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Elizabeth von Arnim

Elizabeth von Arnim (1866 – 1941) was born in Sydney, Australia, and brought up in England. In 1894 she and her first husband, Count von Arnim, moved to Nassenheide, in Pomerania, which was wittily encapsulated in Elizabeth’s first and most famous novel, Elizabeth and Her German Garden  (1898). The twenty-one books she then went on to write were signed ‘By the author of Elizabeth and Her German Garden’, and later simply ‘By Elizabeth’.

Elizabeth built the Château Soleil in Switzerland where she entertained such friends as H.G. Wells (with whom she had an affair) and Katherine Mansfield (her cousin). A greatly admired literary figure of her time, she was described by Alice Meynell as ‘one of the three finest wits of her day’.
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INTRODUCTION

In early March 1921 Elizabeth had sent off Vera to her publishers. It was a sinister comedy, without a hero, and the villain was all too obviously a caricature of her second husband Francis, second Earl Russell. The marriage had lasted three years, they never divorced but he went to law with the removers over the domestic furniture. Mrs Belloc Lowndes was certainly not alone when she decided, after Vera, that Elizabeth was not ‘a nice woman’. Elizabeth had retorted: ‘I know myself far better than you can know me, and I think I am quite as nice as are most women.’ A line that might well have come out of any of Elizabeth’s novels. After the cathartic  Vera she wanted to write a happy book. She knew that she had found the perfect setting for it when she arrived at Portofino with her friend Emily Strutt. Several hotels were tried and found wanting, but Elizabeth’s sharp eye had fallen on the mediaeval castello, and when she heard it was to let for April she rented it at once. Another woman friend was added to the April party. Now it only remained to sit down and write the novel. The scenery was clamouring to be described; there was lacking only the plot. On 3 April 1921 her diary records that after ‘staring open-mouthed all a.m.’ the previous day she started writing at last. But there was much distraction. She  wrote to her daughter to apologise for her April silence. She had grudged every single minute spent indoors. It was all ‘so wildly, ridiculously, divinely beautiful ...’ There were also friends to visit including three memorable calls on the Max Beerbohms, close at hand, sitting on the terrace, ‘drinking golden wine’.

After she left Portofino the busy Elizabeth found it difficult at times to keep up the celebratory note, but she persevered, and The Enchanted April was on the bookstalls on the last day of October 1922. Elizabeth was a novelist who made economical use of personal experience, but her daughter and biographer may be believed when she writes that there was little of it in this ‘gay and delightful story’.

Mrs Wilkins and Mrs Arbuthnot are dowdy childless women who become instant soulmates on the miserable February afternoon in their dreary club in Shaftesbury Avenue when they catch each other reading this advertisement in The Times:


To Those who Appreciate Wistaria and Sunshine.
 Small mediaeval Italian Castle on the shores of the
 Mediterranean to be Let Furnished for the month of
 April. Necessary servants remain. Z, Box, 1000, The Times.



Mrs Wilkins has a husband to escape from – a solicitor, who encouraged thrift ‘except that branch of it which got into his food’. He was a man who ‘produced the impression of keeping copies of everything he said . . .’ He despised his wife because she had none of the social arts which might have increased the number of his clients. Mrs Arbuthnot never sees her husband. He may not notice that she has gone away. He writes successful salacious historical biographies under a pseudonym. Mrs  Arbuthnot, given wholly to good works, says, ‘No one should write a book God wouldn’t like to read.’ Both women are shocked by their extravagance as much as their daring; the rent for the month will be £60. To spread the load they advertise for other holiday-minded women; they find two, Lady Caroline Dester, an enchantress of twenty-eight, who wants to escape for a month from the grabbing hands of men, and Mrs Fisher, a generation older than the rest of the party, a widow living in the past when eminent Victorians coming to tea with her father used to chuck her under the chin.

The magic of the castello works at once on the two dowdy friends. They shed years. Mrs Wilkins, in particular; she even shows prophetic tendencies. When she says ‘I see’, what she sees comes to pass. The grander couple are selfish and uncooperative at first, but Mrs Wilkins is confident that the April magic, given time, will work on them. ‘I suppose you realise, don’t you, that we’ve got to heaven?’ she says, beaming at Mrs Fisher with all the familiarity of a fellow-angel. If only the two recalcitrant husbands could be enticed to come they, too, would be enchanted and become the men their wives thought they had married. They come, and miracles do take place. No one can resist so much love in the air. Even Mrs Fisher, who has never looked at anyone kindly since Tennyson and Carlyle went aloft, lets Mrs Wilkins kiss her, a miracle like Moses striking the rock. There is, it must be admitted, a flurry of contrivance. The Enchanted April might well have been written as a play, and it is appropriate that it belongs to the time of early Coward and Hay Fever. It was a desperate expedient to make young, susceptible Mr Briggs, the owner of the castello, drop in to see how his tenants were getting along. Mr Wilkins is going to think more respectfully of Mrs Wilkins when he has collected these new and interesting clients. Mr Arbuthnot, who is losing his shape, having rediscovered his wife’s  embraces may be expected to take advantage of them in future. Mrs Fisher only asked for a cheap holiday. Lady Caroline had to be provided for, and in the context of a happy ending, Mr Briggs was recruited for the task. He should not have been let out alone. A veil may be drawn over them.

The novel is the lightest of omelettes, in the making of which the least possible number of eggs get broken. Only an incorrigible pedant would try to judge it at a deeper level. It is always saved from sentimentality by Elizabeth’s tact and sense of fun. She wrote with a beguiling knowingness, and she was naturally witty. ‘But there are no men here,’ said Mrs Wilkins, ‘so how can it be improper? Have you noticed’, she enquired of Mrs Fisher, who endeavoured to pretend she did not hear, ‘how difficult it is to be improper without men?’ It was a Book-of-the-Month choice in America, and is probably the widest read of Elizabeth’s novels.

The critics, on the whole, like The Enchanted April. Forrest Reid expressed a verdict that still stands up: ‘It may seem a little slender . . . and possibly a little “in the air”, but in reality it is a charming thing.’ Rebecca West was hostile. She had recently hailed Vera as ‘distinctly a triumph’ but accused the writer of having ‘so little heart that when she writes of sentiment she writes like a humbug.’ On this occasion Miss West acknowledged ‘the most enviable talent, a penetrating and graceful intelligence which might have belonged to the eighteenth century and which finds its natural form in wit, and a pretty style which paints a clear pastel of the world. She suffers however from a fatal tendency to humbug ...’

The elaborate pseudonym, ‘Elizabeth of the German Garden’, was one of the things about Elizabeth that annoyed Rebecca West. Elizabeth and Her German Garden won its author a wide public in Britain and America when it appeared in 1898. It was imaginative autobiography, not fiction as such.  Her German husband was recognisably ‘The Man of Wrath’, her children ‘The April Baby’, ‘The May Baby’ and ‘The June Baby’. To the young Rebecca, hell-bent on changing the world, the scene might well have looked like humbug, and if an enemy wanted to press home the charge there was the awkward fact that E.M. Forster, who spent some months as tutor to Elizabeth’s children in Nassenheide in Pomerania, said he never saw a garden. Hugh Walpole, who followed him, described it as a garden of trees rather than flowers. Were readers of The Enchanted April, thirty years later, being taken in as well? There, when all the characters have been put back into their boxes, the reader is given a final glimpse of Portofino in the last week of the enchanted April: the syringas came out, all the acacias flowered, ‘and there were the delicate trees, the lovely successors to the wistaria, hung all over among their trembling leaves with blossoms.’ There were lilies and white stocks and white pinks and white banksia roses and the syringa and the jessamine and ‘at last the crowning flavour of the acacias’.

She did see it; she did feel it; Elizabeth’s enthusiasm was genuine. She was an intensely worldly woman in the sense that she entirely agreed with her Creator when He saw all that He had made, and it was very good. Forster must have been too much taken up with proof-reading to pay attention to the garden. But Elizabeth has a vindicator who makes it impossible for the charge of humbug to stick. Katherine Mansfield was her cousin. Elizabeth was born Mary Annette Beauchamp in Australia in 1867; Katherine Mansfield was born Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp in New Zealand in 1888. Their fathers were first cousins. Katherine’s, Sir Harold Beauchamp, was a successful banker. Henry Heron Beauchamp, Elizabeth’s father, had not put down roots in Australia where he had made his fortune, and when ‘May’ as the family youngest,  Mary Annette, was called was three the family returned to England. There Elizabeth had a good middle-class day-school education, winning prizes for history and showing so much musical talent that she was taken as a pupil by the Royal College of Music. Katherine, as an adolescent, came to Queen’s College in London, and was taken to visit Elizabeth, the Gräfin von Arnim, whose formal Berlin society manner petrified her plainer cousins. They met again when Katherine began to show her talent as a writer, but only made friends in the last years of Katherine’s short life when Katherine and her husband Middleton Murry took a cottage ‘half an hour’s scramble away’ from Elizabeth’s Swiss chalet in Montana.

Their friendship was uneasy. Katherine was dying; Elizabeth had never encountered an illness that castor oil could not cure. Katherine had to the full the tragic sense of life; Elizabeth thought life, on the whole, was to be enjoyed. Katherine admired Elizabeth’s achievement. Vera, she wrote to Dorothy Brett, is ‘amazingly good’. She brushed aside the suggestion that Elizabeth could be influenced by her. ‘There is a kind of turn in our sentences which is alike but that is because we are worms of the same family ...’ Elizabeth was in the throes of The Enchanted April when Murry dropped in to say that he and Katherine were living close-by. When the novel came out Katherine, acknowledging her presentation copy, mentioned Mozart. ‘How do you write like that? How? How?’ She, too, was inclined to gush, but again and again she paid tribute to her cousin’s love of nature. ‘Elizabeth was here yesterday and we lay in my room talking about flowers until we were really quite drunk ...’ ‘Her love of flowers was her great charm’, Katherine decided. ‘A man . . . wouldn’t realise how deep it is.’ Earlier she had described Elizabeth weighed down with flowers. ‘Oh, how I love the appearance of people, how I delight in it if I love them. I have gathered Elizabeth’s  frocks to my bosom as if they were flowers. And when she smiles a ravishing wrinkle appears on her nose . . . and never have I seen such exquisite hands’ (add a ‘cooing voice’ and one has any Elizabeth heroine).

In Katherine’s Journal Elizabeth was later to read that she had ‘a vulgar little mind’. She wrote humbly to the egregious Murry when she read this. She had loved Katherine ‘abjectly’ and had come away from their encounters embarrassed, ‘her spiritual fingers all thumbs’. She had Katherine’s last letter to console her. ‘Good-bye, my dearest cousin. I shall never know anyone like you. I shall remember every little thing about you for ever.’

And what about Rebecca West’s other charge, that Elizabeth had ‘so little heart’? Her daughter wrote about her in her biography: ‘Happiness to her was a normal expectation, anything short of it merely adventitious and temporary, which it was therefore both foolish and ungrateful to dwell on.’ There was always some man in her life. Von Arnim, when she met him on the European trip her parents took her on to celebrate her coming of age, was a middle-aged, highly connected, recent widower. It showed a certain coolness, perhaps, to discuss their courtship in a book called All the Dogs Of My Life. ‘The man who married me was a German . . . like other good Germans in those days who had ceased to be young, he wasn’t thin, up the steps of the Duomo in Florence, to the top of which he was taking me to show me the view, he was addressing me thus: “All girls like love. It is very agreeable. You will like it too. You shall marry me and see ...” Being embraced was entirely new to me, and I didn’t at all like it ...’ Little heart there, but no humbug.

H.G. Wells wrote an amorous postscript to his An Essay In Autobiography which could not be published while Rebecca West was alive. When it appeared in 1984 there was a chapter  devoted to ‘Little e’, as he was pleased to describe Elizabeth. He cannot have been a good listener, every checkable detail is incorrect. Elizabeth was ‘among those kind ladies’ who were helping him to get the fever of Amber Reeves out of his blood. He found her wise and shrewd and witty, something of a snob and without a philosophical or political idea in her head. Her husband was recently dead, and she had not enjoyed his love-making. With Wells, according to Wells, she had the greatest fun, with fatal consequences sometimes to inn beds. Once they had made love on a page of The Times containing a nagging letter from Mrs Humphry Ward. Elizabeth was one of the lovers that Wells’s long-suffering Jane authorised for his entertainment. Elizabeth asked for a more serious relationship, Wells refused. In any event he had recently taken up with Rebecca West, and needed Elizabeth no longer. Wells said they remained friends thereafter, but most of Elizabeth’s references to him in later days are hostile (‘very rotund and simultaneously haggard with cold evil eyes’).

Elizabeth’s biographer makes a reference to this episode: Wells went on trips to Italy with her mother. ‘It was his excessively trying behaviour on one of these journeys that decided her to break away at last.’ She lost no time about putting Wells in the wrong in The Pastor’s Wife, published in 1913, soon after they split up. In the novel a celebrated English artist asks a young German housewife to come to Italy to have her portrait painted; when she discovers that his intentions are amorous she runs away (her husband has been told she went to Berlin to buy boots for the children).

When Elizabeth broke with Wells, Lord Russell had, literally walked into her life up the slippery path to her chalet. He was probably the only man who aroused physical passion in her, but he had a bad record with wives, and he made Elizabeth very unhappy while he continued to dominate her.  They married in 1916, and separated three years later. After that experience, celebrated so macabrely in Vera, she let one more man into her life. One of her children’s tutors had pursued her respectfully for years, but he was eventually shaken off. Alexander Frere made a much more appealing impression when he proposed himself to arrange her library. He was thirty years Elizabeth’s junior, had served in the Great War, and was now at Cambridge. Their story was idealised in Love, one of her better novels; in the book the lovers uneasily stay the course, in life Elizabeth urged Frere to get a wife of his own age. She wanted to act as good fairy in the transaction, and inevitably she disapproved of his choice. After one disaster, he married successfully. When Frere joined Heinemann, of which he was to become managing director, Elizabeth left Macmillan. She was becoming deeply involved with Frere when she was writing The Enchanted April. It may be fanciful to see him as the inspiration for the oversusceptible Mr Briggs. Whether he was or not, it was with Frere she went out to dinner to celebrate the book’s publication.

Elizabeth had a heart, if she was usually in close control of it. There is one episode which confuses the picture. She called on Katherine Mansfield in London before they came to live near each other in Switzerland. It was 1920. She was fifty-four. Afterwards Katherine wrote to Murry, ‘Forgive my frankness; she has no use for a physical lover. I mean to go to bed with. Anything but that. That she can’t stand – she’d be frightened of. Her very life, her very being, her gift, her vitality, all that makes her depends on her not surrendering ...’ Katherine went on to express her own views on the subject, and perhaps she was more concerned to make a point with Murry than to discover the true state of Elizabeth’s opinions.

‘Humbug’, Rebecca West might say, but Elizabethans, a small but growing band, will attest to a shrewdness and  courage and joyousness which is rare in life as in fiction. She is one of the few novelists who made a fashion for a place – it took a handful to put Capri on the map. In 1934 Vita Sackville-West took her sister-in-law to convalesce after an operation at the castello in Portofino. There was the same lovely garden with iris and narcissus already in bloom and olive terraces down to the sea. Harold Nicolson wrote to Vita, ‘It all comes from Gwen reading Tauchnitz editions of the works of Lady Russell.’ In 1984 Lionel Brett in his reminiscences recalls a holiday in Portofino in a castello made famous by some German writer in a sentimental novel. If Elizabeth had known that was coming she might have taken steps to ensure that Russell, and not von Arnim, would be the name under which we would look up her books in the libraries.

 



Terence de Vere White, London 1985




I

It began in a woman’s club in London on a February afternoon, – an uncomfortable club, and a miserable afternoon – when Mrs. Wilkins, who had come down from Hampstead to shop and had lunched at her club, took up The Times from the table in the smoking-room, and running her listless eye down the Agony Column saw this:
To Those who Appreciate Wistaria and Sunshine.
 Small mediaeval Italian Castle on the shores of the
 Mediterranean to be let Furnished for the month of
 April. Necessary servants remain. Z, Box 1000, The Times.





That was its conception; yet, as in the case of many another, the conceiver was unaware of it at the moment.

So entirely unaware was Mrs. Wilkins that her April for that year had then and there been settled for her that she dropped the newspaper with a gesture that was both irritated and resigned, and went over to the window and stared drearily out at the dripping street.

Not for her were mediaeval castles, even those that are specially described as small. Not for her the shores in April of the  Mediterranean, and the wistaria and sunshine. Such delights were only for the rich. Yet the advertisement had been addressed to persons who appreciate these things, so that it had been, anyhow, addressed too to her, for she certainly appreciated them; more than anybody knew; more than she had ever told. But she was poor. In the whole world she possessed of her own only ninety pounds, saved from year to year, put by carefully pound by pound, out of her dress allowance. She had scraped this sum together at the suggestion of her husband as a shield and refuge against a rainy day. Her dress allowance, given her by her father, was £100 a year, so that Mrs. Wilkins’s clothes were what her husband, urging her to save, called modest and becoming and her acquaintance to each other, when they spoke of her at all, which was seldom for she was very negligible, called a perfect sight.

Mr. Wilkins, a solicitor, encouraged thrift, except that branch of it which got into his food. He did not call that thrift, he called it bad housekeeping. But for the thrift which, like moth, penetrated into Mrs. Wilkins’s clothes and spoilt them, he had much praise. ‘You never know,’ he said, ‘when there will be a rainy day, and you may be very glad to find you have a nest-egg. Indeed we both may.’

Looking out of the club window into Shaftesbury Avenue – hers was an economical club, but convenient for Hampstead, where she lived, and for Shoolbred’s where she shopped, – Mrs. Wilkins, having stood there some time very drearily, her mind’s eye on the Mediterranean in April, and the wistaria, and the enviable opportunities of the rich, while her bodily eye watched the really extremely horrible sooty rain falling steadily on the hurrying umbrellas and splashing omnibuses, suddenly wondered whether perhaps this was not the rainy day Mellersh – Mellersh was Mr. Wilkins – had so often encouraged her to prepare for, and whether to get out of such a  climate and into the small mediaeval castle wasn’t perhaps what Providence had all along intended her to do with her savings. Part of her savings, of course; perhaps quite a small part. The castle, being mediaeval, might also be dilapidated, and dilapidations were surely cheap. She wouldn’t in the least mind a few of them, because you didn’t pay for dilapidations which were already there; on the contrary, – by reducing the price you had to pay they really paid you. But what nonsense to think of it . . .

She turned away from the window with the same gesture of mingled irritation and resignation with which she had laid down The Times, and crossed the room towards the door with the intention of getting her mackintosh and umbrella and fighting her way into one of the overcrowded omnibuses and going to Shoolbred’s on her way home and buying some soles for Mellersh’s dinner – Mellersh was difficult with fish and liked only soles, except salmon – when she beheld Mrs. Arbuthnot, a woman she knew by sight as also living in Hampstead and belonging to the club, sitting at the table in the middle of the room on which the newspapers and magazines were kept, absorbed, in her turn, in the first page of The Times.

Mrs. Wilkins had never yet spoken to Mrs. Arbuthnot, who belonged to one of the various church sets, and who analysed, classified, divided and registered the poor; whereas she and Mellersh, when they did go out, went to the parties of impressionist painters, of whom in Hampstead there were many. Mellersh had a sister who had married one of them and lived up on the Heath, and because of this alliance Mrs. Wilkins was drawn into a circle which was highly unnatural to her, and she had learned to dread pictures. She had to say things about them, and she didn’t know what to say. She used to murmur, ‘Marvellous,’ and feel that it was not  enough. But nobody minded. Nobody listened. Nobody took any notice of Mrs. Wilkins. She was the kind of person who is not noticed at parties. Her clothes, infested by thrift, made her practically invisible; her face was non-arresting; her conversation was reluctant; she was shy. And if one’s clothes and face and conversation are all negligible, thought Mrs. Wilkins, who recognised her disabilities, what, at parties, is there left of one?

Also she was always with Wilkins, that clean-shaven, fine-looking man, who gave a party, merely by coming to it, a great air. Wilkins was very respectable. He was known to be highly thought of by his senior partners. His sister’s circle admired him. He pronounced adequately intelligent judgments on art and artists. He was pithy; he was prudent; he never said a word too much, nor, on the other hand, did he ever say a word too little. He produced the impression of keeping copies of everything he said; and he was so obviously reliable that it often happened that people who met him at these parties became discontented with their own solicitors, and after a period of restlessness extricated themselves and went to Wilkins.

Naturally Mrs. Wilkins was blotted out. ‘She,’ said his sister, with something herself of the judicial, the digested, and the final in her manner, ‘should stay at home.’ But Wilkins could not leave his wife at home. He was a family solicitor, and all such have wives and show them. With his in the week he went to parties, and with his on Sundays he went to church. Being still fairly young – he was thirty-nine – and ambitious of old ladies, of whom he had not yet acquired in his practice a sufficient number, he could not afford to miss church, and it was there that Mrs. Wilkins became familiar, though never through words, with Mrs. Arbuthnot.

She saw her marshalling the children of the poor into pews.  She would come in at the head of the procession from the Sunday School exactly five minutes before the choir, and get her boys and girls neatly fitted into their allotted seats, and down on their little knees in their preliminary prayer, and up again on their feet just as, to the swelling organ, the vestry door opened, and the choir and clergy, big with the litanies and commandments they were presently to roll out, emerged. She had a sad face, yet she was evidently efficient. The combination used to make Mrs. Wilkins wonder, for she had been told by Mellersh, on days when she had only been able to get plaice, that if one were efficient one wouldn’t be depressed, and that if one does one’s job well one becomes automatically bright and brisk.

About Mrs. Arbuthnot there was nothing bright and brisk, though much in her way with the Sunday School children that was automatic; but when Mrs. Wilkins, turning from the window, caught sight of her in the club she was not being automatic at all, but was looking fixedly at one portion of the first page of The Times, holding the paper quite still, her eyes not moving. She was just staring; and her face, as usual, was the face of a patient and disappointed Madonna.

Obeying an impulse she wondered at even while obeying it, Mrs. Wilkins, the shy and the reluctant, instead of proceeding as she had intended to the cloakroom and from thence to Shoolbred’s in search of Mellersh’s fish, stopped at the table and sat down exactly opposite Mrs. Arbuthnot, to whom she had never yet spoken in her life.

It was one of those long, narrow refectory tables, so that they were quite close to each other.

Mrs. Arbuthnot, however, did not look up. She continued to gaze, with eyes that seemed to be dreaming, at one spot only of The Times.

Mrs. Wilkins watched her a minute, trying to screw up  courage to speak to her. She wanted to ask her if she had seen the advertisement. She did not know why she wanted to ask her this, but she wanted to. How stupid not to be able to speak to her. She looked so kind. She looked so unhappy. Why couldn’t two unhappy people refresh each other on their way through this dusty business of life by a little talk, – real, natural talk, about what they felt, what they would have liked, what they still tried to hope? And she could not help thinking that Mrs. Arbuthnot, too, was reading that very same advertisement. Her eyes were on the very part of the paper. Was she, too, picturing what it would be like, – the colour, the fragrance, the light, the soft lapping of the sea among little hot rocks? Colour, fragrance, light, sea; instead of Shaftesbury Avenue, and the wet omnibuses, and the fish department at Shoolbred’s, and the Tube to Hampstead, and dinner, and to-morrow the same and the day after the same and always the same . . .

Suddenly Mrs. Wilkins found herself leaning across the table. ‘Are you reading about the mediaeval castle and the wistaria? ’ she heard herself asking.

Naturally Mrs. Arbuthnot was surprised; but she was not half so much surprised as Mrs. Wilkins was at herself for asking.

Mrs. Arbuthnot had not yet to her knowledge set eyes on the shabby, lank, loosely-put-together figure sitting opposite her, with its small freckled face and big grey eyes almost disappearing under a smashed-down wet-weather hat, and she gazed at her a moment without answering. She was reading about the mediaeval castle and the wistaria, or rather had read about it ten minutes before, and since then had been lost in dreams, – of light, of colour, of fragrance, of the soft lapping of the sea among little hot rocks . . .

‘Why do you ask me that?’ she said in her grave voice, for  her training of and by the poor had made her grave and patient.

Mrs. Wilkins flushed and looked excessively shy and frightened. ‘Oh, only because I saw it too, and I thought perhaps – I thought somehow—’ she stammered.

Whereupon Mrs. Arbuthnot, her mind being used to getting people into lists and divisions, from habit considered, as she gazed thoughtfully at Mrs. Wilkins, under what heading, supposing she had to classify her, she could most properly be put.

‘And I know you by sight,’ went on Mrs. Wilkins, who, like all the shy, once she was started plunged on, frightening herself to more and more speech by the sheer sound of what she had said last in her ears. ‘Every Sunday – I see you every Sunday in church—’

‘In church?’ echoed Mrs. Arbuthnot.

‘And this seems such a wonderful thing – this advertisement about the wistaria – and—’

Mrs. Wilkins, who must have been at least thirty, broke off and wriggled in her chair with the movement of an awkward and embarrassed schoolgirl.

‘It seems so wonderful,’ she went on in a kind of burst, ‘and – it is such a miserable day ...’

And then she sat looking at Mrs. Arbuthnot with the eyes of an imprisoned dog.

‘This poor thing,’ thought Mrs. Arbuthnot, whose life was spent in helping and alleviating, ‘needs advice.’

She accordingly prepared herself patiently to give it.

‘If you see me in church,’ she said, kindly and attentively, ‘I suppose you live in Hampstead too?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs. Wilkins. And she repeated, her head on its long thin neck drooping a little as if the recollection of Hampstead bowed her, ‘Oh yes.’

‘Where?’ asked Mrs. Arbuthnot, who, when advice was needed, naturally first proceeded to collect the facts.

But Mrs. Wilkins, laying her hand softly and caressingly on the part of The Times where the advertisement was, as though the mere printed words of it were precious, only said, ‘Perhaps that’s why this seems so wonderful.’

‘No – I think that’s wonderful anyhow,’ said Mrs. Arbuthnot, forgetting facts and faintly sighing.

‘Then you were reading it?’

‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Arbuthnot, her eyes going dreamy again.

‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful?’ murmured Mrs. Wilkins.

‘Wonderful,’ said Mrs. Arbuthnot. Her face, which had lit up, faded into patience again. ‘Very wonderful,’ she said. ‘But it’s no use wasting one’s time thinking of such things.’

‘Oh, but it is,’ was Mrs. Wilkins’s quick, surprising reply; surprising because it was so much unlike the rest of her, – the characterless coat and skirt, the crumpled hat, the undecided wisp of hair straggling out. ‘And just the considering of them is worth while in itself – such a change from Hampstead – and sometimes I believe – I really do believe – if one considers hard enough one gets things.’

Mrs. Arbuthnot observed her patiently. In what category would she, supposing she had to, put her?

‘Perhaps,’ she said, leaning forward a little, ‘you will tell me your name. If we are to be friends’ – she smiled her grave smile – ‘as I hope we are, we had better begin at the beginning. ’

‘Oh yes – how kind of you. I’m Mrs. Wilkins,’ said Mrs. Wilkins. ‘I don’t expect,’ she added, flushing, as Mrs. Arbuthnot said nothing, ‘that it conveys anything to you. Sometimes it – it doesn’t seem to convey anything to me either. But’ – she looked round with a movement of seeking help – ‘I am Mrs. Wilkins.’

She did not like her name. It was a mean, small name, with a kind of facetious twist, she thought, about its end like the upward curve of a pugdog’s tail. There it was, however. There was no doing anything with it. Wilkins she was and Wilkins she would remain; and though her husband encouraged her to give it on all occasions as Mrs. Mellersh-Wilkins she only did that when he was within earshot, for she thought Mellersh made Wilkins worse, emphasising it in the way Chatsworth on the gate-posts of a villa emphasises the villa.

When first he suggested she should add Mellersh she had objected for the above reason, and after a pause, – Mellersh was much too prudent to speak except after a pause, during which presumably he was taking a careful mental copy of his coming observation – he said, much displeased, ‘But I am not a villa,’ and looked at her as he looks who hopes, for perhaps the hundredth time, that he may not have married a fool.

Of course he was not a villa, Mrs. Wilkins assured him; she had never supposed he was; she had not dreamed of meaning . . . she was only just thinking . . .

The more she explained the more earnest became Mellersh’s hope, familiar to him by this time, for he had then been a husband for two years, that he might not by any chance have married a fool; and they had a prolonged quarrel, if that can be called a quarrel which is conducted with dignified silence on one side and earnest apology on the other, as to whether or no Mrs. Wilkins had intended to suggest that Mr. Wilkins was a villa.

‘I believe,’ she had thought when it was at last over – it took a long while – ‘that anybody would quarrel about anything  when they’ve not left off being together for a single day for two whole years. What we both need is a holiday.’

‘My husband,’ went on Mrs. Wilkins to Mrs. Arbuthnot,  trying to throw some light on herself, ‘is a solicitor. He—’ She cast about for something she could say elucidatory of Mellersh, and found: ‘He’s very handsome.’

‘Well,’ said Mrs. Arbuthnot kindly, ‘that must be a great pleasure to you.’

‘Why?’ asked Mrs. Wilkins.

‘Because,’ said Mrs. Arbuthnot, a little taken aback, for constant intercourse with the poor had accustomed her to have her pronouncements accepted without question, ‘because beauty – handsomeness – is a gift like any other, and if it is properly used—’

She trailed off into silence. Mrs. Wilkins’s great grey eyes were fixed on her, and it seemed suddenly to Mrs. Arbuthnot that perhaps she was becoming crystallised into a habit of exposition, and of exposition after the manner of nursemaids, through having an audience that couldn’t but agree, that would be afraid, if it wished, to interrupt, that didn’t know, that was, in fact, at her mercy.

But Mrs. Wilkins was not listening; for just then, absurd as it seemed, a picture had flashed across her brain, and there were two figures in it sitting together under a great trailing wistaria that stretched across the branches of a tree she didn’t know, and it was herself and Mrs. Arbuthnot – she saw them – she saw them. And behind them, bright in sunshine, were old grey walls – the mediaeval castle – she saw it – they were there . . .

She therefore stared at Mrs. Arbuthnot and did not hear a word she said. And Mrs. Arbuthnot stared too at Mrs. Wilkins, arrested by the expression on her face, which was swept by the excitement of what she saw, and was as luminous and tremulous under it as water in sunlight when it is ruffled by a gust of wind. At this moment, if she had been at a party, Mrs. Wilkins would have been looked at with interest.

They stared at each other; Mrs. Arbuthnot surprised, inquiringly, Mrs. Wilkins with the eyes of some one who has had a revelation. Of course. That was how it could be done. She herself, she by herself, couldn’t afford it, and wouldn’t be able, even if she could afford it, to go there all alone; but she and Mrs. Arbuthnot together . . .

She leaned across the table. ‘Why don’t we try and get it?’ she whispered.

Mrs. Arbuthnot became even more wide-eyed. ‘Get it?’ she repeated.

‘Yes,’ said Mrs. Wilkins, still as though she were afraid of being overheard. ‘Not just sit here and say How wonderful, and then go home to Hampstead without having put out a finger – go home just as usual and see about the dinner and the fish just as we’ve been doing for years and years and will go on doing for years and years. In fact,’ said Mrs. Wilkins, flushing to the roots of her hair, for the sound of what she was saying, of what was coming pouring out, frightened her, and yet she couldn’t stop, ‘I see no end to it. There is no end to it. So that there ought to be a break, there ought to be intervals – in everybody’s interests. Why, it would really be being unselfish to go away and be happy for a little, because we would come back so much nicer. You see, after a bit everybody needs a holiday.’

‘But – how do you mean, get it?’ asked Mrs. Arbuthnot.

‘Take it,’ said Mrs. Wilkins.

‘Take it?’

‘Rent it. Hire it. Have it.’

‘But – do you mean you and I?’

‘Yes. Between us. Share. Then it would only cost half, and you look so – you look exactly as if you wanted it just as much as I do – as if you ought to have a rest – have something happy happen to you.’

‘Why, but we don’t know each other.’

‘But just think how well we would if we went away together for a month! And I’ve saved for a rainy day, and I expect so have you, and this is the rainy day – look at it—’

‘She is unbalanced,’ thought Mrs. Arbuthnot; yet she felt strangely stirred.

‘Think of getting away for a whole month – from everything – to heaven—’

‘She shouldn’t say things like that,’ thought Mrs. Arbuthnot. ‘The vicar—’ Yet she felt strangely stirred. It would indeed be wonderful to have a rest, a cessation.

Habit, however, steadied her again; and years of intercourse with the poor made her say, with the slight though sympathetic superiority of the explainer, ‘But then, you see, heaven isn’t somewhere else. It is here and now. We are told so.’

She became very earnest, just as she did when trying patiently to help and enlighten the poor. ‘Heaven is within us,’ she said in her gentle low voice. ‘We are told that on the very highest authority. And you know the lines about the kindred points, don’t you—’

‘Oh yes, I know them,’ interrupted Mrs. Wilkins impatiently.

‘The kindred points of heaven and home,’ continued Mrs. Arbuthnot, who was used to finishing her sentences. ‘Heaven is in our home.’

‘It isn’t,’ said Mrs. Wilkins, again surprisingly.

Mrs. Arbuthnot was taken aback. Then she said gently, ‘Oh, but it is. It is there if we choose, if we make it.’

‘I do choose, and I do make it, and it isn’t,’ said Mrs. Wilkins.

Then Mrs. Arbuthnot was silent, for she too sometimes had doubts about homes. She sat and looked uneasily at Mrs. Wilkins, feeling more and more the urgent need of getting her  classified. If she could only classify Mrs. Wilkins, get her safely under her proper heading, she felt that she herself would regain her balance, which did seem very strangely to be slipping all to one side. For neither had she had a holiday for years, and the advertisement when she saw it had set her dreaming, and Mrs. Wilkins’s excitement about it was infectious, and she had the sensation, as she listened to her impetuous, odd talk and watched her lit-up face, that she was being stirred out of sleep.

Clearly Mrs. Wilkins was unbalanced, but Mrs. Arbuthnot had met the unbalanced before – indeed she was always meeting them – and they had no effect on her own stability at all; whereas this one was making her feel quite wobbly, quite as though to be off and away, away from her compass points of God, Husband, Home and Duty – she didn’t feel as if Mrs. Wilkins intended Mr. Wilkins to come too – and just for once be happy, would be both good and desirable. Which of course it wasn’t; which certainly of course it wasn’t. She, also, had a nest-egg, invested gradually in the Post Office Savings Bank, but to suppose that she would ever forget her duty to the extent of drawing it out and spending it on herself was surely absurd. Surely she couldn’t, she wouldn’t ever do such a thing? Surely she wouldn’t, she couldn’t ever forget her poor, forget misery and sickness as completely as that? No doubt a trip to Italy would be extraordinarily delightful, but there were many delightful things one would like to do, and what was strength given to one for except to help one not to do them?

Steadfast as the points of the compass to Mrs. Arbuthnot were the great four facts of life: God, Husband, Home, Duty. She had gone to sleep on these facts years ago, after a period of much misery, her head resting on them as a  pillow; and she had a great dread of being awakened out of so simple and untroublesome a condition. Therefore it was that she searched with earnestness for a heading under which to put Mrs. Wilkins, and in this way illumine and steady her own mind; and sitting there looking at her uneasily after her last remark, and feeling herself becoming more and more unbalanced and infected, she decided pro tem, as the vicar said at meetings, to put her under the heading Nerves. It was just possible that she ought to go straight into the category Hysteria, which was often only the antechamber to Lunacy, but Mrs. Arbuthnot had learned not to hurry people into their final categories, having on more than one occasion discovered with dismay that she had made a mistake; and how difficult it had been to get them out again, and how crushed she had been with the most terrible remorse.

Yes. Nerves. Probably she had no regular work for others, thought Mrs. Arbuthnot; no work that would take her outside herself. Evidently she was rudderless, – blown about by gusts, by impulses. Nerves was almost certainly her category, or would be quite soon if no one helped her. Poor little thing, thought Mrs. Arbuthnot, her own balance returning hand in hand with her compassion, and unable, because of the table, to see the length of Mrs. Wilkins’s legs. All she saw was her small, eager, shy face, and her thin shoulders, and the look of childish longing in her eyes for something that she was sure was going to make her happy. No; such things didn’t make people happy, such fleeting things. Mrs. Arbuthnot had learned in her long life with Frederick – he was her husband, and she had married him at twenty and was now thirty-three – where alone true joys are to be found. They are to be found, she now knew, only in daily, in hourly, living for others; they are to be found only – hadn’t she over and over again taken her  disappointments and discouragements there, and come away comforted? – at the feet of God.

Frederick had been the kind of husband whose wife betakes herself early to the feet of God. From him to them had been a short though painful step. It seemed short to her in retrospect, but it had really taken the whole of the first year of their marriage, and every inch of the way had been a struggle, and every inch of it was stained, she felt at the time, with her heart’s blood. All that was over now. She had long since found peace. And Frederick, from her passionately loved bridegroom, from her worshipped young husband, had become second only to God on her list of duties and forbearances. There he hung, the second in importance, a bloodless thing bled white by her prayers. For years she had been able to be happy only by forgetting happiness. She wanted to stay like that. She wanted to shut out everything that would remind her of beautiful things, that might set her off again longing, desiring . . .

‘I’d like so much to be friends,’ she said earnestly. ‘Won’t you come and see me, or let me come to you sometimes? Whenever you feel as if you wanted to talk. I’ll give you my address’ – she searched in her handbag – ‘and then you won’t forget.’ And she found a card and held it out.

Mrs. Wilkins ignored the card.

‘It’s so funny,’ said Mrs. Wilkins, just as if she had not heard her, ‘but I see us both – you and me – this April in the mediaeval castle.’

Mrs. Arbuthnot relapsed into uneasiness. ‘Do you?’ she said, making an effort to stay balanced under the visionary gaze of the shining grey eyes. ‘Do you?’

‘Don’t you ever see things in a kind of flash before they happen?’ asked Mrs. Wilkins.

‘Never,’ said Mrs. Arbuthnot.

She tried to smile; she tried to smile the sympathetic yet  wise and tolerant smile with which she was accustomed to listen to the necessarily biased and incomplete views of the poor. She didn’t succeed. The smile trembled out.

‘Of course,’ she said in a low voice, almost as if she were afraid the vicar and the Savings Bank were listening, ‘it would be most beautiful – most beautiful—’

‘Even if it were wrong,’ said Mrs. Wilkins, ‘it would only be for a month.’

‘That—’ began Mrs. Arbuthnot, quite clear as to the reprehensibleness of such a point of view; but Mrs. Wilkins stopped her before she could finish.
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