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DEDICATED


to


THE CASTLE


Hid deep in the heart of the woods, haunted and old,


The shell of a Castle still stands, a story told,


Built high on a rock in the woods, frozen and cold.


Deep are the night-dark shadows under the wall,


Breathlessly whispering downward the snowflakes fall,


Shrouding the desolate towers in a stainless pall.


Fearful within me my own heart, failing, has died,


I too in the woods am frozen, bereaved, sore tried.


Alone here … There in the shadows, who was it sighed?


There, in the bastioned walls where the gateway stands,


Are there shadows within its shadows, weaving the strands


Back through the loom of past sorrow with pain-worn hands?


Shadows weeping a world grown cold and stark with pain,


Mourning once more the lights put out, put out again,


The loveliness broken and lost, the young men slain.


Has sorrow alone lived here for a hundred years?


Is only hatred immortal, men’s craven fears?


Only the weeping of women, their useless tears?


Not winter only reigns here in this haunted place.


As the cold clouds part, defeated, the sunbeams lace


The dark trees with their diamond light, touch the worn face


Of the frozen stone with colour, with azure fire


Of spring-times long past, yet alive, the hot desire


Of summers never forgotten, hopes that aspire


For ever, courage unbeaten, valour aflame,


The unshaken victory of the men who name


Holy things to their strength … Nor fear, nor hate nor shame


Is theirs … I see the flashing of arms on the wall,


Hear the deep roar of the conflict, the thrilling call


Of the silver trumpet sounding high on the tall


Towers of God’s immortal fortress, that he made


Against the evil out of the love of men laid


At his feet, their sweat, their blood to the last drop paid.


For this is the rock that for all time man defends,


The rock of his soul against which all evil spends


Its fury in vain in the warfare that never ends.


And these the embattled walls that the heroes trod,


Swift-winged with flame, their feet with the gospel shod,


For this is the house of all life, the house of God.


Lift up, lift up your constant hearts, the trumpet cries,


Lift them up to the shining walls, the sun-drenched skies,


For beyond the night for ever the sun will rise.




1


I


Very few people noticed the woman who was sitting in the sunshine on the seat at the top of the steps outside the Free Library, the roar of London’s traffic at her back and her eyes upon the notice board with its list of vacant situations. She was not noticeable. She was one of those nondescript women to whom one may be introduced ten times but still one doesn’t recognise them when one meets them in the street. There was just nothing about Miss Brown that stood out, nothing, so to speak, to catch hold of. Yet she was a pretty woman, with a neat little figure and a quiet dignity that were attractive. Her small features were clear-cut, her pale skin smooth and unwrinkled in spite of her forty-two years. Her delicate lips were sweetly and firmly folded and her beautifully shaped dark eyes beneath the pencilled eyebrows were shy and gentle as a doe’s. Her straight brown hair, severely fastened in a knot in the nape of her neck, was soft and smooth and had no grey in it. She had so much freshness, so much outward serenity, that it was surprising that she was not more noticeable. But then Miss Brown had never wanted to be noticed. She was one of those people with a gift for protective colouring, like a shy white rabbit in the snow. Wherever she went she could manage to be so much a part of her background that one did not see her there.


This gift for protective colouring was partly due to Miss Brown’s shyness, partly due to her invariable contentment with her background, and partly to her style of dress. She was fastidious and she liked to be neat and tidy, but she never had any money to spend on her clothes and so she had years ago adopted the tailor-made style of dressing that fits in anywhere and does not go out of fashion. She wore a dark-blue coat and skirt, shabby but well-brushed, and fitting her well, grey stockings and neatly-laced black shoes, and a severe plain straw hat was placed dead-straight upon the top of her round little head. In spite of the beauty of the day she carried a neatly-furled black umbrella, in case a thunderstorm should come on and ruin her hat, for she had to be careful of her hats, and her hands in their neatly darned grey gloves were quietly folded upon the large old-fashioned bulging black handbag in her lap.


She sat very still upon the seat before the Free Library, the roar of London at her back, and for almost the first time in her life she was not liking her background. Though her eyes were fixed upon the notice board with its meagre list of vacant situations that would not do at all, she was no longer seeing it. She was seeing nothing. For Miss Brown was in the grip of fear; not just apprehension or anxiety, but real fear, naked and horrible. Though she looked so serene sitting there in the sunshine her body was ice-cold and she was finding it quite difficult to breathe.


“And yet I’m not worse off than many other people,” she said to herself. “I have lost my home and my livelihood, but so have lots of others. This that is happening to me, this sort of chasm opening at my feet, is happening to the whole world. I am not alone. I am not alone. I am not alone.”


But what she reiterated to herself brought her no conviction. Her loss of everything she had hitherto known was making her feel as solitary as though she were the only human creature alive in the world. And what a world! It was June nineteen forty. Yesterday was gone, burnt up in the blazing inferno of its suffering. There was to-day, a tiny patch of foothold, but there was no to-morrow. The abyss at whose edge she seemed to herself to be standing was filled with swirling mist. Down below the mist were lightnings and thunders and great voices, and out beyond it presumably the sun still shone, but what shape the things below would take, and whether one would ever win out into the sunlight again, one could not know. To-day was one step at a time in the mist, a step taken quite alone because if there were other people there she could not see them, and to-morrow was so uncertain that it did not exist. Memory of the past and hope for the future are companionable things. Now that they seemed to have vanished the loneliness made her very afraid. I can’t bear it, she thought abruptly, and for the first time in her life. I just can’t bear it. What do I do? What do I do?


Such a small thing can sometimes lighten despair. In Miss Brown’s case it was just a tune. A street musician was playing a violin somewhere down in the street below. Miss Brown was not particularly musical but she liked good tunes, and especially on the violin. It always seemed to her that a violin was more of a living voice than other instruments. In a great symphony it was the first violins that seemed to cry out the good news while the other instruments throbbed and murmured in assent. And it always seemed to Miss Brown that you couldn’t use a violin to say mean or lying things. If you tried to it merely made revolting noises. The authentic voice was not heard unless it spoke the truth.


And she knew it was the truth that she was listening to now. She heard no words, she saw no vision, but she was slowly made aware that she was one of a multitude that went upon pilgrimage to something or other. She had no idea what the something was, or how they were to get there, all she knew was that the way was stony and painful, dreadful, terrifying; yet worth daring all the same. The pilgrims, she knew, were a motley crowd, old and young, rich and poor, brave men and cowards, kings and queens and merchants, cunning thieves and footsore ragged vagabonds, confused, quarrelsome, ignorant, even the wisest of them, their abysmal ignorance merely a question of degree; but as they journeyed they sang, and always they went on; whatever happened they went on, and sang. That was the truth about this pilgrimage. It went on, and it was a matter for rejoicing.


A small movement of relaxation was observable in Miss Brown’s quiet taut figure. She was leaning back against something, not the hard wooden rail of the seat but the roar of the London traffic. She felt it suddenly as a wall behind her. Buses, lorries, cars, vans, drays, bicycles, all carrying human people, all going somewhere, and glad of it. The roar of their passing was no longer just a noise, it was the throbbing and murmuring chorus of assent to the solo voice of the violin that was still crying aloud good news somewhere down on the curb; it was the song of the pilgrims as they journeyed along to wherever it was they were going. And Miss Brown was going with them. She was not alone. She was not alone. She was not alone.


She got up, and her knees were shaking beneath her. Just as she had never in her life before experienced such fear as had lately shaken her, so she had also never experienced such a flashing moment of delight as had come to her when she had felt she was leaning back against that wall. Both moments had passed now and except for her shaking knees she was her precise and ordinary self again. She looked at her watch. It was time to be going on. That music! The man, whoever he was, was still playing away down there, though not now the music that had so moved her. Surely he was playing remarkably well for a street musician? She opened her bulging black handbag and looked thoughtfully at its contents. Could she afford to give him something? He had lifted her out of a moment of quite dreadful fear and she was grateful. Resolutely she took out a shilling. To her, at the present time, a shilling was rather a large sum of money.


She walked down the steps to the street, and along the pavement towards the tall man with a violin tucked beneath his chin whom she saw standing beside the curb. The music that he was playing now made her think, in this hot London street filled with the fumes of petrol, of cool green leaves rustling in a wood. The shadows beneath them were deep and cool, and they cried with their myriad rustling voices, “Come this way. Come this way.” There was something hidden in the heart of the wood, some sort of refuge.


She reached the musician and bent to put her shilling into the battered hat he had placed upon the pavement. Then she straightened herself and looked at him, and he, seeing that she wanted to speak to him, stopped playing.


“Thank you, Miss,” he said.


“It is I who should say thank-you,” said Miss Brown. “Thank you for your nice music.” And then she blushed, for she was one of those old-fashioned modest women who always blush when they are doing something unusual. And it was most unusual for Miss Brown to speak to a strange man in the street. She could never recollect having done such a dreadful thing before.


Then she looked into the eyes of the man before her and completely forgot herself. For this man, though he had played music that had lifted her out of her fear, was yet himself afraid. His eyes were as windows opening upon the abyss of fear. Through them she saw not only this man’s fear, but the fear of the whole world. For a terrible moment, for the few seconds during which she shut her eyes and opened them, she felt it surge over her; then she looked again and saw just one of those battered human creatures who float about the shores of great cities like scum on the surface of a stream … But no, he was not quite the usual poor vagabond whom one saw about these streets. When she had thanked him for his music his face had softened, as though he were suddenly sharply touched, and in that moment she had been aware of a certain style about him. He had looked – kingly was the word that occurred to her, though it was an odd word to use about a street musician. She wished it were possible for him to know the compassion that was in her heart for him. She wished it showed as clearly in her eyes as his fear had shown in his.


He was a tall bony man, a Jew by the look of him, with strong fierce bones jutting through the tightly stretched sallow skin, black eyes deeply sunken beneath bushy grey eyebrows, the fear in them quickly veiled of deliberate intent, a tight bitter mouth closed angrily upon his pain, whatever it might be, and deep lines scored from the arrogant reddened nose to the ill-shaven chin. In spite of the heat of the day he wore a threadbare overcoat buttoned over in a futile attempt to hide the dilapidation of the clothes beneath. His trousers were frayed, and the boots beneath them were broken.


“That was a nice piece you were playing,” said Miss Brown, her bulging black handbag thrust under her arm and her gloved hands clasped tightly together in her nervousness … For was “piece” the right word to use when speaking to a musician of a musical composition? She was not sure, though it was what she had called “The Harmonious Blacksmith” when she had played it on Sundays on the upright piano at home … “That piece with whispering leaves in it,” she went on shyly, “and some sort of refuge in the middle of a wood.”


The musician looked startled. “Delius’ ‘Song of Summer’,” he said. “I’ve thought, too, that there is a refuge in the wood. Are you a musician?”


“No, oh no,” said Miss Brown, clasping and unclasping her shy hands. “Though I used to play the piano a little once … I’ve never heard of Delius,” she added.


The musician grinned, the hard lines of his face softening again in his amusement at the naïveté of this demure, old-fashioned little woman. “It’s not my usual habit to commit sacrilege by playing Delius in these streets,” he said. “Those like yourself who are sensitive to musical impressions are rare in these parts. I usually play the latest tripe from the musical comedies. To-day, for some reason or other, I suddenly tried to play Delius. Only tried. My violin’s as worn out as my talent. And in any case a song written for the orchestra can scarcely be captured by one voice only.”


“But the first violin is the important voice,” said Miss Brown. “The one that tells the truth.”


Again the musician grinned, and gave her a mocking little bow. “That is a most magnanimous confession for a pianist to make,” he told her.


His voice was husky and harsh, the voice of a man who has been for a long time exposed to hardship and bad weather in the streets, but something about its intonation, as well as the words that he used, startled Miss Brown into wondering if once he had been a gentleman.


“Was the other piece that you were playing Delius too?” she asked.


“Which one?” he asked, and again he was smiling. She knew that he knew which one. He was just amusing himself by testing what he called her sensitiveness to musical impressions.


“The one that made me think of people – all of us – going on pilgrimage,” she faltered, and blushed crimson.


“Yes, that was Delius,” he said. “At least what I was able to reproduce of his setting of the Pilgrim’s Song in Flecker’s ‘Hassan’.”


Miss Brown was no wiser. She looked at him in mute appeal. “Where were they going?” she asked.


“They’d no more idea than the rest of us,” he said. “But they had a notion that when they got there they would know why men are born.”


“Beyond the veil all things will be made plain,” said Miss Brown tritely, echoing a platitude she was very fond of; and then she was suddenly frightened by the look of bitter mockery that flickered over the musician’s face. What had she said this time that was funny? People often smiled at her remarks, and she never knew why. And she was becoming more and more overwhelmed by the oddness of this conversation, and by the remembrance that it is most unladylike, as well as dangerous, to speak to strange men in the streets. “I must go now,” she faltered. “I have a train to catch.” And she moved away a little.


He bowed, gracefully and easily, as though from the concert platform, but she felt the quick hurt withdrawal in him, as though he felt she had repulsed him, and she immediately moved back. “Thank you,” she said again. “I was feeling very afraid when you played that Pilgrim’s Song, but when I heard it I was not afraid any more.” Then she really did go, quickly, lest worse befall, and so she did not see the look of amazed, incredulous delight that swept over his face.


II


As she walked along the street to catch her bus to the station Miss Brown discovered that memory of the past and hope for the future, which in her fear and loneliness a little while ago she had felt were destroyed for ever, were with her again, and were good company.


Her thoughts moved back into the past and were at home. How absurd to think that one could lose one’s past. One couldn’t. It was part of one. Her father and mother, whom she had so deeply loved, James Brown the commercial traveller in hardware and Agnes his wife, were walking down the street one on each side of her, and she was holding their hands, as she had done when she was a little girl. The keen salt air of the sea-coast town that had been her home was blowing in her face and she could see the sunlight sparkling on the sea. She adored the sea, and the hard keen breath of cold winds. They were in her blood, because James Brown had once been a sailor and had always been a man who liked hardness. His boyhood had been spent in a windjammer, his early manhood as first mate of a British coaster, and when injuries received in a storm at sea drove him back to the land for good he had travelled firmly in fire-irons and coal scuttles. This he had done not from chance but from choice. He could have travelled in silk petticoats if he had wanted to, or perfume or soap, but he had preferred hardware. He was that sort of man; an ugly, brave, proud, independent, sensible little man, a stern Methodist and an adamant disciplinarian. He had most deeply loved his daughter but as he had never happened to mention the fact to her she did not know how much. Perhaps she would have been a different kind of woman if she had; the hidden adoration she had had for him might have been encouraged to creep forth into some sort of flowering. Yet if he had contributed to the stunting of her womanhood he had contributed also to the richness of her humanity; as well as his love of the sea he had given her his pride, his courage, his common-sense and his passionate love of independence.


Miss Brown’s Christian name was Dolores and it did not suit her at all. It had been given her by her mother. The marriage of Agnes and James Brown had been the marriage of opposites. James’s affection for fire-irons and coal scuttles had been nicely balanced by Agnes’s passion for soiled blue hair ribbons and little unread dusty books of poetry bound in purple calf. Agnes had been a silly, loving, sentimental woman, never at grips with reality yet utterly single-minded in her perpetual striving after Beauty and Romance. When they had failed her in her own life, for her fluffy fragile looks had soon faded and not even she could prolong the romance of marriage to a man like James beyond the honeymoon, she had lived vicariously in her child. Dolores should be the very incarnation of Beauty and Romance, she had decided, with the beauty of Helen of Troy and the noble moral qualities of all the heroines of Miss Marie Corelli rolled into one. She should be the faithful wife of one adoring husband, though of course her path should be strewn with the corpses of rejected lovers, and she should produce six angelic little children with no difficulty at all. When she passed in the street every eye should follow her and when she died, at a ripe old age and quite painlessly, there should not be a dry eye at the graveside.


But Dolores had never at any time been in the least like that. She had not even seemed to want to be like that. Her own looks had never interested her very much and the only proposal of marriage she had ever had, from Mr Jobson of the gents’ underwear department at Smerdon and Hodges, a most respectable widower bearing a strong resemblance to the Duke of Wellington, she had immediately refused. She had seemed to be possessed of neither yearning nor ambition. Her working days spent in the haberdashery department at Smerdon and Hodges, her evenings at home playing demure little pieces on the demure upright piano, and her Sundays of chapel-going and rambling on the seashore, had seemed utterly to satisfy her. The romantic name of Dolores was a complete misfit. Once she had put up her hair no one but her mother had ever used it … She had always been Miss Brown.


Life is very disappointing for the romantics and Agnes had died of bronchitis and discouragement when she was only sixty years of age, lamenting almost with her last breath that absolutely nothing of her lived on in her daughter. Yet here she had been wrong. Miss Brown’s unexpressed love of natural beauty, her absorption in the white wings of the gulls beating against the blue of the sky and her hour-long watching of the waves, had been her mother’s love of blue ribbon and dusty purple books purged by her father’s common-sense.


It had been after her mother’s death that Miss Brown had left Smerdon and Hodges and turned their house “Sea View” into a boarding house, so that she could look after her father, not so strong now as he had been, and not able to travel so far or so persuasively, and at the same time augment the rapidly diminishing income from the hardware by taking lodgers. Apart from her sorrow at his failing powers, and her grief for her mother, this had been perhaps the happiest time in her happy life. It had been very hard work, but she had increasingly loved her father, and the walls of her beloved home had been always about her and the sea had been always just outside her windows. As she had worked, polishing the beloved furniture and washing the precious cups and saucers that had been her friends from babyhood, she had heard the crying of the gulls and the murmur of the waves on the shore and had known what it was to be content.


And then her father had died and for some while her happiness had been shattered. But it had returned. She had still had her beloved “Sea View” and into it had gone all her strength and her courage, her hopes and her savings. It had been grand work to care for her lodgers who were sick or tired, rest them and feed them and make them whole again. She had stinted nothing that she had to give and though she had made new men and women and children of them she had not made much money and she had worked much too hard. But she had been happy and useful and perpetually needed, and as she grew older she had developed a taste for reading that had given new joy to her very few leisure hours. It had been pure delight to sit before the fire in her little parlour on winter evenings when she had no lodgers, with the wind roaring over the roof and the waves thundering on the shore, and read history books from the Free Library. History was her favourite reading, especially the history of the great men of her country’s past. She was a hero worshipper and she had a love of tradition that had come to her from her father, whose boyhood’s training had taken place beneath the panoply of towering white sails and to the music of the capstan chanties … Miss Brown had had a dream that one day, when she did not have such difficulty in making both ends meet and the boarding house was on a more secure footing, she might save enough money to take a long holiday and, history book in hand, visit the Castles of England, the Cathedrals and the old ports and cities where the great deeds had been done.


But that longed-for prosperity had never come. The war had come instead, France had fallen, and with her, so inter-knit are the fortunes of the human race, had come crashing the fortunes of a little lodging-house keeper on the south coast of England. The tragedy of France had been Miss Brown’s tragedy too, and Miss Brown’s tragedy, though in the agonised confusion of the times no one would notice it, would not be without its effect upon the spider’s web of human entities into which it would throw her.


As she walked along the street her thoughts of the past reached the last crashing weeks that had landed her, so desperately afraid, on the seat before the Free Library. Like the fall of France it had all seemed to happen so quickly. The sea view from her windows, that had always been so lovely and such an asset to her boardinghouse, had suddenly, with enemy-occupied France only a few miles away across the Channel, become the very reverse of an asset, and her guests had abruptly left her. Then, almost overnight so it had seemed to Miss Brown, there had been khaki-clad heroes in tin hats swarming everywhere, guns on the cliffs and barbed wire entanglements along the beach in front of her windows, the drone of enemy planes overhead and the crashing and vibration of their bombs. Stunned and bewildered Miss Brown had listened to grim yet stirring speeches over the wireless, and gradually, in company with all her countrymen, had been dragged by the genius of the man who stood at the head of the nation from bewilderment to resolution, from horror to hope, until at last, though there was no to-morrow, to-day had given her firm ground beneath her feet and a courage in her soul like beating and ascending wings. Living on the heights, thoughtless of the morrow that did not exist, she had been suddenly ridiculously at rest, and ready to dare to the uttermost. Physical injury or death had seemed only little things. She and “Sea View” would take in military instead of civilian lodgers and see things out joyfully together till the end.


To begin with, she had thought things were going to happen as she had hoped. Those men in the tin hats who swarmed among the guns and the barbed wire had suddenly ceased to be rather nebulous heroes, at whom she peered reverently through the wire netting that protected her window panes, and became instead a couple of concrete and business-like young men standing upon her doorstep and explaining kindly but firmly that they wanted her house.


“Yes,” had said Miss Brown joyfully. “Certainly. This is a boarding-house. I can take six.”


But it had seemed that she herself was not wanted. All civilians must leave the sea-front. Her house was taken over by the government, but not her services. How soon could she pack up and go? A paper of instructions was handed to her. Good afternoon. Thank you.


There had been no help for it and she had made no fuss. She had packed away her treasures in the attic and left the beloved house where she had been born and had lived her happy and arduous life. She had even left the town, fanatical as was her love for it, for the shops were closing down as well as the boarding-houses, and there had been nothing for her to do there and nowhere to go. She had drawn her tiny stock of money out of the bank and accompanied by her tin trunk and a hat box had come to stay with Cousin Emmie in London. Cousin Emmie did not like her and did not want her but was willing to house her for a week or so while she looked about her for a job.


But she could not find a job. She was experienced in no trade except haberdashery, and no one wanted a shop assistant. No one seemed to want housekeepers or companion helps either; they could not afford them or they already had five hundred applications for the post. She could not get any war work to do; at present they wanted only strong young women and she was forty-two and looked fragile. As the days had gone by a leaden despair had grown in her. When she had heard by this morning’s post that her beloved house and all her possessions had been blown sky-high she had hardly been surprised; she had said to herself that it merely meant that now there was no past as well as no future; only to-day with its fear.


But now, because of a few scraps of music played by a street musician, her fear was eased. It would come back again, probably, as recurrent pain comes back, but the fiddler had given her a blessed respite. Bombs had no power over memories; the sun-drenched days of her childhood and youth were back with her again, the carefree working days at Smerdon and Hodges, the light on the sea as she walked home at evening, her mother’s cry of welcome, her father’s smile, the pattering feet of little children who had been her lodgers and the gay tunes played by the band on the esplanade; she recaptured them all as she walked along the street.


And hope was hers too now because of those tunes. There had been a refuge in the whispering wood; both she and the musician had been agreed about that. And there is never a pilgrimage without somehow, somewhere, a worthy ending. Would she ever see that fiddler again? It was not very likely. But she wished him well as she stood waiting for the bus that was to take her to Paddington station; she wished him well and cried out in her heart, thank you, thank you.


She was going to spend the day with Cousin Emmie’s married daughter Dorothy at Maidenhead. Cousin Emmie had suggested this visit to get her out of the way for a bit, for her fear, not unnaturally, got on Cousin Emmie’s nerves till she hardly knew how to keep a civil tongue in her head. Not that Miss Brown expressed her fear, she moved through her days with Emmie calmly and proudly, and she spoke always as though the solidity of her future were a thing of which she had no doubts at all, but of all the emotions fear is the most catching, and Cousin Emmie, afraid herself, was most horribly aware of Miss Brown’s. Not only was it a clammy sort of thing to live with, but for some reason or other it increased Cousin Emmie’s own particular nightmare to enormous proportions; and Cousin Emmie’s nightmare, not hidden like Miss Brown’s but most volubly expressed from the moment she woke up in the morning till the moment when she went to bed at night, was that with the first bombs on London the tower of the church across the way would fall slap on top of her. Since Miss Brown’s coming she had scarcely dared to set foot over her doorstep.


“So silly!” thought Miss Brown, waiting at the bus stop. “So dreadfully silly of Emmie. What silly things people are afraid of.”


Her own fear, so she thought in company with most of the human beings alive in the world at that moment, was a sensible fear, even a respectable fear, of the type felt by sane and normal people. She was so sure about this that it never even occurred to her to take out her fear and examine it for those distinguishing marks … At least not then, not yet. The time was not ripe for the supreme revelation of her senselessness.


The bus came and she climbed in and sat down with hands quietly folded. She was still in a half-dream, companioned by her memories, anæsthetised by the music she had heard, and as the bus bowled along she scarcely noticed the streets she was passing through, the war time streets of London, emptied of most of their children and sightseers, peopled only by taut figures who went quickly about their business, and by the aged and infirm and those without hope who were too tired to be bothered to run away. She did not notice anything very much and she did not think what she was doing until she had reached the station, got out of the bus, bought her ticket, asked her way of an irritable porter and found the platform where her train waited, bound for the West Country by way of Maidenhead.


And here she abruptly came alive, for if she was to get on the train immediate and violent action was required of her. There might have been few children on the streets, but here on the platform all the children in the world seemed gathered in one solid heaving mass, all bound for the West Country and what a paternal government fervently hoped would be comparative safety.


At the sight of them something like a stab of agony went through Miss Brown, for she loved children. She had not known there were so many of them still left in London. How many children were there in England? Oh for a Pied Piper of Hamelin who would with his immortal music lead them into the depths of the earth until this tyranny was overpast. The sins of the fathers shall be visited … One may batter oneself to pieces against that stumbling block but the tightly-locked unity of the human race cannot be shifted. They were so good, holding tightly to the hands of teachers, or of mothers who in a moment would be parted from them, wide-eyed with apprehension, toys and gas-masks slung round their necks and packets of food bulging in their pockets. There were very few tears, very few lamentations. No time for that now. No time for anything but to get away quickly.


And no seats in the train, apparently, for any one but the children. Miss Brown searched frantically up and down the crowded platform until she was tripped up by a teddy-bear who suddenly threw its arms passionately round her left ankle. The string that had hitherto tethered it to its owner had apparently snapped, leaving it abandoned on the platform. Miss Brown picked it up. It was a very old and shabby teddy-bear, with one eye gone and a bad patch over its nose, but it had a bit of pink ribbon tied round its neck and it was borne in upon Miss Brown that the nose was bald because the fur had been kissed clean off it. Someone loved this teddy-bear. Someone was in grief because the string had snapped. Miss Brown abandoned her search for a seat and looked about her instead for the creature’s owner. Goodness knew there was enough anguish in the world at this moment without its being added to by the loss of a teddy-bear with a pink ribbon round its neck and a nose that had been kissed quite bald.


Presently she saw two little girls standing hand in hand. They seemed to have no mother or teacher to hold on to, so they held on to each other. They were perhaps six and eight years old, typical London children with straight tow-coloured hair, raggedly bobbed, pale blue eyes and pale pointed little faces. They came evidently from a good if poor home, for the scanty blue and pink cotton frocks and carefully darned little knitted jackets that clothed their undernourished bodies were very clean, and so were the white socks above their well-polished clod-hopping shoes. Two shabby cardboard suitcases stood beside them on the platform and their gas-masks were slung across their shoulders. The elder girl had a little book clutched firmly in one hand, and held tightly to her sister with the other. Though she kept her head well up she was yet very frightened; her small chin quivered and even her lips were white. The little one was crying; or rather bellowing; Miss Brown had never heard a small child make so much noise. Slow tears of an immense size ploughed their way through the dirt that collects on every London child’s face, no matter how clean it started out, and her nose was running, but she was much too abandoned to misery to make any use of the clean cotton handkerchief pinned to her chest with a large safety pin. A broken string hung round her neck. Miss Brown pushed her way through a group of indignant teachers with the utmost rudeness and held out the teddy-bear.


She was rewarded. A smile of quite ineffable beauty lit up the wet messy little face and the teddy-bear was clutched speechlessly to his owner’s bosom.


The elder girl was trying to speak, doing her best to force her words out of a throat all dried up by the terror of the unknown that had her in its grip.


“Say thank-you to the lady,” she said at last in the hoarse croak that was all the voice much grief had left her.


But the little one was utterly engrossed in kissing the teddy-bear’s bald nose.


“Never mind,” said Miss Brown kindly. “Where are you going, dear?”


“The country,” came the whisper.


“Your mother is not with you?” asked Miss Brown.


But that was a question causing so much sorrow that the child could only shake her head speechlessly, and Miss Brown turned away, cursing herself for her stupidity. There was nothing she could do. Better leave them alone.


With pain at her heart she walked blindly to the other end of the platform, and then a whistle sounded. Through a mist of tears she saw that the train was moving and she began to run, bumped into someone and then ran again. Too late. She was just turning away when the door of a first-class carriage opened and a hand was held out. “Quick!” said a voice. “In here.”


“My ticket’s third-class,” quavered Miss Brown.


“No matter,” said the voice.


It was so authoritative that she put her own hand into the hand held out and was swung with one easy movement into the now quickly moving train, and deposited, for the first time in her life, upon the soft seat of a first-class carriage.


“Forgive me for my importunity,” said the voice. “But you looked so distressed.”


“Distressed?” said Miss Brown, her hands pressing the cushioned seat with an unconscious gesture of childish pleasure that brought a smile to the face of the man opposite. “It was not about missing the train that I felt distressed, but about the children. There are so many of them.”


“The stage is undoubtedly overcrowded,” said the man. “That is going to be one of our main difficulties. Yet if overcrowded it is finely set for one of the greatest dramas in all history. Don’t you think so?”


“Yes, oh yes,” said Miss Brown, and then, still agonised by the thought of the children, she burst out with the question that everyone was always asking everyone else nowadays, “Shall we get through?”


And the stranger gave the usual answer.


“Dunquerque.”


And they smiled at each other. One could not know … But there had been Dunquerque.


“I like reading the history of heroic ages,” said Miss Brown, “but I don’t think I like living in them very much.”


Her companion laughed and Miss Brown abruptly withdrew into herself. Her cotton-gloved hands, that had been so childishly feeling the softness of the seat, were withdrawn and folded neatly upon the bag in her lap. Her compact little figure, that had been almost gracefully asprawl after the swing into the carriage, was compressed again into severity and dignity, the back straight as a ramrod, the feet placed side by side upon the floor. How dreadful of her to have burst out like that! It was both risky and unladylike to talk to strangers of the opposite sex, and here she was doing it for the second time to-day. She flushed and looked down attentively at the shabby old bag in her lap. Presently, however, she lifted her head and peeped cautiously through her eyelashes at the man opposite her, for if it could be done without being either risky or unladylike it would be nice to get a good look at him; for he was what she most admired, but seldom got the chance of really studying except on the films, and then you could never be quite sure it was the genuine article, a Real Gentleman. It was because he was a Real Gentleman that she had asked him about England’s chances like that. A Real Gentleman would surely know.


For Miss Brown admired Real Gentlemen in the same way that she admired the Royal Family, the Bank of England and the British Constitution. It had never occurred to her to test their value or enquire into their uses. She had been brought up to believe in them as admirable things and it was typical of Miss Brown’s mental make-up that unless they were forcibly removed from her she should hold on very tightly to the beliefs of her youth.


She was able to observe her companion to her heart’s content for he, noting how second thoughts had inclined her to gentility and silence rather than humanity and conversation, had absorbed himself in The Times. He was a big man, grown gallantly old, with long loose sprawling limbs that one felt might at any moment fall on him. Old age had made them a nuisance to him, one felt, and he kept them together more by mental determination than physical strength. Yet a nuisance or not he wore them with the same easy grace as he wore his loose, shabby, expensive tweed clothes, with their innumerable pockets and their faint fresh scent like the scent of heather. He had a fine old face, seamed and weather-worn, with a great jutting nose upon whose apex he wore a pair of gold pince-nez, fiery grey eyes beneath overhanging craggy brows and a large amused mouth above an exceedingly self-willed chin. His head was bald, except for a fringe of grey hair like a tonsured monk’s, and tanned copper colour by many suns. His possessions, suitcases labelled with his name and destination – Birley, Torhaven – papers, hat and stick and gloves, were cast about the carriage in kingly disorder. Although there was no “Reserved” notice upon the window it was unlikely, Miss Brown thought, that any one would have dared to enter upon him without his express assistance and permission.


Yet presently the man from the refreshment car dared to enter.


“Nothing, thank-you,” said Miss Brown sadly. Her economic situation did not admit of unlimited cups of tea. Yet how she longed for them! They were her chief bulwark against the lowering effects of war.


“This lady will have a cup of tea,” said the old gentleman firmly, and fished up a shabby hog-skin purse from one of his many pockets.


“No thank-you,” said Miss Brown, her customary shy demureness suddenly extinguished beneath the flashing of her pride. “I am perfectly able, should I want a cup of tea—”


“You entered this carriage at my express invitation,” interrupted the old gentleman. “You are therefore my guest.” His voice was surprisingly gentle for a man with so obviously forceful a character, but it had a commanding edge to it against which even Miss Brown’s pride was not proof.


“Thank-you,” she murmured, but she was not pleased, and as she withdrew once more into herself her disapproval saturated the very atmosphere. So pained was it that after she had drunk her tea the old gentleman found it impossible to accede to her obvious wishes and return to their former condition of silent gentility. He flung The Times upon the floor, where there already lay The Observer, The Times Literary Supplement, the Daily Telegraph, and Punch, cast his pince-nez adrift upon their gold chain and leaned towards her, his big veined old hands hanging loosely between his knees, fixing her with a piercing grey eye.


“Old age has its privileges,” he told her. “And you like reading history.”


Miss Brown looked up, surprise banishing disapproval. It astonished her that he should have gone in at one end of The Times’ leading article, in war time, and come out the other end still remembering her chance remark.


“I too like history,” he said. “Both reading it and writing it. I think it is the greatest delight I have in life.”


Miss Brown suddenly remembered the name on his suitcases, Birley, and recollection came to her. Birley’s History of England, Birley’s History of Our Times, Birley’s Seamen of England. Out of a dozen of his books she had tackled these three. The first two had defeated her but the third had thrilled her as no book had ever thrilled her before. She had breathed more deeply because of it, she had grown in strength and courage and well-being.


“Did you write Seamen of England?” she asked him shyly.


“I plead guilty,” he said.


“I read it,” Miss Brown informed him. “I got it out of the Free Library. I thought it was very nice. My father was a sailor and I like the sea.”


The inadequacy of her remarks hit Miss Brown like a blow in the face. Very nice? Was that the way to speak of a book that had made one grow? She blushed and looked down at her hands. The little private school that she had attended before she went to Smerdon and Hodges had not educated her very well. It had not taught her to express herself. Her enthusiasms and her thoughts were fresh and deep and strong but they had no outlet. They did not show. No one, talking to or looking at Miss Brown, ever saw even a shadow of them.


Except upon this occasion, Charles Birley the historian. For an old man and a writer he had astonishing powers of observation. Old age, for him, had not meant a return to the self-absorption of childhood, and even a lifelong devotion to the writer’s craft had not succeeded in making him think that the life of his own mind and spirit, out of whose reactions to external events he fashioned his books, was the most important life there was. He was as much of an externe as Miss Brown herself, and something of a paradox to those who did not know his history. Those who did know it understood him. For Charles Birley had become a man of letters only through chance, not through heredity or inclination. The men of his family had always been men of action, soldiers, seamen, sportsmen and administrators, and he would have been one of them but for a hunting accident in his boyhood that had kept him an invalid through the best years of his life. Shut out from active comradeship with men of his own kind he had set himself instead to be their chronicler. A total lack of aptitude and a temperament most unsuited to a writer had not discouraged him. He had fought with them as with wild beasts at Ephesus, and at last, after many heart-breaking failures, had learned to wield his pen with as masterly a power as his forbears had used their lances at Agincourt and their swords at Waterloo. But he remained utterly free of the taint of self-absorption and most deeply and sensitively aware of the life about him.


And so in this case Miss Brown’s total lack of the power of self-expression was no hindrance to understanding. Her enthusiasm for the sea and its heroisms touched and interested him just as she herself had touched and interested him when he had watched her searching for a seat in the crowded train, so controlled, neat and unflustered, but yet so mortally afraid.


“No doubt you know that famous phrase, ‘History is the cordial of drooping spirits’?” he asked her.


Miss Brown shook her head.


“A true saying,” he said. “It’s consoling to turn the pages of a history book and note how valiantly that man dared death and this woman endured persecution. They were of the same flesh and blood as you and I, and their dislike of living in history was probably just as great. What they can do we can do. We shall conquer fear as they did. Never doubt that.”


Miss Brown raised her head and looked at him. “Did you see that I was afraid?” she asked him. There was a challenging note in her voice. Some people probed too deep. It was not fair. One had a right to one’s privacy.


“I am sorry,” he said. “I could not help it. I have lived for many years in this world and fear is a thing I cannot help but recognise. However well controlled it shows in the eyes.”


“I am not afraid of what I expect you think I am afraid of,” said Miss Brown belligerently. “Not of death.”


“Of course not,” he said. “Few of us are. It is the way that we must tread to get there that is inclined to put us off.”


“Nor of that either,” said Miss Brown with increasing belligerency, for what right had this old man to sit there smiling at her, asking no direct questions but yet somehow drawing her out of her natural element of reserve as inexorably as though she were a minnow hooked on a string. “Physical things have never frightened me.”


“To many natures economic uncertainty is much more trying,” he agreed. “Though I think it is not so much poverty in itself that frightens people as what poverty so often stands for; loss of work seems like loss of one’s place in the world.”


Miss Brown gave it up. She supposed he had noticed her shabby handbag and her darned gloves. She supposed those terrible piercing eyes of his saw most things. But yet they were kind eyes. As he sat there opposite her, leaning back so easily with one long leg crossed over the other, so relaxed, yet so observant, his kindness radiated from him like warmth from a fire.


“Yes,” she said, looking unseeingly out of the window. “To lose one’s niche. To feel, so to speak, thrown away out of the pattern of things.”


“It is not possible to be thrown out of the pattern of things,” he said quietly.


“Not even,” asked Miss Brown, “when, as now, the pattern itself is lost, sane living just blown away into fragments?”


“The pattern is never lost,” said the historian. “Nor the place of individuals in it.”


Miss Brown smiled at him tolerantly. His academic way of speaking, rather as though she were an audience he was lecturing to, was new to her and amused her. But she thought he was absurdly optimistic; but then he looked as though comfortable circumstances had always been his lot in life. Probably he still had a background, old, rich and cultured. Probably, though his future might hold a depleted bank balance, it would not hold utter ruin.


“Personal experience and the study of history have both taught me to believe in a pattern,” he said. “And in spite of all that has befallen the world I still believe that the threads of it, ourselves, are held securely in the scheme of things by some great unconquerable spiritual power. Call it what you will – estiny, fate, the first cause, the life-stream, God – it does not lose hold of a single thread. In wanton wickedness we may tangle the pattern into what looks like hopeless confusion, but in unwearied patience that power unravels the tangle, reforms the pattern, keeps it moving along to some great goal of order whose nature we cannot even guess at yet. If the threads are not lost there can be no lasting chaos.”


Miss Brown smiled. She had held tenaciously to the Methodist faith in which she had been bred until just lately, but during the last week or two her faith had shown signs of collapsing beneath her. She still believed in Real Gentlemen and the British Constitution.


“Put it another way,” lectured Mr Birley. “Imagine God and Man set down together to play that game of chess that we call life. The one player is a master, the other a bungling amateur, so the outcome of the game cannot be in question. The amateur has free will, he does what he pleases, for it was he who chose to set up his will against that of the master in the first place, he throws the whole board into confusion time and again and by his foolishness delays the orderly ending of it all for countless generations, and every stupid move of his is dealt with by a masterly counter-stroke and slowly but inexorably the game sweeps on to the master’s victory. But, mind you, the game could not move on at all without the full complement of pieces; Kings, Queens, Bishops, Knights, Pawns, the master does not lose sight of a single one of them.”


“I wonder why it all started?” said Miss Brown.


Mr Birley laughed. “Even a historian cannot tell you that,” he said. “Every bit of reasoning has as its foundation-stone just one fact which must be accepted without question. Life exists. Accept it, in spite of all, with gratitude, and forgive, if you can, my prosing. It grows on me with age.”


“Oh, but I have been most interested,” Miss Brown hastened to assure him. “I don’t usually talk to people like you – I mean – I don’t go by train very often, you see, and even when I do I don’t usually—”


“Gossip with perfect strangers.” Mr Birley finished her sentence for her with a twinkle in his eye. “Nor as a matter of fact do I. The shock of this war seems to have cracked our English reserve. Not altogether a bad thing, either. That being so I suppose you couldn’t tell an old man whose besetting sin is curiosity where your home is, what your work is, where you are travelling now and to what future you look forward?”


“I have no home,” said Miss Brown. “It was blown up. So was my work. I’m going now to spend the day with my cousin at Maidenhead. As for the future, I don’t know. There doesn’t seem to be one.” She smiled. “The only certain thing about me is that I am to spend the day with my cousin at Maidenhead.”


“One positive fact among three negatives,” said Mr Birley. “And that one not very positive, either, considering that we passed through Maidenhead a long while back.”


Miss Brown gasped, clutched her bag, got up and sat down again.


“I think you must have been misinformed at the station,” said Mr Birley. “The authorities are very confused these days, and no wonder. We passed through but we did not stop there. This is the West Country express.”


In her overwrought condition this mistake affected Miss Brown as though it had been a disaster of the first magnitude. Though she had had no future, to-day, with its visit to Maidenhead, had been firm ground beneath her feet. Now that had gone too and she felt as though she was falling through space. She looked speechlessly at Mr Birley and the fear in her eyes was naked.


“I think,” he said gently, “that the time has come for our English reserve to be not only cracked but smashed up altogether. I think you must tell me all about it in order that we may consult together as to what it would be best for you to do.”


Miss Brown was too shattered to resist. She was silent a moment, gathering mind and body up again into their usual condition of compact neatness, and then she told him all about it. Only the bare facts, of course. She left her feelings out of it altogether.


Yet even so the bare facts affected Mr Birley painfully. “Dear me,” he said, and became absorbed in twisting the heavy gold signet ring round and round upon the little finger of his left hand. “Dear me.” He realised that this little woman was only one of a great multitude. “Thrown away out of the pattern of things,” she had said. All over Europe spread this multitude, homeless, workless, despairing, trekking they knew not where. Only a short while ago he had felt a little sorry for himself, facing the probable bereavements and losses of the war in an old age robbed of its hoped-for serenity. Now, contrasting his lot with that of others, he was ashamed of his good fortune. His roots were still firm in the land of his birth. His home was still his home and, as far as anything could be foreseen, likely to remain so. Though the pattern of things reformed painfully about him his was at present merely the pain of the onlooker.


“Did you ever read a book called The Bridge of San Luis Rey?” he asked Miss Brown.


“No,” she said. His abrupt return to the world of books struck her as perhaps just a little heartless.


“The scene was set in Peru,” said Mr Birley. “In the story there was a bridge, and the bridge broke just as five travellers were crossing it, hurling them to their end. On the surface of things there seemed no point in it, it seemed just a senseless tragedy causing nothing but pain and death. But the author of the book looked below the surface. He had the power, as have all historians of a tale either real or imagined, of seeing its unseen reverberations. He noted that in this case death came to those five just at the most fitting moment of their lives, and that this so-called tragedy, as it affected the lives of others, brought alterations in the pattern that spelled in the long run only blessing and peace.”


“Yes?” enquired the bewildered Miss Brown.


“I am not at all sure that your tragedy is not going to be a great blessing to me,” said Mr Birley. “That is, if you will be so generous as to make it so.”


“Really,” said Miss Brown. Her remark again seemed inadequate, but she could think of nothing else to say.


“I think,” said Mr Birley, “that it is now my turn to give you the bare outline of my own history, temperament and needs. To begin with, I live in a Castle. Yes, I know it’s surprising. Few people live in castles nowadays. I am one of the few. I keep my allegiance to a dying class and a dying tradition. I have lived there more or less all my life. I was born there, and so were my forbears for many generations. I am a bachelor, as no doubt you have already guessed from my untidy habits. I like to be solitary. I was not the eldest son, you see, otherwise my love of independent living could not have been indulged, for in our family the most important consideration is the production of an heir. But I had an elder brother who produced it, thereby setting me free from any obligation.” He paused and smiled at Miss Brown, and she smiled back at him. She realised that he was sacrificing reserve with some effort, just to amuse her and put her at her ease, and she was grateful. “My brother died in the South African War,” he went on, “and his son died of wounds received in the Great War, but not before he in his turn had done his duty and produced two sons, my great-nephews, dear to me as my own sons, but probably not such a nuisance to me as my own boys would have been. We three men live in the Castle. I permanently, the boys only during their comings and goings from school and university and the field of war. There is yet another man in residence at the Castle, Boulder, our butler and chauffeur, a man of cantankerous nature and peculiar habits. There is also a gardener, Pratt, with the imperturbability of an owl and the obstinacy of a mule. There is Thomas the stable boy. There is the horse Golden Eagle. There is the dog Argos. There is also a nondescript female who comes up every day from the village to do this and that about the house, but I keep out of her way as much as possible and am unable to describe her in any detail. A resident staff such as one had in the old days is not of course procurable in war time in the country, but there was also, until recently, a Mrs Weston who was our housekeeper. She had been our housekeeper for twenty years and was the widow of one of our gamekeepers, a kindly body who seemed just part of the landscape. Upon her death a month ago, however, we found to our surprise that she must have been an extremely vital part, for we all, the Castle, myself, the boys, Boulder, Pratt, the dog Argos and the nondescript female, immediately fell into a state of confusion and disorder very distressing to all concerned. I advertised for another housekeeper and had many applications. I chose the most likely, but she drank, and she did not get on with Boulder. I chose another, a stern teetotaller, but so stern was she that she wouldn’t let me drink, thinking even one glass of port bad for my rheumatic gout, which no doubt it is, and also she did not get on with Boulder. I chose a third and she just did not get on with Boulder. During these last few days, in the intervals of discussions with my publisher, I have interviewed a few more and disliked them all with an intensity of which I did not know my ageing emotions were still capable. Miss Brown, you in your boarding-house must have had great experience in housekeeping and in the handling of different types of humanity. Do you feel that you could take on the management of the Castle and its menfolk? The Castle is built on a precipice in the woods at the back of beyond, and it is very lonely there. We Birleys are notoriously difficult to manage, though we’re nothing to Boulder and the dog Argos. The only thing that I think might attract you, lover of history that you are, is the Castle itself. It may be that you would like to see out the Battle of Britain in a fortress that has already withstood so many centuries of assault and siege. Its stout old walls that have endured so much and still stand, may comfort you as they comfort me.”


There was silence in the railway carriage while Miss Brown resolutely and successfully fought down her tears. “Thank you,” she said at last. Her remark was inadequate, as usual, but it was the best she could manage at the time.
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After Miss Brown had left him Jo Isaacson put away his violin, poised his battered hat with something of an air upon his bony head, and strode off through the hot streets in the direction of his lodging, walking with the loping dogged stride of those who always walk because they cannot afford to do anything else. And as he walked he looked now and then at the shilling in his hand. He had gone out that morning with the express purpose of earning a shilling, so that he might have the wherewithal to end his life with the assistance of the shilling-in-the-slot gas fire in his room. But he had not expected to earn the shilling so quickly and easily. Shillings were damned hard to come by these days.


It was Jo Isaacson’s creed that a man’s life is his own and that he has a perfect right to do with it what he will; if he wishes to end it that’s his affair and no one else’s. There had been many occasions in earlier days when he had been near to ending it, but yet had always been held back by the strange hope that he had always had, the hope of the artist in pursuit of beauty, the hope that there was going to be something incredibly lovely round the next corner … a refuge in the wood … something … some sort of rest … some sort of abiding place.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BLIZABETH GOUDGE

The Castle on
the Hill





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
SN =
R e e e e e e e e A N

7 -. S s R - -
s ey, . . . . .
/{-\\\_{/.\g-\\%v.v.\\_f.\v/.\\%v

AAAAAAAAAAAAZ

=
- N G SEE ST G NS NN =, s Rt s -
S A e e T S R O e S g Y SR A S Y SR S i e Y .
Ea = =2 2= == = A= 2= == = = = =

N =\ = " = = = ="

—
/~\ g

o\ o\ o\ o\ o\ N N
DN DA DA

N

™ SF £
2 g 3 2 £

)
)
)

Elizabeth
Goudge





