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      Elizabeth Taylor

      
      Elizabeth Taylor, who was born in Reading, Berkshire, in 1912 and educated at the Abbey School, Reading, worked as a governess
         and librarian before her marriage in 1936: ‘I learnt so much from these jobs,’ she wrote, ‘and have never regretted the time
         I spent at them.’ She lived in Penn, Buckinghamshire, for almost all her married life. Her first novel, At Mrs Lippincote’s, appeared in 1945 and was followed by eleven more, together with short stories which were published in various periodicals
         and collected in five volumes, and a children’s book, Mossy Trotter. Taylor’s shrewd but affectionate portrayals of middle-and upper-middle-class English life soon won her a discriminating
         audience, as well as staunch friends in the world of letters. Rosamond Lehmann called her ‘sophisticated, sensitive and brilliantly
         amusing, with a kind of stripped, piercing feminine wit’. Elizabeth Taylor died in 1975.
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      To My Husband

      




      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      Palladian, Elizabeth Taylor’s second novel, was published in 1946. This and her first, At Mrs Lippincote’s, published the year before, advertise (I use this word advisedly) her literary forebears – Austen; the Brontës, especially
         Charlotte; Woolf; Flaubert; James – in a daring and supremely confident move to inscribe herself within the map of writers
         and writing. It was a confidence that she apparently lacked in life. She was painfully shy and shunned all publicity (perhaps
         contributing to her relative obscurity): she once went through a thirty-question television interview with Elizabeth Jane
         Howard in ninety seconds so that it could be over and done with. She was also a very private person: on her instructions,
         her friend Robert Liddell burned, after her death in 1975, all the letters she had sent him. Palladian is, on one level, her rewriting of Jane Eyre: a young governess by the name of Cassandra Dashwood – even that name is a nod to Austen, with whom Taylor was obsessed –
         arrives at Cropthorne Manor to teach the motherless Sophy Vanbrugh, daughter of Marion Vanbrugh, the man who has inherited
         the estate, and ends up falling in love with her employer. Or rather, to be more precise, falls in love with her Mr Rochester
         even before she has begun, such is the influence of Charlotte Bronte on her impressionable mind. And talking of impressionable
         minds, where else do we find, in the classics, a gullible girl led by her reading to confuse life and text? Why, Catherine
         Morland, of course, in Northanger Abbey. In one neat, graceful arc, Taylor has infolded her two great literary progenitors into the body of her own work and set herself
         up as their heir and successor.
      

      
      In keeping with the title, which invokes the shapely beauty of eighteenth-century neoclassical architecture but also the world
         of knowledge, wisdom and books (Palladian = pertaining to Pallas Athena), there is an answering literariness that runs as
         a dazzling seam throughout the book. Taylor playfully studded, like bright jewels, all her novels with literary allusions,
         quotations, references, conversations about books that mattered to her or related angularly to the story she was writing.
         In a later novel, In A Summer Season (1961), a crucial revelation about the hidden, unacknowledged incompatibility in a marriage occurs, characteristically between
         the lines, in a conversation about literary characters; the unravelling of the marriage, deferred to a few more pages after
         this discussion, features, centrally and slyly, the return of the book in question (The Spoils of Poynton, if you want to know). In Palladian, which is a delightfully bookish book, two of its central characters, Cassandra and Marion, are always reading and nearly
         always looking at life through the lenses of their reading (Marion finds the woods on his estate ‘Radcliffean’); Sophy is
         even writing a novel (she is an early sketch for what was to become Angelica Deverell in Angel); even Tom and Margaret, the
         two ‘unliterary’ characters, who are dismayed by all this bookishness, have literary quotations handy. Quotations from Shakespeare
         and Sappho, references to Jacobean dramatists and Turgenev, all gleam and dart through the book’s depths.
      

      
      Yet the point is not to contrast those who see life mediated and refracted through their reading and those who don’t; or not
         only that. The Palladian façade of the house, beautiful, elegant, but also in a state of dangerous decrepitude – exactly how
         lethal we’ll discover, to our enormous shock, towards the end – hides an older, jumblier medieval structure just as the glittering
         surface of literariness hides the roil of turbulent emotions and real, psychological damage that afflicts the lives of some
         of the characters. Tom’s is the most significant case in point. Blighted, irredeemably, one fears, by a loss which is revealed
         gradually to the reader, leached further by an enervating, shameful and hate-drenched sexual liaison with the local pub landlady,
         he remains the most unreconciled figure at the close of the book. If one sees the novel as a comedy – and I use it in the
         Shakespearean sense of the term, as a mode that ends with reconciliation and harmony, symbolised mostly in marriage, not in
         the modern sense of something full of jokes and gags – then Tom remains outside the fold like, say, Malvolio or Don John or
         Bassanio. Taylor offers redemption, in some form or the other, to all her characters in Palladian except to Tom. We may question how lasting or unproblematic those redemptions are, and the final sentence of the book could
         legitimately be interpreted as an invitation to see the triumph-of-love conclusion as provisional, but Tom remains outside
         all such resolutions.
      

      
      But then Palladian is overwhelmingly characterised by the ‘C-minor mood’. It is a peculiarly death-haunted book. When it opens, Cassandra’s
         father has just died. We learn, almost immediately, that she is motherless too. At Cropthorne Manor, Sophy, Marion and Tom,
         each in her or his unique way, are marked by the death of Marion’s wife, Violet. Sophy is obsessed by the mother she has never
         known; Violet died giving birth to her. Even Cassandra falls under the shadow of that death, for she fears she may never measure
         up to Violet’s bewitching beauty and intelligence (she read Homer in Greek at the age of eight, we are informed) in Marion’s
         eyes. There is the beautifully reported demise of the great-aunt who drank herself to death and left the manor to Marion. Then there are the unflinchingly
         bleak insights into the human condition that belie the so-called provincialism of Taylor’s manicured, well-mannered novel
         and the aura of a ‘woman novelist’. Here is Cassandra’s view of life and human beings:
      

      
      
         Quite separate … Each quite separate. That is the only safe way of looking at it. And we can never be safe unless we believe
            we are great and that human life is abiding and the sun constant and that we matter. Once broken, that fragile illusion would
            disclose the secret panic, the vacuity within us. Life then could not be tolerable.
         

      

      
      We are at the very heart of existential angst. And here is its more personal and emotional correlate, triggered by the last
         few hours of a dying pet:
      

      
      
         Cassandra thought the cat would not last the night. It had reached the point she had seen before in her parents’ illnesses,
            when hope, carefully fostered, turns all at once to acceptance and indifference. It is a scarcely perceptible change, quick
            like the spinning of a coin; but once the coin lies flat there is no more to be done. There is a limit to our hold on life.
         

      

      
      The insight is undeluded and has the harsh clarity of a searchlight. Her novels sing with this kind of plangent music, a music
         that touches on the core of something far deeper than the lives of her protagonists, something at once universal and existential,
         while remaining firmly tethered to the characters and plot, to the very solidity and ‘realness’ of her people. The books are
         all the more powerful for this anchor.
      

      
      
      A substantial part of the beauty of Palladian derives from the way Taylor makes coherent music by keeping this minor mode running alongside the sunnier music of the comedic
         matter of love, romance and marriage and the more hilarious one of the above-stairs-below-stairs dynamics that prevails at
         the manor. Taylor could well have been one of the last English writers who, unmuzzled by contemporary strictures of posturing
         political correctness, wrote knowledgeably about servants and extracted witty, astringent and sometimes uproarious comedy
         from them. Palladian is one of the finest showcases of this aspect of her talent. In the bullying and poisonous figure of Nanny, who terrifies
         everyone at Cropthorne Manor, she fashioned her sharpest and most hilarious portrait of class tension and resentment, comprising
         all kinds of inversions and counterintuitive power relations. Nanny keeps up an insinuation-laced vitriolic commentary on
         what she assumes are the various goings-on in the house, past and present, and Taylor’s ear for the vocabulary, accents and
         rhythms of working-class speech is astonishing. In one instance, Cassandra comes downstairs to the kitchen to fetch some milk
         for Sophy. (Nanny, of course, doesn’t approve of Cassandra because, being a governess, she is set only just slightly above
         the station of domestic servants by virtue of her education.) She instantly resorts to barely suppressed bullying of Cassandra,
         who she thinks is stealing food from the kitchen:
      

      
      
         ‘I expect [the milk’s] gone sour,’ said Nanny. ‘Mrs Adams did her best with it. We ought to have one of them ’fig’s. These
            houses are all swank at the front and inconvenience at the back. If I had babies in the house I’d stand out for one – milk
            turning overnight and green spots on the blackcurrant pureay.’
         

      

      
      This is an extraordinary passage, with a seamless combination of authenticity of character and authorial irony: the faithful rendition of working-class speech is transformed into a brilliant
         send-up of affectation with the orthographic trick of changing the word ‘purée’ to ‘pureay’. Nanny affects educated speech
         with the governess, trips up on it, and Taylor pounces. Ivy Compton-Burnett, whose work she admired and loved, and who was
         a friend, once remarked of the younger novelist, ‘She’s a young woman who looks as if she had never had to wash her gloves.’
         Perhaps belonging to that class gave her unique insight into the world of servants, but I’d put it down to her preternaturally
         well-attuned ear.
      

      
      Yet nowhere does this kind of comedy become broad. Her sense of humour, instead, is based on economy, profound intelligence,
         precision and that terribly difficult thing either to pull off or to define: wit. Turn, for example, to the section where
         Cassandra tests Sophy’s self-professed competence in French by asking her to conjugate ‘être’. Or to those three paragraphs
         in which Tinty, Tom and Margaret’s mother, an inveterate hypochondriac who has just been told by a doctor that she’s as sound
         as a bell, resumes worrying because a man on the bus has given up his seat for her. For all its piercing insights into the
         essential loneliness of human lives and the intractably complicated, all too often destructive, nature of emotional attachments,
         Palladian is a deeply funny book.
      

      
      In a thirty-year writing career, Taylor produced twelve novels, one of which was published posthumously in 1976, four volumes
         of short stories and a children’s book. Prolific, one would think, especially if one takes into account what she said about
         how her writing was accomplished:
      

      
      
         I have been writing since I was a child … I gave up writing when the children were born, except for a few stories printed
            in obscure magazines … After a while I grew used to children breathing down my neck while I wrote and scribbling on the MS, and have learnt to write (as I have written everything)
            while answering questions, settling quarrels and cooking dinners. I write slowly and without enjoyment, and think it all out
            while I am doing the ironing.
         

      

      
      If you then consider the quality of her writing, the output is nothing short of miraculous: I defy anyone to find one dud
         sentence in her entire oeuvre.

      
      Neel Mukherjee, 2011

      




      
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Cassandra, with all her novel-reading, could be sure of experiencing the proper emotions, standing in her bedroom for the
         last time and looking from the bare windows to the unfaded oblong of wall-paper where ‘The Meeting of Dante and Beatrice’
         in sepia had hung for thirteen years above the mantelpiece.
      

      
      The room had quite changed, was curiously smaller without its furniture and, uncurtained, seemed defenceless against the stares
         of people on the tops of trams outside.
      

      
      She flung up the sashed pane and leant her elbows on the stone sill. She had knelt there on many evenings, watching the pattern
         of people in the street, the cyclists free-wheeling down the dip in the road, the tram-lines running with gold in the sunset
         (for do we not think of the summers of our lives?), and with every nerve responding to and recording for her ever after the
         sound of the shop-doors opening and shutting across the road (the continual ping of one door bell after another), the paper-boy yelling in the gutter, the trams like absurd and angry monsters roaring under
         the railway bridge. She smelt the sooty garden below, the dusty privet, full of old mauve and white tram tickets, could see a line of trucks shunted across the bridge, and knelt there, listening to, snuffing up the life of the
         little piece of street, from bridge to the corner where the trams stopped. With her fingers she began from long habit to prise
         off the little feet of the Virginia creeper, which sucked close to the stone sill like limpets upon rocks.
      

      
      Kneeling on the bare boards by the window, she felt as if some hand, enormous, omnipotent, were wrenching her out of her environment,
         prising her away, as she had the creeper from its background, and pity for herself alternated with the sudden knowledge that
         another evening in the same place was not to have been borne.
      

      
      One tram after another racketed by and left sometimes a dribble of people, soon dispersed, at the street corner. From one
         of these little crowds a woman separated herself and came without hesitation towards the gate. Oddly foreshortened she appeared
         from the bedroom window. The bell-ringing seemed to wind upwards through the empty house. Cassandra pulled down the sash and
         ran downstairs. A shape moved beyond the blue and ruby glass of the front door.
      

      
      ‘Ah, I’ve managed to catch you,’ said the woman. ‘Is your mother in?’

      
      ‘My mother is dead, I’m afraid.’

      
      ‘Well, dad, then. Whoever’s in charge.’

      
      ‘My father died a fortnight ago.’ (‘I’m sorry you missed him,’ she managed to prevent herself saying in an excess of nervous
         courtesy.) ‘There is no one but me … I.’
      

      
      The woman swept aside her attempts to speak correctly as her father would have wished. ‘I saw you moving out this morning
         when I was across at the butcher’s. Is the house let, can you tell me? I didn’t want to miss the chance for my daughter. Perhaps
         you’d give me the name of the landlord?’
      

      
      She handed pencil and old envelope at once, and Cassandra, resting the paper against the smoothish stone of the porch, began to write.
      

      
      ‘How many rooms downstairs, did you say?’

      
      ‘I … well, there are three.’

      
      ‘And bedrooms?’

      
      ‘Four bedrooms. And a cellar. A coal cellar. They tip it down through that grating … the coal, I mean.’ She pointed, but the
         woman looked down the passage instead.
      

      
      ‘What sort of cooker?’

      
      ‘A range.’

      
      The woman frowned, clicked her tongue. ‘That won’t suit Ivy. Perhaps I could just give it a glance.’ She led the way down
         the passage. Cassandra followed helplessly.
      

      
      ‘You leaving this lino?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Silly. It’s no use to Ivy. She’s got her own.’

      
      ‘The furniture’s gone to be sold. It’s no use to me either.’

      
      ‘Silly, though. Lino always goes well at an auction – even odd pieces. Next to chests of drawers, I can’t think of anything
         that goes better.’
      

      
      While the woman stopped over the kitchen-range, rattling the dampers, examining flues, Cassandra looked out of the dirty window
         at the three little trees she had grown from chestnuts, set in diminishing heights and covered now with their bursting sticky
         buds. She had meant to plant one on each of her birthdays, but had soon forgotten.
      

      
      ‘Ivy won’t make much of this. Did you do all your cooking on it?’ She looked at Cassandra with a new expression on her face,
         of wonderment, perhaps, or respect.
      

      
      ‘Well, after my mother died, my father and I seemed to live on bread-and-butter.’

      
      The look faded.

      
      If she had worn a diamond ring Cassandra could have cut her name on the window-pane, to impress something of her personality on the house. As it was, she wrote her initials in the dust,
         and brushed her fingers on her skirt.
      

      
      ‘Well, I must be away,’ said the woman. ‘I’ll just peep into the other rooms as I go out. Leave the upstairs for now.’

      
      Cassandra turned the back-door key and followed.

      
      ‘Well, all these shelves?’ The woman stood in the little room and stared.

      
      ‘My father’s books.’

      
      ‘Well, we’d have to pull all that down, of course. It needs repapering. ‘They take a good foot off the room all the way round.
         How many books did he have, then?’
      

      
      ‘He had two thousand,’ Cassandra said, suddenly whitening with fatigue and leaning against the door.

      
      The dirtyish room, with its dusty shelves and the fringe of ivy round the window, filled her with unhappiness – this room
         in which her father had lain in his coffin, the submarine light of the sun through a bottle-green blind, the green-filled
         room, the books dimmed and shadowy, the flowers round the coffin even pink and fleshy like water-flowers, and wreaths lying
         on chairs drowned-looking with their pale shell-colours.
      

      
      The next room was all right; it had been merely the front-room where her mother had sat at her sewing machine, a noisy room
         from the street and the trams, and bright now, like another world, with the evening sunlight.
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, I’ll go round and see the landlord, since you say you’ve heard nothing.’

      
      ‘I’ll come with you,’ said Cassandra suddenly, picking up a case from the hall and, without glancing round again, following
         the woman out and slamming the door. ‘I have to take the keys.’ (‘I couldn’t stay there alone one second longer,’ she told
         herself.)
      

      
      ‘That’s that,’ she also thought, going along beside the railings with the woman. ‘Not even a good-bye – not a tear. Bang the door quickly after thirteen years and walk out with a stranger.
         And not a moment for any of the thoughts I meant to have.’
      

      
      ‘I do feel a course of Sanatogen is the thing for you,’ said Mrs Turner. ‘You don’t seem in a fit state to … let me just …
         one moment …’ She put aside her coffee cup and leant forward and pulled down Cassandra’s lower eyelid. ‘I remember when Helen
         was your age … Come in! What is it, Alma? Oh, the post! You can just run to the corner, but put on your cloak, dear. Oh, and
         Alma! Ah, never mind, she’s gone. It doesn’t matter. Yes, Helen! She must have been twenty. I know she was at Somerville at
         the time, because it was such a pity …’
      

      
      Cassandra leant back in Mrs Turner’s rocking-chair, dreaming, half-listening, as she had for years. ‘Cups of tea … Sanatogen
         Benger’s … Change your damp stockings.’ Even the spirit attended to, but with a domestic helpfulness. ‘I do think you’d feel ever so much more comfortable in yourself if you would come to church.’ Outside, in the school garden, girls
         went by in their long green cloaks, against the sad landscape of playing-field and leafless poplars.
      

      
      ‘And your aunt has gone?’ Mrs Turner was asking.

      
      ‘Yes, this morning. I had some clearing up to do.’

      
      ‘But it was dismal for you there by yourself, dear. You should have come round to lunch; or tea, at least. You could have
         managed that. I sometimes think you have a tendency towards sadness, Cassandra. You need more pleasure, and I rather wonder
         how you will contrive to get it at the Vanbrughs. You really do need taking out of yourself … and I don’t remember Margaret
         Vanbrugh being so very gay … of course, she and Helen parted after they left school and Helen went to Somerville and Margaret
         to London … and then you know how it is … but I imagine she was sensible rather than gay when she was a girl. The cigarettes are just beside you … or would you like a bar of chocolate?’
      

      
      Lulled into peace, Cassandra lay back in her chair. The gas fire roared unevenly in its broken white ribs. Mrs Turner’s wedding-group
         hung crookedly where and as it always had, and a curtain flapped idly over the papers on the writing-table, which were pretty
         well held down, however, by pieces of stone from the Acropolis.
      

      
      ‘It must be time for prayers …’ Mrs Turner rose and smoothed – or hoped to smooth – her skirt, and, standing before the mirror,
         twisted one frond of hair after another into the supporting combs and stabbed-in hairpins and patted gently. ‘Are you coming
         in, dear? I think it would be rather nice before you go away … unless you are tired and would … I expect you are very tired
         … stay quietly here and when I come back Ethel shall bring us some Benger’s ah, there’s the bell.’
      

      
      ‘But I should like to come,’ said Cassandra.

      
      Apart from wishing to please Mrs Turner, it was right to be harrowed by such an occasion. It would be like her last day at
         school all over again.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Alma,’ said Mrs Turner, taking her prayer-book from the head girl, who waited outside her door and followed her
         into the hall. Cassandra stayed at the back, feeling that there was no especial place for her there any more, except to Mrs
         Turner, whose love was none the less for being manifested in commonplace ways, who approved of human-nature, reserving intolerance
         for the truly intolerable.
      

      
      Cassandra looked about her, hoping to experience nostalgia, at the English mistress, with her head on one side and neck flushed,
         singing furiously; at Mademoiselle with her moustache growing more emphasised with the years; at the reproduction of Saint
         Francis and the Birds – a threadbare little picture. This evening, there was no Charity Chapter or ‘O God Our Help’ to play delightfully upon her nerves, merely half a dozen verses of Old Testament genealogy and a commonplace hymn, much open
         to girlish parody, ‘O For a Faith That Will Not Shrink’.
      

      
      ‘The trouble is,’ she thought, ‘that I am dead and indifferent to all this, grown out of it and ready for something new. The
         opportunity for emotion comes when the emotion is dead.’
      

      
      ‘A faith that keeps the narrow way. Cassie Dashwood’s at the back,’ sang one prefect to another.

      
      ‘Coming to be on the staff maybe,’ Alma replied, her eyes fixed innocently on her hymn-book.

      
      ‘She’s going to be a governess somewhere.’

      
      ‘What a corny sort of job – Amen,’ sang Alma, who went a great deal to the cinema in the holidays.

      
      ‘How young the prefects look!’ Cassandra was thinking. ‘They are only children.’ When she had come here first as a little
         girl, they had seemed women to her, some of them with their hair up – Helen Turner herself, with plaited circles clapped over
         her ears, one of the ugliest of hair fashions. But it had given them a look of maturity, which none of the girls had now.
      

      
      ‘Amen,’ warbled the English mistress, closing her eyes at the same time as her hymn-book; her singing done, the red subsided
         at her neck. Mademoiselle, it was understood, was there to help keep order, not to assist in the Protestant devotions. She
         stood with her hands folded on her abdomen, looking as if she were waiting for them to finish.
      

      
      Mrs Turner went down heavily on her embroidered hassock and began to pray. One of the prefects leant forward and poked with
         her hymn-book at two juniors whose plaits hung closely together as they whispered.
      

      
      Mademoiselle made a sort of shelter for her eyes with one hand, but rather as if to rest herself from the glare of the lights
         than to commune with her maker.
      

      
      
      ‘And strengthen, O Lord,’ ordered Mrs Turner, ‘those who are going out from our midst into the world. Keep them from all harm
         and deliver them from temptation.’
      

      
      When Mrs Turner had dismissed the girls to their beds and said good night to the mistress on duty, she took Cassandra back
         to her sitting-room, where two glasses of Benger’s had been placed on a tray by the fire.
      

      
      ‘I think I shall write to Margaret to ask her to give you a good look-over when you get there,’ she said, as she warmed her
         legs by the fire and began to sip. ‘I have no prejudice at all against women doctors. Especially dear Margaret, whom I have
         known since … dear, I hope you don’t dislike that very much. Ah, good, then drink it up and it will help you to sleep.’
      

      
      ‘But I always do sleep very well,’ said Cassandra.

      
      ‘And so you should, dear, at your age. Why, it would be a very strange thing if you did not … No, don’t move, it is just a
         hairpin, and here it is! They slip into the loose-covers, and here is a penny as well … and some crumbs, I’m afraid … I must
         speak to Ethel. She is not always …’
      

      
      ‘Won’t you tell me something about the Vanbrughs?’ Cassandra asked. She was not interrupting, for Mrs Turner had stopped speaking
         while she searched.
      

      
      ‘I can tell you nothing,’ she said. ‘Of course, I knew Margaret – but none of the others. I believe I met her mother once,
         but nothing remains of that but a picture of her red hat, which I thought unsuitable on such a pale lady, apart from disliking
         all red hats very much indeed always … but that is not helpful to you … I believe she is delicate … She was very pale … unless
         she has improved in health, which I hope very much. The little girl I have never met, nor indeed her father, and why she mayn’t
         go to school like other children, I can’t imagine … it is the forming of character, which contact with other girls would …
         so much more important than … no governess can give that … but it will fill in an awkward little time for you.’ She dabbed at her milky upper lip
         with a crumpled handkerchief and began to shuffle through some papers on the table beside her. ‘There was the letter I had
         from Margaret.’ She stood up and took a sheaf of envelopes from the mirror … ‘Oh, here is the little snap of Helen’s boy …’
      

      
      Cassandra sat holding the photograph of a fat baby and waited expectantly.

      
      ‘No, it seems not to be here. I kept it, that I do know … for it was a little puzzling to me at first. “My cousin, Marion,”
         Margaret wrote, “is looking for someone to teach his little girl.” “His!” I thought, “Marion! His!” But I discovered that it was one of those names like Evelyn or Hilary or Lindsay that can be either. With an “o”, you see.
         But “o” or not, I think it rather girlish for a grown man. No, the letter has completely vanished … it is most odd. Isn’t
         he simply a darling … and so like Helen at that age …’ Mrs Turner took up a large speckled sock and began to turn its heel.
         ‘I shall knit for half-an-hour, I think, but if I were you I should have an early night … tomorrow there will be so much …
         such a long way … I will get Ethel to call you in time, with a cup of tea … that will start you off well. I shall see you
         at breakfast.’
      

      
      So, dismissed and without hope of further information about her future employer, Cassandra stood up. She would have liked
         to have said ‘Dear Mrs Turner!’, to have made some impulsive and affectionate gesture, but Mrs Turner knitted calmly, her
         hair collapsing on her shoulder and dropping tortoiseshell pins into her lap. She lifted her cheek and Cassandra kissed her
         good night, feeling like her daughter. ‘Good night, Mrs Turner.’
      

      
      ‘Good night, Cassandra. Always know this is your home, dear. I asked Ethel to put a hot bottle in your bed, but mind your
         toes on it, for it is one of those nasty stone ones and I shouldn’t like you to hurt yourself. You can find your way, dear, can’t you?’
      

      
      Cassandra crossed the hall, which was dark and glassy. She met no one on her way upstairs. Her room was furnished with odds
         and ends, an unravelling wicker chair, a bamboo table with a Bible and a jug of lemonade almost solid with pieces of cut-up
         fruit, an iron bedstead and a thin honeycomb quilt. She opened the window and looked at the playing-field and the tossing
         plumes of poplars at the far end. She began to think of the past, methodically, as if she could find a phrase to sum-up, to
         carry with her to-morrow into the future; but the wind had sprung up rather boisterously and the curtains flapped and wound
         themselves round her. She disentangled herself and began to undress. ‘Marion Vanbrugh is not a name that promises well,’ she
         thought, as she got into bed and struck her toes upon the stone bottle.
      

      
      Downstairs, Mrs Turner laid down her speckly knitting and lit a cigarette in a rather amateurish way. From the bookcase she
         took a little mottled volume vaguely entitled The Classical Tradition, which she had written years ago, enriching herself to the extent of eight pounds. On the flyleaf she wrote in red ink ‘To
         Cassandra Dashwood, with love from Lucy Turner.’ Then she wiped her fingers on a piece of blotting-paper and puffed a little
         more at her cigarette. ‘Dear Cassandra,’ she sighed. She was a fundamentally optimistic woman and was perfectly prepared for
         her little book to go a long way to changing some of Cassandra’s melancholy and romantic notions about life, and substituting
         in their stead, perhaps, that cool and truthful regard which she herself so deeply admired. ‘To see life steadily and see
         it whole,’ she murmured, putting the little present where she would be sure to find it in the morning. The cigarette was too
         much for her; she was tired of waving away the smoke. She threw it on the fire.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      The wet fields were dealt out one after another for Cassandra’s benefit. She sat with her back to the engine (as Mrs Turner
         had seen her off), with The Classical Tradition and a pile of sandwiches wrapped in a stiff damask napkin on her lap. Sodden cattle stood facing north, or hunched under
         hedges in the drizzle. The train ripped through the sullen landscape like scissors through calico; each time it veered round
         westwards rain hit the window in long slashes. ‘Is it time we move through or space?’ Cassandra wondered, lulled by the sequence
         of the English landscape – the backs of houses and sheds, fields, a canal with barges, brickworks, plantations, the little
         lane going down under the bridge, fields, the backs of houses. Then the wet blackness of stations, sidings, the jagged edge
         of shelters beneath which people stood bleakly with luggage, and sometimes children, awaiting trains.
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