War Graves Commission here in London. Anyway I’ll write and let you have my address from time to time. Do come over if you can manage it!”


“I shall. Meanwhile, I’ll write to you, Willie. Well, I must be going now—it wouldn’t look too good to be late on the first day of my new job! By the way, if you stop off at Folkestone, and happen to see Eveline, give her my regards, won’t you?”


“Yes, if I see her, but it’s doubtful! All the same, if you particularly wish me to, I will, of course! If she’ll see me!”


“No, don’t make a point of it, Willie. Well—all the best, old chap! I can’t tell you what your coming has meant to me.” Phillip hesitated. “Partings should be swift, like executions! Goodbye—no, au revoir!” He smiled uncertainly; he was much moved under his pose of calm. “I wish you weren’t going so far away——” Then shaking hands firmly with his cousin, Phillip gave a wave of the hand and went resolutely to the barrier. Yes, it was always so: every parting with friends was a little death.


*


Phillip arrived at Foundry House Street correctly dressed, he thought, for his new job as canvasser in the Classified Advertisement Department of the leading morning newspaper in the world. He carried an umbrella kept neatly rolled by a black rubber ring, and a pair of dog-skin gloves. With his new bowler hat he wore a raincoat with raglan sleeves made from a length of purple-grey tweed which had seen slight service as an army blanket at the Rest Camp on the Leas at Folkestone where he had been posted as adjutant during the spring and summer following the Armistice.


A blanket coat gives the idea of something thick and shapeless; but as a fact, it was one of the original Kitchener Army blankets, cut from bolts of Harris, Lovat, and other tweeds of the finest quality commandeered by the Government in those early days of excitement, idealism, and confusion throughout the country, when the unexpected was confronted by the unprepared. The overcoat, fashioned from a little-used length of Donegal cloth, was superior to those of new, post-war material.


With determination to succeed in his new life Phillip tramped unfamiliar streets of the outlands of the north and north-west—the suburbs of Highgate, Hampstead, Hendon, Willesden, Ealing, Hammersmith, Balls Pond, and even Hoxton—hopefully carrying slips of paper with the title and device of his newspaper, and the words, in Roman type


 


With the Compliments of the Advertising Department


 


to which were gummed advertisements, clipped from The Daily Telegraph, and The Morning Post, of House Properties for sale in those suburbs. It was his job to persuade the advertisers to duplicate the advertisements in his paper, after explaining its great and growing advertising value under the direction of Lord Castleton.


During the first week he walked over a hundred miles on asphalt and paving stone and brought back one advertisement, which he thought had been given to him by Mr. Fred Varley, F.A.I., of Finsbury Park more for his encouragement than for the advertiser’s own advantage. By the end of the second week he had abandoned bowler, umbrella, and gloves; while his manner of aloof geniality, imitated from his late colonel, Lord Satchville, was replaced by an anxious disclaimer of his own importance lest junior clerks come towards him as to an important client only to discover, after advances with bright and respectful expressions, that he was not only not an important customer, but merely another canvasser. To avoid all such false hopes he entered quietly, slips of cuttings in one hand prominently displayed, velour trilby hat (brim pulled down all round, like the similar hats of country gentlemen seen in The Field in free libraries) held in the other; to be told that his paper was not exactly the best medium for advertising the properties on their books.


Occasionally the quiet entry into an office was met by a principal’s hand waving him away, and once, in Golders Green, there was an irritable dismissive shake of a large red face under white hair and the loud words, “Don’t want you!” Preparing for immediate retreat, he inclined his head with understanding, telling himself that the many anxieties in a competitive civilised life wore away the outward geniality of most fellow men; and jumping on a pirate steam-bus, thundering to a stop outside the estate agent’s office, he decided to spend the rest of the day in the country, before returning in the evening to the lecture at the Parnassus Club, where once a week he met other aspirants to literary fame like himself.


He kept a journal, believing that one day it would be valuable, for, like many of the young writers he met at the Long Acre premises, he had a driving belief in his own powers.




Feb. 12. Almond blossom out—very fine weather. Attended lecture at Parnassus Club—G. Bernard Shaw on the Drama. Rather disappointed in Shaw—however, he is 64 years of age, and very possibly did not trouble to blow his fires of satire into a furnace-blaze on account of the members of this Club. Nine out of ten of these members are dull—a little intellect, perhaps—but no fire, no deep-rooted poetry of life.





Phillip’s entries in his journal were not always so matter-of-fact. His moods were often ruled by the weather.




Feb. 20. Period of terrible fog. For my novel—“the evil spirit of death folding its clammy arms over the Metropolis”.





This journal of the year 1920 contained many similar observations, but few were so pessimistic; for he was ever on the lookout for any detail of beauty in what he called ‘soul-destroying London’. After the day’s canvassing he was usually weary, often exasperated, a condition aggravated by a tubercular lung, for which he received a partial disability pension of a retired captain of infantry, £80 per annum. Most of his evenings, with the exception of the Thursday night visits to the Parnassus Club, were spent in an empty house adjoining that belonging to his father in south-east London, not far from the Crystal Palace. There Phillip enjoyed a secret life, his footfalls echoing in bare rooms and corridors once filled with his grandfather’s presence. His dug-out, as he thought of it, adjoined the garden, and was furnished sufficiently with chair, table, camp-bed, gramophone, and a small stand for books. Best of all—a fire! The house, now his mother’s property, was up for sale.




Feb. 28. As I walked back from Brumley I heard a robin singing on a dull brown furrow, just over the hedge. No other bird was in sight—there was no sunset—it was a little chilly, yet my robin sang. He sang of Hope, of the beauty stirring in the cold earth. Passing Cutler’s Pond, I felt the pain in my heart over Eveline Fairfax. Those Folkestone days are ever-present in my mind, although I have neither seen nor heard of her since I left the Army—nearly six months now. It is not because I am ‘love-sick’; no—it is because the one I thought she was last summer has changed. Seldom an hour passes but her wraith drifts into my mind, in the solitude of the night especially—and no one will ever know how deep is the pity and the pain.





On March 21, second anniversary of the great German attack to destroy the B.E.F. and reach Paris and the Channel ports, Phillip appeared as usual at 9.45 a.m. in the Estates Office at Foundry House Square—a small room with two sides of glass partitions dividing it from the rest of the Advertisement Department—and then took the train into Kent, to celebrate ‘the last day of winter!!’, as he described the occasion in his journal. At first he was haunted by memories of that morning, two years before: of the bombardment by gas and explosive shell by 6,000 guns along the 40-mile front of the Fifth Army, and in particular of the battle zone called the Bird Cage: after which stunning period he had gone through the gaseous white mist of the morning with a message to Brigade, where he had been ordered to remain through the drag and depression of waiting until sent forward with a sergeant and a Lewis gun to bring back the survivors of his battalion, who had held out for thirty hours, while the zone on the right flank was over-run; and after another night in the non-existing (reserve) Green Line, merely marked out, he had found himself in command of the battalion without ever having commanded a company. During the next three weeks he had carried on until blinded by mustard gas, which ended the war for him.


Memories of that time, and of comrades lost in battle, haunted him until he got to the woods south of Shooting Common, seven miles or so from London Bridge: and then boyhood memories superseded war memories which were at that time too much for him to face in his mind, not because of their horror, which did not then exist for him in retrospect, but because of the ungraspable magnitude of the events he hoped one day to re-create in words—a dream that must become reality soon, because he was getting old: soon, he reflected, he would be 25.




March 21. A wonderful day—bright sun pouring down waves of light and heat, gentle wind. I went, for the first time since Spring 1914, into the Squire’s coverts. Six years ago! And all through the war I never once thought of these woods; I never wanted to come here. Filled with intangible, vain hopes: mocked by the dream of Love, perfect, worshipping Love, I never once thought of these places … I suppose I did, though, but have forgotten. Now the country is all I have left to console me … Helena Rolls—where are the thoughts I had of her? Fled into nothingness … Lily Cornford—dissolved like her body in the grave. Eve Fairfax? Gradually the mist of Time hides thoughts of her. As I write, I feel my heart being squeezed again—but no, she is gone.


   The bees were climbing over the lesser celandines—tame bees. The flowers were bright with sun dust, varnished and gleaming, stained at the hub, as it were, of their spoke petals. Eight, nine, and ten petals, radiating and star-shaped. Cock blackbirds strutting in the grass. Spider gossamers gleaming in the sun. Violets out—minute drops of dew on their leaves. Under an elderberry tree lie some feathers. The birds are singing, the sun rides in the steel-blue sky—it gets bluer in summer—the clear fresh smell of reawakened earth—and see, these feathers lying here. A hawk maybe, or a stoat, pounced on a chaffbob (as Cousin Percy Pickering called the chaffinch). One must not think of that aspect of Nature.


   The spiders’ gossamers drift in the warm air, gleaming like threads of gold. The webs of the big garden spider are spun. The black spiders, running through the grasses and over the tree trunks, chasing their prey as dogs will, are everywhere.


   Rooks from the rookery are mobbing a kestrel, which slips and flickers away from “Honest John”. How clumsy he is, and devilish noisy!


   The violets droop their heads, and are turned to the north, away from the sun. How delicate and sweet they are! Like the tender thoughts of a little child wandering bare-headed in a wood, unconscious of sin or strife, and singing because it is happy. And the petals of the primroses! Not washed with bright colour as the celandine, but of a softer, more elusive shade—absorbing, not reflecting, the sun; the flower taking to itself the warmth of the air and the flowing light. And such shape and cut pattern of petal! So regular, so true—words cannot describe what I feel. It is of the purity of snow, and the colour of the disk of the full moon, and yet not in gleam as the moon at night, but with the quietude of day, as the moon waits to shine among the stars. Next week these flowers will have gone—others may appear, but it will not be the same. I shall look for this primrose that gives me the feeling of beauty, as I talk to it with feelings beyond my mind: I actually feel that—it is much deeper than subconscious mental words—and it will soon be gone, with these violets. Nothing is ever the same again.





There were three other canvassers in the Estates Office. The senior, who called on the West End and City agencies, was a tall, upright man of about forty, with brown, receding hair kept short, small brown eyes without reflection, and a brown moustache brushed up at the end with a military suggestion. In spite, or perhaps because of his not having been a soldier (Phillip thought) Mr. Cusper presented an alert, military figure, in dark suit, umbrella, and bowler hat. Mr. Cusper’s second-in-command was a little younger, a rather nondescript figure in height and bearing, and as relaxed in his ready-made tweed suit as his superior was spruce. His voice lacked precision, he was inclined to be loose of mouth, his London accent, though not aitchless—he came from a suburb of old West Essex some miles beyond the genuine East End of London—was more pronounced than that of Mr. Cusper, whose vowels were by no means open. Yet Mr. Cusper said, suddenly one morning towards the end of March, “Pity Wilks speaks with a Cockney accent, isn’t it, old man? Not exactly a recommendation for the Estates Office!” To which Phillip replied with a non-committal “Ah”, while nodding his head vaguely.


This confidence, as from one gentleman to another, was followed by an invitation to supper at Mr. Cusper’s home in Kent. “We do a bit of singing, and are guilty of a musical swarry now and then. You like music, I fancy? Then come along, old man. We don’t change since the war. I’ll get an extra ticket for you, we’re having a visit from Soogia”—he pronounced the name with a hard g—“who’s giving a recital in the Town Hall. Very famous with her ’cello, you know. Right, come along on Friday, we’ll have a bite first, then sandwiches and coffee afterwards. Do you sing?”


“Well——”


“Right! Bring your music along, too.”


After the recital some neighbours came in. A lady played one of her own compositions on the piano, reminiscent of Grieg, and then Phillip was asked to sing. He had brought the sheets of only one song, and was about to get up with The Trumpeter, when Mr. Cusper said he would warm up the room first. He led off with his own copy of The Trumpeter, and sang it with such ringing tenor notes that Phillip felt he must conceal his sheet-music, and pleaded a sudden sore throat, accompanied by a bout of coughing. Mr. Cusper thereupon gave an encore, then he sang another song, followed by several more until Mrs. Cusper, in gracious tones, said she must now bring in the refreshments. After some more Grieg-like local compositions on the piano, it was time to return home.




March 24. Heard Madame Suggia playing ’cello at Brumley. Wonderful artist, Portuguese. Playing exquisitely, with passionate intensity, her eyes often closing. At one moment I saw a most marvellous expression of rhapsody, joy, intense surrender to the music she was creating. Her lips smiled; she was yielding herself to the yearning of the music. I tried to catch her eye, but she did not look at me. And even if she had, cui bono? I want all beautiful women to love me—not physically, I mean—but with the divine passion that Wagner expresses in Tristan und Isolde. Ha! How foolish of me—I am an empty shell. No women look at me now. It is raining outside, beyond the open french windows. I rode back alone on the top of a ’bus, the soft rush of rain in my face, as I sat under the tarpaulin. Such a happy feeling, but God, how I long for love.


March 26. The lecture at the Parnassus Club was on The Necessity for Indignation in Literature, which means propaganda and partial vision—by a Mr. Howlett. Afterwards I got up and advised young writers to take no notice of “Mr. Howlett’s dismal hootings”. Mrs. Portal-Welch defended the lecturer’s remarks, adding that “Mr. Maddison’s theories show that he is mentally underdeveloped”. I went out with others to the pub we usually go to, and there met an artistic fellow called Jack O’Donovan who is on the stage paper The Age. He told me about the coming opera Season, and that Beecham was conducting a new opera called A Village Romeo and Juliet, which he said was by a composer I hadn’t heard of, who wrote very beautiful music. I look forward to this. He told me that the place to go was in the gallery, on the right-hand side facing the stage, and get on the Doves’ Nest, just below the curved ceiling. The acoustics there were perfect, he said, and one could lie down.


   (I cannot write with steadiness because my hand is so damnably “nervous”—Mrs. P.-W.’s criticism, how true is it that I am warped?)


   I felt, as I walked on the hill, that I could not face being under a roof, so went to my seat along the crest, deliberately putting away all feeling until I arrived there, and then, breathing deeply, let myself go. It is so tranquil under the stars, I lie back on the seat and let the wind steal around my face, and through my hair, which is beginning to go grey just above my ears. Sometimes I feel I am breaking up rapidly, in a month I shall be 25.


   It is peace, utter peace, on my seat on the Hill, in the starry darkness. The lights of earth twinkle so far away; the electric trams down in the unseen chasm of the High Street growl; passing goods-trains clatter and sometimes jolt in the silence—but I am far away, mindless in the sublime aether above me. Then, as memory corrodes me, my heart drops heavy, my spirit feels crushed. For where do I find people who think as I do? God above, I walk alone, isolated, my spirit in solitude; while every day takes me farther from Love, for every day brings death nearer. Somebody else at the Club, when I told her that one day I wanted to re-create my world of the war, said that I was morbid: that old word I heard in my youth, again and again. Morbid! Damn them all, what do they know of the thoughts that arise in me, of the search my subconscious self is always making?


   I have realised that I shall never find companionship in any woman—that dream is gone. Shall I find it again in Nature, in new woods and meadows?


   It is Spring once more, it is Peace—but where can I go? If I were a bird, I could fly to someone like myself, and find joy and a progression of the spirit. Nature is not enough. The birds don’t sing for me, the flowers ‘are sweet for themselves’—where then?





Phillip said to his father, “Would you like to read what I have been writing next door? It is a story of the country, and made up from all sorts of ideas, some of them are what you told me when I was a child. My book is probably no good. I ought to warn you that it got a bad report from the organiser of a literary club in London, in fact it was the lady who gave me her novel to read, the one I lent you, The Peninsula.”


“Oh yes, Phillip, I read that story, it was quite good, in its way.”


“I told the author that, Father. But surely the bit where the scientist got hold of a wild bird and shaved off slices of its eyeballs was a bit far-fetched?”


“Oh yes, I remember, Phillip. He was a bit of a sadist, wasn’t he, that character?”


“But do you think anyone would enjoy doing that to a bird, Father? And, in any case, wouldn’t it be hard to shave off a slice of an eyeball?”


“Now you are asking me something I cannot answer, old chap! But modern surgery can do wonders, you know. An eyeball can be taken out and laid on the cheek, operated on, and put back, and successfully, so I understand. How are your eyes, by the way? Do you feel any effects from that mustard gas that blinded you, let me see, it must be two years ago, almost to the day, when we first had the news.”


“My sight is quite all right, thank you, Father.” After a pause, “I’ll leave the typescript for you to read, if I may, on your bureau. I think I’ll go to bed now. Walking miles every day on paving stones makes me quite ready for kip.”


“Can you spare me a moment?” Richard closed the sitting-room door. “What do you think of Doris, and her beau, Bob Willoughby? Night after night, almost without exception since she has come home for her holidays from that school in Eastbourne, those two have been closeted in the front room. I’m not inferring that there is anything underhand, you realise, but what can they find to talk about, all the time?”


“I rather fancy that Doris can’t make up her mind, Father.”


“But if she doesn’t want Willoughby, then why doesn’t she say so, like an honourable person, instead of leading him on like this?”


“Well, Father, I expect she is fond of him, but unable to decide just yet.”


“Then why doesn’t she say so?”


“It’s only speculation on my part, Father. I haven’t asked her. Please don’t think that I am any authority.”


“There is another aspect of the case, Phillip. Neither of those young people appears to have the least consideration for anyone other than themselves. What sort of marriage would it be, under such circumstances?”


Phillip thought this remark somewhat ironic; for if ever anyone put his own feelings first, it was Father. However, he must not judge; causes must always be seen with effects.


“Well, I feel I have stood enough,” concluded Richard. “I have to hang about down here, waiting for Mr. Willoughby to betake himself off, night after night! I don’t sleep well at the best of times, and I want to be in bed by eleven, but cannot go up until I have seen that the house is properly locked up.”


“I’ll see what I can do, Father.”


“Thank you, old chap. But you will be discreet, won’t you? No doubt they look upon me as an ogre, but I am used to that.”


“It’s difficult for most of us to see other than one point of view, Father. I think that is what is wrong with most writing. However, that’s only my own point of view. Good-night, I’ll kick out Bill for you right away.”




April 14. Four willow warblers eating the aphides on Mother’s rosebriar in the garden, grown from a cutting given her by Aunt Liz at Beau Brickhill. Skilfully beautiful little birds, they cling to a briar, and peck with their minute, pine-spindles of beaks with rapidity. They do no damage to the young leaves. Sometimes they flutter in the air, pecking quickly and nimbly the while. So, in this dreary suburb, I have some birds to watch when, weary and mentally ill, I return from my route marches through the northern suburbs. Among them great tits, blue tits, robins, hedge-sparrows, blackbirds, thrushes, and tawny owls at night (passing the elm regularly, my beautiful, soft-flying tawnies!). Sometimes a kestrel hangs over the wild grasses in the Backfield. And skylarks, spinning threads in the beauteous light of the sky.


   A typical April day—violent showers. Many of the leaves of the hawthorns on the Hill were torn by the S-W blast. The gully gravel was green with them. Unsentient things they may be, but they will feel no blossom later on, their little life in sunshine and smoky air is over. Better to fall away in the midst of life, than to linger for inevitable autumn. Is it not better to fall when one is freshest, and not live on for disillusion? Surely flowers have awareness of their hues and scents; feel love for the sun, and the gentle airs that bring the bumblebee? Do they ever feel, in the dimmest way, that the glory of their being, the purity of light for which they strive upwards, has betrayed them?


April 26. Father found a letter in the Tss that Mrs. Portal-Welch included in the stuff of mine she returned. According to her the novel is bad; shallow; without skill, ‘wishy-washy and carelessly thrown together.’ Father said he had not read the note, and I believe him. At first my feeling was that it was better to die, since if my work is warped, morbid, shallow, etc., there is nothing to live for. But when I came back from the garden room to see Mother she said, “Father thinks it is a beautiful book, and very idealistic.” He also said, “Phillip can write.” The odd thing is that I could not believe that his opinion was valid; he likes the romantic stuff in Nosh’s Magazine. If my stuff is like that, then Mrs. Portal-Welch is probably right. But is she? I can’t tell. I only know that I always try to write exactly as I feel.


May 2. A strange coincidence. I heard from Willie today, for the first time since I saw him last February. He is working in the old Hindenburg Line, south of Arras. He may come on leave soon. I was thinking about the country there, in 1917, when in Hampstead today, after taking a clipping from the paper about trout-fishing to Mr. Ernest. Owers the foremost Estate Agent there (having seen a fly rod in his office last time I called) I met my old groom of 286 M.G. Coy in the High Street. He was carrying a band-box with a lady’s hat in it. I gave him a drink, and he told me my nickname among the transport section was ‘Old Sticks’, from my long legs.


   Later, at the Parnassus Club Mrs. P.-W. took me to task about the way Broughton and I rag the lecturers who are our guests, she said.


   “One can excuse that sort of thing from Broughton, but not from you, who are a gentleman, P.M.” she remarked. Little does she know!


   I met a dark, vivid girl at this meeting. After the lecture, given by a bank-clerk poet called Eliot, we talked. Her name is Tabitha Trevelian, and she is quite the nicest person I have met there, and loves the wild things. She has the quick movements of an active brain, and large brown eyes that hold a pinky light when she is eager over some idea. But God protect me from being involved again!





Just before dawn he awakened on his camp-bed and sat up, listening intently to a voice that had called his name. He seemed to float in a slipperiness of sweat; he felt that he had not been dreaming, or if he had, all sense of having awakened from dream or nightmare was gone. He had distinctly heard his groom’s voice calling him. He was aware of being in a tent; and that any moment the barrage would open up. He heard a nightingale singing in Mory Copse, and wondered what it would feel when the howitzers, dug in their chalk pits along the western edge, fired the first salvo.


He lit his candle, but could not see his uniform jacket. Where was his groom? Why had he taken away his belt and boots, and apparently breeches and tunic as well, when he knew that he wanted to go up among the small wheat in the wired-off field and watch the opening of the barrage, the first attack on the Hindenburg Line south of Arras, by the Fifth Army?


He shouted for the groom, whose face he could not remember, or his name, for a facelessness had no name. He could not find the way out of the bell-tent. Then a shell burst near and put out his eyes; he felt splinters enter his body, particularly his arms, as he lay on the ground. The shock awakened him, and he saw that he was lying half through a wooden frame, jagged with glass of the french window leading into the garden, which had been shut owing to heavy rain of the thunderstorm the night before. The stings on his arms were cuts, and with relief he cried out, “Thank God, O thank God!” to find himself in a world of peace once again.


He pulled on an old pair of grey flannel trousers, tied string round his waist to keep them up, got into a jacket and brogue shoes, scorning socks, and letting himself out of the empty house, wheeled his motor-cycle from the porch and through the small front garden to the road. Coasting down the hill, he opened the throttle when he came to the hamlet of Randiswell, and was soon turning into the High Street, while the sky above had the faint pallor of dawn rising upon a cloudless morning.


At sixty miles an hour, the engine sounding like a Vickers gun firing at treble its normal speed, he passed the Hippodrome and roller-skating rink at Fordesmill, fleeing on down the Brumley road and up the hill into the town; and opening up to nearly seventy m.p.h. across Shooting Common, turned right up the straight incline, past the Falcon Inn and cross-roads to Reynard’s Common and the Fish Ponds. Time for the seven and a half miles, eight minutes.


The eastern sky was now rose-coloured, and hiding the bus in a coppice of silver birch and rising brake ferns, he climbed the oak-paling fence into Knollyswood Park, last entered on the Saturday before August Bank Holiday, 1914, in the company of Willie, and his two friends Desmond and Eugene.




May 3. Mirabile dictu! This morning, soon after dawn, while listening to four nightingales singing in the undergrowth around the Dowager Countess of K’s Lake Woods, among the tall nettles and the umbelliferous plants, I heard a cuckoo calling with the identical cracked voice that I first heard seven years ago. He called wuckwuck-oo, followed by one plain wuck, followed after a pause by a broken-sounding oo. I saw him, too; he looked to be a very old bird, his plumage had lost most of the grey-blue on the back. He looked to be a sort of aged feathered skeleton; I am sure it is the same bird I heard in 1913, with Desmond! Ergo, he has been coming to and fro all through the war years. I felt it was an omen, and myself to be a squirrel with growing claws, able to run and spring and clutch a high overhead branch after sailing through space. Life seemed to flow back into me, a wider life than before.





On arrival at Foundry House Square some hours later he found that four advertisements had been sent in, two of them addressed to himself. His theory that by keeping from bothering harassed house-agents, and sending the clippings by post, he got more business, seemed to be sound: to pay periodic visits, show himself to be diffident, polite, the opposite of thrusting, and make quick exits; this also gave him time to sit on park benches, and in coffee houses when it rained, and write more of his country dream book, which excited him as the scenes built themselves up, as though some spirit were writing through him.


It was the day in the week when the whole of the back page of the paper was taken by the leading West End firm of estate agents. There were boxes of up to quarter pages of space bought on other days by half a dozen similar but smaller fashionable firms: why could he not get Mr. Hollis, the Golders Green go-ahead builder, to advertise extensively in the paper? He saw that he had many advertisements in both the Telegraph and the Post—why not in the leading British newspaper? He cut out a number of these scattered Hollis ‘adverts’ and sent them to be made up into a half-page spread, with the name of William Hollis in large type across the top. With a proof of this lay-out, he could see the old fellow who had waved him away, and suggest that as many of the larger country houses were being sold, and Golders Green fields going under one of Mr. Hollis’s housing estates, the firm of William Hollis should move with the times. He would say something like this, “Mr. Hollis, when your clients see your name right across the top of the back page, they will know that you are potentially equal with Messrs. Knight, Frank & Rutley. The times are changing, why not be the first to move with them?”


While he waited for the advertisements to be set up in the compositors’ room, the second post came in, and with it a letter from the girl he had met at the Parnassus Club, saying that unexpectedly she found that she had the whole day free, and if he were free also, perhaps he would take her into the country for the promised walk? She added that she remembered what, on one occasion, Tennyson had said to a young woman who had accompanied him on a walk, Don’t talk, fool! and promised to hold her tongue.


The letter had an address of a ladies’ club near Marble Arch, where she said she was staying with a sister. He decided to see Mr. Hollis of Golders Green another day.




May 4. Tabitha T. and I took a chocolate-coloured pirate ’bus, which roared past two red Tillings-Stevens, one guarding the rear of the other, and scooped up people at the stops, most of the way from Victoria. We got off at the Squire’s woods opposite Shooting Common. Four young stoats and their parents hanging, fresh victims, on the keeper’s vermin tree. We wandered everywhere—I climbed up several trees. The kestrel is nesting in same elm as seven springs ago, when I got two eyesses for my pets … everything is the same. Why, therefore, should a man’s mind “grow up”? My dear relations, especially the Viking Maddisons, say it is time I “grew up”—to become like them? Poor things, their ideas are encrustations of disappointments. Also, is not “growing up” a sign of weariness, of youth fading, of disillusionment? Faugh! that is what I think of Uncle Hilary, Aunt Viccy, and all the others.


   The bluebells are still glorious. We visited all my nests—the jackdaw is nearly hatched; the bottle-tit is laying, the nest moulded and compact; the chaffinch has placed her cup on the bough of the yew tree near the pond, and the salmon-coloured nestlings rear their downy heads for food; another chaffbob has started to build; the nightingale has woven her cradle of dried grasses with the briars around the cut hazel stub, shaded by nettles, while in some secret hide her mate translates the voice of the wind, the pulse of the sunbeam, the sadness of the moon.


   We sat on some faggots: chestnut, hazel, silver birch. A small green insect with horns came on her finger. She showed it to me—a bright atom of life that felt the sun as we did. Then it opened translucent wings and flew away, and a moment later came another creature, this one coloured like a peacock, with two long curving antennae waving in the wind. It was a joy to watch these insects, part of the earth-passion with the infinite armies of green leaves and succession of flower-life.


   A whitethroat gurgled huskily to his mate as he followed her through the hedge at the boundary of the covert. The old keeper came up to us, and said the ‘little grass-bird’ was building again. I felt the sun sending love in a great flowing flood to the earth—the earth that will always keep the heart young.


   The keeper said that the nightingales did not seem to be singing so well this year. “Most of them seem to be young birds,” he said.


   I made a fire, and we had some tea in a small tin kettle I had hidden there. We lay one on either side of the hazel embers and were silent under the elms while the night grew darker and the stars came nearer, it seemed. The tawny owls are still nesting there. One owl flew to the tree and watched us—swaying head first left then right with a queer pendulum movement, which I thought was to discern branches and twigs in the imagined path of flight—— I do this myself when walking through a wood at twilight. Also it helps one to focus.


   The moon rose up through the corn field, deep and yellow, partly hidden in mist. As it swam higher, atoms of light mingling with clouds formed a golden haze. Then, free of cloud and mist, she climbed up, and became smaller and silver, with a sheen of lavender light about her. Passing by the large pond, we heard the wind sighing in the dead rushes of last year, and saw the stars shaking on the water with the broken image of the moon through dark and grotesque trees. We disturbed a wren, which began to sing brilliantly, but soon stopped.


   Then low on the horizon I saw the planet Mars, with its tinge of red, below the constellation of Spica Virginis, and thought, not seriously, that it was an omen.





The following Thursday, to his relief, Tabitha was again at the Club meeting at Caxton Hall—the old premises in Long Acre had become too small to hold an increasing membership on that rickety floor. Caxton Hall was near a pub for which a little group of the men members made in the interval between the lecture and subsequent questions. Tonight he did not dash out with them, but sat beside Spica, as he called her to himself, and discussed the address by a Press magnate, Lord Riddell.


“What did you think of it?”


“I thought what he said was typical of the very low level of journalism. I’ve read his beastly weekly record of adultery, crime, and murder for Sunday reading. One of Lloyd-George’s two hundred mushroom peers, isn’t he?”


“I suppose so. He looks like an undertaker to me, in that seedy frock-coat! ‘We give the public what it wants’, pouff! I wonder why Mrs. Portal-Welch invited him to come. Sorry it’s such a boring evening, when we might have gone to the opera. Have you ever been to Covent Garden?”


“Unfortunately, no. I’ve always wanted to go.”


“I go nearly every night. How about tomorrow night? It’s Tosca.”


“I’d love to, but I am going down to stay with my parents in Folkestone tomorrow.”


“Folkestone!”


“Yes, d’you know it?” She thought he looked surprised—and guilty.


“In a way—yes. I was stationed there after the war.” Pause. “At one of the Rest Camps.”


“Oh, really? Which one?”


“On the Leas. Number Six.”


She said eagerly, “My parents live near there! I remember watching the rooks nesting in the chimney pots of some of the hotels. It seemed so odd somehow, and in a way comforting. Soldiers marching away down that steep hill to the docks, singing —at least they did until the end of 1917—while the rooks were contentedly cawing on the roofs! It seemed somehow to restore the balance. No, not the balance—that’s absurd—but to a small girl it gave some sort of comfort.”


He met the look of her brown eyes seeming to glow with inner light. She had a strong chin, the lips were parted in an eager smile, a wisp of mousey-coloured hair fell over the level brow which held such eager and penetrating thoughts. At his glance the eyes lost a little of their light, the smile hesitated, as though responsive to his own thoughts of remote dereliction. She was all concern for him, tremulous to his spirit, wondering what it was that, in a moment, could quell his eagerness and enthusiasm. She suffered; she could not get near him. It had been the same in the woods; he was frank and open, she had seemed always on the point of knowing him fully—and then he was withdrawn, as though by some fear which both puzzled and hurt her.


She noticed that he was clenching his hands, as though tightening himself against memory, and had to resist a desire to put her hand in reassurance upon his.


“I wish I didn’t have to go home tomorrow, Phillip.”


It was the first time she had called him by any name; and the address emboldened him to say, “May I call you Spica, after that star? Oh, let’s cut the rest of the evening here, and hare off to the opera! There’s still time. It won’t start for ten minutes. Are you game?”


“Rather!”


As the taxi took them down the Strand he said, “I was going to ask a question: ‘How does the golden dustman riddle his garbage and why does he call it world news?”’


“Good for you!”


“By the way, Spica, are you hungry?”


“I am, rather.”


“There’s a sandwich shop near here. Do you mind sandwiches?”


“Of course not!”


“An old soldier, a deserter who attached himself to me at Loos, used to work there. He had the odd name of ‘Twinkle’. It’s a place where market men go for ‘thicks’. Ham, beef, cheese—I’ll stop and get some. What would you like?”


“Cheese, please. Any onions? They help to digest the fats.”


“How do you know so much?”


“I work in a laboratory at Cambridge, and hear the others talk. I look after mice, among other things. Tragic creatures. But it serves mankind, I suppose.”


“Here we are. I won’t be a moment.”


“May I come with you? I’d love to see ‘Twinkle’.”


“He was shot as a deserter, I’m afraid.”


Her eyes filled with tears. “I am sorry,” she whispered.


“I’ll soon be back.”


The queue under the glass roof over the north side of the Opera House in Floral Street had already gone in. So far Phillip had come here alone, and while waiting up to a couple of hours had made acquaintance with a number of regular galleryites, most of them young people of the poorer classes. Now he put down two florins at the box and leapt up the stone steps two at a time, easily leaving her behind, and meaning to surprise her by hiding round one of the corners; but she came up unexpectedly fast, and seeing him pressed against the wall held out a hand and took his, rewarding him with a little smile as though to say, I knew you would wait for me.


Far down below, the orchestra was tuning up, beyond the wide arc of grand circle and unseen dress circle. They saw one aspect of the boxes, and part of the stalls, all upholstered in red. They were in the gods, a place of iron railings and wooden seats—in one of the side-galleries, with the pink-painted Doves’ Nest. It was unoccupied. He whispered that, as soon as the fireman had gone his rounds, and the lights went out, they would get up into the Nest.


“What is it tonight?” he asked a crippled girl, one of the regular galleryites, with whom he had struck up a sort of friendship.


“Stravinsky’s Nightingale. First performance in England.”


“Oh—isn’t he rather cacophonous? I mean, all discords?”


“Stravinsky all discords?” exclaimed Spica. “If this new opera is anything like Fire Bird, it will be marvellous!” She added with some of her eagerness gone, “My respected Papa says Fire Bird is a frightful row, and forbids me to play the records on my gramophone!”


“My father loves music. He used to play the ’cello.”


“You’re fortunate!” she said, decisively. “I come from a Cornish family, cathedral close and all that sort of thing, but the Celtic sensitivity seems to have given my Papa a wide berth. He’s a doctor, by the way, a G.P., just demobbed from the R.A.M.C.”


The fireman in dark tunic, round pork-pie hat, leather knee-boots and belt came in, looked round to see if anyone was smoking, and left the side gallery just as the lights in the chandeliers hanging from the dome of the roof went out.


Sir Thomas Beecham appeared from under the stage, while clapping rippled against the tiny figure far down below. “Now! Get up on my back,” whispered Phillip, as he bent down beside the plastered pillar. “Hold on to the rim. I’ll bunk you up.” Having done this, with a jump he levered himself up and lay beside her, looking down upon the illumined figure with upraised baton.




May 6. This is one of the most wonderful nights of my life. Within half a dozen bars of the opening I was face down on the Doves’ Nest, head on arm and eyes closed, living in the darkness of the woods; and the longing of the fisherman, dim-seen in the shadows of the stage, waiting for the bird to sing to him, and the sad doubt, “She will not sing tonight”, was my own longing and doubt; then I was uplifted into the realm of the pure beauty which only genius knows. How could Stravinsky, a Russian, know exactly the feelings of the English woods at night, and the longing of the poet? And then the miracle—from the orchestra the voice of the nightingale suddenly broke out, in wild but dispassionate purity, a voice above all earthly passion, and the tears ran from my eyes and I knew, with wild but remote emotion, that I had the same power in me to translate the voice of the spirit of life, which was beauty come upon the planet as love, and that I was destined to walk the same lonely path, perhaps all my life.





Phillip introduced one of his gallery acquaintances, Jack O’Donovan, a part-time journalist who worked on a theatrical paper, The Age. He knew a lot about music, he told Spica; whereupon Jack O’Donovan began to tell them what the opera was about—based on a story by Hans Andersen, The Emperor and the Nightingale. Phillip only half-listened, preferring his own ideas aroused by the music: for him the longing and faith of the fisherman had turned the bird into a woman—the soprano in white, sitting in the orchestra pit, just visible in the dark blue-green dusk from the stage—and so into the miracle of love. The inspiration of love had created the miracle, through Stravinsky, of art in its purest, highest form: while the story Jack told was one of material gain by the rich Emperor, by which the pure flow of beauty in the nightingale’s song was muted, withered away as bricks-and-mortar had suppressed the country he had known as a boy, killing the life which was its spirit.


“You look pale,” whispered Spica, returning to his side. “Do you feel all right? It’s rather hot up here, isn’t it. Would you like to leave?”


“Oh, no! Don’t you love it?”


“Of course I do! But I am thinking of you.”




Even the happiest friends have within themselves a loneliness of the soul, because the soul must always sing alone. The artist is not conceited, as some people think of me: the artist is a trustee of the spirit which dwells in the temporary abode of his body.





The next day he went to see her off at Victoria station. She was to leave by the 11 o’clock boat train; but at the last moment she jumped off, saying she would catch the next train. They walked on the Embankment, and soon the time came for her to return to Victoria; then it was too late, and they went into the Tate Gallery, and sat looking at the pictures, but seeing only the image of one another under the opaque glass roof. Luncheon at a chop house in a side street was followed by an idea of going down the Thames from Westminster pier to Greenwich, for it was such a lovely day. So another telegram was sent off, saying Arriving tonight. They walked through the Naval Museum, seeing the pale blue uniform of Nelson, and her eyes were large and sad when Phillip said, with the recklessness of knowledge that he now had a hole in his ribs again, “Lucky man. Nelson went at the right moment.”


“But think of Emma Hamilton, who loved him!”


“Love is an illusion.”


“It makes the world go round, anyway,” she said, her face showing a delicate pink.


“And what a world!”


“A beautiful world, when there are people in it like Nelson—and Stravinsky! Why are you so bitter, Phillip?”


“My life is half truth, half lie.”


“So is everybody’s, only few know it!” She touched his hand. “Don’t be bitter, I can’t bear it.”


“Now I’ve mucked up your day—as well as keeping you from your parents!”


“Not at all. I decided to stay, because I wanted to. After all, I am nineteen years old!”


“A child. I’m twenty-five! And I’m not at all bitter, really.”


“I’ve never known anyone so young—if he will only give himself a chance!”


They walked in Greenwich Park, and his depression gave place to a kind of exultation that he had triumphed over her, and yet with his uprising spirits was a sense of fear; which became longing entwined with pain when, standing by the 8 o’clock train, she told him that after the week-end she would be returning to the laboratory at Cambridge, and was looking forward to the May Week college balls.


“You know a lot of undergraduates, I suppose?”


“Not a lot, but I have one or two friends up at the university.”


“What sort of work do you do in the lab.?”


“I look after mice infected with syphilis, among other duties. I’ve got a tame mouse with me, would you like to see him? I call him Nig. Don’t worry!” she said, seeing Phillip’s face. “Nig’s not contaminated!”


She opened a bag, which was loosely strapped to allow entry of air, and took from a perforated box a silky grey mouse and put it on her shoulder. It sat up and washed its face.


“Sign of release of anxiety through action,” he said.


Doors were being shut, the guard was unfurling his green flag. An elderly man in a bowler hat was hurrying to find a seat, and passing them, stared at the mouse, then lifted his umbrella as though to strike it.


“Don’t worry,” said Phillip, with mock affability, “this is Nig, a Burns scholar at Cambridge. Nig’s great ancestor helped Burns to write that poem. His great ambition is to make this a Land Fit for Wee, Tim’rous beasties.”


The man walked away, with bulging eyes. “Well, have a good time in May Week, Spica. I shall be having my annual holiday then, and hope to explore the West Country.”


“I hope we meet again,” she said. “Please tell me before I go. Did you have ‘Twinkle’ shot for desertion?”


“No. I was nearly shot for desertion myself, or might have been, except for a fluke.”


They were standing at the front of the long train, the moon was rising over the buildings, and as he lifted his hat and said goodbye he saw a tear upon her lashes like an opal.
















Chapter 2


FLOWERS IN THE SUN







May 20. Major Pemberthy (son of Max Pemberthy) said to me in the office today (when I said I hoped to be like Galsworthy in 15 years’ time), “Why shouldn’t Galsworthy wish to be like Maddison in fifteen years’ time?” Then he added, seeing I was carrying a volume of Songs of Innocence, “William Blake is probably watching your progress, remember that!” Wherein is much food for thought. I thought it awfully kind of him. An ordinary man would not have said that.


   I went into the Squire’s woods in the evening. Nothing remains of the little fire Spica and I kindled, near the nettle-creeper’s (or grass-bird’s) nest, but charred stick-ends and rain-flattened ash.


   I am afraid I nearly trod on a little, frightened frog. My foot nearly crushed him. Who guards him? Who put him on the earth, and cannot help him if he is crushed or not? 500,000 years ago, man was like an ape. Who cared if a great forest-monster killed him? Who cares if a man is crushed by a ’bus now, except man himself? Where does the frog-spirit go, after the crushing-out? Where man goes, so the frog goes—of that I am CONVINCED. I want to read no philosophy, or system made up by any particular man’s experience. I will make my own, or rather, it will drift up without thought in my soul. I am convinced that some power is trying to speak through me. I am two different men, or two kinds of men in one body.


   The Floral Street Galleryites are now five—myself, Jack O’Donovan (who gets a free pass being, on the staff of The Age), cousin Willie (during his week’s leave from France), Bob Willoughby, and my sister Doris. La Bôheme, Tosca, Village Romeo and Juliet, Butterfly, Tristan (Frank Mullings as Tristan, weak voice). Jack O’Donovan says this opera is the most sensual music ever written. Rot! Tristan to me is an honourable man, broken between love and duty. He is all psychic love, beyond healing by earth-love. The opera is spiritual: it is lyrical, like Stravinsky’s Nightingale, the finest work this season at Convent Garden, as the porters in the local pubs call it.


   Village Romeo is silver to Tristan’s gold.


   Can’t write any more—going for my nightly walk round the Hill—hope it’s deserted—I cannot commune with the spirits of stars and silence if even lovers are on the seats.


Later.


   Didn’t go for walk—even writing the above incoherency—mere effusion—has made me limp. Have just read some of my story—it is wishy-washy, badly written.


Notes. The broad oak thinks of eternity.


   A hazel twig, broken long since, dependent and twisted, still holds to its leaves. All things cling to life.


June 3. In evening walked to my oak in Foxgrove. Its trunk is straight and round for twenty feet; then its branches stretch into the air like arms each with hands of fingers held to the vertical. They are sturdy fingers which would grasp the sky.


   Again I experienced that curious sensation under it. I felt as though my whole vitality, or spiritual energy, were suddenly gone from my body, rushed in a moment up the great moist bole of the oak, through its arms and crackling across the tips of the fingers like a wireless installation sending out waves. My backbone felt creepy, and so strong was the feeling that I almost saw, or rather sensed—as though I were being translated—the invisible snaps of electricity across the fingers. Only this tree gives me this sensation—none other, and I always experience it when I approach it. Am I deranged, I wonder? I felt momentarily exhausted afterwards—the emotion takes place in a particle of a second.





The Journal of a Disappointed Man.


   Have been reading more of this book. W. N. P. Barbellion says, in a similar way to Marie Bashkertsieff, that because a condition like acute dyspepsia can drive away all thought of beauty, or spiritual life, the body can have no soul. How shallow and thinly thought. And yet, the thought of no after-life terrifies me. Sometimes I am shaken by a terrible fear, as in the war.


   Again ‘egoism’. Barbellion was, as he says, a morbid introspectionalist. Self, self, self. A great artist in function does not notice self. If he be pre-occupied, dreamy, it is because he awaits the beauty of thought that rises, involuntarily and unsummoned, from within—even if its source is from without. He is a medium. But only a little of this true inspiration arose in Barbellion, therefore he was convinced of egotism, studying himself when not inspired, consumed at times by self (as I am, but I know it is bad).


   I am constantly thinking of Spica. How will it end, I wonder.


   Did not go to the Club tonight. Next Saturday is a day off from the office, also the following Whit-Monday. I have half a mind to run down to Folkestone, and boldly call on Spica’s people. Spica, who sent me a gentle little note thanking me for her entertainment in London recently, said if ever I found myself down at Folkestone again, to be sure to call and see them.





Early the next evening he arrived in Folkestone on the Norton, and arranged for a lodging in the old part of the town. He had written to Spica, at her address in one of the roads leading from the Leas; and called there shortly after six o’clock. The door was opened by an old gentleman in parson’s clothes, whom he imagined to be a relation from Cornwall. He was most affable, and as he invited the caller into the drawing-room he seemed to be washing his hands—a habit that Julian Warbeck had when pleased. Mrs. Trevelian, he said, had gone to tea with her cousin Lady Milly, in Radnor Park Gardens.


“I don’t know if I am expected, sir.”


“Oh yes, I think so. Lady Tibby got your card this mornin’.” Phillip sat uneasily for some moments, while a desire to laugh rose alarmingly in him. Had he come to the wrong house? But Dr. Trevelian’s brass plate was beside the door. As for Lady Milly in Radnor Park Gardens, the only Milly he knew was Eve’s aunt, a Miss Fairfax. There was an odd look in the old parson’s watery blue eyes, despite his manner of extreme and gracious affability. Even so, he had obviously called at an unconventional hour.


“Well, sir, I think I’d better be gettin’ on. I am only just lookin’ round Folkestone. I was here just after the war.”


“Yes, Lady Tibby was tellin’ me. You were at one of the camps, were you not? Yes, the rooks are still nestin’ in the chimney stacks, the soldiers are still holdin’ on to what they grabbed at the beginnin’ of the war. Colonel Tarr was tellin’ me only this mornin’ that he expected to be there at least until the autumn.”


This was dreadful. Old Tarr, the Flapper King, had turfed him out of the adjutant’s job less than a year before, owing to the talk about Eve and himself.


“How is Cornwall lookin’ these days, sir?”


“Cornwall? I’ve no idea. I expect the countryside is lookin’ at its best now. Ah, here is the good Monsieur le Médècin. It is time for his surgery, I fancy.” He got up as a man of about fifty years of age came peremptorily into the room, saying, “Don’t get up, don’t get up, I’m just going”, and went out again, leaving the old parson smiling a little helplessly at Phillip.


A moment later the doctor looked in the door again and said, “Maddison? Forgive my rushing away like this, I’ll be with you soon. Few of my canaille patients come to bother me at holiday time,” and the rather flabby face disappeared.


“I hear you and Lady Tibby have been to the opera,” said the parson, nervously clasping his fingertips. “I have always wanted to hear fine music. But, you know, the little string band in the Leas Pavilion isn’t too bad. I heard some Strauss waltzes there the other day, and very jolly they were, very jolly.”


“The Nightingale, by Stravinsky, was very fine the other night, sir.”


“So Lady Tibby was tellin’ me. She said it was a capital good opera. But then she is most musical. Very gifted young woman, a great favourite of mine. We have capital fun playin’ chess together.” He washed his hands in invisible water, his ruined eyes took on a strange and painful blue, as of relief and hope. Phillip felt an impulse to leave the house, but forced himself to sit still.


The constraint was eased by the doctor reappearing with a decanter of sherry, and two glasses.


“Would you care for a glass?” he asked Phillip, while filling one, apparently, for the other man. But no; when the two were filled, the doctor kept the other for himself. He took a sip, and said, “Perhaps you would like to wash your hands? Come with me.”


In the wash room there was a sort of hospital corner bowl in glazed earthenware at which the doctor stood while Phillip washed his hands. Was he being tested, to see if he were the sort of “sahib” who would rinse them again after his turn at the pissoir? His feeling about Dr. Trevelian was confirmed immediately when the other said, “That idiot in the other room is the Honourable John Carew-Fiennes-Manfred. He’s an epileptic, but at least I get twelve guineas a week for looking after the old fool.”


The doctor observed that Phillip rinsed his hands; his manner changed, he became the gentlemanly host. “Did you have a good journey from town? You’re with the Thunderer, aren’t you? I expect you know Castleton? He’s done the country a lot of damage, in my opinion, encouraging the hoi polloi in trying to popularise your paper. I take The Morning Post now, at least it’s edited for gentlemen, what?” The doctor’s manner changed again. “I see you’re like the Frenchman, who only washes his hands first, having great respect for his ‘bon ami’.”




May 26. The Whitsun Episode (in retrospect).


   The present that spins its web so fleetingly, only to be brushed and broken, becomes the past as quickly. The present that passes without conscious existence of time is happiness. But to what has happened since last I wrote in this journal:


   Spica and I went down on the Norton, before breakfast, to the Hythe Canal in the early morning, when the rising sun glazed the smooth sea, and by the shore the wheatears climbed and dived, singing their falling songs. Nightingales sang of the joy that was the present, and the cuckoo called over the smooth greens of the golf course. We sat and watched the canal gleaming with mounting sky-colours, while swallows dipped and flew up as though taking song from water.


   It was a drag to go back to the house; but when she had helped her mother, we returned to the low land, and went onwards to the marshes, and sat in the long meadow grasses among the golden rivets of buttercups, while the pollen was all a-blow, and feeding green beetles and coloured flies. Long we sat there, and I knew by my feeling of alarmed restlessness that love had come back to me. I put my arms round her, and laid my cheek against her face, while taking care that my breath did not touch her, or my lips her mouth. She trembled, she sighed, her eyes filled with tears, she turned away, she whispered, “No, no.” Yet I felt that she loved me. She was frightened at the new thing that had come to her, the sweet pain in her breast; instinctively she dreaded disillusion.


   “No, no,” she whispered, when my arm went round her shoulder, feeling its curve under the silk blouse. “I cannot love anyone, except in my own way.”


   I asked her what that way was, and all she could do was look at me. I persisted, and at last, in a soft, shy voice that trembled, she murmured, “No; if you kiss me now, you will regret when you are famous”.


   I wondered. Was this the real reason? For I realised the poverty of my life without her; the barrenness of my work alone, deprived of her care; the emptiness of life before she came, the silent battlefield when she had gone away. Neither I, nor any other man or woman, can live without love. I thought of the unhappy parson in her father’s house, washing away his sins instinctively to absolve himself of the effects of obvious childish torment in his mind; and recognising in Spica a sympathetic quality, so that he calls her, in the idiom of courtesy of a thousand years of inherited aristocracy towards the women who nourish the seed of continuity of that aristocracy, “Lady Tibby”—her real name is Tabitha.


   O Tabitha, the very purity and beauty of your being makes me sad—for what am I but a hollow emptiness, a pretension to goodness?


Notes.


   Spica’s mother has a sort of wild look, redeemed by sudden generosity and balance. I think she must have a bit of a struggle to make ends meet, with that not very intelligent husband of hers. And yet—she is limited, too, in understanding, as we all are in our various ways. But to facts:


   She read The Hounds of Heaven, and said that she “saw nothing in it”. From this she went on to say—this on the last evening, that my influence on her daughter was bad: she had always been dreamy and impracticable, and these “vices” were more apparent since she had known me. She wanted her daughter to be happy, and she knew that to be introspective and moody was a state to force oneself away from, otherwise it led to misery and unhappiness, not only for the person concerned, but also for those who cared for that person. Her little daughter (she kissed her lovingly and tenderly) she loved, and was it not a mother’s greatest wish to see her children happy?





On the first day of his holiday in the West Country, Phillip called at the house of his Uncle John at Rookhurst. He was invited to stay the night; but the atmosphere of the place, some of the rooms shut up, with white sheets over the furniture, made him feel almost imprisoned; his mind was set on arrival at his destination—Cousin Willie’s cottage on the coast of North Devon. Feeling that he could not very well refuse, he stayed; and later was glad, a feeling of new life having come from a rump steak eaten with watercress and washed down by a bottle of burgundy. Under its influence he talked about his literary ambition, to be told that it ran in the family; both his Grandfather and his Aunt Theodora had shown talent in that direction, as amateurs of course.


“I think Willie, too, Uncle John. His letters from France are very vivid, don’t you think?”


“Oh, he never writes to me, Phillip.”


In the morning he went south to the coast, meaning to follow the lanes as far as Land’s End, and so up to North Devon. He bathed from the Chesil Bank, and in the late afternoon went on; up and down hills, first turning away from the sea then winding back again, until the declining sun made him think of a room for the night. By now he had passed through Exeter, and was following the road to the coast, seeing the blue tors of Dartmoor on his right turning purple as the sun went down behind them. His wrists ached with the bumpy, twisting road; at long last he came to a town built down a hill, with a narrow High Street leading to what he thought was the sea, but arriving at a quay, saw it was mud-flats. There would be flat fish there when the tide came in, he thought, and wild duck flighting in winter. After talking to a sailor beside a moored sailing boat he went on up another hill, and through more twisty lanes until suddenly before him and below lay a wide valley of pasture land. He stopped, arrested by the sudden strange appearance and change in the countryside. The grey road descended before him, to rise, after a curve at the bottom, up the reverse slope. But what had startled him was the sight of the dark mass of a church on the horizon, with a shortened spire on its western end. It was as prominent a landmark as the church on the Passchendaele ridge before the bombardments of Third Ypres.


He waited there, astride the Norton, held by the atmosphere of the place. Above the lower grape-dark horizon floated red and yellow islets and peninsulas of sunset; below the sombre silhouette of the church, with its suggestion of a magician’s pointed hat the valley appeared to hold a living shade. Gulls flighting overhead in silence gave thoughts of generations of drowned fishermen and sailors whose wooden ships had been battered on the rocks beyond the church, whose spire had perhaps held a warning light in black stormy nights of winter.


He heard a partridge calling somewhere in the lower gathering gloom, and from farther off came the tooth-comb scrape—crick-crick, crick-crick—of a corncrake. Then down the reverse slope of the valley a barn-owl came in wavy, hesitant flight, moving irregularly above the mice runs in the grass: at the bottom it hovered, then came up the near slope towards him, suddenly to check, throw up its white wings and drop to the grass. One more mouse had copped it. He sighed, and holding back the valve-lifter, paddled off down the hill and rushed with deep-drumming exhaust to the bottom, leaning over into the curve at the bottom, and then full throttle up the farther rise as the moon was showing its top rim over the sea.


Passchendaele village, as he thought of it, was bleak and unfriendly, no one about; he returned down the valley, and taking a side-lane, descended another valley and came to a village, where he lodged for the night at the post office, kept by a Miss Potts who had a red tip to her nose and charged him 5/- for bed, breakfast, and supper of cold beef and pickles. The village, he learned, was called Malandine.


He was up early, and soon on his way below the southern boundary of the moor to Tavistock, and so to Launceston and then Bideford, where he had luncheon in an old hotel by the bridge across the Torridge.


Afterwards at a book shop half way up the steep High Street he bought a half-inch Ordnance map; and at Barnstaple was in more or less known country. The Norton flew with crisp exhaust note beside the estuary of the Taw, and turning west along the Ilfracombe road, climbed to high ground from which the mountains of Wales were seen. From there, after losing his way several times, he found the village of Breakspeare St. Flamnea and went down on foot to Rat’s Castle, a semi-derelict lime-burner’s cottage above the tidemarks of a cove on the rocky coast, hoping against hope that Willie would be there.


A window was unlatched. He got inside, and walked across a floor bestrewn with plaster, bits of torn-up writing paper, and owls’ crop-pellets. Upstairs the one bedroom was equally desolate, with splashings like lime-wash on the floor. Books lay about, their covers warped by damp. A heap of bracken along one wall was apparently Willie’s old bed. Looking closer, he saw the white faces and yellow plumage of three young barn owls. Willie’s favourite bird was the barn owl: what fun that they were holding the fort for him!


He spent the rest of the afternoon there, until the westering of the sun began to cast a shadow on the beach; and feeling melancholy (he had eaten only bread and cheese since noon) he said goodbye to the little cove, thick with sea-shells, and climbed up the brambly path to the lane above. Should he make for Aunt Dora’s cottage at Lynmouth, or return across Dartmoor and stay a few days in Malandine, where he had slept the previous night? But Aunt Dora’s faint disapproval in a letter of some time back —warning him against ‘treading the promrose path’—decided it: he would run back to Malandine.


There he arrived at twilight, and walking up a steep narrow lane above the stream, spoke to a labourer pumping water just off a turning, below which were two stone-built cottages, their front walls bulging slightly in places and covered with yellow lichen. Learning that a thatched cottage was to let lower down the path, he went there and spoke to another labourer who was picking peas in the garden in front of the cottages, which had a common wall. Asked if he would like a cup of tea by the labourer’s wife, he entered their rather stuffy kitchen and sat down on the settle by an open fire of wood. At once he felt at home with the old fellow, and learning that badgers, foxes, and all sorts of wild birds lived along the coast, and in the woods, decided to spend his holiday at Malandine. Miss Potts, the post-mistress, put him up that night; and next day, hearing that the cottage adjoining that of his friend the labourer was to let, he sought the landlord, and looked over it with him.


There were two small rooms upstairs, divided by a stud-and-plaster wall. They looked clean, having been recently brushed over with lime-wash. The roof of thatch seemed to be waterproof —there were no patches of damp on the ceiling—and although the coal-burning range in the north wall of the single room downstairs was rusty, and half-hidden under a heap of soot and mortar from the chimney, he was already determined to take it. What would the rent be, he wondered. He would go up to £30 a year.


Not liking to discuss money, he asked about the water.


“Us pumps it from th’ pump up th’ lane. Tes good water.”


“I suppose you don’t know where a bed can be bought?”


“Into town, I reckon. But furniture be turrible dear. Tes the shortage of wood, you see. So prices be hup, my gor’, bant’m, tho’!”


“By ‘Town’, you mean Queensbridge?”


“Aye.”


Rents too, thought Phillip: no doubt the grasping peasant had spoken of the rise in prices as a preliminary to charging a whopping great rent.


“Where be you from, zur, if you don’t mind my asking?”


“London.”


“Lunnon? Vancy that now! You come all that long way. Well, well.”


At last Phillip asked about the rent.


“Would vive pun’ be too much, zur?”


“What a week?”


“Noomye! Tes by the year us lets’n.”


“Five pounds a year?”


“Aiy.”


“How good to meet an honest man!”


They shook hands on it, and Phillip paid a year’s rent then and there in pound notes. He had a home of his own!


He went into Queensbridge, and bought the first furniture he saw in a second-hand shop. Meanwhile he had remembered a talk with Jack O’Donovan in the gods of the Opera House, of spending a holiday together; and as soon as he had bought two beds he sent a telegram, c/o The Age, Fleet Street, inviting Jack to come down. The next day O’Donovan arrived by train; Phillip met him at the station, and took him on the back of the Norton to Malandine. “Welcome to Valerian Cottage!”


While he had been waiting for the London train, a wooden-frame bed, costing £4—12/6 before the war—had arrived by carrier. It had rusty springs and was accompanied by a dumpy mattress and a camp-bed, some war-surplus Australian sheepskins, two feather pillows, and a length of old brocaded curtain which, ripped in two pieces, would do for coverlets, he told Jack.


That morning he had collected a sackful of driftwood from the beach, and bought from the post-mistress an old Beatrice oil stove, a tin kettle, and a china tea-pot. With a couple of cracked cups lent by his neighbour, Mrs. Crang, and a couple of soap-boxes for table, he set about preparing tea.


“I say, old lad, ought you to boil the eggs in the kettle? Won’t it give us warts?” asked O’Donovan. “There are limestone beds somewhere here. I’m a civil servant with the Metropolitan Water Board, and looked up the charts before I left. It’s red sandstone around Exeter, by the look of the fields, and Dartmoor water is acid, from the peat layers.” He looked in the kettle. “I thought so, look at that lime deposit.”


“It’s a kind of shale round here, Jack, I think. The guide book says the cliffs are gneiss and schist.”


O’Donovan made a joke about this, at which Phillip tried to look amused as he said, “Right, I’ll light a fire, and put on a saucepan for the eggs.”


The drift-wood fire soon had the little pan bubbling; milk from the dairy lower down in the village, butter pats on home-made bread with eggs, then honey—this was the life! Afterwards, while washing up, Jack began to hum an aria from Bôheme through his nose, interposing with lips and throat a queer imitation of an orchestral accompaniment, while beating time with a tea-cup. He was conductor, orchestra, and singers in one, while his eyes beamed with happinesss. Then looking round the cottage, “This is grand, old lad, much better than I hoped for! All it wants is a couple of Musettas to join us. We ought to hire a car in the town, and go after them.”


“Well, I’m not awfully keen on getting-off, Jack. My idea is to walk, and explore the country.”


“But if we can get a couple of birds as well, the more the merrier! Oh, I forgot, you’re in love with your Mimi, aren’t you? Nice girl, just a little too spirituelle for me. I’m sex-mad, of course. Almost anything in skirts. Time I had a nice wife to keep me from roaming.”


They went for a walk, Phillip hatless, Jack sauntering along, wearing at an angle his pre-war Homburg grey hat, with its white-braided brim upcurled, a little frayed from much fingering. He was a short, sturdy man, his amiable red face showing the blue of shaven beard. He picked a campion flower for his button-hole, and walked along, swinging his stick; an obvious townee, thought Phillip, with his manner between the bland and the cocky, and—he winced from thinking it—a little bit of a bounder. He hoped he would not get off with any village girls if they met any. But there were none on the cliff path, to Phillip’s relief.


They returned for tea, by which time Phillip was glad that he had Jack with him, he gave out humour and a sort of innocent kindness. He was also considerate; he got up in the morning and prepared the breakfast; before this he had brought up two cups of tea, drinking his while sitting on the end of Phillip’s bed. “I’ve always wanted a real pal, you know, Phil. Someone I could help, in my crude way. I’ve even dreamed of writing an opera libretto with some unknown musical genius, and finding fame with him. But I’ve got no real power of expression. You have, Phil. What you read me last night was the real thing.”


“Do you really think so, Jack?”


“Sure of it, old man. I’m only an old penny-a-liner in my spare time, but I know quality when I find it. Your story reminds me of Village Romeo and Juliet—remember Delius’s opera we saw together? And your description of the nightingale singing, and that lonely chap listening to it has something in common with Stravinsky.”


“That’s what I felt, when I first heard his opera!”


“Every great artist recognises his own sort. What they have in common is extreme simplicity. That’s what beauty is—simple. At base, I mean. Decoration can be complicated, but still be simple, if you know what I mean, like a fugue of Bach.”


“You mean the whole work is made up of genuine parts, like varied flowers and birds in a jungle?”


“That’s a good description of Stravinsky’s Sacre de Printemps.”


“I wish I could hear it. I suppose a jungle is really very sinister, all the bright birds and flowers high up on top, striving to live above the lower darkness.”


“You’ve got it, old lad. One day you’ll get up among the flowers in the sun.”


That was the Jack he warmed to, who, as they prepared supper that evening, waved his arms as though he were conducting an orchestra, humming Parsifal through his nose—then breaking off, as his primary nature asserted itself through the stimulation of imagined music, to examine his face carefully in the one small-looking glass in the cottage and pluck hairs from his nostrils; then with a sigh, to return to his humming, imagined baton in hand, a look of innocent happiness on his face.


Phillip felt shame that he had thought of dear old Jack as a bit of a bounder. The following afternoon, a Sunday, they went down the lane to the sea, making for Malandine sands. There to his apprehension he saw in front two girls walking slowly, side by side. They overtook them; the elder girl was not pretty, but the younger one had a small sweet face, and a pigtail tied with green riband. Jack stopped, and raised his awful old Homburg with its band stained by hair grease. Phillip made the best of it as they sauntered beside a reedy lake dammed by sand-hills, and sat down. Jack and the elder girl were soon laughing and kissing; it was embarrassing, so Phillip got up and said to the girl beside him that he wanted to see the burnet roses, mulleins, and plants of viper’s bugloss which grew on level sandy ground behind the outfall of the lake, where it cut its way through the sands to the sea. She walked beside him, telling him that teacher used to learn them about wildflowers at school, but she did not remember any names.


They waited for the others beside the canyons of sand above the watercourse, while he thought that it was a pity Jack could not enjoy the wild scene, the exhilaration of walking and exploring. If he went on like this it would spoil the holiday. Where were the poetical thoughts and understanding of writers and composers which had drawn them together in the gods—for Jack knew the works of Hardy, Jefferies, Hudson, Galsworthy—particularly the plays, giving high praise to The Silver Box? In London, Jack had longed for the country; in the country, he clung to the rootless pattern of town life.


“Nothing doing,” Jack said, when they met again, and Phillip had said goodbye to the quiet girl. “She was only a teaser.” Then seeing Phillip’s face he said, “Don’t take any notice of me, I’m only an old has-been, or rather, never-was. I’ve spoiled your afternoon, haven’t I?”


“Oh, not at all. I’m rather a dull dog, Jack.”


“Don’t you believe it! You could have all the girls you want, if you tried. You seduce them spiritually.” Then seeing Phillip’s face he said, “Don’t listen to me! I’m blasé, that’s my trouble. Let’s go for a real walk, old lad! You don’t want to find a girl, do you? You’re a poet, all sublimation. I used to be like that once,” he said, with a short laugh. “It was very sporting of you to ask an unknown quantity, or rather quality, down here. Where shall it be? I’m with you, old lad!”




June 7. I am in the West Country, light of foot and purse. Jack and I have walked many miles. So much have I seen; so much thought. How can one write while the sun glints in the dusty lanes, soaks into the sea, directs the winds and the clouds?


June 11. Jack O’Donovan has gone home, and I am remorseful that I was a poor companion, striding on in front, while he sauntered along behind, I constantly going back to him, like Don Quixote to Panza, he said.


   I cannot write. It is useless, nothing will come. My mind seems to be a blank, a fire that has gone out. Spica is in Cambridge—she has written me a brief pencilled note, headed 6.30 a.m. after the ball.


   She says she is having ‘a ripping time.’ I suppose it is so ripping that she has neither time nor wish to write a real letter to me. That, of course, is how it should be. Eventually I shall no doubt learn that the number of true poets in the world is so small that the chance of meeting one of them is nil … I know I am, as her mother said, unbalanced, but sometimes I think it is because this foolish heart is so heavy. Poor little Spica, I am not good for you. It is not fair to distress your heart. I must learn to stand by myself, and not rely on others, for happiness. Also, I begin to suspect that she is rather like Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure. Afar the summer wavelets murmur against three or four miles of broken gneiss and schist masses which stand between the 400-foot Valhalla to the east, and the Valkyries Rock to the west. Around me lie open the silver-grey leaves of the sand-rose, the yellow flowers spread to the vitalising rays of the sun. Plant life in this light soil is small; buttercups of stunted growth cover bleached bones of rabbits and minute snail-shells; here is the lowly pimpernel, the little towers of the centaury with its pink bells, heart’s-ease with diminutive faces of pansies, their tame rich cousins of civilised gardens. Here all plant life exists in a tangle of uttermost poverty, finding the barest of livelihood in the loose sandy soil with its food formed of dead plants and insects and shell-life.


   The pride and beauty of this incult sward is the burnet rose, petals of curled ivory among the low briars, their servants. A blue butterfly goes by, pausing to sip honey from one; then comes a small heath, aimless in flight with the breeze but with one purpose: to be achieved before those brown sails are enfeebled by age, counting its days as man reckons decades. So common, the small heath butterfly, and yet so wonderful as it flickers and dabbles over the rock-roses and the empty skulls of rabbits, finding joy in the sun, and hope in the sudden tremendous sight of another like itself, but more than itself, for joining with this other self it will enter into immortality, in the pearls that are its eggs; and duty done, find rest in that which bore it.


   A cloud covers the sun. Others follow, beyond the point of the headland. These are not cumulus, but nimbus. They have ragged edges, truant vapour from the mass. A wind frets the sea, there are still sparkles, but no longer calm. The dance of small winged life is coming to its end, and the ivory shells of the burnet roses already shrinking smaller, closing their petals.





Rain was falling in the afternoon, colour was gone with the sun. It was unbearably lonely in the cottage; the postman brought no further letter; and after two days of almost solitary confinement to the wet lanes and the dark cottage Phillip counted his money, five shillings and fourpence; and having asked the village carpenter to make him a simple dresser for the cups, plates, and saucers, a kitchen table for downstairs and two smaller tables, one for each bedroom, to bear basin and ewer, he locked the door and set out across Dartmoor to the north coast of Devon, meaning to call on his Aunt Theodora on his way to Cambridge. Hatless, wearing his old trench-coat over tweed jacket, grey flannel trousers with socks and brogue shoes, he thought to reach Cambridge by early evening.


The journey across Dartmoor took longer than he had worked out, owing to continuously twisting narrow roads. It had stopped raining, but the sky was still overcast. It was beginning to rain again as he reached Lynmouth, after averaging 28 m.p.h. for the eighty odd miles. He skidded and slid with his feet as balancers down the steep hill above the forest glooms of the river roaring in its chasm far below. His aunt had two old ladies in her cottage. One was peering round the kitchen door when she let him in. Both were dresssed in black, mid-Victorian clothes, with jet-beaded bodices like armour up to their chins. And so tiny! Seeming to be twins, each was no more than five feet high, with identically coiled white hair and cameo brooches pinned at the throat. One curtsied to him, the other followed her sister. He heard a strange story about them, while Aunt Dora cooked breakfast for him.


“Let me see, you were here last in, I think, the autumn of 1916, Boy? How the time flies! It seems like last year, only! Yes, of course, you were fighting at Passchendaele in 1917, were you not? It was then that someone came from London, and rented a furnished cottage next to mine, with two old ladies in her care. We became acquainted, as neighbours do, without becoming intimate friends, for we had no tastes in common; and a fortnight before Christmas she said she wanted to go away on business to London, to see about the money affairs of her two charges, and would I look after them for her until she returned from her week-end. Well, Boy, that was the last I saw of my neighbour.”


“Two and a half years is a long week-end, Aunt Dora.”


“Now they are my Babies, and so helpless! One is nearly blind, the other a little weak in the head.”


He was relieved that his aunt made no mention of his having spent a month in prison after leaving the army. But obviously she was anxious about his future; she asked many questions about his work, and listened sympathetically to the somewhat jerky confession of his hopes as a writer.


“But you must not forget the old saying, Boy—‘Literature is a good stick, but a bad crutch’.”


“I have both crutch, stick, and Brooklands Road Special Norton, Aunt Dora!”


“Good for you, Boy! But carry on with your present job, and write in your spare time.”


“That’s what I’m doing!”


“And don’t fret too much, Boy. Both you and your father are worrying sorts, you know. Oh, I am not criticising you, far from it, but you were the most unhappy small boy I ever saw, and that condition in later life tends to make one subjective, you know, and subjective writing is not the best kind of writing. It can produce beautiful poetry, but seldom poetry that is universal. I am deeply devoted to Francis Thompson, as a man—I used to see him sometimes at the Meynells’ home—but his poetry is association poetry, if you know what I mean. We think of him and his tragic life when we read it; whereas classic poetry is impersonal, in the sense that it illuminates the universal. I hope you are not the subjective kind, Boy, for unhappiness lies that way. But there, you are tired, I must not lecture you! Are you going far today?”


He told her about Spica.


“She sounds to be a sweet girl, Boy, but she is young; and while she may know her own feelings, that is not the same thing as knowing her own mind. Give her time. Now you must be on your journey.”


Kentisbury Hill led to Exmoor up a long narrow rough track, hardly road, of red ironstone to over a thousand feet. He was just past the county gate when rain began to fall. Soon his trench-coat was soaked and water running down his neck, his legs cold from thighs to rain-filled shoes. The worst part was the slipping of the rubber belt within the pulley flanges; the engine raced while the machine slowed up. But when the pot-holes of the red road across the moor and below Porlock hill were passed, and he came to Bridgwater, the rain held off. He rested in a tea-shop and ceased to shiver; optimism returned. But the rain returned also, and by the time he got to Devizes the engine had revved so much that all the petrol in the tank was gone, and having spent the last of his money at a garage, he had none for food or lodging.


He spent the night beside a haystack in the rain, having tried without success to light a fire of wet sticks; and went on at first light, the belt slipping most of the way across the downs to Swindon, the canvas core showing on both sides of the rubber belt and the holes of the fastener beginning to widen. But after Oxford the weather cleared and he was nearly dry when he reached Cambridge at four o’clock in the afternoon, to enquire the way to Spica’s address and, leaving the Norton on its stand, to go up the steps of the house where she was staying for her first visit with the parents of the undergraduate acquaintance.


A tea party was about to begin. About a dozen young men and women were gathered in the drawing-room, he saw through the bow window. The maid said she would speak to her mistress. This lady came, and invited him into the hall. Then Spica came out of the room. He saw her cheeks go pale. She looked steadily at him, drew a quiveringly deep breath, and said almost inaudibly, “What a ruffian you look!”


“I’m growing a beard,” he said with a forced smile.


“I can see that.” Then recovering from shock with her mind, and making as though to take his hand, she said, “Do come in, we are just going to have tea.”


A looking-glass in a gilt frame over the fireplace showed him what he really looked like—a tramp—untidy long hair, thin brown face smirched by spots of mud, and ten days’ growth of black beard. He felt no social inferiority to the young men in tweed coats, grey flannel trousers and college ties, as he talked to his hostess about the journey, explaining that his hand was shaking the cup upon its saucer, “not from drink, but from gripping the wide forward handlebars of the Norton.”


“I must apologise for what is almost a hold-up, but owing to belt slip I have used up all my petrol, and so came here to borrow enough from Miss Trevelian to get home.” This would, he hoped, camouflage his real motive, and so save Spica from further embarrassment.




June 21. S’s mother writes from Ireland, in reply to a letter in which I said that I thought of S. as one of the ‘larger and more beautiful flowers of God’ …


   ‘… nearly all your letter was full of Tabitha’s charms; you could not have written more effusively had you been in love with her—I am glad to think there is no nonsense of that sort—I was therefore very sorry to hear from her that you had been down to Cambridge to see her….’


   Mrs. Trevelian mentions among other things that she ‘is staying in the district which has the very doubtful honour of being represented in Parliament by de Valera….’





Later.


   I replied to this letter tonight, but did not say, as I should have done if asked directly, that I loved Tabitha. I said I had been most reluctant to borrow money for petrol, but having come from Devon via Minehead and Bridgwater, in the rain, I had calculated that I could just reach Cambridge, where I knew she was staying.


   Then I looked at the map, and saw that Cambridge was due north of London, and that I could have reached home on what I had in my tank: so I tore up the letter. Just as well: for I had said in it, inter alia, that history would have a different view about de Valera to the one commonly held today by the majority of English people.


   I ought to say that before this, I saw Spica in London after she had returned from Cambridge, to stay awhile with her sister Kay at Carapel House Ladies’ Club, near Marble Arch, and paid back the six shillings she lent me to buy petrol. We went to Tristan und Isolde, and sat on the Doves’ Nest in the gods. Afterwards we stood on the Embankment below Waterloo Bridge, and I reminded her how Francis Thompson used to stand there, seeing the river-lights shaking in the tide, like ladders “pitched betwixt Heaven and Charing Cross”, and then slept on newspapers laid on the pavement under the road-arch, where two derelicts were trying to sleep now, one with a row of ribands on his tattered waistcoat, South African war, and 1914 Star.


   We looked at Mars, the hue of a hawthorn blossom petal as it is dying, between faint pink and brown, and Spica Virginis below that planet.


   “I often think of those two beautiful stars,” she said.


   “Spica is loved by Mars,” I whispered.


   “I know,” she whispered back, while the water rushed below on its way to the broad sea.


June 22. The days are now shortening instead of lengthening. So much to be seen in the country, while I trudge the pavements; so little time in which to see so much.


   When I was in the cottage S. wrote to me that ‘friendship is reserved for few on the earth at a time, and is higher than that which the world calls love’. I did not understand what she meant. I thought that she wished to tell me that she only liked me as a friend. In my foolishness I replied that I had thought that she loved me, etc. To which she replied briefly that I would not see, and therefore it was futile to attempt to make me see.


   Now there is light at last, and I see. Spica believed, firstly, that I had a gift of writing, and she thought I was spoiling it by carelessness and allowing egoism to kill it. But I joke and play the fool to hide my real feelings, as a man instinctively wants to hide his physical wounds from others. One of her early letters said, ‘I would that I had the power to set you upon the width of the way upon which you will not look.’ And I refused to see this—I narrowed it down to love between us.


   So, I must, I suppose, accept the idea that in my twenty-sixth year I have failed to inspire love in the heart of a good woman … because I am not worthy. I am not worthy, because I did not tell her the truth about myself; when she read part of the early chapters of my novel about Donkin, I allowed her to think that the scenes were from my own early life, instead of partly coming from Willie’s.
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