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    From within a society that reveres conformity and punishes difference, a solitary life struggles to be named truthfully, to be seen without disguise, and to claim the simple right to love and to exist, even as the relentless pressures of family, class, and nation demand silence, denial, and erasure—a conflict of identity and belonging that gives this novel its inexhaustible urgency.

Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness, first published in 1928, is a landmark of twentieth-century fiction and a touchstone of lesbian literature. Composed in the late 1920s, the novel follows the life of Stephen Gordon, an upper-class English woman who recognizes her love for other women and seeks integrity and dignity in a hostile world. Without sensationalism, Hall presents a sustained portrait of a person whose inner certainty collides with social taboo. The premise is simple yet profound: how does one live authentically when the surrounding culture insists that authenticity itself is a transgression?

The novel emerges from interwar Britain, a period of anxious reconstruction, rigid moral codes, and vigorous debate about sex, gender, and the self. Hall engages the contemporary vocabulary of sexology, drawing upon the idea of inversion to frame Stephen’s experience as an innate, unchosen orientation rather than a moral failing. This historical context gives the book a double resonance: it is both a social document and a work of imaginative empathy. Its sober, earnest tone mirrors the seriousness with which its era treated questions of respectability, medical authority, and the boundaries of the permissible.

Its classic status rests partly on courage, but equally on craft. Hall’s narrative builds a comprehensive psychological study rather than a pamphlet, interweaving domestic scenes, social encounters, and moral reflection. The novel’s measured style allows feeling to accrue gradually, creating a dignified cadence that matches its ethical concerns. By insisting on the complexity of Stephen’s consciousness—her hopes, frustrations, and sense of vocation—the book transcends polemic. It offers readers not a thesis to accept or reject, but a life to recognize. That recognition has sustained its standing as a formative text in the modern canon.

The Well of Loneliness also became a cause célèbre through censorship, which paradoxically amplified its impact and secured its place in literary history. Shortly after publication, the book was prosecuted for obscenity in Britain and suppressed, while in the United States it withstood legal challenge and reached a wide readership. These controversies crystallized public debate around representation of same-sex love and the limits of artistic expression. The legal tumult did more than scandalize; it forced attention upon the human stakes of the novel’s argument, making its existence inseparable from broader struggles over speech and identity.

Beyond the courtroom, Hall’s work opened a path for subsequent writers who sought to depict queer lives with seriousness and complexity. By asserting that such lives deserve narrative centrality and moral consideration, the novel helped legitimize themes and character types long relegated to subtext or caricature. Later generations of authors and readers drew strength from its unflinching perspective, finding in it a precedent for stories grounded in empathy rather than stereotype. The book thus occupies a foundational place in the evolution of modern LGBTQ literature and in the wider movement toward more inclusive cultural representation.

At the heart of the novel lie enduring themes that far exceed historical circumstance: the right to self-definition, the burden of secrecy, the longing for kinship, and the cost of living against the grain of social expectation. Hall examines family loyalty and class privilege, showing how they can both shelter and estrange. She explores the fragile boundary between privacy and invisibility, and the ways communities can either enable flourishing or enforce exile. These concerns resonate across eras because they address a universal question: how do we reconcile the selves we are with the worlds that confront us?

Stephen Gordon is rendered not as a symbol but as a person whose temperament, talents, and sense of honor shape her fate. Hall attends to the often-overlooked details of a life—education, friendship, work, and home—through which identity is both practiced and policed. The novel’s power arises from this close observation: the small compromises that accumulate, the quiet acts of resolve, the encounters that confirm or confound self-understanding. The result is a character study whose depth and restraint encourage empathy, inviting readers to feel the weight of decisions that might otherwise appear abstract.

Stylistically, Hall unites social realism with moral intensity. Her prose is clear and sober, attentive to atmosphere and the nuances of gesture, striving for ethical persuasion through cumulative evidence rather than rhetorical flourish. The structure follows a classic arc of formation, tracing a journey from childhood awareness to adult commitment without resorting to melodrama. Symbols reinforce theme without obscuring it, evoking the depth of isolation and the possibility of endurance. This fusion of technique and purpose gives the novel a formal integrity that complements its historical significance.

Reading the book today requires an awareness of its era’s language and assumptions. Hall adopts terms and frameworks that reflect early twentieth-century scientific and legal discourse, some of which feel dated or pathologizing now. Recognizing this context can enrich rather than diminish the experience, allowing contemporary readers to see how the vocabulary of identity has evolved while the underlying quest for dignity remains constant. Engaging the novel on these terms honors both its historical position and its ongoing conversation with the present.

The Well of Loneliness endures because it does not seek sympathy through exceptionalism but through the ordinary dignity of a life told whole. Its claim is modest yet radical: that a person’s worth does not hinge on conforming to a prescribed script of gender and desire. Hall’s narrative invites readers to encounter difference as a fact of human plurality, not a crisis to be solved. In doing so, it offers a mirror in which many can recognize themselves, whether in the particulars of Stephen’s experience or in the broader human need for recognition.

In an age still wrestling with questions of visibility, rights, and belonging, Hall’s novel retains a bracing clarity. It addresses the costs of misrecognition and the necessity of compassion, themes that remain urgently relevant. As debates over identity recur in new forms, The Well of Loneliness reminds us that literature can widen the circle of understanding by insisting on the humanity of those it portrays. Its legacy as a classic rests not only on what it changed in its time, but on how it continues to speak to ours, with steadiness, courage, and care.
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    The Well of Loneliness, published in 1928 and introduced by a prefatory note from the sexologist Havelock Ellis, follows the life of Stephen Gordon, an upper-class Englishwoman who recognizes herself as what the period’s medical discourse called an “invert.” Radclyffe Hall presents this story as both a personal narrative and a social argument, depicting the costs of ostracism and the human need for belonging. Controversial at publication and subjected to suppression in Britain after an obscenity trial, the novel nevertheless maintains a sober, dignified tone. It traces Stephen’s formation from childhood through adulthood, using her experiences to question the conventions that deny certain lives recognition and respect.

Stephen’s early years unfold on a country estate, under the watch of a father who is affectionate and intellectually curious, and a mother who prizes propriety and conventional femininity. Her governess, Miss Puddleton—called Puddle—nurtures Stephen’s mind and sense of integrity. From the outset Stephen exhibits tastes and manners deemed masculine, and the narrative observes how family roles, clothing, and play restrict or enable a child’s self-expression. Hall emphasizes the quiet, often private realizations by which Stephen perceives difference, while suggesting the security—and precarity—of privilege when a person’s deepest traits diverge from social expectations.

Adolescence intensifies these tensions. Stephen experiences a formative attachment to a married neighbor, bringing desire and scandal into the open. The fallout exposes the fragile bounds of respectability and the speed with which rumor can isolate an individual. A profound bereavement shifts the household’s balance, removing Stephen’s most sympathetic ally and sharpening conflict with a parent who sees her as aberrant. In the aftermath, Stephen encounters the period’s medical literature on homosexuality and recognizes language that names her condition. Hall frames this recognition as both illumination and burden, a knowledge that clarifies identity while confirming the barriers that will shape adult life.

Young adulthood brings a search for occupation, community, and self-respect. Stephen seeks independence and moves among urban and artistic circles, discovering fragments of a world where people like her can speak more freely. Yet the same cities magnify exposure to scrutiny, reminding her how fragile any tentative acceptance can be. The narrative alternates between public scenes—drawing rooms, studios, cafés—and the interior solitude of a protagonist measuring her worth against prevailing norms. Hall portrays Stephen’s ambition and discipline as purposeful, but repeatedly shows how professional efforts and social aspirations are refracted through the fact of stigmatized difference.

War radically reorders these dynamics. During the First World War, Stephen joins an ambulance service in France, a setting that compresses class markers and invites a different kind of valor. Hall dwells on the camaraderie and fatigue of service, the stripped-down moral world of danger and duty, and the space it briefly opens for Stephen to act without disguise. In this crucible she meets Mary Llewellyn, whose courage and warmth become central to Stephen’s emotional life. Their bond forms in an environment where deeds, not pedigrees, matter most, suggesting possibilities for companionship not easily sustained in peacetime.

After the armistice, Stephen and Mary attempt to fashion a home together on the Continent, where expatriate circles offer partial refuge. Parisian salons, notably that of Valerie Seymour, supply a tenuous community of artists and “inverts,” along with a vocabulary for mutual recognition. The novel depicts the delicate social negotiations required to maintain income, housing, and respectability when secrecy and discretion are continual demands. Even in sympathetic spaces, Hall records glances of pity and impatience, reminding readers that tolerance often stops short of equality. The couple’s joys coexist with the constant calculation necessary to avoid exposure and loss.

As years pass, outside pressures and internal strains converge. Stephen’s desire to shield Mary from harm, combined with society’s refusal to acknowledge their union, produces a conflict between love’s protections and love’s freedoms. Friends such as Jonathan Brockett, with his worldliness and insecurities, and the poised Valerie Seymour offer understanding but not solutions. The return or arrival of men like Martin Hallam complicates loyalties and raises questions about security, future prospects, and what constitutes a life well lived. Hall keeps the narrative grounded in everyday particulars—letters, leases, invitations—through which larger ethical dilemmas must be faced.

Threaded through the plot is the novel’s sustained argument for recognition. Hall draws on then-current medical discourse to assert that such identities are innate, challenging the conflation of morality with conformity. Religious, legal, and social authority figures appear not as caricatures but as embodiments of systems that deny certain people full civic and spiritual standing. The prose is austere and grave, dwelling on interior resolve and restrained sorrow. By placing Stephen’s dignity and competence alongside her vulnerability to prejudice, the book presses the reader to consider the human costs of exclusion and the ethical obligations of society.

Without disclosing later turns of the story, The Well of Loneliness endures for its uncompromising insistence that lives like Stephen’s deserve visibility and respect. Its publication controversy helped crystallize public debates about literature, sexuality, and censorship, and its portrayal of stigma, courage, and chosen family continues to resonate. Hall’s novel stands as an early, influential work of queer representation in English-language fiction, arguing that private love is inseparable from public rights. The book’s lasting significance lies in its sober plea for compassion and justice, inviting readers to measure social progress by the breadth of lives it can honor.
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    Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness is framed by late Victorian, Edwardian, and interwar Britain, stretching into wartime France and postwar Paris. The novel’s world is shaped by the British class system, the landed estate, Anglican and Catholic religious authority, the medical profession, and a legal regime policing sexuality and print. These institutions exerted strong control over reputation, family life, and conformity. The story traverses years in which England moved from late nineteenth-century propriety to the upheavals of the First World War and the uncertain freedoms of the 1920s. That trajectory provides the novel’s backdrop: rigid norms colliding with social mobility and new understandings of the self.

The country-house milieu—horses, hunting, servants, and rituals of gentility—anchors the early setting in a recognizable upper-class England. Primogeniture, codes of propriety, and marriage expectations defined the futures of the gentry’s children. Education prepared sons for public life and daughters for domestic roles, though elite women increasingly sought accomplishment beyond the home. Technological change touched even the countryside: railways, telephones, and motorcars connected estates to cities and frontlines. Country life’s stability masked deep pressures to conform in gender presentation and courtship. Hall’s portrait of this stratum captures both its comforts and its constraints, revealing how class privilege could coexist with intense surveillance of difference.

At the level of law, late nineteenth-century Britain intensified regulation of male same-sex activity. The 1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act’s “gross indecency” clause extended criminalization to acts between men, even in private. No statute criminalized acts between women, and a 1921 proposal to add such a clause failed in Parliament, partly amid fears that legislation would publicize lesbianism. Yet silence did not equal safety: social stigma, loss of livelihood, and familial rejection were real threats. The Well of Loneliness reflects this contradictory environment—intense oversight of male homosexuality, tacit denial of female homosexuality, and a culture that policed reputations rather than legal categories for women.

The novel’s language is steeped in turn-of-the-century sexology, which sought to classify same-sex desire as “inversion,” often posited as congenital. European and British writers—Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Edward Carpenter, and Havelock Ellis—popularized ideas of a “third sex” or “intermediate” type. Ellis’s Sexual Inversion (English edition 1897) gave the term broad currency in Britain. Hall read this literature and adopted its vocabulary, presenting her protagonist as an “invert” who asks for social recognition rather than cure. Ellis contributed a sympathetic prefatory note to the novel, underscoring its scientific framing and its claim to speak for a misunderstood minority.

The book appears against the backdrop of women’s political gains and persistent constraints. Britain’s suffrage movement built for decades, with militant activism after 1903 and mass mobilization before the war. The Representation of the People Act 1918 enfranchised many women over 30; the Equal Franchise Act 1928 finally equalized the voting age at 21 with men. The Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919 opened certain professions, allowing women to serve on juries and enter law and the civil service. Hall’s protagonist’s aspirations and competencies—serious work, public contribution, and professional skill—echo this altered landscape, even as gender nonconformity continued to invite social penalties.

World War I transformed gendered labor. Large numbers of women served near the front as nurses, ambulance drivers, or in support roles through organizations such as the Voluntary Aid Detachments, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, and the Scottish Women’s Hospitals. They wore uniforms, drove motor vehicles, and operated in mixed-gender environments under pressure. This service changed perceptions of women’s capabilities and offered intense same-sex companionship outside ordinary domestic structures. In Hall’s narrative, wartime France provides a setting where competence and courage eclipse respectable décorums. The war thus functions as both an opening for agency and a crucible in which disciplinary norms reassert themselves afterward.

The period’s biomedical and social sciences often pathologized homosexuality. Eugenic thinking—prominent in Britain from the 1900s through the 1930s—framed anxieties about heredity, “degeneracy,” and national strength. Some doctors proposed cures or therapies; families sometimes sought medical or religious intervention. Hall’s novel counters these frameworks by insisting on the naturalness and dignity of the “invert,” arguing for social inclusion rather than treatment. Yet the book’s embrace of congenital inversion also reflects its time: appealing to science—and to ideas of fate—was a strategy for claiming tolerance in a culture that weighed individual worth against presumed biological narratives.

Religious authority remained influential in Britain, shaping public morals and private consciences. Hall converted to Roman Catholicism in 1912, and the novel’s ethical and sacrificial tone bears the imprint of Christian language about suffering, vocation, and grace. Anglican parish life and Catholic doctrine alike informed debates over sexual morality, marriage, and the family. Clergy, church periodicals, and lay moralists spoke with force on “purity.” The book engages this religious climate by presenting a protagonist whose spiritual seriousness challenges the assumption that same-sex desire is simply vice. Hall’s appeal for compassion is framed in terms recognizable to believers and skeptics alike.

Urban modernity offered new settings for experimentation and visibility. Postwar Paris, in particular, was known for bohemian and expatriate circles, with cafés and salons where artists, writers, and queer communities mingled more openly than in London. While legal and social risks persisted, the city’s cosmopolitan culture provided relative anonymity and networks of support. Hall situates part of her story within such environments, where companionship and artistic circles are possible alongside insecurity. Paris thus functions as a European counterpoint to England’s provincial scrutiny, illustrating the uneven geography of tolerance across national borders in the 1920s.

The novel’s publication history is inseparable from the mechanics of interwar print culture and censorship. By the 1920s, mass-circulation newspapers and influential editors could make or break books overnight. Jonathan Cape published The Well of Loneliness in 1928; after hostile press campaigns—most notably in the Sunday Express—he arranged printing in Paris with Pegasus Press and attempted to import the book back into Britain. The Home Office, under Home Secretary Sir William Joynson-Hicks, pressed for prosecution. Moral crusaders denounced the novel’s defense of homosexuality; one prominent editor likened it to poison, dramatizing anxieties about literature’s supposed power over youth.

British obscenity law, rooted in the 1857 Act and the Hicklin test (1868), judged whether passages could “deprave and corrupt” susceptible readers. In late 1928 a London magistrate condemned The Well of Loneliness as obscene, not for explicit sex—which the book lacks—but for its sympathetic portrayal and its plea for recognition. The court ordered suppression and destruction of copies. An appeal in 1929 failed, and the ban in Britain endured for years. The case demonstrates how a legal standard designed for pornography was applied to a novel whose central offense, in the eyes of authorities, was its argument that homosexual lives were worthy.

In the United States, where federal and state obscenity enforcement varied under the legacy of Comstock laws, the novel faced legal scrutiny in 1929. A New York court concluded the book was not obscene, allowing distribution. American availability ensured the work reached a wide readership and sustained transatlantic debate about literary merit, morality, and scientific testimony. U.S. critics and defenders echoed British arguments but often focused on artistic value and the absence of prurience. The contrasting outcomes—ban in Britain, acceptance in New York—highlight the contingent nature of obscenity judgments and the differing weight of social conservatism across jurisdictions.

The controversy unfolded in a media ecosystem transformed by technology. Cheap newsprint, national dailies, and wire services amplified editorials into moral campaigns. The BBC, founded in 1922, exemplified a broadcasting culture wary of controversy yet influential in shaping public norms. Cinema faced its own censors, reinforcing a broader climate of gatekeeping. Circulating libraries and booksellers were sensitive to adverse publicity and might refuse stock. Hall’s novel thus became a test case for how modern communications could mobilize guardians of public morality and, conversely, allow supporters to organize, write letters, and sustain demand even under legal restraint.

Postwar Britain grappled with demographic and economic shifts. The 1921 census recorded a surplus of women, a consequence of wartime mortality, which sharpened anxieties about marriage markets and nontraditional households. The 1920–1921 slump and the 1926 General Strike marked a turbulent economy. Meanwhile, consumer culture and changing fashions—shorter hair, tailored clothing, and women’s increasing use of motorcars—signaled evolving gender presentations. Yet these visible changes coexisted with persistent homophobia. The novel reflects this ambivalence: the era offered new tools for independence and self-fashioning, while social sanction and familial expectations continued to enforce conformity.

Literary modernism in the 1920s explored gender and identity in diverse ways. In 1928, works such as Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, Compton Mackenzie’s Extraordinary Women, and Djuna Barnes’s satirical Ladies Almanack approached female same-sex desire through fantasy, satire, or stylistic experimentation. Hall’s book differs in adopting realist narrative, medical discourse, and a direct plea for toleration. Its earnest tone and social argument invited censors to treat it as propaganda rather than art, even as readers found in it the first sustained English-language portrait of a masculine-identified woman demanding recognition. The novel thus stands at an intersection of modernist experimentation and social problem fiction.

Hall’s own life contributed to the novel’s authority and its notoriety. Born in 1880, she was financially independent and lived openly with Una Vincenzo, Lady Troubridge, from the 1910s onward. Hall favored masculine attire, a public gender expression that the press sometimes sensationalized. She had already immersed herself in sexological writing and Roman Catholic thought, equipping her to write a book that combined scientific and spiritual arguments. Her private income enabled artistic risk and legal defense. The Well of Loneliness, conceived as an explicit campaign for social acceptance, drew as much on lived experience as on the published case histories of its time.

The British ban endured through the 1930s and World War II. After the war, shifting attitudes and publishing decisions led to the novel’s legal reappearance in Britain in 1949. By then, the intellectual climate had been altered by debates on civil liberties and by the exposure of authoritarian censorship on the continent. Yet the path to broader legal reform on homosexuality would be long; the Wolfenden Committee’s report recommending decriminalization of male homosexual acts appeared in 1957, decades after Hall’s plea. The book’s trajectory shows how censorship can delay but not erase a cultural document that speaks to urgent social questions. The Well of Loneliness operates as both mirror and indictment of its era. It reflects the country-house order, the disruptions of war, the authority of medicine and church, and the power of a mobilized press. It indicts a legal system that policed sympathy as obscenity, and a culture that demanded silence from those it refused to name. By adopting the terms of contemporary science and morality while pressing them to admit dignity and rights, Hall’s novel crystallizes the tensions of early twentieth-century modernity and remains a landmark in the history of sexual minorities.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Radclyffe Hall (1880–1943) was an English novelist and poet whose work straddled late Edwardian realism and the interwar period. Best known for The Well of Loneliness, a landmark of lesbian representation and a flashpoint in debates on censorship, Hall also built a varied body of fiction concerned with vocation, class, and faith. She cultivated a serious, traditional narrative style rather than the experimental techniques favored by many modernists, yet her subjects—sexual identity, spiritual yearning, and social constraint—placed her at the center of some of the era’s most contested cultural conversations. Her career charted both notable literary success and intense public controversy.

Raised in late Victorian and Edwardian England, Hall’s education was conventional for her milieu, and she became an avid, autodidactic reader. Travel and broad reading exposed her to European fiction, naturalist currents, and religious writing. Early on she wrote poetry, and as she turned to fiction she drew on realist methods to examine moral choice and social roles. Equally influential were contemporary studies of sexuality; she read sexological writings that used the concept of “inversion,” and she engaged those debates in both life and art. Havelock Ellis’s scientific framing, alongside Catholic devotional literature, helped shape the intellectual background of her mature work.

Hall began publishing in the first decade of the twentieth century with volumes of poetry before establishing herself as a novelist in the 1920s. The Unlit Lamp, issued in the mid-1920s, presented a psychologically attentive portrait of duty and thwarted aspiration. A Saturday Life, appearing soon after, displayed a lighter, satirical register while still probing questions of calling and fulfillment. Reviewers noted her command of traditional plot and the seriousness of her moral concerns. These books announced the themes that would preoccupy her: the conflict between individual vocations—artistic, spiritual, or erotic—and the powerful social expectations that constrain them.

In the latter half of the 1920s Hall reached a peak of mainstream recognition with Adam’s Breed, a socially searching novel that found a wide readership. Critics praised its moral intensity and firm narrative architecture, and the book garnered significant honors in Britain and France. Its success gave Hall a broader platform and financial independence, enabling her to attempt projects of greater risk. Even at this high point, however, her interests were moving toward the contentious intersection of personal identity, social tolerance, and law—terrain that would define her most consequential book and transform her public standing.

In 1928 Hall published The Well of Loneliness, a novel whose explicit plea for social recognition of same-sex love made it unprecedented in English fiction. She enlisted Havelock Ellis to write a brief prefatory note, situating the book within contemporary scientific discourse. The British press campaign that followed led to an obscenity prosecution; a court ordered suppression of the book, and it remained unavailable in the United Kingdom for years. In the United States, after legal challenges, it continued to be published. The controversy overshadowed her other work but also secured her stature as a pivotal figure in debates over sexuality and free expression.

Despite the turbulence, Hall continued to write across the 1930s. The Master of the House, published early in that decade, turned toward religious experience and the disciplines of spiritual life. Miss Ogilvy Finds Herself, a collection of short fiction, returned to themes of gender nonconformity and belonging. The Sixth Beatitude, later in the decade, explored poverty, endurance, and faith among the English working poor. Critical responses varied, often colored by the lingering scandal, yet readers continued to find in her work a distinctive blend of moral earnestness, close social observation, and sympathy for characters at odds with prevailing norms.

Hall’s later years were marked by declining health and the strains of notoriety, but she remained a disciplined professional writer until her death in 1943. Her legacy rests not only on The Well of Loneliness—continually reprinted, translated, and debated—but also on the broader corpus that situates sexual identity within questions of conscience, vocation, and belief. Scholars read her alongside contemporaries of the interwar period while recognizing how her public, gender-nonconforming persona complicated conventional literary categories. Her work is now central to histories of LGBTQ literature and to studies of censorship, offering a durable reminder of the cultural stakes of representation.
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I have read The Well of Loneliness with great interest because—apart from its fine qualities as a novel by a writer of accomplished art—it possesses a notable psychological and sociological significance. So far as I know, it is the first English novel which presents, in a completely faithful and uncompromising form, one particular aspect of sexual life as it exists among us to-day. The relation of certain people—who while different from their fellow human beings, are sometimes of the highest character and the finest aptitudes—to the often hostile society in which they move, presents difficult and still unsolved problems. The poignant situations which thus arise are here set forth so vividly, and yet with such complete absence of offence, that we must place Radclyffe Hall’s book on a high level of distinction.

Havelock Ellis
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All the characters in this book are purely imaginary, and if the author in any instance has used names that may suggest a reference to living persons, she has done so inadvertently.

A motor ambulance unit of British women drivers did very fine service upon the Allied front in France during the later months of the war, but although the unit mentioned in this book, of which Stephen Gordon becomes a member, operates in much the same area, it has never had any existence save in the author’s imagination.


BOOK ONE


Table of Contents




CHAPTER 1


Table of Contents



1

Not very far from Upton-on-Severn—between it, in fact, and the Malvern Hills—stands the country seat of the Gordons of Bramley; well-timbered, well-cottaged, well-fenced and well-watered, having, in this latter respect, a stream that forks in exactly the right position to feed two large lakes in the grounds.

The house itself is of Georgian red brick, with charming circular windows near the roof. It has dignity and pride without ostentation, self-assurance without arrogance, repose without inertia; and a gentle aloofness that, to those who know its spirit, but adds to its value as a home. It is indeed like certain lovely women who, now old, belong to a bygone generation—women who in youth were passionate but seemly; difficult to win but when won, all-fulfilling. They are passing away, but their homesteads remain, and such an homestead is Morton.

To Morton Hall came the Lady Anna Gordon as a bride of just over twenty. She was lovely as only an Irish woman can be, having that in her bearing that betokened quiet pride, having that in her eyes that betokened great longing, having that in her body that betokened happy promise—the archetype of the very perfect woman, whom creating God has found good. Sir Philip had met her away in County Clare—Anna Molloy, the slim virgin thing, all chastity, and his weariness had flown to her bosom as a spent bird will fly to its nest—as indeed such a bird had once flown to her, she told him, taking refuge from the perils of a storm.

Sir Philip was a tall man and exceedingly well-favoured, but his charm lay less in feature than in a certain wide expression, a tolerant expression that might almost be called noble, and in something sad yet gallant in his deep-set hazel eyes. His chin, which was firm, was very slightly cleft, his forehead intellectual, his hair tinged with auburn. His wide-nostrilled nose was indicative of temper, but his lips were well-modelled and sensitive and ardent—they revealed him as a dreamer and a lover.

Twenty-nine when they had married, he had sown no few wild oats, yet Anna’s true instinct made her trust him completely. Her guardian had disliked him, opposing the engagement, but in the end she had had her own way. And as things turned out her choice had been happy, for seldom had two people loved more than they did; they loved with an ardour undiminished by time; as they ripened, so their love ripened with them.

Sir Philip never knew how much he longed for a son until, some ten years after marriage, his wife conceived a child; then he knew that this thing meant complete fulfilment, the fulfilment for which they had both been waiting. When she told him, he could not find words for expression, and must just turn and weep on her shoulder. It never seemed to cross his mind for a moment that Anna might very well give him a daughter; he saw her only as a mother of sons, nor could her warnings disturb him. He christened the unborn infant Stephen, because he admired the pluck of that Saint. He was not a religious man by instinct, being perhaps too much of a student, but he read the Bible for its fine literature, and Stephen had gripped his imagination. Thus he often discussed the future of their child: ‘I think I shall put Stephen down for Harrow[1],’ or: ‘I’d rather like Stephen to finish off abroad, it widens one’s outlook on life.’

And listening to him, Anna also grew convinced; his certainty wore down her vague misgivings, and she saw herself playing with this little Stephen, in the nursery, in the garden, in the sweet-smelling meadows. ‘And himself the lovely young man,’ she would say, thinking of the soft Irish speech of her peasants: ‘And himself with the light of the stars in his eyes, and the courage of a lion in his heart!’

When the child stirred within her she would think it stirred strongly because of the gallant male creature she was hiding; then her spirit grew large with a mighty new courage, because a man-child would be born. She would sit with her needlework dropped on her knees, while her eyes turned away to the long line of hills that stretched beyond the Severn valley. From her favourite seat underneath an old cedar, she would see these Malvern Hills in their beauty, and their swelling slopes seemed to hold a new meaning. They were like pregnant women, full-bosomed, courageous, great green-girdled mothers of splendid sons! Thus through all those summer months, she sat and watched the hills, and Sir Philip would sit with her—they would sit hand in hand. And because she felt grateful she gave much to the poor, and Sir Philip went to church, which was seldom his custom, and the Vicar came to dinner, and just towards the end many matrons called to give good advice to Anna.

But: ‘Man proposes—God disposes,’ and so it happened that on Christmas Eve, Anna Gordon was delivered of a daughter; a narrow-hipped, wide-shouldered little tadpole of a baby, that yelled and yelled for three hours without ceasing, as though outraged to find itself ejected into life.

2

Anna Gordon held her child to her breast, but she grieved while it drank, because of her man who had longed so much for a son. And seeing her grief, Sir Philip hid his chagrin, and he fondled the baby and examined its fingers.

‘What a hand!’ he would say. ‘Why it’s actually got nails on all its ten fingers: little, perfect, pink nails!’

Then Anna would dry her eyes and caress it, kissing the tiny hand.

He insisted on calling the infant Stephen, nay more, he would have it baptized by that name. ‘We’ve called her Stephen so long,’ he told Anna, ‘that I really can’t see why we shouldn’t go on—’

Anna felt doubtful, but; Sir Philip was stubborn, as he could be at times over whims.

The Vicar said that it was rather unusual, so to mollify him they must add female names. The child was baptized in the village church as Stephen Mary Olivia Gertrude—and she throve, seeming strong, and when her hair grew it was seen to be auburn like Sir Philip’s. There was also a tiny cleft in her chin, so small just at first that it looked like a shadow; and after a while when her eyes lost the blueness that is proper to puppies and other young things, Anna saw that her eyes were going to be hazel—and thought that their expression was her father’s. On the whole she was quite a well-behaved baby, owing, no doubt, to a fine constitution. Beyond that first energetic protest at birth she had done very little howling.

It was happy to have a baby at Morton, and the old house seemed to become more mellow as the child, growing fast now and learning to walk, staggered or stumbled or sprawled on the floors that had long known the ways of children. Sir Philip would come home all muddy from hunting and would rush into the nursery before pulling off his boots, then down he would go on his hands and knees while Stephen clambered on to his back. Sir Philip would pretend to be well corned up, bucking and jumping and kicking wildly, so that Stephen must cling to his hair or his collar, and thump him with hard little arrogant fists. Anna, attracted by the outlandish hubbub, would find them, and would point to the mud on the carpet.

She would say: ‘Now, Philip, now, Stephen, that’s enough! It’s time for your tea,’ as though both of them were children. Then Sir Philip would reach up and disentangle Stephen, after which he would kiss Stephen’s mother.
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The son that they waited for seemed long a-coming; he had not arrived when Stephen was seven. Nor had Anna produced other female offspring. Thus Stephen remained cock of the roost. It is doubtful if any only child is to be envied, for the only child is bound to become introspective; having no one of its own ilk in whom to confide, it is apt to confide in itself. It cannot be said that at seven years old the mind is beset by serious problems, but nevertheless it is already groping, may already be subject to small fits of dejection, may already be struggling to get a grip on life—on the limited life of its surroundings. At seven there are miniature loves and hatreds, which, however, loom large and are extremely disconcerting. There may even be present a dim sense of frustration, and Stephen was often conscious of this sense, though she could not have put it into words. To cope with it, however, she would give way at times to sudden fits of hot temper, working herself up over everyday trifles that usually left her cold. It relieved her to stamp and then burst into tears at the first sign of opposition. After such outbreaks she would feel much more cheerful, would find it almost easy to be docile and obedient. In some vague, childish way she had hit back at life, and this fact had restored her self-respect.

Anna would send for her turbulent offspring and would say: ‘Stephen darling, Mother’s not really cross—tell Mother what makes you give way to these tempers; she’ll promise to try to understand if you’ll tell her—’

But her eyes would look cold, though her voice might be gentle, and her hand when it fondled would be tentative, unwilling. The hand would be making an effort to fondle, and Stephen would be conscious of that effort. Then looking up at the calm, lovely face, Stephen would be filled with a sudden contrition, with a sudden deep sense of her own shortcomings; she would long to blurt all this out to her mother, yet would stand there tongue-tied, saying nothing at all. For these two were strangely shy with each other—it was almost grotesque, this shyness of theirs, as existing between mother and child. Anna would feel it, and through her Stephen, young as she was, would become conscious of it; so that they held a little aloof when they should have been drawing together.

Stephen, acutely responsive to beauty, would be dimly longing to find expression for a feeling almost amounting to worship, that her mother’s face had awakened. But Anna, looking gravely at her daughter, noting the plentiful auburn hair, the brave hazel eyes that were so like her father’s, as indeed were the child’s whole expression and bearing, would be filled with a sudden antagonism that came very near to anger.

She would awake at night and ponder this thing, scourging herself in an access of contrition; accusing herself of hardness of spirit, of being an unnatural mother. Sometimes she would shed slow, miserable tears, remembering the inarticulate Stephen.

She would think: ‘I ought to be proud of the likeness, proud and happy and glad when I see it!’ Then back would come flooding that queer antagonism that amounted almost to anger.

It would seem to Anna that she must be going mad, for this likeness to her husband would strike her as an outrage—as though the poor, innocent seven-year-old Stephen were in some way a caricature of Sir Philip; a blemished, unworthy, maimed reproduction—yet she knew that the child was handsome. But now there were times when the child’s soft flesh would be almost distasteful to her; when she hated the way Stephen moved or stood still, hated a certain largeness about her, a certain crude lack of grace in her movements, a certain unconscious defiance. Then the mother’s mind would slip back to the days when this creature had clung to her breast, forcing her to love it by its own utter weakness; and at this thought her eyes must fill again, for she came of a race of devoted mothers. The thing had crept on her like a foe in the dark—it had been slow, insidious, deadly; it had waxed strong as Stephen herself had waxed strong, being part, in some way, of Stephen.

Restlessly tossing from side to side, Anna Gordon would pray for enlightenment and guidance; would pray that her husband might never suspect her feelings towards his child. All that she was and had been he knew; in all the world she had no other secret save this one most unnatural and monstrous injustice that was stronger than her will to destroy it. And Sir Philip loved Stephen, he idolized her; it was almost as though he divined by instinct that his daughter was being secretly defrauded, was bearing some unmerited burden. He never spoke to his wife of these things, yet watching them together, she grew daily more certain that his love for the child held an element in it that was closely akin to pity.
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At about this time Stephen first became conscious of an urgent necessity to love[1q]. She adored her father, but that was quite different; he was part of herself, he had always been there, she could not envisage the world without him—it was other with Collins, the housemaid. Collins was what was called ‘second of three’; she might one day hope for promotion. Meanwhile she was florid, full-lipped and full-bosomed, rather ample indeed for a young girl of twenty, but her eyes were unusually blue and arresting, very pretty inquisitive eyes. Stephen had seen Collins sweeping the stairs for two years, and had passed her by quite unnoticed; but one morning, when Stephen was just over seven, Collins looked up and suddenly smiled, then all in a moment Stephen knew that she loved her—a staggering revelation!

Collins said politely: ‘Good morning, Miss Stephen.’

She had always said: ‘Good morning, Miss Stephen,’ but on this occasion it sounded alluring—so alluring that Stephen wanted to touch her, and extending a rather uncertain hand she started to stroke her sleeve.

Collins picked up the hand and stared at it. ‘Oh, my!’ she exclaimed, ‘what very dirty nails!’ Whereupon their owner flushed painfully crimson and dashed upstairs to repair them.

‘Put them scissors down this minute, Miss Stephen!’ came the nurse’s peremptory voice, while her charge was still busily engaged on her toilet.

But Stephen said firmly: ‘I’m cleaning my nails ’cause Collins doesn’t like them—she says they’re dirty!’

‘What impudence!’ snapped the nurse, thoroughly annoyed. ‘I’ll thank her to mind her own business!’

Having finally secured the large cutting-out scissors, Mrs. Bingham went forth in search of the offender; she was not one to tolerate any interference with the dignity of her status. She found Collins still on the top flight of stairs, and forthwith she started to upbraid her: ‘putting her back in her place,’ the nurse called it; and she did it so thoroughly that in less than five minutes the ‘second-of-three’ had been told of every fault that was likely to preclude promotion.

Stephen stood still in the nursery doorway. She could feel her heart thumping against her side, thumping with anger and pity for Collins who was answering never a word. There she knelt mute, with her brush suspended, with her mouth slightly open and her eyes rather scared; and when at long last she did manage to speak, her voice sounded humble and frightened. She was timid by nature, and the nurse’s sharp tongue was a byword throughout the household.

Collins was saying: ‘Interfere with your child? Oh, no, Mrs. Bingham, never! I hope I knows my place better than that—Miss Stephen herself showed me them dirty nails; she said: “Collins, just look, aren’t my nails awful dirty!” And I said: “You must ask Nanny about that, Miss Stephen.” Is it likely that I’d interfere with your work? I’m not that sort, Mrs. Bingham.’

Oh, Collins, Collins, with those pretty blue eyes and that funny alluring smile! Stephen’s own eyes grew wide with amazement, then they clouded with sudden and disillusioned tears, for far worse than Collins’ poorness of spirit was the dreadful injustice of those lies—yet this very injustice seemed to draw her to Collins, since despising, she could still love her.

For the rest of that day Stephen brooded darkly over Collins’ unworthiness; and yet all through that day she still wanted Collins, and whenever she saw her she caught herself smiling, quite unable, in her turn, to muster the courage to frown her innate disapproval. And Collins smiled too, if the nurse was not looking, and she held up her plump red fingers, pointing to her nails and making a grimace at the nurse’s retreating figure. Watching her, Stephen felt unhappy and embarrassed, not so much for herself as for Collins; and this feeling increased, so that thinking about her made Stephen go hot down her spine.

In the evening, when Collins was laying the tea, Stephen managed to get her alone. ‘Collins,’ she whispered, ‘you told an untruth—I never showed you my dirty nails!’

‘ ’Course not!’ murmured Collins, ‘but I had to say something—you didn’t mind, Miss Stephen, did you?’ And as Stephen looked doubtfully up into her face, Collins suddenly stooped and kissed her.

Stephen stood speechless from a sheer sense of joy, all her doubts swept completely away. At that moment she knew nothing but beauty and Collins, and the two were as one, and the one was Stephen—and yet not Stephen either, but something more vast, that the mind of seven years found no name for.

The nurse came in grumbling: ‘Now then, hurry up, Miss Stephen! Don’t stand there as though you were daft! Go and wash your face and hands before tea—how many times must I tell you the same thing?’

‘I don’t know—’ muttered Stephen. And indeed she did not; she knew nothing of such trifles at that moment.
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From now on Stephen entered a completely new world, that turned on an axis of Collins. A world full of constant exciting adventures; of elation, of joy, of incredible sadness, but withal a fine place to be dashing about in like a moth who is courting a candle. Up and down went the days; they resembled a swing that soared high above the tree-tops, then dropped to the depths, but seldom if ever hung midway. And with them went Stephen, clinging to the swing, waking up in the mornings with a thrill of vague excitement—the sort of excitement that belonged by rights to birthdays, and Christmas, and a visit to the pantomime at Malvern. She would open her eyes and jump out of bed quickly, still too sleepy to remember why she felt so elated; but then would come memory—she would know that this day she was actually going to see Collins. The thought would set her splashing in her sitz-bath, and tearing the buttons off her clothes in her haste, and cleaning her nails with such ruthlessness and vigour that she made them quite sore in the process.

She began to be very inattentive at her lessons, sucking her pencil, staring out of the window, or what was far worse, not listening at all, except for Collins’ footsteps. The nurse slapped her hands, and stood her in the corner, and deprived her of jam, but all to no purpose; for Stephen would smile, hugging closer her secret—it was worth being punished for Collins.

She grew restless and could not be induced to sit still even when her nurse read aloud. At one time she had very much liked being read to, especially from books that were all about heroes; but now such stories so stirred her ambition, that she longed intensely to live them. She, Stephen, now longed to be William Tell, or Nelson, or the whole Charge of Balaclava; and this led to much foraging in the nursery rag-bag, much hunting up of garments once used for charades, much swagger and noise, much strutting and posing, and much staring into the mirror. There ensued a period of general confusion when the nursery looked as though smitten by an earthquake; when the chairs and the floor would be littered with oddments that Stephen had dug out but discarded. Once dressed, however, she would walk away grandly, waving the nurse peremptorily aside, going, as always, in search of Collins, who might have to be stalked to the basement.

Sometimes Collins would play up, especially to Nelson. ‘My, but you do look fine!’ she would exclaim. And then to the cook: ‘Do come here, Mrs. Wilson! Doesn’t Miss Stephen look exactly like a boy? I believe she must be a boy with them shoulders, and them funny gawky legs she’s got on her!’

And Stephen would say gravely: ‘Yes, of course I’m a boy. I’m young Nelson, and I’m saying: “What is fear?” you know, Collins—I must be a boy, ’cause I feel exactly like one, I feel like young Nelson in the picture upstairs.’

Collins would laugh and so would Mrs. Wilson, and after Stephen had gone they would get talking, and Collins might say: ‘She is a queer kid, always dressing herself up and play-acting—it’s funny.’

But Mrs. Wilson might show disapproval: ‘I don’t hold with such nonsense, not for a young lady. Miss Stephen’s quite different from other young ladies—she’s got none of their pretty little ways—it’s a pity!’

There were times, however, when Collins seemed sulky when Stephen could dress up as Nelson in vain. ‘Now, don’t bother me, Miss, I’ve got my work to see to!’ or: ‘You go and show Nurse—yes, I know you’re a boy, but I’ve got my work to get on with. Run away.’

And Stephen must slink upstairs thoroughly deflated, strangely unhappy and exceedingly humble, and must tear off the clothes she so dearly loved donning, to replace them by the garments she hated. How she hated soft dresses and sashes, and ribbons, and small coral beads, and openwork stockings! Her legs felt so free and comfortable in breeches; she adored pockets too, and these were forbidden—at least really adequate pockets. She would gloom about the nursery because Collins had snubbed her, because she was conscious of feeling all wrong, because she so longed to be some one quite real, instead of just Stephen pretending to be Nelson. In a quick fit of anger she would go to the cupboard, and getting out her dolls would begin to torment them. She had always despised the idiotic creatures which, however, arrived with each Christmas and birthday.

‘I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!’ she would mutter thumping their innocuous faces.

But one day, when Collins had been crosser than usual, she seemed to be filled with a sudden contrition. ‘It’s me housemaid’s knee[3],’ she confided to Stephen, ‘It’s not you, it’s me housemaid’s knee, dearie.’

‘Is that dangerous?’ demanded the child, looking frightened.

Then Collins, true to her class, said: ‘It may be—it may mean an ’orrible operation, and I don’t want no operation.’

‘What’s that?’ inquired Stephen.

‘Why, they’d cut me,’ moaned Collins; ‘they’d ’ave to cut me to let out the water.’

‘Oh, Collins! What water?’

‘The water in me kneecap—you can see if you press it, Miss Stephen.’

They were standing alone in the spacious night-nursery, where Collins was limply making the bed. It was one of those rare and delicious occasions when Stephen could converse with her goddess undisturbed, for the nurse had gone out to post a letter. Collins rolled down a coarse woollen stocking and displayed the afflicted member; it was blotchy and swollen and far from attractive, but Stephen’s eyes filled with quick, anxious tears as she touched the knee with her finger.

‘There now!’ exclaimed Collins, ‘See that dent? That’s the water!’ And she added: ‘It’s so painful it fair makes me sick. It all comes from polishing them floors, Miss Stephen; I didn’t ought to polish them floors.’

Stephen said gravely: ‘I do wish I’d got it—I wish I’d got your housemaid’s knee, Collins, ’cause that way I could bear it instead of you. I’d like to be awfully hurt for you, Collins, the way that Jesus was hurt for sinners. Suppose I pray hard, don’t you think I might catch it? Or supposing I rub my knee against yours?’

‘Lord bless you!’ laughed Collins, ‘it’s not like the measles; no, Miss Stephen, it’s caught from them floors.’

That evening Stephen became rather pensive, and she turned to the Child’s Book of Scripture Stories and she studied the picture of the Lord on His Cross, and she felt that she understood Him. She had often been rather puzzled about Him, since she herself was fearful of pain—when she barked her shins on the gravel in the garden, it was not always easy to keep back her tears—and yet Jesus had chosen to bear pain for sinners, when He might have called up all those angels! Oh, yes, she had wondered a great deal about Him, but now she no longer wondered.

At bedtime, when her mother came to hear her say her prayers—as custom demanded—Stephen’s prayers lacked conviction. But when Anna had kissed her and had turned out the light, then it was that Stephen prayed in good earnest—with such fervour, indeed, that she dripped perspiration in a veritable orgy of prayer.

‘Please, Jesus, give me a housemaid’s knee instead of Collins—do, do, Lord Jesus. Please, Jesus, I would like to bear all Collins’ pain the way You did, and I don’t want any angels! I would like to wash Collins in my blood, Lord Jesus—I would like very much to be a Saviour to Collins—I love her, and I want to be hurt like You were; please, dear Lord Jesus, do let me. Please give me a knee that’s all full of water, so that I can have Collins’ operation. I want to have it instead of her, ’cause she’s frightened—I’m not a bit frightened!’

This petition she repeated until she fell asleep, to dream that in some queer way she was Jesus, and that Collins was kneeling and kissing her hand, because she, Stephen, had managed to cure her by cutting off her knee with a bone paper-knife and grafting it on to her own. The dream was a mixture of rapture and discomfort, and it stayed quite a long time with Stephen.

The next morning she awoke with the feeling of elation that comes only in moments of perfect faith. But a close examination of her knees in the bath, revealed them to be flawless except for old scars and a crisp, brown scab from a recent tumble—this, of course, was very disappointing. She picked off the scab, and that hurt her a little, but not, she felt sure, like a real housemaid’s knee. However, she decided to continue in prayer, and not to be too easily downhearted.

For more than three weeks she sweated and prayed, and pestered poor Collins with endless daily questions: ‘Is your knee better yet?’ ‘Don’t you think my knee’s swollen?’ ‘Have you faith? ’Cause I have—’ ‘Does it hurt you less, Collins?’

But Collins would always reply in the same way: ‘It’s no better, thank you, Miss Stephen.’

At the end of the fourth week Stephen suddenly stopped praying, and she said to Our Lord: ‘You don’t love Collins, Jesus, but I do, and I’m going to get housemaid’s knee. You see if I don’t!’ Then she felt rather frightened, and added more humbly: ‘I mean, I do want to—You don’t mind, do You, Lord Jesus?’

The nursery floor was covered with carpet, which was obviously rather unfortunate for Stephen; had it only been parquet like the drawing-room and study, she felt it would better have served her purpose. All the same it was hard if she knelt long enough—it was so hard, indeed, that she had to grit her teeth if she stayed on her knees for more than twenty minutes. This was much worse than barking one’s shins in the garden; it was much worse even than picking off a scab! Nelson helped her a little. She would think: ‘Now I’m Nelson. I’m in the middle of the Battle of Trafalgar—I’ve got shots in my knees!’ But then she would remember that Nelson had been spared such torment. However, it was really rather fine to be suffering—it certainly seemed to bring Collins much nearer; it seemed to make Stephen feel that she owned her by right of this diligent pain.

There were endless spots on the old nursery carpet, and these spots Stephen could pretend to be cleaning; always careful to copy Collins’ movements, rubbing backwards and forwards while groaning a little. When she got up at last, she must hold her left leg and limp, still groaning a little. Enormous new holes appeared in her stockings, through which she could examine her aching knees, and this led to rebuke: ‘Stop your nonsense, Miss Stephen! It’s scandalous the way you’re tearing your stockings!’ But Stephen smiled grimly and went on with the nonsense, spurred by love to an open defiance. On the eighth day, however, it dawned upon Stephen that Collins should be shown the proof of her devotion. Her knees were particularly scarified that morning, so she limped off in search of the unsuspecting housemaid.

Collins stared: ‘Good gracious, whatever’s the matter? Whatever have you been doing, Miss Stephen?’

Then Stephen said, not without pardonable pride: ‘I’ve been getting a housemaid’s knee, like you, Collins!’ And as Collins looked stupid and rather bewildered—‘You see, I wanted to share your suffering. I’ve prayed quite a lot, but Jesus won’t listen, so I’ve got to get housemaid’s knee my own way—I can’t wait any longer for Jesus!’

‘Oh, hush!’ murmured Collins, thoroughly shocked. ‘You mustn’t say such things: it’s wicked, Miss Stephen.’ But she smiled a little in spite of herself, then she suddenly hugged the child warmly.

All the same, Collins plucked up her courage that evening and spoke to the nurse about Stephen. ‘Her knees was all red and swollen, Mrs. Bingham. Did ever you know such a queer fish as she is? Praying about my knee too. She’s a caution! And now if she isn’t trying to get one! Well, if that’s not real loving then I don’t know nothing.’ And Collins began to laugh weakly.

After this Mrs. Bingham rose in her might, and the self-imposed torture was forcibly stopped. Collins, on her part, was ordered to lie, if Stephen continued to question. So Collins lied nobly: ‘It’s better, Miss Stephen, it must be your praying—you see Jesus heard you. I expect He was sorry to see your poor knees—I know as I was when I saw them!’

‘Are you telling me the truth?’ Stephen asked her, still doubting, still mindful of that first day of Love’s young dream.

‘Why, of course I’m telling you the truth, Miss Stephen.’

And with this Stephen had to be content.
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Collins became more affectionate after the incident of the housemaid’s knee; she could not but feel a new interest in the child whom she and the cook had now labelled as ‘queer,’ and Stephen basked in much surreptitious petting, and her love for Collins grew daily.

It was spring, the season of gentle emotions, and Stephen, for the first time, became aware of spring. In a dumb, childish way she was conscious of its fragrance, and the house irked her sorely, and she longed for the meadows, and the hills that were white with thorn-trees. Her active young body was for ever on the fidget, but her mind was bathed in a kind of soft haze, and this she could never quite put into words, though she tried to tell Collins about it. It was all part of Collins, yet somehow quite different—it had nothing to do with Collins’ wide smile, nor her hands which were red, nor even her eyes which were blue, and very arresting. Yet all that was Collins, Stephen’s Collins, was also a part of these long, warm days, a part of the twilights that came in and lingered for hours after Stephen had been put to bed; a part too, could Stephen have only known it, of her own quickening childish perceptions. This spring, for the first time, she thrilled to the cuckoo, standing quite still to listen, with her head on one side; and the lure of that far-away call was destined to remain with her all her life.

There were times when she wanted to get away from Collins, yet at others she longed intensely to be near her, longed to force the response that her loving craved for, but quite wisely, was very seldom granted.

She would say: ‘I do love you awfully, Collins. I love you so much that it makes me want to cry.’

And Collins would answer: ‘Don’t be silly, Miss Stephen,’ which was not satisfactory—not at all satisfactory.

Then Stephen might suddenly push her, in anger: ‘You’re a beast! How I hate you, Collins!’

And now Stephen had taken to keeping awake every night, in order to build up pictures: pictures of herself companioned by Collins in all sorts of happy situations. Perhaps they would be walking in the garden, hand in hand, or pausing on a hill-side to listen to the cuckoo; or perhaps they would be skimming over miles of blue ocean in a queer little ship with a leg-of-mutton sail, like the one in the fairy story. Sometimes Stephen pictured them living alone in a low thatched cottage by the side of a mill stream—she had seen such a cottage not very far from Upton—and the water flowed quickly and made talking noises; there were sometimes dead leaves on the water. This last was a very intimate picture, full of detail, even to the red china dogs that stood one at each end of the high mantelpiece, and the grandfather clock that ticked loudly. Collins would sit by the fire with her shoes off. ‘Me feet’s that swollen and painful,’ she would say. Then Stephen would go and cut rich bread and butter—the drawing-room kind, little bread and much butter—and would put on the kettle and brew tea for Collins, who liked it very strong and practically boiling, so that she could sip it from her saucer. In this picture it was Collins who talked about loving, and Stephen who gently but firmly rebuked her: ‘There, there, Collins, don’t be silly, you are a queer fish!’ And yet all the while she would be longing to tell her how wonderful it was, like honeysuckle blossom—something very sweet like that—or like fields smelling strongly of new-mown hay, in the sunshine. And perhaps she would tell her, just at the very end—just before this last picture faded.
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In these days Stephen clung more closely to her father, and this in a way was because of Collins. She could not have told you why it should be so, she only felt that it was. Sir Philip and his daughter would walk on the hillsides, in and out of the blackthorn and young green bracken; they would walk hand in hand with a deep sense of friendship, with a deep sense of mutual understanding.

Sir Philip knew all about wild flowers and berries, and the ways of young foxes and rabbits and such people. There were many rare birds, too, on the hills near Malvern, and these he would point out to Stephen. He taught her the simpler laws of nature, which, though simple, had always filled him with wonder: the law of the sap as it flowed through the branches, the law of the wind that came stirring the sap, the law of bird life and the building of nests, the law of the cuckoo’s varying call, which in June changed to ‘Cuckoo-kook!’ He taught out of love for both subject and pupil, and while he thus taught he watched Stephen.

Sometimes, when the child’s heart would feel full past bearing, she must tell him her problems in small, stumbling phrases. Tell him how much she longed to be different, longed to be some one like Nelson.

She would say: ‘Do you think that I could be a man, supposing I thought very hard—or prayed, Father?’

Then Sir Philip would smile and tease her a little, and would tell her that one day she would want pretty frocks, and his teasing was always excessively gentle, so that it hurt not at all.

But at times he would study his daughter gravely, with his strong, cleft chin tightly cupped in his hand. He would watch her at play with the dogs in the garden, watch the curious suggestion of strength in her movements, the long line of her limbs—she was tall for her age—and the poise of her head on her over-broad shoulders. Then perhaps he would frown and become lost in thought, or perhaps he might suddenly call her:

‘Stephen, come here!’

She would go to him gladly, waiting expectant for what he should say; but as likely as not he would just hold her to him for a moment, and then let go of her abruptly. Getting up he would turn to the house and his study, to spend all the rest of that day with his books.

A queer mixture, Sir Philip, part sportsman, part student. He had one of the finest libraries in England, and just lately he had taken to reading half the night, which had not hitherto been his custom. Alone in that grave-looking, quiet study, he would unlock a drawer in his ample desk, and would get out a slim volume recently acquired, and would read and re-read it in the silence. The author was a German, Karl Heinrich Ulrichs[2], and reading, Sir Philip’s eyes would grow puzzled; then groping for a pencil he would make little notes all along the immaculate margins. Sometimes he would jump up and pace the room quickly, pausing now and again to stare at a picture—the portrait of Stephen painted with her mother, by Millais, the previous year. He would notice the gracious beauty of Anna, so perfect a thing, so completely reassuring; and then that indefinable quality in Stephen that made her look wrong in the clothes she was wearing, as though she and they had no right to each other, but above all no right to Anna. After a while he would steal up to bed, being painfully careful to tread very softly, fearful of waking his wife who might question: ‘Philip darling, it’s so late—what have you been reading?’ He would not want to answer, he would not want to tell her; that was why he must tread very softly.

The next morning, he would be very tender to Anna—but even more tender to Stephen.
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As the spring waxed more lusty and strode into summer, Stephen grew conscious that Collins was changing. The change was almost intangible at first, but the instinct of children is not mocked. Came a day
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