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Daphne du Maurier

      DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter
         of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds
         and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short
         stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier
         married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.
      

      Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning
         films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her
         books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification
         … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real
         literature”, something very few novelists ever do’.
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      For Whom the Caps fit
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      Parasites

      
      Animal Parasites are invertebrate animals which have taken up their abode in or upon the living bodies of other animals.
     

      
      From a broad biological outlook parasitism is a negative reaction to the struggle for existence, and always implies a mode
         of life that is nearer the line of least resistance. …
     

      
      Occasional parasites are to be distinguished from permanent parasites. Among the former are the bed-bug and the leech, which
         usually abandon their host when they have obtained their object.
     

      
      In the embryo stage they are migratory, moving from host to host, or to a free life before becoming mature. …

      
      Amongst the latter are the so-called fish-lice, which, with piercing mouth organs and elaborate clinging apparatus, remain
         in the same host always, and are amongst the most degenerate parasites known.
     

      
      Parasites affect their hosts by feeding upon their living tissues or cells, and the intensity of the effect upon the hosts
         ranges from the slightest local injury to complete destruction.
     

      
      The Encyclopædia Britannica.
     

      




      
      
      Introduction

      
      I first encountered The Parasites in the Nottingham Library, summer of ’76. A fat, yellow Gollancz hardback wrapped in thick, cloudy polythene and date-stamped
         inside, it would have been one of six novels I borrowed that week from the tall Gothic building on Shakespeare Street. It
         was the summer I finished my O Levels – a long, parched scorching heatwave of a summer. Every day you thought it couldn’t
         get any hotter but it did. I was a tense, nail-chewing teenager who shunned boys and wrote ‘novels’ in exercise books. To
         me that city library was a sanctuary, the safest place in all the world – and icy cool to boot.
     

      
      I haunted it like a ghost. I knew its opening hours, where its toilet was, and which of its haughty librarians was most likely
         to let me lurk in peace. I learned to dodge its furthest aisles, where the tramps punctured the air with their snores and
         musty urine smells. Instead, breath held, I loitered in Fiction, fingering every single, grubby spine on those shelves as
         I looked – for what? A way into a secret world? Dispatches from the front line of personal experience – a place I had yet
         to get to myself?
     

      
      Probably both. But most of all I remember searching for novels that might in any way touch on my pet obsessions: dance, writing,
         painting, theatre, ghosts, Cornwall, sex – especially sex. I can see now that The Parasites – a strange, ambiguous love story set in a world of dark, Lutyens houses, Morny soap and brittle, fading theatrical glamour
         – would, in its sly way, have satisfied quite a few of these criteria.
     

      
      I do know that I thought it was a very grown-up novel. Infinitely dark and sexy and weary – in the very most attractive sense
         of the word. Weary and worldly. Here was a world of cocktails and dinners, of matinées and debutante’s feathers, of virginities lost in Paris apartments. In fact the precise
         flavour of weary-worldliness I sensed lurking in those pages made me feel reckless, daring, chaotic – everything a romantic,
         provincial sixteen-year-old fantasised that grown-up life might one day be.
     

      
      What I didn’t see then – probably because I was too wrapped up in my adolescent self to get it – was how mischievously comic
         a novel it is, how successfully and enjoyably it sends up the upper classes, actors, theatrical types, the rich by birth,
         the terminally self-absorbed. I think at that age I would have completely missed the savage and satirical anger that lies
         at its dark heart – a ferocious, sometimes surprising fury which keeps it bubbling, never lets it become glossy, camp or self-indulgent
         in the way that novels about theatricals and show business so often are.
     

      
      But that’s not all. Another aspect struck me even more forcefully when I picked the novel up again, now, in 2005. I found
         myself moved and shocked by its central relationship and I experienced a sense of déjà vu I couldn’t shake off. What did it
         remind me of? Where had I come across this kind of bond before?
     

      
      This is the story of a strange and powerful, quasi-incestuous love. Here are a girl and a boy who grow up as siblings but
         are not blood related – whose bond is intense, passionate, unstoppable. They understand each other intuitively, like twins,
         but the love itself is immature, hopeless and selfish, irresponsible even, leaving no room for others. It’s the story of two
         people who spend their whole lives both in thrall to and in denial of, this central passionate relationship – because however
         hard they try to pull apart, whatever other relationship (or marriage) each tries to forge, they always spring back together
         again, helpless. Who else does this remind you of? Doesn’t another English novel spring immediately to mind?
     

      
      Of course there are many differences between Maria and Niall and Cathy and Heathcliff, but still I find the similarities curiously
         impossible to ignore. These are harsh and possessive loves, devastating at times. There is a darkness here that seems to blot
         out the possibility of any kind of future. Both Maria and Niall are perplexed to find that now and then they want to hit the other ‘very very hard’. Except to think it’s a relationship of
         violence is to misunderstand it – the hitting never happens. It’s about frustration, sexual and logistical: how else to get
         sufficiently inside each other’s skins? When Maria is on the stage, Niall can’t watch but has to leave, so closely and painfully
         does he identify with her terror. Maria is the only person who always knows what Niall is thinking – sometimes even before
         he does. And yet, just like Cathy and Heathcliff, Maria and Niall sometimes don’t seem separate enough to be able to form
         a normal, useful adult relationship. Indeed, if family servant Truda is Nellie Dean’s counterpart, then you can almost hear
         Maria declaring to her, ‘Truda, I am Niall!’
     

      
      I also see more to link Brontë and du Maurier. Both authors use landscape to invoke passion – and libido. Both have an inherently
         and fascinatingly queasy relationship with their characters. Du Maurier apparently admitted that all three Delaneys were probably
         facets of her own personality – and she is certainly rare among women novelists in that she seems to inhabit her male characters
         at least as fully as her female ones and with absolute authenticity and ferocity. The same could certainly be said of Brontë.
         Not only that, but it’s undeniable to anyone who knows their work that a prime strength of both Brontë and du Maurier is their
         ability and willingness to imagine and mine the darkest reaches of the human mind, of passion and sexuality (the male and
         the female side) and of life and death. These are brave writers, unafraid to look over the edge into the abyss.
     

      
      But there the similarities end, because there’s certainly no comedy in Wuthering Heights. And yet some of the most unsettling scenes in du Maurier’s novel are also its funniest. My favourite is the one where Maria,
         who has married the Hon Charles Wyndham (for reasons very similar, by the way, to those that drive Cathy into a marriage with
         Edgar Linton) and given birth to a daughter, Caroline, finds herself left alone with that baby one afternoon. Spoilt, immature
         and inexperienced, she is quite unable to cope. Without even thinking twice about it, she calls Niall who, also without a thought, drops everything and comes running to help.
     

      
      But it’s no good. Here are two children in charge of a child. When Caroline won’t stop crying they stop the car and, in desperation,
         ask a passing woman what they should do. Unsurprisingly, she gives them short shrift and threatens to call a policeman. They
         drive on. Maria remarks that she can see now why mothers leave their babies in shops. ‘They can’t stand the strain.’ Only
         half joking, Niall suggests they leave Caroline in a shop. Both agree that no one would miss her. Eventually Maria has an
         idea and asks Niall to stop at Woolworths so she can buy a comforter. ‘You know, those awful rubber things that common babies
         have stuck in their mouths.’
     

      
      They get the comforter and it works. Caroline stops crying.

      
      ‘How easy it would be,’ said Niall, ‘if every time one felt on edge one could just go to Woolworths and buy a comforter. There
         must be something psychological about it. I think I shall get one for myself. It’s probably what I’ve wanted all my life.’
     

      
      It’s a laugh-out-loud scene – and rather novel and startling suddenly to be reading du Maurier on childcare and the oral comforting
         of babies – but it’s also a very damning one. Nowhere else in the novel is the parasitical nature of du Maurier’s protagonists
         better expressed. These are selfish creatures who are reluctant to fulfil anyone’s needs but their own. But take away the comedy
         and you begin to wonder, what does du Maurier herself feel about all of this? What does she want us to think, and whose side
         is she on anyway?
     

      
      A tricky question because, more than anything, The Parasites is stylistically on the edge, an exercise in narrative sleight of hand. The clue lies in that very first sentence: ‘It was
         Charles who called us the parasites.’ Called who? Well, the three Delaneys: Maria, Niall and Celia, obviously. But which Delaney
         is talking? You read on, expecting to have the question answered, to have it all made clear – and very quickly realise it’s
         impossible to tell.
     

      
      Because this is a tale told by three people and therefore, in a sense, never really told by anyone. Just when you think you’re
         getting close, the invisible narrator swerves away and disappears. You can almost hear du Maurier laughing. And, though we spend time in the heads of all three Delaneys in turn, there is never
         a single moment when that bold, all-encompassing ‘We’ turns into ‘I’. So who, ultimately, does the author sympathise with
         most? Brittle, fragile Maria? Dogged, lonely Niall? Unfulfilled, put-upon Celia? Whose skin is she in? And does it matter
         if we never find out? It’s a tribute to the complexity and breadth of this strange, unnerving novel that I’m still trying
         to decide.
     

      
      Julie Myerson

      
      London

      
      January 2005

      




      
      
      1

      
      It was Charles who called us the parasites. The way he said it was surprising, and sudden; he was one of those quiet reserved
         sort of men, not given to talking much or stating his opinion, unless upon the most ordinary facts of day by day, so that
         his outburst – coming, as it did, towards the end of the long, wet Sunday afternoon, when we had none of us done anything
         but read the papers and yawn and stretch before the fire – had the force of an explosion. We were all sitting in the long,
         low room at Farthings, darker than usual because of the rain. The french windows gave very little light, chopped as they were
         in small square panes that added to the beauty of the house from without, but inside had all the appearance of prison bars,
         oddly depressing.
     

      
      The grandfather clock in the corner ticked slowly and unevenly; now and again it gave a little cough, hesitating momentarily,
         like an old man with asthma, then ploughed on again with quiet insistence. The fire in the basket grate had sunk rather low;
         the mixture of coke and coal had caked in a solid lump, giving no warmth; and the logs that had been flung carelessly on top
         earlier in the afternoon smouldered in dull fashion, needing the bellows to coax them into life. The papers were strewn about
         the floor, and the empty cardboard covers of gramophone records were amongst them, along with a cushion that had fallen from
         the sofa. These things may have added to Charles’s irritation. He was an orderly man, with a methodical mind, and looking
         back now with the realization that his mind was at that time labouring under heavy strain, that he had in fact reached a point
         where it was imperative that he should make up his mind about the future and come to a decision, it is understandable that
         these little things – the untidiness of the room, the casual, careless, sprawling atmosphere which pervaded the whole house when Maria came for the week-end, and which he had endured now for so many months and years
         – acted as the first spark to fan the boiling resentment into flame.
     

      
      Maria lay, as she always lay, stretched out upon the sofa. Her eyes were closed, her usual defence against attack from any
         quarter, so that people who did not know her thought she slept, that she was tired after a long week in London, that she needed
         rest.
     

      
      Her right hand, with Niall’s ring upon the third finger, drooped in weary fashion over the side of the sofa, the finger-tips
         touching the floor. Charles must have seen it from where he sat, in his deep armchair, opposite the sofa; and although he
         had seen and known the ring for as long as he had known Maria, accepting it in the first place as he would have done any personal
         belonging of hers dating possibly from childhood days, like a comb, a bracelet, worn from routine without sentiment; yet the
         sight of it now, the pale aquamarine stone, clinging tightly to the third finger, so valueless and paltry compared to the
         sapphire engagement ring that he himself had given her, and the wedding ring too, both of which she was always leaving about
         on the wash-basin and forgetting, may have served as further fuel to his smouldering anger.
     

      
      He would know, too, that Maria was not sleeping. The play she had been reading was thrown aside – the pages were already crumpled
         and one of them torn, the puppy had been allowed to play with it – and there was the smear of a sticky sweet dropped by one
         of the children on the cover. During the next week or so the play would be returned to the owner, with the usual note from
         Maria scribbled in her careless handwriting or typed on the indifferent machine she had bought at a junk-sale years ago: ‘Much
         as I liked your play, which I found extremely interesting and which I am sure will be a great success, I don’t somehow feel
         that I should be quite right or really what you want in the part of Rita …’ and the owner, though disappointed, would be flattered
         and say to his friends, ‘She liked it enormously, yes indeed,’ and think of her ever afterwards with regard, almost with affection.
     

      
      
      But now the play lay on the floor, scrapped and forgotten with the Sunday papers, and whether any thought of it passed through
         Maria’s mind as she lay on the sofa, with her eyes closed, Charles would never know. He had no answer to that, or to any of
         her thoughts, and the smile that hovered a moment at the corner of her mouth and went as swiftly – it happened now, in her
         pretence of sleep – had no connection with him, or with his feelings, or with their life together. It was remote, the smile
         of someone he had never known. But Niall knew. Niall was sitting hunched on the window-seat with his knees drawn up, staring
         at nothing; and even from there he had caught the smile, and guessed the reason.
     

      
      ‘The black dinner-dress,’ he said, apparently without reason, ‘tightly cut, revealing every curve. Doesn’t it just show what
         sort of man he must be? Did you get beyond page five? I didn’t.’
     

      
      ‘Page four,’ said Maria, her eyes still closed, her voice coming from a lost world. ‘The dress slips, a little further on,
         betraying a white shoulder. I skipped to see. I think he must be a little man with pince-nez, going rather thin on top, and
         too many gold fillings.’
     

      
      ‘Kind to children,’ said Niall.

      
      ‘Dresses up as Father Christmas,’ went on Maria, ‘but they’re never fooled because he’s not careful enough about hitching
         up his trousers, and they will show under the red gown.’
     

      
      ‘He went to France last summer for his holiday.’

      
      ‘That’s where he got the idea; he watched a woman across the dining-room at the hotel; nothing happened, of course. But he
         couldn’t take his eyes off her bosom.’
     

      
      ‘Now it’s out of his system he feels better.’

      
      ‘The dog doesn’t, though. He was sick on the lawn just now, under the cedar-tree. He’s eaten up page nine.’

      
      The movement from the armchair, as Charles changed his position and straightened out the sports page of the Sunday Times, should have warned them of irritation, but they took no notice.
     

      
      Only Celia, intuitive as always to approaching storm, raised her head from her work-basket, and flashed the warning glance
         which was disregarded. Had the three of us been by ourselves she would have joined in also, from force of habit, from amusement;
         because this was something we had always done, from childhood days, from the beginning. But she was a guest, a visitor, and
         it was Charles’s house. She felt instinctively that Charles disliked the tone of banter between Niall and Maria, which he
         did not share; and the silly mockery of the author whose tangled play lay on the floor, discarded by the puppy, seemed to
         him cheap and not particularly funny.
     

      
      In a moment, Celia thought, watching Niall straighten up and stretch his arms, Niall will wander to the piano, and yawn, and
         frown, and stare at the keyboard with that tense look of concentration that means in reality he is thinking of nothing at
         all, or merely what there would be for supper, or whether there was another packet of cigarettes up in his bedroom; and he
         will begin to play, softly at first, whistling under his breath, as he had always done since he was twelve years old, on those
         old prim upright French pianos; and Maria without opening her eyes would stretch also, and put her arms under her head, and
         hum softly, under her breath, in tune to Niall. At first he would lead, and she would follow, and then Maria would break away
         into a different song, a different melody, and it would be Niall who caught the pattern and come ghosting after her in repetition.
     

      
      And Celia thought that she must in some way, however clumsily, prevent Niall going to the piano. Not because Charles would
         dislike the music; but because it would be yet another of those unnecessary pointers to the fact, from which he must suffer,
         year in, year out, that Niall alone, before husband, sister, children, knew what went on in the closed shell that was Maria’s
         mind.
     

      
      Celia put down the work-basket – week-ends at Farthings were generally spent in mending the children’s socks, poor Polly couldn’t
         keep pace with them, and of course nobody asked Maria – and swiftly, before Niall could settle himself at the piano (he was
         already straddling the stool and opening the lid), said to Charles, ‘We none of us seem to do the Acrostic nowadays. There
         was a time when we all had our heads buried in dictionaries and encyclopædias, and things. What is the first upright, to-day, Charles?’
     

      
      There was a moment’s pause, and then Charles said, ‘I haven’t looked at the Acrostic. A word of nine letters in the cross-word
         caught my attention.’
     

      
      ‘Oh, what was that?’

      
      ‘An invertebrate animal preying upon the body of another animal.’

      
      Niall struck the first chord on the piano.

      
      ‘A parasite,’ he said.

      
      Then the explosion came. Charles threw down his paper on the floor, and got up from his chair. We saw that his face was white
         and tense, and his mouth a thin hard line. He had never looked like this before.
     

      
      ‘Correct,’ he said, ‘a parasite. And that’s what you are, the three of you. Parasites. The whole bunch. You always have been
         and you always will be. Nothing can change you. You are doubly, triply parasitic; first, because you’ve traded ever since
         childhood on that seed of talent you had the luck to inherit from your fantastic forebears; secondly, because you’ve none
         of you done a stroke of ordinary honest work in your lives, but batten upon us, the fool public who allow you to exist; and
         thirdly, because you prey upon each other, the three of you, living in a world of fantasy which you have created for yourselves
         and which bears no relation to anything in heaven or on earth.’
     

      
      He stood there, staring down at us, and for a moment none of us said anything. It was painful, embarrassing, not a time for
         laughter. The attack was far too personal. Maria opened her eyes now and lay back against the cushion, watching Charles, an
         odd, self-conscious expression upon her face, like a child uncertain of punishment who has been caught out in misdemeanour.
         Niall remained rooted to the piano, looking at nothing and at no one. Celia folded her hands in her lap and waited, passive
         and expectant, for the next blow. She wished she had not taken off her glasses when she put aside the work-basket – she felt
         naked now without them. They served as a defence.
     

      
      
      ‘What do you mean?’ said Maria. ‘How do we live in a world of fantasy?’

      
      She spoke in her puzzled voice, the voice that went with wide-eyed innocence – Niall and Celia recognized the note at once,
         and so perhaps did Charles, who possibly was deceived no longer, not after years of marriage.
     

      
      He rose to the bait, gladly, like a voracious fish.

      
      ‘You have never lived anywhere else,’ he said, ‘and you are not an individual at all, you’re just a hotch-potch of every character
         you’ve ever acted. Your mood and your personality change with each new part that comes along. There is no such woman as Maria,
         there never has been. Even your children know it. And that’s why they are fascinated by you, for two days only, and then go
         running up to the nursery to Polly, because Polly is real, and genuine, and alive.’
     

      
      These are things, thought Celia, that men and women say to each other in bedrooms. Not in drawing-rooms, not on Sunday afternoons,
         and please Maria don’t answer him back, don’t whip up his anger more, because it is obvious now that he has been unhappy for
         a long while, and none of us knew, or understood, it has been boiling up for months, for years. … She plunged into the battle
         to forestall Maria. She must guard both Niall and Maria from attack, as she had always done.
     

      
      ‘I do understand what you mean, Charles,’ she said. ‘Maria does alter, of course, with different parts, but then she used
         to do that when we were children, she was always being somebody else. But it’s not fair to say she doesn’t work. You know how
         she works, you’ve been to rehearsals, or you used to, at one time – it’s her life, it’s her profession, everything goes into
         it, you must admit that.’
     

      
      Charles laughed, and Maria knew from the sound of the laugh that Celia had not made things any better, only worse.

      
      Once Maria could have dealt with that laugh; she would have got up from the sofa and put her arm round Charles, and said,
         ‘Don’t be such an old silly. What’s bitten you, my darling?’ And she would have led him off to the farm buildings and feigned
         an interest in some old tractor, or a bin of corn, or fallen slates from an out-house, anything to preserve the serenity of
         their being together; but nowadays, it was different, these things did not work any more, and surely now, thought Maria, at
         this late hour, he is not going to start being jealous of Niall; it would be too silly, too futile; he must know that Niall
         is like another part of me and always has been. I have never let it interfere with my marriage, my work or with anything,
         it hasn’t hurt Charles, it hasn’t hurt anyone, it is just that Niall and I, Niall and I … and then her thoughts lost themselves
         in a tangled web and she felt suddenly frightened, like a child in a dark room.
     

      
      ‘Work?’ said Charles. ‘You can call it work, if you like. A circus dog, trained as a puppy, jumps for a biscuit, and then jumps
         automatically for the rest of its life when the lights go on in the tent and the people clap.’
     

      
      What a pity, thought Niall, that Charles has never talked in this way before. We might have been friends. I perfectly understand
         his point of view. This is the kind of conversation that I like having when everyone else is rather tight and I am perfectly
         sober and it’s about half-past four in the morning; but now, in Charles’s own house, it’s somehow all wrong, and rather terrible,
         like a priest for whom one has a great respect suddenly taking his trousers off in church.
     

      
      ‘But the people enjoy watching the dog,’ he said swiftly, trying to divert Charles. ‘That’s why they go to the circus, for
         distraction. Maria supplies the same drug in the theatre, and I give it in large doses to all the errand-boys who whistle
         my songs. I think you’ve got hold of the wrong word. We’re pedlars, hawking our wares – not parasites.’
     

      
      Charles looked across the room at Niall seated at the piano. Here it comes, boys and girls, thought Niall; this is what I’ve
         been waiting for all my life, a real slashing blow beneath the belt; how tragic that it has to come from dear old Charles.
     

      
      ‘You. …?’ There was a world of scorn in his voice, of contempt, of bitter pent-up jealousy.

      
      ‘What about me?’ said Niall, and just as a house loses all charm from without when the shutters are drawn, the light went away from his expressive face, leaving it blank and impersonal.
     

      
      ‘You’re a freak,’ said Charles, ‘and you have the intelligence to realize it, which must be singularly unpleasant for you.’

      
      Oh, no … no … thought Celia, this is the worst yet, and why did it have to happen to-day, this afternoon? This is all my fault
         for asking about the Acrostic. I should have suggested a good walk across the park and through the woods before tea.
     

      
      Maria got up from the sofa and threw a log on to the fire, and she wondered what would be the best thing to do; whether to
         make a gigantic, foolish joke, or to whip round and scream and have a tearing scene to clear the air, so that the attention
         would focus on her and away from Niall, an old childhood trick that had worked well when they were little and Niall had been
         in trouble from Pappy, or Mama, or old Truda. Or whether it would not be best to get out of the house, and away, and up in
         the car to London, and forget that this disastrous Sunday had ever happened? She would soon forget, she forgot everything,
         nothing stayed in her mind for very long. It was Niall himself who saved the situation. He closed the lid of the piano, and
         went over to the window, and stood watching the trees at the end of the lawn.
     

      
      It was that still, quiet moment before dark that comes at the close of a short winter’s day. The rain had stopped, too late
         now to matter. The trees were lovely, and forlorn, massed together where the woods began, and the old dead, naked branch of
         a fir twisted a grotesque arm into the sky. A dank starling grubbed for worms in the wet grass. These were the things Niall
         knew and loved and watched when he was alone, they were the things he would have drawn had he known how to draw, the things
         he would have painted had he known how to paint, the things he would have woven into music had the sounds that came into his
         head, day in, day out, gone out again as symphonies. But that never happened. The sounds went out as jingles, as catch-penny
         tunes, whistled by errand-boys at street corners, sung by giggling shop-girls for a fortnight and forgotten, the pitiful,
         cheap nonsense that was his single claim to fame. No genius, no real power was his; only a small seed of inherited talent that enabled him
         to spin out one tune after another, without effort, without even inclination, and thereby reap a fortune, which he did not
         want.
     

      
      ‘You’re so right,’ he said to Charles, ‘so absolutely and entirely right. I am a freak.’ And for a moment he looked haunted,
         as he had looked many years ago as a little boy when Mama ignored him, and to show that he did not care would run to the hotel
         window that looked out over the Paris street and spit on the heads of passers-by; then he was haunted no longer, he ran his
         fingers through his hair, and smiled.
     

      
      ‘You win, Charles,’ he said; ‘the parasites are defeated. But if I remember my biology aright, in the long run the hosts they
         prey upon die too.’ He went over to the piano again, and sat down.
     

      
      ‘Never mind,’ he said, ‘you’ve given me an idea for another worthless song.’ He struck the favourite chords of his favourite
         key, smiling still at Charles.
     

      
      

         ‘Let’s all prey upon each other,

         Let’s all feed upon ourselves,’

     



      
      he sang softly, and the sensuous dancing rhythm of the foolish song broke into the tense, disastrous atmosphere of the dark
         drawing-room like the sudden laughter of a child.
     

      
      Charles turned on his heel and went out of the room.

      
      And the three of us were left alone.

  



      
      
      2

      
      People always gossiped about us, even as children. We created a strange sort of hostility wherever we went. In those days, during
         and after the First World War, when other children were well-mannered and conventional, we were ill-disciplined and wild. Those
         dreadful Delaneys. … Maria was disliked because she imitated everyone, and not always behind their backs. She had the uncanny
         knack of exaggerating some little fault or idiosyncrasy, the turn of a person’s head, the shrug of a shoulder, the inflection
         in a voice, and her unfortunate victim would be aware of this, aware of Maria’s large blue eyes that looked so innocent, so
         full of dreams, and which were in reality pondering diabolical mischief.
     

      
      Niall was disliked not so much because of what he said, but more for what he did not say. A shy, taciturn child, with a sullen
         expression like a Slav, his silence was full of meaning. The grown-up individual meeting him for the first time would feel
         summed-up and judged, and definitely discarded. Glances would pass between Niall and Maria to show that this was so, and later,
         not even out of ear-shot, would come the sounds of ridicule and laughter.
     

      
      Celia was tolerated because she had inherited, by a stroke of fortune, the charm of both her parents and none of their failings.
         She had Pappy’s large generous heart, without his emotional extravagance, and Mama’s grace of manner with none of Mama’s power
         for destruction. Even her talent for drawing – which did not develop in strength until later – was a kindly quality. Her sketches
         were never caricatures, as Maria’s would have been; nor were they twisted to the bitterness that Niall would have given them.
         Her fault, as a child, was a fault common to all youngest children; a propensity to weep, to whine, to clamber on people’s knees and seek indulgence. And because she had neither Maria’s
         grace nor her beauty, but was a stout, heavy little girl with red cheeks and mousy hair, the adult was soon bored, wishing
         to push her away like a clinging dog, whereupon Celia’s eyes would fill with tears and the adult feel ashamed.
     

      
      We were too greatly indulged; a shocking thing. We were permitted to eat rich food, drink wine, stay up to all hours, roam
         about London and Paris on our own, or whatever other city we happened to be living in at the time; so from an early age we
         were cosmopolitan in outlook, belonging to no particular country, with a smattering of several languages, none of which we
         ever learnt to speak with fluency.
     

      
      Our relationship to each other was such a muddled thing that it was small wonder no one reached the truth of it correctly. We
         were illegitimate, they said; we were adopted, we were little skeletons from Pappy’s and Mama’s respective cupboards, and
         maybe there was truth in this; we were waifs they had found abandoned in the gutter, we were orphans, we were the spawn of
         kings. And why did Maria have Pappy’s Irish blue eyes and Pappy’s blond hair, yet move with someone else’s lissom grace? And
         why was Niall dark and lithe and small, with Mama’s white texture of skin, yet carry the high cheek bones of a stranger? And
         why did Celia sometimes pout like Maria, and sulk like Niall, if they were no relation to each other?
     

      
      When we were little the whole business puzzled us ourselves, and we would ask questions, and then forget again, and after
         all, we thought, it did not really matter very much because from the very beginning of time none of us remembered anything
         or anyone else; Pappy was our father, and Mama was our mother, and we three belonged to both of them.
     

      
      The truth was simple, once learnt and understood.

      
      When Pappy was singing in Vienna, before the first war, he fell in love with a little Viennese actress who had no voice at
         all but was allowed to speak one line in the second act of an indifferent operette because she was very naughty and very lovely
         and everybody adored her. Perhaps Pappy married her, none of us have really known or cared; but after they had been together
         a year Maria was born and the little Viennese actress died.
     

      
      Meanwhile, Mama was dancing in London and Paris, already breaking away from the ballet in which she had trained, and becoming
         that unique, unforgettable personality who filled the theatre of whatever city she happened to visit: Mama, whose every movement
         was poetry, whose every gesture a note in music, and who had no partner ever upon the dim-lit, eerie stage, but always danced
         alone. Someone was Niall’s father. A pianist, old Truda used to say, whom she permitted once to live with her in secret and
         make love to her for a few weeks only, and then sent away because someone told her that he had T. B. and it was catching.
     

      
      ‘And she didn’t catch T. B. at all,’ Truda told us in her dry fashion, sniffing in that disapproving way of hers; ‘she had
         my boy instead, and never forgave him for it.’
     

      
      ‘My boy’ was Niall, of course, whom Truda, as Mama’s dresser, took into her charge at once. She washed him and dressed him,
         and put on his napkins, and gave him his bottle, and did everything for him that Mama should have done: while Mama danced
         alone, and smiled her secret, individual smile, and forgot all about the pianist who had disappeared out of her life, whether
         to die of T. B. or not she neither knew nor cared.
     

      
      And then they met in London, Pappy and Mama, when Pappy was singing at the Albert Hall, and Mama was dancing at Covent Garden.
         Their encounter was a thing of rapture that could only happen to those two, never to others, Truda said, with a world of perception
         rising suddenly in her blunt voice. They fell in love instantly and married, and the marriage brought ecstatic happiness to
         the pair of them, and possibly despair too at times (no one enquired into that), and it also brought Celia, the first legitimate
         offspring of both.
     

      
      So there we were, the three of us, related and not related, one of us a stepsister, and another a stepbrother, and the third
         half-sister to each; no one could devise a greater mix-up had they done it deliberately. And only a year or so in age between us all, so that there had never been a life that any of us could
         remember but the life we had known together.
     

      
      ‘No good will come of it,’ Truda would say, either in one of many dingy hotel sitting-rooms that would be serving us as temporary
         nursery-schoolroom, or in some other top-floor room in a furnished house which Mama and Pappy would have taken for the duration
         of some season or tour. ‘No good will come of this mixture of race and mixture of blood. You’re bad for each other and always
         will be, you’ll destroy yourselves somehow,’ she used to say after one of us had been especially naughty and wild, and she
         would fall back upon proverbs and maxims that meant nothing at all, but had a sinister sound to them, like ‘You can’t touch
         pitch without being defiled’ and ‘Birds of a feather may flock together, but the weakest goes to the wall.’ She could do nothing
         with Maria. Maria defied her always. ‘You are eldest,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you set the right example?’ And straightway Maria
         would mock her, pulling her mouth into the set, thin lines of Truda’s mouth, jutting out her chin and exaggerating the wobble,
         thrusting the right shoulder a little before the left.
     

      
      ‘I’ll tell your Pappy of you,’ said Truda, and there would be grumbles, and groans, and mutterings all day; but when Pappy
         came to see us nothing happened but an immediate riot, and even greater tomfoolery, and then we would all three be taken to
         the drawing-room and set to caper and show off and play wild bears upon the floor, to the boredom no doubt of the visitors
         who had come to gaze upon Mama.
     

      
      Even worse would follow, not for us, of course, but for the visitors, when, if we were staying in a hotel, Pappy would permit
         us to run about the corridors, knock on doors, change people’s shoes outside their bedrooms, ring bells, peep through banisters
         and make monkey faces. Complaints were useless. No manager cared to lose the patronage of Pappy and Mama, who by their very
         presence brought prestige to an apartment or hotel, whatever city it might be, whatever country. Because now, of course, their
         names were billed together, they shared a programme, the performance they gave was a dual affair, and they would take a theatre for a season, for two or three months
         perhaps at a time.
     

      
      ‘Have you heard him sing?’ ‘Have you seen her dance?’, and in every city there would be the discussion as to which of them
         was the greater artist, which was the master, whose were the brains, who led, who followed, how was the whole thing planned.
     

      
      André, who was Pappy’s valet, said it was Pappy. That Pappy did everything, Pappy arranged each detail down to the final curtain,
         and where Mama should place herself, how she should look, what she should wear. Truda, always loyal to Mama and at loggerheads
         with André, said Pappy had no hand in it, he did only what Mama ordered him to do, that Mama was a genius and Pappy only a
         brilliant amateur. Which was the real truth we, the three children, never discovered, nor did we care. We knew only that Pappy
         was the most wonderful man that had ever lived and, to our prejudiced ears, the greatest singer; and that no one, since the
         beginning of time, had moved and danced like Mama.
     

      
      These things added to our arrogance as children. As babies, we heard the thunder of applause. We went about, from country to
         country, like little pages in the train of royalty; flattery hummed about us in the air, before us and within us was the continual
         excitement of success.
     

      
      We never knew the ordinary placid routine of child life, the settled home, the humdrum day by day. For if yesterday we were
         in London, to-morrow would be Paris, and the after-to-morrow, Rome.
     

      
      There were always new sounds, new faces, bustle and turmoil; and in each and every city was that mainspring of our lives,
         the theatre. Sometimes a gold and gaudy opera house, sometimes a drab and shoddy barrack, but wherever it was the place was
         ours for the little space of time we borrowed it, forever different yet unchangingly familiar. That dusty, musty theatre smell,
         how it still haunts each one of us in turn, and Maria at least will never shake it free. That swing door with the bar across
         it, the cold passage, those hollow-sounding stairs and the descent to the abyss. Those notices upon the walls that no one ever reads, that prowling cat with tail erect which mews and vanishes, the rusty fire-bucket
         into which someone throws the stub of a cigarette. The first sight of it would always be the same, no matter in what city or
         what country. The posters, sometimes black-printed, sometimes red, with Pappy’s and Mama’s names upon them, and the photographs,
         always of Mama, never of Pappy – this was a superstition of them both – hanging by the entrance.
     

      
      We would arrive en famille in two cars. Pappy and Mama and the three of us, with Truda and André, and whatever dog or cat
         or bird might temporarily possess us, and whatever friend or hanger-on might be in favour. Then the assault began.
     

      
      The Delaneys had arrived. Order had departed. Chaos reigned.

      
      We poured from the hired cars with whoops of triumph like an Indian tribe. The foreign manager, smiling, obsequious, bowed
         us welcome, but with a look of apprehension in his eyes at the sight of the animals and birds and, above all, the romping
         children.
     

      
      ‘Welcome to Monsieur Delaney, welcome to Madame,’ he began, flinching at the parrot cage and the sudden bursting of a cracker
         under his nose, and as he began his conventional speech of introduction his shrinking form would melt, would almost disappear
         under Pappy’s thundering clap upon the shoulder. ‘Here we are, my dear fellow, here we are,’ said Pappy, his hat on one side,
         his overcoat hanging from his shoulder like a cape. ‘You see us bursting with health and vigour like the ancient Greeks. Be
         careful of that case. It contains a Gurkha knife. Have you a small court or yard where we could put the rabbits? The children
         refuse to be parted from the rabbits.’ And the manager, swamped by Pappy’s laugh and Pappy’s flow of conversation, intimidated
         possibly by Pappy’s height – he was six foot four – turned like a beast of burden into the dark precincts of his theatre,
         with a rabbit cage under one arm, and a bundle of walking-sticks, clubs, and Eastern knives under the other.
     

      
      ‘Leave everything to me, my dear fellow,’ said Pappy happily; ‘you will have nothing to do. Leave everything to me. First
         and most important, what room do you propose to offer to Madame?’
     

      
      
      ‘The best, Monsieur Delaney, but naturally, the best,’ replied the manager, stepping on a puppy’s tail, and when he had sorted
         himself from the confusion, and had given directions for the various items of luggage and livestock to be placed in the passages
         pending their final destination, he led us down to the dressing-room nearest to the stage.
     

      
      But Mama and Truda were already in possession. They were putting mirrors in the passage, moving dressing-tables outside the
         door, and tearing curtains from their rods.
     

      
      ‘I can’t use any of this. All this must go,’ announced Mama.

      
      ‘Certainly, my darling. Whatever you wish. Our friend will see to that,’ said Pappy, turning to the manager, clapping him again
         upon the shoulder. ‘That you should be comfortable, my darling, is our first concern.’ The manager stammered, apologized,
         lied, promised Mama the world, and she turned her cold dark eyes upon him and said, ‘You understand, I suppose, that I must
         have all this by to-morrow morning? I cannot rehearse unless the curtains in my dressing-room are blue. No enamel jugs or
         basins. All must be earthenware.’
     

      
      ‘Yes, madame.’

      
      He listened, with sinking heart, to her list of absolute necessities, and then, when she had finished, as a reward she smiled;
         the smile that came so seldom, but when she gave it, promised the spoils of paradise.
     

      
      Then the three of us, who had listened to the conversation with bright eyes, turned with shouts of triumph to the pass-door
         beside the stage. ‘Catch me, Niall. You can’t catch me,’ called Maria, and, running through the pass-door and the passage
         beyond, she ran down into the murky stalls. She vaulted across the back of one of them, tearing a slit in the cushion, and
         with Niall in pursuit she ran in and out of the line of stalls, throwing aside the dust-sheets, leaving them to trail upon
         the floor. The curtain on the stage was raised, and the manager, one eye on Pappy the other on us, stood mute and helpless.
     

      
      ‘Wait for me, wait for me,’ cried Celia; and hampered by her plump body and her short legs she would inevitably fall. The fall
         was followed by a wail of anguish, penetrating to the dressing-room behind.
     

      
      ‘See to baby, Truda,’ Mama must have said, cool and composed, knowing that if the child had been crushed beneath the great
         chandelier of the theatre it would only mean one less to take around, and, throwing the contents of yet another valise upon
         the floor for Truda to sort and tidy after she had retrieved either the living body or the corpse of Celia, Mama would move
         on to the stage to damn it, to condemn it as unfit for human beings, even as she had condemned the dressing-room.
     

      
      ‘Pappy, Mama, look at me – look at me,’ shouted Maria, now standing in the front row of the gallery, poised on one leg upon
         the rail; and Pappy and Mama, engaged in heated conversation upon the stage with several men who were carpenters, electricians,
         allies of the manager or possibly all three things at once, took not the slightest notice of her imminent doom. ‘I see you,
         my darling, I see you,’ said Pappy, continuing his conversation, never looking at the gallery at all.
     

      
      So much for the first assault. Carpenters were sullen, electricians exhausted, managers and their assistants despairing, cleaners
         blasphemous. Not so the Delaneys. Heated, happy, clamouring for supper, we drove away triumphant. And our performance would
         be repeated in whatever hotel, in whichever suite, we happened to be staying.
     

      
      At ten o’clock that evening, blown out by a four-course meal taken side by side with Pappy and Mama in the restaurant, and
         served by shuddering waiters who loathed the sight of us and loved our parents, Pappy in particular, we were still jumping
         and turning somersaults upon our beds. Jugs of water would be upset upon the floor, cake-crumbs, smuggled from the restaurant,
         spilt and strewn upon the sheets, and Maria, ring-leader of every folly, would suggest to Niall a keyhole expedition along
         the corridor, to watch the other visitors to the hotel undress.
     

      
      We stole along, in our night-clothes. Maria, her fair hair short and curling like a boy’s, wearing her own nightgown tucked
         into a pair of Niall’s striped pyjamas, with Niall slopping along behind in Truda’s bedroom slippers, because he had been unable to find his own. Celia, trailing a stuffed monkey, brought up the
         rear.
     

      
      ‘First peep to me, I thought of it,’ said Maria, pushing Niall away from the closed door, and kneeling down she put one eye
         to the keyhole while Niall and Celia watched in fascination.
     

      
      ‘It’s an old man,’ she whispered, ‘taking off his vest,’ but before she could continue her description she was whipped off
         the floor by Truda, who had stolen upon us unseen.
     

      
      ‘No, you don’t, miss,’ said Truda. ‘You may take that road one day, but not while you are in my charge,’ and down came the
         heavy hand upon Maria’s delectable bottom, and up went Maria’s fist into Truda’s buttoned, disapproving face. Wriggling, protesting,
         we were dragged back to our beds, and sprawled upon them, exhausted from our day, to sleep like puppies. In the morning only
         were we brought up to the value of silence. Pappy and Mama must never be disturbed. Whether in an apartment, in a hotel, or
         in a furnished house, we spoke in whispers and walked tiptoe in the early hours. To this day, we none of us rise early in the
         morning. We lie abed until the sun is high. The habit is ingrained within us. This then was our one rule of discipline, with
         another stricter still. The rule of silence in the theatre at rehearsal. No scampering then along the corridors. No jumping
         over stalls. We sat like dumb things in some far corner, in the circle, probably, or, if in Paris, in one of those loges behind
         the stalls.
     

      
      Celia, the only one of us to care for dolls and toys, would have two or three with her upon the floor and, with an eye to
         the movement on the stage, set them in motion.
     

      
      The bear was Pappy, full-chested, tall, his hand upon his heart; the Japanese geisha girl, her black hair in a top-knot like
         Mama’s when she was rehearsing, bowed and curtsied and stood upon one leg. When she became tired of this, Celia played house;
         the chairs in the loge were shops, were apartments, and in a little whispering undercurrent, too faint to be heard upon the
         stage, Celia held converse with her toys.
     

      
      Maria, even in those days, threw herself into the ardour of rehearsal even as Pappy did, even as Mama. From the back of the stalls or from the circle she would enact the whole of the
         performance in dumb show, taking up her stance, if possible, before a mirror.
     

      
      In this fashion she could watch herself, as well as Pappy or Mama upon the stage, and this made a double excitement; she was
         a singer, she was a dancer, she was a shadow moving among other shadows, the stalls shrouded in their dust-sheets were her
         audience, and the pitchy blackness of the empty theatre sheltered her, caressed her, found no fault with anything she did.
         Losing herself in silent ecstasy, she threw her arms out to the mirror, like Narcissus to his pool, and her own image smiled
         at her and wept at her, but all the while one fragment of her brain watched and criticized, noted the manner in which Pappy
         threw his voice so that the last soft whisper of his song reached her where she stood.
     

      
      It came, surely without effort, with the greatest ease, that last high note, and he would stand there a moment, a half-smile
         on his lips, on the opening night of a performance, and then gesture with his hand as if to say, ‘Take it – it’s yours.’ After
         which he walked away into the wings, loping with that great, easy stride of his, his shoulders and his back proclaiming, ‘I
         really can’t be bothered to sing any more to-night,’ and as he did this the applause would come, a deafening clamour, bringing
         him back, with a shrug, smothering a yawn, to sing again. The people would shout for him, ‘Delaney! Delaney!’, laughing, delighted,
         adoring the fact that anyone paid for his services could apparently treat them with such contempt and care so little for applause.
         And they never knew, as Maria knew, as Niall and Celia knew, that these smiles, these walks into the wings, these gestures
         with his hands, were timed and practised, an integral part of his performance.
     

      
      ‘Once again,’ he would say during the rehearsal, and old Sullivan, the conductor who was with us always, on every tour, wherever
         we were, waited a moment, his baton poised, holding the orchestra – and then into it again they went, the last verse of the
         song, and the same inflections were repeated, the same gestures, while away back in the circle, on tiptoe in the darkness, stood Maria, a flickering shadow moving across the surface
         of the mirror.
     

      
      ‘That’s all – thank you,’ and old Sullivan would take out his handkerchief and mop his brow, and polish his pince-nez, while
         Pappy crossed the stage to speak to Mama who had been to the coiffeur, or to her dressmaker, or to a masseuse. Mama never
         rehearsed in the morning, and she would be wearing a new fur cape around her shoulders, or a new little feathered hat, and
         as soon as she appeared there would be a different feeling in the theatre, a sense of strain, stimulating and somehow sapping;
         the aura that Mama brought with her, always, wherever she went.
     

      
      Sullivan replaced his pince-nez, straightened himself in his seat, and Niall, who had been crouching beside the first violin
         trying to read the score, fascinated by those illegible figures that meant less than nothing, his ears humming still with
         that last final twang upon the strings, would glance up, aware of Mama at once, guilty for no reason except that he felt she
         did not like him to sit amongst the orchestra. He heard her voice saying something to Pappy about the intolerable draught
         upon the stage, something must be done about it before she rehearsed that afternoon, and the whisper of the scent she wore,
         elusive, gentle, wafted down to him as he crouched by the first violin, and he longed suddenly, with a pain in his heart that
         was bewildering, to be the theatre cat that had found its way on to the stage and was standing now beside Mama, arching his
         back and purring, rubbing his sleek head against her feet.
     

      
      ‘Hullo, Minet, Minet,’ said Mama, and she stooped, and picked up the fawning cat, and now his head was tucked inside the wide
         dark collar of her fur cape, and she was stroking him, whispering to him, and the cat and the fur cape were one, they were
         blotted against each other, and Niall on sudden impulse leant over to the piano in the orchestra and clamped both his hands
         upon the keys, fierce and loud, in a hideous discord of sound.
     

      
      ‘Niall?’ She came to the footlights and looked down upon him, her voice no longer gentle, but hard and cold. ‘How dare you do that? Come up on the stage, instantly.’ And old Sullivan, apologetic, lifted him over the head of the first violin,
         and set him down upon the stage before Mama.
     

      
      She did nothing to him; the slap he would have welcomed never came. She turned, ignoring him; and now she was speaking to
         Pappy, arranging some detail for the rehearsal that afternoon, and Truda was by his side, brushing his coat that had become
         crumpled and dusty from kneeling beside the first violin, while dancing through the pass-door into the wings came Maria and
         Celia, with smeary finger-marks upon their faces and cobwebs in their hair.
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      Niall stopped playing the piano when Charles went out of the room.
     

      
      ‘I’ve got that queer feeling,’ he said, ‘that I used to have as a child, and I haven’t had for years. That all this has happened
         before.’
     

      
      ‘I have it often,’ said Maria. ‘It comes suddenly, like a ghost touching you, and then it goes again, leaving you rather sick.’

      
      ‘I believe there’s an explanation for it,’ said Celia. ‘One’s subconscious thinks ahead a fraction before one’s brain, or
         vice versa, or something. It doesn’t really matter.’
     

      
      She reached out once more for the work-basket, and took the sock with the hole in it in her hand, and looked at it.

      
      ‘When Charles called us parasites he was thinking of me,’ she said. ‘He was thinking how I come down here every week-end and
         never leave him alone with Maria. When he goes into the schoolroom I’m there playing with the children, breaking into their
         routine with Polly, taking them for walks when they should be resting, or telling them stories when they ought to be learning
         lessons. The other Saturday he found me in the kitchen showing Mrs Banks how to do a soufflé, and yesterday morning I was in
         the shrubbery with a pair of clippers, clearing the brambles. He can’t get rid of me, he can’t shake himself clear. It has
         happened all my life, this business of clinging to people, of getting too fond of them.’
     

      
      She threaded the needle and began to darn the sock. It was worn and rubbed and rather smelly from the little boy’s foot, and
         she thought of the many times she had done this, always for Maria’s children, never for a child of her own, and how up to
         now it had not mattered too deeply, but this afternoon the whole scheme of things was altered. She could never come to Farthings again with the same lightness of heart, because Charles had
         called her a parasite.
     

      
      ‘It was not you,’ said Maria; ‘it was me. Charles is devoted to you. He loves having you about the house. I have always told
         you he picked the wrong one.’
     

      
      She lay down again on the sofa, sideways this time so that she could see the fire, and the hot white ash from the smouldering
         wood curled and fell away through the bars to the dead stuff below.
     

      
      ‘He should never have married me,’ she said. ‘He should have married someone who likes the things he likes, the country in
         winter, riding, going to point-to-points, having couples to dinner and playing bridge afterwards. It has never been any good
         to him, this mixed-up life, me in London, working, coming down only at week-ends. I pretended we were happy, but we haven’t
         been happy for a long while.’
     

      
      Niall closed the lid of the piano, and stood up.

      
      ‘That’s absurd,’ he said abruptly. ‘You adore him; you know that perfectly. And he adores you. You would both have parted
         years ago if it had not been so.’
     

      
      Maria shook her head.

      
      ‘He doesn’t really love me,’ she said: ‘he only loves the idea he once had of me. He tries to keep it in front of him always,
         like the memory of a dead person. I do the same with him. When he fell in love with me I was playing in that revival of Mary Rose. I’ve forgotten how long it ran – two or three months, wasn’t it? – but all the time I thought of him as Simon. He was Simon
         to me; and when we became engaged I went on being Mary Rose. I looked at him with her eyes, and with her understanding, and
         he thought it was the real me, and that’s why he loved me, and why we married. The whole thing was an illusion.’
     

      
      And even now, she thought, gazing into the fire, as I say these things to Niall and Celia, who understand, I’m still acting.
         I’m looking at myself, I’m seeing a person called Maria lying on a sofa and losing the love of her husband, and I’m sad for
         that poor, lonely soul, I want to weep for her; but me, the real me, is making faces in the corner.
     

      
      ‘There’s only one parasite,’ said Niall. ‘Don’t flatter yourselves he was blowing off at either of you.’

      
      He went over to the window.

      
      ‘Charles is a man of action,’ said Niall, ‘a man of purpose. He possesses authority, he has bred children, he has fought in
         wars. I respect him more than anyone I have ever known. Sometimes I’ve wanted to be like him, to be that sort of man. God
         knows I’ve envied him … for many things. Just now he called me a freak, and he was right. But I’m even more of a parasite
         than a freak. All my life I’ve run away from things, from anger, from danger, and above all from loneliness. That’s why I
         write songs, as a sort of bluff to the world. That’s why I cling to you.’
     

      
      He threw away his cigarette, looking across the room towards Maria.

      
      ‘We’re all getting morbid,’ said Celia restlessly. ‘This introspection doesn’t do us any good. And it’s nonsense saying you’re
         afraid of being lonely. You love being alone. Look at those mad places you go and bury yourself in from time to time. That leaky
         boat. …’
     

      
      She heard her voice becoming fretful, the voice of the child Celia who called, ‘Don’t leave me behind. Wait for me, Niall,
         Maria. Wait for me. …’
     

      
      ‘Being alone has nothing to do with loneliness,’ said Niall. ‘Surely you’ve learnt that by this time.’

      
      From the dining-room we could hear the sound of the tea-trolley being laid. Mrs Banks was alone. She trod heavily, and, being
         ham-fisted, she jingled and clattered the cups. Celia wondered whether she should go and help, half-rising, then sank back
         again as she heard the brisk, cheerful voice of Polly saying, ‘Let me give you a hand, Mrs Banks. No, children, don’t finger
         the cakes.’
     

      
      For the first time Celia dreaded the communal tea. The children chattering about their walk and what they had done, Miss Pollard
         – Polly – smiling behind the tea-pot, her healthy, attractive face dusted with powder for the occasion – Sunday tea – the powder a shade too pale for her complexion, and her conversation
         (‘Now, children, tell Aunt Celia what you saw out of the window, such an enormous bird, we wondered what it was – don’t drink
         too fast, dear – more tea, Uncle Niall?’) always rather nervous when Niall was present, colouring a little – she never knew
         where she was with Niall; and to-day of all days Niall would be difficult, and Maria more bored and silent than usual, and
         Charles, if he were present, grim and taciturn behind the monstrous cup that Maria had once given him for Christmas. No, to-day
         of all days communal tea was something to be avoided. Maria must have had the same thought.
     

      
      ‘Tell Polly we won’t be coming in to tea,’ she said. ‘Get a tray and we three will have ours in here. I can’t face the racket.’

      
      ‘What about Charles?’ said Celia.

      
      ‘He won’t want any. I heard him go out through the garden door. He’s gone for a walk.’

      
      The rain had come on again, a melancholy drizzle, pattering thinly against the prison panes.

      
      ‘I always hated them,’ said Maria. ‘They take away the light. Little, ugly squares.’

      
      ‘Lutyens,’ said Niall. ‘He always did it.’

      
      ‘They’re right for this sort of house,’ said Celia. ‘You see them dozens of times in Country Life, generally in Hampshire. The Hon. Mrs Ronald Harringway – that sort of name.’
     

      
      ‘Twin beds,’ said Maria, ‘the kind they push together to look like a double. And the electric light, disguised, comes from
         the wall above.’
     

      
      ‘Pink guest towels,’ said Niall, ‘and exquisitely clean, but the spare room is always cold and faces north. There’s a very
         efficient housemaid who has been with Mrs Ronald Harringway for years.’
     

      
      ‘But she will put the hot-water bottles in too early, and they’re tepid when you go to bed,’ said Maria.

      
      ‘Miss Compton Collier comes down once a year and photographs the border,’ said Celia. ‘Masses of lupins, very stiff.’

      
      
      ‘And corgis, with their tongues out, panting on the lawn, while Mrs Ronald Harringway snips at the roses,’ said Niall.

      
      The handle turned, and Polly put her head round the corner of the door.

      
      ‘All in the dark?’ she said brightly. ‘It’s not very cheerful, is it?’

      
      She flicked on the main switch by the door, flooding the room with light. No one said anything. Her complexion was glowing
         and fresh after her brisk walk with the children in the rain, and the three of us were haggard in comparison.
     

      
      ‘Tea’s ready,’ she said. ‘I’ve just been giving Mrs Banks a hand. The children have such an appetite after their walk, bless
         them. Mummy looks tired.’
     

      
      She stared critically at Maria, her manner a strange mixture of concern and disapproval. The children stood beside her, saying
         nothing.
     

      
      ‘Mummy should have come for a walk with us, shouldn’t she?’ said Polly. ‘Then she would have lost her London look. Never mind,
         Mummy shall have a big slice of that lovely cake. Come, children.’
     

      
      She nodded, and smiled, and went back into the dining-room.

      
      ‘I don’t want any cake,’ whispered Maria. ‘If it’s the same as the kind we had last time I shall be sick. I hate it.’

      
      ‘Can I eat your slice? I won’t tell,’ said the boy.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Maria.

      
      The children ran out of the room.

      
      ‘Uncle Niall would prefer brandy, neat,’ said Niall.

      
      He went into the dining-room with Celia, and together they fetched a tea-tray, and a second tray of drinks, and then came
         back into the drawing-room, closing the door behind them, shutting off the domestic sounds of Polly and the children.
     

      
      Niall turned off the light, the comforting darkness enveloped us again. We were alone, and quiet, and undisturbed.

      
      ‘It wasn’t like that for us,’ said Niall, ‘all bright, and clean, and purged and commonplace. Plastic toys. Things that go
         in and out.’
     

      
      ‘Perhaps it was,’ said Maria; ‘perhaps we don’t remember.’

      
      ‘I do remember,’ said Niall. ‘I remember everything. That’s the trouble. I remember much too much.’

      
      
      Maria poured a spoonful of brandy into her tea, and into Niall’s cup also.

      
      ‘I hate the schoolroom here,’ she said. ‘That’s why I never go to it. It’s prison again, like the windows of this room.’

      
      ‘You can’t say that,’ said Celia. ‘It’s the best room in the house. Due south. Gets all the sun.’

      
      ‘That’s not what I mean,’ said Maria. ‘It’s self-conscious, pleased with itself. It says, “Aren’t I a nice room, children?
         Come on, play, be happy.” And down those poor little things used to squat, on shiny blue linoleum, with great lumps of plasticine.
         Truda never gave us plasticine.’
     

      
      ‘We never needed it,’ said Celia. ‘We were always dressing up.’

      
      ‘The children could dress up in my clothes if they wanted to,’ said Maria.

      
      ‘You haven’t any hats,’ said Niall. ‘It’s no fun dressing up unless you have hats. Dozens and dozens of them, all piled on
         the top of a wardrobe, just out of reach, so that you have to get on a chair.’ He poured another spoonful of brandy into his
         tea-cup.
     

      
      ‘Mama had a crimson velvet cape,’ said Celia. ‘I can see it now. It fitted around her hips, swathed, I believe you’d call
         it, and a great belt of fur round the bottom. When I dressed up in it the whole thing touched the ground.’
     

      
      ‘You were supposed to be Morgan leFey,’ said Maria. ‘It was so stupid of you to put on the red cape for Morgan leFey. I told
         you at the time it was not right. You were obstinate, you would not listen. You started to cry. I nearly hit you.’
     

      
      ‘You didn’t hit her because of that,’ said Niall. ‘You hit her because you wanted the red cape for yourself as Guinevere.
         Don’t you remember we had the book on the floor beside us, and were copying the Dulac pictures? Guinevere had a long red gown,
         and golden plaits. I put my grey jersey back to front for Lancelot, and some long grey socks of Pappy’s on my arms to look
         like chain mail.’
     

      
      ‘The bed was very big,’ said Maria, ‘simply enormous. Larger than any bed I’ve ever seen.’

      
      ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Celia.

      
      
      ‘Mama’s bed,’ said Maria, ‘in that room where we were dressing up. It was in that apartment we had in Paris. There were pictures
         of Chinese people round the walls. I’ve always looked for a bed as big as that and never found one. How very queer.’
     

      
      ‘I wonder what made you think of that suddenly?’ said Celia.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said Maria. ‘Was that the side door I heard just now? Perhaps it’s Charles.’ We all listened. We heard nothing.

      
      ‘Yes, it was a big bed,’ said Celia. ‘I slept in it once, that time I pinched my finger so badly in the lift. I slept in the
         middle, and Pappy and Mama on either side.’
     

      
      ‘Did you really?’ said Maria, curious. ‘Just the sort of thing you would do. Were you embarrassed?’

      
      ‘No. Why should I be embarrassed? It was warm and nice. You forget, those things were easy for me. I belonged to both of them.’

      
      Niall pushed his cup back on the tray.

      
      ‘What a bloody thing to say,’ he said, and he got up and lit another cigarette.

      
      ‘Well, it’s true,’ said Celia, surprised. ‘How silly you are.’

      
      Maria drank her tea slowly. She held the cup in both hands.

      
      ‘I wonder if we see them with the same eyes,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘Pappy and Mama, I mean. And the days that were, and
         being children, and growing up, and everything we did.’
     

      
      ‘No,’ said Niall, ‘we all have a different angle.’

      
      ‘If we pooled our thoughts there would be a picture,’ said Celia, ‘but it would be distorted. Like this day, for instance.
         We shall each of us see it differently when it’s over.’
     

      
      The room had grown quite dark, but the coming night outside seemed grey in contrast. We could still see the shadowy shape of
         huddled trees, shivering under the listless rain. A bent twig from the jasmine creeper growing against the walls of the house
         scratched the leaded pane of the french window. We none of us spoke for a long while.
     

      
      ‘I wonder,’ said Maria at last, ‘what Charles really meant when he called us parasites.’

      
      The drawing-room felt cold, suddenly chill, without the curtains drawn. The fire had sunk too low. The children and Polly who sat round the table in the brightly-lit dining-room across
         the hall belonged to another world.
     

      
      ‘In a way,’ said Maria, ‘it was as though he envied us.’

      
      ‘It was not envy,’ said Celia, ‘it was pity.’

      
      Niall opened the window and looked out across the lawn. In the far corner, by the children’s swing, stood a weeping willow,
         which in the summer made an arbour cool and leafy, the foliage twined and interlaced, blotting the hard glare of the sun.
         Now it stood white and brittle in the sombre darkness of December, and the branches were thin, like the bleached bones of
         a skeleton. As Niall watched, a breath of wind came with the spitting rain and stirred the branches of the weeping willow,
         so that they bowed and swayed, sweeping the ground. And it was no longer a lone tree that stood there, outlined against the
         evergreens, but the wraith of a woman who stood poised against a painted back-cloth for one brief moment only, and then came
         dancing towards him across a shadowed stage.
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