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Part One

SPICA VIRGINIS

“Never seek thy love to tell            

Love which never told can be.” 

                           
William
Blake.




Chapter 1

CANVASSER

On a bright February morning towards 9.20 a.m., a number of more or less elderly men were standing on the Up platform of the Randiswell station of the South-Eastern & Chatham Railway Company. Almost without exception they wore dark clothes and bowler hats, nearly all were smoking pipes while reading newspapers. There was a suggestion of relaxation, of self-containedness in each figure, an acceptance of life as it was—a condition denied to the occasional young woman standing detached and unnoticed among them.

No one spoke to his neighbour; tobacco smoke arose in the quiet sunny air; only the shabby peeling paint of the station woodwork served as reminder of the late war.

Then upon the platform was heard the sound of laughter. Heads were turned in the direction of two young men come among them and talking to one another with an animation unusual upon the Up platform. At first glance they appeared to be brothers, for both were tall and lean, with the same square set of shoulders, the head leaning slightly forward and suggesting a studious turn of mind. There the resemblance ended; for while one was dressed for the City, the other was in tweeds, hatless, and carrying an army pack on his back as though bound for the country. Those near him observed that he had light brown hair and large hazel eyes alight with some eager thought; while his companion, having removed his bowler, was seen to have black hair and eyes of a pronounced deep blue—a colour which drew glances, again and again, from the young women standing by.

“You haven’t forgotten your passport, Willie?” The younger man, he of the hazel eyes and brown hair, felt the inside pocket of his jacket.

“It’s here, thanks, Phillip. Also my money.”

The train came in, the carriages were full; the two cousins had to stand in an atmosphere of tobacco smoke which made Phillip cough, at which Willie asked the two men in the nearest corner seats if they would mind opening the window.

“You’ll only get smuts in under the tunnel,” said one, lifting his paper to reveal settled eyes, while the other made no response.

“Don’t bother,” said Phillip. “It isn’t far.”

Soon the train was swaying and rattling through the denser and dingier suburbs south of the river; and after two stops arrived at London Bridge. There the exodus began, men pushing past one another while the two young men waited for them to pass, Phillip standing beside his cousin with an air of detachment during the rush to the ticket barrier.

“I think I’ll take the tube to Victoria from here, Phil. Remember the Hindenburg Tunnel at Cherisy?”

“I was a bit south, at Bullecourt.”

“We’re clearing the area around the tunnel now, and taking the bits and pieces to the Concentration Graveyard above the Labyrinthe. I suppose there’s no chance of you coming out to see the battlefields? There are plenty of details which you’d find of tremendous interest for your book.”

“How long are you going to be in France, Willie?”

“I’ve signed on for two years, but I’ll have periods of leave, of course. You can always find me through the Imperial War Graves Commission here in London. Anyway I’ll write and let you have my address from time to time. Do come over if you can manage it!”

“I shall. Meanwhile, I’ll write to you, Willie. Well, I must be going now—it wouldn’t look too good to be late on the first day of my new job! By the way, if you stop off at Folkestone, and happen to see Eveline, give her my regards, won’t you?”

“Yes,
if
I see her, but it’s doubtful! All the same, if you particularly wish me to, I will, of course!
If
she’ll see me!”

“No, don’t make a point of it, Willie. Well—all the best, old chap! I can’t tell you what your coming has meant to me.” Phillip hesitated. “Partings should be swift, like executions! Goodbye—no, au revoir!” He smiled uncertainly; he was much moved under his pose of calm. “I wish you weren’t going so far away——” Then shaking hands firmly with his cousin, Phillip gave a wave of the hand and went resolutely to the barrier. Yes, it was always so: every parting with friends was a little death.

*

Phillip arrived at Foundry House Street correctly dressed, he thought, for his new job as canvasser in the Classified Advertisement Department of the leading morning newspaper in the world. He carried an umbrella kept neatly rolled by a black rubber ring,
and a pair of dog-skin gloves. With his new bowler hat he wore a raincoat with raglan sleeves made from a length of purple-grey tweed which had seen slight service as an army blanket at the Rest Camp on the Leas at Folkestone where he had been posted as adjutant during the spring and summer following the Armistice.

A blanket coat gives the idea of something thick and shapeless; but as a fact, it was one of the original Kitchener Army blankets, cut from bolts of Harris, Lovat, and other tweeds of the finest quality commandeered by the Government in those early days of excitement, idealism, and confusion throughout the country, when the unexpected was confronted by the unprepared. The overcoat, fashioned from a little-used length of Donegal cloth, was superior to those of new, post-war material.

With determination to succeed in his new life Phillip tramped unfamiliar streets of the outlands of the north and north-west—the suburbs of Highgate, Hampstead, Hendon, Willesden, Ealing, Hammersmith, Balls Pond, and even Hoxton—hopefully carrying slips of paper with the title and device of his newspaper, and the words, in Roman type

 

With
the
Compliments
of
the
Advertising
Department

 

to which were gummed advertisements, clipped from
The
Daily
Telegraph,
and
The
Morning
Post,
of House Properties for sale in those suburbs. It was his job to persuade the advertisers to duplicate the advertisements in his paper, after explaining its great and growing advertising value under the direction of Lord Castleton.

During the first week he walked over a hundred miles on asphalt and paving stone and brought back one advertisement, which he thought had been given to him by Mr. Fred Varley, F.A.I., of Finsbury Park more for his encouragement than for the advertiser’s own advantage. By the end of the second week he had abandoned bowler, umbrella, and gloves; while his manner of aloof geniality, imitated from his late colonel, Lord Satchville, was replaced by an anxious disclaimer of his own importance lest junior clerks come towards him as to an important client only to discover, after advances with bright and respectful expressions, that he was not only not an important customer, but merely another canvasser. To avoid all such false hopes he entered quietly, slips of cuttings in one hand prominently displayed, velour trilby
hat (brim pulled down all round, like the similar hats of country gentlemen seen in
The
Field
in free libraries) held in the other; to be told that his paper was not exactly the best medium for advertising the properties on their books.

Occasionally the quiet entry into an office was met by a principal’s hand waving him away, and once, in Golders Green, there was an irritable dismissive shake of a large red face under white hair and the loud words, “Don’t want you!” Preparing for immediate retreat, he inclined his head with understanding, telling himself that the many anxieties in a competitive civilised life wore away the outward geniality of most fellow men; and jumping on a pirate steam-bus, thundering to a stop outside the estate agent’s office, he decided to spend the rest of the day in the country, before returning in the evening to the lecture at the Parnassus Club, where once a week he met other aspirants to literary fame like himself.

He kept a journal, believing that one day it would be valuable, for, like many of the young writers he met at the Long Acre premises, he had a driving belief in his own powers.

Feb. 12. Almond blossom out—very fine weather. Attended lecture at Parnassus Club—G. Bernard Shaw on the Drama. Rather disappointed in Shaw—however, he is 64 years of age, and very possibly did not trouble to blow his fires of satire into a furnace-blaze on account of the members of this Club. Nine out of ten of these members are dull—a little intellect, perhaps—but no fire, no deep-rooted poetry of life.


Phillip’s entries in his journal were not always so matter-of-fact. His moods were often ruled by the weather.

Feb. 20. Period of terrible fog. For my novel—“the evil spirit of death folding its clammy arms over the Metropolis”.


This journal of the year 1920 contained many similar observations, but few were so pessimistic; for he was ever on the lookout for any detail of beauty in what he called ‘soul-destroying London’. After the day’s canvassing he was usually weary, often exasperated, a condition aggravated by a tubercular lung, for which he received a partial disability pension of a retired captain of infantry, £80 per annum. Most of his evenings, with the exception of the Thursday night visits to the Parnassus Club, were spent in an empty house adjoining that belonging to his father in
south-east London, not far from the Crystal Palace. There Phillip enjoyed a secret life, his footfalls echoing in bare rooms and corridors once filled with his grandfather’s presence. His dug-out, as he thought of it, adjoined the garden, and was furnished sufficiently with chair, table, camp-bed, gramophone, and a small stand for books. Best of all—a fire! The house, now his mother’s property, was up for sale.

Feb. 28. As I walked back from Brumley I heard a robin singing on a dull brown furrow, just over the hedge. No other bird was in sight—there was no sunset—it was a little chilly, yet my robin sang. He sang of Hope, of the beauty stirring in the cold earth. Passing Cutler’s Pond, I felt the pain in my heart over Eveline Fairfax. Those Folkestone days are ever-present in my mind, although I have neither seen nor heard of her since I left the Army—nearly six months now. It is
not
because I am ‘love-sick’; no—it is because the one I thought she was last summer has changed. Seldom an hour passes but her wraith drifts into my mind, in the solitude of the night especially—and no one will
ever
know how deep is the pity and the pain.


On March 21, second anniversary of the great German attack to destroy the B.E.F. and reach Paris and the Channel ports, Phillip appeared as usual at 9.45 a.m. in the Estates Office at Foundry House Square—a small room with two sides of glass partitions dividing it from the rest of the Advertisement Department—and then took the train into Kent, to celebrate ‘the last day of winter!!’, as he described the occasion in his journal. At first he was haunted by memories of that morning, two years before: of the bombardment by gas and explosive shell by 6,000 guns along the 40-mile front of the Fifth Army, and in particular of the battle zone called the Bird Cage: after which stunning period he had gone through the gaseous white mist of the morning with a message to Brigade, where he had been ordered to remain through the drag and depression of waiting until sent forward with a sergeant and a Lewis gun to bring back the survivors of his battalion, who had held out for thirty hours, while the zone on the right flank was over-run; and after another night in the non-existing (reserve) Green Line, merely marked out, he had found himself in command of the battalion without ever having commanded a company. During the next three weeks he had carried on until blinded by mustard gas, which ended the war for him.

Memories of that time, and of comrades lost in battle, haunted him until he got to the woods south of Shooting Common, seven miles or so from London Bridge: and then boyhood memories superseded war memories which were at that time too much for him to face in his mind, not because of their horror, which did not then exist for him in retrospect, but because of the ungraspable magnitude of the events he hoped one day to re-create in words—a dream that must become reality soon, because he was getting old: soon, he reflected, he would be 25.

March 21. A wonderful day—bright sun pouring down waves of light and heat, gentle wind. I went, for the first time since Spring 1914, into the Squire’s coverts. Six years ago! And all through the war I never once thought of these woods; I never wanted to come here. Filled with intangible, vain hopes: mocked by the dream of Love, perfect, worshipping Love, I never once thought of these places … I suppose I did, though, but have forgotten. Now the country is all I have left to console me … Helena Rolls—where are the thoughts I had of her? Fled into nothingness … Lily Cornford—dissolved like her body in the grave. Eve Fairfax? Gradually the mist of Time hides thoughts of her. As I write, I feel my heart being squeezed again—but no, she is gone.
   The bees were climbing over the lesser celandines—tame bees. The flowers were bright with sun dust, varnished and gleaming, stained at the hub, as it were, of their spoke petals. Eight, nine, and ten petals, radiating and star-shaped. Cock blackbirds strutting in the grass. Spider gossamers gleaming in the sun. Violets out—minute drops of dew on their leaves. Under an elderberry tree lie some feathers. The birds are singing, the sun rides in the steel-blue sky—it gets bluer in summer—the clear fresh smell of reawakened earth—and see, these feathers lying here. A hawk maybe, or a stoat, pounced on a chaffbob (as Cousin Percy Pickering called the chaffinch). One must not think of that aspect of Nature.
   The spiders’ gossamers drift in the warm air, gleaming like threads of gold. The webs of the big garden spider are spun. The black spiders, running through the grasses and over the tree trunks, chasing their prey as dogs will, are everywhere.
   Rooks from the rookery are mobbing a kestrel, which slips and flickers away from “Honest John”. How clumsy he is, and devilish noisy!
   The violets droop their heads, and are turned to the north, away from the sun. How delicate and sweet they are! Like the tender thoughts of a little child wandering bare-headed in a wood, unconscious of sin or strife, and singing because it is happy. And the petals of the primroses! Not washed with bright colour as the celandine,
but of a softer, more elusive shade—absorbing, not reflecting, the sun; the flower taking to itself the warmth of the air and the flowing light. And such shape and cut pattern of petal! So regular, so true—words cannot describe what I feel. It is of the purity of snow, and the colour of the disk of the full moon, and yet not in gleam as the moon at night, but with the quietude of day, as the moon waits to shine among the stars. Next week these flowers will have gone—others may appear, but it will not be the same. I shall look for this primrose that gives me the feeling of beauty, as I talk to it with feelings beyond my mind: I actually feel that—it is much deeper than subconscious mental words—and it will soon be gone, with these violets. Nothing is ever the same again.
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