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Amor, yo nunca penssé 


aunque poderoso eras, 


Que podrias tener maneras 


Para trastornar la fe, 


Fastagora que lo sé. 


—Canción.– JUAN II.






Introduction


The beauty and originality of this novel derive from its Spanish setting as much as from Kate O’Brien’s characteristic take on forbidden love versus Catholic morality. Madrid and Toledo, the fictional fishing-village Cabantes and town Altorno, come to vivid and sensual life, seen through the wide-open eyes of Mary Lavelle, the young Irish woman travelling abroad for the first time to take up her post with the Areavagas, a wealthy family with three daughters in need of a duenna. Establishing her landscapes of the heart, O’Brien does not idealise them: she sharply observes the art nouveau ugliness of the Casa Pilar as much as the loveliness of its camellia-filled garden looking over the pier. It’s only her heroes she idealises; because they are forbidden as love objects, whether for adulterous or incestuous reasons, they can remain remote and therefore perfect. O’Brien creates her male leads much as a girl in love for the first time will idealise the object of her passion without realising that she herself creates that golden glow around his head.


In fact, when Mary exchanges her first significant glance with Juanito, the married son of the house, she on the stairs and he in the hall beneath looking up at her, the light of the evening sun, streaming in through the landing windows, ensures that they both wear haloes. The novel then pursues the implications of this look that connects them, questioning whether love is always automatically good, whether adultery can ever be virtuous, whether souls are more tarnished by repression than by forbidden desire.


Various kinds of relationships are marshalled by the author as illustrative examples to help the reader decide these issues. Pablo, the master of the house, mourns the brief-lived passion he once shared with his lively wife and wonders whether his erotic life is completely over. Agatha Conlan, the bitter and tormented governess Mary meets in town, wrestles with her lesbianism, which her confessor tells her is a grave perversion. O’Toole, the liveliest of the Irish misses who meet in the café on their afternoons off, allows herself to step outside convention and fall for the local tobacconist, a widower and ex-matador. Each character has to wrestle with individual decisions concerning acting out, or suppressing, the need for love.


Mary Lavelle, in one important aspect, comes across as less human than her struggling counterparts. She is continually presented to the gaze of her admirers as a goddess, by virtue of her great and ‘fatal’ beauty, which sets her apart from ordinary women. She’s pagan, virginal, an Aphrodite almost savage in her purity and innocence. Juanito is the mortal who stumbles across the goddess and takes her unawares, and their joint myth builds to a climax resonant with the cries of the hunt and of the bullfight. On another level, Mary is simply the naïve heroine abroad, and in this guise she is allowed an individual personality and a quizzical eye for the goings-on around her.


The bullfight provides the major metaphor structuring the novel. Mary guiltily enjoys its troubling and magnificent drama in the company of Agatha Conlon. Like Agatha she can appreciate the beauty of this ritual killing, of the moment of truth, and so dimly recognises that like Agatha she has the capacity to be an outsider; the other Irish misses do not approve and nor does Mary’s fiancé John back home in Ireland. There are echoes here of the Christian sacrifice, Christ delivering himself up on the cross and shedding his blood to save humanity. Mary can identify with both bull and matador, thus uniting two sides of her nature. Simultaneously she can, almost unconsciously, experience the urge to give herself totally to another, to die the little death of orgasm. So sex with Juanito is described, somewhat disturbingly perhaps to a modern audience, as a deflowering formally violent as the corrida:




He took her quickly and bravely. The pain made her cry out and writhe in shock, but he held her hard against him and in great love compelled her to endure it … The curls were clammy on her forehead now, as on that day when she came into Luisa’s drawing-room from the bullfight. She was no longer Aphrodite, but a broken, tortured Christian, a wounded Saint Sebastian.





This description can strike us as grotesque, even as sadomasochistic, but, since a good Catholic bourgeois girl in the early 1920s (the period in which the novel is set) would have had to deny her sexual feelings until she married, Mary is merely a typical and properly ignorant virgin awaiting her awakening at the hands of Mr Right. The scene also hints at the strength of infantile feelings which sex can re-evoke: the wish to abandon oneself to the powerful other (the mother), to be swept away, to be simultaneously held and dandled. These feelings are common to both sexes, and indeed can be explored in role-swapping games, but in Kate O’Brien’s day were probably more commonly seen as a component only of femininity. More comically, the narrator assures us that although Mary does not have an orgasm on this occasion she experiences the spiritual equivalent. So that’s all right then.


A refreshingly subversive perspective, as well as most of the novel’s humour, is provided in the depiction of the awful John, Mary’s staid fiancé who is refusing to marry her until his uncle dies and leaves him adequate money with which to set up home. As soon as we peep over Mary’s shoulder in her white and gilt bedroom in Spain and see the photo she cherishes of John, complete with pipe and terrier, we know that she could do better. John thinks Mary not very bright: he’ll give her a good shake if she indulges in foolish fantasies, and he doesn’t believe in conversation. O’Brien reports: ‘But always what he called “talk” and “curiosity” were “morbid”, and conversation with him, except about gardening, animals, topography, sport, or the office, was limited by his cheerful belief that the “less said the better”.’ Of course Mary has more fun gossiping with Agatha and the others in the café, bantering and smoking forbidden cigarettes. Of course she is intrigued by the wit, wisdom and perspicacity of her youngest charge, fourteen-year-old Milagros.


Milagros is an emblematic female character. She embodies, albeit at a remarkably early age, the detachment so highly prized by O’Brien, the safe port to which a soul arrives after being tossed on the storms of passion. We’re not surprised that this girl, in many ways the most attractive and well-balanced figure in the entire novel, should be thinking of becoming a nun. Love, in O’Brien’s fictional world, the conventional love between a man and a woman, does not produce happiness. Too much involvement brings pain, often because the involvement seems unconsciously tangled up with unresolved issues around incestuous love and the ensuing guilt. So just as O’Brien’s narrator views beloved men from a distance, endowing them with impossible perfection as a gloss on their unattainability, so the narrative, at first skewered firmly to Mary Lavelle, constantly gallops off to a far distance and becomes omniscient.


This can happen between one paragraph and the next, or in the middle of one. It makes the texture of the novel less convincing than it might otherwise be, but it hints intriguingly at the tensions and conflicts boiling underneath the calm prose. The narrator’s disturbances draw us in. Similarly, the enormously long omniscient digressions to which the narrator is frequently prone, telling rather than showing, can be irritating, disturbing our pleasure in the flow of the action of the novel, but they end up forcing us to be sympathetic towards the Catholic psyches the novel depicts. A major part of individual Catholic devotional practice is the nightly examination of conscience, and the interrogation of self that must precede the weekly trip to the confessional. So O’Brien’s narrator, taking fifteen pages, in the middle of dinner as it were, to recount Pablo’s inner fights with his demons of regret and lust, is doing no more than a good Catholic should, going over and over possible interpretations of thought and feeling.


This is not a novel which explicitly confronts the wretched misery the Catholic church can inflict on its faithful but rebellious members. None the less, we’re made aware that Agatha’s life is ruined by her conviction that desiring another woman is a gross sin, that Mary and Juanito must suffer torments even as they attempt lovemaking, that the Areavagas daughters must be whipped into constricted shape to take their place in Catholic society. No wonder Mary Lavelle was banned in Ireland when it was first published. Luckily for the heretic reader, the bleakness of its religious world is amply compensated by the richness of its social one. The bittersweet comedy of the snobbish, anxiously genteel misses, with their terrible hats and their illicit longings, is not easy to forget.


Michèle Roberts




Prologue


The trunk of a ‘Miss,’ going over the Pyrenees, is no great matter.


It is a modest trunk as a rule, containing only the necessities of the simple. For that reason it does not seem to be merely luggage but achieves distinction, having according to the eyes that fall on it a comic, pathetic or reassuring aspect. For be it new or old it retains, like those persons in its place of origin who packed and labelled it, the air of never having wandered far from parish bounds – an appearance which subjectively is comic, pathetic or reassuring.


Such a trunk, exposed to Customs officers, keeps its self-respect. It offers to their examination the possessions of a girl setting out to earn her bread. On top, on the tray, they will find two summer hats and last year’s winter one reblocked, and may lift the tissue-paper from a frilly afternoon frock and from two evening dresses, a new old and an old. Time, not the Customs officials, must reveal if a ‘Miss’ will need these, but it was probably her worldly aunt from Dublin who insisted on their going in. ‘The child looks sweet in her pink, and you never know…’ When the tray is lifted the owner of the trunk, still anxiously at authority’s disposition, yet hopes for a lessening of scrutiny. The officials are free to examine her face-powder, her lavender water, her talc. Clean handkerchiefs, darned stockings, new stockings. Petrol-smelling gloves. Frilly blouses, woollen jumpers. The silver brushes mother gave her on her sixteenth birthday. A workbox, a little manicure set. Nothing to be ashamed of. But chemises too, and nightdresses. The owner of the trunk grows fidgety as official hands plunge deep among these necessities until they reach her wrapped-up shoes, her handful of books, her odds and ends of parting presents. The trunk is shut then and the chalk squiggle imposed upon it. The girl and her equipment for the decent life may enter Spain.


As the men refasten the straps they do not think that a die has been cast. Nor does the owner, whose concern is with where she has put her phrase-book, or with the problem of the porter’s tip. Nevertheless, the strap-fastening and chalk-squiggling are gestures of fate, and she is afoot now, befriended by her trunk, on the errand of keeping alive.


A trivial errand from every perspective save that of the creature whose mission it is. From the angle of the mountains and history about Irun one bound to disturb the far too easy and platitudinous derision of mountains and history. But on most mornings of the year the Pyrenees are shut from the human eye by their own rains, and fortunately the young are often indifferent or forgetful towards such facts of the world’s past as may have been imparted to them. So neither altitudes nor ghosts can get in their hackneyed mockery as an unaware girl goes by them about her business. Her future is her treasure, small but proportioned to her, as history and mountains are not. Hers too, as they are not. That she is about to spend a meagre little of it, a time-marking year or two, under a strange sky, among voices and faces that will say nothing relevant to her, seems no more than a normal expediency, a something in parenthesis which hardly widens at all the unalarming distance between her and her reality, her personal dream, the place from which her own life will eventually flower. She does not know that youth is the future for ever becoming present and past; she does not know that what each man calls his own reality advances on him and shapes itself as much from without as from within, from accident as from preconception; she does not know that so long as heart and clock are moving a life cannot stay still.


There is a vast deal that a miss does not know. In 1922, for instance – the year of our story – she did not know any more than anyone else that nine years later a revolution would practically wipe out her obsolete and ill-defined profession. But she had no idea that it was obsolete, and had she thought so would not have greatly cared, for her choice of it as an expedient, however enforced-seeming, reveals her as an individualist, hand-to-mouth and inefficient, but capable of dream and unfit to march with earnestness in the column of female bread-winners, or indeed in any column at all. She becomes a miss because not her wits but her intuitional antennæ tell her that it is an occupation which will let her personality be; she becomes one because she does not want to be anything but herself for long, because she is in love with a young man in Ireland maybe – all the English governesses in Spain are Irish – or is in love with love, or with indefiniteness, or with her home or her religion – because in short she has that within her which makes her politely unconcerned with the immediacies. She knows her eventual place, and will be content to fill it. Meantime she can be dutiful and responsible, docile to the just claims of employers. Pleased with new scenes too, and amused to smatter at a new language. An individualist who does not mind temporising. Someone poor maybe but more or less befriended, someone with roots, someone modestly self-contained, she crosses the Pyrenees with her modest trunk.




Three Letters


Casa Pilar,


Cabantes,


Altorno,


Spain.


12th June, 1922.


DEAREST FATHER,—


I hope that by now you have had my telegram and are not worrying about me any more. The children here, whose English is not bad, sent it for me over the telephone last night about an hour after I arrived. But I am still wondering if the people at the other end of the telephone managed to get an understandable message through. I hope they did, as this letter will not reach you for about four days.


I am very well. I slept like a dead thing last night and have almost forgotten how tired I was when I got here. The journey from Paris to Irun was uncomfortable and afterwards getting from there to Altorno was very complicated. No one seemed to understand a word of English or my very bad French.


It is very pleasant here and I shall be happy, I think. Everyone is being kind to me and the children get great fun out of acting as interpreters between me and everyone else.


Cabantes is only a little fishing village where a few rich people have recently taken a fad to live, finding Altorno too noisy. The Casa Pilar is at the extreme end of the village, right on the little squat pier where the sardine-boats come in. The terrace of the house is only separated from the pier by a low, flat wall on which the children love to sit. They and their father are always talking with the fishermen and love watching the disputes that go on between them and the wild-looking sardine-women. The windows of my room look right over this little pier, and if I knew Spanish I am so near the boatmen even here on the second floor that I could hear all their conversation. It’s lovely to have the sea so close to my windows. The house is very big, of yellowish stone and rather ugly. About a hundred years old, the children say, but their father only bought it when he was married in 1896. Everything is very luxurious. There are four bathrooms, I think, and I seem already to have seen seven or eight maids. The garden is big and has glorious dark trees all round it in a semi-circle. It is a quiet place to live in, and the view in all directions is lovely. The mountains away behind this house look craggy and red – the children say they are full of iron-mines – but across the bay and all around Cabantes is very leafy and flowery, and though foreign to me, of course, not a bit what I expected Spain to be.


I think I will find my work easy enough – except the English lesson every morning which I am worried about. I really don’t know in the least how to teach. Otherwise, chaperoning the three while they have their other lessons, taking them for walks, escorting them to their friends’ houses, and talking English all the time – that sort of thing ought to be easy enough. They had a ‘miss’ for two years until last June. They don’t seem to have liked her much, but she taught them a fair amount of English. I like them, particularly the two younger ones. And I daresay I shall like their mother too when we can manage to understand each other. She is very pretty and seems kind. Certainly I am well looked after. I have meals by myself in a sort of breakfast room. They were apologetic about this, and said that it was because ‘papa,’ whom I have not yet seen, objects to having to talk to a stranger at every meal. I am greatly relieved about it. I dreaded the idea of having meals with them always. I believe misses usually have to.


I must write to Mother Liguori now, to thank her for getting me this job, and also I must write to John – so forgive me if I end up here. I will give more details of my life later on, when I know it better. My next letter home must be to Aunt Cissy, though. Tell her that she must excuse my not writing to her today, as really I haven’t much time. Give her my love, of course, and to dear Hannah and the cats. And to Jenny and Sheila when you write. I will send them postcards one of these days. I hope that you and Aunt Cissy are keeping very well. I shall write as often as I can. Meantime be sure that I am perfectly well and happy and am almost certain to be quite content here.


With once again my best love to everyone,


Your loving daughter,


MARY.


Casa Pilar,


Cabantes,


Altorno,


Spain.


12th June, 1922.


DEAR MOTHER LIGUORI,—


I arrived here safely yesterday evening, and feel that I must write at once to tell you how nice everything seems and to thank you very much once again for finding the job for me and arranging everything. The three girls whom I am to have charge of met my train in Altorno with the car and we drove out here to Cabantes which is right on the sea – about ten miles from Altorno. The girls are very lively and I imagine I shall get on all right with them. They can speak some English, which is a relief, as no one else in the house or anywhere seems to speak anything but Spanish or Basque. I got into great muddles on the journey from the frontier, through not knowing Spanish. I must try to learn some quickly.


You will forgive the dullness and shortness of this letter, as I have not much time for writing to-day, and am still a bit tired from the journey. I hope that you are very well. I wish I knew something about how to teach English. These girls have to have an hour every morning of English grammar and composition. I am in a funk about that – but the rest of my duties seem easy enough.


I am very grateful to you about the job, and you know that I will do my best to be a success in it. I am very well looked after, and everyone in the house seems kind and friendly.


With every good wish and many thanks, dear Mother Liguori,


Your affectionate pupil,


MARY LAVELLE.


Casa Pilar,


Cabantes,


Altorno,


Spain. 


12th June, 1922.


MY DEAREST JOHN,—


I have just had to write to Father and to Mother Liguori and my hand is getting tired – so I’m afraid you will only get a dull sort of letter. I’m sorry for that, because there are thousands of things I want to tell you. Still – how could I possibly tell them? You know I’m no better than you at writing things down. And, oh, that reminds me – have you written to me yet? Letters take at least four days from here to Ireland! Isn’t that awful? Still, I’m hoping that you may have posted one the day after I left, and if you did I might with luck get it to-morrow. The postman comes twice a day, and always by the seafront. He comes in at a little iron gate from the pier, and every time this gate is opened a bell rings – just like a convent bell. When I’m in my room or the children’s study I can hear it. I’m dying for news of you and Mellick and everyone. It seems much longer than five days since I left. And all the trains and boats and taxis I’ve been in since then! You must admit that for someone who had never travelled at all I undertook a pretty good journey once I started! All the time since I left, in London and in Paris, and even yesterday at the frontier and in the little mountain-train coming here – though by then I was stupid with tiredness, I think – I was seeing things that I wanted to show you or tell you about. You’ll never hear about them now though, because they are all jumbled in my head and I am so much occupied with things that are strange to me here that I cannot get back to the impressions of the journey. Anyway, it all went smoothly enough in spite of the language question, and I found people extraordinarily nice, even when we hadn’t the least chance of understanding each other. (In Paris I discovered that my French, which was supposed to be good at school, is worse than useless!) Nothing nasty happened and no one was the least bit rude or sinister – so there was no need at all to be in the kind of fuss you got into, dearest. But lots of funny things cropped up, and there were muddles galore, and really it’s no thanks to me, but only because of the kindness of several total strangers that I got to Altorno at all. I hope that Father or Aunt Cis telephoned you when they got my wire – they promised they would.


I wish I knew how to describe this place so as to make it seem real to you – but I never could. You see, it’s entirely unlike everything you and I know, but it is not a bit like my idea of Spain – or yours, I imagine. And if I say that already after twenty-four hours I feel familiar with it, you’ll say I’m mad. But I mean it. Perhaps it’s the sea under my window that gives me the illusion – because now the tide is out, and the smell of seaweed is coming into the room exactly as if I were in Kilbeggan. I suppose that makes me feel less strange. The bay is lovely, and I have a grand view of it. It has two very long breakwaters, one jutting out from the extreme end of the sea-front, and the other from Torcal just opposite. Ships from everywhere – and fairly big ones, about as big as come into Mellick – sail past my windows up to Altorno. The children say that I will get to know all the flags of the world from watching the ships. But I prefer watching the goings-on on the little stubby fishermen’s pier, right under my nose. The house is practically built on that pier, and the boatmen sit on our terrace wall by the hour. The ferries for Torcal start from there – it’s amusing to see them load up, and the sardine boats come in here. When one is in a terrific bell rings, and the sardine-women come tearing up like demented creatures from the market-place. There are ructions then for about fifteen minutes!


There are mountains behind Cabantes – full of iron mines from which most of the rich people round here get their money. The children say that a great many Englishmen have jobs in these mines and foundries, engineers and so on – and that there is a large English colony in Altorno. But the mountains that I can see now across the water are only little hills. Torcal looks a pretty place – with white houses sloping down to the sea, and so does Playablanca, which is nearer here, and faces the breakwaters, and has a real strand. The only way to get from Cabantes to these places is in the little motor ferry boats I told you about. I went over this morning with the children to be shown the sights of Playablanca. These two places are very little more than summer resorts – especially Playablanca, which seems to be nothing but new-looking villas; the children tell me it is practically a dead place for ten months of the year. It is very quiet now – August and September are its season. All the houses are open then, they say, and the strand is packed with children, and there are crowds of yachts in the bay. The Yacht Club is built out on the water. The king is a member of it, and he may be here in September to race his yachts.


I like Cabantes much better than Playablanca. It seems a very old little town with an arcaded market place, and hilly streets going up to a brown church. It’s a kind of suburb of Altorno; electric trains go in there every half-hour. The journey only takes about fifteen minutes, so I shall go in on my first free afternoon. Coming from the train last evening I thought it seemed a very lively town – there was a lot of noise – but it looks poor and wild and very crumbly and dirty – anyhow, the part we passed through.


I can tell you very little about my life here, as I know nothing of it yet. Serious lessons, from me and from the other tutors, will go on until the end of this month and then cease until October. But to-day the girls had a holiday from all their classes – in my honour! They are nice girls – Pilár, Nieves and Milagros – called after Our Lady of the Pillar, of the Sorrows and of the Miracles. They are seventeen, fifteen and fourteen. Pilár will be coming out next year, she says – and she is very full of that subject. She is dark, the darkest of the family, very pretty, and laughs a lot. I like the other two better, I think. Their mother is very pretty too. I have not seen the children’s father yet. Thank the Lord he won’t have a stranger at table with him every day, so I eat my meals alone. I’m delighted about this. The food is awfully nice, but you are expected to eat more than is humanly possible. There is wine on my table always, but I haven’t had the courage to try it yet! Nice business if I got drunk! What would you say if you heard that of me?


My dearest – it is so difficult trying to tell you everything in a letter. My hand is awfully tired, but there are heaps of other things to say. About the house, which is very large and comfortable. I have an enormous room, with a huge white and gilt bed, very old-looking, but terribly comfortable. There are three long windows in my room, and they open on to a balcony and look over the bay towards Torcal. The sun is marvellous out there now and I can hear all sorts of sounds that are growing familiar already. But I must really go back to the study now – it is just across the landing, and the girls are probably waiting for me there – to go and play tennis, or something. They have a rather bad court. You’d like the garden, I think. At least, you’d say everything was ridiculously arranged perhaps, but you’d be interested in the curious trees, and the masses of flowers. Things flower twice a year here, they say. There are camellias and fuchsias, and roses everywhere – and simply torrents of wistaria! And you’ve never seen so many flowerpots – painted yellow and white and blue. They’d annoy you terribly, I think!


Oh, John – I must stop. You mustn’t think that all this gabble means that I don’t miss you. I wish I could tell you how I do! Hardly five minutes go by in which I don’t think of you, or want to show you something or talk to you. I get the most awful fits of loneliness for Mellick, and panic about everything. But I know these fits are very silly. It was the best thing to do, wasn’t it – to come out here for a year or so, until we can get married? But there’s no need to go over all that again. We thrashed it out so thoroughly. I’ll be quite happy here, and I’ll learn Spanish and get to know something about the world – or a bit of it. Which will be no harm, will it? I know you think me rather a fool – so perhaps foreign life – you could hardly call it foreign travel – will improve my mind for you. Dearest, I hope it will. You are so good and brainy, and have to work so hard for your pittance that it seems cruel to plan to marry you – and make things even harder the first minute they seem to improve. But I want to marry you – so what can I do, except promise to be a good wife? You deserve much more than that, but that is all I have to offer. Dearest boy, take care of yourself, and send me a lot of letters. Tell me all the news of Mellick. It’s funny that, apart from missing you, I miss just being at home very much – although you know that with the way father has been going on lately I wasn’t happy, and thought I was dying to be away from everything. But now the mere idea of Mellick makes me afraid of crying. Oh, John – I have never in my life written so long a letter, and I’m afraid you’ll be saying by now that you hope I never will again!


Good-bye, dearest. Please write to me. Love from


MARY.


PS. – I don’t like to put that snapshot of you on my table, as the girls are always hopping into my room. But I keep it in the drawer of my writing-table and often look at it. It’s awfully like you, and looks very nice in the little leather frame. – M.


The writer of these three letters addressed them with care, the first to Dr Thomas Lavelle, 25, Upper Mourne Street, Mellick, Irlanda, the second to Mother Liguori O’Dowd, Convent of the Heart of Mary, Mellick, Irlanda, and the third to John MacCurtain, Esq., 16, Marguerite Terrace, Ballyburnagh Road, Mellick, Irlanda. As she folded the many thin sheets of the last, she stroked the paper gently and smiled.


When she had written in this letter that already she felt familiar with her new surroundings, the statement rang curiously to her, but she had let it stand, knowing the phrase as true as she, unpractised in writing or thinking about herself, was likely to achieve. She did not re-examine it at present.


She looked about her receptively. Her room was, as she had said, enormous, and being furnished with pieces discarded as shabby by Doña Consuelo, victim, with most of her contemporaries of the middle-class, of art nouveau – it had an elegance dismissed from the rest of the house. Mary Lavelle viewed its white walls, baroque and immense gold bed, its chipped mirrors, and above all, the little gilded shrine from which Our Lady, in muslin dress and sapphire crown, smiled with lovely innocence – she viewed all this new setting with a pang of mingled homesickness and pleasure. And the sounds which came in through her open window, already in twenty-four hours growing – as she had said – familiar, increased this mingling of emotion. For though she heard them still with a foreigner’s exasperated ear – the boatmen’s shouts, the strange, wild singing of some idle boy – cante hondo, the children called it – the soft gossip of women taking their ease on the pier – yet they had, though incomprehensible, a summer evening orthodoxy, an eternalness, so reassuring as to be very sad. She smiled, nevertheless, against nostalgia – summer evenings in another place of white skies and grey waters, of tall brown houses and shabby sycamore trees – summer evenings where every sound had its immediate meaning and a familiarity of twenty years – had they not been sad too, and exasperating? Aunt Cissy was right, very likely, about the folly of sitting in idleness, but this room invited some assimilatory contemplation. She smiled, counting its blessings. She had never been ruler of so much space before, had never had three windows and a balcony to call her own, had never slept in a bed so vast and fairy-tale. She had been brought up in unselfconscious habits and therefore was not so much regretful as relieved that the mirrors’ positions made it impossible that she should see herself when arranged for sleep – and yet this morning she had wondered, lying there, how in fact one did appear in such a cloudy resting-place. Now remembering that absurd reflection, she laughed at herself self-consciously, and opening her writing-table drawer, took out the photograph of John MacCurtain in its little leather frame. It was a brilliantly good snapshot. John with his pipe and his terrier-pup, and his invincible, good smile. She smiled back at him and his intense familiarity somewhat neutralised her mood by exacting an orthodox reaction of sentimentality. But she wished now that she had some of his courage. For at any minute she must return to her new charges in the study, and the girl was as shy as she was self-controlled. ‘Dearest,’ she said, and reluctantly put the photograph away.




The Children


Pilár, Nieves and Milagros Areavaga waited for their governess in the study, discussing her in their own language with freedom and good nature. They were used to governesses. Their first years, until Pilár was ten, had been ruled by a Frenchwoman; after her there had been Fräulein until in 1919 their parents thought it time they learnt some English. So Miss Murphy, ‘Miss Anita,’ had taken charge, but a month ago had forsaken them for a household in Madrid, ‘needing a change, needing a little gaiety.’ This craving of Miss Murphy’s had amused Pilár.


‘I don’t know what you’re worrying about, Pilár,’ said Milagros now. Milagros, grey-eyed and fourteen, was remarkable for detachment. ‘When you’re more used to her you’ll see that she’s exactly like a miss.’


Nieves smiled. ‘How can you possibly think that?’


Milagros looked up from her needlework. ‘I saw the usual waterproof in her room,’ she said gently, ‘and the usual regrettable hat.’


Pilár chuckled. ‘When a miss here in Altorno wants a new hat – you know, Milagros, the hat – what on earth does she do?’


‘Climbs the steps to Allera and lights a candle, I imagine.’


‘Still, it’s all very well for you and Nieves to take it so cheerfully – she’s not very likely to be around when you come out, but next year, really—’


‘Does she shake your conceit, Pilár?’ asked Milagros.


‘A raving beauty for a chaperone – wouldn’t you feel a fool?’


‘I won’t have a chaperone, perhaps.’


‘You’ll have to when you come out.’


‘Perhaps I won’t come out,’ said Milagros.


She could always amuse her two elder sisters, who laughed benevolently now.


‘Will you stay up here embroidering always?’ asked Nieves.


‘Wouldn’t be bad. Or I might be a nun.’


‘Oh no!’ Nieves’ thin face looked unhappy, but Pilár was bland.


‘Good,’ she said. ‘Then we can shelve all our real praying on to you. But aren’t we playing tennis to-day? Where is the Miss?’


‘She’s writing letters. Give her a chance,’ said Nieves.


‘What does mother think of her, do you imagine?’ Pilár was still worrying.


‘Annoyed, very likely; but – well, a lot of money has been spent in fetching her here and perhaps her looking as she does won’t matter much for the next twelve months—’ Nieves shrugged in friendly imitation of their mother. ‘Father hasn’t seen her yet,’ she added.


‘He never will see her,’ said Milagros. The others looked interrogatory. ‘I don’t think he has ever even seen us.’


But Pilár was by way of being a cherished family beauty. ‘You go too far with your nonsense,’ she said severely.


‘I wasn’t criticising,’ said the fourteen-year-old.


‘Oh no,’ said Pilár sarcastically. ‘You approve of father because you think he models himself on you.’ She moved towards a mirror on the wall and studied her complexion with gravity. She was the smallest of the three and was roundly and femininely made. Her frock of pale blue linen fitted and became her well. Her black hair gleamed and she had lively eyes of so light a brown that they were almost gold; they shone agreeably in a small, pretty face to which now, in her eighteenth year, she was allowed to apply cosmetics.


Nieves leant over the balcony. Thin and gawky in a ‘middy’ blouse and an old blue skirt, she looked an innocent fifteen-year-old. Her eyes were either grey or blue. There was a sweet and nervous beauty in her face. She liked the view from this balcony and took a great interest in the flags of the ships. Above all, she liked to see the English flag go by. Her chief day-dream was that she was an English boy at Eton. A Catholic, naturally, but at Eton. Catholics did go there.


Milagros scrutinised Pilár scrutinising her complexion.


‘When Mother said you could paint your face, Pilár, did you know right off how to do it?’


Pilár smiled inattentively.


Milagros talked more to Pilár than to Nieves, because she was the better target for the kind of remark that occurred to the youngest sister. It was conceivable that Nieves might even die of pain if one made such jokes about her foibles as Pilár either ignored or giggled at. But Milagros admired Pilár really. There she was, complete, confident, cap-à-pie ready for everything. The youngest sister did not analyse this temperamental condition – merely she felt it with pleasure. Her face, pale and bony like Nieves’, was nearly always amiably composed. The grey of her eyes never gleamed blue as did Nieves’. Were it not for coltish awkwardness and for the schoolroom haphazardry of her clothes, she might have been mistaken for the eldest of the three girls. She suspected the day-dreams of Nieves, who looked indeed a shameless dreamer, but for the most part she let them be; she teased Pilár with accurate wit about the myths by which her idle hours were very probably fed; but no one scratched at her inner life, whatever it was. So the three grew in affectionate peace and detachment; they were well-behaved, intelligent children, happy and beloved, devoted to their parents.


When their Miss entered the study they all turned towards her with pleasant smiles and Milagros stood up and put away her needlework. Each of the three made an effort to switch her mind to the English idiom.


Their governess eyed them with caution.


‘I’m sorry if I’ve kept you waiting. Shall we go to the garden now?’


They went down wide and polished flights of shallow stairs. Nieves carried the Miss’s racket; Pilár, hanging on her right arm, carried her letters to give to the gardener; Milagros brought up the rear.


‘We won’t call you Miss Lavelle, if you don’t mind,’ said Pilár. ‘We don’t use names in that way in Spain. Miss Murphy was “Miss Anita” here. What is your name, Miss?’


‘Mary.’


‘Ah, Mary, Maria. So are we all Maria, of course. May we call you Miss Maria?’


They strolled through the garden to the tennis court. On the way Pilár, with a great deal of vigorous talk, gave Miss Maria’s letters to the gardener to post. He was a smiling man with a gigantic black moustache.


‘I shall never understand Spanish,’ said the governess as they left Jaime behind.


‘Perhaps not,’ said Milagros, ‘but that was Basque. Pilár has a bad habit of speaking Basque to the servants.’


‘It’s the only way of making sure they understand,’ said Pilár.


Nieves came out of a tool-shed with some rackets.


‘Milagros is a snob about the way people speak,’ she said. ‘She thinks that her own Castilian is the purest in Altorno.’


‘Castilian? How do you mean?’


‘Spanish of the educated, Miss Maria,’ said Milagros. ‘I beg of you don’t learn any Spanish from Pilár.’


The governess smiled at the juvenile pomposity.


This passage of English conversation, though conducted gallantly enough by the three Spaniards, was not unnaturally starred with grammatical and phonetic errors which, set down in narrative, would be tedious. But there was comedy in hearing all through it in these eager Spanish voices, the high, insidious singing of the Cork accent. Miss Anita must indeed have worn the green, and Mary Lavelle could only assume that she now brought to the Areavagas another kind of brogue. Poor Milagros, in love with purity!


They played tennis. Miss Anita had not been an athlete. ‘She was about fifty, Miss Maria,’ said Pilár, ‘and rather like Jaime to look at – the same kind of moustache.’ She had not pretended to know even how to count in tennis. The new miss could do better than that. Nieves drank up the curious terms – ‘love, deuce, vantage’ – an Etonian would know these things. Milagros lobbed with good-humoured indifference, but Pilár, whose figure was round enough to worry her, was all for energetic play. The four warmed up to the business, shouted and giggled, and when at last they dropped their rackets and Mary sank on to a wooden bench under a cherry tree, the children crowded to her, relaxed and friendly, wanting to gossip.


‘Talk to us, Miss Maria; tell us about you.’


Mary glanced backward over her own simple, folded life.


‘Me? There’s nothing to tell. My father is a doctor—’


‘Oh? A good one?’


‘I – I hope so. There are six of us. I’m the second—’


‘How old?’


‘Twenty-two. My mother died when I was ten.’


‘Ah – who looked after you?’


‘Father’s sister, my aunt.’


‘What do you call your aunt?’


‘Aunt Cissy.’


They gurgled and had to have an explanation. Cecilia – Cissy. ‘Ugly name,’ said Nieves.


‘I suppose she is an ugly woman?’ said Milagros.


‘No.’


‘Go on. Tell us more – about the others of the family. About where you live. Have you a – what is the English word? – Have you a – a sweetheart?’


Mary answered the questions except that about a sweetheart. Curiosity slackened by degrees; the effort to talk English could not be indefinitely sustained; Spanish phrases fell apologetically – small silences slipped between voice and voice.


‘Just this time yesterday we met you at the station,’ said Nieves.


Pondering this, Mary looked about her. It seemed a longer time that she had known this view. While the children had been questioning her, looking at her with confidence, asking the English phrase for this and that, she had experienced a private shock – had realised with icy freshness that she was at last that unconsidered thing – grown-up. It had never struck her before that she had perhaps attained, or should attain to that condition. But here she was in a foreign land, in charge of something, a teacher, a giver, however diffident, of information, a paid employee, an adult. The news had sounded in her suddenly amid the talk, had clicked as if something moved in her breast to uncover the waiting fact. Acceptance had almost tied with it, and the girl had been unaware of any sadness, only felt, but vaguely, that something reeled away, that memory’s recession stretched surprisingly. Mellick where she lived and had left her heart, where she would live again and die, was remote and cloudy in this minute – out of focus, as assuredly this actual view was also, since nothing could in twenty-four hours have grown as clear and intimate as it suggested itself to be. She considered it now, half resentfully. In the grassy foreground roses, camellias and geraniums overwhelmed the sight with flower, while to left and right the walled boundaries of the garden were loftily and darkly groved. The yellow stone block of the great villa cut off sight of the little pier and the open bay beyond the breakwaters, but straight in front, beyond the low terrace wall and the theatrical wrought-iron gate with its swaying bell, lay a part of that view that filled the girl’s bedroom windows – Torcal’s white villas, quiet water and idle yachts; the sands and roofs of Playablanca; a foreign funnel moving inwards to Altorno. Theatrical it might all be called – like the gate and the camellias, but that its colours were gentle and its mood unassuming. It truly did not excite resentment. But still it puzzled Mary – for it was not tame either, it induced the eyes, though without compelling them. It had no proclamation in it. In that it was – surprisingly – like Mellick.


The name sent her dreaming back again into what surely was reality. If it was seven o’clock at home now – but she supposed it wasn’t yet – Father and Aunt Cissy would be sitting down to dinner in the breakfast-room at Upper Mourne Street. (The dining-room was rarely sat in save by the doctor’s waiting patients.) The breakfast-room had a large window opening on to a little grassy back garden, very neat, with a stunted fig-tree in the middle. This room and the restricted view from its battered window-seat were for Mary enduring symbols of childhood. She could see the darning basket on the seat now, The Irish Rosary, the Daily Sketch. She could see the brilliant fall of evening light on the Turkey carpet, and the cats discreetly lurking at the sunny end, out of reach of the doctor’s peevishness. She felt the silence of the room and Aunt Cissy’s dumb uneasiness until a thump on the door would announce that Hannah was trying to open it while carrying a heavy tray. She would open it, as always, unassisted, and sweep in, as always, at the double, dishes rattling. Father at the sideboard putting soda water in his whisky glass. No Jenny or Sheila or Tom or Mary to snap at this evening. ‘Take your nose out of that book, sir!’ ‘Think of sitting down to table with hands like those?’ ‘Mooning again, Mary? Always this damnable moony look!’ He was eliminating three small exasperations, though Jenny and Sheila would be home in August from their Belgian convent, poor kids, and would Tom ever persevere in his attempt to be a Jesuit? Heaven, what a row there would be if he did not! Well, Donal was gone for good, to his reportership in Leeds, and Jimmy was even further out of range existing no one knew how in California. These two brothers, the latter a year older than Mary, and Donal eighteen months her junior, had been her first, best playmates, and their shadows were often astir in her heart. Sometimes of late, sitting on the window-seat, she had wondered if either of them, far away, remembered the breakfast-room and the lively life they had led there when father was safe on his rounds. Disputes over claims in the new Sexton Blake, accusations about pages missing from The Fifth Form at Saint Dominic’s. Well, here was she remembering too at last, in a foreign land, something which had seemed as much of self and as little to be remembered as one’s right hand; here was she, further from her roots than Donal, as far from them for all intents as even Jimmy. And if there was a pang in this reflection perhaps it was mainly of pleasure to be sharing something once again with her lost brothers. Ah, yes, the breakfast-room would be quiet to-night, unless father, as sometimes arbitrarily he did, took exception to Hannah’s quite good cooking. Aunt Cissy would make no scene against him, such as Tom or Jimmy used to make, nor would she burst into tears as Mary herself had occasionally been fool enough to do. Aunt Cissy never answered Father – she echoed him. She never stood up for anyone, never took anyone’s part, never uttered an opinion. She looked after the house very well on a small allowance; she prayed a great deal and confabulated with priests; she was a worry to the children, but not a troublesome one when unsupported by her brother; in his presence she was spineless and a tell-tale. In her youth she had tried to be a nun and failed, Heaven knows why; but the story gave her in Mellick a romantic, ‘apart’ aura, and she was admired in the town as a saintly and beautiful woman. Mary, remembering her now, seeing her stand with grey, bowed head to say grace, smiled at Milagros’ assumption that Aunt Cissy was an ugly woman. But she was a very weak one, since assuredly though there was much to resent in Dr Lavelle, there was nothing to be afraid of. He was no more than a lazy man who disliked his way of life. He came of indolent ‘squireen’ stock, but as a third son with no land to inherit had been put to a profession for which he had no talent. In 1897, having scrambled through his final examinations, he fell in love with the pretty, eldest daughter of a respected physician in Mellick. He persuaded her to marry him, and her father, having no sons, was glad to leave his well-consolidated practice to a handsome and promising-looking son-in-law. But in 1912, when his wife died, having borne him eight children of which six survived her, Dr Lavelle was already in his heart defeated, inefficient and bored, yet having to fight to hold his work against doctors incalculably more competent than he. But in those earlier years some of the convivial graces still stayed with him. He was a man of great beauty, with a noble liveliness in his face, above all in his caverned blue eyes, and all his children had memories of him reading Mr Jorrocks aloud, or Handy Andy, or singing ‘Young Roger the rascal’ in a tremendous rollicking voice. In those days he liked to sneak off to race meetings or to get a mount to a Saturday meet. In those days everyone had a tolerant eye for him, and when his wife left him with his family of babies, Mellick had been profoundly sympathetic. Indeed to this day, perhaps because grey-headed and stooping he looked more interesting than ever, he still had faithful patients and a certain number of well-wishers in the town. But he was now an empty man; he knew nothing and read nothing; tippled a bit, was overfond of his bed and was crankily unjust to his children whom he seemed to resent and, without discrimination, to dislike. For good or ill there was nothing more to him than that. His beauty was deceptive, for though it could promise either sexual or intellectual vitality, according to the imagination that considered it, Dr Lavelle was possessed of neither. He simply had enough nervous energy to keep life jogging somehow in its monotonous track, and slowly to force his irritating young out of his way.
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