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He caught me in his silken net,
And shut me in his gilded cage.


He loves to sit and hear me sing,
Then, laughing, sports and plays with me;
Then stretches out my golden wing,
And mocks my loss of liberty.


from ‘The Prince of Love’
by William Blake





I. ONE FLESH





Prologue


The people in the village left them alone. It was a remote part of Provence, the villagers were untravelled, unsophisticated, suspicious of strangers. The woman was too grand for them; the man too shy and, moreover, a painter; as for the child, she was outrageous. Licence was given her which shocked the hearts of the village women who had entered the twentieth century with a reproving sniff, not to be taken in by it. Even Félicité, their maid, was an outsider, coming from a neighbouring valley, unused to the ways of this place—asking for bread baked in the shape of a heart indeed! Overtures had been made of course by those who considered it their duty to embrace new arrivals, especially such interesting guests as these promised to be: but the woman’s pride and the man’s foreign politeness had repelled even the sturdiest social creepers. They were left alone and, the village noticed with some satisfaction, they appeared to suffer from the isolation.


Certainly there was no harmony in the picture which presented itself on this morning as on so many: Monsieur in front with his canvas and his easel; Madame—or rather—well, who?—clearly she had a title but firmly she shut out her adopted home from all knowledge of it—she, whoever she might be, trailing behind, parasol, lilac dress almost sweeping the dust, a beautiful woman but bold, you could tell, and restless; then Félicité plodding yet more paces in the rear looking forward to her mistress fearfully and backward to her charge furiously: the little girl dallied on, dabbled at what took her fancy, tired out the women by the playfulness which delighted her father. The four of them, in a line against the sky. Like Indians, said M. de Dumas, the apothecary, who had travelled; tout à fait comme les noirs!


And indeed the hill which they climbed every morning could have been a mountain jungle, so wearily did they appear to hack their way through the thin air, trying to keep in touch. Finally, at the summit, where an old castle was in a pleasant state of ruin, they would gather to a halt: he would set up his easel; she would look out for a cool place and take out her novel; and Félicité would be told to amuse the child. The mother kissed her now and then but preferred not to be involved; she liked her daughter to be about her, she maintained, though not too close or too often—if only she had not detested solitude so much she could have returned to the house they had taken, bare and ugly though it was, and been rid of all the inconvenience of these dependents. It was fear which brought her out en famille.


The child would play nearby, loving to watch her father so grandly sitting there and her mother dozing in the shade. Then, having secured them, she would begin to tease Félicité, only half aware how much she tormented the old peasant woman by her games.


The lavender was coming out. The child grew wild at the smell of it. She wanted to hurl herself into those fields, to smother the lean-stalked flowers into her face: she wanted to bedeck her life in the sensations which came from this wonderful magic smell. The real world rolled into the little girl’s mind on the back of this dreamy, potent scent. She dodged away from Félicité and wandered about the fields entranced. The olive trees gave her occasional shade. Lavender as far as she could see; she thought it went on forever—to the snow-topped Alps on the horizon, then beyond to foreign lands, to where her father came from; to heaven itself, this beautiful aroma.


On that day she went so far that she lost herself and was alone and began to cry. They found her late in the afternoon, exhausted, asleep, beside a river. She was feverish for some days afterwards. Félicité was dismissed. And in the spring they moved to another, similar, village.





Chapter One


Like many others, Rosemary Lewis was conceived in the hope of restoring a great love and born to destroy it forever.


Her arrival blotted up all the remaining passion between husband and wife and they could only hope that affection at least would be sustained by their daughter’s growth. They lived in France, in the South, where his landscapes—English, exact, appealing—and her small inheritance combined to provide them with a sufficient living but a restrained style. She was disappointed. She had married a painter in order to live like an artist and an Englishman to escape the European haute bourgeoisie. But once the fever of rebellion had passed she found herself with a provincial life and a man whose habits and compositions were as predictable and neat as the hours and ledgers of a conscientious bank clerk.


The Great War came just in time for them all. Rosemary was then six and perturbed by the strain and mystery: her mother was in despair at the deceits she forced herself to practise daily, and her father was relieved to have such an honourable line of retreat. He went to London to join the Artists’ Rifles, bringing his daughter with him to England, for safety, they agreed.


She was taken to the far north, to Thurston, a small market town on the northern edge of the Lake District. There, cold, isolated and foreign, she was placed in the house of his relatives, Lawrence and Sarah Armstrong, a brother and sister who lived together, bachelor and spinster, Lawrence a clock-maker and local antiquarian, Sarah, his elder, his housekeeper, and a buttress of the Anglican church.


News of her father’s death did not reach Rosemary until months after its actual date. It came from her mother, already remarried, and, judging from the crested notepaper, once more back in her class—though a well-informed look at the ornate flourishes on the emblem might have suspected the security of the title-holder. Written in a mixture of schoolgirl English and elaborate French, it began a six months’ correspondence between Thurston and Forcalquier—the village in Provence where she was newly settled—and at the end of that period, Lawrence Armstrong could draw only one conclusion. Rosemary was not wanted by her own mother. He discussed this awful fact with his sister, swearing her to eternal secrecy. The clock-maker was already fond of Rosemary and the realization of such an injustice stirred his feelings deeply. Though dismayed a little at the prospect before her, Sarah, not as fond of the strange child, girded up her Charity and determined to demonstrate that certain people knew what was what. Their joint and solemn letter made it clear that were Rosemary to stay in Thurston “as things are” and “for a time”, and “being so settled” the pleasure—Sarah pursed her lips grimly at Lawrence’s lavish and not jointly accurate choice of that word—the pleasure would be all theirs.


Gifts from abroad followed the calendar—birthdays, saints’ days, Christmas and Easter—and though they began with spectacular packaging and embarrassing richness, they soon fell away. The crested notepaper went. The niche in Forcalquier went—never to be regained. Addresses were in ever more exotic locations, ever changing—something which dismayed Lawrence and intrigued Sarah; but whereas his final opinion included admiration, hers was wholly disapproving. Just as he was moved to speculate about the baubles of Catholicism which arrived from the Mediterranean—crosses, pictures, beads—while Sarah was concerned only to burn them.


Towards the end, the presents arrived late, frequently spoiled through careless packaging. Often as not it was a box of sweets or something grabbed, you could tell, at a station or in the nearest cheap souvenir shop—a whistle in the shape of a watering can, a small bull in black velvet, a Georges Sand novel—objects most treasured by Rosemary.


Lawrence wrote informative and kindly meant letters twice a year and always said that Rosemary could return to France whenever she might be wanted, and never failed to add that her mother was welcome in Thurston whenever she wanted. One of the few of these letters to get through drew such an enthusiastic response about coming to “cher Angleterre” and “commencing life anew in your country” that the child was spun into a vortex of excitement for weeks. But nothing came of it, and Rosemary pined into an illness which stayed with her throughout that winter.


Finally there was the strain of the last year when neither presents nor letters came: not even a postcard. Lawrence Armstrong went to France, to the last address, which he discovered to belong to a small, cheap hotel in Marseille near the docks. It was here she had died after her many flights. He brought back her ashes in a brown Provençal urn. The Roman Catholic church would not accept such remains. She was buried in Thurston cemetery, on a small hill which looked clear over to the fells, and the decencies were done by the Anglican vicar, a friend of Armstrong’s and a fellow antiquarian. She had died, Lawrence told the curious, of “something like malaria”.


Rosemary was just turned fifteen.





Chapter Two


She had learned English rapidly and well: Sarah dressed her “like everybody else” (“everybody”, that is, who thought “anything” of themselves): she went to the Church of England primary school behind Market Hill, then up to the National School and on to Thomlinson, a girls’ school, where Lawrence paid a small fee for her to be gently taught lessons and strictly disciplined on manners.


Thurston was a typical northern market town with a couple of useful small factories which joined it to Industrial England. Its four thousand inhabitants were a fair microcosm of English life; its habits were provincial but no more so than that of every other place further than twenty miles from London. Between them, Lawrence and Sarah participated in a great deal which life in Thurston had to offer, and their commitment was founded in entire familiarity with people, place and country. All in all, Rosemary came to a town which was capable of absorbing her as completely as it had absorbed many others and to a household which was as sure in its local and emotional roots as in its unassailable right of freehold on the property which sheltered it.


Rosemary was a good mimic and although this talent disturbed Sarah and seemed to mock the holiness of certain acts, yet it served her very well in the beginning. At Sunday School, for example, she was as obedient (and this was the important fact) as humanly possible although the nature of the obedience—which Sarah saw when she and Lawrence took her to Matins and Evensong—somehow rankled with the middle-aged spinster. The Sunday-School prizes were always for attendance—which was Sarah’s department; never for achievement—which was Rosemary’s own. The girl could remember every single incident component to an event which had impressed her and be patient to tease and spell them all out: but she would never remember the books of the Old Testament in their correct order.


Only very hesitantly did Sarah admit this to herself because, of all the Christian texts, that of judging not lest ye be judged was closest to her severe conscience (as it needed to be with such a gossipy body), but in the end, when all was said and done, it had to be considered that Rosemary did not believe in any of it. God, Christ, the thieves, the miracles, the Church, the parables, obedience, Sunday School, none of it. Somehow, at bottom, it was no more than an act. Yet having concluded that, the troubled soul would discover, within the week, an altar in the girl’s bedroom; cross, beads, candles and images. She would destroy such mummeries, to the most painful imprecations from the contradictory child.


“Proper little English girl,” they would say as she stopped in the street on a shopping expedition with her “uncle” Lawrence: “You’ve made her into a real nice Thurston lass,” friends would say, soothingly, to the difficult Miss Armstrong when they could see from the glitter in the pupil that all was not well between the grown and the growing women. The general opinion though was that Lawrence and Sarah had “got her beautiful”.


There were times when the unquiet heart of middle-aged Sarah Jane Armstrong, spinster of the parish of St Mary’s, Thurston, was stilled and consoled and even thrilled by the pleasure she found in what she had wrought in the starved-looking little stranger who had arrived out of the blue and howled like a dog, horribly and so unnervingly at the news of her father’s death. She saw her fill out with stolid Cumbrian meals and long though troubled sleep. She loved her race to embrace the language and even the local accent was the more enjoyable in those early days because the little girl spoke it so charmingly. Later it was to be eradicated by Sarah—who always retained her own accent, however, and was not a bit ashamed of it. She was much tickled when Rosemary imitated some of Lawrence’s ways and flattered when she caught reflections of herself in the small body. Moved, sometimes, too, by the unexpected nature of the concern and the uncommonness of the curiosity in the child. And thankful, when she saw the small head on the pillow, that she could be so useful to another creature, and that she had been called to do God’s work in this way.


Yet despite the steady suck of the town, despite the kindly influence of Lawrence and the well-intentioned pressure of Sarah, despite her own instincts which recognized a course of self-protection and tried to adapt to it, Rosemary did not quite fit. It could be seen even in her clothes, which were always rigorously arranged in English order by Sarah before school and returned, not plain untidy like the clothes of a robust English girl, but somehow careless, coquettish, often with a flower in a buttonhole or even in her hair. In the talk, too, once the drive for grammar and vocabulary had yielded its treasure, Rosemary was content to bob on the surface of accent—never settling. In everything she did, you could always pick her out, not on account of excellence (though that, too, would have embarrassed Sarah, not as much, but to some extent) but because she was different. And this difference chafed at Sarah every day of their life together.


Her looks were never defined. She could look wonderfully attractive but it was so difficult to pin it down. Sarah would never call her “pretty”; “lovely” was wrong although it was nearer—“beautiful” was reserved for flowers or furniture—“distinguished” was out of reach—“different”, alas, was the word which came to the rescue. “Different” spoken touchingly, admiringly, thoughtfully, with all the intonations of praise.


Her face was oval, not sweetly so, too broad about the cheekbones for that, but never faltering in the clean oval line. The nose, the index of the face, was strong, defiant, aggressive. Hair dark auburn, waving naturally and springing up from the head vigorously. A skin which was not quite white—not cream-white like the skin of some Thurston girls, nor white quick to respond to sun or hard weather—a pale skin which could seem tired and weak but then again could transmit a sense of herself which made the flesh soften and shine, almost translucently. Sometimes her mouth appeared thin, at other times it was full: in repose it was rather a delicate mouth, the lips long but not emphatically shaped. The eyes held you. Even people who did not much notice children were aware of that. They pinned you to yourself. Grey-blue with large pupils, bubbling with a sense of inner pleasure when she was on form, delighting in the world and irresistibly calling on you to share the pleasure which was both open to all and a delicious secret between herself and the person her glance had blessed. They seemed to absorb the spectator instantly, those eyes, and know him, appraising, flattering him with such complete attention but making him so conscious of himself that, in time, he might come to feel he was being almost “watched”. Yet these same beautiful eyes could sink into bony sockets of desolate misery which changed her face completely and made you look away as if embarrassed to intrude on private grief so intense.


So you could never rely on the way she might look. Her state of mind was so volatile and had such an immediate effect on her state of body that you could fix her in your mind at mid-day and meet such a different character in the evening as might be a different person altogether. It was very unsettling.


There seemed a basic lack of consideration for the limits of others’ tolerance in this as in her way with friends. At school it took her some time to uncurl from the tight and beleaguered position in which, at first, she set herself. Everyone seemed hateful and she ground their funny names around in her mind-Huntingdon, Parks, Lightfoot, Johnston, Middleton, Ritson, Corrigan, Connolly, Ismay, Hetherington, Robinson—syllable by syllable she whispered them to herself in her mind’s voice and tried to chase out the fear by mockery. Tom, tom, tom; Hunt, Light, Middle, Stamp, Rob; Son, Rit, Parks, May, Hether; Tom, Tom, Johnston. The kindly disposed but strictly trained teachers—Miss Ivinson, Miss Steele, Miss Moffat—worried her by their concern or offended her by their apparent neglect. The school behind Market Hill was gloomy and damp in winter and on good summer days the treat of walking up to the vicarage to take lessons in the grounds was no treat for Rosemary who hated being stared at as she walked through the town in a crocodile line, hated, hated the fact of being so easy to identify. And besides, she was a little anxious, until quite old, about how to get back home if she started off from a place other than the usual place. Then she found friends.


Lawrence was impressed by the violence and changeability of her passions. Sarah was not. She saw the Thurston children—with whom she sided no matter how hard she tried to remember her responsibility to Rosemary—and knew that they were as baffled as she was by the contradictions in the strange child—now demanding leadership, now easy, placatory, tolerant, even servile, then indifferent and cutting: opening for the embrace at one moment, a stir on the surface of things and tight shut as a fist. There was a wariness in the local children which Sarah understood and with which she sympathized.


Yet, to make it difficult, as it always was with Rosemary, she managed to retain one friend throughout her schooldays, into adolescence and, judging from the state of things, would keep her for the life-time. Nor was this friend a dependent, someone picked up and patronized by Rosemary: nor a slow country girl dazzled by the “half-breed” (which is what the children dubbed her at first): but none other than Jean Holmes, the prettiest, cleverest and nicest sort of person you could meet with in the entire county. Jean Holmes, short straight silky black hair, fine skin easily bronzed, lithe, co-ordinated in ways which escaped Rosemary and steady in a manner which totally eluded her: daughter of pleasant Thurston people, neither showy nor lacking but excellently respectable: Jean Holmes, who could play tennis very well and was good in the Guides; who was to be Head Girl of Thomlinson School and then become the girl everyone wanted to be served by in the local Post Office. To Sarah, and to a few others who took an interest in these things, the alliance was unfathomable. But there was no doubting its strength. Nor did it depend on daily nourishment or great two-way schemes; it was always there whenever the girls wanted to enjoy it. What puzzled Sarah most of all was that between the two of them it was Rosemary who took the lead. Jean revelled in her companionship and awareness of this greatly increased Sarah’s respect for her charge.


Jean could become intoxicated by her friend, finding in her qualities and surprises which she discovered nowhere else. Rosemary was glorious. She would sniff at objects and facts as Lawrence did and then, if she found her store of information inadequate, she would imagine the rest, fantasize and lie, invent and corrupt the truth, adorning even the dullest matter with flourishes of fancy or bandaging it into an ageless mystery. Jean, who lived in a cheerful, accurate world, was very moved by these fictions, never calling them deceits even when they were revealed as untruths, as often they were by Sarah or by time. But Jean felt a part of her being nourished by these inventions of Rosemary’s, something in her which could have died unawakened had been stirred by her friend and was kept alive only by her. There were times when Jean was irritated with confusion at Rosemary’s behaviour and times when anyone just a little less secure of her position on the planet would have been frightened by the aimless excesses of the stranger—but a few moments back in her own house stilled this perturbation in a placid pond of family tranquillity. It was with Rosemary that Jean had her greatest adventures—though the word came from Rosemary to whom, on certain days, a short walk along a common field could be called and become an “unforgettable adventure”. “Oh Rosemary,” Jean used to chide her, lovingly, “there’s no need to go that far”: wanting her to go even further.


Her progress was erratic. At school she was gifted for literature and language but would become disenchanted with the set books for the former and the rules which pertained to the latter and come bottom of the class—to her form-mistress’ irritation, Jean’s consternation (Jean would always be in the first six) and her own self-amused gloom. Mathematics she found extremely tough, loved, and battled with ferociously adopting logic which infuriated the teacher and yet finally gained his admiration. Latin came easily but she was sloppy and the talent was no help. She was so nervous about French, so insistent on the rightness of everything she said or wrote in her mother’s tongue and yet so prone to mistakes that each lesson was a painful forty minutes, best spent dreaming of something else entirely. A disproportionate amount of her time was spent in such dreaming—“dreamer”—a dreaded term of abuse—was often thrown at her and soon crept into her reports. “She continues to be too much of a dreamer,” the headmistress of the girls’ school would write, sorrowfully, “and she demands too much attention. Must try harder.” She was not very good at games.


The decision to allow her to stay on at school was Lawrence’s. Sarah thought she ought to leave and learn to earn a living; the headmistress could not press for the retention of a star pupil; and Rosemary did not address herself to the matter at all seriously. But Lawrence did not want her out in the world sooner than necessary. She needed time, he thought, and while he could afford it, she would have that.


Unfortunately, she decided that she must concentrate on French and Latin. She took English to make up the number of subjects necessary for sixth-form study, but the struggle really lay between the dead tongue and her first language. Lawrence, whose interest in the girl grew steadily and ever more strongly (within the limits he imposed on all external relations from within his bachelor keep) tried his best to dissuade her, seeing only distress in the French and failure in the Latin, with the English as erratic as ever. He was joined in this by the mathematics teacher who brandished her latest quite exceptional results before the headmistress and made an unexpected scene, saying that she was the best mathematical brain the school had had in his time and it was disgraceful the way in which the brightest pupils in girls’ schools always went for the Arts. The headmistress’ reply that she was not one of the brightest pupils only made him more angry.


But Rosemary would not budge and soon everyone tired of trying to influence her.


Her career at school from then on was disastrous. “Sixth-Formers,” the headmistress wrote, sadly but firmly in her royal blue ink, “are expected to work at the subjects they have freely chosen and in their behaviour to set an example to the rest of the school. I am afraid Rosemary fails on both counts.” Distressed by her poor performance, Rosemary began to take it out on the rules and there was a limit to the amount of cover even Jean could give to her. Moreover there was the unpleasant and unmistakable fact that in any general argument—such as occurred on a small but significant number of occasions when the staff relaxed and treated the older girls as adults—Rosemary would not only insist on being contentious but never hesitate to show superiority wherever she had it. This was quite often, because the range of possibilities in her mind and the fearlessness which was part of her character both found great sport in conversation. It was her métier. The teachers, especially the head teacher, did not like it and would often respond brutally, by sarcasm and personal mockery which had Rosemary squirming helplessly. Academically, where she longed to succeed, she was trapped in the triangle of French, Latin and English literature which seemed designed to pull at her in the most profound and exhausting ways: the more she threw herself into it the tighter the bonds became. And when she shone—in debates—she could expect only criticism. After a year the girl was gaunt from the failure: at the beginning of the second year she went down with bronchitis which clung on and clung on until Lawrence came to the conclusion that the best medicine was to take her away from the school. She did not resist his suggestion, nor did those who had tried to educate her.


During these sick months, Lawrence anxiously noted an important change. She went into herself and feared to engage the world, kept her boldness private.


Harold Sowerby would visit her to cheer her up. He was a man of Lawrence’s age—like Lawrence a steady bachelor, pleased “to be settled” in his way. But a bit of a snob. In Rosemary, he thought he detected signs of “a real lady” (the crested notepaper hurried along the first suspicion) and decided to call her “Milady”. Rosemary was puzzled and indifferent. Harold was a simpler man than Lawrence and had only recently lost his mother—“whose hearth,” he would say “I never left throughout her long and happy life.” He was a great churchman, a church warden and also, odd for a man, they said, interested in flower arrangements. His own garden supplied bucketfuls in summer and in winter his inventions with evergreens were widely and rightly praised.


When she was fit to go out, in the spring, she went for lonely, musing walks about the edges of the town, yielding to the shy nervousness which her illness had nourished. She avoided the road past the cemetery, already overwhelmed with longing for contact with her mother. She went about with downcast eyes, afraid to be trapped into a recognition. She was ashamed of the failure of her mind, ashamed of the failure of her body, ashamed of its womanly pollution, ashamed of her utter uselessness in the world. The pressure of suffering she brought onto herself was intense and relieved at first only by nature, a sight, a sound, a smell: but even such a slight excitement would make her dizzy: she would feel she was falling, vanishing.


Jean left school at Easter, just a few months before she was supposed to take her final exams. She announced this to Rosemary rather triumphantly; they were walking around Brookfield, Jean having sought out her friend to break the news.


“You mustn’t,” said Rosemary. “Not when you’ve done so much work. You will have worked hard, I know that.” Jean neglected to make the ritual denial. “What a strange thing to do.”


“It is, isn’t it?” Jean was tremendously pleased with herself. The decision had been reached after so much serious talking which concerned adults. It was such a relief to enjoy it. “Nobody knows why I did it.”


“Do you?” Rosemary asked, playing the game.


“Oh yes.”


“Well?”


“Let’s sit here.”


They had come to a bench placed in the lane by the ex-pupils of Brookfield School. Sitting on it, they could see straight across to the fells. Skiddaw centred their view, clearly cut out on this dull, placid day. The girls both wore coats and were glad of them. Jean snuggled up close beside her friend, delighted to be for once the mysterious one.


“Well?” Rosemary was finding it hard to keep irony out of her tone or her look: Jean was so sweet, she thought, bottled up with her news and itching to tell. She suddenly saw her friend, clearly, as a child, bursting into the house to tell her mother the great secrets of daily life.


“I think school’s useless!” said Jean, recklessly. “After a certain point.” She paused again. “For girls anyway.” Another hesitation and then, rather lamely, “That is, for me.”


“Did you tell your mother and father you thought it was useless?” Jean shook her head. “What about school—did you tell them?” Again her friend mutely confirmed Rosemary’s suspicions. “You told them you wanted to earn a living, didn’t you?”


Jean nodded: she was a little affronted at being so easily discovered. “There’s a job coming up—the Post Office—next Monday in fact. Alice Press told me about it long ago—she’s moving on to Carlisle. As soon as I thought it over I knew it was what I wanted to do.”


“Did you?”


There was no irony in the voice but something quite different which made Jean look earnestly at her friend. She was afraid Rosemary was going to cry.


“How lovely to ‘know’—how lovely that must be.”


“Everybody knows sooner or later.”


“Do they?”


“Of course they do.” Then Jean, drawn by her friend’s need, made a leap which proved to be the right one. “You should have stayed on at school.”


“I was no good,” said Rosemary, hopelessly.


“You would have been. There was just, there was just something up, that’s all. It would have worked out.”


“They were glad when I left. They hated me, anyway.”


“Don’t say that.” Jean was hurt to think that anyone could hate a person she herself loved so much. But Rosemary had felt the hatred in the headmistress’ final battles. She smiled.


“I’m sorry. It was my own fault. I wasn’t clever enough.”


“But you’re much cleverer than all of them,” Jean wailed. “That was what I could never understand.”


Rosemary stood up and looked most affectionately at her friend. “And why the Post Office?” If envy could be sweet then that was her feeling for Jean at this moment. “Meeting people,” Jean replied firmly. “And doing something that I can do without getting into a panic. I asked Alice Press all about it first. And of course,” Jean smiled, rather slyly, “I’ll be able to work my way up if I try.”


Rosemary could have hugged her but simply held out her hand. As they dawdled back to the town she felt less tired than she had done for months. But how much older, how very much older she felt she was compared with her bright-eyed contemporary.


Lawrence had been re-telling her of the invaders who had come to this part of the world; the Romans, the Britons, the Norsemen, the Normans, the Scots, and Rosemary told it over to Jean who loved to be gently informed in easy conversation. Rosemary could make the past so vivid.


It was not only the past of the place, though in that she found refuge for her dreams. She could romance about the present in that mid-war period, protected, as she was, from the privations of working-class life and the excesses and ambitions of monied people. She could draw a picture which would seem ageless: the vicar and the choirboys, the spinster teachers and the cheerful shopkeepers; the “characters” and the old families of modest means and pretensions; the fields which came into the town, inlets of farming with the taste of real country: order and the solicitor who took walking trips to Scotland in the summer to pursue his ornithological passions and bring back rare birds’ eggs (though only if there had been several in the nest): eccentricity and the newsagent who trained his five dogs to deliver the morning papers; security and the policeman who was bigger than all the bullies. Peace at night without traffic or rowdy behaviour: a train in the distance bringing coal from the west coast or the howls of a farm dog carried on the wind.


After Jean started at the Post Office, Rosemary made an effort and eventually she was found a place in the library at Carlisle. She caught the bus at twenty past eight in the mornings and got back from work at seven in the evenings, often extremely tired. Efforts to persuade her to take work in the town itself were fruitless: she liked the library, the museum in which it was housed, the Cathedral next to it, the Castle nearby; the strangers in the much bigger town—herself thereby one of many strangers, sharing a pleasant sensation of equality and comparative anonymity.


It was her own history which gave her real nourishment, the real food of her spirit which grew secretly and powerfully.


At school she had shown a talent for drawing and Lawrence still kept two of her works—both done at home as efforts for a prize—neither had been successful; in fact there was some evidence that their morbidity had caused offence and the headmistress herself had judged them “far too worrying”. Both the drawings showed a girl, sketched boldly, an angular, distressed girl, trapped behind bars while out of walls came malevolent heads of demons and in the walls themselves were outlines of skulls. The colours were dark, the subject matter powerful: and yet, in the execution and in the intention was something detached, amused, fantastical which forced a smile to the lips.


Lawrence had framed them, without telling anyone, and kept them on the highest shelf in his workshop, beside the faces of the grandfather clocks.





Chapter Three


On the day of her twenty-first birthday, Rosemary went to London. She had saved up for more than a year. Having got a hint of her plan, Harold Sowerby had bought her an expensive case for her anniversary: too expensive, Sarah thought, and too personal. It was a fine case, dark brown leather, elegantly finished, with various pretty pouches inside in patterned green silk. Sarah bought her a new quilt for her bed: then, as the day approached, she felt increasingly mean and rushed out to Snaith’s to buy a small bracelet as a supplementary gift; and was ever after irritated with herself for doing so. From Lawrence, with sweet inevitability, she received a watch, a tiny thing which, he said solemnly, “emphasized the slenderness of her wrist”. Wanting to be extravagant, Jean sent her a bottle of French perfume, and gifts came too from others who knew her. There were more than a dozen cards.


Rosemary was very moved. Though she had been used to receiving presents from abroad and on her previous birthdays Lawrence and Sarah had never failed, yet the weight of gifts on this day which was so significant for her brought her close to tears. For on the day of her twenty-first birthday, as she understood it, she was a free woman. She could vote. She could certainly set up a home of her own. She owed obedience to no one. If the world beckoned, she was free to follow: if an instinct raged, she was free to yield to it. She could even return to France: she could do as she pleased.


In her bedroom she dressed as on an Easter morning. Some of the clothes were new—the shoes, the gloves, the stockings, the white blouse—and the other garments had been washed and heavily ironed. Her case was packed. All her other travelling things were well-wrapped. Neither tidy nor organized by habit or temperament, Rosemary was capable of making sudden efforts in that area, producing effects which were theatrical in their exceptional excellence. Everything about this trip had been worked out with loving efficiency. She was going to stay with Alistair, her uncle, and Wilfred, her cousin.


Even so, it was reluctantly that she went downstairs, full of portent. The sun was up and loose in shafts of warmth which had penetrated the chinks in the dour old house. Breakfast was laid as usual except for the cards piled high on the plate.


Sarah and Lawrence contained her awkward devotional trembling. Little was said. The ticks and tocks of the many clocks seemed a plumb-line of sound to an even greater silence: fathoms of warm silence. Fearfully she opened the cards and read the verses as if they had been poetry: without any hunger she ate her breakfast.


Lawrence walked her to the station and Harold met them halfway to relieve Lawrence of the weight of the case, hesitating to mention the object as it might have seemed like showing off but unable to restrain his pride in the thing as the three of them walked down New Street and past the old jam-works to the Railway Station. There wasn’t, he would bet, another case in Thurston to match it: maybe the Duddings, of course, in their big house, or the Storeys, but even so, he would need see with his own eyes to be convinced.


And as for Rosemary! Words failed Harold Sowerby that morning. She was every inch the perfect lady, he said to himself; and to Lawrence he observed that the watch just “set her off—to a T”. To which Lawrence replied that the case lent its class to her entire outfit. And so the two men feasted on her.


Rosemary’s re-discovered daring and her will could be seen in the vigour with which she walked and the unselfconscious way in which she took the clothes, so recently laid out like a nun’s habit or a bride’s dress, completely for granted. While her apprehension refined the vigour, made more interesting the wildness of her step and the bold set of her head.


At Carlisle she changed trains without calamity and was lucky enough to find a window seat in her third-class compartment. Until the engine had pulled the coaches over Shap Fell she was able to do nothing but gaze out of the window, a rather mournful expression on her face, the slim lips turned down slightly, the eyes shaded sadly; a young man asked her if she minded his smoking (although it was not a non-smoker) and it was necessary for him to ask three times—his voice going from the caressing interrogative to the embarrassed peremptory—before she acknowledged him.


When the train began to come away from Cumberland down the mountain, shaking with speed and set for the sprint three hundred miles south to the capital, she turned to her book.


Everything about this day and this event had to be special, including the book she read. Her reading had continued during the three years of her work at the library, although it was never planned or schematic. She would never tire of the Romantic poets, especially Shelley whom, from a frontispiece, she somewhat resembled: he would always be her favourite. She read the Brontës all and checked thoroughly to see if Branwell had left anything; Jane Austen made her shiver with pleasure but was somehow too compact to enjoy for long. Striving to maintain her Frenchness she tackled Victor Hugo and was rewarded. Dickens she liked but he did not stir her soul like Dostoevsky who made her feel turbulent, or Ibsen who drove her to dry tears. She dipped and pecked but she was always drawn to the French, in their own language, to the symbolist poets with whom she struggled—for their message seemed urgent—and with whom she failed—for her grasp of the language was not sufficient for her to endure the thought of what she was missing and her patience was not strong enough to plod through enough learning to make it whole. She loved the thought of the beginning of ideas and words: she had an unbounded awe for the Greeks—the names alone could thrill her—Homer, Thucydides, Socrates, Sophocles, Plato, Aristophanes—she did no more than glance at them, however, believing that she could not honestly read such until she had earned her way among the foothills. She thought that she did not deserve them yet.


But on the birthday, the 21st birthday of freedom and franchised womanhood, just as the clothes had drawn across the bathed skin with the frisson of novelty and the satisfaction of confirmation of a wished-for personality, so she could reveal herself in her choice of book. Finally, she had taken the Oresteian Trilogy by Aeschylus.


As the train jolted through Carnforth and Lancaster and Preston; Crewe, Rugby and Watford, she read of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, Cassandra and Orestes, Aegisthus, Apollo and Athene, now reading a page or two, now looking eagerly out of the window, sucking in both landscapes with a feverish love for the newness of it all; yet keeping it private, containing herself. The names danced in her mind, but gradually the imagined world took over, especially the character of Iphigenia who was so innocent and so wronged.


She finished the Trilogy before the train arrived in London and then kept her eyes firmly on the passing landscape so that she would not have to look around and engage with anyone else: even a nod would be too great an interference with the private pleasure being distilled through her mind. She would have to read it again, have-to, have-to, the insistence copied the rhythm of the wheels, have-to-a-gain have-to-a-gain: they were all, all so magnificent. The murderers and adulterers, those taking revenge and those seeking another justice, she felt her own life somehow spoken for, already given words and shape, lacking only the events.


Rosemary had come to these plays as a poor Muslim goes to Mecca and everything was even more splendid than she had anticipated : if also more disturbing. For how could lives be glorious other than such lives lived with such intensity? Her own existence, which had often appeared full, now seemed unadventurous, even cowardly in its Chinese boxes of comforts, its cosy cocoon. She too wanted to challenge fate, ride with fortune, tempt the Furies. Now, on this day, which ought to be full of signs and significance.





Chapter Four


Wilfred was waiting for her at the station but at first they did not recognize each other. He had come expecting the schoolgirl on the photograph which Lawrence had sent them some years before, and Rosemary was so confused about this magnificent cousin of hers that no one on earth could have fulfilled her vision. That she had a cousin, the word, the kinship, the poignancy of it! When Lawrence had first told her this she had pestered him about it so much—more than on anything else in her life—that he was reduced to complaints. For there was not a great deal of information he could give her. Rosemary’s father, himself and Alistair had been step-brothers, each the only child of a marriage which had proceeded like a zig-zag. John Armstrong had married, Lawrence and Sarah were the issue : John Armstrong’s death had been followed by his widow’s marriage to Arnold Lewis, the father of Rosemary’s parent: the mother had then died and Arnold had married once more, producing Alistair, her uncle, whose son was Wilfred, her cousin, three or four years older than her. The three step-brothers who were of insufficiently close ages to make them friends in youth, had followed such diverse patterns in manhood that their contact was pared down to an odd, inconclusive letter. Rosemary was now linking them together again.


It was surprising that Wilfred did not recognize her nor she him on that first afternoon at Euston, because they looked so alike. Despite the multitude of genetical permutations open to such a family history as theirs, Rosemary and Wilfred could almost have come out of the same gene. Thus as they stood, the one half-hidden by a pillar with a sunken heart miserably staring at her shoes and resenting the burnish of the elegant case and the other hovering about the barrier with many gestures and one rather unfortunate guess; they could have been playing the first scene in a comedy of errors. It was the unfortunate guess which revealed them. “Are you, I’m sorry, but are you Rosemary Lewis from Thurston?’ he asked a young girl who, Rosemary slyly observed, amusedly, was extremely plain.


Rosemary made no move. She watched him. So this was Wilfred!


He was slim, she saw, approvingly, even though his saggy sports jacket and baggy flannels intimated a substantial filling. There was a silk handkerchief, rainbow-coloured, flopping from the breast pocket of his jacket and she liked that: she wanted to go and take it out, run it between her fingers, disarrange it in her own way and re-fill the pocket with it. He kept sweeping both hands through his hair as if there were an unruly mess of it although in fact it was nothing but a little tousle, a few days overdue for trimming. It was some moments before she saw or admitted to herself the likeness between them and when she did there rippled through her a yearning so keen she could have cried. Instead she intensified her concentration: the nose yes, yes—her father’s nose, and the lips, somehow amused at the whole thing despite the act of agitation which was being performed by his hands. He would not be really disappointed if she had not arrived at all, Rosemary decided, grimly: but then she admired him for his self-sufficiency.


The last of the passengers came through the barriers and the bar came down as the cleaners moved into the empty coaches. Wilfred spun around yet again and yet again thrust his long fingers into his short hair. “You! You’ve been hiding!” he said accusingly. “Of course! How stupid!” He came up to her. “Didn’t you know?”


“Yes.” Rosemary answered carefully, rather unsettled with the shock of seeing her near-reflection face to face. She felt she could see his thoughts and already she longed for them to concern her.


“Well why didn’t you sing out? Eh?” Cheerful and confident, he did not wait for a reply but picked up the case with an exaggerated “whew” of admiration which made Rosemary detest the ostentation of the thing. “Let’s go. Dad’s lent me his banger. If we tootle off now we’ll miss the worst of the crush hour. Come on.”


He strode away and she had to step out to keep in touch with him. As they walked, her apprehensions turned into physical anxieties and she felt a clutch of sickness in her stomach, the warning tightness in her head. An engine started up and the steam hissed out like fear from her heart. She felt weightless and wanted to sit down. He hurried on, dodging between cars, nipping across a street, bouncing Harold Sowerby’s case against his thigh. Orpheus, she thought, as her sudden confusion deepened, don’t look, don’t look: but if you don’t look I will be gone. She stopped still and discovered she was trembling. After an instant the noise of the London street split the will of her self-communion and she felt the sweat rise in her to repel this invasion. It was not until he had to turn a corner that Wilfred paused and looked back. He waved. “Magnificent, isn’t it?” he shouted. “I love the city, don’t you?”


Rosemary did not acknowledge him but forced herself to walk towards him, using him as a capstan and imagining an invisible rope between them which she pulled and pulled herself along. Wilfred watched her for a moment and then disappeared. She pretended he was still there and walked on. If only she could be back in Thurston, walking around Brookfield, quietly taking her way back home. That word—one she rarely used in connection with the Armstrongs’ house—rose like a lump in the throat. “Home,” “Home,” “Home.” She stopped once more and took a deep breath and plunged deep into herself to find courage. She had to stay. She had to be well, she had not to let loose once again the symptoms of that adolescent illness. She had to learn to overcome these sudden panics: Wilfred was waiting. She wanted to be with him so much.


She arrived at the car, breathless.


“Wave me out,” Wilfred shouted above the noise of the engine and the ancient bodywork. “Make sure I don’t run over a stray Cockney.” He reversed expertly and Rosemary gazed up and down the small street only vaguely aware of her function.


“O.K. Hop in.” He pushed open the door from the inside. It was not the first time she had been in a car but she had travelled in them rarely enough to be impressed. “Now, let’s see if internal combustion’s still a working principle.”


“Is it far?”


“Kew? It’ll take about half an hour if we get a good run at the Marylebone Road and don’t find jams down at Hammersmith. Why? O God! Perhaps you’re tired—would you like some tea here—or—I am sorry.” At once, as if a cloak had been removed, the bluff manner of the University graduate which it entertained him to assume slid off and he looked at her, for the first time, directly and with affectionate sympathy.


“O no!” His look set off Rosemary’s cure. “O no!” She could feel his interest like ointment on her nerves. “Please, I’m fine. I’d love to drive through London—right away!”


Wilfred laughed at the gust of enthusiasm and set off, chattering all the way in the manner which she now knew for what it was. Her confidence swooped up and was fully re-established by the time they crossed the Thames and went past Kew Green, so like a picture-book it looked with the elegant Queen Anne houses and the church of the same period, later, Victorian houses stretching up to the great gates of the Royal Botanical Gardens and in the middle of the Green a few young men in white shirts and white flannels loosening up for a game of cricket. Rosemary’s first glance at once swallowed it and loved it—the pubs, the little white fences, the river beyond, sweet Thames, that line came to her mind just as she needed it, Sweet Thames run softly till I end my song! The fear and the anxiety, those harsh witherings of the root were finally spirited away by the magical gentleness of this gracious suburban village, full of leisure and civilization, a lush pasture fed by manna from industry, colony and stock-market: a man-made Eden fertilized by unseen sacrifices.


A place of such ease and intelligence, Rosemary was to think, as could fill out a life with ceaseless interest.


Those next few days’ holiday were so crammed with events and impressions that Rosemary could later find days of recollection grown out of moments of incident. It was as if she had not only come of age but come into her estate. There were books in Lawrence’s house in Thurston, of course, books to do with local history, with archaeology, with dialect, and also some sets of classics, Dickens, Quiller-Couch, Thackeray: but in Kew, in the rambling, detached house in Lichfield Road beside the Victoria gate, books were part of the general life. On the walls were not photographs but fine print copies of famous paintings. The house itself was large, the garden ample: there was a maid and a woman who came three times a week to help with the cleaning. Life was to be savoured.


Thurston was not eclipsed by the comparison, nor did it diminish. Indeed it was with a great welling of tenderness that she thought of the place which had succoured her so well and given her so much: a sentimental feeling came over her when, at night, awake with silent excitement, she would switch to thoughts of Cumberland to calm herself and, perhaps, to assuage some guilt that she was enjoying herself so very much away from it. A feeling of leaving.


For there was so much she could be alive to in this new place. On a morning stroll with her aunt in the Botanical Gardens, she recognized in the greetings and in the flux of conversation opportunities for the exercise of her talent which came only rarely in the North. Her uncle and aunt were very favourably impressed: her aunt by the girl’s poise which surprised her and by her attention to her daily practices which flattered her: her uncle by her wit and curiosity. They went out of their way to ensure her happiness. It was the first time she had been on holiday and the first time she had been a guest for more than an afternoon: the tradition, in those roomy Edwardian suburban houses, was still, at that time, based on the customs of an English country house—insofar as the pocket allowed—and with such treatment, with such respect both for her privacy and for her entertainment, Rosemary bloomed.


They had anticipated a “case”—after the reports of failure and illness—and girded themselves to their familial duties. Her charm and talents bowled them over and, both in recognition and in compensation for the surly nature of their expectations, they delighted in her. Wilfred had most reluctantly agreed to take a couple of days off from his holiday work at the British Museum on his thesis, but the two days were spent without his noticing the cost and others went by carelessly.


They walked along the tow-path to Richmond, counting the barges which made for Brentford Dock, and at Richmond Bridge themselves took a rowing-boat which he pulled up to Kingston. Drifting back, close to the bank to get the shade from the willows, he told her of his life at Durham University and how he had always meant to come over to Cumberland but never had—dash it!—to tell the absolute truth he had been over to Cumberland, several times, to climb in the Langdales and sniff around Eskdale on a particular scholastic whim which he had conceived about the Norse settlements but somehow he had never got to Thurston. Would she forgive him? Never, she said gravely: never.


Wilfred had studied Romance Languages—Rosemary startled to hear the phrases—what finer, more exquisite combination of words for study could there be than Romance Languages?—the two great worlds were there, she thought, all that life was and all it could be. While he talked on describing the course and his progress along it, she found herself drifting on those two words as the boat drifted on the current and then she was sorry for her self-indulgence because she saw that he expected a response and she had no idea of the question.


“Well?”


‘I’m sorry,” she said. “This is so lovely. I’ve never been anywhere so beautiful before.”


As increasingly often, Wilfred was both moved and taken aback by a directness which applied not to the top layer of exchange at all but was more vulnerable than anything which was open between them. Nevertheless there was a certain irritation in him that his account could be so very lightly received.


“I was asking you if you had been able to retain your French and if so what were the chief differences you noticed between the grammars.” He paused. “Damn stupid question, I grant you.”


“No,” she replied seriously, “not at all.” She hesitated. “I lost my French,” she said, “all of it. I tried to keep it up but I failed.”


“Tricky to do this sort of thing on your own.”


“When I had help—at school—I did not take much advantage of it. I was lazy.”


“Well . . . School.” He shrugged.


“And afterwards I had not the guts.”


“That’s a bit hard on yourself.”


“It’s the truth.” She dabbled her hand in the water which fondled her skin coldly.


“You can always start again,” he said.


As he took up the oars to pull them round the final bend back to the boating station at Richmond Promenade, Rosemary looked up and saw the splendid line of houses on top of the bluff that was Richmond Hill; there, she decided, was where she would like to live with Wilfred: they would look out up the Thames and onto that gentle plain so long peaceful and protected; they would be on a cliff up there and welcome the force of a storm because they would be safe. She snuggled down to the dream in her mind and Wilfred was anxious about her preoccupation when he led her off the boat and along to the garden of a pub. She often slipped away where he could not follow.


She drank lemonade and looked around curiously, but with some disappointment.


“It’s not a real pub,” she declared, remembering Thurston and the terrible tales of drunkenness, the legends of weekend violence, the dour men in caps and waistcoats.


“Of course it is,” said Wilfred just a little annoyed. He looked round. “It’s outside, that’s all. They have drinking outside everywhere else. In France they always do it.”


“But in France they know how to do it,” she exclaimed, ignoring her own ignorance : which again annoyed Wilfred who had been there.


“There’s nothing to know,” he was dismayed to hear some testiness in his tone and strove to eradicate it. “You simply sit outside instead of in and look at the river instead of gazing out of a window.”


“O no!” Rosemary’s eyes lit up with mischief, understanding his incipient irritation and finding it a spur. “People here sit as if they were really inside. They’re exactly as they would be inside except that someone has taken away the walls and the roof. It’s like one of those dolls’ houses where you can take them to pieces and see all the furniture there. And look! These yellow and green tables and the red and green chairs—it’s dolls’ house furniture!”


“There are primary colours in France, too, you know.”


“Ah, but I don’t know. I haven’t been there, like you, not for too long to remember such things. But I can guess it. This isn’t a real pub anyway, inside or outside.”


“You’ve never been inside!”


“I can tell.” She seemed to hug herself, waiting for him to retaliate but he gave up.


Then she was dismayed that she had made so much of such a little thing: what she yearned for was that they would speak on the Great Subjects of Life and Art and Thought. Sometimes they were near it, nearer than she had ever been or thought possible. But too often she would take up this habit of teasing away at unimportant matters. Now as she looked at him who looked away and saw herself and her father, too, she was certain, in the profile, she longed to make a sacrifice and appease him. “Well. Well,” she said tentatively. “So I have found my cousin at last.”


“Yes.” He turned, puzzled for a moment, and then smiled. “Do you know, Mother says we look rather like each other.”


“We do.” Rosemary nodded solemnly. “Of course you are so much more full of life that it is difficult to see what you are like.”


“You’re talking about yourself, not about me,” Wilfred replied with uncommon insight.


“No, no,” she insisted. “I am timid. You are the adventurous one. You are like Zeus who could take on a thousand shapes, he could be a storm of golden rain, or a satyr or a warrior or a swan to make love to Leda. Great men have to have many shapes because they live so many lives.” Imagine, she was thinking in some secret part of herself, a swan!


“Who said that?” Wilfred almost rapped out the question. Rosemary looked at him inquiringly. “That last sentence about Great Men—who said it?’


“I did.” She allowed the pause for pride: and then to see through her decision to appease, she added, “But I am sure I read it somewhere. Anyway it is obvious.”


“Who would you say are great men, then?” he asked.


“Those who become gods,” she replied: and his laugh was so loud and startled that she laughed with him.


There were aeroplanes bobbing about in the sky, the soft putter of their engines a gentle peal to the pleasures of the afternoon. They walked back to Kew along the tow-path—Rosemary had insisted on this because she knew that Wilfred wanted to even though he could see that she was very tired from the day’s exertions: she asked him the names of the machines and was delighted that he knew. She adored all his knowledge and he felt appreciated in a way quite foreign to his experience.


“I would like to be a glider pilot,” she said as they sat on the seat outside the gardens, a rest he had suggested before the last lap back to his house. “Just to be near the sky with those wings and so much silence.” She paused to savour it. The afternoon was almost over and before them the river and the sky showed the first tints of what would be a glorious sunset. Never had Rosemary been so full of so many fine sensations and she wanted to show her gratitude.


“You would be beautiful as a pilot,” she said, not noticing the effect such caressing words had on this young man so long disciplined to reticence. “You would race with the clouds and wait for the winds to—no, what is it you said?—the air bubbles.” She loved the word and blew it out, “Bubbles, bubbles, air bubbles to lift you up and throw you into the sky. You would be like Icarus.”


And again, he thought, she spoke of herself. “Icarus,” he said, feeling rather stuffy but impelled to blunt his embarrassment, “Icarus is scarcely an inspiring example for anyone, is he? I mean, he did fly too near the sun and he did crash and he did kill himself.”


“That’s not the point.”


They sat on for a moment or two and then the bell rang to announce that the Botanical Gardens would be closing in ten minutes.


“We can just make it if we step out,” he said.


She nodded but had to wrench herself away from the sunset which, she thought, was casting a spell over her, ever ready to believe that nature itself emanated sensations which could be read and understood by those who chose.


“Otherwise we’d have to go the long way round, by the Green.”


She jumped up and squeezed his arm. “How kind you are to me! I am tired, yes. And I love these Gardens so much. Quickly. Quickly!”


She kept his arm the few yards to the turnstile, way ahead of the present day in her reckoning of their relationship, and Wilfred enjoyed the closeness of her body too much to resist or comment: but there was something guarded about him, and once they were inside the Gardens—the gatekeeper letting them in free as it was so late and so her feeling of privilege topped up yet again—she made no attempt to link with him once more and he regretted his tremor of resistance although he paid his respects to the fineness of her sensibility in discovering it and reacting to it. Rosemary did not allow herself to investigate it: she did not want it to interfere with her pleasure in the moment.


They walked to the first lake and she scanned it for the two black swans she had seen on her very first tour of the Gardens, with Wilfred’s mother. Wilfred’s mother thought they were “rather obvious” when Rosemary had declared her admiration for them, and the older woman had pointed out her own preference, a rare family of exquisitely marked Cantonese ducks. Rosemary firmly stuck to her choice and said that she preferred grace to perfection. (Although even as she spoke it, she knew that, truthfully, she wanted both.)


“There they are!” She stood melodramatically still and watched the two slender swans, red beaks like broad-bladed daggers stained from conquest, black feathers glittering in the sunset.


“Oh, those two,” Wilfred smiled. “They rule this place. There was the most terrible battle here the other week when they decided to have it out with the white swans.”


“What happened?”


“These two chased the white swans clean off the lake. Vicious. It’s a little unwise to have them around, in my opinion. A lot of children think you can feed swans just like ducks.”


“We can’t organize our lives for children.”


“O God, Rosemary, I wasn’t suggesting we could or should. I just think your favourites are rather savage.”


“That’s why I like them. Who wants pets?”


They were impressive, the two swans, he had to admit, two as one, gliding on the surface of water now taking its colours from the dying sun.


“That is how to go through the world,” Rosemary murmured to herself; and on this evening she could see it, the possibility, the wonder, the glory of a life, linked to another in just such a free conjunction, as the swans swept over the golden pond.





Chapter Five


Even among such days there were two which were immensely more charged than the others; in a different constellation of importance and significance. What they had in common was that each was tight, crammed with incident and open to endless revision and reinterpretation. Yet neither day was one she consciously enjoyed bringing to mind: for almost completely opposite sets of reasons. They were too hard to bear. The one too pleasurable, the other too painful: and yet so powerful were they, so much gathered to them as life went on, they came to represent the polarities of so many states of feeling and possibility, that they were like a sun and a moon permanently circling her thoughts, always to be seen, round and round.


Before lunch there had been whispering, at tea there were significant nods and throughout the early dinner (they were to go out to the local theatre—itself a rare treat for Rosemary) there was badly concealed excitement. Mr and Mrs Lewis—Rosemary liked to use their surname, her own surname, in her mind; “uncle” and “aunt”, though warm through the statement of the link, were not as resonant—Mr and Mrs Lewis left the dining-room and Wilfred took out a cigarette. She realized the importance of what he was going to say and wished that he had not chosen to be quite so melodramatic about it. And so at first she did not catch his mumbled “Would you like to go to France?” He paused; there was no reaction from his cousin, none at all. “We thought—a family birthday present. They do day-trips from Folkestone to Boulogne—they’re rather, well, I imagine they’d be fun. And you’d get to France.”


Rosemary nodded, almost brusquely, got up, carefully pushed her chair under the table and left the room. Wilfred was worried at the thought of the possible consequences: her extravagance confused him.


Mrs Lewis found her in her bedroom, thrown on the bed, her head almost hanging over the side of it, silent. The older woman checked herself at the door, perturbed at the stricken pose and even as she was prepared to sympathize, simultaneously disapproving the spectacle. Before she had time to adopt a course of action, Rosemary rolled over the bed, jumped up and rushed towards her, arms outstretched, like a child, her eyes sparkling with tears. “You’re so kind,” she said. “You’re all so kind to me.”


The older woman hugged her gently, afraid that she too might cry. Rosemary had seemed so firm and independent throughout the week, in fact she had occasionally been a little apprehensive before this surprising niece: but in her arms she felt someone vulnerable and waiting for guidance. As if realizing the change she had brought about in her aunt’s opinion of her, Rosemary stopped herself and a quiver of tension passed from her body into the body of the woman who held her.


“You’re a tender thing,” she said; and Rosemary relaxed, with such gratitude that Mrs Lewis was overwhelmed: yet with such abandonment of propriety that she felt, unfairly, exasperated. “Now, now, come along. Alistair and Wilfred will be having all sorts of guilts and glooms. Did Wilfred tell you about the trip?”


Rosemary pulled back from her, held her hands and nodded. She was incapable of speech at that moment and now Mrs Lewis, clear as to cause and effect and seeing the root of sentiment, allowed the excess: then, feeling she had been too stern, herself yielded to Rosemary’s mood. She took the young woman back in her arms. “Well. We thought you might like to go back to the country of your birth.”


“Thank you.”


When they came downstairs, the two men looked extremely uncomfortable.


“She is a tender little thing,” Mrs Lewis repeated, thoughtfully, after Wilfred had taken her off to the theatre. She shivered. “I don’t know. She rather frightened me.”


“Rosemary? Nonsense. We all get overworked. I think it’s brewing up with Wilfred myself. That’s the nub.”


“That, too.” Mrs Lewis shook her head. “She collapsed in my arms, you know, upstairs. Literally collapsed.”


What Rosemary could always most easily bring to mind were the details of the day. They went so fast from place to place and yet the newness of things made time pass so slowly: though, again, the day was over in a moment: when it ended she could return to its beginning in an instant and join the day in a circle of memory, looping endlessly in her thoughts.


She seemed to notice everything: the spray from the bow of the boat, the cloud which looked like a fish, the tang of thé citron, the sound of French, rubbing against her mind, a velvet jungle. The Frenchness of everything touched and amused her and despite Wilfred’s undeniable (but rather self-conscious) competence in the language and habits of the people, she felt herself to be much more part of it than he ever could be. He took exception to that, but with an effort let it pass.


It was getting more and more difficult for him to keep any distance from this demanding cousin. She read his thoughts and though he would deny them, both knew she had the gist.


That day, she was radiant. As she stepped on French soil she could have been its liberator and for a moment he was afraid she might kiss it. That anxious moment passed only to be replaced by another as he felt her thrill to the sight of the ordinary square in front of the church, the cafés, the bicycles, the ouvriers and bourgeoisie, the game of boules already begun. She might shout out or dance, he thought, worriedly, and steeled himself for a “scene”. But all she did was ask for a thé citron. She was irresistible. Her pleasure, her just-containable pleasure at being Rosemary Lewis, twenty-one, with Wilfred Lewis in France on a sunny day in summer, sitting outside a café and watching the world go by, this glowed in her and sped from her, seeming to reach out across the length and breadth of the square so that everyone who came and went was made luminous by it. It was even as if they came and went on cue in some wonderful naturalistic drama in which they, too, though spectators, had parts. Life played the game of being itself.


Rosemary noticed his resistance as she had done, increasingly, throughout the week, but as it was accompanied by unparalleled consideration, she made a guess at its cause and was even more hard pressed to contain herself. It seemed to her that all things were possible, greater than that, all things were inevitable and her path had suddenly been revealed.


She was shy about going into the church and only because she was willing to please Wilfred did she agree to accompany him. Once inside she experienced claustrophobia. Wilfred thought that her subdued and abstracted air was a more intense version of his own feelings and he was glad to have it so: the candles, the gloom, the kneeling women in black, the echoing religiosity of the place appealed to all those mystical longings so scrupulously pruned by the low Anglicanism of his youth. Here, he thought, you could feel the power of the Church Militant, the Crusades, the great civilizing ventures, the paintings, the music, the scholars – what men! He remembered but ignored the Inquisition, the wars of Religion, the twisting of truth and of minds, or rather he thought that in some way they too fertilized this rich obscurity; carrying the summer’s day and England into the ancient sanctuary, he thought it a place of strength for values and aspirations and mysteries all necessary to the fullness of life. Rosemary’s influence was opening up his hitherto subdued and ignored taste for complexity and disorder.


Outside, Rosemary walked into the sun, looked up at it, and shook her head, like a puppy shaking itself dry.


“Impressive, isn’t it?” said Wilfred, in rather a solemn voice, as he joined her. He felt at one with her.


“It’s a tomb,” she said. “Horrible.” She shivered. “Even the sun can’t break the spell.” She shook her whole body for a moment and Wilfred looked around to see if anyone was watching. He had been mistaken about her and felt offended.


“I want a cognac,” she said. “A coffee and a cognac. That’s what they have here. That’s what I need right now. Horrible, horrible place. It is a place for corpses.”


She walked ahead of him, over to the café where she had recently so decorously relished her thé citron. Hurt and confounded, he translated his feelings into annoyance with her—for leaving him standing and for demanding this drink which he had thought to offer her at the end of the day—he considered letting her go off alone. That unworthy thought cancelled out her irritating ways. He caught her up; had she felt nothing of his solemn mystic yearning?


The cognac came and she sipped at it cautiously. “It’s lovely” she said. “They never tell you that.” She sipped a little more. “Delicious!”


“One’s quite enough,” said Wilfred and then he groaned at his primness.


He was losing himself in her. Wilfred Lewis, aged twenty-five, a capable scholar and well-adjusted young man; brought up with care and attention, pleasantly mannered, generally liked, able to be a “sport”, perfectly at ease in his University blazer and flannels on this charitable little trip, was becoming bothered. She did not treat him as others did and he was beginning to wonder, just a little, if he was quite as others saw him. He was undoubtedly a person of greater consequence to her than to anyone he had ever known including his own mother: and yet by a glance or a gesture she could prompt him either to a flare of unimagined possibility or to the thought that what he held to was worthless. Hence, the moment he had warned her against the cognac, he almost winced to see her mocking glance.


Yet these reservations were small flecks on a surface otherwise rich and even. He picked them out because he needed to. Were he to admit that he was truly as entranced by the girl as his actions suggested, then he would be in real difficulties. Because Wilfred was secretly engaged to be married.


At Durham he had made a girl pregnant. The panic had been kept private as the two of them had met in horror day after day. The outcome was clearly signposted and Wilfred was just beginning to organize himself for marriage when she had a miscarriage. In the hands of a sympathetic doctor this, too, was kept quiet and after her recovery the two of them could have taken many different courses. Both, however, felt bound. Attempts to separate proved desultory: they were linked as accomplices. They became engaged. Their decision to keep it secret was mutual. She was still in Durham where she was launched on her course to be a nurse.


On this day, the realization that he would have to tell Rosemary about his engagement became insistent. He knew it would ruin her day: and his own. And the more he saw her fill out with such innocent pleasure, the more he felt trapped: both by the potential of his new pleasure and by the obligation of his old commitment. It would take a very great deal for him to duck out of his commitment: he would need help. His first course, class and custom dictated, was to hold firm to what he had.
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