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  CHAPTER I


  I


  JOCELYN IRVIN, sitting in a corner seat in a third-class railway-carriage and watching the green and gold of England in the spring slip past the windows, meditated gloomily upon Life with a capital L. A funny business, he came to the conclusion, consisting in climbing painfully to the tops of ladders and falling even more painfully to the bottom of them again.


  Looking back over his past career of slow ascents and sudden descents he remembered with amusement the years of hectic scrambling in ink and mud that had finally raised him to the exalted position of captain of the school … Never again would he be so glorious, never again so revered … But the eminence had not lasted and as an undergraduate in his first term his glory had caused no one to blink.


  At the end of three years his good sense and good looks and good temper had made their mark, but then had come the Boer War and no one took any notice, except unfavourably and with strong language, of a junior subaltern who did not as yet know his job.


  In time he knew it and, as the urgency of war sent him up his third ladder at headlong speed, the army knew his worth. So well did it know it that the final humiliation of death might have seized upon a portly general so armoured with clinking medals, and richly coloured by red tape, that it would have been hard to distinguish him from a boiled lobster.


  But the fate that controls our destinies had thought otherwise, and a bursting shell had sent Jocelyn home to England again with an incurably lamed leg and a future that consisted of nothing but an immense question mark.


  What to do with him his large and impecunious family couldn’t imagine. It was the beginning of the twentieth century, a moment in the history of the English upper middle class when the things that a gentleman couldn’t do far outnumbered the things that he could do. When Jocelyn suggested humbly that he thought he might be a commercial traveller his father blew down his nose contemptuously, and when he said gently that he’d always thought it would be great fun to be a bookie his brother Hubert implored him not to be more of a fool than he could help. His proposal that he should keep an hotel was received in chilly silence and the attractive idea of going round the country with a barrel-organ he dared not even express.


  His family’s own idea for him, such as shutting him up in somebody’s office in Whitehall, or planting him out as somebody else’s secretary in the House of Commons, seemed to him detestable. He loathed London, and in any case he was in that state of fatigue of mind and body when all well-meant suggestions immediately make the sufferer want to do the opposite. He was being difficult, and knew it. So difficult did he know he was being that in pity for his family he decided to go and stay with his grandfather, Canon Fordyce of Torminster, and relieve them of his presence.


  The family did not think it was a good idea. Torminster was a small Cathedral town in the depths of the country, so far away from everywhere and so difficult to get at that it could hardly be said to belong to the contemporary world at all, and it surely did not hold out much hope of advancement to a young man in search of a profession. Grandfather, too, was hardly likely to be helpful. To begin with he was seventy-eight years old and to go on with he was one of the saints of God, and as such tragically lacking in sound financial judgment and that taking of thought for the morrow that produces a fat balance at the bank and the ability to assist impecunious relations.


  “Anyhow Grandfather is restful,” said Jocelyn to his protesting family, “and a Cathedral town is at least quiet … Not all this beastly traffic thundering by outside the window so that you can’t even hear yourself curse … No, I tell you that I do not want help in packing my bag. Hang it all, I’m not blind, lunatic and incapable because I have a game leg.”


  His temper, always so sunny in the past, was now distinctly overcast, and when he had taken it and himself and his bag off in a cab to the station his exhausted family heaved sighs of relief and took tickets for the theatre to celebrate his departure.


   


  II


  And now, after a railway journey of unbelievable slowness and intricacy, Jocelyn was nearly at Torminster. He had never been there before, for Grandfather’s working life had been spent in the slums of a North Country town, and the thought of seeing old friends in a new place, like a prized jewel in a fresh setting, was sufficiently exciting to pierce like a shaft of light into his dark mind.


  There would be Grandfather himself, and Grandmother, a forcible old lady who had spent a busy and exhausting life trying to counteract the effect upon the family finances of Grandfather’s saintliness, and the orphaned grandson who lived with them, Jocelyn’s cousin Hugh Anthony whom he had seen last as a baby, and the little girl they had adopted to keep him company … Just like the lovable stupidity of Grandfather to adopt yet another child in his old age … And there would be the elderly servants, Ellen and Sarah, who had spoilt him so when he was a boy, suffering his booby-traps with admirable patience and letting him lick the jam-spoons after breakfast.


  And these beloved people would be living not in the middle of smoke and noise and poverty, but in peace and beauty, in, a setting that matched the personalities they had created through their years of hard work. That was as it should be, Jocelyn thought, for who should dare to live in the middle of peace and beauty who has not earned it?


  As though to prepare him for the city that lay at its heart the country was becoming more and more beautiful. It was that moment of spring when the world is pink and blue in the distance and yellow and white close at hand. Blue hills were piled against the sky in shapes more lovely than a man can build and the woods that lay at their feet or crept up their sides had all flushed rosily at the kiss of the spring. The gorse was in riotous bloom and each green field broke at its edge into a froth of blossoming blackthorn. The primroses were in flower and the larks were singing. It was a still, warm day after rain, and delicious smells came to Jocelyn through the window, the smell of the gorse and the wallflowers in the cottage gardens, the smell of wood smoke and freshly turned earth and rain-washed grass and fresh beginnings. A pity to be tired of life in such a world, thought Jocelyn. If the old earth could wash herself and begin again so often and so humbly, why could not a man do the same?


  The train swung round a bend, the blue hills parted like a curtain and the city of Torminster was visible. Seen from a little distance it had a curiously unsubstantial air, as though it were something real yet intangible, a thing you could see but not touch. It lay in a hollow of the hills like a child in its mother’s lap and it seemed that as it lay there it slept. It looked so quiet that it was hard to believe the ordinary life of men and women went on in its streets. Rather it seemed a buried city sunk at the bottom of the sea, where no life stirred and no sound was heard but the ringing of the bells as the tide surged through forgotten towers and steeples. Jocelyn could see a confused mass of roofs and chimneys and church-spires, some high and some low, weather-stained and twisted by age into fantastic shapes. The smoke from the chimneys went straight up into the windless air and then seemed to dissolve into a mist that lay over the city like the waves of the sea that had drowned it, and out of this sea rose a grey rock with three towers … The Cathedral … It stood there gloriously, its majesty softened by the warm day but not diminished, its towers a little withdrawn in the sky yet no less watchful.


   


  III


  Jocelyn realized with something of a shock that the train was standing still in a perfectly ordinary station. Machines holding matches and chocolates faced him, and a beery porter was obligingly withdrawing his bag from beneath his legs. He had for a moment seen the real Torminster, the spiritual thing that the love of man for a certain spot of earth had created through long centuries, but now he was back again in the outward seeming of the place. Torminster, he supposed, would have dustbins like other towns, and a horrible network of drains beneath it, and tax collectors and public-houses. It might even look ugly in a March east wind and smell abominably stuffy on an August night, but these unpleasant things would now never matter much to him, for he would feel towards Torminster as one feels towards a human being when one has, if only once, seen the soul flickering in the eyes.


  “Take the bus,” Grandfather had said and Jocelyn accordingly took it. The Torminster bus, once experienced, was never forgotten. In shape and colour it was like a pumpkin and its designer had apparently derived inspiration from the immortal conveyance that took Cinderella to the ball. It was pulled by two stout bay horses and driven by Mr. Gotobed, a corpulent gentleman clothed in bottle-green with a wonderful top-hat poised adroitly on the back of the head. His face was red, his whiskers pronounced and his language rich … He and the Dean together were the outstanding figures of Torminster.


  “Get in, sir,” he said genially to Jocelyn. “I was ordered for you by the reverend gentleman. Fine day. Come on with that luggage, ’Erb. One gentleman for the Close and four buff orpingtons for The Green Dragon.”


  Jocelyn was established on one of the two wooden seats that ran the length of the bus, with the buff orpingtons complaining of their lot and straining agitated necks through the slats of the crate on the seat opposite him.


  “All aboard?” continued Mr. Gotobed, as though they were bound for the North Pole. “’Eave up the gentleman’s bag, ’Erb; we can’t sit ’ere all night while you calculate ’ow many drinks you’ve ’ad since Christmas.”


  ’Erb heaved up the bag and slammed the door while Mr. Gotobed climbed to the box, flourished his whip, laid it across the backs of the horses, told ’Erb what he thought of his ancestry and set the pumpkin in violent motion.


  The outcry of the buff orpingtons was now drowned, for the wheels of the bus were solid and the streets of Torminster in many places cobbled. Jolting through it, and shut away from the subdued hum of its life by the walls of the bus, Torminster once more seemed to Jocelyn to lack everyday reality. The soft, moist air was the atmosphere of dreams and the old houses that lined the streets seemed to be leaning forward a little, as though drowsily nodding. The bus made such a noise that the few vehicles that passed them went by unheard and the handful of passers-by, though their lips moved and their feet trod the quiet pavements, were silent as the dead. Down the side of the sloping High Street, as they climbed up it, a little stream came hurrying down to meet them and Jocelyn gazed at it enchanted. Its water was clear and sparkling as crystal and it must have come down from the hills that surrounded Torminster. The bus stopped for a brief, respectful moment, to let the Archdeacon’s plum-pudding dog cross the street, and he could hear the stream’s ripple and gurgle … What bliss, he thought, to keep a shop in Torminster and do business to the sound of running water and the chiming of bells.


  The High Street ended abruptly and they were in the Market Place, a wide, open square surrounded by tall old houses with shops below them. There was no one in the Market Place, except one old gentleman and two cats, and the peace of this centre of industrial life was complete. In the centre was a holy well that had been there before either the city or the Cathedral had come into being. A high parapet had been built round it, with a canopy overhead, and if you wanted to look inside the well you had to mount a flight of steps. The water, that welled up no one knew how far down in the earth, was always inky black and when you leaned over to look in you could see your own face looking back at you. Sometimes it stirred with a mysterious movement and then the sunlight that pierced through the carved canopy touched it with shifting, broken points of light like stars. There were always pigeons wheeling round the holy well, the reflection of their wings passing over it like light. There were pigeons there now, and it seemed to Jocelyn that their wings splintered the veiled sunshine into falling showers.


  The bus clattered round the Market Place and stopped with a flourish in front of The Green Dragon. It was a small hotel and public-house combined, its old woodwork glistening with new paint and its windows shining with prosperity. The dragon, his scales painted emerald green, and scarlet fire belching from his nostrils, pranced upon an azure ground over the porch. Here it seemed that they would wait a long time, for Mr. Gotobed, after the exhaustion of carrying in the buff orpingtons, stopped inside to refresh himself.


  Jocelyn got out and strolled a little way up the pavement, and then stopped stock still and stared. The most important moments of a lifetime seem always to arrive out of the blue and it was here that Jocelyn, his thoughts objectively busy with this Hans Andersen city, experienced a subjective moment that startled him like a thunderclap.


  Between the tall Green Dragon and the equally tall bakery two doors off was wedged a little house only two stories high. Its walls were plastered and pale pink in colour and its gabled roof was tiled with wavy tiles and ornamented with cushions of green moss. There were two gables, with a small window in each, and under them was a green door with two white, worn steps leading up to it. A large bow-window was to the right of the door and a smaller one to the left. There was something particularly attractive about the bow-window. It reflected the light in every pane, so that it looked alive and dancing, and it bulged in a way that suggested that the room behind was crammed so full of treasures that they were trying to press their way out. But yet it was in reality quite empty, for Jocelyn could see the bare floor and the walls papered with a pattern of rose-sprigs. Behind the house he thought that there must be a garden, for the top of a tall apple-tree was just visible behind the wavy roof.


  The house affected him oddly. He was first vividly conscious of it and then overwhelmingly conscious of himself. His own personality seemed enriched by it and he felt less painfully aware of his own shortcomings, less afraid of the business of living that lay in front of him. He had felt like this once before, at the beginning of an important friendship.


  “Why is that house empty?” he asked Mr. Gotobed, when that worthy returned to his duties wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


  “Because the gentleman what ’ad it ’as gone away and no one else ain’t taken it, sir,” explained Mr. Gotobed patiently.


  “But why has no one taken it?”


  “No drains,” said Mr. Gotobed briefly, and climbed to his box.


  Jocelyn was now the only passenger left in the bus and they completed the circuit of the Market Place and turned to their right up a steep street at a smart pace. Then they turned to their right a second time and passed under a stone archway into the Close.


  Instantly it seemed that they had come to the very centre of peace. In the town beyond the archway there had been the peacefulness of laziness, but here there was the peace of an ordered life that had continued for so long in exactly the same way that its activity had become effortless. Outside in the town new methods of buying and selling might conceivably be drowsily adopted, or some slight modernization of the lighting system might take place after a year’s slow discussion of the same, but inside in the Close the word “new” was unknown. Modernity had not so far touched it and even to admit the fear that it might do so seemed sacrilege.


  Jocelyn, as the bus rolled along, looked across a space of green grass, elm-bordered, to the grey mass of the Cathedral. Its towers rose four-square against the sky and the wide expanse of the west front, rising like a precipice, was crowded with sculptured figures. They stood in their ranks, rising higher and higher, kings and queens and saints and angels, remote and still. About them the rooks were beating slowly and over their heads the bells were ringing for five o’clock evensong. Behind the Cathedral rose a wooded hill, brilliantly green now with its spring leaves, the Tor from which the city took its name.


  “What a place!” ejaculated Jocelyn, and held on to the seat in delighted excitement. To his left, on the opposite side of the road to the Cathedral, was another, smaller mass of grey masonry, the Deanery, and in front of him was a second archway.


  Once through it they were in a discreet road bordered on each side with gracious old houses standing back in walled gardens. Here dwelt the Canons of the Cathedral with their respective wives and families, and the few elderly ladies of respectable antecedents, blameless life and orthodox belief who were considered worthy to be on intimate terms with them.


  The bus stopped with a jolt at Number Two the Close and Jocelyn got out in front of a blue door in a wall so high that only a grey roof and the tops of some trees could be seen above the wallflowers that grew on top of it. He felt the thrill of excitement inseparable from a walled house and garden; for a house behind railings has no secrets, but a home behind walls holds one knows not what. He opened the door and went in, and Mr. Gotobed, following him with his bag, banged it shut. There was something irrevocable in its clanging and Jocelyn felt that the old life was now dead indeed. Something new was beginning for him and this lovely garden was its starting point.


   


  IV


  He stood on a flagged path bordered with pink and white hyacinths and all round him spread a glory of colour and scent. The Torminster gardens had been tended and loved for generations and they all had an amazing luxuriance. Red wallflowers, red and yellow primulas, forget-me-nots, squat apple-trees studded with coral buds, flowering cherry-trees, lilacs and laburnums and syringa bushes were all jumbled together in glorious confusion. On a little patch of lawn to the right grew a mulberry-tree as old as time, its heavy, weary limbs propped up by stakes, and behind the house, where the kitchen-garden was, a cedar-tree towered up against the sky like a blue-black mountain.


  The house faced Jocelyn as he walked up the path. It was old and grey and solid, its walls half hidden by creepers and its small, diamond-paned windows so withdrawn among them that nothing could be seen of the rooms inside. It would have looked like a farmhouse but for the extraordinary apparition of a tall grey tower that shot up at one side of it.


  It was an astonishing house. When Jocelyn had walked up the flagged path between the flower-beds, and stooped-beneath the branches of an apple-tree, he found himself under the porch in front of the open door looking down a flight of steps into what seemed a dark cellar. The walls of the house, he noticed, were three feet thick and the smell of damp was overpowering. He rang the bell and, as his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, he saw that the cellar was a large, stone-paved, vaulted hall, with no light in it except what filtered through the curtain of wistaria that hung down over the porch. Pots of flowers stood in the corners, their scent unsuccessfully fighting the smell of damp, and a row of candles stood on an oak chest.


  “What a place!” murmured Jocelyn again. “Like a chapel.”


  “The ’ouse is Norman in parts, they say,” said Mr. Gotobed. “Full of ’istoric interest if damp. I wouldn’t live ’ere meself if you paid me for it, dammit, no. But the gentry are different. They don’t object to the rheumatics if caused by ’istory.”


  A door opened at the farther end of the hall and Sarah appeared, her purple silk apron a glorious splash of colour in the shadows. Sarah was tall and gaunt, with grey hair strained back from a grim, determined countenance. She had a heart of gold, though she kept it hidden, and her preference was for the gloomy side of life rather than the sunny one.


  “Mr. Jocelyn,” she exclaimed sepulchrally, but there was a gleam of affection behind her glasses.


  “How well you look, Sarah,” said Jocelyn cheerfully, shaking hands. “Years younger than when I saw you last.” The temptation to annoy Sarah by taking an optimistic view was one he had never been able to resist.


  “I’m far from well, sir,” said Sarah, “the damp of this ’ouse being something cruel, but I keep up for the sake of others … You can take that bag the ’ole way up the back stairs, Gotobed, and not ’alf-way up, as you did last time we ’ad a visitor … Come this way, sir, tea’s ready. You’ll find the master and mistress much aged, but you must expect that.”


  She unlatched a door on the left that opened on a flight of uncarpeted stairs and led him up, stumbling in the half-dark, until they reached a landing and the door to the drawing-room.


  It was a small, square room panelled in dark wood, with windows looking on the garden. It was Grandmother’s room and held the battered treasures that had accompanied her through her arduous working life; her Victorian chairs with their scratched legs and cross-stitch seats worked by herself when young, her miniatures and books and faded antimacassars, her few bits of old china and the two shells that sounded like the sea when you held them to your ears. Not a very beautiful collection, perhaps, but part of Grandmother and therefore priceless.


  She sat bolt upright in her arm-chair on one side of the wood fire that was burning in the grate, knitting woollen stockings for the heathen, with Grandfather opposite her in his arm-chair with his hands folded across his stomach, and at sight of them the love that Jocelyn had for them both, compounded of gratitude and amusement and reverence, burnt up as freshly as though he had seen them last only yesterday.


  Grandmother was small and withered and gave the impression of having shed everything in her passage through life except the essence of herself, and that a sharp, decided, wholesome essence. Her twinkling black eyes were like a bird’s, and as sharp as needles, and her little parchment-coloured face was wrinkled into a thousand lines of humour and decision and commonsensible strong-mindedness. Her iron-grey hair was arranged in corkscrew curls, the fashion of a past age, and on her head was a cap with purple bows. Her grey dress was of great age and made of alpaca so stiff that it could surely stand by itself, and her hands were mittened. She was eighty years old, but neither age nor bereavement nor hard work had in the least dimmed her vitality or stemmed the flow of her fluent, emphatic talk.


  Grandfather, who was only seventy-eight and the youngest of the Canons, was quite different. He, too, was very short, but he was the reverse of withered. He was very round indeed. Yet the curves of his person did not suggest either indolence or laziness, they suggested rather a tolerant mind and a large heart, and his round, rosy face bore the unmistakable stamp of personal control and austerity, a stamp that is like clarity in the atmosphere, a thing that you cannot describe but only rejoice in. The eyes behind his powerful, double-lensed glasses were pale blue and slightly astonished, as though he had never ceased to be surprised at the beauty of the world … He was as bald as an egg, but had a little white jutting beard of the type that is usually seen upon the chins of gnomes.


  Yet there were a few people in Torminster who did not like him, for he had developed the habit of unconsciously speaking his thoughts aloud, a trait which endeared him to none but those rare lovers of sincerity who really enjoy hearing the truth about themselves. His life in the slums had implanted in him a slight tendency to think that the well-to-do exaggerated the trials of their existence, and also a tendency to get a little impatient if the Cathedral Chapter at its Chapter meetings talked for more than one hour on the subject of Canon Roderick’s right of way through Canon Elphinstone’s seakale bed, which Canon Roderick said existed and Canon Elphinstone said did not. “Bless my soul!” he would say suddenly in the middle of a Chapter meeting, “what a fuss about nothing! Send ’em all down a coal-mine, dear God, send ’em all down a coal-mine.” And then he would smile sweetly at the sudden silence that fell, blissfully unaware that he had given tongue. And it was the same at tea-parties, when he might remark sotto voce on the poorness of the tea, and sometimes it was the same in the middle of the Sunday morning anthem at the Cathedral, when he would ejaculate loudly, “Is this what they call modern music? Dreadful! Dreadful!”


   


  V


  “Mr. Jocelyn,” said Sarah, and left them together.


  The welcome that the two old people gave to their grandson was typical of them. Grandfather bounced to his feet and hurried forward delightedly, his hand out and his whole face beaming. Here, his manner implied, was the one person whom of all others he was most anxious to see and in whose welfare he was most interested. And there was no insincerity in his welcome. His interest in his fellow-creatures was so deep that whoever was with him at the moment seemed to him to be the very best of God’s creatures … And Jocelyn was his favourite grandson.


  Grandmother, meanwhile, sat in her chair very stiffly, her hands folded on her knitting, and waited to see how Jocelyn had developed before committing herself. Her bright eyes darted critically over him, noting his fair, close-cut hair and moustache, his trim figure, well-brushed clothes and slight air of fatigue.


  “Humph,” she said, “you’re improved. More like your dear mother and less like your father, thank God. I never could take to your father, good man of business though he is.”


  “Dear Jane,” murmured Grandfather, “there is good in all.”


  “I didn’t say there wasn’t,” said Grandmother, “I merely said that I don’t take to the good in Thomas … You dress better than you did, Jocelyn. When you were at Oxford you were a radical, I remember, and dressed accordingly. I told your mother what I thought about it at the time, but she said she had no influence. I will say for the Army that it teaches the compatibility of a sense of duty with a crease in the trousers … You may kiss me, Jocelyn.”


  His kiss produced one of her rare moments of softening and she touched his cheek gently with one of her dainty, mittened hands. “You look tired, dear boy,” she said. “You’d better be fed up. I’m sorry about your leg, but, as I said to your grandfather, it’s a mercy it wasn’t your stomach or your brain. Given belief in God, a good digestion and a mind in working order life’s still a thing to be grateful for.”


  She abruptly stopped talking and became engrossed in the ritual of tea-making, her little hands hovering over the old silver and Worcester cups and saucers. A hush fell, the steam from the tea-kettle rose into the air like incense and the fragrance of china tea mingled with the scent of flowers. Jocelyn leant back restfully in his chair, feeling life halt a little and its grip on him relax. It seemed no longer a river in spate, whirling him along without time for thought or feeling, but a calm backwater where the opening of a flower and the song of a bird would be important and significant.


  “Does time ever pass in Torminster?” he asked Grandfather.


  “Dear me, no, dear boy, nothing ever passes here. The past steps into the background, of course, but it never seems to disappear … I think, dear Jane, that you are putting too much milk in Jocelyn’s tea.”


  “It’s a sleepy place,” pronounced Grandmother. “I’ve started two working parties for Missions to wake them up a bit, but I never saw women make flannel petticoats so slowly in all my life … Thank you, Theobald, but I am quite capable, at my age, of making a drinkable cup of tea … Help yourself to bread and dripping, Jocelyn.”


  It was not perhaps usual to eat bread and dripping at afternoon tea, but Grandfather liked bread and dripping and insisted upon having it, in spite of Grandmother’s repeated assurances that it “was not done.” It was his habit to do what he liked, whether it was “done” or not, provided that what he liked was compatible with his religion … He did not eat dripping in Lent.


  “Where’s Hugh Anthony?” asked Jocelyn.


  “Having his tea downstairs,” said Grandfather. “We find that best. He’s eight years old and exhausting, though a dear boy. We’ve adopted a little girl to keep him company, thinking female influence might quiet him down, but there’s little improvement noticeable as yet.”


  “Your grandfather’s latest,” said Grandmother in resigned tones. “He saw the child at that orphanage he’s on the board of, liked her eyes and brought her straight home with nothing to her name but a Bible, three pinafores and a couple of vests. Did you ever hear anything so ridiculous?”


  “I was guided to do it,” said Grandfather.


  “Well, all I can say is I hope someone will be guided to care for the poor children after our death,” said Grandmother forcibly, and sighed. She had been married to a saint for fifty years, but still found it as difficult to adjust herself as she had done in the first month of her marriage, when he had given away their bed to a woman whose need, he felt, was greater than theirs.


  “When that dear child’s eyes met mine,” said Grandfather, “I knew that her welfare was my responsibility … I have sometimes thought, dear Jane, that, should Jocelyn marry, he might, after our death, feel guided to take upon him the fatherhood of both those dear children.”


  “Well,” said Jocelyn doubtfully, “you never know.”


  “Not until the time comes,” said Grandfather happily. “So, as I say to your dear grandmother, why worry beforehand?”


  The atmosphere felt a little tense and to lighten it Jocelyn asked them about the house in the Market Place.


  “Who lived there?” he asked. “It’s a jolly little house. It’s a crime it should be empty.”


  All the happiness drained away from Grandfather’s face, leaving him looking stricken and old, and it was Grandmother who answered.


  “A young man called Gabriel Ferranti lived there,” she said. “He looked like an organ-grinder and wrote books that nobody could make head or tail of, and was considered to be clever for those reasons, though why untidy hair and an inability to make oneself understood should be the hall-mark of genius I have never been able to understand. Your grandfather took a great fancy to him; what for I don’t know.”


  “There was great good in him,” murmured Grandfather sadly.


  “What happened to him?” asked Jocelyn.


  “He got into the financial difficulties that were only to be expected of a young man with a name like that,” said Grandmother, “and disappeared just as your poor grandfather was trying to bring out the good in him. Your grandfather naturally took it all very much to heart, for goodness only knows what has become of the young man now, or of the good that your poor grandfather thought he was bringing out.”


  “If he had only told me about his difficulties,” mourned Grandfather, “I could have relieved them.”


  “What with?” asked Grandmother a little sharply. “I’m thankful the young person had the good taste to disappear before you’d given him our last halfpenny … If Jocelyn’s finished his tea take him to his room while I get on with my knitting.”


  The two men went out together while Grandmother’s voice drifted after them in its habitual chant of, “Knit one, purl one, knit two together.”


   


  VI


  Jocelyn followed Grandfather’s squat black figure and bald head up to the final stairs to the spare-room. It was a perfect panelled room with three windows looking out on the garden. Old oak beams crossed the whitewashed ceiling and in each of the four corners of the room was a carved wooden seraph with two wings covering his feet, two folded across his breast and two outspread behind him. There was no carpet on the oak floor that rose and fell like the waves of the sea, and no pictures on the walls, and the furniture was limited to the barest necessities.


  “This is perhaps more of a monk’s room than a soldier’s,” said Grandfather, “but you must remember that Torminster was once a monastery and the Close is the coffin that holds its bones. Some people find this house frightening. The bones of the skeleton show through too clearly, they say, and the damp smell makes them think of death.”


  “How old is this house?” asked Jocelyn.


  “It belongs to all time. The hall and kitchen and larder are Norman, the tower is fifteenth century and this room has an eighteenth-century powdering closet … But my greenhouse is pure Victorian … Have you everything you want?”


  “Everything but peace of mind,” said Jocelyn unexpectedly and blushed crimson.


  He remembered of old that Grandfather’s effect upon him was always to make him say exactly what was in his mind … An embarrassing effect … Such people as Grandfather, possessed of a sincerity as catching as measles, shouldn’t be allowed about loose in a world where the wearing of a mask was good form.


  Grandfather sat down at the foot of the bed and folded his hands across his stomach, always a sign that he was giving a subject his serious consideration. The expression of his face changed from one of trouble to one of deep attention, as Ferranti’s disappearance passed from his mind and Jocelyn’s mental condition took its place.


  “Peace is as essential to mental health, dear boy, as light to human life. What has happened to yours?”


  “Mislaid it in South Africa,” said Jocelyn bitterly. “My work’s gone and I don’t know what to do. How can a man be peaceful when he has no future?”


  “Don’t talk nonsense,” said Grandfather almost sharply. “We’ve all a future. You don’t know in what direction yours lies, that’s all, and you’ve not the patience to wait and see which way the wind blows.”


  “The wind?” asked Jocelyn.


  “Our destiny is like a wind blowing,” said Grandfather. “It carries us along. But now and again the wind seems to drop. We don’t know what to do next. Then it may be that a blade of grass growing in the road beside us bends slightly. It is a tiny movement, slight as a whim, but enough to show us which way to take.”


  Jocelyn smiled at Grandfather affectionately. “If we were all to yield to our whims,” he said, “we’d do some pretty crazy things. I, for instance, would start a shop in Torminster.”


  “Would you like to start a shop in Torminster?”


  “It’s an idea that occurred to me as I drove up the High Street.”


  “Then start it.”


  Jocelyn laughed. “I was only joking, Grandfather. How could I start a shop with no capital and no experience and no business capacity?”


  Grandfather unclasped his hands and rose sighing to his feet. He feared that Jocelyn was in a difficult frame of mind, depressed and restless, and this was hardly the moment to induce him to see reason.


  “Stay here and do nothing,” he advised him. “Stay a year if you like. What does it matter? It’s often necessary in life to do nothing, but so few people do it nicely. And as for peace, there’s plenty of it in this house and in this town. They are so weighted with age that they have, as it were, fallen below the surface of time, like a buried city below the sea … Fall with them … Dear me, I must go and say evensong or I shall be late for dinner, and that distresses your dear grandmother.”


  Left alone Jocelyn unpacked slowly, discovering the powdering closet, hardly bigger than a cupboard, where long ago some hooped and panniered lady had silvered her hair with powder, put a round black patch on her chin, rouge on her cheeks and rings on her fingers … What a fuss about nothing her toilet must have been! … But perhaps she was one of those people who do nothing so nicely that it becomes something. As he arranged his books on the shelf in the closet he pictured her to himself, slim and golden-haired, clothed in silk that rustled like autumn leaves, tremendously absorbed, as she powdered and patched and laced, in the creation of beauty.


  And longer ago still his room was part of the monastery. Some monk sat here, perhaps, making a missal, painting into it purple pansies and ivory roses and queer little animals with long legs and scarlet, tongues, the great-grandfathers of the dragon who pranced on the signboard in the Market Place. And the monk, as he painted a blue sky behind his ivory roses and put golden scrolls round the animals’ legs, would have been as absorbed in the making of a beautiful thing as the lady with her rouge-pot and her jewel-case … And on them both the winged seraphim would have looked down, and for them both the time that in Torminster did not pass away but only stepped into the background would have been measured into golden lengths by the chiming of bells.


  Jocelyn realized that for him too bells were ringing, for the Cathedral clock was striking seven and he must change for dinner. On the last stroke Sarah knocked at his door and entered with hot water. She did everything by the Cathedral clock. When it chimed half-past six she put the kettle on. When it chimed a quarter-to-seven she slowly filled the cans and toiled up the stairs to the room where Grandfather and Grandmother slept, where she laid out their evening things on their fourposter and dumped their hot water into the basins with resounding bangs, just as the first stroke of seven rang out … On the last stroke of seven she knocked at the spare-room door … It was all a very serious ritual and she stumped across the room to Jocelyn’s washstand with the solemnity of a priest approaching the shrine of the oracle.


  “You’ve laid out your own things,” she said severely. “I do that.”


  “I’m sorry, Sarah,” said Jocelyn meekly. “But you see I was unpacking and I thought it would save you trouble.”


  “Trouble!” snorted Sarah. “That’s what I’m here for. Life’s made up of trouble. You must expect that … I expect you find the master and mistress sadly changed?”


  “I don’t see the slightest difference in them, Sarah,” said Jocelyn. “They never change.”


  “Ah,” said Sarah, “you don’t live with them as I do and see them going down ’ill steady. I ’ope the dinner will be eatable, but Ellen’s very ’eavy-’anded with the pastry owing to ’aving been thrown over by the butcher which, as I tell ’er, it’s not to be expected that a man should keep faithful to a woman of ’er age, but it takes a light ’eart to make light pastry and it’s we that are the sufferers, as is only to be expected when you remember that in this world the innocent suffer for the guilty … Dinner’s at a quarter-to-eight, sir.”


  She stalked away again and Jocelyn was left to embark upon the second shave of the day. It was quite unnecessary, but he was fastidious, one of those people whose private as well as whose public moments are controlled and decorous. Without consciously realizing it he liked to make each trivial act of life a thing of individual perfection, and in this he was linked to the monk and the lady.


  He was immersed in white lather when there was a sudden pattering of bare feet outside his door, which burst open with no preliminary knock to admit a small boy with freckles and flaming red hair. He cast one glance at Jocelyn and dashed out again, leaving the door open and shouting at the full force of his lungs, “Come on, Henrietta, he’s shaving!”


  Before Jocelyn had time to draw breath Hugh Anthony was back again with Henrietta. They had evidently arisen from their beds, for they were clothed in white nightgown and nightshirt and were barefooted. They leapt on to his bed with the agility of young rabbits and leant over its foot as though it were the front rail of the dress circle, their eyes bulging and their mouths ajar. Jocelyn realized that, for the first time in his life, he was an exciting entertainment. The parental toilet was, he had heard, as good as a circus to the Edwardian young, but these children, fatherless and with a bearded grandfather, had up till now missed one of the chief thrills in life. He flourished his razor and prepared to do his best. While he did it there was no sound but deep, ecstatic breathing, and when he had finished there was a long-drawn sigh of satisfaction.


  “There! He’s done!” said Hugh Anthony. “Did you think it would be like that, Henrietta?”


  “I thought it would make more noise,” said Henrietta, “like when Bates cuts the grass.”


  “I expect he hadn’t got enough beard,” said Hugh Anthony. “Now if Grandfather started shaving I dare say it would be more noisy.”


  Jocelyn put on his coat and turned round to survey the couple.


  Hugh Anthony at eight years old was compact and rounded like his grandfather. His blue, astonished eyes were also like his grandfather’s, but his circular face, dusted all over with golden freckles, his turned-up nose and flaming red hair were all his own. Quite his own too was his look of perpetual inquiry. His whole body seemed at times to be curved into the shape of a questionmark and the word “why?” was seldom off his lips. The house rang with it from the moment he woke up in the morning until the moment when he fell asleep with his final question still vibrating in the air of the silent, unanswering night.


  “Why don’t you grow a beard?” he asked Jocelyn.


  “I’ve been a soldier,” said Jocelyn, “and in the Army it is the fashion to have a moustache only.”


  “Why?”


  “To distinguish soldiers from sailors, who are either clean-shaven or have beards.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s just the fashion.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Why don’t you know?”


  Henrietta pushed Hugh Anthony face downward on the bed and seated herself upon the small of his back where, enthroned in grace, she smiled sweetly at Jocelyn. She was a child of few words, but all her actions were quick, decisive and to the point.


  She was an astonishing creature, not conventionally beautiful, but with a grace and certain luminous quality that were far more arresting than the usual nine-year-old female chubbiness. She was small and thin with long-fingered hands and slender feet. Her brown eyes were curiously changeable with her moods, sometimes blazing with light and sometimes opaquely dark, as though the spirit behind them were a newly lit flame so sensitive that a breath of joy or sorrow could fan it into a blaze or extinguish it altogether. Her face, small and pointed, rising from the Toby frill of her nightgown like a flower from its calyx and very pale against her straight dark hair, made Jocelyn think of white jasmine.


  “I hope we are not intruding,” she said politely to Jocelyn. Her voice was curiously deep for a child, with a ringing note in it that was very beautiful.


  “Not at all,” said Jocelyn. “I am honoured.”


  “Grandfather says Hugh Anthony is to call you uncle,” she said. “Do I call you uncle too even though I’m only adopted?”


  “Please,” said Jocelyn. “Until now I have had no niece. It’s a dreadful thing, you know, to have no niece.”


  He came close to the bed and smiled down at her, and instantly, with her answering smile, her whole being seemed to come flooding into her face. She was giving him her friendship with the lovely abandonment of childhood that has not learned yet to hold back for fear the love given should be scorned. Jocelyn, in this his first close contact with a child, felt not so much touched as stabbed. This trustfulness and fragility were almost terrifying, for how in the world, as children grew from childhood to maturity and the bloom was rubbed off them, did the sensitive spirit itself escape destruction? … Well, sometimes it did but sometimes it did not … And the man who destroyed it? “It were better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the depth of the sea.” Heaven above, what an alarming thing it must be to be a parent!


  But at this moment Hugh Anthony, whose ordinary temperament was always a relief after Henrietta’s emotional one, became tired of lying on his face with his mouth full of eiderdown and abruptly heaved up his posterior. Henrietta rolled off the bed to the floor on one side and Hugh Anthony on the other.


  “Did you bring your sword?” he asked, while still in a recumbent position.


  “No,” said Jocelyn.


  “Why not?”


  “I didn’t think I should have any use for it.”


  “But we could have played at St. George and the Dragon with it, you being the Dragon and me George.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Jocelyn. “I never thought of that.”


  “Then you should have,” said Hugh Anthony severely. “You should have remembered when you packed that I should have wanted to see your sword. Grandfather says that every morning in one’s cold bath one should say to oneself, ‘Now what can I do for others to-day?’”


  The gong rang.


  “Hadn’t you two kids better go to bed?” inquired Jocelyn.


  “We don’t go properly to bed till it’s dark,” said Henrietta, sitting up on the floor and re-plaiting her hair. “We’re put there and then we get out again. Come on, Hugh Anthony, we’ll go up to the top of the tower and see the stars come out. We’ll take Uncle Jocelyn’s eiderdown.”


  They departed as suddenly as they had come, trailing the eiderdown after them like clouds of glory.


   


  VII


  Dinner was eaten placidly in the dim old dining-room downstairs. Grandfather wore his dinner-jacket, which had been new twenty years ago and had had to be let out considerably since with new material that did not match the old, so that Grandfather had a very odd striped appearance. Grandmother wore her black silk, which had been recently turned by Sarah so that it looked as good as new, the lace fichu that had belonged to her grandmother and her gold locket containing a lock of the golden hair that Grandfather had, astonishingly, once had.


  They ate boiled fowl, a rhubarb tart that was all that could be expected of Ellen in her jilted state, water-biscuits and bananas.


  After dinner Grandfather and Grandmother slept in their arm-chairs, waking up now and again to ask Jocelyn if his poor mother had found a cook yet. Jocelyn read a Punch that was several months old, said no, his mother hadn’t got a cook yet and the kitchen-maid was leaving, and wondered if the time would come when he might find the peace of Torminster a little monotonous … It might, but it had not done so yet.


  When ten o’clock struck Grandfather and Grandmother woke up abruptly, said to each other, “Was that ten, dear?” and got up. Jocelyn lit the bedroom candles that stood on a table outside the drawing-room door and gave his arm to Grandmother, who was a little tottery with sleep. She would, if the truth were told, have liked to go to bed every night at nine, but she never had gone to bed before ten and felt that, unless she was unwell, it would be self-indulgent to indulge the wish. The notes of the clock rang out one by one into the silence as the procession mounted the stairs, Grandfather bringing up the rear with the best silver teapot in a green baize bag … Grandmother kept it by day beside her in her work-basket in the drawing-room, and by night under her bed … The last note was sounding as Jocelyn kissed her good night.


  “Good night, dear,” she murmured sleepily. “See that the lamp in the drawing-room is properly out. Your poor grandfather is not to be trusted.”


  Grandfather was oblivious of either of them. Though the teapot was dangling from one hand and his lighted candle, held askew and dropping grease on the floor, was in the other, he was already saying the last office of the day. “Turn Thou us, oh God our Saviour,” he murmured, “and let Thine anger cease from us. Oh God, make speed to save us; oh Lord, make haste to help us.”


  Jocelyn, having piloted him in and shut the door on him, stood outside on the stairs listening.


  “Hear me when I call, oh God of my righteousness; Thou hast set me at liberty when I was in trouble; have mercy upon me and hearken unto my prayer.”


  It pleased him to imagine that the voice was no longer the voice of Grandfather but that of the painting monk of his fancy. Then it seemed to him that the sound swelled and became not one voice but many. Not far away, perhaps in the chapel-like hall, the light of tapers gleamed on brown habits and tonsured heads and a carved crucifix that hung in the shadows.


  “I will lay me down in peace and take my rest, for it is Thou, Lord, only, that makest me dwell in safety.”


  He strolled happily to his room, but on beholding his bed his peaceful mood turned to rage, for the children had come back in his absence and denuded it of everything except the sheets and the mattress. There was nothing for it but to sally forth with his candle into the dark and find the young demons.


  And finding anything in this house was not easy, for it seemed to have no geographical plan. Odd flights of steps ended at locked doors, twisting passages with wavy floors led apparently nowhere, and it was not until he had been barking his shins on sharp corners for ten minutes that Jocelyn opened a door leading into a spiral stone staircase that evidently wound up from the kitchen regions to the top of the tower.


  He toiled up, cursing the fate that made a lame man go for a ten-mile walk to find his bedclothes, until a gleam of light through an open door told him that he was at the top and he stepped out on to a flat, leaded space surrounded by a stone parapet.


  And there, lying on his blankets and pillows and covered with his eiderdown, were Henrietta and Hugh Anthony, sleeping the sleep of an easy conscience.


  They looked so delicious, with dark lashes lying on starlit faces and parted lips a little appealing in their relaxation, that Jocelyn postponed waking them to hear his avuncular remarks. Instead he sat down on the edge of the parapet, lit his pipe and drifted away again into the dreams that seemed to be a necessary part of existence in Torminster.


  It was such a night as the gods in their niggardliness do not give often, so still that the sound of his own breathing seemed to him a desecration. The bowl of the sky was a deep blue, golden at its rim where the lights of the city stained it and hung across with a silver cord of stars. The towers of the Cathedral were black against it, like the crags of a mountain, and down in the dark garden the white hyacinths were stars in a reflected sky. The beauty was so unearthly that the thought of its passing was a pain. “Or ever the silver cord be loosed or the golden bowl be broken,” muttered Jocelyn, and wished it were possible to draw beauty into oneself and preserve it unfadingly for ever.


  If only, he thought, one could preserve as part of oneself the scenes and the events that were beautiful and get rid of all the others. His own memory now was a thing that he did not much care to look into. The horror of war, its futility and bestial cruelty, had injured his mind as a bursting shell had injured his body, leaving it sickened and vaguely aching. He wished he could forget South Africa. Looking back on his life in the Army it seemed to him now nothing but a wilderness of heat and bewilderment, and but for the emptiness and uncertainty of the future he thought that he would not have been sorry that it had ended. He had not, he thought, in spite of his wartime success, been a particularly good soldier. His bent of mind was a scholarly one and his outlook on life that of an artist. Regulations had irked him, and red tape, and that life of routine that so often stifles imagination.


  Yet what was he to do with himself? His sense of beauty, though deep, was not sufficiently strong to make an artist of him. It was not a sword driving him on to express it in poetry or music or painting, lest he die, it was rather that faculty of critical appreciation that can separate gold from dross. He had it in him to be a valuable friend both to creators blinded by the sweat of their own effort and to the wistful multitude who need an interpreter in the courts of the spirit. But he knew this only vaguely and the half-knowledge offered no solution to the problem of his future.


  “I must be the worst sort of idiot,” he said to himself bitterly. “A parasite and a drifter.”


  He watched the curls of smoke from his pipe wreathing aimlessly away and thought how like they were to his own life, drifting out into the night as he had drifted to this quiet town, and to that empty house and Henrietta.


  His figure grew tense. Why had he thought of the house and Henrietta like that? Vividly, and connecting them together in his mind? He felt as though two threads that he must follow had been put into his hands. He was reminded of a game that they had played when they were children, a game they called “treasure hunt.” They stood in the lighted hall and the end of a long coloured ribbon was given to each of them. They followed their ribbon all over the house, winding it into a ball as they went, up creaking stairs, through ghostly rooms and down terrifying passages, until at last the persevering and the courageous reached the end of their ribbon and found their treasure, a ball or a box of soldiers or a sugar pig.


  Smiling to himself, suddenly hopeful and light-hearted, he knocked out his pipe and tweaked the eiderdown off Hugh Anthony.


  CHAPTER II


  I


  REAL life had begun for Henrietta on the day that she came to Torminster. She had, of course, existed at the orphanage, she had slept and eaten and learnt her tables up to twelve times nine, but it had all seemed dark and queer and now, a year later, she could remember very little of it all except a lot of noise and hurry, the smell of boiled cod and windsor soap and the wart on Matron’s chin. She had not been unhappy but she had not been alive. She had been like a jack-in-the-box inside his prison, with the lid smacked down on top, and it was not until Grandfather had lifted the lid that she had shot up into life and power and thought.


  Never would she forget the first time that she saw Grandfather. She was sitting with the other children learning about the capes of England, where they stuck out far into the sea and where they did not stick out so far, what towns sat upon them and what towns did not, what counties they stuck out of and what seas they stuck out into, and Henrietta, like Galileo, cared for none of these things … She was bored and though she did not know it she was starved … And then the door had opened and Matron had come in, followed by Grandfather engaged in a tour of inspection. He sat on the board, they told her later, though what the board was and why he sat on it they omitted to explain. Henrietta for ever after had a mental vision of a see-saw and Grandfather sitting on one end of it with the Mayor, who was also on the board, on the other, and soaring to heaven and sinking again to earth with delighted chuckles.


  When he and Matron came in Henrietta had been at first completely absorbed by the wart on Matron’s chin, which always fascinated her, and then, suddenly, she was aware of Grandfather and her inside turned upside down.
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