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THE PAINTED LADY


The painted lady

Flits
here and there,

Seeking
warmth, and sun,

And
all loveliness …

So.

The
boy saw the butterfly scintillating against the vivid May sky; she
was tawnily orange, her wing-tips of jet were spotted white, and she
fluttered low across the grass veiled with cow parsley, like a lace
spread.

‘Look,’
he said to his mother, ‘it’s a painted lady!’ and
he watched the butterfly as she moved restlessly from grass frond to
flower.

‘She
has come to lay her eggs and die,’ said his mother.

‘Must
she die? She looks so pretty that it seems a shame.’

‘I
know. When I was a little girl I was told a legend of the painted
lady, that she cannot live without sunshine and warmth. She needs
them all the time, and, centuries ago, before the Ice Age, when
England was tropical, the painted lady loved it. She still remembers
it, believing that we are still living in those times, and flies here
for warmth.’

‘It’s
very warm to-day,’ said the boy, wiping his freckly forehead
with a soiled handkerchief.

‘Yes,
but it won’t last. She thinks that it will stay warm for ever,
but England cools, and then she realises that she has flown North
only to die.’

The
butterfly flitted from them; she poised for a moment above a may
tree, which was weighed down with its thick, cream foam of blossom,
then she rose, and, spreading her radiant wings, flew away.

‘It’s
a pity,’ said the boy, regretfully.



ONE

Madeline had been born in the village
which lay outside the little Hertfordshire town; she had never known
any other home. The cottage stood aloof from its fellows, and, being
tumbledown and shabby, it should have been condemned years ago, but
it stood on as though weighed down by the years. Its kind old garden
was senile with time, and stretched out to a meadow, which, in turn,
ran down to a shallow brook, where in summer Madeline played and
paddled amongst the reeds. In spring the meadow was lush with
verdure, the buttercups cloaking it in gold, and the old garden
blossomed, for the lilac trees, grown thin about their trunks like
spindly-legged old men, put on white and purple feathers, whilst a
tired laburnum dripped a golden rain.

In
the cottage, although Madeline’s mother worked hard, she was
for ever in a muddle, and under her breath cursed the overlarge,
sprawling kitchen, the draughty front room and the four bedrooms
above approached by the creaking stairs. Madeline’s mother came
from London and she hated the country.

‘It’s
all so cold down here,’ she complained when her husband came in
from his work on the farm. ‘Why can’t we live somewhere
more comfortable?’

‘My
father lived here before me,’ he said.

‘If
you ask me, your father wore the place out. I’d give a lot for
a nice modern villa or a flat.’

‘You
don’t get flats in country places,’ said her husband with
no interest. He was a thickish short man, with fair hair and
grey-blue eyes, whereas her mother was very dark, with a swarthy skin
and a vividly red mouth.

‘That’s
because I’m Italian,’ she said.

‘What’s
Italian?’ asked Madeline.

She
discovered, of course, when she was old enough to go to the village
school in charge of Polly Smith, a good-natured big girl, who took
her and fetched her back for a penny a week. The other children
teased Madeline about her black hair which was so much darker than
their own, her tawny skin and her red mouth; they teased her also
because her mother had pierced her ears when she was quite a baby,
setting tiny gold rings in them and turning them round every day so
that they shouldn’t ‘grow in’.

‘Gipsy!’
said the children.

‘Go
on! She isn’t a gipsy, she’s just an Italian,’ said
the others.

Madeline
discovered that Italy was another country, because, curious as it
might seem, there were other countries beyond this Hertfordshire
village. Once she had thought that the whole world was encompassed by
these few hills. In fact her world had been, but it grew, expanding
as her own small mind expanded, widening with her own body.

Italy
was a long way off, it looked like a boot on a map, and her mother
had never been there. Her parents had come over in their twenties
(asset, one hokey-pokey cart with a striped awning), and they had
peddled their ice-cream up and down the streets of London, sleeping
under the arches, and scraping a few pennies together as best they
could. They had made money. In time they had saved enough from their
scrapings to acquire a small grocery and wine store in Old Compton
Street, a little place that smelt strongly of garlic, pimento and
merluzzo,
and was stacked with sacks of spaghetti, and the merluzzo
which hung in the doorway and smelt stronger than anything else.

There
the children had been born, nine of them (for more than half had
died), and there were left Antonio, Luigi, Giovanni, and the one girl
Yolanda, who later had become Madeline’s mother. All of them
had been born in the single room behind the shop, without a murmur
from their maternal parent; their playground had been the grim little
back yard stacked with packing-cases, but the Gorrenzi family
survived after a fashion, and the parents worked from dawn until long
after midnight and made money, which was their only
interest.
It was there that the old man had died (obviously from overwork), but
his wife carried on.

All
this meant nothing to Madeline, and the fact that Tuscany had been
the root from which her mother had sprung was a point that she never
thought twice about. Nor did she query the strangest part of all,
which was that her father (an English farm labourer) should ever have
found himself at a loose end in Soho, and should have met the Italian
girl there, and more so that he could ever have persuaded her to come
to this shabby old cottage to share his impoverished life.

But
love moves in a strange manner.

John
Robinson had come to London one day with the choir treat, and, being
unused to London, he missed the treat in the station, deciding that
he would make a ‘do’ of it for himself. It was a wet
summer’s day, and he felt unreal in the suit that was usually
kept for Sundays. At the beginning of the new century, classes were
closer niched, clothes also. London was no place for farm labourers,
as it jingled with its saucy hansom-cabs, its pavements gaily
cluttered with bright women, and he went where his feet led him. Used
to the ploughed lands, and the soft carpeting of fields, he found the
pavements uncomfortably hard.

John
Robinson came to Soho, wet and tired, and thoroughly disappointed
with himself and his day’s treat. He had glanced inside one or
two cafés,
coveting a cup of tea for himself, but the cafés
were so smart that they frightened him away, or they were so full
that there wasn’t room and he felt awkward, so entirely outside
his own particular world that he did not dare to venture farther. Not
knowing why he was there, or even where he was, he found himself
outside Gorrenzi’s, with its strong spicy scent, and its
crowded friendly window of foreign imports, most of them new to him.

He
saw the vivid face of Yolanda looking out at him between the rolls of
Viennese bread (a queer way to make bread, he thought). The dark
bright eyes smiled at him. He scented her encouragement, it was the
first sign of interest
that
he had seen since his arrival in London, and, following his instinct,
he went inside the shop.

‘You
don’t know where I can get a cup of tea?’ he asked in a
strong Hertfordshire accent.

In
spite of ancestry, Yolanda spoke perfect Cockney English; although
her parents had never mastered anything but a broken accent, the girl
had no trace of Italy in her talk. ‘I’ll give you a cup
of coffee,’ she said.

That
was how it had started.

John
Robinson thought that the shop, the room behind it, and the
overcluttered back yard were incredibly dirty, as in truth they were.
He was amazed that such places could be, as was Yolanda, when
ultimately she found the spreading chill of John’s cottage in
Hertfordshire. But the first time that she visited it it was May, and
the tulips were spattered in a rainbow stream of colour down the
garden, there was home-made cake and thick yellow butter on the
bread, and she loved it all. Yolanda loved John for his physical
attraction for her, his yellow fair hair appealed and the steady
grey-blue of his eyes, whilst he found her darkness something that he
could not resist. The two fell in love at first sight, believing that
they had laid their hands on the immortal emotion, to find too late
their mistake.

For,
although she did not know it, Yolanda was entirely part of the little
shop, with its spiced smells; and although she believed that she
hated all the chatter and quarrels, the indolence of hot afternoons,
and the increased noise of the evenings when Mamma opened the chianti
and life really began, she did not hate it, because it was part of
her.

She
eloped.

‘Oh,
the wicked, wicked girl!’ screamed Mamma. ‘Oh, the so
very wicked, ungrateful girl, throwing herself away like that on the
stupid farming fellow too.’

But
Yolanda had already gone.

She
came to the cottage, so large that it made her black eyes glisten,
and she found herself mistress of it. Mistress in May.

It was one
idyllic month, when Yolanda basked in her husband’s love,
believing that suddenly she had entered a tranquil little Heaven that
was to be her own for ever. She made ravioli, gnocchi and spaghetti,
and John liked them. He treated her well, far better than an Italian
husband might have done, but with less passion, which she did not
understand, but believed that eventually it would come. Yes, she told
herself, it is sure to come.

The
first trouble occurred with the priest. The priest arrived solemnly
on his bicycle; a pale little man, looking ludicrous in his pompous
hat and the bicycle clips fastened round the ankles of his shabby
trousers. The priest made Yolanda realise how serious this marriage
to a Protestant could be, because she had received no blessing from
her Church, which meant that this was no real marriage in the eyes of
God. Yolanda had an idea that her mamma, devout Catholic as she was,
had set these inconvenient wheels in motion, but naturally could say
nothing.

Yolanda
promised to speak to her husband, explaining that they must remarry
with the sanction of Rome. Naturally, said the good priest, the
children of this marriage will be baptised into their mother’s
Church? Naturally, Yolanda agreed. She had acted on the spur of the
moment, and had been incredibly foolish, as she tried to explain this
to the priest. A difficult afternoon with Mamma had forced the final
break, and oh, how difficult Mamma could be! Mamma, spreading beneath
her taut apron, had lolled back on a case of chianti, fanning herself
with the evening paper, and had made caustic comments. Mamma, of a
hundred moods, bitingly vituperative to coaxingly sentimental, had
let fly her full gamut. Yolanda had made the gallant gesture of
running away, shaking the dust of Soho off her feet, and the smell of
garlic and gnocchi from her nostrils. At the time she had believed it
to be a splendid defiance.

‘But
of God!’ said the priest coldly. He was serious and dogmatic,
maintaining that it was a wicked thing to have done.

After
all, thought Yolanda, it would be easy enough to ask John about it on
his return; he could not quibble that she should ask for the ceremony
to be confirmed in her own Church, and there should be no difficulty
there. The priest praised her good intention, and, pursuing it with
that routine follow-through of his kind, said that he would call the
following evening when it might possibly be convenient for him to
talk to them both. This would give the wife ample time to consult her
husband? Yes, said Yolanda, but reluctantly.

When
John arrived home he was tired, for they were cutting the beans, and
the sweet fecund scent of the flowers clung to his clothes. Because
in her heart she was anxious, Yolanda did not choose a good moment in
which to break to him the news of the priest’s visit. John
Robinson was amazed. Why should his children be papists? When he had
fallen in love he had blinded himself to the religious difficulties,
and although his friends had warned him of the dangers of ‘marriage
with a foreigner’ he had blundered on. He knew, of course, that
the village had commented on the darkness of her hair and eyes, and
the full swarthy glow of her skin, for Yolanda’s beauty was
difficult for the village to understand; it was that of an apricot
darkening in the sunlight against some mature wall. John had loved
her for it, and also for the quickness of her hands and feet, and the
bird-like movements and alertness which he had never found in his own
countrywomen, but he was no papist.

Yolanda
was very well versed in quarrels. Seldom had an hour passed in Soho
but Mamma had launched herself into some vehement argument which
proved to be quite shattering to all around her, from which she would
emerge, changing on the instant to a honeyed sweetness that in itself
was even more disconcerting.

But
John Robinson did not fly into rages, he remained coldly adamant.
Yolanda argued, using all Mamma’s methods; surely, she
maintained, he would not insist that her Church should excommunicate
her? He seemed to be
peculiarly
unmoved, and that night, for the first time, they lay far apart in
the big flock bed, in which John had been born and wherein his old
mother had died. He refused to argue, sleeping heavily, the tired
resigned sleep of a man exhausted by hard physical labour. But
Yolanda, more volatile, more highly strung, lay there staring out at
the stars through the open lattice, and smelling the faint yet lovely
essence of the clematis wreathed about the window,
her mind
fermenting.

By
morning she was in a fury again, and only angrier that her husband
should treat her tirade with unmoved indifference.

‘The
priest will be here to-night,’ she said.

‘I
want no priest in my house.’

‘Your
own priest comes? He came when your mamma died, you said so?’

‘He
is a good man,’ said John, and he knew that he had accepted the
parson’s ministrations not so much by reason of his virtue, but
because it was the right thing to do and the village would have
thought it odd of him if he had not complied with tradition. It was
for the same reason that now he did not want to have the Catholic
priest propping his bicycle against the privet hedge at the gate, and
demanding a papist blessing for Yolanda, and all the village saying I
told you so.

But
whatever John chose to think, the priest was back that evening.
Yolanda had cleaned the kitchen to receive him, and had tidied
herself, putting her rosary beside the bed, and the brass crucifix
that Mamma had given her at her first Communion (boxing her ears
also, because she had fallen down in Frith Street, messing her new
white frock). Yolanda put her house in order, to receive the priest
with a snowy apron on her neat black dress, and every sign of proper
respect. She explained that she did not know how her husband would
receive him. The priest reminded her that he was well used to dealing
with difficult husbands, and that she need not concern herself on his
behalf. It would perhaps
be
better if they were left alone to get to know one another? So, when
she heard John’s step on the well-trodden gravel outside,
Yolanda retired to the washhouse, big and flowing with its copper
like a brewer’s vat, and its clinging smell of wood smoke and
hams hung in linen bags from the roof.

For
a whole hour the priest and her husband talked, whilst Yolanda tried
to creep to the door to listen to what was being said. She thought
that, if she could hear a little, it would be a wise and cunning
thing to do, but was furtive, or she was alarmed that the priest
might catch her. Yolanda suspected the priest and was afraid of him.

She
never knew what passed between them, but ultimately she was called
into the kitchen, told that her husband had agreed to everything, and
that the priest was making all the right arrangements. She looked at
John in surprise, but his eyes were sullen and they told her nothing.

Yolanda and John were remarried with the sanction
of her Church; it was agreed that the children of her union would be
of that denomination, and the priest appeared to be satisfied. Almost
at once, she knew that she was pregnant.

‘I
hope it is a boy,’ said John, ‘men want sons to come
after them.’

‘It
will be a boy,’ she promised.

After
all, Mamma had had boys. Antonio, Luigi, and Giovanni, also several
others that had died, and Yolanda believed that sons ran in the
family. As a tasteful compliment, they would call the boy after her
deceased father, write and tell Mamma, and get her down here for the
baptism, after which the quarrel would be at an end, for, since her
marriage, Yolanda had made no contact with her own people at all.

When
the child was born it was a girl. Yolanda tried to swallow her
personal disappointment (she had been so certain of having a boy);
she could hardly believe that this had happened to her.

‘We
will call her Ginni after Mamma,’ she said.

John
was standing at the end of the bed, and staring at her with quiet
steely eyes. ‘No,’ he told her, ‘my mother’s
name was Madeline, we will call this girl Madeline too; there has
always been Madelines in my family.’

Yolanda
liked the name. ‘Ginni next time?’ she suggested.

‘Perhaps.’
But again he was vague. There was much about him that his wife did
not understand, and she was beginning to realise it. She was used to
the warmth of full-blooded people who responded quickly to impulses,
but John could go very quiet, so that she was never sure of what he
might be thinking. If she worked herself into a passion, it did not
appear to distress him, he did not argue but would take down his old
coat from the peg by the door, and go out to the garden to work with
the cabbage plants and the round fat onions which reminded her of
home; there he would toil until the storm had passed, and Yolanda had
almost forgotten what it was about.

So
the child, baptised by the priest, was called Madeline. She was dark
as her mother, with no trace of her English father, and the priest
took special care of her religious training. She was two years old
when the priest made it his business to enquire why she had no
brother and sister, and Yolanda, sulkily red, twisted her apron
uneasily. Things were not right between her and her husband, she said
at last.

The
marriage was a failure. It had been the spontaneous burst of a spring
romance, and had died, unable to withstand the exigencies of life.
John had taken exception to the priest’s visits, and could not
bring himself to forgive them. His people had lived on this soil for
many years, and he declared that he was breeding no papist children
to follow him. The one child had been conceived before he had
realised all the difficulties, and now Yolanda knew that it was all
over, for a dream had died. How right the village had been in its
insistent denouncement of foreign women and everything entailed by
marriage with them.

‘I
hate you,’ she said to her husband, when at last she realised
what had happened.

John
said nothing. He took down his coat from the peg by the door, and
went out into the garden to dig.

Madeline grew up in the spreading cottage with the
flower garden flowing round it. She learnt to toddle along the hard
trodden path, with the stonecrop spiking up it, and the grey seed
pods of the red elms blown about it in May. To her the cottage was a
palace, the garden was Elysium; it was her own and exquisite. At
first she knew but two people, Mamma, Dad.

Mamma
was fiercely loving, or quickly protesting. She kissed and slapped in
the same moment, having no half moods, no twilight, but always bright
moon or dark night. Afraid of her, Madeline still loved her, even
more because she feared her; this was all part of the incongruous
contradiction of childhood.

She
respected her father, regarding him as being a strangely aloof
creature, of whom she was afraid in a different way. Her father would
not hurt her. Although her mamma was always threatening that she
would tell him things, and that he would punish her severely, he had
never yet raised a hand against Madeline, but her mother was
over-speedy to smack her.

She
was five when she first met her father as a being rather than a
shadow. Mamma had gone to Confession and he had come home from work
early, with a violent headache from the sun. He sprawled on the
uncomfortable sofa (a bulging cast-out from a big house), its springs
broken, and its cushions lumpy, with two or three different patterns
draping it in a motley of coloured rags. He lay there with his eyes
shut, and the child looked at him curiously. Although she herself was
often ailing with youthful complaints, it seemed quite wrong that the
human bulwarks of the house should be laid low. He wore
cream-coloured cotton trousers, tied round the knees with twine, and
his heavy boots smelled of the fields. His braces were plain leather
cutting into his shirt, and his Adam’s apple worked as it
bulged
over
the single brass stud which held the collarless band together.

Madeline
stood
staring
at him, knowing that she was aware
of him in a new way. She took down the tea-pot, the tea already in
it, ready for her mother’s return. On the stove the kettle
throbbed, and steam issued from it; laboriously the child filled the
tea-pot, and set it on the hob to strengthen. She had done this
before for Mamma, and was proud that she knew how; pouring it out,
she brought it to her father.

‘I
made this for you,’ she explained gently, ‘it will help
you to get better.’

‘What
did you say?’

‘I
made it for you, it’ll help your headache.’

He
stirred, opening his eyes, and she saw how heavy with pain they were.
‘What’s that?’ he asked.

‘It’s
a cup of tea, it’ll help you,’ and she pushed it closer
to him. He put out a hand; suddenly she knew that he could not see
it, so that she guided his fingers and closed them on the handle.
‘There!’ she said triumphantly.

He
drank slowly, in sips at first, then in gulps, finishing to leave a
dark smudge of tea-leaves up the side of the cup. ‘More?’
he said.

Three
times Madeline filled it, and three times he emptied it, then lay
back, but now his eyes were open, and he was looking up at the
ceiling with the cobwebby cross-beams and the herb bundles thrust
over the big nails that had been put there to accommodate them for
drying.

Presently
he said, ‘You’re a good girl, Maddy. You’re a very
good girl.’ She felt shy, not knowing what to say, and mutely
she took his hand. ‘You and me’m going to be friends,’
he said. ‘I wanted you to be a boy, but now I’m glad that
you’m a girl. Funny, ’ent it?’

Her
mother returning, Madeline did not draw close to her father again,
for, in a small child’s world, there is little room save for
the woman who has borne it. But there was that day, in early summer
(perhaps it was a year later, she could never remember), when she had
to take her father’s dinner to him in the fields. It was a hot
sweet day, and as she walked she kicked the dust into little runnels,
pretending that it was sand. The men were working in the top fields,
and she waited by the hedge with the dinner for him to come to her.
The dying hawthorn smelt like country wine, and the blackbirds
chattered whilst the thrush sang his song, caught by his own echo.

Presently
her father came, and side by side they squatted in the hedge, whilst
he opened the big red handkerchief and began to munch. There was a
stone jorum of beer beside him; he drank from the wide top, and
Madeline watched him, fascinated, until she grew tired. Suddenly she
saw that a butterfly was on the grass beside her, a gay splotch of
colour.

‘Oh
look, what’s that?’ she asked.

He
looked. ‘It’s a painted lady,’ he said.

It
was queer that she should remember those words through all the years
to come; a painted lady, something lovely to look at, basking in the
sunshine, seeking only beauty and warmth, seeking and finding.

Seeing
that she did not understand, her father said, ‘That’s the
name of them butterflies. Painted ladies. I don’ think much of
them. I likes the little blue ones better nor’m.’

‘I
love the little blue ones.’

They
sat on, she hugging her knees. One day she’d know more about
this man, and she realised, even then, that he could mean a great
deal to her. For the time being, Mamma washed and dressed her,
scolded, petted, and directed her religious education and routine.
But this reserved man, whom as yet she hardly knew, was going to mean
more to her in the long run, and she loved him differently, but more,
definitely more.

He
finished drinking from the jorum, wiping it by cupping his hand on
it, and then smearing the back across his wet lips.

Suddenly
she said, ‘I love you,’ because she wanted him to know
it.

‘Of
course you’m do. I’m your dad.’

It
had fallen flat! Madeline was disappointed to think that he had not
appreciated the depth of that love, yet she accepted his words
phlegmatically. ‘I must be going home,’ she said.

She was eight.

She
went to school and helped in the home after lessons were done, for
Mamma had dogmatic ideas about a girl child being helpful. The
cottage was isolated from the rest of the village; as yet Madeline
had no standards by which to compare the work demanded of her with
other children. She accepted it as she had accepted the kissings and
scoldings, expecting nothing else, for this was life.

At
the village school the other children stared at her, as though she
was in some way queer.

‘She’s
Italian,’ said they.

‘She’s
a Roman Catholic,’ said others.

It
was wrong to be an Italian, and wicked to be a Roman Catholic, she
discovered. Once she asked the priest about it, and his answer,
though kind, was mystifying. ‘The meek suffer long, and are
reviled,’ he said. Madeline did not know what it meant, but
believed that she had to go on forgiving her enemies, and after a
time the other children growing tired of teasing her, ignored her.
The mistress found her quick at her lessons, amiable and obedient,
and she liked the lovely little face with the large intelligent eyes
and warm colouring.

‘Teacher’s
pet!’ said Madeline’s enemies, and laughed at her.

Gradually
the life of the village enveloped her. She shared the children’s
fascinated fear of Mrs. Dawes, the mad woman, who lived on the green.
She was haunted by Mrs. Dawes’ nutcracker face, the eyes alert
and as an enquiring magpie’s. Mrs. Dawes would come out,
kicking off her shoes, and dance to the children, who stood in amazed
clusters. She would beckon to them with a crooked finger, yellow as
the breast of a plucked hen, inviting them inside with blandishments.
Perhaps that was her most terrifying mood. The big boys teased her,
making catcalls over her fence, then running off on long legs, so
that the little ones (who couldn’t run so fast) were pounced on
by Mrs. Dawes, and Madeline (being a little one) was terrified.

Or
there was mild old Tom Hibbert, driving the cows down the lane with
their warm smell of milk and russet hide; sometimes he let the
children help him. The farmer, in his milk-float, who often gave them
a lift, or Harry Harries, who would let them peep over the stable
door at the bull in his stall, his great head lowered and his eyes
with their mottled whites, and stupid short-sightedness, peering out
into the light of the stable yard beyond.

All
these were part of the pattern of living, the men and women of the
village, the children in the paved school yard, teasing the mad
woman, helping old Tom with the cows, or getting Harry to let you
look at the bull.

In
contrast to this, there was something that was just sheer beauty, a
game that Madeline played with herself in the meadow beyond the
garden. She would always love that meadow with its May and June
scents, its flowery fecundity, and the sun darting through it like a
shuttle of gold silk. Whenever she thought of it, the sun shone on
it; next to Mamma and Dad, and of course her Church (only
differently), she loved the sun most of all!

She
was eleven years old when she saw Fred Arnold looking at her. He was
one of the big boys, who, having left school, had been set to the
plough. He wore man’s boots, and cord breeches, and to her he
was a man; now, because she was maturing young, she found herself
grown wonderingly interested in him. She saw him looking at her that
dreadful day when her sky clouded, the day when she was going to the
vicarage. At the vicarage lived Miss Sheila, the vicar’s only
daughter, but little older than Madeline. Sheila had golden hair and
blue eyes and had the traditional face of an
angel,
like the ones in Madeline’s copy of The
Garden of the Soul
given to her by Mamma for her first Communion. Madeline had secretly
admired Miss Sheila for a long time, but of course from a distance,
because their lives lay apart. Yesterday, however, the vicar’s
wife had come to visit the school during the needlework lesson, and
Miss Sheila had been with her, wearing a white muslin hat and a
pale-blue frock, which had set Madeline’s heart agog with
innocent envy. Whilst her mother was talking to the teacher, Miss
Sheila had slipped into the classroom, stopping beside Madeline’s
work to admire.

‘I
hate sewing,’ said Miss Sheila, ‘all my stitches are cat
ones; you know, long ones.’

‘Oh
yes, miss,’ said Madeline, and held up the petticoat that she
was hemming for inspection. Miss Sheila looked at it.

‘Oh,
I could never do that,’ she said, and then, ‘How dark
your hair is!’

‘My
mother is Italian,’ said Madeline reluctantly, because she knew
how her companions felt about it.

‘How
lovely!’

‘Is
it, miss?’ and then, ‘You’re very fair.’ She
did not need words in which to express her own keen admiration, for
she would have given anything in the world to possess just such
golden hair, and eyelids fringed with pale honey-coloured lashes.
‘You look like a lily-of-the-valley, miss,’ she added in
a sudden burst of confidence.

‘They’re
my favourite flowers,’ said Miss Sheila.

That
was the point that Madeline remembered, and on this particular day
she went to the shady corner of the old garden, where the
lilies-of-the-valley grew, their perfume mixing with the sandy scent
of the light earth. She gathered the flowers carefully, with a
surround of glazed green leaves, the cream bells clustering together
in their heart. Then she held them tightly in her small hot hand and
took them up to the vicarage. She did not know how she was going to
give them to Miss Sheila, but she felt that she would manage it
somehow or other. The maroon-painted gate, sagging on its hinges, was
ajar; inside there were evergreens like gloomy walls, with dark
recesses, and a wide trodden-in gravel path, curling round to a
stable yard. Madeline, swallowing her shyness, stepped inside,
glancing at the periwinkles and the roses of Sharon whose thick
foliage fell over the tiled edge to the path in such profusion. The
sunlight spattered the stable yard like a bright picture, and as she
stared she saw that Miss Sheila was there, watering a ragged piece of
garden from a tin watering-pot. The tin watering-pot had a violently
coloured picture of Queen Victoria, the Prince of Wales, the Duke of
York and Prince Eddie on it. It was most attractive. Love for Miss
Sheila, the pleasantness of the garden and the watering-pot overcame
her, and she held out her flowers mutely.

‘Oh,
how lovely!’ said Miss Sheila. ‘Did you bring them for
me? How sweet!’ and she buried her small freckled nose in the
bunch.

‘You
said that you liked them, miss.’

‘So
I do, I love them. They’re my favourite flowers. Oh, I do think
it was so nice of you! Now come and help me with my garden.’

In
an instant there they were working side by side; they went to and fro
to the pump to fill the watering-pot, they planted Virginia stock and
nemophila, raking the earth carefully over the seeds. They chatted
with the inconsistent chatter of two children comparing notes. They
imagined a world in which they had sisters, hordes of them (for both
were very lonely), and they went on chattering oblivious of the fact
that time was flying, and presently into the stable yard pedalled the
vicar, a mild little man, pink like a York ham, with a large blond
moustache and receding hair. He was definitely low church, abhorred
candles and ritual as being part of the papist plague, and therefore
threatening to a Protestant community. Bicycling in at his gate, he
was appalled to see his daughter busily gardening with the only
Catholic child in the parish, as though they were bosom friends. He
dismounted angrily, wheeled the bicycle into
the
stable (where no horse had housed itself for years) and, propping it
against the manger, came out again, saying ‘Tst, tst, tst’
under his breath. 


‘Sheila?’
he called sharply.

‘Yes,
Daddy?’

‘Come
here.’

She
came obediently, unaware of having committed an offence. ‘Yes,
Daddy?’

‘What
on earth are you doing playing with that Robinson child? Don’t
you know that she’s a Catholic?’

Sheila
only knew of the Catholics as being heretics, burnt at the stake in
Queen Elizabeth’s good old days (she had a fascinating picture
of one enduring it in her history book), and they should be burnt now
according to her father. She had found nothing evil in Madeline. ‘But
she’s nice!’ she said.

‘Get
rid of her at once,’ commanded her father, ‘at once, I
said,’ and he walked indignantly past the pump to the back
door, where he had heard one of the maids giggling with the postman,
which had to be corrected. He was not the sort of man to stand any
nonsense of that kind.

For
Sheila the bottom had dropped out of her world as she came back to
Madeline. ‘Father says you’re to go home. It’s
beastly of him, it isn’t fair, and it’s all because
you’re a Catholic.’

‘Oh,
that!’
said Madeline, and she began to wonder if it was really such a good
thing to be a Catholic as the priest insisted. It certainly made life
very difficult.

‘I
love you,’ said Sheila. ‘Let’s be friends, real
friends; when we grow up, I mean?’

And,
as she walked out of the gate, with the darkness of the dusty
evergreens on either side of her, Madeline conceived a new world, a
world entirely different and apart from this one, in which she grew
up.

Three weeks
later, when she returned from school, the thready blinds of the
cottage were drawn and about the whole
place
was a gloom. The child reacted at once to the atmosphere, ran up the
path and in at the kitchen door. The hum of living which had always
surged through the building was stilled. The heat of the oven was no
longer a shock as she entered on this hot summer’s afternoon,
for it had cooled. Her mother sat on the tired sofa, slumped into a
heap, her dark head rested in her hands, her apron crumpled and wet.
Instantly Madeline knew that something was wrong, and flung herself
on to her mother.

‘Mamma,
Mamma, what is it?’

Yolanda
looked at her daughter. ‘Papa is dead,’ she said.

‘Dead?’

‘It
was the hay wagon; the wheel went over his lungs and crushed the ribs
in. He died before they got him to the hospital.’ She spoke
mechanically. For now Yolanda knew that she had loved her husband.
These years of marriage, the fretting of time and difficulties, were
all forgotten on the instant, and in death again he was her
bridegroom.

‘But,
Mamma …?’

‘Oh
God, what shall I do?’ she moaned.

The
child cried with her. She had never really known her father because
he was too reserved, but there had been moments when it had seemed
that she just pushed the door between them open, and had caught a
glimpse of the man himself. She felt that she had peeped at him
between the crevices.

Mamma
cried noisily; she wept for the husband cut off so young, and more so
because when the farmer came in to see her, he said that the cottage
would be needed and that she could not stay on indefinitely. She had
nowhere to go. The furniture could be sold, but it would fetch very
little, and she knew it; their savings were merely a few pitiable
shillings, and she had no idea what to do next. Then she remembered
Soho. Sitting here in the sprawlingly untidy kitchen, with the view
of the June garden beyond, Soho seemed to be increasingly attractive.
She thought
of
it with hunger. Her mamma making the risotto and the gnocchi; Mamma
bustling about, the warmth of the streets, the smell of spices and
garlic, the gratifying chianti which she had never tasted since she
came to this detestable village. The life there had been communal,
all were Catholic, sharing the same joys, the same sacraments, the
same promise.

‘I
will write to your Nonna,’
she said.

She
wrote at once, forgetting the way she had left them, and that perhaps
Madeline’s Nonna
would not forgive so easily. On the afternoon of John Robinson’s
funeral a hire fly appeared up the village street, bowling
majestically to the cottage from which the funeral would start, and
Madeline, hearing the horse tittuping up the lane, peered round a
corner of the broken blind at it. Out of the fly came Nonna
in
voluminous black; she had put on weight, and was now a little pyramid
of a woman, with a great deal of black veiling, and a definitely
foreign-looking bonnet dripping with crepe. She carried an enormous
wreath! Behind her came her second son, Uncle Luigi, in a black stuff
suit and hat, with another wreath. The effect that this
strange-looking couple made upon the village was staggering. Yolanda,
in her plain black frock and small widow’s bonnet, opened the
door to them, and a burst of broken English greeted her. Madeline
held back shyly. Then in came the little black pyramid of a woman,
using the enormous white wreath as a walking-stick.

‘Madeline,’
said her mamma slowly, ‘this is your Nonna.’



TWO

That was over.

The
train bore them away from the village with its full June tide of
flowers and young green, with its bird-song and yellow sunlight.
Afterwards Madeline could only remember it as a picture vividly
emblazoned on her mind, and she looked back on it as having been
beauty. Of course there was Miss Sheila (she’d never forget
Miss Sheila), and also there was Fred Arnold, looking at her tenderly
as though he could give her something precious and something
satisfying that as yet she did not understand.

Soho
was different.

The
street was noisy, rattling with milk-carts and butchers’ carts;
there was always the sound of dogs barking, and cats fighting, and
the children squabbling in the gutter. Madeline saw the shop with
amazement, for it had done well. Nonna
knew what she was about, and speaking the most execrable pidgin
English, traded on this. People thought that she was a poor old fool
instead of the shrewd old lady that she really was. Nonna
hoarded money, she thought of nothing but money; her dark eyes,
sunken into their sockets, sparkled with the thought of savings. She
did not mind what work she gave herself, nor how tired she might
grow, as long as she could make money.

Madeline
liked the smell of the shop, she wanted to run her fingers through
the sacks of macaroni and spaghetti, but she was bustled along.

‘Now
come, come,’ said Nonna,
leading her into the back room.

The
back room was now a sitting-room, for the people had left from the
first floor, and that had been made into three bedrooms. ‘All
very pewtiful, and most nice,’ said Nonna,
fussing with a coffee percolator.

Uncle
Antonio had married, and had gone to Bristol where he ran a
delicatessen. Nonna
dismissed him with a shrug of her shoulders. Uncle Antonio had
obviously been a disappointment, but she was one of those women who
could triumph over disappointments, treading them underfoot and
passing gaily to pleasanter topics. Uncle Giovanni wished to be a
priest. He was at a monastery with the lay brothers, said Nonna.
It was all very religious, and undoubtedly Uncle Giovanni would make
the successful priest. ‘But there is not money in it,’
she said, percolating the coffee with poised fingers. ‘It is
foolish that! No money! And he has nasty boils on his neck. The food
is bad, very bad; Giovanni does not say that, but it is so. And he is
used to good food and good wine!’ That gave her an idea. ‘We
will have the best wine to-night, Luigi. This is indeed a festa.’

She
sat Madeline beside her own chair at the table, and the child had
never seen so much food. There was sliced liver sausage, and salad by
it; there was ravioli, and a fat bottle of wine, and Nonna
still busy with the percolator. Mamma had taken off her new bonnet,
settling down as though she had never left this for the cottage. She
had gone back in life, and was a girl again, completely forgetful of
the newly-made grave, beside which she had stood this very afternoon,
and which was now closed for ever, and, atop it, her own few flowers
and the pompous wreaths that Nonna
and Uncle Luigi had brought with them. Nonna
and
Uncle Luigi had forgotten it too. They considered that John Robinson
had been a poor sort of a fellow (anyway, he had made no money) and
they dismissed him easily. It was Madeline who thought of him with a
yearning tenderness, the man that she had known and they had never
understood, for as yet she wasn’t part of this new world.

Mario
Lugo came in from the Venezia
Restaurant in Greek Street. He was from Padua, and had arrived in
England with only the clothes that he stood up in, and a waiter’s
coat, so Nonna
said. But he had made money! The Venezia
flourished
behind its seedy net curtains, he had a palm in the foyer, and crude
pictures of the Campanile and San Marco hanging inside. Mario came
bursting in in a hurry. Apparently the Venezia
was full, but the hors-d’oeuvre was in a parlous state. What an
’ell these Englishmen made of those little dishes, what an
’ell! Sardines? demanded Mario!

‘My
daughter,’ said Nonna,
indicating Yolanda, ‘and my granddaughter.’

Mario
looked at the funereal black enveloping them all; he had ignored the
huge crepe bow attached by Nonna
to the door-handle outside, for although Nonna
had disliked her
son-in-law in life, in death she was getting the best out of him.

‘Bereavement?’
enquired Mario, with suitably macabre expression.

‘Alas,
a bereavement!’ said Nonna,
and out came her handkerchief. ‘We have lost a beloved son.’

‘Not
Antonio? Or Giovanni?’

‘No,
not one that you did know,’ said Nonna,
and whisked the handkerchief back so that she might do business. ‘You
want somet’ing?’ she asked.

‘Sardines,’
he told her, and led her into the shop. There was some fumbling,
apparently the sardines were produced, and a price named. The price
was obviously unsatisfactory, because Nonna’s
voice rose in protest.

‘But
they are pewtiful sardines, the best, the most best. Never will you
get them so sheep in other place in all Soho. I tell you, nowhere so
sheep.’

‘But
how I make money if I pay so much? My guests eat the one, the two,
the three, and the three more!’ Mario’s tone was rising
too.

‘Sardines,’
said Nonna
vehemently, ‘are never sheep; not so good sardines are not so
sheep. You not take them?’

‘I
pay you less for so many?’

‘No.’
Now Nonna
shrieked violently. ‘You come into the drogheria
and call me when I am with my very good supper. My daughter is a
bereavement! You break in on my bereavement, and try to force me to
sell my pewtiful sardines so sheep. No. No,’ and she appeared
back in the doorway, her body shaking, her hands raised to Heaven,
and the little tin earrings tinkling in her ears. ‘Mother of
God!’ said Nonna.

Uncle
Luigi helped himself plentifully to more gnocchi.
Yolanda
looked apprehensive, but only the child was disturbed. Her dark eyes
grew round with terror, she did not know what would happen next. Then
her Nonna
came, and, standing beside her, stroked her hair with her
work-raddled hand, on which the small wedding-ring was sunk between
two hillocks of flesh. ‘They think that they would cheat me
so,’ said Nonna.
‘Me, so honourable, so generous, so good! Always so generous,
always so good.’

Mario
appeared in the doorway after her. ‘Grazie,
I pay,’ he said. There was no time to haggle, and reason had
overcome the natural bargaining of his soul. If he went down the
street to another shop the sardines would be no cheaper.

Nonna
thawed. ‘That is my friend,’ beamed Nonna
jubilantly.
‘That is my true friend, the most nice. You will drink with us?
Just a little taste of chianti to wish us all the great happiness?
Just a little toast to a good future, whilst I prepare the sardines?’

Madeline
did not know what to make of it. Her head ached dully, and she felt
rather sick; probably it was the gnocchi. She sagged in her chair,
remembering with unhappiness her father’s funeral and the
coffin being pushed down into the raw earth grave, almost as though
they were glad to be rid of him.

‘I
feel sick,’ she said.

She
couldn’t run out into the garden to be sick, for here there was
no garden. Her mamma whisked her upstairs where Nonna
was so proud of the fine sanitation, but to Madeline this was but
another alarming milestone on her road. She lay in bed later,
listening to the Italian chatter of loiterers in the road, to the
tittuping of carts, and of taxis coming to the neighbouring
restaurants. She hated the smell of it all, the noise and the
ferment. She wanted to return to the tranquillity of the country. She
wanted Miss Sheila and her own father.

After
a while
the
memory of the country became blurred, and Madeline would not have
exchanged Soho for the Hertfordshire village any more. Here she was
not an object of ridicule, for she was nowise ‘different’.
All the children were dark-skinned, it was not extraordinary to be a
Catholic, and she went to Mass with Mamma, Nonna
and Uncle Luigi, who occasionally proved to be a non-starter. The
priest often came to enquire after Uncle Luigi, and Nonna
would wring her hands, declaring that her sons would be the death of
her, how did she come to bring into the world such bad boys? Not
Uncle Giovanni, of course, because Uncle Giovanni was Nonna’s
pet, and was going to be a priest; when Uncle Giovanni was a priest
(and she wagged a warning finger at Uncle Luigi), let Uncle Luigi
look out for himself!

Hot
summer came to Soho, and her people did not go to bed at nine as in
the country, but waited until the cool, then walked the parched
street, and the cat-scratched Soho Square, seeking fresh air.
Madeline loved those evenings. Often she went alone with Nonna,
and Nonna
would tell her of when she had been a young girl in Italy, and the
men had serenaded her under her window, and her papa had chased them
away. Nonna
laughed about it. She had married Franz, the poorest of them all ‒
ah, but what fools are girls in love! They had come to England with
the hokey-pokey cart, and had walked with it all the way from Dover,
selling by the roadside, but the English were suspicious of their
very-good, all-right hokey-pokey! The foolish mammas called their
children in, declaring that the so-very-good hokey-pokey would kill
them. Such nonsense! Then, when they had some money, Nonna
had bought two little lovebirds to perch on her finger, and a box
with tiny fortunes printed on pink and white paper, like the paper
the Turin sweetmakers wrap their chocolates in. The lovebirds had
been a success, and the silly mothers had allowed their children to
buy the very-good hokey-pokey, and had even come out themselves for
the birds to choose a fortune for them. How Nonna
laughed! Because the pink and the white fortunes were exactly the
same. Oh yes, exactly the same! The one: ‘Good fortune awaits
you, a handsome dark man will meet you soon and bring you great joy.’
The other: ‘A handsome fair man will meet you and bring you
great happiness. Good fortune is yours.’

‘So
amusing,’ said Nonna
in the fetid tiredness of Soho Square at night.
‘Soon,
you will have lovers, carissima
bimba.
You must marry well. I myself think that Mario’s son Luca is
good. He will inherit the Venezia
Restaurant. It makes very good money.’

Madeline
know Luca, because she had seen him at Mass, kneeling devoutly beside
his father; he was dark, nineteen years old, with drooping shoulders,
and Mamma had said that maybe he was tubercular. The Venezia
was always so hot, and the house stuffy; everybody knew that
tubercular people caught it from lack of air.

‘Oh
yes, he may have the consumption,’ said Nonna,
shrugging
her shoulders, ‘but so do many. Why worry?’

‘But
he will die?’

‘Oh
nonsense! What stuff! Luca will make very old bones. Good old bones.
You will not be so merry a widow if you choose Luca.’

The
fact that Madeline would not be choosing Luca did not occur to her!

In
the winter they huddled over the fire with all the clothes on that
they could muster, and Nonna
deplored this chilly country compared to Italy which had a mild and
comfortable winter. But, whatever the weather, Nonna
was
largely influenced by the fluctuating trade of the shop, which in
good weeks sent her sky-high with joy, and chianti,
and
in bad ones dropped her into a veritable slough of despond. She knew
no intermediate states, and was for ever planning ahead. Very soon
Madeline gathered that Nonna
schemed their complete pattern of living. It was her firm hand that
kept Uncle Luigi a bachelor and forced him to help with the shop, yet
never did she allow him to help so much that there was any risk of
his competing with her authority. She had desired a son to join the
priesthood, and because Uncle Antonio had behaved so badly (‘Oh,
your so wicked Uncle Tony. Your Nonna
will never forgive him. Never!’), in marrying against her
wishes and deserting Soho, the choice had fallen on Uncle Giovanni.

Gradually
Madeline learnt that Uncle Luigi had refused.
Celibacy
and Uncle Luigi did not mix; although he had never actually said no
to Nonna,
he had made it obvious that nothing would make him say yes. Uncle
Giovanni was a mild young man, several years Uncle Luigi’s
junior, and the urge came to him during adolescence, when religion so
often reaches a pitch of burning fanaticism. Having let Uncle Antonio
and Uncle Luigi slip through her fingers, Nonna
made no such error of judgement with Uncle Giovanni.

In
Soho Madeline realised that Mamma changed. She was a different woman
from the Catholic outcast of the Hertfordshire village. She wore
better clothes, silk for Sundays and a black cotton dress for
weekdays; she wore new print aprons and smoothed her hair with oil.
Yolanda seemed to have forgotten the past, and to be concentrating
entirely on the present; she worked in spare moments for Mario Lugo
at the Venezia,
and was for ever extolling him and his son Luca.

At
first Madeline did not care about Luca, but she found him very
congenial the night when Italy came into the war. She was thirteen,
and in company with all Soho going mad, she linked arms with Luca,
marching up and down the streets singing. He sang longer than most,
she noticed the dark shadow of incipient beard on his chin, and she
felt suddenly, for no reason at all, rather proud.

She
was maturing young.

It
was the same night that Uncle Luigi returned almost at dawn, and very
drunk. Somebody left him, as one leaves a parcel, propped against the
door with the signboard above it, giving the name Gorrenzi,
and
details of the special delicacies to be purchased within at
incredibly reasonable prices. Nonna
went down to Uncle Luigi, looking more pyramid-like than ever, in
thick austere calico, serviceably buttoned. Nonna
tried to haul Uncle Luigi inside, but had to summon assistance.

‘Che
tragedia!’
groaned Nonna,
and she and Yolanda dragged him in, whilst Madeline peered over the
shabby banister. They left him huddled in a corner of the
living-room, with the newly arrived importation of noodles. Nonna
was
furious.

When
Madeline told her mamma about walking the streets arm-in-arm with
Luca, Mamma said, ‘He would be a very wise choice for you,
Madeline; his people are rich. Later on perhaps you could work in the
Venezia.’

‘But
I don’t want to.’

‘You’ll
do what you’re told. You’ll work where you’re told
and be quiet.’ Her voice rose. Mamma had been disappointed in
life, and she turned querulous very easily. Mamma was having no
nonsense.

Madeline wanted to work in Rozanne’s.

Rozanne’s
was the little frock shop in Shaftesbury Avenue, small but discreet,
and in the window three frocks would hang, with a white arctic fox
(then the rage) sprawled at their feet and perhaps a couple of hats.
Above was the single word ‘Rozanne,’ and in a corner the
magic trio: Robes.
Chapeaux. Fourrures.
The single arctic fox providing the fourrures.

Madeline
had hung about Rozanne’s in her spare moments, and she knew
that Mr. Rozanne was a Jewish man, small, almost dwarfish, with a
great capacity for getting perspiringly hot, inside too-well-fitted
suits. She knew that Miss Bates did the alterations in a stuffy
corner at the far end of the shop, and that customers were served by
Miss Marjorie, and Miss Isobel Joyce, all of a slightly dubious
nature.

Madeline
got to know Isobel Joyce, who was fond of children, and spoke to her
one day when business was slack, and Miss Joyce happened to be
sunning herself in the doorway. Always with an eye to wafting in
semi-reluctant customers, of course, as was the routine! The
friendship ripened, budding into the supreme tax on Madeline’s
perspicacity one hot July day, when the girl had been staring in at
the frocks, and suddenly Miss Joyce came out and beckoned hastily to
her.

‘Come
in,’ said Miss Isobel Joyce.

To
‘come in’ was Heaven indeed. Madeline had only caught
passing glimpses of the shop, and now she stepped in and on to the
carpet, saw the thin gilt chairs, and the three customers, with their
gentlemen friends (who had been brought inside to do the paying and
who stood about uncomfortably).

‘This
is the child,’ said Miss Joyce to Mr. Rozanne.

Mr.
Rozanne was in a dilemma. He said, in very broken English, ‘You
know the shop Elfrida by the Wardour Street turning?’

‘Yes.’

‘You
take them this note? Yes, and bring back the ’tresses. Two of
them, and look sharp, see?’

‘Yes,’
said Madeline; off she went.

Rozanne’s
shop lived on the stocks of other people. Customers were enticed
inside by the beauty of a single creation and it was hoped would ask
to see others. Immediately messengers would be dispatched to fetch
from surrounding stores. Like this the single arctic fox became
multum
in parvo,
and had even developed into ermine coats and mink ties. The client’s
attention would be arrested pro
tem
by the modest display of their own resources, and the airy chat of
Miss Isobel Joyce and Miss Marjorie, well versed in this art. But
messengers were difficult to obtain, and Isobel Joyce had noticed
Madeline and had gathered that clothes interested her.

‘She
looks promising,’ she told Mr. Rozanne, ‘and comes from
the grocer’s shop round the corner.’

To-day
they gave her a job.

Madeline
went running down Shaftesbury Avenue, and into Elfrida’s.
Elfrida’s was a larger place, and catered for a less obvious
class of client. Elfrida was run by a Miss White, who for years had
been the mistress of any reliable but necessarily rich man who could
supply her with the mode of life to which she was by birth entirely
unaccustomed. But she looked with contempt upon the women of the
street, and considered herself to be superior. She could afford good
stocks.

‘Wait
a minute,’ she said to Madeline.

Madeline
waited a minute in the hallowed room; she liked the long mirrors, in
which she saw herself from all sorts of different angles, she liked
the thick carpet, and the even slimmer gilt chairs. If only she could
work in a place like this, how happy she would be! She desired
beauty, and pretty things. The Venezia
Restaurant was not pretty in the same way, though the pink shaded
lights and the pot palm gave Nonna
and Mamma the idea that it was. Madeline wanted beauty applied with a
paintbrush.

Miss
White brought out the frocks, covered with a drab dust-sheet, and
laid them over the girl’s arm. ‘Now don’t let them
drag, and tell them to look sharp with them.’

‘Yes,
I will.’ Off she went.

She
carried them as though they were indeed precious, bearing them
triumphantly into Rozanne’s. Two more prospective buyers had
arrived, and fourrures
were in demand. Miss Joyce grabbed the frocks, and gasped, ‘We
want you to nip round to Cecil’s. Ask Mr. Rozanne,’ and
then hurriedly to the client, ‘This is straight from our
workrooms, Moddam,’ and she sprawled the rose-and-gold dress
before her on the carpet.

Madeline
wished that she could do that, but she had to find Mr. Rozanne in a
little cubicle at the end of the shop. Mr. Rozanne, who was
perspiring profusely, came from behind a curtain, the front of his
suit all crumby, because he was trying to get down a hurried meal.
Mr. Rozanne (his real name was Levi) was always eating meals out of
paper bags, and swilling them down with cups of tea in thick coarse
china brought him from the restaurant round the corner. They charged
small prices, which he liked; besides, if ever he slipped out for a
proper meal it meant that he might miss some really good business,
which he hated. So Mr. Rozanne resorted habitually to this primitive,
if rather messy, method. He wiped down the front of his coat with a
fat hand (dabbing rather than wiping), on the little finger of which
an enormous brass ring was well rutted in.

‘I
vant you to go to Cecil’s. You know Cecil’s?’

‘The
frock shop at the corner of Rupert Street?’

‘That
is it. Oh tear, everything is in such a ’urry. There will be a
parcel, take this note and be quick. Ve’y quick.’

She
ran all the way and back again, and was rewarded by his pleased
smile. He called her a good girl and congratulated Miss Joyce on
having found her.

‘When
you want a shob, you come back to me,’ he told Madeline.

‘I’m
leaving school at Easter!’

‘Easter?’
This was a remote feast in Mr. Rozanne’s programme, save as a
chance to get rid of last season’s leftovers re-ticketed as
‘New season’s models’. ‘Vell, come and see me
then.’

‘I
will,’ she promised.

She
was back next day, not such a busy day, and there had been trouble
about a suit that a client had returned, saying that it made her look
fat. With the war in its last year, curves were not so well in
favour. The return of the suit had nettled Mr. Rozanne, who foresaw
speedy ruin for them all. Acting on Miss Joyce’s advice,
Madeline disappeared, but she came back on the Saturday morning when
the shop was packed, and she ran several errands at top speed, in and
out of Elfrida’s and Cecil’s, and up and down the Avenue.
Saturday was always a big day. Saturday-night trade was brisk for
lady clients and warranted a little outlay. At the end of the morning
the blinds were drawn, and the shop locked for the week-end. Madeline
found Mr. Rozanne occupied with some crumby interlude in the last
cubicle of all, in company with an out-of-date treadle
sewing-machine, several broken coat-hangers, and a huge account book.

‘About
the job?’ she asked.

He
said that he could not pay much for messengers, and his whole
demeanour was grudging. She did not realise then that he suffered a
positive phobia about salaries. Later she was to know that he had so
beaten Isobel Joyce
down
on her pay that she sometimes sold frocks for more than the price
marked and took the difference for herself to make life worth living
at all. Miss Marjorie had her own unoriginal means of supplementing
her income. Miss Bates was a languidly attenuated woman, with chronic
catarrh and protruding stomach, amazing on one so slender. She drew a
commission on all alterations, and although she complained a lot she
got more than most of them. He offered Madeline five shillings a
week, which looked like riches to the little girl.

Coming
out into the sparkle of Shaftesbury Avenue, she ran into Luca. It was
a bright March morning, frosty, with a white rim on the Shaftesbury
Theatre. Luca was lounging along, his hands in his pockets.

He
said, ‘What were you doing in that shop?’

‘I’ve
just got a job there. Now I shall have to tell Nonna
and
Mamma, and they won’t like it. But it does mean that I shall be
what I want to be, and that’s something.’

‘I
thought you were coming to us?’

‘I
don’t like restaurants, Luca; I don’t like the smell of
the food, and all the running about. I want to work with frocks.’

‘I
don’t blame you,’ he said, rather gloomily.

They
walked up Frith Street side by side. She saw for the first time that
perhaps he was unhappy in his home life, and that he disliked the
Venezia.

He
said, ‘You know how they feel about us? You and me, I mean?
They want us to make a match of it.’

‘I
know, but I want to work at Rozanne’s.’

He
said, in a sudden burst of confidence, ‘Yes, and I’ve got
a girl of my own. I daren’t tell Papa, he’d be furious if
he knew about it. She’s in the chorus at the Shaftesbury; they
say she’ll be a big star, and she looks like it to me. She’s
beautiful. So blonde, and with blue eyes.’

Madeline
wasn’t jealous. ‘Nobody knows about it?’

‘No,
and you must swear not to tell them.’

‘I’m
not a tell-tale.’

‘We’re
friends, aren’t we?’ and he touched her hand. Luca needed
a friend, and she knew that now.

As
they drew near the shop the sound of voices came from within, for a
row was in progress. Uncle Luigi had been growing more difficult of
late, he drank more than usual, having fallen in with a host of
devil-may-care friends, of whom Nonna
disapproved. Uncle Luigi had access to the cash register. Nonna
paid him a salary, and if this was not enough he did not quibble, but
helped himself out of the till. Nonna
was usually very quick to notice anything that was missing, but in
this she was not as quick nor as clever as Uncle Luigi. She suspected
it, but her brain was slowing with the years. Every now and then he
went out drinking, and had to be brought home. This had happened only
last night. When the family had drifted bedwards, the noise of Uncle
Luigi’s return had stirred them to action. Time had taught
Nonna
of the unsuitability of an argument with an inebriated son; in her
sere years she had learnt that a far more forceful lesson could be
preached in the morning, when the throat was parched, and he had so
violent a headache as to be incapable of argument. Nonna
had started to talk.

The
shop had been very busy, for it was Saturday when suburban housewives
came to lay in a store. Nothing ever came before good business to
Nonna,
even personal feelings were always second to the making of money, so
that she had postponed the lecture. Business trailing off, and
Yolanda having departed for Confession, the row had begun with Uncle
Luigi upsetting a sack of spaghetti down the stairs of the
cellarhead. This had enraged Nonna,
and she began her raucous tirade, and was getting on with it when
Madeline and Luca appeared in the doorway.

‘I
work for you, I toil my poor old fingers to the knuckle for you, and
what do you do for me?’ demanded Nonna,
arms
akimbo. ‘You get drunk. You get very drunk. It cost money to
get drunk, my money,’ and she tapped her breast significantly.

‘You
had given it to me,’ said Uncle Luigi, which was
not
entirely true, for last night he had helped himself to a soiled
ten-shilling note out of the till.

‘You
cannot get so very drunken with what I give you,’ announced
Nonna,
who had wit enough to appreciate this point. Then she saw Madeline
with Luca, whom she hoped to get as a prospective grandson. She
thawed. ‘Ah, the bambini,’
she said.

Luca
was not tactful. He said, ‘Madeline has got a new job for after
Easter.’

Nonna’s
face wreathed with fat smiles and the earrings tinkled in her ears.
‘I always did say that the Venezia
was
for my carissima
bimba.
Now to go and for to fix it behind my back. How good! How clever!’

‘I’m
not going to the Venezia,
Nonna.’

‘Not
going to the Venezia?
What? But it is arrange. I
arrangement make.’

‘Madeline
wants to go to Rozanne’s,’ said Luca.

‘No.’
Nonna’s voice rose. ‘I am her Nonna
and I say No, No, No.’ The little pyramid of a woman became an
impassable mountain. She was immediately enormous. That was when
Uncle Luigi struck. Uncle Luigi’s morning had been a miasma; he
was coming to by intervals, and his head was clearing. His
realisation of the awful fate of all that beautiful spaghetti had
pulled him up like a cold douche. He felt that if he had much more of
Nonna
he would go mad.

‘Leave
her alone,’ he said sharply. ‘You drove Tony away like
that; and Yolanda, and Giovanni. Leave Madeline alone.’

‘What?’
gasped Nonna.

‘You
try to run us all; you want to manage everything. Let her go to
Rozanne’s; it’ll do her a lot more good being what she
wants to be, than being stuck down in that rotten old Venezia,
and that’s a fact!’

Nonna
came to. ‘You drunk pig!’ said Nonna.
‘How dare you push yourself in? It is no’ting to do with
you. You are not her father.’

‘Neither
are you. Get to hell out of it!’ said Uncle Luigi. His large
pasty face, generously plastered with sweat, gleamed at her from
behind a counter littered with chutney bottles. This was more than
Nonna
could bear and, yielding to the temptation, she leant across the
counter and slapped the large pasty face with a resounding crack.
Uncle Luigi screamed like a girl, then, completely losing his temper,
he picked up a handful of macaroni and threw it at his mother.

Much
later that night Madeline knew that her Uncle Luigi had won a major
battle for her, and that she would go to Rozanne’s.



THREE

At eighteen, Madeline had grown up.

She
was not very tall, but rounded; her skin was dusky, her eyes lustrous
and dark, and about her there was the gentle beauty of the damask
rose. In character she was gentle, too, and loving, for as yet her
tempestuous Italian ancestry lay dormant within her. She was deeply
generous, both of herself and her belongings, and gave readily of
emotion. But she had always been alarmed by the horrifying scenes
that she was obliged to witness in the shop, by the atmosphere of
untidiness, by the starvation for real beauty. As yet she had not
developed, but was shy and retiring.

Once
the first disappointment had been overcome, Nonna
had
behaved well about Rozanne’s. She produced some of her savings,
and escorted Madeline to B. & H.’s, to buy her a suitable
frock. Nonna
did not stint. The frock must be black satin and of first-class
quality. Nonna
took her time about choosing it, fingering every dress, her bird-like
eyes dancing; finally one was selected, and Madeline came away, her
arm linked in Nonna’s.

‘Ah,
you see, I am not so very bad,’ said Nonna
gaily, ‘no, not really, and when you marry Luca your old Nonna
will
buy you a lovely wedding-dress from B. & H. Si.
Even
if it cost five pound, old Nonna
will buy him.’

They
walked across Soho Square, with the pale sunlight of spring, and the
scavenging dogs scrounging in the dustbins. Madeline did not mean to
marry Luca. She did not want to marry anyone at this particular
juncture of her life, she wanted to interest herself in Rozanne’s,
and the smartish women who came and went.

‘I
do understand,’ said Nonna,
with some impatience. ‘When I was your age I had been married
t’ree months. Never mind. You wake up soon.’

Madeline settled in at Rozanne’s.

Before
very long, Madeline had learnt much of the business behind the
scenes. Mr. Rozanne was a hard-working little man, married to an
extravagant wife, who had once modelled for a big house.  Night and
day he toiled to keep his wife in luxury. They had a flat in St.
John’s Wood, she kept a spectacular borzoi dog which went
everywhere with her, and she wore outrageous clothes to draw extra
attention to herself. Nothing but the best for Mrs. Rozanne, and
whilst her husband sweated and worked, chafing against the petty
difficulties of the business and the clients, he was for ever fretted
with the thought that one of these days she might meet a lover. Mr.
Rozanne had no illusions about his physical attractions, his small
stature and the short-sighted peering little eyes which needed such
thick lenses or he could see nothing.

His
life was absorbed in the shop and harassed by it. He lived behind the
thready curtains of that cubicle, in company with the tired old
treadle machine, the wisps of patterns, and an ash-tray advertising a
brand of beer and filled with pins. One day maybe his Robes,
Chapeaux
and Fourrures
would be taken to a Bond Street shop, and then Lilith, his wife,
would be satisfied.

Miss
Bates, who was really Mrs. Arthur, lived in Hoxton, spent her life
running up little frocks, and running down the clients. ‘No
better than what they ought to be,’ said Miss Bates with
conviction. Her private life was sordid, but distressingly
respectable. Her husband worked on the railway and came home at odd
times, which often meant that she had to ask to leave early so that
she might be back to get him a meal. Emma Bates worked hard for Mr.
Rozanne, who would never get another woman to put in the amount of
effort that she did, and he knew it.

Miss
Marjorie, second saleswoman, was a Jewess. She meant to do well for
herself. She had yielded to the temptation of a certain Ikey Cohen
who had ambitions in gents’ tailorings and all manner of plans
for the future. Miss Marjorie was a second Mrs. Rozanne, she wanted
physical attention and comfort, she put luxuries on her altar, and
worshipped them.

Isobel
Joyce was twenty-seven, hard in many ways, for life had made her
wide-awake to the mistakes that others had made, and she tried to
avoid them. Unless a girl wanted to work all her life, there were but
two royal roads to success, to marry a man, or become his mistress.
At seventeen she had fallen desperately and ill-advisedly in love
with the wrong man, and the affair, becoming too big for her, had
left her facing a tragic mistake. She wanted to possess a shop of her
own, but had not the capital. Saving the salary that Mr. Rozanne paid
was difficult, also she had taken a plunge a year ago and had got
hold of a pleasant little flat. She had taken the flat because she
was sick to death of living with relations, who either sponged or
criticised, and she didn’t know which was the worse.

She
confided this to Madeline one night, when Madeline in turn had told
her about the difficulties with Uncle Luigi and now the horror that
Uncle Tony was coming to stay.

‘It’s
my firm opinion that we were meant to be like the animals, and get
out as soon as we are big enough,’ said Isobel Joyce. ‘I
got out. If you take my advice, you’ll get out.’

‘How
can I?’

‘Well,
later on you’ll be able to. A landlady is better than your ma,
I always say. You can
leave a landlady.’

‘Yes.’
The idea had not occurred to Madeline before.

‘Maybe
you could share a room with someone?’

‘Perhaps,’
said Madeline, but knew that she had no one to share with.

Uncle Tony’s visit was a mistake. He arrived
with his Protestant wife and three children, all formidable. His
delicatessen in Bristol had taken a turn in the wrong direction, and
Uncle Tony had come to make peace with Nonna,
in the hope that perhaps she would lend him something to go on with.

‘She’s
got plenty,’ he told his wife, ‘and could afford to fork
out, if she would. But one day she’s mean as they’re
made, and the next’ll give you anything. We’ll have to
wait and catch her on a good day.’

Nonna
did not nurse grievances, and Tony’s sudden visit interested
her. It meant that the house was crowded (not that a crowd caused her
much concern, she was too well used to it, and would share a bed with
any of them, or all of them, if it was desirable).

Uncle
Tony was larger than Uncle Luigi, fatter and taller, hale and hearty,
and if anybody starved in the family it was only too apparent that it
would not be Uncle Tony. His wife complained a lot; she had married
Uncle Tony because she thought that he looked like a film-star with
his sleek black hair and flashing dark eyes; but he was lazy, he
never helped in the house, and, being ardently Catholic, wanted a
large family which he could not support. He gambled too, and she was
for ever nagging him about it; the three children, all born within
four years, complained like their mother.

Nonna
gathered them into her arms, with, ‘Ah, the bambini.
Come to your own Nonna,’
but they screamed, because they were shy of strangers, and Nonna
fell back on Madeline. ‘This is my carissima
bimba,’
she said.

Uncle
Tony made for bad feeling in the house, because within twenty-four
hours the urgency of his financial crisis had made it necessary for
him to waive the theory of waiting
for
a good day, and approach Nonna
on what proved to be a very bad one.

‘So,’
said she, ‘all you come is to ask for moneys from your poor old
mamma. A fine thing, not smart, not cleavairs. A fine thing.’

‘You
wouldn’t see your first-born son starve?’

‘You
won’t starve,’ said Nonna,
looking meaningly at the waistcoat which bulged just where the
enormous watch chain dangled. ‘Work! Work ’ard. I ’ave
to.’

‘I’ve
done everything I know how with that damned delicatessen,’ said
Uncle Tony, ‘and it’s broken me. I haven’t a bob.’

‘I
’ave no money,’ said Nonna,
turning to greet a customer. Mario Lugo had come in; he was always a
favourite, and recently his custom had increased so that he employed
Yolanda for longer hours. Nonna
greeted him amiably.

‘How
Tony has grown!’ said Mario.

‘Not
in wiseness,’ said Nonna,
shaking her head with the sparse hair parted down the middle and held
back in a severe little knot. ‘No, not in the wiseness!’

‘That
is sad,’ said Mario, very smart in his chic restaurant suit and
striped trousers. The Venezia
was making money these days. It had become fashionable during the war
to eat in Soho ‒ even the aristocracy came to the Venezia.
Mario
declared that a famous duke came often, left handsome tips, and was
always so very well satisfied. Nonna
thought
that all this boded excellently for Madeline’s future.

Uncle
Tony realised that with the advent of Mario there was no chance of
continuing his argument to dun Nonna
for
money; he went out into the street and propped himself gloomily
against the wall, his hands thrust down into the pockets of his
not-so-smart suit.

‘Well,
have you got it?’ asked his wife, popping her head round the
door.

‘Hell,
no!’ said Uncle Tony.

Naturally
the purport of this visit provoked family controversies of an
unpleasant nature. Nonna
was angry.

Piqued
by her refusal, Uncle Tony pressed his point, losing all
consciousness of the propitiousness of the moment. His wife nagged
him, the children howled, the whole place was in a turmoil of
confusion. Madeline loathed it, and she thought that Mamma must
loathe it too, because she was continually absent from the shop, and
seemed unable to account for her movements.

She’s
making excuses, thought Madeline.

Mamma
had perked up very much since she had come back to Soho. She and
Madeline still shared the frowsty back room on the stairs, sleeping
on a dirty flock mattress which was laid on the floor because Nonna
thought it extravagant to buy a proper bed. As she had grown up it
had struck Madeline that Mamma had only loved her as a doll in
infancy, and now was tired of her. She never wanted to know what her
daughter was doing.

One
night Madeline said, ‘You do love me, don’t you?’
And Mamma answered, ‘Yes, yes of course,’ but
impatiently.

Madeline
started talking about Luca. ‘Nonna
thinks we shall marry, but we shan’t. You see (only this is a
deadly secret), he loves somebody else.’

‘Surely
not? Whoever told you that?’

‘He
did. It’s a secret, and he is terrified that his father may
find out, because she’s an actress at the Shaftesbury Theatre.’
For once Mamma roused herself thoroughly. She turned right over in
the frowsty-smelling bed. ‘But he can’t have got to know
anybody like that?’

Having
broken the seal of the confessional, Madeline told Mamma how only the
other week Luca had managed to scrape a little money together and
take the actress out to dine. Not at the Venezia,
of course, but to a smarter restaurant; and he had been amused that
the waiter should be so impressed by his obvious knowledge of good
food and wine, the lady too! Poppy l’Amour was her name ‒
a pseudonym,
of course, but he thought that it was a really lovely name, and that
she was a very lovely person.

‘What?
You don’t mean that he goes behind the scenes and sees her in
her dressing-room like the toffs do?’ asked Mamma.

‘No,
not behind the scenes, because she is in the chorus, and has to share
a dressing-room with lots of others. She isn’t a star yet, but
she’s going to be, and he waits outside the stage door for her.
He is always terrified that his father will catch him.’

‘And
I don’t wonder, the silly boy!’ said Mamma. ‘What
in the name of fortune does he want to go about making a fool of
himself like that for?’

‘Perhaps
he loves her,’ said Madeline.

‘Rubbish!’
said Mamma.

The
next day Madeline forgot that she had ever mentioned it, because
Uncle Tony was in the process of returning to the delicatessen in
Bristol. He had not got the money that he had come for, so he made a
last frantic attempt to melt Nonna’s
hard heart, and, failing in this effort, delivered to her several
home-truths, to which she replied with violent animosity, getting the
better of the argument.

Madeline
left for Rozanne’s, her young cousins screaming, and her
Protestant aunt cursing all Italians, which was unlikely to add to
the harmony of the situation, though none of this really mattered
whilst Nonna
and Uncle Tony hurled abuse of a most personal nature at one another.

At
Rozanne’s, Isobel Joyce was the only arrival. She was opening
up in a melancholy manner, and Madeline told her something of what
was happening at Gorrenzi’s.

‘I
tell you, you ought never to stay on in the home after you’re
sixteen,’ said Isobel Joyce; ‘all the old folks do is try
and make it unbearable for you. Know that song, “The
Old Folks at Home”?
Well, that’s where they ought to be left, and alone.’

‘I
shall try to get away the moment that I can, but it’ll be ages
before I earn enough.’

‘I’d
wander round and look at digs, and see what price they’re
asking. I used to amuse myself that way. If you make plans it feels
as if you were doing something.’

Then
the shop bell went, and an overdressed client appeared, to say that
she was coming in with a gentleman a little later on, as he had
promised her an arctic fox fur and would they get some in, charge him
more than it really was, and let her collect the difference after?
Isobel Joyce agreed.

‘Like
her cheek!’ she said, as the door shut again.

The
idea of looking at digs appealed to Madeline, for now she was full of
the longing to get right away, somewhere cleaner and brighter, with
the flower scents of her infancy rather than the spicy scents of her
adolescence. As she played with the idea she recalled with startling
clarity the cottage in Hertfordshire where the air had smelt so
different, and the flowers had been so exquisite; Miss Sheila, with
her flaxen eyelashes, and her gay little tin watering-pot, and in
spring the fragrant plumes on the old spindly-trunked lilac tree.

The
others came in.

Miss
Bates had had an upset with her husband, and had obviously been
crying, for her face was blotchy. Mr. Rozanne had gone very quiet,
for last night he had been bitten by the borzoi, and had told his
wife that he would have the creature destroyed, to which Lilith had
replied that if he did, then she would leave him. The row had been
gruelling, and her argument of there being as good fish in the sea as
ever came out (referring to husbands, not borzois) had left him
flouted. He knew that he dare not have the dog destroyed, and might
very easily be bitten again by it, but matters seemed to be at an
impasse.

The
business of the never-ending day continued; there was a long line of
customers, and Madeline had to content herself with sandwiches behind
the tailor’s dummy, and Mr. Rozanne had no time to ring up
Lilith, as he had meant to do, and ask if she was all right. He was
perspiringly anxious on her behalf, though he need not have worried.
She and the borzoi had gone off to have coffee in a smart draper’s
café,
where the leader of the band was paying her attention. He always took
coffee with her, and made surreptitious love to her, going back to
the dais and playing as a violin solo ‘Pale Hands I Love,’
or ‘I’ll Sing Thee Songs of Araby,’ looking at her
all the time.

Lilith
was quite happy.

For
his part, poor Mr. Rozanne was far too miserable, even though they
managed to dispose of two fourrures
and the old blue frock with the gilt beads, which had been on their
hands for a twelvemonth, and had got the moth in one corner, which
the customer hadn’t noticed. He dreaded going home to-night. He
dreaded meeting Lilith again more than meeting the borzoi, which of
itself was an awful thought. During the afternoon Madeline mentioned
the problem of her salary, and Mr. Rozanne did not know why he raised
it, save that she was a good-looking kid, and he was so utterly
miserable about Lilith that he hardly knew what he was doing.
Madeline couldn’t believe her luck. She told Isobel Joyce in a
quiet moment when she and Miss Bates were making tea over the
gas-ring round the corner. Here the shop was shabby, the carpet
ceased abruptly and became linoleum with the pattern long trodden off
it, and holes the size of heels in it; there were two broken chairs
expelled from the shop proper, an enamel cup, and a china handleless
mug. The tea-pot was of terra-cotta enamel speckled with a dim grey,
its spout too slender, its handle too gaunt, and its appearance was
that of a pregnant woman, whose arms and legs are unchanged, whilst
her actual body becomes hideously round. Isobel Joyce and Miss Bates
were perched uneasily on two broken chairs, which afforded them no
proper relaxation, and they listened to Madeline’s story.

‘Well
now,’ said Miss Bates, ‘whatever’s come over him?
You could knock me down with a feather, reely, you could! He must be
feeling ill.’

‘He’s
realised he’s overworking her,’ said Isobel Joyce. ‘Now
you take a tip from me, start looking for some decent digs. Get away
from that family of yours, they’re no good to you.’

It
would be thrilling to go round looking at rooms, and like that she
would get some idea of the sort of place offered. It must be
somewhere pretty, with flowers, with a glimpse of the sky.

‘You’ll
never get another mother,’ said the melancholy Miss Bates,
‘that’s what I always say. You stick to your mum, my
girl, because you’ll never get another one.’

‘If
you ask me, that’s a damned good thing,’ said Isobel
Joyce. ‘All this sentimental mother-talk, and half of us would
be better if we could be born orphans.’

‘Oh,
I say!’ said Miss Bates, almost as though she had sudden colic.
‘Oh, my goodness! What a thing to say!’

‘Well,
I’d have been better without mine.’ Miss Joyce was
emphatic. ‘She was nothing but a leech; she oughtn’t to
have had me really, never wanted me.’ The shop bell clanged and
she got up. ‘That’s it! Just when I did think as how I
was going to have a moment’s peace.’

Within
five minutes Madeline was dispatched to Elfrida’s for
‘something in white evening frock (Madam would prefer satin
with crystal trimmings) …
and,’ Miss Joyce ran after her on the step, ‘if Elfrida's
got nothing, pop into Cecil’s, and see what you can bring
along, but for Christ’s sake don’t come home with nix.’

At
Elfrida's Miss White was in a good mood; the man of the moment had
given her a diamond bracelet (at least for the time being she
supposed the small white stones to be diamonds, the disillusionment
would come later). Madeline staggered back to the shop with an armful
draped in drab dust-sheet, and Madam bought the cheapest of the lot
haggling until the guineas had become pounds, and finally half a
guinea extra had been knocked off. Then she disappeared with the
frock packed in a pale-blue box, with ROZANNE on it in enormous
letters.

Mr.
Rozanne came out of the cubby-hole, his moist forehead wrinkled, his
short-sighted eyes troubled, like the perplexed
and furtive eyes of the pig that sees the abbatoire
before
it, and as yet does not grasp the meaning.

‘I’ll
be getting back,’ he said.

He
had taken a couple of aspirins with his tea, knowing that either
there would be a scene with Lilith, or that she would be out, which
would be even worse, for he would wait hour after hour, with all
self-confidence diminishing. He wished that she did not delight his
physical senses so much. The absurd passion called love lured him on
and on; he suspected the band leader in the café,
he suspected every man that she knew, yet he could do nothing about
it because he loved her so much.

‘I’ll
be getting back,’ he said, and shuffled out of the door.

Two
girls were looking in at the window. He heard one say, ‘I like
that blue thing, but I bet he wouldn’t come down to my price
for it, the horrid little Jew!’

Isobel
Joyce closed the shop. It was almost dark outside, and she thought
that she’d go along to the Palais and dance to-night. She could
always rely on a good time at the Palais.

Madeline went along the Avenue past the theatre,
and as she drew level she saw Luca and his blonde chorus-girl. He was
excited, far too excited to notice Madeline, and he made little quick
movements, bustling the girl into a taxi, something that he would
never have afforded for himself. The girl had good shoes and
expensive stockings, and she wore one of the new chemise frocks in
pale grey with a lot of chenille on it. Regretfully Madeline knew
that Poppy would be no good to Luca, who was a nice boy, the faithful
kind and quite unsuitable to this butterfly type of girl.

The
shop in Old Compton Street was garishly lit with a hard white light,
but it was doing brisk business. Nonna
and Uncle Luigi were busily serving customers as fast as they could,
and Nonna
signalled to Madeline.

‘Ah,
my bimba,’
said she, ‘come and help your poor old Nonna
and your Uncle Luigi.’

‘I’m
tired.’

‘But
your Nonna is old, and you are young. Help your Nonna,
and she will give you something pewtiful for yourself.’ She
pushed an apron towards Madeline, determined to take no nay. The girl
felt like a bee in a honeycomb: no matter how far she flew away, she
always had to come back to this hive; she wondered what her father
would have thought of it, the father who had been so entirely
different and who she remembered had laid on the cottage sofa with
his cream-coloured cotton trousers, his eyes bemused with pain. He
had said that she was a good girl, and she drew some comfort and
pride from that now, but wished that he had lived longer. She served
the groceries, pimentos and chives, the tinned fish and the merluzzo
with its strong smell. The shop
closed at nine, and would not have
shut then, only that, custom having ebbed from it, Nonna
lost interest.

‘And
all those pewtiful Vienna rolls,’ said Nonna,
looking at the basket which was still a third full, ‘who would
think that night comes; and I have so many Vienna rolls?’

‘In
the morning nobody will know but that they are to-morrow’s
bread,’ said Luigi brightly.

‘Si,
I
know, and then the customers bring them back. They bring them back
and scream at me “Stale!”
Stale, they say, and they are true! Not, of course, that I say so. I
scream at them.’ She shrugged her shoulders.

They
went into the sitting-room, Nonna,
Uncle Luigi and the girl, with the spiced sausages lying on the
disorderly table, and the general odour of food, and frowst, and
messiness, that Madeline hated so much. The heaviness of the air
weighed her down. Nonna
went to the stove to stir the macaroni, the other two sat down by the
table, and as they did so they heard a sharp knock on the shop door.

‘Maybe
it’s one of the boys,’ said Uncle Luigi, and went to open
it. ‘It’s only Luca,’ he said disappointedly,
‘wanting Madeline, I suppose. Well, I must say that it’s
a nice time to come round after her.’

Nonna,
however, beamed; any encouragement she could give these two, she
offered generously. ‘A very good supper, Luca,’ said she,
‘enough for everybody; you sit down.’

Luca
came into the sitting-room, his thin face intensely pale with a
sallow pallor that was additionally jaundiced by the light. His eyes
were fiercely dark, they glittered like black marble. He didn’t
look at Nonna,
he looked only at Madeline. ‘You told on me?’ he said.

‘I
‒ what?’

‘It
must have been you, because you were the only one that knew about it,
and you gave it away! There’s been a hell of a row.’

‘What
do you mean?’

‘Like
a girl to pretend that she doesn’t know what a chap means. Just
like a girl! But that isn’t going to work with me, so don’t
you think it. I went out this afternoon.’

‘I
saw you.’

‘So
you told on that too?’

‘I
came straight here and helped in the shop, I haven’t told
anybody anything.’

‘That’s
a lie! When I got home Papa was waiting for me. He was furious, he
knew everything about it, everything that I’d told you, and did
he make a scene?’

Madeline
broke in, ‘But who could have told him?’

‘If
you think I don’t know who told him, you’re mistaken. I
know. You told him. There’s never been a scene in the Venezia
like there was to-night. I won’t be treated that way, I tell
you that. I’m going to sea, I’ll die, but I’ll
never go back to the Venezia,
and it’s your fault! All your fault!’ He brought his fist
down with a bang on the table, setting the crockery jumping.

‘Here,
stop that!’ said Uncle Luigi, his mouth full of macaroni.

Luca
paid no heed. ‘I was a fool to trust you; never trust a woman,
my own father told me that, and he’s right. Look what’s
happened. He’s stopped my money, says I’ve got to give
her up, but I won’t. Nothing’ll make me do that. I’ll
go away and get my own restaurant; one of these days I’ll be
rich and famous, and in spite of you. Hear what I say, you little
cat? My own
restaurant. You spoilt it because you were jealous, that was what it
was.’

Nonna
stood staring at him, her three hoops of chins sloping into her
little short neck, which in turn merged into her hunched shoulders.
‘Eh, you,’ said Nonna, ‘you tell Nonna
what
has happened?’ and she came forward. ‘Madeline tell no
tale, Nonna say so! Tell Nonna
what happen?’

She
reached up to pat Luca’s shoulders gently, trying to encourage
him, and he began to tell her. He was in love with an actress, far
too lovely and sweet for him. He told no one about it save Madeline,
and he had only told her because he thought, mistakenly, that he
could trust her.

‘You
can,’ said Nonna.

But
now, said Luca, his eyes afire, look what had happened! To-night his
papa knew all about it in detail; he had docked Luca’s money,
and had thrown him out of the Venezia.

‘But
who tell him?’ asked Nonna.
‘Not my bimba.’

‘I
asked him that one, and he said that it was his business. It must
have been Madeline, because she was the only one who knew. It
couldn’t have been anybody else.’

‘I
never told his papa, I did tell Mamma.’

At
that Nonna threw up her hands. ‘Oh, that Yolanda! Always a
clever one, before she run off with her ploughboy, no one know, now
look you! Oh, che
tragedia!’
Instantly the scene centred round Nonna,
she thrust everyone else before her; tiny little woman as she was,
she had become an Amazon. ‘Wait you till Yolanda come home,
that she should behave so wicked. Wait you! I give her for what! Oh,
cielo mio.’


Madeline went
upstairs. She sat down in the bedroom which had so little of herself
in it, and she knew that she must have freedom. She realised more
than ever that she must get away to some place which was her own
niche, somewhere friendly, and tranquil. Outside, in the street, the
sounds of Soho jumbled together in confusion; inside the sordid
little room her heart was very heavy.

Mamma
came in very late indeed. She was wearing a fanciful frock, and a
string of deep-blue beads fastened with a paste snap. She looked
excited. Nonna
had sat at the head of the table awaiting her, occasionally picking
her teeth with a finger-nail darkened at the rim, and reiterating
that she had no idea why she had ever been cursed with such a
daughter.

Uncle
Luigi sat back, his drab braces cutting his shoulders, his collar
cast aside. Madeline came down again because she was so hungry, and
was greeted by Nonna
as the innocent lamb who had suffered from a jealous ewe. But Nonna
would put everything all right, she reiterated, so wait!

Mamma
came in with the half-guilty, half-triumphant look of the child who
has successfully stolen the fruit, and, although aware of the crime,
feels that it should be congratulated. Mamma stared at Nonna,
who rose to do battle.

‘What’s
the matter with you?’ asked Mamma.

‘A
fine parcel of mischief you hatch. You told Mario about Luca.’

‘Oh,
that!’ said Mamma indifferently, and slipped into a chair
beside Uncle Luigi.

‘It
does not matter to you that your bimba
suffer so much? All we plan for her is interrupted.’

‘Well,
I can’t help that. She told me.’

Nonna’s
little eyes danced vindictively. ‘My God,’ she said, ‘and
we arrange for Madeline to be mistress of the Venezia;
all we plan, all we do …’

‘I
daresay, but she isn’t going to be mistress of the Venezia.
I
am.’

For
a moment Nonna
was completely staggered, then, recovering with remarkable quickness,
she let out one word, a horrifying one.

‘I’m
marrying Mario,’ said Mamma. It had been difficult, for Mario’s
first marriage had been disillusioning, and Mamma had had to use all
her wiles to drag the service of the priest into the affair, but she
considered that she had managed very well. The engagement was
announced.

‘You
marry Mario?’ asked Nonna.
She was like a woman chased by a lion, who suddenly sees the boa
constrictor across her path. She had armed herself for a really good
quarrel with her daughter, because she had thought the best way would
thus be provided to get her fingers on to Mario’s wealth
through Madeline. Now she knew that whatever happened she must not
quarrel with Yolanda, for she would be the one with access to the
cash-boxes of the Venezia.
After all, there was plenty of time to think of somebody else for
Madeline.

‘I
am going to marry Mario.’ Mamma took a large bite out of one of
the stale Vienna rolls.

‘Oh,
but my bambina,
this is so pewtiful that I could cry. I greet you with happy tears
and good wishes.’

Nonna
rose and, staggering towards Yolanda, clasped her firmly. Over her
mother’s embracing figure, Mamma looked at Madeline and she saw
on her face a look of infinite distaste.

Something
had happened to the girl.

Madeline
knew that inside the dark Italian body of hers there beat a purely
English heart. She was thinking back to the day where she had sat in
the spring-sweet hedge beside her father with the cold jorum, and the
flower smell, and the earth close to them. She had a nostalgic urge
to return to the quiet of that village and say goodbye to all this
kaleidoscope of quarrels, and peace-making, and quarrelling again.

Mamma
was going to remarry, and in a wave of jealousy Madeline felt that it
was unfair to her father. She felt that, in telling about Luca and
Poppy to Mario, her mamma had betrayed her. Now Nonna,
forgetful of all else, was sitting holding Mamma’s hand, and
chattering of delightful future plans, what they would do with the
Venezia,
and how much money had Mario.

She
had completely forgotten her granddaughter.

Uncle
Luigi looked across at Madeline. He slumped in his chair, eating
handfuls of the biscuits made with oil in which Nonna
delighted. Long ago he had lost his personality, drowned in the
forceful one of his mother; he really did not care who married which.

Luigi
had not got as much out of life as had Antonio or Giovanni, who had
found solace in religion, because Luigi did not believe in religion.
He went to Mass, of course, because everybody went to Mass, and there
would be too much argument if he tried staying away, but he did not
suppose that his immortal betterment was assisted or hindered by his
attendance.

He
was only happy when he was drunk and could forget, but Nonna’s
tight hand on the purse made it hard to get drink, and he had a
shrewd idea that his efforts at lifting trifles from the till had
come to her notice. The old woman was wide-awake in such matters. Her
deity was Midas (though naturally she never admitted it), believing
it to be the Blessed Virgin.

Madeline
pushed her chair back. Even though she went to bed there was no
privacy. Whatever Mamma might say or do, nothing would induce her to
go and live at the Venezia,
and
she knew now that Isobel was quite right, she couldn’t go on
living here. Too anxious and wretched to know what she was doing, she
was, with morning, surprised to find that she must have dropped
asleep.



FOUR

That was the turning-point in Madeline’s
life, just as the day of her father’s funeral and the arrival
of Nonna
and Uncle Luigi had been another turning-point.

At
first it was difficult to make the necessary move. There was Mamma’s
wedding, and the fact that Luca would not speak to Madeline, but
sloped round street corners on his long legs to avoid her. That hurt!
Mario was amiable and obliging; he and Nonna
made all kinds of plans for a future that looked to be most
propitious.

The
wedding was a festa,
with the best wine and the reception held on the first floor of the
Venezia,
euphemistically termed ‘the banqueting hall’. Luca was
not there. He
had
gone away to become a waiter at a French restaurant in Jermyn Street.

‘And
he the son of the Venezia,’
said his father in a fury.

Madeline
had made up her mind that, the moment she could, she would make a
move, and her chance came when Miss Marjorie became ill with a
significant illness, and had to leave in a hurry. Madeline was
promoted to her place, and another wan little girl called Winnie, who
lived in Long Acre, took Madeline’s place as messenger.
Becoming a saleswoman was a step-up on the rag-trade ladder and meant
that her salary was increased.

On
Saturday afternoons and Sundays she went round inspecting rooms; as
Isobel Joyce had suggested. At first she concentrated on the
immediate neighbourhood, for London is a series of little worlds, and
it is always difficult to look beyond one’s original
surroundings. Soho, and its streets, could only offer the most
indifferent accommodation. The landladies looked suspiciously at
Madeline, as though dubious of her intentions, and she realised that
they were used to women of a very different type. The girl was
accustomed to this. Life ran two ways, good and bad; women were the
same.

Going
farther afield, she tried Bloomsbury, the matriarch of all
lodging-houses. In an old square she found the tall slender house,
with a room that looked out into the heart of a plane tree. In some
intangible way the plane tree reminded her of Hertfordshire, and she
was blind to the poverty of the little room adjacent to a bubbling
cistern, and with no heating whatsoever. Madeline hired it one hot
spring day, when it seemed as though nobody could ever require a fire
again, so that she did not notice its absence. The place was cleaner
than most that she had visited, but infinitely shabby.

Since
Mamma had married, Nonna
had moved into Madeline’s room. Until now nobody had ever known
where Nonna
would choose to sleep. It was as likely as not that she would
huddle herself on a kitchen chair, or sprawl
on
the sofa, and once she had actually slept in the shop among the sacks
of noodles. Nonna
had no definite roost, but, feeling that the grandchild might be
lonely, had moved her body into Madeline’s room. Nonna
in the home was a trial (in spite of her generosity and kindliness),
but in bed she was a pest. She would settle in with the idea of
cataloguing the day’s activities, never of sleep. Born
intensely curious, she wanted to know all about everything, and
immediately, and talked incessantly. Her abundant energy desired
merely a few snatches of personal sleep, no more, but this didn’t
suit Madeline.

As
the girl walked down New Oxford Street, on her way back from
Bloomsbury, she wondered how she would ever break the news to Nonna.
She waited until the night before she was due to take up her
residence; after a most trying day in the shop (for Mr. Rozanne was
having trouble with Lilith) she broke it to Nonna.
Nonna
was not in a good mood, for she had an inkling that Uncle Luigi had
been at the till again. Her faculties were becoming a trifle dimmer
than originally, and she was not so alert to detect his trickery, but
she had counted the money over and over, and could not make it the
amount that intuition told her it should be.

Madeline
said, ‘Nonna,
I’ve something to tell you.’

‘No,
no. Not now. I get this correct,’ and she went on counting
laboriously.

So
it came to night, when they lay in the large unaired bed, which
Madeline hated the smell of. She took in a long breath, and got it
over. ‘Nonna,
I’m going to live in rooms. I must have a place to myself, and
I’m going to-morrow.’

For
a moment Nonna
was speechless, but only for a moment, then she began to cry. She lay
like a cocoon, holding her face in her little fat hands. She had
loved no one like this her carissima
bimba,
all her other children were as nothing. Antonio (the great fat lump),
Yolanda (and look what a mess she had made of her life!), Uncle Luigi
who drank, and, under the thin pretence of helping her, cheated so
outrageously.
Giovanni was a good boy! But what would you with a priest? No, all
her hopes had been pinned on Madeline; now Madeline was going away!

‘No,
no, no,’ wailed the protesting Nonna.

This
was far worse than anything that Madeline had expected. She had
thought there might be a terrible row, but had not anticipated tears.
Intensely sorry for Nonna,
she
promised to look in every night on her way back from the shop; she
would also go to Mass with Nonna,
but the old lady refused to be comforted. Next morning she called the
girl to her, and put a five-pound note into her hand.

‘Nobody
shall say that your poor old Nonna
thinks not of the little one. Nonna
loves you.’

‘Oh,
Nonna,
I can’t take so much.’

‘Si,
si.
You must take him. And come back to see Nonna
often, because she always love you very much.’

And
now, with parting so near, Madeline knew that she loved Nonna
far more than she had thought.

The room was freedom, but it was lonely.

At
first it was beautiful to sit looking out into the heart of the plane
tree; to see the sunlight glazing the leaves with gold, and the
delicate dark lines of the branches between. But youth and loneliness
do not walk hand in hand for long. She found that she was missing
Luca, who had disappeared, and she fretted for the noisy chatter that
once had irked so much. She could not understand this loneliness
which kept on welling up within her, and to assuage it she called in
at the shop every night as she had promised. She did not go to the
Venezia
to see Mamma; Mamma had drifted away.

Rozanne’s
enthralled her. She and Isobel Joyce drew nearer to one another,
comparing notes. She liked Mr. Rozanne too, realising what a lot the
poor little man had to put up with.

‘I
can’t think why he ever married that silly wife of his,’
said Isobel Joyce. ‘One of these days she’ll leave him.’

Lilith
visited the shop. She walked in unexpectedly, wearing a perfect
frock, with the borzoi sloping behind her. Her husband was in his
usual crumby condition, in with the treadle machine having his
sandwiches. He brushed himself down with those futile fat hands that
reminded Madeline of a sea lion’s flippers, and he came out
protesting.

‘Oh,
my ’tarling!’ he exclaimed.

Lilith
looked at him as if he were a beggar selling matches in the gutter.
She was much taller than he, hyper-slight, and she had supercilious
lips. Madeline noticed how round and high was her youthful bust, how
long and lean her legs in their expensive hosiery. Lilith said, ‘I
came to see if you had a decent frock for to-night?’

Isobel
Joyce went to the case of evening frocks, thrust back the sliding
doors, to the jangle of hangers which jostled together. She disclosed
the frocks, and of course the Destine model amongst them. Every now
and then, Mr. Rozanne bought a really expensive model and had it
copied. The Destine gown was made entirely of tiny Valenciennes lace
frills rising in points; it had cost a great deal of money.

‘That’s
the frock for me!’ said Lilith promptly.

She
had detected it from its inferior companions, even though Isobel
Joyce had tried to cover it with a more ornate gold lame which she
had hoped would conceal it. But nothing could hide a good frock from
the calculating eye of Lilith Levi.

‘That
or nothing,’ she said.

‘But,
my ’tarling, it is for us to copy, not to sell,’ said Mr.
Rozanne, and the eyes behind their thick lenses were frantic, because
he could not afford to part with the dress.

‘I
want it, I know it would suit me.’

The
Destine frock would suit any woman, they all knew that, and it had
been the reason why Mr. Rozanne had chosen it. ‘It is not to
sell,’ he protested, but weakly; they could all see his
weakness.

Lilith
gave him one look, and, turning, she walked to the door, the borzoi
sloping after her. The shop watched.

Even
Miss Bates stopped machining in her corner, her jaw dropping, her
right breast liberally bespiked with pins, so that it looked like
some obscene pincushion. Winnie, the new messenger, her arms full of
frocks but recently hired (and no sale recorded), was in the way.
Lilith pushed her aside. Apparently Mr. Rozanne forgot them all,
forgot everything but his dismay, for he went protesting to the door.

‘I
cannot say no to my ’tarling,’ he said, ‘she shall
have it.’

Madeline
heard Isobel Joyce say to herself, ‘The fool! The damned fool!’
But now there was nothing for it but to do the frock up, packing it
carefully on the far table, whilst Lilith and the borzoi waited with
complete disdain, and no thanks all all for the generous gift. Mr.
Rozanne went out into the street to get her a taxi, because Lilith
wasn’t the sort that walks or takes a bus, neither did she soil
her shoes with seeking her own taxis. He came back when he had
disposed of her and the dress-box, and the poor little man looked
even pleased about it.

‘A
vonderful voman!’ said Mr. Rozanne, rubbing his hands together,
‘a vonderful, sweet, lovely voman.’

Later,
when he had gone back behind the curtains to salvage the last
sandwich, Isobel Joyce said, in a hoarse whisper to Madeline,
‘Vonderful woman, my foot! What a bitch!’

Madeline met Chester Thane one summer’s
evening in the square, when the intense loneliness was pressing down
upon her until it became a burden that she could hardly bear. It was
very hot, with a storm brewing; the sky had become dark in the
distance of the Hampstead hills, and was angry with the amethyst
warning of thunder. In Bloomsbury it seemed that the air was devoid
of all oxygen, and half London had come out of their houses to fan
themselves, crammed on the little iron seats of the squares. As the
night came on, with no intensifying of the storm signals, or
alleviation of the humidity, they drifted away in small groups, but
Madeline sat on, and the man at the end of the seat glanced at her.
He thought that she looked very tired.

Chester
Thane was fair; of moderate stature, he was thickly set, with a round
face and grey eyes put a trifle closely in his head. He would be
nearly thirty, Madeline supposed. ‘It’s devilish hot
to-night,’ he said at last.

‘Awful.
Looks like a storm.’

‘It’s
looked like that for the last three hours. I begin to wish that it
would come.’

‘In
the night, I suppose.’

He
said, ‘The worst of this part of London is that it can be so
very airless.’

‘Soho
is worse.’

‘Is
it really? I shouldn’t have thought that possible.’

‘I
ought to know. I lived there until quite recently, and it was
dreadful.’

He
looked at her again; he had thought all along that she must be
Italian, with that warm skin like a peach, and those lovely
languishing eyes. ‘If you’re an Italian, you oughtn’t
to mind the heat.’

‘I’ve
never been to Italy, though. I was born in Hertfordshire.’

‘Italy
is lovely.’

‘You’ve
been there?’ she asked with interest.

‘Yes.
Rome is the most fascinating city in Europe. Its art treasures have
to be seen to be believed, you’d love it. Florence is unique.
They say, “See
Naples and die”.’

She
looked at him with interest. When Nonna
had told her of Italy it had been of the food and the wine and the
money one could make, but this man told her of its beauty, and it
appealed to her. ‘I’d love to go there.’

‘You
will, I expect. Don’t your people want to go back?’

‘I
don’t think so. My father is dead (he was English), my mother
has married again and runs a restaurant which is doing quite well,
and that seems to be all that matters to her. My Nonna
has a shop. You see, they are all settled here, and I’ve never
heard them mentioning going back.’

‘If
you’ll excuse my saying it, you don’t look like the
settling sort yourself.’

She
wasn’t, but suddenly she knew that she had needed him to show
this. He had held up a mirror to her, and in it she could see her own
reflection quite clearly, for the first time. ‘Oh, I don’t
know,’ she said rather uncomfortably, because it had been so
true.

He
changed the subject. ‘I live in the block of flats at the end
of the street.’ He indicated an expensive building, a place
that people like herself could only covet but never afford. ‘You
are in digs?’

‘Yes;
they aren’t so bad really. Until now I’ve had to live
with the family, and that has been awful.’

‘I
didn’t think you had the herd instinct; I haven’t either.
Thank Heaven, served with the R.N., which means a cabin to yourself,
except, of course, when you sling as a snottie.’

‘You’re
a sailor?’

‘I
was.’

‘You’re
not now?’

‘After
the war they had no use for chaps like me. The Geddes axe, you know.
But I suppose that I’ve been lucky. I’m in the F.O.’

‘F.O.?’

‘The
Foreign Office, that little place in Whitehall. Commander Thane, very
much retired R.N.’

She
stared helplessly, then she said, ‘I must seem rather silly,
but then the Royal Navy and the Foreign Office are right outside my
world. I work in a frock shop; it’s ordinary, isn’t it?’

‘Well,
somebody has got to work in a frock shop. I wouldn’t let that
worry you.’ Then, ‘Do you come out here often?’

‘Every
night! When it’s hot.’

‘Then
I hope that it’s going to be a really fierce summer. I shall
come out here too. Let’s call this our seat, and make it a
trysting place?’

‘Let’s,’
she said, colouring.

It
was a very hot summer, that intense summer of 1921. Every night they
met in the square and the greenness of the
grass
faded to a mud-coloured patch, and the trees rustled like paper
before their time. It was delightful to have a friend; not just the
ordinary friend, whom one met or parted with without comment, but a
stimulating, exhilarating friendship. Chester was of another world,
far beyond her own, but she could listen by the hour to him, and he
was an amusing conversationalist; hitherto she had never met anyone
who could talk, and that in itself was intriguing. He told her of his
childhood in a country vicarage in Norfolk, and she exchanged
confidences from her labourer’s cottage. He had little
anecdotes of the prep school in the county town, the bug-hunting
craze, the stamp-collecting craze, and later on, with many caustic
comments, the public school, and the girl craze. How he laughed about
it! He talked sentimentally of the Navy, and Madeline, coming face to
face with tradition (another ‘first time’ in her life),
was deeply impressed. She wondered what he had looked like in
uniform? Handsome, of course; but then he was handsome, and the eyes,
set too closely, seemed to be farther apart now that she knew him
better.

She
knew that she must not fall in love with him. She was knowledgeable
enough to appreciate this danger early in the friendship; something
warned her that he was not the kind who settled down, but a stronger
emotion carried her away. Chester kept stressing the point that they
could very happily pass the time together, but there was no
permanency.

‘Permanencies
are the mistake,’ he said; ‘immediately anything becomes
permanent it is spoilt.’

She
said yes, of course, and didn’t know what she meant by it. Only
that she mustn’t fall in love with Chester, he was too grand
for her, too different.

Then
one day she met Luca, walking down the Tottenham Court Road, looking
taller and leaner than ever, but in a new mood, for he stopped at
once, seeming to be pleased to meet her once more.

‘We’re
brother and sister now,’ he said.

‘Oh,
Luca, wasn’t that row awful?’

‘Awful.
I haven’t seen Papa since, and I shall never go near that
damned Venezia
again.’

‘Nonna
says that Mamma is going to have another baby.’

‘No.’

‘Yes,
she is. Secretly Nonna
is angry about it, but she doesn’t say anything.’

‘I
think it’s rather beastly.’

‘I
do too.’

Luca
said, in a hurried mumbling fashion, ‘I want you
to
know that although I rampaged at the time, I know now that it wasn’t
your fault telling your mamma about Poppy. Poppy wasn’t any
good, and she let me down; she took all she could get, and then
cleared off. Never fall in love, Maddy.’

‘No,
of course not. Don’t be silly!’ But it was too late, and
in her heart she knew it.

‘You
haven’t met anybody? Anybody like that?’

‘No.’
How could she tell him about the man in the garden of the Square, and
the loveliness of the hot tranquil nights when they talked together,
and she seemed to be reaching out her fingers to touch the rim of
another world?

Luca
said, ‘Let’s go into a shop and have a coffee, or a
sarsaparilla, or something?’ He looked embarrassed about it.

‘All
right.’

She
didn’t want to go into a café
with Luca, although for months she wished to see him so that she
might put the quarrel right; now, when they did meet, she wanted to
be rid of him because she was afraid that she might give herself away
about Chester; but she wasn’t quick at devising excuses, and
before she could think of one they were sitting down on a couple of
chairs on either side of a table in a café
that smelt of coffee; and stewed tea, and hot bread.

‘Where
are you working now, Luca?’

‘Jermyn
Street was no good. I gave that up and came to Charlotte Street. Just
at first I thought maybe it was pretty near, though I remembered that
Papa always said that Charlotte Street was the wrong end of Soho. He
swore by Old Compton Street, and stuck to it, never going much
farther afield. The restaurant I’m with now isn’t too
bad, and I’ve got a decent job there.’

‘I’m
glad.’

‘What
have you been doing? Still at Rozanne’s?’

‘Yes,
but I left home; it got dreadful.’

‘I
never thought you’d stand it for long.’

She
watched him ordering the coffee, brought to them in a brown china
percolator on a small steel-coloured tray. She poured it out. It was
something to sit comfortably on either side of the table, and not to
be huddled up as they had always been behind the shop, nor picnic
like she had to do in her new room.

‘I
suppose you’ve got boy friends?’ asked Luca. It struck
her that he was rather suspicious.

‘There
hasn’t been any time. The shop tires me; you wouldn’t
believe how maddening women could be choosing clothes.’

‘I
would. I think women are dreadful. You just hear the way they treat
waiters. Bully you, and chivvy you about, “Come
here”,
“Go
there”.
But one of these days I’ll get it back on them all, you’ll
see that I will.’

As
he said it she realised that his affair with Poppy l’Amour must
have gone deeper than she had thought. It was not merely a trivial
flirtation, which Madeline had always supposed came more easily to
men than women, because to them marriage is of less importance.

‘Poor
Luca,’ she said.

‘I’ll
get on, I’ll have a restaurant of my own one of these days, and
that’ll teach Papa what’s what, more than anything else.’

‘Of
course you’ll get on.’

They
drank up the coffee, going out again into the street, and now she
felt happier for having met him, and confident that she had been
clever and that he had not guessed about Chester. ‘Maybe one
night you’d like to come round to my digs and let me make you
some coffee?’ she said.

‘Oh,
I would like that. I get off nearly every Friday.’

‘Then
we’ll make it next Friday?’

‘All
right.’

Madeline
made coffee for themselves in the percolator that Nonna
had given her because it was cracked. She made it the next Friday
night, with a breathless hush over London, thundery-hot from the
spent day. Everywhere was sticky.

Last
night she and Chester had talked about his time in the Navy, and she
had been thrilled. She would have given much to have seen him in
uniform; stupidly childish of course, but she could not help it, and
every time she met him now she knew that she liked Chester better,
and hated the thought that none of it was any use. Girls who wore
their hearts on their sleeves were only courting trouble, so for this
Friday evening she put Chester out of her mind, fused the percolator,
and when everything was ready ran down into the square to meet Luca.

She
saw him from a long way off, walking tiredly in his indifferent
mufti. She knew that the heat in the restaurant must have been
gruelling, as he went from service table and back again.

‘Luca,’
she called as soon as he was close enough, and then, ‘Come and
sit in my room. You’ll feel better there.’


She had done her
best to make the little meal attractive. It was a poky little room,
smothered with an ornate paper of much too large a pattern, but,
situated as it was on the north side of the square, it was pleasantly
cool; already she thought of the winter with apprehension. The broken
bed was covered by a vividly-coloured blanket (another gift from
Nonna), and Madeline had draped it, in an attempt to make it look
like a sofa. They had to sit side by side on it, because the only
chair had been broken long ago, and could now be used as a table,
provided the enamel soap-dish was propped under its defaulting leg.

‘It’s
nice,’ said Luca. He was a serious young man, quietly earnest;
not like Chester, who took life gaily, and liked it to have a veneer
on it.


Madeline lit the
gas-ring. The necessitous makeshift of the place had never worried
her, for it was so much more luxurious than anything she had ever had
before. She reheated the coffee; she had called in at Nonna’s
on the way back, and had some brightly-coloured sugar, and some
Philippino biscuits. ‘Here we are,’ she said, and as she
set the tray on the broken chair she saw that the small anxious lines
seemed already to have faded from Luca’s face. He looked less
hot and harassed.

Just
as they were finishing the last drop of coffee and eating the final
Philippino they heard heavy footsteps on the stairs and the door
opened suddenly, with no preliminary knock. It was Mrs. Staines, the
landlady, her large face red and angry, and her shoulders shaking
with indignation.

‘What’s
the meaning of this, I’d like to know?’ she asked. ‘Boys
in the bedroom? I never thought as how you was one of those.’

She
had heard Luca come into the house, and had climbed the basement
stairs to peer at him. When he had gone into the bedroom Mrs. Staines
had lingered, brooding over how she could concoct a likely story. She
was convinced that there was sin in this. Mrs. Staines adored sin;
herself a very chaste woman by lack of opportunity and the tradition
of her class, she liked nothing better than to espy faults in others,
the very faults that she had no chance to commit personally. A
drunken husband and seven abortive children had soured her. She burst
open the bedroom door hoping to see something very different from two
harmless young people sitting with the coffee tray before them, the
young man calmly smoking a cigarette. They stared at her dully, then
Madeline reddened because she was afraid.

Luca
said to Mrs. Staines, ‘What d’you mean?’

‘I’m
having no boy friends in my bedrooms. This is a respectable house,
this is, and I’m a respectable woman.’

‘But
Maddy is my sister.’ He said it coolly, so coolly that Madeline
realised how he had changed. Luca was now grown-up.

‘Yes,
I’ll say, and I’m your Aunt Emily. I’ve heard that
tale before.’

‘If
you don’t believe me, then go and ask at the Venezia
Restaurant.’

Mrs.
Staines paused. Now that she came to think of it, they were alike,
both dark, with that nasty foreign darkness. Dropping her aggression,
she started to whine. ‘She never telled me as how you was
coming.’

‘It’s
a fine thing when a girl has to let her landlady know every time that
her brother comes to see her.’

‘I
don’t hold with it.’ Mrs. Staines was not going to be
defeated. ‘As you’re here, I suppose you’ll have to
stay for a bit, but I’ll have to think it over,’ and she
shut the door noisily. On the stairs she was indignant that she had
been cheated out of her big scene, and went back to the basement
kitchen, very angry indeed.

‘What
an old fiend she is,’ said Madeline, her swarthy little face
blanched.

‘Why
do you stay here?’

She
tried to explain that it was Heaven after the shop, he knew what
Nonna
and Uncle Luigi were like, and Bloomsbury represented something that
she had never had before. She couldn’t and wouldn’t go
back to that lack of privacy.

‘But
you could find somewhere else?’ he said.

‘Perhaps.
I don’t know. It’s all very difficult.’ She knew
that, of course, he couldn’t come here again. The pleasant
harmless evening sitting chattering together, with the dark summer
leaves of the plane tree outside the window, was something that was
finished with. They walked down the street together much later, both
realising what had happened; both were very sorry.

When
she came back again, she saw, to her horror, that Mrs. Staines was
standing on the step, looking frowsty and perturbed. She was still
angry with herself. Because Madeline was so young, she did not know
how to deal with the situation, and glanced nervously at Mrs.
Staines, who stared stolidly back with resentment.

‘Good-night,’
said Madeline.

There
was no reply.

Lilith had left Mr. Rozanne.

One
morning he was very late in coming to the shop and they all guessed
that something must have happened, because the little man from whom
their best silks were bought was calling from the City, and it was
unlike Mr. Rozanne to miss him. The man came, and had to be fobbed
off with some second-hand excuse by Isobel; and after he had gone she
said to Madeline, ‘I bet it’s that wife of his. He ought
never to have married her, she always treated him like dirt. I
suppose she’s found someone better, and he’ll fret his
silly little heart out over it.’

At
midday Mr. Rozanne came in, badly dressed, and almost running, armed
with a bulging suitcase that was pockmarked with wear. His face was
swollen and gleamed with grease, as he brushed past Isobel Joyce.

‘My
vife,’ he said chokily, and made a bolt for the cubicle where
he spent his life, becoming entangled with the shoddy curtains by
reason of the extra large suitcase.

‘What’s
she done now?’ Isobel followed him.

Mr.
Rozanne dumped down the case and threw his hat on to its peg, where
it hung wrong way round, exposing a large dark hoop of moisture on
the leather lining. ‘She gone! Left me. That musician …!’

A
terrifying thing happened. He sank back against the disused treadle
machine and began to cry. He wept with childishly large sobs, which
shook his massive shoulders, and he covered his face with a profuse
silk handkerchief.

‘Better
have a drink?’ suggested Isobel. She always relied on a drink
in an emergency, and she sent Winnie round to get a pocket flask,
because if Mr. Rozanne carried on like this the customers would hear,
and suspect something. When Winnie came back with the flask Isobel
poured some whisky into one of the tired cups that they kept for tea,
stored in Miss Bates’s ‘pieces’ box.

After
he had drunk a little, Mr. Rozanne told her what had happened. The
band leader had apparently received an offer to go to the States, and
had accepted it; he and his band were off to make a fortune, under
the name of ‘Giuseppe and His Boys’; and the contract
being a good one, attracting Lilith to the new life, she had gone
too. She had collected a marvellous trousseau out of Mr. Rozanne’s
stocks, promising him that they’d go away somewhere together,
and make up for past quarrellings, but that she must have some
clothes for it. He had encouraged this, buying her lingerie from
Weiss down the street, believing that he was doing everything towards
a fresh start, and now she had gone. She had left a crude message
propped on the mantelpiece, saying that she had always loathed him,
and was never coming back. In his despair he had pursued her to the
band leader’s flat, and had been thrown out for his pains by
the porter. He was weak and protesting, taking the wrong attitude to
it all, and believing to the bitter end that, had he treated her
better, he could have retained her love.

‘Good
Lord!’ said the indignant Isobel, ‘but she says you never
had it.’

He
cried again, and his nose swelled; it was a large bulbous nose,
anyway, and could ill afford to be larger.

In
the shop, Madeline served the customers and both sympathised with and
despised Mr. Rozanne for the way that he was taking this. She sold
four frocks, and one customer was coming back to see about the blue
suit later. When she went out for her lunch hour Madeline called in
at Nonna’s.
Nonna
was serving noodles, whilst several customers were grouped in the
shop.

‘Ah;
but there you is,’ said Nonna
cheerfully to Madeline, ‘Uncle Luigi is at the back.’

Madeline
went into the back room, where Uncle Luigi was eating potato chips
out of a bag. There had been no time to get a meal to-day; on rush
days he and Nonna
waited till the evening. He said, ‘Now, what is the matter with
you?’

‘Nothing.
I only came in to tell Nonna
that I saw Luca the other day.’

‘Oh,’
said Uncle Luigi, and then, ‘Giovanni is coming home. We’re
all going to be very good, I don’t think. Nonna
will
have special foods for him, and ask blessings; the place’ll be
like a blinking confessional,’ and he hiccoughed loudly, for
last night had been a good one.

‘When’s
he coming?’

‘Friday,’
said Uncle Luigi, ‘God help us!’ and he laughed
disastrously, for his mouth had been full of chips.

Nonna
came in. ‘You serve, Luigi. I’m so tired. I ache,’
and then, ‘Madeline, there are some chips and a cold pie. Nonna
didn’t cook this day.’

‘Can’t
I give you a hand in the shop? I could do a bit, and it might help
the rush?’

‘Ah.’
Nonna’s
eye brightened, for she always appreciated anybody giving her a hand.
‘I getta the pie, you givva the hand.’


Madeline went back
into the shop, chianti on one side, tomato ketchup, pimentos and
chives all along the counter. She worked briskly, with Uncle Luigi
beside her, his braces denting into the shoulders of his drab shirt,
and his collarless band kept together by a huge brass stud which was
green with age. He whistled through his teeth as he worked, an
unpleasant-looking but efficient machine. Madeline was serving the
last customer, when a man walked into the shop out of the yellow
sunshine of Old Compton Street. The moment that she saw him
Madeline’s body sagged with dismay; she had to brace herself to
take it, and could not bolt into the back room, for her legs had
become paralysed with horror. It was Chester! He had come in to see
if they kept white wine. There they stood on either side of the
counter, and to the girl it was a river a mile wide.

‘You?’
he said.

‘Yes,’
and, because she was brave, ‘This is my Nonna’s.’

He
pulled himself together. Chester was a snob; he was a social climber,
and the little shop frankly horrified him. When
she had spoken of it it had not sounded to be so sordid, but he was
shocked to find her now. He said the first thing that came into his
head, which was, ‘But, how nice!’ only it wasn’t
nice, and they both knew it. She gathered the inference by his tone;
returning abruptly, she took her hat down from behind the
sitting-room door, and Nonna,
groping with potato chips and cold pie, stared at her, bemused.
Madeline knew that she was mumbling something; she did not know what
or why, for she walked straight out into the hot street, her eyes
smarting too much for tears. Chester came behind her; she knew it was
Chester even though she did not actually see him, she just knew.
He had her arm, but at the moment she was so humiliated that she did
not know what to do and made an attempt to shake him off, but he
caught her again.

‘Don’t
be a silly little girl. You’re coming out to lunch with me;
it’ll have to be a quick one, of course, but there is a
patisserie
here where we can get a snack. Now, don’t be silly!’

‘I
never want to see you again.’

‘Good
Heavens, why not? Because by accident I walked into your
grandmother’s shop to see if she stocked a particular wine?
Madeline, you’ve gone crazy! Give yourself time to think about
it.’

‘I
don’t want time. I want to die.’ She was so young that
she could only think in extremes.

He
led her into the patisserie,
quiet, almost empty save for a French sailor who sat in the far
corner reading a three-days-old copy of Le
Matin.
Chester did not consult Madeline about what she wanted to eat, he
merely ordered a quick snack meal.

‘Now,’
he said when Madame had brought it, ‘what is it? Why are you so
angry with me?’

‘I’m
not angry with you, I’m angry with everything and everyone. I
hate the shop, and I’ve always hated it. I know it is disloyal
of me, and I despise myself for it, but I wish I had never seen Soho,
and that street.’ Then, pitifully, ‘Oh, you don’t
know how I want my father again.’

She
was thinking of that day in the quiet hedgerow when
the
painted lady had danced above the tall grasses; then it had all been
tranquil and unhurried.

Chester
said, ‘You poor kid! Hadn’t you ever thought of getting
married?’ Frankly, he didn’t know why he said it. It
might be that the quixotic impulse was more than he could quench on
the moment.

‘Yes,
I suppose I have. What girl hasn’t? There is Luca; only I
wouldn’t marry Luca even if he asked me, and he wouldn’t
ask me.’

‘Nobody
else?’

‘One
or two. Nobody important.’ There had been the big boys in Old
Compton Street; once somebody had kissed her in a dark doorway, once
under the mistletoe at Christmas, but nothing serious, nothing that
really counted.

‘What
about me?’ he asked.

‘You?’
Too young to hide her feelings, she felt that she was a pendulum
swinging violently to the very opposite extreme. She rose like a
mountain railway, every second making her body vibrate and spin with
the rarefied air. ‘Please don’t laugh at me, Chester.’

‘I
wouldn’t laugh at you. Surely you don’t think I’d
do that? You’re a darling! I suppose I’ve always loved
you from the first moment we met, only I didn’t know it until
now. That’s the truth.’ He had loved her eyes and the way
that she moved, the delicate shape of her hands like those of a
Florentine statue. In his own mind he looked upon her as being a
little Madonna, and, because the physical attraction was so great,
shut his eyes to the surroundings. Her faintly Italian accent caught
from Nonna,
saved her from Cockney vulgarity. All along he had thought that he
was being rather a fool about this girl, and ten thousand times more
of a fool to-day when he had seen that muddled shop; but a smooth
skin and a pair of bright eyes can blind a man to much.

‘Together
we can make light of all that,’ he said.

‘You
don’t mean it?’

‘Yes,
I do. This has got to be our secret, we won’t tell a
soul.
I’ll get everything fixed up, and we’ll be married as
soon as ever we can.’ He put out his hand and took hers. Madame
cooed to herself over the counter, where the new rolls had just
arrived smelling so delicious. L’amour,
said Madame, remembering her own brief episode with Monsieur which
had been on a Sunday trip to Versailles; very romantic, if rather hot
and sticky. Toujours
l’amour,
thought Madame.

‘Chester,
I’m too ordinary for you.’

‘You’re
adorable!’

‘But
you’ve only seen that shop. There’s another, the one
where I work, Rozanne’s.’

‘Run
by that awful little man?’

‘He
isn’t really awful. I feel sorry for him because his wife ran
away to-day.’

‘I
hope my wife will never run away.’

‘She
won’t!’ A pulse started to work with emotion in her
throat.

‘Darling,
I love you so much.’

‘Yes,
Chester, and I love you.’ Nothing would ever change the feeling
that she had for him, for Madeline was the faithful kind. Even now,
years afterwards, she clung to the thought of the Hertfordshire
village, to the memory of her father, to Miss Sheila. She would
always love Chester with the same loyalty, though perhaps he did not
realise it.

‘There’s
no need to wait,’ he said, ‘we’ll have a scout
round for somewhere to live, which ought to be rather fun. Which do
you like best, a house or a flat?’

‘I
adore flats ‒ leastways the sort of flat you’d get.’

He
nodded. ‘Any particular district?’

‘Away
from Soho.’

‘St.
John’s Wood? Perhaps a bit arty! Hampstead is too far out, I’m
afraid. Westminster’s a bit old-fogey.’

They
were touring London in complete freedom, she felt her spirits rising
to the point of ecstasy. They decided on Chelsea; they would go and
see Swan Court this evening, or that block of flats on the Embankment
just off Cheyne Walk. Or what about More’s Garden? It sounded
to be rural and
lovely.
Then Madeline caught a glimpse of the time and rose in a panic.

‘I
simply must get back to Rozanne’s. They’ll think that I’m
dead.’

‘Surely
you could be a little late to-day? It is the
day, you know.’

‘Yes,
but Mr. Rozanne is in such trouble, and Miss Joyce run off her feet,
and Miss Bates having bother with her husband again.’

‘Soon
you’ll be away from all that for ever.’

‘Darling!’

‘Does
it sound good to you?’

‘Almost
too good. Oh, Chester, I do love you so.’

Their
arms linked as they went to the counter to pay the bill. The madelons
smelt delicious. Madame smiled at them with tender memories in her
own eyes, for she was remembering all the ardour of her day at
Versailles. Even if Jean had turned out to be a cad, had grown fat
and had had several mistresses! Even though the only decent thing
that he had ever done was to pass out into Kensal Green, where she
had erected an execrable foreign-looking tombstone to his memory, and
had thought no more about him.

The
couple walked down the street to the dress shop, and at the corner
Chester bought her the entire stock of pink roses from the woman with
the flower basket.

‘But
I’ve nowhere to put them, they’re far too many,’
she said.

‘Never
mind. You must have roses to-day,’ and he parted with her in
the shop doorway. She went inside with the pink roses in her arm;
Isobel was standing beside a stout customer entering down
measurements in a small book, whilst Miss Bates knelt before the
client, encircling her with a tape measure.

‘Forty-three
hips. But that’s nothing!’ lied Isobel.

Madeline
passed to the far cubicle, looking for a jam jar into which she could
thrust the roses. It seemed criminal to put so much beauty into a
common jam jar, but there would be nothing else. Mr. Rozanne peered
out at her, his face swollen with crying. ‘Vere you get them?’
he asked.

‘I
got engaged. We’re going to be married as soon as we can get a
flat,’ she said, and then, quite suddenly with a burst of
confidence, ‘Oh, Mr. Rozanne, he is so lovely.’

Mr.
Rozanne looked at her with cold eyes. He said, ‘Never love
anybody too much, Madeline. It hurts,’ then he went back into
his cubicle, gulping down his sobs.
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They
went to Swan Court that night, and on to the Embankment flats later.
There were few vacancies, and the rents were heavy, far more so than
Chester had expected. Madeline was to learn that he had the most
optimistic ideas of money, and always expected an income to drop into
his ready lap. More’s Garden was out of the question, but
ultimately they came to a little block of four-storied flats,
situated round the corner from Cheyne Walk. It was a converted
mansion, but on that score more reasonably priced, and the small
notice Flat
to Let
lured them within. The flat that was vacant was small, it had a
sitting-room which led into one large bedroom, with a bathroom and
cupboard kitchen on either side. It was on the ground floor, with
large French windows that opened into a minute square of paved
garden, where the handiwork of a previous tenant showed to advantage.
Pink ivy geraniums straggled from a formal urn, lobelias fought
spikes of groundsel, and a white clematis hung in a shower of stars
like a spangled veil over the fence.

‘What
a lovely little place!’ said Madeline, and her voice was
excited because this flat looked so much like the shrine of all her
dreams. ‘And it is so fresh and clean, it doesn’t want
doing up like the others did. I like the dead white of the
sitting-room and the pale green of the bedroom.’

‘You’re
not superstitious then?’

‘No,
why should I be when it’s all so pretty? Besides, how could a
colour hurt you?’

‘I
don’t think it could. But I just wondered, because most women
are frightfully superstitious. You see, I know so little of you
really; it’s charming to know so little and love so much; you
know you are a very original little person.’ He kissed her
lightly. She was different from the other women he had known; Chester
had always gone in for experience before and now found that the
virginal emotion was delightful.

His
kisses disturbed Madeline. She believed this to be her personal
emotion, something that nobody had tasted before. She was sure that
Mamma and Nonna
had never loved like she did now, and she turned her face from him
blushing. She couldn’t speak.

Chester
went round the rooms, appraising their proportions. The furniture
that he already had would fit admirably, both in size and colour.
Figured walnut should look exquisite against that soft green, or the
dead white.

‘You
wait here, Madeline, whilst I slip along and talk prices with the
agents; they’re only just up the street. I’ll get
everything fixed if I can.’

‘I
expect it’s terribly expensive.’

‘I
don’t see why. After all, it is
a converted house; they can’t charge as much for that.’

She
went into the little garden, sitting down on the stone seat, a bare
seat and cut into its back the significant words TIME PASSES.
Time
would pass indeed pleasantly for her in such a heavenly place, she
thought. All those hundred and one little pinpricks that had hurt her
so much before could not penetrate here. But would she be good enough
for Chester? Their paths had lain so far apart that she wondered how
she could qualify in those small details which she suspected might be
at fault.

She
made brave plans as she sat there in her black satin shop frock, the
one that Nonna had bought her at B. & H.’s, fitting tightly
across the highly-poised bust and pinned down by a single rose from
the many that Chester had bought.

The
sun hid himself behind the chimney stack of a neighbouring block, and
the little garden became darker, but never unlovely, for the white
stars of the clematis were even whiter without the sun, and the ivy
geraniums pinker.

Presently
Chester returned, ‘Sorry to have been so long, but they wanted
all sorts of silly references; you wouldn’t have believed that
people could have been so fussy.’ He sounded to be rather put
out. Chester never liked that sort of thing, and was easily annoyed
if people doubted his integrity. ‘Anyway, the place is dirt
cheap; the agent said some people don’t like ground-floor
flats, and of course I played him up on that. I said that you were
scared of burglars, so live up to it, my sweet.’

‘Yes,
but …’

‘I
know what you are going to say, you’re brave as a lion! All the
same, one must make a good bargain.’ It sounded ominously like
Nonna to Madeline. ‘And I’ve got the whole thing fixed
and settled. Isn’t that a joy? And now I’ll get a special
licence.’

‘There’s
one difficulty. I shall want to be married in my Church; you see, I’m
a Catholic.’ She had been afraid to tell him this, in case he
took it badly. Some people were prejudiced about Catholicism; she had
never forgotten that unhappy experience in the village.

‘I
never thought that you were a Protestant. You’ll want to know
what I am? Well, I’m just a pious gipsy, a little of anything,
and nothing very much. Does that worry you?’ She put out a hand
impulsively and took his. ‘Dear little kid!’

‘Oh,
Chester, I didn’t know that people could be so tremendously
happy.’

‘Well,
they can! What’s more, we’re going to be much happier! I
knew that the first time that I saw you, my darling, sitting in that
stuffy old garden; funny, but I knew. Then everything’s rather
funny when you come to think about it, isn’t it?’

Madeline was serving her last week at Rozanne’s.

In
some ways she was sorry. Chester had come in and bought her half a
dozen frocks, including the pale-blue crepe that she had always
loved. Mr. Rozanne had got over his first feeling of bitterness, and
almost smiled about Madeline, because he believed that this was a
case of the assistant being changed merely into a profitable
customer. That, from his point of view, was a most satisfactory move.

Isobel
was quiet over it. Madeline, not understanding her reactions,
wondered if she was jealous. But Isobel wasn’t jealous; in a
quiet moment when Winnie had gone round to Elfrida’s, and Miss
Bates had gone home (it was one of her husband’s early nights),
Isobel confided in Madeline. Most women of her age had married during
the war, which had given every girl a chance, what with the Yanks and
the lonely subs home on leave, and the R.F.C. wanting something to do
in their spare time, not forgetting the nice Naval boys. But during
the war Isobel had been afraid of the after-the-war phase, seeing
that the whole pattern of living appeared to be so insecure, and she
had thought that there would be lots of time to decide things later
on. Besides, her one mistake still rankled. Later on, nobody had
offered, and Isobel had become alarmed that her life was slipping.
The tissue-paper fabric of youth which would not endure was gradually
eluding her and she was avid to taste the joys that she had thought
would mature later, and which had not done so. Recovering from her
one mistake, she was appalled at the emptiness of her own future,
brought home to her by the prospect of Madeline’s marriage.
There was another man in her life now, unfortunately already married,
but to the wrong woman, and Isobel was weighing up the pros and cons
of the situation.

When
she told Madeline the girl was shocked. Any affair with a married man
was indescribably wrong, she felt, and to contemplate living with him
for good was outrageous.

‘That’s
because you’re young, and don’t know,’ said Isobel.

‘No,
it isn’t. I think it’s awful. It’s adultery.’

‘Adultery,
my foot! Anyway, lots of people do it, yet get on all right. It isn’t
any use sitting waiting for life to go by you, and doing nothing
about it. The mill doesn’t grind with the water that is past,
you know.’

‘Yes,
but not to be properly married!’

Isobel
was stung to fury. ‘You say that just because you’re a
Catholic; I’m nothing! I suppose I believe in a God the same
way that most of us do, but I don’t believe in all those
trimmings. I don’t suppose that I’ll be eternally damned
if I choose to live with some fellow, any more than I’ll be
saved because I live a miserably lonely life here. That’s the
truth. Better grab what you can get, when you can get it, I say.’

‘But
if it’s wicked?’

‘Even
if it’s wicked. I expect you think you’re being very
clever getting married ‒ well, so should I, if I could, but I
can’t! And I don’t see why anybody should make a fuss
just because I can’t, so there!’

Madeline
did not know what to say, but stood fingering her shabby little
handbag, feeling utterly dismayed. Then, after a pause, she said,
‘Well, good night, I must be getting along now,’ and she
went out into Shaftesbury Avenue, feeling rather sick.

After
all, it was Isobel’s own life, and she could do what she liked
with it. As Madeline turned up Dean Street she ran into Luca.
Surprised to see him in this quarter of the world ‒ he did not
usually venture so near to the Venezia
in case of being recognised ‒ she stopped him. ‘Whatever
are you doing here, Luca?’

‘I
went to see Papa.’

‘Good
Heavens!’

Luca
looked at her sheepishly. ‘They had a quarrel,’ he began
rather vaguely, ‘and now she’s in hospital because the
baby’s coming, and he wanted me.’

‘You
mean that Mamma is ill?’

‘Yes.
It’s nothing serious.’

Madeline
said, ‘But I must go to her. Which is the hospital?’

‘Queen
Charlotte’s. Papa is going along now, he might take you with
him.’

‘Come
back with me, Luca.’ She felt weak-kneed, as though life had
suddenly become unreal. They went up the street arm-in-arm, and she
doubted if she could have managed it alone.

‘I
hear you’re getting married?’ said Luca, not resentfully,
because, in spite of all Nonna’s
plans, he had never thought of her in that connection, and both of
them were aware of it.

‘Yes,
next week.’

‘It’s
the chap you told me about, I suppose?’

‘Yes.’
She couldn’t talk about it now because she was worried on
Mamma’s behalf. Outside the Venezia
a taxi was waiting, and in it Nonna
was sitting. Madeline had not expected Nonna
to be there, but she was one of those little women from whom nothing
can be kept. She had discarded her apron for a long black coat, not
worn for some years, and now incapable of correct buttoning. Nonna
was
looking very anxious.

‘Oh,
my carissima
bimba,’
she exclaimed, ‘come to your old Nonna
and take care of her. This is treatful.’

‘Mamma’ll
be in good hands.’

‘None
of us have the bambini
in the hospital. It is not natural. Bambini
should be born in the ’ouse, and in bed.’ She treated
Queen Charlotte’s as a personal scandal. Mario Lugo got in; he
wore his maître
d’hôtel
suit and a dark green velour hat in striking contrast. His waxed
moustache bristled in his small pasty face and he was obviously
extremely anxious.

‘Queeck,
queeck,’ he commanded of the taxi-man, ‘and I will pay
you verra well.’ He wedged himself in between Nonna
and Madeline. Luca was pushed on to the opposite seat before he
realised what was happening to him. The taxi bucked like a broncho up
Greek Street, round the square, and headed for the hospital whilst
gloom descended upon its occupants.

‘When
did Mamma go to hospital?’ asked Madeline.

‘One
o’clock.’ Mario was very solemn. ‘There was a
disturbance and we had a night, oh, what a night! Difficult guests,
verra, verr-a difficult guests. There was a fight at ten, and that
upset your mamma, she made it more complicated. What a night!’

Madeline
gathered that the fight might easily have been between Mamma and
Mario Lugo, but said nothing.

The
taxi stopped outside the hospital, and they all got out, trooping
inside with gloomy faces. It was too efficient, so efficient that it
horrified Madeline. The strange little group enquired of the sister,
who replied calmly. Madeline felt the position keenly, too well aware
of the impression that they must make on the sister. Mario, with his
city suit and green velour, Luca with his waiter’s trousers,
old sports coat and no collar. Nonna,
dark-eyed and yellow-skinned (yet with the bearing of a Roman
matron), in the coat that she couldn’t button, and a wisp of
veil over her hair with its wide straggling parting. And Madeline,
perhaps the only ordinary one of them all.

Mamma,
the sister said, was back in the ward; the husband could see her for
a moment, but only for a moment.

Instantly
Mario stepped forward, and went off with the sister, to the
indignation of Nonna,
who stipulated that surely if she was the mamma of Mamma, that should
count? The three of them, however, were consigned to a form together,
Nonna
chattering volubly, because she had never heard such nonsense ‒
why, the bambino
could easily have been born in Soho like any other bambino! It was
true that Mamma had had a fall, but no need for that stupid doctor to
become so alarmed. All rubbish, said Nonna,
the most utter rubbish, and she tapped an impatient foot on the stone
floor, whilst her earrings tinkled. Luca and Madeline wished that she
would keep quiet, instead of telling the hall about what was
happening.

After
a long time, Mario reappeared, with rivers of tears coursing down his
cheeks, and gripping his green-velour to his heart.

‘Poor
Yolanda!’ said he. ‘My poor, poor Yolanda!’

‘She
is dead?’ gasped Nonna.

‘No.
No. She is well. The bambino
…’
He gulped heavily. ‘There is no bambino.’

Nonna
gave a shriek, and, clapping her hands to her head, started rocking
herself to and fro in agony. An unbaptised soul, she wailed; never
had there been such a thing in the family before! The hospital had
undoubtedly killed the bambino,
she had known that something dreadful would happen, the moment she
had heard that Mamma was in the hospital, and now the bambino
was dead. Mother of God! howled Nonna.

The
people sitting about them seemed to take a dislike to Nonna,
and the porter, coming up, suggested that the family should get her
outside, whereupon she remonstrated fiercely. Now she knew that she
had wanted the dead baby very much indeed. Although, in her heart,
she had no doubt whatsoever but that Mario, in the last night’s
row with his wife had hastened the death of his son, she vented her
wrath on the husband. Outside they grouped on the pavement.

Madeline
said, ‘Mamma was not young enough to have another baby.’

‘Pooh!’
said Nonna.
‘My mamma had eleven; she was forty-eight when Giuseppe was
born, and he a great fat elephant, too! Forty-eight was my mamma.’

Nobody
commented on Giuseppe, who had died still a great fat elephant in a
home for imbeciles, where he had spent his small span of life! Luca,
at his father’s instigation, was hailing a taxi, whilst Mario
and Nonna
wept profusely. Madeline hated feeling so conspicuous, and did not
know what to do; she had never become accustomed to the embarrassing
scenes that Nonna
could make.

As
they drove back to Soho she said, ‘I’m very glad that I
stuck out for a quiet wedding after all this.’

Nobody
said anything. After all, a festa
would have been disrespectful to the dead bambino.

Madeline
saw her mother only once before her wedding. Mamma was comfortable in
hospital, and finding it peaceful after Soho. She was not
particularly unhappy over the loss of the baby, because she had not
relished the prospect of having to tend it for years. Mamma preferred
to play the role of mistress of the Venezia,
in satin and a lot of false pearls; she did not want to be maternal
over a cot half the night.

On
the Saturday, Madeline said goodbye to her work at Rozanne’s.
Mr. Rozanne was almost convivial. He had produced a bottle of wine in
which to drink the health of the bride in one of the cubicles. Even
Miss Bates forgot her catarrh, and the trials of a difficult husband,
and thawed at the festa.

‘Look
out that I don’t get tiddly,’ said Miss Bates, her large
plain face wreathed in smiles.

Winnie
had just a drop out of the bottom of a tea-cup, so that she could say
that she had tasted it, and she fell over the new chromium stand-up
ash-tray as she went out. ‘We ought never to have given it to
the kid, it’s started her on the wrong path, it has, and all,’
said Miss Bates, inclined to giggle herself.

Madeline
felt weepy as she said goodbye, for they all stood in a group in the
shop doorway, and she longed to make the moment last.

Then
she went up the street alone.

She
spent Sunday packing up her bits and taking them along to the flat in
Chelsea, Chester helping her. They went to the cinema together that
night, and she slept at Nonna’s,
but it was dreadful. Nonna
wanted all the bed and was indignant that the wedding should be
taking place at Caxton Hall, with only a blessing after. Also, both
Chester and Madeline had insisted that Nonna
should not attend in person. Madeline wanted to launch out on this
new venture without her relations as onlookers and she had kept the
actual hour a secret.

Nonna
sat up late talking. She gave them all her intimate feelings
when she herself was a bride in Tuscany, and she went into details of
the elaborate feasting and celebrations and her own beauty.

‘You
may not think that now, but I was like Madeline,’ and she
nodded proudly. ‘So lovely! So sweet!’

Last
thing she gave the girl a gold chain that had been her grandfather’s,
and the rosary with the filigree cross, and the blue beads that
Madeline had always loved. Then she prepared herself for sleep. Nonna
lay sprawled on the bed breathing heavily through her nose, the
windows shut fast, and the room completely airless. Madeline, who
could not sleep, felt that she would die, but to-morrow, she kept
telling herself, she was escaping from all this for ever; for ever,
thank God.

She
got up late and put on the dark-blue silk suit she had bought from
Rozanne’s, and the white hat. She looked dignified, one would
not have supposed that such a bride could have stepped from so dingy
a room. She took coffee with the family, then said that she was going
to see Mamma in hospital. Nonna
thought that was a filial act, and approved.

‘Come
back for us,’ she said.

‘Yes,’
said Madeline.

She
gave the taxi-man directions to drive to Queen Charlotte’s
Hospital, because Uncle Luigi had lounged out into the street and
could hear, but the moment they had gone up the street she tapped on
the glass, and said that she wanted to go to the Caxton Hall. It was
a curious change of plan.

At
the Caxton Hall she got out, paying the man from a purse already
almost empty, for the whole of last week’s pay envelope had
gone. Mrs. Staines had had to be finished with; Madeline incurred a
lot of little expenses which had mounted up, and two shillings was
all that she possessed in the world. Never mind, she would not need
more! When she saw Chester standing in the doorway she felt
overwhelmingly confident and happy, and went to him.

‘Darling,
I’m so glad you’re early,’ he said; ‘there’s
been a muddle, and the licence isn’t here.’

‘But
surely that can’t be?’

‘It’ll
come by the next post. I suggest that we go out and have lunch
somewhere, and then come back.’

A
train of tumultuous thoughts suddenly filled her mind, but she
dismissed them. ‘I’ve got no money, Chester,’ she
said, almost guiltily.

‘Well,
you won’t want any. I’m doing the paying from now on; had
you forgotten that, you silly kid? Now let’s talk this over.’
He linked his arm pleasantly in hers, and they started towards the
main street. ‘Supposing that we have to put this off for a
couple of days …?’

‘But
we can’t.’

‘We
might have to. You’d better come along to the flat, because you
cannot possibly go back to old Nonna
and all the rest of the Gorrenzis. If you come back to the flat I’ll
get a bed out at some local hotel; there must be crowds of them.’

‘Very
well.’ Because she heartily agreed that she couldn’t
possibly go back to Nonna.

They
went to a restaurant and had a quiet and leisurely meal. Good food.
Good wine. She almost forgot the smallness of the cloud that hung so
airily over her day; after all, it didn’t matter so much if
they got married tomorrow, she kept telling herself. When they called
back at the Caxton Hall, Chester ran inside, but he returned after
some time to tell her that it still hadn’t come.

‘Never
mind. We’ll go back to the flat.’

They
drove back.

It was an adorable flat. Tea had been laid ready
for them by unseen hands, Madeline had only to add the boiling water
to the tea-pot set waiting in the kitchen. Afterwards they talked,
sitting side by side on the sofa. The little cloud was larger now,
and not so airy; she kept on thinking about it.

‘Chester,
what are we going to do?’

‘I’ll
tell you. We don’t give anyone an inkling of this hitch, not
the merest idea. If they ask, we say that we were married this
morning, because it’ll be true to-morrow; we shall be married
in a couple of days at most.’

‘Yes,
I know, but …’

‘Poor
little darling, I am so sorry about it. It’s a hateful thing to
have happened, and I suppose I’m to blame for it.’

‘No,
Chester, of course you aren’t. It’s one of those things,
and it can’t be helped.’

He
drew her to him. ‘What a plucky kid you are to take it that
way! Kiss me, my sweet.’

As
she clung to him she thought that to-night she would be alone here,
the first time she had ever slept alone anywhere, and she wasn’t
sure that she could face it. She remembered his argument that he had
got the rent lowered because he had pleaded her fear of burglars. The
thought of burglars was suddenly quite terrifying. ‘Chester,
I’m frightened to be alone; you know, you said there might be
burglars the first time we ever saw the place!’

‘Why,
you little goose, that was only to get the rent lowered for us.’

‘But
if anybody did climb over that back wall it would be only too easy to
drop down into the garden and open those French windows.’

‘They’d
need seven-leagued boots and a jemmy!’

‘They
might have seven-leagued boots and a jemmy!’

‘I
don’t suppose for a moment that they would. That was only my
fun, you know; but if you feel like that about it, I can sleep on the
sofa here, quite easily.’

‘But
that wouldn’t be right.’

‘Little
Miss Prim and Proper, why shouldn’t it be right? After all, if
we are going to spend the rest of our lives together, what’s
wrong with my sleeping on the sofa in an adjoining room to-night?’
When he talked that way she knew that she couldn’t say no.

In
the early evening they went for a stroll round Chelsea, to St.
Leonard’s Terrace, with the old leaning houses, the yellow
jasmine, and the scents of summer lingering about the creeper-veiled
walls. They went to Swan Walk hand in hand as confessed lovers, and
behind every gate it seemed romance lingered, and the whole of London
was sweetly sympathetic and kind.

When
they came back to their own flat in the starlight Madeline knew that
Chester would not sleep on the sofa. For a moment she thought of
Isobel Joyce, and her own feeling of antipathy; then she realised
that Chester was right when he said that youth was narrow and limited
and condemned too swiftly. She must grow up. After all, they would be
married in a couple of days, anyway.

Madeline was terribly in love.

She
had thought that she would be shrinking, but now she was carried
forward on the crest of a wave of emotion. Chester made her feel so
different, because he could change her outlook as no one else had
ever been able to do. She should have hung back, of course, but she
couldn’t. Chester rang up Nonna
from the little telephone beside their bed.

‘We’re
married,’ he said.

‘Why
did you tell her that, when you know that we were not married yet?’
asked Madeline after.

‘How
could I tell her anything else? Can you imagine the bobbery there
would have been?’

She
could! Quite plainly he was right. ‘We shall be married to-day?
I mean the licence will have come?’

‘Yes,
yes, of course.’

Breakfast
was intimate, a meal in an entirely new mood. Delicate napery with
Chester’s initials on it, eggs, coffee, browned toast. There
was a kindly buxom creature called Ethel who came in and got the meal
for them. She had been married to a young soldier, but they hadn’t
made a ‘do’ of it, she told Madeline during the morning,
so they’d split, and she just didn’t know where he was
now. Somewhere in the desert, she thought, where the women wore funny
bits of stuff across their faces, and anyway, none of it mattered,
because she never wanted to see him again. Ethel was what
is
commonly known as a ‘scream’; she would have been called
that in Rozanne’s.

Breakfast
was a new world, and the morning a new morning. Madeline’s bath
was a luxury, everything was clean, sweet and bright, and these were
the very things she had been longing for all her life.

Towards
midday, she said that she thought they ought to go along to Caxton
Hall to see what was happening.

‘It’s
no good,’ said Chester, ‘I rang up whilst you were in the
bath, and the damned thing hasn’t come yet.’

‘Not
come?’ It was very important to her that it should come to-day;
she couldn’t go on this way, even though she loved him
devotedly; it would be very wrong to go on living like this and not
married.

‘No,
darling. It’s sickening, but they said it would be to-morrow at
latest.’

‘But
they thought that yesterday, Chester; there must be something wrong
about it! After all, we have got to get married ‒ I mean, at
once.’ She wanted to say ‘after last night’ but her
shyness held her back. She hoped that he would understand.

‘I
know, and I promise that it shall be all right. The whole thing is my
fault because I gave too short notice. I ought to have known better.
You do trust me, dear?’

Trust
him? Of course she trusted him.

He
had done more for her than anyone else; he had transported her from
the sordid surroundings of Soho and Bloomsbury to this light and
lovely little flat. He had given her himself.

They
went to lunch at the Ritz, with its view of the Green Park yellowed
in the sunshine. Hot people sat about on the grass, and on stiff
little chairs, but she and Chester could sit here coolly comfortable,
with pleasant people all around them. That was the difference between
her yesterday and to-day. Yesterday had been hard, it had meant
having to fight her way, stiff little chairs, or just sitting on the
grass, but to-day was cool and tranquil. No pushing. No fighting to
live. She held his hand under the table-cloth, and she could not
believe that anyone had ever been so radiantly happy before.

They
spent the afternoon at Kew. Nonna
usually went to the Zoo, or Hyde Park, or for a rare treat to Taggs
Island. Noise enchanted Nonna,
and she would never have appreciated the quiet of Kew, with its
exquisite trees and flowers and undulating lawns. When they got back,
Ethel had made them a lobster salad, and meringues, like nice rounded
little Alps, heaped high with snow.

It
lasted three days.

In
those three days Madeline knew that no woman had ever cared for a man
as she cared for Chester. Now there seemed to be an enormous
difference between this and her spinsterhood, although that had been
only last week; but she had crossed so wide a rubicon that it almost
frightened her.

The
third night there was a heavy thunderstorm, and Ethel was frightened
to go home for a bit, and finally, borrowing Chester’s office
umbrella for it, she slopped out into the rain.

The
evening lightened, it became much cooler and fresher, smelling with
the sweetness of damp earth. She sat curled round on Chester’s
knee.

‘Chester,
you do think that the licence will come tomorrow?’

‘I
don’t know. Darling, I think we’ve got to talk this out,
and you must be patient with me, because I feel most dreadful about
it all, only we’ve got to face facts.’

‘Yes,
dear, of course.’

He
told her then, very tenderly, holding her in his arms, and smoothing
her hair with hands that had never been podgy and soiled like Mr.
Rozanne’s, or time-worn like Uncle Luigi’s, or calloused
like her father’s. He ought to have told her that he had been
married before. It had happened that time when he had gone to America
with his ship, and they had been to Hollywood. Everybody knew what
Hollywood was like, and the British N.O.s were fêted
and treated well, and there he had married a girl called Bianca. It
was the sheerest folly. She had brass-gold hair, the loveliest face,
and (although he had never realised it at the time) the hardest eyes!
It certainly wasn’t love, and he couldn’t begin to
explain it, for it was one of those things for which he would
reproach himself all his life. They had not got on, that was a
foregone conclusion, of course. He had come back with his ship,
leaving Bianca in a bungalow in Los Angeles, where she did a good
deal of racketing about. A few months later she had wanted a divorce;
you picked them like gooseberries off a bush, at Reno, and it was
only too easy. Honestly Chester had never given the episode another
thought, for he understood Bianca had now married a film-star who was
earning hundreds of dollars a week, and she must have forgotten her
first marriage too. There was as little to it as that! It was only
when he had applied for the licence that he had discovered that the
papers were not in order, and he had been completely petrified. He’d
never forget the way that he had stood before the registrar
(leastways, he supposed that it was the registrar, rather a frightful
person with pince-nez) and told his story. They had to get through to
Reno by cable, and, of course, it couldn’t be done all in a
minute; they had not allowed time for it.

‘But
why didn’t you tell me, dear?’ she asked.

He
had thought it best to bluff the whole thing out, and now, when it
came to confession, he felt so deadly ashamed of himself that he just
didn’t know what to do. His head dropped on to his hands. There
was nothing they could do ‒ yet ‒ as she explained. They
must just wait till the papers came through; but whatever happened,
nothing would make her give him up. She loved him too much for that.

‘Oh,
you angel kid! I was terrified you’d bolt. After all, I
deserved that. You don’t know what I’ve lived through
these last few days.’

‘You
didn’t think that I’d really run away?’

‘I
didn’t know. Women are so vindictive that I thought perhaps
Bianca would cling on; and if she did, what would happen to us then?’

‘But
Bianca’s married to somebody else?’

‘I
know, but I don’t suppose the papers being in order worried her
much. You know what Hollywood is.’

‘But
surely that’s bigamy?’

‘Don’t
be clever, darling. You’re such an angel. I’d hate to
think of you as being clever.’

She
kissed him, because there did not seem to be anything else she could
do. Nonna
believed that she was married, everybody believed that she and
Chester had done the right thing; she mustn’t go to Confession
again until the papers came through, and, anyway, it couldn’t
be so very long. Because she now looked upon Chester as being
something of a martyr, she kissed him more fondly, believing that she
would fight this battle for his sake.


But she wished that
she had not been so vehement when she had talked to Isobel Joyce.



SIX

They never
went to Caxton Hall.

Gradually,
Madeline grew to know Chester better, to pity his follies, to condone
his offences, and, most unfortunately, to love him increasingly.
Chester saw a rosy world, the world he wished to live in, never the
one in which he really dwelt. His Foreign Office was a little
insurance office off Whitehall; she only found that out by accident,
going to meet him one day when he did not expect her, and seeing him
come out of the building. The porter there told her.

‘Oh,
Mr. Thane’s worked here for years,’ said the porter,
‘ever since he left the Navy, he has.’

So
the Navy had been true, that was one thing in which she could
believe! Chester had served with the R.N. even though he never
produced photographs of that period, and (as she knew him better) she
couldn’t help feeling that he was one of those men who would
have taken advantage of the offers of Bond Street photographers and
have gone along in full regalia for a permanent memento of his
Service life.

She
doubted if Bianca had been in Hollywood; she doubted if the divorce
had really been started. Then she was ashamed of her doubts, because
in so many ways Chester was kind and trustworthy, and he did love
her, she could always be sure of that. Never had anyone been sweeter
to her. The thing to do was to live to-day for to-day, and enjoy the
beauty which had never been in her life before. The moment he could
do so Chester promised her that he would put the whole thing right;
she must trust him. He had set the cogs in motion, and although, like
the mills of God, they ground slowly, they did grind, which was
something.

For
the moment Madeline kept away from Mr. Rozanne’s, because she
could not meet the penetrating gaze of Isobel Joyce or answer her
questions. She did not go to Nonna’s.

‘But,
dearest, how are they to know?’
asked Chester.

‘The
trouble is that I know.’

‘My
sweet, do you think a few silly words and a certain certificate could
make any difference to hearts?’

‘No,
I don’t; but they can make a difference to how I feel inside
me. Anyway, I wouldn’t dare go to Mass.’

‘I
personally think that Mass is rather hula-hula.’

She
looked at him gravely. ‘It’s God!’ she said.

‘Yes,
but what is God? Half of the religious business is because man is so
scared of oblivion that he wants some kind of theatrical dope to give
him Dutch courage.’

‘I
do wish you wouldn’t talk that way.’

Instantly
he apologised. ‘I’m a pig! I’m treading on your
sentiments, and it’s foul of me. I’ll never do it again,
and it’s only because I’m a beastly heretic that I do it
now …
Dearest, I am so sorry.’

Of
course she forgave him.

In
her own mind she had that buoyant optimism of youth, believing that
one of these days she might be able to convert him
to her own way of thinking. The optimism was a light to illuminate
her path. She told herself that only for the moment did this shadow
lie upon her, and she believed that she would pass out from under it.
For the moment she kept her peace, but after a time she paid most
hurried visits to Nonna;
she also visited Mamma twice: once when she was still in Queen
Charlotte’s (which seemed quite a safe project because of the
publicity of the ward) and once when Mamma had returned to the
Venezia,
and was languishing in an airless room upstairs, in no mood to ask a
lot of questions.

She
asked Chester about Bianca; she did not know why, because she very
much doubted if he would tell her much, but she could not stop
herself from enquiring.

‘Was
she horrid to you?’

‘No,
she was quite nice, a bit haughty, and we knew the marriage was a
failure almost before it had begun. I never can think why we
rushed into it.’

‘A
good thing you never had any children.’

‘Yes,
rather! But there never was anything like that about it.’

‘I
wonder if we shall have children?’

‘Well,
we can’t as things are.’

‘No,
but later on. I’d adore babies. My Church would expect me to
have babies.’

‘You
funny little thing! You believe in all those candles and Confessions.
As though it could make any difference.’

‘It
can to me.’

‘Not
really. You think it can, but all the time you’re you, and I’m
me; if there is a God, He has a damned thwarted sense of humour, and
if there isn’t, we can’t do anything about it. It’s
just too bad.’

‘Oh,
I do wish you wouldn’t talk like that.’ But by now she
was getting used to it, and she knew that it did not hurt so much.
She talked about his work. ‘Is it fun at the office?’

‘It’s
nice being in the swim and meeting the right sort of people.’

He
didn’t realise that she knew, and, because she felt that it
would hurt him, naturally she wouldn’t tell. ‘But you met
the right sort of people in the Navy? I wish I’d seen you.’

‘You
never will now, thanks to the Geddes axe.’

‘Had
you got medals?’

‘The
usual Pip, Squeak and Wilfred.’

She
said ‘Oh’, indifferently.

One
day he took her to a famous beauty firm and bought her make-up. Until
that time she had managed with a small pink box of powder, kept away
from Nonna’s
eagle eye, and a tiny stub of lipstick. Chester liked make-up, and he
took her along and paid for a treatment.

‘It’ll
surprise you,’ he said.

She
was nervous; but one hour later, when she looked in the mirror, she
hardly recognised the beautiful face that stared back at her. They
sold her the right cosmetics, and when she came out into the street
it was as though she had left a chrysalis behind her, and now glowed
like a butterfly. She was reborn. Within her was a sense of power,
derived from her own beauty; she was no longer afraid of life! They
walked down Bond Street together, and the men looked back at her over
their shoulders.

They
paused before an art dealer’s, looking in at the sole picture,
which was lit by an electric light cunningly concealed. The picture
was of a laburnum tree in early June. The gold dripped down the
parasol shape of the tree, like sunshine slipping down a pale-green
sunshade.

‘It’s
lovely,’ she said.

‘We’ll
ask the price. I used to know the old chap once, Hellgarth was his
name, and he had a schoolgirl daughter, rather a pretty kid, blonde.’

‘But
we could never buy a picture like that.’

‘I
don’t see why not. No harm in asking,’ and in they went.

She
had as yet to grow accustomed to the fact that Chester did what he
thought he would, and never hesitated to assess if he could or
couldn’t afford a thing. Inside the shop the old man was
looking at a couple of canvases which an artist had just brought in.
The artist was attenuated and hyperslender, he had a ginger beard on
a young aesthetic face, and green-grey eyes in which tranquillity lay
like an unruffled pool. His eyes, the colour of the sea, held the
peace of a dew-pond, and there was something about them that
fascinated Madeline. He smiled at her, for he also had noticed the
beauty which the cosmetic shop had given her. She smiled back.

Meanwhile
Chester had gone across the shop to speak to a young girl sitting on
the arm of a sofa.

‘Hélène,
grown up,’ he said, ‘and you don’t remember me?’

Hélène
was exquisite, a natural blonde, with honey hair and eyes, set in a
triangular, small pale face. She looked at Chester. ‘Something
about you is familiar?’ she said.

‘So
it should be, I once gave you a piggy-back.’ He was now in his
most perfect mood, all ready to banter. But Madeline barely noticed
him, for the artist was talking to her. Frank Greyston was his name.
He spoke with a southern accent, and his voice was musical. She had
the feeling that he could not do a mean thing, and that they were
very old friends; he told her that he had painted the laburnum tree
in the window, and had now brought other canvases for Mr. Hellgarth’s
approval. One was of a March wood brightened by the first spatter of
primroses, a fragile rendering of black lace and amber silk. The
other was a garden on which autumn had set a frosty finger, almost
indiscernible in blue mist, where of all the summer treasures there
only remained the scarlet fire of some clumps of tritoma in a dark
border rimmed with silver.

‘That’s
lovely!’ said Madeline.

Much
later she saw that Chester had undoubtedly been flirting with Hélène.
It had not happened since she and he had started living together, and
it surprised her that he should do it. Her own loyalty was so strong
that on the way back she was foolish enough to reproach him.

‘My
sweet, there’s nothing in that. You’re too old a married
woman to object to a few empty compliments for a kid. I’ve
known her since the baby sock stage, and that’s all there is to
it. Don’t be so silly!’

‘She’s
very pretty.’

‘And
so are you! She’s rich, of course; that old man must have made
a packet out of his art shop. As to that laburnum picture, did you
hear that he was asking a hundred guineas? Robbery, of course, but
undoubtedly he’ll get it.’

‘Mr.
Greyston painted it.’

‘So
that’s who that frightful-looking hairpin was! A cross between
Uncle Sam and George Gee! Good Heavens! I noticed that you and he got
on very well.’

‘He
was nice.’

‘So
was Hélène.’

She
said no more, but she felt hurt.

One day she met Luca.

She
was alone, walking down Piccadilly, when she saw him coming towards
her, wearing his waiter’s trousers and an old sports coat that
fitted nowhere. Madeline was radiant with her fresh make-up and a
white frock in contrast to her darkness, now intensified by carmine
lipstick and eyelids that glistened with grease. She stopped at once,
pleased to see that his face grew brighter as she did so.

‘Madeline,
I thought we’d never meet again.’

‘Why
ever not?’

‘Well,
hardly after you went off and got married and are living somewhere
posh, and turning grand.’

‘I’ve
never turned grand; I haven’t got anything to be grand about.’
She was surprised at her feeling of delight over meeting him again.
‘Can’t we go somewhere and talk?’

‘Where
can we go? I’ve only got an hour.’

‘There’s
the Green Park. It’s a bit dusty, but not too bad.’

‘Right-ho!’

They
sat on the grass under one of the small hawthorn trees, which lent
them a shadow from the too vigorous sunshine of the day. Luca had a
lot to tell her. He had been given a better job, that of head waiter,
and he was saving money against the day when he could start his own
restaurant. He was still set on that dream. Since the birth of the
stillborn bambino
his father had been kinder to him, probably because he sensed
failure, for Mamma was irritable, and Mario felt that the move that
he had made had not been so clever as once he had supposed. He turned
to his son, suggesting that if Luca wanted to start a restaurant,
perhaps he could help, and there had been a very pleasant
reconciliation.

‘I’m
glad,’ said Madeline.

‘And
you’re happy?’

‘Luca,
I never realised that anybody could be so happy.’

He
said, ‘Why did you do it all so quietly? We all wanted a
wedding, with a cake. I’ve never seen Nonna
so upset about anything, she just sat and cried, poor old thing!
Nonna
loves a festa.’

Madeline
did not know why she said it, but it came almost before she had
expected it. ‘It wasn’t a festa,’
she told him.

‘But
any wedding is a festa.’

‘Luca,
you’ll have to keep this a secret, because I haven’t told
a soul about it, but somehow you’re different. Chester has a
wife; he didn’t like to tell me about it before, but when we
got to the Caxton Hall something had gone wrong with the divorce
papers, the licence wasn’t through properly.’

‘You
mean you’re not married?’ He looked at her with
sympathetic eyes out of his thin, peeky face.

‘Not
yet. We’re going to be, the moment everything comes through,
but there has been some mistake. Bianca is in Hollywood.’ As
she said it she had a horrible misgiving that the story might not be
really true. Not that she blamed Chester, he could not help
embroidering his life, she understood that, but it worried her. ‘You
see, it was a Reno divorce, and it wasn’t in order.’

‘Then?’

She
said, ‘Yes, Luca,’ very quietly. ‘I know, but it
all sounds to be so much worse than it really is. I can’t help
it. The whole thing had happened before I realised it, and now it is
just a case of waiting until we can be married.’

She
hoped he wouldn’t make the obvious remark; but he did. ‘If
it is a divorce, how can you be married? Whatever are you thinking
of, Maddy?’

The
curious part was that all along she had deliberately blinded herself
to this. She had purposely drawn a veil over the supreme difficulty,
and now she lied. She lied for self-protection, just as Chester lied,
and as she did it she could see the similarity between them and felt
elated that it drew them closer. ‘When I call it a divorce, it
isn’t really. It’s a nullity suit.’

‘Oh,
I see.’ But she wasn’t sure that he believed it. ‘You
love him very much?’

‘Terribly.
It would kill me now to give him up.’

‘Well,
I think he has behaved in a beastly way. I think he ought to have
admitted it, and then waited till the suit was through properly, not
let you in for all this. What he has done is just a common
seduction.’

Madeline
did not know what came over her. It was the same burning passion that
she had seen so often in Nonna,
in
her mother, the tide that raced through the little Italian shop and
sometimes, submerged it in its fury. Words did not matter, for they
came in such a spate. She said everything she could think of in her
indignation, and when she became aware of what was happening again,
she was walking alone with the feeling of blood tingling in her
veins, her head swelling, her eyes smarting, and the pulse in her
throat pricking furiously. Chester hadn’t seduced her; it was
just that Luca did not understand, and now she realised that she had
been a fool to tell him about it.

Madeline
turned entirely to Chester, showering her affection upon him, feeling
that she could not give him enough of herself. She basked in the
beauty of the little flat and the garden behind it: with the vivid
geraniums, and the clematis which had long since ceased flowering.
Sometimes friends came to see them, his men friends, and one night
Mr. Hellgarth came with Hélène.
Chester paid particular attention to Hélène, admiring
her long slinky legs and body which always reminded Madeline of Mrs.
Rozanne’s borzoi. Hélène was lovely in a cultured
way that Madeline envied.

After
they had gone home again Chester came back to smoke a last cigarette
in the sitting-room, and he said, ‘Mr. Hellgarth oughtn’t
to have brought that girl here.’

‘Why
ever not?’

‘Well,
it seems all wrong until we’re married.’

‘We’re
going to be.’

‘Yes,
I know but it seems to be taking a devil of a long time. I always
thought that the Americans were fast workers, but they seem to be
losing their skill over my divorce.’

‘Why
not cable?’

He
said, ‘My dear kid, what do you think? I’m spending a
fortune in cables and getting absolutely nothing for it. I cabled
again only yesterday.’ He drew her closer to him, fondling her
hair. ‘It’s so awful for you having to wait like this, my
poor sweet, but do promise me that you won’t lose faith in me?’

‘Never,’
and she meant it.

‘Because
I love you so much, and want to make you my own for ever. It is all
my fault marrying a mean old hag like Bianca in the beginning, but I
was a sap! I hadn’t the foggiest idea what I was doing, though
I thought myself so damn clever; now I’d give my ears to undo
it.’

‘It’ll
right itself in time, dear.’

She
went on believing in this! One of these days this little shadow would
lift. At Caxton Hall they’d get things fixed, and then seek the
blessing of her Church; she still went on blinding herself to the
insurmountable difficulties.

She
had the confidence of youth, which believes that if only you want a
thing badly enough, you get it. If only you treated a man well, then
he would not fail you. She knew her Chester, his foolish little
weaknesses and his strengths, his love for her, his generous
kindness; he was always so very kind. She liked his companionship,
their talks. He was the first person who had brought any real joy in
her life.

In
September a man came to see them just before Chester was due back
from the office. Madeline was toasting crumpets before the electric
stove. She had let Ethel go out for an hour, and when she went to
answer the door-bell she saw a little oldish man standing there, in a
country coat with an old hat, but his homely face reminded her of the
Hertfordshire village of her youth. He asked for Chester, and,
promising that he would only be a few minutes, Madeline admitted him
to wait. He sat down on the extreme edge of the sofa, watching her as
she knelt before the fire with the crumpets.

‘I’m
a very old friend,’ he said. ‘I guess I’ve known
Chester all his life. I didn’t know that he had remarried,
though; I didn’t even know that Biddy was dead.’

‘It
was a divorce,’ explained Madeline. ‘She went back to
Hollywood; she’s been gone three years now, and we were married
in June.’

The
older man looked at her with grey eyes in which the first enthusiasms
had long since died. ‘What did Biddy do in Hollywood?’ he
asked. ‘I last heard of her in Yorkshire. She had a
boarding-house in Scarborough, and was doing well. A proper “do”
she was making of it up there! I wouldn’t have thought
Hollywood would have suited her one bit.’

‘I
think she went into pictures. I don’t really know an awful lot
about it.’

‘And
aren’t interested?’

‘Oh
yes, I am; I’m interested in anything to do with Chester.’
She turned the crumpet meticulously on its fork.

‘He’s
had a lot of trouble,’ said the old man, ‘but of course
he’s able to manage for himself. He’s got his head
screwed on the right way, and he’s one of those chaps bound to
go up in the world. Coming from what he did, you’d never think
it possible to do what he’s done, would you?’

‘He
came from Kent?’ she said.

‘Yes,
his father had a little shop there ‒ oil and colours, you know;
paying, I grant you, but not his cup of tea. Chester used to go round
with the orders.’

Swallowing
that quickly, she said, ‘It was being in the Navy that helped
him, I expect.’

The
old man nodded. He was proud of Chester and she could see it. ‘He
looked a treat in his uniform, we was all proud of him, but then it
is a grand-looking uniform. Nothing like a pair of bell-bottoms, you
know. After a bit he went up ‒ a chap like Chester was bound to
get promotion; he’d have liked to be an officer, of course, and
we all knew that if ever he got the chance he’d take it, but
his education was against him.’

‘But
he was an officer.’ Disloyal as it might be, she couldn’t
stop it slipping out. It was just that this man didn’t know,
and he must be put right. ‘Chester was a sub when he married, a
lieutenant when he was axed.’

‘Eh?’
asked the older man. ‘He never was no officer, and he wasn’t
in the Navy more’n a couple of years. Then of course he fell in
with Charlie Ibsen. Charlie Ibsen helped him no end. He got him that
office job of his, and he’s a toff now. I give credit where
credit’s due, Chester’s done well; he’s done darned
well.’

She
hated herself for asking questions. She took no notice of the crumpet
which was burning, or of her heart which was making such noises.
‘Where did he meet Biddy?’ she asked.

‘Biddy?
Why, Biddy was the new cook at the rectory; they kept company for a
couple of years, but he got too grand for her, I expect that was the
trouble.’ He paused reflectively. ‘What’s more, I
don’t know how he’ll take it seeing me now. If I’d
ha’ known that he’d remarried I wouldn’t have come
here. Somebody told me he was living in this road, and as I have an
old uncle in the Royal Hospital here, I thought I might look Chester
up.’ There came the sound of a key thrust into the latch, and
he added, ‘I haven’t talked too much, I hope? I’m a
bit of an old blab.’

‘No,
you haven’t talked too much.’

Madeline
went out into the hall to meet Chester. ‘There’s someone
here,’ she said, and, because she wanted to make it easier for
him, she slipped round at the back into the garden to leave them
alone together. She sat on the stone seat with its cruel motto ‘Time
Passes’, and instead of being angry at having discovered so
much, she was limply miserable. Everything the old man had told her
was true, even to the point of his being a proper old blab! The truth
was something so garish that its light blinded her, but never for a
moment did it dim her love for Chester. If he had cheated her she
knew that it had been only because he was afraid of losing her; he
would put everything right, and she had but to trust him. Biddy had
caught him when he was young (he had, of course, worked his way up
from the lower deck, and all honour to him), but he had outgrown the
environments of his childhood. Everything could be explained if only
she trusted him; at all costs she must hold fast to that trust.

An
hour later Chester came into the little garden, blown with the light
tan leaves of a beech tree. ‘He’s gone!’ he said.

‘Chester,
come here.’

He
sat down beside her. ‘Darling, he’s the local
churchwarden, and quite ga-ga! You mustn’t take anything that
he told you seriously, because, although he thinks it’s all
right, it isn’t.’

‘Chester,
I know about Biddy.’

‘Biddy?’

‘You
called her Bianca, but he called her Biddy. She was cook at the
rectory, and is now running a boarding-house in Scarborough, or was.’

‘If
you’re going to believe that rubbish …’

‘It
wasn’t rubbish! Charlie Ibsen was the man who started you, and,
after all, you yourself have mentioned him to me. Oh, Chester, why
didn’t you trust me? Why didn’t you tell me that you
weren’t a sub really?’

For
a moment he tried to bluster, then broke down. He laid his head on
her breast and wept like a child, and she had never known anything so
terrible. She held him, stroking his hair with a tender hand as she
listened to his story. Most of it had some figment of truth. He had
always been ambitious, wanting so much to be the man he could never
be, and in his own mind he had created such a man, he had given birth
to a personality, until he had grown to believe that such a
personality was himself. Stepping upward on the rungs of a fictitious
ladder, Chester had risen in the world with a gigantic bluff. The
thing had worked. It had even worked with Madeline until now; but
now, because she loved him so much and understood him, she had seen
the truth. The details of the divorce were true, and it was going
through, he could promise her that one. At the very latest, November
would see the end of this miserable business, the decree nisi would
be made absolute and they could be married then.

On
his honour this was true!

‘But,
darling; being a divorce, there is my Church to think about.’
They might as well fight the whole thing out whilst they were at it.

‘I
know. That’s been worrying me terribly.’

‘Why
did you ever want to marry me, when I’m so ordinary and a
nobody? I should have thought that you’d want somebody really
grand?’

‘I
fell in love with you, dearest. Who wouldn’t? You’re so
good to me. You’re so loyal.’

‘You’re
sure of that, Chester.’

‘Quite
sure. I know now that I’d die without you.’

‘I’d
die without you,’ she said very quietly indeed.

One night they
went out to a theatre with Mr. Hellgarth and Hélène.
Somebody had given Chester a box, and he thought that this ought to
make a good impression on his friends. It was an early winter
evening, with a hint of frost, and they dined at La Coquille, and
went on to the theatre in a Daimler car that Chester had hired for
the evening.

‘After
all, there’s no point in not doing the thing well whilst we’re
at it,’ he said; he liked cutting a dash.

‘But,
Chester, can we afford it?’ Sometimes it worried Madeline that
they were spending too much; she imagined that his salary at the
office was not large. It was true that the flat was cheap, and
Ethel’s wages small, but they spent a good deal on meals out,
week-ends in the country, and entertainments. Chester never worried
ahead, but Madeline felt anxious.

‘Of
course we can afford it. I’m not such a fool as to live above
my means. That’s a mug’s game.’

‘Divorces
aren’t cheap, I know that. They say that even a poor man’s
divorce costs a lot.’

‘Biddy
has paid for all that. She has got someone else up her sleeve, so,
after all, that was fair do’s.’

Madeline
wished that she could believe him, but, having once got into the
habit of doubting his integrity, she found it difficult even when he
was speaking the truth. Chester had the knack of embroidering every
fact; he certainly made life vastly more amusing that way, but he did
complicate it.

They
had a pleasant dinner, with Chester in his gayest mood, and being
particularly attentive to Hélène,
who looked marvellous in dead white, with one yellow rose on her
shoulder. It was the sort of dress that never got into Mr. Rozanne’s
shop, dead plain, and cut for the effect of her yellow hair and eyes,
and for the one rose. Seeing Hélène
like this, Madeline knew that her own black lace frock was wrong.
Until this moment she had thought it attractive, but now she knew
that it was overdone; it was the six-guinea class, whereas Hélène’s
was the fifteen-guinea model.

Mr.
Hellgarth was kind, a nice old gentleman who reminded her of a white
angora rabbit with his pink skin, and white fluffy hair. His dress
collar was too high and old-fashioned, he wore button boots, but he
was very charming. She found herself telling him about Nonna
and the shop; it was a long time since she had seen any of them now,
and it seemed that whenever she visited the place she brought the
smell of it away with her.

‘But
it had a personality,’ asked Mr. Hellgarth, ‘it had
character?’

‘Oh
yes, very much.’ She could almost have said, ‘Too much.’

‘Soho
is always Soho,’ he said, ‘always real.’

Too
real, she wanted to say.

The
play was romantic. Unused to frequent theatres, it brought
sentimental tears to Madeline’s eyes, and she felt almost
ashamed of it. But to her it was a lovely story, and when she rose
she was sorry that the evening was through. But there she was
mistaken, for it wasn’t through.

They
drove the Hellgarths home first to the quiet Kensington house where
they lived. It was a countrified house, with a garden approaching it,
trees on either side, and a porch in which in old-world lantern
swung. Mr. Hellgarth went on ahead and inside, whilst Madeline waited
in the car. She saw Chester arming Hélène up the path,
and thought how foolish it was; after all, that wasn’t
necessary. In the porch they stood for a moment talking, Madeline
could see them quite clearly, and they were forgetful of the lantern
swinging above them. She saw Chester put his arm round Hélène
and kiss her lingeringly, and instantly Madeline knew that he was
saying yet a few more pretty words and her whole body had gone
suddenly silent. The door shut, and he came down the path to the car
again.

‘Well,
that’s that! A very successful evening, I’ll say! It went
off well, didn’t you think?’ and then as they sat
together, ‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘Need
you have done that?’

‘Done
what?’

‘Kissing
Hélène?’

‘Oh,
that!’ scornfully. ‘Fancy you watching! My dear, don’t
be silly, it was the merest lip service; she expected it, and I gave
it. What you’d call being the perfect host.’

She
said nothing at all, and a moment later his arm came stealing to her
in the twilight of the car. She pushed him away. ‘Please,
Chester, don’t.’

‘My
sweet, you aren’t jealous? Surely you can’t be jealous
when I love you so much? There’s nobody but you really,
Madeline, nobody at all but you.’

Because
she felt helpless she began to cry, and he comforted her. ‘What
a pig I am to have made you so miserable by just a bit of my
nonsense! All about nothing, too! We’ll never meet old
Hellgarth and that silly Hélène again, if you prefer it
that way. My own, do forgive me. Maddy, my sweet, you know you are
the only one for me, don’t you? You do know?’



SEVEN

Madeline
called in on Nonna
three days later. She had made a round of visits. First of all Mamma,
limp on an upstairs sofa in the Venezia,
because she had not yet properly recovered from her confinement.
Mario was doing very well, bustling about downstairs, for never had
the Venezia
flourished
better, and he was extremely proud of it, but Mamma was melancholic
and deeply depressed. Coming away, Madeline ran into Luca, who was
coming up the street. He stopped dead.

‘Well,
Maddy, how are things?’

‘All
right. I’ve just been to see Mamma, and was now going along to
Nonna’s.’

‘Nonna’s
all right. Uncle Giovanni has been home and he has decided to become
a monk. You’ll find her hopping mad about it.’

‘But
he can’t do that?’

‘He’s
made up his mind, and in lots of ways he’s as obstinate as old
Nonna
herself.’ Luca paused and glanced closer at her. ‘You’re
looking a bit peeky? Anything the matter?’

‘No,
I’m quite all right.’

‘Your
husband’s good to you?’

‘Of
course he’s good to me. He is the loveliest person I’ve
ever met, he’s wonderful.’

‘When
is the divorce being fixed?’

‘I’m
afraid it may be another two months. It seems a terribly long time to
me, having to wait like this, but it couldn’t be helped.’

‘You’re
quite sure that you’re doing the right thing in marrying him? 
It
seems to me that if he had cared for you, really cared for you, he
wouldn’t have let you live this way. I dare say I sound queer,
but I wouldn’t put the girl I loved in such a rotten position.’

‘Chester
couldn’t help himself. I chose to be with him, because I think
I would have died if I had had to live away from him.’

‘Oh,’
said Luca, and then, after an embarrassing silence, ‘Well, I
don’t think I’ll come to Nonna’s
with you. The work won’t get done if I just slouch round. I’ll
be seeing you some time soon, perhaps?’

She
watched him go down the street, looking more attenuated than ever,
his shoulders sloping thinly down, his legs spindly inside the
trousers, which flapped like sails round a mast. She hoped that he
wasn’t going to be ill. She turned into Old Compton Street,
with the wine shop at the corner doing its usual brisk trade, and the
dark-skinned waiters from the Indian Restaurant running messages.
Outside the poulterer’s the handcart stood, with live chickens
crowded into wicker baskets awaiting death. They stared out at her
with bright enquiring eyes; she had always hated to see them waiting
there, and even as she looked, one of the men came out and took up a
basket, carrying it indoors. She felt sick.

Nobody
was in the shop at home, which was unusual, and in the back room
Nonna
was sitting in her second best dress (she had just returned from
Confession). She was eating a dish of spaghetti, long curling pieces
entwining her to her plate. Uncle Luigi wasn’t there, it was
opening time.

‘Oh,
carissima,’
said Nonna,
‘and how is my good girl?’

‘I’m
very well, Nonna.’

Nonna
accepted that as said and by-passed on to her own difficulties.
‘Life is very hard with me, Madeline, so bad! Your Uncle
Giovanni to whom I give so much, look at your Uncle Giovanni! What
has he done? He has no care for his poor old mamma, who so work for
him, and so love him. He would be a monk.’

Madeline
said nothing; in truth there was little that she could say. After a
moment she murmured something banal about it being Uncle Giovanni’s
own life.

‘Yes,
but what of his mamma?’ Nonna’s
timbre rose. ‘His mamma who work so for him, toil for him, weep
for him. He owe a duty to his mamma, and this is not the way to repay
such a duty. No. Never. A monk! Oh, how I have wept for your Uncle
Giovanni.’

Madeline
patted her grandmother’s hand, and at that moment, a customer
arriving, Nonna
gulped down a huge mouthful of spaghetti and her tears as well, and
out she went to serve in the shop, all honeyed words. Mercifully a
queue began, and Madeline, making the excuse that she was pressed for
time, said that she must go. She slipped gratefully into the street
again, with a mist lying about it, and the chrysanthemum-scent of
dead ashes from the woman selling flowers at the corner. The smell
was of autumn; it seemed to lie in Madeline’s nostrils, and she
was afraid, because it made her feel very old. Out of sheer nostalgia
she turned into Rozanne’s, a crazy move to make, but the
chrysanthemum-scent drove her hard. The place was much as usual. Mr.
Rozanne was peering out of the far cubicle, picking his teeth with
one of Miss Bates’s larger pins. Miss Bates was purring away on
a far sewing machine, with intermittent sniffs, because it was one of
her catarrhal days. Winnie was being hurriedly instructed by Isobel
to ‘nip round to Elfrida’s, and be quick about it, do,’
whilst the customer waited. It was an important customer for
fourrure.
Fourrure
represented a larger profit, and set the shop dithering. Mr. Rozanne
expected to be beaten down, of course; that happened every time,
although he and his satellites stipulated that they could only do it
this once, and not make a habit of
it. Habit it was, and always had been. Nobody seemed to be
particularly pleased to see Madeline.

‘So
it’s you,’ said Mr. Rozanne. ‘Vant to buy a frock?’

‘No,
I came to see you all.’

‘Oh,’
with obvious disappointment. ‘Vell, half a minute. You sit
down.’ He indicated the dilapidated chair where Winnie sat in
her very few spare moments, and which had, long ago, been worn out.
Madeline sat down. Isobel came to and fro, raising her eyebrows at
Madeline to infer that this customer was almost more than she could
bear.

‘Shan’t
be a mo’,’ she said, but was several mo’s.
Eventually the customer trailed away with the cheapest of four
fourrures,
and a great many hints that she believed that Mr. Rozanne was doing
her. Isobel, looking jaded, sank down into the second chair. ‘This
life makes me tired,’ she said.

‘Very
busy?’

‘Oh,
so-so! They come in, they don’t really mean to buy anything but
just want to mess about, and wear me to a frazzle. How’s life
with you?’

‘It’s
going well.’

‘You
might have sent me a bit of wedding cake, I do think.’

‘We
didn’t have one.’

‘Well,
that’s a nice wedding, I must say, with no cake. I suppose you
did
have a wedding?’ and she glanced at Madeline.

‘Of
course!’ She was too emphatic, too sure; she wasn’t old
enough to hide her feelings, and, realising it, she changed the
subject. ‘How about you?’

‘I
gave up my flat and I’m now living in Regent’s Park. It’s
a house, with a garden, just what I’ve always wanted.’
But, thought Madeline, if she is living with this man why is she
still working in the shop? She looked about her questioningly. She
was now aware of the shabbiness of the place, the carpet that was
never properly cleaned, the indifferent furniture pushed into dark
corners, and cubicles, where it was hoped that customers would not
penetrate ‒ things that she had never noticed before. As they
talked she heard Mr. Rozanne fumbling in a paper bag (did the little
man never stop eating?). ‘I’m glad you have a garden,’
she said.

‘Yes,
it’s lovely.’ Isobel’s eyes were tired, but in them
lay a new tranquillity. Madeline had the impression that Isobel was
happy in a different way, she cared for this man as Madeline cared
for Chester, they understood one another, so that Isobel radiated and
showed how happy she was by her manner.

They
chatted, yet both were conscious of a wall rising between them ‒
neither was telling the actual truth ‒ and when Madeline got up
to go home she knew that, whereas once she had envied Mr. Rozanne’s,
now she saw it as another shabby little shop, because she had known
something better. The flat and the paved garden, with the two
sinister words, TIME PASSES,
cut
into a stone seat were a milestone on her road. The Virginia creeper
might be rosying, and blown leaves might litter the garden, but time
was only passing nearer to the divorce, which meant her ultimate
marriage to Chester. She believed in him. A man who could hold her so
tenderly in his arms and breathe such fond words into her ears could
never deceive her. He might make her uneasy by the way that he
cheated her in small matters, but she could understand the urge to
turn the insurance office into the F.O., to make Biddy
Bianca-of-Hollywood, and to give himself a commission.

Chester
was a snob ‒ but so, at heart, is all the world, she assured
herself ‒ but he would never cheat her.

As
she walked up Shaftesbury Avenue, with the little dress shops, their
saleswomen lurking in the doorways, all ready to beckon customers in
with a crooked finger and an ingratiating smile, she was thankful to
have escaped this. She came to the Circus, with the pleasure-seeking
crowd, and the people converging on the tube entrances, and the
flower women grouped round Eros. As she went along in a leisurely
way, she saw a man walking in a hunched fashion because of a large
canvas under his arm, and she recognised Frank Greyston.

‘Just
going along to old Hellgarth’s,’ he said, smiling, with
kind grey eyes. He looked like the very spirit of autumn, with his
bronze-red beard and chestnut suit, and the darkly red jumper under
it. Unconventional, and un-Londony, but pleasant.

‘A
good picture?’ she asked,

‘Something
I got at Burnham Beeches last week. I think it’ll sell, for
people are being trained up to nature pictures. How’s Chester?’

‘He’s
fine.’

‘One
of these evenings you two must come along to the ballet with me, or
do you hate ballet?’

‘I’ve
never seen any.’

‘Fancy
that now! Let’s do a matinee. I could manage Thursday if it was
any good to you? Of course you may hate it; the ballet is like
marrons
glacés,
you love them or loathe them. We could try, however.’

‘I’d
love it.’

She
did not tell Chester, there seemed to be no need, and he was having
trouble at the office. Madeline did not gather what had gone wrong,
but surmised that Chester was suffering for somebody else’s
blunder, and, in covering the other man’s mistake, had come in
for a good deal of censure himself. He appeared to be so worried that
it struck her as being foolish to tempt any further annoyance he
might feel about Madeline going out with Frank, so she kept quiet.

On
Thursday she found that she did like ballet; it gave her a strange
sense of tranquillity. The whole afternoon was pleasant ‒
rather like going out with one’s brother, she felt ‒ and
when she returned to the flat she knew that it had offered her a
relaxation that she had needed. Until this afternoon she had not been
aware how tense she was with Chester (it would, of course, be
different when they were properly married); but meanwhile, without
being actually conscious of it, she was worrying.

Chester
was sweet to her that night, saying how lucky he was to have met her.
‘I couldn’t live without my darling little Maddy,’
he said.

‘Nor
I without you, Chester. When I think of the way you rescued me from
that awful dress shop, I cannot begin to tell you how grateful I am.’

‘What
about my being grateful to you? You’ve changed my whole life.’

She
stroked his hair fondly. Their lives would change even more, she told
herself, and she was wrong to doubt him. She could be sure of him,
quite sure; she kept repeating to herself that it was absurd to worry
about the future. He went to spend that week-end with the Hellgarths,
and she was alone in the flat, but now she wasn’t frightened
any more.

She
was intensely happy.

The telegram came for
Chester one November day when the fog was lying low over London, and
threatening to become jaundiced. The flat was dimmed by it, and Ethel
fussed, because ‘it wasn’t no use to clean the ‘brights’,
as they’d go all funny with this beastly muck outside’.
The telegram being delivered, automatically Madeline read it.

Biddy
killed in car crash. Come at once.

It
had been dispatched from Scarborough only a few hours previously!
Madeline was ashamed that she should experience such enormous relief,
for Biddy’s death meant that she could be married with the full
sanction of her Church; now she would have to make no supreme choice
between lover and faith. She had been brave, and courage is always
rewarded, she thought, as she dialled the office to tell Chester what
had happened. She was ashamed that another woman’s death could
thrill her so much, ashamed that she should vibrate with joy in the
knowledge that at last the way was clear.

‘Mr.
Thane?’ she asked.

‘He
isn’t here,’ was the reply.

‘Mr.
Chester Thane, I mean. This is his wife speaking; there is an urgent
message for him.’ 


‘Oh,’
said the voice, and then, ungraciously, ‘Half a mo’.’

There
was a pause, then another man came to her. ‘I’m so sorry,
but Mr. Thane gave up working here some little time back.’

‘He
what?’

‘He’s
left! He’s been gone some time.’

‘Have
you any idea where I could find him?’

‘One
moment.’ She waited, aware of a dull feeling, of doubt that was
almost a pain, then the man came back and gave her the very number
from which she was telephoning.

‘Thank
you very much,’ she said, and rang off.

She
could do nothing.

Ethel
went home, and the grey fog descended closer, whilst Madeline had the
feeling that something horrible was happening, and the premonition
that Biddy’s death had not been opportune died; now she felt
that life had not suddenly untwisted itself from some unpleasant
contortion, but had twirled into an even more complicated one. When
eventually she heard Chester’s key in the lock, she had worked
herself up into an agony of worry.

‘Oh,
Chester, I rang you at the office.’

‘What
the hell did you do that for?’

Instantly
she knew that he was angry. ‘I’d had a telegram about
Biddy.’

‘You’d
had a telegram? You mean you opened my telegram?’ She said
nothing, but held it out to him, and he read it slowly, as though
only half understanding; then he said, ‘Poor old Bid!’

‘It
makes things simpler?’

‘Not
at the moment; things are being uncommonly difficult just now. As you
discovered by your own particularly low little trick, I’ve lost
my job. It was my fault defending the other chap, of course, but
things happen that way. I’m in a bit of a mess, Maddy.’

She
sat down on the sofa beside him. ‘Listen, Chester, if it’s
money, I can go out to work. I can see us through a bad patch,
because, thank goodness, I’m young, and strong and fit, and
very, very willing.’

She
had braced her body with pride that she should be in the position to
offer this for him, she felt rather heroic about it, but he shook his
head.

‘No
woman is working for me, I can tell you that, here and now. I may be
a cad, and I know that I am
a cad in lots of ways, but no woman is working for me! No, my sweet,
I’m in a jam, but I’ll get out of it in my own way; after
all, education is an investment and good men are not out of work very
long. I’ve got that at the back of me.’

‘But,
Chester, couldn’t I help pro
tem?’

‘It
would be against my principles; after all, you must leave me those.
They may be poor things, but, damn it all, they are my own. We’ve
got to face this out, only it means that for the moment we can’t
be married.’

‘Not
married?’

‘Well,
poor old Biddy going this way, it hardly seems decent, does it?’

She
felt an uprising within her, an itching desire to fly into a rage;
the emotion gained speed, and she knew that, although she still spoke
quietly, inside her she was furious. ‘But surely it isn’t
decent living as we are doing?’

‘Well,
other men do.’

She
could not stop herself from screaming; she heard the sound in her
throat raking her, a hideous and untutored sound over which she had
no control; it seemed to fill the little flat and to blast it. She
twisted herself into a convulsive movement, until now quite unaware
that she had enough of her mother’s blood in her to behave like
this. When she recovered her full sense she was lying on the sofa,
with Chester slapping her hands, and pouring cold water on to her
face. It was so cold that it made her shiver.

He
stood back, staring at her, and as she blinked up at him she had the
extraordinary feeling that until this particular moment she had never
really seen him before. He looked to be shorter, his eyes were set
very close together.

‘I
should think you’re ashamed of yourself,’ he said, ‘that
was the worst piece of bad taste, but I might have known you could do
it though I had always thought that you were better than that.’

Between
them rose a wall that she could never hope to tear down; she stared
helplessly at him, refusing to believe that he had never meant to
marry her, telling herself that whatever happened she must stay loyal
to him, faithful to all that he stood for in her life.

‘I
should think there’ll be the devil of a lot of enquiries about
this row?’ he said irritably, ‘you screamed enough.’

‘I
had something to scream about.’

‘I
tell you I’ll
marry you when the time comes, but that time isn’t now.’

‘Chester,
you know you won’t.’

‘I’ve
got to respect poor old Biddy’s memory. I’ve got to get
out of this financial jam before I can make any other commitments.’

‘I
said that I’d work for you.’

‘Only
my kind of men don’t do that. Your kind do, they take it for
granted, but the old school tie’s different. Oh, Maddy, I did
try to educate you up to it.’

‘To
the oil-and-colour shop?’ she asked, and for a single moment
the fire of old Nonna
flashed in her. ‘To the cook at the rectory? To the lower
deck?’

Each
remark cut hard, she knew it; his eyes went stony, his face yellowed;
when he spoke again the wall had become a bastion. ‘I don’t
know who filled you up with all this rubbish, because none of it is
true, but it is quite obvious that you will allow anyone to poison
your mind against me.’

‘Oh,
Chester, I do love you so.’

He
poured himself out a drink, and when she spoke to him refused to
reply; she could do nothing but go into the bedroom. Every time that
she had entered it before, it had been a joy to her, but now the room
seemed to have grown cold; it was a morgue, Chester’s emotion
for her was a corpse lying there. She could not possibly stay here
like this.

She
began to pack a few things in a suitcase, hoping every moment that he
would come charging in, full of tender remorse, begging her to stay,
but although he came in and saw what she was doing, he said nothing.
The bag clicked to. She was crying now ‒ not for him but for
herself; the tears fell and her face began to swell; she cried so
much that the tensely tight feeling came to her head. She carried the
suitcase out into the sitting-room, where Chester sat with the
evening paper; and although he looked to be preoccupied, she knew
that he wasn’t reading it.

‘I’m
going, Chester,’ she said, waiting for him to entreat her to
stay; he said nothing. She knew that she had made a mistake in
threatening to leave him; when she had protested she had been
confident that he could not bear to let her go.

‘Chester?
Chester dear, you don’t want me to go?’

‘You
must please yourself, I suppose. I don’t know what’s come
over you.’

She
went to the front door, knowing that if once she opened it she would
be obliged to shut it behind her for ever. He made no move.
Cautiously and very slowly she turned the handle; a grey wave of fog
blowing in seemed to stifle her. The smell of the street was sour
with smoke. Longingly she glanced back into the sitting-room, and as
she did so she heard the tinkle of a siphon nozzle against a glass
rim.

Resolutely
she went outside.

It took longer than she had expected to make her
way back to Soho. At Piccadilly the fog hung thickly, so that it made
the air almost impenetrable. Madeline made her way up Old Compton
Street, not because she wished to go there, but because she had a
sentimental longing for home and for the people she knew, and could
not picture crying herself to sleep in a strange bed. Now the matter
of money was urgent; she had very little, and obviously no more would
be coming from Chester.

She
felt her way up Wardour Street, only being sure of her position when
she touched the railings of St. Anne’s. She turned the corner
and went along the street, coming suddenly upon the shop, almost
unexpectedly. The lights were yellowed uneasily by fog, and the smell
of curry and spice mixed unhappily with it. Within she saw Uncle
Luigi wearing a grimy cardigan and no collar, his face moistly flabby
as he doled out soup in tins to a fat customer. Nonna
was weighing sugar, and peering up at
the weight register with her short-sighted eyes. She did not see
Madeline for a moment, for there were three or four people in the
shop, then, catching sight of the girl, she gave a little cry of
welcome, and beckoned her inside.

Madeline
went into the back room, where the table was littered with a new
consignment of groceries, and an interrupted meal straggled across
the far end. She set her suitcase down; just then Nonna
came in, staring at the case as though not able to understand its
import.

‘Why
you bring him?’ she asked. ‘You haven’t …?’

‘Yes,
Nonna.
I’ve left him.’

‘Oh.
Che
tragedia!
But he your husband?’

‘We
were never married.’

Nonna
put her funny little hands to her ears as though to shut out the
horror of the sound. ‘But you said you will marry him at the
Caxton Hall? You did said.’

Madeline
reeled off the reply dully, like a gramophone record. ‘He had a
wife already and he kept promising that he would put things right,
yet nothing happened. She died, the telegram came to-day, and he said
that he wouldn’t do anything, not even now when she was dead. I
had to come away, Nonna,
there wasn’t anything else that I could do.’

Nonna
peered at her with small distressed eyes. The full significance of
what had happened sunk in, and she put out a hand, stroking
Madeline’s tenderly. ‘Poverina,’
she whispered, ‘poverina!’

Then
the girl broke down, sinking into an uncomfortable chair
and burying her face in her hands; amongst the consignment of
groceries she sobbed pathetically. Nonna
closed the door between them and the squalid little shop. She made
coffee in the percolator with hands that trembled, and she forced
Madeline to swallow it down. She kept Uncle Luigi away.

Afterwards,
she took the girl up to the frowsty bedroom on the stairs, which was
such a vigorous contrast to her own room that Madeline could have
wept for self-pity. The windows had not been opened for weeks, and
even the fog had entered to mingle with the stale-body scent of the
place.

‘Rest,
my bambina,’
said Nonna
gently, helping her on to the bed. ‘Rest, on the great big
pewtiful bed, so comfortable, that your old Nonna
buy.’

How
could she tell Nonna
that to rest here was impossible and that she hated it all? The
gentle hand and the kind heart that prompted her were so willing that
Madeline could not refuse them. She lay here in her misery. She was
back where she had started from; wearing a lovelier frock, with her
face painted so that it was much more attractive, she had come back.



EIGHT

Time
passed on.

The
blue water of the fjord lapped to Madeline’s feet, as she sat
placidly eating cherries and able to look back without tears. She
could now accept the past much as the Norwegians accepted the
blueness of the peaceful fjord that flowed by their doors. There was
the smell of hay, and the red glow of cherries against the brown
timbers of the merchants’ houses beside the little quay.

‘Mrs.
Greyston is content?’ asked the landlady graciously.

‘Mrs.
Greyston is very content,’ replied Madeline.

She
had gone back to work at Rozanne’s, of course, because at the
time it had seemed to be the only possible thing that she could do.
There had been no need to explain. She gathered from their attitude
that her youthful efforts to hide a very ordinary situation had
deceived nobody. Both Isobel and Mr. Rozanne had guessed that she was
not married, and the only one who was difficult about it was Miss
Bates, who was one of those women who insisted on her rights and
wrongs being in definite colours of black and white. Miss Bates
thought that it was ‘ever so awful’ of anyone to give
themselves when not properly married.

‘A
lot of good marriage has done you,’ said Isobel coldly. Warming
to Madeline, she had been the go-between who had sponsored her return
to the shop.

Mr.
Rozanne had looked at the girl indifferently when she applied for a
job and he had shrugged his shoulders. He had got over the affair of
Lilith, who was doing remarkably well in America with the band
leader; he believed now that it had been an episode, and, looking
back on it, thought that he himself was far too kind to her. He’d
never fall in love again, he promised himself. When salaries were
discussed, he dropped Madeline’s by a few shillings.

‘Times
are bad,’ he said.

‘But,
Mr. Rozanne, I have to live.’

He
looked at her with those half-blind eyes behind their thick lenses;
the eyes suggested something to her; she did not understand what he
meant, but she knew that he had seen something about her bearing
which he had not noticed before.

‘Very
well,’ she said, and accepted the lower salary.

Nonna
said that it did not matter. Nonna
had raked into her savings, and had given Madeline a five-pound note.
Her delight at having the granddaughter back was childish; she
preened herself like a fussy old hen. But returning to work with Mr.
Rozanne was not happiness! Now Madeline found that she despised the
shop, hating the work, but whilst busy mercifully she could not think
about Chester. To think of him was agony.

In
the life of Soho there was no privacy, nowhere to weep, and most of
the time her eyes burned with unshed tears. She had been secretly
praying that Chester would seek her out; for weeks one half of her
was ever on the alert for the sound
of his step, until the memory of its echo grew blurred and
indistinct, and hope lost its first poignancy. Then she fretted that
with Chester she had lost so much that she had long desired, the
warmth and sunshine; the sheer beauty of living. She wanted her flat
again; she ached to sit on the little seat into which somebody had
cut those two forbidding words. She wanted to wake to see the
sunshine filtering through the green silk curtains and to smell
eau-de-Cologne, and bath salts, not the intimate fetid smell of
merluzzo
and Nonna.
But for all these lost joys there was nowhere to weep.

She
plodded on at the shop. Occasionally Mr. Rozanne came from behind the
curtains of his cubicle, and stood watching her as she worked, so
that she felt uneasy. Mr. Rozanne was uncertain of her morals, and
she knew it.

‘If
you ask me, he’s got his eye on you,’ said Isobel.

‘On
me? Good Heavens!’

One
late February night Mr. Rozanne beckoned to Madeline. It had been a
good day, fourrure
had been in demand, and he looked pleased. He said, ‘What about
a leedle dinner together? It would be nice, I think? The Trocadero
does you vell.’

His
whole manner had changed; now he was as ingratiating as if Madeline
were a customer, and he fawned on her. ‘I’m sorry,’
she said, ‘but Nonna
is expecting me back.’

‘Winnie
can take a message to her.’

‘No,
not to-night. I ‒ I’ve had a terrible headache all day’
‒ it was the first thing she thought of.

Mr.
Rozanne fumbled in a coat pocket, to produce a small phial, the label
scratched away and a clumsy attempt to write ‘Two at a time’
scrawled on the remaining tag. ‘These are very good,’ he
said, dropping two into an already moist palm.

She
stared helplessly. ‘Really, I must go home. It’s very
kind of you, but I want to lie down.’

She
turned her back on Mr. Rozanne, and as he went back into his cubicle,
knew that her heart missed a beat and that her mind was filled with a
heavy apprehension.

‘You’re
going to have trouble with him,’ said Isobel Joyce, fastening
the belt of her coat.

Madeline loathed Soho.

She
kept telling herself that she had got to get away, but how? She
tramped the vicinity looking for a flat or rooms, but London was
full, and the districts where she wanted to live were too expensive.
One day she saw a tiny one-room flatlet to let in Jermyn Street, a
locality that she disliked, but desperation sent her inside to have a
look at the room. It was surprisingly good. Situated high up in the
building, it had a round window that looked across to the Surrey
hills, and it had been newly decorated in quite good taste, with
pale-grey painted walls, and plain but good furniture and mats. The
landlady was wispy and furtive, a foxy-faced woman quick to gauge a
prospective client, but her price was reasonable.

‘And
I ask no questions,’ she said meaningly.

The
room represented escape from the shop, it would give Madeline some
privacy, some niche, and for that she was willing to forgive much.
Although she disliked the fact that no questions were asked (because
it meant that the other tenants were women who could not answer
them), she was prepared to overlook anything to have a place to
herself.

‘I’ll
take it,’ she said.

There
was the old trouble of having to explain to Nonna
that
she was going. She waited till the last moment, then finding that
Uncle Luigi was drunk again, which sent Nonna
into
a temper, so that, after all, it was a bad moment. Nonna
said
that she did not understand girls, she never knew what they wanted
nowadays. Here was a good home and every comfort (Madeline had been
glad enough to avail herself of it when she came home last autumn in
that trouble, glad enough, insisted Nonna),
now the moment that she could get away, off she goes again! Nonna
railed for half the night, and if Madeline left this time, she left
for good, she insisted; it was all so much upsetting, never knowing!
Yet, later on, when the dawn struggled dimly into Soho, and Nonna
left off snoring raucously,
she sat up in bed to pull on her stockings and prayed Madeline to
stay.

‘I’ve
got to get away,’ the girl persisted.

Nonna
could not keep her meddling fingers out of other people’s
lives. Had Madeline seen Luca? Had she seen Mamma? What was behind
all this? Was there yet another man?

‘No,’
said Madeline. ‘No, no, no.’

Madeline
told Mr. Rozanne, just as she was leaving that evening, because he
had asked her to bring him over some gnocchi from the shop to-morrow.

‘I’m
not going to the shop. I’ve engaged a room out.’

‘Very
good idea, Madeline. Where is it?’

‘In
Jermyn Street.’

His
face lit up, a strange expression crossing it and vanishing again. ‘I
vould like to see your room,’ he said. ‘Is it a nice
one?’

‘I
haven’t moved in yet. Later on,’ she promised vaguely,
but she knew that Jermyn Street had given him the wrong idea. The
painted ladies of the King’s Highway lived there in abundance,
but she herself was strong enough to live alone, where she liked, and
to be what she liked.

When
she got to her room with her small bag she spent the evening putting
the place to rights, and rather enjoyed it. She produced Chester’s
photograph; she had never brought it out in Soho because she had been
so conscious of the unfitness of that background for it. The sight of
the familiar features made her heart ache, inducing a distressing
wave of sentiment, and she sat back, giving herself time to think
about him, and wondering if she should have handled the situation
differently and why he had never sought her out. For he had
loved her! She was convinced that what he had felt for her had been a
deep emotion, and she had a hunch that one day he would come back,
when he had had time to think about it.

She
stopped crying to tidy the room more thoroughly. Under the divan the
previous tenant had left a wad of old newspapers,
handily enough, Madeline thought, for she could now line the drawers
with them. She folded them with laborious care; it was good heavy
paper, not the cheap kind that Nonna
read on a Sunday evening. Madeline glanced at the outside sheet of a
Times,
refolded it, and as she did so a name caught her eye. She saw that it
was a marriage notice.

Thane.
Hellgarth. On December the third at St. George’s Kensington,
Chester Thane (retired R.N.) to Hélène,
only daughter of George Hellgarth and the late Mrs. Hellgarth,
Windsor Terrace Gardens, Kensington.

He
had been married almost three months.

When Madeline knew that Chester had married Hélène
(and almost certainly for her money) some emotion ceased to live in
her. She didn’t stop loving him, she couldn’t do that,
but her attitude to life changed. That was when she dined out with
Mr. Rozanne.

‘You’re
a fool,’ said Isobel. ‘I can’t think what’s
come over you.’

Mr.
Rozanne supplied Madeline with a special little dinner frock for the
occasion, prune silk with lapis bindings, and she wore a vivid
lipstick, knowing that men turned to look at her. Mr. Rozanne was a
fussy host, and she realised how his anxiety to please must have
galled Lilith. He had the waiters hovering about them, was choosy
over food and wine, and made Madeline’s head ache from his
sheer inability to take the outing placidly. He told her a great deal
about Lilith that she would rather not have known. He had never
really cared for her, he said, and could not think how he had ever
accepted her condescension. He supposed that he had been blinded by
her physical attractions; it was strange how that could influence a
man, and he peered meaningly at Madeline. He spoke of Chester, kindly
and sympathetically, so that the girl’s heart warmed to him.
Everyone else had been so hard about him, Nonna and Uncle Luigi,
Isobel Joyce and Miss Bates
(most particularly Miss Bates), but now Mr. Rozanne was kind.

It
took all sorts to make a world, said Mr. Rozanne, and men in love did
funny things. Chester couldn’t help not having been able to get
his divorce, could he?

‘But
his wife died,’ said Madeline, ‘she was killed in a motor
accident, and then ‒ well, he went and married someone else.’

Mr.
Rozanne took a large mouthful of mousse speculatively, then he said,
‘I’m very sorry, Maddy, very sorry that this should
happen to you! Ve vill make up for it one day; you are too young and
pretty to suffer. Poor little girl!’ very kindly indeed.

She
could withstand flattery, but she could not steel herself against
kindness. Helplessly she found her vision blurring, more so because
the orchestra played ‘The Maid of the Mountains’
(Chester’s favourite tune) and she could hardly bear it. Mr.
Rozanne saw her underlip tremble, and tactfully changed the subject.

‘The
very first time that I saw you, Maddy, I knew how I felt about you. I
knew. I said to myself, she is a child but she vill be beautiful. You
are beautiful, you know, and any time you vant a frock, or a chic
little hat, or, if you are very nice to me, a fur, I vill help you.’

He
called for coffee and liqueurs and bought himself an enormous cigar,
determined to do the thing well. With the liqueur he soliloquised
about his own childhood, his first love affair, a petty little
seduction in a country lane, his feelings for Lilith, ultimately his
feelings for Madeline. When he paid the bill, he glanced at her
hopefully. ‘Now you vill show me your flat?’ he asked.

They
went out into the street, the myriad coloured lights of Piccadilly
about them, with the headlamps for ever swirling round in a fiery
circle. He took her arm over possessively.

‘No,’
she said, ‘it isn’t a flat really, it is just a bedroom.’

‘Vell,
vat’s the matter vith that? It’s in Jermyn Street, isn’t
it? Most of the flats there are only bedrooms.’

‘Mr.
Rozanne, you’ve got this wrong. I can’t take you back.’

He
came to a standstill under a light, his face puzzled. Arriving at the
conclusion that he had rushed his fences, he played for time. ‘Vell,
if not to-night, some other day? I’m fond of you, Maddy, I’m
villing to spend money on you.’

‘I
don’t want that,’ she answered quickly. ‘I ‒
I’m not what you think. I’m an ordinary girl who has had
one unhappy love affair, so please don’t run away with any
ideas about me.’

‘No,
no, of course not.’ But obviously he was at a loss to
understand what had happened.

When
they parted at the corner of Jermyn Street, she felt dismayed,
because, as Isobel had said, this could not continue. She lay awake
for hours listening to a suspiciously male voice arguing a shrilly
female one in the bed-sitter next door.

Now
she did not know what to do.

Madeline
met Frank Greyston by accident in the street one morning in the late
spring. He slouched over a canvas which was tucked under one arm and
he smiled at her amiably. It was the morning that Madeline had learnt
from Nonna
that Luca was to marry the daughter of an Italian who kept a wine
shop in Frith Street. He was making a very good match, said Nonna,
because the wine shop would be of enormous help to Mario at the
Venezia;
they had always done good business together and would now do better.
She nodded her wise old head to emphasise the point, for the business
prospect pleased her.

In
one way Madeline was sorry that Luca was marrying; he had always been
a friend, and this would take him away from her. When a man married,
she knew that a girl felt differently about him.

Frank
was sloping along, blinking in the overbright sunshine which poured
so joyously down Piccadilly. Seeing her, he stopped. Madeline had a
morning off from the shop, and was spending it in making small
purchases; Frank had only to dispose of the canvas, and then he would
be free, so he suggested that they lunched together.

They
did not go to one of the more ostentatious restaurants, but to a
little place off Shepherd’s Market, with windows open to the
sunshine, and a clean pleasant atmosphere of its own. Unlike Mr.
Rozanne, he chose food and wine without a fuss and he asked her about
her life. He was easy to talk to, he had no veneer but was
essentially real, and she could be frank with him. She told him about
Mr. Rozanne.

‘Those
men are all the same,’ he said. ‘It means, of course,
that you’ll have to get another job.’

‘I
suppose I’m queer, but I’m a sticker. I hate uprooting
myself.’

‘That
has been the reason for most of this world’s mistakes; all the
same, I’d advise you to do it,’ and then, ‘I think
the flat in Jermyn Street was a poor idea. I used to laugh at
addresses; you know, the absurd people who can only live in SW1 or W1
and must get a Mayfair telephone number? All the same, when the only
thing you know about a person is their name and address, both must
act as some kind of tag.’

‘Yet
I hated life with Nonna,
it was all hugga-mugga, and I had to make a move somewhere. Rents
were high.’

‘I’m
afraid even that doesn’t make it the wise thing to have done.’

‘I
can’t move again,’ she said helplessly.

He
looked at her with penetrating grey-green eyes. ‘Maybe you
could take a holiday?’ he asked, and she remembered that she
had never had one yet, and hardly knew the meaning of the word. ‘I’m
going to Norway next week,’ said Frank. ‘I go there to
paint just before the snow disappears completely from the roadsides.
I know a little hotel at the end of one of the fjords where it is
rather amusing. Maybe we could go together?’

There
was silence; she wished that she was not speculating as to how much
this suggestion entailed. He saw it.

‘No,
Madeline, I don’t mean that. We would be companions and nothing
more, because I’m not that sort of man. I’d like to give
you the holiday. I’ve done well lately and can afford it;
besides, it’s a bit dull alone. Do come with me, Norway’s
a grand place.’ He saw the look in her eyes. ‘So that’s
settled,’ he said.

Madeline made no excuse at Rozanne’s. On the
Monday she sent round a note saying that she wasn’t very well,
and would have to give up her position there. That evening, when she
was putting a few things together for the trip, she heard Mr.
Rozanne’s voice on the landing outside, and the landlady
piloting him and protesting at having to show him up. Hurriedly
Madeline locked the door, and put out the light. She stood there, her
back to the handle, pressing it firmly as though that would help her;
she was quite unable to hide her consternation.

‘Maddy?’
she heard him say. He breathed heavily and she could imagine his
bent, rather furtive figure in the dim light of the little landing.
‘Maddy? I know you are ill, but I have come to help.’ She
did not stir. His fingers fluttered on the door, scrabbling like the
scaling feet of a bird on a parapet. ‘Maddy?’ he kept
saying. ‘Little Maddy?’

It
seemed to last for ever, she could hardly believe that he did not
hear her heart thumping, until eventually he turned away, and began
groping the rail down the stairs. It was a long time before she dared
to continue with her packing.

She
told Nonna that she had the chance to go off for a holiday and Nonna
did not ask questions. Uncle Giovanni had taken his final vows only
last week, and Nonna
was now in a ferment of dismay over it. All her plans had gone wrong;
Uncle Giovanni as a monk was a failure, she lamented. In this mood
she did not think much about Madeline.

The
bag was packed. There was the feeling of blessed relief that she was
leaving England; she went to the glass and powdered her face
carefully, outlined her lips with a chunky stick of carmine (nowadays
she felt undressed without make-up), then she went to the station
where she was meeting Frank.

In
the late spring evening the busy station was flecked with gold,
giving it an unreal light, so that a filigree seemed to hang in the
blue mist above it, and Madeline looked at it with delight. Frank was
there in his old chestnut suit, standing by a miscellaneous
assortment of luggage, most of it with burst straps, pock-marked from
use. An easel lolled against a bulging bag, and he had a queer old
ulster hanging over one arm, brilliantly green like a colleen’s
coat.

‘Hello?’
and he greeted her with effusion. ‘You look fine! Obviously you
can pack, and I can’t. I always find so much that I ought to
have with me at the last moment. The train’s in, we might as
well take our seats now. I thought we could dine en
route;
it would be rather pleasant.’

They
dined in leisurely fashion at a table for two, with the Midlands
flying past the window in lovely undulating lines. Hertfordshire
beflagged with little fields, Lincolnshire and the fens, and
eventually they came to the big port in the hazy twilight, with a
strong salt scent on the air and the ship lying alongside. It was a
mailboat (for Frank despised liners and preferred to travel this
way), and as they went aboard Madeline’s heart missed a beat;
she dared not confess to him that this was the first time that she
had ever seen the sea.

She
lay in her cabin for a long while, unable to sleep because she was
disturbed by the unreal mechanical purr of the engines, and the
movement, which, although it did not actually make her feel ill, was
disconcerting. Next morning they walked the deck with a smooth sea
running, and the exhilarated feeling still in her heart, for she knew
that this was one of the few things that mattered in her life.

Frank
said, ‘I don’t want to touch on old sores, and you
mustn’t get the wrong idea about me. When we get there it’ll
be so much easier if we call one another Mr. and Mrs. It’s
funny, but if one is honest and goes there as Mr. and Miss, everybody
asks questions. Give them the good old Mrs. and they’ll believe
you every time.’

‘Meaning?’
she asked.

‘Not
that, Madeline, I’m not a ladies’ man. I’ve never
wanted to marry, but I like companionship; I want someone to talk to,
but nothing more. Is that understood?’

‘All
right,’ she said.

He
became communicative, telling her something of his early life. Frank
had been born a couple of months after his father was killed in a
drowning fatality, and his mother had always yearned for a daughter.
She had set her heart on this little girl Francesca, so that when the
baby turned out to be a boy, she had been bewildered and for a time
had treated him as though he had been the desired little girl.

‘Sometimes
I think that has made me effeminate, for in lots of ways I am. I
realise it myself, and it always surprises me.’

‘Are
you? I thought you just amazingly sympathetic and kind.’

‘Sympathy
and kindness are the feminine qualities. Women are always more
considerate than men; they forgive and make excuses, whereas a man
condemns and ignores.’

She
had to admit that he was right.

Frank
had been born near Porlock, and had run wild. A delicate child, he
had been quite young when he had shown signs of T.B., which had
horrified his mother. He had lived like a wild creature on a beach;
he doted on the whitewashed cottage with the fuchsia hedge, and the
clematis that grew up under the eaves and in July spread wide purple
flowers. He had never been to school (his lung had forbidden that),
but he had had governesses (how he and his mother had laughed over
some of their funny hats, their drolly long skirts, and in particular
the one that wore galoshes. ‘Jemimas’, she called them).
Ultimately there had been a tutor, a young clergyman, who had taught
Frank to harness his love of beauty. Mr. Richey had 
shown
him the blue light on the cedars, and the bronze glow of the beeches
in autumn. He had pointed out the silver rim on October cabbages
after the first frosts, and had bought the boy his first paint-box.
Frank was absorbed in painting and it came readily to him; later he
went on to Paris to study ‒ he laughed as he told Madeline that
he would never forget the scene his mother had made about it, nor her
agony of mind when she came out to see him, and found him with a
broken head from a beating-up in a Montmartre café.
He had never wished to marry, he had never met the woman whom he
wanted to live with for ever, or even for a short time, though he had
met dozens who amused him conversationally, and he had taken several
on trips with him. He made a habit of taking a companion with him on
holiday. Once it had been a lusty young fräulein
on
a Wander-Vogel
through the Black Forest; another time a woman years older than
himself on a visit to Grasse, where he had been trying to catch the
blue and gold lustre of the Alpes-Maritimes and to transfer it to
canvas. There had been that lanky girl in Russia and the little fat
but merry girl in Florence one spring.

‘And
the lung?’ asked Madeline.

‘Oh,
that’s all right. I ignore it.’

‘Oughtn’t
you to have treatment?’

‘I
don’t like treatment. Sanatoria are vile, “Do
this”
and “Do
that”,
and I am not one of those men who can live by rule. They always tell
me that I’m an undisciplined creature, and I suppose that’s
true.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘I’m not
infectious, if that is worrying you.’

‘It
hadn’t occurred to me. I was only anxious for you yourself.’

‘I’ll
be all right. I never think that I’ve got it badly. Almost
everybody carries some pet germ about with them. I’m safe,’
and he smiled. She liked that tenderly womanish smile, and recognised
with a pang that in Frank there was a beauty that had never touched
Chester.

She
was going to be very happy with Frank.

They came up
the fjord in a small boat, having left the steamer at Bergen, with
the Floyen Mountain rising benignly behind it, and the quay in a
clutter of commercial confusion. It
was raining hard, but then Frank told her that it always rained in
Bergen. Because of the rain they could see nothing of the place, but
went on by train, ultimately joining the little boat and chugging
merrily up the fjord, bright with summer-sunshine; with the fir
forests reaching down to the water’s edge.

‘Like
it?’ asked Frank, sitting on the prow of the boat nursing all
his luggage, which overflowed from his lap to the floor.

‘It’s
beautiful.’

‘I
think it is nice myself; what is more, it is real. So many foreign
countries are not real at all, but this one is. This and Bruges and
the Hartz Mountains are all very real indeed.’

‘You’ve
been to them all?’

‘Yes,
many times.’

The
village lay at the end of the fjord, with a little hotel, built like
a Swiss chalet and standing at the water’s edge; beyond it
there was a sparse handful of houses, tall and slender, and a church
with a pale-blue spire which rose thinly from a full graveyard. The
boat came alongside the garden of the hotel, where the June lilacs
flowered and the marguerites flowed on a tide of large yellow eyes
that stared unblinkingly to Heaven. The landlady came running out to
greet them, a youngish woman, blonde, with a flushed pink face and
eyes so blue that they reminded Madeline suddenly of the Miss Sheila
of her youth. She spoke excellent English.

‘To
welcome Mr. Greyston again,’ she said and smiled, helping him
ashore with his lapful of luggage. ‘You always bring so much
and all so difficult,’ she said.

‘This
is Mrs. Greyston.’

‘I
am happy,’ said the landlady, ‘it is indeed a privilege,
for we always hoped that one day Mr. Greyston would bring a wife with
him, now we are overjoyed.’ She went on ahead towards the
hotel, a suitcase hanging from one hand and the easel dragging from
the other; she seemed to have no intention of sparing herself.

The
two of them followed her through the over-furnished hall, up the
stairs on to the wide landing, which had a formidable-looking heater
in the centre of it; she opened the double doors on to a large room,
with another smaller one beyond it. They were comfortable rooms, with
an exquisite view of the fjord and the opposite mountains, whilst the
sound of a sheep-bell came clanging in through the open window. Soho
was dead. It had abruptly ceased to be; Chelsea also. Here time did
not pass.

‘I’ll
have the little room,’ said Madeline slowly. She was not sure
of herself, because she had not supposed that the rooms would
connect, and she was suspicious. The moment that the landlady had
gone, Frank called to her.

‘I
can imagine what you are thinking, but when I wrote I asked for two
single rooms and had no idea that she would give us these. I’ve
always slept on the other side of the hotel before.’

‘It
doesn’t matter.’

‘Well,
I feel that it does. It’s worried you.’

‘No,
please don’t think I imagine you planned it. I’m sure you
didn’t, and I’m quite happy about it.’ She went
into the far room, shutting the door behind her.

She
sat on the window-seat, with the white polar-bear rug on the floor at
her feet, and she stared down the fjord as it lay below her. This was
real beauty. She could smell the strong rich scent of the marguerites
intermingled with the fragrance of the lilac, and she could see the
snow-peaks against a sky of almost unreal cobalt. The hot sunshine
gave the snow the lie. Sun, warmth, and beauty, and as she stared she
felt not unlike the butterfly that had flitted to the hay-field so
long ago in search of all these things.

From that moment, Norway because a series of
dazzling pictures which she could never forget. Climbing the mountain
with Frank in search of something that he could paint. Climbing past
the houses, with the sledges and skis stacked beside the door,
reminders of dark winters; as they rose, the fjord would grow darker
indigo beneath them, until, when they had climbed really high, the
blue water was almost black.

Driving
in a stalkjorei
to a far lake, then walking beside it and talking to Ola, their
driver, who, although he thought Norway divine in summer, lamented
its dullness when winter came.

Going
up a glacier, with every breath becoming sharp, and the air cuttingly
cold. Visiting a Laplanders’ camp, noting their leather-like
faces, their voluminous skirts and the old reindeer, moth-eaten at
this summer season; beside the tents.

‘They
can never wash?’ she told Frank as they drove back.

‘No,
of course they can’t; that’s the peculiar smell that
hangs around them. Whilst with them you try to believe it’s the
reindeer, but of course it isn’t really!’

It
was interesting choosing subjects for Frank to paint: a fir bough
against a clear sky; the misty vapour of a waterfall like a silver
artery cut in the dark side of the mountain, or the cherry tree
fruiting against the old timbers of the merchants’ houses on
the quay.

As
they went about together she learnt to know Frank better. He was very
different from anyone she had ever met before, a child in some moods,
always tender and considerate, always sympathetic. She grew to care
for him. Frank never flew into tempers, neither did he become
irritable, refusing to be annoyed by petty trials and with the most
optimistic outlook. Gradually she was forgetting the pain of loving
Chester.

‘I’m
feeling better about it,’ she said.

‘I’m
glad, because Chester wasn’t worth remembering.’

‘I
loved him very much.’

‘We
all love our first loves too much; we’re made that way; that’s
life, but it passes.’

‘Your
first love?’ she asked, knowing more of him because she was
becoming inquisitive about him.

‘I
never had a first love save my mother; she was the first. Such a
darling!’

There
must have been women, she kept thinking, because Frank was not
unattractive. He looked like an apostle with that reddish beard and
the mildly reproving eyes; surely there must have been women in his
life?

One
evening, when the sun was still shining though it was almost
midnight, they walked to the head of the fjord, and there, without
explanation, he turned, put an arm round her and kissed her. His kiss
was an enquiry and she recognised it as being such. ‘I don’t
know why I did that, Madeline; it’s queer, but I just don’t
know.’

She
put her arms about his neck. ‘Perhaps you like me?’

‘I
do; you’re a darling girl and a grand companion. I’m
lucky in having met you.’

The
answer was unsatisfactory. It was an empty compliment, for she had no
wish to be a ‘darling girl’ in his life, she wanted to be
the one woman. At the same time she was ashamed to be prompted by so
natural a desire, more so in that she knew that Frank did not
reciprocate it.

‘Frank,
I wish that you liked me better?’

He
was so tall that she had to tilt her head back to see him, and he
smiled down at her. ‘I do like you; if I hadn’t done I
should not have brought you here with me. One of these days I want to
paint you with a hankie tied over your head, and the blue beads that
your Nonna
gave you. I shall call it “Virgin
Emotion”.
That’ll be you!’

‘Please
don’t,’ she said chokily.

They
walked beside the fjord, she nuzzling against his coat, the one that
was green like a colleen’s, and she was ashamed to be so
dissatisfied in her relationship to him, because she did not know
what she really wanted.

‘You’re
not happy?’ he asked.

‘Yes,
I am, I’m very happy. I’ve never been as happy as this
before; how could I be anything else with all this loveliness about
me?’

He
said, ‘I wondered if you were finding me a bit disappointing?
Other women have felt the same way, they want life to progress, they
want event and episode, and I have the capacity to stay still. I
don’t want event and episode, I only want to be happy.’

‘Frank,
you make me very happy.’

‘Then
that’s good. Very good.’

On
that night when the snow flushed rose, with the reflection of the
midnight sun, and across the face of the sky would blow the clouds
that looked as if they were threaded through with fire, orange on
ice-blue. ‘Oh, Frank, I never believed that anything could be
so perfect! It seems a whole world away from that dreadful life at
home.’

‘It
is a whole world away. That was a dream and this is reality, that is
the difference.’

‘Or
is this the dream and that the reality?’

‘Heavens,
no!’ and, laughing, he kissed her gently with the timid caress
of a woman who hopes to please, but is uncertain about it.

There was that night that they went down the fjord
in the motor-boat, the sun having set for a few brief minutes (all
too short), a sinister darkness about the forests, and the echo of
the waterfalls crashing down the face of the mountains. They went to
see the Seven Sisters, where seven falls roar down in a demanding
silver cascade. With the approach of winter the roar breaks like the
voice of an old man who, in senility, returns to the boyish falsetto
of youth. Gradually the sound dies away until the last trickle is
caught by the fast hand of winter, and held in silence until the
spring. The first sound of the approach of that spring is recognised
in Norway not by the bird-song of other countries, but by the tinkle
of water down the mountainside, growing in crescendo to the
full-throated roar of summer.

Frank
spoke of it as they sat together in the prow. ‘It must be
tremendous when the first little whisper is heard,’ he said.

‘Very
awe-inspiring when the last sound dies. I’d be afraid of the
silence.’

‘Indeed,
because silence can be more cruel than any sound.’ And at that
moment, as if to give the lie to the statement, there came the death
shriek of some terrified animal caught in the fir forest. It violated
the air, stopping with a deadly abruptness. ‘You see,’
said Frank, nodding, for the silence that had come after had been
infinitely more dreadful.

Madeline
sat still. She had been reminded of the wicker baskets of chickens
stacked on the handcart outside the Soho poulterer’s; she
wished that she had not recalled them.

The
boat turned a corner of the fjord, showing a wooded headland which
jutted out into the widening water. The stars, glowing like pale
lamps in the sky, were distinctly reflected in the water. They looked
like immersed flowers.

‘Frank,
I don’t think I have ever seen anything more beautiful.’

‘Nor
I! I’ve got to remember it to paint it.’ He stared in
silence. The Norwegian stopped the engine and the boat drifted, but
always before them was the picture of the sky and the water studded
with these pallid drowned stars. ‘I think I have memorised it,’
he said, and, the boat starting up again, they turned for home.

Yet,
as far as she knew, he never painted the stars in the fjord, but he
painted Madeline in a dark-red shawl with the blue beads at her
throat.

He
worked methodically, setting up an easel in his room and painting
there for an hour each day. He never asked her to keep closely to the
pose, because he liked her to keep on talking. ‘I want to avoid
your getting a fixed expression. I like to see you as you are.’

For
three sittings he refused to let her have a peep, when, the fourth
time, he said suddenly, ‘Come and see it. I want your
approval,’ and watched to see how she received it.

‘I’m
not as lovely as that, Frank.’

‘You
are to me.’

‘But
you’ve made me a beauty,’ and then, ‘Isn’t
the lipstick heavy? It’s almost as though my make-up showed.’

‘I
like it that way; also you’ve got to remember that it isn’t
finished yet.’

‘Why
don’t you paint more portraits?’

‘Because
I only want to paint one person,’ he said lightly.

Madeline found the little doctor, who arrived as
another guest at the inn, quite unexpectedly one evening. It was
Monday, the day that the motor-boat came up the fjord, but being here
she lost the sense of time. The little doctor was Scottish, short and
stocky, with wide shoulders and a short neck; he was sitting in the
sitting-room with its closely packed ornaments, and he looked
apprehensively at Frank and Madeline as the only other guests. Frank
was the friendliest of souls, and welcomed him immediately, and they
all got talking. Sandy Mac had come to Norway to fish.


He had heard of the
hotel through a patient and decided to try it out for himself. He
came originally from Edinburgh, was twenty-nine and blessed
comfortably with this world’s goods. He had a practice in
Surrey, but the practice did not worry him too much. They nicknamed
him ‘Sandy Mac’ merely because they felt sure that his
name must be Mac something-or-other (it proved to be MacPherson).
Sandy was one of those pleasant people who fit into any picture; he
was intensely practical, which neither of them were, he was neat with
a womanish neatness, completely placid, accepting any situation which
offered itself, all of which amused Frank and Madeline immensely. He
considered that all artists starved because his mother had once told
him so, and he thought that Frank and Madeline were terribly brave to
have married on such a prospectless future.

He
could not understand when they laughed uproariously at him. ‘We’ll
have to teach Sandy Mac a few things about life,’ said Frank.

Sandy
did not understand how a man could miss a good meal because he
preferred to watch the last light on the snow, or the first challenge
of the aurora; he preferred food to beauty. ‘You can’t
fill a belly with it,’ he explained to Frank.

‘No,
but you can fill a mind, and minds hunger as well as bellies.’

Sandy
Mac shook his stocky little head. ‘If you ask me, that’s
all hoots-poots, and you’d be wise if you ate more yourself.
You look a wreck! Ever had your lungs tested?’

‘Yes,
and one of them’s T.B. I knew you’d be asking that. It’s
funny, but a doctor can never get away from his profession. I don’t
ask you if you’ve ever had your portrait painted?’

‘No,
because you realise I’d never do anything so daft. Me with my
freckles, and the hair that won’t lie flat.’ He screwed
up his funny little nose and laughed.

‘If
you ask me, the “daftest”
thing I ever did was to have my lungs tested. I didn’t need the
doc to tell me, and, anyway, I wasn’t going to take his
treatment.’

‘But,
man, you’re crazy! T.B. doesn’t stand still.’

‘Everything
stands still for me.’

Sandy
appealed to Madeline, who had been sitting on a fallen pine tree,
making a childish daisy chain, by threading stalk through stalk.

‘No,
I can’t influence him,’ she said. ‘After all, it’s
his own life.’

‘But
this way he’ll lose it.’

Frank
laughed at that. ‘Don’t let him frighten you, Maddy, all
doctors are disease boosters! They love getting people jittery, but I
won’t let them do that to me.’

Madeline
was anxious; more so that evening, when Frank had gone off, and Sandy
besought her to use her influence in persuading Frank to have some
treatment. So insistent was he, and so pessimistic, that late that
night she went into Frank’s room, where he lay in bed reading a
book. He looked painfully thin, she thought, propped up against the
pillows.

‘Now
what’s all this?’ he asked, laying down the D. H.
Lawrence. Madeline perched on the end of the bed and tried to
explain.

‘I’m
worried about you, Frank,’ she ended.

‘You
mean Sandy Mac has made you worried.’

‘I
don’t want you to take risks. If you ought to have treatment,
why not be sensible, and get it whilst you have the chance.’

‘Because
I’m allergic to sanatoria. People die there, and I’m so
sensitive to the atmosphere.’

‘Yes,
but you ought to be having treatment,’ she persisted, and then
began to cry. It would be so dreadful if this lovely interlude, the
first time that she had ever touched the fringe of real beauty, were
interrupted by the ghostly fingers of death.

He
said tenderly, ‘Don’t be a juggins! Doctors love making a
fuss, nothing delights them more than to whisk a patient into a
sanatorium and leave him there whilst they fiddle about. I’m
being no guinea-pig. After all, a man cannot get to my age without
knowing something of his own mechanism; you must let me be the
judge.’

‘But
I’m afraid for you, Frank.’

‘Silly
little thing! There’s nothing to be afraid about. Look,’
and he indicated beyond the uncurtained window, the red brightness of
the aurora.

‘It
looks angry to me,’ she said.

‘It
isn’t angry, it’s happy; I’m happy too.’

He
put out his arms and held her to his heart so that she fell asleep,
curled there beside him, waking to find the day already brilliant,
and Frank still smiling like the sphinx, as though he could see
beyond earthly vision and marvelled at what he saw.

‘You’ve
had a lovely sleep,’ he said, and, kissing her gently, ‘Youth
is very beautiful.’

Frank finished the picture, and the day that he
signed it with a flourish the enquiry came asking him to visit an
exhibition in Copenhagen. He turned the letter over in his hand,
flattered and intrigued by it, yet indolent and not wanting to leave
the hotel.

‘I
suppose I ought to go?’

‘Would
it take long?’

‘The
inside of a week. I could slip across from Sweden, and be back the
following Monday in the motor-boat with any luck.’

She
realised by his tone that he did not intend taking her, and looked at
him hesitantly. ‘I couldn’t come too?’

‘It’s
a most uncomfortable journey; besides, you wouldn’t be happy.
Fenistone, who is getting up the exhibition, knows that I’m not
married and it might make it awkward for you.’

It
wasn’t an excuse such as Chester would have made, Frank merely
stated a fact. ‘Of course,’ she said. She could easily
content herself here; there was mending to be done, and she would
enjoy getting on with it. She would get her hair washed. There were
lots of little chores, and a week’s absence would only make his
return all the sweeter.

‘I
shall bring you back a fairing from the Tivoli gardens.’ He
stretched himself like a big tabby cat, thawing in luxury before a
fire. ‘The Tivoli is such fun, balloons, acrobats, music. It
has a gaiety that is all its own. Yes, I’ll bring you back a
fairing.’

She
said good-bye to him happily, because at this time it did not seem to
be good-bye. She watched the little boat passing down the fjord,
turning round the bend, with Frank waving from the prow. Darling
Frank! But he would be back within the week.

She
had lunch alone with Sandy Mac, and it was a difficult lunch, because
Sandy kept harping on the desirability of sanatorium treatment. In
the end she flew into a passion (it was only because he had alarmed
her so much), and she told him that she wouldn’t listen to
another word.

Sandy
Mac was in a bad humour at suppertime, but next morning melted, and
went into long explanations of how he had only been prompted by the
best motives. Madeline wished that he would not explain, because all
the time she was so frightened; she wished that it was next Monday
when the boat was due back up the fjord.

But
next Monday Frank did not return. He wrote telling her that there was
so much to be done in Copenhagen, and he had several commitments that
would keep him there pro
tem,
also he had had the most surprising offer to go on to the
States, to make a special contact that he had been wanting to make
for some time. He enclosed a cheque to cover her expenses, and see
her home with a very comfortable margin. When the pale-pink cheque
fluttered out of the envelope Madeline felt herself turn cold. This
was the end. The lovely dream had died, and the cheque brought it
down to the ordinary level of debit and credit. To Frank, she had
been merely the companion that he had desired; perhaps it had been
her own fault that she had warmed to him, and had wanted him, and now
should feel an empty space where her affection for him had once
glowed.

She
told her landlady, ‘My husband may have to go to America on
business, so I shall be returning to England next week.’

The
landlady had a commercial mind; she thought that any business must be
profitable, particularly American business, and therefore good, so
she smiled and fussed. But when Madeline explained to Sandy he did
not smile, and she had the feeling that he must have known how
matters really stood between herself and Frank.

He
said, ‘What are you going to do now?’

‘I
shall return to London, and wait there for Frank’s return.’

‘I
see.’ But she had not deceived him.

On
the last night, as she sat by the tranquil beauty of the fjord, she
knew that she had to hew out a plan of living for herself. Up to date
life had been confused and she had veered this way and that, making
no direct goal, steering to no definite spot. She was twenty-three.
She would go back to London, sending Frank’s things to his
club, and (until he returned) she would take a post in another frock
shop. This time she would try for something better, a place like
Elfrida’s, anything to get away from Mr. Rozanne’s,
because she could not return there. She had a little money, for Frank
had been generous, and early in their acquaintance had insisted that
a certain sum should be put at her disposal. He had himself suffered
the horrors of poverty and could understand her natural fear of it,
but now she realised that she could not continue with all this
vagueness, this veering first one way then another, this aimless
living which carried her along without any proper milestones worth
the passing.

She
must do better.

Sandy
saw her off next morning, coming down to the water’s edge, and
pressing her hand hard. ‘Good-bye, Mrs. Greyston; come back
next year?’

‘Of
course I shall. This holiday has been the loveliest that I have ever
spent.’ She did not admit to him that it was the only one. ‘Of
course I shall come back.’

‘And
take my advice. Make that husband of yours have some proper
treatment. You could persuade him when others would fail, and I’m
sure you’d never regret it.’

‘I’ll
do my best.’ But she wished that Sandy had not got the power to
frighten her so much.

She
waved to him until the fjord twisted, and the inn was blotted out,
and with it the sight of Sandy standing watching her out of sight;
then she sat hunched there and watching the enclosing mountains,
listening to the jangle of the waterfalls, listening to the echo of
the sheep-bells, and drinking in the scent of the fir forests in long
deep gulps. Of course she’d return, she told herself.



NINE

Madeline was very lucky in getting work at
Elfrida’s. She happened to apply the very day that Miss White
left them after an upheaval. Elfrida’s was run by a syndicate,
it was one of a chain of frock shops, and they accepted Madeline’s
services immediately. It meant a reasonable salary, and she stayed
for a week at the Regent Palace Hotel until she could settle with
something more private for herself.

During
the week-end she found a flat at the corner of Trafalgar Square, a
most unlikely spot, big, old and rambling, but she liked the view,
and the proximity to people, which made it sociable and alive. It had
belonged to an artist, which in itself seemed to be a link with
Frank; and although it was furnished in futurist fashion, she decided
that this was in its favour, and she liked this all the more because
it was so away from her previous life. She got herself properly
established there before she made her return known to the family.

The
flat had bare boards with rugs of deep colours, the furniture was
covered with a zebra-striped canvas, the plain walls hung with garish
pictures, but somehow it all fitted in with Madeline’s mood.
And the rent was well within her means, which was important.

A
few days later she was walking in the streets latish, seeking a
breath of fresh air round St. James’s Park, with its strip of
water, the caressing willows and its interesting bird life. She had
only just discovered this park in its full summer beauty and was
delighted with it. As she came back up the Duke of York’s steps
she saw a girl ahead of her, overblonde, overdressed, very obviously
of a certain class. Madeline did not know why she noticed her so
closely, but about her there was something that struck a familiar
note. As she came to the big doorway of Madeline’s own flat the
girl apparently turned faint, for she put out a hand to steady
herself against a pillar and reeled. Coming behind her, Madeline was
only just in time to prevent her from falling.

She
said, ‘You’d better come into my flat a minute and rest.
I live here, it’s only on the first floor’, and she drew
the girl inside. She had to help her up the stone stairway and on to
the sofa of the sitting-room. The girl lay there, her eyes closed
against a cheek which was dreadfully pale, and made clownish by the
two spots of rouge. Her fanciful hat was thrown aside and Madeline
saw that the hair was not dyed, it was only the outrageous make-up of
this rather pathetic little face that had given that impression. The
girl opened her eyes and stared dully at Madeline. ‘Who are
you?’ she asked.

‘Never
mind who I am. You turned faint and I brought you up here. It’s
my flat.’

She
said, ‘Oh Lord, I keep on making a mess of things, don’t
I? I wish I were dead. It’s all so awful and I’m such a
rotten failure.’

‘Don’t
be silly! Drink up that water. It’ll help you and make you feel
better.’

The
girl drank it and put the tiny glass down, sat staring at it. As
Madeline watched her she felt that about her personally there was
something that the stranger could not understand, then she said, ‘You
remind me of a little girl that I knew in the village at home; she
was half Italian, Madeline Robinson was her name and her father was
run over by the hay wagon. I think she’d have grown up just
like you.’

Then
of course Madeline knew. ‘You’re Miss Sheila,’ she
said.

‘You
don’t mean that you are
Madeline?’

‘Yes,
I do; I’ve thought about you so often,’ and then very
gently, ‘Please tell me, how did all this happen? Being like
this, I mean?’

It
had happened because Sheila had been brought up on too tight a
bearing rein and had starved for romance and had suddenly broken
away. It had happened because, driven hard by her narrow little
father, at nineteen she had conceived a violent infatuation for a
forbidden lover. He was quite a common man with very little
intelligence, working in a local shop ‒ not a very high-class
shop either; but Sheila was not the girl to be denied. She had
climbed out of her bedroom window one night, having left an insulting
letter for her father, and she had gone to Henry in the little town.
Henry had been horrified and very much alarmed lest her father should
pursue him, so they had realised their small savings and had made a
bolt for London, where they had hoped for a Dick Whittington fate.
But fate is not bountiful with Dick Whittingtons; there had been a
fortnight that they had spent together in a hotel of a third-rate
variety, but it had seemed to be most romantic to the starved little
Sheila. Marriage had not come into it; possibly, when the affair was
white-hot, both realised that a wedding ceremony would not help it;
it wasn’t the kind of marriage to endure. Sheila’s
whistle had been whetted, her appetite primed; London was a dazzling
prize, and suddenly she found so much that she wanted, gewgaws,
frocks, jewels, flowers, fun. Most of all, fun! Henry deserted her,
it is true, coming suddenly to his senses when his money ran out, and
the chance of a job was offered to him in Brixton. He walked out on
her, but there were other men to admire her blonde hair and
gold-lashed eyes. Blinding herself to the future, Sheila had plunged
recklessly forward, drinking deeply of the cup that fate put to her
lips, for at least it was heady, and she was getting some fun.

She
made no attempt to excuse herself.

Madeline
said, ‘Maybe I could get you work in the rag trade? It’s
dull, of course, but honest, and it would be a start.’

Sheila
said, ‘I’m awfully stupid at jobs.’ Personally she
agreed that the rag trade would be dull, and much preferred her own
means of earning her living.

‘You’ll
stay here?’ said Madeline.

The
invitation came at a time when Sheila was cleared out. She had been
sharing a room with a woman she knew in Rupert Street, nothing like
as nice a room as this, and a most undesirable woman who used
nauseating language which Sheila had always loathed. ‘I’d
love to stay here. Oh, how thankful I am to have met you.’

Sheila
slept well, whilst Madeline lay awake making plans for her; loyalty
urged her to a quixotic rescue; whatever happened, Sheila must be
salvaged from this morass into which she had plunged herself. Next
morning the visitor lay back comfortably and watched Madeline get her
her breakfast before leaving for the shop. ‘What you need is a
job and a weekly pay envelope,’ Madeline decided.

‘Yes,
of course. You are the most understanding darling in the world, and I
can’t think how it is that some man hasn’t picked you up
and made you the loveliest wife ever.’

‘It
is peculiar, isn’t it?’ and Madeline went off to work.
The feeling of exhilaration lasted all day, though when she
approached the syndicate on the telephone they were disappointing in
their welcome of Sheila. They said that they had no niche save for
young girls who started as messengers and worked their way up to
saleswomen. Wardour Street was more likely to take a girl of over
twenty, because Wardour Street was far less particular.

Madeline
skimped her lunch to run round into Wardour Street at the imminent
risk of meeting some of her family there, but she met no one, neither
did she manage to get a firm interested in Sheila. When she returned
to her own flat Sheila had left a note saying that she was out, but
would be back later; and it was much later when she did come back,
having had too much to drink. She was not actually drunk, only mildly
silly with it, laughing a good deal at stupid jokes, and lolling on
the sofa. The unfortunate part was that Madeline was not shocked or
angry, for she had already set Sheila on a plinth and was determined
to excuse all her weaknesses. Her loyalty was staunch and she was
convinced that the girl was not really to blame. All Sheila needed
was the chance to recover herself, and live the right kind of life.
Madeline made every excuse that there was to make, because she
treasured the memory of watering that child’s garden together,
and Sheila coming to visit the school and remarking about her own
indifferent sewing and the length of her stitches.

Sheila
made no excuses for herself; she admitted that she had always hated
the Hertfordshire village which was so dull; she had disliked the
smell of hawthorn in spring, and of privet and elder in summer. She
had hated her father, though sorry for her dull mother, who, after
many years of marriage to a martinet in a dog collar, had given up
hope. Sheila’s passion had always been for gaiety and living
and she had always admired outrageous clothes. Now she had them.

‘But
you ought to have married,’ said Madeline.

‘If
you ask me, marriage isn’t so good. It means hanging round
after some man, washing his bits, superintending his home, and
getting no fun.’

‘But
where is all this leading you?’

‘I
don’t see that matters, for where does any life lead you, if it
comes to that? This is fun, and I’m a lucky girl to be living
here with you.’ She was holding on to the share in Madeline’s
household, determined not to let go.

Madeline
felt her own loyalty glow with pride. She knew that whatever happened
she couldn’t possibly turn Sheila out, because she owed her
that much. Half of her was very proud.

The work at Elfrida’s was hard, they
expected more of their employees than Rozanne’s had done, and
made fewer excuses for shortcomings. But Madeline settled down into
the job, working hard at it, only to find, in an incredibly short
time, that both Isobel and Mr. Rozanne knew that she was there. Well,
she might have foreseen that. He came round to congratulate her.

‘You
have done vell for yourself,’ he said approvingly. ‘A
clever girl, a very clever girl,’ for he appreciated people who
did well.

Remembering
the forthcomingness of Mr. Rozanne, Madeline was cautious, but Isobel
told her privately that she need not be alarmed, because Mr. Rozanne
had found a new charmer, a large, full-bosomed woman, at least twice
his height, brilliant-eyed, the owner of a profitable hat shop in
Wardour Street. Mr. Rozanne was paying attention to her; they went
out to dinner often, they did theatres, and they appeared to be
getting on very well together.

‘Well,
that’s one good thing,’ said Madeline, thankful that
someone else was taking him from her. She went round to see Nonna
a good deal later, when everything had settled down a little. The
shop was unchanged. There were Nonna and Uncle Luigi with the
interminable work of serving the customers, and the same old rackety
conversation flowing through the place; there was the same smell of
merluzzo
and spices. Nonna
hailed her ecstatically.

‘Oh,
my bimba,’
screamed Nonna,
‘for how long is it that you have forgotten me? Where have you
been, and your poor mamma so ill?’

‘What?
Not again?’

‘I
did always said that it was not good to have the bambino
in that wicked, wicked hospital. We never have it so before and it is
not nice. Your mamma have to go back for the operation.’ Nonna
gripped her own stomach closely, with two embracing hands, and
controlled herself into a gesture significant of extreme agony. ‘Oh,
it is so bad, so bad,’ moaned Nonna,
‘but she is more well now. Maybe you see her?’

‘Of
course I will. What has been the matter?’

Nonna
then waved her hands upwards in the manner of an excavator dragging
up sludge from a ditch. ‘Everything he come out,’ said
Nonna,
‘all of it. No more bambino.
Not’ing. I say they make your poor mamma only ’arf a
woman, and that is no good. Oh, that hospital!’

‘But
I am sure that they did their best for her.’

Nonna
shook her head. ‘You, like all the rest, stick up so for that
hospital. I know better. We never have a bambino
in
the hospital before, and now what ’appen? The bambino
die.
Nobody fault, you say, they do their best, but the bambino
die. So.’

Madeline
tactfully changed the subject, ‘And how are my uncles?’

‘Uncle
Luigi is well, he’s always well, but he drink a lot, and he
spend a lot. Uncle Tony not well, never well; the delicatessen no
good, says Uncle Tony; I say Uncle Tony no good. That the trouble
there, not’ing no good! Now Uncle Giovanni ‒ ah, your
Uncle Giovanni. He is a monk now, he says many prayers and sings many
Aves.
The abbot say that Uncle Giovanni will be a saint.’ She smiled
in supreme satisfaction.

‘Oh,’
said Madeline.

She
told Nonna
that she had a flat, and that a girl friend was living with her;
Nonna
thought that was very nice, and said that she must bring the girl
friend to supper, and they would have the best chianti, and a
beautiful chicken done only as Nonna
could do it in lots of oil and garlic. It would be a festa,
and the chicken would be very delicious, said Nonna
beaming
with self-praise.

Madeline
went to the hospital to see her mamma, and was quite shocked at the
change that had taken place in her. In the hospital bed lay Mamma,
gone very thin, her warm apricot skin suddenly wrinkled and sallow,
grown old, and, worst of all, crowned by hair streaked with grey.
Mario was a vile husband, she told Madeline, and she had been a fool
to marry him; he was mean with his money and thought of nothing but
the Venezia,
expecting her to work harder than ever Nonna
had done, and God alone knew that was hard enough!

‘What
about Luca?’ asked Madeline.

Mamma
did not melt; she said grudgingly that Luca appeared to be happily
married to Maria, the daughter of the wine shop, and everything was
going excellently. It was a great pity that Madeline had not married
him, because he was quite a nice boy ‒ at this point Mamma
appeared to forget conveniently that her mischief-making had been the
reason why Luca and Madeline had quarrelled. Luca was expecting his
first child in the autumn, and very pleased about it. Then she
returned to her own troubles; because everything had gone wrong with
Mamma she loathed life, and the inside that gave her so much trouble,
and the husband who was such a slave driver.

Madeline
left flowers and fruit, all accepted apparently as a daughterly duty
by Mamma, who looked at them avidly, having obviously thought that
they could, with advantage, have been more.

She
came away.

At
home Sheila was entertaining; Madeline knew it the moment that she
opened the door, for she heard a suspiciously male voice, and was
immediately sorry that she had returned so soon. She didn’t
want to catch Sheila out at the peccadilloes which she hoped were
mere suspicions in her own mind. As she went into the sitting-room
she saw Sheila and a strange man sprawled on the sofa and laughing.
Neither of them heard Madeline enter, and when they did, he looked up
rather uncomfortably and then sprung to his feet.

‘I
must be going now,’ he said.

A parcel arrived from Copenhagen; it had been
delayed on its journey, and when she opened it Madeline saw a string
of clear amber, very large, pale as thick honey, and transparent.

A
fairing for my darling,
was the message with it, and, at the bottom of the card Frank had
scrawled, Life
is all surprises, isn’t it? I’m going to the States on
special work, it has all been fixed now, and you’ll see I’ll
come back famous.

Madeline
was worried. She hated the thought that the Atlantic would lie
between them, for it seemed that her own life had suddenly taken a
plunge away from him. She had cared for him more than she had really
known; a quite futile love, because Frank was not a marrying man.

In
some ways she envied Sheila, who could always forget a disappointing
yesterday in the joy of to-day. Yet Madeline was appalled by her
laxity. Sheila had no morals at all, though she did manage to wrest
joy from living, floating through a seventh Heaven of delight, or
sinking back into abysmal depths from which she expected to be
rescued.

Worried
about her mother, Madeline paid dutiful but dull visits to the
hospital to listen to the tale of woe which never lessened. She went
to see Luca, and met his wife, a large-eyed Italian girl, amiable and
obviously a most suitable match. Madeline tried to persuade Luca to
speak to his father about his treatment of her mamma, but Luca was
most unwilling. He said, with truth, that one got no thanks for
interfering with other people’s matrimonial affairs, even if
the other people happened to be parents; surely Madeline understood
that? Madeline realised it, but felt that an effort should have been
made on her mother’s behalf, and was disappointed in Luca. He
had put on a little weight, he looked better and prosperous, and had
an excellent house in Greek Street,
with a surplus of overpowering furniture and fanciful pictures, and a
couple of pot palms left over from the Venezia.
But
the place was airless, and as she left, Madeline felt that there was
only the smallest link left between her and the man who had visited
her in her Bloomsbury room and had sat drinking coffee and eating
Philippino biscuits so short a time ago.

When
she got home she again had the feeling that someone was there. She
heard Sheila laughing in the bedroom; the laugh was girlishly
irritating, and made Madeline wince. She wished that Shelia would not
do this sort of thing, yet hadn’t the heart to turn her out
because her loyalty pulled so hard. Going into the sitting-room, she
saw a completely strange young man sitting there, looking at her in
uncomfortable surprise. He was slight and clear-shaven, with
prominent teeth, and had intelligent eyes.

‘I
beg your pardon,’ he said.

‘Are
you a friend of Sheila’s?’

‘Well,
not exactly. My friend is in there with her, and I’m waiting.’
He had the grace to redden.

‘It’s
my flat,’ said Madeline, and she was very angry.

‘Sheila
lodges with me. I ‒’
She stopped short. ‘Oh, I do wish she wouldn’t do this
sort of thing!’

He
looked at her in aggrieved surprise. ‘I rather wish my friend
wouldn’t, and then cart me along with him, and leave me like a
spare parcel in the sitting-room. You must admit that it is pretty
low of them both.’

Madeline
perched on the arm of a chair and brought out the shagreen cigarette
case that Frank had bought her in Bergen. She offered a cigarette to
him. ‘Sheila was the vicar’s daughter in my home
village,’ she explained.

‘They
always are, I believe.’

‘You
think that isn’t true? Well, it happens to be perfectly true. I
was a village child and admired her; then I met her the other day
doing this sort of thing, and it may sound silly, but I wanted to
reform her. I dare say that sounds like a lie too?’

‘No,
it doesn’t.’

‘There
isn’t a chance of reforming her.’

He
was staring at her and trying to sum her up. Was she or wasn’t
she? He couldn’t be sure, but rather thought that she wasn’t,
which made it all the more awkward. It was unusual for Val Peters to
doubt his own perspicacity, but he had to admit that this girl had
him beat! The setting, too, wasn’t the usual flat of the light
lady, and, damn it all, what she said might be true. Sheila might be
the vicar’s daughter, though he thought that was a bit
hackneyed! Val, in his own language, had considered himself to be a
judge of vintage and virginity, but suddenly he was at a loss. She
isn’t,
he told himself.

‘What
would you do?’ asked Madeline, blowing the smoke down her
nostrils. She was too madonna-like for the cigarette, he thought.

‘I’d
tell her I wouldn’t have it.’

‘I
have done, and she laughs. If I had not this disturbing sense of
loyalty to her it would be so much easier.’

‘You
must have extraordinary standards.’

‘Compared
to yours?’

He
laughed at that. ‘I’m a poet, and everybody knows that
poets have no standards at all. Besides, I drink too much; I always
have done, I always shall, I like it. I’ve drunk too much ever
since I was a kid. My mother didn’t like water, thought it was
bad for one, unless it had brandy in it, so that gave me the idea.’

‘But
if you persist in drinking too much it’ll kill you?’

‘I
know, but I’d rather die comfortably pickled than just
ordinarily stone sober. We’ve all got to die at some time. Damn
it all, it’s my own life, why shouldn’t I jeopardise it
if I wish? Any man can choose pistols or swords.’

‘I’d
hate to die young,’ said Madeline.

‘No,
you wouldn’t; that is one of the foolish beliefs that people
pretend to foster. Those whom the Gods love die young! I’d
rather go out with all my faculties, in my hey-day, than dodder into
the slippered pantaloon of senility.’

They
sat on talking; she found him most attractive. He told her a little
about himself. Val Peters was the playboy son of an old man, who had
doted on him and had spoiled him, believing that everything he did
was clever. Val had always been too rich. His mother dying when he
was thirteen, his father followed soon after, since when Val had
managed his own life in his own inimitable way. Believing that he had
a call in that direction, he had gone into Fleet Street and had
quickly got into the routine of the Cheshire Cheese, the Cock and the
Mitre. Drifting from journalism to literature, he made the right
friends. His first book of poems had an instant success, but the
chance of a great future had never intrigued him, for, by then, the
seeds of drink were sown within him that he could not concentrate on
much else.

Listening
to him, for he talked amusingly, Madeline forgot Sheila in the next
room; she forgot everything save that she had the morbid premonition
that all men came into her life too late to be saved. Chester, who
ought to have been saved from himself; Frank, with his perilous lung
disease; and now Val, with this strong trait that he petted and
coaxed and did not intend to forget.

Because
she knew even then that Val had come to stay.

It
was Val who rescued her from Sheila.

They
went out and about together, and he was knowledgeable on London. He
read her his poems, and in them she saw real beauty which she had
until now never realised was possible in the written word. She had
been able to see it in pictures, in the fecund meadow behind the
Hertfordshire cottage, in Frank’s art in Norway, in a spring
wood, but suddenly Val showed it to her in black and white on a
printed page, thumbnail sketches into which beauty was so crowded
that it astonished her.

‘You’re
very clever,’ she said humbly.

‘No,
I just have a kink that way. It is all a matter of using the eyes to
see with, not to sleep with,’ and he laughed.

A
shame that so brilliant a young man should be dying on his feet, she
thought, because she was horrified at what he could drink.

They
dined out a good deal at little restaurants. The White Tower,
Josef’s, the Chinese Restaurant, going from one to the other in
the early autumn evenings, and very happy together.

He
said, ‘You ought to get rid of that girl friend, she’s no
good to you, you know.’

‘But
where can she go?’

‘Where
do such women go?’

Madeline
disliked the allusion ‘such women,’ it distressed her.
‘Please don’t talk of Sheila like that.’

‘But
don’t you see, Sheila is
like that; she can’t help it, and I’m not blaming her,
but if she will behave that way you simply must give her up, or get
yourself classed as being in the same boat.’

He
was right; she knew she was a fool to cling to the tattered remnants
of loyalty in the way that she was doing, but it was something
difficult to overcome. She could not interest herself in Elfrida’s
these days as once she had interested herself in Rozanne’s.
Perhaps she was changing and had grown past frock shops; Frank and
Val, in their connection with the three arts, had lifted her away
from the places that once she thought had represented sheer beauty.
Everything worked by steps in her world; Nonna’s
to Rozanne’s, Rozanne’s to Chester, Chester to Frank. But
Frank and Norway were the highest step of all, standing for something
above all else in her life, something that she was afraid she could
never touch again.

She
did not see Val actually drunk for a long time, because he was one of
those men who never showed what was happening to him; then one night,
when they were dining out, he suddenly put his hands over a face gone
chalk-white and said, ‘Afraid it’s got me, Madeline. I’m
ashamed of myself, but it’s got me cold, and I’m drunk.’

It
was in Josef’s at very close quarters with one’s
neighbours, for Josef’s was small, though luckily they had
booked a table near the door. She got the waiter to call a taxi, and
bundled Val into it. It wasn’t easy, because his body sagged,
the energy seemed to have gone from his legs, his arms dripped,
reminding her of a couple of clothes pegs that had turned round on
the line in the Hertfordshire garden, and now hung in a dangling,
ineffective way. The waiter had to help, he had to be tipped; she
thrust her hand down into Val’s pockets for the money. Then,
because she didn’t know where to take him, she took him home
with her.

Mercifully,
Sheila was out and she managed to get Val up the one shallow flight
of stairs into the sitting-room; she laid him down on the sofa,
getting water for him, and for a time he sprawled there, still with
that unreal whiteness and his lips blue, staring up at her as though
he did not recognise her. Afraid of the blueness, she fetched a
hot-water bottle and put a blanket over him. Then took up her vigil
beside him, because he fell asleep.

His
pocket-book slipped on to the floor and lay open; retrieving it, she
saw a half-written verse. It was one of the most beautiful verses
that she had ever read, a crystal of thought, awaking in her own mind
a hundred responsive raptures. It seemed incongruous that this
drunken man lying on her sofa could for a moment have conceived so
fair an idea. He was worth saving, she told herself, much more worth
saving than Sheila, and she had never realised it before.

It
was one o’clock when Sheila came bursting in, in a noisy,
cheery mood, having said ostentatious noisy goodbyes to somebody in
the street below the window. She stopped dead on seeing Val. ‘Oh,
my goodness! A debauch!’ said Sheila, and began to giggle.

‘Please
don’t.’

Surprised
at Madeline’s seriousness, she pulled herself together. ‘Oh,
so you’re going to be glum about it. He’s drunk, isn’t
he? I wonder you have not met him that way before.’

Madeline
said coldly, ‘You’ve had enough too.’

‘I
dare say, but at least I can move about. Thank God I may get tiddly,
but my legs and arms still work.’

‘Sheila,
this can’t go on. After to-night I want my flat to myself. I’ve
done my best for you, but it hasn’t worked. I wanted to save
you because once you were kind to me, and I have thought of you for
years, and ‒ and in a funny sort of way ‒ loved you. But
I can’t help you, because you treat me like this, and you must
find somewhere else to go.’

Her
tone sobered Sheila up. She shook with nervousness, and fortunately
she took the wrong method of attack, for she was torn between
bursting into tears and throwing herself on Madeline’s mercy
(which would undoubtedly have worked the oracle) or bullying her way
through; the drink that she had had made her bully. ‘So that’s
it,’ she said, ‘posing as being so good, and all that,
and you want your flat to yourself for you and him!’ She
indicated Val, who had completely ceased to take any interest in the
proceedings and might as well have been a corpse for all the good he
was to an argument.

‘That
isn’t true.’

‘Well,
if you think I believe you, you make a mistake. It’s true all
right. You may blind other people, your old fool of a Nonna,
and all that crowd, but you don’t blind me. I’ll go, and
once I go I’ll never come to your beastly flat again. I can’t
think why I did in the first place.’

‘Because
you had nowhere else, and that’s what is worrying me now. Where
will you go?’

‘I’d
worry about yourself more than about me, I’ll be right as rain.
Plenty of young men pleased enough to see after little Sheila. Plenty
of them.’ She made an exaggerated exit, going off to the
bedroom jauntily, tripping over the threshold and almost falling,
then slamming the door behind her.

But
with the morning she sobered up, and felt miserable. In her heart she
knew that she had behaved badly, but she wouldn’t go on staying
here, she knew; she’d have to get out. She packed her small
belongings before breakfast, and when she emerged into the
sitting-room she found that Madeline had been up all night with Val,
who was still asleep in the same sprawling attitude, his arms hanging
limply. Madeline looked utterly exhausted, but she had got the meal,
and she only hoped that Sheila was not going to begin an argument.

Sheila
said nothing; she ate in silence, not fancying much, and wishing that
she could get a liqueur brandy to start her on the day. Nothing like
a good old brandy to make a girl feel glowy! But there wasn’t
any in the flat because she had drunk it all the last time. She went
back to her room for her bag, telling herself that really she’d
be glad to shake the dust off her feet, for the whole thing had been
a mistake; her father had been quite right when he had said that you
couldn’t reform a village kid, they were all the same; smugness
was Madeline’s trouble, she stuck by her silly Catholic
principles. Sheila was deciding that she’d try to get a
shakedown with Hetty Hillier, who lived in Charlotte Street; not very
high-class was Hetty, but amiable, and Sheila had a bit saved against
the rainy day which had now obviously arrived.


She brought the bag
out into the sitting-room. ‘I’m going,’ she said,
and then, as Madeline made no response, ‘And thank you for
nothing.’ Finally, from the very threshold, ‘You’ll
make a mistake if you take him on. He isn’t worth it.’

Then
the door slammed.

Val was unconscious until late in the afternoon,
coming round to a dreadful hang-over, through which Madeline helped
him. He would have to stay here with her for to-night, he couldn’t
possibly get home in his present condition, shaking, drawn, and
white. Besides, now that she came to think of it, she didn’t
know where his home was; somewhere north of the park, she believed,
but where? She made him strong coffee (Uncle Luigi had always been
dosed with coffee and aspirin, and had bobbed up again on it), but
what Madeline was not to know was that, whereas Luigi was a spasmodic
drinker of unconsidered trifles, Val Peters was a routine drinker of
spirits, and that he was fast riding for a serious fall. He was
better late that night, went and had a bath, which freshened him up,
and came back wearing a blanket round him and able to smile again.

‘You’ve
been jolly good to me, Madeline.’

‘Anybody
would have done it and you’ve done me a good turn too, because
this got rid of Sheila.’

‘I
couldn’t be more pleased! You don’t mean that she’s
gone?’

‘Absolutely!
The curious part is that, now she actually has gone, I’m not
sorry about it any more. I thought I’d feel dreadfully guilty,
and I don’t.’

‘Excellent!
I wish I didn’t feel so damned ill, though. I suppose you
haven’t a stiff one you could give me?’

‘I
don’t know that I ought to.’

‘Of
course you ought. Find me one, there’s a good girl.’

She
found it for him, and gave it to him; recovering, he was almost his
old bright self, sleeping that night on the sofa whilst Madeline
slept exhaustedly in the next room, wondering how she would ever get
through the day’s work at Elfrida’s in the morning, and
woke feeling even more limp.

It
was Val who made a proposal to her next day. She’d been a
brick, why not come along to his home and stay there permanently? He
needed her to see after him, he wanted someone to help him as she had
helped him. When she shook her head, he would have no nay; he did not
mean an arrangement like she imagined with her funny little mind, she
meant more to him than that, he explained. She must realise how much
he needed her.

She
would have refused again, but circumstances conspired against her. It
was a bad day at the shop. Two customers came to make a fuss over a
frock that they had been sold. Madeline, in no mood for discussion,
was short with them, and they went over her head to the
powers-that-be. Madeline did not suppose that the syndicate intended
rapping her knuckles quite so hardly, but found too late, extremely
unfortunately, that one of the customers was a cousin of the
Director. Madeline was told that any further trouble would result in
her dismissal, and she felt disconsolate about it. They expected too
much work and too smooth a tongue; it was impossible to keep sweet to
some of these pestering women, and she said so. But she saw the
danger light ahead, a red glow on her horizon, and, although there
were other jobs, she knew now that all these intimate, friendly
little shops were tarred with the same brush, and that the whole
business of the rag trade irked her.

Not
only that, but suddenly she was called to go to Nonna.
All
through her life in London Madeline had looked upon Nonna
as being an
institution.
She had thought that it was highly possible that Mamma might die, or
run away, or do something peculiar, but Nonna
would stay for ever, a hale-and-hearty active little woman serving
out her groceries from the little shop, ever cheerful, with her
deplorable English and her fat, abrupt little fingers.

A
child was dispatched to Elfrida’s for Madeline, with a message
from Uncle Luigi, who had got into a panic. Nonna
had slipped on the cellarhead whilst trying to do something clever,
and had fallen down to the bottom of the basement cellar where goods
were stored; she was hurt. When Madeline heard the news she realised
that she loved Nonna
a
great deal more than she had believed, and that now she did not care
if Elfrida’s dismissed her, or what happened to her own future;
she had got to get to Nonna
and see what was the matter. She ran all the way to the shop.

There
were no customers, and that in itself was unusual. The first person
that she met was Mario Lugo, standing in the sitting-room in his
restaurant maître
d’hôtel
suit, with his green velour hat stuck firmly on his head. ‘Oh,
my God,’ said Mario.

‘What
has happened?’

‘She
is very ill, Maddy, she is very bad. They want to take her to the
hospital, but she won’t go. She hates hospitals because of what
they did to the bambino.
She says she must stay here.’

Madeline
felt her breast bridle at the thought of anyone trying to take Nonna
to the hospital against her will; of course she must stay here, and
she personally would fight Nonna’s
cause
to the bitter end. She went upstairs. On the tiny landing Uncle Luigi
was standing crying bitterly; he looked incongruous in his old
cardigan, the collarless shirt, and his hair, as always, needed
cutting. He was talking to a fat little man who was obviously the
doctor.

‘She
cannot live,’ said the doctor, ‘and we ought to get her
into hospital.’ Madeline ushered herself in.

‘I’m
her grandchild. How long can she live?’ she asked.

‘A
few hours, a day perhaps. No more. She cannot stay here, for there is
no one to nurse her.’

‘I
will stay and nurse her,’ said the girl.

The
doctor looked at her with interest. ‘But she is a log, she is
quite helpless, and in pain. The pain may be considerable.’

‘Surely
she can be given something to ease it?’

‘I
have already given her all that I dare, and there are some little
tablets which I can leave for her, but she must only have one at a
time. They are very strong.’ He looked doubtfully at the
weeping Uncle Luigi; after all, the girl was intelligent and might
manage, this sobbing fool was impossible. ‘You really could
stay with her?’ he asked.

‘Yes,
and I will. She has always hated hospitals, and I wouldn’t let
her go into one for the world. If she is to die, let her die here in
peace, please.’

He
said, ‘Very well; but it won’t be easy, you know.’

‘I
know that.’

When
he had gone she went into the bedroom which smelt of frowst, and she
saw Nonna
lying in the middle of the flock bed with her poor old face drawn,
and her funny, furtive little eyes closed. Somehow she had never
thought that Nonna
could
look like that.

Nonna’s
inert hands lay on either side of her, for they had ceased their
activities for ever, but her lips still moved and she prattled on
aimlessly; the girl, taking a seat beside her, heard her pour forth
an incredible string of broken English, as she talked of her youth in
Tuscany, of her romance, and the way that he had looked at her, the
sunshine of the piazza, and the smell of the lilies in the church
where she was married. Or she was back again in the country lanes of
Kent, walking along the old Pilgrims’ Way with the hokey-pokey
cart, and the silly villagers who thought that ice-cream (their own
so pewtiful ice-cream) was bad for their stupid children. Then the
little birds that she had bought and had found through their fortunes
the way to the people’s hearts. The scraping together of money,
having her bambino
in country ditches as best she could, and finally the Soho shop, the
so very beautiful big enormous shop, where they sold delicacies of
the first-class order. Gorrenzi’s makka-the-money, lots of the
money, said Nonna
to herself, makka-the-money, so-very-good, so-very-fine. Only a
little work needed, and how she had worked! She prattled of noodles
and gnocchi, she talked of the merluzzo
with its delicious smell, and the cakes she made for Easter, for the
festa.
In more sober mood, she was at Confession again, or she had the
darling little grandchild with her, her own Madeline whom she loved
so much more than all the others.

Madeline
bent over her. ‘I’m here, Nonna.’

But
Nonna
could not understand, for her childhood had enclosed her and she was
back again gathering flowers in Tuscany; she was happy.


As night fell the
pain came back, and brought her to a fuller realisation of where she
was. ‘It hurts so much, Madeline, it hurts so much,’ she
gasped. ‘Help me, Madeline.’

‘Yes,
Nonna.’
She went to the tiny box of tablets that the doctor had left and she
took out two. ‘Here, Nonna
this will make you better,’ she said tenderly. If she were to
die, poor old thing, why not let her pass over easily? thought the
girl. She put the tablets on the old woman’s tongue, propping
her head so that she could drink the water.

‘So
bitter, nevaire have I tasted so bitter,’ said Nonna,
‘and
in water too. No chianti. Where my chianti?’

‘It
will make you sleep, and when you wake up you will be much better,’
said Madeline confidently, and held her hand as one holds the hand of
a child when it is afraid.

An
hour later she knew that Nonna
would never wake again.



TEN

Madeline
caught a violent cold at Nonna’s
funeral. Uncle Luigi had insisted that it should be an impressive
ceremony, and was himself exceedingly drunk long before it started.
‘Uncle Tony came, only to find that he would get nothing out of
it, and to express his disgusted lamentations all the way.

It
was a soaking winter’s day, with the boughs of the cemetery
trees clanging together in a dull wind, and the rain driving right
through them as they stood at the graveside.

When
Madeline got back from it Val was waiting for her, and, thinking that
she looked ill and tired, he called a taxi and took her over to his
little house in St. John’s Wood.

It
was still raining, and the streets shone in moist pools under the
lamps, as if they were rivers, but the girl felt too depressed to
notice much. The taxi went up the road beyond the station and she
could see the formidable shape of the church on the right, as though
it cast an enfolding wing about the graveyard beneath it. They
stopped at the little house, this had belonged to Val’s aunt
and had been left to him when she died. It was small, standing back
from the road, with a paved approach and a minute garden where rose
trees stood leafless on standards, and the evergreens glistened with
moisture like crystal beads. The hall was small but friendly, and the
big spreading sitting-room behind it had a hodgepodge of pictures and
ornaments, of curved sofa and grand piano, but was attractive in its
way. Mrs. Knappe, his housekeeper, took one look at Madeline, then
hurried her up to bed, in a chintz-hung bedroom with a thick velvet
pile carpet. For three whole days Madeline did not know what had
happened, only that one of the bulwarks of her world had collapsed,
that she would never see Nonna
again, heaping out her noodles and spaghetti, boasting about the
beauty of her food, of the delicacies that Gorrenzi’s could
offer a customer.

It
hurt to breathe, there was something deep down in her lungs that
pricked and tore at her so that she dreaded the intake. A sword or a
Norwegian waterfall cascading through her. Which? Then there were
merciful lapses of unconsciousness, of risings and fallings as though
caught in the swell of some remorseless tide, then coming to, a long
while afterwards, and very tired.

Mrs.
Knappe was
standing at the end of the bed talking to a nurse. The nurse was
directing that chicken broth might be a good idea, and Mrs. Knappe
was trundling off uncomplainingly to fetch some. The moment that the
door closed on Mrs. Knappe, Nurse, seeing that her patient was
conscious, came to her, to reassure her with, ‘Now you are
quite all right.’

Madeline
knew that she wasn’t all right, she was perfectly aware that
she had been very ill, and that she didn’t feel much better
now; in fact the weakness was horrifying. But it was Val who told her
the truth later on. A patch on the lung, said Val, nothing to worry
about at all; after all, most people had them at some time or
another, and it was a damned good job that he had had the foresight
to bring her here for it. She saw that he had been drinking a good
deal; probably he had been anxious about her, and in a way she ought
to be flattered by that, but it worried her that he should have found
this solace.

She
made a tardy convalescence, lying here in the pleasant room,
listening to Val reading his poems, opening occasional letters from
Frank (he had gone into a sanatorium in America for treatment, for
the lung had threatened to be a nuisance), but this was a very
charming sanatorium, one that even the most exacting could not
quibble about. He wrote glowingly.

It
was queer that suddenly Madeline did not seem to want him so much ‒
Rozanne, Elfrida, and Nonna and Soho had all faded away, even Frank ‒
and that now she was here, she knew that she would stay here ‒
anyhow, for a time.

‘And,’
wrote Frank, ‘you’ll be surprised to find that picture I
painted of you will be in the Portrait Society’s Exhibition
this year.’

That
in itself was a triumph.

Val
insisted on taking her down to Ventnor for a fortnight as soon as
ever she was well enough to move. Nothing like a change of air, said
the doctor. They went to the Royal Hotel, when the almond trees were
in flower, and the daffies growing wild at St. Lawrence, nodding in
that supreme peace which is part of the island. Here was beauty with
none of the grandeur of Norway, but the simple unspoilt loveliness of
England in spring: Kipling’s

Violets
of the Undercliff

Kissed
by Channel spray.

Val
pointed them out to her. Val was a strange mixture; he could linger
ecstatically over those same violets, go into raptures over the St.
Lawrence daffies, or the almond trees in the garden, then disappear
into the bar and emerge, hours later, in a state of complete
inebriacy, so that his speech had thickened, and his intelligent face
had grown bloated and distorted.

‘Why
do you do it, Val?’

‘I
don’t want to do it. I want to stop it, but how can I? I get
such a hell of a hang-over; it goes on and on until I feel like
felo de se,
and then it is a choice between that or getting drunk again, I
couldn’t care less. Besides, anybody but a fool would get drunk
again.’

‘There
must be some way out?’ she said.

‘There
isn’t. I’ve searched for the way out. Of course I could
go into an inebriates’ home, and meet a lot of tatty old
gentlemen, half gibbering, and be tended by a horse-faced male nurse
and a few unsympathetic T.T. doctors, but do you suppose I could
survive it? Not for a moment! I’ve thought of trying one of
those advertised cures: ‘Stop drinking in forty-eight hours.
Father has never looked inside a tankard again. Name and address of
this document can be sent on application.’ But, seriously, I
should have thought the answer to that was D.T.s, wouldn’t
you?’

‘Yes,
I would. But there must be other ways. Let me try to find you a
doctor, someone who can
do something. When we get back to town, let me find someone.’

‘I
refuse to go on to milk. If I have got to die, let me die comfortably
pickled.’

‘Only,
you’re worth something so much better. Your poetry is lovely,
you yourself are a charming person, you’re worth saving.’

‘You
sound like a revivalist meeting. In a moment I shall get up and shout
“I’m
saved ‒ I’m saved!”
I feel it coming. I’m saved with a couple of hallelujahs.’

‘Joking
apart, I think a cure is not out of the question.’

‘One
of these days we’ll try,’ and he went back for a quick
one before lunch.

None
of this is going to be easy, she thought, and she determined to do
her best.

The
spring broke early at Ventnor: for that lovely radiant island is the
first to welcome the turn of the year. Spring, with its flowering
shrubs, and its carpet of daisies and violets, its budding hawthorns,
its first light lacing of green on apparently dead branches. They
stayed for six weeks, and during that time she grew strong again, her
colour came back, and, barring a little cough which she could not
lose, everything appeared lighter. She would hardly know that she had
been ill.

She
did not know when she started living with Val. She had told herself
repeatedly that there must be nothing like this in her life again,
but Val had need of her. Pity began it, her care for him in those
weak and trembling moments when he suffered that ‘hell of a
hang-over’ that was so shattering: he clung to her, beseeching
her never to leave him, and she could not tear 
herself
away. It was easy for moralists to generalise, pity drove hard. The
world never knew Val as he was: to them he was the drunken poet, who
could ask little sympathy and who drank from sheer lack of grip, but
Madeline knew him as the man who had been spoilt as a boy, and had
never been able to catch up with lost time, the man who had never had
a chance.

She
went from doctor to doctor, finding most of them unsympathetic. Twice
she got Val to consent to treatment, but he bored easily, and as
every doctor required of him some willpower (of which he had no
reserve store) he lost control. Madeline realised that Val’s
helplessness with regard to his condition had restored her own
confidence in herself. In her eagerness to be useful to him she was
able to forget her disappointments, Chester, and Frank; Val, too, in
a way, but not such a difficult way, because she still believed that
she could help him. Frank wrote every three weeks and was optimistic
that he was growing rapidly better. One of these days Madeline must
come out and see the sanatorium, which was delightful. He raved about
the flowers, the trees, the warm sweet air, and the bird-song. Only
he wasn’t painting very much, he confessed, but he’d make
up for all that when he got home. Had she been to the exhibition?

‘Val,
we ought to go,’ she said, ‘it’s been opened two
days already; we really ought to go.’

‘Very
well, we’ll go this afternoon.’ It had been a bad night,
and he was shaky.

‘Do
you think you could manage this afternoon?’

‘Nothing
easier.’

They
went that afternoon to the exhibition, taking a taxi, for it was one
of the first hot days in London, when women put on their new spring
hats, and the streets smell of hot tar and rubber, and there is a new
brightness in the eyes.

‘It
seems a shame to go indoors on such a day,’ said Madeline,
‘especially when I’ve seen the picture already.’
She had on a perky little white hat and a soft green suit, a new one
that Val had bought for her for seeing him through a difficult bout,
which had entailed negotiating a particularly formidable doctor. They
held hands in the taxi, he pressing her fingers effusively, for he
was very fond.

‘Don’t
know where I’d be without you, darling,’ he said, a
trifle thickly.

How
different Frank had been, but then he had not needed her so much:
Val’s helplessness was the force that welded her to him. He
would die without her.

As
they went up the steps of the entrance to the galleries she heard two
people chattering on the stairway in front of her.

‘They
say the Greyston picture is marvellous. Usually he only does flower
pieces, natural history studies and that sort of thing, but they say
that it’s really beautiful. I always like his work, and this is
exceptional.’

‘I’ll
get my husband to see it and try to persuade him to commission a
portrait of me. I’ve always wanted to have my picture painted.’

‘So
did I till I had it done, and I came out looking like the world’s
worst woman. It was maddening.’ They went on ahead.

Mechanically
Madeline opened her catalogue, looking for the Greyston picture. Room
C. 214. 215. 216. She caught her breath. There was the entry.

‘The
Painted Lady,’ by Frank Greyston.

That entry had done something to her heart: as she
stood staring up at the exquisite picture she knew now why he had
emphasised the lipstick, why he had depicted a painted madonna. She
could not believe it of him, for Frank had always been kind, and this
title was cruel. Now she knew why he had wanted to memorise the
beauty of that Norwegian night, when, turning a bend in the fjord,
they had seen the myriad of pale stars reflected, drowned in the
waters below. Here was that view, faultlessly copied, unerring in
detail. She said nothing, but she felt Val grope for her hand,
wondering if he knew how deeply she was hurt. Frank must have some
explanation, she’d write and ask, and as she thought of it the
world spun round her, and she knew that if she wasn’t very
careful she would faint. She felt quite ill, and couldn’t
understand it, for she ought to be strong again now.

They
had meant to have tea at Gunter’s, but she preferred to go home
to St. John’s Wood, because she wanted to be alone with Val.

Val
said as they drove back: ‘I can’t think what induced
Greyston to call the picture that! You’re not the butterfly
type, you’re the sort of girl who will do anything for a man.’

‘Perhaps
that was what he meant?’

‘Nonsense.
Was it something to do with the painted lady butterfly who goes North
to die?’

‘Don’t
say things like that! You’re making it all so much worse.’

‘Oh,
my dear.’ He touched her hand tenderly. ‘Please don’t
take it that way.’

She
kept thinking of the inescapable. She wrote that night to Frank; the
actual writing of the letter was a relief, in that she could pour out
her feelings to him and pray that he would cable her some explanation
for the change of title, a satisfactory explanation too. But she
never received the answer to that cable, for on the day that ‘The
Painted Lady’ sold for five hundred guineas the notice of
Frank’s death in a Californian sanatorium was in the evening
papers. He had been optimistic, with the buoyant happiness of the
consumptive patient, who always sees ahead a bright light, but never
the dark shadow, and she had believed him, and had not realised that
he was dying.

He
had been happy. Only that very day he had written to Madeline,
expressing the belief that he was so much better that he would be
home this August. His hope sprung from an unquenchable fountain, yet
he had a sudden and not entirely unexpected haemorrhage that night,
and passed quietly out.

When
Madeline read the news in cold hard print she knew that there was now
no means of discovering why he had called his picture ‘The
Painted Lady’ and she would never know the answer, just as she
would never see him again, tall, thin, and sloping, with his ginger
beard, his quiet green-grey eyes and those attenuated hands which
were so brilliant with a brush.

A
week later she received an official letter from a firm of solicitors
in the city, which told her that Frank had left her five hundred
pounds, free of duty.

That was a hot summer.

Madeline
and Val stayed in London because he did not fancy going away, the
country wearied him for long spells; once he had played with the idea
of a cruise, but Madeline had coaxed him out of it, realising that
such a trip would be the worst possible thing for him, with the
constant proximity of the bar, stewards ever ready to bring him a
pick-me-up, and unstable companions.

‘We’ll
stay where we are,’ she said, but she felt listless and weary,
and the August was unspeakably trying to bear. In the middle of the
month Val went off to see an old friend who had asked him to the Wye
Valley to do some fishing, the prospect of which interested him. It
was strange that Madeline seemed to be almost relieved. The friend
had been at college with him, and well able to deal with Val’s
weakness, so he said. For the first time since Nonna’s
death Madeline felt free, and had never known that she had longed for
this.	

She
sat in the little scrap of garden most of the day, and when the
evenings came she went up to the West End, because the brightness of
the streets intrigued her. She visited the Venezia,
but it seemed now to be tawdry and soiled, with its clientele going
in and out, and Mario brisk and bobbish, whilst Mamma, grown
incredibly old to look at and very complaining to talk to, seemed
both languid and uneasy.

‘It
was all a mistake,’ said Mamma. ‘Oh, how I have paid for
it! Now there is no hope for me! My beloved Mamma is dead …’

‘But
you never got on with Nonna!’

‘You
cruel girl! Of course I got on with her. I was never cut out for this
sort of life, it is far too hard work. Your father would turn in his
grave if he knew what was happening to me. It’s slavery, and
Mario expects me to be at my best all the time. He never has a day’s
illness and doesn’t know what it is like to feel miserable all
the time.’

‘Mamma,
I am so sorry.’

But
there was, of course, nothing that Madeline could do about it. She
sympathised, then went down into the restaurant itself where Mario
was expatiating on the beauties of the chicken paprika and the sole
Bonne
femme
to two distinguished guests. Seeing that she was leaving, he came to
the door to see Madeline off.

‘Your
poor mamma, she what you call like bad health. She will never be
better because she does not want to be better.’

‘I
don’t think that’s fair. Mamma does want to be better, I
am sure. It’s very hard on her.’

‘And
what about me? Me?’ The little man beat his chest in imitation
of the man-hunting gorilla of immense power. ‘Is it not hard on
me to have a complaining, difficult wife? Very hard, all the time it
is hard on me, I say! Oh, what a fool is a man to marry!’

‘I
hope Luca doesn’t say that?’

Mario
raised his eyes to Heaven. ‘Luca picked wisely. He has a very
beautiful son, and his wife is well and strong, and her father make
much money. But is he a miser? Oh yes. Is he mean? Oh yes. Never do I
get one bottle of chianti
for
the shop without having to pay, how you say, through the snout for
it. Through the snout every time, and all the time. It makes me
seeck.’

There
was a call from inside the restaurant and, turning sharply, to the
imminent danger of a pot palm, he rushed from her to the patron’s
side.

Madeline
went down the street.

Uncle
Luigi was serving in the shop, in the same old way as he always
served. Now he had the till to himself and could do what he liked,
save that Uncle Tony had come up from Bristol, where the delicatessen
had gone a resounding crash. Uncle Tony established himself here,
occupying half the house, and his Protestant wife complained, and the
children bawled most of the day. Uncle Luigi was indignant, but could
only amuse himself by teaching them bad words to say, and some
Italian ribaldry which made their mother even more angry with him.

Uncle
Luigi did not care. He knew that the business was not doing as it had
done in Nonna’s
time, but it was still a good business, and ought to see him out;
that was if Uncle Tony did not get his fingers into the pie too much
and too frequently. Uncle Luigi was cheerfully happy about it all; he
just didn’t care as long as he could get his own food and
drink.

How
wide is the river between me and these people, thought Madeline, and
growing wider every day! They are interested in none of the things
that interest me, they are not of me at all. And she walked up into
Bloomsbury again, with a nostalgic yearning for much that had been,
and which could never be again, and sweet memories of old Nonna.
She saw the dreadful house where once she had lodged with Mrs.
Staines, of whom she had been so afraid. All that was past, thank
goodness, over and done with. She would never meet Mrs. Staines
again.

She
went into the square, sitting down on the dilapidated seat where
first she had met Chester. Here everything had begun, or nothing. She
wished that she had not yielded to this homesickness which had
brought her back again, for no good could come of it, only remorse;
it was like listening to a once familiar tune which had the power to
sharpen the edge of memory that one had believed to be dead.

A
man was coming through the gardens of the square, its grass browned
by the arid hand of a hot summer; as he approached she recognised him
and knew that although once she had believed her feelings for him to
be dead, killed by himself, now they lived, and that nothing could
ever kill love such as she had felt for Chester. As he came nearer
she wondered if he would know her, pass her by or speak? She wondered
if he had forgotten, and what had happened to him and to Hélène.
Madeline was not calculating enough to take into account the fact
that she wore beautiful clothes, that her face was exquisitely made
up, and that she looked lovely; never in his life had Chester omitted
to notice a woman in her present position.

He
stopped dead. ‘Madeline,’ he said tiredly, like a child
who has at last found the one person he was searching for. ‘Madeline?
Night after night I have come here hoping to find you, have sat here,
have longed for you, and ached for you, now you have come. Oh, my
dear,’ and, sitting down, he leant forward to rest his tired
head on his hand. She saw that his suit was shabby, his shirt frayed
at the cuffs and his shoes were down-at-heel. Much of the old smart
Chester had gone, but here was the Chester that she had always loved,
and perhaps now he would allow her to see him as he really was.

‘Of
course I came back,’ she said.

‘Where
have you been?’

‘Oh,
round about.’ She avoided the question. ‘What have you
been doing?’

‘I’ve
been round about too.’

‘And
Hélène?’

He
did not lie. She was glad and proud that at least he had the courage
to tell her the truth. ‘We married, you know. When you left me
I felt the veriest cad, and I rushed off and proposed to her. Too
late I knew that it was one of those frightful mistakes from which
there is no recovery ‒ at least no honourable recovery.’

‘The
marriage was a failure?’

‘Yes.
She left me months ago; there is some other chap, and I’m
giving her a divorce. It was the only thing I could do; it’s
called behaving like a gentleman, but I cannot see anything very
gentlemanly about the behaviour. It’s just hell!’ He
recovered himself. ‘Don’t let’s talk about me,
let’s talk about you.’

‘No,
Chester, I want to know about yourself. What job are you in now?’

‘I’d
left the F.O. when we parted, hadn’t I?’ So he was still
sticking to that lie; she wished he wouldn’t. ‘I helped
another fellow and had to buy the baby for it! Fortunes of war, I
suppose; comes of being a fool and having decent standards, but ‒
well, there you are. Then I got into Hellgarth’s shop. I know
nothing of pictures, but I interviewed possible purchase and made
them interested. It was going very well, though he was mingy enough
about a salary; you would have thought for his daughter’s sake
he would have done something for me, wouldn’t you? But not he!
Not on your life. When Hélène left me I got a curt
little note saying that my job had terminated. That was that again!
You’d think I’d get used to disappointments, wouldn’t
you, but somehow a chap doesn’t.’

‘Are
you out of a job still?’

He
shook his head. ‘No. I’m in something in the city. It
isn’t my idea of a job, but I had more or less to take what I
could get. It’s advertising. The fellow makes a lot of
veterinary produces, cat powders, dog powders, chicken foods, and
such. I write up the boosting advertisements and travel in them for
him. There’s money in it, or rather there will be.’ He
indicated his frayed shirt: ‘For the moment I’m damned
hard-up.’

‘And
the divorce?’

‘That’s
coming through. It will come on in October, directly the courts sit
again. Unnamed woman co-respondent, you know. It was the only thing
that I could do.’

‘Yes,’
she said.

He
would go on suffering all the time, she knew, and she was sorry for
him, sitting here by his side; seeing him, hearing his voice, all the
old love and loyalty had risen in her. She had learnt to forget him,
or she had believed that she had, but now she knew that she had never
forgotten him and that he would always represent the one man in her
life.

‘And
you?’ he said.

‘I’m
living in St. John’s Wood.’

‘You
look very prosperous, that colour suits you! Are you still at
Rozanne’s?’

‘Good
Heavens, no. I’ve been to Norway since then. I came back and
was manageress at Elfrida’s for a time.’

‘Elfrida’s!
Surely that was a step-up?’

‘Yes,
it was, but I got ill, a touch of pneumonia or something, then I went
away to Ventnor and came back to St. John’s Wood.’

‘You’re
not married?’

‘No,
Chester. I’m not married.’

He
looked at her curiously, then said very gently, ‘I was a
perfect beast to you, and I’ve no right to ask questions, but
is there somebody else?’

‘Yes.’

‘And
you love him?’

She
shook her head, knowing that emotion made her voice tremble, and her
throat work. ‘The only man I ever really loved was you,
Chester, and you know it. I’m terribly sorry for this man; they
say that pity is akin to love. I wouldn’t know about that, but
I do know that I’m very sympathetic with him. He drinks
heavily.’

‘Oh,
Lord, aren’t you wasting your sympathy?’

‘I
don’t think so. Anyway, whilst Val needs it, it’s there.’

He
went rather quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Where is your life
leading you, Maddy? It seems that I started you on the wrong road,
and I’ll never forgive myself for that. I let you down, and
since then life had been the one to let you down. It’s no good
going on being nothing at all, you ought to marry.’

‘I
suppose if Frank had lived I should have married him. He was the
painter that we met at Hellgarth’s, I went away to Norway with
him, and he was a dear.’

‘You
loved him?’

‘In
a way, yes; but not the way that I loved you. You meant everything to
me. Frank was a brother, a dear brother, no more. He died in
California a few weeks ago. T.B.’

‘Good
Heavens,’ then very softly, ‘Tough luck! You don’t
have much luck, do you, dear?’

‘No,
Chester, I suppose I don’t. You, Frank, and Val. But it’s
nice seeing you again. I’m lucky in that.’

‘Couldn’t
we meet just sometimes? I’d ask you out to dinner if I had the
price of the dinner on me, but,’ he coughed uncomfortably, ‘it
so happens that I’m cleaned out.’

‘Supposing
you dined with me? I’d love to have dinner with you, and I
don’t see that it matters very much who does the paying.’

‘Well,
of course …’

‘Then
that’s settled.’

They
got up and walked across the square together.



ELEVEN

She
was back again at the Northern port, with an hour to spend before the
Luna
sailed for Norway. It was one of those tranquil nights, with a calm
steady sea, which was just as well, seeing that she was travelling in
the Luna.
The sky above was of ice-blue flecked with orange fire, as she had
always remembered it, and it would increase as they turned North.

‘The
painted lady goes North to die,’ she thought, as she sipped a
liqueur in the hotel. ‘Where did I hear that one before?’

It
was just an old legend which meant absolutely nothing, because there
was no truth in it; she ignored it.

She
had got to see Norway again, just once again, before she finally
settled down with Chester. She had realised that a week ago. Because
she and Chester would be married after all, they would start life
anew, and everything would be as she had always pictured it. Her mind
went back over the last few months when so much had happened.

She
thought of the meeting with Chester that night, and the subsequent
dinner in the small but discreet restaurant, with the flat silver
bowls of dark red roses, the wine, the good food, and her general
feeling that life was suddenly turning in a better direction for her.

She
had blinded herself resolutely to the realisation that this would
take some explaining to Val, who was happily ensconced on the Wye,
and who had already extended his first ten days by a second ten,
because the weather was so good and he was enjoying himself so much.

Madeline
had decided to forget Val pro
tem,
for Chester was the only one who had ever mattered. Over the dinner
table he told her in more detail what his life had been whilst she
was away. Hélène
had turned out to be a termagant. You wouldn’t have thought
such a gold-and-white creature could be so volcanic, he said; he had
had a dreadful time with her. She would look him through and through
haughtily as though he was made of dirt, and, damn it all, after a
time he had had the feeling that he was
made of dirt.

Hélène
had been a spoilt child, she had had everything her own way in life,
and she expected to go on having it. She had no warmth of feeling,
she was never impulsively generous like Madeline had been, but was an
aloof creature. Chester had never sounded the outer walls of her
defences, and that was an awful thing to admit after one had married
a girl.

The
job had gradually failed him; he supposed that his heart wasn’t
in it; it had never been his job, anyway. He glossed over the time
when old Mr. Hellgarth had done his best to help him in his marriage,
longing (for his daughter’s sake) to put matters right, and,
having failed in this, had finally to sack him. Hélène
had left him and had gone back to her father; and he had had to
experience all the humiliation and dirty business of a bogus divorce.
He spoke the truth when he told that to Madeline, for there had been
no other woman in his life really, only this difficulty of trying to
fix things up for Hélène, who had accepted it all as
being part of her right.

The
job in the city irked. Chester felt that he had gone back much to the
days of the oil-and-colour shop and they were terrible. Chester’s
ambitions had always soared high, believing when he had married
Hélène that he had done uncommonly well for himself,
their photographs in several of the better weeklies, and in a couple
of dailies, having fired his imagination, But the thing couldn’t
last. Nothing in this world lasts, he told Madeline pathetically.

In
truth he had thought of Madeline as the one bright star, and had been
acutely aware of the way that he had failed her; he was as sorry as
it was possible for a man like Chester to be sorry about it. Deep
sorrow wasn’t for him, and he knew it. He had few illusions
left about himself in his shabby clothes.

Madeline
told him about Frank’s legacy, about Val and St. John’s
Wood, about her own circumstances. The more he heard, the more
Chester realised that he had been a fool to chuck her up, for
Madeline had guts! Also now she had money, and he dare bet that old
Nonna
had left her a packet, for Nonna
was
the sort who would keep a filthy stocking wadded out with notes
somewhere under the bed. He eyed Madeline with more and more
appreciation, wishing that he had the taxi fare to see her home, and
give her a kiss for old time’s sake, and hold her hand. But he
hadn’t!

They
met again.

It
was Madeline who took him to a tailor to be fitted out with some new
clothes. She knew that Chester would find it impossible to do the
best for himself unless he was properly equipped; the shabbiness of
his suit and the frayed condition of his shirts gave him an
inferiority complex which would always stand between him and a better
job.

‘But
I can’t possibly take them from you,’ he said, his mouth
working with some distress.

‘You
can pay me back later. Please, Chester, I insist that you let me help
you this much.’

‘It’s
terribly good of you,’ and then repentantly, standing in the
shop with the tailor’s dummies, and the smart overcoats
displayed, ‘Oh, God, what a cad I’ve been to you!’

She
said nothing.

The
tailor was an offensively smarmy little man; he had a bald head which
shone obtrusively; he wore pince-nez and tottered about with a Gordon
Harker urbanity. He regretted deeply that he had not been born a
gentleman, and was now so much of a gentleman that he was actually
aggressive with it. He arranged for the suits, sending them down to
the shirt department, where they chose four good shirts and a couple
of ties.

As
they came out into the street again, Madeline realised that for the
first time for months she was happy. Chester was, of course, radiant.

‘At
least let me take you out to tea somewhere?’

‘Very
well.’

It
was the irony of fate that at the tea shop they should choose the
table next to a small squat Scotsman, and the moment that she saw him
Madeline knew that it was Sandy Mac. She hoped that he wouldn’t
recognise her (she was a good deal thinner, and had dark shadows
under her eyes that even her make-up couldn’t hide), but she
had not changed sufficiently, for Sandy was observant. He turned to
look at her; instantly his kindly grey eyes smiled. ‘Mrs.
Greyston?’ he said, glanced at Chester, and away again.

‘How
are you, Sandy Mac?’

‘I’m
very well, thank you, very well indeed. And pleased to see you;
you’ve been ill?’

‘I
caught cold this spring and got a patch on the lung.’ As she
said it the stupid little cough harassed her once more. ‘Can’t
lose it, apparently,’ she said, trying to explain it.

‘I
was very sorry to see about your husband in the paper. He ought to
have had treatment earlier.’

‘Yes,
you always said that, didn’t you?’ To change the subject,
she introduced him to Chester. ‘This is Mr. Thane, a very old
friend of mine.’

‘Charmed,’
said Chester; instantly Madeline realised by his bearing that he was
putting on an act. He was conquering the shabby suit and shirt, he
was posing again. She had thought that he had got past all that; he
probably had with her, but not with other people.

Sandy
said, ‘Where are you living these days? I’d like to ring
you up. I’m all alone in London and would very much like to
meet you again at lunch somewhere. Do give me your number?’

She
gave it to him reluctantly, remembering how Sandy had talked to
herself and Frank with that air of proprietorship which she supposed
all doctors had, and could not break away from in their private
lives. She wished that she hadn’t come into the tea shop.

‘I’ll
ring you up if I may.’ He rose, taking his pay ticket from
beside his plate, and moved off to the pay desk by the door.

Chester
said, ‘Extraordinary chap, and why did he call you Mrs.
Greyston?’

‘He
knew me as that. When I went to Norway with Frank it seemed so much
easier if we called ourselves Mr. and Mrs.’

Chester
stared at her. ‘I didn’t think that of you, Maddy.’

‘No,
and you needn’t think it now. There was nothing in it, nothing
at all.’ She leant forward on the table. ‘Oh, Chester,
don’t you see that you are misjudging me? I’m not one of
those, and never was. Frank wasn’t that sort of man, either; he
didn’t think about a woman in that way, he was just a darling,’
and, very softly indeed, ‘Such a darling.’

‘What
about this present chap? Val whatever-his-name-is.’

‘Yes,
I know,’ she said slowly.

Val
was a problem. Val, who could get so hopelessly drunk and need her so
much; Val, who could think along such exquisite lines, so that he
entranced her. Just as Frank had taught her to see, so Val was
teaching her to think.

Cups,
let them be deep …

that
was Val!

Every
time that she went back to the little house in St. John’s Wood
she knew that this couldn’t go on. She KNEW, but could do
nothing about it. Whilst he was away it was all right, but when he
came back she must sever the relationship, only how? Val needed her,
he had been good to her; it seemed a poor way to repay her debt by
leaving him. She tried to write to him that night, but it wasn’t
easy.

Dear
Val,

I
never knew that the written word was so hard, but since you have been
away things have happened and that first man whom I told you about
has come back into my life. I sound ungrateful, and really I am
deeply grateful to you for all that you have done for me, only our
present relationship …

Relationship was the wrong word, but what could
she call it? She tore the letter up, starting again, copying it until
she got to that one word, then, staying her hand, caressed the end of
the pen with her tongue.

Next
morning there came the letter from Val which made her decide not to
post her own.

Darling
Maddy,

Here
we have been hotting things up, I’m afraid, and I had a hell of
a head yesterday. It’s no use, I can’t be good in a big
way, and you mustn’t ask it of me. When I drink I see beauty, I
dream beauty, I am beauty, but when I’m stone sober I’m a
poor shuddering worm, vile, stupid, and just a damn fool. Even my pen
becomes stilted. I need you, Maddy, I need you very much. Think I
shall cut my visit short here, because I want to see you again; you
are my one anchorage in a dim world. And believe me, when I say it’s
damned dim at the moment. I shall be home on Thursday. All my love,
dearest.

Val.

But the letter was apparently born of a hang-over,
for Val was not back on Thursday, when she had hoped to talk to him
and get things set upon a better footing. Val did not come back until
the following week, when she had torn up several letters in the
futile attempt to write to him, and had bitten the end off her pen.

‘I
can’t think why,’ said Chester, ‘he is nothing but
a common seducer. What the hell is the good of getting my poor sweet
in and nursing her up, and then asking that in return?’

She
wanted to say ‘and
what did
you
ask?’ But she couldn’t. Not
to Chester, Chester was different, he was the man who had always held
her heart, who always would hold it, and whom she couldn’t say
no to. 


What
a fool I am, she thought.

Lunch with Sandy Mac wasn’t pleasant. She
had an idea before she started that it would be difficult,
remembering that Sandy Mac could never forget that he was a doctor;
he and his profession were inseparable.

He
wanted to know about the pneumonia, because he had heard her little
cough and it worried him. ‘Ought to get your lungs examined,’
he said.

‘Good
Heavens, you aren’t off on that tangent again? You are not
suggesting there is anything the matter with me?’

‘Hoots
no, but it is wise to be on the safe side. I told you that Frank was
infectious.’

She
resented the inference very much, because it seemed to cast some
stigma on Frank. ‘Please don’t suggest that.’

‘You
don’t realise that I’m only trying to be helpful. I want
to help you, to do my best for you. Please let me?’ When he
spoke like that it wasn’t easy to say him nay.

‘There
is nothing wrong with me,’ she maintained.

‘Then
you can have no objection to being examined.’

‘Except
that it seems to be such waste of time, everybody’s time, yours
as well.’

‘Don’t
be silly!’

He
would get his way because he was that sort of man; Frank had been
strong enough to withstand him, possibly because in the Norwegian
village there was no adjacent Harley Street and nobody could be
called in in a weak moment, but Madeline couldn’t get her way.
She had to go.

She
went to the airless consulting-room in a famous street, and met the
doctor with the formidably restrained manner, masked under the
guidance of kind helpfulness. He was an austere man, who irritated
her by his speech. He made a lot of notes on a piece of paper which
she felt certain would be filed and never looked at again; there were
long pauses, specimens, and then coming out into the street with a
frightened feeling at her heart, and a wonder whether doctors did
this sort of thing with the sole idea of being terrifying, and
pompous, or whether they really desired to help.

She
walked into Regent’s Park, sitting there for a while with the
cool wind in the trees, and the children playing and the dogs romping
about. Children and dogs were always human and had not time for
reserve and pomposity. She liked them.

She
wanted to think, or she thought she wanted to think, but somehow the
afternoon glided by, and she was quite content to sit here with the
light-gold sunshine, listening to the sound of dogs and children, and
thinking only in terms of poetry.

Cups,
let them be deep …

D. H. Lawrence! She
wondered why the line kept recurring?

Two outstanding events happened before Val’s
return. The first was the offer of a better job for Chester, which
delighted them both. They met to discuss it, walking in the park one
evening, with the lupins in flower, exquisite blue and pink steeples
of blossom.

‘It’s
just what I’ve always wanted,’ he said, ‘A job
which gives a chap some initiative. It offers a good salary too, and
on it we could be married the moment that the divorce is through.’

‘I
seem to remember another divorce, Chester.’

‘I
know. I’m ashamed to mention the very word, but this time it is
the truth, Look.’ He whipped out of his pocket a letter from a
firm of solicitors in the Temple, giving date, time and place, and
assuring him that everything would be in order. ‘This time,
Maddy, my own sweet, I do intend to marry you; though, God knows, if
I were in your shoes I wouldn’t believe myself.’

‘The
queer thing is that I do believe you, Chester.’ She had always
heard that the worse a man behaved to a woman the more she loved him,
and it looked like it being so in her case.

‘This
job is in insurance work, I’ve brought the letter for you to
see. I should hate to think that I just had the chance to be what I
wanted to be and then missed the boat again.’

She
read the letter slowly; the firm was one that she had heard of when
she was at Rozanne’s, she could not think in what connection,
and did not see that it mattered very much. They offered the job to
Chester, with reference to his previous experience (she did not dwell
on that, for he, with his imaginative soul, had gone back to the
F.O.), and salary was in the region of six hundred, but they asked
that, as a formality, he should sink something in the firm.
‘Formality’ seemed to be an elastic word.

‘But
surely, Chester, they can’t want you to take shares in their
firm?’

‘Yes,
they do. It seems queer to me, but I took advice on it and they told
me that quite often firms do that; it does insure one’s own
future with them, of course, and if only I had the money to put up it
would make our future’ (he accentuated the word ‘our’)
‘secure.’

‘You
have no money?’

‘I’ve
been a fool, Maddy! First of all there was Biddy; I had to give her
quite a lot to keep her going ‒ oh, I know I pretended I
didn’t, but I did. Then I got into that financial mess, and
Hélène
wasn’t cheap.’

‘But
you had a good salary at Mr. Hellgarth’s?’

‘He
was as stingy as they’re made. You would have thought for his
daughter’s sake he’d have coughed up, but some men don’t
give a damn about their daughters …’

‘You
want me to lend you the money?’

‘I
never thought of that for a moment; besides, it is not right to take
money from a woman. Anyhow, you wouldn’t have that much.’

‘Yes,
I have got that much,’ she said tiredly. She was a fool! The
awful part was that she knew that she was a fool, but she had said
before that she would work for him, and unfortunately that offer
still held good. She knew that she loved him too much. She recognised
his weaknesses, she knew his bad traits, but she couldn’t tear
up her love for him, for her roots were there, and they were loyal
roots that she could not tear up.

He
said, ‘We’re going to be married, my dear. This time we
really are going to be married, you know, and nothing can stop us, so
help me God!’

It
was true, for this time he did mean it; she knew that he meant it,
whatever the outside world might think. ‘You shall have the
money,’ she said tenderly; ‘it is the foundation-stone
for our future. Oh, Chester, I wish you knew how much I cared for
you.’

He
took her into his arms and kissed her, even out there in the public
park; but the park was occupied with its own business, and the sight
of two lovers kissing under the trees mattered very little to it.
They went their way.

After
all her trials she had won through; once she had thought herself a
painted lady, closely akin to Sheila, but she had only been passing
through the transitory moods of growing up, and had gradually worked
her way into the light again; the radiant light of loving Chester,
and being his wife. Still there was Val to be reckoned with.

Before
Val arrived home she was rung up by Sandy to say that he had got the
doctor’s report, and that he wanted to talk to her about it.
She knew exactly what he meant when he said it in that reserved
voice, he couldn’t hide the tone from her.

‘So
they found something?’

‘Well,
of course it is in almost everybody at some time or other; nothing to
be worried about, but you ought to have some treatment.’

She
experienced the sudden revulsion of feeling that once she had not
been able to understand in Frank; it was the hatred of being pushed
into accepting medical aid, the longing to go one’s own way, to
work out one’s own reprieve, and to refuse the assistance
offered. She understood how Frank had felt, perhaps she had always
understood.

‘I
can’t see you to-day,’ she said, ‘to-morrow,’
and in her heart hopefully, ‘to-morrow never comes.’

She
had made up her mind that before Val came home she would remove her
belongings. She could leave them until she could find a room at Uncle
Luigi’s ‒ Uncle Luigi had always been kind to her ‒
or, if he refused, she could ask Mamma to see after them. She
remembered the old difficulty of finding a place to live in, the sort
of rooms that she wanted were never easy to find, and if Chester was
to have the capital she was realising for him he would have to work
until such time as his decree nisi became absolute.

She
packed a couple of suitcases, and took them one evening along to
Gorrenzi’s. The shop was doing dilatory business and Uncle
Tony’s Protestant wife was lounging in the doorway with her
children, all of whom showed their Italian ancestry and were
dark-headed and black-eyed. They were difficult children, brought up
in the most trying surroundings. Uncle Luigi, bearing outward and
visible signs of a recent debauch, was serving.

‘Hello,
Maddy,’ he said.

‘I’ve
got a couple of cases with me, could I leave them here for a bit?’

‘Where?’
he asked. ‘If you ask me, since that something-or-other Tony
came home there’s been no place for the sole of your foot.
Wants the lot, he does, and that …’
He
said something insulting, jerking a dirty thumb in the direction of
the wife who was chattering in the doorway.

‘Can’t
I leave them in the cellar?’

‘Not
safe,’ said Uncle Luigi, and turned to serve a customer who
wanted to complain about a bottle of chutney. Uncle Luigi did not
appear to be his old ready self, and Maddy struggled out with her
cases again, and went round to the Venezia.
The Venezia
was sinking back into that reposeful period before it opened. The
tables were set ready, two waiters were lolling back in the best
chairs reading the racing news
in a well-thumbed paper. About the place was an air of fustiness and
leisure. Maddy climbed the stairs. There was the jangling sound of
windbells, the impatient tapping of a window not properly fastened,
and upstairs Mamma trying to mend some clothes, and looking worn out
by the effort.

‘Oh,
it’s you,’ she said. ‘I bet you want something; you
never come to see your poor Mamma unless you do,’ which hardly
seemed to be a good opening.

‘I
wanted to leave these cases with you.’

‘Well,
where?’ Exactly what Uncle Luigi had said.

‘What
about under the stairs?’

Under
the stairs apparently was where all sorts of secret stores were kept
by Mario, away from the prying hands and thieving fingers of the
waiters. It was suggested that the only suitable place was the
basement, which was very damp, but that couldn’t be helped.
Mamma wanted to get in her say about her state of health. She felt
awful, and she looked awful. She didn’t know what to do, but
she couldn’t go on this way, always with the pain in her back,
and that lifeless feeling of fatigue which wore her out. She went to
the hospital as an outpatient, but she didn’t think they were
interested, and Mario didn’t care. He was a hard husband!

She
wished that she had stayed a widow, she would have been much better
off, but she simply couldn’t stand Nonna,
and
life had been hard on her all round. It was all very fine for
Madeline, who could afford good clothes (she glanced at Madeline’s
frock and hat with obvious envy) and could spend money on herself,
and feel that everything was grand, but her poor Mamma was old and
unhappy, and ill, and it wouldn’t be very long before Madeline
would be attending her poor Mamma to the cemetery, as she had
attended her unhappy Nonna.
So there!

When
Madeline had deposited her suitcases in the cellar (she had to drag
them down there herself), and found, to her infinite dismay, that the
word ‘damp’ was putting it very mildly indeed, she was
thankful to leave.

She
walked out into the evening air, away from Soho, as fast as she could
go. She walked into Leicester Square, past the statue to Henry
Irving, into the Trafalgar Square itself, where a great little
admiral reigns supreme. The sight of the great little admiral looking
to the distant sea stirred her heart. There were still ideals, if
only you chose to look high enough for them; there was always hope.
When she married Chester everything would be so different; it would
be starting again, and starting under more favourable auspices, with
the dice loaded on her side. She had not given Sandy Mac’s
diagnosis another thought.

She
walked up Cockspur Street slowly, looking in the windows of the
travel lines, looking at fascinating pictures of Bermuda with its
lillies, of Hawaii with the feathery dark palms against a burning
sky, of little white Malta, and the women in their faldettas, with
their lovely eyes.

Then
she saw a cruise advertised. Seven days in Norway. A cruise that went
from one fjord to the next. Bergen. Loen. Merok. Nurheimsund. Oh,
lovely, lovely Nurheimsund, with its little misty islands, with its
high peaks, fertile green meadows and aits!

When
she saw the incredible smallness of the price she found herself
opening the door, and going inside. It would be Heaven to see Norway
again, it would be joy to drink in that beauty of the North. Suddenly
she had an intense and parched longing to go North.

Val
came home in a maudlin state one summer’s evening. Madeline had
already taken up her residence at rather a seedy hotel in a side
street off Baker Street; she wouldn’t have chosen it, but it
was
cheap, respectable in a soiled way, and it offered a harbourage until
she sailed on her cruise in ten days’ time. She knew that she
would have a difficult time explaining everything to Val, but until
she started she had no idea how difficult.

She
met him at the station; he was evasive about his luggage, seeming to
have collected a large amount of it, and for no reason. They drove to
the house in St. John’s Wood; he had not realised yet that she
had left it, but she decided that this would be the best place to
explain. Only when he went up to his room did he come down again,
rampaging. ‘What about your things, Maddy? Where are your
things?’

‘Val,
I’ve got to tell you.’

He
sat down on the sofa, staring limply at her; he had been drinking,
but was not actually drunk. ‘You mean you’ve left me.
Another chap, blast him!’

‘I
told you that Chester had come back.’

‘What?
That fellow who let you down so badly? He’ll only make use of
you and chuck you out again.’ He went over to the side and
poured himself out a drink, a strong one.

‘Listen,
Val, he is being divorced and we are going to be married …’

‘He
hasn’t put that one over you again?’

‘Not
exactly “again”.
This time it happens to be true. We are going to be married.’

‘I’ll
believe that when I see it. If you want to be married, I’ll
marry you. I don’t give a damn. I’ll marry you tomorrow.’

‘Val,
there’s more to it than that. I don’t love you in that
way. I couldn’t marry somebody I didn’t love.’

‘Who’s
talking about love?’

‘I
am. I know it sounds queer; you probably think that I’m just an
every man’s woman, but I’m not. I did love Chester, I
have always loved him; I can save him from himself. He needs saving.’

‘I
couldn’t care less! Damn his eyes.’

‘I
was a fool to tell you all that I did; perhaps I saw him with rather
jaundiced eyes, and wasn’t right. Val, I do love him; and when
I love somebody the way that I care for Chester, I can’t leave
him. I’m going away on a holiday.’

‘I’ll
take you on a holiday. I’ll take you anywhere you like. What
about the south of France?’

‘I’m
going to Norway.’

‘I’ll
take you there.’

She
shook her head. It was queer, but life was niched into epochs, and
Norway was part of Frank. She did not want to be there with Val, or
with Chester; she wanted to be alone, in the sunshine, with the
cherry trees on the old merchants’ dark timbers, with the heat
rising from the fjord, the ice cold on the mountain, and the ghost of
Frank smiling at her out of the prow of the little motor-boat, with
kind grey-green eyes. ‘No, Val, I must go alone.’

He
cried then like a woman, drank more and was comforted again,
swaggering under its influence, declaring that she had behaved vilely
to him, and that he would be well rid of her.

Later
he slept, and when he was unconscious she slipped out of the house,
conscious of a sense of disloyalty, but aware that she could not be
true to herself and to him, and that the time had come to be true to
herself.

She saw Chester and gave him the money he had
asked for. Chester did not want her to go to Norway; in a sense he
was jealous, because he connected it with Frank. He said, ‘When
you come back I intend to get the same little flat again. Let’s
go back there? By some happy coincidence it might be to let.’

The
flat again! A dream suddenly started into her mind, like the vision
which, dreamt early in the night, comes back at dawn. ‘Let’s!’
she said.

They
went back to Chelsea arm-in-arm, walked down Manor Street to the
Embankment. The river was steely grey, and the police boats like
large black flies on its surface. They turned the corner and saw the
same old notice hanging out of the doorway stating that they had a
flat to let; in fact (as they knew), the porter always kept it there
to save himself trouble, for the
tenants
were a passing crowd, in and out most of the time.

As
they drew nearer they saw that the ground-floor flat had a dirty
window and no curtains.

‘It
is
to let,’ she gasped, suddenly aware of the keenness of her
pleasure at the thought.



They
went inside. The porter was a new man whom they had never seen
before, but he told them the rental (a more fanciful figure), but
somehow Madeline felt that anything would be worth it to get back to
the little place. He let them into it. The sitting-room had been
painted pale peach, a lovelier and warmer shade than the off-white
which she remembered on it. The bedroom behind had a golden tinge
about its pale walls, and the previous tenant (leaving in a hurry,
which was not unusual with such tenants) had not removed the very
good fittings; there was a medicine cupboard with a glass frontal,
tall mirrors, and glass shelves. But the little garden beyond the
French windows was completely overgrown.

Chester
said, ‘I’ll nip round to the agents. I can’t
believe that they are still there, but I’ll slip a card under
the door and stake my claim for the flat.’

‘I’ll
wait in the garden.’

She
went into it, shocked to see it so overgrown. She tidied the clematis
back against the wall, trying to brush up the leaves with her hands;
she weeded the formal urn so that it looked more spruce, then she sat
down on the seat. As she sat there her finger traced the words, TIME
PASSES, as it had done so often before, and she found the inset
choked with grime and dust, but the meaning was still significant.


Time had passed; she
was thinner, she was older, she had the infinite advantage of
experience; she coughed a little, and putting her handkerchief to her
lips, found a light stain of blood upon it.



TIME PASSES

‘Goodbye,
Chester. It’s grand that we have got the flat, the one flat I
want more than any other in the world. It’s grand that you’ve
got a good job,’ and in her heart she said, ‘a new suit
too’. ‘Everything looks like being lovely.’ They
were at the station, by the train marked Norwegian Fjords, which
alone was thrilling.

‘Goodbye,
have a good time, and come back to me soon. I’ll be here to
meet you,’ he said.

‘Goodbye,
Chester,’ and suddenly, almost as though it was the last time
she would ever say it, ‘I love you so much, my darling; love
like this goes on for ever, doesn’t it? Say that it does,
Chester, say that it does …’

But
the train had started, and she never heard his reply.

Late
that night she sat on deck, when the others had gone to bed and the
seamen worked at their various duties. She saw the northern lights
rosying the far sky. She smelt the tang of sea and salt, and felt the
sting of the wind against her cheek. She coughed a little, but she
wasn’t cold, she was intensely happy! After all, she had so
much to be thankful for!

It
was queer that suddenly she thought of the legend again, the silly
factless old fairy story that Val had mentioned of the painted lady
who goes North to die.

To
die. How silly!



Wonder Cruise by Ursula Bloom


Thirtysomething Ann Clements
takes a Mediterranean cruise which opens her eyes to the wider world,
and to herself.

London,
1934.
Ann Clements is thirty-five and single, and believes nothing exciting
will ever happen to her. Then, she wins a large sum of money in a
sweepstake and suddenly can dare to dream of a more adventurous life.
She buys a ticket for a Mediterranean cruise, against the wishes of
her stern brother, the Rev. Cuthbert, who has other ideas about how
she should spend her windfall.


Ann steps out of the shadows of
her mundane life into the heat of the Mediterranean sun. Travelling
to Gibraltar, Marseilles, Naples, Malta and Venice, Ann’s eyes
are opened to people and experiences far removed from her sheltered
existence. As Ann blossoms, discovering love and passion for the very
first time, the biggest question is, can there be any going back?


An engaging and witty story about
an unforgettable 1930s woman; Ann Clements will stay with you long
after the last page.

‘Ursula
Bloom writes in a delightful way, with a deep understanding of human
nature and a quick eye for the humorous things in life. Wonder Cruise
… is one of the most entertaining novels we have read for a
long time.’
Cambridge
Daily News

‘Vividly
entrancing.’ Scotsman

‘…
with
every book she adds something to her reputation … related with
all Miss Bloom’s liveliness and easy skill.’ Daily
Telegraph

Read
Wonder Cruise by Ursula Bloom now from Amazon UK

Read
Wonder Cruise by Ursula Bloom now from Amazon.com

Read
Wonder Cruise by Ursula Bloom now from Amazon AUS



Youth at the Gate by Ursula Bloom


The touching true account of a
young woman’s life on the home front during the First World
War.


Ursula Bloom (who also wrote as
Lozania Prole) movingly describes how the Great War forever changed
the lives of ordinary people in Britain. When Ursula says goodbye to
both her suitor and brother as they go to war, patriotic excitement
soon turns to worry and despair.


This memoir vividly brings to
life the experiences of people struggling to live through World War
I. Ursula Bloom’s honest and heartfelt story shows us the
challenges of food rationing and the constant bombing by Zeppelins
overhead. Rumours of German spies abound, and even Ursula and her
mother find themselves under suspicion by their neighbours.


Ursula’s autobiography also
looks at the realities of life in the early twentieth century, when
operations were carried out on the kitchen table, a pregnant woman
shouldn’t be seen in public, and an officer and a private
couldn’t mix under the same roof.


Not only the realities of war
force an innocent Ursula to grow up. She must face her mother’s
serious illness, the demons of her husband-to-be, and the snobbery of
his wealthy family. There are lighter moments too, such as the tale
of the Bloom’s fictitious maid, Emily, who they have to invent
rather than admit that they can’t afford a servant.

Ursula
Bloom went on to become a bestselling novelist, playwright and
journalist. This moving autobiography is a must for all of those
interested in life at home during the Great War, as well as for fans
of her novels, such as Wonder
Cruise.

Read
Youth at the Gate by Ursula Bloom now from Amazon UK

Read
Youth at the Gate by Ursula Bloom now from Amazon.com

Read
Youth at the Gate by Ursula Bloom now from Amazon AUS



Promises by Catherine Gaskin


The gripping story of a
remarkable woman and the promises she must keep to those she loves.


A sweeping family saga, from the
grand homes of Yorkshire and London in the Edwardian era, to the
heartbreak of a French nursing station during World War I, and the
glamour of American high society in the 1920s.


Lally Leeds is just a baby when
wealthy Black Jack Pollock finds her abandoned in a Yorkshire street
and decides to raise her alongside his own children. As Lally
blossoms into a young woman, the love and loyalty she feels towards
her adoptive family bring her both happiness and heartache.


Over time, it is Lally’s
strength and devotion which hold the Pollock family together: her
dashing brother, Jon; her selfish and self-destructive sister
Margaret; and fragile Alice, who must been protected from herself.
And the family’s fortunes become entwined with those of another
foundling ‒ the mysterious, self-made businessman Brock
Weymouth. Lally discovers to her cost that sometimes the most
difficult promises to keep are to those we love.

By
the ‘Queen
of Storytellers’
‒ over 40 million book sales worldwide.

Read
Promises by Catherine Gaskin now from Amazon UK

Read
Promises by Catherine Gaskin now from Amazon.com

Read
Promises by Catherine Gaskin now from Amazon AUS



Victoria Four-thirty by Cecil Roberts

London,
1937.
A world famous composer, a honeymooning couple, a novelist in search
of a plot, a German film star, a young crown prince and a sister of
charity are among the disparate group of travellers on the boat train
to continental Europe.


‘It
would be very interesting to know the life history of everybody on
this train – why we are travelling on it …’


Set amid the
political upheaval of the 1930s, this is the witty, insightful and
bittersweet story of the passengers on the Four-thirty from Victoria.
Each is facing a different journey, with their own hopes, fears and
challenges; and for some, their lives will cross in unexpected ways.


The 80th
anniversary edition of the newly rediscovered classic bestseller from
the 1930s.

A
splendid achievement, with a classic quality.’ Daily
Telegraph

‘What
a good novelist …’ Sunday
Times

‘A
book of considerable imaginative quality.’ The
Guardian

‘A
marvel of construction and execution …’ Yorkshire
Post

Read
Victoria Four thirty by Cecil Roberts from Amazon UK

Read
Victoria Four thirty by Cecil Roberts from Amazon.com

Read
Victoria Four thirty by Cecil Roberts from Amazon Australia



Wind on the Heath by Naomi Jacob

A
moving story of family ties and true love battling against the odds
in wartime Yorkshire.


From their first meeting there is
an undeniable attraction between Liz
Tancred and Michael
Anderson, but
convention means they must keep their feelings to themselves, for
now.

Liz
is a courageous woman whose life is not all that it seems. Michael is
a dutiful young man who steps in to run his family’s farm when
tragedy strikes.

Then,
the outbreak of World War II changes everything. As Liz and Michael
rise to the challenges of wartime life, can their love blossom and,
more importantly, will it survive?

From
the bestselling author of The Gollantz Family Saga.

Read
Wind on the Heath by Naomi Jacob from Amazon UK

Read
Wind on the Heath by Naomi Jacob from Amazon.com

Read
Wind on the Heath by Naomi Jacob from Amazon Australia



The Print Petticoat by Lucilla Andrews

‘Arguably
the best of all writers of hospital fiction.’
Nursing Times


A moving story of
heartache and hope in the Maternity Unit of a busy 1950s teaching
hospital.

Joanna
Anthony is a
dedicated Nursery staff nurse at St Gregory’s Hospital. The
nurses and doctors share laughter and tears as they tend to the
mothers and babies in their care.

There
is time for romance, too. After five years together, is ambitious Dr
Richard Everley
finally ready to settle down with Joanna? And what of the two other
young doctors who have more than a professional interest in her?

It
takes a serious illness for Joanna to understand where, and with
whom, her future really lies.

This
engaging story of the everyday experiences of a 1950s nurse, vividly
brings to life the colourful characters, drama, love and loss to be
found on a hospital ward.

Read
The Print Petticoat by Lucilla Andrews from Amazon UK

Read
The Print Petticoat by Lucilla Andrews from Amazon.com

Read
The Print Petticoat by Lucilla Andrews from Amazon Australia



A Shaft of Light by John Finch

The poignant story
of young people growing up during the beginning of the Second World
War.


Life in a Yorkshire mining village is tough, as families struggle to
survive the harsh deprivations of working class life, and to keep
hope, spirit and dignity alive.

Denis and Ted are
best friends, but in some ways their lives are world’s apart.
Shopkeeper’s son Denis questions what the future may hold for
him. The advent of war shows him the possibilities of a life far from
all he knows. Yet Ted, from the poorest part of the village, dreams
only of becoming a man and starting to work down the pit, like his
father before him. Both boys are drawn to Jean, a bold, spirited
young woman from their village, but only one of them can win her
heart.

The youngsters face
the challenges and responsibilities of growing up, as they experience
love, death and desire, and the consequences which will change their
lives forever.

From the acclaimed
creator and writer of the classic television family sagas A Family
at War and Sam, and former Coronation Street
scriptwriter, John Finch. Previously published as Cuddon Return.

Read
A Shaft of Light by John Finch now from Amazon UK

Read
A Shaft of Light by John Finch now from Amazon US

Read
A Shaft of Light by John Finch now from Amazon AUS
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Books publishes the first ebook editions of bestselling works by some
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