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  VERONICA


  CHAPTER I


  1


  THE sun, shining through the uncurtained east window, woke Sally to a new day. It spread a long cloak of gold over her body as it lay upon the bed, and the loving warmth reached through to the very soul of her, and she woke up smiling, stirred a little, rubbed her knuckles childishly in her eyes, then stretched out her long body beneath the cloak of gold and lay still again, happy and completely unafraid. She always woke up happy, because she had been born happy and didn’t seem able to help it. And she was not afraid because nothing had yet happened to her to make her afraid, and in body, mind and spirit she was equally healthy and well-balanced and saw those things that hadn’t yet happened in their true proportions. But the thrill of tranquil happiness with which she awoke was followed always by a slight sensation of guilt. Other people were not born happy. Other people were afraid. Her immunity seemed very wrong, and she was ashamed of it. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she whispered now, and she spoke to all those people who hadn’t her transcendent luck. Her arms, lying stretched out beside her, moved a little. She would, if she could, have taken them all into her arms and rocked them as a mother her child. But it couldn’t be done, and knowing it couldn’t she suddenly abandoned herself to joy like a bird to the wind, leaped from bed, her tall body in its yellow pyjamas like a sword of gold in the sun, flashed into the adjoining bathroom, banged the door, stripped, sprang into the bath, turned on the shower and broke into loud, uproarious song.


  Her father had gone away yesterday to spend a night at Winchester and then two nights at Bournemouth, visiting Important Personages who wanted their portraits painted, and she was alone in the flat for two days. She whole-heartedly loved her father, but he was quite extraordinarily untidy, and she enjoyed a few days on her own getting the flat straight, for she had an innate love of order that made its production from chaos one of the chief joys of her existence. The fact that everything would become immediately disordered again upon his return did not worry her. She took things as they came and knew that everything must be paid for: her father’s presence by cigarette ash on the carpet, and order by possessing nothing of him but his old coat hanging behind the door. She would miss him to-day, but she would be gloriously tidy. And she liked being alone sometimes; one discovered things. And of course she wasn’t really alone, for Mrs. Rutherford in the flat above kept an eye on her; as she was reminded by a faint remonstrance of tapping on the floor overhead. She remembered suddenly that Mrs. Rutherford’s bedroom was just above and that she made a good deal of noise when she let herself go in the early mornings, switched her glorious contralto from “Gloria in Excelsis Deo” to a nigger crooning song and turned off the shower. Back in her bedroom she remembered that Mr. Rutherford, this time, was just above, and suffered from headaches, and she tried to shut her drawers very quietly and not to fall over anything. For though she was orderly she was also a bit clumsy. She was twenty-one years old, but she had not yet outgrown the colt-like stage. Like all only children, she was in some ways too old for her age, and in other ways too young; she still fell over material things as though she were fifteen, but immaterial things, such as friendships, the griefs of little children, the desires of men and the jealousies of women, she handled with an instinctive sensitiveness that a woman of thirty-five could not have bettered.


  There were those who thought Sally Adair beautiful and those who thought her the reverse. She was tall and straight, big-boned and muscular, and perhaps when she was forty she would have to take steps if she did not want to grow fat. But there was no danger of that yet. She played games hard whenever she got the chance and was at her happiest on a horse or rowing a boat, and there was not a scrap of laziness in her. With her big bones and her tendency to fall over things she could hardly be called graceful, but yet she had a sort of grace, born of her complete unself-consciousness and the perfect balance of her strong young body. She had a glorious mop of unruly red-brown curls, the white skin that goes with such hair, and golden eyes like a lion’s that looked you straight in the face with a lion’s courage. Her voice was deep and beautiful, and the Scotch Nannie who had looked after her through her childhood had imparted to it a Scotch lilt that increased its beauty. But she had no beauty of feature. Her face was too broad across the cheekbones, her mouth was too large; though mercifully the teeth within it were small and white and even. Her nose turned up and had freckles on it. Though her hands were big they were beautifully shaped, with long fingers, but to her shame she took sevens in shoes. Those who did not think her beautiful had a clear case, but those who thought otherwise had not only the hair and the eyes to back their opinion, for there was in Sally an indefinable quality that affected them as the hearing of a perfect piece of music affected them, or the sight of a perfect picture. It was not a quality that could be analysed, but her father came closest to it when he said that in Sally there was no distortion. Neither heredity, environment, accident nor disease had played any tricks with her. She came nearer to being what she had been meant to be than anyone he had known.


  Sally’s mother had died at her birth, but that had not been the tragedy it might have been, for the fatherhood of John Adair was the best thing in him—as fine a thing as the deep, innate maternity of Sally herself—and any tendency to indulgence in him had been counteracted by the stern discipline of Janet Gillespie, the Scotch Nannie who had stayed with Sally until she had been packed off to boarding-school at the age of fourteen. At eighteen Sally had left school and, turning her back upon all tempting offers of privileged war-work, had unhesitatingly gone on the land, where she had worked cheerfully and uncomplainingly at all sorts of back-breaking tasks until her extraordinary gift for handling living creatures had been discovered and she had become a shepherdess in the Cumberland hills. Sally at the lambing season had been Sally in her element. Motherless lambs brought up on the bottle by her had not known that they were motherless.


  Sally, demobbed, had been offered by her father Somerville, the Slade, the R.A.D.A.—anything she liked to mention—but insisting that she had no more intellect than one of her own sheep, she had installed herself in his flat as companion-housekeeper, to the infinite delight and contentment of the two of them. For Sally maligned herself when she said that she had no intellect. It was true that at school she had never passed any examination by anything except the skin of her teeth, but when it came to the business of living she was a clever woman. She liked everyone she met, she enjoyed everything she did, so intensely that her relationships and her activities were touched with that spark of light that men call genius. She was not an artist in the accepted sense of the word, but when she cooked a meal or tidied a room she was yet unmistakably her father’s daughter. A room arranged by Sally, a meal she had cooked, were as unforgettable as her father’s pictures. Imaginative, deft touches here and there were like the glimmer of light on water that without it would have been opaque and dull.


  An upbringing by a father who had been middle-aged when she was born, and by a stern Presbyterian Scotswoman, a sojourn at school for four years only and then a complete concentration upon lambs, had made of Sally a curiously individual person, neither of her father’s generation nor her own, and so in some ways a little lonely. She did not speak the idiom of her own contemporaries, or share their disillusionments. She had worked hard in the war, but she had not suffered other than vicariously. In the presence of young men who had faced death day after day, night after night, for years, and of girls who had worked in the war hospitals and known the meaning of human agony, she was ashamed. The men sensed her shame and loved her for it; and they loved, too, the ignorance of which she was ashamed; it rested them. But the girls misjudged her humility, her unself-consciousness, her rather devastating truthfulness; it was a pose, they thought. And so her closest friends in her own generation were men rather than girls … And for this, again, the girls disliked her … But none of the men were very close friends, for her shame made her inwardly withdraw herself a little.


  In appearance, as well as in speech and manner, Sally was individual. A dusting of powder over her distressing freckles was her only concession to make-up, her father having impressed upon her very forcibly that a mouth the size of hers did not require the emphasis of lipstick. She gave her copper curls a hard brushing every day, and washed them every week, but that was all she did about them. Most of her clothes she made herself, and though she was enough her father’s daughter to make her sense of colour and line unerring, their simplicity was child-like. She seldom wore jewels, and when she did they were her mother’s old-fashioned ones, that lived in the old cedar-wood box in her bottom drawer. Her fastidiousness was such that it had in itself almost the quality of a dual garment; body and spirit she clothed herself in it. Yet there was nothing aloof about it. She did not mind what dirty work she did if the result was likely to be a patch of cleanliness.
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  Dressed in a clean green overall, with her hair brushed to flame, and singing snatches of a hymn tune alternately with snatches of the latest musical comedy, Sally moved about her shining kitchen preparing her breakfast. The spring sun glinting on the fittings of her electric stove, lighting up the scarlet geraniums on the window-sill, made her utterly happy. The smell of the coffee made her feel happy, too, and the smell of toast. She laid her breakfast tray daintily and sat down to the kitchen table to eat and to review the coming day. After breakfast Mrs. Baker would come, and they would start the housework, and then while Mrs. Baker was having her elevenses she would go to the greengrocer’s, and perhaps she would meet the five children there and talk to them. They were usually there about eleven in the holidays, buying lettuce for their mother, and sometimes they brought their mother’s pekinese with them. She loved those children, and she loved their pekinese, and she wished they were hers. And then she would come back and finish the housework, have lunch, go for a walk by the river, and watch the sun on the water and hear the seagulls crying. After that she would come home and have a read, put on her new frock and go to Jan Carruthers’ cocktail party. That would be fun. Parties were always fun. Then she would come home and bake some cakes, and after supper she would listen to the wireless and go on with the sweater she was knitting for her father, and then go upstairs and help Mrs. Rutherford with her patchwork quilt for a while, and say good night to her. She hoped that not too many people would come in to see her, thinking she was lonely. She was never lonely.


  The morning worked out according to plan. Leaving Mrs. Baker to wield the broom in the rest of the flat, Sally tackled her father’s studio. Their Chelsea flat was a lovely, luxurious place, the home of a rich and famous man who loved beauty. To Sally’s mind it was a bit too full of things; but, then, it was not John Adair who had given to Sally her love of order, simplicity and space. Providing everything he ate out of, trod on or sat on was a thing of beauty, he did not mind how jumbled up everything was. His studio was so jumbled up that Mrs. Baker, when first required by him to clean it up a bit, but not on any account to move anything, had been taken with the palpitations and had gone home. So now Sally dealt with it. It took her a good two hours, but clumsy though she was she had never yet smashed anything, and had never yet failed to restore everything she moved to the exact place where it had been before. She passed through the studio like light, making new without commotion, her long fingers touching bottles and tubes, canvases, palettes and rags with the reverence of a sacristan at work in a holy place.


  She did indeed reverence her father’s art. Fame and the perfecting of his technique had not dimmed his discernment. In every beautiful woman, in every famous man, who came to him, he could still see and portray what Sally called the Patient Angel. For a long time she had been at a loss as to how to describe the invisible presence that in some miraculous way her father’s genius could present to one’s consciousness as one’s eyes looked upon the visible form. Then one day she had found a battered old volume of ‘Sonnets from the Portuguese” fallen down behind a bookshelf, opened it at random and found the words she wanted leaping up at her from the page.


  
    “Because thou hast the power and own’st the grace


    To look through and behind this mask of me,


    (Against which years have beat thus blanchingly


    With their rains,) and behold my soul’s true face,


    The dim and weary witness of life’s race,—


    Because thou hast the faith and love to see,


    Through that same soul’s distracting lethargy,


    The patient angel waiting for a place


    In the new heavens …”

  


  Angel seemed the right word. Yet now and then, very occasionally, Sally had seen something in a portrait that had made her turn cold with horror … It was as though the angel had two faces, and only one of them of light.


  She never questioned her father about his work. Aware of her abysmal ignorance, she was afraid to hurt him by clumsy misunderstanding. But she thought she knew how it was that consciously or unconsciously he came to see the Patient Angel. He was not content merely to observe his sitters in the studio. Whenever he could he strolled unobtrusively into their lives and watched them entertaining, being entertained, working, eating, reading, perhaps even sleeping. They were for the most part unaware of his scrutiny, for his entrances and exits were very cleverly contrived. There was a big portfolio in the studio full of lightning sketches that he had made, sometimes upon a scrap of paper, sometimes upon the back of a menu or a concert programme, sometimes of the men and women whose portraits he was painting, but often just of some stranger’s face that had caught his fancy. They were so nakedly revealing that the first time she had opened the portfolio Sally had immediately shut it up again, as one shuts the door of a private room opened inadvertently. Then, longing to look again, she had gone to her father and asked his permission.


  “Certainly,” he had replied, his clever, ugly face creased with delight at the honesty of this young daughter of his. “There is nothing in the studio that you may not examine to your heart’s content … provided you leave everything exactly as it was before.”


  And so now, when she had finished cleaning the studio, she always rewarded herself by sitting down with the portfolio and looking for the latest sketches.


  There were quite a batch of them to-day, and she chuckled with delight at the audacity and insight of the hasty scribbles. But there was one that was not so hasty, and at sight of it Sally had the oddest feeling, as though someone had given her a violent shove in the back, so that the world turned upside down for a moment. It was larger than usual and had obviously been drawn at leisure. At the bottom of the sheet of paper John Adair had scribbled “D. E. at Rehearsal.” Evidently he had sat unobserved in the auditorium of a theatre or concert hall and drawn this man as he worked upon the stage. Sally put the other sketches back in the portfolio, and taking just this one went to the window-seat and sat down there, laying it on her lap and studying it intently. She had never seen this face before, she was quite certain, and yet she knew it, and would always know it. If she were to meet this man twenty years hence in the street she would know him. It was ridiculous, but it was true.


  The sketch had been faintly coloured, probably from memory, when John Adair had been in his studio again, and gave to this man smooth, pale-gold hair, blue eyes, a fine, tanned skin, a finely shaped head and perfect features. John Adair, to whom conventional beauty was an exasperation, had conceded this much grudgingly, as though he regretted it, and then had drawn with vigour and pleasure all that was individual in the face: the hard bones showing almost savagely through the taut skin, the hollowed temples, the dark stains beneath the eyes with their curious look of vacancy, contrasting so oddly with the keenness of the rest of the face, the obstinate line of the jaw, the suggestion of bitterness about the mouth with its lines of endurance. It was a young face, with the youth of it crossed out, as it were, by the lines slashed mercilessly by John Adair’s pencil across the broad, low forehead and from the nose to the bitter mouth, and the beauty of it marred by the stains beneath the eyes and the tautness of the skin. The head stood out in startling fairness against a strange background—the background of a wood, with the shapes of queer beasts and birds just discernible among the trees. It was like the landscape of a dream, and it had the vagueness of a dream that is half forgotten upon waking. At first Sally had scarcely noticed this background, but when she did notice it she looked at it long and attentively, with an odd feeling of familiarity.


  Then she looked again at the portrait, and a sudden rage took possession of her. She was sure her father had not been fair. He must dislike this man, for he had cruelly accentuated the obstinacy, the bitterness, the—how was she to put it?—threadbare look of the face. And then, looking again, she was not so sure about the cruelty. This was not only a portrait of D. E., whoever he might be, it was a portrait of many men whom she knew. That was how countless men had gone through the war—men of thought and sensitiveness to whom the whole damnable business was almost unendurable—with just that almost savage obstinacy that a little dog shows when he is getting the worst of it in a senseless dog-fight but means to hold on till the end: men so tired that their eyes looked at you as though they were sleep-walkers who did not see you at all; men who were bitter and sick of heart because now that the thing was over it did not seem to have accomplished much. So there was a Patient Angel waiting not only behind each person but behind each type of person, thought Sally, and so behind each of us two angels, and the beating of the years hammered out the future not only of oneself but of something more than oneself. You suffered not only for yourself but for all the people who shared your kind of temperament and your courage redeemed them as their courage redeemed you … And perhaps old houses had their Angel, created through the years by the people who lived there … and nations … and …


  “Fool!” said Sally suddenly and ferociously to herself, and flushed scarlet to the roots of her copper-coloured hair. It was wonderful what high-faluting theories about suffering one could formulate when one did not happen to be suffering oneself.


  Far away in the flat—miles away it sounded—the door of the cupboard where the Hoover was kept slammed meaningly, and then the kitchen door slammed. Mrs. Baker’s elevenses were long overdue. Without looking at it again, Sally put the drawing back in the portfolio, and the portfolio in its accustomed place, and returned to her duties.
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  Mrs. Baker comfortably established with a pot of steaming hot tea and a rock bun, Sally put on her white woolly blanket coat, took her shopping-basket, got into the lift, sailed down to the street and sallied forth to the greengrocer’s. The heavenly beauty of the spring day sent her mercurial spirits soaring upwards, and she sang softly as she walked along the street, swinging her basket. The beautiful old houses about her seemed lovely as the houses in a fairy-tale, their windows and brass knockers winking in the sun, their roofs and weather-worn stones revealing unexpected colours in the bright, clear light. Fragile clouds like puffs of white smoke fled across the blue sky before the wind, and she could hear the crying of the gulls down by the river. There was something to be said for London on a day like this. At first, after her open-air life on the hills, she had found it hard to be cooped up in London, but she was getting acclimatised now. Yet she wished they had a cottage in the country, especially now that the lease of their flat had only a few more months to run and they could not renew it. It might not be easy to find another home, and they might, as her father suggested, have to “take a good long holiday somewhere,” and the holidays in the exceedingly expensive hotels which her father preferred were not much to her taste. John Adair had little liking for the simple life; he said it was not simple, but the most damnably complicated method of wasting time that had ever existed. He liked a constant supply of hot water, a refrigerator, a lift, an electric toaster, a telephone beside his bed, central heating and electric fires, and anything whatever that reduced the time spent upon the practical side of living to a minimum and left him free to paint.


  But Sally did not want to be set free for anything, for it was living itself that she enjoyed. She liked lighting a real fire of logs and fir-cones and toasting bread on an old-fashioned toaster. And she liked the lovely curve of an old staircase and the fun of running up and down it. And she vastly preferred writing a letter and walking with it to the post to using the telephone and hearing with horror her voice committing itself to things she would never have dreamed of doing if she’d had the time to think. “It’s my stupid brain,” she said to herself. “I like the leisurely things, and taking my time about them. That’s partly, I think, why I like children so much. They’re never in a hurry to get on to something else.” But in spite of her dislike of hurry she quickened her pace. It was always round about eleven that the five children and the pekinese were in the greengrocer’s shop, and she was late this morning, and if she did not hurry she would miss them.


  Her luck was good to-day, and she did not miss them. They were not in the shop when she arrived, and she took as long as she could buying lettuce and rhubarb for lunch, and a glorious bunch of flame-coloured tulips for the dining-room, and a bundle of asparagus as a gift for Mrs. Rutherford because she had selfishly made too much noise in the bathroom this morning, and because they looked so lovely a bunch of violets for she did not know whom—a mass of them all together in a great basket, and she could not resist them. She bought everything at the most exorbitant price and with a pang of shame, because so few people nowadays could afford to buy asparagus and tulips and violets. She spent a long time stowing it all away in her basket, still hopefully waiting, and then just as she turned to go they arrived.


  The pekinese, as always, arrived first—a little, roundabout, assertive young thing with exquisite snow-white fur, wearing a scarlet harness attached to a scarlet lead, upon which she panted and strained in a state of bustle and hurry that seemed chronic with her. Attached to the other end of the lead were the twins, aged round about five. They were beautiful children, and Sally, whose acquaintance with five-year-olds was not as yet intimate, would have given all she possessed to have them for her own. They both had dark, softly curling hair, the little girl’s cut as short as her brother’s, dark eyes and small yet strong bodies. The boy was the sturdier of the two, with red cheeks, eyes flashing with extreme wickedness and an impudent grin. The little girl had only a faint rose-colour in her cheeks, but her eyes were just as wicked. They always wore the most enchanting clothes—smocks or jerseys of honey-colour, jade or cherry, kilted skirts or knickerbockers of nut-brown or turquoise-blue—and some loving and careful person had always seemed to look them over very carefully before starting out, for there was never a button undone or a hint of anything showing that should not show.


  Sally guessed that this loving and careful person was their older sister. She always came just behind them, her small face a trifle anxious, her grey-green eyes squinting a little in an effort to keep the twins and the pekinese all in focus together. Once, when Sally had asked her age, she had whispered that she was twelve, but she did not look as much. She was small, thin and freckled, with straight, fair, bobbed hair cut in an old-fashioned fringe across her forehead. She was not pretty, but she had a delicate precision and charm that were very captivating. In her pale, pastel-coloured frocks she was like some fragile flower—a sweet pea or a wild anemone. Sally had the feeling that she was beset by many fears but was not in the habit of mentioning them … At least, not in the presence of the brother next to her in age, who would certainly have laughed at them … Of all the children, Sally liked this brother least. He was in his middle teens, tall and dark and amazingly handsome, rosy cheeked and bright-eyed as his little brother, so brimful of laughter and vitality that his presence struck one like a blow in the face. Sally was sure that what he wanted in life, that he would get. He would be jolly and kind to those who did not oppose him, but ruthless to those who did. But he would not know that he was being ruthless. He would never know enough about other people to guess what would hurt them and what would not. He was brave and honest, generous and affectionate, but he had very few sensitivities.


  The same could not be said of the elder brother; he looked a bundle of them. He was tall, thin and bony, with a sallow skin and lustreless, dark hair. At first sight one thought the younger brother had stolen all the beauty and left him none at all, but when one looked again one was not so sure. Movement transformed him. When he stood still his angular body appeared to have little grace, yet when he walked it had an almost fluid loveliness. And when his quick, sudden smile touched his thin lips, and his shy, fawn’s eyes lit up with delight, his face was alive as very few faces ever are, almost shining with that deep-welling life that is tapped by so very few … Sally hoped almost with desperation that things would not be too hard for him … John Adair had an amusing habit of planting people in their appropriate centuries, and Sally had caught it from him. She had no difficulty with these three. The girl had strayed from a page of Kate Greenaway, the handsome boy had sailed with Drake upon his piratical expeditions and firmly refused to be browbeaten by him, but the elder had come to this place and this time from a much earlier age, from the age of chivalry. The very first moment Sally had set eyes on this boy she had been reminded of some picture she had seen somewhere—the picture of a young Chevalier attired in silk and fur, with a hunting-horn slung over his shoulder, riding a white horse through a dark wood. It was a strange wood, full of mysterious shapes of beasts—bears and dogs and deer. Up at the top of the picture, with a glorious disregard of perspective, was a lake or river, with swans upon it. The young knight had pulled his beautiful horse to a standstill and was gazing with rapt and reverent attention at something which he saw … With a sudden sense of shock Sally realised to-day that the background of the remembered but unidentified picture, that she always set behind the figure of this boy, was much the same as the one her father had set behind the head of the young man in the sketch in the portfolio … They must both of them have been remembering the same picture.


  Her purchases completed, she stood now watching the children make theirs, smiling at them and receiving their answering smiles. Though she saw them almost daily in the holidays she had never yet asked them where they lived or what their name was. In spite of her friendliness her innate humility made Sally reticent, and particularly so with those who most attracted her. She could not ask them questions or force herself upon them; it would have been a sort of sacrilege. Before loveliness that called forth her love she was reverent and shy, not taking, but asking wordlessly that she might be taken. The children, naturally, were unaware of her inhibitions. And they regarded her as a hoary grown-up. Not as old as Mother, of course, but getting on.


  That they loved, even worshipped, their mother was obvious. It was always “for Mother” that they seemed to be shopping. They chose with care the crispest lettuce for her, and they asked repeatedly, and generally in vain, if there wasn’t just one grape-fruit for her. The elder boy, whenever he had any money, seemed to spend it all on flowers for her, and he would look longingly at the grapes that only millionaires could buy. To-day they bought lettuce, received with sorrow the customary information that grape-fruit was said to be on its way but wasn’t in yet, and then, as they were about to go, their eyes were caught by the great basket of violets. They turned out their pockets, but there was nothing worth mentioning in them. The dead mouse in the little boy’s pocket and the skeleton of a rabbit’s head in the Pirate’s pocket were doubtless interesting relics, but of no commercial value. Even the eldest boy, who possessed a handsome hogskin purse, searched it in vain.


  “You shouldn’t have got Mother that book on the ballet,” said the Pirate. “She wasn’t in the least interested.”


  His tone was unconsciously brutal, and the Chevalier flushed; not so much at his brother’s tone, Sally thought, as at the memory it evoked of his mother’s lack of interest in what possibly interested him intensely. She dived into her basket and came forward quickly, the violets in her hand.


  “Please will you take them to your mother?” she said. “I think I just bought them for the sake of buying them, because they were so lovely. I’d no reason to buy them.”


  The quick delight of a fellow feeling rippled over the Chevalier’s face … That was exactly what he was always doing himself—buying something just because it was beautiful and then not knowing quite what to do with it when he’d got it … Then he flushed again and gave her a stiff, awkward little bow.


  “I couldn’t take them,” he said gently. “You could wear them yourself. You could wear them on your coat.”


  And his eyes went appreciatively from the violets to her white coat and copper hair. He thought the copper and violet and white would be good together.


  But at this point a long-legged child exploded suddenly from the back of the shop with great news.


  “The bananas have come,” she said. “Dad’s unpacking ’em.”


  “Then you’d better take yours along now,” said the lady of the shop to the children. “Two to each blue ration book, by rights, but never enough to go round really, so if you don’t they’ll all be gone in no time. Fetch ’em along, Vi. Tell Dad to give you ten for the young Eliots. They’ve not their books with them, but it don’t matter.”


  The Chevalier looked eagerly at Sally and flushed again, a tentative question forming itself upon his lips. It was one which he found it difficult to put with sufficient delicacy to a lady, but the Pirate crashed in with it like a breaker pounding a bottle on the beach.


  “Are you over age for bananas? If you are, have some of ours.”


  Sally’s remembrance of bananas was a far-away memory of rather nauseating scented soap, but she knew they would like her to accept.


  “Thank you,” she said. “Yes, I am over age for bananas, and I haven’t tasted one for seven years. I’d like one very much.”


  “Oh, more than one,” pleaded the Chevalier.


  “Three,” decided the Pirate. “One from each of us, not counting the twins. Better not dock the twins of bananas or there’ll be the hell of a row.”


  “I’d rather just have one,” said Sally.


  “Two,” said the Pirate, a master of compromise, and the bananas at this point appearing, he took them from Vi and dealt them around, one each to the Chevalier and Kate Greenaway, two each for Sally, himself and the twins.


  “Thank you very much,” said the Chevalier, as he took the violets. “Thank you—Mother will—Mary! Mary, stop it! Hi, Mary!”


  Mary the pekinese had perceived a mongrel over three times her size outside in the gutter. With a sudden wrench she jerked her lead out of the hands of the smaller twin, and hot with that hatred which the intolerant type of canine aristocrat feels for all lack of breeding, she dashed outside to make an end of it. The mongrel fled, squealing, Mary after it and the children after Mary, and Sally was deserted.


  Well, anyway, she thought, as she walked home, she knew their name now … Eliot … And their mother, perhaps, would wear her violets. She wondered about their mother. She must be a very lovely woman to have such lovely children. And queenly, for it seemed natural to them to bring her gifts. And perhaps hard to please, or they would not have been so careful over the choosing of her lettuces. But she could not be really motherly, or she would not have hurt her eldest son by not being interested in the book he had given her … Unreasonably, acting upon surmise only, Sally felt that she did not like Mrs. Eliot.
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  The rest of the day continued to work out according to plan, and at six o’clock Sally found herself starting out for Jan Carruthers’ cocktail party in her new frock. She was much preoccupied with it as she walked along. To save coupons she had made it herself out of a very fine grey wool material, soft and thin. It had a flared skirt that floated around her as she walked and a soft cross-over bodice that she hoped disguised the sturdy chest development which was the price she paid for her contralto singing voice. With it she wore a little, short, loose-swinging, grey squirrel coat, and she had spent her very last coupons on grey silk stockings and grey suede shoes to match. Squinting from side to side she noted that the skirt flared out just as she had hoped it would, and glancing at herself in shop windows she was obliged to note that she looked very nice indeed. Yet she noted it with that familiar sinking of shame … For the fur coat had cost a pretty penny.


  She had been a little late in starting out, owing to finding at the last moment that she had forgotten to take the tacking threads out of the pleats of her skirt, and she arrived in Jan’s beautiful sea-green drawing-room a little flushed, with her curls tossed by the spring wind. Jan’s husband was very nearly, but not quite, as distinguished a portrait-painter as John Adair, and the room was seething with the kind of people whom the drawing-rooms of distinguished people do seethe with. Sally, not quite accustomed yet to the extraordinarily sustained noise which the well-bred make when eating and drinking together, felt suddenly scared. She had thought this party was going to be fun, but just for the moment it seemed as though she did not know anybody … And no other woman in the room was wearing a home-made frock.


  Jan, ten years older than she was, dark and lacquered and ten years smarter and more sophisticated, descended upon her.


  “Darling!” cried Jan passionately, though they scarcely knew each other. “Lovely to see you. What a sweet frock! Did you make it?”


  Sally was at a loss to understand the edge to her voice. She did not know that Roger Carruthers was not quite as distinguished as her father.


  “Yes,” she said truthfully, and did not seem able to find anything else to say.


  “Have a drink,” was Jan’s advice. “Though it’s none of it worth drinking these days. And if there’s anything left to eat, darling, you’ll have to look at it through a magnifying glass. Roger, get Sally a drink. Where is the man? Must have bolted to the studio. He’s hopeless. Charles! Get Sally a drink.”


  And, her duty done by Sally, she was gone. Charles, however, an elegant young man of tender years but immense self-confidence, was immediately appreciative of Sally’s charm. He got her a cool amber drink, a sausage on a stick and half a cheese-straw, and engaged her in deeply intellectual conversation. He found her, however, distressingly lacking in intellect, though upon this discovery he did not leave her, for, looking at her from the front, from which position he could not observe how distressingly her nose turned up at the tip, he thought her pretty … and warm and glowing and somehow comforting … Not that he exactly needed comfort, for being of tender years, he hadn’t been in the war, and the world had treated him all right so far; but there was no harm in it when allied with copper-coloured hair and tawny eyes. Gracefully adjusting himself to her lower mentality, he observed that there were quite a number of Big Noises in the room.


  “Eliot’s here,” he added.


  Eliot? Sally had been interested before—even though she had not been quite able to follow her companion into the deep waters of surrealist art—because she was always interested; but now she was thrilled. Could he possibly be the father of her five children? Eliot was not an unusual name, but there was just a chance.


  “Who is he?” she asked eagerly.


  “Eliot? Why, David Eliot. You know. He’s back on the stage again after years as a bomber pilot.”


  “I don’t think I know about him,” said Sally humbly. “I don’t really know anything about anybody yet. You see, for the last three years I’ve been looking after sheep in the Cumberland hills.”


  “My God!” murmured Charles with horror, pity and complete understanding … No wonder the poor girl knew nothing whatever … He cupped her elbow very gently in his hand. “I’ll show him to you,” he promised kindly. “I might even be able to introduce him to you. I know him. My brother understudied for him once.”


  He piloted her through the throng and planted her near the fireplace, beside a small white magnolia tree growing in a purple pot.


  “There!” he said, as to a child set down before a Punch-and-Judy show. “Good view. Coming this way.”


  “Which?” asked Sally, her eyes passing from one middle-aged gentleman to another and rejecting them all as quite unworthy of the twins.


  “He’s seen me,” murmured Charles triumphantly.


  An impartial observer might have been a little doubtful as to whether the man edging towards them through the crowd had seen Charles, or the space on the mantelpiece beside Charles where he could put an empty glass that was getting in his way, but he came to them, put down his glass and replied courteously, if a little vaguely, to Charles’ greeting. He was much too young to be the father of those children. Sally stood very straight and still, looking at the face that she had felt she had always known when she had seen it in her father’s drawing. Only this face was not quite like the face of the drawing. That had been an unmasked face. This was the same face, but masked. She didn’t feel anything very particular; only rather odd and tired. She wondered vaguely if this was falling in love. They said in books that one felt so wonderful when one fell in love. She wasn’t feeling wonderful at all; just odd and a bit sick. Books were very misleading. And Charles seemed to have forgotten about the introduction. Another girl would have recalled herself to his mind by moving forward a little. But not Sally. Why should Charles remember, she thought? She felt in the way, and made a gentle movement of withdrawal.


  Something in the sweet humility of the movement caught David Eliot’s eye, and he turned round.


  Charles remembered his manners.


  “This is Sally,” he said, with kind patronage. “I don’t know her other name … She used to keep sheep in Cumberland,” he added warningly, so that David should know that if it was intelligence he wanted it was no good applying here.


  David smiled charmingly at Sally and gave her a little half-mocking bow.


  “A shepherdess,” he said. “As far as I know, the first shepherdess I’ve ever met,” and the pose of his graceful body, the bending of his fair, shining head, were quite unconsciously those of a Dresden figure on a mantelpiece, bowing to a maiden in Arcady.


  It was sweetly spoken, charmingly done, yet somehow it made Sally feel wretched. It didn’t mean anything. She knew that he said the right thing, performed the appropriate action, so unceasingly day after day, night after night, that it had become simply automatic. She could not force a reply. She just stood there dumbly, the colour draining from her face. Her silence, her stillness, tugged at David’s attention. A minute before she had been just another pretty girl at this confounded party who would ask him for his autograph, delaying yet again his effort to get away before his aching head split open. He couldn’t imagine what he’d come here for, except that Roger Carruthers (who had disappeared) was a friend of his, and somehow these days it really seemed easier just to go on keeping on than to make the effort of wrenching oneself off the treadmill. But now her unexpected stillness did the wrenching for him. The noise, the crowd, the heat, melted into a sort of dark blur against which he saw with strange vividness the straight, sturdy figure in the soft grey dress, the mop of rumpled curls, the tawny lion’s eyes with their straight, clear glance, and a rosy face from which the colour drained, leaving it white as the magnolia flowers.


  “Come this way,” he said quickly, and taking her arm he opened a door half hidden behind the magnolia tree.


  He knew his way about the house. Beyond was a dim, cool passage, with a window and a cushioned window-seat. He shut the door behind them, and the noise and the heat and the fumes of smoke vanished with such suddenness that it seemed to Sally that a sword had come down, completely separating all that had been before in her life from all that was to come. He took her to the window-seat and opened the window.


  “Better?” he asked.


  “I wasn’t feeling faint,” said Sally.


  “Weren’t you? You looked as though you were. Sorry. Like to go back?”


  “No,” said Sally with her usual abrupt truthfulness.


  He laughed and sat down beside her.


  “Nor would I. Infernal din in there. Why must human beings always make such a noise? They’re at it from the very beginning. The first thing a baby does is yell. After that I suppose it’s just habit.”


  He went on talking nonsense in his clear, rapid, beautiful voice, charmingly, automatically, as though he were wound up. Sally, making quiet, appropriate answers, wished they could pay proper attention to each other. Talk such as this was like a nebulous mist between them, like the spray that some insects fling out in self-preservation. Perhaps that was the reason why people did talk like this; they wanted to isolate themselves … She remembered that it is always the sick animal who wants isolation … And suddenly she did not blame her father that in his drawing he had torn away the mask. When her old sheep-dog had been sick, and hidden himself away in a dark corner, she had had to bring him out into the light and give him a dose.


  “You’re rather a silent shepherdess. What are you thinking of?”


  “My sheep-dog,” said the accurate Sally.


  He laughed suddenly, delightedly, and the transformation of his face by natural laughter reminded her of someone.


  “Tell me about your life with the sheep,” he commanded her.


  She clasped her hands in her lap and tried to obey. She told him about the old farm where she had lived, about the loveliness of summer mornings on the fells, looking down at the enclosed, enchanted valleys below, about the gales and the snowstorms, and how hard it had been sometimes to get up early in the pitch dark and bitter cold of winter mornings. She told him about the lambing season and the fight to save the lives of motherless lambs, about the heroism of fell shepherds and the wisdom of their dogs, and about the shaggy little pony she had been allowed to ride. She found it very hard to tell it to a bomber pilot; it all sounded so tame; and she was hot with the old familiar shame, because she had suffered nothing at all in this war except cold and fatigue and the stiffness of chilblained fingers and toes.


  David Eliot meanwhile leaned back in the window-seat, relieved for what felt like the first time in weeks from the sound of his own voice going on and on inanely and intolerably, and listened with the queerest sensation of relief. It was extraordinary how restful it was to be with someone who knew nothing whatever about war, who had not, it seemed, even heard a bomb exploding; someone who was not nerve-wracked or tired to death, who had taken no part in the torture and death of the innocent, who was not trying to forget, or alternatively taking a ghoulish or vain-glorious delight in remembering. He was sick of the war, he never wanted to think of it again, he wanted to thrust the whole damnable business out of his mind for ever; and yet he couldn’t, because in every face he looked into, except the face of the crass young like that fool Charles, he saw the memory of it as a tightness about the mouth and a shadow in the eyes … Or he thought he did … He knew he was in an idiotically morbid state … But this girl’s mouth was like a happy child’s, and her steady eyes were full of light. And yet she was no crass young fool shut up within herself. Young though she was, there was that about her face that told him that somehow, through the loveliness of the hills or her love and care for sheep and dogs and ponies, she had been already set free.


  She had no more to say, and so was silent, and to his horror he heard his voice running on again in the usual banalities.


  “That was a queer sort of life for a girl like you. What does it feel like to come back to civilisation again?”


  She looked at him wonderingly, as though she questioned his apparent conception of civilisation. Then she smiled.


  “I’m happy in London,” she said. “But I miss Cumberland. When I’m just waking up in the mornings, before I’m quite awake, I hear the sheep-bells ringing in the hills, and the sound of the streams. You know how they sound, coming down from the heights. And how one remembers it.”


  “All the water-sounds are unforgettable,” he said gently. “The best sound of all, I think, is the sound of ripples slapping against the hull of a boat. I’ve got an old grandmother who lives down in the sea-marshes in Hampshire. I go there sometimes and mess about in a boat.”


  “You go often?” she asked.


  “I used to, before the war. Not so often now. There isn’t time. Re-starting the old job after the war takes a lot of doing.”


  “It can’t be easy,” she said. “It must be like going back to some place where you were very happy when you were a child, and you think it will be the same again, and then it just isn’t. I suppose one would need to be reborn and be a child again to have it the same.”


  Her understanding delighted him. It had been hell to return to work he had loved and find that the savour had gone out. Reborn? That wasn’t so easy. “How can a man enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born?” And the answer to that question seemed to him a signpost one could not read because of the scales over one’s eyes, pointing along a road through a dark wood that one could not follow anyway because one’s limbs had turned to lead. He believed firmly that the road existed, and that it led somewhere—that at least was something—but there was no way that he knew of to recapture the vision and strength of a child.


  Sally suddenly remembered of whom David had reminded her when he had laughed. There was no likeness of feature between him and the young Chevalier, but in a moment of delight their faces came alive in just the same way … And behind them both was that wood.


  “You’re the seventh Eliot I’ve met to-day,” she said. “No, the sixth—one was a dog.”


  “In our family the dogs are counted in,” said David. “Don’t tell me you’ve met my young cousins, and their wretched little pekinese?”


  She described the Chevalier, the Pirate and Kate Greenaway, the twins and Mary, and he laughed again.


  “They are my young cousins all right. Their father is my uncle … Were they on their own?”


  There was a hunger in his question that Sally did not understand.


  “They’re always on their own,” she said. “I’ve never seen their mother, though I’ve made a sort of picture of her in my mind. I imagine her very lovely. Is she?”


  “Yes,” said David. “She is very lovely.”


  And again she did not understand the tone of his voice, though it chilled her to the bone. She got up, feeling desolate.


  “I think I ought to be going now,” she said childishly.


  They went back to the smoke-filled room, and there was such a noise that they could say good-bye only wordlessly. David’s gesture of farewell, in the brief moment before the crowd absorbed him, was memorable for its grace, but so mechanical that Sally felt he had pushed her straight out of his mind and slammed the door. She went at once, and all the way home, though the sun was shining, she hugged herself in her fur coat because she still felt cold. She made no plans for seeing David Eliot again, though with such a famous father that would have been easy. She did not even mean to question her father about him, or about the portrait in the studio. Sally had too much pride to batter against a door that had been shut.


  CHAPTER II
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  THE woman who sat in the corner of the railway carriage with her eyes shut was attracting a good deal of attention. She was vaguely aware of it, even as she was vaguely aware of the sun on her face, but she was as used to the one as to the other, for she had attracted attention in the cradle. She was that kind of woman. And the man who was sitting opposite to her liked that kind of woman. Settling himself more comfortably into his corner, he yielded luxuriously to the attraction.


  He had been studying her for not more than a bare twenty minutes, since he had got into her train at Winchester, and yet already the picture of her outward seeming was stamped so deeply upon his memory that he knew he could never forget it. Were she to get out at the next station (which heaven forbid), he believed he would yet be able, should he desire, to paint her with complete accuracy. And he believed he would so desire. He’d add her portrait to the ones he kept in his old portfolio—those he drew as studies for his commissioned portraits, or simply because he wanted to draw them, because a face interested him, as this woman’s face interested him; as David Eliot’s face had interested him when, all unknown to the victim, he had dropped in at rehearsal, watched him at work and set down what he had seen.


  Yes, she was highly paintable. Most people, regarding beauty as the perquisite of youth, would have said, “How lovely she must have been!” but to his eye she had not yet attained to the beauty of which she was capable. And she never would, unless she stopped stewing in her own juice and made up her mind one way or the other, for her mouth in repose was the strained, bitter mouth of a self-pitying woman with divided allegiance, and was a great imperfection. But otherwise the pure oval of her face was flawless, and to his artist’s eye the clear ivory pallor of her skin unmarred by the fine network of lines traced about eyes and mouth, or by the shadows upon the eyelids and beneath the closed eyes; for the delicacy of the lines was a thing to marvel at, and those shadows—they were the colour of the underneath of a wild violet petal, a colour most exquisitely lovely, but abominably difficult to paint. The thin bow of the lips was vividly reddened, and though the colour accentuated their hardness it did not irritate him, as women’s make-up so frequently did, by too strong an emphasis, for the contrast between the ivory of the skin and the darkness of the hair was already so striking that the red lips could not provide a stronger. Her features were clear-cut, her neck long and slender, her figure slim and boyish; yet he guessed that when she moved it would be with the most excellent feminine grace. He admired her clothes: the absurd little black hat adroitly poised like a bird in flight upon the shining dark hair, faintly streaked with grey at the temples, the worn yet perfectly cut black dress and coat, the beautiful silver-fox fur, the immaculate black gloves and shoes, the string of pearls. He wondered if she was a widow, for the only touches of colour about her were her lipstick and the bunch of violets she wore in her coat. If she was, he decided, she would not be one for long, for she was wholly desirable, and if and when she condescended to open her eyes he expected to find them the eyes of a woman who desired to be desired.


  Ten minutes later the train jolted to a standstill, she opened her eyes and their glances met. As he expected, they were dark and full of ardour, and they did not fall before the interest in his. For a long moment he held her eyes with his own; for he, too, for most of his life had been accustomed to attract to himself whom he would, and could do it still when he cared to take the trouble. Silently, with his look, he paid respectful tribute to her beauty. Silently, with her answering look, she accepted the tribute as her right, yet thanked him for it. Then, dismissing him from her mind, she took off her gloves, opened her bag, took a letter out of it and settled back in her corner to read it. It interested him to see that the letter was written on cheap notepaper in uneducated handwriting, and that the beautiful slim hands now revealed to him were ringless except for a wedding ring. He decided, upon the evidence of her obvious weariness, of the hands (women with much washing-up to do seldom bothered with their rings nowadays) and the letter, that she was worn out with chores to which she was unsuited and unused and was going down into the country to interview some woman who had answered her frantic advertisement for a servant. He decided that in that case she was not a widow, but the wife of some hungry boar of a man who insisted upon a good dinner every day no matter how uncongenial pots and pans might be to his wife. She wore black not as a sign of grief but because it suited her. He decided that she had at any rate escaped the burden of children, for there was nothing maternal about that exquisite boyish figure.


  But here he was wrong, for Nadine Eliot had borne five children, and she was going down into the country to interview not a servant, but a prospective Nannie for the twins. If she could get hold of a Nannie for the twins, she thought, then she could go on living; but if she couldn’t, then her dearest wish would be for extinction. She doubted if she even wanted life after death; not if it meant having baby angels underfoot all day. People whose acquaintance with the twins was not intimate sometimes told her that they were little angels, and upon those occasions she smiled her charming smile, but made no verbal reply. She was not an unloving mother, but she was not naturally a child-lover, and she was so desperately tired. The birth of the twins had been a harrowing experience, and she had never fully recovered from it. She ought not to have had them, of course, for after the birth of her third child the doctor had told her she should not have another. But just before the war she had been reunited with her husband, from whom she had been separated for some time, and then had come the war, and George had fought hard and gallantly before the wound which had returned him to England and a safe appointment at the War Office, and she had admired and pitied him, and so—well—the twins had come. She could yet make a success of them, she thought, and of her difficult married life, and of her motherhood of her three older children, if she could find a really good Nannie. Her whole salvation depended upon a really good Nannie. If, when one reached exhaustion point, one could say to one’s children: “Go to the nursery, darlings,” then one could be a good mother; if not, no … At least she couldn’t.


  She looked down at the letter in her hands. Usually one couldn’t tell much about the writer from the letter of a not very well educated woman; they all seemed to have the same handwriting and to express themselves in the same stilted sort of way. But this letter was different. One could tell quite a lot about the writer from it. She read it again.


  
    “DEAR MADAM,


    I saw your advertisement for a nurse for your children. Before the war, when your three elder children lived at Damerosehay, I was nursemaid to them. You may not remember me, for you did not come to Damerosehay often. I was Jill Baker, and I married Alf Watson, who helped in the garden at Damerosehay. He was killed at Dunkirk. I have no children. I have been working in day nurseries for children, having none of my own, but now I am living with my Auntie Rose at the Herb of Grace, the old inn at the Hard. I have not seen your twins, Madam, but if they are anything like Master Ben and Master Tommy and Miss Caroline in the old days I shall love them.


    “Yours faithfully,


    “JILL WATSON.”

  


  It was both a revealing and a rather startling letter. To begin with, Jill did not even mention the matter of wages, and such an omission at this moment of national history, when noble behaviour sustained through a long war had caused a violent swing of the pendulum and returned everybody to the acquisitive manners of the jungle, was enough to take one’s breath away. Then the patient understatement in the two sentences, “He was killed at Dunkirk. I have no children,” was oddly touching. And then there was the obvious love of children. (Imagine any women, thought Nadine, choosing to work in a day nursery.) Unworldly, patient, loving—could one ask for finer qualities in a Nannie? There was, of course, the hint of disapproval contained in the sentence, “You did not come to Damerosehay very often.” But, then, a Nannie was always disapproving of the mother. You couldn’t have a Nannie and not be disapproved of. And she was, after all, used to being disapproved of; just as she was used to being the centre of interest.


  It was true that in the days when she had been separated from George, and the children had lived with his mother at Damerosehay, she had not gone there very often, but she did vaguely remember Jill—a thin, pasty-faced little creature, hardly more than a child, whom the wicked Tommy had teased unmercifully. Yet she had apparently forgiven Tommy, and would doubtless forgive Jeremy, the elder of the twins, if he did the same. As he undoubtedly would, for Jerry was very like Tommy … Only worse … Josephine, the younger twin, was not so wicked, but the fertility of her imagination was a thing to make one tremble.


  Jill’s letter had arrived only two days ago, and Nadine had not wasted time. The Hard, as far as she remembered, was not very far from Damerosehay, so she had rung up her mother-in-law and asked for a bed for three nights. Lucilla Eliot’s instant eager request that George and the children should come, too, she had refused with the information that George could not leave the War Office … She simply must have a rest from George and the children … Then she had written to Jill and said that she would come and see her at the Herb of Grace. Then she had summoned a long-suffering elderly cousin to look after her husband and children in her absence, shut the door of her elegant, but servantless, Chelsea house behind her, and caught the train for Hampshire. For three whole nights and two whole days she would be free of domesticity. For three whole nights and two whole days she would be at Damerosehay; and what that meant only an Eliot could fully understand. To an Eliot, even for an Eliot who was one only by marriage, Damerosehay was not only the home of Lucilla Eliot, Grandmother, their best-beloved, it was the shrine of their particular tradition. The family, regarded as a unity, had its roots in the place and drew its life from it.


  Nadine put the letter down on her lap for a moment, and the draught from the window blew it to the floor. John Adair stooped politely and picked it up, and the words at the top caught his eye … Herb of Grace … Carefully he memorised the unusual address, then handed the letter to the woman opposite, who put it back in her bag, snapped it shut and drew on her gloves again, for they were approaching the station where she must get out. Then with a small, tired sigh she gazed up at the dressing-case in the rack above her head. It was a beautiful one, but abominably heavy. It had been given her in the days of lady’s maids and a plethora of porters. But the sigh had the effect she intended.


  “Allow me,” said the man opposite, and lifted it down for her.


  “Oh, thank you!” she cried, with a delightful surprise that did not in the least deceive him.


  “Got anything anywhere else?” he enquired.


  He knew she hadn’t, but he wanted to hear her speak again, for she had a beautiful voice, and her smile was enchanting.


  “Nothing else, thank you.”


  “Lovely day.”


  “Lovely.”


  And now she, too, looked at him with real attention. For his voice also was arresting. “Nice old thing,” she had thought before, when he had got in at Winchester. But now she saw that she had been deceived by the baldness of his head, and by his tawny, greying beard, for he was not old. Only sixtyish. He had a good figure, tall, strong and upright. His face looked as though the features had been shaken up and then assembled anyhow. The large mouth was crooked, the nose had apparently been broken in the shaking process, one of his enquiring, bushy eyebrows mounted higher in enquiry than the other. Yet it was an attractive face, redeemed from ugliness by the humour and expressiveness of the mouth, the breadth of the forehead, the kindliness and penetration of the tawny lion’s eyes. His shabby, loose-fitting tweeds had been expensive once, and he wore them with a careless grace that was almost regal. Sixtyish though he might be, he was still exceedingly attractive and immensely vigorous. Tired to death as she was, Nadine was seized with a sudden ridiculous desire not to get out at her station at all, but to cast herself upon his chest and ask him to take her wherever it was that he was going … For she had a feeling that he was going to an exceedingly expensive hotel somewhere—the sort of hotel where you lie in a deck-chair in the sun and do nothing at all, and where delicious food is set before you without any volition of your own, where the bath-water is always piping hot (again without any volition of your own) and you are called in the morning with a cup of tea … Only of course such hotels did not exist these days … The sight of this man, so obviously not of this present age, had taken her back to the age where he belonged, the pre-Hitler age. “Grandmother would like him,” she thought. “He’s a gentleman.”


  “Good-bye,” he said, opening the carriage door for her.


  “Good-bye,” she answered, and suppressing the desire to fall on his chest she stepped out of the carriage and moved gracefully down the platform, to where her brother-in-law Hilary was blinking short-sightedly through his spectacles at every part of the train except the right one.
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  “I’m here, Hilary,” she said.


  He swung round, smiled at her, took her case in his left hand and seized her right hand in a grasp that made her wince. Yet she returned the grip and gave him the very sweetest smile she could possibly conjure up. Nadine and Hilary had little in common and they were, in addition, slightly scared of each other. Hilary, a bachelor country parson, was not lacking in that courage which distinguished all the Eliots, but he was definitely scared of three things—women of the type of Nadine, whom he described to himself as “women of the world,” the percolation of luxury into his personal life, and pride. Nadine shied like a startled thoroughbred from that something in Hilary, she did not quite know what, which seemed always to challenge her to some action that she did not want to take.


  “It’s sweet of you to meet me, Hilary,” she said.


  “I had to,” said Hilary, with his usual devastating truthfulness. “The village taxi has broken down again and mine was the only car available.”


  “I am afraid I am a great nuisance, taking up your time like this,” murmured Nadine, as they left the station and approached the battered old Ford.


  “Not at all,” said Hilary cheerfully. “I had to come in to the bank, anyhow. Get in, will you? The self-starter is out of order. I’ll have to wind her up. How’s George?”


  “Not too bad,” said Nadine. “He’s never been the same since that lung wound, you know. He’s wretched always with this miserable asthma.”


  “Ought to live in the country,” said Hilary, levering the handle.


  “He has this War Office appointment,” said Nadine, mentally thanking God for it … How she would hate to live permanently in the country!


  “Ought to leave the army now,” said Hilary. “He’s getting on. We’re all getting on. Especially my old Ford. There! She’s off!”


  The Ford coughed twice, bounced spasmodically, and stopped again just as Hilary settled himself in the driver’s seat. He gave no exclamation of impatience. He just smiled, got out, and wound her up again. At the third trial they really were off.


  “Wonderful old car,” said Hilary, with deep affection. “Thirteen years old and still serviceable. Don’t know what I’d do if I hadn’t got her. Mine’s a scattered parish, you know. I’d never get through all the visiting without her.”


  Hilary had been badly wounded and gassed as a Chaplain in the first world war and had permanently impaired health and a permanently lamed and painful leg. Because of this he had been appointed to a small country parish, and had now been Vicar of Fairhaven for twenty-seven years. He was sixty-six years old, the eldest of Lucilla Eliot’s five children, and so the nominal head of the Eliot family. But only nominal. It was Lucilla who ruled. In looks all the Eliots were either very beautiful or very plain, according as they took after Grandmother or Grandfather Eliot. There were no half measures. They were either one thing or the other. Hilary was the other. He was bald and stout and looked already an old man. Yet he had the Eliot charm, inherited from Lucilla: a complete lack of affectation, a simplicity that was wholly disarming and yet a little misleading, because it was combined with considerable astuteness … Nadine was always uncomfortably aware than Hilary’s kind brown eyes saw a very great deal more than most people realised … And he had, too, a charm that was all his own, an indefinable air of aristocracy that was the outcome of his own secret spiritual victories. In Hilary that something in a man that is independent of inheritance, training or tradition, though it has its roots in them like a plant in the soil, had grown to unusual height and strength. No one took much notice of Hilary when they first met him, but they found that he grew upon them.


  Fairhaven had no station and, being of a conservative turn of mind, hoped it never would, and very few shops. Visitors had to be met, and anything very ambitious in the way of a purchase had to be made at Radford, down whose main street Hilary’s Ford was now chugging. It was a second-rate modern sea-coast town of which Fairhaven, boasting ancient history, always expected the worst.


  “They’re putting up a holiday camp here now,” said Hilary.


  “One would expect that,” said Nadine.


  But they both spoke placidly, for four good lengthy English miles divided Radford and Fairhaven, and the one and only good thing to be said about this lean post-war period was that its shortages put a brake upon so-called progress. It would be a very long time before the vulgarity of Radford engulfed Fairhaven.


  Fairhaven consisted of two hamlets, Big Village and Little Village. Big Village, a few miles inland, had one of the loveliest and most ancient churches in all Hampshire, and its cob cottages, with their thatched roofs and whitewashed walls, squatted around it like white chickens round a grey old hen. The whole place, deeply embedded in orchards and gardens and haystacks and cupped in a small, sheltered green valley, was now so much a part of its native earth that it seemed a thing not built upon that earth, but grown out of it; as Little Village had grown out of the mysterious sea-marshes that linked the peaceful beauty of the green inland pastures to the terror of the sea. Little Village, consisting of the old house of Damerosehay sheltering behind its wind-twisted oakwood, the shop and Coastguard Station, the “Eel and Lobster,” a few fishermen’s cottages and the Harbour, boasted no white and gold gleaming in the sun. Its fuchsias and tamarisk trees clustered about solid walls of grey stone, and the shadows of the wheeling gulls touched with dim blue roofs of slate that were the colour of a sunless sea. Little Village had elbowed its way through the exquisite shifting colours of the marshes with the knowledge that they could at any time be swept away like a rainbow by the incoming storm of the sea, and had armoured itself accordingly like some crustacean of the deep. It was a matter of temperament which of the two hamlets one considered the more beautiful. Adventurous hearts preferred Little Village, and of these was Nadine. She was a little surprised at her own preference, for she was no country lover, and Big Village possessed more of the amenities of civilisation than Little Village. But there was something about Little Village and the marshes that allied itself with what was best in one and resolved confusions. She seldom paid a visit to Damerosehay without going away again strengthened and subtly changed. As they chugged along the main road she watched eagerly for the narrow, rutted lane that led down to the marshes and gave one one’s first breath of the sea.
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