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Rosamond Lehmann

      Rosamond Lehmann (1901–1990) was born in Buckinghamshire. She was educated privately and was a scholar at Girton College,
         Cambridge. She wrote her first novel in her twenties, the best-selling Dusty Answer, and married Wogan Philipps, the artist, in 1928. Her reputation was firmly established with the publication of A Note in Music in 1930, and the subsequent Invitation to the Waltz and its sequel, The Weather in the Streets. During the war she contributed short stories to the notable book-periodical New Writing which was edited by her brother, John Lehmann. Rosamond Lehmann was created a CBE in 1982, and she remains one of the most
         distinguished novelists of the twentieth century.
      

   



      Titles by Rosamond Lehmann

      Dusty Answer

      A Note in Music

      Invitation to the Waltz

      The Weather in the Streets

      No More Music

      The Ballad and the Source

      The Gipsy’s Baby

      The Echoing Grove

      The Swan in the Evening

      A Sea-Grape Tree

   




COPYRIGHT


Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978-1-40552-682-1

Copyright © Rosamond Lehmann 1967

Copyright © revised edition Rosamond Lehmann 1982

Introduction © Justine Picardie 2002

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk





      
      DEDICATED TO

      Anna

      MY ELDEST GRANDCHILD






      
      
AKNOWLEDGEMENTS


      The author is grateful for permission to quote the lines from ‘Little Gidding’ and ‘Burnt Norton’ by T. S. Eliot published
         in Four Quartets by Messrs Faber and Faber Ltd; to James MacGibbon for permission to quote from the unpublished letter from Stevie Smith,
         from her review of The Swan in the Evening first published in the Listener and from her poem ‘Oh Christianity, Christianity’ published in The Collected Poems by Allen Lane, and in Me Again: The Uncollected Writings of Stevie Smith published by Virago Press; and to Sir Rupert Hart-Davis for permission to quote from the unpublished letter from William
         Plomer.
      

   




      
      INTRODUCTION

      The first time I read The Swan in the Evening, soon after its republication by Virago in 1982, I was perplexed. Like many of Rosamond Lehmann’s contemporary readers, I
         had been introduced to a long-out-of-print author by Virago’s new editions of her novels, beginning as a Cambridge undergraduate,
         when I fell in love with Dusty Answer, Lehmann’s coming-of-age novel which spoke, I felt, directly to me. That was her knack, always: to make the reader – every
         reader – believe that a Rosamond Lehmann novel was for each of them, about them, offering uniquely personal insights. (As
         she herself remarked in The Swan in the Evening, her first novel ‘uncorked a torrent of letters, literally hundreds of letters, explaining that I had written their own unhappy
         love story: how could I possibly have known or guessed it?’) And so, the happy egoist, I read my way through all of her books,
         gazing into what I believed to be mirrors of my own life, until coming to an abrupt halt at the age of 20 or so, with Lehmann’s
         memoir: her own life, at last, which centres around the death of her beloved daughter Sally at the age of 24. There was, quite literally,
         it seemed, nothing in it for me.
      

      Now, twenty years later, I have returned to The Swan in the Evening, described by Rosamond Lehmann as her ‘last testament’, and have finally realised what a truly wonderful book it is. This
         is, of course, something to do with the passing of time: at 20, I revelled in Lehmann’s heartfelt descriptions of romantic love, yet had no experience of death. At 40, like many others of my age, I have realised that death
         is as natural a part of life as love is; that grief and love are inextricably bound up (for why grieve, if we have not loved?);
         and more than that, have shared Lehmann’s burning desire to speak to the dead; and to hear the dead speak to me.
      

      For Rosamond Lehmann, however, desire turned into belief: a belief that was to isolate her from many of her friends in the
         literary world, especially after she became increasingly involved in the College of Psychic Studies, and its associated mediums
         and seances. ‘It cut her off from all her old Bloomsbury friends’, said Dadie (George) Rylands (the friend to whom Dusty Answer had been dedicated), quoted in Selina Hasting’s biography of Lehmann. ‘Once she fell back on the spirit world, she
         was done for with us. … We are not prepared to talk about it or think about it, except with shrieks of laughter. It’s a great
         divide.’
      

      To hold such a view, though prevalent amongst sceptical intellectuals to this day, is to miss the point expressed in The Swan in the Evening, which is that time cannot be divided into neat compartments; that past, present and future blend and merge and run side
         by side (if only in our memories and dreams and hopes and fears). Despite the fact that the memoir is divided into three sections,
         dealing first with Lehmann’s own childhood; followed by Sally’s childhood and life after death; and ending with a letter to
         Lehmann’s grandchild, Anna, to whom the book is dedicated, the memories flow, too powerful to be dammed or divided, like the
         river beside which Lehmann grew up. ‘On Thames’s ever-rolling stream,’ she writes, remembering the boat-races witnessed as
         a child, ‘against chill westering light and nipping winds the eight returns, the Sons of Time step out, lordly and casual, upon the raft.’
      

      T.S. Eliot’s long influence on her work is evident here and paid tribute to, elsewhere in the memoir, when Lehmann admits
         that in re-reading the Four Quartets after Sally’s death, she ‘discovered, or rather rediscovered, that everything was there – everything that I have been trying,
         and shall be trying, to say’. Although Lehmann chose different lines from the Four Quartets with which to begin her book (‘Go said the bird, for the leaves were full of children’), one cannot fail to read her memoir
         without remembering Eliot’s own opening to the Four Quartets. ‘Time present and time past/Are both perhaps present in time future,/And time future contained in time past.’ Hence there
         are intimations of endings alongside beginnings, within the early pages about her apparently Edenic childhood: the death of
         a much-loved daughter of the family’s coachman; the ‘wing-tangled’ trapping by the gardener of birds that Rosamond tries to
         save. ‘I knew now what death was for animals,’ she recalls, as if sixty years ago were yesterday, remembering her failure
         to revive a young blackbird with a broken neck: ‘it was the worm made visible’.
      

      When The Swan in the Evening was first published in 1967, the sneering voices were largely drowned out by good reviews; Cyril Connolly, for example, wrote
         that the book ‘combines something of the earthiness of Colette with the imaginative insight of Virginia Woolf’. In an epilogue
         written in 1981 for the new Virago edition, Rosamond Lehmann, by now as old as the century, observed,
      

      

         It seems odd, with hindsight, that so many readers in the sixties – even the hostile ones – remarked on my courage. Perhaps, considering the climate of those times, it was courageous, or maybe reckless, to testify to my personal discovery
            that death does not extinguish life. But the climate has changed rapidly during the last twenty-five or thirty years. Matter
            has disappeared. Energy is now the key word. The nature of the universe itself, the probability of multiple universes, of
            infinite co-existent dimensions of space/time, all aspects of the paranormal, once unorthodox or unmentionable, are now open
            to discussion among physicists, psychologists – even biologists.
         

      



      One can read in this statement the same innocent hopefulness expressed in her earlier letter to Anna, that ‘Sensitives can
         now see “the dead” in their new bodies: I think it is possible that within the next (say) hundred years many more people will.’
         No such revelation has appeared yet, as I write this in 2002, for the latest edition of The Swan in the Evening, but what I hope is as certain now as it always was for Rosamond Lehmann, is that love – not romantic love, necessarily,
         which so often fades and turns to dust, but something more enduring – does and will survive. We may not see the dead ‘in their
         new bodies’, but surely we feel them engraved upon our hearts; as Sally was for Rosamond, the forever-loved child.
      

      Justine Picardie
London

   



      
      
PART ONE


      
      

         ‘Go said the bird, for the leaves were

full of children,
         

         Hidden excitedly, containing laughter.
         

         Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind

         Cannot bear very much reality.’
         

         Burnt Norton, Four Quartets, T. S. Eliot

      



      
      
   



      
      
      1

      
      I was born during a violent thunderstorm; and since the date was the third day of February, this disturbance of the elements
         struck the popular imagination with dramatic force, as being, in the strict sense of the word, phenomenal. Nobody, I hasten
         to add, related the portent to my personal entry into the twentieth century A.D. The time was not long after 1 a.m. of the day of the funeral of Queen Victoria. It was only myself, as I started to emerge
         from the animal-vegetable swaddlings of infancy, whom the coincidence impressed. It seemed to give me an unexpectedly distinguished
         cachet: almost the reflection of a royal nimbus.
      

      
      One day, around the age of five, sitting in my kindergarten class with a tray before me of soft white sand in which letters
         of the alphabet are to be traced, I call out suddenly to Miss Davis and confide in her what a notable birthday is mine.
      

      
      ‘Very interesting dear; but pay attention now, please.’ Pretty Miss Davis, whom I adore, to whom I have publicly, gratuitously
         offered my passport, lays it down, patiently, as an irrelevance, thereby obliterating whatever it was that had seemed all
         at once to startle the dark backward of my identity with such a flash. Now I feel pinched in my chest because the other children stare at me; their cold eyes make a nothing of me, a WRONG SUM AGAIN. … Rub her out, cry baby cry …
      

      
      Yet a few months later a similar urge wells up and over-masters me. This time it is in drill. March, march, round and round
         the schoolroom to a rollicking tune from Miss Davis at the piano. Halt! The music breaks off. I call out: ‘Miss Davis!’ on a reckless note.
      

      
      ‘Yes, what is it?’

      
      ‘I don’t like being in the middle.’

      
      ‘What do you mean, dear?’ Puzzle for Miss Davis. I have in fact been top of the class this week and in consequence I lead
         the march.
      

      
      ‘Well … I’m not the oldest … and I’m not the youngest. …’ Now I have qualms. ‘Helen’s older and Baby (my sister Beatrix) is
         —’
      

      
      ‘Ah yes, I see.’ She breaks into a soft chuckle. ‘Well, I’m the middle one too, in my family. I think it’s rather nice. Like
         the jam in the middle of a sandwich. Attention children, forward march! Heads up! Swing your arms!’
      

      
      Forward I march, leading a Band of Hope, to the tune of John Brown’s Body. When it comes to glory glory Allelujah! we belt it out with a will, I loudest of all for once, and most rejoicing. For lo! I am absolutely on the map, the sweet
         surprise of it! – I am linked with Miss Davis, middle one of the family, I am the jam between the bread slices, given status
         and protection.
      

      
      Miss Winifred Davis is tall, willowy and pale, with liquid, faintly protuberant eyes of violet flecked with green, and a cloud of ash-blonde hair. Her voice is low and caressing. Soon she will vanish from our lives. One day we break
         up for the summer holidays – always a day of sportive leaps and chatter; we kiss her good-bye until next term; and unaccountably
         she is not clasping us to her full-bloused breast (smocked tussore) with smiles and jokes, but speechless and raining tears.
      

      
      ‘Why is Miss Davis crying?’

      
      ‘Don’t you know? I know!’
      

      
      She is going to be married. Doesn’t she want to be? Yes, she does want to be. Then why …? She will be Mrs. Tinkler. At this
         we burst into hilarious shrieks: we bandy the name about, competing in flights of wit. But perhaps she weeps because she doesn’t
         like her new funny name; and now I have sympathetic qualms, and try to choke back my laughter. I see that hers is a natural
         distress, for the funniness inherent in the syllables casts an unsuitably derogatory spell upon her, and upon our relations
         with her, and her tears seem to say that she is being down-scrambled by our mockery, doesn’t like it, cannot help it. It is
         a shame.
      

      
      We are assembled on the porch of our school, namely the brick and stucco pavilion built by our parents in the garden to house
         our education; and all of a sudden from nowhere, Mr. Tinkler materializes. He stands beside Miss Davis, immensely tall, thin,
         dark, with flashing spectacles. His arm is linked in hers; she is beaming, blushing, mopping her eyes. He has come to fetch
         her away, fetch her away. … Some nurse or parent present to collect her charge calls out officiously: ‘Three cheers for the bride and bridegroom! Hip, hip!’ – and feebly we pipe:
         ‘Hurrah!’
      

      
      But won’t she be coming back? No, of course not, says someone heartily. She is going to live in Birmingham, and have lots
         of children of her own to look after. Then, shall I never see her again?…
      

      
      The question is unasked, unanswered. Strange, strange to relate, I did see her once again, many years later; but I don’t think
         – I shall never be sure if – she saw me. I am in my twenties, the author of Dusty Answer and quite often photographed. I am lunching alone in my London Club, and my eye is caught by two figures at a far table in
         the opposite corner; an attractive fair fresh-faced young man, and a thin faded-looking lady in black. Presently this young
         man gets up, comes towards me, and addresses me with a mixture of shyness and easy charm. ‘Might I be Rosamond Lehmann?
      

      
      ‘I thought I recognized you,’ he says. ‘My mother cut out your photograph. … She was always so interested. … She taught you
         once. The name is Tinkler.’
      

      
      He is pleased that I respond so eagerly and remember so vividly, but the conversation proceeds with growing awkwardness. I
         follow his uncertain glance over his shoulder. Can it be —? She is not looking at me or at him but fixedly ahead of her. She
         has two flaming patches on her thin cheek-bones and gives an impression of tremulous disarray. ‘Yes, that is my mother,’ says
         this charming young man. ‘I’m afraid she isn’t at all well just at present. My father died suddenly in the spring and it shook her terribly. She had a breakdown. But I hope,’ he added, resolutely
         cheerful, ‘she’s over the worst.’
      

      
      Was he asking me to come and speak to her? – or delicately explaining that it would be wiser not to? I shall never know; and
         must for ever accuse myself of cowardly failure to find out.
      

      
      I charge him with my love to her; he is to say I have never forgotten her kindness to me, and her beauty. He nods thanks and
         returns to his own table.
      

      
      I steal one look before I hurry from the room and from the building. Dislocation, preoccupation are evident; a couple precariously
         tethered to their situation. The pathos of filial stiff upper lip strikes me forcibly.
      

      
      Her dual image shocks, compels my imagination many days: the recollected one, allegra, in its silvery nimbus; this one dolorosa, lustreless; the discrepancy between the young and the older image is bridged by the tears of both.
      

      
      Dearest Miss Davis, you were too vulnerable. Never more did a figure remotely resembling yours shine in the interminable,
         sometimes glum and eccentric path of my educational years. Quite soon after, I was learning to play the piano with Mademoiselle’s
         gold watch placed alternately on the back of the left hand and the right, to maintain the correct flat position. When the
         watch slipped off she caught it and smacked my hand with a ruler. Quite soon, instead of being comforted when I fell down
         and cut my knees, I was being put to bed as a punishment for tearing my stockings.
      

   



      
      2

      
      Further back, further than the white sands of kindergarten lies my first conscious memory: so far back that it is much less
         visual than tactile. A dark obstacle, perhaps a wall or a door, obstructs me; I pat on its polished surface and hear the thump
         of my hand. I look up, and it is a little house with a window too high for me to look through. Suddenly the door of the little
         house opens with a squawk; I am swooped down on, snatched up, clasped in hard arms, pressed against black sour-smelling cloth,
         amid the glint and rattle of buttons, brooches, dentures, watch-chains. A cheek is pressed to mine – female, I recognize,
         but hairy; at the same time a succession of high-pitched crooning endearments assaults my ear. I yell and yell for rescue; and presumably
         rescue comes; for that is all that I remember.
      

      
      But later this experience, together with the background and the protagonists, is verified. The place was St. Pierre en Port,
         my age was eighteen months; the little house of dark polished wood was the enclosed reception desk wherein sat Mademoiselle
         Sidonie, sister of the proprietor of our hotel, spinster, child-lover, and – poor afflicted lady – bristlingly moustached.
      

      
      She went on sending us postcards from Guernsey for a long time afterwards; and I have a faint recollection of being told how unmerited was my generous portion of this kind attention. One of the postcards has stuck in my memory: a ginger
         tom cat in striped bathing drawers extending his paws and claws with a disquieting grin. Across him, written in a flowing
         French hand: Le chat dit Bonjour à la petite Rose! ! !

   



      
      3

      
      Early memories have, I suppose, something inevitably traumatic in their composition. They record moments of being shocked,
         pitchforked out of the dream of wake which is our natural infant state: shocked out to register the pain of the first lesions
         in the adhesive web which our senses spin for the protection of our untempered bodies.
      

      
      For instance: an enormous Teddy bear wearing a clown’s hat and a red, blue, green and yellow harlequin suit lies on his back
         upon the nursery floor. Abandoned to delirious mirth and unco-ordinated gymnastics we go on jumping on to his stomach to hear
         him growl. Myself and Baby: he is as tall as she. All at once a cascade of blood obliterates her flushed, wild face. There
         is no sound from her (she does not see what I see) but I let out scream upon scream; and someone comes rushing, exclaims,
         whips her up and disappears with her. I follow, and beat on the bathroom door, wailing that it is my fault, my fault. Presently
         she is carried back, washed, clean, on the pale side but composed, laid flat on the nursery sofa and told in the charged,
         scolding voice special to parents and nurses who have had a ‘turn’, to mind and stop acting silly for a change. A murmurous discussion ensues,
         between Lizzie our nurse and our nursemaid Lucy – beautiful Lizzie and rose-cheeked Lucy, soon to get married and abandon
         us like most of the pleasant faces and good-tempered voices that spread an Eden, early lost, around our nursery days. ‘Funny
         thing to happen. … Shall you mention it?’ … ‘I may do.’ ‘Must have burst a blood vessel. …’ ‘What did the other say it was
         her fault for?’ … ‘You may well ask. She never touched her. …’ ‘Then why is she creating?’
      

      
      Why indeed? Except that when it appears, even a few drops of it, blood, sacrificial, streams in the whole firmament of childhood.

      
      Once again I have made an exhibition of myself and it is better to ignore me.

      
      And yet again: My mother takes me, in the Victoria, to somebody’s birthday party at Cookham. (Why only me? But so it is.)
         On the sunny lawn are assembled about two dozen little girls and boys whom I have never seen before. We are lined up, given
         wooden spoons with plaster eggs in them. Ready, steady, GO! ‘Run, run, don’t drop, pick up your egg, run, steady now, well done Eric, Eric’s won, who’s next? Norah, well done Norah.
         … Brenda third. … Who comes in last, eggless, and in tears? ‘Bad luck Rosie, never mind dear. …’ Where is my mother? Vanished
         indoors. What is this abomination of desolation called SPORTS?
      

      
      The cruel children fly all over the lawn, casual and sharp as birds. They compete and compete, as if competing was the height of fun. They jump over obstacles and crawl under
         them and climb up and down them; they tie their inside legs together with handkerchiefs and run in couples. I conceal myself
         appropriately beneath a weeping willow and watch, despairing, from a distance. A kind lady comes to coax me out: I will not
         come.
      

      
      My state is such that when my mother comes at last with an unpleased face to lead me to the tea-table she murmurs: ‘Take no
         notice of her’; and nobody does. Not one of those cheerful girls and boys takes the slightest notice of the hiccuping sodden
         object in their midst.
      

      
      Now comes prize giving. Prizes, prizes, prizes, every sort and kind, are displayed upon a trestle table on the lawn. At once
         my eye is caught by a small round-bodied scent bottle, green glass overlaid with silver fretwork, and with a lovely stopper
         like an emerald jujube. It looks a bit lost among the other prizes, as if it had been taken off somebody’s dressing-table
         at the last moment, just in case of a miscalculation. I covet it unspeakably. Every boy or girl who has won a race is called
         up in turn to choose a prize. Next, the also rans – not to choose, but to be given something. Nobody will go home empty-handed.
         The table is getting barer. The scent bottle remains.
      

      
      ‘Oh, Rosie!’ Our hostess looks at me dubiously, then at the table, stripped now of every single object exeept – ‘You must
         have a consolation prize. What about this little scent bottle?’
      

      
      
      The joy is piercing. How can it be that this treasure has fallen into no other hands but mine? How is it that, at the last
         moment, I have become the luckiest girl at the party?
      

      
      On the drive home, I remark happily:

      
      ‘It’s just exactly the one thing I wanted!’

      
      ‘You didn’t deserve it,’ replied my mother, justly pointing to the frightful abyss between my merits and my expectations.
         I clasp my consolation prize, but it feels cold now, tarnished. No question of it: I hold between my palms extravagant dishonour
         and reward.
      

      
      And yet again: I am holding to the nose of my infant brother a flask of eau-de-Cologne (curious that the perfume motif should thus recur): He seizes it, tilts it, and at one gulp swigs down a fair portion of its contents. I stare. He stares
         back. Can all be well with him? All is not well. A second later a muffled choking roar announces his inner consternation.
         Julia his nurse appears. I bleat: ‘He drank it. I meant him just to smell it.’ Her face turns pale as junket, and his is now dark plum colour. As she charges from the
         room with him she flings across her shoulder:
      

      
      ‘You may have been the death of him.’

      
      Well, I have been the death of him. I hurry away and creep under my bed, and there, in my best cotton frock, entomb myself,
         inhaling the peppery smell of carpet and carpet dust, and listening as from the world of shades to far-off voices interspersed
         with dreadful silences. I am due to go to Henley Regatta – prime treat of the year; but they can call and call, I will never come out. Presently the vibration of the car rises, diminishes, and fades along the
         drive. My father is headed for the Umpire’s Launch; he cannot brook delay. But can my mother and Helen really have accompanied
         him, indifferent to or unaware of the fatality? I practise saying sincerely to my parents: ‘It was an accident.’ The memory
         of Boy’s congested outraged face is lacerating. ‘You gave me poison to drink,’ it says, ‘on purpose.’
      

      
      The silence now seems absolute. Perhaps Julia has charged with him to Nanny Green, her friend, expert in croup and other mysteries,
         who lives near by … or to the doctor … or the undertaker. …
      

      
      Time passes. Then I hear sounds impossible to associate with domestic tragedy. Shrieks and peals, with deep gardeners’ voices
         interspersed. The maids are in splits in the kitchen, at their elevenses: a not uncommon occurrence whenever their employers
         are abroad. The day is not doom-laden, but ordinary. The call of nature obliges me to emerge. I gaze from the bathroom window
         and see my brother setting forth as usual in his pram, with Julia at the helm. He looks his customary outdoor self – an infant
         version of Mithras, Sun God, rayed round by the layers of a broderie anglaise sun hat, tied in a dashing bow beneath his chins. I hurry down to join them in the garden. He is unequivocally pleased to
         see me, and seems devoid of rancour or of mortal symptoms. ‘Wherever have you been?’ exclaims Julia sharply, eyeing me. ‘They
         had to go without you.’ I am silent, sheepish. She does not demur when I grip the handle of the pram and start to push. ‘I told your mother,’ she says presently, ‘you felt a wee bit
         sicky after breakfast. It might be as well for you to stay here quiet with Birdie Boy and me.’ I remain dumb. ‘And who’s his
         favourite sis-sis?’ she cries, addressing her impassive charge.
      

      
      She too is sheepish, I realize; also she has not given me away; also she is sorry for what she said; also has been agitated
         by my disappearance. But to refer to or admit to even one facet of this complex would be infra dig.
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