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The Old Knight

His golden locks time hath to silver turned;

O time too swift, O swiftness never ceasing!

His youth ‘gainst time and age hath ever spurned,

But spurned in vain; youth waneth by increasing:

Beauty, strength, youth, are flowers, but fading seen;

Duty, faith, love, are roots, and ever green.

His helmet now shall make a hive for bees;

And, lovers’ sonnets turned to holy psalms,

A man-at-arms must now serve on his knees,

And feed on prayers, which are age’s alms:

But though from court to cottage he depart,

His saint is sure of his unspotted heart.

And when he saddest sits in homely cell,

He’ll teach his swains this carol for a song:

“Blest be the hearts that wish my sovereign well,

Curst be the souls that think her any wrong.”

Goddess, allow this aged man his right,

To be your beadsman now, that was your knight.

GEORGE PEELE


CHAPTER I

HARRIET at her window watched the gulls with delight. It meant bad weather at sea when they came up-river, and she had known when she woke this morning in the waiting stillness, and had seen the misted sky, that the long spell of fine weather was going to break in a gale; and she did not enjoy the March winds in this draughty, bone-searching house whose cold and damp had already crippled her. But she enjoyed the gulls, and would enjoy them more when she had found the right pair of spectacles. She had been reading her Bible when she first heard that strange, exciting cry, and her reading spectacles were no good for distance. She wasted a few precious moments finding her distance ones on the table beside her, knocking over the teacup on her breakfast tray as she did so, for her hands were knotted with arthritis, slow and fumbling. Daphne might have sharp words to say later about the dregs in the teacup staining the Tray cloth, and for a moment she flinched from the thought of them, but when she got the gulls into focus she forgot Daphne. She had never been able to remember other things when the gulls came inland.

Over the river they were weaving their patterns against the background of fields that lifted to the beechwoods on the skyline, and the grey sky above. There were only pale colours in the world today. Yesterday, in the sunshine, the fields that had already fallen under the harrow for spring ploughing had shone like ridged crimson satin and the pastures had been emerald green. The hawthorns and Nut trees in the spinneys, and the beechwoods beyond, had been beautiful with the colours of the swelling buds. But today the colours were hidden and imprisoned, even as the sun was imprisoned. “For when there’s a grey wall between one and another who’s to say which is prisoner and which is free?” thought Harriet. “When the heart aches one for the other there’s little to choose between them.”

Her thoughts had been obsessed by prisons and prisoners these last few days. Since she had had to lead this shut-in invalid life she had found illness involved suffering almost as much from the tyranny of painful thoughts as from physical pain. Outside this lovely valley where she lived the world was a dreadful place and first one misery would possess her mind and then another. Crimes against children would take hold of her one day, and on another she would be grieving for the blind or mad. She lacked the physical strength to thrust tormenting thought from her even if she had wanted to, but she did not want to. The fortunate, she thought, and she counted herself fortunate, should not insulate themselves in their good fortune. If they could do nothing else they could pray, and she prayed as she was able, grieving over the childishness of her prayer but trying to make it real to herself by letting the travail of her mind bring forth one concrete fact at a time to pray about; one child in danger, some particular man in darkness, some particular prisoner facing the world again with fear and shame; God knew who they were even if she did not. That prisoner had been with her for three days and nights now, and the greyness of this day had made him more real to her than ever. Yet she liked these grey days. They had their own beauty. When the sun was out the world was a young knight riding out with armour flashing and pennon flying, but on a day like this it was an old beadsman turned to his prayers, wrapped in a dun cloak of stillness and silence.

And the grey days made the perfect setting for the brilliance and freedom of the gulls. Her eyes followed their flight, the long sweeping curves, the slow beat of the great wings, and then a more gentle rise and fall, as though the still air had unseen waves whose rhythm rocked them. There was a great spaciousness about their movements. Both the sea and the sky were theirs. They were content now in this valley between the hills because their wings could carry them where they would whenever they wished. Birds were more satisfactory symbols of the heavenly spirits, Harriet thought, than any of those sentimental angels that one saw in the children’s picture-books. There was nothing so swift and free as a bird. Yet, crippled though she was, she felt nothing but joy in watching them. She had always known how to wait.

The clock on her mantelpiece chimed the half-hour and her joy was lost in sudden anxiety. Half-past eight and no sign of John bringing the car round. The children would be late for school again and would be scolded, and Margary would miss the beginning of the arithmetic class and be more wretchedly bogged down than ever in the miseries of subtraction. Pat and Winkle would be all right because Pat’s scornfulness and Winkle’s placidity usually insulated them against scoldings, but their all-rightness was apt by contrast to make Margary the more aware of her chronic state of misfortune, and that was bad for her. Harriet listened anxiously, then relaxed as the familiar sounds of backfiring came from the battered garage by the lilac-bush. The poor old car bounced out and forward, two wheels on the flower-bed, and bumped into the scraper by the front door.

John drove as badly as a man can, and once he had got the car as far as the house Daphne allowed him no further part in getting the children to school. Unless prevented by unavoidable crisis she drove them there herself and fetched them again in the afternoon. The nearest school that she considered worthy of her children was at Silverbridge, a small country town three miles down the river, and that meant twelve miles driving daily and a greater expenditure of time and strength and petrol than she could afford. Harriet sighed over Daphne’s pride, that would not even consider the village school, her unpunctuality and extravagance, and then smiled delightedly as Daphne herself came out of the front door below her window in her shabby, beautifully cut tweeds, ran down the steps and got into the car. At this distance she looked the lovely girl she had been, not the worn, impatient woman she had become; more lithe and gay than her small daughters hurrying after her with their unbecoming grey felt uniform hats askew, dropping schoolbooks on the steps as they ran and then stooping to pick them up so that their stiff grey skirts, now too short, stuck out rigidly and showed their underclothes. Yet the posterior view of all three was engaging in this position, Winkle’s being particularly so. “But those skirts must be let down,” thought Harriet, regarding Winkle’s pink knickers, and the fat legs that bulged from beneath them. “It’s hardly respectable; not with Daphne never seeming to get them into knickers that match their skirts.”

To her horror, and self-scorn, Harriet found that she had tears in her eyes. Until a couple of years ago, when the arthritis had to a certain extent crippled her hands, she had done all the vicarage sewing. Four years ago she had been able to stand long enough to do the washing and ironing as well. Seven years ago she had done nearly all the work of the house, and been able to hide the difficulty with which she did it with complete success. Ten years ago, when Daphne had married her cousin John Wentworth and she had come to be their housekeeper at the vicarage, she had felt only a few aches and twinges, to which she paid no attention, and had believed herself capable of another fifteen years’ hard work. She had been sixty-five then and had felt fifty. Now she was seventy-five and felt ninety. Though the years of steadily increasing pain had seemed long as she endured them, in retrospect they seemed to have passed quickly. She had become imprisoned in this uselessness almost overnight, it seemed, and now she must bear it as best she could. She told herself she could have put up with it better if John and Daphne had done as she had begged them and sent her to some institution, but they wouldn’t do that. She had been nanny to John and his stepbrothers in the old Manor house up on the hill a mile away, and his bleak childhood had been redeemed from disaster by her love. He said he could not face life without her. They all said they could not do without her. In the paradoxical nature of things if she could have believed them she would have been a much happier woman, but not the woman whom they could not do without.

The car moved down the steep, moss-grown drive and disappeared from sight in the lane that wound through the village and then along by the river to Silverbridge. John stood waving to the children until he could no longer see them, and then with his hands in his pockets and his pipe drooping from the side of his mouth he gazed dejectedly at the view, his long thin figure sagging a little. He hated to see them going off to that apparently most desirable school where he had a feeling that Pat and Margary were not happy, though they had not told him so, and Winkle perhaps’would not be when she was older. It was a small and most select school, for young children only, and rather celebrated in the neighbourhood because it had been run by the same charming old lady for many years, but he was not at all sure it was a good school. Daphne said it was, and with no evidence to the contrary it was only his instinct that contradicted her. The children would have been happy at the village school taught by good old Miss Baker, or at the Silverbridge convent school that was equally disliked by Daphne because such a mixture of children went there; but where they were stank in his nostrils. Yes, stank. He repeated the ugly word forcibly in his mind, and then, with that uncertainty and self-distrust that followed immediately upon all his decisions, he retracted it. After all, what did he know about it? He’d only been to the place two or three times. Daphne, who went every day, said it was all right. She should know. Obviously, mothers were more knowledgeable about little girls than fathers could hope to be. Especially when the father was a man such as himself; a negligible failure.

He took his pipe from his mouth and stared at the empty bowl. Sundays excepted he had given up smoking for economy’s sake, for Pat was to go to Boarding school in the autumn and he suspected that she had first-class brains. He wanted to save every penny he could to give her her chance later on. But in moments of perplexity he sometimes found solace in sucking his empty pipe. That is, when he knew he was alone. He was alone now, and in that fact too there was solace.

He straightened himself and became aware of the gulls, and instantly delight leaped up in him, a flame of pure joy that burned against the habitual sadness of his thoughts much as the brilliant white of the gulls’ wings shone against the sunless landscape. Seen from this distance the flight of the gulls was perfection of beauty, and his joy that leaped to meet it was equally perfect. Meeting, the two were one, and his joy was taken from him, the pain of its loss as sharp as the joy had been. It had been that way with him all his life, at sight or sound of beauty. The joy, and then the total loss. The beauty that robbed him was, he supposed, always stronger than he, for he was a weak man. Strong men perhaps could retain the gift and give the beauty to the world again in verse or music; and from that too some other fellow would with his joy snatch beauty. What a divine traffic! Yet he did not regret his total loss. It was his own particular mode of giving.

Aware of a sense of companionship so delicate that it was no intrusion upon his loneliness, he looked round and up and saw Harriet’s smiling face at the window. He had not said good morning to her yet. He laughed, leapt up the steps to the front door and went quickly, with a shambling but boyish stride, through the cold echoing hall, up the dark staircase and across the large, draughty landing to her room. In his eagerness he hardly stopped to wonder, as he normally did whenever he entered his home, why the builders of Victorian vicarages had so concentrated upon darkness, draughts and unwanted space. Harriet’s face had been like the whiteness of the gulls against the sombre fields; the darkness and cold had become a mere background. He tapped lightly on her door and went in.

“How are you, Harriet?” he asked a little anxiously. “How’s the beastly pain? Did you sleep well?”

“What a man you are for asking unnecessary questions,” said Harriet with annoyance. “Can’t you see I’m as flourishing as a spoilt old woman can be? Sit down and eat a bit of toast and marmalade. It’s likely you read your letters at breakfast and forgot your food.”

He laughed, sat down opposite her and helped himself to a piece of toast to please her. She smiled at him, sorry for her irritation. The one thing that tried her patience was family fuss about her state of health. Commiseration, monotonous daily enquiries, anxiety, drove her quite distracted. Of course she had pain, and of course it kept her awake, but what of it? Did they expect old age to be a bed of roses? John was the most trying because he loved her most; during her bad times he went about looking more miserable than she herself ever felt even at her worst. Daphne’s concern tried Harriet less because it was partly for herself; the worse Harriet was the more she had to do for her. But they both made her feel herself a burden when they fussed and worried. . . . She pulled herself up. . . . How wicked to think of burdens on this still and peaceful morning, with the gulls here. They were no burden to the air that supported them, nor the air to the fields to which it brought the sunshine and the rain. There should be no thought of burdens in the mysterious interweaving of one life with another. On a morning such as this, when the grey quiet had such beauty, she could even wonder if the weakness in oneself which one thought pressed most heavily upon others to their harm was in reality a blessing to them, while on the occasions when one thought oneself doing great good one was as likely as not doing great harm; if self-congratulation were present, sure to be doing harm.

She smiled at John, who so far as she knew had never congratulated himself upon anything whatever, and wondered to what extent his lifelong sense of failure was his greatest asset. She could not know. No one could know, least of all John. All she could know was the love it had called out in her from the day she had arrived at Belmaray Manor, and found the little boy of three years old sobbing in a dark corner of the nursery in a welter of spilt water, broken glass and wilting yellow petals. He had been struggling after a floral decoration of dandelions in his toothglass to welcome the new nanny, but had dropped it. Looking at him now, she marvelled how little he had changed in forty-one years. He was stooped and careworn, his sandy hair greying and receding at the temples, his mouth always a little open from chronic catarrh, his face overweighted by his beak of a nose, but his eager impulsive movements, ending generally in disaster and combining so oddly with the Wentworth charm and distinction, his smile and anxious clear blue eyes were exactly the same as when she had first known him.

He too was thinking how little she had changed. Her dark eyes had never lost their brightness or her small determined face its clear contours. She had always been a sallow, plain little woman, her charm lying in her bird-like quickness, her vitality and humour, and the wrinkling of her skin and the whitening of her hair had changed her very little.

“The gulls are here, Harriet,” he said. “That means a storm before night.”

“I knew there was a change coming when I woke this morning,” said Harriet. “And not only in the weather.”

“Change for us all?” asked John. “How do you know these things, Harriet?”

“I couldn’t rightly say,” said Harriet. “But don’t you feel it yourself? The pause. The shuttle goes backwards and forwards, much the same year after year, and then the pause, like a new colour being threaded in for a new pattern.”

“Dull old sticks like myself don’t feel these things,” said John. “Though I’ve often thought the gulls have news to tell of a pattern somewhere, when they weave in and out like that.”

They smiled at each other, remembering the nursery days when they had watched the gulls together from the Manor house garden. Then they had looked down on them from a height, and seen the river winding like a ribbon through the valley, and the village so far below it looked a toy village. Sometimes a solitary gull had swept away from the others and folded its great wings on the top of the church tower, and that had always thrilled John. In those days he had insisted on calling the gulls doves, and held to his own way even when the older boys had laughed at him. They had always laughed at him, and knocked him about a good deal, for he had been a weakling and they strong, but in spite of that he had always been tenacious of his own ideas. Harriet had read psalms to the children and “O that I had wings like a dove!” had been one of his favourites. Even in those days the church tower, as well as the gull upon it, had been important to him. He had spent a good deal of time in the small paved court where the sundial was, looking down upon it, and watching the birds flying in and out of the nests they had made for themselves in its nooks and crannies. “The sparrow hath found her an house, and the swallow a nest,” had been another of his favourites, for his Franciscan love of birds had been born early in him. He had not known then that the weather-beaten, sturdy old tower was one of the oldest in England, but even to look at it had always given him a sense of rest and refuge. . . . As it did today, though from the vicarage garden it could not be seen once the buds had come crowding thickly upon the beeches by the gate.

“What are you going to do today?” asked Harriet with a touch of bracing sharpness. She was always keeping him up to it, and so was Daphne, for his conviction that whatever he did he’d be sure to make a mess of it had a tendency to make him shrink from action. Not that he was lazy. The inertia of physical weakness was a thing he fought daily and at lonely tasks he would work untiringly. He could hurt no one’s feelings, drop no bricks, praying for them or digging potatoes for them. It was personal contacts that terrified him, and a parson’s life seemed full of them. His conviction that he was a very bad priest and should never have been one he kept to himself, for it was too late now and useless remorse should not be inflicted on others; but, like the worst kind of wound, it bled inwardly.

“Wash up the breakfast things, to save Daphne’s time,” he said. “She’s extra busy today with the Mother’s Union tea and the church flowers to do. Cut the flowers she wants and take them to the church for her. Chop the wood. Mend Winkle’s tricycle. Talk to you. Go on writing Sunday’s sermons.”

“They say old Bob Hewitt is poorly,” suggested Harriet with twinkling eyes.

“The old curmudgeon,” said John.

“That don’t prevent him being poorly,” said Harriet.

“He hates busybodies pushing in on him,” said John.

“He’s cantankerous,” agreed Harriet. “And there won’t be any except that daft cousin of his as’ll trouble to climb up to the lodge and maybe get the door shut in his face for his pains. But old Bob likes to see a Wentworth. And he likes a drop of brandy.”

John grinned, stretching himself comfortably in his chair. “Where’ll I get the brandy?” he asked.

“In the wardrobe, behind my dressing-gown,” said Harriet. “You can take a look if you don’t believe me. If you don’t get up out of that chair you won’t get nothing done this day.”

John walked to the wardrobe, looked behind her dressing-gown and whistled incredulously.

“I’ve had it by me for some while,” said Harriet placidly. “Two years, to be exact. My nephew Harry brought it to me. I like to feel I’ve something by me should I be took bad. There’s that little flask of your father’s we used to take on picnics in my top drawer. You can fill that for Bob.”

“This is the first time you’ve suggested I should encourage the parishioners in secret drinking,” said John. But he did as she told him, subduing the revulsion that the smell of brandy invariably gave him. He always did as Harriet told him. She had a shrewd knowledge of human nature and an almost uncanny instinct for knowing just the thing to say, the thing to do, that would open a door and not close it.

“Bob’s no drunkard,” said Harriet. “Too near. But he likes comfort if another pays for it, I used to notice in the old days, and when a man’s taken against religion he’ll maybe change his mind if it brings him a bit of what he fancies.”

“Worldly wisdom, Harriet,” said John, slipping the flask in his pocket.

“I’ve no other,” said Harriet briefly, but she gave him a delightful smile as he picked up her tray. It was a smile he had known well since his boyhood. Harriet had never praised a child in words, but with that particular smile she both recognized merit and rewarded it. He had the other sort of wisdom, her smile told him now. He did not believe her but her smile was the balm it had always been.

“Anything I can do before I go?” he asked.

“You can turn the wireless on,” said Harriet, “And when Mrs. Wilmot comes tell her to put that Tray cloth to soak before she comes up to me. I’ve spilt tea on it.” Their eyes met involuntarily, for both of them dreaded an annoyed Daphne, but loyalty did not allow the glance to be long enough for mutual sympathy.

John carried the tray down the dark stairs and across the hall to the kitchen. It was a dreary stone-flagged place where an aroma of mice fought daily with a smell of cabbage and fish. However much Daphne opened the window she could never quite get rid of the smells, for the damp of the kitchen imprisoned them. The walls were stained with the damp, for the kitchen got no sun, the house had no Damp course and there was an old disused well under the kitchen floor. It had been improved as much as possible, with a modern Cooking stove and electric light, and Daphne had bright copper pots and pans on the mantelpiece and pots of scarlet geraniums on the Window sill, yet it remained a dreary cave, a symbol somehow of the whole house, that was too large, too dark, too damp ever to make a comfortable home. And he and Daphne were not as happy as they should have been, though they loved each other and their children. It couldn’t be altogether the fault of the house, and he refused to admit any fault in Daphne. It must be his fault. He had made a failure of marriage, as of everything else. A feeling of hopelessness welled up in him and he put the tray down at an angle, so that the sugar-basin rolled off it and was smashed on the floor.

The crash restored him, and for very shame he battened down the depression that had caused it. If he could not measure up to the big demands life made upon him, if he were a poor priest, an unsatisfactory husband and father, he might at least endeavour to be competent as a hewer of wood and drawer of water. And he could be so on the rare occasions when he managed to get his worried mind really focused upon what he was doing, for he enjoyed trivial tasks. Once intent upon them, the rhythm of the work swung his mind free of himself; but that first concentration, like a tunnel that carries a man through darkness to fresh air and sunlight, was not easy for him.

Today he managed it. He took off his coat, rolled up his shirt-sleeves, lifted up to Almighty God the magnitude of his failure and the triviality of his task, and applied himself to the latter. The hot water warmed his cold hands and the pile of cleansed china grew satisfactorily on the draining-board. There was a pleasure in getting things clean. Small beauties slid one by one into his consciousness, quietly and unobtrusively, like growing light. The sinuous curves of Orlando the marmalade cat, washing himself on the Window sill, the comfortable sound of ash settling in the stove, a thrush singing somewhere, the scent of Daphne’s geraniums, the gold of the crocuses that were growing round the trunk of the Apple tree outside the kitchen window. . . . What in the name of wonder had happened to the Apple tree? He knew its fantastic beauty of old, and he thought by heart, but he had never seen it quite like this. He went on with the Washing up deftly and surely, for the rhythm of the work had taken charge, but quite unconsciously, and joy leaped up in him again, joy even greater than when he had seen the gulls.

The Apple tree was a personality, older than the house, tall and twisted and encrusted with lichen, its widely spread roots clutching the earth with the splayed feet of a giant, its trunk knobbly with knot-holes, its branches flung crazily skyward like the arms of a madman praying. In spite of its fantastic skeleton it was always beautiful. In April the new green leaves were sharp and delicate, prickly-pointed with silver, a mist of pale colour that became slowly studded with crimson points of fire, and then suddenly submerged by a foam of pink blossom. Then, as the petals paled and drifted away in flakes of moony white, the leaves reappeared, darker now, expanding into exquisite spears of glossy green, unusually thin, a shape peculiar to that Apple tree alone. The apples came early, a multitude of them, round and small and deep red, with a skin so shiny that it reflected the light in sparkling points of brilliance all over the tree. Their flesh had a pink flush in the white. They were bitter to eat, but Daphne made them into a clear rosy jelly that lasted the children all the winter through. The birds loved the tree. In winter nuthatches and tree creepers, a yaffingale and a greater spotted woodpecker, attacked the trunk for grubs, tits and chaffinches brought colour to the bare branches. In the spring they nested in the tree and at all seasons the thrush sang in the top branches. The snow, when it came, lodged in the intricate tracery of the twigs so that the tree seemed weighted with a mid-winter burgeoning of blossom. But though the leaves had not come yet, John had never seen it quite so amazingly lovely as today. The whole tree was blazing with light, sparkling, yet so gentle that it did not blind his eyes. Its clean, clear silveriness washed into the dark smelly old kitchen like a wave of sea-water washing into a cave, in and out again, cleansing it. Yet the light had never left the tree and was composed of the myriad minute globes of water with which the mist had spangled every twig. The sun had come out for a moment and been born, a microcosm of itself, in the heart of each globe.

“My God,” ejaculated John. It was not a profane exclamation but an acknowledgement of a miracle and a revelation.

“Comin’ in dirty,” said Mrs. Wilmot, referring to the weather. John turned round and met her pitying glance as she unbuttoned her coat. His extraordinarily sweet smile flashed out in welcome. He had, he knew, been gazing at the Apple tree with his mouth more than usually open, like a small boy contemplating fireworks, but he was unabashed. He knew that his parishioners considered him to be a little “tootlish”, not quite so mentally on the spot as they were themselves, but he was so chronically aware himself of his total inadequacy that the awareness of others did not worry him. Indeed, he was glad of it, for it prevented them placing him upon some pedestal removed from the humdrum happenings of their daily lives. He might be a complete failure, but at least he was down in the dust with the other failures.

Turning his back on the Apple tree he propped himself against the sink for the preliminary gossip before the morning’s work without which Mrs. Wilmot did not function. It was to her as oil to a machine and she could not get started without it. Daphne, with a multitude of tasks of her own waiting for attention, was always trying to escape, but John agreed with Mrs. Wilmot that it was ridiculous to make such a fetish of housework as Daphne did. What did a little dust more or less matter? The communing of one soul with another was really more important, even if it were only on the subject of mice.

He thought to himself now that it did not much matter, in itself, what one did. It was chiefly as the vehicle of love or the symbol of prayer that action was important. Or did he only think that because in action he was himself generally such a bungler? Perhaps, if he faced the truth, he would find that one of the reasons why he spent so much time in prayer was because the results of prayer were unknown and one could indulge in the sin of wishful thinking. For it most certainly was sin for a man to sit back picturing the pleasing results of his prayer. Unless prayer was bread cast upon the waters in blind faith, without hope or desire for knowledge or reward, then it was nothing more than selfish and dangerous indulgence of fantasy. It is difficult, he thought, for a human being to face the fact that he is really quite superfluous. He is always trying to find a loophole somewhere.

“. . . and so it’s scarcely the boy’s fault, really,” said Mrs. Wilmot, buttoning her overall. “Not with the nut working loose. ’E did feel the wheel wobble like, but as I says to ’is father, you can’t expect an old ’ead on young shoulders. Of course it’s a loss, I know, all that milk, but boys is boys, and as I say to Mr. Linkwort, boys don’t put two and two together and act according, as an older person do. You ’ad your milk?”

“Mrs. Wilmot, I do beg your pardon, but I’m afraid I was wool-gathering,” said John apologetically. “Which was the nut that worked loose?”

Daphne, when she lost the thread, just made what she hoped were appropriate noises, but John, though he did most things badly, always did them to the best of his ability. Deeply ashamed, he braced himself more firmly against the sink and tried to rivet his attention upon Mrs. Wilmot’s narrative. One of these days someone would be telling him something really important and a soul would be lost because he had missed the first half. Besides, how could he know that this narrative of Mrs. Wilmot’s was not important? It might, for all he knew, have a great bearing upon all their lives. Though it is true that for the power of God all things are superfluous, it is also true that for the mercy of God nothing is. Every sparrow. Every hair. Every soul. Every nut.

“. . . and then, of course, ’e ’ad to swerve or ’e’d ’ave run the poor chap down,” said Mrs. Wilmot, opening the back door and looking outside. “And that must ’ave jolted the nut, like. No, the milk ain’t there. Short they’re bound to be this morning. But ’e’ll bring a drop by lunch-time, never fear. ’E’s a good boy. As I ses to ’is father, ’e may be careless-like, but ’e’s a good boy. But there’ll be none for elevenses. Well, we must just be thankful there wasn’t no serious accident. Only the milk. Dreadful thing, drink. I will say for Ted ’e don’t drink. Nor the boy. ’E’s a good boy, Bert is. Staggered right across the road, ’e did. Where’d ’e get it, so early in the morning? Serve ’im right if ’e ’ad been run over. But it sobered ’im up, poor chap. Tried to ’elp get the spare wheel on, ’e did, till ’e come over queer. The boy couldn’t stop, and ’im late already. Just by Pizzle bridge, it was. Well, sir, I’ll be going up to Harriet. I’ll see ’er comfortable and then ’tis me flues.”

John put away the clean crockery and carried the broken sugar-basin out to the bin, where he hid it from Daphne’s sight beneath a couple of empty tins, and then, ashamed of such deception, fished it out again and placed it where it would be sure to catch her eye when she next went to the bin. Then he went into the garden to cut the flowers for the church vases, but on his way to the daffodils was deflected by the sight of a dead hedge sparrow lying on the lawn. Shame upon Orlando. Well fed though he was, he did occasionally forget himself and kill from wanton cruelty. A stab of pain went through John as he bent and picked up the small body, still warm. . . . Not a sparrow falls to the ground. . . . The little bird wore a sober livery and in the company of a bullfinch or a yaffingale one would not have looked at him twice, yet lying there in his palm he seemed to John incomparably beautiful. The back and Wing feathers were of different shades of brown, tender, warm colours, the throat and soft breast a silvery slate colour. The bill was slender and exquisitely curved and the little legs glowed bright orange. A short while ago the eyes had been as bright as the drops of water on the Apple tree, but now they were filmed. He would not again utter his thin pretty little song, and the children would not this year find his nest of moss and roots with the eggs of pure bright blue. John had what Daphne considered a ridiculous, inordinate love of the creatures. When he came to himself he was out in the lane, the small corpse still in his hand.

His idea, he believed, had been to carry it right out of the garden, so that Winkle should not find it and grieve; for Winkle felt like her father about the creatures. He glanced round for somewhere to put it, and then his eye was caught by the lovely loops of the river, winding away down the valley. Through a break in the trees that bordered the lane he could see it clearly, the Pizzle bridge, the boundary of his parish upon the west, spanning the water with its beautiful triple arches. Now what had Mrs. Wilmot been saying about Pizzle bridge? Some narrative about a drunken man whose staggerings had caused young Bert to have an accident with the Milk van. Probably Bert’s fault, for he never looked where he was going. His mother considered him a good boy, but John did not. A thoughtless heartless young limb who had once kept a lark in a cage. Almost John’s first action upon becoming vicar of Belmaray had been to lose his temper and liberate that lark. Just like Bert to leave the drunk who had tried to help him with the wheel to “come over queer” without assistance.

John stood still in the middle of the lane and fought one of the familiar dreaded battles that came upon him almost daily. The sweat came out on his forehead and his fingers clenched upon the dead bird. He was too ashamed of these paltry battles to speak of them. Since his boyhood he had been plagued by ridiculous obsessions, inhibitions, childish fears and torments of all sorts, but in maturity he had been able to keep them firmly battened down; it was only since the war that they had thrust themselves out again in new forms but with all their old strength. But this particular obsession, the dread of a drunken man, was not much altered since his childhood, when he had been shut in the nursery out of his father’s way. Yet it had been altered. Its present edge of intensity had been given to it by some appalling months during the war when he had fought his father’s demon in himself. How it had happened that he had come out victorious he had no idea. He had no idea, either, how he came out upon the other side of these ridiculous contemptible struggles. It was rather like a painful sojourn at the dentist. You endured, apparently for an eternity, and then it was over, but not due to any action of your own.

It was over and he was walking down the lane towards the road beside the river. The trees had been thickened by the crowding buds and he did not see the car flash along the road, cross the bottom of the lane and go on to the church, where Daphne was expecting to find her daffodils. When he reached the road he did not look back, as he usually did, to catch a glimpse of the church tower rising above the trees. He turned to the right and went resolutely loping on beside the river, still holding the dead bird.


CHAPTER II

MICHAEL leaned his arms on the parapet of the bridge, watching the gulls. The attack of dizziness had passed. He was all right as long as he kept still. He merely felt a bit lightheaded, and the sensation was pleasant rather than otherwise, for it was a dreamy lightheadedness that softened the edges of things. Past and future no longer pressed sharply upon him and the dream of the moment was shot through with incredible beauty. It flowed in to him through sight and sound and even touch, filling him with such an airy lightness that he seemed floating even while the rough stone of the grand old bridge held him up so strongly. He felt like a small child swinging on his father’s hand, in delicious danger and delicious safety at the same time.

Below him the river was pearl grey, faintly flecked with the light of a clouded day. He was glad there was no sun to sparkle too brightly on the water. He liked it like this. It wound away through the lovely valley very quietly, making no sound except where its eddies chuckled about the piers of the bridge. Upon either side of the valley the fields lifted to the beechwoods, and their colour did not seem so dim to him as it had to Harriet, for he had not seen them yesterday. For him the green was a laughing green and the colour of the ploughed fields a song. But the laughter and song were distant. What was near was the voice of the water about the piers of the bridge and the sweep of the gulls’ wings all about him. They were not uttering their strange cries now. Those that were over the river were dipping and wheeling and soaring silently, those in the fields were facing all one way into the wind and gliding along as though the ridges of the ploughed land were the waves of an inland sea. Against the deep crimson of the turned earth their wings gleamed white as unsoiled snow, but when he looked up at those that were about him he could see the grey feathers among the white, that same exquisite mother-of-pearl grey of the slipping water, and the greenish tinge of the hooked beaks. And their flight! The freedom that was in those great sweeping curves. The freedom of the water flowing unchecked to the sea. The freedom of the lifting fields and the beechwoods, and the great hills that swelled against the sky. The ecstasy of this freedom was such music in his blood that his whole body pulsed with intense joy. It was the beat of this joy in freedom that kept him swinging in light even while the stone of the parapet gripped his right hand that was laid upon it.

The throbbing increased and became an almost monotonous beat, like that of a footfall. It thrummed in his head, too, and behind his eyes, and hammered in his chest. He could no longer hear the water, only the ugly hammering in his ears and the monotonous steps coming down the passage to take him away. The light in which he had swung was thinning to darkness. He clutched at the hand that had held his but it was not there. He turned, groping for it, and the ground slid away like ice beneath his feet. He would have fallen had he not found the hand again. Or rather it found him, gripping his arm.

“Hold on!” said a startled voice. “Steady, now. This way, and you can sit down.”

He was sitting down on a wooden bench by the bridge, his back against its hard stone.

“Take a pull at this disgusting liquid,” said the voice again. “It won’t do you any harm, for I doubt if you’re drunk.”

Michael took a gulp at the flask for politeness sake and then pushed it gently away. “Certainly not,” he said. Then he smiled. “At least I wasn’t, but I am now. That’s very good brandy,” For even the small dose he had had, on a completely empty stomach, had sent the world reeling round him again. But he was aware that he was under scrutiny and was not surprised when the voice said, “When was your last meal?”

“Breakfast,” said Michael.

“Liar,” said the voice equably. “Stay where you are. I won’t be a moment.”

Michael stayed where he was. Coming down the road he had noticed a gate and a cart track leading to a farm, and he guessed that the owner of the voice had gone there. He had seen a board by the gate announcing “Bed and Breakfast”, and had gazed longingly at the breakfast bit of the notice. But a bed for the night at Silverbridge, and the razor and toothbrush he had bought there, had taken the last of his cash. There was nothing in his pocket now but a halfpenny and two farthings. What a crazy fool he had been! The fumes of the brandy slowly cleared from his mind, and sitting now withdrawn within himself behind the shutters of his closed eyes, the beauty that had so exalted him shut out, the fool that he had been yesterday was very much with him. He had completely lost control of himself yesterday. Damn fool. Cowardly fool. Just because he had seen a gleam of recognition in the eyes of a man he had known he must bolt as senselessly as a terrified rabbit driven out of the last of the standing corn. He’d been momentarily happy yesterday, leaning on the parapet of that other bridge, with the roar of the indifferent city behind his back, the blank grey sky over his head and the river below. The huge blank indifference of the city, the sky and the river had been balm to him. No one had known or cared. He had swung round to enjoy the indifference of the city, and had been leaning comfortably with his back against the parapet, when he had met the eyes of the man he had known and seen that flash of recognition.

It was then that he had lost his nerve. He had gone straight to the station, without even going back to his flat, and caught the West country express. He could not take up work again in London and meet the contempt of men and women he had known. A brave man would have faced it. He couldn’t; at least not yet. So he’d run away. Taken a ticket for that place in the far south-west whose name had stuck in his mind since he’d seen it in some months’ old newspaper he’d got hold of years ago in the war. . . . Silverbridge . . . Fighting in Africa it had been incredible to read about angling at Silverbridge. It had been much the same as reading about harping in heaven. He’d never forgotten the name and he’d always meant to go there.

And now here he was; but forgetting to pick up his note-case again when he’d put it down to buy his ticket, and arriving at Silverbridge with only the loose change he had in his pocket, had landed him in a tiresome, if temporary, mess, and now the virtue had gone out of Silverbridge. When he had arrived there in the sunset light it had seemed a paradise, hungry though he was, but when he had got up in the morning, even hungrier, it was just a little country town like any other. Yet he had had the curiosity to ask where it was they had held the angling competitions, and when the river road had been pointed out to him he had followed it aimlessly, until his attack of dizziness had nearly upset the Milk van. Then upon the bridge had come that strange, almost anguished experience of incomparable beauty. That had been paradise, for a moment or two. But what now? Where did he go from here? Any grain of common sense that he might have had in the past was now entirely lost. He was the greatest fool who ever lived.

“Bread and cold bacon and coffee. My own breakfast was a bit sketchy. We’ll share it, shall we? You don’t see a dead bird anywhere about do you?”

Michael drank some coffee from the mug into which his host had poured it from a brown earthenware jug, devoured a thick bacon sandwich like a famished dog, and then enquired, “What did you say? I don’t think I quite understood.”

“No matter,” said the vague and gentle voice. “I was carrying a dead bird, but I seem to have mislaid it.”

A bit cracked, thought Michael, and reached for another sandwich. Yet sufficiently intelligent to have produced a thoroughly good breakfast. And probably not as crackers as he was himself.

“Did you want it?” he asked politely. “Might I have some more coffee?”

“Help yourself,” said John. “There it is, on the bridge. I must have dropped it when I caught hold of you. Excuse me a moment.”

He mounted the arc of the bridge, stooped and picked something up. He brought it back and showed it sadly to Michael.

“A Hedge sparrow,” said Michael. “The dun-coloured birds are the most beautiful, don’t you think? I’d rather have that little chap than a goldfinch any day.”

John picked a dock leaf, laid the bird gently upon it and then launched the small boat upon the river. Borne by the current it floated slowly away towards the sea.

“The Lady of Shalott,” said Michael, a little breathless with suppressed laughter.

“I think it was the cock,” said John with extreme gravity. “Though there’s so little difference in the plumage that it’s difficult to tell.”

“I know,” said Michael weakly. “It was the boat that made me think of that tuneful lady. ‘The broad stream bore her far away, the Lady of Shalott.’” He suppressed the last of his laughter. It was unkind to laugh at these amiable lunatics, and this one, when he had stooped from his great spindly height to launch the Hedge sparrow upon its journey, had looked exactly like Michael’s idea of Don Quixote, “the luminary and mirror of all Knight errantry”, and for that gentle and melancholy knight Michael had always had the greatest affection. Indeed, he was almost his favourite character in literature. . . . And he had been created by a man in prison. . . . The thought of the great Cervantes, “the maimed perfection”, and of his sufferings so triumphantly endured, was one of the things that had helped to keep him sane many times, he imagined. He was young enough to believe that men go mad, that men die, more easily than in fact they do. He put the point where endurance is no longer possible at a reasonable distance along the way, not at that distant point where John could have told him that it does in fact exist.

“It would be such a pity if a child saw it,” explained John. “Children grieve over these things.”

“There you’re wrong,” said Michael bitterly. “Children are heartless little beasts. Compassion is a late development. And rare. Most of the kindness one meets is bogus.”

John turned round, his lean face alight with amusement. “You’re young still,” he said. When John was amused his smile was like wintry sunshine. His cadaverous boniness was suddenly transformed with brilliant promise and one almost expected to see him blossom into spring upon the instant. Michael was taken aback by the promise.

“Not your kindness,” he said with quick humility. “I believe I’ve eaten the last sandwich. We were to have shared this meal, but we don’t seem to have done so.” He peered into the coffee jug. “Only dregs there. And you paid for it. That, I imagine, is typical.”

“Of what?” asked John.

“Of the kind of man you are. Of the kind of man I am.”

“It’s early days to pass judgment on each other,” said John. “Though in any case I think that’s an unprofitable employment. Human character is so full of surprises. Even those one knows best continually surprise one.” He paused. “And in the things one does sometimes, the thoughts one had, one surprises oneself most of all. Invariably unpleasantly.”

“There you’re right,” said Michael, shortly, grimly and desperately.

John sat down beside him, absentmindedly pulled out his empty pipe and sucked at it. He was remembering what Harriet had said this morning. “A new colour being threaded in for a new pattern.” He gazed straight in front of him, but he did not see the gulls riding the Wine dark sea of the ploughed lands, the sight that was once more absorbing Michael, he saw instead, as clearly as though he looked upon a painted portrait, the face of the man beside him. He had always had this queer visual gift. He could take in, with a few quick glances, every detail of a face, and then see it again as though memory were a lantern that projected the picture upon the purity of his compassion. He would not so have explained it to himself. His love for men, existing side by side with his self-distrustful shrinking from them when they were not actually confronting him, and his compassion for them that had been bled white and stretched taut with use, were remarkable, but had not been remarked by himself.

Though he could not trust his own judgement, he nevertheless knew men, and the face he was looking at both interested and touched him. It was the face of a fairly young man, though not so young as his bitterness had at first led him to expect. But not yet forty. It was a brittle-looking, charming face, thin and dark, with a certain childishness about it that was contradicted by the weariness of the eyes and the weather-beaten appearance of the skin. It was a weak face, obstinately and rather angrily set in repose but with a delightful puckish humour breaking through when he laughed or spoke. His dark hair, closely cropped, stood vitally and unbecomingly on end like the fur of an infuriated shorthaired cat. Indeed, in his lithe wiriness, wariness and hungriness he reminded John of a stray black tomcat spitting sparks at a would-be rescuer. Not that there was any sign of spitting at the moment, but any attempt at rescuing would undoubtedly produce it. The man wore good, well-cut clothes but he was the untidy type. Wrinkled socks and a tie askew were obviously a part of his temperament. But a good shave and clean hands were a part of his temperament too, and those with clean hands and expensive clothes in a prosperous country are seldom hungry.

“What is the matter? And what do I do?” wondered John in an appalling state of worry. It was perpetually his duty as a priest to do something about somebody, and his prayers for guidance were seldom answered in any way that was apparent to him. He prayed now, frantically, and remained as worried as before. And he liked this man, not only with his habitual love of mankind but with an intense personal sympathy as well. He was not adult any more than he was himself. Most probably the child in him had not been able to meet the challenge with which life confronts a man. He might spit defiance with an angry attempt at courage, with deliberate deception he might swagger along with an apparent crust of toughness upon the surface of his weakness, but any sudden test would shatter the crust. In the depths of his failure he would know an exceedingly bitter shame. John almost sweated in sympathy. It was merely the good fortune of circumstance, he thought, that none of his own failures had let him down into degradation. . . . But for the grace of God . . . That was a consideration that always made it impossible to get up and go away, even if he were justified in doing so, which at the moment he was not. One had to do something, no matter how futile. One had to stick like a bur, and as irritatingly. It was the other chap who had to do the pulling off, when he could no longer stand the irritation.

“Now what do we do?” he asked, and his blue eyes, as he turned them on Michael, were full of bewilderment.

Michael laughed and a most invigorating sense of strength came to him. This chap seemed even more incompetent than he was himself. Any appeal for help always touched and steeled him as nothing else did. It was so rare.

“I go on my way and you go on yours,” he suggested. “That is, you go on to Silverbridge and I go to wherever this road’s going to.”

“I wasn’t going to Silverbridge,” said John, “I was coming to find you. And if you were going to where this road leads to, it’s Belmaray, and we’ll go there together.”

He sighed with relief as he unfolded himself and stood up. So far, so good. The next ten minutes of their existences were now mapped out for them.

“Nothing to worry about for ten minutes,” he said. “Fifteen if we go slowly.”

“Should we make it twenty and return the mugs and jug to the farm?” suggested Michael.

John looked at him with admiration. “I should have forgotten them,” he said.

“You stay here,” said Michael. “I’ll take them.”

John did as he was told. The initiative had passed now to the younger man and he rejoiced in nothing so much as in obedience. But when Michael came back he was once more sucking at his empty pipe because he had just remembered that he had not told Mrs. Wilmot to wash the Tray cloth.

“Are you temporarily out of tobacco or do you prefer it that way?” asked Michael, as they strolled companionably along the road.

“Except on Sundays I don’t smoke now,” said John. “It’s not necessary. But my pipe has got a bit of a habit with me. I pull at it without thinking what I’m doing.” He put it away. “And it’s not necessary.”

“In this damnable world smoking is most necessary,” said Michael, and offered a silver cigarette case with one cigarette in it.

John stopped dead in horror, about to protest, for the cigarette cried aloud to him that it had been kept for a particularly bad moment. Then he took it, and felt at once in his own spirit the blame he had given to the spirit of the other. In terms of sacrifice the meal was now more than paid for.

“What did you mean, that you were coming to look for me?” asked Michael as they strolled on again. “How did you know I was draped over the bridge?”

“The Milk van,” said John. “We’ve not had our milk yet.”

“I’m sorry,” said Michael. “And I was reported drunk? Have you a particular affection for drunkards?”

“Not at all,” said John. “But I’m the vicar, you know.”

“I didn’t know,” said Michael. “Of Belmaray? Is it a large parish? If it is, and there are many drunks, and your sense of duty is what it appears to be, your time must be much occupied.”

John was delighted to see the man was enjoying himself, pulling his leg. His impish humour was now entirely in the ascendant, and he looked young as he laughed. But why was he drifting along the roads of the world in this hungry, well-dressed and peculiar fashion? “I find it hard to preserve an attitude of Christian charity towards those who ask questions,” he said.

“Not being a Christian, I don’t have to,” said Michael.

“What is your attitude towards the inquisitive?” asked John anxiously.

“I knock them down,” said Michael.

“You have a fine imagination,” stated John gently.

“Why is that so obvious?” asked Michael.

“A deduction from your tendency to exaggeration,” said John. “You will like Belmaray, for it has its exaggerations also. The name comes from the French – belle maré – the river is tidal there and very lovely. Beyond the village it widens and runs down to the sea between banks of rhododendrons and azaleas that my great-uncle planted. They are flame colour, rose and gold. They look wonderful from the manor above. He spent a fortune on them. He’s been dead for thirty years, but the village still remembers him and calls him the ‘mad squire’.”

Michael cocked an interested eye in John’s direction. “Are you lord of the manor as well as the parson?” he asked. “I know I’m asking questions, but I’ve already ascertained that your only reaction to them is Christian charity.”

“Technically,” said John. “For many reasons it is not possible for me to live there. My great-aunt lives there.”

“Is she as mad as your great-uncle?” asked Michael.

John considered the question seriously, striving for a truthful answer. “I think most people would consider her to be unusual,” he said at last. “I don’t. I did not consider my great-uncle mad; only a little peculiar at times. I think the fact of the matter is that we are rather an odd family but we seem quite normal to each other.”

Michael was chuckling now and his eyes were twinkling. Talking to this Mad Hatter of a parson (upon further acquaintance he seemed to Michael a perfect blend of the Mad Hatter and Don Quixote) was the first entertaining thing that had happened to him in years. First that experience of beauty upon the bridge, then a good meal, and now this comic relief. Where exactly was this lost valley, ringed about with these high hills? It was not in any world that he knew. In what country did a river of mother-of-pearl slip to the sea between banks flaming with rhododendrons, while up above them an old woman with great rubies in her ears lived with her peacocks and spiders in the splendid dust of a ruined house, and walked the tangled paths of a mad garden full of roses that had known no pruning knife in a hundred years? In no country of concrete experience, only in some country that his soul had known. If John had the gift of recreating before his mind’s eye a face he had seen in a few quick glances, Michael out of chance phrases and flashes of beauty had always in old days been able to build for himself his country of escape. “Rest and a convenient place, pleasant fields and groves, murmuring springs, and a sweet repose of mind.” Cervantes had known the same country, and had doubtless retained the power to create it even in the midst of misery, so great were his own interior riches. But Michael’s imagination had always been dependent upon exterior bounty, and cut off from that he had been cut off from his country too.

“Flame colour, rose and gold,” he said. “No white ones? Not the yunnanense?”

“Just where the river turns there is a stream that comes down from the hills and makes a small waterfall,” said John, “and there is a white rhododendron growing beside it, but I never knew its name. Are you a gardener? Forgive me! That’s one of my opening gambits with newcomers to the parish. One must say something. It was only a rhetorical question.”

“So it can be answered,” said Michael. “I know how to prune roses to an outward-facing bud and I know wistaria grows eastward to greet the rising sun. I know potatoes are planted on Good Friday, and if I’m not quite sure which way up to plant a bulb I’m not above taking advice.” He looked mockingly at John. “Could you recommend me to your great-aunt as a gardener? What fun to prune her roses for her and grow daffoldils to fill the jardinières in her crimson salon. Has she jardinières and a salon? I feel that she has, even if only ghosts frequent it. Forgive me, it was only a joke. Why, what’s the matter?”

“Daffodils,” said John miserably. “I’ve forgotten them. I was to have picked daffodils for my wife. Did a car pass you on the road when I was at the farm?”

“I didn’t notice it,” said Michael. “But then I was not in a very noticing frame of mind.”

“She may have stayed to do some shopping in Silverbridge,” said John. “Perhaps I’ve time yet.”

They were nearly at the vicarage gate, and he strode along so fast that Michael decided that the pleasure of his company, though great, was not worth the effort entailed in keeping up with him. “Goodbye,” he said firmly. John halted at once and swung round. “Goodbye. Thank you for an excellent breakfast.” He held out his hand, but John did not take it. The distress upon his face struck Michael first as comic and then as profoundly moving. The man looked as Pharaoh might have looked watching the death of his son, his grief carved upon the high nobility of his aquiline face and biting inward, so that the lines of the face sharpened and the hollows deepened. And all because he must say goodbye to a strange vagabond whom he could not invite to his house for fear of his wife, and whose condition he could not dicuss because the vagabond resented questions. Michael formed a swift mental picture of John’s wife: older that he was, with greying hair skewered back in a bun, shrewish, house-proud, and insistent that her husband’s quixotic charity should function out of doors only. Of the mental suffering of a truly charitable man he had no conception, for he had little experience of true charity, but he perceived it to be in circumstances such as the present extremely great, and all the more moving because of the human weakness that marred it. For the man had not courage enough to say, “Come in and spend the day with me”, and take the consequences with his wife. Michael was so moved that he doubled back upon the path of his escape and returned to the place where he had been when he fled from recognition. He would not deceive this man. Even though cowardice had halted Don Quixote’s hospitality, he must know whom it was he had wanted to ask into his house.

“My name is Michael Stone,” he said, pronouncing the words with almost a touch of insolence, so great was his shrinking. “Michael Stone. You don’t know it, of course,” he added with bravado, and then, meeting John’s puzzled eyes, he nearly choked on a sudden gust of nervous laughter, for both insolence and bravado had been quite unnecessary. Michael Stone had never been heard of in this lost valley. Or else he had been forgotten already. Or else he had never been so important in any valley as he had hitherto liked to believe. “I won’t leave Belmaray without seeing you again,” he said with sudden gentle humility, looking at his shoes. “I give you my word. And don’t worry. My luck’s going to turn.”

He raised his hand and swung away up the lane and round the corner by the forge and the Elder tree. John turned in at the vicarage gate reassured. Michael Stone would keep his word. Then he broke into a loping run, and five minutes later was picking daffoldils with the headlong haste of remorse.

Powerless to stop him, Harriet watched from her window, as she had watched Daphne picking with the haste of anger, and had been powerless to stop her either. To Daphne she had longed to cry, “Give him time to remember,” and to John she wanted to say, “Give her time to forget.” But she could not get the window open. They never gave each other time. The nervous irritation of the one and the nervous anxiety of the other, meeting head on, were the source of all their clashes; and of their indigestion too. “Nerves,” thought Harriet; “we never had them when I was young. Tinned food and aeroplanes. Strawberries at Christmas and travelling faster than sound. Flying in the face of Providence don’t give the stomach a chance. Dear God, why can’t they laugh at each other? There’s a yaffingale laughing.” She folded her hands under her rug. “Dear God, why can’t they let that laughing bird teach them a bit of sense?”

Annoyance never impaired Daphne’s artistic skill. With her whole being flaming with resentment at John’s forgetfulness, the boredom of the country, too large a house, too little money, too much work in house and parish, too little strength, she could yet arrange daffodils and pussy palm in stiff vases as no other woman could arrange them; beautifully, delicately, something of her own beauty seeming to fuse with theirs, her conscious life mingling with their unconscious being, so that it seemed that they took of her willed striving towards perfection and made it their own, and gave her in exchange something of their own serene obedience to the law of their being . . . Gradually, as she worked, her resentment died away and acquiescence took its place. It was quiet in the church and she heard a yaffingale laughing.

She had always had this gift of correspondence with natural beauty, especially with flowers. It was not the same thing as John’s gift of sympathy with the creatures and with humanity, that caused him so much pain, for in her correspondence there was only pleasure. Her pain always came from inside herself, from her resentment of the contrariness and frustration of life, while his came most often from outside himself, growing inevitably from his compassion. It was a simplification of the difference between them to say that to the selfish comfort comes from the external things, while to the selfless consolation comes interiorly, but that was the way Daphne put it to herself. She reverenced her husband even when he drove her wild.

She finished arranging her flowers, slipped into the vicarage pew and sat down, her hands in her lap. It was always to her own seat that she gravitated when she found herself alone in the church. She had no love for the thing, for it had been especially designed to produce a maddening ache in the small of the back, and all the draughts in the church – and there were many – met about her ankles, but it was hers, the cranny in the rock that was her appointed place, and unconsciously she clung to it.

“The cranny in the rock,” she said to herself. In her thoughts of the church where she had so unwillingly worshipped week by week for ten years imagination had hitherto played little part, for they had been irritated and practical thoughts concerned chiefly with draughts and crumpled surplices, but now, as the dimness of the church weighed upon her eyelids, and her weary body relaxed against the hard wood, pictures of the church rose in her memory, and it was each time as a rock that it rose.

She was in the Manor house garden, on the day John had brought her to see Great-Aunt Maria after they had got engaged, standing in the paved court by the rosemary tree, and she looked down and saw the church below her with its square Norman tower, its buttresses and walls foreshortened by the height upon which she stood. It looked a rock down there in the valley, with the sea of leaves washing about it. In the dilapidated house behind her there might be an old woman who did not like her and with whom she could never get on, resentful as she was of what she considered Aunt Maria’s selfishness in letting John maintain her in the Manor house, but what were the animosities and resentments of women compared with the permanence of the rock down below? No more than blown spume.

She was in their boat on the river, paddling the children home from a picnic, in those days when Harriet had still been able to do much of the work of the house and there had been time for picnics, and saw the church towering up above the trees in their spring green, beyond the golden kingcups that enamelled the banks of the Belle Marée. It was not foreshortened now, a rock washed by the sea, for she was looking at it from below, but one of those “hills whose heads touch heaven”. Such cliffs are full of Hiding places. “The high hills are a refuge for the wild goats: and so are the stony rocks for the conies.” She was as restless as any mountain creature, beating herself against the bars of her mistaken marriage and her lost valley. But neither could the rock go free. It must remain immovable if the wild creatures were always to find it there, as she must stay where she was for her children’s sake; her little girls whom she had not much wanted. She did not like girls – or women either, for that matter. She was a man’s woman and had longed with desperation for a son.

She was struggling towards it on a winter’s evening, ankle deep in one of those rare snowfalls of the sheltered valley, tired out after all the Christmas parish parties and rebellious that she must leave her warm fireside in such weather just because it was Sunday evening and she was the parson’s wife. Why should parson’s wives always be expected to be in church upon every conceivable occasion? A butcher’s wife was not expected to haunt the butcher’s shop, or an auctioneer’s wife to sit beneath her husband’s rostrum listening to his eloquence with bated breath. “And it’s not as though my religion ever brought me any joy,” she thought. “Since I married John I’ve tried to believe what he believes, and that’s all there is to it.” If any of her prayers had ever been answered, if Aunt Maria could have had the decency to tell John to sell the Manor house so that they need not be so wretchedly poor, or if she had had a son, it might have been different. But how could one rejoice in a God of granite who paid not the slightest attention to what one said? Granite. The church was built of granite, heavy, dead stuff. Absorbed in herself, she turned the corner unexpectedly and there it was, black and massive against the snow, but pouring out warm glowing colour from the gashes in its great walls. The snow was rosy where the glow touched it and gold seemed to spill down the stone. She had a swift impression of fire in the rock and was scared for a moment or two. Even when she quickened her steps with grateful thoughts of light and warmth, the remembrance of fire did not quite leave her and at the back of her mind she remained uneasy.
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