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      Rosamond Lehmann (1901–1990) was born in Buckinghamshire. She was educated privately and was a scholar at Girton College,
         Cambridge. She wrote her first novel in her twenties, the best-selling Dusty Answer, and married Wogan Philipps, the artist, in 1928. Her reputation was firmly established with the publication of A
         Note in Music in 1930, and the subsequent Invitation to the Waltz and its sequel, The Weather in the Streets. During the war she contributed short stories to the notable book-periodical New Writing which was edited by her brother, John Lehmann. Rosamond Lehmann remains one of the most distinguished novelists of this century,
         and was created a CBE in 1982.
      

   



      
Titles by Rosamond Lehmann

      Dusty Answer

      A Note in Music

      Invitation to the Waltz

      The Weather in the Streets

      No More Music

      The Ballad and the Source

      The Gipsy’s Baby

      The Echoing Grove

      The Swan in the Evening

      A Sea-Grape Tree





COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978 1 40552 683 8

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public
domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental.

Copyright © 1944 Rosamond Lehmann

Introduction copyright © Janet Watts 1982

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Book Group

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk





      
      Contents

      Titles by Rosamond Lehmann

      Copyright

      Introduction

      Part One

      
      Chapter I

      
      Chapter II

      
      Chapter III

      
      Chapter IV

      
      Chapter V

      
      Chapter VI

      
      Part Two

      
      

      
      Part Three

      
      

      
      Part Four

      
      

      
      Part Five

      
      Chapter I

      
      Chapter II

      
      Chapter III

      
      Chapter IV

      
      Chapter V

      
      Chapter VI

      
      Chapter VII

      
      Chapter VIII

      
      Chapter IX

      
   



      INTRODUCTION

      In 1944, the year that this book was first published, a friend reported to Rosamond Lehmann the reaction she saw it inspire
         in her fellow-lodger. The lady began the novel in high excitement. “I can’t put it down,” she said. After a few days, Rosamond
         Lehmann’s correspondent enquired how she was getting on with it. Her neighbour “looked quite agitated and went to her room
         and handed the book back. ‘She’s abominable,’ she said. ‘I won’t read any more. All she wants is to get power over people.
         I have written to Harrod’s to cancel the copy I was going to send to my niece.’”
      

      This novel is a ballad, and Sibyl Jardine is its source. Mrs Jardine is one of the strangest and strongest heroines in English
         fiction, and her story is not for the squeamish. It tells of love corrupted into viperous hatred; of friendship betrayed;
         of treachery begetting treacheries; of incestuous concupiscence festering in a dead heart. We hear in it of vital energies
         crushed into monstrous courses; of strength and beauty deformed to become violence, madness, malignity, despair.
      

      Like all good ballads, the ballad of Sibyl Jardine tells of extraordinary passions, extraordinary actions. Yet, like all good
         ballads, it is simply told, it is softly sung. It has its life after the heat of its passions has cooled, when its actions
         have become remote in time and space. It is told in voices that are neither muffled nor raised with emotion, that speak in
         quiet and comfortable places. The speakers are returning to landscapes of past horrors that haunt them still, yet there is
         a sense that after this retelling, the horrors will recede into oblivion at last: that the passions have finally spent their
         force.
      

      Three voices sing the ballad to an audience of one, a listener at once avid and unready to hear it. Rebecca Landon is ten
         years old when Sibyl Jardine opens her story. We meet Rebecca elsewhere in Rosamond Lehmann’s work: as her initials suggest,
         she is the closest this author came to writing her self-portrait. Whatever her age, Rebecca Landon is always a learner – a learner destined, in the depths of her incomprehension,
         to be given understanding at last – and she is always a lover. In this novel, it is Sibyl Jardine she loves.
      

      There is nothing in Mrs Jardine’s story so bad that Rebecca Landon does not want to hear it. Her eagerness to know all touches
         a point of addiction, even hypnosis; but her undismayed curiosity brings to the ballad’s dark complexities a humour which
         lightens them doubly, at once tempering and illuminating. Rebecca’s immaturity is also her immunity. Though she will gobble
         down the rich mixture of good and evil that grows in Sibyl Jardine’s garden, she can neither assimilate it, nor be poisoned
         by it. Just as the innocent Tanya, playing formal music at the end of the drama, becomes “a colourless vessel from which poured
         only its essential pure content”, Rebecca Landon in her very bafflement is an impervious container, holding intact the dangerous
         matter of the ballad until time brings – both for her, and for her reader – a clearer understanding.
      

      The story has for both of them a compelling interest: but it is not easy to receive. It is a story of the damage that human
         beings do to one another, and its balance of innocence and guilt is fine. A pervasive malignity grows out of the first great
         crime against Sibyl Jardine – the cruelty of a man and his society that separates a mother from her child, that crushes the
         life from that child with an intolerable burden. Yet that catastrophe follows an earlier one. When Sibyl Jardine left her
         husband for her lover, she also forsook her child. To her this was no crime, but a simple expedient: yet the dreadful night
         that sees Charles Herbert’s banishment of his wife from her child also horribly spotlights her own denial of that child. And
         then the wronged Sibyl Jardine begins her own compounding of the crime against herself, her extension of the damage she suffers.
         By the end of the book, Mrs Jardine is as guilty as her husband of the deadly instinct of human possession – of her child,
         her grandchildren, her last lover. Her daughter Ianthe is a double victim: destroyed by both her parents, inevitably destroying
         all that she touches.
      
Where did this strange story come from? Rosamond Lehmann has herself often pondered the mystery of literary creation, in which
         she has always felt more of a spectator than a string-puller. “The author does not ‘invent’ his characters or know about them
         from the outset.”
      

      This novel was born in a peaceful time in her own life, although her country was in the midst of war. In her effort to provide
         her brother John Lehmann with copy for his magazine New Writing, Rosamond Lehmann began this book from the same starting-point as that of her two well-liked stories, “The Gipsy’s Baby”
         and “The Red-Haired Miss Daintreys”. She recalls: “I thought I’d write a third, which would again be half-fiction, half-recollection”:
         this one was to grow from “childhood memories of picking primroses on a round green hill with a church on top and a garden
         wall with a small blue door in it”; and the sight, much later in her life, of “a portion of a little French river choked with
         water-lilies, with a weir in it and an inn on its banks, which for some inexplicable reason impressed itself upon my imagination
         as the place where something that I would one day cause to happen, would happen”.
      

      Rosamond Lehmann intended to open the blue door in the garden wall and find behind it the real woman she had known as a child
         – “a darling old lady in a wheelchair, crippled with arthritis”. But her creative imagination opened the door to quite another
         character. “Suddenly, Mrs Jardine sprouted in my book, and I thought: ‘I can’t make a short story of this’.”
      

      Her fictitious characters have always emerged from her unconscious little by little – a face coming first, “or something they
         said”; then the figure – “the whole physical image”; then the name. “Once the name and the face are there, they begin to develop,
         to speak, to have relationships.”
      

      Sibyl Jardine, like all Rosamond Lehmann’s characters, had her roots in Rosamond Lehmann’s own life. Two generations back
         there was in her father’s family a notorious black sheep, a woman who had left her husband and small child for another man,
         and who was afterwards prevented from seeing her child. She devoted her considerable powers for the rest of her life to getting her child back; and at one time Rosamond Lehmann was herself drawn into the web of her strategy. “She was fascinating,
         brilliant, an actress, a liar – there was something wicked in her, though there was generosity and tenderness as well.” Rosamond
         Lehmann felt for this woman a mingled fascination and fear. She also experienced the adoration that burns through Rebecca
         Landon’s account of Sibyl Jardine, but that came from a different source. “The love that I felt, in writing this novel, was
         the love I felt for my father’s only sister, my adored Aunt Nina; and in the description of Mrs Jardine’s face, the beauty
         is my Aunt Nina’s.” The creative imagination is at least as full of tricks as human memory.
      

      We can suspect nothing of all this from the book in our hands. The Ballad and the Source is a novel with the completeness and inevitability of a dream. (Sibyl Jardine will say to Rebecca Landon in a later novel:
         “I dreamed many dreams, Rebecca. You played your part in them. We conspired to dream.”)
      

      There is a sense of fate and destiny hanging over this novel’s characters and their courses which has a double effect: it
         intensifies, but it also stills the drama of the story. Like an ancient myth, this ballad seems to tell an old tale: there
         is a sense that even as we hold our breath to hear what happens next, we – as much as the teller – know it all already. As
         with a myth, the force of its passions has lost nothing in the passage of time, but they have become formed and shaped, and
         its lesser emotions have drained away. The drama survives – clear, ordered, contained: a story that has ceased to be personal
         to its characters to become personal for its readers.
      

      An American critic, Sydney Janet Kaplan*, follows this intimation to its source, and finds in this novel a retelling of one of the most ancient of classical myths,
         the search of Demeter for her lost daughter Persephone. Woven into this central thread, she finds strands of other female
         myths – of Medusa, the Furies, the ancient Sibyl of Cumae (“Like a wounded snake I drag my slow length along,” Sibyl Jardine cries in her agony at her granddaughter’s
         death); and in the character of Sibyl Jardine, the expression of a double archetype. Here, suggests Ms Kaplan, is at once
         the Good Mother, surrounded with the blossoming beauty of her garden, and the Terrible Mother – the witch, the devourer, the
         goddess of war and destruction. “High on the watch tower of a castle in France, directing upon us searchlight eyes over wastes
         of winter dark and ocean”, imagines our susceptible Rebecca; “Her glittering eyes blazed in the firmament … Enchantress Queen
         in an antique ballad of revenge.” Even the doughty Maisie sees Sibyl’s double face – one minute, “stretched in white lace
         and ruffles on her sofa, stitching at her embroidery – the portrait of a lady”, the next, “straight, upright, posted there,
         towering above us like an avenging Fury …”
      

      It is a valuable insight; and the novel is rich in such allusions; though Rosamond Lehmann believes that they were quite unconscious
         when she wrote it.
      

      There is another thread of images, that provides another key to the ballad’s complexities: though my own view of it diverges
         from Ms Kaplan’s. Images of sculpted stone recur throughout the book. For the critic Erich Neumann (quoted by Sydney Janet
         Kaplan), this in itself portends no good. The “petrifying gaze of Medusa belongs to the province of the Terrible Great Goddess,”
         he has written: “for to be rigid is to be dead. This effect of the terrible stands in opposition to the mobility of the life
         stream that flows in all organic life; it is a psychic expression for petrification and sclerosis.”
      

      Certainly Medusa herself “rears up” in this story – “high, high as the ceiling, with her hair like black snakes; and struck
         to stone” – in its final cataclysm. It is Ianthe, the central victim of the novel – and of Sibyl Jardine – who transmits her,
         and who suffers the terror of this effect. On the night that Sibyl Jardine comes to her husband’s house to take away her child,
         that child sees the world freeze into a marble hell peopled with stiff corpses. “Gashly white, deadly quiet, ’e was,” as Tilly
         says; “and ’er standin’ there by the bottom step. leanin’ up against a great statute they ’ad there – a naked great marble figure
         of a female – ’oldin’ up a torch, and that mite wide awake, pokin’ its ’ead up out of the blanket to stare first at one, then
         the other, not makin’ a sound …”
      

      Ianthe is to live the life of a stone, among stones; and her last nightmare is peopled with statues, too. At this last, real
         stone figures surround the shattered woman who was that terrified mite. In Gil’s studio she sees “a circle of evil round the
         child in the middle. She thought” (explains Maisie) “there was a live child cased up in the marble.” It is a horrifying and
         just description of Ianthe’s own experience.
      

      Yet this is only part of the story, part of the contribution of these images. Sculpted stone represents life as well as death.
         It expresses not only the arrest of vital energies, but the strength and survival of what is immortal in human life, in material
         that does not change, and that cannot be lied or denied away. There is this quality, too, in the “bleached stone profile”
         of Sibyl Jardine, as she declares her indestructibility before the world; in her kinship with Apollo in her garden amid her
         “stone figures, erect, in pliant dreaming attitudes”.
      

      Throughout the ballad it is indeed as if Sibyl Jardine’s hot blood is continually running cold, as she recedes from her personal
         self into an embodiment of the human passion and pain that she has known and borne and that she survives to represent. Tears
         flow over her skin “as if over the face of a statue”; or “as if an object, a holy relic, should flow suddenly, weeping absolute
         tears for the world”. Maisie’s last glimpse of Sibyl is as she sits “bolt upright, with her head and shoulders wrapped in
         pale gauzy stuff, as still as a stone statue”. And in the last great stone image there glimmers the hope of redemption. Cherry’s
         sculpted memorial shows a mother “done for, somehow, like a broken open shell or husk”: with a child rising between her legs,
         full of light. “Most of the child’s figure looks shining; and her whole head shines.”
      

      The enigma of Sibyl Jardine is this ballad’s unspoken refrain. Is her life’s quest virtuous? Are her means justified? Is she greatly sinned against, or a great sinner?
      

      Mrs Jardine would not tell us, if she could. But her tragedy is that she cannot. Sibyl Jardine is possessed of the strongest
         forces of life: she cannot be defeated, or cowered, or crushed. She has the great gifts – the forces of love, courage, hatred;
         the instincts of survival, conquest, and revenge. It is her gift and her burden to see others. “I cannot be deceived. I have
         lightning in my eyes. It strikes without warning, often to my own discomfiture, into dark places – a blinding flash. And then
         I see!” But it is Sibyl Jardine’s fortune and misfortune never to see herself. She whose life is passed in watching and spying remains
         an impenetrable secret to herself. Her spy’s cloak veils her own awareness; and even as she hides her truth from the world,
         she is herself denied it. No one can help her – or us. In the words of her last lover, she sees nothing but “immeasurable reflections of herself” in all her circle – all but one: and that one’s knowledge is locked fast within “a cemented grief”,
         behind closed eyes and lips “sealing the excavations of an extinct human territory”. We have only Rebecca Landon to guide
         us through Sibyl Jardine’s labyrinth; and Rebecca is herself the enchantress’s captive: receiving, retaining, but not yet
         interpreting her ballad.
      

      The ballad ends: its question remains. Perhaps the answer is woven into its complex pattern. Perhaps we must find our own
         answer.
      

      We are not left totally darkling. There is a curious quality in the characters of Rosamond Lehmann’s novels. They “live”:
         and beyond the limits of that familiar literary-critical word, they refuse to die. They linger on obstinately after their
         stories have ended. They demand a little more life to live.
      

      Rosamond Lehmann’s readers feel this, and the author feels it herself. More than thirty years after she had (as she thought)
         laid Sibyl Jardine to rest within the covers of this novel, she was compelled to open the doors of her imagination to her
         again. Mrs Jardine’s appearance in Rebecca Landon’s dream on the last page of The Ballad and the Source is more of a beginning than an end. In A Sea-Grape Tree (first published in 1976), we are allowed to enter another chapter in the life of Mrs Jardine’s old acolyte – still unknowing, still eager to learn! – and to see Rebecca Landon’s quest rewarded. Sibyl Jardine returns to share
         with her another dream, and to take from her a different leave.
      

      Janet Watts, London, 1982

   



      Part One

   



      
      I

      
      ONE DAY my mother told me that Mrs. Jardine had asked us to pick primroses on her hill, and then, when we had picked as many as we
         wanted, to come in and have tea with her.
      

      
      “Mrs. Jardine?” we said. “Is that the lady the house at the top belongs to?”

      
      “Yes,” said my mother. “The Priory.” She had the note in her hand: violet paper, a large, clear, square-looking spidery writing.

      
      “The one who wrote to you before from France to say she was an old friend of our Grandma’s and we were to pick primroses on
         the hill every year till she came back?”
      

      
      “Yes. An old Mrs. Grant Dugdale lived there when I was first married. She was Major Jardine’s aunt, I believe. She called,
         and I returned her call, but I haven’t been there since. She became completely crippled with arthritis and she went away years
         ago to live in Bath. Then she died and Major Jardine inherited the place. But he never came there to live; he let it. I think
         his tenants only went there at week-ends—rich business people, I believe—I never came across them. Yes. … She wrote some years
         ago. … Yes. It was such a kind thought.” My mother looked absent and dubious. She fingered the note and screwed her eyes up
         faintly to re-read it. “We are getting too old to wander all our days, and Harry’s torn roots in England and his childhood home have ached more and
            more with the passage of the years. …”
      

      
      “Is that what she says?” I asked, startled. Immediately, I felt attracted towards a lady who expressed herself with such picturesqueness.

      
      “She means he was homesick,” said my mother. “So we have come back; and are hoping that the climate will permit us to be well enough to enjoy these beauties for at least
            the major part of the year. Precarious health has prostrated me at intervals for the last twenty years: but who knows?—this may prove the right
            spot. I have liked to think of the children coming each year with primrose baskets to the hill. They have often appeared to
            me, like dreams, like images in poetry. …” My mother stopped, raised her eyebrows. Her expression was complex.
      

      
      “Go on,” I said.

      
      “Hmm—hmm—like poetry—spirit-like, unreal, yet in another sense so real—coming, for me, from so far back in the past, linked to what is clearest
            and most cherished in my memory—promising me something still to come, as it were, out of the past, into the present and the
            future, in this spring primrose-picking. … Little Primaveras. … Primavera was the Goddess of Spring,” said my mother, deprecating all this, but improving the occasion. “There’s a very
         famous picture of her by—er—by a great Italian painter.”
      

      
      “Good gracious!” said Jess. “What on earth does she mean?”

      
      I, personally, felt an extreme willingness to lend myself to the interpretation. My form appeared to me in an indistinct but
         pleasing diaphanous light, moving over the green hillside, spiritually and gracefully gathering blossoms.
      

      
      “I believe Mrs. Jardine is a very unusual person,” said my mother. “She reads a lot, and expresses herself in this—er—in this
         way. … But perhaps this will seem to you a tiresomely fanciful manner of speaking of your flesh and blood human three—or is it four?”
      

      
      “Four,” said Sylvia, bitter. “If she means us children.”

      
      “It is merely to show you how much it would mean to me to see my beloved Laura’s grandchildren, how deeply I hope you and Edward
            will allow me this joy.… Laura was your grandmother’s name,” said my mother, “as you know.”
      

      
      We didn’t. We had never thought of her as having a name.

      
      “Was she a friend of Grandma’s, then?”

      
      “Yes. Yes, I believe a great friend a long time ago. Of course she was a good deal younger than Grandma. Still, she must be
         getting to be an elderly lady now. Your father knew her when he was a boy, but I have never met her. She says: The primroses will be at their best next week. May they come Thursday, the 12th—if fine? I know how busy you are and scarcely dare to hope that you will accompany them, and give
            me the happiness of meeting Edward’s wife? If so—so much the greater the excitement for me. If not, I understand that you
            have a French lady in charge of your children—I wonder how she found that out—and hope to expect her with them. Please let them come early and pick their fill; and tell them to come in by the blue door
            in the garden wall at four o’clock.”
      

      
      “Oh, good, good!” said Jess. “I’ve always wanted to see through that door. The wall’s so high you can’t see the house—only
         the chimneys. We may go, mayn’t we? Will you take us, Mum?”
      

      
      “Well, no,” said my mother. “I couldn’t take you.”

      
      “Oh bother! Must it be Mamselle? She’ll spoil it all. Can’t we go alone?”
      

      
      “I haven’t decided yet,” said my mother, “whether I can let you go at all.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Well … I don’t know Mrs. Jardine.” Her voice was veiled, seeming, to our alarm, to conceal some serious motive for refusal.

      
      “But Daddy does. And she was Grandma’s great friend.”

      
      My mother mused.

      
      “I don’t suppose your father would object. …” She took up the letter again and looked at it doubtfully.

      
      “Of course he won’t. Why should he?”

      
      We had never yet known him object to a treat for us. He was away on a visit to his constituency.

      
      “It’s all such a long time ago …” murmured my mother. “Very well. I’ll write and accept for you, Jess and Rebecca. Sylvia,
         it’s much too long a walk, dear, for your little legs.”
      

      
      “I don’t want to go anyway,” said Sylvia, “if it means Mamselle. I simply pity the girls.”

      
      “Don’t talk like that, dear,” said my mother cheerfully. “It’s so foolish.”

   



      
      
      II

      
      NEXT THURSDAY was fine. We wore our navy blue serge sailor blouses and skirts and jackets with brass buttons, and set off after lunch accompanied
         by Mademoiselle. She wore her best off-mustard flannel skirt, cream satin blouse with tucks, net yoke and whaleboned neck,
         hand-crocheted black bolero scalloped in violet, wide black waist-belt with clasp representing interlaced dragons in metalwork,
         and white felt tam-o’-shanter at a chic angle. We all wore brown laced boots.
      

      
      This was our favourite walk at any season, leading as it did to Priory Copse, and the railings over which we turned somersaults.
         We left the last cottages behind us and went along the road that led up out of the valley until we came to the gate of the
         small park surrounding Major Jardine’s property. A public road led through this, branching off left, to wind up into the copse,
         and right, round the shoulder of the hill, to fly up in a steep arc to the drive and the front door of the Priory. A footpath
         ran parallel to this road, close under the side of the hill, whose huge green eminence breasted up over us on our right; round,
         symmetrical, sudden as a hill in a child’s drawing; green and smooth as a goose-girl hill in a fairy story. If one could only
         discover the right words, and say them, the side of the hill would open, and one would be able to go through, into the inside.
      

      
      Soon we came to a kissing-gate in the iron-railed spiked fence. Once the other side of it, we were on the sheep-cropped grass,
         staring up at what opposed us so formidably yet so enticingly—the great slope, the primrose clumps splashed all over it, the
         track that soared to the church, then on again, swerving to take a milder angle, to the blue door in the brick wall that crowned
         the summit. Up, up, we toiled, picking and filling our baskets. Our fingers, when we smelt them, gave off that mysterious
         whispering breath which seems half-animal, half-made of air and dew.
      

      
      By the time we had reached the top and had decided we must moderate the size of our bunches this year lest Mrs. Jardine think us rude and greedy, there was still a quarter of an
         hour before we were due to go through the gate. So we went into the churchyard to have a look at the graves. The church itself
         was tiny, crooked, Norman, with a pretty, rosy, lichen-crusted roof of tiles. Beside it grew a yew tree, said to be a thousand
         years old. Its trunk was of gigantic girth, belted with a chain to hold it together, twisted and moulded into vast bosses,
         knots, inlays and depressions, into sculptured reliefs of frenetic inspiration and irresponsibility. Silvery, veined with
         iron black, its substance, seen from close, gave a mineral impression: it had nothing of the warmth and life of wood. From
         farther off, this stoniness dissolved, became fluid, tender; became a column of water, pale and dark, pouring down silently
         out of the core of the sombre spread of branches, in snaky interlacing whorls and spirals.
      

      
      In a corner of the churchyard grew a plantation of white violets, enormously plump and prosperous-looking. When I wondered
         why they should grow so exceptionally fat in that one spot, Mademoiselle answered in a dry way that no doubt they had a rich
         soil to nourish them; and I saw the dead stretched out under me in the earth, feeding these flowers with a thin milk drawn
         from their bones. One of the tombstones was engraved: Sacred to the memory of Silence, wife of John Strong of this parish, who departed this life in the twenty-fifth year of her
            age. The date was of the seventeenth century. The word Silence, in deep, high letters, in the midst of all the other names of
         dead women—the Hannahs, Marys, Ediths, Louisas, Georginas—gave this one grave a strange significance: as if among domestic
         griefs and protestations, something impersonal, cold, symbolic had been stated. Once, when I mentioned the name disbelievingly
         to my father, he smiled, and said: “My gracious Silence!”—I did not understand why.
      

      
      I put a small bunch of primroses on this neglected grave: then it was four o’clock, and we went through the blue door into
         Mrs. Jardine’s garden.
      

      
      As we crossed the lawn, a french window in the front of the long, low, creeper-covered house opened, and a woman’s figure appeared. She waved. She gave the impression of arms outstretched, so welcomingly did she surge forward to meet us.
         She was dressed in a long gown of pale blue with wide sleeves embroidered thickly with blue, rose and violet flowers. She
         had a white fleecy wrap round her shoulders, and on her head, with its pile of fringed, puffed, curled white hair, a large
         Panama hat trimmed with a blue liberty scarf artistically knotted, the ends hanging down behind. She was small and rather
         stocky, with short legs and little feet shod in low-heeled black slippers with tongues and paste buckles.
      

      
      When she came up to us, she said:

      
      “I must kiss you, because I loved your grandmother.”

      
      We lifted our faces, and she gave us each a kiss. Her lips and cheeks were dry, warm, the skin so crinkled all over with faint
         lines it seemed a fine-meshed net. The most noticeable things about her were the whiteness of her face, the paleness of her
         large eyes, and the strong fullness and width of her mouth. Her teeth were regular, splendid, untouched by age.
      

      
      We were deeply struck by her remark. It sounded strange to us that a person should so reveal her feelings: we did not say
         things like that in our family, though I dreamed of a life in which such pregnant statements should lead on to drama and revelation.
         I had at this time a sense that I might be a more romantic figure than my parents and other people realised.
      

      
      She turned her full eye, that seemed to embrace more than it looked at, upon our primrose baskets, and said:

      
      “Is that all you’ve picked?”

      
      “We didn’t like to pick too many,” said Jess.

      
      “Why not?” We were silent, and she continued: “My dears, are you very well-behaved?”

      
      “We have to be,” said Jess.

      
      She gave a rough, chuckling laugh.

      
      “Well, you can break out with our primroses another time. Anything so lavishly offered by Nature must be lavishly accepted.
         The real point of primroses is the amount—as with ice cream. Whoever heard of good manners over ice cream?”
      

      
      
      “We have,” said Jess.

      
      Her laugh broke out again, and taking Jess’s chin in her fingertips, she turned her face up and gazed at it.

      
      “How came you by this unsoothed breast?” she said.

      
      Her voice was rather harsh, yet warm, energetic, throaty, with a break in it.

      
      I thought Jess would find it necessary to reply that she came by it through unfairness and Mademoiselle, but something in
         the look they exchanged loosened her obsession; and colouring with shy pleasure, she smiled.
      

      
      “C’est un esprit fier et intransigeant,” remarked Mademoiselle in the benign and delicate manner she assumed for discussing
         our temperaments with people of social importance. “Le fond est ex-cel-lent.”
      

      
      “Evidemment,” agreed Mrs. Jardine, nodding, brooding over Jess. She looked sorry for her, amused and loving.

      
      I was beginning to fear that the, power of Jess’s character would exclude me from the bonds being forged, and perhaps she
         guessed this, for she turned to me, raising her eyebrows in humorous questioning, as if to inquire: “What about this breast?”
      

      
      “Elle est douce, la cadette,” murmured Mademoiselle, all honey. “Douce—douce et serieuse.”

      
      “You have your grandmother’s eyes,” said Mrs. Jardine. She took up my hand and examined it. “When I was a young girl she gave
         me this ring.” She showed me, on her little finger, a half-inch of small cut rubies set in thin gold. Her other fingers were
         covered with important-looking rings, diamonds and turquoises and emeralds, and this one looked girlish, incongruous among
         them. “My joints are swollen a little, and now I can only wear it on this finger—but I have worn it for forty years. Her own
         rings would only fit a child, her fingers were so slender. But they were very firm. They could touch the piano keys as no
         others could. Is there music in these fingers?”
      

      
      I said I had begun music lessons; letting it be inferred that I showed promise. But Jess said:

      
      “We can’t any of us sing in tune—not a note. Daddy’s tried us again and again, but it’s no use. He says Mummy’s influence
         is astonishing.”
      

      
      
      “I only saw your dear mother once,” said Mrs. Jardine. “It was in Rome, soon after she married your father.”

      
      “Oh, then she must have forgotten,” I said. “She said she didn’t know you.”

      
      “No. We have never met. I was in Rome at the same time. I saw them—at the Opera. They did not see me. I watched her for a
         long time. I wanted so much to know what kind of girl your father had taken for his wife. Such a pretty, fresh, Puritan face,
         so much firmness. Yes. … I think she gave you these strong limbs and rosy cheeks. Your grandmother was rather an invalid,
         you know. Her chest was delicate; and none of her children was very robust. She used to get a dreadful cough in winter and
         had to leave England and follow the sun.”
      

      
      “I have bronchitis sometimes,” I said.

      
      “Do you?” she said gravely, observing me. “That must be watched. This damp foggy valley is so bad, if there is an inherited
         weakness—as well there may be.”
      

      
      “Oh, I cough all winter,” I said recklessly; but Jess’s mood was now so mellow that she let it pass.

      
      We were in bliss: our hearts were bursting to give and to receive. Such reminiscent conversations are what children most delight
         in: they expand in the glow of an enhanced importance; their identity, to themselves so dubious, so cloudy, becomes clarified.
         The darkness they feel behind them, from which they are beginning to emerge, is suddenly, consolingly populated by familiar
         phantoms: shapes with eyes and hands from which theirs are copied, voices which have not altogether ceased to sound, but passed
         into their new throats. Brains, beauty are enhanced by establishment of their origin and continuity; a clue, a dignity is
         given to idiosyncrasy of temperament. Even disabilities—fatness, lack of inches, straight hair, tone deafness, failure to
         spell or do sums, distaste for mutton or greens—touched with the mystery of a recurrent phenomenon, receive a kind of consecration;
         also an absolution from total responsibility. Others before us compounded with these shames and handicaps: so why not ourselves?
      

      
      Portraits, letters, albums in the library, family legends, all conspired to float these grandparents, dead before our birth, glamorously before us. Figures larger than life size surrounded them, mingled with them in a rich element of culture
         and prosperity. In that lost land it was always midsummer; and the handsome, the talented, the bearded great moved with Olympian
         words and gestures against a background of marble-columned studios, hallowed giant writing-desks, du Maurier-like musical
         drawing-rooms, dinner tables prodigious with good fare, branched candlesticks and wit.
      

      
      Without conscious awareness that our circumstances were a decline from all this, we did receive early intimations that our
         budding time was somehow both graced and weakened by echoes and reflections from the prestige of that heyday. When elderly
         relations came to stay, and the talk, punctuated with sighs and smiles, turned on the old days, we listened, drinking in wafts
         of air unknown, yet recognised, with rapt attention. When their eyes fell affectionately, speculatively on us, we felt them
         wondering what, if anything, was to be hoped for from this generation in the way of particular inherited promise. Although
         unmusical, and for that reason a disappointment, something, we felt, might be done with writing?—drawing?—acting? … We would
         be three brilliantly talented sisters, as in the generation before us, and the one before that. Yet sometimes a doubt blew
         across this simple optimistic programme. That mint was abandoned, the coins were passing out of currency. There seemed something
         that had once been generated in the family circle, and from thence radiated among friends and acquaintances—a life-wish so
         crackling with energy that it could overcome no matter what minatory fate, and electrify the whole human span from birth to
         death. We had a great deal in our childhood, but we had not that. When our father in his middle years married a girl from
         New England, our cradles were swung at the meeting place of complex and opposing forces, and rocked rather bewilderingly in
         the process of their conjunction and redistribution. We did not quite know what we were, or from what quarters self-recognition
         would arise.
      

      
      A curious figure formed part of our early lives. Her name was Tilly. For many years our grandmother’s maid, she had been, subsequently to her death, distributed among various members of the family in the capacity of sewing maid, housekeeper
         or temporary nurse. She was a diminutive Cockney, just not a dwarf, cased always from head to foot in glossy black, with a
         little lace-bordered black silk apron, jet ornaments and a cornelian brooch. When she took the air, she wore a waist-length
         cape called a dolman, and a midget bonnet tied under the chin with broad black satin strings. Her reality belonged entirely
         to the Dickens world. She had a large pendulous face with caramel eyes on stalks, a long comedian’s upper lip and chin, and
         on her bulging forehead a lump the size of a thrush’s egg, which she concealed by arranging over it one circular varnished
         curl drawn down from her black “transformation.” The effect of this was disturbing, as if a form of animal life—a snail or
         something—grew parasitically upon her brow. I could never take my eyes off it. Twice widowed before the age of thirty, she
         had married first one Mr. Pringle, to whom in the course of interminable reminiscences she never once referred; next a handsome
         and romantic Bohemian cabinet-maker, by whom she had had one son, known to us as the Little Feller. He had been all brains
         and no stamina, his little spine grew crooked, and she lost him at the age of six. She was now in her eightieth year, and
         had retired to lodgings in Camden Town, and from thence emerged twice yearly to pay us long sewing visits. She sat in a room
         at the top of the house, making loose covers, manipulating my mother’s furs, exquisitely darning the linen and entertaining
         us with pink and mauve fondants and conversation.
      

      
      She was a true Cockney, all sharpness, materialism, irony and repartee. She was also a consummate actress and mimic. In a
         trembling croak she sang us snatches of old music-hall airs; and she danced for us, holding her skirts with quirked fingers,
         sedately rotating on invisible feet, round and round and round, and dropping a low curtsey at the end. The remarks she threw
         off impressed us forcibly. She said: “I wouldn’t marry a undertaker—not if ’is ’air was ’ung with diamonds.” She told us that
         if a person looked a lady in her dressing-gown, then a lady she was. Our grandmother had been an outstanding example of this truth. I studied myself long before the mirror in my red woollen dressing-gown, considering
         whether the same could be said of me. She said I had her voice, and Jess her clever fingers with a needle, and Sylvia her
         joking ways. None of our more agreeable qualities could derive from anybody but Grandma. Not that she had ever been a beauty;
         we pressed her for this, but she was firm; no, never a beauty, not even pretty: it was the ways she had—the loving way, the
         quick way, that way of flying out; and she would drop her stitching and chuckle at some recollection of the wit, the stinging
         tongue. She was on her death bed, so weak they thought her gone past rousing, the nurse did something to displease her: up
         she sat, “as fierce as a maggot,” to protest. Yes, our grandmother came all round us in the upstairs room, beside the cutting-out
         table and the sewing machine, through the smell of furs and camphor and new chintzes: passionate spirit, loving and loved;
         modest, self-confident; sheltered, sharply independent; despotic matriarch, young girl pliant and caressing; fragility, energy
         with a core like the crack and sting of a whip.
      

      
      It was this, this last that had left our house, and perhaps most similar houses at that period. There were no words for it,
         of course, and the sense of it came only intermittently. Looking back now, one might express it by saying there seemed disillusionments
         lurking, unformulated doubts about overcoming difficulties; a defeat somewhere, a failure of the vital impulse.
      

      
      Now here we were, emerged into this garden to confront this ageing lady who had loved our grandmother, stepping up out of
         the dead and gone to have our faces searched for clues. We knew we were linked back, as we were with Tilly, to the rich past.
         The fiery particle snapped in her eyes and in her voice, white, wrinkled, exhausted-looking as she was. Her lips were pale,
         bluish, but their outline was unblurred, sharply rising and dipping, meeting clear at the outer edges, neither slack, nor
         sour, nor frightened as many mouths of women grow. There was something about her lips and about her whole face—something dramatic,
         a sensuality so noble and generous it made her look austere, almost saint-like. Experience had signed her face with a secret, a promise whose meaning people would still watch, still desire to explore and
         to possess.
      

      
      We followed her across the lawn into the house.

      
      She showed us to the bathroom, shook rose geranium essence into the water for us, and left us to wash our hands. Then we hurried
         along the passage to join her in her bedroom. It was a long low spacious room, with white panelled walls and curtains of swathed
         and frilled white muslin, and a small four-poster bed with delicate columns of fluted mahogany and hangings of white Italian
         brocade embroidered in blue and gold. In front of the pretty fireplace stood a couch upholstered in mauve watered silk, with
         a rug of soft silvery fur folded at the foot of it; and over the mantelpiece hung the portrait of a little girl with long
         brown hair, very queerly dressed in a dark velvet jacket, and on her head a high fur cap. She sat half turned away, looking
         at us over her shoulder, hand on hip; her face was narrow, with big dark eyes.
      

      
      “That is my daughter,” said Mrs. Jardine.

      
      “What’s her name?”

      
      “Ianthe.” She gave the portrait a dwelling look. “Yes … I bought that picture some years ago. It was being sold at auction, I discovered. No doubt it would have been destroyed, but that
         it had a market value—being the work of a well-known painter.”
      

      
      Her eyes gave a flick. That was the first time I noticed this peculiarity of her eyes: as if they twitched far back, behind
         the pupil, then dilated in a long blank stare. There was something inhuman about the trick: it made her eyes look fierce and
         incandescent.
      

      
      “I suppose she’s probably grown up now?” I suggested, not knowing what to make of her last speech.

      
      “Yes, quite grown up. She has children of her own.”

      
      “Your grandchildren, then! What are their names?”

      
      “Maisie, Malcolm and Charity. Not names I should have chosen.” She drummed with her fingers on the mantelpiece, still staring
         at the portrait, but not as if she saw it.
      

      
      Jess, who was stroking the rug, said:

      
      
      “Do you rest on this sofa?”

      
      “Every afternoon.”

      
      “With the blinds down?”

      
      “No, I do not pull down the blinds. I look out at the garden. I love it so much from here: it frames itself so beautifully
         in this big window.”
      

      
      Our eyes followed hers, and saw through the sash window that reached from floor to ceiling the stretch of lawn and two magnificent
         trees—a giant copper beech, now budding, and near it a silver birch, the tallest I have ever seen. They were as glorious,
         as different, as brother-and-sisterly as the sun and the moon. In the background rose the old brick wall that edged the garden,
         and spring flowers—primulas, daffodils, narcissi, crown imperials—massed in the herbaceous borders.
      

      
      “And when you get tired of looking at the view you can look at the picture,” I said.

      
      She smiled.

      
      “Yes, I look at them alternately. And so the time goes very pleasantly by.”

      
      “Why were they called those names, do you think?”

      
      “I understand,” said Mrs. Jardine, with marked brevity, “that they were named for various defunct members of their father’s
         family.”
      

      
      “How old are they?”

      
      “Malcolm is thirteen and Maisie is—let me see—she must be twelve. That makes them rather older than you two. The other little
         girl is a good deal younger.” She looked at us attentively, and said in the brusque, electrifying way we were to know so well:
         “I have never seen my grandchildren.”
      

      
      We were dumb, shocked by the impact of what we recognised to be an important confidence. We waited, acutely aware of the trickiness
         involved in any attempt to follow on from this. What she had said, it was clear that she had said deliberately; we guessed
         it had been said to our grandmother’s grandchildren. To crown all, we began to receive a curious impression: we were about
         to enter into some sort of conspiracy with Mrs. Jardine. We watched her, responsive as any instrument she had ever in her
         life fingered and drawn the heart from, to play the part she had appointed.
      

      
      “Then you don’t know if they’re nice or not?” said Jess finally.

      
      “I wonder very much,” she said meditatively. “I often ask myself.” She went over to the mirror, took out her turquoise hat-pins
         and removed her hat, glancing at herself sidelong, as women do who think they have lost their beauty: repudiating a complete
         reflection. “I wonder what we should find to say to one another.” She dusted her face all over with powder, took from a drawer
         a scarf of sky-blue gauze and wound it round her throat, pushed her hair up and added: “I think I shall see them soon. I think they are coming to stay with me. Then you must come to tea and make friends: at least, if they are nice, as I hope.”
      

      
      Mademoiselle now appeared with an air of modest good breeding from the bathroom, where we had been bidden to leave her, and
         told us not to fatigue Madame with our chatter.
      

      
      “Come down now,” said Mrs. Jardine, stretching a hand out to each of us and drawing us close. “Tea will be ready. You are
         going to meet Harry now. You will like Harry. Everybody loves him. But he is a little shy.”
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