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This moment of anticipation was the worst of
her life--never before had she been so utterly alone.

        
Her loneliness now was emphasized by the
strange dead-white glow that seemed to bathe her room. She had just
switched off the electric light, and the curtains were not drawn
upon the long gaunt windows. Although it was after five on that
winter afternoon, the light of the snow still illuminated the
scene. Beyond the windows a broad field ran slowly up to a thin
bare hedge; above the hedge, the fell, thick in snow, mounted to a
grey sky which lay like one shadow upon another against the lower
flanks of Blencathra.

        
Rose had learnt the name of this mountain from
the first instant of her arrival at the Keswick station. She had
not known whether she would be met or not, and she had asked a
porter whether he knew of Scarfe Hall. He knew of it well enough.
It lay near the Sanatorium right under Saddleback. And then,
because she was obviously a stranger, and he unlike many of his
countrymen was loquacious, he explained to her that Saddleback was
the common name for Blencathra. 'What a pity,' she murmured.
'Blencathra is much finer.' But he was not interested in that. He
found the motor-car from the Hall and soon she was moving downhill
from the station, turning sharply to the left by the river, and so
to her destination.

        
She had had tea alone with Janet Fawcus in the
drawing-room downstairs; such a strange, old-fashioned, overcrowded
room, with photographs in silver frames and a large oil painting
over the marble fireplace of Humphrey's father. So odd, Rose
thought, to have so large a painting of yourself so prominently
displayed. She had seen before, of course, photographs of
Humphrey's father and had always liked the kindliness, the
good-humour in his round chubby face, the beautiful purity of his
white hair, his broad manly shoulders, but this oil painting, made
obviously a number of years ago, gave him a kind of dignified
splendour. She had always thought him like Mr. Pickwick, but now he
was a Mr. Pickwick raised to a degree of authority that yet had not
robbed him of his geniality.

        
So she and Janet Fawcus had shared an
embarrassed tea. It was no surprise to her to discover in Janet the
perfect spinster--that is, a woman of middle age whose certainty
that virginity is a triumph is mingled with an everlasting
disappointment. Janet was dressed in the hard and serviceable
tweeds of the English dweller in the country. She talked to Rose
with all the kindliness of a hostess and the patronage of a
successful headmistress. Rose saw at once that Janet had always
hated her and that meeting her had not weakened that emotion.

        
However, she had expected this, counted on it,
in fact, and she sat now in this old curiosity shop of a
drawing-room, the heavy, dark, ancient curtains drawn against the
snow, brightly and falsely amiable about Geneva and the League of
Nations and the selfishness of France, and what a pity it was that
despotism was beginning to rule the world. It was explained to her
that young John was out with his tutor skating on some pond towards
St. John's in the Vale and that Colonel Fawcus himself was at a
meeting in Keswick about pylons, and that was why Janet must do the
honours alone. 'But, of course,' Janet said, 'you will see John
when he comes in. He is so excited about your coming.' In that last
sentence Rose knew there was something sinister; that immaculate
tweed-clad virgin would not give an inch. 'But then,' Rose thought,
'I have no intention of asking her. I have not come here to fight.
There is no battle in the air. John's grandfather has invited me
out of kindness and generosity. There was nothing in the signed
agreement which compelled him to do this. It has been simply
warm-hearted kindness on his part. I am not here to fight. I am not
here to get my son back. I am not here to win his affection away
from anyone else. He is not mine. I surrendered him deliberately,
fully knowing what I was about. I am not here for any contest of
any kind with this unagreeable, tiresome, self-satisfied prig of an
Englishwoman.' But as she smiled and said that, yes, she would have
another cup of tea, and how good it was after a long cold
journey--she was forced to repeat to herself: 'I am not a mother. I
surrendered John not only because it would be for his good, and
because he would be given so many many things I could never give
him, but also because I was not meant to be a mother. There were
other things that I could do better. I am not maternal. I am a
modern woman of my time. I do not wish to be hampered with a child.
I have things I want to do for my generation and civilization and,
although it is true that I am now thirty years of age and have done
as yet very little for anybody, there is still plenty of time. I
have surrendered John, and no amount of disliking his aunt from the
bottom of my heart must make me want to take John away from her.'
She thought further: 'She is looking at my clothes. She is envious
of them and that makes her dislike me the more. I am very pleased.
My clothes are certainly not remarkable and at least they do not
look like a sheet of mail armour.'

        
'I expect,' Janet said, with her considerate,
indulgent smile, 'you would like to come to your room now?'

        
To her room Rose was taken. What a strange,
old, confused place it was! It must be, she realized with a thrill
of excitement, the actual room of which Humphrey had often told
her. The room where he had slept as a boy. Also it must be very
little changed from those long-ago days, for there hanging near a
window and opposite the four-poster bed was the oil painting of
Abraham offering up Isaac for sacrifice. All the details that
Humphrey had given her--the dark, angry hill painted a sinister
red, the white body of the boy, the Patriarch with knife raised,
and a black cloud breaking into spears of lightning, through which
God's voice spoke. Humphrey had told her how, as a child, he had
lain in bed and seen the mounting field beyond the window, the sky
above it, the serried edge of Blencathra, almost walk into the room
and mingle with the old oil painting, so that he used to fancy that
Abraham and his knife were waiting there on Blencathra for himself
as the appointed victim.

        
This, then, was the very room that Humphrey had
had. All the furniture in it was old and black. There were
dark-green hangings with a red pattern on the four-poster, and the
only concessions to modern life in the room were the electric
light, an electric fire in the old stone fireplace and a small
collection of recent books in gay colours near the bed. Then Rose
made her first really serious mistake. 'Why,' she said, 'this must
be the very room that Humphrey had.' Her impetuosity that she
thought by now she had learnt to control had once again betrayed
her. She felt Janet's whole body stiffen, and she knew with her
quickness of apprehension that Janet had loved her brother with an
intense passion. Why, Rose wondered, had she been put in Humphrey's
room? They could not have forgotten. Perhaps it was the only spare
room in the house. No, she knew that the place was of a rambling,
undisciplined size. There must be many spare rooms. Janet had not
answered. She had gone to the door and switched on the light. They
had been for a moment standing together in the dusky white-stained
twilight. Janet said, 'As soon as John comes I will bring him up to
see you,' and went.

        
As soon as she was alone Rose switched off the
light again and stood without moving, looking on to the fields that
grew with every moment darker, seeming to smell that sharp,
friendly, aromatic scent of freshly fallen snow. At last she went
to the door and switched on the light again, then stood in front of
the long old looking-glass bordered with dim gold that hung between
the bed and the door. She looked at herself with a new interest.
She was a woman devoid almost entirely of personal vanity. She
liked to be clean, to be healthy, to be equipped for whatever she
might have to do. Since Humphrey's death she had thought very
little about men except as, indirectly, companions. She had had no
sexual life at all. She had been living, she fancied, in a world
entirely of ideas, and now, looking into the mirror, she suddenly
wondered for the first time whether the ideas had been worth while.
In this old room, with the intense stillness of the snowy world
beyond it, things altered their values. She saw herself one of an
eager group of men and women at a table in a Geneva café, or in
somebody's room, or in the bureau where she worked, sharp,
opinionative voices saying, 'But then, of course, Barthou means
something quite different,' or 'But, I ask you, Simon and
Mussolini, how could they ever understand one another?' or again,
'Americans go only skin-deep: that is why the world is in the mess
it is.' Yes, these voices, so sure, so clever, so brittle, echoed
with a kind of ludicrous inefficiency which came down in front of
that old mirror. Five minutes' talk with Janet Fawcus seemed to
have changed, in spite of herself, the whole world. She did not
want it to change. She was paying this visit because she was sure
that she was impregnable, but now, was she sure? What unexpected
influences were beginning to work upon her?

        
She looked back at herself in the mirror--slim,
slight, dark-haired, much too youthful-looking for her thirty
years, she impatiently reflected. She wished to impress them all
with her stability, her firm security. She was on a visit to her
little son whom she had definitely surrendered, coming from
outside, remaining outside, a safe modern woman who was at work for
the world's good, rather than for personal maternity. 'How
detestably priggish that is,' she thought. 'But perhaps the whole
of Geneva is priggish? What have I done coming here? I did not
expect to feel so defenceless.'

        
It was then, standing in the middle of the
room, that she knew her moment of wild, terrified anticipation.
What would John be like? How would he greet her? How had he been
taught to think of her? It was ten years since she had surrendered
him, and she saw again that last dreadful minute in the cold room
of the London hotel when she had delivered him up to the nurse and
to the family man of affairs, and, seeing that minute again, she
thought to herself: 'It was not because I did not want him that I
gave him up, but because I knew that it would be so much better for
him; and it shall be. I must have no personal relationship with
him. I must let them keep him from me as much as they wish.'

        
It was at that moment that she heard, even
through the closed door, the sharp, clear call of a boy. The door
opened, and John, his aunt just behind him, stood there looking at
her.

        
There were two things she at once realized when
she saw him; one was that he was strangely like the baby she had
surrendered, the other that he had an astonishing and most moving
resemblance to his father. It was the second of these two things
that instantly warned her, like an inner voice: 'Take care, take
care. You must not be affected by this'--for indeed it was most
desperately moving.

        
John, now twelve years of age, was small and
slight and very fair in colouring. His hair, which was rather stiff
(a little tuft of it stood up sharply on the back of his head), was
pale honey-colour. His face was sharp and thin. His most remarkable
feature, which you saw at once as you had done in his father before
him, was the eyes, grey-blue in colour, strong, fearless,
masculine, full of character. His nose and mouth were thin and
pointed. The shape of his upper lip might have been, as his
father's had been inclined to be, cynical and sarcastic. But John's
mouth had suddenly a rather babyish softness which was probably
transitory but, at the moment, very appealing. His slim child's
body was as straight as a dart. He was dressed in a light blue
pullover and short grey flannel trousers, but you felt the nervous
activity of his body beneath his clothes. He stood urgently on his
feet as though he were about to start a race, but this may have
been because he was feeling the excitement and strangeness of this
meeting. His pale hair, his sharp-boned, delicate colouring, the
athletic urgency of his poise gave him at once an air of life and
spirit that scarcely seemed to belong to that old, dark room, nor
had it anything to do with the spare, thin figure of the woman who
stood beside him, her hand lightly touching his arm. But he was
like the baby Rose had left and like the man she had lost, and it
was no sentimental weakness for her to feel a catch in her throat,
or to see the room suddenly sway behind a misty cloud of
uncertainty.

        
'Here's John,' Janet said.

        
'Hullo,' John said, and then he held out his
hand. 'How are you?'

        
She felt and shared his own sense of
intolerable shyness. He did not in all probability realize all the
implications of this meeting, but he knew enough of them to feel a
deep awkwardness and possibly strong, urgent resentment.

        
She went forward and took his hand. 'How are
you, John?' she said. She bent down and kissed his forehead.

        
He received her kiss as though he had known
that this ghastly thing must occur. She realized that that had been
one of the moments he had been dreading and that now everything
would be a little easier. She realized, too, that to the virgin
mind of Janet Fawcus all this was of a dreadful indecency--the
unmarried mother greeting her bastard child--and suddenly she
thought: 'How inconceivably stupid of me! Janet must have fought
her father's decision to invite me here with all the force she
possessed. I had never realized how abandoned she must have thought
me.' She felt it exasperating that Janet should be present at her
first meeting with her own son. She longed to have the courage to
say, 'Leave us for a moment, won't you?' but she could not and the
woman did not move. Something had to be done, the pause had already
lasted too long.

        
'You have been skating, John, haven't you?'

        
His eyes were eating into her face. He was
studying her with an absorbed attention, having forgotten
completely all the rules of conduct, that you must not stare at
strangers, and so on. His eyes never wavered from her face as he
answered:

        
'Yes. The pond's been frozen for a week. I'm
getting quite good.'

        
'John, dear,' Janet said softly, but he gave a
little impatient wriggle of his shoulders.

        
'Oh! I'm not swanking, but Mr. Brighouse said
so and he can skate like anything.'

        
'I live in Switzerland most of the time,' said
Rose, 'so I get plenty of skating, or could have if I wanted
it.'

        
'Why, don't you want it?' he asked, his eyes
wider than ever, staring at her.

        
'Yes, but you know what it is,' she said,
smiling, 'when you have so much of anything all round you, you
don't value it in the same way.'

        
'No, I suppose you don't,' he said. 'It's like
being an assistant in a sweet-shop. They get as bored as anything
with chocolates and cakes.' He drew a quick little breath. 'I don't
think I'd ever be bored with marzipan,' he said.

        
Janet pressed her hand in a little on his
shoulder. 'Come, John,' she said.

        
And it was at that moment that Rose knew her
first instant of sharp, intense rebellion. What right had this
woman to tell her son to go at this moment? This was 
her moment. If the woman had had any kind
of decency she would have left them alone together. Then Rose
remembered. She smiled, looked him full in the eyes, nodded and
lightly said:

        
'Good night, John. See you to-morrow.'

        
He said, his eyes still on her face: 'Yes. I
hope the frost holds, don't you?' Then turned and went out with his
aunt.

        
 

        
The room was very quiet. There was a gentle tap
on the door. Rose said, 'Come in,' and a small, rather
pinched-faced little maid stood in the doorway. She asked whether
she might pull the curtains. Then, standing near the window, she
asked whether everything was all right, please, miss?

        
'I didn't know,' she said, 'whether that would
be the dress you'd be wanting to wear.'

        
Rose looked and saw--what she had not noticed
before--that her evening frock was laid out on the bed, and that it
was the smart one of grey and silver. She smiled. 'Oh, thank you.
How nice everything is! But I think that I'll have the black one
to-night.'

        
'Oh yes, miss. I didn't know.' And she moved
very quickly to the drawer, brought out the black taffeta dress and
put the other one away, then drew the heavy thick mulberry-coloured
curtains across the windows and moved to the door. Again she said:
'Will that be everything, miss? Dinner's at quarter to eight.'

        
'Yes, thank you,' Rose said. 'What is your
name?'

        
'Sally, miss.' The girl gave her a sharp,
inquisitive look.

        
'I suppose,' Rose thought, 'they already know
all about everything.' But there was more in the look than mere
personal curiosity. It said not only 'I wonder whether all they say
about you is true,' but also 'I wonder how much you know about
us.'

        
There was something pleasant about the girl's
face, something unagreeable too. But Rose felt, without having any
real reason for her instinct, that this young girl was important in
the house. While she dressed she had to struggle against the cold.
The electric fire gave out heat, but the room seemed to contain
cold as a well contains ancient water. The walls gave off cold so
concretely that she could almost see it, and the cold from the
world outside seemed to press in from the windows. 'I suppose,' she
thought, 'it is the central heating I have been used to in Geneva
that makes me feel this. I have never been so cold in my life
before. It is as though there were something personal about
it.'

        
When, however, she went down to the
drawing-room, there was a great fire leaping wildly in the old dark
fireplace, and all the many many things in the room leaped and
sparkled with it. The room seemed filled with a kind of aimless
chatter. Two clocks were ticking away. Two canaries in a gilt cage
near the window were twittering. There was the noise of the fire.
And behind all these things a kind of undertone, as though people
out of sight were whispering together.

        
'The fact is,' Rose reflected, 'this house is
so old that you feel the past in it more than the present.' She
stood, one shoe up on the fender, her skirts a little raised,
warming her ankles, looking into the fire.

        
The door opened and a young man came in. He was
slim and dark, with a bright intelligent face--that was all she
noticed about him. He seemed to her a perfectly ordinary boy with
that odd gesture of surprise that belongs to so many of his
generation as though he were discovering that things were very
different from what he had been told they would be. She noticed all
this--his dark good looks, his friendliness and his rather
surprised eagerness as he shook hands with her and said:

        
'My name is Michael Brighouse. I'm John's
tutor. I know who you are.'

        
And she showed that at once they were friends
when she said to him: 'And I know who you are. You are the first
person John mentioned to me.'

        
'He is a jolly good kid,' Michael Brighouse
said. 'I'd have known anywhere you were his mother,' he added,
staring at her, she knew, with admiration and liking.

        
'He is very young for his age,' she thought,
'but we are going to be friends, and that is a good thing. I shall
need a friend here.'

        
The door opened again and Colonel Fawcus came
in. Her impression of him at once was of height and breadth rather
than the stout Pickwick rotundity that she had expected. He must
have been well over six feet in height, his shoulders seemed
tremendous, and only his round, bespectacled red face and
snow-white hair carried on the Pickwick illusion. But she was
bathed at once in the full tide of his kindly congeniality.

        
He came forward with both hands outstretched
and caught hers, and, all his face smiling even to his large,
rather protruding ears, he said: 'Welcome, my dear Rose, welcome.
How kind of you to come.'

        
She noticed that in some trick of light his
round glasses caught the glare so that she could not see his eyes.
What she did see were his mouth, his nose, his cheeks, his high red
forehead and, above all, his ears. All these were smiling in a kind
of ecstasy of welcome, but it was at that moment as though a blind
man were greeting her.

        
'You know Brighouse?' he said, putting his hand
on the boy's shoulder. 'I expect he has introduced himself.'

        
'Yes,' she answered, 'and I had heard of him
from John before that.'

        
'Ah! you have seen John,' Colonel Fawcus said
quickly.

        
'Yes. He came to my room for a moment.'

        
'And what did you think of him? It must have
been extraordinary after so long.'

        
She realized that he intended to deny and hide
nothing. He was welcoming her with all the facts on the table. She
had not expected to find him so large, so strong, so breezy. She
had known that he was kind.

        
Then Janet came in wearing a black dress that
fitted her badly and emphasized her bony neck and her thin arms.
She did not use any kind of make-up. Her nose was a little red,
pinched with the cold, and there were faint streaks of purple veins
on her sallow cheeks. But the great thing about her was that
however plain she might be she did not care.

        
'She is full of pride,' Rose thought, 'of
self-satisfaction. She knows just what she wants and always gets
it. She is by far the strongest person in this room.'

        
The echoes of the gong rolled in the
distance.

        
'Dinner, dinner,' Colonel Fawcus cried, as
though he were announcing a wonderful new event that was about to
change the world's history. 'Come, my dear Rose, you must, I am
sure, be ravenous,' and the two clocks, the canaries and the
undertone of whispering chatter repeated 'ravenous.'

        
Seated at the old mahogany table, the
impression that Colonel Fawcus made was overwhelming. Sitting, he
looked more massive than ever, more massive, more benevolent, more
completely head of the family, more entirely commander of all he
surveyed; and he surveyed, she noticed, a very great deal. His eyes
were everywhere. While he talked--and he talked voluminously, words
pouring from his lips--his eyes darted like fish in a pool up and
down the room. You could feel that the maid, Sally, was immensely
conscious of his supervision. Rose was interested to notice that
here at the table Janet Fawcus counted for nothing. It was the big,
hearty, benevolent man who dominated everyone. He talked to Rose
exclusively, once and again saying genially:

        
'Well, Michael, what do you think of it?' or 'I
am sure Michael would tell you the same,' or 'Michael knows what I
feel about it.'

        
He spoke to her as though he were almost
bursting with happiness at her arrival. She could not but wonder.
She was of a generation brought up to regard simple kindness as
extremely suspect. Let anyone be accused of the worst crimes in the
human calendar and she would offer them the friendly protection of
Freudian analysis. Just as the works of John Galsworthy, Sir James
Barrie, Mr. Milne and other kindly creatures were to her
pernicious, so if she were told that anyone was kind or good she
assumed instantly that they must also be false and hypocritical.
And yet here she was surrendering at once to kindness, goodness,
benevolent hospitality, eager friendship, because that was what he
was. It was long since anyone had shown her so plainly that he
meant well by her. People did not show you that in Geneva unless
they wanted something either sexual or financial.

        
'I do hope you will enjoy your time with us,
Rose. Of course there will be John, who will be a host in himself,
and we have neighbours who should interest you--the Parkins, for
instance, eh, Michael?'

        
'Oh! the Parkins certainly,' said Michael,
laughing.

        
'Who are the Parkins?' Rose asked.

        
'The Verdurins,' Michael said, smiling at
her.

        
'The Verdurins?' she repeated.

        
'Yes, Proust.'

        
'Oh! Proust,' she said, laughing. 'I'm afraid I
haven't read him for ages. In smart circles in Geneva he is more
old-fashioned than Anatole France, and that is more old-fashioned
than'--she laughed and looked about her--'I can't think of anything
more old-fashioned,' she said.

        
'Well,' Michael said, 'when you have met the
Parkins once or twice you have read certain parts of 
Chez Swann again.'

        
Rose fancied that Colonel Fawcus did not
altogether enjoy this little literary interruption; although he had
not moved, he yet seemed restless. He looked at them benevolently
as a kind guardian watches children hunting for sea-shells on the
shore. Then he said to her that he did not get half the time he
would have liked to keep up with modern literature.

        
He was, of course, although she did not know
it, an author himself. He told her very modestly of the two little
books that he had published, one on Ancient Monuments in the
Cockermouth district and the second on Old Cumberland Churches. He
had been for many years, he remarked, president of the
Cumberland-Westmorland Antiquarian Society. He had been forced to
give it up because of the accumulation of business. If he ever had
time again he planned a work on Anglo-Saxon life in Cumberland,
which would, he hoped, be of some general interest. He had
accumulated much material, but alas! try as he would, each day
seemed busier than the last.

        
'And my age,' he cried to her joyfully. 'How
old do you think I am?'

        
Although she knew that he was more, she
suggested, 'Sixty.'

        
'Sixty,' he cried. 'Sixty-eight--sixty-nine in
a month or two.' He was so plainly delighted with his health and
vigour that she was delighted too.

        
He was more of a scholar than she had imagined.
She had not known that he had all this antiquarian knowledge. Why
had Humphrey never told her? She could now faintly remember
Humphrey once saying something like, 'Oh! Dad's all right if you
flatter him on his hobbies.' This, perhaps, was one of them. She
saw that he took a child's delight in his own little affairs; so
many men did and that was why so many women felt maternal. She
looked up at him. Their eyes met. They both smiled. She felt for a
moment as though she were his mother.

        
During the meal, which was plain and good--a
rich thick soup, fried sole, roast beef and apple tart--Janet
Fawcus spoke very little.

        
Once she said to Michael Brighouse: 'How did
John behave to-day?'

        
'Very well,' said Michael. 'He is getting on
with his skating like anything.'

        
'You mustn't flatter him too much.'

        
'On the contrary,' said Michael, 'I'm sometimes
afraid I don't encourage him enough. He is very easily discouraged,
you know.'

        
She said nothing to that, but there was an
implication in the grave authority with which she considered the
food on her plate, that she did not wish instructions from Michael
about John, that she knew quite enough without his telling. Later
in the meal she said:

        
'Father, Mr. Cautley rang up.'

        
'Oh! did he?' said Colonel Fawcus, suddenly
changed from gay to grave. 'What did he want?'

        
'Oh! the usual thing,' said Janet. 'He wanted
to come and have a talk with you about the pylons.'

        
'Oh! 
did he?' said Colonel Fawcus. 'Well, he can
wait. He can take his stuffy self-importance somewhere else. You'd
imagine that I'd nothing to do but fuss about little men who do not
know their proper place. Cautley, indeed! I should have thought I'd
snubbed that man enough to last him a lifetime.'

        
'How like Geneva!' Rose thought. 'How like
everywhere in the world! How like every portrayal of daily life in
every novel! Always there is somebody in the way of somebody else.
Always everywhere there is someone who just prevents life from
being perfect.' Her sympathies were all alive for poor Colonel
Fawcus. She could just figure to herself the kind of
self-important, interfering little man who would drive a great,
generous, impulsive creature like Humphrey's father to frenzies of
irritation. There were so many of them in Geneva.

        
After dinner she had a little conversation with
Michael Brighouse. This contained one or two odd things which she
was to remember afterwards. Janet disappeared about some household
business. Colonel Fawcus said:

        
'Will you excuse me for half an hour? I have a
little business to finish and then I am at your service.'

        
So Michael and Rose were left alone in the
lively, whispering drawing-room, and sat by the side of the fire
and had a little talk.

        
She looked at him and decided that she not only
liked him, but trusted him too.

        
'Tell me about John,' she said.

        
'No,' he answered quickly, 'not yet. I've
thought it all out before you came. I want you to see him for two
or three days yourself first and make your own conclusions. I don't
want to say anything about him until you see for yourself.'

        
She nodded her head. 'That's right. I think
that's wise.'

        
'I only want to say one thing,' he went on
promptly. 'There is so much more going on here than you know, and
if at any time later you want a friend, I offer myself.'

        
'It's very nice of you,' she said, and also
rapidly, 'You may detest me. We may fight over John. You cannot
promise friendship so quickly as that.'

        
'Oh yes, I can,' he answered eagerly, 'in this
case, at least. However much I might dislike you, I would be with
you in this affair for John's sake.'

        
'You speak,' she said, 'as though there were
going to be an inevitable taking of sides.'

        
'There will be much more than that,' he
answered.

        
'You want to frighten me.'

        
'No,' he said, 'of course not. I hope you will
have a lovely time. I know it will be an interesting one.'

        
She looked at him. Her eyes dwelt on his face.
'I am sure I can trust you,' she said. 'That is one thing I know
about people at once. Tell me yourself. Do you like it here?'

        
She was aware that they were both speaking
urgently, almost furtively, as though they knew there would be an
interruption, almost as though they were sure that someone was
listening. She looked about the room.

        
'This is a funny place. You can almost believe
there are people in the room you cannot see. But tell me. I want to
know. Do you like it here?'

        
'Like it?' He laughed. 'That's a mild word.
There's more than liking or disliking here, as you will soon find.
But I am glad to be here for two reasons: one John, the other the
country.'

        
'The country?' She gave a little shiver. 'Isn't
it terribly cold and bleak and rough? Doesn't it rain all the time?
But perhaps you are North-country by birth. That would make a
difference.'

        
'No,' he said. 'As a matter of fact, I'm not. I
was born in Dorset, near Corfe Castle. I have never been north
before I came here, and it isn't the North that I thought I loved
so much, but this immediate piece of country.'

        
'Why?' she asked. 'Of course I know the lakes
are beautiful, but aren't they desolate in the winter, and
tripper-haunted in the summer, and isn't the Wordsworth-Coleridge
inheritance dreadfully dreary?'

        
'That has nothing to do with it,' he said. 'I
can't explain to you now. Besides, you may not feel it, and if you
don't, nothing that I say will be of the slightest use. If you do,
you won't need me to explain it to you. It's lovely. It's perfect.
Every inch of ground is exciting. For instance, there is snow
everywhere to-night; well, it never lies for long except on the
mountain-tops and in a day or two, perhaps to-morrow, the fields
will slowly reveal themselves again, and then every detail of them
will be important. You will go, for instance, beyond the pond where
we were skating to-day, to the road that leads up to St. John's in
the Vale, and every tree and every field, every hedgerow, will have
some shape, or some colour, or some effect under the changing sky
that will make it exciting. I had a friend at Oxford who was great
at Anglo-Saxon. He would have some piece of manuscript that he
would study, a square of parchment, and every letter and every
scrap of colour would mean beauty and history and human interest.
So I feel about every inch of country here.'

        
'I suppose,' Rose said, 'that whenever anyone
loves the country they feel that?'

        
'Perhaps so,' he answered. 'I don't know. I
have never felt it about anywhere before. Listen, here's a little
poem.

        
 

        
"Close-fitting house of velvet, foxglove bell, 

My heart within your walls might live at
ease

And never heed Time's knell;

And you, like rose, upturned by infinite
seas,

To bleach here on the foam-remembering fell,

Could teach my spirit by obscure degrees

Of gossamer tension between heaven and hell;

But heart and spirit are roving, hiveless
bees."'

        
 

        
'How beautiful!' she said. 'Who's that by?'

        
'A friend of mine copied it out and sent it to
me from Oxford. He said it was by somebody called Bowes-Lyon, a new
poet. But it has exactly the quality that this place has for me.
"Close-fitting house of velvet"--that is what this is, as you will
find, and "foam-remembering fell"--that is what the country is.'
And he added, his voice almost sinking to a whisper: 'There is a
battle here. Our own battle, of which the poet of course knows
nothing, scarcely anybody knows.'

        
'Battle? What battle?' she asked.

        
But before he could answer her there was the
strong, friendly voice at the door:

        
'Finished sooner than I expected. Now, Rose,
let us have a cosy talk.'
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Michael Brighouse was twenty-three years of
age. He was two years old and a little bit on August 4th, 1914, six
years of age and a little more on November 11th, 1918: the War,
therefore, meant nothing to him at all and this inexperience was
shared by all his contemporaries. He was not moved in the slightest
by Armistice Day, or by any appeal to remember war veterans, or by
Mr. Lloyd George's aspersions on Earl Haig's war conduct, or by the
few remaining sentimental poets who still wailed about the unhappy
time that they had had in the trenches. The War meant nothing to
him also because he had all his life lived in a state of war. From
the time when he had been at all conscious of any happening outside
the excitement of his own rectory garden, there had been war going
on somewhere, or if not actually war, at least conflict.

        
He had seen the kings fall and the despots
rise; he had seen the American boom and the American slump; he had
seen the quiet absorption of Manchukuo by the Japanese; he had seen
the rise of Hitler, the flight of the Jews, the murder of Dollfuss,
and only a week or two ago the plebiscite in the Saar. His
generation, therefore, did not despair of the world as had the
generation before them. Poets of Michael's day, Auden, Stephen
Spender, Day Lewis, were the only figures at this moment in the
world of art who were at all representing him. But there were
thousands upon thousands of young men like Michael, who out of an
extraordinary welter of machinery, speed, half-baked science,
complete sexual frankness, poverty, cynicism and unemployment were
achieving a new calm, not of indifference, but of a kind of
philosophical humorous fortitude. The world was indeed a ludicrous
mess, but it was a new world, as new as the early Elizabethan one
had been. It offered, no doubt, every kind of parallel to that
other splendid epoch--the speed, the machinery and the unemployment
were all necessary parts of it. What a time to be alive in!

        
On the other hand, he had no illusions; above
all, no sentimentality, no unbalanced idealism: 'Keep calm whatever
may be offered you, be it death, supreme beauty, or a job at three
pounds a week.' Michael was like his generation in all these
things. He was like his generation, too, in that underneath the
superficial colouring of his period he was like every other young
man who had ever been--idealistic, sentimental, patriotic,
sometimes very childish.

        
His father was rector of a small Dorset parish,
and lived in perfect contentment there in a charming old rectory,
with a high-walled garden, and a view from the upper windows over
rolling down to the sea. Michael's father and mother were very
philosophical people, that is, practically nothing disturbed them.
Michael was their only son and they loved him, but they were quite
happy when he was away, and always believed that all was for the
best in God's world, even though Michael's mother had severe
rheumatism in one leg and his father a heart that might kill him at
any moment.

        
Michael went to school at Uppingham, had a
history scholarship at Cambridge, got a double first and must,
therefore, be considered a brilliant young man. He was not,
however, really brilliant, but had a ready capacity for putting
things on paper and a good memory. He knew very well that he was
not brilliant. He knew that he might be a don--he didn't wish to be
that. He thought that he would make a good journalist, but he
didn't wish to be that either. He did not know until he had come to
Cumberland what it was he wanted to be.

        
He knew his character pretty well. There was
something weak in the middle of it, a soft, oozing spot somewhere.
He was consistently to his own chagrin coming upon this mossy,
boggy centre. It was not that he was sentimental so much as that he
gave way before he knew it to unreasonable emotions, desires,
impulses. He did not realize that no young man is a nice young man
if he is hard right through. What exasperated him was that his
consistent weakness was the result of no logic. He was quite ready
to excuse weakness on definite philosophic grounds, but he hated to
be ashamed of himself without a reason. The friends that he had
made at Cambridge--Horlock, Redmayne, Burnam--were all perfectly
aware of why they were weak when they wanted to be weak and what
the results of their weakness would be. 'You see,' Redmayne would
say, 'my doing that the other night proves what Jung says in his
book'; or Horlock would simply cry, 'One must get one's fun where
one can. It's poor fun. Isn't it astonishing that for thousands of
years people have made such a fuss about love when this is all it
comes to?' But Michael, alas! was far more unreasonable than his
friends. One day when he was walking from Wastwater over to Eskdale
he faced it quite frankly.

        
'I'm soft. I get bowled over by anything, but
perhaps I am right. Perhaps there is more in this business than
Horlock or Redmayne imagines.'

        
What he meant by 'this business' was the
look-back from the spur of the fell to Wastwater, which lay black
as jet in the Screes. The silence everywhere was so beautiful and
comforting that it offered a true reassurance against these black
waters. A sheep-trod running in front of him was also comforting.
When he slept in Eskdale that night he determined to write to
Horlock about it.

        
'You see, Horlock,' he meant to say,
'everything that we talked about at Cambridge is nonsense.' But of
course in the morning he thought better of it. Every day in
Cumberland put Horlock more out of touch. He began to grow a new
spiritual skin.

        
He had always supposed that the tutoring of a
small boy was as unpleasant a job as could ever be imagined. He did
not care about small boys. He disliked the idea of teaching them
anything. The word tutor was an offence. Some old schoolmaster
friend wrote to his father to ask whether he knew of a likely young
man who would give six months in a very lovely part of England to
looking after a nice small boy. The point was that the pay was
excellent and the work easy; the young man would have leisure to
study for his own purposes. The point in Michael's case was that,
lying in bed, he saw the white road which ran like the spine of a
fish into a cluster of stars scattered about a moonlit sky. In this
sky, and on either side of the road, rolled smaller hills, whitened
with moonlit powder. This surprising scene had for him miraculous
power. 'That,' he thought, 'is because I am nearly asleep,' but in
the morning the power remained, and to his own astonishment he said
to his father at breakfast:

        
'I think I'll go to these people--Fawcus, or
whatever they are called.'

        
'It's time,' his father said gently,' that you
should make up your mind what you are going to do.'

        
'I know quite well what I am going to do,'
Michael said. 'I am going into the City to sell ivory collar-studs
and make a lot of money. Then I am going to devote the money to--'
He stopped.

        
'To what?' asked his mother. 'I hope you are
enjoying the kedgeree because Cook made a great fuss when I said we
were going to have it.'

        
'To what, I don't know,' Michael went on. 'The
trouble is all the things you really care about seem to do better
when you don't help them than when you do.'

        
'Why collar-studs?' asked his father.

        
'Because I know the man who has asked me to go
in with him. He has inherited his father's business--it isn't only
collar-studs of course.'

        
So in this indeterminate manner he went up to
Cumberland. Before he went the schoolmaster friend of his father
wrote to him:

        
'Old Fawcus is all right,' he said, 'if you
remember the things that he has done in the past. He has been M.P.
for the Penrith Division of Cumberland, but years ago. He served in
the Boer War, which is why he is a colonel; but he isn't as real a
colonel as he would like people to think he is. He has written
monographs about monuments--bad ones. He is very easy to manage if
you think him important. The boy is his grandson, illegitimate, but
being brought up as heir to a great deal more than a non-existent
estate. Fawcus has a spinster daughter. The house is ancient, and
dark and cold, but the country is lovely, and the rain is not so
bad as it sounds. I consider the pay more than adequate for what
you will do, because the little boy is not tiresome and old Fawcus
easily placated. There are, however, ghosts in the house--a certain
madness--and I advise you, if anyone starts throwing spells, to
watch out.'

        
This friend of his father was called Mr.
Harris, and Michael thought he sounded so nice in his letter that
he wanted to meet him in London, but Mr. Harris did not wish to be
met. He was quite frank:

        
'I am sure you are a very nice young man,' he
wrote. 'I had a great affection once for your father, but I care
now only for chess, Bach and Handel. I live in Eastbourne and hate
coming to London. Good-bye. Let me know how you get on in
Cumberland.'

        
When later on Michael asked Colonel Fawcus
about Mr. Harris, Fawcus said:

        
'Poor old Harris, as mad as a hatter! Went into
King's Chapel once without his trousers.'

        
Be that as it might, Michael found everything
that Mr. Harris had said very strangely true. The house was dark
and ancient and cold; Miss Fawcus was a spinster all right; the
Colonel liked flattery; the little boy was a nice little boy. These
were the things that he discovered at first. It was only when he
had been there some little while that the business of witchcraft
and spells began to be apparent. It lay, of course, partly in the
country. Michael read certain books about Cumberland and
Westmorland. A man called Collingwood, he decided, was the only one
who knew anything about the matter. Popular novels, with a great
deal of highly coloured scenery, revolted him. The guide-books were
for the most part concerned only with the tracks, stiles, stone
walls, and seeing as many named places as possible from one
particular point. Only two men since Wordsworth and Coleridge had
written any poetry about the Lake District worthy of the name;
nothing that anyone had written except Wordsworth and Collingwood,
nothing that anybody said accounted for the curious spell that the
country laid upon him. He could not put it into words, except that
its main appeal at first was to his personal vanity. The little
stone walls, the fell, the fields and the streams whispered to him,
'Nobody has ever understood us before you. We cannot tell you how
relieved we are that you have come.' While they did this he knew
that they were mocking. He determined at first that he would not
allow himself to be cheap about the colour simply because popular
novelists were so easily cheap about it, but he could not deny that
one mulberry-tinted cloud resting its chin upon the white powdered
line of Saddleback (the rest of the sky grey with impending snow)
held an intangible delicacy beyond anything he had ever seen. He
stared at it from the windows of the Hall waiting for it to go,
because clouds are so lovely the shade must be impermanent. But the
dark mulberry only lightened as he watched it to a sharper
purple.

        
Snow began very faintly to fall across the
shadow of the fell, and the dark trees of the Hall garden. But even
this did not diminish the mulberry cloud. Shadows of pale gold, a
final suggestion of a sun that had not appeared all day, broke into
the grey expanse of sky, and then, steadily supporting the cloud,
this was the only fragment of light and colour in all the world. As
the falling snow thickened, the garden grew ever darker, and over
the fell a whiteness gleamed. At last, when all was dark, he
fancied that he could still see the mulberry cloud. He was never
quite to lose sight of it again. Now coloured clouds and falling
snow are not the property of the North of England alone, but he
discovered that in this country, because the hills are so near and
the stretches of water so personal, many things happen that seem
personally significant. He decided that the whole country was bad
for one's egotism.

        
 

        
He was forced, however, very abruptly to think
of people rather than places. He had never before lived intimately
with a family not in any way of his own kind. He had been brought
up, as are most young men, to congratulate himself on circumstances
and surroundings that were in fact exactly right for him. Now he
was an intruder, almost, he felt at times, a spy upon the lives of
people who were as alien to him as West African natives. He had
been brought there for a purpose which was, he very quickly
perceived, not at all the education and development of one small
boy. The boy himself he found easy. In the first place he had from
the very beginning a kind of tenderness towards him because of his
illegitimacy. He would not have pitied himself had he been
illegitimate, but he had not been in the house two days before Miss
Fawcus very sternly, very briefly, and as though she were reciting
to him one of the more indecent passages of the Old Testament, gave
him the bare bones of the facts.

        
'My brother,' she said, 'my only brother, was
one of the finest men I have ever known. He was everything in the
world to me. He had one weakness--women--only because of his
kindness of heart, not because he had a horrid nature. He was
married--well, some people said unhappily, I believe not. I think
that Gertrude and he might have had a most successful marriage had
not others interfered. However, that's as may be.

        
'Gertrude was in some ways an odd woman. She
needed understanding. I frankly disliked her very much. In any
case, after he had been married some five years a dreadful thing
occurred. He lost his head, ran away with a girl of eighteen.
Gertrude very rightly refused to divorce him. He had a child in
Switzerland. John is that child.' She paused.

        
Michael perceived that she was labouring under
stress of terrible emotion. There were tears in her eyes. She could
scarcely speak. With a tremendous effort, which he could not but
admire, she recaptured her self-command.

        
'My brother was killed climbing the Alps. It
became evident later that the girl who had ruined his life had no
means, and my father, very nobly as I thought, made her an offer
that if she would surrender her boy entirely, never see him again,
or have any kind of claim on him, the child should be brought up
with every advantage of my father's special care. Not to my
surprise, the woman consented, so little had she of any real
feeling. But quite calmly she gave up her baby. John was brought
here when he was two years old--ten years ago. She kept her part of
the bargain. We had no word from her of any kind.

        
'I think, Mr. Brighouse, you ought to know
these facts if you are going to be John's constant companion. You
will find him a good little boy, I think--at times strangely like
his father, he seems to me. It would be better, I think, to make no
allusion whatever to his mother.'

        
It was not long, however, before Michael
realized that Miss Fawcus meant little in the house in comparison
with her father. After his first week Michael knew that there was
no one in the place, from Miss Fawcus herself down to the small
spotty boy who helped under compulsion in the garden, not aware of
the Colonel during every minute of the day and even more aware of
him when his bodily presence was felt rather than seen. There was
something curious in this, Michael thought, because the Colonel's
robust geniality was anything rather than frightening--a kinder and
more agreeable man surely did not exist anywhere. He was generous
and open, more than fatherly with Michael from the very first
moment. He had a way of putting his hand on Michael's shoulder, of
gripping his arm, that was extremely pleasant, so cordial, so
spontaneous. As a rule, Michael fastidiously disliked any kind of
physical contact with his friends and acquaintances. He inherited
this possibly from his father, who had never kissed him although
they were such excellent friends. The Colonel pressed his hand into
Michael's shoulder, drew him a little towards him, looked him
laughingly in the face, and then said with such spontaneous,
cordial honesty:

        
'We're in luck, Brighouse. You're just the man
I've been wanting.'

        
And Michael replied: 'I'm the lucky one,
sir.'

        
He found himself after a while eagerly sharing
in the Colonel's past triumphs: the present ones were, he was bound
to admit, very small and he wondered that a man of the Colonel's
character and broad-minded good-nature should value so seriously
the little encounters in Keswick, trifling compliments paid him in
a letter, foolish little nothings that the wife of Mr. Broster, the
clergyman, or old Mrs. Page-Hunter had paid him. 'But that,' he
thought, 'is what happens when you live for a long time in the
country; little things become so important and the old boy's
getting on. It is natural for him to wish to live in the past. The
fact that he is a bit of an egotist is nothing against him: we are
all egotists together and as we grow old we are afraid of being
left alone.'

        
After a month or two, it might be said that
Michael almost loved the Colonel. He was excited at his approach.
He had never before thought very much of the physical appearance of
any man, but the Colonel's cleanliness and physique and freshness
of colour, a faint aroma of an extraordinarily healthy soap, a very
fine virile tobacco, a tang of open-air health that the Colonel
carried with him, gave Michael an intimate satisfaction, and when
the Colonel drew him a little towards him and he could see those
clear bright-blue eyes and the rough cleanly strength of the stiff
white hair, and measure the broadness of the chest and appreciate
the fine set-back of the shoulders, then Michael felt a warmth of
almost filial affection.

        
One morning going to his bath, the door being
open, he went in and found the Colonel singing in a funny high
treble that was almost falsetto and rubbing himself fiercely with
an enormous towel.

        
'Come in, my boy, come in,' the Colonel cried.
'Room for us both.'

        
And it was then that Michael was compelled to
admire the splendid physical strength of that body, its freshness
and symmetry and energetic happiness.

        
'Wouldn't think I was nearly seventy, would
you, my boy?' said the Colonel, punching his chest. 'Like to see me
touch my toes? How's this for an old man's exercise?' And obviously
extremely proud of his strength he bent and twisted and turned, his
beautiful white hair standing up on end, the muscles of his
shoulders and thighs rippling under the fair skin.

        
'My word!' said Michael. 'I wish I could be
like that when I am nearly seventy. How have you managed it,
sir?'

        
'Luck,' said the Colonel, his whole face
smiling like that of a happy child. 'Luck and obeying a few
sensible rules, watching the teeth and the colon, exercises every
day. Here, let me see you do an exercise or two.'

        
Michael was ashamed of his thin, meagre body.
The Colonel felt his muscles, slapped him on the back, and then
looking at him with real fatherly affection said:

        
'I can tell you, my boy, it's a happy thing
that you've come here. It makes a difference to all of us.'

        
'Do I indeed?' said Michael, blushing with
pleasure. 'I want to do my best; you are all so very good to
me.'

        
One individual with whom intimate relations
were not at once established was little John. He was from the
beginning polite and obedient, but at first he kept absolutely
aloof.

        
'How much does he know of his history?'
wondered Michael. 'Does he suffer because of it? Is he aware of his
own loneliness and isolation?'--because lonely it seemed the boy
was. It was clear that he admired his grandfather intensely and
that he obeyed in every instance his aunt. But it was not so clear
that he loved either of them. His affections were elsewhere. First
and above all other, the Parkin boy, who was three years older than
himself. After that the mongrel kitchen dog named Romp by the cook
and more vulgarly Rump by everybody else. Rump was of the engaging
kind of mongrel as common in life as in fiction. He was a sort of
terrier, but with a round, amiable, friendly face that belonged
more to the sheep-dog kind. He was a dog who had been brought up
from the beginning in the worst kind of social snobbery. He was gay
and merry in the kitchen quarters, but if ever he ventured higher
he became painfully subservient, crawling across the floor, wagging
his tail, looking up into Miss Fawcus' face with a beseeching
manner--and well he might, for if she found him in any part of the
house other than the servants' rooms he was swished and shooed and
driven away. He would run for his very life. This creature John
loved. The third item in his affections was the gardener, old
Lewcomb, an absolutely silent, saturnine man, who so far as anyone
could see hated mankind. Nevertheless John worshipped him. He would
sit by him for hours in the very depressed garden under the fell,
would ask him endless questions which Lewcomb did not answer. He
had an irresistible fascination for John, who thought him infinite,
wise and omniscient.

        
Into this select company of three Michael was
not admitted. On the other hand, John after a while did more than
tolerate him. He liked being with him. He liked being taught by
him. He was obedient and very seldom sulky, but he did not
surrender himself, and after four months Michael knew the boy very
little better than he had at first.

        
Then came Miss Fawcus' extraordinary
announcement.

        
Miss Clennell, John's abominable mother, had
been asked by the Colonel to pay a visit. Miss Fawcus' horror was
almost pathetic in its ineffectiveness.

        
'My father has invited the woman to stay here.
His reasons I cannot imagine. I have argued with him, protested,
done all that I could. You are a young man, Mr. Brighouse, but you
will understand the scandals to which this visit must inevitably
give rise in a small community like this. My father, as you know,
has been a Member of Parliament for this district and has lived
here for many years. Even small day-by-day occurrences give rise to
much comment. The appearance here of Miss Clennell will be the talk
of the place. But in addition to that, I consider it an insult that
she should be brought into this house. What her influence on the
boy may be I shudder to think.'

        
Miss Fawcus' announcement left him in a state
of curious excitement and he realized very quickly that it was not
the anticipation of Miss Clennell's arrival that excited him so
much as his sharpened consciousness of some kind of mysterious
conflict that was going on in the house. Where did the conflict
lie? Was it between Miss Fawcus and her father? Was it between the
Colonel and some person or persons whom he, Michael, had not yet
realized? Was it between the servants in the house and their
superiors? Was John the centre of it? Was it simply the house
itself and the country that surrounded it?

        
Why was it that he, who until this visit had
never been afraid of anything, was conscious so often of little
moments of apprehension? Yet he was happy here. He was happy partly
because of the very excitement that the place produced in him. Was
his love of this country making him more sharply perceptive than
the facts warranted? In any case, putting these vague sensations
aside, what an extraordinary thing for the Colonel to do--Miss
Fawcus was right there--to ask his son's mistress to the house
where her child was, when he had made the sharpest condition that
she should never see the child again. He had imagined that in spite
of his vigour and full body the Colonel was a strict moralist, in
fact he told Michael on more than one occasion that he disliked
this modern broad-mindedness and that if he had his way young
people should be taught to obey the old rules again; especially he
emphasized his opinion that women to-day were surrendering almost
everything that made them valuable and attractive.

        
'I may be old-fashioned,' he said, 'most men
are at sixty-eight, but the world will find out one day that I am
right.'

        
But Michael was by this time more than
suspicious that there was a great deal in the Colonel that he had
not yet perceived. One family of friends, the Parkins, confirmed
him in this.

        
Mrs. Parkin was a little, thin, very tidy
woman, with short well-cared-for grey hair and a rather pinched
white face. She was immensely energetic and vivacious. Her husband,
who had made money in buttons or something of the kind and had now
retired from business, was a thin, tall man, completely under the
domination of his wife. Mrs. Parkin lived for her circle of
friends. This circle was by far the most important thing in her
life and meant much more to her than either her husband or her
child. Every member of the circle had to be distinguished for
something or other. It was not so very easy in a little
neighbourhood like this to find a number of distinguished people,
but Mrs. Parkin had achieved marvels.

        
There was, for instance, Mr. Latter who played
the piano: Mrs. Lincoln who had sung solos in oratorio. Then there
were Mr. Morphew, his wife and daughter, who all wrote. They were
naturalists, and in one of the Northern papers once a week there
were delightful things by Mr. Morphew about what the blackbird was
doing, why owls made the noises they did at night, and so on. Amy
Morphew knew all about dogs, and quite often little articles would
appear hither and thither about the skins of dogs and the right
biscuits to give them. But Mrs. Parkin had failed, alas! to capture
the greatest prize of all, Mr. Bauman, who lived on the other side
of the Lake, a quite famous novelist. He was in appearance a stout
cheery-faced man who could be seen walking furiously on the fell or
along the road, swinging a stick, and as he went he would often
sing aloud. He seemed so cheerful a person that he should have been
easy for Mrs. Parkin to capture, but he refused absolutely. He was,
in fact, extremely rude to her, and if you wanted to please Mrs.
Parkin, even if it were very easy, all you had to do was to abuse
Mr. Bauman.

        
Mrs. Parkin was extremely tenacious of her
friends. Once you were a member of the circle it cost you your very
social life to forsake it. It might be that all her geese were
swans, but there was something very charming about her enthusiasm.
To listen to her you would think that Mr. Latter played the piano
like Cortot, that the Morphews were naturalists like Monsieur
Fabre, and that Mrs. Lincoln was the recognized equal of Clara
Butt. Unfortunately this enthusiasm instantly died did you refuse
one of Mrs. Parkin's invitations, or, still worse, pretend you were
ill and then be discovered at some other person's house.

        
Mrs. Parkin was a lady of immense character and
determination.

        
'We may live in the depths of the country,' she
would say, 'but we can find our culture wherever we are.'

        
Now the one person of whom Mrs. Parkin was
afraid was the Colonel. It was difficult to see why, for the
Colonel was always charming to her, laughed and joked with her,
complimented her, went to her parties. But if he did not, if he
said to her quite sharply: 'Nonsense, Emmeline, I have no time to
waste on that foolishness,' Emmeline Parkin would smile and say:
'The dear Colonel, he is sometimes out of sorts. I understand him
so very well.'

        
Michael had, of course, been drawn into the
Parkins' circle. He found it indeed one of the trials of his young
life, for he had not the mature courage to refuse an invitation.
Once he had said he must go back home and work, and instead of that
had visited some extremely sophisticated friends of his, the
Lascelles, whom Mrs. Parkin detested even as she detested Mr.
Bauman and for the same reason that they would have nothing at all
to do with her. Mrs. Parkin discovered his falseness as she always
discovered everything, and he found that, within a week, the most
dreadful suspicions about him were being circulated in Keswick and
the district: that no girl was safe from his amorous advances, that
he had been sent down from College in disgrace, that his father was
ashamed of him, and that he was the worst possible young man to be
tutor to a small boy. He did not know that Mrs. Parkin had said any
of these things, but in sheer cowardice he went and made his peace
with her and his character seemed suddenly to recover its pristine
innocence. May and Kate Lascelles chaffed him brilliantly for his
cowardice. He frankly admitted it. He wanted to live at peace with
all the world. It was the Parkins whom he had specially in mind
when he heard of the visit of John's mother. What excitement there
would be, what chatter, what gossip!

        
 

        
At the first sight of Rose Clennell in that
warm, old, crowded, whispering drawing-room, he forgot all about
gossip, all about local curiosity and chatter, all about the
Colonel, all about Miss Fawcus, even all about John. He fell at
once, completely, entirely, for the first time in his young life,
in love. He did not know why. He had never had any experience of
this before, so that he could offer to himself no comparisons. It
was as though his heart and soul were bared to himself for the
first time. He was, from that instant of experience, no longer a
rather aimless, rather clever, rather characterless young man. He
was sublimated there on that drawing-room floor into a
knight-errant, a worshipping servant, a humble friend. It was not
that his breath was taken away by her beauty; he knew at once that
she was not in the general sense a beautiful woman. It was not that
he could discern any special ability of character or wisdom. There
was no divine air, no heavenly music. He kept his head. He did not
stare at her in any kind of breathless fashion. He had no wish at
all to catch her in his arms and embrace her. He scarcely even
wished to be near her. He only felt within himself such a surrender
of his personality to another, such a fire of a desire for service,
for unselfish action, that it was really a dedication of all that
he was and ever had been.

        
After his first little talk before the Colonel
interrupted them he decided for himself that she was very young for
her age--exactly the opposite impression from that which Rose
thought she gave him. Her talk about Geneva and the League, foreign
politics in general, seemed to him to be very simple and
inexperienced. He decided that what she wanted to be was very
different from what she was. In his room alone afterwards, as he
was undressing, his principal thought was: 'She needs protecting:
she needs looking after. I shall be able to help her.' And he lay
awake for hours, feeling as though his invisible room were lit with
every kind of beauty.

        
This sudden and so unexpected experience
coincided with the revelation that the country had been to him. The
two things came together. In the confused and busy hours that
follow a sudden falling in love one cannot remember anything of the
beloved in actual fact--very often scarcely the name. One can see
nothing of the features. One hears the voice as a very distant echo
of something much more beautiful. One is sunk, lapped round by a
fire as bright and fierce as ever lapped protectingly about
Brunnhilde. There are two fires: one, the flames of glory that come
from one's own ecstasy; the other, a mysterious, smoky flame that
veils the loved one. Both fires die down, and when, afterwards,
there is only the cold hillside and all iridescence has faded from
the sky, then the first real meeting takes place.

        
Michael may have conjured up for himself these
immature rhapsodies, but at least he knew for a certainty that his
life would never be the same again and that the country and Rose
Clennell had come to him together.

        
As he lay in bed, staring into the darkness, he
saw as though from a great distance line upon line of little hills,
mouse-grey, and then, as though he himself ran towards them, the
background expanded into long, rough expanses of fell. He climbed
the rocky, twisting path and now he was on the top, the wind
whistling about his feet. He could move now all day over turf that
sprang with the running touch of his step, and he turned the
corner, as he had done only a week before, starting from Cat Bells,
and saw the valley of Newlands lying with its farms, stone walls,
and marvellous, shapeless symmetry, stained with colour between the
hills, an intense green, and then grey, like smoke, where threads
of mist drifted in between the hollows.

        
He passed from vision to vision, from recapture
to recapture of little places that he knew, of journeys that he had
taken, and whether he stood on Esk Hause and looked down the
rolling slopes to Eskdale, or climbed the hill above Hawkshead and
saw Coniston in a blue mist, or watched small blue waves curl about
the reeds on Rydal, or from the downs above Uldale stared at the
Scottish border and the silver line of the Firth, it was always the
same--Rose Clennell was the country and the country was Rose, and
he himself was happier than he had ever been in his life
before.
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