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1
            Winter in the Air

         

         The furniture, assembled once more under the high ceiling of a London room, seemed to be wearing a look of quiet satisfaction, as though, slightly shrugging their polished shoulders, the desk had remarked to the bookcase, the Regency armchair to the Chippendale mirror, ‘Well, here we are again.’ And then, after a creak or two, silence had fallen on the dustless room.

         It was morbidly dustless, morbidly unlittered. Rolling up her apron, Mrs Darbyshire, the charwoman, said, ‘I think that is all I can do for you to-day,’ in tones of professional self-righteousness. Indeed, Barbara thought, there was nothing more to ask; everything, from the slight dampness on the floor of the kitchenette to the embonpoint of the cushions on the sofa, was as it should be. She had not seen such neatness for years.

         The thought of someone like Mrs Darbyshire had confirmed her decision to live in London again. A London charwoman does her work, takes her money and goes away, sterile as the wind of the desert. She does not spongily, greedily, absorb your concerns, study your nose to see if you have been crying again, count the greying hairs of your head, proffer sympathetic sighs and vacuum pauses and then hurry off to wring herself out, spongily, all over the village, with news of what’s going on between those two at Pond 2House. Not to mention the fact that a London charwoman is immeasurably better at charing.

         Except that Mrs Darbyshire went away in trousers, her exit in 1950 was just as the exits of Mrs Shelley had been in the mid-thirties—the same healing order left behind, the same tonic appearance of everything wound up for a fresh start, with a filled kettle sitting on the hot-plate ready to be heated. And the flat of now, Barbara thought, in which she was again a single lady, was not very different from the flat of then; it was smaller, and the window glass, replacing glass that had been blown out in an air-raid, was of inferior quality, and the rent was a great deal higher, but the sitting-room and bedroom of the new flat were of the same sober, Victorian proportions, and, considering the housing shortage, she was lucky to get it, above all at such short notice—only two months. Two months and eight days, to be precise, for it was on the seventeenth of August that Willie broke the news, coming slowly across the sunburned lawn to where she stood repainting the front door of Pond House, little thinking how soon she would go out by it and Annelies come in.

         ‘But why?’ she had asked. ‘Why must she come and live with you? I thought it was all over, months ago.’

         ‘So did I.’

         ‘But Annelies doesn’t. Is that it?’

         ‘She is so wretched,’ he had said. ‘So desperately, incompetently wretched. I can’t let her go on suffering like this.’

         While they spoke, she continued spreading the blue 3paint, brushing it into the knots and cajoling it round the door-knocker. Dreamily, under the shock of these tidings, there had persisted a small, steady dissatisfaction because the paint was not the right shade of blue.

         The flat of now seemed lighter than the flat of then. This was partly because her pieces of rosewood furniture were now so much paler in tone; twelve years in a country house, with windows open and sun shining in and not enough furniture polish, had bleached the rosewood to a tint of feuille-morte. Outside there was a difference, too—more air, more light, welling like fountains from the bombed sites. The room was full of light, as full of light as it was full of silence. In the centre stood the rosewood table, and as she bent over it, it reflected her with the whole length of its uncluttered surface, darkened here and there with old ink-stains like sea-leopard skin.

         ‘I shall leave you the rosewood table,’ she had said to Willie. ‘It’s the only one that is the right height for you, and large enough to hold all your traps.’

         ‘No, don’t,’ he had said. ‘I shall take over the big kitchen table. It’s the same height. I’ve measured it.’

         ‘Very well. But you’ll keep the wardrobe?’

         ‘I’d rather not.’

         ‘Nonsense! You must have something to keep your clothes in. Or to keep the moths in, for I suppose you’ll never remember to shut the doors.’

         ‘That’s all right. Annelies has one of these compactum things. It belonged to her husband.’

         ‘I see. How convenient.’4

         ‘My God, how I hate these practical conversations! Why must we have them? They always end like this.’

         Planning ahead, Barbara had resolved that the furniture should not be arranged in the flat of now as in the flat of then. But London rooms impose a formula. Now, as then, the desk stood in the recess on the left side of the fireplace, and the bookcase in the recess on the right; the sofa had its back to the window; and, on the wall opposite the fireplace, the Chippendale mirror hung above the bureau. Later on, she thought, readjusting the sofa cushions (for Mrs Darbyshire, like Mrs Shelley, had a passion for putting square objects cornerwise)—later on, people too will regroup themselves in this room. Mary Mackenzie’s hand will dangle from the arm of the Regency chair as though its rings were too many and too heavy for it, and Julian will project his long legs obliquely from the stool, and Clive Thompson will stand with his back to the room, puffing at the bookcase. They will not have kept their outlines as unyieldingly as the furniture has, but their voices will be the same, and after the first constraint we shall find a great deal to talk about. It will be best, her thoughts went on, planning, foreseeing and planning as they had done during the breathless, interminable weeks before her departure from Pond House—it will be best to get them all here together one evening, when any awkwardness can be tided over by making them a trifle drunk. But that could be later on. It was still only her third day in the flat of now, and one must have a small decency-bit of time in which to lick one’s wounds and wring the sea-water of shipwreck out of one’s 5hair. Such privilege belongs to women … One of the advantages of a solitary life is that it allows one time to verify quotations instead of trailing them about all day, hanging them on gooseberry bushes, leaving them, like rings, above the sink. Such privilege … Hermione, in The Winter’s Tale, said it.

         Shakespeare was in the bedroom, to countervail against her dislike of it. It was a dislikable room, mutilated by the remodelling, which had shorn it for a bathroom. The tree beyond the bedroom window, she thought, coming back into the sitting-room with the book in her hand—even the tree, in itself a pleasant thing, must be contemplated as a sparrow-rack, where, from the first light onward, sparrows would congregate and clatter, making sleep impossible.

         She found The Winter’s Tale, and turned to the trial scene. Here it was:

         
            
               … with immodest hatred,

               The child-bed privilege denied, which ’longs

               To women of all fashion. Lastly, hurried

               Here, to this place, i’ the open air, before

               I have got strength of limit.

            

         

         Verifying quotations would indeed be an interesting pursuit if they all turned out to be as wide of the mark as this one. If Willie had shown a spark of even modest hate, she might have known a spark of hope.

         She laid Shakespeare on the sofa and presently sat down beside him. To do so was a deliberate act, for she still retained, as a vestige of the last few weeks, an inability to sit down. One says ‘a glutton for work’, and during her 6last month at Pond House she had exemplified that odious phrase, rushing gluttonously from one useful deed to another, cleaning, dispatching, repairing, turning out and destroying.

         ‘All this revengeful housecleaning!’ Willie had lamented.

         ‘It’s only fair to Annelies to get my smell out of the house,’ she had replied.

         In the first onset of grief, when grief was still pure enough to be magnanimous, the explanation might have been almost true, but not by the time she gave it. By then, she had no more magnanimity than a criminal on the run. There must be nothing left behind by which she could be tracked. A visual recollection of something overlooked and unscotched would strike her, as she lay sleepless—strike her violently, as though the object itself had been catapulted against her face. With her heart hammering and the blood pounding in her ears, she would begin to interrogate herself as to where, in their magpie’s nest of a house, she had last set eyes on the red flannel heart embroidered with forget-me-nots, or the mug with ‘William’ on it that she had bought at Aberdovey. And all the while the most damning piece of evidence had slipped her memory, and only came to light by chance.

         Invalided after Dunkirk, Willie had retained from his equipment one of those metal slides that isolate the military button for polishing. Thinking that this would serve the same purpose for the brass knobs on the spice cupboard, she began to search for it in the collector’s cabinet, where Willie’s father had kept his birds’ eggs, where Willie 7hoarded his oddments. In the third drawer down, she came on the letters, her sight stumbling from Annelies’s crisp blue sheets to her own letters, written from the flat of then to the Willie of then. She had looked at them no longer than to think how surprisingly and for the worse her handwriting had altered during the twelve years of happy married illiteracy, when she heard Willie saying, ‘I know nothing about it. Do please go away,’ to the children at the back door who had come to fetch the things for the jumble sale. Slamming the drawer to, she ran downstairs to recall the children. When she went back to the cabinet, the drawer was locked. Embarrassment tied her tongue.

         Three days later, looking like a good dog, Willie laid her letters on the dressing-table.

         ‘I don’t approve of what I am doing,’ he said. ‘But then I don’t approve of anything I am doing.’ After a pause, he added, ‘I think I wish I were dead.’

         ‘Not really,’ she answered. ‘Not really, my dear.’

         They looked at each other in the mirror, then. In the mirror she watched him lay his head on her shoulder—deposit it there, as though it were a sick animal.

         But it was from that hour—as though by the restitution of her letters a ghost had been laid or a cork drawn—that Willie began to recover, to ascend from being a mournful cipher in her preparations to becoming their animating spirit. The last joint days at Pond House were spent in a kind of battered exhilaration, with Willie circumventing inquiring droppers-in, beating carpets and sewing on buttons. It was not just speeding the parting guest. He had, 8somehow or other, to dispose of the mounting excitement with which he awaited Annelies, and to be the life and soul of Barbara’s departure was at once a safety valve and a tribute to conjugality.

         ‘Write to me, won’t you?’ he had said, tying on the last luggage label.

         ‘We said we wouldn’t write, except on business,’ she had replied. ‘It would hurt Annelies. You know how sensitive she is, how the least thing makes her suffer agonies.’ (She could not deny herself this shaft, and anyhow it did not penetrate.)

         ‘You owe me a letter, Barbara. I gave you back the others. I didn’t want to, but I did. I have never been so unhappy as I was that morning.’ It was true, as true as that he was now much less unhappy. ‘At least write and tell me that you are settled in, that you are all right, that the roof doesn’t leak, that there aren’t black beetles. It might be called a letter of business, really—though it isn’t.’

         ‘I will write,’ she had said.

         Now she took up Shakespeare, in whose orisons all our sins are comprehended, and patted him. ‘Dear Swan!’ she said aloud, her voice, in the unexplored depths of the lofty London room, sounding like the voice of a stranger. She could feel her body furtively relaxing while she sat on the sofa, and beginning to enjoy itself. It sighed, and stretched its legs, and burrowed deeper into the cushions, and her nostrils quickened to the smell of furniture polish, as though there were promise in it. She had been happy in her former solitude; presently she would be solitarily 9happy again. Like the furniture, she would settle down in the old arrangement, and the silence of the room would not intimidate her long; it was no more than a pin-point of silence in the wide noise of London. The kettle was on the hot-plate, filled and ready to be heated. The room sat around her, attentive, ready for her to begin. But first she must write to Willie.

         Crossing the room, she seemed to herself to wade through silence, as though she were wading out to sea against a mounting tide. Silence embraced her thighs and almost overthrew her. She sat down at the desk and took a sheet of paper from a pigeon-hole. The light from the window fell on the desk over her left shoulder, just as it had done in the flat of then. And, just as she had done in the flat of then, she wrote the date—the date of now—and the words ‘My Dear.’

         ‘I am keeping my promise,’ she wrote. ‘The flat is very comfortable. There are no black beetles, and the person overhead plays Bach by hand, which seems very old-fashioned and soothing. I have found a nice charwoman. She is called Mrs Darbyshire. She wears trousers. I hope—’ The pen stopped. What did she hope?

         After birthdays and Christmases there came the hour when one was set down to write the letters of thanks. ‘Thank you so much for the gorgeous chocolates,’ one wrote, or, ‘It was very kind of you to give me that nice bottle of scent.’ The chocolates had been eaten, the scent had been spilled—but still they had to be thanked for. One’s handwriting sagged down the page as if from weariness, the 10words ‘nice’ or ‘jolly’ dogged one from sentence to sentence, and with every recommencement of gratitude the presents and the festivities became more irrevocably over and done with. One stared at the unfinished sentence and wondered what false thing to say next. Yet what she wanted to say to Willie was clear enough in her mind, clear as the printed words on India paper which had levelled themselves at her heart from that speech in The Winter’s Tale:

         
            
               To me can life be no commodity;

               The crown and comfort of my life, your favour

               I do give lost, for I do feel it gone,

               Yet know not how it went …

            

         

         But in real life one cannot write so plainly the plain truth; it would look theatrical. She must think of something she could legitimately hope. A hope about Mrs Darbyshire would do nicely. She wrote, ‘I hope she will like me enough to look on me as a permanency.’

         Oh, poor Willie! That sentence would not do at all. She tore up the unfinished letter and threw it into the grate, which Mrs Darbyshire had left neatly laid with crumpled paper and sticks and a few well-chosen lumps of coal, in case the lady should wish to light a fire in the evening; for a newly-moved-into place always strikes chilly at first, and though the autumn weather was keeping up wonderfully, almost as mild as spring, one could feel winter in the air.
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            Hee-Haw!

         

         A mile or so on the hither side of the village of St Prew, Mrs Vincent stopped the taxi she had engaged at the railway station, telling the driver that she had an attack of cramp and must walk about a little. She could not give the excuse that she wanted to look at the view—the admired view of the cliffs, crested like bulls with shaggy moor and standing sullenly at bay against the Atlantic—for the forgotten, familiar sea fog obscured all but the immediate landscape of rough turf laid thinly over rocky ground, outcrops of granite, an unmortared stone wall laced with brambles and tufted with fern, and the telegraph poles. She walked forward along the road, seeming to carry this landscape with her through the surrounding mist, and looking about for something she could identify. Thirty years ago, every yard of this road had been as familiar to her as her own hand. She had walked it in all moods, in all weathers, and the last time she had come this way, but in the counter direction, she had seemed almost to fly along it, so great was the force of her anger, her frenzy to escape and never, never set foot on it again.

         A stone gatepost came suddenly out of the fog. She thought she remembered that. Laying her bare hand on it, she felt its cold moisture drench into her flesh. A moment later, the sound of the foghorn from the lightship thumped 12on her hearing. Hee-haw! Hee-haw!—a descent from the minor seventh to the tonic. She remembered that, too. She waited for the loud, listless, booming syllables to recur. One counted ten. Subconsciously, she had begun to count, and at ten, Hee-haw! Hee-haw! struck in. It was as though she had never been out of earshot, as though the thirty years since her departure had been no more than another way of counting ten.

         The sea fog, looking so light as it billowed past, so light and so oddly dry, as though it were smoke, had already begun to penetrate her. Her hand on the gatepost shone with moisture; minute drops bloomed her sleeve. Eight, nine—she could not go on!—ten. It was not to be endured. Hee-haw! Hee-haw! This time, there was no reason to endure it. She turned and walked briskly toward the waiting car, determined to tell the driver that she had changed her mind and would return to the station. But he said to her, ‘How’s the cramp? Better?’ And in the moment of answering him she lost her purpose, got into the car, and let herself be driven on.

         The ground began to waver downhill. From here, if it were not for the fog, she would see the rooftops of the village, the little bay, the scrolling iron-coloured cliffs beyond. There it would be. The post office, the bakery, the sheds where the nets were mended and the ground where they were hung to dry, the stone church-tower and the red-brick chapel, and the chemist’s shop, no wider than a passage, where she used to buy oil of cloves for her toothache. On the outskirts of the village, lying in wait for 13her, was the bungalow where she had lived for three years with Ludovick. It had been built for a holiday house, flimsy and summerlike—too flimsy even for summer, in this sad seaward climate, so its owner had been glad to close with Ludovick’s offer of twenty pounds a year and a new coat of paint. They had not unpacked before he began laying on his blue paint, dropping paint everywhere and getting painter’s colic; a couple of months later, the blue paint was blotching, curling, scaling and flaking off, for he had used a cheap kind and it could not withstand the heavy charge of salt in the air. But by that time he did not mind. He had begun his first canvas of the series of sea anemones. And on the heels of that, having scorched himself raw with sunbathing, he went down with blood poisoning.

         The car slid round a corner and changed gear. She started, and looked out of the window. They were passing the bungalow; she caught a flash of it, perched on its hillock behind the tamarisk hedge. There was a line of washing, so someone was living in it. The fuchsia was gone, and there was a flight of cement-block steps in place of the steep path.

         In a whisk, in a glancing blow of recognition, she had seen it again, the place where she had lived for three years—in turmoil, in rapture, in drudgery, in fury, in the bitter patience of disillusionment; there, at the close of those three years, she had her last quarrel with Ludovick and walked for the last time down the steep path. Closing the gate, she had heard a sudden gay clatter of crockery. Ludovick, left to himself, was washing up. He’ll soon tire of that, she had thought. He stayed on for another six months; 14then he took himself abroad, and it was from Corsica that he sent her the evidence for their divorce.

         The taxi drew up before The Good Hope. Standing on the pavement, she knew a moment of wincing panic. Because she recognized the narrow street, and the porch of The Good Hope, straddling out across the pavement on its short, clumsy pillars, and even the momentary amplification it gave to the voices of the two women who passed under it, deep in village conversation, she felt herself closed in on by recognitions. ‘Proper foolish, I call it,’ one of the women said. The words seemed to be spoken of her.

         Saying to herself, ‘But I am old, I am well dressed, my eyebrows are plucked, I am called Mrs Vincent, I have nothing to fear,’ she entered The Good Hope and was conducted to the bedroom she had booked.

         The interior of The Good Hope was considerably changed. It was so spruced, so glistening with white paint, chromium ashtrays, brass warming-pans and pink eiderdowns, that, looking down from her bedroom window into the street, she had the impression that she was in a box at the theatre, looking down a stage set. The stage set included a cinema and several newly antiqued teashops, and the stage crowd contained a new social element—people like herself, only younger, walking with a town gait and precision among the fishermen and the slow-footed women. Looking farther along the street, she noticed a hanging sign that wagged in the perpetual wind and bore the words ‘Artist’s Colours and Materials. Crafts.’ Ludovick, the artlessly gratified, the childishly sanguine and childishly downcast, wagging like a 15spaniel at any pat of recognition—what would he make of this commemoration of his Cornish period, this tribute of pink eiderdowns and warming-pans? ‘Hee-haw! Hee-haw!’ she said, mimicking the foghorn. It was still blaring away, but now, competing with the wireless downstairs and the traffic outside, it was no longer portentous and obsessive, as it had been on the cliff road. It sounded foolishly persevering, like an obstinate donkey tethered on a common. The mood of her journey evaporated. Hungry from the sea air, ready to be dispassionately entertained, she went down to the lounge and ordered tea.

         Above her table there was a reproduction of the second Sea Anemones, signed and dated with his painstakingly neat ‘L. Dodge. July, 1921.’ How cross everyone had been about it when it was exhibited, and his friendly critics crossest of all, because it had none of the qualities for which they had previously commended him. ‘A regrettable, if wholly successful, attempt to reproduce the wallpaper in the bedroom of some indulged Edwardian kitchenmaid,’ Boddick had written, and someone else had referred to it as ‘this jellied Venus rising from pink froth’. Now the reproduction, in a most respectful frame, hung on the wall where formerly old Mr Tregurtha’s head had left its greasy halo, and no one gave it a glance. With every sup of China tea, with every bite of the solicitously Cornish food—saffron buns and vinegar loaf cake—it became easier to sterilize the past by the present. The weather had changed, too. The fog had lifted; the sun was shining. After tea, she would go for a walk.16

         It was surprisingly creditable (she was sufficiently conscious of the creditability to be surprised) that she could walk about in St Prew with no other emotion than a Londoner’s response to an April evening in country air. She went down to the harbour, where the boats were gently waggling at their moorings. Their shadows plunged into the water that the reflected sunset had strewn with petals of tea-rose pink, and a gull was perched on every mast. She walked on the drying-ground, snuffing up the tar and the brine of the nets. She saw again the bust of Queen Victoria gazing seaward from the bayed front of The Fisherman’s Friend, and it was still painted heliotrope. Fighting resolutely for breath, she climbed the flight of steps that was the short-cut to Prospect Terrace, where a half-circle of cottages, turning their backs to the sea, had concentrated the regard of their front windows, their lace curtains and geraniums, on the public urinal. But now the urinal had been replaced by a telephone kiosk, and the cottages had become self-consciously simple, with windows wide open and mugs of daffodils. From here, past pigsties and orchards, a lane had run, joining the main road just short of the bungalow where she and Ludovick had lived. It had a metalled surface now, and a perspective of trim little holiday cottages. She looked at the rise of moorland beyond and turned away. Why should she go walking on for another look at the bungalow? It was still there, for what it was worth. It was still there, and she wasn’t. Let that be enough!

         So the walk round St Prew did not take quite so long as 17Mrs Vincent had intended, and to fill up the gap of time before dinner she ordered a glass of sherry to be brought to her in the lounge. Automatically, she sat down at the same table where she had had tea. L. Dodge, she read. July, 1921. That hot summer—the historically hot summer of 1921. How strange the colours of the parched landscape had been, at once violent and pale, and how strongly everything had smelled: the mown field where they had taken their supper one evening, and everything they ate tasted of warm stewed figs because of the intense, figlike sweetness of the cut clover, cooked all day in the blazing heat; the gorse along the cliffs, smelling as though a mad baker had been taking coconut bread out of the fiery oven’s mouth; the drains in St Prew; and in the bungalow, oil paints and paraffin and fennel and the sea.

         L. Dodge. July, 1921.

         ‘Everyone is struck by that picture,’ the waiter said, calling her attention to the glass of sherry he had set down. ‘It was painted here, in St Prew. Sea Anemones, by Ludovick Dodge. Of course, this is only a copy. The original is in a London gallery, I believe. Bought for the nation.’

         ‘Yes. I have seen it,’ she said.

         ‘Have you, now? Well, it was painted down here, in St Prew. He lived here for several years. Put St Prew on the map, you might say. People have been coming to see the place ever since. Of course, it was all a long time ago. Ninteen twenty-one.’

         ‘Before you can remember,’ she said.

         ‘Well, in a manner of speaking, yes. But there’s plenty 18that do. There’s old Mr Caunter—he can tell you any amount about the artist. He’s got quite a name for it among our visitors, He’s in the bar at this moment.’

         She made a movement of dissent, but it was too late.

         ‘He’s a dear old soul, too,’ continued the waiter. ‘A real character. I’ll tell you what, I’ll ask him to step into the lounge. There’s nothing he likes better than telling our visitors about Ludovick Dodge. Another sherry, Madam?’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘Yes, Madam. And I’ll bring along Mr Caunter. He—well, he usually takes rum.’

         ‘Then bring a rum with my sherry. Make it a double.’

         Caunter, she said to herself. Caunter. Who was called Caunter? But a taproom bore by any other name would recognize her as easily. She had been a fool.

         The huge old man, coming into the room like a ship, and piloted by the waiter, did not appear to recognize her, nor did she recognize him. He bowed portentously and sat down, and raised his glass.

         ‘Good health to ‘ee, my dear,’ he said. ‘And welcome to St Prew. I understand from Marky, here, that you come from London.’ She nodded. ‘Yes. And, what’s more, that you’ve seen this picture, here—only it was the real one, and not a printed-off affair—in London. So’ve I seen it. Not in London, though. No, here in St Prew. Spit-new it was then—oh, and a wonder! ‘Twasn’t everyone liked it from the first. But I did.’

         Were you the man who came to mend the roof? she thought.19

         ‘Because I liked the painter, d’you see? Mr Dodge. Young man, he was then. In his twenties, I reckon. Remarkable. Re-markable. There wasn’t anything that young man couldn’t do. Why, I’ve seen him go down over Shark Head as easy as a rabbit. Ah!—but he’s dead, you know.’

         ‘He died a few years ago, didn’t he?’

         ‘Eighteen of March, nineteen forty-nine. In a motoring accident. Near Amalfi. In Italy. Fishing-port, like St Prew, so I understand. I got it all, cut out of the newspaper. A pity, my dear! A wonderful pity! I’ve never seen a young man so full of life, nor so enjoying. I’ve seen him down in Bat Cove, when a swarm of jellyfish was coming in. “Look at them,” he said to me. “Look at them, you old Caunter, you! I could go and bathe in them.” “Don’t ‘ee go for to do that, sir,” said I. And he burst out laughing, and walked up and down the beach with his arm round my neck, carrying on about those jellyfish and saying they made him as happy as a king. Happy and glorious, that’s what he was. So was she—his young lady. You never saw such a pair of creatures as those two.’

         Stop, stop, she said to herself. What does it matter? It’s all over long ago. We’re all dead. What the hell does it matter who Ludovick took up with?

         ‘His young lady?’ she asked.

         Mr Caunter looked at her as one old crony might look at another, and smiled.

         ‘Well—as to whether they were married or no, that I won’t say. These artists don’t think so much of matrimony as other folk do, seemingly.’

         ‘No. Sometimes they don’t think of it at all.’20

         ‘But, married or t’other thing,’ said Mr Caunter, his shiplike bulk putting on a sudden majesty of full sail, ‘I can say this. They were happy. Happy as the day is long. And loving each other. Head over ears in love. Fit to tear each other. Ah! One doesn’t see the like of that more than once in a lifetime—and maybe not then. But there they were. I saw them. And I shan’t forget it.’

         He drank solemnly, and was silent, looking at her as though she were the same woman at whose table he had sat down five minutes before, as though, out of the neatly raked ashes, jealousy had not exploded and hurled her back from the security of being married to Charles Vincent to the agony of being married to Ludovick Dodge. It must have begun the moment her back was turned. Who was she? Where had he got her—this bitch with whom he had been so happy and glorious?

         ‘What was she like, this young lady?’ she asked conversationally, and, noticing the fires shaken from the diamonds on her fingers, she hid her twitching hands under the table.

         ‘Well, now, that’s a question I can’t rightly answer. You know a lark by the song, and not by the feathers. And when you see a young lady so blazingly in love, you don’t stop to notice what colour her eyes are. She was young, you know. Dressed herself in nice bright colours; never wore a hat. And nimble. Wonderfully light on her feet, she was. Many’s the time I’ve seen her run up the steps from the harbour to Prospect Terrace, as though it were no more to her than the bedchamber stairs. Carrying a great parcel of fish, and the Lord knows what else.’21

         So you had to do that too, she thought. Hope you liked it.

         ‘I never saw her sick or sorrowful but once,’ said Mr Caunter. ‘And that was when he was ill. He’d set his heart on a red mullet, and she came after it. I’d have dived into the sea and brought one out in my mouth for that young man. But there wasn’t a red mullet in the catch that day. When I told her so, she stood there and cursed and damned me, with the tears raining down over her cheeks. But he soon picked up, and they were ramping and tearing over the moor, happy as ever.’

         Different woman, but the same Ludovick, she thought.

         ‘Not that they didn’t have their little differences. Wouldn’t have been like lovers not to.’ A slow grin rocked his whiskers. ‘One day, I happened to be going past their gate and I heard them disputing withindoors. He gave a yell and came running down the path, and she raced after him and clapped a pot of blue paint over his head. And what did he do? Knocked her clean into the hedge, and came walking on with his easel and all the rest of his gear. And the blue paint streaming down all over him.’

         He’s got it mixed, she said to herself desperately, reasonably. He’s got it mixed. I was the paint, and the love and the happiness was the other one.

         ‘Yes, my dear. That’s what it is to be a genius, d’you see? He went on down to the cove, and put his feet in a pool, and sat drawing those little emonies. There was a young man you couldn’t but help loving. Love him I did. And do to this day.’22

         ‘And when was this?’ she asked, after a pause.

         ‘Thirty years ago,’ he said. ‘Yes, that’s when it was. Can’t be less, for in nineteen twenty-two the fishing trade got so bad that soon after midsummer I packed up and went to work for a fishmonger in Birmingham. Funny ways they’ve got with fish in those parts.’

         I suppose I shall remember that ridiculous sentence to my dying day, she thought.

         ‘And when I came back to St Prew, he was gone,’ the old man said.

         Still silent, she laid her hands on the table and looked at them. They were not shaking now. Presently, she became aware that the other guests were beginning to bestir themselves and go into the dining-room, and that Mr Caunter was getting to his feet.

         ‘Time I was going home,’ he said. ‘The fog is blowing in again. It will be another thick night. We’ll be hearing the foghorn again in a minute or two. Ah. Well, it’s been a pleasure. I could tell about him by the hour. But best not. The fog gets into my tubes, d’you see? And then I cough.’

         It was as though the fog were billowing past, dry as smoke, between her and the old man with his stumbling attempts at the courtesies of farewell. Absorbed in her bitter melancholy, she did not notice when he went away.

      

   


   
      
         
23
            The Children’s Grandmother

         

         Looking westward under the dusky winter skies, which had a russet tinge, as though the colour of the moor were reflected in the low-hanging clouds, one saw along the horizon a band of pale light, and that was the sky above the Atlantic.

         ‘You say Roses is five miles from the sea?’ my sister Anne had commented. ‘Why, the children will grow up little sea monsters. You can whisk them into it in a moment, before the old lady has time to say no.’ In fact, it was not so easy. The children’s grandmother could not imagine the car—a large, old Daimler, a car for carrying dowagers to court rather than children to the sea—being driven by anyone but Job. Job understood it. We lived at Roses for nearly three years before I was allowed to drive the Daimler to the sea, and even then Job came too. Job also understood the tides; and as my children’s Aunt Madeleine had been drowned off the beach where they paddled, I could not contest the importance of Job’s understanding the tides. By then, I had become so much a piece of life at Roses that I was not sorry to have Job in the back of the car, representing, for he was an immensely impressive and solemn old man, the rightful dowager. Graciously rising and sinking, bowing to a non-existent populace at every jolt in the narrow lane, Job accompanied us to the sea, sat down 24on the flat rock that was called Job’s Rock, as other rocks were called the Castle, the Maiden, and the Churn, and took out his knitting. He sat on his rock and watched the sea, and his needles clicked and flicked, gathering the wool into socks and scarves and jerseys for the children, and at some mysteriously indicated moment he would cry out in his foghorn bellow that the current was flowing round the Churn, that swimmers and paddlers must return to the beach. We obeyed him, knowing that he was our friend. We must have known it by intuition, for he hardly ever spoke, his face was as expressionless as the moon, and his eyes were like two large iron nails driven deep into it and fastened by rust.

         There was another cove within much the same distance from Roses, but we were forbidden to go to it. To get there, one had to pass through a village called St Keul, where, so the children’s grandmother said, there was always fever. At first, this prohibition was merely a mercy to me, and St Keul a place where I need not be paraded in my widow’s dress, or repeat the story of the car accident in which my husband had been fatally injured and I scarcely injured at all, to listeners whose code of manners spared me no questions and whose loyalty to the old family inscribed very clearly on their severe countenances a loyally unspoken opinion that the wrong one had survived. Their sympathy, naturally enough, went to my husband’s mother, who would oversee these conversations almost as a mother oversees her child’s performance at the dancing-class, sternly attentive that I should not omit a single pirouette in the elaborate ritual 25of courtesy between high and low. As time went on, and I became better trained in these formalities, and saw her skilled and scrupulous observance of them, I found that I could not reconcile the ban on St Keul with the reason she gave for it. Any outbreak of sickness, any sickbed, childbed, deathbed, among our poor neighbours became her affair—not, I think, that she liked doing good but simply because she could not conceive herself not doing it. No danger or loathsomeness could turn her aside from a purpose. The Daimler swayed and sidled down chaseways and field tracks to carry her and her chest of homoeopathic medicines anywhere and everywhere—except to St Keul. Whatever the reason for her ban, it could not be fever—unless (the surmise darted upon me and darkened into belief) it was from St Keul that the infection had reached out to Guy and Everard, the twin sons who had died, one at midnight, the other before day, as though they had died in a ballad. No doubt I could have known the truth for the asking, but I could not bring myself to ask. There was something so hysterically ludicrous in the story of this doomed nursery that I dreaded to hear it consecutively told. Such narratives are more tolerable in the city, where, indeed, they can be a social asset, and people dine out on them: ‘Max, Max, tell us that appalling story, that Seven Little N—— story of the family at Roses!’ But at Roses one was a long way from any city.

         My husband, the last of my mother-in-law’s children, and born at a long interval after the others, was the only one who lived to grow up, his childhood intimidated by 26the absence, which was also a presence, of Madeleine, Guy, Everard, Lucas, Alice and Noel. He grew up an only child, in the middle of this shadowy band of brothers and sisters whom his father and the servants assured him were angels in heaven, whom his mother told him were dead. Unable to reconcile a discrepancy, he yet felt himself confronted with a choice between becoming another angel or another dead child at the feet of the white marble angel that showed up so embarrassingly among the wooden and small iron crosses in the village graveyard. Meanwhile, he lived among their vestiges—riding Guy’s bicycle, filling the blank pages in Lucas’s scrapbook, or giving tea parties under the weeping ash to the dolls of Madeleine, Alice and Noel. Twice a year, he stood to be measured against the nursery door, where their heights were recorded in his mother’s handwriting, creeping up among and through them like a shoot of this year making its way through last year’s thicket, until at last he surmounted them all and still remained alive. Their initials and his—a C for Charles—were still legible when I came to Roses with his four fatherless children and the measuring began again, the children’s grandmother writing the new initials and the dates of the twentieth century in the same calm, cursive hand. Age for age, the new measurements all fell below the old. She never remarked on it, but I supposed that to herself she commented on the stocky inelegant stature inherited from a mother born of the sturdy middle class. She never remarked on my children’s sturdy middle-class health, either. Beyond a few prohibitions— St Keul, venturing into the current that drowned 27Madeleine, eating chocolates after teeth had been brushed for bedtime—she had no trace of grandmotherly fuss or grandmotherly fondness.

         During our first years at Roses, while I was still capable of town-bred speculation and analysis, I used to wonder if her detachment sprang from a contained and despairing diffidence— if, having failed so pitiably to rear her own children, she had made some violent vow not to meddle with mine. Later, seeing her detachment persisting, quite unchanged, under her grandchildren’s affection, I came to suppose her dislike of her son’s marriage perpetuated in a stoical disapproval of the fruits of it—for she was completely a Stoic; in all the years I lived under her roof, I never heard her utter a regret or an aspiration. And at other times I had the simple and sentimental thought: She has lost all her children; she dares not love again. In spite of this detachment—or perhaps because of it—her relationship with her grandchildren was as easy as the relationship of sea and seaweed. We think of children as being our dependants; at best this is only a half-truth. The child is a social tyrant, imposing on its elders an obligation to conform, and as a rule the elderly, being on the outermost and most provincial rim of the child’s society, transform themselves the most slavishly, and climb downward, so to speak, in a headlong flurry to be accepted. The children’s grandmother was as equalitarian among my children as though she were another child. She spoke to them, even to the youngest, without a change of voice or manner, and bargained with them in such matters as winding her wool or stripping the gooseberry bushes as sternly as though 28they were horse-dealers. They, in turn, bargained with her and, by measuring their wits against hers, came to know her as confidently as Job understood the Daimler and the tides. In spite of her threescore years and ten, she was as active as a hound. It was an extraordinary sight to see them playing hide-and-seek in the orchard—the tall old woman running with her grey head stooped under the lichened boughs, or folded away in some narrow hiding-place, her eyes blazing with excitement. After a while, with a fickleness that matched the fickleness of a child, she would say curtly, ‘That’s all,’ and walk out of the game without a trace of fatigue, for she played to please herself, not them. Even in that most grandmotherly role of storyteller, she retained an egoism of artistry. It was she who chose the stories; it was to her own ear they were addressed, or perhaps to the ghost of her unsurmisable childish self seated among my children, who listened with critical ease to her narratives, as a cultured audience listens to a first-rate performer. ‘Nothing too much.’ It is, I believe, a Stoic maxim; at any rate, it is a canon of classical performance, and she unfailingly observed it. I never heard her carried away into overdramatization or false emphasis. Her ghosts appeared without those preliminary warnings, lowered tones that say ‘Here comes the ghost,’ as stentorianly as the major-domo announces ‘His Grace the Duke of So-and-So’; the squeals of the little pigs were related, not mimicked; her bears growled as a matter of course. Listening one evening to the dignified inflections of the Wolf Grandmother replying to the inquiries of Little Red Riding Hood, I realized that this was, in fact, the lot 29of my children: they had a Wolf Grandmother, a being who treated them with detached benignity, who played with them and dismissed them and enjoyed them without scruple, and would, at a pinch, defend them with uncontaminated fury. Her eyes were large the better to watch them with, her ears long the better to hear them, her claws sharp the better to tear—by an accident of kinship—not them but the village of St Keul, the malevolence of the sea, the Jesuitry of the bedtime chocolate.
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