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For Stone







We are not free to choose by what we shall be enchanted, truly or falsely.


In the case of a false enchantment all we can do is take immediate flight before the spell really takes hold.


W. H. Auden A Certain World.









Part One


July




 Chapter One



“I THOUGHT Athene did very well,” said Barbara.


“Very well,” said Mrs Price, the widow. “They all did well.”


“Sebastian–”


“Yes. But Sebastian has the warmest heart. The loftiness is all for cover.”


“I do so adore Sebastian,” said Barbara. “Are you all right, Dodo?”


“Of course, my dear.”


Mrs Price stood in her drawing room in the bright afternoon sunshine waiting for the funeral guests to come in from the churchyard at the end of the garden. They were at present in groups under the lych-gate, quiet and well turned-out like their cars, which were standing about the drive and the leafy lane beyond. They were leaving a decent interval for the widow and her sister to be together before the handing of tea-cups.


Throughout the service and during the stern words in the damp graveyard—rowdy rooks above—the old Rector’s family had behaved like heroes. The widow, steady as a dwarf oak, had been clearly heard to make the Responses, seen to pat a hand upon a pew, at the door to kiss a cousin unnoticed earlier, even (surely not) as she moved away and through the rectory wicket home, even to take a quick glance at her watch, considering kettles.


“Dodo has gone home with Barbara,” people told each other with the solemn kindness that obtains at gravesides. They felt proud of her, proud to know her, excited by her confident steady face. Unkind people might have felt it was a self-satisfied face, but kind ones—and for half an hour they were kind—saw only a face grateful to its Maker for an opportunity of proclaiming faith.


“And after all,” they said, kind and unkind, as they lingered about the gravel, slowly drawing nearer to tea, “After all, the dear old boy must have been about ninety.”


“‘Darling’,” said Beams, but nobody spoke.


“‘Darling, darling, darling’,” she said again. “They’re all saying darling.”


“Sometimes,” said Sebastian after a while, “they’re saying ‘Where are the children?’ Sybil Bowles came in. I was through the french window. ‘Oh Dodo, where are the children?’ “


“Who’s Sybil Bowles?”


“God-child. Same age as Mother. Her eyes were bright red. She was mad about him.”


“Was she the tall narrow one with a little cloche hat?”


“Yes.”


“With a head like a hen and one thick leg?”


“Yes.”


“What did Ma say?”


“She said, ‘Helping, Sybil dear’ and flung herself at the next one. Auntie Posie.”


“Who?”


“Posie-Wosie, dear old Posie. She didn’t have red eyes. She was beaming her head off. And looking round for the cakes.”


“I’ve never seen Auntie Posie not beaming,” said Beams.


“She ought to be you,” said Sebastian. Beams was short for Moonbeams (Phoebe at the font) and referred to her great, flashing glasses. Beams was ugly, with the face of a frog—wide mouthed, chinless, thin hair in palish wisps and a gooping expression. Twelve years old. Alas for her.


They were in the barn. You opened the tall doors and went through the carriage-house where eighteenth-century rectors had kept horses and the Prices a battered car until the Rector gave up driving—their mother had not taken to motor cars. You then went up a ladder to the hayloft which had a step in the middle, excellent for dividing stage from audience in concerts when they were little. There was a heap of hay at the back and through the stone slits of the walls sunlight pierced with haydust dancing in it, throwing great splashes of light on the boards. Beams sat doing something nasty to her fingernails in the hay. Sebastian leaned against the wall, his face turned sideways with a noble expression upon it. Their sister Athene stood at one of the stone slits looking upwards, arching her long neck and stroking it.


“Posie Dixon,” she said gently to the sky.


“Lord!” said Sebastian.


“Did you go in?” asked Beams.


“No.”


“How did you see then?”


“Well, I was going in.”


After a long time he said, “I wasn’t going in. I looked in. Through the french windows. Then I went away.”


“Did they see you?”


“No. They’re too busy. Having a good time.”


Beams began picking little bits of hay from under her legs and chewing them, and Sebastian started sneezing. “Après midi sur les herbes,” he said, “Athene ought to have no clothes on.”


“For goodness sake!” said Beams.


“Oh sorry, pas devant les–”


Beams fell on him and kicked him. He held her off and laughed at her. She bit his wrist. He shouted and cuffed her head. She began to cry.


“Oh hush,” said Athene, “Do shut up. You’re not children, for heaven’s sake. Do hush.” She stopped stroking her neck but did not turn round.


Sebastian sucked his wrist and then brushed his trouser knees sideways briskly with the palm of his other hand. “Oh, come on Beams,” he said, “Where’s your glasses?” He picked them up for her. “We’d better go over. You coming, Ath?”


“In a minute,” she said. “Tell her I’m coming.”


They waited about. “Don’t be long,” said her brother. “We ought to go over. She’s funny—putting us through things—Not discussing—She thinks we’ll go over.”


“She knows we’ll go over,” said Beams. “She wants us to be admired.”


Athene leaned her head against the stone and the other two went away. She watched them cross the stable-yard beneath her into the kitchen garden and through the raspberries. The trailing canes dragged at Sebastian’s best dark suit. They passed out of sight behind feathers of asparagus. Two very clean tea-towels hung side by side with dips in the middle on the line by the back kitchen door. A fat thrush sat on an iron post in the raspberries, so full of them that its beak dripped red juice. No one had netted the raspberries that summer.


“There are things not to be thought of,” she said aloud in the barn. “There are words not to be said.” The church clock struck four times slowly, but not so slowly as the bell before. It had been almost a relief then when that bell had started after the awful morning—the waking up to marvellous sunshine after a week of rain, the sparkling grass, Mother calling about, the phone ringing, extra milk, cutting the egg sandwiches thin enough. There’d been an awful row about Auntie Barbara not cutting the egg sandwiches thin enough. And the getting ready, all clean and calm like for a queer party. For Buckingham Palace. And the following out. The front door, through the wicket, the humps of green, the flash of flowers, the tall black shadowy men with professional understanding faces presenting hymn books, white handed. Like a Dickens film.


There are some thoughts not to be thought.


There was a ping-pong ball stuck in a crack—a demon shot of Seb’s a year ago. She picked it out and flung it across the barn. It hit the wall, the rafters, the floor and vibrated away, making smaller and smaller noises, clear and urgent as though it were alive. Sounds never stop. They hang about for ever, high in the sky, close to the flowering earth. Only matter vanishes, back to the earth from whence–


“Well now,” she said, and set off after the others, slim and dark and calm (she was sixteen) across the yard, round into the front garden and the drive, determinedly past the churchyard gate and the shadow that might be the old sexton walking slowly in the sun: not turning her head, in through the great front door that stood wide open.


“Athene,” they all cried, “Athie.” “Ath.” “Duckie.” “Darling.” All the parsons, the tea-urn, the sandwiches, the flutter were a parish party but dream-like, for all the clothes were black. And Sybil Bowles’s red eyes brimmed over and Posie Dixon beamed.





 Chapter Two



ATHENE PRICE was extraordinary. She was healthy, popular and good, happy at school, contented at home, effortlessly clever and played the piano like an angel. A fat, sweet-tempered baby, a very pretty small child, she had never been spoiled; an elder daughter, she had not grown bossy. She had been liked by her elder brother, not resented by her younger sister, was uncritical of her parents and adored the rectory and village that she lived in, yet she had gone sensibly off to boarding school at ten without tears. There she had grown out of childhood without spots or obesity or tantrums or silences, and, by the time she was sixteen, when she came into a room people generally felt the better for it.


She was a girl you remembered. Middle-aged males particularly would say, “Price? Aren’t those the people with the daughter?” or “I must say it’s worth going all the way to Newton Abbey to see that splendid girl.”


For Athene lived up to her name. The thing about her more extraordinary than anything else, the thing you could not deny or even question whoever you were—Beams for instance—was that she was a beauty. You could wonder at it, especially after a good look at the little brown mother and the ancient father with his long head and papery hands—but a beauty she was and by the look of her bones and gigantic, calm eyes (there had been some great grandmother from somewhere or other) likely to remain so.


Occasionally, sharp-eyed people thought Athene a bit too perfect and said (particularly women, the mothers of girls) “You can’t somehow get at her,” and “It doesn’t seem natural to be all sunshine like that.” But it was surprisingly rare.


It was also wrong.


All sunshine she was not, and her summery face was the very highest achievement, the head behind it holding dismal and complex troubles, the first though not the worst being her name. For though ‘Athene’ is not perhaps such an unlikely name when taken down fast with Sebastian and Phoebe, it isn’t a name people feel comfortable with—less comfortable then than now for this was some years back when middle-class English females were called artless, breezy sort of names that went well with tennis. ‘Athene’ has very queer overtones, dazzling associations awakening larger-than-life memories of the illustrations in Charles Kingsley. ‘Athene’ one remembers had a most disagreeable birth, unconventional passions, and yet somehow or other was holy. And one is always a bit uneasy about pronouncing ‘Pallas’. It is even today a name uncommon among vicars’ daughters.


Her friends called her Ath or Athy, and her mother Mim. Only her father called her Athene (he had chosen it; her mother had wanted Mildred) and then always after a few tries at something else, for by this time his great age had made one name much the same as another, and sometimes Athene turned out to be Agnes—his sister, dead in the Boer War—and sometimes Ivy. Nobody knew who Ivy had been.


Another trouble—a darker cloud—was the business of her father’s age. She could remember no time when he had not been very old indeed. He had been seventy when she was born and from being about five years old she could remember particular kinds of smiles now and then when she was with him—especially in the post office where they weren’t really village people—odd looks at school on sports day, and a terrible ice cream on the promenade at Scarborough: “How about one for Grandpa too then?” There was something astonishing here, unnatural, unthinkable. Hush!


After all Beams was younger. He had been even older when Beams was born and you could see Beams never gave it a thought. Not a thought. There are thoughts that must never …


She was glad when she became too old to take his hand and feel his old fingers, to want instead another hand between, tough and warm and jumping her along; and guilty about this, she spent as much time with her father as possible, being charming, smiling, going walks with him. They were a usual sight in the holidays walking about the woods or over the moors, tall and lively and talkative, both of them, their hair blown back, the Rector noble as Wordsworth. “That’s a grand lass, that big one oft Rector’s,” they said round about. At school she wrote to him every week and only now and then to her mother. She seldom invited anybody home.


But in spite of wandering now and then about her name, her father knew Athene well. From the beginning she had announced her difficulties to him, arriving suddenly in his study and putting her hand down across the page of his book so that he looked down at her. “I am going liquid,” she had once said, at six. He had nodded in concern. He had been reading her The Little Mermaid and understood and remembered the reason why she hated the pattern of the chintz chair where her chin had been resting as the story got out of hand. “Stop,” she had commanded.


“It’ll be all right,” he had said, “Hmmm, I’ll just look at the end.” Then he had shut the book and said, “No. You’re quite right. We won’t finish it. It’s not very nice.” But of course she had finished it later alone and remembered every line of the terrible drawing of the water that had been the mermaid spilling down to mix for ever with the sea.


She had said outright to her father one day, “I wish I had a good straight name like Joan or something.”


“Why?”


“Well. I don’t know. Athene’s a bit mad.”


“There’ve been Joans mad, poor souls!”


“Or Emily.”


“There’ve been Emilies maddish.”


“Oh no! No!” she had cried, so vigorously that he had taken off his glasses and stared.


For Athene’s private madness—the really great distraction behind her quiet face—was a fairly odd one and to do with Emily Brontë.


It had started at school when they had been having Jane Eyre in sewing when she was nearly thirteen. Sewing was Wednesdays after tea, and very nice except for the ones that liked games which Athene did not, though she played them well enough and without grumbling. It was an old-fashioned school and they all sat round with bits of calico over their desks and the sewing on top, usually table-cloths or awful blouses, and Miss Whatever-it-was read a book to them. The form-room was pale green and after tea the low sun shone in through the trees outside and made it dapply. The book that was read was not meant to be work and you were never asked questions on it so that there was no need to listen and you seldom did. Jane Eyre had been orphaned, cast out by her aunt, gone burning through Lowood Institution and deposited at Thornfield without Athene taking much account of her. “Novels,” her mother used to say, “are a bit frivolous for Mim.” Also, as someone said, the sewing mistress’s voice sounded like marmalade.


Then—the chapter when Jane stood like a ghost in the road—the mistress was called away and handed the book to Athene as she left the room, and Athene, putting down the leg-o’-mutton sleeve, picked the book up, dropped it, opened it at the frontispiece and found herself looking at her own face.


At first she thought it must be some illustration of a scene in the book and was interested and pleased and thought she might start taking a bit more notice. She almost turned to the girl next to her and said, “I say, look! Isn’t it like me?” but then she noticed that she was not alone on the page. There were some other women there—a tense-looking gathering with great black eyes and slightly sticking out teeth as though they’d sucked their fingers too much as babies. She looked again at the one like herself with the biggest eyes and a great long marvellous neck. “My goodness!” She turned to the girl next to her. “Who’s that like?” she asked. The others had all started talking. Someone said—a mousy person in the front row—“Are we going on with it, Athie?”


“Who’s it like?” she asked.


“A dying duck in a thunder storm,” said the girl next to her.


“Go on,” said the mouse. “It’s nice.”


She began to read about pale Jane under the moon, the galloping horse getting nearer and nearer, the ice, the fall, the hurt ankle, the dark disagreeable man. When the bell went she sat on with the blouse on her knee, and missed supper and read on and on until someone came in and switched on the light and made her jump. “Ath—you’re crazy. It’s pitch dark. You can’t have been reading.” She went on through Prep. and until the lights were put out in bed and started again in the morning. At breakfast she read the Preface and after lunch went to the library and found Mrs Gaskell. She discovered that the long-necked girl was not Charlotte Brontë nor Jane Eyre, but Emily the sister, and got out Emily’s poems and at the weekend bought Wuthering Heights from Smith’s in the town because both school library copies were out. And she discovered that she had lived before.


“Which, if you come to think about it,” she said to herself, carefully lighting a Bunsen burner and regarding it with concentration, “is insane. I don’t know what I am talking about.” (“Athie dear, your hair! For heaven’s sake, tie it back!”)


“I look like her, but no one could say … I mean, she was violent. Flinging those vicars out! Holding open those great iron gates and shouting!” (She had read Shirley now and knew that Shirley and Emily were one person.) “And being so difficult, and everyone being worried about whether she’d behave properly. ‘Was Emily all right?’—Charlotte dashing out to ask someone if Emily had been unbearable on a walk on the moors. ‘Emily never goes out with anyone,’ “


“I’m not like that. I am the absolute opposite. They call all over the place. They call, ‘Athie, are you coming for a walk? Where are you?’ I always say yes.”


(“Athie dear, the litmus paper!”)


“And the wailing and crying round the house at night—her own self she thought it was, I’m sure. And all the firing of guns with the old father. I would never wail and cry in front of people, dead or alive. I have never wailed and cried in my life. And I really don’t care at all for guns.


“And then–Heathcliff?”


She carefully measured drops into a test tube.


“But I know I do like her. I like her very much. And I do look like her. And the bread—being so good at making bread—that’s me. And the moors. And the stone floors. The dove cote, the great long walks in the rain and the storms. I adore storms. There is just the wicket between our house and the churchyard, just like theirs—the wicket where the coffins went …”


A sort of drooping look that had come over her disappeared. “Rubbish,” she said. “Rubbish. We’re not on the moors. Our house is lovely—all sun and open doors and big fires and cheerful, not like that miserable place. And father’s strong as a lion. (Though so was hers.)
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