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LETTER OF OSCAR WILDE TO CONSTANCE WILDE 
(DECEMBER 18, 1884)



Dear and Beloved,


Here I am, and you at the Antipodes. O execrable facts, that keep our lips from kissing, though our souls are one. What can I tell you by letter? Alas! nothing that I would tell you. The messages of the gods to each other travel not by pen and ink and indeed your bodily presence here would not make you more real: for I feel your fingers in my hair, and your cheek brushing mine. The air is full of the music of your voice, my soul and body seem no longer mine, but mingled in some exquisite ecstasy with yours. I feel incomplete without you.


Ever and ever yours,


Oscar.
















ACT ONE
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Wildes in the Country


A rented house at Grove Farm, Norfolk 
August 1892
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“TELL ME IF I’ve met this one,” she says.


To her mind, it is no different in weight or import to anything else she might say. She is living in the before times—before scandal, gaol, exile—but how is she to know? Her eyes see only a late-summer morning and a wife and husband on holiday, engaged in a late-morning stroll. And, on every side of them, Norfolk, in the thick of its annual harvest. With an almost connoisseurial interest, she watches the wagons tottering from field to farm, the children taking shade in the hedgerows, the widows sifting through the holly and hawthorn and young oak for fallen wisps. Her own voice sounds no more substantive or pressing to her than the mechanical reapers and steam engines and, really, it is only the faintest pricking of curiosity that moves her to speak at all, and she is only half-listening for the reply.


“Tell me,” she says, “if I’ve met this one.”


“Well now,” answers Oscar, “I don’t know that I can unless I know which one you mean.”


“Oh,” she says, already inclined to leave it alone. “The chap who’s coming tomorrow.”


“Why, yes, my love, you met him last summer. His cousin Lionel Johnson brought him round, and the three of us had a delightful chat, and then, just as he was leaving, I said you should come meet my wife.”


“And you brought him upstairs?”


“Don’t I always?”


He does, always. She tasks herself once more with sorting through that stream of acolytes, the procession of narrow-chested young men, each younger than the last, each astonished by his privilege. The vast majority she will never see again, but she greets them in the opposite spirit. You must promise not to remain a stranger. Oscar so enjoys the company.…


“How was this one dressed?” she asks.


“Cream-coloured linen suit. Straw boater.”


“You have described nearly three-quarters of the male population under the age of twenty-two.”


“So I have.”


“Was he rather small-boned?”


“In relation to me, yes.”


“And flaxen?”


“Just so.”


They pass under the canopy of a chestnut. She can hear a stone curlew making rapier-like calls.


“I remember now,” she says. “His father is the Marquess of Queensbury.”


“Indeed.”


“Oh, dear, it makes no more sense now than it did then. Isn’t the Marquess this rather ferocious sportsman? Rude with animal health? Always riding about or striding about…”


“We’ve never met him, my dear.”


“Oh, but one pictures him all the same. Barking at groomsmen, wading into mud. Dressing his own stags, right there in the field. One can’t imagine the son doing any of that.”


“The son does other things, that is all.”


She gazes at him, a light slowly dawning.


“Another poet,” she says.


“Now, my dear.”


“Oh, Oscar, I don’t mind them as individuals, but as a category they’re—”


“What?”


“Well, pale and malnourished. I always want to send them away with a good beefsteak, only Cook would be cross. Wouldn’t it be rather more practical to bring home a young banker now and again?”


“Bankers require no help. Indeed, they are the reason that poets do.”


“All the same, a banker might put one on a budget and make one stick to it. See that there’s money left over for the servants at the end of the month. Practical things like that.”


“Well, now,” he answers, sliding his arm for the first time round her waist. “Is it practical you’re wanting, Mrs. Wilde? Sure, you don’t know the man you married.”


How curious that she still quickens to the brogue he discarded before they ever met but still puts on at will. To the feeling of his arm round her waist.


“And you can say for certain he’s coming tomorrow?” she asks.


“That’s what today’s wire said.”


“But yesterday’s wire said today.”


“We shall always have to go with the most recent intelligence, I fear.”


“I only hope he doesn’t drag too much luggage with him. It’s a farmhouse. It’s not even our farmhouse.”


“I should think he grasps the distinction between a castle and a farmhouse and between owning and renting. Even two years at Oxford can’t make a fellow a complete imbecile.”


“No,” she answers, smiling. “It takes four.”


She loves the light that flickers in him when she’s caught him off guard. Perhaps that is why she stops, the better to savor it. Savor him, too, so slim in his tropical-wool vest. How many pounds has he shed this summer?


“Naturally,” she says, “Lord Alfred must have his own room. And, as the Cliftons don’t seem disposed ever to leave, I think the best resort would be to move Cyril into my room.”


“He won’t object, surely.”


She doesn’t answer. From the dull certainty that Cyril will not object.


“I do worry,” she allows.


“What about?”


“You’ve been going such great guns with the play.” She reaches for the hand fastened round her waist. “Surely it’s because you’ve been so free of distraction.”


“Distraction? What do you call the Cliftons, for heaven’s sake, scudding like storm fronts from room to room? What do you call golf, for that matter?”


“Golf is the opposite of distraction. You get a nice walk, admit that, and your brain is humming the whole time without your knowing, and you come back and say, ‘Oh, yes, I’ve figured out how to get them from the terrace to the drawing room.’ Why, it’s practically a green sward of Muse, extending on every side.”


“I don’t know,” he says. “A sympathetic ear might do the same trick.”


She looks at him, then softly prises away his hand.


“Why, Mr. Wilde, I had no idea you were lacking for sympathy here.”


“Now, my dear. Sometimes a fellow just wants to bore somebody who’s not his wife. How do you think marriages survive, anyway?”


“You never bore me.”


“Because I tactfully inflict myself on others.”


It doesn’t hold up even to a second’s scrutiny. All these years, she has yet to find anybody bored by him.


“Very well,” she says, drawing his arm round her once more and advancing down the lane. “I just don’t want Mr. Beerbohm Tree to come chasing after us because some flaxen poet kept you up late with his jabbering.”


“Beerbohm Tree will get his four acts in three months’ time. No theatre manager can ask more.”


“And he’s staying only the two days?”


“Lord Alfred? On his word as a gentleman.”


“I have read enough of books and seen enough of plays, yours included, to know just how much a gentleman’s word stands for.”


“Books and plays are not truth, my love. They are exercises in sensation.”


So are gentlemen, she is about to say, but it sounds too like him. This is perhaps the essential difference between them. She must think out the meaning of whatever she’s about to say; he finds it at his leisure, as though it were simply dangling from a bough, waiting to be plucked. In a half-pique, she turns away, watches the Michaelmas geese and Christmas turkeys foraging in the new stubble.


“You seem rather put-out,” he says.


“Oh, it’s nothing to do with Lord Alfred. It’s just that we’ve been having such a lovely time. Even your mother, I think, hasn’t minded so much.”


“I’m not entirely sure she knows she’s left.”


“That’s it exactly. We’ve transplanted her. Transplanted London, too, but only the good bits. And perhaps the Cliftons will leave after all, and the rest of us shall stay on and…”


What? The target keeps moving. The lease is done after the second week. They might find another place nearby—Cromer has houses to be hired for a song—only Oscar would run screaming into the sea if he were kept too long from London, or else he would invite all of London to come to them, which London would. The Wildes have abandoned their usual coordinates. Perhaps this is why the sun beats a little more hotly on her shoulder, makes the handle of her parasol damp in her hand.


“You needn’t worry.” Oscar rests a hand lightly on her back. “From what little I know of Lord Alfred, he’ll keep to his room or else wander lonely as a cloud. If you pass him in the hall, throw him some beefsteak. Otherwise leave him be.”


“I shall be glad to.”


She reaches in a blind way for Oscar’s arm, leans her head toward his shoulder. Bees are making a holiday of their own in the miller’s garden. A bed of yellow primrose glimmers out from fruit bushes. In a propitiatory tone, she says:


“We are happy here, aren’t we? I don’t mean in an extravagant way.”


“Of course not; we’re English.”


“May the good Lord strike you dead!” she answers. “It’s Irish we are.” Then adds, after a pause: “Secret agents at the very least.”


His smile wells straight in her direction.


“I quite agree.”
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“MUMMY!”


The seven-year-old boy she left an hour earlier is in exactly the same place she left him, hanging off one of Grove Farm’s fence stiles, peering into the foreshortened trunks of a coppice. In his three days here, Cyril Wilde has been in proximity to dogs, turkeys, chickens, ducks, geese, sheep, and cows—takes a special pleasure in overfeeding the pony that Mrs. Balls has left them—but, in a way characteristic of his linear sensibilities, has burrowed down to one animal, an otherwise unexceptional rabbit, plump from a summer’s diet of grass, but otherwise so identical to the other rabbits flying through the brushwood that it isn’t at all clear how he’s marked this one out.


Mark it he has, however, and has made it his sole aim to have this same rabbit eating out of his hand before another week. He has smuggled out carrots and turnips from Mrs. Balls’s root cellar. He has laid out trails of day-old bread chunks. This morning, the rabbit came within four yards, reared up on its hind legs, and regarded him in an agnostic fashion before bounding back to shelter. By now, in the light of midday, Cyril has emerged as a study in defeat, his cap and jacket long since sloughed off, the braces hanging loosely about his bony shoulders.


“No word from your friend?” calls Constance.


Cyril is silent.


“I say now,” says Oscar, “have you come up with a name for him?”


“Blackie.”


“Oh, but how marvelous. A more cripplingly conventional child might have opted for Cinnamon or Russet, owing to its colour, but you, my little genius, have opted for—perhaps it’s a more symbolic interpretation.…”


“The eyes,” says Cyril.


“Sorry?”


“He’s got black eyes.”


“So he does,” says Oscar, and says nothing more. Constance is quiet, too, for the same reason: All rabbits have black eyes. Yet what does that matter to a London boy taking his full draught of Nature?


“Dear boy,” says Oscar. “Do you think Blackie might spare you for an afternoon? I’m in frantic need of a caddy.”


Cyril sweeps his gaze one last time across the coppice.


“All right.”


“Now, you mustn’t laugh when you see the old man swing and miss. The miss never counts, or so I’ve been told. In fact, you might give the silly sport a go yourself. I’ve seen you swing a bat.”


Cyril nods.


“Splendid,” says Oscar. “We shall depart within the hour.”


He gives his Molucca walking stick a light twirl and executes a half-turn toward the house, then pauses and, in a voice not clearly meant for anyone, asks how to make the American heiress the voice of moral judgement without making her a prig. Constance waits to see if the question is rhetorical, then suggests chalking it up to her innocence. The heiress knows better because she knows no worse. Oscar points out that she’s rich, and wasn’t it Balzac who said that behind every great fortune is a great crime, and Constance says that the crime is not hers. The originating sin hasn’t yet touched her. She can see the world as a child. And she turns back to her child, their child, still on sentry, and then to Oscar, already striding toward his desk, and feels herself, in this unique moment, a kind of guest in both their worlds.


“Darling,” she says, resting a hand atop Cyril’s head. “A friend of Papa’s is coming tomorrow, and it appears we haven’t quite enough rooms, and I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind—”


“Staying in your bed.”


The speed with which he meets her makes her blink.


“Oh, but only if it’s no trouble. Of course, the bed is quite large, and Mummy never sleeps very well, anyway, so you may thrash about all you like, and even cough a bit, and she won’t mind.”


“Where will Viv stay?” he asks.


“Vyvyan’s not here.”


“When he comes.”


There is no reproach in the voice—no hope, even, just resignation. Almost identical to the resignation in Vyvyan’s eyes when she delivered the news. Darling, I think it best if we left you here with the Wallaces, don’t you?


“Alas,” she says now, in a voice not entirely natural, “your brother is still quite unwell.”


“He wasn’t coughing any more than I was.”


“Oh, but he was, darling. Just a bit. I know because I…” Counted the individual coughs. “I simply felt that he looked a little ashen.”


“What’s ashen?”


“Pale.”


“He’d be less pale if he came here.”


“Well, darling, it’s the same sun there as here. The truth is that Vyvyan has never been as hardy a specimen as you. That is not his fault. That is not your fault.”


“So he’s to stay there.”


“For the time being, but we can always fetch him over.”


“Tomorrow, you mean?


“Well, not tomorrow. Pappa’s friend is coming, but the day after, perhaps, or the day after that.”


“He’s not coming, is he?”


The same note of resignation. How, she wonders, does any child acquire such perfect compliance with the state of what is? God knows she never learned it.


“Why don’t we think on it, darling?”
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WHEN THEY CAME to Grove Farm a week ago, Mrs. Balls made a point of asking where the “old gentlewoman” should go. “I think,” said Constance, “you might put my mother-in-law in the room with the least exposure.”


“Are you quite sure, ma’am? There’s no sun or moonlight to go by; she might stumble.”


“She will not, I assure you. And as she keeps irregular hours, kindly leave her food just outside her door. She will claim it when she’s ready.”


Mrs. Balls, of course, has never attended one of Lady Jane Wilde’s salons. Constance was twenty-one her first time. The address then was Park Street, and Oscar’s mother kept thick curtains drawn over every window, so that visitors ushered into her double drawing room would at once have to grope their way, like heathens struck blind. On that particular afternoon, the room was so crowded and the lit pastilles so ineffectual and the mirrors so large it was impossible to see how far the room extended or where exactly you stood within it.


A program of sorts was offered. There was a Miss von Trift, who played the mandolin. A Greek gentleman named Mr. Perdicaris, who lived in Tangier and wrote on the subject of Moroccan pastimes. An American girl performed a poem with endemic bird sounds, and a spiritual intellectual relayed his most recent conversation with Queen Anne. Each act, upon its completion, plunged right back into the darkness from which it had emerged, and when Constance and her mother stumbled out again an hour later, the brightly lit June afternoon came at them like a scimitar.


“Good God,” muttered Constance’s mother, pressing a forearm to her eyes. “It has been like crawling into a lamp to find the genie.”


Here, if nowhere else, they were in accord. In Constance’s enduring memory, Lady Wilde was the genie, granting wishes that nobody had ever supposed they had, sitting there with such blowsy improbability in a low-cut lavender silk dress and a bright-green Roman scarf, her hair primped, her face daubed. Many in her newly adopted city of London found her ridiculous, but Constance knew that, in Dublin, of a Saturday afternoon, Lady Wilde might draw as many as a hundred esthetes into her drawing room, more than could be contained now within her entire Mayfair home. Yet, even in her new confinement, she carried on as though nothing had changed, as though darkness were her truest medium.


Since then, the genie has ventured less and less from her lamp, and when Constance and Oscar first broached the idea of her joining them on holiday in Norfolk, they braced for a refusal. Perhaps her creditors were pinching particularly hard, but with a passion that caught them both by surprise, she declared:


“Take me away. I hate London.”


The logistics were complicated, for Lady Wilde can no longer walk more than a block on her own recognizance, and must be heavily bundled even at the height of summer, but once she was set in the center of that rocking railway carriage, she rode it out like a galley oarsman, eyes on the horizon. Now that she has found a second womb of darkness at Grove Farm, she has remained there without a stir, except to emerge for tea and, occasionally, dinner. As best Constance can tell, her days are spent as they always were: sitting by a single squat, guttering, fattening candle, scanning newspapers and journals and volumes of poetry and dispatching the briefest of letters to friends in every quadrant of the world: Italy, Sweden, India, America. At times, her voice can be heard rising in a conversational way—she likes to unburden herself with her late husband—but at most hours, a stranger might pass her door with no knowledge that somebody lives on the other side. Even now, at three in the afternoon, Constance pauses before she knocks, as though to reassure herself that someone will answer.


“Tea already?” calls Lady Wilde.


“No, Madre. I am only paying a call.”


“You are most welcome, of course.”


Constance drags open the door, takes two guarded steps. Humped shapes well from the murk, one of them her mother-in-law, sitting up in her tent bed. Even sunless, the room has gathered some warmth, on top of which Lady Wilde has pulled the blanket over her and wrapped herself in a mantua. Old slide bracelets glow on her plump wrists.


“My dear,” she says. “I can’t be certain, but I believe there’s a chair somewhere.”


“There is.”


Taking hold of a ladder-back, Constance seats herself in the corner and waits patiently for her pupils to dilate.


“I hope we can expect you for dinner,” she says.


“Do you know,” answers Lady Wilde, “I’ve half a mind to speak to that young Mrs. Clifton.”


“What about?”


“Her demeanor. I have always believed a bride on her honeymoon should endeavor to look the part.”


“The groom is no more convincing.”


“That’s just it. I remember you and Oscar, fresh from Paris, bright as thrushes, perfectly engrossed with each other. Heaven knows such feelings are too febrile to last, but they do get a marriage off the ground, which is what every marriage must positively do.”


“Perhaps the Cliftons would have been happier on their own somewhere.”


“So they wouldn’t have to compare themselves every moment to you and Oscar? I shouldn’t wonder.”


Never once has this occurred to her.


“She’s pretty,” muses Constance.


“As you were, my dear.”


“Ha. I like that were.”


“I use it because what you are is so much better. The soul of goodness.”


In the next moment, they both falter, a little. How many times has Constance received some hasty summons from her mother-in-law and come running, by cheque or in person, and told Oscar nothing? And felt nothing like the soul of goodness because she only wanted to know there was a mother who, unlike her own, needed her.


“I’m glad you came,” says Constance.


“Oh, my dear, it was a summons from the angels. How perfectly oppressive London has become. So dull, so dark, so violent. Before too long, I’ve no doubt, my whole house must be put in entire repair. The foundation is sinking, as I think I’ve told you…”


“You have.”


“… and Number Six, Park Street, is quite beautifully done up, with substantially larger rooms. I could have it for seventy pounds a year and move at once.”


“We must look into it,” says Contance, with a light sadness that they are reuniting on old terms. “Might I ask you something?”


“Cara mia. Of course.”


“Did you ever find yourself favoring one of your children over the other?”


Lady Wilde closes her eyes and draws up the question like sap.


“Oscar over Willy, you mean.”


“Or the other way. I’m only wondering if you had moments where one of them felt peculiarly dear.”


“I suppose,” says Lady Wilde, “I always favored the one who didn’t live.”


This Constance wasn’t expecting. Isola, the baby girl, living out her nine years on God’s Earth (nine years, thinks Constance with a sudden pang) in the full bloom of her family’s love before being claimed by a sudden implosion on the brain. Lost forever, though, more than once, her mother has tried to retrieve her via séance, with unsatisfactory results.


“Are you asking,” says Lady Wilde, “because you favor Cyril over Vyvyan?”


Constance is glad of the darkness now.


“I don’t always know that I do. Or, if I do, why. I suppose Cyril, being older, is a bit easier. Sunnier as a rule, when he’s not fretting over his rabbit. I suppose, too, without the nanny here, the prospect of two boys underfoot…”


“My dear, please don’t exculpate yourself on my account. Vyvyan is well looked after, and his presence here would be superfluous.”


“Why?”


“Because he is still a child.”


“Surely that’s all the more reason to—”


“No, you don’t understand. He lacks as yet a soul, and until he acquires one, he has no greater claim on you than a dog or a pony. Oscar was the same way, you know. Purely animal until, at the age of seven, he said—and I shall never forget it, Constance—he said, Mamma, that wallpaper is perfectly scandalous, and I said, Ah, there you are. For, in that moment, there flashed out a soul, and our relations could ascend to the next level, where, I am happy to report, they have remained ever since. So it shall be with you and Vyvyan before long.”


“Do you really think so?”


“Oh, I do. You know, it wouldn’t surprise me at all if Vyvyan turned out to be the artist between the two of them. Solitude does that to a sensitive soul.”


It is meant to comfort, she knows, but does it cast her in any better a light, to be starving a child into art? Is that really how artists are made? She herself grew up in acres of solitude, and what is she now?


“Oscar has a friend,” she says. “Coming tomorrow.”


Lady Wilde gives the news its due gravity.


“It was only a matter of time, I fear. My son has never been the sort to pine away for his art. Why do you think he goes to so many parties? Why do you think he writes in such an obscenely collegial form as the theatre?”


“I always thought it was so that he might be multiplied. But, you see, I don’t want him multiplied just yet. I’m selfish enough to want him undivided for a bit.”


“Oh, my dear,” says Lady Wilde, extending one of her arms like a bridge and waggling her bejeweled fingers. “I gave up on that long ago.”
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“SHE’S AWFULLY OLD for the terrors,” she remembers her nanny saying.


And it’s true—Constance was already four years old when she woke one night with the most curious sensation. The darkness of her bedroom, rather than folding round her as it had always done, was wanting to be let in.


Until now Constance had imagined her skin a perfect barrier—it had held off water and soot and sun and wind and whatever else the universe had to throw at her—but on this night, she could feel the darkness actually tapping away at her, like a miner, finding veins—so many taps she couldn’t register her opposition and didn’t even know she was screaming until her brother, Otho, shook her awake.


Since then, more times than she now cares to admit, she has prevailed on somebody to share her bed with her. Georgina, her dearest companion. Cousin Lizzie. Even Oscar, when he knows she’s in a state, will give her an extra good-night kiss on the brow before departing to his bedroom, and, in extreme situations, will wire her twice a day and send flowers. (Lilies, which make her feel like one already dead.) She explains herself by saying she hates the wind, though many of the nights are soundless. She’s plagued by terrible dreams, though bogeymen and ghouls have never troubled her. How tedious that, at the advanced age of thirty-four, she still lacks the words to say it is the dark itself, a more intentional body than anybody knows, only waiting until her eyes are shut to seal the whole business.


And so it is a comfort to be sharing a bed with somebody on a night in August. Even better, perhaps, to have it be Cyril, whose boy breath, all clover and licorice, disperses so warmly into the surrounding air. Yet, when he is in soundest slumber, the darkness comes for her all the same—its inroads, if anything, more local, more concentrated. Tonight it is a chain of electric sensations along her right arm, like tiny needles gavotting up and down her skin. Tiring at last of their revels, they withdraw, leaving only a numbed and blank canvas. Somewhere toward morning, she falls asleep for certain and sees the Marquess of Queensbury (or so she has to presume) riding to hounds on a Shetland pony. A creature so slight that its legs, galloping under the weight of its rider, begin to dig a trough into the earth, deepening with every stride. The Marquess raises his crop to administer some peremptory strike, but the pony has already disappeared from view, and the effect is so comical—the great man borne along as if by some submerged locomotive—that Constance must fight the urge to laugh.


She wakes not too long after. By dawn, she is so smolderingly alert she feels it a rudeness to remain in bed. Behind the corner screen, she splashes night-chilled water on her face and dresses by a single candle. She is in no great hurry, for the Cliftons have been slow to emerge these past two mornings, and Oscar as a rule doesn’t rise until ten, but in the dining room, Mrs. Balls is already setting plates and cutlery on the white linen tablecloth, along with a vase of French marigolds from her own garden. It’s an awkwardness that Constance has always found hard to elide, paying a woman to absent herself from her own farmhouse and then expecting her, as part of the transaction, to wait upon the usurping family, cook and clean, plump pillows, scoop ash from grates, empty chamber pots. In some compartment of her brain, Constance still classifies herself as Socialist, but she could never imagine herself a servant in her own home, watching a strange family trod her floorboards. In the case of Grove Farm, the awkwardness is enhanced by finding so many signs of its current owners. Religious prints (The Rake’s Progress, The Drunkard’s Children). Unsmiling photographs of ancestors in starched collars. A coloured scene from the Christmas number of the Illustrated Police Budget. A huge family Bible, lying in state in the corner of the little drawing room. Perhaps most poignantly, a black-and-white memorial card for Mr. Balls, who could never have imagined his widow scattering lavender petals over the family rugs for a pack of London parasites.


“Did you sleep well, ma’am?” asks Mrs. Balls.


“Yes, thank you.”


“The bed suits?”


“Perfectly.”


“I’ve breakfast on the hob, but I’ll hold off if…”


“Would you? I’m not sure when the others will be up.”


“Well, bless ’em, they’re all on holiday, aren’t they? Maybe you’d like some tea in the meanwhile.”


“That would be lovely.”


“Pekoe?”


“Thank you, Mrs. Balls.”


Constance circles the room, feeling the first tendrils of morning. She can hear swallows chasing each other under the eaves and the first farm wagons trundling up the lanes and, through the window, she can see the sails of a windmill turning with judicial intent on new corn. How can anyone sleep through it all?


As if in reply, Florence Clifton wanders in, wearing a soft, clinging dress of crêpe de chine, accented by a large leaf-shaped fan that seems obscurely calculated to reveal the unblemished skin of her neck and shoulders and arms. Was it like this seeing Mrs. Langtry for the first time? Without a dram of pretense, Constance says, “How beautiful you are.” And wonders, with a suddenness that shocks her, why Arthur Clifton isn’t even now making violent love to her.


“You’re very kind,” says Florence in a sleep-darkened voice, and seems about to add something, only Mrs. Balls is hustling back in with the teapot.


“Well now! There’s a pair of you. Shall I bring out breakfast?”


“Please,” says Constance.


She and Florence sit on opposite sides of the table. Florence drapes the napkin across her lap. “I sometimes find the country such a terror, don’t you?”


Constance is brought back at once to the Marquess, driving his pony into the ground.


“In my experience,” she says, “the feeling always passes.”


“I am so glad to hear it. It can feel so very foreign for a Londoner to venture out so far from…” Something catches behind her brown eyes. “Oh, but of course, we are so very delighted to be here, I didn’t mean to suggest otherwise. When I think of all you and Oscar have done for us, words fail, they genuinely do.”


“We are glad to be of service, that’s all.”


It was Oscar who paid for the marriage. What else could he do? His old friend Arthur, in a rash moment, had pledged himself to an artist’s model barely out of her teens, with red hair and violet eyes and black eyelashes. Well, said Oscar, if you can’t get out of it, how much would it take for you to marry the girl? A hundred and fifty pounds, said Arthur. That would get me started in the law and cover a tiny flat. Done, said Oscar, for he had just got a large sum for Windermere and, in the next instant, was writing out a cheque for a hundred and sixty, Constance standing over him the whole while, never thinking to complain, for neither of them had a frugal bone in his body. Hadn’t they already run through the majority of her grandfather’s trust? What was money? Where Constance balked was at Oscar inviting them to stay at Grove Farm, so soon after their wedding.


“Dearest,” she pointed out, “we aren’t innkeepers.”


“But, my love, if a man can’t afford the marriage, how is he to afford the honeymoon?”


The same way any man does, she remembers thinking, and then recalled her own honeymoon. That luxe suite at the Hôtel Wagram, overlooking the Tuileries. The two of them strolling through an exhibition of Whistler’s paintings at the Salon and watching Bernhardt wage a full-scale war on Lady Macbeth and being greeted by her afterward, a kiss on both cheeks, like old school chums. Oscar giving interviews over croissants to all the Parisian journals and Constance, with a temerity that only endeared her to her new husband, leaning in every so often to correct his French. Ah, she heard him say once, la vie conjugale. Ça ne me décoit pas. It does not disappoint.


“Very well,” she said.


The Cliftons came the next day, coated in cinders from their train. Since then, they have been unfailingly cordial to each other, have never once raised their voices, yet they seem locked in an inscrutable argument, which periodically resolves only to be snatched up again. It is a trick, thinks Constance, that only the English could manage. She watches now as Florence bows her head over her eggs, then rather groggily reaches for the salt cellar.


“Do you know,” she says, “I quite like Norfolk, all things in the balance. Oh, I’m sure many girls, having just made their vows, would rather be staying at a pension in the Jura Mountains. Or deep in the heart of the Black Forest. Triberg, isn’t that where they make the cuckoo clocks? All those Swiss inns in all those lovely Swiss cantons. But, of course, it’s such a bother getting to all those places, isn’t it? Hours by sea, hours by train. That’s what Arthur says.”


“Well.”


“Arthur says I should be more like you.”


“Like me?” she says, starting a little. “Oh, I’m sure he doesn’t—”


“No, it’s true, he’s always praising you to me. He even thinks I should dress more like you.”


“Ha! Are you quite certain? My brother tells me I have the ugliest clothes in the world.”


“Oh, not a bit! When I see the—the way the fabric lifts right off your skin without even a quarrel, I say to myself, Oh, Arthur’s right. Arthur’s always right.”


“But you look so very charming.”


“I’m not sure that’s quite the thing anymore.”


Constance smiles, heaps a spoonful of sugar into her tea.


“You really mustn’t get me started on the subject of dress reform. I could talk for hours.”


“Yes, I’ve seen you do it. Not for hours, I mean.”


“Where?”


“At the Albemarle, don’t you remember? Arthur took me to see you.”


“Of course.”


“Arthur said it would do me good. Those were the very words he used. It will do you good, Florence. And how right he was. When you got to the part about how the corset was to the Victorian woman as the yoke to the ox, I was ready to throw mine off on the spot.”


“We should all have remembered that.”


“But I must tell you what really made the deepest impression was seeing Oscar there on the same platform, beaming with pride. I remember thinking here is a woman with a husband who adores her, with children who adore her. And, best of all, a true purpose in life, a reason to rise from bed every morning. I remember telling Arthur this is what a free woman is.”


“And what did he say to that?”


“I don’t recall.”


Constance gives her tea three clockwise stirs.


“I am not sure that any woman is altogether free.”


Florence takes up her fork again, only to set it down again.


“The eggs are so delightful here, don’t you find? Fresh from the hens, so very unlike the city. I could have country eggs every morning for the rest of my life, couldn’t you? And bacon. And beans.”


There is a soft scuff of shoes, and Arthur Clifton enters, irreproachable in a checked Norfolk jacket and lawn shirt. His brogues are freshly polished, his mustache is freshly trimmed, and he is wearing the mask of affable ease that he has been wearing since before time. Constance knows him to be thirty but suspects him sometimes of being twice that.


“Good morning,” he says.


A brief vacuum of silence, into which Constance goes running.


“Good morning, Arthur. I’m so sorry we didn’t wait, I didn’t realise you were up and about.”


“How could you? It wasn’t as if anybody might have told you.”


Florence’s eyes never leave her untouched plate.


“What a delightful sleep,” he says, arranging himself in the chair next to her. “The air so deliciously cool, the landscape so painterly. I seem to recall a dog baying somewhere, but it sounded like an ancestral spirit from the Roman days.”


“Yes,” says Constance, faintly.


“Florence, I thought you and I might give the beach a go this morning. What say you?”


The silence stretches like a glacier.


“What a splendid idea!” cries Constance. “The ocean is no more than two miles. You might take the pony and trap and be there in ten minutes. I’m told there are whole stretches of sand that bear not a single human footprint.”


“Perhaps,” says Arthur, “you and Oscar would care to join us.”


“Oh, how very kind of you. I fear we must bide at home on account of Oscar’s friend, who is due at noon, although I have already learned to think of him in approximate terms.”


“Anyone I know?” asks Arthur.


“Lord Alfred Douglas. Of the Queensburys.”


“Ah.”


“I fear he is one of those dreamy Oxfordian poets. A well that, in my experience, never runs dry.”


“Arthur was a poet,” says Florence. “A painter, too.”


There is a short pause while her new husband, lacking any food, softly scrapes the blade of his knife against the tines of his fork.


“What my cherished bride is working round to is that I was a dabbler. A well that always runs dry.”


“When we were courting, he sent me the most marvelous letters. I’ve kept all of them.”


“Have you now?”


“You must be hungry,” suggests Constance. “Mrs. Balls will be back in a tick, I’m sure.”


“She needn’t hurry,” says Arthur. “I’ve nowhere pressing to be.”


There is a pause. Then Florence’s voice comes back, with the barest hint of mollification.


“We might still go to the beach, darling.”


“Of course we might.”


“I’ve my bathing costume still in the trunk.”


“And I mine.”


Their eyes meet for the first time—no more than a second, but long enough for some communication to pass between them.


“Perhaps we might just take our ease here,” says Florence.


“I was going to suggest,” says Arthur.


“A spot of lawn bowling.”


“Just the thing.”


“Oh, we are of one mind, aren’t we, darling?”


With a sudden blaze of awareness, Constance realises she is the only one actually eating. She sets down her fork and gives her mouth two quick blots with her napkin


“Far be it from me to prescribe,” she says, “but today’s weather is sure to be glorious, and if getting down to the beach is too much trouble, you might just stop at the cliffs. That’s where the poppies really blaze into view in my experience. Or, if you were to travel half a mile in the other direction, there’s a lovely ruined church, all mantled in ivy. One half expects some old anchorite to come stumbling out, it’s all so very picturesque. Like a dream, really.…”


She stops, for she can hear her own throat cinching down.


In a voice of pure neutrality, Florence says, “The bread here is so fresh, don’t you find?”


“Oh, I do,” says Arthur.
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AS NOON BLEEDS into afternoon, Constance is writing off Lord Alfred Douglas as a phantom when, on the brink of two o’clock, a basket chaise, led by a grey pony, emerges from a fern-shrouded upland. Pauses there, as if reckoning its odds, then trundles down.


It is Cyril who is the first to see it and who, through some mixture of boredom and authority, gallops through the house, alerting the rest. In no more than a minute, as if they’d been drilled, they compose themselves as a welcome party. All that can be seen at first is a palisade of trunks, above which rests the rigid and frowning head of the driver himself. Only when the chaise has closed the distance to thirty feet does a head peep over the luggage. A hand flutters forth.


“There he is,” cries Oscar.


Six pieces of luggage, thinks Constance. Three for each day he’s staying.


The chaise demarcates a slow curve, and, at the exact moment when he will be most visible, Lord Alfred rises, looking like the charioteer of Delphi, arm raised in victory, sack suit draped like a chiton. The carriage shudders to a halt and, with an alacrity that catches them all off guard, he jumps down and declaims in a clear tenor:


“Salvete anglici!”


“What’s he saying?” Florence whispers.


“‘Hail, Englishmen,’” Arthur whispers back.


“But isn’t he English, too?”


The newest visitor is an even slighter specimen than Constance remembers, and yet larger from the claim of beauty. Was she too distracted to miss it the first time? The silken hair, the unmolested skin. Eyes the same blue as the Norfolk sky. Lips opening like the most sequestered of fruit. Were it not for his man’s garb, he might be a boy-actor of the Shakespearean age: Rosalind in the Arden forest.


“Aren’t you all a happy sight for a sorry traveler?” he declaims. “I thought I’d never get here. Not even Moses and his wretched Hebrews had to wander through such a desert. Why, Mrs. Wilde.”


He is already stepping toward her, taking the hand she has unconsciously offered and resting it with a breath of delicacy in his.


“You are more ageless than ever. Are you quite sure you don’t have a painting in the upstairs schoolroom?”


She will later marvel at how slow she is catching on.


“The schoolroom,” she echoes, and then Oscar steps forward, calling out each wrinkle and pouch in his face. “I am her painting in the schoolroom,” he cries.


Lord Alfred doesn’t just laugh. He tips his head back and suffers the laugh to climb from his feet to his thighs to his hips to his chest and out his throat without a single obstruction, so that he seems to be calling up the earth itself.


“What a fool I feel,” she says. “I must have read Dorian Gray five times.”


“And I twenty,” says Lord Alfred. “I have declared on more than one occasion, to the very near extremity of being tiresome, that if Oxford were ever to grant degrees in Wilde, I should be a don by the end of the next term. Why, Arthur Clifton,” he says, rounding deftly on the solicitor. “How long has it been?”


“Not long. Not long at all. I don’t believe you’ve met my wife, Florence.”


“Such a fetching bride. How did you inveigle her to the altar, I wonder? No, my dear girl, I see you blushing, and I shan’t inquire any further, but are you quite sure you didn’t step out of some artist’s atelier?”


“I think she might have,” says Oscar.


“How kind of you all to welcome me. I wonder if…”


With pure astonishment, he regards his own bags, piled on each side. It is a mystery as deep as Stonehenge. He looks from face to face. At last, turning softly round, he beholds the driver.


“Bernard, isn’t it?”


“Barnaby.”


“Whoever you are, you’ve been a perfect dear. I will be sure to mention you in my prayers tonight.”


A crease bisects Barnaby’s forehead.


“Oh!” cries Lord Alfred. “He appears to require some remuneration.”


“Allow me,” says Oscar, stepping forward.


“Dear man, would you? Normally, I should have done it myself, but I left in the usual whirl, not a shilling on me, not a book to read, how I didn’t die of boredom, and only as many cigarettes I still had on my person. You do have cigs, don’t you, Oscar?”


“Of course.”


“A whole stinking lot of them?”


“Naturally.”


The chaise driver doffs his hat and turns the cart gently round. How strangely meager the whole assemblage appears now without its ballast.


“Dear Lord Alfred,” says Constance, curling a hand round her husband’s arm. “How pleased we are to welcome you.”


“And I to be welcomed.”


“I so hope you won’t grow too bored while you are here. As I’m sure Oscar has mentioned, he will be hard at work for long stretches.”


“And I should be the last to stand in the way of Oscar’s commitments.”


“You are very kind.”


“I’m nothing of the sort. Or at least nobody has ever accused me of it. Oh, but what a homely little domicile we shall all be sharing,” he says. “Flint pebble and brick. Speak true, Oscar, did you find it yourself?”


“Beerbohm Tree recommended it.”


“Ah! He wants to keep his playwright on the straight and narrow. In the bosom of nature, sequestered from all bad influences.”


“Yet here you are.”


“Dear friends,” says Lord Alfred, tilting his head just a fraction to the right. “Friends old and new. Would it be wretchedly ill-mannered of me to catch a kip?”


“A kip?” asks Florence.


Oscar clears his throat. “He means a nap, I believe.”


“So I do. What an invaluable translator you are already proving to be, Oscar. Where did you learn this phraseology, I wonder?”


The two men stand for a time, not exactly regarding each other.


“Cyril can show you to your room,” says Constance. “He knows it well.”


“Oh, little man!” cries Lord Alfred, with a swell of sympathy. “Have I gone and supplanted you? It wasn’t my intention. Rotten luck.”


“I suspect he is just as happy with his mamma,” suggests Oscar.


“I don’t doubt it! A boy must always love his mother more than anybody else in the world.” He wreathes Constance with a smile so unforcedly boyish that she feels for a moment like his mother. And hears Oscar clear his throat again.


“Your luggage, Lord Alfred.”


“Cripes, I nearly forgot. I’m sure nobody will steal it, will they? It’s not that sort of place.”


Yet something of the old Londoner wariness must kick in all the same, for they begin at once—the men, at least—to gather up the pieces, in the resigned way of hall porters. Arthur hoists a lacquered Chinese chest. Oscar, the circus strongman, pinions a steamer trunk beneath each arm. Young Cyril grabs a leather portmanteau travelling bag. Florence is enthused enough to gather up two hatboxes. It is Lord Alfred, unencumbered, who leads them to the door.


“How I adore you all.”
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