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      Emilie Rose Macaulay (1881–1958) was born in Rugby, Warwickshire. She was educated at Oxford High School for Girls and Somerville College, Oxford, where she read Modern History. She wrote her first novel, Abbots Verney, in 1906 whilst living in Great Shelford, near Cambridge. Rose became an ardent Anglo-Catholic and here her childhood friendship with Rupert Brooke matured and through him she was introduced to London literary society. She moved to London and in 1914 published her first book of poetry, The Two Blind Countries. In 1918 she met the novelist and former Catholic priest Gerald O’Donovan, the married man with whom she was to have an affair lasting until his death. Her last and most famous novel, The Towers of Trebizond (1956), was awarded the James Tait Black Memorial Prize and became a bestseller in America. She was created a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire in the 1958 New Year’s Honours, but seven months later suffered a heart attack and died at her home.
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        The world my wilderness, its caves my home,

        Its weedy wastes the garden where I roam,

        Its chasm’d cliffs my castle and my tomb…
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        And bats with baby faces in the violet light

        Whistled, and beat their wings

        And crawled head downward down a blackened wall,

        And upside down in air were towers

        Tolling reminiscent bells that kept the hours,

        And voices singing out of empty cisterns and exhausted wells.

         

        In this decayed hole among the mountains

        In the faint moonlight, the grass is singing

        Over the tumbled graves, about the chapel,

        There is the empty chapel, only the wind’s home.

        It has no windows, and the door swings…

        
          The Waste Land, T. S. ELIOT
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      Rose Macaulay was born in 1881, and died in 1958. As a young woman she went bathing by moonlight with Rupert Brooke, and she lived long enough to protest, as a well-known author and critic, against the invasion of Korea. The World My Wilderness was published in 1950, when she was thought to have given up fiction, not having written a novel for nearly ten years.

      The book disturbed her readers, because it was not what they expected. The most successful of her early novels had been social satires. They were delightful to read, and still are, brilliantly clear-sighted without being malicious (or at least more malicious than necessary) but they took a detached view; humanity was so misguided that one must either laugh or cry, and Rose had felt it best to laugh. The World My Wilderness showed that the power of ridicule, after all, was not the most important gift she had.

      Rose Macaulay herself was most characteristically English, tall, angular, and given to wearing flat tweed caps, or hats like tea cosies – English, too, in her gaiety and wit which, at heart, was melancholic. But almost any conclusion you came to about her would be wrong. From the ages of six to thirteen she had grown up with her brothers and sisters in a small fishing town on the Genoese coast, and this interlude of scrambling about the Mediterranean hills and foreshore was as important to her as all her English education. Again, Rose was often thought to be sexless, or, as Rosamond Lehmann put it, ‘sexless though not unfeminine’. But in fact she had, at the age of thirty-six, fallen irretrievably in love with a married man, Gerald O’Donovan, and in spite of much heart-searching she never broke with her lover till the day of his death. Both these episodes have a good deal to do with the writing of The World My Wilderness.

      The book’s seventeen-year-old heroine Rose herself described as ‘rather lost and strayed and derelict’. Barbary Deniston has grown up in wartime Occupied France, only half attended to by her worldly, sensual charmer of an English mother. This mother, Helen, has been divorced from Deniston, and her second husband, ‘a thriving and amiable French collaborator’, is dead. Meanwhile Barbary and her stepbrother have lived in and out of the house as children of the maquis, trained by the Resistance in sabotage and petty thieving. Like Auden’s boy with a stone, Barbary has never heard of any world where promises were kept. When she is sent from her fishing village to the respectable Deniston relatives in London, she is doubly lost. Like seeking like, she escapes from pallid WC2 to join the drifters and scroungers in the bombed area round St Paul’s, where shrubs and green creeping things ran about a broken city. ‘Here, its cliffs and chasms and caves seemed to say, is your home; here you belong; you cannot get away, you do not wish to get away, for this is the maquis that lies about the margins of the wrecked world.’ Ironically enough she begins housekeeping at once, tidying and cleaning the gaping ruins of a church. She is not a wanderer by nature, it is only that she needs a home that she can trust.

      In Rose Macaulay’s earlier novels, notably Crewe Train (1926) and They Were Defeated (1932), there are young girls of Barbary’s sort, precociously adult, and yet clinging for reassurance to childhood. Many have names which could be either masculine or feminine (Denham, Julian, Evelyn), as though rejecting all society’s definitions. All of them are unwilling exiles from some lost paradise. They remember sunshine and freedom, as Rose remembered her Italy. But in this story of the nineteen forties, the world that Barbary longs for and looks back to is a black-marketing France. The paradise itself is corrupt. And the civilisation to which she is packed off is an equally shabby affair. Deniston, the honourable man, is an odd man out in post-war London. His son Richie describes himself as a ‘gentle, civilised, swindling crook’, who by bending the law a little – as all his friends do – hopes to make himself a comfortable life. Barbary is no doubt right, on the beach at Collioure, to examine the word civilisation ‘and to reject it, as if it were mentioned too late’. In any society, she will remain a barbarian. The novel’s painful question is: what have we done to our children?

      The war years had brought deep personal trouble to Rose. In 1939 she was responsible for a serious car crash in which her lover was injured. In 1941 her flat was bombed and she lost nearly everything she possessed. In 1942 Gerald O’Donovan died, and Rose entered her own waste land of remorse. How much could be forgotten, and how much could she forgive herself? In spite of this, or more probably because of it, she is more compassionate in this novel than in any other. To be self-satisfied, to be stupid, to be cruel (Rose had always said) is undesirable, if we are to consider ourselves civilised, but at the same time she was not at all easily shocked. Asked on one occasion by a question-master whether she would prefer death or dishonour she replied: ‘Dishonour, every time.’ And The World My Wilderness is remarkable for the pleas in mitigation she makes for all her characters. Helen has no conscience, it seems to have been left out of her, but she creates pleasure for others. Deniston is stiff, bland and resentful, but his integrity must count for something. Richie is a young aesthete who prefers to withdraw rather than to be too much involved, but then he has been fighting through three years of ‘messy, noisy and barbaric war’. Mrs Cox, the housekeeper, can’t distinguish – which of us can? – between interference and what, to her, are good intentions. Even Pamela, Deniston’s second wife, wholesome tweedy Pamela (‘all Pamela’s clothes were good, and of the kind known as cheaper in the end’) – Pamela the young committeewoman, not at all Rose’s favourite kind of person, redeems herself by suffering with dignity. If there is a responsibility to judge these people the author is asking us to share it.

      In the same way, every turn of the story brings a different confrontation, genial against sceptical, honourable against amoral, will against emotion, rough against smooth, wild against tamed. And these encounters, too, are left unresolved. In the closing chapters, for instance, Helen comes back to London. At the Denistons’ house she takes command, a supremely inconvenient guest. Her motives, as we have to admit, are generous. But poor Pamela has to hold her own against the sumptuous intruder. The contest of possessiveness, jealousy, and genuine love is so finely balanced that most readers would be hard put to it to say exactly where their sympathies lie. Rose has written the novel in terms of comedy, but all the satirist’s air of knowing what’s best for everybody has gone. Indeed there is, perhaps, no ‘best’ for any of them.

      Rose Macaulay liked to insist that ideas for novels came to her as places – ‘backgrounds’ would hardly be a strong enough word for them. In The World my Wilderness (if we take the ‘respectable, smoke-dark houses’ of London as a kind of negation of place) we have three of them – Collioure in the South of France, Arshaig in the western Highlands, and the wilderness itself. Each corresponds to its own moral climate. Collioure is described in the most seductive terms. ‘The cool evening wind rustled in the cork forest, crept about the thymey maquis; the sea, drained of light, was a wash of blue shadow, sparked by the lights of fishing boats putting out for the night’s catch.’ By day, the Villa Fraises offers serene warmth and relaxation for all comers, but always with a hint of excess. The garden is ‘crowded’, Helen ‘lounged her days away’, the most striking of her pictures is ‘a large nude who was a French mayor, reclining on a green sofa with a blue plate of strawberries in his hand; his flesh tones were superb’. Arshaig is equally beautiful, but austere, with misty dawns and steel-pale water, and at the shooting lodge are a whole family of Barbary’s relations, ‘formidably efficient at catching and killing Highland animals’. But in saying this Rose reminds us that there has also been killing and hunting – of men as well as animals – in the forests of Collioure, ‘savageries without number’, from the days of the Saracens to the Gestapo and the Resistance. And on the beach there Barbary and Raoul had stood watching the fish in the nets as they struggled, leaped and died.

      Barbary herself becomes a creature of the wilderness, the ruins of the city of London. In 1950 the rubble was still lying where it had fallen, carpeted with weeds and inhabited by rats and nesting birds. The whole area fascinated Rose – how much, can be felt in the lyrical opening to Chapter 18. To her they were the new catacombs. ‘I spent much of today in the ruins round St Paul’s, which I like… part of my new novel is laid in this wrecked scene,’ she wrote to Gilbert Murray.* Many people must still remember, as I do, the alarming experience of scrambling after her that summer (she made no distinction of age on her expeditions) and keeping her spare form just in view as she shinned undaunted down a crater, or leaned, waving, through the smashed glass of some perilous window. Foxgloves, golden charlock and loosestrife were flourishing everywhere they could take root in the stones, but Rose did not sentimentalise over the wild flowers. It was not man’s business, in her view, to abandon what he has won from nature. She was studying obliteration.

      Descended from historians, trained as a historian herself, she makes the ruins into something more than a metaphor for Barbary’s desolate state; they give the novel a dimension in time. They are still alive with the indignation of all the generations who have lived and done business in the city, or worshipped in its fallen churches. ‘The ghosts of churches burnt in an earlier fire, St Olave’s and St John Zachary’s… the ghosts of taverns where merchants and clerks had drunk’ all haunt their old precincts, even under the midday sun, so do the long-dead clerics and shopkeepers themselves. When Barbary is on the run, the phantoms of five centuries of London crowd together to watch, from their vanished buildings, the pitiful end of the chase. They are not sympathetic, they want her caught. History, as might be expected, is on the side of authority.

      At the end of the book Richie is seen alone on the brink of the ‘wrecked scene’, and the squalor in front of him makes him feel sick. He reflects that ‘we are in rats’ alley, where the dead men lost their bones’, quoting The Waste Land, from which Rose took one of the novel’s epigraphs (she wrote the first one herself). But The Waste Land is also a fitful quest for spiritual healing, and Richie, in the end, takes the track from Moorgate Station ‘across the wilderness towards St Paul’s’. This is one of several hints in the book of a religious solution, or, at least, of curiosity about one, even though Barbary and Raoul perceive that ‘if there is anything, there must be hell. But one supposes that there is nothing.’

      The World My Wilderness is, in fact, not a pessimist’s book – heartfelt, yes, but pessimistic, no. However faulty the main characters may be, there is one striking fact about them; their mistakes are not the result of caring nothing about each other, but of caring too much. It is because he still loves Helen that Deniston fails to forgive her, and Helen herself learns in the end not only how much she loves her daughter, but a way to help her. ‘She must have sunshine, geniality, laughter, love; and if she goes to the devil she shall at least go happily, my poor little savage.’ This is probably the best that Helen can do. And if the inhabitants of this earth, in spite of the mess, the slaughter and the desolation they cause, can give up so much for each other, they must be redeemable. In the last resort, Rose Macaulay thought so. And she was, as her novel shows, too much interested in human beings to lose faith in them.

       

      Penelope Fitzgerald, London, 1982 
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      The villa, facing south, stood above the little town and port, on the slope between the sea and the Forêt de Sorède. It was strawberry pink, with green shutters shaped like leaves, and some green bogus windows and shutters, with painted ladies looking out of them, but most of the windows were real, and had balconies full of shrubs and blue pots and drying bathing suits and golden cucumbers in piles. There was a flat terraced roof with vine trellises on it, and outside the villa stone steps climbed up to the roof. The garden was crowded with shrubs and flowers and orange and lemon trees, and pomegranates and magnolias and bougainvilleas and vines. A veranda ran across the south front of the house; behind it were the long, cool, shady rooms, with whitewashed walls and floors of small glossy dark-red tiles, spread with bright striped mats. The walls of the largest room were painted with a dado of sea and creatures of the deep, such as dolphins, tritons, mermaids eating honey-comb, sea horses and gaily striped fish. There were a few modern paintings; the most imposing was a large nude who was a French mayor, reclining on a green sofa with a blue plate of strawberries in his hand; his flesh tones were superb. This nude, whose name was Charles Michel, had been the builder and first owner of the Villa Fraises, but was now dead. So was his son Maurice, the second owner, who had collaborated mildly but prosperously from 1940 to 1945, and had thereafter been found drowned in the bay, leaving the Villa Fraises in the possession of his English wife, an artist who had painted the pictures in the room, and had lived with him in it since the fall of France had left her stranded with her ten years old daughter at Collioure.

      Owing to having collaborated, however mildly, the Michels had lived quite well, and had been able to ameliorate also the lives of many of their neighbours, including some of the local maquis, but the maquis, a thankless tribe, had held this against them when the hour struck and the liberating troops swept into Provence. The Villa Fraises was under a cloud; after its owner’s death, his widow had been spared retribution owing to her having more than once sheltered escaped allied prisoners waiting to cross the Pyrenees, and to the well-meant, if somewhat jejune, activities of her daughter and stepson in the juvenile fringes of the maquis. Still, as relict of the collaborating M. Michel, who was suspected (unjustly) of having betrayed fugitives and Resistance members to the Vichy police in Perpignan in return for petrol and other conveniences, Madame Michel had found herself in an embarrassing position. Fortunately she was not easily embarrassed.

      A large, handsome, dissipated, detached and idle woman, more interested in classical literature and the pleasures of the gaming table than in painting, which, she found, demanded more application than she was prepared, in these days, to exert, she was inclined to lounge her days away, playing any game for any stakes with any one at hand, idly translating Greek comedies into French, playing with her infant son, or merely reading for pleasure. On this mid-April afternoon she lay in a hammock in the garden, among oleanders and statues, while the mother of Maurice Michel, who was paying a visit to the Fraises, sat erect and black-weeded on the veranda, netting. Madame Michel was thin and patriotic; she had curled white hair and a tight mouth; the generous, ample curves, the lounging ease, the brightly coloured clothes, the absorption in literature and in games of chance, of the bereaved mistress of her son, she found exasperating. (As his mistress she still regarded her daughter-in-law, since she had a husband still alive in London.) And more than exasperating that Maurice had left her the Fraises. Madame Michel, a good anglophobe, disliked the British, who lacked literature, culture, language and manners, had run away from the boches in 1940 and left France to face them, and now gave themselves the airs of liberators, when any liberating that had not been done by the French themselves had been the work of the Americans. Nor did Madame Michel care for Helen’s pictures; she particularly disliked the nude mayor, her late husband, a fancy portrait which had, with the aid of a photograph and of Maurice’s descriptions, achieved a startling likeness. It was characteristic of Maurice to have permitted and enjoyed this portrait; it had been to him, his mother felt, the reaffirmation of the alliance he had always had with his jolly, ribald father against her, for whom he had never much cared. For Maurice had all his life liked jolly, ribald people. He had not much liked his first wife, a girl from a convent school with whom he had made a marriage of convenience at the age of thirty, and whose brief life he had never permitted unduly to hamper his own. He had seen her features and expression repeated in their son Raoul, who had always, therefore, a little irritated him. His own, on the other hand, were evident in the infant Roland. It was to arrange for Raoul’s future that his grandmother was, and how reluctantly, visiting the Villa Fraises.

      ‘And where,’ enquired Madame Michel, her sharp voice, speaking the French of Bordeaux, sawing the slumbrous, syringa-sweet garden air like the zirring of crickets, ‘is Raoul all this afternoon?’

      ‘I don’t precisely know.’ The voice from the hammock was deep, slow, lazy, and spoke the French of the ateliers of the rive gauche, where its owner had picked it up as a girl. ‘He and Barbary – they are out together with their friends from morning till night, and often from night till morning. They are probably out with the fishing boats.’

      ‘You permit it to your daughter, Madame?’ Her son’s mistress had not, in six years, advanced into a closer intimacy than this; she remained madame, and vous.

      ‘I?’ The languid voice sounded faintly surprised. ‘I don’t interfere with Barbary. She is seventeen, you know.’

      Madame, pursing her lips, uttered a sound like ‘psst’. It was apparent that she did not regard seventeen as an age when a daughter should not be interfered with.

      ‘It is just as well, Madame, that you are sending that young girl to England.’

      ‘I supposed that her father might like to have her with him for a time.’

      ‘It is only natural. And you? You will not take her to England yourself?’

      ‘No. Her brother is coming out to see me, and they will return together.’

      ‘Ah.’ Madame Michel, clicking her needles rapidly, absorbed the situation. This woman would stay on at the Fraises. She had no intention of visiting her native land; she was divorced, disgraced, her husband in London (a well-known lawyer, Madame Michel had heard) had remarried. There seemed, really, no reason why she should ever leave the Fraises. Madame Michel herself preferred to live at Bordeaux, where she had her house and her position as widow of a respected mayor; but she could have let the Fraises to good advantage. Her voice took a sharper edge of acerbity.

      ‘And Raoul?’

      ‘Ah, Raoul.’ His stepmother’s voice was detached, expressionless, perhaps a little bored. ‘We must make a plan for Raoul, to be sure. It is for you to say, Madame, what Raoul is to do. If you think it well that he should stay on here, and continue his schooling at the Lycée…’

      ‘It would not be well at all.’

      ‘No? I am inclined to agree with you. During the last years, Raoul has rather occupied himself with les enfants du maquis than with the Lycée. He still does so, and so does Barbary. The young people regard it as a kind of club, and now that the war is over, it still absorbs them.’

      ‘What is it that they do together now, the young people?’

      ‘Annoy the gendarmerie and the local authorities. Steal when they can; trespass on private property; sabotage motor cars; molest their fellow citizens. The same activities, in fact, that they pursued from patriotism during the war, they still pursue now from inclination and force of habit.’

      ‘But it is shocking, all that.’ Madame Michel was startled, all her bourgeois instincts and principles of propriety outraged.

      ‘Maurice,’ she added, indignant, half-incredulous, ‘permitted it?’

      ‘Maurice…’ Maurice’s wife lay motionless, her hands locked behind her head; her voice trailed away. Had Maurice permitted it? Had Maurice known how closely the two children were involved? How they would every afternoon, every evening after leaving the Lycée, every Sunday and holiday, go up into the hills or down to the shore, meeting their companions, playing their secret games, hanging round the fringes of the real grown-up maquis, who went about their secret, dangerous business in the foothills of the Pyrenees?

      ‘Maurice supposed they were out playing. Boy Scouts, Girl Guides,’ she added in English. ‘Red Indians.’

      Madame Michel did not admit any of these uncouth savages into her world, the world of what it was correct for les jeunes gens to do.

      ‘They must surely,’ she suggested, ‘have been sometimes in trouble with the police.’

      ‘Often, naturally.’

      It was apparent that the young people had disgraced themselves and their respective parents, which was what one would have expected. Certainly the sooner they left the neighbourhood the better. Madame Michel had already made her plan for Raoul, who would be too troublesome for the Bordeaux ménage.

      ‘My son and his wife in London are willing to have Raoul for the present. He has a business in the city. Raoul can live there, and go to school. It will be better that he should be out of France, where there is so much misfortune and so little to eat. We want him to learn English business, where there may later be an opening for him, if his uncle thinks him suitable. We understand that in England, since it was almost untouched by the war, there is much prosperity.’

      England, she thought, always came well out of every war, losing neither lives nor money, while France was bled white.

      ‘My son,’ she went on, ‘can arrange for his permit de séjour. If he could travel to England with your son and daughter, it would perhaps be convenient.’

      ‘By all means. My son will be here in a fortnight, and will return to England with his sister a few days after that. Barbary will like to have Raoul with her.’

      ‘You will miss your daughter, Madame?’

      Madame Michel was coldly polite to this objectionable, unrespectable Englishwoman, who seemed to consider the question before replying.

      ‘No, not really. No.’

      Not even fond of her child. Madame Michel had guessed as much, after seeing the two together the evening before.

      But now the child arrived, coming up the garden from the path that led down to the shore, Raoul at her heels. She looked childish for her age, small, with bare brown legs, a short pink print frock, draggled and wet, a prawning net trailing from her hand, a colourless, irregular, olive face, full, rather sulky mouth, fine broad forehead, flaggy dark hair, unwaved, perhaps unkempt, flapping about her neck, slanting, secret grey eyes that looked aside, looked often on the ground under a dark, frowning line of brow; something defensive, puzzled, wary about her, like a watchful little animal or savage. The boy, two years younger, had a touch of the same expression; but he looked French, and quick, perhaps clever, nearer to civilisation, as if it might one day catch hold of him and keep him, whereas the girl would surely be out of the trap and away, running uncatchable for the dark forest. Raoul too was slight and small, olive and pale; his eyes were large, a clear brown; his features were neater and prettier than Barbary’s; as has been mentioned, he looked like his girl mother, who had bored her husband, and her husband’s parents, a good deal. His grandmother supposed that the untidy little gamine Barbe led him into much mischief. He too was wet, and smelt of fish.

      ‘Good evening, my child.’ Madame Michel put down her netting and surveyed him sharply over her glasses. ‘We have not seen you all day, I think, have we?’

      ‘No, grand’mère.’ He assented civilly, without interest, as to a self-evident proposition.

      ‘Well, we must make up for it tomorrow, must we not? I have a great deal to say to you, my child. Tomorrow you and I will have a long talk.’

      ‘Yes, grand’mère.’ The clear brown eyes flickered and blinked; he looked at once apprehensive and shifty. His grandmother reflected that he knew nothing yet of what his future was to be; he was in her hands, and for a moment she felt the gratification of the power she had never had over the silent, convent-bred girl, her son’s wife.

      ‘But now,’ she added, with some sharpness, ‘you must go and get dry and tidy. It appears to me that you should ask the pardon of madame for going into her house in that state.’

      Her eyes glanced in passing at the bedraggled girl at her grandson’s side, at the wet prawning net silver with fish, at the bare sandy legs. Her gaze travelled over the unkempt figure to the large woman in the hammock, lounging with her book in one hand, her cigarette smouldering in its long amber holder in the other. She caught the thoughtful, withdrawn, disengaged look that rested on the girl and boy; and, glancing back at the girl, saw an expression in the sullen grey eyes that perplexed her.

      Helen lazily waved aside the question of asking pardon.

      ‘The house is used to it, dear madame. We all enter it wet all day.’

      ‘We’ve got some fish, mother.’ Barbary spoke in English, husky and shy, showing her net. Helen answered in French.

      ‘So I see, Barbary. You had better give them to Marthe, if you want them for supper.’

      ‘Oui, ma mère.’ The net was withdrawn, with the family intimacy of the English language.

      ‘If Marthe is still upstairs with Roland, don’t interrupt her,’ Helen added. ‘I don’t want him excited before he sleeps.’

      ‘Bien, ma mère.’

      The girl and boy went in through the open French windows, padding wetly over the rugs and red tiles.

      She does not love the young girl, Madame Michel reflected, without surprise. She only loves the little one, who so much resembles Maurice. The thought gave her a pang of jealousy; she felt excluded by one generation after another from the circle of jolly companionship. The child Roland, looking slyly up at her with his father’s merry little eyes, his grandfather’s fat chuckle, snuggling his bullet head against his mother’s knee, carried on the Michel male tradition of who knew what of libertinage and coarse, licentious mirth; a tradition in which his mother too stood. His grandmother, inimically outside it, regarded it with frosty discontent.

      ‘You don’t care, Madame, that Roland should run about with the other two?’ she probed. ‘You think they would take him into mischief.’

      ‘It seems not impossible,’ Helen agreed, with her dégagé negligence. ‘In any case, he is too little. He would get tired. They and their friends live at a great pace, running about the hills and shore. Roland plays by the sea with me or with Marthe. I am teaching him to swim.’

      ‘Already? He is young for that.’

      ‘Even babies should know how to swim.’

      Maurice, his mother remembered, had not swum much; he had been a shore bather.

      Helen got up from the hammock. It could be seen that she was a large woman, long-legged, with the low, full breasts, the firm, robust waist and dignified hips of the Milo Venus, the neck a strong, rounded column, supporting a fine massive dark head and classical features, full-chinned, straight nosed, with wide, sensual mouth and quizzical eyes. In a Greek-Iberian head-dress with great studded ear-wheels, she would have been, almost, the Lady of Elche; but had a trifle more of amusement, a good deal less of mysticism, in her narrower-lidded tawny eyes and large curled mouth. She had beauty, Madame Michel grudgingly admitted; the kind of firm handsomeness that, in the forties, persists, unfaded, unwrinkled, unfallen, and still with its magnolia bloom. Neither her daughter, an irregular-featured elf, nor her son, a dumpling charmer, would have this handsomeness. Madame Michel wondered if the elder son, who was coming out in a fortnight, had it; she believed not, from a snapshot group she had seen in a writing-case, in which he, a schoolboy of seven or eight years ago, appeared, a slight, flannelled figure with raised, quizzical eyebrows and oval face, standing by his sharp-featured, distinguished-looking father, while the nine-year-old imp Barbary, in jersey and shorts, her hair tumbling into her eyes, leaned against her mother, holding tightly on to the large hand that lay on her shoulder, looking up with a confident grin. It was curious, thought Madame Michel, that Barbary in that group had the air of being her mother’s darling. Ah well, between nine and seventeen there occurs adolescence, that tiresome and awkward age, in which the young girl still floundered, angular, leggy and shy like a colt; a colt somehow lost and strayed; the adjective égaré crossed Madame Michel’s unsympathetic but shrewd mind. She was not fond of jeunes filles; they had to occur, but the sooner they burgeoned into the married state for which the good God had created them, the better. Since, obviously, no sensible man would be likely to entertain the project of marrying Barbary, a jeune fille she would no doubt remain, until such time as she would wither into a vieille fille, of, Madame Michel anticipated, most dubious morals; she would in all probability be more disreputable than her mother, who had, at least, been twice a wife.

      These speculations about Helen and her family streaked rapidly through the hard and acute mind of Madame Michel during the moment in which her daughter-in-law lounged, lithe and massive like a stretching animal, from the garden to the veranda.

      ‘I am going up to see Roland,’ she said, and went into the cool house.

      The abode of Roland was a pleasant room, its white walls decorated by his mother with a series of painted animals; if Roland should weary of any of these they would be washed out and replaced by others. Roland’s cot was low and white, with pink blankets, and in it lay Roland asleep, his toy dog and horse beside him, his globular cheek a pink balloon against the pillow, for his mother was not of those who force infants to lie pillowless and flat. The room was dim; in the first moment she did not see Barbary crouched by the cot, still in her wet frock, her draggled hair drooping like dank seaweed round her face. She got up, startled, defensive, pushing her hair from her eyes.

      ‘I didn’t disturb him,’ she whispered. ‘I only wanted to look at him.’

      Helen gave her across the sleeping child her withdrawn, enigmatic glance; the glance that had puzzled Madame Michel.

      ‘You had better change into something drier,’ she murmured, and added, ‘I should think,’ as if it were actually no concern of hers if Barbary were wet or dry.

      For a moment Barbary paused, a hesitant shadow in the shadowed room. Her lips moved, forming a word – mother, mummy, it might have been; but now Helen’s glance had left her, she was leaning over Roland picking him up to set him on his pot. Replacing him, she straightened the blanket, arranged the toys, touched his cheek with her finger to feel if he was too hot, made the little adjustments that one makes in the night lives of infants lest some ill befall them before morning, such as hanging upside down, or rolling from their couches, or tossing off their bedclothes, or smothering themselves beneath them, or lying on a toy. Roland was a placid and cheerful sleeper; not like Barbary had been at his age, all nerves, waking in terror, screaming at shadows, then, when her mother arrived, hiding her face in her breast, and clutching her with both arms. Barbary had been a wild baby, a nervy, excited child, her mother her tower of refuge. Roland needed no refuge; he was the jolly, buccaneering captain of his own soul. He distributed his favours like a cheerful courtesan. He loved his mother dearly, Marthe quite sufficiently, Barbary very much, Raoul more or less, his grandmother not at all; and slept peacefully through the night till he woke with the morning light and shouted for someone to play with him. It was always Barbary who came.

      Barbary slipped from the room, as quiet as a despondent breath. She and Raoul had acquired movements almost noiseless, the slinking step, the affected, furtive glide, the quick, wary glancing right and left, of jungle creatures.

      Helen, having arranged her little son, braced herself for the evening with her mother-in-law, her daughter, and her stepson. How upright Madame Michel would sit, making no concessions to the ease of the Fraises chairs and couches. As to the two children, after supper they would silently steal away, to get wet and dirty all over again. During the meal, they would scarcely speak. Their manners, as Madame Michel could be seen to reflect, were farouche beyond reason. Fortunately tonight was her last evening at the Fraises.
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