

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















SOME PEOPLE


HAROLD NICOLSON









[image: ]

























CONTENTS







Title Page


I. MISS PLIMSOLL


II. J. D. MARSTOCK


III. LAMBERT ORME


IV. THE MARQUIS DE CHAUMONT


V. JEANNE DE HÉNAUT


VI. TITTY


VII. PROFESSOR MALONE


VIII. ARKETALL


IX. MIRIAM CODD


Copyright























I


MISS PLIMSOLL

























MISS PLIMSOLL





1.


UNTIL recently, the first thing that I remembered was that railway accident in Southern Russia. Stamped upon my mind was the picture of our train brought to a standstill in the open steppe: a snow-bound horizon glimmering like a large white plate under the stars: the engine in front upwardly belching sparks: the carriage at the back, which was the cause of our stoppage, crackling into little scarlet flames; and myself a supine bundle being lifted down from some great height to many hands stretched up towards me—their fingers flickering, as in a Reinhardt play, to the light and shadow of the conflagration. That picture, so vivid to me and so sincere, became a cherished mental possession: it was labelled “The first thing I remember.”


I was disappointed therefore when, on my telling my mother how curiously vivid was this my recollection, I was informed that I had got it all wrong. It was true that on returning from Persia we had travelled across the Russian steppes: it was true that the last carriage had caught fire and that the train had stopped; but the incident had happened in the early afternoon of a warm spring day, and I, who was but eighteen months at the time, had slept on unmoved, sucking subconsciously at an india-rubber comforter, indifferent to adenoids and accidents. This adventure has thus been taken from me; it has become but the first of my illusions. Its place in my memoirs has perforce been filled by the picture of Miss Plimsoll, over a year later, arriving at the railway station at Buda Pesth. She wore a red close-fitting dress buttoned down the bust and a little peaked bonnet. She advanced towards us with an expectant and ingratiating manner. Behind her streamed and swayed an undefined background of black, of violet and of gold. It is this background that has so often puzzled me. For years I assumed that the railway station at Buda Pesth was for some reason painted and striped in these predominant colours. But in 1919 I spent a whole week in that railway station, being attached to General Smuts’ mission to Bela Kun. We were not allowed, while the negotiations continued, to enter the town. We did our work, we held our conferences, in the dining-car of our own train. It stood there inside the station—a brown international object straight from Paris. The platform on either side of us was isolated by a cordon of red guards. From the town outside one could hear bands playing and the occasional scream of a factory siren. Hour after hour I paced those two platforms thinking about Miss Plimsoll and the last time, so many years ago, that I was there. I was puzzled to account for that coloured background which formed so large a constituent in my mental picture. In vain I made inquiries. It was only by chance that I learnt later how on the day of Miss Plimsoll’s arrival the station had been draped with black and violet curtains tied with golden cords. The Archduke Rudolph had been found dead in his shooting box at Meyerling. The body was passing through that day on its way either from or to Vienna. My recollection, therefore, was abundantly confirmed. This time I was right.


Miss Plimsoll, on being presented to me, said, “Well, dear, we are going to be great friends, aren’t we?” I was pleased at this, since by rights Miss Plimsoll didn’t belong to me at all. She belonged to my brothers, who were infinitely older. I myself had not yet reached the governess stage, but was in charge of Anna, my dear Anna, who was German and had a sewing-machine and used to eat raw bacon on a green plate. We all came out of the railway station and drove to the Andrassy Strasse where we lived. There was a little garden in front with a terra-cotta fountain, and surmounting the pediment at the top was a statue of Mercury fashioned in the same material. The sirens of the factories would scream and hoot in the mornings while I was being washed.





2.


I must admit that the figure of Miss Plimsoll, so vivid to me as at first manifested, becomes thereafter, and for a period of two years, somewhat blurred. There is a gap in my recollections in which I cannot visualise Miss Plimsoll, but can only deduce her. The foreground is occupied by Anna, and when I think back to that period my memory adjusts itself to German—strange Teutonic endearments rise slumberously to the surface like old white fish. I know, however, that Miss Plimsoll was there all the time: she it was, doubtless, who forbade me to suck those little cardboard cigarette-holders which one found so often near the benches in the park: she also, it must have been, who placed a veto on our visits to the Panoptikon. The Panoptikon opened off the Andrassy Strasse—on the left as one went towards Buda: there was a little guichet where we took our tickets and then a red curtain beyond which swelled a gulf of darkness punctuated by pairs of phosphorescent eyes. These eyes were, in fact, apertures through which one gazed at stereoscopic views of the Place de l’Opéra or the Drachenfels or the war memorial at Coblentz. My brothers adored the Panoptikon: I said I liked it too; but in fact it filled me with an abiding terror: for me the Panoptikon was hell. I was glad, therefore, when Miss Plimsoll decreed that it was out of bounds: it was, she said, exactly the sort of thing that gave little boys scarlet fever.


No, except from the detached and vivid picture of her arrival, Miss Plimsoll assumes definite outline for me only after we had left Hungary for England. The real Miss Plimsoll, the Miss Plimsoll who became so familiar in the years that followed, first emerges standing outlined against the sky of Kent—standing upright, and still in a close-fitting red dress buttoned on the bust, upon one of the ramparts of Cæsar’s camp at Folkestone. Her hand is raised with the index and middle finger outstretched: her hand in the cold wind from the downs is coloured red and blue like a Brigade tie. “Now,” she cries, “now, boys, all together. Eastward Ho! Eastward Ho!” Three shrill obedient voices answer her. “Eastward Ho! Eastward Ho!” Miss Plimsoll gazes out in the direction of Dover. “Once again,” she exhorts us, waving her hand, “all together! Eastward Ho! Eastward Ho!” Again we shouted response. The picture of her standing there under the wide and gentle sky is very arresting: it is accompanied in my memory by a feeling-tone of discomfort. Even at the age of five I reacted instinctively against the romantic: Miss Plimsoll at that moment saw herself doubtless as stout Cortes; but I, looking up at her, answering her wild plover cry, felt that Miss Plimsoll was showing off. A few days later we all left for Marseilles, and from there by the Messageries to Athens and Constantinople.


Miss Plimsoll wore dog-skin gloves which smelt faintly of ammonia. It was these gloves which she clapped across my face when the Greek lady committed suicide on the Acropolis. I saw the Greek lady, standing at the edge of the Chalcotheca while we were visiting the wingless victory near by: I saw that bonneted, tight-sleeved, tight-bosomed silhouette of the early ’nineties sway somewhat and then bend at the knees as if about to spring: then suddenly there descended upon me the gloved fingers of Miss Plimsoll trembling violently. I struggled blindfolded. And when again I was allowed to look the Greek lady was no longer there. “Hush, darling,” said Miss Plimsoll when I expostulated. When we got to the bottom again, there was a large crowd and several cabs waiting.


At first Miss Plimsoll did not care for Constantinople. She held her handkerchief to her nose when walking from our house to the Embassy: she mistrusted the food and would gaze silently at her plate for a moment and then attack it rapidly and with half-closed eyes. This irritated my father. We were quick to notice that at this period Miss Plimsoll grated somewhat upon my father’s nerves. She was always asking whether things were “really safe”: this amused us: it was only when we moved up to Therapia that the Cortes side of Miss Plimsoll again asserted itself. It was then only that she settled down. It was then also that she suited the Hut. 


3.


The summer Embassy at Therapia stood at the very lip of the Bosphorus with only a narrow quay between its windows and the water. The garden also was on the water level, and there were magnolias and rose-beds and winding gravel paths. Behind this flat portion jutted a wooded cliff, cork trees, arbutus and ilex clambering up to the top of the escarpment and spreading up and out into the downland beyond. A little path zigzagged painfully up the steep incline and ended in a clearing above the cliff: from here one could look straight down upon the chimneys of the Embassy, upon the sparkling Bosphorus, and out across to where, between the two headlands, the foam of the Symplegades tumbled around the entrance to the Black Sea. A short sharp bar of indigo marked the ocean’s eastern horizon. For Miss Plimsoll it represented the unattained: for me it represented merely the word “horizon”—that lovely and that curious word.


It was here, Miss Plimsoll decided, that we should build the Hut. The brisk enthusiasm which she flung into the project was, I suppose, contagious. There certainly was a period, a short and early period, when I also thought the Hut a good idea. We were to build it ourselves. The planks and beams were taken up there on a donkey, and stacked ready for our use. I rather liked that part, and I stumped along beside the donkey carrying a bamboo whisk and shouting “Houah” and shouting “Hou.” But when once the dump was ready the donkey was dismissed. We were, Miss Plimsoll said, pioneers: the forest, so she assured us, was virgin: no early settlers, she insisted, had been provided with beasts of burden. I still think she was wrong on this point: I see no reason why, as settlers, we need have been quite so early as all that, and the result was that day by day we panted up that steep incline carrying in empty petroleum tins such objects as nails and hammers and pots of glue and string. A petroleum tin is not an easy thing to walk with and mine was soon taken away from me. My later task was to carry up and down the large bound volume of the Boy’s Own Paper which contained “the design.” And never once was I allowed to use the saw.


For reasons such as these, my early liking for the Hut changed into displeasure, developed gradually into loathing. The legend none the less persisted that we all three adored the Hut, that we could think of little else. “Now, boys,” Miss Plimsoll would cry, “stand to!” She had a fervent feeling for the British Navy, and her words of command tended to assume the nautical rather than the strictly pioneer dialect. “Well, boys,” my father would say, “how’s that Hut getting on?” It was evident that the older generation regarded that Hut not only as meritorious in itself but as an undreamed-of treat for us. This alone would have sufficed to arouse our enmity. But such is the power of suggestion that the Hut was nearly finished before we were sufficiently courageous or united to go on strike.


The occasion on which we downed took was a sultry, irritating afternoon in August. We had hoped that it was going to rain, and after luncheon we had eyed with relief the thunder-clouds gathering above the Forest of Belgrade. But by tea-time they had rolled eastwards and we straggled sulkily up the hill, banging the petroleum tins against the tree trunks, being doubtless provokingly noisy and inert. Miss Plimsoll, in spite of her headache, was as brisk as ever. She had convinced herself, somehow, that we were working against time. Her words of command rang out crisp and clipped upon the sultry steaming air. “Now then, boys—sharp now! out with the measure! let me see! Three feet eight this way and then two feet eleven across. That’s right! Steady now! Steady, boys! There she goes! Fits like a rivet!” We were putting on the roof. The cross-beams had already been fixed, and we had nailed down the planks which gave to the building that neat and pent effect. It remained to cover the planks with tarred linoleum to keep out the rain: a large roll of this stiff and inconvenient substance lay among the bilberry bushes. Miss Plimsoll told us to “lug” it forward into the clearing: we lugged. It was then unrolled and we started to measure it out.


Most of our tools were highly professional, but our measure was not It took the form of a celluloid bull-dog with scarlet eyes, from whose navel protruded a little brass ring attached to a long blue tape-measure. Unless one kept a tight hold on the end of the tape it would spring back with a sharp whirring sound into the entrails of the dog. The linoleum also had to be held down firmly, as otherwise it started to roll up again. The operation of measuring thus afforded a double opportunity for wilful negligence. We grasped this opportunity. Again and again my brothers allowed the linoleum to roll up suddenly while Miss Plimsoll was outstretched upon its surface; and I for my part had great fun with the bull-dog. At first I had been given the tape end to hold, but I had let it go so frequently that the process was reversed. Miss Plimsoll (“Now let me see: one foot nine inches”—Whirr!) took the little ring at the end of the tape and I was given the bull-dog. If one let go of the dog, however, the effect was even more amusing. It would slither along the surface of the linoleum and come up flick against Miss Plimsoll’s fingers. The third time this happened she sat down upon the linoleum and looked at me. “I believe,” she said, “you are doing it on purpose.” My brothers at the same moment released the end of the linoleum, which also came to rest, in the form of a roll, against Miss Plimsoll’s knees. It was a declaration of war: a great silence descended upon us, and the lapping of the Bosphorus rose up from the quay below. She gazed in bewilderment at those three flushed and rebellious faces, those three tousled heads. “We hate the Hut,” we said to her in unison. Her mouth opened in astonishment, and then she began to cry. She pulled out her handkerchief, and dabbed herself with it: “I think you’re all horrid,” she sobbed, “and when I had taken such pains to get it all ship-shape.” She went on crying for a bit, and then we packed up. We descended to the lower level crushed by a leaden load of remorse. The Hut was finished more or less by the gardeners. And twenty years later, on returning to Constantinople, I discovered the remains of it among the bilberries. The little clearing we had made was overgrown with ilex shoots: the Embassy itself had been burnt to the ground in 1910, but one could still look down upon its charred remains, upon the glitter of the Bosphorus, and out to the short dark horizon of the Black Sea. “I think you’re horrid,” Miss Plimsoll had sobbed into her handkerchief. The sense of remorse returned to me after twenty years.


4.


Miss Plimsoll’s nose was sharp and pointed like that of Voltaire. It was also extremely sensitive to cold. When the thermometer fell below 60° it turned scarlet: below 50° it assumed a blue tinge with a little white morbid circle at the end; and at 40° it became sniffly and bore a permanent though precarious drop below its pointed tip. I remember with what interest I watched that drop as we drove from the station at Sofia. My parents went in front in the first carriage and Miss Plimsoll and I followed in the brougham. The night was cold and we drove along an endless wind-swept boulevard punctuated by street lamps. With the approach of each successive lamp Miss Plimsoll’s pinched little face beside me would first be illumined frontways, and then, as we came opposite the lamp, spring into a sharp little silhouette, at the point of which the drop flashed and trembled like a diamond. Then darkness again sweeping up from behind the brougham, and the excitement of seeing whether, when the next lamp came, the drop would still be there. Throughout that winter, that steely Bulgarian winter, I was persistently irritated by the fluid nature of Miss Plimsoll’s nose. Yet such is the force of habituation that it never occurred to me to say (as she so often and so sharply said to me), “Miss Plimsoll, blow your nose.” My lessons suffered seriously from my dread lest at any moment my copybook would be sullied by a splash. The thing got increasingly on my nerves. And yet I said nothing. Oh, those secret and distracting worries which gnaw at children’s hearts!


My brothers by then were at school. Miss Plimsoll had me to herself. I can remember, that first night at Sofia, how she sketched out “a plan of campaign.” She was unpacking in her bedroom and I sat by the stove. She moved neatly and rapidly about the room, opening cupboards, peering into drawers—her zest in her own tidiness mingling with that vague sense of being put upon which is the brown aura in which all governesses have their being. “Sums first,” she said, placing a celluloid box for hair-pins on the dressing-table; “I always think it a good thing to begin with sums; and then from ten to eleven we must do history. The Kings, you know”—(she paused while she placed upon the mantelpiece a framed photograph of H.M.S. Agamemnon. She stepped back to see that it was in the centre)—“of England,” she concluded with satisfaction. I sat there silently, beginning to feel that I was not going to care overmuch for Bulgaria. “At eleven we stand down. For half an hour you can play in the garden—and then till lunch we do geography.” She was silent for a while, intent upon affixing with drawing-pins a brown holland affair of which the lower pouch contained her brushes, and the upper pockets her hair combings. “There!” she said. “And in the evening, prep.” “In the evening, what, Miss Plimsoll?” “Prep.” The word had a menacing ring about it, but I inquired no further. I was convinced by then that I was not going to like Bulgaria at all. It had all been so much easier, so far less rigid, at Constantinople.


I feel that, but for Stanley, that year at Sofia would have been marked by a rupture of relations between Miss Plimsoll and myself. Stanley was my pony, and every afternoon I would go out long rides with Mr. Rennie, who was the Secretary, and Mr. J. D. Bourchier, who was the correspondent of The Times. Miss Plimsoll the while, in an astrakhan muff and tippet, would walk briskly in the direction of the Zoological Gardens. We met again at tea, our nerves strengthened by this separation. “Sugar, dear?” “Yes, Miss Plimsoll; two.” “No, not two, dear, but you can have one of those dear little cakes.”


The hostility latent in our feelings towards each other would not, I think, have reached the surface had it not been for M. Stambuloff’s fingers. I am still glad that in this connection I behaved so badly: I suspect also that Miss Plimsoll, when she has a tea-party at Southsea, will to this day recount the incident with gusto. But at the time my action led to serious trouble. M. Stambuloff had been murdered in the street: they had attacked him with yataghans, striking him on the head: he had put his hands up to protect himself, with the result that his fingers were severed and fell upon the pavement. They were picked up by an admirer and given to his wife. After the funeral she put them in a large bottle of methylated spirits and placed the bottle in the window of her dining-room, so that the passers-by could see. I was told of this by Zachary, the chasseur of the Legation, and I begged my father to take me to see them. He refused. On the following day I asked Miss Plimsoll to come for a walk. She was pleased at this and we started off briskly, talking about the British Navy. M. Stambuloff’s house was near the Club, and as we approached it we saw a little knot of loiterers gazing in at the dining-room window. I steered Miss Plimsoll in the same direction and we came to anchor in front of the window. It was a very large bottle, and the eight fingers floated dimly in it like little pickled cucumbers. Miss Plimsoll took so long to realise what they were that I was able to enjoy myself thoroughly. When at last she did identify the contents of the bottle she gave a little sharp scream like a shot hare, clutched me by the fore-arm, and dragged me violently away. She called a cab and drove back to the Legation: she began to sob a little on the way, and when she got home she burst into hysterics. I for my part was sent to bed.


The next morning I received a full-dress scolding. I was scolded by my father. I was even scolded by my mother. Miss Plimsoll called me into her bedroom and told me to sit down. She then explained to me that my action had not only been heartless but also disgusting. Things, she said, could never be quite the same for her again: all her life, she said, she would be haunted, yes, haunted by those fingers. Did I realise how cruel I had been? I said I was very sorry, I would never, never do it again.


The guilt with which these upbraidings weighted my soul developed, in the weeks that followed, into panic fear. I also became haunted by the fingers of M. Stambuloff. If Miss Plimsoll had desired revenge, she obtained it; and I must confess that she behaved in the crisis which supervened with admirable charity, heaping gentle coals of fire upon my head. Night after night the fingers of M. Stambuloff would appear in my dreams, enormous, clustering—not in the least like cucumbers, having circles of bleeding flesh and shattered bone around their base. I screamed and screamed. They gave me a night-light, but a fly walked round the glass rim and threw upon the walls and ceiling a vast shadow of M. Stambuloff, encircling and violent, moving slowly round the walls towards my bed. The night-light ceased to be a solace and became the very centre of my terrors. And it was then that Miss Plimsoll behaved so admirably by sitting up with me until I fell asleep.


Naturally this produced a reaction: I ceased to oppose Miss Plimsoll: I succumbed to Miss Plimsoll. I promised, poor shattered sycophant, that I also would try for the Navy I felt instinctively, even then, that there was no profession for which I was more singularly ill-adapted. But I had promised, and for several months I endeavoured loyally to share her zest. She gave me for my birthday a real boatswain’s whistle: I would blow the beastly thing, forcing myself to picture a line of naval ratings running obedient and barefooted to my summons: the picture caused me little exaltation; “And oh!” Miss Plimsoll would say, “what a dear little middy you will make.” Here again my response was somewhat languid. I had been on board the Polyphemus once at Fiume. I knew very well that the Navy was not for me.


5.


In a few months my father was transferred to Morocco. Miss Plimsoll was thrilled at this, having discovered that Tangier was in sight of Gibraltar, having learnt that we would stop at Gibraltar on the way. We did stop at Gibraltar, and on the second night Miss Plimsoll let me down. I have suffered several humiliations in my life, but no humiliation has equalled in thoroughness the incident which then occurred. We stayed at Government House. I was alarmed to discover that this house was called “The Convent” Convents suggested monks, and monks suggested ghosts: the walls of the several cloisters were decorated with grisaille paintings of battles: huge fierce faces with clenched teeth. We were housed in the guests’ wing, a cluster of large rooms on the garden-level joined to the main block by an open colonnade. I begged Miss Plimsoll to sit with me until I went to sleep. The first night all went well. On the second night, however, the call of the White Ensign was too much for Miss Plimsoll. She left me, saying that she must write a letter in her room: this was a lie: she did not go to her room, she went into the garden and along the terrace-bastion, from where she could look down upon the clustered shapes of the Fleet winking red and white at each other in the harbour below. I lay in my large bed, watching the moonlight on the slatted shutters, trying hard to be brave. “Miss Plimsoll!” I called to her. There was no answer. “Miss Plimsoll!” I called again; the silence shouted back at me. I climbed out of bed, and my heart thumped within me. I opened the bedroom door. It gave on the colonnade: the shadows of the arches splashed the opposite wall with large white circles of moonlight: a single palm tree, to my right, rustled furtively: I was quite alone in this silent lunar palace: everybody else had died. I ran barefooted along the colonnade hoping to find Miss Plimsoll’s bedroom: I turned a corner: there, about to spring upon me, stood a huge black figure with outstretched hands: he was draped in chains; a long loop of chain hung in the moonlight between his right hand and his left. I turned wildly and fled along the cloisters. A red staircase opened in front of me, a wide red corridor beyond. I screamed as I ran, my night-gown fluttering, my bare feet flashing on the carpet. Another and a larger corridor opened out lit by lamps. I screamed: I screamed. A door was flung wide disclosing a huge dinner-table and people in uniform. My mother rose and ran to meet me. She was followed by Sir Robert Biddulph in a scarlet mess-jacket and medals. I was carried back to bed, and Miss Plimsoll was retrieved from the garden. I woke next morning in a haze of shame. Everybody was very kind. Miss Plimsoll led me gently round the corner and showed me the statue of Lord Heath field holding the keys of Gibraltar on an enormous chain. “There, dear!” she said. “You see, there was nothing to be frightened of—it’s only a statue.” My humiliation was complete.


That afternoon we crossed to Tangier. We went on a cruiser called the Arethusa. Miss Plimsoll was in a mood of fervent reverence. “Now remember,” she said to me, “to salute the quarter-deck.” I did not know who the quarter-deck was, but I was ashamed to ask: to make sure I saluted everyone I saw. Miss Plimsoll was too deeply immersed in a religious trance to notice: it was rough in the Straits and they gave me a canvas bucket, into which I was very sick. Miss Plimsoll was annoyed at this. “Now, dear,” she said, “this won’t do at all.” “I’m sorry,” I said, “Miss Plimsoll.” I think she must have realised by then that my heart was not of oak.


When we arrived at Tangier everybody fired a great many guns. My father landed first, and there were more guns and a lot of shrill whistles and people standing rigidly at the salute. Miss Plimsoll trembled violently. I asked her what was the matter. “Hush, dear!” she said: she also was standing to attention, her little nose raised proudly in the air. I was irritated at this, and in any case I felt aggrieved at not being allowed to go on shore with my father. I refused to salute any more quarter-decks. By the time we got into the launch I had made up my mind. “Miss Plimsoll,” I said, “I think after all that I won’t go into the Navy.” She put her hand quickly upon my knee. “Hush, dear!”


6.


That was all very well. But she nursed a grievance. “Don’t you think, dear,” she said a few days later, “that we must be careful, we must be very careful, not to become a muff?” It was an unwise remark: Miss Plimsoll, in making it, had committed a tactical, if not a strategical, error. I said, “Which of us do you mean by we?” She said, “Well, dear …” I was no longer a child. I was nine years old. I determined that Miss Plimsoll should be made to regret her innuendo.


I began by executing feats of daring. I was a nervous child, as the saying goes, but physically, at least I was (at that date) brave. There was a stucco cornice which ran under the roof of the Legation and I clambered round it, putting my head into Miss Plimsoll’s window and saying, very suddenly,” Halloa!” She didn’t like that, and complained to my father. I was told not to clamber round that cornice again. I then discovered that Miss Plimsoll was a timid rider. At Tangier in those days there were no roads and no wheeled vehicles: we went to our tea-parties on donkeys or on mules. I rode a horse. Miss Plimsoll and her parasol sat on a leather saddle-seat upon a large white ass. I did not actually jog her donkey, but I did come up behind it quickly and at a trot. The donkey trotted too. Miss Plimsoll’s head and jaw bumped and woggled: “Oh, stop!” she cried, and then again, “Oh, stop!” Naturally the donkey, scenting weakness, had no intention of stopping; and Miss Plimsoll fell.


As a result of this incident I was given extra sums. And then one day, as she briskly entered the schoolroom, I locked the door upon her from outside and flung the key out into the garden. It fell among the arum lilies. I got a panic after half an hour and asked the footman to help me find it. We searched in vain. My father observed us searching. A locksmith was sent for, Miss Plimsoll was released, and I was beaten with a bamboo riding cane. “I think,” my father said at luncheon, “that it is high time that boy went to school.” My mother, somewhat wistfully, assented Miss Plimsoll sniffed.


Before she left, however, there occurred the incident of the diary. My mother had forgotten that the first of November was Miss Plimsoll’s birthday, and we only remembered just before luncheon. There was no time to purchase one of those nice hand-bags which Miss Plimsoll was known to like. My mother discovered, however, a large quarto manuscript book bound in white vellum with leather tags. It had been bought in Venice for a Visitors’ Book, and had never been used. It was presented to Miss Plimsoll, who became ecstatic. “Now,” she said, clasping the volume to her flat little bosom, “I really shall write a diary.”


She loved that book. She crooned over it. And one day she produced from the English shop in the town a paint-brush, a mapping nib, and a bottle of Indian ink. She was adept at calligraphy, and across the top she wrote in old English characters “Edith Plimsoll, Morocco, 1899.” Then in the centre of the vellum cover, and in larger and even older English lettering, she sketched out in pencil the word Diary. I watched her doing it. She measured each letter with the ruler, and there was a great deal of india-rubber needed, and then she brushed and blew away the filings that the india-rubber had left. Then very carefully she uncorked the Indian ink and began outlining the letters with the paint-brush. Her tongue peeped out beyond her pale little lips, following, now that careful down-stroke, now that up-stroke, which had to be more careful still. I myself had noticed, when the design was yet only in its pencil stage, that she had written DAIRY instead of DIARY. But I held my peace. With a fearful joy I saw the Indian ink descend upon that premature A, pass on to that belated I. The outlines were finished: the brush was carefully wiped: the mapping pen was dipped (her little finger crooked) into the Indian ink. The letters were then cross-hatched. I looked over her shoulder. “But, Miss Plimsoll,” I said, when she had got irretrievably to the R, “you don’t spell ‘diary’ like that.” “Oh …” she exclaimed. “Oh, oh!” At this I snatched the book from her and danced from the room. I burst into the Chancery, waving it above my head. “Look!” I shouted, “this is how Miss Plimsoll spells Diary!” Everybody, including the native clerk, was thoroughly amused. My triumph became positively orgiac. I danced round the garden shouting “Dairy! Dairy! Dairy!” All my repressions were suddenly released. As usual Miss Plimsoll dissolved into tears.


7.


And yet, and yet … You see, I watched her packing up. Her possessions had become so familiar to me. There was that photograph of H.M.S. Agamemnon, to which had since been added a companion picture of the Arethusa. There was a strip of Bulgarian embroidery, a present from Philippopolis, which would one day come in useful: there were those two phials of attar of roses which she had purchased out of her own little blue purse at Constantinople: that Moorish satchel which she had won as a prize at a book tea. In they went, one after the other, and a layer of tissue-paper hid them successively and eternally from my sight. The pressure of abschiedsstimmung, the pressure of remorse, rose in me in ascending levels. That blue dress which she wore for tea-parties, that dove-coloured silk which she wore when she came down to dinner. The Diary. The celluloid box for hair-pins. That brown holland affair in which she kept her brushes and her hair-combings. Her brushes themselves. … She bent over her boxes, sniffling—but not with cold. “Miss Plimsoll,” I said, “I’m sorry—I really am. …” She began to whimper at that, and I left the room and locked myself in the water-closet. I cried there softly: soft enough to indicate manliness and restraint: just loud enough to make certain that people could hear. And a few hours later Miss Plimsoll, tear-stained but brave, was bobbing out in a row-boat towards the steamer in the bay.


Years afterwards I met my successor, the boy to whom Miss Plimsoll had gone after she left Morocco. He was a pimply youth at New College and he played lacrosse. He introduced himself to me and said that he felt he knew me already, he had heard so much about me from his governess, Edith Plimsoll. I was alarmed at this, feeling that my sins had found me out. But no—it was evident that Miss Plimsoll had been loyal and romantic. She had conveyed to him the picture of a manly little boy who would have died sooner than tell a lie: the picture of a boy of infinite enterprise and daring, softened only by that gentleness which mates with British pluck. I was somewhat dazzled by this portrait of myself from five to nine. Really that had been very kind of Miss Plimsoll: the whole affair was very satisfactory.


“Tell me,” I asked him, “did she bother you much to go into the Navy?”


“The Navy? Good gracious, no. She was always talking about diplomats.” 
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