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About the Book

Through the crumbling ruins of the once splendid Xanadu, Miss Hare wanders, half-mad, yet seeming less alien among the encroaching wildlife than among the inhabitants of Sarsaparilla. In this wilderness she stumbles firstly upon a half-caste aborigine and then upon a Jewish refugee. They each place themselves in the care of a local washerwoman. Existing in a world of pervasive evil, all four have been independently damaged and discarded. Now in one shared vision they find themselves bound together, understanding the possibilities of redemption.

‘Stands out among contemporary novelists like a cathedral surrounded by booths. Its forms, its impulse and its dedication to what is eternal all excite a comparison with religious architecture’ Maurice Edelman, Sunday Times.

‘This is a book which really defies review; for its analysable qualities are overwhelmed by those imponderables which make a work “great” in the untouchable sense. It must be read because, like Everest, “it is there”’ Jeremy Brooks, Guardian.
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The Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel dined with

me, and I asked them how they dared so

roundly to assert that God spoke to them;

and whether they did not think at the time

that they would be misunderstood, & so

be the cause of imposition.

Isaiah answer’d: “I saw no God, nor heard

any, in a finite organical perception, but my

senses discover’d the infinite in everything,

and as I was then perswaded, & remain

confirmèd, that the voice of honest

indignation is the voice of God, I cared not

for consequences, but wrote. …”

I then asked Ezekiel why he eat dung, & lay

so long on his right & left side? he answer’d,

“the desire of raising other men into a

perception of the infinite: this the North

American tribes practise, & is he honest who

resists his genius or conscience only for the

sake of present ease or gratification?”

WILLIAM BLAKE


PART I




I

“Who was that woman?” asked Mrs Colquhoun, a rich lady who had come recently to live at Sarsaparilla.

“Ah,” Mrs Sugden said, and laughed, “that was Miss Hare.”

“She appears an unusual sort of person.” Mrs Colquhoun ventured to hope.

“Well,” replied Mrs Sugden, “I cannot deny that Miss Hare is different.”

But the postmistress would not add to that. She started poking at a dry sponge. Even at her most communicative, talking with authority of the weather, which was her subject, she favoured the objective approach.

Mrs Colquhoun was able to see for herself that Miss Hare was a small, freckled thing, whose stockings, at that moment, could have been coming down. To tell the truth, Mrs Colquhoun was somewhat put out by the postmistress’s discretion, but could not remain so indefinitely, for the War was over, and the peace had not yet set hard.

Miss Hare continued to walk away from the post office, through a smell of moist nettles, under the pale disc of the sun. An early pearliness of light, a lamb’s-wool of morning promised the millenium, yet, between the road and the shed in which the Godbolds lived, the burnt-out blackberry bushes, lolling and waiting in rusty coils, suggested that the enemy might not have withdrawn. As Miss Hare passed, several barbs of several strands attached themselves to the folds of her skirt, pulling on it, tight, tight, tighter, until she was all spread out behind, part woman, part umbrella.

“You could get torn,” Mrs Godbold warned, who had come up to the edge of the road, in search of something, whether child, goat, or perhaps just the daily paper.

“Oh, I could get torn,” Miss Hare answered. “But what is a little tear?”

It did not matter.

Mrs Godbold was rather large. She smiled at the ground, incredulous, but glad.

“I saw a wombat,” Miss Hare called.

“Not a wombat! In these parts? I do not believe you!” Mrs Godbold answered back.

Miss Hare laughed.

“What did it look like?” Mrs Godbold called, and laughed.

Still looking in the grass.

“I will tell you,” Miss Hare declared, laughing, but always walking away.

It did not matter to either that much would remain unexplained. It did not matter that neither had looked at the other’s face, for each was aware that the moment could yield no more than they already knew. Somewhere in the past, that particular relationship had been fully ratified.

Miss Hare went on, together with her emancipated skirt. With the back of her hand she hit a fence-post, to hear her father’s bloodstone ring. She would knock thus on objects, to punctuate periods which, otherwise, might never have had an end. Now she heard the redeeming knock. She heard the wings of a bird suddenly break free from silence. She sang a little, or made sounds. All along the road – or track, the older people still called it – which rambled down from Sarsaparilla to Xanadu, the earth was black and oozy in the early morning of early spring. In all that dreamy landscape it seemed that each particle, not least Miss Hare herself, contributed towards some perfection. Nothing could be added to improve the whole.

Yet, was she not about to attempt?

Miss Hare stood still in the middle of the road. So she had stood in the post office, only, then, she had worn the kind of expression people expected.

“This is something of an occasion, Mrs Sugden,” she had said.

There were those who could never understand Miss Hare’s manner of speech, but the postmistress had grown used to it.

“Well, now,” Mrs Sugden said, arranging some papers nicely, and the little glue bottle which use had almost glued up.

Then she waited.

“Yes,” said Miss Hare.

She could not find the horrid pen, She could not find the telegraph forms, sandy like her own skin.

“I have been in touch with a person. A widow. In Melbourne. In an advertisement,” she said, and found the forms. “I am engaging a housekeeper for Xanadu.”

“Well, now, I am real pleased!” said Mrs Sugden, and was truly.

“You will not tell?” asked Miss Hare.

How she hated the vicious pen.

“Oh dear, no!” protested Mrs Sugden. “What is an official position if not a position of trust?”

Miss Hare considered. The post office pen pricked the paper.

“I will tell you all about it,” she decided. “But must write the telegram. To Melbourne.”

Mrs Sugden knew how to wait.

Miss Hare began to write.

“She describes herself as a lady – capable and refined.”

“Oh, dear, I should hope so!” exclaimed Mrs Sugden, blushing for other possibilities. “In these days, and under the same roof!”

Miss Hare ploughed her way through the ugly desert of the telegraph form.

“I am not afraid,” she said, “of anything. Or not of the things people are afraid of.”

“There are other things, of course,” agreed Mrs Sugden, who, in her official position, must have experienced an awful lot.

The postmistress waited. Miss Hare had on that old hat, wicker rather than straw – it was so very coarse – which she wore summer and winter regardless, and which gave her at times the look of a sunflower, at others, just an old basket coming to pieces. From where they were standing at the counter Mrs Sugden was able to look down at the kind of navel right at the centre of the crown. Miss Hare was that short. All was hat, and a hand extended from it, having trouble with a pen. The pen appeared to be resisting. Mrs Sugden stood and wondered where the hat could have come from. Nobody remembered seeing any other.

“It is all due to my Cousin Eustace Cleugh,” began Miss Hare, who had just managed the signature. “He came here very many years ago. You will not remember. The way people sometimes used to send their sons on a visit to relatives in Australia. It seemed astonishing then. To Australia! Two wars have made a difference, of course, and the food parcels. But my Cousin Eustace came – he was somehow on my mother’s side, through Aunt Fanny of Banjo Downs. Oh, it was splendid! The bachelors’ quarters full. And they lit the chandelier almost every night. And balls, with music from Sydney. My mother said I should mingle with the guests – I was then a young girl; my hair had just been put up – but how could I mingle when I must watch all the people who had come to Xanadu? There was one girl – I must tell you – called Helen Antill, in a dress embroidered with tiny mirrors. I overheard my mother remark that perhaps she should not have invited that Miss Antill. ‘Nor any other girl,’ my father replied; ‘nor young men either.’ My father had to have his joke. ‘And let us enjoy our pudding in peace,’ he said, ‘and bread sauce.’ My father was fond of bread sauce with a roast fowl, and one of the cooks used to make him a special kind.”

“Ah?”

“With crushed onion!” cried Miss Hare.

Mrs Sugden shifted foot. Much of her life had been spent in waiting.

“But let me see – my Cousin Eustace, who came and went, was in some way disappointing to my parents, though in after years he made amends. Oh dear, yes, he made me a little allowance, because his circumstances permitted, from the island of Jersey where he lives. That began already during my mother’s lifetime. Fortunately. Because something – I never understood what – happened to my father’s business.”

Miss Hare’s voice trailed off. She took up the second, and equally horrid post office pen. But her gesture remained an irrelevant one.

“What do you know!” said Mrs Sugden.

“Oh, yes,” sighed Miss Hare. “I thought you knew. I had been receiving the allowance so many years. Till suddenly the island of Jersey was overrun. Like that.”

Miss Hare did, in fact, spill the remaining post office ink, but Mrs Sugden appeared not to care.

“By Germans?”

“Who else?” replied Miss Hare, not without contempt. “Like darkness. For years there was no communication from our relative, until on a Friday morning, exactly seven weeks ago, a few lines arrived to say my Cousin Eustace was safe. Although in only moderate health and reduced circumstances, he considered it his duty to continue rendering me some small assistance.”

Mrs Sugden was suitably rejoiced at such a lifting of the clouds.

“And so you were able to engage this lady.”

“This woman has almost agreed.”

Miss Hare could be at moments both realistic and stern.

“Her name is Mrs Jolley,” she added, and, as the extent of the morning struck her through the window: “I do hope she is capable of being happy at Xanadu. Sydney is not Melbourne, and here on the outskirts, there is such a lot of grass.”

“Anybody can be happy if they have a mind to be,” offered the postmistress, regardless of whether her maxim was cut to fit the situation.

Some flies had died on the counter which separated the two women, who found themselves examining the bodies.

“What,” asked Mrs Sugden, taking a deep breath, “what became of the girl called Helen Antill, who wore that lovely dress?”

“Oh, she went away,” said Miss Hare. “Everybody goes away.”

She began to swing her right leg. Her face, which narrative had turned moist and crumbly, was become dry and stale again. Ordinarily when she spoke, her mouth stayed stiff, almost as if she had had a stroke.

“She went away, and married, but somebody we had never heard of, and lived in a house, and had children, and buried her husband. Once I saw her looking out of the window at something.”

Mrs Sugden looked away, as if she, too, had seen.

Just then there was a crunching, and a person approached – it was, in fact, the newcomer to Sarsaparilla, Mrs Colquhoun – with the result that Miss Hare let the present fall like a shutter.

“Thank you,” she said to Mrs Sugden, whom she could have met only the moment before, and left.

So there was Miss Hare, on the track which the Council had begun to call a road, sometimes even avenue, which led down from Sarsaparilla to Xanadu. At one point doubts had invested her, and turned her stony still, but uncertain prospects could not long resist the surge of her surroundings, and she soon went on. Where the road sloped down she ran, disturbing stones, her body quite agitated as it accompanied her, but her inner self by now joyfully serene. The anomaly of that relationship never failed to mystify, and she stopped again, to consider. For a variety of reasons, very little of her secret, actual nature had been disclosed to other human beings. She stood still. Thinking very intently. Or allowing her instincts to play around her. Although no other human being was actually present, she did resent what must eventually recur. She stroked leaves sulkily. She broke a shaggy stick. Other people would drive along a bush road looking out of the windows of a car, but their minds embraced almost nothing of what their flickering eyes saw. Whole towers of green remained unclimbed, rocks unopened. Or else the intruders might stop their cars, and go in search of water. She had seen them, letting themselves down into the cold, black, secret rock pools, while remaining enclosed in their own resentful goose-flesh. Whereas she, Miss Hare, whose eyes were always probing, fingers trying, would achieve the ecstasy of complete, annihilating liberation without any such immersion.

Now, for a moment, she looked angry.

But drifted on dreamily.

All that land, stick and stone, belonged to her, over and above actual rights. Nobody else had ever known how to penetrate it quite to the same extent. She went on through her peculiar territory, lolloping, stopping. Often stopping. The sky had quickened, and was now a lively blue. The rather scrubby, indigenous trees, not so much of interest to the eye as an accompaniment to states of mind, were at the moment behaving with docility, a certain languid melancholy. Until she arrived at the bottom, where the road turned, and curled, and rose. The slope, gentle at first, climbed to abrupter terraces, with dispensations of fern and moss, and soft, rotting carpets, and there the trees, it seemed, grew straighter, taller and invariably she would turn dizzy if she stared too long upward at their scintillating crowns.

The owner never approached her legal property by following the official road to the gates – those, with their attempt at heraldry, were chained and padlocked, anyway – but took a short cut that she and the Godbold children always used, or an even shorter one, as now, known only to herself, and along which she had to push and struggle, actually to tunnel. But the way developed over good, soft loam, and velvet patches of leaf mould, lovely if the knees were allowed to sink for a moment into a surface from which would rise the scent of fungus and future growth.

So Miss Hare was pushing and struggling now, because it was what she liked, and chose. Scratched a little, but that was to be expected once the feet were set upon the paths of existence. Slapped by a staggy elder-bush, of which the buds had almost reached the edible stage. Whipped by the little sarsaparilla vine, of which she could have drunk the purple up. Stroked by ferns, and ferns.

At one stage she fell upon the knees of her earth-coloured, practical stockings, not because she was discouraged, or ill – she had reached the time of life where acquaintances and neighbours were always on the lookout for strokes – but because it was natural to adopt a kneeling position in the act of worship, and because intense conviction will sometimes best express itself through the ungainliness of spontaneity.

So she rested a little upon her knees, under the great targe of her protective hat, and dug her blunt, freckled fingers into the receptive earth. She knelt for a while in the tunnel that led to Xanadu, and anybody would have found her more grotesquely ugly, less acceptable than they had thought. If family had remained to her, other than her Cousin Eustace, who was at a distance, and a handful of Urquhart Smiths, who had decided to forget, they would have turned away on recognizing such a travesty of their otherwise irreproachable strain.

In the past the Hares had always blamed the Urquhart Smiths, and the Urquhart Smiths, with equal determination, had blamed the Hares. But now there were not many of either to argue and discuss. If it had not been for Norbert Hare himself one might have expected normality from such an untainted, bourgeois stock, for Norbert was the son of old Mr Hare, the wine merchant at Wynyard, as everybody knew. The Urquhart Smiths, understandably, knew it better than anybody else, and, forgetting the Smiths in favour of the Urquharts, were always ready to remind their Eleanor who had married Norbert.

Eleanor was of that branch of the family at Mumblejug, of whom Sir Dudley, it will be remembered, arrived in New South Wales during the last century to represent the Queen. Renowned for his silk hats and horsemanship, Sir Dudley was an exemplary man, as his descendants had continued to tell long after everybody else had forgotten. If his daughter Eleanor was less remindful than some of the collaterals, it was perhaps because of her discreet temper, her indifferent health, and, certainly, her unorthodox marriage. Of four sisters, she was the only one to survive. All lovely, gracious girls, three were buried before they had been matched, under the gum trees, outside the little Gothic church which Sir Dudley had built at Mumblejug, not so much to exalt the spirit, as to perpetuate a materialist tradition.

So solid, so lovely-old, so English, Sir Dudley’s church seemed to proclaim the situation at Mumblejug as indestructible. And then Eleanor went and did that terrible thing, of marrying Norbert, the son of old Hare the wine merchant at Wynyard. People of account, quite unacquainted with the Urquhart Smiths, were shocked into sympathy with them. Eleanor, however, departed with her portion, and many lesser individuals laughed.

It was not that anybody failed to respect old Mr Hare. Nobody suspected his fortune of being anything less than considerable; nor were the matrimonial expectations of nice people particularly sanguine in such a recent society, unless the arrival of some Honourable roused intemperate hopes. All considered, a girl might have done worse than catch a Hare, and if practical minds did not quickly and quietly accept Eleanor Urquhart Smith’s choice, the fault lay with her husband, who was original.

Norbert Hare had never been given to half measures. He did, or contemplated doing things which nobody else would have thought of. He once rode a grey horse up the marble stairs at Xanadu, as far as the landing, it was said, where his mount took fright, and deposited a mound of glaring yellow on the runner. Although they were not always executed, Norbert was for ever conceiving plans: for building a study at the top of a Chinese pagoda, or stable in the shape of a mosque, for breeding escargots de Bourgogne, or planting medlars, or printing poems – his own – on sheets of coloured silk, woven for that purpose on the property. The wine merchant’s son had received an education, which his own peculiar temperament ensured was of a spasmodic and eclectic kind. At one period he had considered writing a treatise on Catullus, until discovering he was out of patience with that poet. Norbert, had in fact, written quantities himself: epigrams and metaphysical fragments, which he would read aloud to anybody he succeeded in cornering. The fragment, it appeared, possessed for him a greater distinction than the whole. There were all those pieces of marble he brought from Italy. He brought the mosaics for a bath, all nymphs, and vines, and a big, black, baleful goat. Two Italian artisans were imported purposely to fit the pieces together, after it had been promised they would receive a regular supply of vino. The Italians came and practised their art, and drank their wine, and one of them, it was never decided which, got an Irish girl with child. Norbert and Eleanor were absent a good deal, of course, in foreign parts, because it was the period when Australians of That Class – and Norbert was soon of That Class – were returning home to show they were as good as anyone else. So the Hares had to go, nor could the discreet Eleanor prevent rumours trickling back: that Norbert had been involved in a duel while passing through Perugia, and that in London he had fallen down in public while under the influence of strong drink. It was all in character. But Norbert’s grandest gesture, the one that caused people to suck their teeth, to gnash them, or to set them in a kind, sad smile, was the building of his folly at Sarsaparilla outside Sydney. His Pleasure Dome, he called it, his Xanadu, and recited the appropriate verses to lady guests as they strolled in their veils and the afternoon, inspecting the freshly-laid foundations of porous yellow stone.

Nothing exquisite can be created in a hurry, and Xanadu was no exception. It cost time and patience; everybody grew exhausted. But there it stood finally: golden, golden, in a frill or two of iron lace, beneath the dove-grey thatching of imported slates, its stables and bachelor quarters trailing out behind. So Norbert, son of old Mr Hare, the wine merchant at Wynyard, was vindicated at last, if only in his own sight. He liked to climb up through his house, and on reaching the top, with its little, actual dome of faintly amethyst glass, spend a private hour devouring the flesh of a cold fowl, skimming opening lines from obscure poets, or just staring out over his own property. Or beyond, it could have been-beyond the still manageable park which he had ordered to be planted, beyond even the grey, raggedy, native scrub, for his eyes appeared momentarily appeased, and that end might not have been achieved, if anchorage in time and space had forced him to recognize the native cynicism of that same, grey, raggedy scrub.

The scrub, which had been pushed back, immediately began to tangle with Norbert Hare’s wilfully created park, until, years later, there was his daughter, kneeling in a tunnel of twigs which led to Xanadu. Speckled and dappled, like any wild thing native to the place, she was examining her surroundings for details of interest. Almost all were, because alive, changing, growing, personal, like her own thoughts, which intermingled, flapping and flashing, with the leaves, or lay straight and stiff as sticks, or emerged with the painful stench of any crushed ant. Her hands, almost always dirty and scratched, from the constant need to plunge into operations of importance: encouraging a choked plant to shoot, freeing a fledgling from its shell, breaking an afterbirth – were now hung with dying ants, she observed with some distress. One slithered from her father’s bloodstone ring, which she wore not as a memento of her father, but because its device officially confirmed her ownership of Xanadu.

Once or twice in the far past she had attempted to play with the ring on her father’s hand.

“It is not a toy,” he had warned. “You must learn to respect property.”

So she had begun to.

The mother, also, had worn rings, amethysts for preference. She favoured the twilight colours. Her clothes were in no way memorable, except perhaps her collection of woolly wraps, of such lightness they could not possibly have weighed upon her. The little girl was allowed to touch the clothes and rings her mother wore, even to grow rough with them. Too delicate to protest much, unless an issue exceeded the bounds of taste, Eleanor Hare wished most earnestly to do what was right, as wife and mother.

“I am so afraid, Norbert, we shall not love our child enough. With my health and your interests.”

“Oh, love!” the father replied, and laughed fit to shatter it for ever.

“I had no intention of causing you pain,” his wife complained, before withdrawing into herself, under a big woolly shawl, a sage green, and a hot water bottle which she would hold to her neuralgia.

“If only you would prevent her knocking over coffee cups,” he requested, “especially into the laps of guests, and snapping off dahlias, and stamping up and down the landing while I am reading. I need a certain amount of silence while I am thinking something out.”

“It is only reasonable,” she agreed, “that a child should learn to respect other people’s needs.”

Anybody’s reasonableness, and particularly his wife’s, was what infuriated him most.

So the child learned, as far as her natural clumsiness would allow, to move softly, like a leaf, and certain words she avoided, because they were breakable. The word LOVE, for instance, brittle as glass, and far more precious. Oh, she could go carefully enough in the end, in little, starched movements. And had learnt to love, even, but after her secret fashion, the labyrinths of corridors, the big, cool, greenish rooms, the golden walls of stone, the tunnels through the shrubberies.

And now Miss Hare got up, as far as her tunnel would allow, to continue struggling, bundling, pushing with the shield of her great wicker hat, to burst forth, not without shaking, and panting, and ridiculousness, into the presence of her noble love.

On extricating herself from the embrace of twigs, there remained perhaps another two hundred yards of less grudgingly gracious green: a pomegranate almost gone to wood, a crab or two, spidery with first blossom, several sad, but soothing pines. The ground continued to rise, increasing her breathlessness, tearing her calves open as she climbed. All, whether within or without, was leading upward now.

So Miss Hare came home, as always, for the first time. She stepped out beyond the trees where lawn began. Certainly the grass appeared a bit neglected, but the eyes, and not necessarily the eyes of a lover, were invariably transfixed by their first glimpse of Xanadu. Miss Hare herself had almost crumbled as she stood to watch her vision form.


II

She liked to come downstairs early. She would even get up in the dark, bumping things before she found her balance. She liked to come down, and sit, and listen to the house, after her own footsteps had died away, and the sound of the primus on which she had brewed a pot of tea. Then, she would sit and wrinkle her nose at the smell of kerosene, while she thawed out, if it were winter, or relaxed in summer after the weight of the heavy nights. Later she would start to walk about, touching things. Sometimes she would move them: a goblet, or a footstool, and once a heavy buhl table, from which the brass had risen to set traps for clothes and flesh. But mostly she let things lie, out of respect. Or she would draw a curtain, cunningly, to look out at the spectacle of morning, when all that is most dense becomes most transparent, and the world is dependent on the eye of the beholder. Then Miss Hare’s mouth would grow slack and loving as she formed the solid trunks of gums out of the grey embryos of trees.

She was at her best early in the morning. Except on this one. She jerked the curtain. And it tore uglily. A long tongue of gold brocade. But she did not stay to consider. It was several mornings since she had taken the postmistress into her confidence. It was the morning before the arrival of the housekeeper at Xanadu.

“A housekeeper!” she said, feeling her knuckles to test their infirmity, and finding they were, indeed, infirm.

A housekeeper though was less formidable than a person, and this was what Miss Hare dreaded most: an individual called Mrs Jolley, whose hips would assert themselves in navy blue, whose breathing would be heard, whose letters would lie upon the furniture addressed in the handwriting of daughters and nieces, telling of lives lived, unbelievably, in other places. It was frightening, frightening.

Miss Hare often cried in private, not from grief, but because she found it soothing, and she did now. It was frightening though. Naturally she found it impossible to like human beings, if only on account of their faces, to say nothing of their habit of relating things that had never happened and then believing that they had. Children were perhaps the worst, because they had not yet grown insincere, and insincerity does blunt the weapons of attack. Possible exceptions were those children who grew up in one’s vicinity, almost without one’s noticing, just being around; that was delicious, like air. Best of all Miss Hare liked those who never expected what they would not receive. She liked animals, birds and plants. On these she would expend her great but pitiable love, and because that was not expected it ceased to be pitiable.

Once, it was related, a naked nestling had fallen into her lap, and she had reared it by some mysterious method of her own, warming it down her front, it was suspected, and ejecting juices into its beak from her mouth. The nestling had grown into a dove. Some of the Godbold children had been shown it. Then it flew away, of course, but would return sometimes, Miss Hare told. She would talk to it. Everybody except the Godbold kids thought it a lot of rot, Miss Hare talking to birds. But you could learn she insisted. Miss Hare said you could learn to do anything provided you wanted to, but there were an awful lot of things you did not want enough.

Like learning to love a human being. Like the housekeeper, whom the telegram and her own increasing infirmity were bringing to Xanadu.

“Ah, no, no, no!” she protested and whimpered in the cold early morning air.

And the house repeated it after her.

Most of those landowners who wished to show how rich they were had already gone on to build in brick at the time when Norbert Hare decided to cut his dash in stone. To Mr Hare, brick was plain ugly; it did not please him a little bit, and what was Xanadu to suggest, if not the materialization of beauty, and climax of his pleasure? Pleasure is a shocking word in societies where the most luxurious aspirations are disguised as humble, moral ones. It is doubtful whether any rich, landowning gentleman of the period would have admitted to his house’s being more than necessary or practical. Material objects were valued for their usefulness; if they were also intended to please, not to say glorify, it was commonly kept a secret. Only Norbert Hare, notoriously rash, had been heard to confess that the word useful sounded to him less modest than humiliating. It was so intolerably grey and Australian. Brilliant and elegant were the epithets applicable to Norbert’s aspirations, certainly to his most ambitious, his Pleasure Dome at Xanadu. Although by no means a sincere man, there was one point in his life at which sincerity conferred with taste and individualism. Xanadu was Norbert’s contribution to the sum of truth, brilliant and elegant though the house was, created in the first place for its owner’s pleasure. More would have admired it openly, if they could have felt the principles of their admiration to be sound. As it was, other monied gentlemen voiced more loudly than ever their enthusiasm for the practical qualities of brick, and were persuaded that if the turrets of their purple mansions conformed to the pattern then condoned, nobody was going to accuse simple, down-to-earth sheep-keepers of acting in any way flash.

Norbert, of course, did not keep sheep; his family might have laughed a little longer if he had. What he possessed was the fortune of his wine-merchant father, who died conveniently soon after his son’s marriage, followed by several commercial brothers, trustful to the point of overlooking brilliance in a nephew. Norbert Hare inherited all, and thus comfortably endowed set about leading the life of a country gentleman, such as he understood it from his reading and his travels, with none of the colonial encumbrances of sheep and acres which made the undertaking virtually impossible. What he required, and did in fact acquire, was an exquisite setting for his humours: the park of exotic, deciduous trees, the rose garden which his senses craved, pasture for the pedigree Jersey cows which would fill his silver jugs with cream, and stables for the horses which he drove himself with virtuosity – always greys, always four-in-hand. Thus surrounded and provided for, he was soon engrossed in living up to it all: advising on the drenching of a cow, or blistering of a horse (Mr Hare always knew), marshalling the cinerarias in extra brilliant ranks, interfering in his daughter’s education, tearing down a wall, throwing out a wing, or running upstairs to jot down some thought which had occurred invariably to someone else before him.

Despite the inevitable frustrations and migraines, life at Xanadu was never squalid. Out of its bower of rather unhappy exotic trees, out of its necklaces of rosebeds (the complexions of the blooms themselves protected by little parasols, which occupied practically the whole of the second gardener’s time) aspired the lovely languid house. Round it they had trained wistaria, which at the height of the Hares’ glory had not attained to vulgar opulence, and which never failed to please the eye in the same way as a feather boa on the right neck. In the spring its heavy, clovy scent invaded the great, greenish rooms; the marble staircase and the malachite urns dissolved beneath the onslaught, and the gilded mirrors led by subtle, receding stages far beyond the bounds of vision.

The beauty of it antagonized some of those whom the Hares were in the habit of regarding as friends, to say nothing of the practical relatives, Ted Urquhart Smith, for instance, one of the cousins from Banjo Downs.

“What becomes of all this flummery when Bert has blown the cash?” asked Ted on one occasion, indicating with calloused hand the drawing-room at Xanadu, in which it was almost impossible to tell where glass ended and light began.

Addie, his sister, permitted herself a titter.

His Cousin Eleanor hesitated. Grave even as a girl, life with her husband had made her graver still.

“But I think Norbert’s fortune is very prudently invested,” she replied at last. “And then, a house is said to be an investment in itself.”

The wife of Norbert Hare seldom committed herself to positive opinions. Two positives in that relationship would have been intolerable.

Once, in a fit of rage, the husband accused his wife of having become the mouthpiece of social cliché.

“But it is what people prefer, Norbert,” the poor woman protested, with vehemence for her. “Too much of what is unexpected is too upsetting.”

Before there was any call for it she began to wear, together with her apologetic amethysts, colours which suggested mourning. She would cough thinly, from behind an expression that invited inquiry into the state of her health, and visitors would take the hint, not that they really cared to discover how Mrs Hare’s health was poor, but it provided a useful topic with which to hack a way into the tangles of conversation.

She was not a snob, though there were many who accused her of it. She suffered, rather, from seeing the weak exposed to those whom she considered strong, and so she would attempt to keep her friends separate, in compartments that she hoped might protect them from one another. She was completely unreal, and would impart temporarily to those of her equals with whom she came in contact something of her unreality. Yet she was not ineffective against the peacock colours of the stage at Xanadu, and provided the perfect flat foil to her husband’s fustian. The one cataclysmic reality to challenge her playing of the part was the presence of her daughter, but that was a fact she had failed from the beginning to embrace, an event the significance of which she had recoiled from relating to the play of life.

After several years of tedious and frustrated childbirth, Mrs Hare had succeeded in having this little girl. They named her Mary, because the mother, fortunately, was too exhausted to think, and the father, who would have plunged with voluptuous excitement into the classics, or the works of Tennyson, to dredge up some shining name for a son, turned his back on the prospect of a daughter. So Mary the latter became, but an innocent Protestant one.

Mrs Hare had soon taken refuge from Mary in a rational kindness, with which she continued to deal her a series of savage blows during what passed for childhood.

“My darling must decide how best she can repay her parents for all she owes them,” was amongst the mother’s favourite tactics. “See all these beautiful things they have put here to be enjoyed, not smashed in thoughtless games.”

And, in answer to a frequent question:

“Only our Father in Heaven will be able to tell my pet why He made her as He did.”

Paddling in her own delicious shallows, it never occurred to Mrs Hare to raise her eyes to God, except to call Him as a formal witness. She accepted Him – who would have been so audacious not to? – but as the creator of a moral and a social system. At that level, she could always be relied on to put her hand in her purse, to help repair vestments, or support fallen girls, and her name was published for everyone to read, on a visiting card, inserted in a brass frame, on the end of her regular pew.

The little girl appeared gravely to accept the attitudes adopted by her mother, but was not genuinely influenced. Unattached, she drifted through the pale waters of her mother’s kindness like a little, wondering, transparent fish, in search of those depths which her instinct told her could exist.

Her father’s attitudes were less acceptable than her mother’s.

Once in her presence – or she had been standing, rather, in the drawing-room alcove, apart, touching the waves of an emerald silk with which the day-bed would fascinate the fingers – her father had thrown down his cap with more than his usual violence and shouted:

“Who would ever have thought I should get a red girl! By George, Eleanor, she is ugly, ugly!”

Which – it sounded – was the worst that might be said.

With more than her usual kindness, Eleanor Hare motioned to their child, and when the latter had come forward – because, what else could anyone do? – the mother smoothed a sash, and sighed and suggested:

“Plain is the word, Norbert. And who knows – Mary’s plainness may have been given to her for a special purpose.”

Because she was inexperienced, or because she was born hopeful Mary did not immediately begin to hate her father. She decided on a watery smile, which only made her uglier, and her parent more enraged.

She remained altogether without companions, because it never occurred to anybody that she was in need of them, and she did fairly well without: with sticks, pebbles, skeleton leaves, birds, insects, the hollows of trees, and the cellars and attics of Xanadu. She did have a pony, but preferred to be with it rather than to ride upon it – which would have entailed the company of her father – and soon learned to oblige most of its wishes by studying the quiver of a nostril, the flicker of a muscle, and the varying assertions of silence.

Once when, unavoidably, in the company of her father, and they had gone down to inspect a rested paddock, she had thrown herself on the ground and begun to hollow out a nest in the grass with little feverish jerks of her body and foolish grunts, curling round in the shape of a bean or position of a foetus. So it appeared to him. But, in answer to his quick-drawn demand for an explanation, the child had replied simply:

“Now I know what it feels like to be a dog.”

He had been so shocked and disgusted by the expression on her freckled face, that he told her to get up at once, and decided not to think about the incident again.

On very few occasions Mary Hare and her father, approaching from their opposite sides, arrived simultaneously at a common frontier of understanding, and then only when alcohol, despair or approaching death loosened the slight restraints of reason – when, indeed, he came closest to resembling in her eyes a distressed or desperate animal.

Throughout her life the daughter would remember an incident which occurred about that time, and on which she would employ her intuition in attempting to interpret what her mind failed to understand. She had been standing on the terrace. It was the hour of sunset. Earlier in the afternoon they had gone driving along the roads and lanes round Sarsaparilla, even as far as Barranugli, so that her father might show himself. How relieved she felt to be alone at last, able to look at and touch and smell whatever she saw, without danger of being asked by her parents for explanations. The urns on the terrace were running over, she remembered, with cascades of a little milky flower, which would shimmer through darkness like falls of moonlight. But at that hour the light was gold. Or red. So splendid that even she, a red girl, had no need to feel ashamed of the correspondence.

Then her father came outside. He had been tasting a new brandy which they had sent out for his personal opinion, and his mouth was still wet and shining from his recent occupation. His eyes, in the dazzle from the sun, appeared almost vulnerable. There they stood, the father and daughter, facing each other, alarmingly exposed. He came forward, and seemed at once both puzzled and assured. Fondling her. Which was not his habit. And it was not altogether pleasant: his hands playing amongst her hair. She was reminded of a pair of black-and-white spaniels she had seen lolloping and playing together, too silly to help themselves. But just because her father’s temporary silliness and loss of control had reduced him to the level of herself and dogs, she did submit to his fondling her.

She did not remember what he said, not all of it, for that, too, was silly and confused, only that at one point he had shaken his head, as if to dash the sunlight out of his eyes, both drowning and smiling, and spoke in a harsh voice, which, although addressing her, did not seem designed for her attention.

Her father said:

“Who are the riders in the Chariot, eh, Mary? Who is ever going to know?”

Who, indeed? Certainly she would not be expected to understand. Nor did she think she wanted to just then. But they continued there, the sunset backed up against the sky, as they stood beneath the great swingeing trace-chains of its light. Perhaps she should have been made afraid by some awfulness of the situation, but she was not. She had been translated: she was herself a fearful beam of the ruddy, champing light, reflected back at her own silly, uncertain father.

Then he had started frowning, and it became obvious they were again driving along the road from Barranugli to Sarsaparilla, returning through the comparatively humdrum light of the afternoon already past.

“I do not like the offside front mare,” he complained. “Must replace the offside front. She moves lame, without her being lame at all.”

For he required perfection in horses, as in everything, and usually got it, except in human beings.

He looked at her, and was again irritated, she saw, because she was such an ugly little girl, and she, for her part, could do nothing for him but smile back in the way of those from whom nothing much is expected.

Yet, the father’s rather oblique remark, made when he was drunk, and uttered with the detachment and harshness of male egotism, encouraged the daughter to expect of life some ultimate revelation. Years after, when his stature was even further diminished in her memory, her mind would venture in foxy fashion, or more blunderingly worm-like, in search of a concealed truth. If fellowship with Himmelfarb and Mrs Godbold, and perhaps her brief communion with a certain blackfellow, would confirm rather than expound a mystery, the reason could be that, in the last light, illumination is synonymous with blinding.

In the meantime, life at Xanadu was disturbed less by transcendental problems than the economic and social ones which come to those who enjoy nerves and invested income. The Hares never talked about money. To Mrs Hare that would have been an act in the poorest taste. To her husband, on the other hand, money was something he did not care to think about, but which he hoped fervently would still be there. He was not unlike a traveller walking into a landscape which may prove mirage. Fortunate in his inheritance from the wine-merchant father and commercial uncles, and in the devotion of an individual just stupid enough to be honest, just intelligent enough to be practical, who managed his late father’s business, Norbert was pretty certain that his landscape was an actual one. But it unnerved him to discuss it, and if drink or insomnia forced him to consider his financial future, he would buy reality off by writing to his London agent to order a fireplace in Parian marble, or a Bonington, which, he was assured, would soon be coming up for sale. In that way he was fortified.

In that way they continued to live at Xanadu, and soon it became clear the daughter of the house was a young girl. They put up her hair, and the nape of her neck was greenish and unfreckled where the red hair had lain. She was no prettier, however, and unnaturally small.

The mother began to sigh a good deal, and remarked:

“It is time we thought about doing something for our poor Mary.”

But immediately wondered whether her suggestion might not have sounded vulgar.

The father could not feel the situation deserved his interest.

“If anything is to happen it will happen.” He yawned, and showed his rather handsome, pointed teeth. “How does it happen to at least ninety per cent of the unlikely human race? How did it happen to us?”

“We grew fond of each other,” his wife ventured, and blushed.

The husband laughed out loud.

And the wife preferred not to hear.

Not long after, Mrs Hare displayed excitement and her husband cynical interest when it was announced that Eustace Cleugh intended to undertake a tour of the world, in the course of which he would visit his relations in New South Wales. Except that he was a member of an English branch of Urquhart Smiths, not a lot was known about Mr Cleugh, but blank sheets are always whitest. Mrs Hare had heard that her Cousin Eustace was awfully nice, neither young, nor yet middle-aged, comfortably off, and that his mother’s brother had married the Honourable Lavinia Lethbridge, a daughter of Lord Trumpington.

“What does Mr Cleugh do for a living?” Mary asked her mother.

“I don’t exactly know,” replied the latter. “I expect he just lives.”

So it all sounded most desirable.

Eustace Cleugh, when he arrived, was not surprised at a lot of what he heard and saw, for as an Englishman and an Urquhart Smith, he had preconceived notions of what he must expect from colonial life in general and the Norbert Hares in particular.

“Breeding is ninety per cent luck, whatever the experts and Urquhart Smiths may tell you,” Mr Hare announced the first night at dinner. “And when I say luck, I mean bad luck, of course.”

“There are so many rewarding topics!” his wife complained, looking at her cherry stones.

Mary Hare stared at her cousin. An absence of interested upbringing had at least left her with a thorough training in observation, and although she looked deeper than was commonly considered decent, she often made discoveries. Now she confirmed that this man was, in fact, as her mother had forewarned, neither young, nor yet middle-aged. To Mary Hare it seemed probable that Mr Cleugh had always been about thirty-five. As she herself was of indeterminate age, she hoped they might become friends. But how was she to go about it? In the first place, he was of her father’s sex. In the second, his beautifully kept, slightly droopy moustache, and the long bones of his folded fan-like hands, appeared unaware of anything beyond the person of Eustace Cleugh. Perhaps if he had been a dog – say, an elegant Italian greyhound – she might have won him over by many infallible means.

But as that was not the case, she could only offer him an almond.

Which he accepted with an unfolding of hands. Now also he began to unfold his mind, and to offer to the audience in general – everything that Eustace spoke was offered to a general, rather than to a particular, audience – an account of a journey he had made with a friend through Central and Northern Italy.

“After a short interlude at Ravenna,” Mr Cleugh picked his way, “not in itself of interest, but there are the mosaics, and the zuppa di pesce – and they are essential, aren’t they?—we went on to Padua, where the Botanic Gardens are said to be the oldest in Europe. They are not, I must admit, particularly large, or fine, as gardens go, but we found them to be of peculiarly subtle horticultural interest.”

Mrs Hare made the little social noises that one made. But her husband had begun to blink, repeatedly, and hard.

“In Padua, poor Aubrey Puckeridge was struck down by some ailment we were never able to diagnose, part tummy, part fever, in what turned out to be – our guidebook had sadly misinformed us – a most primitive albergo.”

Mrs Hare made the same, only slightly more appreciative noises.

“And did he die?” asked Norbert.

“Well, no,” replied Eustace Cleugh. “I hope I did not imply. I intended only to suggest that poor Aubrey was awfully indisposed.”

“Oh,” said Mr Hare. “I thought perhaps the fellow died.”

Eustace Cleugh noticed that his cousin’s husband had been drinking a good deal of his own poisonous wine.

Mary Hare was fascinated by Mr Cleugh’s story, not so much by the narrative as how it issued out of his face. She put it together in piles of dead leaves, but neatly, and matched, like bank-notes. It made her sad, too. So many of the things she told died on coming to the surface, when their life, to say nothing of their after life in her mind, could be such a shining one. She wondered whether Mr Cleugh realized how dead his own words were, and if he was suffering for it. There were, after all, many things he and she had in common, if they could first overcome the strangeness of their separate existences, and crack the codes of human intercourse.

“When he got better, and left that primitive albergo?” she asked, for a start, offering him her assistance.

But Eustace Cleugh no longer felt inclined.

He had only glanced at his cousin’s ugly child, and promised himself that, during his visit, he would look as little as possible in that direction. Her short, stumpy hands were particularly repulsive, and the flare of hair that had not yet submitted to the tyranny of pins. He shuddered inside himself. Even while concentrating on the pattern of his dessert plate, he was conscious of how shockingly the girl was put together. It was almost as though the presence of any kind of physical monstrosity was a personal insult to Mr Cleugh.

“I expect Cousin Eustace is tired.” Mrs Hare was making his excuses. “My own arrival in a strange house exhausts me beyond anything.”

Eustace, of course, turned a smile on the company, because his manners were perfect, and became murmurous in protest.

But he did retire early, and not to the bachelors’ quarters because, said Mrs Hare, he was a member of the family.

Mary soon realized that her life would remain unchanged by their cousin’s being with them, because she did not see so very much of him; he was always either reading or writing – his tastes appeared studious – smoking or thinking, or walking in the bush to study the flora of Australia.

Once she suggested:

“If you like, I shall come with you. I shall take you to places that probably no one else has seen. Only you mustn’t mind crawling and scrambling. And sometimes there are snakes.”

He could smile very obligingly. He said:

“That is a good idea. Yes. Why have we not thought of it before? Yes. Some day. When there is more time.”

Because there were also social engagements: gentlemen were brought, who told him about their sheep, and ladies, who wished to be told about Home, some mythical land that existed largely in their imaginations. A lot of this did at last surprise the visitor, for it had never occurred to him that sheep could be taken seriously, and together with his English acquaintances, he had always considered that, of all civilizations, real and imagined, only the Italian was worthy of consideration.

All the time Mrs Hare remained aware that something must be done for Mary, and so it was decided to give the ball. This was such an undertaking in itself that it did not occur to her how her daughter might be affected by it.

The latter did venture:

“Do you think Cousin Eustace cares about dancing? He is far too polite to say whether he does or not.”

But already, mentally, the mother was at the dressmaker’s. She was calculating how many oyster patties, and wondering whether in the final hour the maids would obey her orders.

Even on the night, everyone was inclined to ignore Mary Hare. Those who were kind enough thought to respect her feelings by not noticing her appearance, but those who were cruel hoped to spare their own by refusing to see what could only upset them.

She appeared dressed in a silvery white, because she was a young girl, and this was to be the moment of her triumph, or sacrifice. She stood about, touching the papery stuff of her skirt with disbelieving hands, wearing jewels which her mother had brought from her own box: a little brooch in knots of pearls, and pearl dog-collar which the mother herself no longer wore, and which had lost much of its lustre from lying on velvet instead of on living flesh.

So there she was, dressed to kill, as one young fellow remarked, only it was Mary who was killed, by her own pearl dog-collar.

Certainly it was rather tight. She was always inclined to be red, however, in patches, according to weather and emotion, to say nothing of rough. Her hands caught in the splendid stuff of her silvery dress, and she was reminded of the many awkwardnesses of behaviour of which she had been guilty. Perhaps the most grotesque detail of her whole appearance, those who discussed it remembered afterwards, was a little bunch of ridiculous flowers that she had pinned half-wilting at her waist: frail fuchsia, and rank geranium, and pinks, and camomile – all stuffed together, and trembling, and falling. It did certainly look peculiar, and most unsuccessful, but she had not been able to resist one touch of what she knew by heart.

The evening developed, in gusts of music and tinkling of glass. The ugly, forgotten girl should have felt miserable, but was preserved finally from unhappiness by the wonder of it, by the long shadows and the pools of light, by the extraordinary, revealing faces of men and women, by receiving a glass of lemonade, off a silver salver, from a servant who pretended not to recognize, in their own house.

There were a great many important guests: landowners, professional men and their wives – only those who were rich, hence socially acceptable. And house guests. The bachelors’ quarters were full of young men down from the country, with high spirits, good teeth, and brick-red skins.

And the dancing. And the dancing.

Mary Hare, without aspiring, loved to watch from some familiar corner, protected by mahogany or gilt, in cave of chalcedony or malachite, peering out. From there the dancers could be seen riding the swell of music (the best that Sydney could provide) in the full arrogance of their intentions. Or, suddenly, they would lose control, whirled around by the unsuspected eddies. But willingly. As they leaned bade inside the slippery funnels of the music, they would have allowed themselves to be sucked down, the laughter and the conversation trembling on their transparent teeth.

There was, in particular, the girl Helen Antill, whom some considered, in spite of her beauty and assurance – extravagant. Miss Antill wore a dress embroidered with little mirrors, oriental it could have been, which reflected the lights, and even, occasionally, a human feature. She carried, moreover a fan, curiously set in a piece of irregular coral resembling a hand. The fan was of peacocks’ feathers. Most unlucky.

But Miss Antill could not have been perturbed.

Mary Hare, watching, thought she might have loved something like this, just as she fell spontaneously in love with the smooth limbs of certain trees, the texture of marble, and long, immaculate legs of thoroughbred horses spanking at their exercise. Even Mrs Hare became carried away by Miss Antill’s performance, and although she had at first suffered qualms on seeing the effect her guest would have upon those others present, admiration overcame her protective instincts as a mother, and she began to move quickly through her house, searching and frowning, her grey mist of chiffon trailing like an obsession after her.

“Where is Cousin Eustace?” she asked cursorily of Mary.

“It is some time since I noticed him,” replied her daughter, and as she diverted her attention, realized how strange it was that she should be addressing her own mother.

Mrs Hare frowned again. At the point of sacrificing a daughter, she continued to expect that the latter should do her duty.

“You should see to it that he is not alone. When there is nobody else, you should keep him company. In fact, any young girl of serious intentions makes sure that hers is the company he wants.” Then Mrs Hare sighed, realizing the difficulty of most situations. “Men do not know what they want without a little guiding.”

“But I should hate to guide someone,” replied Mary.

“The way you say it you make it sound like drag!” despaired the mother. “I meant to imply that a slight touch on the elbow works wonders.”

“Cousin Eustace hates to be touched.”

Mrs Hare preferred to interrupt a conversation that had become so physical. She would bear her cross, and in becoming thus a martyr, she was convinced that only she herself was aware of the source of her martyrdom.

So she continued the search for her relative, strengthened by her disappointments, and the vision of Miss Antill in her successful dress.

Eustace Cleugh had, in fact, performed most nobly almost all that had been expected of him that night. He had appeared to listen attentively to all those statistics with which the graziers had provided him. He had lent a sympathetic ear to graziers’ wives, condemned to use up their lives on Australian soil, removed from all those material advantages which their sensibility, not to say spirituality, required. He had danced, how he had danced with the daughters. At least, his body had accepted the dictatorship of music, and his face had not let him down. But now he had gone upstairs, into the study of his cousin Norbert Hare, to nurse his numbness, and to look through an album of engravings of German churches in the Gothic style.

Here his Cousin Eleanor found him.

“Eustace,” she exclaimed, “I cannot imagine how you have allowed yourself to overlook Miss Antill. Such an exquisite dancer, and a lovely girl. I cannot rest until I see you lead her out.”

And she took him by the wrist, guiding, as she was convinced.

Eustace Cleugh was far too well brought up to wrench himself free of gentle compulsion. All he said was:

“Yes, Miss Antill is very lovely.”

So Mary Hare watched their cousin brought downstairs. She watched him move out across the treacherous floor. That he was brought, and that he no more than moved, was something which perhaps only Mary noticed, but she, of course, spent so much of her time observing timid behaviour: of birds, for instance. Now here was her cousin, Eustace Cleugh, netted by the music and Miss Antill. How the mirrors in the dress flashed and reflected. Eustace did not struggle, but revolved most correctly, holding his partner; Mary alone saw how he was held. Almost the colour of nougat, his face asked the expected questions: about theatrical entertainments, the races and the weather. In the short space of his visit, he had grown surprisingly well informed on matters of local importance.

But Miss Antill seemed to remain unconvinced. As they revolved and revolved, the phrases into which she bit could have tasted peculiar. She could not quite believe in some thing, some failure – was it her own? Or could the bird have died before the kill? They continued, however, to revolve. As Miss Antill clutched her partner’s expensive cloth and the travesty of experience, she could have been flickering, although it was attributed by almost her entire audience to the clash between light and mirrors. Such splendour as hers did not encounter uncertainties.

Then there was a pause in the music, and Mr Cleugh did behave very oddly, everybody agreed. He simply excused himself, wiped his face with a horribly white handkerchief, and walked away. It was in the end far less humiliating for Miss Antill, in spite of the slight she had suffered, for practically the whole population of the bachelors’ quarters rushed upon her, to say nothing of several susceptible solicitors and elderly, unsuspected graziers.

Eustace Cleugh disappeared in the direction of the terrace. One or two ladies just noticed in the confusion of movement that dotty Mary went, or rushed rather, after him, dropping wilted flowers as she ran, but everybody was too distracted by the scene they had just witnessed to envisage further developments of an incomprehensible nature. Besides, they had been taught firmly to suppress, like wind in company, the rise of unreason in their minds.

Eustace was on the terrace Mary found, not quite in darkness, for the lights of the house cast a certain glow, tarnished but comforting.

“Oh,” she began, “I shall go away if you would rather.”

Though she would have hated to be sent.

“No,” he said. “There is no reason to go away. In this glass house. One is fully exposed everywhere.”

“Is it different, then, in other houses?”

He laughed. He sounded almost natural.

“No,” he replied. “I suppose not.”

“How you hated it,” she said. “The dance with Miss Antill. I am sorry.”

He began to tremble. If she had not pitied, she might have been shocked. But there had been moments when she had absolved even her father from being a man.

Cousin Eustace did not speak. He stood and trembled.

She touched some ivy. Painfully.

“And you will not forget it,” she said.

“There comes a point where one can’t remember everything,” Eustace replied, with reason as well as feeling.

Then she touched the back of his hand, and he did not withdraw. Of course her skin told her immediately that she could have been a dog, but she was grateful to be accepted if only in that form. In fact, she would not have thought of expecting more, and mercifully it had never yet occurred to her to think of herself as a woman.

After a bit, he began to cough and move about without direction or elegance, like an ordinary person when nobody is there. Rather clumsily. But he did not repudiate his companion.

“Oh, dear!” He sighed, and laughed, but again roughly, and unlike him. “Do you ever crumble? Suddenly? Without warning?”

“Yes,” she cried. “Oh, yes! Often. Truly.”

It was most important that he should know.

But he was yawning. It could have been that he had not heard her reply, or that he had heard, and did not believe in the existence of anything outside the closed circle of himself.

She saw, however, that he was tamed, and that in future she might walk calmly, though quietly, in his vicinity, and watch him, and he would not mind. Only soon after the ball at Xanadu, Cousin Eustace resumed his tour of the world, as had always been intended, and took refuge finally on the island of Jersey, with a housekeeper, and what eventually became a famous collection of porcelain.

Even if her husband had allowed it, Mrs Hare would never have been able to forget how her cousin had insulted her guest. What she did forget, conveniently, was that she had expected of him something impossible, not to say indelicate. It was only in after life, in the regurgitation of memories, that she sometimes came across her true motive for giving the ball at Xanadu. It would drift up to the surface of her mind, almost complete, almost explicit, but always it had a horrid, quickly-to-be-rejected taste.

If Mary was less upset by Eustace Cleugh’s behaviour, it was because she already expected less of the human animal, and in consequence was not surprised when he diverged from the course which other people intended he should take. The ugliness and weakness which his nature revealed at such moments were, she sensed, far closer to the truth. So she could understand and pity her cousin, even understand and pity her father, even when the latter looked at her with hate for what she saw and understood. In her time she had seen dogs receive a beating for having glimpsed their masters’ souls. She was no dog, certainly, and her father had not beaten her, but there had been one occasion when he did start shooting at the chandelier.

It was a summer evening, on which the weather had not broken. The expected storm still hung heavy on the leaden mountains to the west, and the air was full of flying-ants, dashing themselves against glass and flesh, and fretting off their wings in the last stages of a life over which they seemed to have no control.

As the servants, with the exception of an old coachman who was somewhere in the region of the stables, had not yet returned from a picnic, the family had just finished helping themselves to a supper of cold fowl. This fowl had been coated, all with the best intentions, with an egg sauce, to which in the heat and the dusk the flying-ants were fatally attracted, their reddish bodies squirming, with wings, without, as they died upon the baroque carcase of the anointed fowl.

“Loathsome creatures!” protested Mrs Hare, to whom any insect was a pest.

Mary did not contribute an opinion, as the remarks of parents seldom seemed to ask for confirmation, but continued to eat, or munch, rather loudly, a crisp stick of celery, and to scratch herself, because the heat had made her prickly. In intolerable circumstances, she alone was tolerably comfortable.

To the others, it was insufferable. The light in the dining-room had turned a dark brown.

Then Norbert Hare took the fowl by its surviving drumstick, and flung it through the open window, where it fell into a display of perennial phlox. It was one of his misfortunes to be led repeatedly to ruin his effects.

He was still eating. His mouth was, in fact, too full. His cheeks were swollen, and his eyes appeared almost white.

“Norbert!” cried his wife. “Whatever are the maids going to say?”

Knowing that she herself, with a lantern, would rummage amongst the phlox.

Then Norbert Hare took a loaf of bread, and flung it after the boiled fowl. He took a carving knife, and decanter of port wine, and threw.

He felt freer.

His wife began to cry.

“There,” he said, for himself. “But it is never possible to free oneself. Not entirely.”

His wife cried and cried.

“I am to blame,” offered the daughter, in case that was what they wanted.

“If we are to decide on the objects of blame,” her father shouted, “it could well be the boiled fowl.”

And seemed to madden entirely.

He was running and pouncing on some intention not yet matured.

Then he seemed to remember, and went to a desk, and got out the pistols.

In the drawing-room at Xanadu, separated from the dining-room by folding doors, there was a chandelier of exceptional loveliness, which money had brought from some dismembered European house, and of which the
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