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            Like all people whose future has suddenly been obscured, they longed for an oracle.

            —Dorothy Macardle, The Seed Was Kind (1944)

         

         AT ONE POINT in The Unforeseen, Nan Wilde, a young artist home from London to stay with her mother in County Wicklow, goes for a walk in the mountains with her new friend, Perry Frank. A recently qualified doctor, Perry mentions he is thinking of continuing his career in the United States, to which Nan responds: ‘I thought it was usually to Germany or Austria that doctors went for special study.’

         ‘So it used to be,’ Perry replies, ‘they had great teachers. But those are the sort of men the Nazis have scattered.’ He then adds that the most advanced work in surgery is being conducted in the United States: ‘The thing about it is, if there’s a world war these treatments may make quite a difference. So you see!’ ‘“I see,” Nan replies. She wanted to know whether he thought war was coming, but that was not a question to ask a man in the prime of his life on a hilltop in June.’

         Later, however, Nan has second thoughts: ‘For our generation, life is not going to be a summer holiday … [but] frightening and terrible… we must face that.’

         The Unforeseen is set in Ireland during the summer of 1938, but it was written by Dorothy Macardle on her return to Ireland from war-time London in 1945, when it was clear that Nan’s worst fears about impending war had indeed been confirmed. The novel, titled Fantastic Summer on its British publication in 1946, was Macardle’s fourth book of fiction, preceded by a collection of stories Earth-Bound (1924), published originally in the United States; The Uninvited (1942), adapted for the screen in an acclaimed Hollywood version (1944) and re-issued by Tramp Press in 2015; and The Seed Was Kind (1944), a depiction of life set in Geneva in the run-up to World War Two and the extreme conditions in London during the war. Macardle’s career as a writer and activist flew in the face of conventional categories: a pioneering feminist who was also a radical republican in Irish politics; a universalist civil liberties humanitarian who was also a nationalist; a defender of Irish neutrality during World War Two who moved to London to participate in the fight against the Nazis; a brilliant lecturer who held no teaching position; a journalist and historian who was a critic and novelist of distinction; a psychological rationalist who also put in a good word for ghosts and extrasensory experiences.

         Born in Dundalk in 1889 to the wealthy Macardle brewing family, Dorothy Macardle was educated at Alexandra College and University College Dublin, where she graduated with a B.A. degree in 1912. Steeped in a love of literature from the outset, she moved to Stratford-upon-Avon to pursue her Shakespearean interests, before returning to teach English at Alexandra College. This period in her life provided the milieu for several of her publications, including an edition of Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy (1919), Selections from Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1922), and the posthumous Shakespeare: Man and Boy (1961). As in the case of the 1916 leader Thomas MacDonagh, this love of all things English did not prevent her from gravitating towards Republicanism in the Anglo-Irish war, and taking the anti-Treaty side in the bitter Civil War. Dismissed from her teaching post at Alexandra College, she was imprisoned in Mountjoy and Kilmainham jails, and led a mass hunger-strike protesting against conditions in the prisons. She published ‘Kilmainham Tortures’, an exposé of the ill-treatment she received with other female prisoners, which was soon followed by her first exercise in investigative journalism, a chilling account of atrocities in County Kerry during the Civil War, Tragedies of Kerry 1922–1923 (1924). In the 1920s, Macardle’s creative energies were devoted mainly to theatre, writing eleven plays, many of which are lost or survive only in manuscript form. Three of her plays were produced at the Abbey Theatre – Atonement (1918), Ann Kavanagh (1922–32) and The Old Man (1925) – while one, Dark Waters, was produced at the Gate Theatre in 1932. This interest in drama led to her appointment as theatre (and sometimes film) critic for the new Irish Press, launched in tandem with Fianna Fáil’s accession to power in 1931/1932. Throughout this period, she worked on the monumental history of the Anglo-Irish and Civil Wars for which she is best known, The Irish Republic, published originally by Victor Gollancz/the Left Book Club in London in 1937, republished by the Irish Press in 1951, and re-issued in a paperback edition by Corgi Books in 1968.

         Macardle’s novel The Unforeseen bears witness to the relative calm of neutral Ireland following her homecoming in 1945, and is a comparative rarity in Irish fiction of the period in that it deals with the lives of well-to-do middle-class Dubliners, characterised by tennis clubs and swimming, sports cars with hoods, telephones, radiograms, cameras, books, cocktail-shakers and salon-style dinner parties. The story centres on Virgilia Wilde, an Irish author who leaves Manchester and London following the death of her husband to begin a new life in a restored cottage in the tranquil setting of Glencree, County Wicklow, with her long devoted home-help, Brigid Reenan. Virgilia’s daughter Nan, an artist working in London, returns to spend the summer with her mother, partly to help her work as an illustrator on a fantasy book, Puck and the Leprechauns, but also to escape the attentions of an impulsive Sicilian artist, Carlo, who smashes a bust of her in a fit of pique. Nan’s visit is welcome, for her mother has been feeling unwell and has consulted various doctors to find out what is wrong, including a Dublin psychiatrist Dr Franks, whose son Perry, embarking on his own medical career, takes a romantic interest in the newly returned Nan.

         The tranquility of the novel is disturbed, however, when it emerges that Virgilia’s condition displays symptoms not of a medical disorder but of ‘second sight,’ a paranormal ability to catch glimpses of the future, usually, but not always, presaging danger. This, not surprisingly, is initially greeted with skepticism, including by Virigilia herself, and Dr Franks is inclined to interpret it as a troubling case of mental projection. When Perry brings his friends, the recently married Garret Ingram and Pamela Fitzgerald, to bear on the proceedings, however, the response shifts from psychology towards the unexpected interest in paranormal experiences of ‘prevision’ and ‘precognition’ in scientific and wider cultural debates in the anxious interwar period. Pamela is no stranger to uncanny visitations, having featured with her brother Roddy as a main character in Macardle’s first novel, The Uninvited, set in a haunted house off the wild coast of Devon: on Pamela’s mention of a house-warming party in their new home in Donnybrook, ‘Her husband, giving her a quizzical grin, said he hoped she would have no uninvited guests’.

         But there are also other ripples on the surface calm of the settled community in The Unforeseen in the form of a Traveller family, The Vaughans, who camp for a few weeks in the district on their grounds as tinsmiths, and as horse, pony and mule dealers, in the Wicklow countryside. Though archaic, they are not out of touch with the modern: they travel to the accompaniment of gramophones, showing a particular aptitude for the music of Grieg. Going against conventional prejudices, moreover, the disruption associated with them has less to do with danger on their part than the intrusion of state violence on Traveller family life: the threat of incarcerating the Vaughan’s wayward son, Timeen, in an Industrial School, represented by the grim edifice of the nearby Glencree Reformatory (closed by de Valera’s government in 1940). The famished Timeen has escaped from one such school, and his nervousness has much to do with the prospect of his being caught again by the police. The theme of precarious or damaged family attachments is central to the novel, relating the plight of Timeen in one of Virgilia’s flash-forwards to the terrifying fate also awaiting her daughter Nan in another ominous ‘prevision’ of the future.

         Macardle’s pioneering commitment to children’s rights was already evident in the campaigning articles she wrote as a crusading journalist for The Irish Press in 1931, dealing with the impact of poverty on working class family life in ‘Some Irish Mothers and Their Children,’ ‘Children and the Law: A Test of Civilization,’ and a classic piece of reportage, ‘The Newsboy as Breadwinner.’ This concern with the emotional consequences of deprivation and abandonment led to her wide-ranging investigation, drawing on the research of Anna Freud among others, into the devastating experiences of orphaned and refugee children across 20 countries in Europe after the Second World War, Children of Europe. A Study of the Children of Liberated Countries: Their War-time Experiences, their Reactions, and their Needs, with a Note on Germany, published in 1949. In the immediate aftermath of the War, her energies were translated into direct involvement in the massive social reform programmes that attempted to pick up the pieces of a devastated continent. In 1946, Deputy Robert Briscoe informed the Dáil that the Irish government’s main contact in Europe was, in fact, Macardle, who in her travels across Europe, also sought to ensure that Irish governmental aid got to its proper destinations.

         Gypsies and tinkers have long been imbued with second sight and fortune-telling in the popular imagination, and it is not surprising in The Unforeseen that following the infliction of ‘a tinker’s curse’ by Sal, Timeen’s mother, she is described by Garrett Ingram as ‘The perfect Shakespearean witch. I’m sorry I could not hear her curses. I bet they were eloquent.’ Nan thinks that Sal’s curse may have something to do with her mother, Virgilia’s, strange behavior, only to find out that the exotic has no monopoly on witchcraft: ‘“And Sal didn’t … it wasn’t Sal?” asked Nan: Virgilia smiled: “It is I who am the witch I’m afraid.”’

         Wild landscape and mountain scenery conventionally provided the mise-en-scène for those possessed of second sight, as in the witches in Macbeth, a play that comes to mind when Nan reflects on her mother’s condition: ‘What her mother was doing came from a sick mind… It was shock that made her think “so brain-sickly of things”… Macbeth: I seem to be haunted, she thought, by Macbeth. The little red volume was among the set on her chest of drawers. She opened it.’ Macbeth points to another link in the chain of unreason – the extensive historical literature locating second sight in the Scottish Highlands and, more generally, the Celtic periphery, from the late seventeenth century. 

         The occult powers of an endangered Gaelic culture formed part of the pre-history of the cult of Ossian and Celtic antiquity that emerged in the mid-eighteenth century, closely followed by the aesthetics of the sublime and ‘Romantick’ landscape. But another connection is also important: the association of a preternatural ability to look into the future with those who have no actual future. The political background to the rise of interest in second sight in the 1690s was the defeat of the Stuart dynasty by Williamite forces in Ireland and, as such, it has affinities with the more overtly millenarian longings of the Aisling genre in eighteenth-century Ireland. The persistence of the Jacobite cause in Scotland, culminating in Bonnie Prince Charlie’s invasion in 1945 and the disaster of Culloden, re-activated interest in second sight, and the phenomenon was given a sympathetic hearing in Dr Johnson’s Journey to the Western Islands of Scotland (1775). Not surprisingly, however, glimpses of the future in these circumstances were often bound up with fearing the worst: not only intimations of mortality, but predestination, the inevitability of the fate awaiting those, whether individuals or ‘doomed races,’ facing extinction.

         The cultural milieu The Unforeseen is one of foreboding, as storm-clouds gathered over Europe in the late 1930s: ‘London might be wiped out any day,’ Macardle wrote in October, 1938: ‘gas-masks, newspaper scares, incessant wondering as to what was likely to happen’. When refugees gather in London, as recounted in Macardle’s wartime novel, The Seed Was Kind, the longing for news from the European mainland was pressing, as the young protagonist Diony discovers when she returns from Paris: ‘They wanted her to talk to them about France; interpret the mind of the Russians, prophecy about the future of Austria. Like all people whose future has suddenly been obscured, they longed for an oracle.’ Faced with these prospects, it is not surprising that second sight re-emerges in the fiction of the interwar period, assuming centre-stage even when there is little mention of the ‘international situation’ (though much about India and empire), as in Neil Gunn’s Second Sight (1940), set among an English hunting party stalking deer in the Scottish Highlands. Gunn’s novel stages a series of discussions and disagreements among characters as to the nature of a fateful premonition revealed to one of the Highland guides, Alick, and while the mysterious power to see into the future is interpreted by one of the party as a vindication of mind over matter, the very fact that the gift is ‘passing out’ under modernity ensures the ultimate ‘triumph of the material over the spiritual.’

         This does not settle the argument, however, for in a shift of register echoed in The Unforeseen, the terms of debate in Gunn’s novel are switched from ‘survivals’ and residues of superstition, to the highly contemporary topic of Einsteinian relativity, particularly the concept of ‘prevision’ formulated by the startling reconfigurations of time in the writings of the eccentric Irish aeronautics engineer, J. W. Dunne. Traces of Dunne’s controversial An Experiment With Time, published in 1927, found their way into the work of James Joyce, TS Eliot, Flann O’Brien, Jorge Luis Borges, John Buchan, JB Priestly and, not least, Neil Gunn and Dorothy Macardle. Elaborating somewhat selectively on Einstein’s theory that time was not absolute, but an objective relation between things, Dunne contended that it was therefore a mental construct, a subjective condition of interpreting the physical world. If subjectivity were suspended, as Dunne believed was the case in dreams or unconscious, trance-like states, then time could also be circumvented, and the future opened up to the present. It is no coincidence that Virgilia’s experiences of precognition in The Unforeseen occur in trance-like states, catching momentary glimpses of the future through windows, mirrors, or Nan’s glittering ‘witch-ball.’ When Virgilia sees on one occasion what was earlier prefigured:

         
            Perry said, his eyes never leaving her face: ‘You saw what you were going to see.’

            ‘Exactly,’ she replied.

            ‘Paranormal precognition,’ Perry said.

            ‘Precognition?’

            ‘“Prevision”, to be exact.’

            …. ‘– This requires a revolution in our ideas of causation.’ [states Dr Franks, Perry’s father]

            ‘It does,’ Perry said, bluntly.

            ‘It requires,’ the doctor continued, ‘a new concept of time.’

            ‘Dunne has worked that out.’

         

         The new ideas of causation involved ‘retro-causation,’ the counterintuitive idea of an effect coming before its cause: Virgilia’s premonitions are, paradoxically, ‘effects’ of causes that have yet to come. Leaving aside plausibility, this poses an insuperable difficulty for the mind’s putative ability to transcend matter, for no sooner has it extricated itself from ‘times arrow’ – the successive cause/effect chain of events – than consciousness is faced with a further dilemma: if the future is determined, then human choice and freedom are illusory. The very moment of affirmation turns out to be the end of free will and the autonomy of the human spirit. Much of the formal structure of The Unforeseen, and Gunn’s Second Sight, is devoted to resolving this dilemma, for if a story is predictable, or the outcome easily determined, then it loses all suspense – and its readers – along the way. That this is one of the pre-eminent concerns of the novel is clear from the ‘Authors’ Foreword’ in The Unforeseen, construing the action as a report along psychological or scientific lines, with only the facts changed to protect the innocent: ‘We know that our friends will excuse the elements of this fiction on this record, which in no way diminishes its psychological validity, and we trust other readers will overlook the limitations imposed by the elements of fact’. It then goes on to address the issue of free-will: ‘Some of those who shared in these events hold that free will played no part in them from first to last. With that idea the writers do not agree.’

         The problem of free will and determinism presented itself historically to Western thought in the theological guise of reconciling God’s foreknowledge, as an omniscient being, with human agency and responsibility – the philosophical task of countering predestination to which St. Augustine dedicated his labours. In the modern era, the prospect of human freedom being foreclosed by blind physical causation (whether forwards or backwards) is no less inescapable, and to this JW Dunne proposed an imaginative if facetious solution – human intervention is comparable to a musician playing on a preprogrammed instrument: ‘The intervener, in fact, is analogous, not to a skilled musician composing with the aid of a piano, but to the amateur user of a pianola, whose interferences with the complex performances of that instrument is limited to the changing of one perforated roll for another.’ The desire to intervene is not just a theoretical problem but an urgent necessity in the case of Virgila’s previsions, for they spell impending disaster, in keeping with the fatal vision of second sight in the Scottish Highlands in Gunn’s novel. To be forewarned is to be forearmed, according to conventional wisdom, but to receive dire warnings without any possibility of averting tragedy is a crippling fate – the plight of Maurya in JM Synge’s Riders to the Sea, and the source of Virgilia’s pathologial anxieties in The Unforeseen. ‘If you had warned her,’ Pamela remonstrates to Virgilia in one case, ‘it wouldn’t have happened; but it had to happen; you only foresaw it because it was going to happen.’ Virgilia tries to explain that chance also played a part in developments, but Garrett is not convinced: ‘“Aren’t you assuming free will, Mrs Wilde? I think we musn’t do that.” “Not to assume it, would,” Virgilia said, hesitantly, “make one’s responsibility seem less.” “You had no responsibility,” Garret declared.’

         Not least of the sleights of hand of The Unforeseen is the unassuming but deft plotting through which the conundrum of free will and determinism is negotiated, for as the novel suggests in its own structure, it is through narrative that contingencies of time and place disrupt predetermined outcomes. ‘“In fact, not a bus, but a tram,”’ declares Perry, quoting Maurice Hare’s notorious put-down of human delusions of freedom, but so far from running on tramtracks, history is continually thrown off-course by chance. ‘There are accidents; there are wars’, notes Dr Franks, and accidents direct the course of the action, often against Virgilia’s better judgment. Hence her recalling the mazes sketched by Milton in Paradise Lost: ‘“… foreknowledge, will, and fate, / Fix’d fate, free will, foreknowledge absolute, / And found no end, in wandering mazes lost.”’ ‘“[D]on’t let us begin running around these mazes again,”’ she pleads later, but it is in fact the unpredictable (at least in a good story) turns of narrative that cut across time’s arrow in the end.

         Previsions flash up in moments of danger but they are images, vivid in their intensity but with no anchoring context or narrative grounding. Images do not speak for themselves: their meanings, as Roland Barthes has reminded us, are indeterminate and relatively open-ended until secured by a caption, title, or – the issue at stake in The Unforeseen – narrative input. ‘It had been a mere flash. It remains in my mind like a picture,’ Virgilia notes: ‘You see, I wanted so much to think that a vision need have no meaning at all’. The mistaken belief that images yield their meaning at a glance encourages a tendency to rush to judgment, and to read more into the picture than is there. The fragmentary and inchoate nature of flash-forwards adds to an inclination to join dots that is not, strictly speaking, warranted by the evidence. The ‘Authors’ Foreword’ alerts us to the possibility that the human world follows not only iron laws of cause and effect (or as we might now say, the logic of the algorithm), but is also open to chance: ‘It seems to us that on the narrow track of individual destiny there are forkings and cross-roads where choice is free, and that the whole sequence of things could have been different if a different decision had been taken at this or that critical moment.’ Insofar as it makes sense, chance is rendered intelligible through narrative, and in a reflexive passage, Virgilia notes that a flash-forward is like a film-still, devoid of narrative force: ‘But looking back, now, I see that moment as static. Have you even been watching a film when a still photograph was suddenly shown? It’s like that in my memory; as if even a torrent had ceased to move. But I may be imagining this. I certainly didn’t remark it the time.’ When certain events happen, the vague feeling of being there before but not remarking it at the time prompts the feeling of déjà-vu, noted by Dunne in his experiments with time: ‘what about the curious feeling which almost everyone has now and then experienced – that sudden, fleeting, disturbing conviction that something which is happening at that moment has happened before?’

         To account for swerves and bends of narrative, Macardle looks beyond the supernatural and the natural, superstition and (para) science, to history, that which intervenes between mind and the physical world. Proponents of Dunne’s work were adamant that the past exerted no influence on previews of the future, just as Dunne himself was determined to keep psychoanalysis at bay, and to set the clock forward in the realm of the unconscious. That history presides over Macardle’s fiction, however, is apparent from the first use of the device of second sight in her short story, ‘A Story without an End’ (1922), set during the Irish revolution. This recounts how, in a dream, a young woman, Nesta (a name that recurs in The Unforeseen), learns that a wounded IRA officer, given refuge by her husband Roger from British forces, would end up executing her husband in a civil war: ‘In this dream I was not present myself – I knew in a way I was asleep – there was a mad feeling that if only I could wake – if only I could cry out – but I had not power.’ Macardle wrote the story while she was imprisoned as a Republican activist in Mountjoy jail, and its date, ‘December, 1922,’ reveals that it was written in the shadow of actual executions of Republican prisoners in Mountjoy by the Free State government.

         In The Unforeseen, superstition is approached not from a laboratory or cognitive angle but in anthropological terms, acknowledging cultural differences and non-western traditions: ‘[T]here is a vast reservoir of inherited knowledge in all corners of the world,’ Perry explains: ‘we have dismissed far too much of it as superstition.’ Garret further elaborates: ‘You see,’ he says, ‘we have to admit the powers of witch-doctors in Africa and Polynesia and Haiti, haven’t we? How can we assume that the western countries were always immune, or even that they’re quite immune now? We just mustn’t make these assumptions; it’s unscientific. Hasn’t Perry convinced you of this?’

         Inherited knowledge extends to County Wicklow, the location of Virgilia’s home but also of stories haunted by the past in Macardle’s earlier collection, Earth-Bound (1924). In The Unforeseen, Garrett and Pamela’s visit to the ruins of Glendalough recalls the cover remote hiding places gave to insurgents in 1798 rebellion (and perhaps the more recent war for independence): taking shelter during a storm in a smoke-filled room, Pamela attempts to open a window: ‘“It would be a pity to let the smoke out: it’s historical,” Garret remarked. “Pipes of peace that turned into fumes of war. No end of underground meetings were held here in the troubled times.”’

         The transformation of pipes of peace into pipes of war in late Summer 1938 evokes ‘the Prime Minister’s return from Munich’ described in Macardle’s The Seed Was Kind (1944), that horrifies the young protagonist of the novel, Diony: to the injunction ‘Come on … and drink to “Peace in our Time!’” Diony replies ‘wretchedly, “peace at that price?”’ As Paul K. Saint-Amour has shown in Tense Future: Modernism, Total War and Encyclopedia Form (2015), the late interwar period was subject to a sense of trauma from the future as well as the past, as dread and apprehension intensified in the build up to a second World War. ‘Life has changed into a timeless succession of shocks,’ wrote Theodor W Adorno: ‘nothing is more ominous for the future than the fact that … for each of the returning combatants, each shock not inwardly absorbed is a ferment of future destruction.’ Total War also applied to non-combatants, as civilians combed the skies, scanned coastlines or scrutinized neighbours, for signs of aerial bombing, invasion, or betrayal. Northern Ireland was clearly in the firing line, but south of the border, Ireland’s legal immunity and formal neutrality hardly compensated for its minimal defences and vulnerability to attack from both sides.

         This impotence in the face of the ‘inevitable,’ whether as threat or actual event, echoes the apparent powerlessness of second sight, and it is difficult not to suspect that, as in the case of its earlier Jacobite variant, prevision provided a ‘structure of feeling’ (in Raymond Williams’ phrase) for the anxieties of an age. Whatever about its predictive value, premonitory experiences may act, as Jung suggested, as potential shock-absorbers for the jolts to the system described by Adorno, preparing an individual (or a culture) for grave, imminent danger: ‘One would know what to expect,’ exclaims Nan: ‘One could prepare oneself.’ The power to intervene is based on a sense of history and justice in Macardle’s fiction, and it is these that prevent the foreclosure of the future. It is striking that as present-day events gathered momentum to impel Donald Trump towards the White House, the powerful film Arrival (2016), based on Ted Chiang’s science fiction novella Story of Your Life, draws again on the resources of second sight, subjecting the future to the indeterminacies of language and interpretation to prevent global powers from hurtling towards self-destruction.

      

   


   
      
         
            Authors’ Foreword

         

         ALTHOUGH THIS STORY is written in the form of fiction there are people who will recognise it as coming very close to fact. They will understand why names have been altered and incidents a little disguised and why the identity of one of the writers has been suppressed. They will realise, too, that we are writing, in the first place, for them.

         During the confusions and distresses of that summer, things were done which, judged by ordinary standards, would seem unforgivable; and there were omissions which would appear almost criminal if they were only half understood.

         For a full understanding, no brief explanation could be adequate, because the laws which generally govern human conduct do not apply, and because experiences outside the range of common credence are involved. To set out the entire sequence in detail seemed to us the one way open for the achievement of our purpose, which is the vindication of our friend.

         What we are attempting, therefore, is, not to explain, but to show the whole of what happened, with the motives and emotions that were at work; with the doubts, the questionings and the fears that were conjured up by those dark events.

         We are aware that in describing certain occasions of high nervous tension we have left our picture incomplete. That could not be helped. We have had to do our best with the evidence available, and it so happened that the person most intimately concerned in such a situation was rarely able to give a lucid account of it. Perhaps this particular sort of shock and agitation leaves the memory confused. Besides, there are natural reticences which we felt obliged to respect.

         We know that our friends will excuse the element of fiction in this record, which in no way diminishes its psychological validity, and we trust that other readers will overlook the limitations imposed by the element of fact. Only the detailed and intimate form of writing permitted to a novelist seemed adequate to convey the truth. This paradox is our apology.

         We were perplexed to know where our chronicle should begin: so many incidents, some apparently trivial, formed links in a fettering chain.

         Some of those who shared in these events hold that free will played no part in them from first to last. With that idea the writers do not agree. It seems to us that on the narrow track of individual destiny there are forkings and crossroads where choice is free, and that the whole sequence of things would have been different if a different decision had been taken at this or that critical moment. We believe that Virgilia stood at such a point when, after months of solitary brooding that led nowhere, she took action, and went down from her mountain glen to consult a doctor who was an old friend.

         That was on a warm and brilliant morning in thirty-eight: Tuesday, the seventh of June.
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            Chapter I

            TUESDAY IN JUNE

         

         DR STACK WAS AMUSED. Her stethoscope still suspended from her neck, she strapped a blood-pressure gauge to her patient’s arm. When she had inflated, deflated and removed it and recorded the pressure she pricked Virgilia’s left forefinger, sucked blood into a pipette and examined its colour. Virgilia, watching the square, honest face, felt that she was receiving good marks. She felt, also, that she had been foolish to come. All this was not going to help very much.

         Next, the doctor tested her reflexes with smart taps from the edge of a firm hand. ‘Plenty of kick in you still!’ she remarked. With a satisfied grunt she completed the notes on her card.

         ‘Everything normal?’ Virgilia asked.

         ‘Quite too beautifully normal, my dear,’ Ada Stack replied drily. ‘No jam to be earned on you.’

         ‘Yes, I feel very fit,’ her patient responded. ‘I just thought I’d like you to give me an overhaul.’

         ‘Just thought you’d show off, perhaps?’ the doctor retorted. She turned her swivel chair to face Virgilia. It was a comfortable chair; her desk was massive; Ada had everything handsome about her. And why not? She had always been a worker and she had made for herself the solid reputation that she deserved.

         ‘Well,’ she went on, ‘it’s nice to see you, Virgilia. You don’t often shed the light of your presence on your old friends. I thought, when England disgorged you, we’d see you occasionally but you’ve vanished into the blue. How’s your mountain solitude suiting you?’

         Virgilia smiled at her. ‘Need you ask?’

         ‘Not as far as health goes, and looks, anyhow! Not a grey hair! And look at mine!’

         ‘It suits you, Ada: gives you authority – or, perhaps I should say,’ Virgilia added, teasing, ‘it supports the authority you always possessed.’

         ‘Assumed, you mean! I was a natural-born boss.’

         The doctor chuckled. She had no illusions about her manner or her appearance. She looked like Mrs Noah and dressed accordingly, but that did not inhibit her from appreciating the slender, long-limbed grace of her friend.

         ‘Remember,’ she asked, ‘when I produced you as Desdemona in the Dramatic and tried to make you wear a wig? Your one rebellion! You were dead right. Desdemona was fair.’

         ‘Nice of you to admit it.’

         Virgilia was making no move to go. Her glance, wavering away from the doctor’s scrutiny, rested on the roses that she had brought, now wilting on a chair. There was a nervous compression of her brows and sensitive lips; uneasiness in her smile. She said abruptly: ‘Put them in water.’

         Dumping the flowers in her hand-basin, the doctor waited for a clue. There was silence and she did not wait long. She turned to Virgilia, bracing and competent, asking, ‘Well? What’s up?’

         ‘Nothing that I ought to bother you with, really,’ was the apologetic reply. ‘But odd things have been happening and I thought there might be a physical cause. And I’ve been to Cramb, and to an oculist: it isn’t my ears or eyes.’

         The doctor sat down again and turned alert dark eyes on her friend.

         ‘What’s the trouble?’

         Virgilia hesitated, finding it difficult to frame her answer. She said, at last, ‘My imagination is playing me tricks.’

         ‘It was always lively,’ Ada replied with a laugh.

         ‘But it used not to get out of control.’

         ‘Out of control?’

         ‘Yes. I make mistakes, Ada. I imagine I’ve seen a thing and I haven’t: it’s not there.’

         ‘Come to cases,’ Ada demanded.

         Virgilia moved her head distressfully.

         ‘They seem so trivial. I remember them and forget them again. It’s like trying to remember dreams. I thought there was snow on Knockree one day in April. It was so surprising I went up to look. There wasn’t any. There couldn’t have been.’

         ‘What was it?’ the doctor enquired. ‘Sheep?’

         ‘No. There was nothing white: nothing at all … And you know the feeling that what is happening has happened before?’ Virgilia went on. ‘I’ve had that overwhelmingly, lately, several times.’

         ‘If everyone who had that ran to a doctor we’d do fine,’ Ada responded. ‘Any more instances?’

         ‘Yes. I saw a coal-tit’s nest, absolutely distinctly, in a hollow tree near the stream, and I hurried to the cottage for my camera. When I came back there was no nest there.’

         Ada chuckled.

         ‘I’ve always thought bird-watching a mug’s occupation,’ she remarked. ‘You were barking up the wrong tree.’

         Virgilia shook her head. Her face had lost some of the colour which had glowed pleasantly under the clear skin. She was taking all this rather seriously.

         ‘Tell me, have you any particular worries just now?’ the doctor asked, keeping her tone casual.

         ‘I haven’t, really,’ her patient replied.

         ‘And are these little mistakes all you have to complain of? I wish I may make no more serious ones!’

         ‘No: I hear noises. I thought at first that the Doyles – they live on the nearest farm – had put up a wind-charger, but they hadn’t. There’s no other house anywhere near. And it isn’t the stream.’

         ‘What sort of a noise?’

         ‘Humming: rhythmic humming that comes and goes.’

         ‘Tinnitus, my dear! You’re hearing your own circulation and pulses. Many people get it. I’ve had it myself. It will probably pass off. Don’t go about without a hat in the sun.’

         ‘It is in my head, then? I thought it was. But that doesn’t help to account for the snow and the other things. I’ve seen shadows, impressions, rather – quick glimpses. It’s difficult to put into words. It isn’t so much that I see a thing as that I remember having seen it just a fraction of a second ago.’

         ‘You’re not, by any chance,’ Ada enquired with a twinkle, ‘brewing poteen up on your mountain? It’s great stuff for making one see things, I believe.’

         ‘It does sound intoxicated, doesn’t it?’

         Virgilia’s laugh was forced. The doctor asked, a little impatiently, ‘For how long has this been going on?’

         ‘I began to notice it soon after Christmas,’ Virgilia said nervously. ‘But of course it may have been going on for a long time. How can I tell? You see, I probably don’t always know when something I seem to see is a … is an illusion. That is what is so worrying. I could make such a fool of myself. It could make me do the craziest things.’

         ‘Well, upon my soul!’

         Ada leaned back in her chair and regarded her old friend incredulously.

         ‘You, of all women, Virgilia, to come to me with a yarn like this!’

         ‘Ridiculous, isn’t it?’

         There were patients in the waiting-room. The doctor had not time, really, for this sort of thing. Anyone else would have been sent packing; but Virgilia was no hysterical fool. She had seemed, at College, remarkably equable: had never wanted a fuss made of her, or worried too much, even over exams; even when rehearsing her own play. And now these notions! She was in excellent health; slept well; had a good digestion; her eyes were clear and candid; she moved youthfully, and was living an open-air life. What ailed her, in heaven’s name?

         ‘Look here, my dear,’ Ada asked thoughtfully, ‘how long is it since you planted yourself up there in the wilds of Wicklow?’

         ‘About nine months.’

         ‘H’m! Well, I could understand it as a reaction after Manchester, but I didn’t suppose you would go to earth like this. No telephone, I take it?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Nor a car?’

         ‘That’s still a dream.’

         ‘So you’re buried alive up there, with, I suppose, one servant?’

         ‘I have Brigid Reenan. You remember her, don’t you?’

         ‘The little body who looked after your mother? She must be an antique!’

         ‘She’s a worker and a great dear.’

         ‘H’m. And the beauteous daughter? Nan’s become a Londoner, I suppose?’

         A smile lit Virgilia’s eyes.

         ‘She loves London. She says Ireland’s the ideal country to be home-sick for! She’s doing well, Ada. She has just been given her first commission – illustrations for a new book. It’s called Puck and the Leprechauns, and she says it’s delicious. Puck comes to Ireland as a stowaway on a cattle boat! … She’s delighted and so am I.’

         Virgilia had relaxed and forgotten her troubles. The doctor reflected. This preoccupation with an only child often had its effect on a woman’s nerves; but it was understandable. Ada had wholeheartedly disliked the handsome egoist whom Virgilia married, and had written the briefest possible note of condolence two years ago, when he died. It was a pity that the girl had elected to live in England. There would probably be none of these fancies if Nan were at home.

         ‘How often has she been over since you marooned yourself up there?’ Ada asked.

         ‘Once, in October. At Christmas the roof was leaking and I couldn’t let her come. I meant to go over in April but spent the money on the cottage instead.’

         ‘She’ll come for the summer, I suppose?’

         ‘She’s meant to – next month. That’s the worry, Ada: I don’t want her to come until I’ve got rid of this silly trouble. I can’t have Nan thinking there’s anything wrong with me.’

         ‘So for nine months you’ve been living up there on your own!’ There was grim disapprobation in Ada’s voice. Virgilia said defensively:

         ‘Yes, why not?’

         ‘Why not!’ the doctor repeated explosively. ‘Good Lord, woman, what do you do with yourself? I can’t see you sitting all day watching birds!’

         ‘I’ve loads to do, with the cottage and the garden; and I walk and photograph birds and sketch them, and write …’

         ‘Don’t tell me you’ve become a solemn ornithologist!’

         ‘Goodness, no! I’m doing a bird book for children, that’s all. Actually I enjoy the work very much.’

         ‘Do you?’

         It was almost a snort. Ada was angry. Virgilia, she thought, was merely putting up a front. She was economising, obviously, for the sake of Nan – living out of the world, going spooky from loneliness, laying an outrageous strain on her nerves. She’d need a neurologist soon if she went on like this. What she wanted was a straight talk from an old pal. She should have it.

         ‘You enjoy it, do you?’ she said sceptically. ‘Let me tell you, my girl, you’re fooling yourself. You liking solitude! You were always the centre of a swarm. A woman of your nervous energy studying birds! No: you are going to extremes, losing your balance – that’s as plain as the nose on your face. You would, too! You over-did the dutiful daughter, marrying to please your papa; you over-did the faithful wife, those twenty mortal years in Manchester, and now it’s the self-effacing mother stuff.’

         Virgilia had flushed slightly and was looking abstracted. That meant she was angry: Ada remembered the signals and thought how much of her youthful looks and ways Virgilia had retained; and now, just as in Alexandra College days, her resentment was broken up by a thought that amused her. Her lips twitched in a one-sided smile.

         ‘The Head Prefect still,’ Virgilia retorted, and her friend laughed.

         ‘Sorry, my dear,’ Ada said then, ‘but I don’t see that there’s anything I can do, as your doctor, to help you. There doesn’t appear to be a thing wrong with your general health. My advice to you is, quit that cottage; join Nan in London or take a flat in Dublin and run around with your friends. In any case, let me see you again soon.’

         ‘Thanks, Ada.’

         Virgilia was standing up, her wide linen hat in her hand. She pulled it on absently. Lucky woman, the doctor thought: with her natural waves, she doesn’t need to look in a glass. But why was she so strained and tense? After all, she had been given a clean bill … She didn’t seem to like it.

         Virgilia turned, her blue eyes looking straight into her friend’s.

         ‘Do you think it can be mental?’

         The doctor, on the point of rising, sat down again with an exasperated sigh.

         ‘You doze, and have a dream; you mistake a dazzle of sunlight for snow; you see a bird’s nest and can’t find it again, and you go off the deep end. It’s not like you, Virgilia!’ She opened her telephone book. ‘However, if you’ve got that notion into your head, you’d best go straight off and have it extracted. I’ll give Franks a ring.’

         ‘Franks?’

         ‘BJ Franks. He’s gone right to the top. There’s no one in Dublin to touch him, nor in Britain either, in my opinion.’

         ‘An alienist?’ Virgilia’s voice was thin.

         ‘Psychiatrist.’ Ada reached for her telephone.

         ‘Wait, Ada! I’ll think about it,’ Virgilia said.

         ‘Nonsense, my dear! That’s exactly what I don’t want you to do. A notion like that isn’t good company. He probably won’t be able to see you for a week or two; he’s always full up; but we’ll get an appointment.’ She began to dial. Virgilia spoke sharply.

         ‘Ada, don’t, please!’

         Ada paused, the instrument still in her hand.

         ‘You’d like BJ, Virgilia, and I’d just as soon he saw you – unless you’d rather see a neurologist? Your nerves may be a bit more wonky than I imagined – must be, for you to get a notion like that.’

         ‘I’ll think about it,’ Virgilia said again. She was pale. With a vexed gesture, Ada dropped the telephone back on its stand.

         ‘Oh well, as you like. But in your place I’d think it worth a bit of trouble and expense to have BJ laugh at me for an ass! In case you change your mind – Fitzwilliam Square.’

         She scribbled an address on a slip of paper and handed it to Virgilia, who put it carefully in her bag.

         ‘Well,’ Ada said, standing up, ‘it’s nice to see you so flourishing. Look in again the next day you’re in town. Get Nan home and have a good time: I expect that’s all the prescription you need. Goodbye, old thing, and keep that schoolgirl complexion. And may God give you sense!’
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         SHE HAD MEANT to have tea in town and do a lot of shopping, but the afternoon was too airless and hot. The trees in Merrion Square stood as stiff and still as the houses; Pearse Street smelled of petrol, and soot from the railway, and dust. She bought a Dutch hoe there and caught the four o’clock bus. In an hour and a half she would be home and the air of Glencree would blow these sticky, clinging cobwebs out of her mind. Ada had done nothing to banish them. Ada had too much common sense.

         The bus became crowded and stuffy. At St Stephen’s Green a group of students swung on, sparring in Irish. At Charlemont Bridge half a dozen small boys, carrying jam-pots on strings, rushed for the front seats, and Mrs Duggan of Enniskerry climbed on, carrying a heavy child. It was the boy who had been in St Ultan’s Hospital for three months.

         ‘He’s better,’ she told Virgilia. She was red and perspiring with excitement and thankfulness. ‘Quite better, praise be to God! Look, Mrs Wilde, at the lovely flesh on his arms! He that was like a scaldeen in March.’

         It was necessary to chatter, to make enquiries about the rest of the baker’s long family and exchange expressions of commiseration over the drought, mixed with thankfulness that showers fell now and then in the hills.

         Passing through Dundrum, Virgilia, from ineradicable habit, glanced out in the direction of Ballinteer. Her childhood home had been visible once between the sycamores, but new houses hid it now. It was a relief when at last Enniskerry showed up on its hill, spire and roofs ascending out of the trees. Virgilia called for her bicycle at The Powerscourt Arms, tied the hoe to it with the aid of two eagerly helpful men and a boy, and turned up the byroad that winds to Glencree. Walking up the long, steep hills and wheeling down the short declines, she came to the stretch of road that looks over the bay, and dismounted, as she always did, for love of the view. The flowing range of the hills sinks down, here; rises to the Sugar Loaf’s shapely cone; dips and lifts and curves, to where Bray Head lies out on the water like a half-closed hand. That scene had been dazzling at noon; now it lay softly shining and warmly coloured, with hollows and contours appearing where none had shown, the sea and sky holding depth beyond depth of blue. Virgilia remembered those hills and those waters in winter, sombre and ominous. No wonder, she reflected, if Irish people are nervous and variable. Nothing we look at remains long the same. Colours and shapes have no solid existence: they shift and change with weather and wind; and so we look at life through our changing moods.

         Her own mood cleared in this fresh and luminous air. It had been a mistake to consult Ada, she told herself as she walked on. There was really no need to consult anybody: these silly attacks of dreaminess probably arose from a lack of concentration on what one was doing at the moment, like those absent-minded habits that Brigid complained of – leaving gates open and doors unlocked. They could be dealt with. I have been confusing two worries, she thought, trying to be analytical and to apply a little knowledge of psychology to her own case. I have felt worried and apprehensive and pretended to myself that it was because of these illusions. It wasn’t. It was because of Nan. I’m just an ordinary, fussy, possessive mother who doesn’t like her child being out of her sight and imagines that she can’t look after herself. There’ll probably be a letter tomorrow.

         This was Tuesday. Nan’s regular Sunday letter had not come, and last week’s, and the one before that, had been scrappy, much less gay and amusing than usual, and full of this sculptor who was modelling her head. Carlo. Sicilian, or half Sicilian, it seemed. He was a genius, it seemed. He had lived in Africa and Mexico and Peru and Paris and Rome. He was a poet. He said the most lyrical, flattering things with the detached air of a child. He looked powerful, yet had beautifully sensitive hands. It’s as well we didn’t meet, Nan had written, when I was young and impressionable. I might have lost either my heart or my head – though not, I think, both at once.

         So Nan was young and impressionable no longer! Virgilia smiled, remembering that remark. Nan was twenty-two and younger than her age. She knew very little of the world, and men scarcely at all. Against that, she was an essentially reasoning creature who prided herself on being a realist. ‘Somebody in this family has to be rational,’ she had said teasingly to Virgilia when she was fifteen. Nan would do nothing rash and she would make no important decision without first coming home. It was mere weakness to feel anxious about her. But London must be a furnace and Nan had always begun to wilt in a city as soon as warm weather came. Their summers in Dundrum had been an absolute necessity. And it was nearly eight months since they had been together: too long; much, much too long; really absurd.

         Shall I risk it? Virgilia asked her conscience. Shall I write and say how lovely the glen is and urge her to come? Perhaps nothing would happen that she would notice. Perhaps Ada was right and it is only that I’m too much alone … No, not yet, she decided: if the child did notice anything it would upset her too much. Because Nan is perceptive, imaginative; she’d understand. She would guess how it feels not to be able to trust one’s own senses – the uneasiness; the sense of the world not being steady; the dread … No: not just yet.

         Hers was an ailment, Virgilia decided, that she would have to cure for herself. She would keep busy: do manual jobs and keep her mind on them. There was plenty to do – hoeing and watering the garden; painting the bookshelves in the new room; making covers for the sofa and chairs. It might be wise, as soon as this book was finished, to give up bird-watching for a time, and there was only one more chapter to do: ‘Lovers of Pools.’ She wanted a photograph of a heron for that.

         To have made a plan of action cheered her. She was nearly home now. Most of the cottages had been left behind, and there was not a soul on the road. It was curious, how this road suddenly dwindled, although, after passing Derreen Lane and crossing the river, it led out to the south road of Glencree.

         This was Derreen Wood on her right; and these, now, were her own trees. Some day, she would have a path cut through the wood here, to save going more than half-way down the hill and then up and back again by the lane. There was a group of Scotch firs, and, between them, a glimpse of the back of her cottage: the chimneys, the tiled roof and ochre-stained walls, soon concealed again by trees. In another minute, Virgilia was pushing her bicycle up the lane that led crookedly to Derreen.

         
             

         

         VIRGILIA STILL FELT a slight excitement whenever she turned the bend where her cottage came into view. It had been a cramped, half-derelict place a year ago, with mean little windows: one on either side of the porch and three above. Now it looked wide and ample: a home. She paused in the open gateway between the hollies, looking with pleasure at the new one-storey wing. Brigid called this new room ‘the studio’ and, since Nan would paint in it, the name would do. The old cottage faced south and the studio, projecting at a right angle to it, had a glass-panelled door and wide windows to take the afternoon light. They were glittering now. To her bedroom on the left of the old porch, Virgilia had added a big bay window, delightful to breakfast in. The window over it was Brigid’s, and the two other upstairs windows belonged to Nan’s room. The dining-room, on the right of the porch, was still dim and narrow, but that did not matter. The little place was lovely in summer, full of peace and life; the garden murmurous with bees. Virgilia listened. The stream, noisy in winter, made only a cool whispering now, scarcely audible through the calls of birds. The blackbird, king of the garden, was on his perch in the young ash on the lawn, improvising a sweet impudent tune, and a throstle was mimicking him. Virgilia’s brown and white collie, who had been drowsing in the porch, suddenly roused himself and came bounding down the path. Shuiler was young, and vociferous in his affections. He charged her, barking and leaping, making it difficult to unfasten the hoe from her bicycle and put both in the shed. When that was done, he followed her through the glass-panelled door into the new room.

         Virgilia was tired. She threw down her hat and gloves and pushed her fingers through her hair. An old sofa that had been her mother’s stood against the wall opposite the windows. It was wide and inviting; she lay down. Shuiler’s clamour would have told Brigid that she had come home. Lying there, she looked across the lawn to the row of larches that were rooted in the steep bank of the stream. They did not hide the slope of Knockree and the folds of the long valley beyond, shining green and gold, with grass and young wheat and furze. Presently, Brigid would come with tea.

         There used to be sponge-cake fingers and milk. You soaked the finger in the milk and put it in your mouth quickly before the end dropped off, and swallowing them scarcely hurt a sore throat at all. The white kitten, Fairy, used to curl up under her chin, fluffy and warm and thrilling with joy. In England, childhood had seemed aeons away, a story out of a different world, to be forgotten because memory bred discontent, but here she was herself, the same person as that much-loved and happy child. She could remember without pain. Virgilia closed her eyes and lay quiet and allowed her thoughts to wander idly in time.
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         BRIGID HAD BEEN THERE. It was Brigid who watched her from the kitchen window while she climbed trees and rode the fat pony round the paddock and practised trick-cycling on the lawn. It was Brigid who bathed the cuts and told her there were no bones broken and that the stains on her pinny would wash out. She remembered Brigid grim, dark and silent for only a few weeks in all her life – the weeks before Virgilia’s wedding. ‘Some high-heeled London lady would suit him better,’ had been her comment on Henry Wilde.

         Brigid had been right. Within one desperate year Virgilia had found that out. Henry, engineer-in-chief to a prominent cotton concern in Manchester, was a man who made efficiency his god. His house had to run like a well-tended machine; to maintain it so was nearly the whole of his wife’s duty, and her duty was supposed to be world enough for her. Virgilia had trained herself to do it and had given satisfaction, she believed. Two things had made life tolerable, after the first bitter, rebellious, incredulous year. There was Nan – Nan, with her boundless trust in her mother and her natural gaiety on which no shadow ever lay long. Nan was intelligent: as she grew older she observed her father’s moods warily and learned to placate and elude him with childish tact. Virgilia sometimes suspected that Nan felt resentment against him for her sake, but it was never expressed. Then, every year, July brought release: a month of perfect happiness in Dundrum. Nan was the only grandchild and her grandmother gave her extravagant love.

         When the child was twelve Virgilia began to talk about sending her to a boarding-school, but Nan refused to leave home. Her father, who expected a good many small services from a daughter, supported her. It was easy for Virgilia to yield: her heart had seemed to stop beating when she tried to think of life without Nan.

         She faced the idea later, when Nan left school. She wanted her daughter to become independent of her father: to train for a career. Rather suddenly the girl proclaimed her own choice. ‘It’s absolutely irrevocable,’ she declared. She had been studying at the School of Art and had discovered that painting mattered more to her than anything else – even than remaining with her mother. Her teachers encouraged her and Nan’s ambition spread wings. She wanted, she told Virgilia, to work ‘violently’: to live the life of an art student with no thought or care for anything else. It was not possible, living at home.

         ‘You are my Big Temptation, Mummie,’ she confessed gracefully. ‘I know how lost and lonely I’ll feel without you, but to London I must go.’

         Permission was categorically refused. It was then that Virgilia began to write some of the stories which Nan had revelled in as a child and to put the proceeds into a secret fund. She was projecting an act of open rebellion. It was never necessary. When Nan was nineteen her father fell ill. He refused to listen to the doctor who said that an operation was necessary, became more stubborn when his wife urged him to submit to it in good time, and died of peritonitis after an emergency operation in a nursing-home. That was in July ’thirty-six.

         Virgilia had had to plan a new life, and there were financial problems to be faced. Her husband had earned a good income, but he had spent it. Nan was all eagerness to start work in London. There was enough to maintain her there as a student but not enough to give two women a London home and any sort of comfort at all. They went to London together, nevertheless. Virgilia told her daughter the truth: she said, ‘We’ll regard your training as an investment and spend capital on it for a few years. We’ll have to be very careful. I’m sorry,’ she added, with a little sigh:

         ‘I wanted you to have fun.’

         ‘I don’t want fun; I want heavenly rapture; and that’s what I’m going to have,’ Nan replied.

         London, with lodgings in Ebury Street, classes at Westminster, new friends, freedom and the longed-for prospect open before her, was Elysium to Nan. She was soon a busy and popular bachelor girl. Presently she was refusing invitations and curbing her adventurous spirit for fear of leaving her mother too much alone. Virgilia had just one function: to give advice. Nan wanted her mother’s support and approval continually. It was time, Virgilia decided, for the fledgling to leave the nest. Besides, her own life was becoming narrow and sterile. She found writing in cramped lodgings impossible. If this went on she would lose her spirits and begin to depend on Nan.

         Her decision was taken at Christmas, when they went to Dundrum. She realised then that her mother was a very lonely old woman with a weakening heart that could not last long. Soon after they returned to Ebury Street she said to her daughter, ‘Darling, I have decided to let you stay in London without me. I’m going back to look after Gran.’

         ‘I knew this would happen,’ Nan said, her eyes stretched wide to keep tears away. She said, ‘Dublin’s an awfully long way off,’ but immediately, reasonable as always, admitted: ‘I do see that I can’t expect to have things both ways. And Gran needs you. And it is your vocation, running a country home. Here you haven’t any real things to do. You haven’t been looking a bit well. And it won’t be for always. And I’ve been a greedy egoistical pig – ’

         Nan arranged to share rooms with a fellow student, Freda Lennox; worked out a meticulous budget and assured her mother that, until she was earning, a quite small allowance would see her through. Before Virgilia left, Nan said something else. She told her, very gravely, one evening, that she realised that she would never be a great and famous artist.

         ‘I’m not going to paint immortal masterpieces, Mummie. Do you mind?’

         ‘Only as much as you do,’ Virgilia replied.

         ‘As long as I can paint well enough to feel justified in going on I don’t mind anything much,’ Nan assured her. ‘But there’s one thing definite,’ she declared: ‘I’m not going to spend my time “waiting for the spark from heaven to fall.” I think I’ll take up book illustration; would you approve?’

         ‘I’d love it. We’d do a book together some day,’ Virgilia said. She was feeling happy about Nan when, in February, she returned to her Irish home.

         
             

         

         OLD MRS MORROW’S HEART had been slowly failing. She settled into a tranquil invalid life, was able to enjoy a visit from Nan at Easter and, one night in May, died in her sleep.

         Virgilia had not imagined that she would feel so desolate. She was forty-two, full of unspent energy and vividly interested in life; this sense of having come to an end of things was absurd. Nan needed her, though not in London, and needed a home. They both needed a home in Ireland, however simple. Well, that could be managed. The house in Dundrum would have to be sold. It was too old and inconvenient to bring in much, but there would be enough to buy a cottage with a garden where one would be able to live on very little and grow vegetables and fruit.

         There was another person who needed a home. Brigid was too old to seek a place with strangers and it scalded her heart to think of ending her days as a half-welcome guest in the house of her married niece in Ardee. ‘What will I be,’ she said to Virgilia idly, ‘but a shadow beside their hearth?’ Virgilia said, ‘I want you with me: I want you always,’ and saw contentment settle on Brigid’s face.

         There was one place where poverty would never be sordid; where no day or night would be without beauty – the hills. To discover a cottage, however, was difficult. It was only jerry-built bungalows or ruinous little hovels buried in nettles that were easy to find. Virgilia had explored Glendhu and Glencullen, Bohernabreena and nearly all the long five miles of Glencree when, one hot midsummer Sunday, Mrs Doyle, who lived on the south Glencree road, told her about Derreen.

         She found a thick-walled cottage crouched under an oak wood on the southward slope of a hill. It had a room on either side of the door and three attics upstairs. There was a well from which water was pumped into a tank. The place was neglected, almost dilapidated, for the old couple who lived in it were past work, but the sum they asked for the freehold was so small that one would be able to have repairs done and add rooms.

         Virgilia breathed the air, fresh and fragrant from sea and bog; looked over the sun-flooded valley and splendid hills; heard the birds and the bees. She smelled the honeysuckle that garlanded the hedges, and visited the stream that travelled in little cataracts to the river below.

         It was necessary to be practical. With the cottage, one would own a portion of the woodland – such a wood as song-birds love best, with water, and tall trees, and thick undergrowth; and the “thistle field’ between the stream and the farm-track below, and the tilled field beyond that, leased to Doyle now, and sown with oats. She wished Nan were with her, because it was important to be realistic about this and she was under a spell. She went back to talk to Brigid and think it over and came out within a week, with a lawyer, and bought Derreen.

         The old couple left at once and, in September, when the house in Dundrum and most of its furniture had been sold, Virgilia and Brigid moved in and set to work. Nan wrote, protesting. Although she had delighted in the glen and the wood, seen in their midsummer beauty, she thought the place no cold-weather abode. ‘You can’t live there in the winter,’ she wrote, ‘please don’t try.’

         ‘I’m not going to be a fair-weather country-woman,’ was her mother’s retort.

         But the winter had been grim. There were times when Virgilia would have abandoned the place and fled to London had it not been for the impossibility of leaving the cottage shut up to moulder or of leaving Brigid in it alone. The incessant labour of both women was needed merely to keep up the supply of fuel, food and water and keep the house warm and dry. Virgilia did not mind that, but she wondered whether she could face, another year, the sense of vast surrounding solitude that came with the short days and the snow.

         Courage returned with the spring; its enchantments were neverending in the glen; and in March the builders started work. Upstairs, two rooms were knocked into one; downstairs, a bathroom was built out at the back and a bay added to Virgilia’s room. Finally, the new wing was built. It included a square kitchen and a narrow dark-room, set against the east gable of the cottage, as well as the studio, which stood out like a small house on its own.

         Nan had been told a good deal about the improvements, but the studio was to be a surprise.

         She would like it, her mother thought. It was a good room to work in and good to rest in, like this, looking out at the changing sky.

         Would Nan be happy and lucky at Derreen? Would she sometimes stay the whole summer long? No place could be more peaceful. Now, in the late June afternoon, there were the hum of insects, the whisper of water and the lazy soliloquies of the birds; no other sound except one that Virgilia loved and listened to with deep contentment: that strange, half-heard, rhythmical pulsing which goes on and on in the earth and air and water, wherever nature is free and alive. 
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         BRIGID HAD NOT EXPECTED her mistress for another hour. This, now, meant that she had come home without her tea.

         Brigid filled the tin kettle and lit the oil stove under it. The iron kettle was steaming away on the crane over the fire, but Brigid knew better than to make tea with dead-boiled water, the way young Eileen would do.

         Brigid was no more than sixty-five years of age, if as much, and she felt well able to run this little place. She would have liked to keep the work in her own hands, but rheumatism paid her out if she scrubbed or did too much washing, so she had had to give in to letting Eileen, the Doyles’ eldest girl, come over to help most mornings and to wash on Tuesday afternoons. Eileen wasn’t a bad little worker, though quick-tempered, like all red-heads, and a chatterer. She had the washing hung out now and was down at the stream pulling watercress.

         Tired, the mistress should be, Brigid reflected while she beat up an egg with milk and put slices of bread to soak in it. There was a bit of nourishment in French toast. It should be dusty and hot down in the city. ’Twas a pity she’d had to go. She wasn’t entirely herself, latterly: dreamy, sort of, and forgetful, and making mistakes.

         Brigid fried the bread, sprinkled sugar on it, put it in a muffin dish, made the tea and carried the tray to the studio. Mrs Wilde was at the open door staring out; she did not look round or answer Brigid when she spoke. She was calling out in a startled voice, ‘Who is it? Who’s there?’

         Brigid set the tray down carefully and then crossed to the door. The garden was empty; there was no one in sight.

         ‘Ma’am, dear,’ she asked quietly, ‘what did you see?’

         ‘A man,’ was the answer. ‘He must have been in the doorway – his shadow fell right across the floor.’

         Brigid stepped out to the gate and looked down the lane. She closed the gate carefully and came back. ‘There’s not a soul in it,’ she said. She added, under her breath, ‘Not a living soul,’ and made a quick movement with her right hand.

         Virgilia sat on the sofa and lifted the teapot, but her hand was shaking and she put it down. Brigid came over, poured the tea out and put in the cream. For a moment neither spoke, then Virgilia asked, ‘Brigid, why did you say that? And why did you make the sign of the cross?’

         ‘Take your tea now: you need it,’ Brigid said. ‘It was only,’ she went on tranquilly, ‘that I was thinking there are more souls in it, maybe, than we see.’

         Virgilia looked at her. There were scores of wrinkles on the old woman’s face, but her brown eyes were quiet and clear. Virgilia asked her, ‘Do you think I’m seeing ghosts?’

         Uncovering the dish, Brigid answered, ‘Well, now, I do be wondering, to tell you the truth.’

         Virgilia shook her head.

         ‘I’m certain that’s not so.’

         ‘Ah, well,’ came the easy response, ‘who knows?’

         After a while, her mistress said in a low voice:

         ‘Brigid, tell me honestly: does anything make you think that I may be? Anything besides the shadow just now?’

         ‘Well, if you’ll excuse me saying so, you have the look of it, time and again.’

         ‘The look of it?’

         ‘Aye: the wide blue look in your eyes. Three or four times I noticed you staring at what I couldn’t see. And there’s another thing …’

         Brigid hesitated. Her mistress was not eating and she looked in need of her food. I shouldn’t have said it, Brigid thought, although you’d never expect her to be scared.

         ‘Another thing?’ Virgilia asked.

         ‘Do you mind the time you told me you heard music below in the thistle field? Well,’ Brigid said gently, ‘’tis my belief there was nobody there.’ A vexatious thought crossed her mind. ‘By the same token – ’ she began, but Virgilia interrupted:

         ‘This place can’t be haunted! Perhaps some places are – graveyards and ancient ruins: I’ve never known what to believe – but not this sunny hill!’

         ‘And why wouldn’t it be?’ Brigid replied serenely.

         ‘You think I ought not to mind if it is?’

         ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ Brigid repeated. She was gazing out at the cloudless, yellowing, western sky and the valley bathed in radiance under it. ‘If I was in heaven itself, I think I’d be asking a day out, an odd time, to be visiting Glencree in June.’

         ‘This place isn’t haunted,’ Virgilia said stubbornly. ‘I’m not seeing ghosts.’

         ‘What harm if you are? … By the same token,’ Brigid went on with displeasure, ‘the tinkers are in Glencullen, I hear – the Vaughan lot that were here when we came. They’ll be coming here next, I suppose; settling in for two or three weeks, with their mules and their asses and all, and no with-or by-your-leave.’

         ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Virgilia said.

         ‘Doesn’t it? Faith, they’ll do a sight more harm than the ghosts! Hacking wood from our trees and trampling the land and forever washing their things in the stream!’

         ‘They’re welcome as long as they don’t scare the birds.’

         ‘Och,’ Brigid exclaimed resignedly, ‘you’d give away the light out of your eyes!’

         Leaving the room, she turned back to say, ‘But as to seeing shadows or whatever they may be, I’d not let on to Eileen if I was you.’

         She hurried to the kitchen to see that that same Eileen was not wasting her time.

         Eileen was at the sink, washing the cress. Brigid began to make mayonnaise. Mayonnaise needed attention and she wished Eileen wouldn’t chatter while the oil was going in drop by drop.

         ‘There was no letter, this morning, was there? Isn’t that queer? Miss Nan does be so regular writing. I wonder what is she taken up with? I bet you ’tis some young man. Wouldn’t I give my two eyes to be at her wedding! Gorgeous, she’d look, with the airy way she does carry her head.’

         Brigid ignored her nonsense, went to the studio for the tray and stopped to help her mistress cut a length from the stuff she was using to cover the chairs. Mrs Wilde looked all right again, and was measuring and cutting as carefully as if she had no other care in the world. A lovely tweed it was, the colour of strawberries when they’re ripe. Brigid took the tray to the kitchen and stepped out to the back garden to pull chives, telling Eileen to wash up and go home.

         She ought not to have trusted her. She should never have let that heedless gawm handle the Belleek cup. She let it slip from her fingers and smash to smithereens in the sink. Her excuse was the mistress had startled her, calling sharply. It was an angry call, like nothing heard in that cottage since they came there: ‘Eileen, Eileen! What are you doing? Come here at once!’

         Virgilia was standing in the little hall, the front door open behind her.

         ‘Where is it?’ she asked, astonished, when the girl appeared. ‘What have you done with it? Don’t you know a telegram ought to be brought at once?’

         Bewilderment made the girl burst into tears and in a minute Brigid was on the scene, fragments of the cup in her hand. Her distress about the cup prevented her, at first, from comprehending of what Eileen was accused. Then she supported her. There had been no telegram. No boy had given Eileen anything. Eileen hadn’t been out in the front at all. She hadn’t put her things on.

         Brigid stopped abruptly, looked hard at her mistress, then turned on the girl harshly, ordering her to put them on now, and stop bawling and go home.

         Eileen ran back to the kitchen and Brigid shut the door after her.

         ‘I saw it,’ Virgilia said.

         She went into her bedroom and sat on the bed. Brigid followed her.

         ‘Ma’am, dear, what did you see?’

         ‘They were there, in the gateway, between the hollies. Eileen took it out of his hand. It was Eileen: she had her red jacket and cap on. I saw the envelope in her hand.’

         Brigid shook her head.

         ‘None of that happened,’ she said.

         Staring out at the gate, Virgilia said under her breath, ‘I was too close to make a mistake.’

         ‘Look, ma’am,’ Brigid suggested, ‘you dreamed it: you fell asleep.’

         ‘I was standing at the chair, pinning the stuff; I had pins between my lips.’ Virgilia began to laugh. ‘Whoever heard of the ghost of a telegram?’
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