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			LEADON HILL

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I

			Marcia Faversham put down her embroidery and lay back in her deck chair, surrendering herself for a moment to the delicious sensation of languor that was stealing over her.

			She was sitting at the farther end of the lawn, so that she could see the lilac and laburnum in flower against the creeper-covered house. They had only moved into the house last autumn, and every day of this early summer was bringing fresh delights. Flowers sprang up where they had not known that flowers had been planted, a little shrub that had looked most prosaically green took to itself suddenly tiny orange blossoms. There was an almond tree among the trees by the greenhouse. They had never noticed that till they found it in bloom one morning . . . It was like living in a fairy tale. Anything might happen any day. No other year, of course, would be quite like this.

			It was because of the garden that John had taken the house. John was garden-mad. Before they came here they had lived in Monkton Hawes, the nearest country town, where John’s work was. They had had a pretty house there but only a small garden. For many years John’s dream had been to ‘move farther out.’ He had worked hard and saved money. He had thought himself very fortunate in securing the house in Leadon Hill just five miles out of Monkton Hawes. He cycled or walked into the town every day to his work, and Hugo and Moyna (the two elder children) cycled in to their schools. Moyna came home every evening, but Hugo was a weekly boarder at Marfield, his Preparatory School.

			Already John had worked marvels in this garden. He had made a rose garden beyond the lawn, and beyond that a broad path of crazy pavement with a little pool in the middle and a rockery at the end. The garden was too large for John to work unaided, so a jobbing gardener came three days a week—a thin, morose creature called Blake, who accepted John’s orders and watched John’s exertion with a sardonic smile. Horticulturally speaking, Blake was not allowed a soul of his own, and he resented it.

			Above the hedge Marcia could just see the next house shuttered and untenanted. That belonged to them too. John had bought them both—The Hawthorns and The Chestnuts. The names had annoyed her at first and she had decided to change them. But she could think of no others that satisfied her. All names for houses seemed affected. So she had begun to call them by their numbers, Six and Eight, till she found that this was considered as an affront by the inhabitants of the other houses in the road. There was a touch of the plebeian about a house known only by its number, in the eyes of Leadon Hill. Most of the better houses in Leadon Hill were known by the name of some tree that grew (or failed to grow) in their gardens. Of course there was a higher scale of names. Towers and Granges and Manors and Halls. The inhabitants of Acacia Road did not aspire to those. They knew their place. They were The Laurels and Laburnums and Elms and Limes. But they weren’t numbers. That was the class next below them—houses all joined together without any gardens to speak of. Those were numbers. That the Favershams should call the two largest houses in Acacia Road numbers was an insult to every Limes and Laburnums and Elms in it. It implied that the Favershams thought the houses weren’t good enough for names. “The idea!” as little Miss Mitcham of Ivy Cottage said indignantly. Miss Mitcham had never in her life before lived in a road where the houses had numbers and she didn’t see why she should be submitted to the indignity at her age. What would her friends think? It gave such an impression . . . So John, who was only anxious to be on good terms with his neighbours and was horrified at the feeling of indignation caused by this innocent attempt towards the general simplification of life, hastily ordered the names The Hawthorns and The Chestnuts to be repainted on to the two green gates, and Acacia Road breathed again.

			The Chestnuts was not a lucky house. For no reason in particular people didn’t stay in it long. The last occupant had been a Mr. Brewer, to whom John had let the house soon after buying it. Mr. Brewer had made money in groceries in the war and was considered ‘not quite’ by Leadon Hill. Shortly after taking The Chestnuts he had come into yet more money, and finding Leadon Hill rather duller than he had anticipated had moved to London in search of a brighter life. Acacia Road was glad. He had been the only person in it who was ‘not quite,’ and his occasional lapses in accent and aspiration of the letter aitch had caused his neighbours (who were all essentially ‘quite’) real pain. Miss Mitcham had begged John to ‘make sure’ next time. He owed something, she said magnificently, to the neighbourhood. She gave him to understand that his inability to spot ‘not quites’ damned him as being in some way a ‘not quite’ himself.

			Marcia rather liked The Chestnuts being empty. The lack of its rent, of course, meant so much less income to John, but John had enough income for their needs. She disliked the feeling of responsibility for the inmate of The Chestnuts that Acacia Road had impressed upon her, and she liked the feeling of privacy that the shuttered windows of The Chestnuts gave her. You could see the garden of The Hawthorns so well from the upstairs windows of The Chestnuts.

			She took up Moyna’s frock again, put a few stitches of embroidery into it, then laid it down, openly, flagrantly lazy, enjoying the fresh sun-laden air, the clamorously sweet song of the birds . . .

			This early summer was so delicious. No other season quite equalled it. Midsummer was glorious, but you were used to the sun, the flowers, by then. Autumn was glorious, but autumn was so near winter . . .

			She remembered suddenly that she had promised John to buy him a book of stamps in the village and went to put on her hat.

			II

			She walked slowly down Acacia Road. As she passed The Elms, a little grey-haired old lady smiled and waved to her from the window. That was Miss Dulcie Martyn, who lived at The Elms with her elder sister and her niece. The elder Miss Martyn disapproved of Miss Dulcie’s waving to friends from the window, but it was a habit she could never break her of. Miss Dulcie was always naively pleased to see people she knew and could not learn to dissemble her pleasure.

			A girl was coming down the road calling at each house. That was Olive Legarde, the Miss Martyns’ niece; she was delivering the Parish Magazine. She had only come to live with her aunts last month, and had already constituted herself an unofficial curate in the village. She passed Marcia with a fugitive glance and a quick “Good afternoon, Mrs. Faversham.”

			At the end of the road Marcia felt keen eyes upon her, though she did not look up. That was Miss Mitcham watching, watching Leadon Hill incessantly, from behind the lace curtains of the drawing-room of Ivy Cottage.

			Marcia walked slowly across the Green to the post office. A clergyman, with, obviously, his wife beside him, was walking across the Green in the other direction. They were Mr. and Mrs. Langley, the vicar and his wife. The man was tall and stout, with a look of slackness about face and figure. The woman was pretty in rather a common style.

			Marcia went into the post office and bought her stamps. At the counter stood the two Miss Paintons from Craig Lodge—very faded, very thin, very shabbily dressed. They greeted Marcia primly and distantly.

			As she came out again she saw a plump, smiling, middle-aged woman coming towards the Green with a very pretty girl. That was Mrs. Croombs from Moss Rose Cottage, with her daughter Freda. Marcia returned their greeting, then crossed over into Acacia Road again. Again she felt Miss Mitcham’s veiled but piercing glance from the house at the corner. Again Miss Dulcie Martyn waved ecstatically from the window of The Elms.

			Marcia went back to the garden. She did not take up her sewing at once. Somehow her walk had slightly depressed her—she did not know why. Often a meeting with the other inhabitants of Leadon Hill, however pleasant they might be, left her with this curious feeling of oppression. Of course she and John were strangers in the eyes of the village. They had been there less than a year. They were the latest arrivals in the village, except Olive Legarde, and she, as a niece of the Miss Martyns, did not rank quite as a stranger.

			Oh dear, she must finish this smock of Moyna’s. She roused herself with a little shake and began to stitch briskly.

			Then she heard the children’s voices and laid her work down again, watching with a smile the corner of the house from which she knew they would come . . . Hugo, Moyna, Timmy . . .

			III

			First came Hugo, of course, gloriously hot and dirty and dishevelled and happy. Hugo was the leader, the general of the tiny band. He was a beautiful child, tall and broad for his age, firm and solid, with golden curly hair, grey-blue eyes, and an exquisite, rather imperious little mouth. Hugo lorded it among his contemporaries. He had a power of physical strength and endurance far beyond his years. He came in for more than his fair share of admiration all round and it wasn’t good for him. It had given him already a slight, a very slight, touch of arrogance. He was proud of his exploits in the games field. Some day, thought Marcia as she watched him, he would be proud of his looks. He was going to be very, very handsome. Already people picked him out for notice from among the whole school. No, it wasn’t really good for him . . .

			She knew that deep down in his heart he was ashamed of Tim. He was ashamed of his shame, but—there it was. He was ashamed of having for a brother this thin, pale-faced little creature who jerked along so awkwardly and haltingly. He hated Tim’s visiting his school. It was to his credit that he hid this shame and tried conscientiously to be kind to Tim. Once in an outburst of fury he had fought and badly hurt a boy whom he saw imitating Tim, lopping along behind him with Tim’s funny lame gait—and giggling. Yet this incident had increased not his love for Tim, but his shame for him. Tim was far more industrious than he at schoolwork. He knew that. But he despised Tim’s industry at work as much as he despised his physical weakness.

			He threw one arm carelessly round Marcia’s neck and leant against her panting. Marcia felt the warm pressure of his firm young body, and smelt the delicious bittersweet smell of him—the mingled smell of nursery cleanliness, of his not-yet-quite-vanished babyhood and of his boyish heat and perspiration.

			“I ran all the way from the woods, darling,” he said breathlessly.

			“You shouldn’t get so hot,” she said, laying her face lightly against his curly head, then kissing his cheek. She loved the baby softness of his cheeks . . .

			Then came Moyna, a flushed, breathless tomboy—long black legs, school tunic and school hat.

			“I wasn’t so far behind you, Hugo,” she shouted as she bounded across the lawn.

			“Weren’t you?” he called back. “You were miles behind me. And I gave you a start.”

			She leant panting against the other side of Marcia, and Marcia put an arm round each of them. But her thoughts were with Tim, who had not yet appeared. The old familiar anxiety had leapt into her heart as soon as Hugo had appeared alone on the lawn, but she mastered it. She disciplined herself relentlessly where Tim was concerned. ‘Fussing’ over him only made him self-conscious and unhappy. And any unguarded display of concern for Tim always had the effect of sending Hugo into his shell. So she only said carelessly:

			“What about Tim? Have you left him far behind?”

			And Hugo replied as carelessly: “Oh, no . . . he’s coming along.”

			IV

			Moyna was not so sturdy as Hugo, but she was tall and straight and supple. She had a pleasant little round face and dark bobbed hair. There were two Moynas. When Hugo was at home she followed him with ardent loyalty, emulating his feats, supporting him blindly in ‘scrapes’ and lawlessness, imitating his rather contemptuous patronage of Tim. She raced and wrestled and played Red Indians with Hugo, hunted for birds’ nests, climbed trees.

			But when she was with Tim alone there was a different Moyna, a gentle little person who protected Tim and ‘mothered’ him, read to him and played the ‘pretending’ games he loved.

			“We played Red Indians in the wood,” said Moyna.

			“Hugo was Eagle Heart and I was Blue Feather. We had a lovely time!”

			“What was Tim?”

			“Oh, Tim was a squaw . . . He loved it, mummy—honestly —and he couldn’t have kept up with Indians.” Then Tim appeared.

			The heat and exertion had not brought a flush to his face as it had to Hugo’s and Moyna’s. Instead it was drained of all colour. His big eyes looked feverish and dark shadowed. He wore a surgical boot and irons on his wasted, shortened leg, and hopped along with quick, eager jerks rather like a little bird.

			“Hello!” he called blithely as soon as he saw them. “Hello!”

			His eyes looked big in his pale face, but his smile was radiant with love and happiness. Timmy’s smile was an adorable thing. It broke out high on his cheeks among the cackles just under his eyes. It had been a long and weary walk from the wood along the dusty road all by himself after Hugo’s and Moyna’s flying figures had vanished, but it was all right now. He hobbled across the lawn and Marcia lifted him on to her knee.

			“We’ve had a lovely time, mummy,” he said breathlessly. “We played Red Indians,” and added proudly: “They let me be a squaw.”

			The pounding of his heart in his thin breast told her the extent of his exhaustion. His hair was matted with perspiration. She put her cool hand upon his brow.

			“Oh, Timmy,” she said, “you shouldn’t get so hot as all this . . . Hugo, you shouldn’t have let him.”

			Hugo considered the reproach in her voice unmerited.

			He hadn’t asked the kid to come out with them. He hadn’t wanted him. But he was essentially just a little boy. Dispassionately and with no particular affection for Timmy, he realised that it was hard lines on the kid. It must be pretty rotten to be—like that. And the kid had done nothing to deserve it. “I’m sorry,” he said, and to Tim with aloofness, “Poor old Tim!”

			Into Tim’s face leapt again that ecstasy of love and happiness. He smiled at Hugo shyly.

			Hugo threw an arm round Moyna’s neck.

			“Come along,” he said. “I want to look up those eggs we saw in my book.”

			As they walked away he said in a low voice: “I wish that kid wouldn’t come out with us. He’s an awful nuisance.”

			V

			Acacia Road was very refined and very critical. There were many things about the Favershams of which Acacia Road disapproved. It disapproved of them allowing their children to ‘run wild.’ Acacia Road liked children to walk out decorously in the village with nurse or governess, not tear up the road to the woods and then tear down again ‘like hooligans’ (as Miss Mitcham of Ivy Cottage put it), dirty and untidy and hot and as often as not with their clothes torn. It disapproved, too, of the Favershams’ treatment of ‘that poor little lame one.’ True he was taken up to town to see doctors occasionally. True a masseuse cycled out from Monkton Hawes every week to him, but—the way he was allowed to trail about after that great boy and girl, “Tch! Tch!” as Miss Mitcham said: “Wicked!” They had a governess for the mornings—a Miss Black (the late vicar’s daughter), who lived in a tiny cottage at the other end of the village. On weekday afternoons during the term she took Timmy out for walks, but at the weekend and during the holidays he ‘ran wild’ with the other two. And it wasn’t that Miss Black couldn’t have stayed for the afternoon always if she’d been wanted, because Miss Mitcham had been to the pains of finding out. In fact, at first Miss Black had stayed for the afternoons both for weekends and holidays. It was Marcia who had decided to dispense with her for the afternoons when Hugo and Moyna were at home. The wistfulness in Tim’s eyes as he watched Hugo and Moyna setting off on their adventurous expeditions over the countryside had been more than she could endure. So Tim, to his delight, had been allowed to join them, getting along as best he could. Sometimes Marcia was sure that it had been a wise step. Sometimes, as today, she was not so sure . . .

			She put her hand from his head to his hands.

			“I’m afraid you’ve got a bit overheated, old boy,” she said lightly, but with anxiety clouding her blue eyes. “You’ll have to go to bed, I’m afraid. I’ll take your temperature when we get in.”

			Sudden dismay in Tim’s eyes. “N-not go to bed before tea?” he said slowly.

			The disgrace . . . to be absent from tea . . . to be branded in Hugo’s eyes as a baby . . . a baby who couldn’t even play in the woods for an afternoon without getting a temperature.

			She knew what was passing in his mind. She held him to her for a minute, then said:

			“No, darling, but directly afterwards.”

			He gave a quick sigh of relief. After tea didn’t matter.

			Hugo would never miss him, never think of asking where he was, after tea. Only at tea his empty chair would invite question and comment.

			There came the sound of a bell indoors.

			“Tea time now,” said Marcia. They went indoors by the side door. Timmy hobbled forward quickly to open it. The side door was rather stiff and Timmy’s frail arms could never open or shut it without a struggle, but he could never bear anyone to do it for him. Marcia walked slowly, giving him time to wrestle with it.

			Tea was laid in the schoolroom and Miss Black was waiting for them. Miss Black was always very neatly dressed in clothes of a curiously old-fashioned style and material. She was grey-haired and faded and middle-aged and prim and narrow-minded. But her gentleness and sweetness almost compensated for her primness and narrow-mindedness. All the thwarted mother-love in her nature was outpoured on Tim. She had a delicate, rather fantastic imagination, and would invent story after story for him—the stories of fairies and witches and knights which Tim loved. She was shy of doing it when anyone else was present. She would sometimes let Moyna join them, but only when Hugo was not there. As a matter of fact Moyna seldom wanted to join them except when Hugo was not there. With Miss Black also there were two Moynas. Hugo despised Miss Black. He despised her primness and plainness and middle-agedness and ‘soppiness’ and ‘pi-ness’ and her talent for inventing nursery games and fairy tales. Hugo recognised the authority of no woman except his mother. He was at a prep school. He had put away childish things. He resented passionately Miss Black’s assumption of authority over him on his weekend visits home. When Hugo was at home Moyna imitated faithfully his scorn of Miss Black. When Hugo was away Moyna almost shared Tim’s adoration of ‘Blackie.’

			Marcia entered with her hand on Tim’s shoulder.

			“I’m afraid Timmy’s got rather overheated this afternoon, Miss Black,” she said.

			Anxiety leapt to Miss Black’s eyes, but she drew her mouth into a rigid line. Miss Black disapproved as intensely as Acacia Road of Tim’s being allowed to ‘run wild’ with Moyna and Hugo.

			“I thought he would,” she could not resist saying.

			Then Moyna and Hugo entered. “Mummy, we’ve got a lovely idea. Let’s have a picnic in The Chestnuts garden tomorrow.”

			They often played in the garden of the empty house next door. Its untended garden held much more excitement than the trim garden of The Hawthorns.

			“Oh, yes, let’s!” said Tim, his eyes alight in his pale face.

			“I do hope no one ever takes The Chestnuts,” said Moyna earnestly.

			“It’s a bit of a sticker,” said Hugo, imitating unconsciously his father’s manner. “It’s with not having a station in the place. It’s a good five miles into Monkton Hawes. It makes it an awful stick-in-the-mud hole.”

			“I hope, Hugo,” said Miss Black with her slow, precise enunciation, “that we shall never have a station at Leadon Hill in my lifetime at any rate. Go and wash your hands, dear.”

			“I was just going to,” said Hugo distantly.

			“ ‘Dear’!” he repeated to himself furiously. ‘Dear’ to a boy who was in his school eleven . . .

			He had forgotten his grievance when he returned and sat down at the table to consume large quantities of bread and honey.

			Marcia stood in the doorway smiling at them dreamily. The sun turned Hugo’s hair and the bowl of daffodils on the table to flames of gold . . .

			“Well,” she smiled, “I’ll run away and do some more sewing.”

			“What shall we do after tea?” said Hugo.

			“Moyna must do her homework first,” said Marcia. “It won’t take long. Miss Black will help her.”

			Moyna was humbly grateful for Miss Black’s help with her homework when Hugo was not at home. But today was Friday and Hugo was at home. She gave a barely perceptible shrug of her shoulders . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			I

			Marcia was in Timmy’s bedroom when she heard the sound of the key in the front door lock that told her that John had come home. She came quickly out on to the landing.

			From the top of the stairs she could see that he looked tired and hot. This first really warm day of the summer which had been so delicious in the country must have been trying in the town.

			“Hello!” she called from half-way down the stairs.

			He hung up his hat and passed his hands over his head, smoothing back his hair. “Hello,” he said.

			Then he took up a pair of gloves from the hat stand.

			“These yours?” he said, opening the hat stand drawer and putting them in.

			John hated untidiness.

			She did not answer. He pulled the drawer wide.

			“I say,” he said, “you might go through this sometime. It wants clearing out.”

			John was always fussy, but when he came home tired by his day’s work his fussiness amounted almost to an obsession.

			She came downstairs, shut the drawer, slipped her arm through his and drew him into the cool drawing-room.

			“Had tea?” she said.

			“Yes, thanks . . .”

			He walked over to the window and looked out at the garden.

			“Are the children going out again?”

			“I’m not sure. They probably will. Except Tim. Why?”

			“I can see Moyna’s scooter and Hugo’s wheelbarrow and a book of somebody’s on the lawn. I wish they wouldn’t leave their things all over the garden. I’ve told them about it over and over again.”

			“They’ll clear them up before they go to bed,” she said shortly.

			She loved John, and she hated this feeling of annoyance that his fussiness always brought her.

			“Had a tiring day?” she said.

			He considered the remark, found a slight reproach in it, and stiffened.

			“No . . . why?”

			“Nothing . . . I only wondered.”

			She was lying back on the chintz-covered chesterfield, watching him with a mixture of amusement and exasperation in her eyes.

			“Why did you say Tim won’t be coming out again?” he asked suddenly. “Isn’t he well?”

			“He got overtired this afternoon. His temperature’s up—only slightly above normal, but I think he’d better go to bed as soon as he’s had tea.”

			“Was he out playing with the others this afternoon?”

			“Yes.”

			He frowned.

			“I say, Marcia—do you think it’s wise?”

			“You agreed with me.”

			“I know, I know.” He fidgeted with the ornaments on an occasional table, still frowning. “I walked up the village with Miss Mitcham.”

			“Ah!”

			Her eyes hardened. John was so simple, so easily talked over to anything, but it always annoyed her when in his simplicity he allowed Leadon Hill to criticise her to him.

			“And what had Miss Mitcham to say?”

			He sensed her hostility.

			“She was awfully kind and pleasant,” he said quickly and missed the wryness of her smile—“but she sometimes sees the children as they go to the woods and come back—at the week-ends, you know, when they’re all at home—and she said that the sight of Timmy trailing along after the others is—‘pitiful’ was the word she used. She said that she knew Miss Black would be willing to take him for a quiet walk in the afternoon if she were asked.”

			“It’s very kind of her to settle all our affairs for us, isn’t it?” said Marcia.

			He pondered this for a moment in silence. Then he said thoughtfully: “I don’t think Miss Mitcham’s a busybody, if that’s what you mean, Mark. She always strikes me as a very pleasant old lady.”

			“I mean,” he went on, “it’s rather kind of her to take all this interest in us. She says that one of her friends has a boy who had infantile paralysis when Tim had it, and much worse, and is much fitter than old Tim now. She said that he was very carefully looked after—never allowed to get overtired or anything like that. I told her to come and have a chat with you sometime. I said you’d be awfully grateful for any hints she could give you.”

			“Of course,” she said, “I know that there’s no authority like an old maid on the subject of the upbringing of children.”

			He stared at her. His bewilderment suddenly restored her good humour. She rose from the chesterfield.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “that was a cheap remark to make, wasn’t it? I’m just going to do some sewing. I want to finish it before dinner. Goodbye for the present.”

			She left him standing at the window and went across the hall into the morning room. He followed her a few minutes later as she knew he would. He was an enormous man physically, handsome on an opulent scale, and magnificently proportioned. His size gave him an appearance of strength and reliability. Beside him she looked very small and frail. To a casual observer he was typically masculine as she was typically feminine. In appearance they were the conventional oak and ivy couple. But it was with his secret weakness she had fallen in love, not his apparent strength. In her own mind she classed him with Tim. Both depended on her so entirely. Neither could be happy without her for long. He was in many ways as simple as a child, with a child’s longing for love and comfort, a child’s fear of the unknown, a child’s guilelessness. Even Hugo seemed, in her secret vision of them, more independent, more self-sufficient than John. John took people at their own valuation. Outside his world of business he was very easy to deceive. She knew that the sharp gossip-fangs of Leadon Hill tore him to shreds when they met, but nothing shocked him more than to suggest it. If they were pleasant to his face he took for granted that they were well disposed to him as he was to them. She knew that the one great factor in his life was his love for her. When he annoyed her, as he so often did, he annoyed her innocently, and on the rare occasions when she gave vent to her annoyance he was pathetically bewildered by it. Then he could never rest till he had ‘talked things out,’ going over and over again what he had said or done, begging for an explanation of how it could have hurt her, not understanding, never understanding. And then sometimes when she was ‘nervy’ she found it difficult to retain her self-control. “Don’t bother,” she would say impatiently, “forget it. I didn’t mean to get cross. I’m sorry.”

			“But, darling,” he would reply miserably, “I want to know how I hurt you. I hate to think I hurt you. I only said . . . I don’t see how it could have hurt you. I want to understand so as to avoid doing it in future.”

			“You’d never understand.”

			“But I must understand.”

			And they would talk and talk, but it was hopeless, as talking always is.

			He came into the morning room where she had taken up Moyna’s smock again, and gave her that puzzled look she knew so well, rather like a nice dog that isn’t quite sure how it’s going to be received. She had left him so abruptly as to suggest to him that he had annoyed her. Yet he could think of nothing in what he had said that could possibly have annoyed her.

			He sat down on the window seat and lit his pipe. Her exasperation had completely gone. She threw him a reassuring smile, but he still wasn’t quite reassured. He was as slow to dismiss an impression as he was to receive one.

			“What are you making?” he said.

			“A dress for Moyna. She’s grown out of every single dress I made her last summer. She’s growing awfully fast.”

			“Yes . . . I say, old girl, I haven’t said anything that’s annoyed you, have I?”

			“No—only—” she stopped.

			“Yes?”

			“Only don’t let Miss Mitcham tell me how to look after Timmy.”

			He puffed away at his pipe for a minute in silence, turning over her remark in his mind with frowning concentration.

			“I think you misunderstood, dear,” he said at last. “She was awfully kind and sympathetic and really sorry for poor little Tim. She seemed anxious that he should get on as well as possible. And I thought you’d like to hear about this kid she knows of who’s got over it so much better than Tim. I thought she might give you a hint or two.”

			She stood up and folded Moyna’s dress, looking at him with a faint, enigmatic smile. Then she went up to him and slipped her arm through his.

			“Come and look at the garden,” she said.

			II

			Next to his wife and children John loved his garden. He examined everything in it with anxious care every day after his return from business. He spent most of his weekend working in it. In the heat and bustle of his day’s work in the town his thoughts would often turn to it gratefully. He connected his love for it in some way with his love for Marcia. He always felt his best, his happiest, when he was alone with the two of them, when, as now, he walked in its pleasant shade among its budding secrets with Marcia’s arm through his.

			“I say, you know,” he said happily, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such fine peonies.”

			“Stand still a minute,” said Marcia, “and smell the smell of the wallflowers.”

			He smelt them with the rather noisy energy he brought to bear on most things.

			“Ripping,” he said with a hearty exhalation of breath. “By the way, I mustn’t forget to plant out the Michaelmas daisies this week-end. I’ll spray the rose trees, too, if I’ve time.”

			Then Miss Black came out. Her gaze as it rested on Marcia was still slightly reproachful.

			“Timmy’s in bed, Mrs. Faversham,” she said in her precise little voice, “and Moyna’s just finished her homework. She and Hugo are coming out directly. If there’s nothing else I can do, I’ll go home.”

			“There’s nothing. Thank you very much, Miss Black. Good night.”

			“Good night, Miss Black,” said John.

			Miss Black generally spoke to her employer as little as possible and with averted eyes. She detested men as much as she adored little boys. She had come in contact with them very little, but she knew from books and the newspapers that they were for the most part coarse and dissolute creatures. And Miss Mitcham had said that she was convinced that Mr. Faversham lived a double life. Most men did. Why did he bury his family in the country like this if not in order to live a double life more easily? So had said Miss Mitcham with the triumphant air of one asking a question to which there was no possible answer. Not, of course, that one ought to listen to Miss Mitcham’s gossip, but still . . . but still . . . Miss Black compressed her thin lips. Her sister—now dead—had been married and he’d seemed all right at first, but—he wasn’t. Miss Black’s chaste mind shrank from sordid details, but in her mind Man stood for the handsome, plausible scoundrel who had spoilt her sister’s life, and for those immoral creatures of whom one read in the newspapers. The more apparently innocent a man was, the more deeply Miss Black distrusted him. In a man’s presence Miss Black froze to an icicle of prim disapprobation. “Good night, Mr. Faversham,” she said, her eyes on the ground, then turned and scuttled indoors.

			Her employer watched her till she was out of sight. Then he burst out: “Mark! Where on earth does the woman get her clothes?”

			“Sh!” said Marcia in laughing reproach.

			“She can’t hear. It beats me how Tim can stand her.”

			“She’s sweet when she’s alone with Timmy. She’s quite different.”

			“If she’s sweet she must he jolly different.”

			III

			Moyna and Hugo came leaping from the side door and over the lawn.

			“Hello, daddy!” they shouted.

			“Hello! hello! hello!” he called. The calmness and peacefulness that had come to him alone with Marcia and the garden vanished.

			“I say, keep off that lawn in those shoes, Hugo. How often am I to tell you not to go on it with heeled shoes, when it’s just been watered! Look at the holes you’ve made.”

			“Sorry!” shouted Hugo cheerfully, taking a rose bed at a leap.

			“And don’t do that,” said his father. “It’s only luck you cleared it. You’ll be coming down on a rose tree, and then you’ll hear about it.”

			He bent down suddenly over a bed of tulips by the path.

			“Someone’s been over this on a scooter,” he said indignantly. “I can see the mark—look!—it’s broken one of the blooms down, too.”

			Marcia pressed his arm gently.

			“Don’t fuss, dear,” she whispered.

			He was silent for a minute, then he said:

			“I’m not fussing, Mark. Only I don’t want holes all over the lawn, and if they start going over all the beds on the scooter—just look at this bloom broken right off.”

			There was the sound of a window being thrown up and Tim’s slim little pyjama-clad figure appeared at his bedroom window.

			“Do come up, daddy,” he called. “I’ve not seen you prop’ly since you came home.”

			At the sight of Tim something leapt into John’s face that nothing and no one else could call to it—something passionately loving and pitiful, something curiously at variance with its suggestion of rugged strength.

			The brusqueness left his voice.

			“All right, old chap,” he called gently, “I’m just coming. Pop into bed. I’ll be up before you can count twenty.”

			IV

			They were in the drawing-room after dinner.

			He stood now at the window smoking a cigar and watching his beloved garden, and Marcia sat on the chesterfield putting the finishing touches into Moyna’s frock.

			“The children want to picnic in The Chestnuts garden tomorrow,” she said.

			He wheeled round.

			“Oh, I forgot to tell you,” he said. “French rang me up today. Someone’s nibbling at The Chestnuts. They’re coming over to see it next week.”

			“Oh, how exciting! But how the children will miss the garden! Who is it? Male or female?”

			“Female, but that’s all I know. He was in a tearing hurry and so was I, but we shall know all next week.”

			“Well, do be careful,” she said, “don’t get anyone again that Miss Mitcham doesn’t approve of.”

			He missed the irony in her voice.

			“I’ll try not to,” he said. He turned from the window and moved over to the mantelpiece. There he straightened a crooked picture and fidgeted with the ornaments, his mind obviously far away. She laid down her work and watched him, her eyes narrowed. She realised that he had been ill at ease ever since he came home from his work. Now, as he moved restlessly about the room, he reminded her of Hugo when Hugo had something on his mind and was trying to get it off.

			“What’s the matter, Hugo?” she said, then hastily corrected herself, “I mean, John.”

			He coloured and started.

			“Nothing . . . why?”

			She bent her head over her work again. Suddenly she knew what it was and she did not want him to realise that she knew.

			V

			Before his marriage he had always gone away with two friends for a few weeks’ fishing at this time of the year and since his marriage he had joined them occasionally. Marcia had encouraged it. She had considered it good for both of them. He had always enjoyed it tremendously, but had felt rather guilty about it. He needed (and unconsciously wanted) a good deal of coaxing from her before he would agree to go.

			But this year was a special year . . .

			At a bachelor party shortly before his marriage Moxton and Flemming had made him promise that when he had been married fourteen years, if they were still unmarried, they should make an Occasion of it, and take a four months’ holiday together. He had promised lightly, but whenever the affair had been mentioned afterwards had laughed it off as an impossibility. But this year was the fourteenth year of their marriage, and Moxton and Flemming were still unmarried. Moxton had been to see them about a month ago, and he had told Marcia that he was keeping John to his promise.

			John had worked hard—almost too hard—for the early years of his married life. But he had been successful at last, and three years ago had been able to afford the luxury of a partner. Last year, however, had been rather a hard one for him. His partner, at the end of his legitimate holiday of a month, had been obliged to go to India to straighten out the affairs of a brother who had died there suddenly, and had been away for three months. John had not been able to go away at all. The partner had heard of John’s bachelor promise (it was a sort of family joke), and said that he owed John four months’ holiday and would insist on paying his debt. The doctor, too, when John went to consult him about a sore throat last week, had said:

			“You’re as fit as a fiddle, Faversham, but you’ve got to the stage when it would do you all the good in the world to knock off work and go right away for a real holiday. Make a difference of ten years to your life. Give you your second wind.”

			“For how long?” John had said.

			John always took doctors very seriously.

			“Three or four months,” said the doctor. “You can afford it, and you well deserve it. You’ve worked hard enough.”

			So circumstances seemed to be turning the old joke into a possibility.

			She remembered suddenly that John had had a letter in Moxton’s handwriting that morning. Moxton was probably pressing for a definite answer.

			VI

			She looked up at him with her faint smile.

			“This is the year you’re going to have the great holiday, isn’t it?” she said.

			She saw relief in his face mingled with embarrassment. He tried to look as though he had not thought of the idea till she mentioned it.

			“Why yes,” he said with an unconvincing air of surprise.

			“I hadn’t . . . I mean, so it is.”

			“You’ll go, of course,” she said.

			“Oh, no, I shan’t,” he said very firmly. “I shouldn’t dream of leaving you and the children for as long as that.”

			She looked at him with amusement and tenderness in her eyes. She knew as well as if she could actually see into his mind that he wanted her to persuade him to go. She knew that he was torn between his desire for the holiday and his love for her, and she knew that if he did not go he would regret it afterwards.

			“I think you ought to go, John,” she said.

			“Nonsense!” he said. “It’s an absurd idea. I—I don’t want to leave you for so long, Mark.”

			“You mustn’t think of me.”

			“I’m not. I’m thinking of myself.”

			She felt a rush of affection for him. He was so big and clumsy and simple.

			“They’ll be so disappointed if you don’t go. They’ve been counting on it.”

			“But it doesn’t seem fair to go away from you for so long.”

			“Remember what the doctor said. It’s really for our good as well as yours. You did work far too hard before you got Mr. Smith.”

			“My dear, I’m as fit as a fiddle.”

			“Perhaps. But you must think of the future.”

			“I shall hate leaving you.”

			She noticed that he said ‘shall’ now instead of ‘should.’ The battle was nearly over.

			“You’ll soon forget that part. The time will soon pass. They’ve been awfully good friends to you. You oughtn’t to let them down.”

			She knew that that argument would appeal to him. She always knew exactly what arguments would appeal to him. She was an adept at finding arguments to appeal to him. “You’ll miss me so horribly, won’t you?” he said.

			“Of course I’ll miss you,” she said slowly.

			She felt a pang of guilt as she spoke. She would have hated him to know that she looked forward to the peace, the calm, the tranquillity of the house without him. She would tire of it soon enough, she knew, but just at first it would be blissful. No man can understand that a woman can love him and yet long for a rest from him sometimes. “I’ll be busy,” she said. “The time will soon pass.”

			“You—you’re sure you wouldn’t mind?” he said.

			“Not a bit—will you write to Moxton tonight and fix it up? Have you heard from him about it?”

			“Er—yes . . . You sure you don’t mind?”

			“Quite.”

			His spirits seemed to rise.

			“All right. As you say, the time will soon pass and—they’re counting on me.” Then his spirits seemed to fall again. “But I shall miss you terribly, Mark.”

			“We shall appreciate each other all the more when it’s over,” she said lightly. “When does it mean starting?”

			“Next week. I say—”

			“What?”

			“It may leave you to fix up The Chestnuts business. Would you mind?”

			“Not at all. I’ll ask Miss Mitcham to interview her, then I shall be sure of her being all right.”

			He took the suggestion seriously.

			“Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” he said.

			She came over to him to the window and he put his arm around her. Pressed against his great frame she felt surge over her the love for him that underlay unchangeably her frequent exasperation with him. She put her hands on his shoulder with one of her rare spontaneous caresses.

			She felt his joy at it, his relief at having settled the delicate matter of his bachelor holiday, and beneath it all an undercurrent of depression and consternation at the thought of being without her for four months.

			“I shall miss you horribly,” he said again, drawing her yet closer, then he made a gesture towards the window—a gesture that seemed to embrace both her and his other beloved, his garden. “I shall miss you both,” he added.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			I

			Leadon Hill was a very small and out-of-the-way village. It possessed no railway station, nor was it even linked with Monkton Hawes by omnibus service. It was on the whole proud of its smallness and out-of-the-wayness. Few such villages were left in England, and Leadon Hill liked to be among the few.

			The oldest and most important part of the village was the square Green that lay at the heart of it. This Green was surrounded by a broad path on to which looked the dignified old Crown Inn and the village shops—little old-fashioned shops with low bay windows and small panes. There was the Post Office, and the General Stores and the Clothing Stores and Miss Bullock’s, the confectioner, and Mr. James’s, the butcher, and the little shop that held in its window a glorious medley of sweets and fruits and books and toys. There were one or two newer shops up Monk Road (on the way to Monkton Hawes)—up-to-date affairs with tills that showed you how much you’d spent and large windows and showcases—but no one took them seriously. The heart of the village life had always been the Green. There everyone met everyone every morning in the Post Office, or in the butcher’s or in the General Stores (because Mr. Crane’s groceries were most reliable), or ordering cakes at Miss Bullock’s confectionery shop. All the roads in the village radiated from the Green like the spokes of a wheel. There was the big main road that led past The Hall where Lady Dewhurst lived, and up across the open common to the village of Morton Rise. On the Morton Rise road, in a dip in the common, was a cottage in a beautiful old garden. It belonged to a Mr. and Mrs. Elliott, who only lived there part of the year. He was a novelist, and Leadon Hill disapproved of both him and his novels . . .

			Next to the Post Office ran off Tubbins Hill, past the picturesque Norman church and the vicarage among the old beech trees, then up a long, lonely lane to Craig Lodge, where the Miss Paintons, the old doctor’s daughters, lived. Opposite to Tubbins Hill ran off Acacia Road. Acacia Road was very misleading to cyclists and motorists. It began deceptively as a broad road that looked as if it must lead somewhere, then once past the houses it tailed off, ending in a mere track through the woods. Miss Mitcham from her drawing-room window used to watch the return of the baffled motorists and cyclists with a malicious little smile. Beyond the woods down in the valley through the meadow wound the river with its bodyguard of trees.

			Miss Mitcham was one of the oldest inhabitants of the village. She knew everything about everyone. She had made it her business from childhood to know everything about everyone. Miss Mitcham was a power in the village. People were afraid of her and tried to placate her. They wished to get off as lightly as possible when Miss Mitcham sat in her little overcrowded drawing-room in Acacia Road with her friends and set to work on the time-honoured task of ravelling reputations.

			Miss Mitcham’s little ivy-covered house stood at the corner of Acacia Road overlooking both Acacia Road and the village green. Once it had been the only house in Acacia Road. The houses that had been built there later were much larger than Ivy Cottage, but Miss Mitcham despised them. She had scorned even to have gas and water laid on in Ivy Cottage when they were brought to the new houses. She looked upon her lamps and the pump that stood just outside her back porch as marks of her superiority.

			She detested novelty in any form. The latest arrivals in the village always received (in their absence) the greatest share of her attention at her select little tea parties. The Favershams were the latest arrivals at present. She had early discovered that Mr. Faversham lived a double life, and that Mrs. Faversham neglected her children. She resented their coming to Leadon Hill at all. Why couldn’t they have stopped in Monkton Hawes? And the man wasn’t even in a profession. He was in trade—wholesale trade, it is true, but none the less trade. Miss Mitcham despised trade.

			II

			Lady Dewhurst always gave a garden party as soon as the summer had really ‘set in.’ This year it happened to have been arranged for the afternoon of the day of John’s departure. Marcia was very tired. John starting on any journey, were it only to his work in the morning, was tiring. John setting off on a four months’ holiday without her was exhausting. He decided a dozen times that he would not leave her and composed a dozen telegrams to Moxton, always allowing himself finally to be persuaded not to send them. His packing had been the dynamic world-upheaving affair it always was. He had kept all his family and all the maids searching for things which he knew he had left in their right places but which someone must have moved since. Then last night when they were alone together, he had been the John who always touched her most poignantly, whom she could never resist—simple, loving, wistful and rather bewildered.

			“I don’t know whether I’m right in going, darling,” he had said for the twentieth time. “It—seems so selfish to leave you. I could easily let them know in the morning.”

			“No, you mustn’t,” she said, also for the twentieth time, “and the time will soon pass. You’ll soon be back again. It will do you a world of good.”

			“Well . . . I do feel that I could do with a change,” he said. “You—you’re quite sure you don’t mind.”

			She looked at him—big and clumsy and handsome, with his puzzled gaze of loving anxiety fixed upon her—and smiled, a tender smile like the smile she kept for Timmy. “Of course I don’t.”

			And again she realised guiltily that she was actually looking forward to those few months of his absence.

			“If—if you need me I’ll come back at once.”

			She spoke soothingly as she would have comforted an unhappy child.

			“I shall be busy,” she said, “and the time will go quickly. It’s all settled and you must just enjoy your holiday and not think of anything else.”

			He gave a deep sigh.

			“All right,” he agreed.

			The next morning his uncertainty and wistfulness had vanished. He was as excited and exuberant as a schoolboy on holiday. It needed the whole household to “get him off” and he was only just in time for the train at Monkton Hawes. Marcia returned to The Hawthorns feeling limp with the strain of his departure and with the reaction that set in always as soon as he had actually left her.

			She was rather glad that Lady Dewhurst’s garden party took place that afternoon. It would be something definite to do. It would tide over that uncomfortable transition stage between the presence of John’s dynamic personality and the even tenor of her ways in his absence.

			III

			It was a fine day and The Hall gardens lay fresh and green in the haze of early summer sunshine. The Hall was a graceful austere building in the Inigo Jones style, with high narrow square-headed windows and Ionic columns. The grounds were unpretentious—well-kept green lawns and trees and flowerbeds—with little of the “laid out” element in them.

			Lady Dewhurst stood in the middle of the front lawn receiving her guests with an air of regal dignity. She was a handsome woman with aquiline features and elaborately coiffured white hair beneath her black feathered hat. She had once been famous for her arrogance and her fashionable appearance, but of late years she had been less arrogant and less fashionably dressed. A fashionable appearance demands money, and money was less plentiful at The Hall than it had been.

			Her son, Sir Geoffrey, joined his mother as Marcia came on to the lawn. He had not inherited his mother’s physique. He was undersized but slim, and perfectly turned out, as though tailor and valet spent much anxious thought on him. He was very dark, with a microscopic moustache at which he tugged continually. His eyes were quick and restless, with the suspicion of pouches beneath them. His complexion was sallow. He stood by his mother looking about him with an air of slightly ironic amusement as though aware that his presence was causing something of a sensation. He did not often visit his mother. As a rule he preferred the freedom of his chambers in Mount Street to the cramping feudal magnificence of The Hall in Leadon Hill. Rumour whispered that he was ‘fast’ . . .

			It was the first time Marcia had seen him. Lady Dewhurst introduced him and he greeted her casually. He made no secret of his contempt for Leadon Hill. He would, of course, have made an exception in favour of a pretty girl, but Marcia was older than he liked them, married, and looked tired. He hated the sort of woman who looked tired.

			Marcia walked across to join the Croombs—Mrs. Croombs, Gerald and Freda—who were sitting under one of the trees at the end of the lawn. The Croombs lived at Moss Rose Cottage in Monk Road just past the shops on the way to Monkton Hawes. Mrs. Croombs’ husband had been a solicitor in Monkton Hawes. He had died when Freda was a baby, leaving them, it was said, very badly off. Mrs. Croombs, according to the oracles of Leadon Hill, had ‘had a struggle.’ If so, the struggle had left few traces. She was always smiling and talkative, and always slightly, very slightly, overdressed.

			She must have been in her youth as lovely as her daughter, Freda. She was pretty still, with blue eyes, pink cheeks and fluffy grey hair, but there was something smooth and empty about her face that, while it had added to her charm as a girl, detracted from it now that she was middle-aged.

			But Freda—Marcia could not keep her gaze from Freda’s profile. It was a sheer joy—the lovely immature lines of it, the beauty of chin and throat, the blue limpid eyes, the creamy skin, the gold curls that glinted beneath the broad-brimmed hat. Freda felt the gaze and turned to meet it with a wistful, deprecating half-smile.

			“Forgive my staring so rudely,” said Marcia. “I was thinking how nice you looked.”

			Freda laughed and the charm was gone. That half-smile—lips just parted—had been adorable. There was something weak about the full smile. There was something silly about the laugh. A slight sulkiness followed the laugh. “I’m sure I don’t,” she said. “Miss Hinks made the dress and it hangs all anyhow.”

			Marcia noticed that as she spoke her eyes wandered back to where they had been before—to the small, slim, perfectly tailored figure of Sir Geoffrey.

			“We are honoured today, aren’t we?” she said rather sarcastically, and then after a slight pause, “We must look an awfully countrified crowd to him.”

			“Now, Freda,” said Mrs. Croombs placidly, “you look just sweet in that dress since we had the tunic altered. It’s exactly like the one Lady Diana Ruston was wearing in The Tatler. And it just suits you too. I always say fair people look best in white. Papa always used to insist on my dressing in white in the summer. Freda’s exactly like what I was as a girl, Mrs. Faversham. ‘The Rose of Kent’ someone called me. Several artists painted me. Of course, Freda here hasn’t my chances living down in the country like this and with not too much money, poor child . . .”

			Her voice trailed away. Marcia followed the direction of her eyes and saw that they too were fixed upon the dapper little figure of Sir Geoffrey. “It isn’t often we see him here,” she ended. He was still standing by his mother, but his eyes were roving round speculatively. They rested at last upon the limpid blue eyes of Miss Croombs and hers did not falter. His air of boredom dropped from him suddenly. Gad . . . that Croombs kid grown up . . . grown up a stunner, by Gad! He had not seen her for the last few years, and the last few years had made no end of difference . . . The patent admiration in her eyes pleased him too. He began to walk across the lawn to them. Mrs. Croombs at once turned to Marcia and began to speak a little more loudly than usual and with an ultra-refinement of accent.

			“How are the children, Mrs. Faversham? Such deah things—”

			He had reached them now. He gave Mrs. Croombs and Marcia a casual nod and turned to Freda with a challenging smile.

			“I say, Miss Croombs, I hardly knew you. You’ve grown up since I met you last—what?”

			She gave him the smile that was rather weak and the laugh that was rather silly, and he noted and approved of both.

			“Everyone says she’s exactly what I was at her age, Sir Geoffrey,” gushed Mrs. Croombs, pink with excitement.

			“Oh, mother,” said Freda with a petulant shrug, “do stop saying that.”

			He laughed, highly amused.

			“Well, come and have an ice, Miss Croombs,” he said. “If your mother was anything like you at your age, I’m sorry I missed seeing her, that’s all.”

			Mother and daughter laughed, and, still amused, he took Freda across to the white-covered table on which reposed ice-cream glasses and behind which stood a footman in livery.

			“He’s such a nice man,” said Mrs. Croombs, still smiling. “And isn’t he well-dressed? I do like a well-dressed man. They say he’s extravagant and—and that, but I always say a man will sober down with the right sort of a wife. Don’t you think,” she went on, suddenly serious, as she watched their receding figures, “that that dress of Freda’s looks sweet? I sent it back to Miss Hinks six times. Tunics are all the rage, but I don’t like them for elderly people. For elderly people I like good material made plainly and well cut, don’t you? I like these new silks that people are wearing this year. I got quite a lot in the January sales—ordered them by post, you know . . .”

			She burbled on. Marcia found it rather soothing. It needed no response beyond an occasional ‘really’ and no concentration. She could let this delicious weariness that she always felt after John’s departure steal over her unchecked . . .

			Then suddenly she noticed Gerald Croombs sitting motionless staring into space. He had not moved when his sister went. He had not seemed to notice anything that went on.

			He was older than Freda, good-looking but without the look of weakness that was in his mother’s and sister’s faces. He looked nice, thought Marcia, and rather unhappy. Marcia guessed that he had learnt to sit like that, dreaming his own dreams, while his mother’s voice flowed on, no more heeded than if it were the burbling stream it rather resembled.

			“I told her that no one really smart goes in for lace curtains now. Madras muslin, of course, or coloured net, but not the old lace curtains . . . If you ask me, that’s the same dress Lady Dewhurst wore at her garden party last year just done up a bit. She used to have twice as many new dresses as she has now. She’s got a clever maid, of course. You can tell that by her hair. I often think a maid would pay for herself. People like you and me are handicapped when it comes to doing our hair, however well we dress, though I must say that I don’t think any maid could do Freda’s hair better than I do when she’s going out . . . She’s exactly like I was when I was her age . . . Did you notice how taken Sir Geoffrey was with her? . . . I remember when I was about her age someone used to call me the Rose of Kent . . . my Christian name is Rose, you know . . . it was very clever, wasn’t it? You’ve one little girl and two little boys, haven’t you, Mrs. Faversham? I think girls are so much more interesting than little boys, don’t you? . . . Their clothes, you know. Boys’ clothes are so dull. I used to make all Freda’s dresses till quite lately . . . ”

			Marcia’s thoughts flew to John. By now he would have met Flemming and Moxton. He would be by turns exuberantly excited at the thought of the fishing, and moodily depressed at the thought of having left her. She wondered if Moxton and the others found him very trying for the first few days . . .

			“Don’t you think so?” Mrs. Croombs was saying. “Yes,” said Marcia vaguely.

			Her thoughts went home to the children. It was Saturday. Hugo and Moyna would be at home and Timmy would be hobbling about after them, weary but blissfully happy, wherever they went.

			“I’ve always thought so, haven’t you?” Mrs. Croombs was saying.

			Marcia gave a guilty start. “Er—yes,” she said.

			“Can you see Freda anywhere?” went on Mrs. Croombs, who had proudly kept her daughter in sight ever since Sir Geoffrey had carried her off. They were sitting together on two chairs beneath a beech tree away from the crowd. Even from a distance it was possible to see that a promising flirtation was in progress.

			The lawn was filling quickly with fresh arrivals, and Mrs. Croombs looked round with a smile of pleasure at these new witnesses of her daughter’s conquest.

			“Oh, they’re still over there,” she said with an unconvincing air of surprise. “Well, I can’t say he’s doing his duty very well, can you?” she ended with her soft musical little laugh. “There are the Miss Martyns. I just wanted to speak to them . . . excuse me . . .”

			She drifted away over the lawn to where the two Miss Martyns and their niece, the young Miss Legarde, stood together.

			Marcia turned to Gerald Croombs. He still sat beyond the two seats vacated by his mother and sister, staring before him as though unaware that they had gone. Marcia studied his face. Yes, she liked it . . . honest, serious, kind, young, a trifle worried . . .

			“A penny for your thoughts,” she said suddenly.

			He started and flushed as he turned to her. Then he smiled—the disarming smile of youth, deprecating, wistful.

			“I’m frightfully sorry,” he said, “you must think me an awful boor. I never noticed mother had gone.”

			“They must have been worth far more than a penny,” said Marcia. “What about two pence?”

			He laughed and moved up the two seats next to her. “They weren’t worth a farthing,” he said. He hesitated, then, flushing slightly, burst out: “If you want the truth, I was thinking I’d give anything for something real. Do you ever feel like that?”

			“I think I know what you mean,” said Marcia.

			He felt the sympathy in her voice and expanded to it. “Everything and everyone here seem so—unreal,” he said with youthful impatience. “All sham. Artificiality. It’s awful to think of living your life and never coming up against anything real. I’ve never lived anywhere but here, of course. Is this place worse than most places? You ought to know. You’ve lived in other places.”

			“I’ve come to the conclusion,” said Marcia, “that the smaller the place the more—unreal the things and people are in it. This is rather a small place.”

			“It’s—airless,” he exploded. “It makes me feel sometimes that I can’t breathe. No one in it seems to think straight or talk straight or feel straight. It’s not”—he sought for a word and ended up with the old one—“it’s not—real.”

			“Can’t you leave it if you feel like that?”

			“I can’t leave mother and Freda. I get my bread-and-butter by standing behind the two penny-halfpenny bank counter here and making inane remarks about the weather to its two penny-halfpenny customers. I’d give anything to get out of it, but I can’t. We—we’re rather poor, you know. I must help. Mother likes living here. It’s cheap for one thing. But when I think of settling down here—spending my whole life here, it makes me feel sick.”

			“I know,” murmured Marcia.

			“No one reads anything decent,” he went on, ignoring her interruption, speaking as though with long pent-up exasperation. “No one thinks anything decent or talks about anything decent. It makes me sick—saying one thing to one person and another to another, forming all their life on what the neighbours will think of them. Do you know Olive Legarde?” he ended suddenly.

			“Only just. We’re neighbours, but I haven’t come across her much.”

			The discontent faded from his face.

			“She’s real,” he said. “She’s the only real person in the place. I’ve felt different somehow about things since I got to know her . . .” He looked at Marcia as though dimly aware of the inarticulateness of his youth and begging her sympathy in spite of it.

			“Good afternoon, Mrs. Faversham.”

			Marcia looked up at the brisk address. It was Miss Mitcham. Gerald moved to another chair and Miss Mitcham sat down by her.

			“Is the rumour that’s going about the village true?” said Miss Mitcham. “Have you let The Chestnuts?”

			Everything about Miss Mitcham was small and sharp. Her figure was small and sharp; her eyes were small and sharp; her nose was small and sharp; her mouth was small and sharp. She was dressed with old-world elaborateness in purple satin with a black hat and black lace scarf. Her little eyes moved with piercing furtiveness around her as she spoke. You felt that she was noting with the skill of the expert a thousand things that were escaping everyone else . . . She was taking them all in . . . That Croombs girl throwing herself at Sir Geoffrey’s head . . . Mr. Faversham absent, and Mrs. Faversham looking pale and tired (he treats her shamefully) . . . Mrs. Croombs’ dress ridiculously young for her . . . Lady Dewhurst looking worried (and no wonder) . . . A sulky look on young Croombs’ face (that boy will come to no good) . . . As for Sir Geoffrey . . . Her sharp face sharpened still further at the thought of him . . .

			“We haven’t exactly let it,” said Marcia, “but negotiations are going on. It’s a Miss West. She’s coming down to see it this week.”

			“Miss?” said Miss Mitcham sharply. “Is she alone?” Her tone opened up vistas of dreadful possibilities. Young females wandering about unchaperoned . . .

			“I—think so,” said Marcia, faltering despite her determination not to be bullied by the village autocrat.

			“She’s elderly, I presume?” said Miss Mitcham primly.

			“I don’t know,” said Marcia.

			Miss Mitcham’s face conveyed her disapproval. The Favershams ought to have known whether this unattached and wandering female were elderly. They ought to have made it their business to find out. The possibilities of strange, unattached females were fraught with danger in any case. But if the strange unattached females were young they were doubly dangerous. If a young unattached female took a house in a remote country place like this, it meant that she had something to conceal, probably a Past with a capital P. So thought Miss Mitcham, but all she said was:

			“Your husband, of course, will make all necessary inquiries?” She spoke in a tone of voice that implied that she hadn’t any hope he’d do anything of the kind.

			“I’m afraid all that part of it will fall to me,” said Marcia. “My husband has gone away for four months’ holiday with some friends.”

			Miss Mitcham’s little eyes fairly gloated at this. Holiday forsooth! With friends forsooth! Surely the woman couldn’t be as stupid as she seemed. Anyone could see with half an eye what had happened. The man was off on his double life again . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I

			The Miss Martyns were coming across the lawn. The elder Miss Martyn was an old lady of seventy with thin, straight, white hair and a face rather suggestive of a horse. She was erect and dignified and she always spoke slowly and distinctly, sounding all her consonants with great deliberation. Everything she said gave the impression of a carefully prepared speech made to a large audience. She disapproved of all abbreviation. She always said ‘luncheon’ and ‘taximeter cab’ and ‘postage stamp’ and ‘pianoforte.’

			Her sister, Miss Dulcie, was ten years younger. She was a timid, fluttering little old lady with wavy untidy hair, and gay little hats that she generally wore crooked. She had a passion for bright colours that was kept firmly in check by the elder Miss Martyn. She talked a great deal and not very consecutively. She reminded you of a small bird, twittering for the sheer joy of twittering, with one bright eye always alert for danger. Miss Dulcie was just a little ‘simple.’ Only a very little. The village was rather proud of Miss Dulcie’s ‘simpleness.’

			The Miss Martyns had lived in Leadon Hill all their lives and were essentially ‘gentry’. Their father had been a colonel in the Guards and their mother one of the Devonshire Bessekers. True, a cousin of the Miss Martyns kept the Eagle Inn at Morton Rise, but it was a very distant cousin and a very superior inn. Morton Rise was one of the beauty spots of the neighbourhood, and often the cousin would drive over to fetch the Miss Martyns to spend a night at the famous old inn. He and his wife were always very deferential to the Miss Martyns, and the Miss Martyns always enjoyed the little outing. It was the only holiday they ever took.

			They came across now to where Marcia sat with Gerald Croombs and Miss Mitcham. Miss Martyn bowed distantly to Miss Mitcham and sat down by Marcia.

			“A report has reached me, Mrs. Faversham,” she said, with a stately smile, “that you have let The Chestnuts, and I wondered whether report, as so often happens, were to prove herself false.”

			“We haven’t actually let it yet,” said Marcia, “but negotiations are going on.”

			“I trust that they will be satisfactory to all concerned,” said Miss Martyn, with elaborate courtesy and a majestic little inclination of her horse-like head.

			“I remember so well when they were building The Chestnuts,” said Miss Dulcie, with her little air of eager vagueness. “I remember it so well. Don’t you, Letitia? It was when poor dear papa was alive, and we walked down to see how it was all getting on, and a workman dropped a plank on poor dear papa’s foot and poor dear papa was so angry about it, and—”

			“That will do, Dulcie,” said Miss Martyn, with her magisterial air.

			“Yes, Letitia,” said Miss Dulcie tremulously. “I wasn’t going to repeat his exact words. Indeed I wasn’t. Though poor dear Polly used to, do you remember? All his words. Till we had to put on his green baize cover. Poor dear Polly! We missed him so much when he died. I think I cried all night. He seemed all that was left to us of poor dear papa.”

			“These first summer days are exceedingly pleasant, are they not?” said Miss Martyn to the company in general, ignoring her sister.

			Miss Dulcie subsided into a silence suggestive of little flutterings.

			“I suppose we must consider it a great honour to have Sir Geoffrey here,” said Miss Mitcham, with that inflection of irony that accompanied most of her remarks.

			“Indeed we must,” said Miss Martyn, crushingly loyal.

			Miss Mitcham looked across to where he sat beneath the trees with Freda Croombs. The flirtation was progressing apace. They were sitting very close together, and he was leaning over as he talked to her.

			“He’s wasting no time,” she said meaningly.

			Miss Martyn changed the subject.

			“They are rebuilding the Town Hall at Monkton Hawes,” she said. “I understand that the building when completed will cost ten or twelve thousand pounds. Is it not so, Mr. Croombs?”

			Gerald Croombs awoke with a guilty start from his daydreams.

			“Er—I’m not sure,” he said. “Yes—I believe so.”

			“Where on earth do they get the money?” said Marcia.

			“Money left them by grateful ratepayers, I expect,” said Gerald, with his quick smile.

			Miss Dulcie emerged from her fluttering silence.

			“How nice of them!” she said. “Don’t you think so, Letitia? I think that’s so kind of them.”

			“Your hair’s coming down, Dulcie,” said Miss Martyn sharply.

			Miss Dulcie’s hair was always coming down, but her sister only drew attention to the fact when she wished to reduce her to silence. Consternation flashed into Miss Dulcie’s face. With trembling hands she gathered up her grey, straggling ends of hair beneath her hat, knocking it to a still more crooked angle.

			“Oh dear,” she murmured distractedly, “Oh dear! Oh dear! Oh dear!”

			“I hear that the gipsies are again camping on the common,” said Miss Martyn, “but we may trust dear Lady Dewhurst to do all in her power to secure their departure.”

			“I wonder how long he’s here for,” said Miss Mitcham, her sharp little eyes still fixed on Sir Geoffrey. “Poor Lady Dewhurst—though when all’s said and done, she’s only herself to blame.”

			“Lady Dewhurst is our hostess,” said Miss Martyn, with crushing dignity, “and Sir Geoffrey is in the position of our host. We will not discuss them, if you please.”

			Miss Mitcham was not abashed. Her small sharp soul in her small sharp eyes seemed to seize on the incident, twisting it about with malicious amusement. She rose with her meaning smile.

			“Well,” she said, ignoring Miss Martyn’s remark, “I must run off and speak to Mrs. Parkes . . . Goodbye, Mrs. Faversham. Goodbye, Miss Martyn.” Then, lowering her voice, “How is poor Miss Dulcie?”

			That shot told. Beneath the elder Miss Martyn’s brusque treatment of her sister was concealed a fierce maternal love for her. Not even to herself would Miss Martyn admit that there was anything wrong with Miss Dulcie. She flushed and drew herself up.

			“Quite well, thank you,” she said stiffly. Miss Mitcham turned away and crossed the lawn. From  behind, with her bent back and black hat and shawl, she looked like a little old witch.

			Miss Dulcie had understood nothing of what had happened, but she had overheard Miss Mitcham’s parting shot, and had been pleased and flattered by it. “How kind of her to ask after me,” she said eagerly, “wasn’t it, Letitia? She probably heard that I had a little headache last week. Only a very little one, Mrs. Faversham. A very little one indeed. Our poor dear mother used to have headaches, do you remember, Letitia? Much worse than mine. They used to come on suddenly, and hold her spellbound. They—” She broke off.

			“Here’s dear Olive,” she said, “dear Olive.”

			Marcia looked at Gerald, and saw his rather morose young face light up.

			Olive Legarde was the only daughter of the Miss Martyns’ youngest sister. It was generally believed, though the Miss Martyns had never actually said so, that their sister had married beneath her, and they had held no communication with their only niece while her father lived. Her mother had died at her birth.

			Leadon Hill had looked forward to her arrival with curiosity. Freda Croombs was the only girl of the village who was not of the farmer class. It was felt that Fate was sending for her a long-needed companion. But the girls had not ‘taken to’ each other. And the village decided that it was because Olive Legarde was ‘too good for that vain little Freda Croombs.’

			Olive was a great contrast to Freda. She dressed very simply and disliked social functions. She helped with the parish work and visited the poor and sick of the village. She begged for them. She made clothes for them. She sat with them and read to them. And all very unassumingly and modestly. Seldom had a newcomer to Leadon Hill met with such universal approval. Even Miss Mitcham could find nothing against her . . .

			Marcia watched her curiously as she came across the lawn. She was very, very fair. Her hair was a pale shade of ash gold; her face was colourless, her eyes a very light blue. She was like something seen by moonlight. Marcia never could make up her mind whether the effect was attractive or repellent. She was tall, but in some way clumsy, too long in the body, too broad in the hips. Her features were regular but lacked animation. She wore the expressionless mask of unlined youth, but her mask was more baffling than usual, Marcia thought.

			There was no doubt, however, about her effect on Gerald Croombs. His face lit up when she joined the group.

			Miss Dulcie, who adored her niece, took her hand and began to stroke it with little delighted movements. “Dear Olive,” she said tremulously.

			The girl smiled at her gravely and pressed the hand in return.

			“Dear Aunt Dulcie,” she said gently.

			In spite of the smile and the gentleness, Marcia seemed to feel a wave of contempt and exasperation surge from the girl over the little untidy figure of Miss Dulcie. And in spite of the smile, too, the girl’s pale eyes remained unfathomable.

			Marcia looked quickly at Gerald. He was gazing at her with his defences of moroseness down—humbly admiring, wistfully young.

			“Miss Black’s not here?” said Olive. She had a deep voice, slow and calm and rather toneless. Like her eyes, it gave away no secrets.

			“No. She’s with the children,” said Marcia.

			“Of course.”

			There was some meaning in the tone, but Marcia was not sure exactly what the meaning was.

			“I suppose, auntie,” went on Olive, “that in the old days Miss Black was at all these little village festivities?”

			“Of course, darling,” said Miss Dulcie, “she was our dear old vicar’s daughter.”

			Olive was silent for some time, then she murmured as if to herself, “Poor Miss Black!”

			Marcia glanced at Gerald again.

			He was looking at Olive with a tender pride. How womanly she was, how sweet, how kind . . . Though he sat some distance away from her, he looked at her as though he were kneeling at her feet . . .

			Marcia had an impression that that half-breathed “Poor Miss Black!” was very calculated in its effect. It was calculated to make Gerald feel as he had felt. It was calculated to make Marcia feel as she had felt—Marcia, the well-to-do tradesman’s wife who employed the old vicar’s daughter among her servants.

			“Miss Black,” pronounced Miss Martyn pontifically, “is a very worthy woman.”

			“Here’s dear little Freda,” cooed Miss Dulcie suddenly.

			Freda Croombs was walking round with Sir Geoffrey flagrantly showing off her conquest, flirting outrageously, more for the benefit of the bystanders than for Sir Geoffrey. The smile that was rather weak and the laugh that was rather silly were very much in evidence. Sir Geoffrey played up to her. He’d come to the silly affair. He’d got to talk to somebody and she was the prettiest girl there. She was deuced pretty. Moreover, she didn’t make any great demands on him. She was content to be flirted with as one flirted with the girl in the tobacconist’s shop across the counter. He was content to be with her though he missed none of her artlessly artful effects. There was a sardonic smile on his little sallow face beneath his little dark moustache as he accompanied her. Not one gesture or glance whose effect upon the bystanders was so studied escaped him and he responded gallantly to all. This child wanted to show off her conquest of him to her friends. All right, she should. It was a bit of sport. She overdid it. Even he, uncritical as he was, could see that she overdid it. But it was sport. It passed the time. Some of the old fogies were looking anxious. Let ’em. His mother shouldn’t have persuaded him to come. It was her look out.

			“I want you to show me the hot-houses,” she said. “I hear you’ve got some wonderful peaches.”

			“They aren’t out yet,” he said, “but if you want to see a peach I can take you to a mirror.”

			She gave her foolish little giggle.

			“Silly!” she said.

			She was passing the group of chairs where sat her brother and the Martyns and Mrs. Faversham. She smiled at them self-consciously. Her eyes rested for a minute on Olive and the two girls exchanged a long look. There was artless triumph and a touch of contempt on Freda’s—but the something in the other girl’s pale eyes, suddenly quiveringly intense though it was, was impossible to fathom. Freda redoubled her airs and graces and her companion’s smile became more sardonic.

			Olive had watched them disappear into the crowd at the other end of the lawn. Then she turned to Gerald.

			“How pretty your sister looks today,” she said. That sudden fleeting something had left no trace. The smooth voice now was almost tender.

			Gerald threw her a grateful glance. Her tone and words blotted out that poignant sense of shame that the sight of Freda had brought to him. Of course, that was it. Just a pretty child . . . showing off as pretty children will. He was grateful to Olive for making him see that side of it. He adored her for the sweetness that made her see that side of it . . .

			“I see,” said Miss Martyn, with her air of addressing a large gathering upon a very weighty subject, “that people are going into the rose garden for tea. I propose that we adjourn there.”

			Marcia accompanied them dreamily. Mr. and Mrs. Langley, the vicar and his wife, had just arrived and were shaking hands with Lady Dewhurst. Mr. Langley, stout and complacent, greeted his hostess pompously and rather obsequiously, complimenting her as he did so upon the state of her gardens. Mrs. Langley, with something aggressive in her sharp, pretty little face, greeted her hostess self-consciously. Lady Dewhurst’s manner chilled to iciness as she shook hands with her.

			“How do you do, Mrs. Langley?” she said, with the drawl she kept for people of whom she disapproved.

			The Langleys came across to Marcia. Mrs. Langley looked rather flushed.

			“Have you let The Chestnuts yet, Mrs. Faversham?” said the vicar pleasantly.

			Marcia laughed.

			“Everyone I’ve spoken to this afternoon has asked me that,” she said.

			“I expect so,” smiled the vicar. “Rumour flies apace in Leadon Hill . . . Is your husband here?”

			“No . . . he’s gone away for a few months’ holiday.”

			“Indeed,” said the vicar, and “Really?” said the vicar’s wife.

			Then Mrs. Croombs came up.

			“How do you do?” she said to the Langleys. “Mr. Langley, do tell me if you can see Freda anywhere. My eyesight’s so bad nowadays.”

			Mrs. Croombs was perfectly well aware that her daughter was sitting with Sir Geoffrey beneath the cedar tree at the end of the lawn. She could see her quite plainly. But she had a suspicion that the Langleys had not noticed them, and could not bear to think that anyone should miss them. Mr. Langley conscientiously put on his spectacles and looked around.

			“There, Mrs. Croombs,” he said at last. “There under the cedar tree with Sir Geoffrey.”

			“Still?” said Mrs. Croombs, with an air of innocent surprise. “He’s been with the child all afternoon, but I thought by now he’d have been doing his duty to his guests.”

			“Ah,” said Mr. Langley, with a roguish smile upon his fat, round face, “the attraction of one guest is evidently too strong.”

			Mrs. Croombs laughed delightedly and walked on with him.

			When Marcia came up from tea, Mrs. Langley was sitting at a table by herself with that faintly defiant air that suggested an intense consciousness of everyone’s neglect of her. Mr. Langley was still with Mrs. Croombs. Olive Legarde and Gerald Croombs were still sitting on the lawn talking earnestly. Marcia crossed over to Mrs. Langley. Mrs. Langley seemed to collect herself, gather together her forces.

			“Isn’t it a beautiful afternoon, Mrs. Faversham?” she said.

			She spoke very slowly and carefully with slightly pursed mouth. She was pretty and young and well dressed, thought Marcia, but always aggressive and painfully boring. Marcia was beginning to feel tired. She had got up very early to pack for John. She concealed her yawns without much success, while Mrs. Langley discussed the weather of the day before, and the day before that. Marcia surrendered to her languor and lapsed into silence . . . Freda Croombs and Sir Geoffrey were still flirting. Olive Legarde and Gerald Croombs were still talking. But the crowds were thinning. People were beginning to go home. She stifled a yawn and rose.

			“I must be going now,” she said. “I must get back to my young people.”

			“Of course,” said Mrs. Langley, with a return of her aggrieved manner. Marcia left her, passed a whispering group whose centre was Miss Mitcham, passed Miss Dulcie Martyn clutching wildly at her hair (which under the influence of the unwonted excitement was descending more thoroughly than usual), found her hostess and was soon on her way home.

			II

			It was good to be at home again. Timmy was already in bed. She went in to kiss him good night, and he twined his thin little arms round her neck, spinning out his account of his afternoon’s adventures interminably in an endeavour to keep her with him longer.

			“We saw a baby rabbit in the wood, mummy, it was so sweet . . . it stood and looked at us . . . it wasn’t a bit frightened just at first . . . I stood as still as still watching it and it just looked back at me and never moved. I would so love to have nursed it and stroked it. Then Hugo tried to catch it and it got frightened and ran away . . . such a sweet little fluffy one, mummy. And, mummy, when we came home, really and truly I had a successful shut at the side door at the very first time,” he ended proudly.

			“Darling, how nice! Now I really must go.”

			“Oh, let me tell you the story Blackie read to me after tea. I know you’d love it.”

			“I’m sure I would, dear, but it’s so late. I must go to the others and you ought to be asleep.”

			He clung to her when she kissed him. Then she disengaged his clinging arm in spite of his protests and went to Hugo.

			Hugo too told her about the rabbit. “It was quite near. If I’d had a gun I could have shot it, I’m sure. I tried to catch the beggar, but it got away. Mummy, when can I have a real gun and learn to shoot properly? . . . I’d love to go out shooting things.”

			Marcia murmured a remonstrance unconvincing and unconvinced. The beauty of this boy of hers in bed wrung her heart. The rosy cheeks, bright eyes, curly hair, the grey-blue eyes with their black lashes, and the adorable babyness of him beneath his gallant playing the man . . . She hugged him. He did not cling to her like Timmy. But she felt grateful to him for still allowing her to tuck him up and kiss him good night.

			“As soon as you’re old enough,” she promised.

			“I climbed the tall pine tree in the garden today.”

			“Darling, you shouldn’t.”

			He laughed.

			“Oh, mummy, that’s not dangerous. Think what sailors have to do.”

			“You don’t want to be a sailor, do you?”

			“No. I’d get tired of it. I want something more adventurous. I’d like to be a soldier, only there mightn’t be a war. If there was I’d love it. I’d love to fight and shoot people in a war.”

			She shuddered.

			“Don’t dear,” she remonstrated.

			Moyna was half asleep. She had faithfully followed her beloved Hugo in all his strenuous activities through the afternoon and evening and she was in a delicious drowsiness, half asleep and half awake when Marcia visited her.

			“Had a nice party, mummy?” she said sleepily. “We had such a glorious run in the wood. We left Timmy to pick bluebells and ran for miles and miles. We saw a baby rabbit—with Tim that was—and Hugo could have shot it if he’d had a gun—easily . . . It was quite near. Good night, darling. Happy dreams . . .”

			Marcia went downstairs. She sat in her armchair revelling in the silence. The calmness, the quietness of everything . . . She loved this first evening of John’s absence. No endless questions and comments, no hunting for his paper or his pipe, no restlessness and fussiness and worry. She could read her book if she wanted to without the certainty that John would interrupt her every minute to read her something from his paper or ask her where something was. She hated herself for enjoying it so, but she could not help it. It held in it all the ecstasy that any sudden relief from strain always holds. It would disappear as time went on, she knew. Towards the end of his holiday she would miss him more and more and long for his return.

			Lying back in her chair, her novel unopened in her lap, her mind relaxed and peaceful, her thoughts went drowsily back to the afternoon’s garden party. She seemed to remember not what people had said and done, but instead she seemed to see as if they had been living things the hidden antagonisms that underlay all their intercourse, the antagonism between Miss Mitcham and Miss Martyn, between Freda Croombs and Olive Legarde, between Lady Dewhurst and Mrs. Langley. Those stood out. But there were hundreds more, less obvious and perhaps more deadly, that she had not seen. Village life was full of them. At first you did not see them. Then they gradually became visible, more and more visible, till they hid everything else, spoilt everything else . . .

			She roused herself with a start. She was growing morbid. She must write to John. She went over to the writing-table and took up a pen.

			“DEAR JOHN,

			“I hope you have arrived safely by this time.” She paused. She knew that he would be hungering to be told she missed him. Rather guiltily she wrote:

			“Everything seems most awfully quiet without you. I found your clothes brush; shall I send it on? I went to Lady Dewhurst’s garden party this afternoon. The roses are coming on splendidly.”

			He’d be more interested in that than in the feelings of Miss Martyn and Olive and Mrs. Langley and the others.

			“Blake has been taking out the tulips and narcissus bulbs that have finished flowering. He’s going to stake the sweet peas tomorrow.

			“The children were up in the wood this afternoon. Everyone in the village seems very much interested in the question of our letting The Chestnuts. I am most anxious to see Miss West. Like all the rest of them, I hope she will be nice.

			All my love,

			MARCIA.”

			She laid down her pen and yawned. She was very, very tired. Then suddenly, and with a strange excitement that took her by surprise, came the thought of the new tenant of The Chestnuts. She wondered what this unknown woman would be like. No wonder Leadon Hill was curious. An unknown quantity might work strange things in a place like Leadon Hill.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			I

			Mrs. Croombs was one of the last to leave the garden party. She talked to each lingering guest in turn. She could not see Freda, but she was pleasantly sure that she was still with Sir Geoffrey. She talked to the vicar about the weather and the parish fête. A series of daydreams flitted through her mind. The central figure in all the dreams was Freda, Lady Dewhurst. The next central figure was that of the mother of Freda, Lady Dewhurst, living (naturally) at The Hall and arranging all the affairs of the village. The dowager Lady Dewhurst died conveniently soon after the wedding. Or went to live abroad. Anyway, her presence spoilt the pictures, so Mrs. Croombs ruthlessly eliminated her from them.

			Meantime Freda was in one of the hothouses with Sir Geoffrey. Tall plants completely hid them from any curious outside gaze. Freda had begun to feel rather frightened as soon as they had entered it. Flirting with the heir to The Hall coquettishly but quite decorously before the interested gaze of the village was one thing. This, she felt, as soon as she entered the door, was another . . . Freda, for all her airs of sophistication, was really a very unsophisticated little girl. She had known few young men beside her brother. She had fed her mind upon erotic novels of which she always imagined herself the heroine, but for all that she was simple and clean-minded. As he shut the hot-house door there was a look of purpose in his eyes and the purpose frightened her. She didn’t know what it meant. As a matter of fact it meant that he’d let her fool about showing him off as if he’d been a performing dog all afternoon and now it was time for her to pay the price . . . a small price, but still a price. She wasn’t as kissable as some girls he knew, but she was the most kissable one at hand this afternoon. She withdrew to a corner, her heart beating fast. He followed her and put his arms around her.

			“Come on,” he said lightly, “give me a kiss.”

			She had shrunk back as his arm tightened round her. Looking down at her, he noticed the creaminess of her skin and the deep blue of her eyes against their black lashes. The attraction, idly encouraged all afternoon, stirred into passion. Sir Geoffrey’s passions were ever easily inflamed.

			“Of course not,” she said, with an ineffectual striving after her coquettish manner. But her coquetry was bedraggled. Her fear and ignorance showed through it.

			“Oh, nonsense,” he said, his eyes devouring her. “Don’t tell me you’ve never kissed any man but your brother.”

			This as a matter of fact was true, but not for anything would she have admitted it.

			She tossed her pretty head as well as she could in his embrace. Her heart was still beating fast.

			“Come along,” he said, putting his little sallow face close to hers.

			Suddenly she hated it all. It was so different from what it had seemed to her in books. It should have been such a glorious moment and—and it wasn’t. It was squalid, repulsive. She conquered her panic and smiled again—her little frightened parody of a coquettish smile. Not for the world would she have annoyed him, even now.

			“You mustn’t,” she gasped. “Don’t . . . Please don’t . . .”

			His arms tightened still more about her and he kissed her—rough hard kisses, kisses full of the knowledge of evil, kisses with the bloom of innocence long since worn off. She had never hated anything so much in all her life. His breath smelt of tobacco and whisky. But after the first second she did not resist. She couldn’t . . . oh, she couldn’t make a scene. She was terrified of the guests outside—of people knowing about it, talking about it. She lay still in his arms in an ecstasy of fear and misery. Then he released her. She was white and shaken. She felt soiled. She felt that she could never again feel quite as she had felt before. Something was gone that would never come back . . .

			He looked at her and noticed that her face was drained of colour.

			“I believe you never have kissed anyone but your brother,” he said, half teasing, half in earnest.

			She rallied at that.

			“Of course I have,” she said.

			He misunderstood her pallor.

			“And you liked it, didn’t you?” he said.

			She clutched the rags of her coquetry about her. “Don’t be sure,” she said.

			He put his arm round her. She resisted and he held her firmly. She felt suddenly sick.

			“Do let’s get out of this place,” she said. “It’s—it’s so hot. It’s making my head ache.”

			He looked at her with sudden interest, beginning to understand her trembling pallor.

			“Don’t be frightened, little girl,” he said. “No harm in a kiss.”

			The words were reassuring, but not the tone. He was beginning to feel interested in her, and to Sir Geoffrey interest in a woman could only take one form.

			“I’ll have to teach you lots of things,” he said.

			“Oh, do let’s get out of this heat,” she said.

			He stopped and turned to her, his hand holding the door shut.

			“You must pay for it,” he said. “Give me another kiss.”

			She had proved more kissable than he had suspected. Her cheeks were as satin-smooth as a baby’s, her lips as soft as a ripe peach. He felt exhilarated. His mother had been trying to extract from him a promise to spend more time at The Hall. She’d been using pressure. She was generous, but she held the purse strings and consequently the whip hand. The estate only just paid its way. He had run through the greater part of what his father had left him. His mother had a small fortune of her own derived from an estate in Cornwall and his extravagance was dependent on her bounty. If he were forced to spend longer time in Leadon Hill here was a nice little diversion ready to hand.

			“Just another,” he said.

			She surrendered—too faint now to protest. His kisses seemed in some way to denude and shame her. But at last it was over and he released her. Outside in the bright sunlight he looked down at her as he closed the door behind them. Her pallor and fear had made her look startlingly child like. He laughed uncomfortably.

			“Now don’t go telling your mother I kissed you,” he said.

			The fresh air revived her. She straightened her hat and dress and gave a little forced smile that was meant to be arch.

			“Don’t be silly,” she said.

			He laughed rather contemptuously. “You asked for it, you know,” he said.

			She almost hated him for that.

			“Oh, did I?” she said. “I like that. I thought you asked . . . There’s mother.”

			He felt the exasperation in her voice. Silly little thing! But it might be good policy to keep her in a good temper if she were to form the diversion that would make his stay at Leadon Hill worthwhile.

			“I should think I did ask,” he said. “You shouldn’t be such a little beauty if you don’t want people to kiss you.”

			Little beauty . . . It was a crude enough compliment, but she liked it. It seemed to restore her to the position of beautiful breaker of hearts in which she had seen herself before the rather disturbing episode in the hothouse.

			“Darling,” said Mrs. Croombs as soon as Freda joined her, “how pale you look!”

			Yet she said it with secret satisfaction. The child could afford to look pale. She had such a good skin and such good features. And that dress certainly did suit her. Miss Hinks had surpassed herself . . .

			“Well, darling, have you had a nice afternoon?” she said coyly as they went home.

			“All right,” said Freda casually. “Where’s Gerald?”

			“Gone home with Olive Legarde. Nearly everyone’s gone. I was ready to go home ever so long ago, but my little girl was nowhere to be seen.” She was coyly angling for confidences, yet content in the knowledge of her little girl’s conquest.

			“You could have looked for me,” said Freda rather sulkily.

			II

			Gerald and Olive had soon parted from her aunts, and struck across field-paths to the woods at the farther end of Acacia Road. Olive climbed stiles and walked over field-paths with obviously no thought for her garden-party clothes. Gerald noted that and admired it. No other girl he knew would have done it. She seemed so exquisitely above all that sort of thing. Mentally he compared her with Freda—Freda carefully waved and frilled for the occasion, grumbling because she had to walk to The Hall, irritable when anyone even by accident touched her garden-party dress, in agonies for her little patent leather shoes on the dusty road. He glanced covertly at Olive, appraising her surreptitiously. He considered her very beautiful, very clever, but it was not her beauty or her cleverness that brought that look of admiration into his honest young eyes. It was the selflessness, the sheer goodness that he saw in her. It made her different from every other girl he had ever met. To his vague youthful idealism, so unsatisfied by the atmosphere of his home, this girl made an appeal that was unerring in its effect.

			They did not speak much as they walked along. That was one of the nice things about Olive, thought Gerald. One needn’t talk to her. There were just a few people with whom one could walk in silence without feeling that one ought to be saying something, and Olive was one of them. They had come to the wood now. Over the wood was that luminous haze of greenness that is only seen in early summer.

			Olive drew a deep breath. “Isn’t this wonderful?” she said.

			He looked at her. He loved her for her silence and for the words with which she had broken it. And again he compared her with Freda walking in the wood . . . Freda in a good temper babbling inconsequently of village gossip, Freda in a bad temper sulkily silent—in any case blind to the wonderful beauty that had deepened Olive’s eyes and voice.

			“Let’s sit down a minute,” said Olive.

			She sat on a fallen lichened tree trunk as she spoke. “You’ll spoil your dress,” he said.

			Her dress was simple and austere in style. He looked at it rather shyly as he spoke, noting how it suited her regular features and straight, simply dressed hair.

			She returned his look in grave surprise. He saw, or thought he saw, a slight contempt in it.

			“Oh, I should have sent it to be cleaned, anyway,” she said.

			“Freda’s always so frightened of messing up her things,” he explained awkwardly.

			“Oh, Freda!” she said, and smiled. The smile was half- condemning, half-tender. It accepted Freda’s foibles as those of a child, but it reproached him for comparing them. He thought again how beautiful she was, how grave, how serious her smile was . . .

			“Do you know,” he said suddenly, “I believe I’ve never heard you laugh?”

			She smiled again. She could hear the adoration that softened his voice.

			“I don’t laugh much,” she admitted. “There’s so much in the world—isn’t there?—to make one sad . . . I don’t see how anyone—anyone who thinks—can ever for a moment feel really happy.”

			He was sitting on the grass at her feet. He looked up at her almost reverently. He saw her as a Madonna brooding sorrowfully over the sufferings of the world . . . Still—he could not share her sorrow.

			“But—but there are some quite jolly things in life,” he said.

			She gave him a look in which he saw a pity and a kindness—both for him.

			“Such as—?” she questioned gently.

			“Oh,” he was nonplussed for a moment, then he flung out his arms:

			“Such as us and the wood,” he said. “Oh, and games and—and that sort of thing.”

			“Us and the wood and games!” she repeated, “in face of the sorrow and sufferings and sin and cruelty that are going on all over the world. Do you think they compensate—us and the wood and games?”

			She was still smiling, but he was serious now.

			“Olive,” he pleaded, “don’t think of it like that.”

			“I can’t help thinking of it like that,” she said. “It’s the way I’m made. It’s only that I—feel things, Gerald. Some people don’t.”

			He felt accused and condemned on the charge of heartlessness—shut out of the warm radiance of her approval, but he clung to his point. “I feel it when I think about it,” he said. “It’s only that I don’t see that it’s any use thinking about it all the time—letting it spoil—spoil other things for you,” he ended lamely. “I mean one can only keep one’s own front doorstep clean, as people say.”

			“That’s the argument that people always use when they want to shirk their responsibilities.”

			“But, Olive, what can one do? I mean—does thinking about it do any good?”

			“I believe it does,” she said slowly. “Thoughts help. And sorrow—sorrow of that kind does not make us narrow. It opens windows. Gives us a clearer vision.”

			She was not looking at him. She was looking beyond him, her serious face raised. And he felt that she had gone far away from him into spiritual realms whither he was too gross to follow her. He was content simply to watch and adore. But the suspicion that his attitude might have disappointed her in some way was more than he could endure in silence.

			“Olive,” he pleaded, “you don’t think I’m heartless?”

			She lowered her eyes to him and laid her hand gently on his shoulder.

			“You’re the only person here,” she said, “who—understands. I don’t know what I should do without you. You help more than you know.”

			It was wonderful to be taken again into the warmth and brightness of her approval after their slight—their very slight—disagreement. Wonderful, too, was her laying her hand on his shoulder like that, as a sister (some sister, of course, unlike Freda) might have done, so simply and naturally, with no hint of coquetry. She could not know—how could she?—that her touch made his pulses quicken. He was ashamed of that quickening of his pulses in face of her sexless purity.

			“You must—hate being here,” he said hurriedly. “You know, I felt wretched this afternoon. I kept thinking of what we were talking about yesterday—how horribly unreal people are not only to each other but to themselves, how they think crookedly and act crookedly and talk crookedly . . . You’re the only real person here, Olive . . . Till you came I didn’t even know how—unreal we all were. And I sat listening to them this afternoon—clatter-clatter-clatter . . . saying mean little things with still meaner little thoughts in their minds . . . I could hardly bear it . . . How can one think of spending one’s life here? . . . Olive, how can you think of spending your life here?”

			“I may not,” said Olive.

			The world went dark.

			He had only known her a month, but she had come to mean so much to him.

			“You mean—?”

			She cupped her face in her hands.

			“I mean,” she said gently, “that one can always give one’s real life to work for others. I am—resting at present. I have hardly had time really to recover from—from my father’s death.” Her voice trembled and she turned her face away. His face was stern with love and sympathy. He wanted to fight Death for her father like another Hercules. Then she recovered herself. “But there is work to be done in the world, and it is those who—who feel who must do it.”

			“You’d leave Leadon Hill?”

			She smiled.

			“There is not much work to be done in Leadon Hill,” she said. “Of course,” very slowly, “if I had a home of my own it would be different, but somehow I can never feel that my aunt’s house is really my home . . . I love them, but—”

			“Olive!” he burst out.

			She threw him a strange look, then lowered her eyes. He had begun impulsively, meaning to tell her of his love, to beg her to marry him, but something stopped him. He didn’t know what it was. He had no doubt that he was in love with her, but in that second when she turned her face to him he decided not to propose just then . . . There was heaps of time.

			“Well?” she said.

			“Olive,” he repeated lamely, “whatever you do you’ll be splendid.”

			She rose rather abruptly.

			“Let’s be getting home,” she said.

			She spoke—was it brusquely?—coldly, anyway. They walked on in silence. He felt suddenly wretched. He didn’t know what gave him the impression that she was annoyed. Her expression had not altered. Her lips were still calm, her eyes serene.

			“You aren’t annoyed about anything, are you, Olive?” he blundered.

			“Of course not.”

			He knew what it was. She had guessed what he was going to say and it had annoyed her. She had said more than once what a beautiful thing pure friendship was between a man and a woman. That was why she was annoyed, because he’d so nearly spoilt the purity of their friendship by passion. He must wait a bit. He must be very patient. They were passing Ivy Cottage.

			“Miss Mitcham’s watching us behind the curtains,” he said. “She’ll have us married and divorced in the Green before tomorrow morning.”

			He wanted to clear the air by jesting about it, that was all.

			She turned grave eyes to him. “Gerald,” she said slowly, “is a joke like that worthy of you?”

			He coloured. He was silent. Then:

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			“It’s only you I mind about, Gerald,” she said. “It isn’t that it annoys me. It isn’t that anyone else saying those things would trouble me in the least. It’s—you. I want you so to be true to the best of yourself.”

			Her faith in him touched him poignantly. Oh, to have that moment in the wood back again . . . He couldn’t propose in the middle of Acacia Road. But he’d propose at the very next opportunity he got. How he loved her—her sweetness, her idealism, her faith in him! With her he could rise to any height. Without her he would sink to a dead level of comfortable unreality like the rest of Leadon Hill.

			They were just passing The Chestnuts.

			“They say that The Chestnuts is let,” he said.

			She made no comment.

			“Have you heard?” he said.

			“I may have done,” she said. “I don’t take much interest in village gossip.”

			They had reached the gate of The Elms now. She said goodbye distantly, and did not ask him in.

			He walked down the road dejectedly. Something had gone wrong and he didn’t know what it was . . .

			III

			Only Miss Dulcie was in the drawing-room when Olive entered.

			Miss Dulcie was still pleasantly excited.

			“Here you are, Olive dear,” she said, fluttering brightly. “Wasn’t everything delightful? Such a beautiful day and everyone so agreeable. I had an ice, Olive dear. So delicious. I hope I shall suffer no ill effects . . . Did you enjoy it, dear?”

			Olive threw her aunt one of her inscrutable glances.

			“I enjoyed it as much as I ever enjoy things like that, auntie,” she said affectionately.

			Miss Dulcie’s enjoyment seemed to cloud over.

			“What do you mean, dear?” she said anxiously. “You’re not ill, are you?”

			“Oh, no.”

			She went over to her work box and sat down by the window. She took out a scarlet bed-jacket, and began to hem it in silence. The sight depressed Miss Dulcie still more. She knew that the jacket was intended for a particularly distressing case of illness in the village. She made a desperate grab at her lost happiness.

			“B-but how nice everyone looked, didn’t they, Olive? Didn’t you think so, dear? I thought Lady Dewhurst looked most regal. I remember poor dear papa saying once that someone looked regal—I forget who it was, but I remember thinking that the word was so—so descriptive. I’ve never forgotten it. Regal. It means being like a king, you know, dear. Perhaps one could not exactly call Lady Dewhurst being like a king, but still she looked very nice, didn’t she? And dear Freda looked very nice, didn’t she? And you, too, my dear, looked so nice, but—but—but,” the glance of her niece disconcerted her, but she plunged on, “but don’t you think perhaps something a little younger,” she brought the word out with a daring gasp, “something frillier—more like Freda was wearing . . . I remember at your age we used to wear such pretty muslins with little frills on.”

			“Auntie, dear,” said Olive slowly, “I don’t spend as much money and thought on my clothes as some people do.”

			She smiled as she spoke. It was a sweet smile, but somehow it brought suddenly to Miss Dulcie vague memories of being put in the corner in her distant childhood.

			“But, Olive,” she fluttered nervously, “Aunt Letitia and I—I mean—if—I mean—” her fluttering embarrassment was painful. “We’d love to give you a pretty frock.”

			Olive interrupted her.

			“No, dear, it’s not that,” she said gently. “It’s that I don’t feel justified in spending my money on myself as some people do. You see, auntie dear, I don’t feel that one’s money is given one by God to spend on one’s own pleasure. When you think of children starving and of people dying every day for want of proper nourishment it makes one pause. Every luxury of this afternoon robbed a starving child.”

			Miss Dulcie’s eyes grew misty, and she took out her handkerchief.

			“Oh, Olive dear—d-did my ice?”

			“All such things do, auntie,” said Olive.

			She rose and stood looking down at the fluttering unhappy little figure. There was something veiled in the pale eyes.

			“We ought to think of it more than we do,” said Miss Dulcie, still wiping her eyes with her handkerchief. “I feel it was so wicked of me to enjoy myself this afternoon.” Olive folded her work and stood up.

			“I think I’ll go and work in my room till supper time,” she said.

			“Oh, Olive dear, won’t you sit down here?—we could have a nice little talk. You could—”

			Olive looked across at the window with a little smile.

			“I find the rooms here so close,” she said patiently, almost tenderly. “I’m used to open windows, you know. I’ll be all right till supper time upstairs.”

			“Open the window, dear,” pleaded Miss Dulcie miserably. “I’ll get another shawl.”

			“No, you know Aunt Letitia doesn’t like open windows. I’m all right anywhere.”

			“B-but, darling,” sobbed Miss Dulcie, “there isn’t a comfortable chair in your room.”

			“I don’t need a comfortable chair,” said Olive. “And I like to be alone. When I’m alone I feel that—that father is nearer to me . . . Goodbye.”

			She kissed her with lingering affection, and went slowly upstairs.

			Alone in the drawing-room Miss Dulcie burst into sobs. She was still crying when her sister entered some minutes later. “Whatever is the matter?” said Miss Martyn sharply.

			“I—I don’t quite know,” sobbed Miss Dulcie.” I think it’s becau-because dear Olive’s so—so good.”

			“Stuff and nonsense!” said her sister sharply.” Your hair’s coming down, Dulcie.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Mrs. Langley was very silent on the way home from the garden party, but her husband did not notice it. She was never a chatterer and he was glad of it. He walked beside her in the haze of the summer evening, which seemed also in some way to be the haze of his own good humour and content. He had had a pleasant afternoon. A very adequate tea, and an agreeable little chat with Mrs. Croombs, who admired him. As he walked along he was thinking out a nice poetical sermon for next Sunday. One that would bring out the deep thrilling notes of his voice.

			“Did you enjoy it, Alfy?” said his wife suddenly.

			She spoke in the little wistful voice in which she always broke his silences, as if to deprecate any interruption of his thoughts. Her tone implied that he needn’t answer unless he really wanted to . . .

			He looked down at her, thinking how smart and pretty she looked. In his own indolent way he was proud of her.

			“Immensely, my dear,” he said in a pleasant yet slightly condescending manner, as though he realised how kind it was of him to leave the adumbrated sermon to chat with her thus. “Immensely. Lady Dewhurst’s tea is the most delicious I have ever tasted. Her brother sends it from China. It is, I believe, unobtainable in England. And those little egg-and-cress sandwiches were beautifully made.”

			“You shall have some for tea tomorrow, darling,” she said. “I’ll make them myself.”

			He waved a podgy hand.

			“Don’t trouble, my darling, don’t trouble,” he said. His tone deprecated yet accepted the offer.

			“I had a most pleasant chat with Mrs. Croombs,” he went on. “Where were you then, my dear?”

			“Sitting by myself till that Mrs. Faversham came to talk to me.”

			She couldn’t keep the bitterness out of her voice. There was one part of Alfred that could have heard and understood, that would have heard and understood had not the other part kept it well blindfolded and gagged and generally stunned. That first part half heard and understood now, but was promptly gagged and stunned by the other part before any definite thought could be framed.

			“Ah, yes,” he said mellifluously, “very pleasant . . . very pleasant.”

			“Alfred,” she said slowly.

			She didn’t mean to tell him. She never would tell him. She couldn’t take the risk. But she couldn’t be quite silent. She had suffered too much. Lady Dewhurst’s tone, Miss Mitcham’s looks and whispers, everyone’s avoidance of her had left wounds which still smarted.

			“Yes, my dear,” he said absently. There was a good sermon of Bishop Fraser’s bearing on the subject in his study. He could take a bit from that. And a few poetry quotations, of course. He’d pick out a few suitable ones from his Dictionary of Quotations. He seldom preached a sermon without quoting poetry. Poetry suited those deep thrilling notes in his voice.

			“Alfred,” she said, “I don’t think much of Lady Dewhurst as a hostess. I mean—I’d have thought a toff like that would have . . . well, tried to keep people entertained more . . . talked to them more.”

			“Toff” grated ever so slightly. He frowned, then smiled . . . No matter.

			“Lady Dewhurst,” he announced pontifically, “is a little stiff. Just a trifle. But she means well. She is kindness itself to the poor of the parish.”

			“Oh, I don’t mean the poor,” said his wife, flushing. “I mean—I mean the way she treats her equals.”

			He pressed her arm absently. He’d thought of a quotation from Browning—or was it Wordsworth? He wasn’t sure he’d got it right. He must verify it.

			They turned in at the Vicarage gate. He looked around with a smile. How nice everything looked!

			“I think, my dear,” he said, “that that last gardener you found is a great success. I’ve never seen the garden look so nice.”

			She beamed with pleasure.

			“I’m so glad you like it, Alfy,” she said.

			They entered the hall. The Rev. Alfred paused for a moment just inside the door the better to savour his epicurean enjoyment of the moment. He had come back to his home. His own comfortable, delightful home. So much more comfortable and delightful than anyone else’s. Outside the sun had set and the heat of the summer afternoon had given way to a slight feeling of chill. But the air in the Vicarage was warm. No risks of Alfy catching cold in draughty passages. All the passages were beautifully warmed by central heating.

			On the grateful warm air that met him on the threshold was wafted a faint savoury perfume of roasting chicken.

			The Rev. Alfred opened his mouth and drew in his breath like the psalmist. Then he said, “Ah!” His “Ah!” was expressive of happiness almost too great to be endured. Then he said “Chickens!” and closed the door behind his wife. His wife was touched.

			“Dearest,” she said. “I thought you’d like them after being out all afternoon. Those do’s are so tiring.”

			“Do’s . . .” Was it quite the right word? No matter.

			“And dearest,” she said mysteriously, “there’s a surprise with it.”

			His little eyes in his fat cheeks brightened.

			“Not?” he said almost gasping. She smiled. All her unhappiness and soreness had vanished. Alfred’s pleasure in the warmed air of the Vicarage and the smell of the roasting chicken had driven it away.

			“Yes,” she said, nodding.

			“Not—the first green peas from our garden?” he said. She nodded again.

			“Yes, Alfred,” she said. “The first green peas from our garden. They were quite ready this morning. I didn’t tell you. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

			“My dear,” he beamed, “how delightful! How very delightful!”

			They went into his study. He sank into an easy chair. His wife bustled about making up the fire, shutting the window, getting out his slippers.

			“How perfectly delightful!” he murmured again in sleepy content. Then, “Darling, I wish you’d get out the Dictionary of Quotations and look something out for me. Under the heading ‘Happiness.’ I should like one or two quite short quotations.”

			She opened the book. She was blissfully happy. She loved being allowed to do things for Alfy like this. She was always perfectly happy when she was doing things for Alfy. She turned over the pages.

			‘“Virtue alone is happiness below,’” she read out. “Will that do, dear?”

			“Excellently, my pet,” said her husband. “Just jot it down, will you?”

			She jotted it down.

			She turned over the pages again.

			“And this,” she said. “To delight in one’s work in life, that is what helps one on, though the road is sometimes very stiff.’”

			“And how true! How true!” said the Rev. Alfred sententiously, snuggling down comfortably into his chair. “Yes, my dear, jot that down, too, will you?—if it’s not too much trouble.”

			It wasn’t too much trouble.

			“Then this,” she went on eagerly:

			‘“Happy the man that, when his day is done, 

			Lies down to sleep with nothing of regret. 

			The battle he has fought is not yet won;

			The fame he sought be just as fleeting yet . . .’”

			“Yes, very good,” said the Rev. Alfred. “That too, I think.”

			She jotted it down. Then turned over another page. “I suppose,” she said tentatively, “How happy could I be with either . . .”

			“No, no,” said the Rev. Alfred with the slightest hint of exasperation in his voice. “Quite unsuitable . . . I think those will be enough, dear, thank you.”

			She closed the book and put it back on the shelf.

			“They say that The Chestnuts in Acacia Road is let again, Alfy.”

			“So I heard, my dear.”

			She sighed.

			“I do hope they’ll be nice friendly sort of people, don’t you? I didn’t much care for the gentleman who was the last tenant . . . Would you like your pipe, Alfy?”

			“Thank you, dear . . . Dinner will be ready, I suppose, in about half an hour?”

			“Yes.”

			“I must do a little work before then. See that I’m not disturbed, won’t you, dear?”

			“Yes, of course, darling.”

			She tiptoed from the room and closed the door.

			He sat where he was for a minute, then looked across to his desk. On his desk was a Bible and a pile of sermon paper. On a table by his chair was the detective novel which he had been reading that morning. He stretched out for the novel. He could write his sermon after dinner. Well, perhaps not after dinner. He always played two-handed bridge with Minnie after dinner. He might have time to do it after breakfast in the morning. If not, of course, he could read a sermon out of that new volume of the Bishop of London’s. He didn’t see that it mattered . . . Where had he got to? Oh, here . . . just where they’d found that strangely made cigar case on the body . . . It was a very thrilling story. He settled himself comfortably in his chair, his slippered feet towards the blaze, his nostrils pleasantly distended for that delicious smell of roasting chicken . . . and the new green peas . . . most delightful. He believed that the detective was on the wrong track all the time about the cigar case . . .

			There came a knock at the front door. No one for him, he hoped . . . But, no matter. Minnie would see to it . . . Minnie went to the front door herself. A girl from the village stood there.

			“Mother’s ill,” she said. “Can the vicar come? She wants to see him.”

			Minnie answered with that ultra-refined accent which she unconsciously adopted when addressing any of the villagers.

			“The vicar can’t possibly come tonight,” she said; “he’s very busy indeed. Is your mother seriously ill?”

			“No,” said the girl, “but she’s in pain and seems worried like. She wanted to see him.”

			“Tell your mother that the vicar will come as soon as he can,” said Minnie, with elaborate graciousness. “He can’t possibly come tonight and perhaps not tomorrow, of course, being Sunday, but he’ll try to get round to her on Monday. Tell her that, will you?”

			“Yes,” said the girl rather sulkily as she turned away. “Nellie Brown came to ask you to go to see her mother,” said Minnie at dinner. “I said you might be able to go on Monday.”

			“That’s right,” he said benignantly. “These peas are really delicious.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			I

			Marcia awoke with a strange feeling of excitement—as though it were a day on which something unusual or momentous were going to happen. Yet when she looked through it in anticipation it seemed at first as uneventful as any other day. It would contain probably shopping in the village in the morning, sitting in the garden in the afternoon, reading to the children, perhaps going for a walk. The tennis net had been put up, but she wouldn’t be able to play tennis till John came home. She’d miss tennis with John. Of course, she could play with Hugo, but that was hardly a serious game, though Hugo, considering his age, played tennis as exceptionally well as he played most games.

			Still lying drowsily in bed, she began to think of Hugo. She had gone over to watch him play in a cricket match at school the day before and had had an interview with his headmaster. Hugo’s marks in the last term’s examination had been poor and it had worried her. John had pooh-poohed her anxiety.

			“Watch him on the footer field,” he had said proudly. “I’d rather have my boy a sportsman than a swot.” Rather to her surprise the headmaster seemed to share John’s opinion.

			“He’s covering Marfield with glory on the games field, Mrs. Faversham,” he said. “You can’t have it all ways. Games take it out of a boy. You can’t expect the same standard of school work from a boy who’s having strenuous physical exercise most of the time.”

			“His marks are so disgraceful in exams. I was astonished that he got his remove at all this year.”

			The headmaster smiled.

			“Well, his marks weren’t brilliant certainly, but there was no question as to his having his remove. I couldn’t think of letting the Games Captain stay in a low form. Bad for his prestige. Bad for the school . . . You must look at it this way,” he ended. “Some boys bring honour to the school in one sphere, some in another. Hugo’s sphere is the playing field.”

			He meant that. He felt quite comfortable about it. There were three brilliant boys in Hugo’s ‘set,’ who were sure of getting scholarships into public schools. That was quite enough for the school’s credit—glory even. Young Faversham would never get a scholarship. But his games were marvellous. He must cover Marfield with glory in that sphere, sacrifice everything to it if necessary. Games counted so much in a school’s reputation nowadays.

			“Yes, but,” said Marcia gently, “how will it help him— afterwards? If he neglects his work now.”

			“ ‘Neglect’ is too strong a word, Mrs. Faversham,” interrupted the headmaster, pained. “No boy in this school is allowed to neglect his work. Don’t worry about Hugo. He’s a splendid young fellow—one of the finest boys I’ve had in the school for years. I’m proud of him.”

			“Aren’t the entrance exams into the public schools rather stiff?”

			He tried to hide his exasperation.

			“I can guarantee to get Hugo into a first-class public school on his games alone.”

			“And afterwards,” said Marcia, “when he leaves the public school? I gather that there, too, Hugo—Hugo’s sphere will be the playing field. What will happen when he leaves? Will it have qualified him for anything afterwards?”

			The headmaster laughed uncomfortably. He’d always far rather deal with men than with women. Women had such ridiculous ideas . . .

			“You’re looking rather far ahead,” he said in a voice that held mingled reproach and amusement. It was best to treat women like children. “My line has always been to find out where a boy’s talent lies and give him full scope for developing it.”

			“I see,” said Marcia.

			“It’s a thankless job being a headmaster,” was his parting shot as he smilingly bade her good afternoon.

			So that was the end of that.

			In the evening she had spoken to Hugo about his school work and his marks, but somehow their talk had been a failure. It was difficult to get at Hugo. He couldn’t bear criticism. He met with so little of it. He froze when you criticised him. He was icily polite to you and that punished you very adequately, because you hated Hugo’s being icily polite to you. He didn’t forget very quickly, either. His distant manner sometimes lasted several days when you had annoyed him.

			She shook herself from her daydreams. She mustn’t lie in bed thinking about Hugo. She must get up. She missed John most in the morning, missed his invariable comment on the weather, his fussy, tempestuous dressing which she watched sleepily from bed, his questions as to how she had slept and how she felt and had she seen his stud and had she seen his tie . . . He was always sure that he had put his stud or his tie just there last night and someone must have moved it . . . Even when he had plenty of time to spare he did everything in the frenzied fashion of a man who is just missing an important engagement . . .

			She got out of bed and collected her towel and sponge for her bath. As she did so she realised suddenly what had given her the feeling with which she had awakened, the feeling that something was going to happen.

			It was the day on which Miss West was coming to look over The Chestnuts . . .

			II

			Miss West arrived early in the afternoon when Marcia was sitting in the drawing-room sewing. That strange feeling of suspense and excitement had remained with her all the morning. She had cut the choicest flowers from the garden and arranged them very carefully in her best drawing-room vases. She had even arranged the furniture to better advantage as though she were preparing for an honoured guest. And all the time there had been an undercurrent of annoyance with herself. Why on earth was she feeling nervously elated over a business interview with someone of whom she knew nothing at all? She had even changed into her prettiest frock . . .

			Then, as she sat sewing in the drawing-room awaiting her guest her annoyance faded into mild amusement. Didn’t Emerson say, “A stranger is expected . . . and an uneasiness betwixt pleasure and pain invades all the hearts of a household . . . the old coat is changed for the new”? But surely it wasn’t quite that, wasn’t only that . . .

			The day was unexpectedly warm and the sun was pouring into the room on to the flowers she had cut so carefully that morning. She rose and drew the curtains slightly, then returned to her work . . . It was certainly the warmest day they had had that year . . . She grew drowsy as she sewed . . . There was such a lot of work in smocking . . . Then suddenly the door was thrown open.

			“Miss West.”

			Once more that feeling as of something momentous, something vitally significant, swept over her.

			Her heart quickened as she raised her head to inspect the visitor. Her first impression was of someone dressed with expensive austerity who held herself like a queen . . . Then her glance rested on the face . . . Oh, younger far than she had expected. Calm dark eyes met hers frankly like a child’s . . . Pretty? No, not pretty exactly . . . rather an unusual face . . . an unforgettable face . . .

			Marcia tried to shake off the sensation of unreality as she began the conventional small talk that the occasion seemed to demand.

			“Do sit down. I’m afraid it’s a hot day for a railway journey. I hope that you aren’t tired?”

			The girl sat down with a grace and dignity that consorted rather oddly with her youth. “No, thank you.”

			A quiet remote voice like a mountain stream—a cold mountain stream when the ice has just melted. Not that it suggested ice. It was too withdrawn, too dreamy, for that.

			“You’d like to rest a few minutes before going to The Chestnuts, wouldn’t you?”

			“As you like.”

			“Don’t you think the country is very pretty round here?”

			“Yes.”

			There was silence again. No, she wasn’t easy to talk to. She sat so still in the shadowed drawing-room—no little fidgety movements and arrangements of scarf and skirts and gloves such as most women make. She was lost in her own thoughts. She seemed not to see or hear Marcia, to answer her social nothings from an immeasurable distance. She was motionless, inaccessible like a mountain peak. And there was nothing meek about her, nothing diffident. She wasn’t at all the sort of young person Miss Mitcham would approve of . . .

			“I do hope you’ll like The Chestnuts,” said Marcia.

			Miss West did not seem to think that this remark needed either answer or comment. She sat with that peculiar stillness that seemed so natural and yet so unnatural, her dark eyes fixed on Marcia and beyond Marcia. She was restful, yet disturbing, thought Marcia . . . A most curious young woman.

			“I expect you’ll have a certain difficulty about getting maids,” went on Marcia. “Unless you’ve got some already.”

			“No, I haven’t any, but I am bringing a housekeeper with me. I suppose she’ll see to that.”

			“The village girls don’t like staying in the country as maids, of course.”

			“Why not?”

			“Oh . . . cinemas and music halls, and that sort of thing.”

			“I see.”

			Marcia laid down her needlework.

			“I find this weather makes me so horribly limp,” she said.

			“I keep trying to do my household sewing and going to sleep instead.”

			It was an obvious opening. The visitor should have looked at Moyna’s frock and admired it, commenting on Marcia’s exquisite needlecraft, discussing stitches and fashions and materials. It opened up a whole world of interesting discussion.

			But she said nothing.

			“Are you fond of needlework?” persisted Marcia.

			“No,” said Miss West.

			Then after a short silence she became almost communicative.

			“I’ve seldom done any,” she volunteered.

			Marcia stood up and folded up the dress.

			“Well, shall we go and look at The Chestnuts?” she said.

			III

			Miss West looked at The Chestnuts in silence. Marcia found the silence sometimes annoying and sometimes stimulating. It was better certainly than the usual futile comments. On the other hand it was rather damping. “Do you like it?” she said when they came out into the sunny garden behind the house.

			“Yes,” said the girl. “I’d like to take it. I suppose I settle with Mr. French?”

			Marcia was surprised at her feeling of relief. She realised suddenly how intense had been her desire to know more of this girl. She looked at her curiously as she stood in the bright sunshine. She looked even younger than she had looked at first in the darkened drawing-room.

			“You’ll have some relation or friend living with you here?” she said.

			She regretted the words as soon as she had spoken. They breathed vulgar curiosity. Miss West answered with that slight suspicion of courteous patience that had characterised many of her answers to Marcia’s questions.

			“No . . . I shall be alone.”

			Oh, certainly Miss Mitcham wouldn’t approve . . .

			She was glad when Miss West agreed to go back to The Hawthorns for tea. She had a strange disinclination to part with her. Never had she met anyone so silent and unresponsive. Never had she met anyone who roused her interest to such an extent.

			Over tea Marcia’s curiosity was partially satisfied.

			“What made you come to Leadon Hill?” she asked.

			“I wanted to live in the country. In England. I saw the house advertised. It sounded like what I want.”

			“Do you know this part of the country at all?”

			“No.”

			“You’re in London now?”

			“Yes. At an hotel. I’ve lived in Italy all my life. I’ve never lived in England before.”

			That explained it. There had been in the girl’s speech a faint suggestion of unfamiliarity as though English did not come quite naturally to her, though she spoke it well.

			“I do hope you’ll be happy here.”

			“Thank you,” with grave, unbending courtesy.

			Then Timmy came into the room. Marcia had seen him pass the window with Miss Black a few minutes before with his little hopping step.

			The heat always affected Timmy. He was pale and looked thinner than ever. But his face was alight with his own cheerful smile. It wore that wistful, wondering look that belongs to untouched childhood and that some children lose so soon. Timmy’s smile always tugged at your heart . . .

			“This is Timmy,” said Marcia.

			He sat down by Miss West—adorably shy.

			And suddenly this strange silent young woman began to talk. She became almost vivacious. Gone was that quiet air of aloofness. And Timmy’s shyness melted into patent adoration. He told her about his walks in the wood, his animals and his fairy-tale book. He hobbled off to fetch his book for her to see. He returned with it in a few minutes, flushed and excited. He sat down beside Miss West and began to show her the pictures and tell her the tales, stammering as he always did when excited.

			“B-b-but the witch had a spell, you know, and when the p-p-p-prince came back—”

			They looked at the book together till it was time for Miss West to go for her train.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			I

			Miss Mitcham’s little drawing-room was crowded with furniture and bric-à-brac. In the middle of the mantelpiece was a handsome ormolu clock that ticked away in a prim shocked fashion. Its ticks sounded like the click of Miss Mitcham’s tongue as it savoured any particularly spicy piece of gossip. “Tch! Tch!” it seemed to say. “Isn’t it terrible? But I know it for a fact. I know it for a fact. Tch! Tch! I know it for a fact.” It was flanked on both sides by innumerable pieces of china, egg-shell china, Bow china, Chelsea china, that had belonged to Miss Mitcham’s mother and grandmother. The bureau, sofa, two easy chairs and several small ones took up most of the space, and what was left was occupied by two occasional tables loaded with old-fashioned silver.

			The ‘doing’ of the drawing-room was Miss Mitcham’s morning work. It took her, she used to boast, every minute of the morning . . . cleaning the old silver, dusting the priceless china, rubbing the gleaming furniture. The room wore the air of a room whose curtains are generally drawn. It was full of Miss Mitcham’s dark surmises and keen watchings of the Village Green behind her curtains. Miss Mitcham knew who was on the Green every morning and why they went there and what they were wearing and whom they met and talked to and what they said and what they bought at each shop and whether they paid cash or by the month and what sort of housekeepers they were. Nothing was hidden from Miss Mitcham, no secrets were safe from her. Her keen little eyes ferreted out everything. Useless to wear a brave face and dissemble your troubles with Miss Mitcham. She knew. She saw through you. In one keen glance your secrets stood naked and quivering before her. The dainty, old-fashioned room was a mausoleum of dead reputations. Yet it was a pleasant enough little room. It held that faint, sweet, ghost-like perfume that clings to an old drawing-room—memories of the roses that have filled it for untold summers, of pot-pourri, of the haunting fragrance of women long since dead.

			This afternoon the Miss Paintons from Craig Lodge were having tea with Miss Mitcham. They were very faded and lined and wizened, with sweet cracked old voices and little mincing ways. Their father had been the village doctor and at his death had left them the house on Tubbins Hill and a joint annual income of £60. The Miss Paintons fondly imagined that no one knew that but themselves. They spent their lives in a careful dissembling of their poverty.

			They did not keep a maid because maids were so shiftless nowadays and they liked things ‘nice’. They did not buy new clothes because it set an example of extravagance to the village. They did not eat meat because meat didn’t agree with them. They didn’t entertain because Miss Flora was not strong and the excitement would be too much for her.

			They sent flowers and fruit into Monkton Hawes on market day under cover of darkness and imagined that no one knew it but themselves. No one ever visited them, because no one was ever invited. Craig Lodge was out of everyone’s way, but occasionally they came down into the village, and when they did they generally came to Miss Mitcham’s for tea. They came in their faded silks, stiff, precise and decorous. Their thin faces very prim and rather hungry. They liked the gossip they got from Miss Mitcham. They said that a visit to Miss Mitcham was like a breath from the larger world. Occasionally they confided in each other that they were glad they’d never told Miss Mitcham anything about their own affairs because, though a clever and an interesting woman, she was a lee-tle indiscreet.

			But Miss Mitcham knew all about them. Oh, yes, Miss Mitcham knew. She knew exactly how long they’d had their silk dresses and when they’d been turned and when they’d been renovated. She knew all about the fruit and vegetables that went down to Monkton Hawes. She’d climbed the hill one Sunday evening when she knew that the Miss Paintons were in church, on purpose to look in through the windows of the little house and see the discoloured paint and hanging wallpaper, the faded upholstery and the damning air of poverty over everything. She knew exactly how long it was since any repairs had been done at Craig Lodge. She knew (though the Miss Paintons had told nobody) that the Miss Paintons had sold all their old china in Monkton Hawes long since. She knew that they didn’t eat enough to keep body and soul together. And to a select audience she would tell all she knew . . .

			The Miss Paintons sat in the little drawing-room looking very sedate and ‘genteel.’ Life was a struggle, but there was a consolation in the struggle. The consolation was that no one knew. It was that alone that upheld them. That was the aim of the struggle and the solace in the struggle. They were the Miss Paintons, the old doctor’s daughters, who came down to the village occasionally in their rustling silks.

			Of the rest, no one knew. If the room could have spoken, if the clock could have ticked out the sneers at the Painton poverty it had heard so often in that little room, the Miss Paintons’ hearts would have broken.

			II

			“Have the Elliotts come back yet?” said Miss Painton primly.

			“Not yet,” said Miss Mitcham. “I hear that they’re coming next month. He’s just published another book. Needless to say I have not read it.”

			Miss Mitcham pursed her lips.

			“Have you—have you ever read any of them?” said Miss Flora, with bated breath.

			Miss Mitcham went over to the window and adjusted the curtains. A ray of sunlight was falling on to her carpet. Rays of sunlight were not allowed to fall on to Miss Mitcham’s carpet.

			“I read one,” she said, “and one,” meaningly, “was enough.”

			“Oh, dear, dear,” said Miss Flora, distressed. “Do you mean—was it—was it—not nice?”

			Miss Flora blushed as she spoke.

			“Sex,” said Miss Mitcham grimly.

			“Dear, dear!” said Miss Flora, blushing still more. “Dear, dear, how terrible!” Then, hastily passing away from the dangerous subject, “They say that she’s almost an invalid—that she suffers most terribly from neuralgia?”

			There was a question mark at the end of the statement. Miss Flora made it tentatively. She was inviting Miss Mitcham to confirm or confute it. Miss Mitcham laughed scornfully.

			“Neuralgia!” she said. “Oh, yes, she calls it neuralgia . . .”

			“Isn’t it?” said Miss Painton breathlessly.

			“She retires to her room for days together, and no one sees her,” said Miss Mitcham firmly, “and then she comes out again looking—well, they can’t deceive me. I know something of the world.”  She nodded knowingly with pursed lips.

			The Miss Paintons savoured this in silence. There was something gloating, and yet conscience-stricken, in the silence. They loved gossip. The lighter part of the doctor’s library had consisted of some bound volumes of Home Words and The Quiver, and the Miss Paintons had read these over and over again till their plots had become monotonous. Therefore, these ‘human documents’ (the phrase was Miss Painton’s euphemism for gossip) of Miss Mitcham’s were doubly welcome. Yet there was no doubt that gossip was wrong . . .

			“How terrible!” said Miss Painton. “Poor woman!”

			She felt better then. It wasn’t gossip when you commented on it like that. That sort of comment sanctified it. “Poor woman!” Just as God and the angels must speak about it.

			“And such a charming woman,” sighed Miss Flora.

			That, too, made it quite all right. It couldn’t be gossip when you said things like that in that tone of voice. Gossip was unkind, and this was kind.

			“Such a charming woman,” she repeated.

			“It’s a case,” said Miss Mitcham, “which would probably be very different if we’d had a good vicar and if our vicar’s wife had been a lady. There’s no possibility of spiritual help for anybody.”

			“Indeed, yes,” said Miss Painton, “that’s a great tragedy, isn’t it? I hear that he hardly visits at all in the village.”

			“Dear me, no. They sent for him when Mrs. Brown was ill,” said Miss Mitcham, “and he didn’t go till two days later. She was dead before he got there.”

			“Tch! Tch!” said Miss Painton. “They say he never goes inside the church from Sunday to Sunday. People used to grumble at old Mr. Sack, but he had Evensong every evening. Mr. Langley seems to do nothing.”

			“The Vicarage housemaid says that he lies on his sofa in his study reading novels all morning more often than not. He just sleeps and eats—and he a Minister of God!”

			“Tch! Tch! How terrible! How truly terrible! And she?” Miss Painton’s voice trailed off into a question mark. It asked for more gossip, anticipated it succulently . . . and Miss Mitcham was not slow to respond.

			“She’s not a lady, of course . . . there’s a good deal of mystery about who she was and where she came from. The only certainty is that she’s not a lady . . . She’s no idea of etiquette. Oh dear no. You should see her when she’s calling on anyone. She’s obviously not used to it—doesn’t know what to do . . . Little things, you know. They show.” All three of them nodded their grey heads wisely. “She heads her letters ‘The Vicarage’ in inverted commas, and always speaks of her husband as ‘Mr. Langley.’ Little things like that, you know. They show. And the expressions she uses . . . She’s common . . . The Vicarage housemaid says that she knows how to do anything about the house, but doesn’t know how to give orders. She didn’t say so to me, of course—”

			“Of course not,” said the Miss Paintons in unison.

			“—but I heard about it. Mrs. Parkes was asking her the other day about her people, and where they lived, and she coloured up and got quite snappy. Either she’s got something to hide, or it’s simply that they weren’t gentlefolk . . . Of course she encourages him . . . Waits on him hand and foot. Makes him lazier than ever.”

			An uncomfortable conviction had come over Miss Painton again that this was gossip. She hastened to quash it.

			“It’s as a churchwoman that I feel so sad about it,” she said.

			“One’s so sorry for the poor village people with no one to turn to for spiritual help,” said Miss Flora.

			That was all right. That was high and spiritual and altruistic. There couldn’t be anything unkind, anything savouring of gossip in that.

			“And what do you think the poor woman was, Miss Mitcham?” said Miss Painton in a kind, pitying tone of voice that satisfied her completely.

			Miss Mitcham developed at length a theory that Mrs. Langley had been a lady’s-maid and this led to devious paths, possible only to Miss Mitcham, to the Dewhursts.

			That topic was temporarily suspended while Miss Mitcham’s little maid brought in the tea. The little maid had been listening through the keyhole at intervals ever since the Miss Paintons arrived and knew exactly at what point the conversation had stopped. She meant to listen at the keyhole again as soon as it was resumed. She’d heard most of it before, of course, but there were always a few additions that were worth listening to. Miss Mitcham’s maid, who rejoiced or rather sorrowed in the name Beulah, prided herself on going about with her eyes open. There was not much that Beulah did not see or hear. And everything she saw or heard she brought to Miss Mitcham, as a retriever brings game. She always seemed to stand back, head on one side and tail wagging, when she had returned with any particularly succulent morsel. And as Miss Mitcham unbent and perhaps put her out a larger piece of fruit cake than usual for her tea, she seemed to be patting her on the head and saying, “Good dog”—though, of course, Miss Mitcham always pretended not to be in the least interested and always said, “One must not believe all one hears, Beulah,” or “Of course you must tell this to no one else, Beulah.” Beulah was a pale, thin, elongated child just over school age, with protruding eyes and projecting ears as though the effort of perpetually seeing more than she was meant to see and hearing more than she was meant to hear had been too much for those organs. Her chief characteristics (besides abnormal sight and hearing and an invaluable talent for putting two and two together to make five) were a passion for fruitcake and an admiration of Miss Mitcham. Miss Mitcham generally referred to her as a Treasure.

			“Well,” said Miss Painton eagerly as soon as the Treasure had closed the door behind her, and settled herself comfortably in the passage again with her ear at the keyhole, “what were you saying about dear Lady Dewhurst?”

			“Dear” . . . nothing unkind there.

			“I know for a fact,” said Miss Mitcham in a low tone—but not so low as not to reach the Treasure’s projecting ear at the other side of the keyhole, “I know for a fact that she’s had to pay out more than a thousand this year already for that beauty’s debts . . . What she’s had to pay out altogether I don’t like to think.” By which Miss Mitcham meant that she did.

			“He—bets, doesn’t he?” said Miss Painton, with bated breath.

			“Drinks and bets and worse.”

			“Wine and women,” sighed Miss Flora, then coughed hastily, feeling that she had said something indelicate.

			“His grandfather used to drink, you remember,” said Miss Mitcham. “I’ve seen him tipsy in church when I was a child. He used to go to the Dewhurst Arms and then go to Cobb’s farm to sleep it off because he was afraid of his father. There’s bad blood in the family, bad blood.”

			“How sad for his poor mother!” said Miss Flora.

			“It serves her right,” said Miss Mitcham sharply. “She’s spoilt him. I knew what would happen. She spoilt him from the beginning. She didn’t send him to school till it was too late. She gave in to him when she should have checked him. He spoke to me once when he was a child in such a way I’d have liked to smack him. She apologised, but he didn’t. Oh dear no. She told him to, and he refused, and that was the end of it . . .”

			“He may reform when he marries,” said Miss Painton. “Men sometimes do.”

			“What decent girl will marry him?” snapped Miss Mitcham. “A rake like that!”

			“I heard,” said Miss Flora meekly, “that at the garden party he seemed quite taken by Freda Croombs.”

			Miss Mitcham gave a scornful laugh, which so startled the Treasure (who was poised on one knee at the keyhole outside) that she overbalanced, but fortunately no one heard her.

			“Freda Croombs! He’ll never marry a girl like Freda Croombs. The Dewhurst men marry into their own class, even if they’re rakes! Freda Croombs! Empty-headed little fool! Her mother’s a fool too. If I was mother of a girl like Freda I’d never allow that man even to speak to her . . . There was a girl over at Lower Creston. I know for a fact that . . .”

			Voices were lowered, heads put close together. The Treasure strained her hearing almost to breaking point on the other side of the door—in vain. Her face wore the wistful look of a dog who watches a bone that hangs just out of reach.

			“I don’t know how much her ladyship had to pay out over that affair,” ended Miss Mitcham. “She’s as haughty as ever, but she can’t quite pull it off nowadays. She knows that some of us know. And anyone can see she’s hard up. Mrs. Monks says that she’s only allowed to spend half on the housekeeping at The Hall of what she used to spend. She’ll give notice soon. She’s not used to housekeeping in that style. She was housekeeper for an earl before she came to The Hall.”

			“But—I heard that things were very nice at the garden party,” said Miss Painton.

			“Did you?” said Miss Mitcham, and sniffed mysteriously.

			“Weren’t they?” said Miss Painton. “We didn’t go, you know. We don’t go out much nowadays. Weren’t they?”

			“Rubbish!” said Miss Mitcham, with a snap of her lips. “Cheap cake, two footmen instead of half a dozen, and those straight from the village school. And believe me, Miss Painton, barely enough to go round.”

			“Tch! Tch!” said Miss Painton. “Just fancy!”

			“Mrs. Monks told me beforehand what it was going to be like. She’d just paid his gambling debts . . . She made him promise to stay at The Hall for a week or two. There was a scene, but he promised. The butler happened to overhear every word and told Mrs. Monks . . .”

			“Dear, dear,” said Miss Painton. “How sad!”

			“As we sow,” said Miss Mitcham sententiously, “so must we reap. If she’d boxed his ears when he was a child or made him apologise to people when he’d been rude to them, there might have been a very different song to sing . . . However—”

			Miss Mitcham screwed her mouth up very, very tightly. That twenty-year-old insult of Master Geoffrey Dewhurst’s still rankled.

			“Has The Chestnuts been let yet?” said Miss Painton, tactfully changing the subject.

			“I expect so,” said Miss Mitcham. “Mrs. Faversham says that someone’s coming over to see it this week.”

			“I hope they get someone nice,” sighed Miss Flora.

			“I don’t think there’s much chance of that,” said Miss Mitcham. “I think those Favershams would take anyone—just anyone. They’re that sort of people.”

			Miss Mitcham took the Miss Painton’s empty cups and moved the little tea table out of the way. The Miss Paintons leant back in their chairs happily. They had had a delightful tea—such delicious tea and bread-and-butter and cake. Miss Mitcham’s fruitcake was truly delicious. They had not eaten as much as they would have liked to eat, of course, but it was years since they had done that. In their own home poverty prevented them, and in other people’s homes, gentility. Hunger simply hadn’t a chance when confronted by gentility. It retired in confusion—momentary confusion, it is true—to carry on guerrilla warfare till the next pitched battle. But the Miss Paintons had enjoyed their tea—genteel in quantity as it had been—and they felt happy and comfortable and ready with Miss Mitcham’s help to pull the whole world to pieces—in a spirit of Christian charity, of course.

			They talked till six o’clock, and then Miss Painton began to think it was time they went.

			But, just as she was going to suggest it, the front door bell rang and they stayed to see who it was. The Treasure tiptoed back to the kitchen for the sake of appearances, then with a firm loud tread returned from the kitchen past the drawing-room to the front door.

			It was Gerald Croombs.

			He entered the little drawing-room and glared round it. He hated Miss Mitcham. “I’ve brought a note from mother,” he said, “about the church flowers.”

			“It’s her week to do them, dear, isn’t it?” said Miss Mitcham.

			“Yes, but she wants to know if you’ll change with her because she’ll be away all Saturday.”

			“Certainly . . . I’ll just write a note.”

			She sat down at her little overcrowded bureau and began to write.

			“How’s Freda?”

			“Quite well, thank you.”

			“And your dear mother?”

			“Quite well, thank you.”

			“Any signs of habitation at The Chestnuts?”

			“I saw Mrs. Faversham with the lady who’d come to look over it.”

			Seven eyes stared at him with eager curiosity—six in the drawing-room and one through the keyhole outside. “What was she like, dear?”

			“I don’t know how you’ll see her,” he burst out with a boyish defiance that was rather pathetic. “I only know how I saw her. She’s beautiful, but I don’t expect you’ll like her.”

			There was a short silence. Then Miss Mitcham said: “Here’s your note, dear. Give your mother and Freda my love.”

			Then she saw him out while the Treasure, who had returned to the kitchen in one of her silent, lightning flashes, watched from behind the kitchen door. The Treasure admired Gerald. She thought he was a beautiful young man . . .

			Miss Mitcham returned to the drawing-room.

			“If you ask my private opinion about that boy,” she began—no one did, but she continued, “it’s that there’ll be trouble with him before we’re finished.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Gerald walked slowly down Acacia Road. He was still feeling exasperated by his visit. Gossiping old cats! He could tell that they’d been gossiping, gloating over everyone’s troubles, pulling people to pieces—the Langleys, the Dewhursts, the Elliotts, he supposed . . . all the fair game of the village gossips!

			He wished he could get out of it—throw up his berth at the bank and start somewhere else in some town, anywhere but in this beastly dead-and-alive, out-of-the-way hole. Isolated country villages were the most hateful places in the world. All very well for townspeople to rave about them. They hadn’t got to live in them. He could chuck up his job in the bank and go to London and risk finding a job there. It would be a big risk, but worth it.

			A beautiful face . . . dreamy lips, with exquisite curves . . . serious eyes, set wide apart beneath delicately arched brows, a grave meditative face, passionless, untouched, something about it suggestive of immemorial things, of ageless culture . . . He had only just caught a glimpse of it and already it was haunting him—not the face so much, certainly not the girl herself—but something in the expression, something that had made him hate with a greater bitterness than he had ever felt before the atmosphere of Miss Mitcham’s drawing-room and of Leadon Hill.

			At a bend in the road he saw Olive Legarde just ahead and hurried to overtake her.

			She turned to him when he reached her and looked at him with those pale eyes he had always thought so beautiful.

			“Well, Gerald,” she said, “what are you doing down here?”

			“Taking a note from Miss Mitcham to mother,” he said. “I found the room full of old cats talking gossip. At least the two Miss Paintons were there. They looked like wolves after a full meal.

			“Villages like Leadon Hill are past praying for,” he went on.

			“They shouldn’t be, Gerald,” she said gently. “I think that each one of us is to a certain extent responsible for the place we live in.”

			He felt a slight—a very slight exasperation, and changed the subject.

			“Olive,” he said, “I’ve almost decided to chuck up my job and leave Leadon Hill.”

			“Why?” she said after a pause.

			He felt chilled. Her tone was not encouraging. He had expected to be wrapped in the warm cloak of her approval. He felt that she had encouraged him to the decision, though he could not remember any actual words she had used.

			“Why?” she said again.

			The enthusiasm of his decision had left him. Her tone had chilled him. He stumbled, searching for words. “I thought you—I mean I wanted to find something bigger, somewhere where life would be more worth while. Life here’s so—so narrowing. I mean—don’t you understand what I mean?”

			“Have you any definite prospects?”

			“No.”

			“Do you want to know what I think?”

			“You know I do.”

			“I think that life need not be narrowing anywhere. Life is what we make it—everywhere. You have a position here upon which you can live comfortably—marry on if you like”—he imagined for a minute that she was slightly confused, then decided that he had been mistaken—“why should you go to a town to take another man’s work from him—or fail to find work at all? You won’t make others any happier by doing either of those things. And we mustn’t think only of ourselves and our own wishes. We must always think first of the effect of any action we wish to take upon others. Don’t you agree with me, Gerald?”

			For the first time since he had known her the triteness of her expressions jarred on him.

			“Yes,” he said shortly. Then, “What have you been doing with yourself all day?” he said after a silence.

			“I went to sit with old Mrs. Miggs this morning,” she said. “I read to her and she begged me to go again. It’s so wonderful, Gerald, to be able to give comfort in pain—to be allowed to give comfort to someone in pain . . . Even in a village like this, Gerald, there’s so much that one can do. Instead of running people down.” She threw him a glance of gentle reproach that he felt with some indignation was unmerited. “One can help people. I think that there doesn’t exist any place in the world so—so benighted that one can’t find someone to help.”

			He was silent for a time. His admiration for her was still there. She was wonderful. She made him think of the phrase ‘a city set on a hill.’ She was that. So pure and good, so infinitely far above the rest of them. It was her idealism that had first attracted him. So often he’d turned from his mother’s and Freda’s futile chatter to Olive, as a thirsty man turns to a stream of pure cold water.

			“Where have you been just now?” he said.

			“I’ve been up into the wood,” she said. “I just sat and looked about. Everything was almost too beautiful, Gerald. The beech leaves that seemed to hold the sunlight like little cups, the green grass, the moss half covered with last year’s leaves, the little spring, the birds’ song, the sound of the wind in the trees. And I thought as I sat and watched and listened that everything I saw and heard was God’s voice speaking to me . . . and everything mean and little in me seemed to die away.”

			He felt a rush of emotion. And he decided again that he must propose to her now—at once. Life with her . . . he and Olive rising with each other’s help above the vanity and littleness of ordinary life, setting out side by side in quest of the Ideal . . . The voice by his side went on. “I think—if only people would try to find time to stop and listen, the world would be so different. People are so hurried, so breathless. Gerald, I’d have liked everyone in the world to have sat quite still in that wood for half an hour this afternoon. Their anxiety and trouble and wickedness would have fallen from them like Christian’s burden. Mine did.”

			“Yours!” he said. “Your wickedness, Olive! You have none. You’re—good. You.” It was an opportunity . . . Twice before he had tried to propose and something had prevented him, some accident or some sudden uncomprehended shrinking from putting his fate to the test. But he meant to this time. Then he heard himself saying: “I saw the girl who has taken The Chestnuts this afternoon with Mrs. Faversham.”

			He didn’t know why he said it. He hadn’t meant to say it. Only suddenly a vision of the girl’s face had flashed into his mind and he had spoken before he realised what he meant to say.

			The pale blue eyes flitted to his.

			“What is she like?” said Olive.

			“I can’t describe her,” he said. “She’s very, very beautiful.”

			She lowered her eyes and said nothing, but he felt suddenly miles away from her. As on more than one occasion formerly he felt a strange inexplicable coldness and annoyance emanate from her. Without a change in her expression she could do that—could put him severely in disgrace, make him feel an outcast from her friendship. He felt miserable and bewildered and he didn’t know what he’d done . . .

			They walked on in silence.

			“Hello!”

			It was little Timmy Faversham, limping merrily along, smiling his sunny smile at them.

			“Hello,” said Gerald. “Where have you been?”

			“I’ve been to buy some stamps for mummy just now,” sang out Timmy cheerily. “This afternoon we went down by the river. I had a lovely time.”

			“Splendid!” said Gerald; “still collecting cigarette cards?”

			“Yes! Have you got any?”

			“At home. I’ll send them along.”

			“Oh, thanks awfully,” said Timmy. “Hugo came in first in everything in the heats for the sports at Marfield. Isn’t it lovely?”

			“Splendid,” said Gerald again.

			Olive put her hand upon the little head and looked down at his wasted leg with tender, pitiful eyes.

			“Poor little boy!” she said.

			Timmy’s thin face flushed painfully, and he jerked his head away from her hand.

			“G’bye,” he said abruptly, and hobbled off down the road.

			A slow flush crept into Olive’s face. Gerald felt sorry for her.

			“He didn’t mean anything,” he said uneasily, as they began to walk slowly along the road.

			She did not answer at first. Then she said:

			“Oh, I don’t blame him. Those Faversham children are very badly brought up.”

			They had almost reached The Elms now. He couldn’t propose now. The opportunity once more had come and gone. He was a fool.

			“Goodbye,” said Olive in her toneless voice as they reached her gate.

			She went in quickly without looking back at him.

			He walked homeward, his heart heavy. Something had gone wrong again, and again he didn’t know what it was . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Gerald did not remember his father, and his mother had irritated him all his life. He was bitterly ashamed of the irritation, but there it was. He could not control it. She got on his nerves. He could not spend half an hour with her without feeling exasperated. Her empty chatter and social ambition made him miserably angry. They gave him a feeling almost of suffocation, as if he must choke and die if he did not escape from them—to Olive. Had his home been different, the appeal of Olive would have been less strong. He was very young and very earnest and very sensitive. He had an instinctive shrinking from what was tawdry, and little training to guide him to anything else. He had been conscious all his childhood of a sense of loneliness. He knew that his mother had wanted a daughter, never a son . . .

			He had tried tentatively more than once to draw closer to Freda, but she never responded. She and her mother had from the beginning seemed to form an offensive alliance against him.

			His friendliness with Olive had widened the gulf between them. Freda disliked Olive, and made no secret of her dislike. Gerald felt glad that Olive did not dislike Freda. She felt only a tender pity for her childishness. She admired Freda’s beauty. Olive was so—big.

			Freda was reading a book in the drawing-room when he entered. She had looked pale and unhappy. She had looked pale and unhappy all the week. She stared at him unsmilingly.

			“Have you been with your precious Olive?” she said.

			“I’ve been with Olive,” he rejoined shortly. “Is tea ready?”

			“I don’t know.” She threw down her book and stretched her arms above her head. “What time is it?”

			“Half-past four.” He took up her book and frowned. “Why do you read trash like that, Freda?”

			Freda had been engrossed in the book all afternoon. She had seen herself as the heroine, moving in a world of luxury and wealth, of passion, excitement and romance. She had awakened with an unpleasant shock to real life—to a small, cheaply-furnished cottage, a disagreeable brother, a home-made dress and the prospect of having to help to get the tea and wash up the tea-things. She flushed angrily and snatched back the book.

			“Mind your own business,” she said, “it’s better than the high-brow rubbish you and your silly Olive read.”

			She had used Olive’s name freely in their pitiful little squabbles since her discovery that that annoyed him more than anything. Then she stood up and straightened her dress. She wore a fresh mauve dress of muslin with a belt of black velvet. Her shoes and stockings were very neat, her hair well arranged and tidy. Gerald had always admired her personal daintiness.

			Mrs. Croombs entered with an open fashion book in her hand.

			“Look, darling,” she said eagerly, “isn’t this a pretty style? I think I could make it for you. It seems quite simple and quite the latest fashion.”

			“It won’t look the latest fashion made at home,” said Freda ungraciously.

			“I think I can manage it, pet. We’ll get some cheap washing silk.”

			“Cheap!” echoed Freda in disgust. She felt sick of everything. She caught sight of her reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece. She was beautiful. Girls with far less beauty than hers had made good matches at her age. She never got a chance here in Leadon Hill. She was sick of everything. Tears came to her eyes.

			“My darling!” said Mrs. Croombs, concerned, putting an arm around her, “what is it?”

			Freda shook off her mother’s arm.

			“It’s so hot and I’m sick of everything and I’ve got a headache and . . . oh, it’s all right,” impatiently. “Don’t fuss, mother.”

			Mrs. Croombs put her arm round her again and this time was not repulsed.

			“My poor little pet,” she said, “never mind. I tell you what. We’ll go into Monkton Hawes and get some silk brocade and make an evening frock ready for the winter in case they have another dance at The Hall.”

			“Oh no, mother . . . that’s no use . . .”

			Mrs. Croombs returned to the book. “You do like this pattern I’ve chosen, don’t you, pet? Or would you rather have this one?”

			“Oh no,” said Freda, “it’s like those awful things Olive Legarde wears.”

			Gerald had watched her distress with a slightly cynical air, and she wanted to punish him. Gerald’s face darkened at her sneer, but he only said: “Is tea ready, mother?”

			The Croombs had a daily maid who went home after the midday meal. Mrs. Croombs and Freda, or more often Mrs. Croombs alone, got ready the tea and supper. “Oh, let him have his tea,” said Freda; “he wants to go to Olive again and talk high-brow slush.”

			“Freda, my pet!” said Mrs. Croombs in half-hearted reproof.

			Gerald took up a magazine which lay on the table near and pretended to read it.

			“Tea’s almost ready, but I just want to try on that other dress on you, my pet—the pink one I’ve been making this afternoon. You’re going to look so sweet in it. Slip that off here and I’ll fetch it.”

			Gerald turned over the pages of the magazine . . . He was used to these tryings-on of dresses in his mother’s drawing-room. He was anxious only to get his tea and go out again, but he knew that to display any further impatience would probably only prolong the operation on Freda’s part. Freda slipped off her mauve muslin dress. Gerald, watching her covertly from behind the magazine, noted with appreciation her beauty—the white rounded arms, the slender neck, the perfect face. She looked far more beautiful when she was serious or, as now, sulky, than when she was coy and smiling. Her smile spoilt her. This sullen loveliness was exquisite. He felt the old wistful pain in his heart at their estrangement. He loved Olive and hoped one day to marry her. But a wife’s love didn’t quite make up for a sister’s friendship. He’d always feel the lack of it. He blamed himself for his impatience with Freda. There must be some common ground if he could find it. Mrs. Croombs entered and slipped the pink dress over the shining head. And the pink dress was wrong. The first glance told them that. Even Gerald could see that and felt a pang of apprehension. Mrs. Croombs had chosen a draped pattern that looked very simple but was not. It demanded expert cutting and Mrs. Croombs was not an expert cutter. Moreover the pink material was cheap and thick and clumsy. The folds did not fall softly. They stood out. They went in wrong directions, the whole thing was a caricature. Mrs. Croombs went pale and Freda’s wild-rose colour deepened.

			“It’s all wrong,” said Freda.

			“No, darling,” said Mrs. Croombs. “I think I can put it right. I can repin the folds. It—it’s not so bad, is it, Gerald?”

			“I don’t know,” said Gerald, returning to his magazine. Mrs. Croombs, who felt that she must vent her irritation with the pink frock on somebody, turned to vent it on Gerald.

			“Gerald, I think you might take a little interest in your sister,” she said sharply.

			“Oh, don’t ask Gerald to take any interest in a sister,” said Freda.

			He felt sick and ashamed. It was all so cheap and sordid. He looked round the little overcrowded, cheaply furnished room, the bits of the pink material lying about on the floor, the pins, the bits of cotton. The room smelt stuffy in spite of the open window. It was full of the faint odour of the midday meal. It was their poverty, of course. If they were rich their lives wouldn’t be like this. Yet . . . he wasn’t sure. Some people were poor and yet managed to live together happily . . .

			Freda was looking into the glass, turning her head this way and that.

			“It’s all wrong” she said.

			“Darling, I think I can get it right,” said her mother.

			Freda stamped her foot.

			“You can’t, and you know you can’t,” she said. “It’s hateful and it’s beastly cheap material, and,” she tore off the dress and flung herself down into her chair and began to cry, “everything’s hateful. I hate living in this beastly little place where nothing happens and no one comes, and I hate this beastly little house and I hate being poor.”

			Her mother sat down opposite her. The pink dress lay on the floor between them. Freda laid her golden head on her white arms and sobbed drearily. Her mother’s lips quivered and she took out her handkerchief.

			“I d-don’t think you’re very grateful to me, Freda,” she said tearfully, “after all I’ve done for you.”

			Gerald looked from one to the other in dismay. It had happened before, of course . . . often before. But it dismayed him afresh each time.

			With an angry sob Freda ran from the room. They heard the slamming of her bedroom door. His mother wept softly in her chair.

			“I t-took a lot of trouble over that d-dress,” she said. “I think Freda’s very unkind.”

			He felt that he ought to go to her and try to comfort her, but he couldn’t. After a few minutes she gathered up the pink dress and went upstairs after Freda. Gerald got up and went into the little dining-room. Tea was laid. He took two buns from a plate on the table, slipped them into his pocket and went out for a walk.

			Freda lay on her bed with her eyes shut. She had had a tearful reconciliation with her mother, and her mother had gone down to make tea. They had kissed each other and agreed that Gerald was very selfish and unsympathetic and that the pink dress really was a failure, but they’d send it to a dress agency and try to get something back for it, and that they’d never try that pattern again. Her mother had gone downstairs, cheered and invigorated by the scene. Freda was not cheered or invigorated. She lay with closed eyes and throbbing temples and faced the thoughts that had been haunting her all the week. She clenched her fists. Oh, what a fool she’d been! What a fool! That moment in the greenhouses with his arms around her. The memory of her disgust and shrinking had vanished. Looking back her imagination saw only ecstasy in the moment. Oh, what a fool she’d been—what a stupid, ignorant little fool! That moment might have proved the gateway out of her drab life into a life of glitter and gaiety. And she’d deliberately closed it, closed it and gone back to the narrow poverty-stricken life she hated so—the life of badly fitting dresses made of cheap materials. That pink dress . . . A tear rolled from beneath the thick curling lashes down the flushed velvety cheek. He must have been attracted by her, or he’d never have followed her about all that afternoon, never have wanted to kiss her. And she’d repulsed him, showed him that she was frightened of him. Any other girl would have had the sense to play her cards differently. She might have been walking with him, driving with him in his two-seater now—perhaps engaged to him even. She knew that he was still at The Hall, but she had not seen him since the day of the garden party. He’d made no further advances. In vulgar language, she’d ‘put him off.’ She turned her head distractedly this way and that on the pillow. She saw visions of herself dressed beautifully, wearing handsome jewels, like the heroines in her novelettes—queening it as mistress of The Hall, patronising the village people . . . Oh, it might have happened if she’d had any sense. And now . . .

			“Come along, my pet,” called her mother’s voice. “Tea’s ready.”

			She rose slowly and listlessly from her bed, washed her face, arranged her hair, and drew on the mauve muslin frock again. Then she stood motionless and listened. The clop-clop of a horse’s hooves was coming down the road. Cautiously she stood behind the curtain and looked out. It was he—she saw the sallow face and small black moustache which she considered so ‘smart.’ Her heart pounded in her ears. She could almost believe she was in love with him. He belonged to a world she did not know but would give almost anything to enter. Her eyes took in the faultless cut of his riding clothes, the careless ease with which he sat his horse. He had dismounted at the gate, had twisted the reins round the gatepost and was coming up the walk. She sat down on the bed to steady herself. Then there came a terrible vision of the little room downstairs . . . the pins and strips of pink material all over the floor. Oh, surely—But he wasn’t coming in.

			Her mother called “Freda!” in a tone of delight and excitement from the front door. In more normal moments Freda would have disapproved of that tone. It gave away too much. But it accorded with her own mood just now and she noticed nothing wrong with it. She walked slowly downstairs. She looked exquisitely sweet and fresh and lovely in her muslin dress. All traces of her tears had vanished. Her eyes were like sun-touched sea pools, her soft cheeks flushed.

			His ogling smile revealed his fresh delight in her beauty.

			“Please excuse this unceremonious call,” he said, “and my bringing you out here, but I’m in a tearing hurry, though I don’t look like it. My mother’s having a few people in to tennis on Saturday and would be delighted if Miss Croombs could come. Don’t bother to write an answer. I’ll take a message.”

			But Mrs. Croombs must write an answer. She must show her ladyship that she knew how to do the right thing. So she scurried back to the little drawing-room and Freda and Sir Geoffrey walked slowly down the little garden path.

			Sir Geoffrey was not in the habit of wasting time and effort on subtle flattery in his flirtations.

			“What have you been doing to yourself this last week?” he said. “You’ve grown prettier than ever.” Freda was not experienced in flirtations. This was her first. But she had her native wit and the memory of her novelette heroines to help her.

			“I ought to have pined away, I suppose, as I haven’t seen you all the time.”

			She drew a quick breath of relief. She could tell from his smile that she had said the right thing. He gave her a glance that half-thrilled, half-frightened her.

			“Well,” he said, “we’ll have to make up for lost time.”

			Then her mother came out with the note and he rode away. Freda followed her mother back into the house.

			“Well, darling,” said Mrs. Croombs, kissing her, “how splendid!”

			“Isn’t it, mother!” said Freda. “What shall I wear?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Marcia walked slowly round the garden. She had received a long letter from John that morning in which he asked about various flowers whose progress she had omitted to report. John was enjoying his fishing, though evidently he still felt guiltily apologetic to her for his enjoyment, for he assured her on every page of his love for her, and his longing to see her again.

			She took the letter out of her pocket and read it with a smile . . . Dear old John . . .

			The delphiniums . . . she hadn’t mentioned them. He wanted to know if they were coming out yet. And had Blake finished planting the chrysanthemums yet? And was he remembering to spray the rose trees regularly? And he hoped that they were keeping everything well watered this dry weather. He didn’t seem to be particularly interested in the new tenant of The Chestnuts. He merely said that he was sorry that Marcia had had all the trouble of making the arrangements and hoped that the tenant would be satisfactory.

			She glanced at the upper windows of The Chestnuts, which she could see through the trees. The house had already an inhabited air. Miss West had ‘moved in’ yesterday. With her had come an old Italian woman, yellow and wrinkled and rather grim-looking.

			Marcia sat down in the basket chair under the tree at the end of the lawn, and, taking her workbox from the ground beside her, began to darn Hugo’s socks. It was strange how her thoughts ran on the girl next door. She had only seen her once, but the memory of her face haunted her.

			She heard the slam of the side door and Timmy came out with his little uneven hobbling step, his pale face alight, his eyes touched with wistful gaiety, his lips parted in his eager smile.

			“Hello, mummy,” he called.

			She waved to him.

			“Hello,” she called, “had a nice morning?”

			“Yes, lovely, thank you,” called Timmy rapturously.

			Fate had given Timmy a boundless capacity for enjoyment to compensate for his lameness. His morning’s lessons, his afternoon’s play, his meals, his reading, his walk, were all lovely in that little rapturous voice with that little sunny smile.

			Miss Black came out of the side door with a book under her arm and that softened look which her prim face wore when she was with Timmy.

			“Be careful, Timmy,” she called as she shut the side door.

			But she called too late. Timmy, in his haste, had caught the foot of his leg that wore the iron splint upon a stone, and fell headlong.

			“It’s all right,” he called out almost before he reached the ground. “I haven’t hurt myself. It’s all right.”

			But he could not get up without help, and Miss Black and Marcia ran to him.

			“I’m awfully sorry,” he said penitently, as he hobbled along quickly. He was slightly flushed. He had felt a moment of bitter shame as he lay there unable to rise, but with the shame a great relief that Hugo had not been there to see it, to see him picked up like a baby. He sat on the chair next to Marcia’s and the shame and embarrassment passed gradually away from his face.

			Miss Black had brought up her chair. She sat down and opened the book.

			“Shall we go on reading, Timmy?” she said.

			“Oh, yes, please,” said Timmy eagerly.

			“You remember where we’d got to?”

			“Yes—where he went forth from the sea of violet blue and came to the great cave where dwelt the nymph of the braided tresses—Isn’t that nice, mummy!”

			Then he stood up, looked up at the window of The Chestnuts, and called “Hello!”

			Marcia’s gaze followed his. At an open window stood Miss West looking down at them. She called back “Hello” and stood there with that immobility that held no hint of languor, that was rather like the immobility of some strong and graceful bird poised for flight.

			“Come down to us,” called Timmy, “there’s a door in the fence at the end of the garden.”

			Marcia was surprised at the eager friendliness of Timmy’s tone. Timmy was generally so shy with strangers. Still the girl did not smile or move. She stood for a moment like a statue, her calm, grave eyes on them, then called: “May I, Mrs. Faversham?”

			“Please do,” called Marcia quickly.

			They waited in silence. Miss Black had watched the window and now she watched the little door that they could just see at the end of the garden fence. There was a strange air of expectancy over them as though they formed some stage group which still awaited the principal character. Suddenly Timmy jumped up and hobbled down the path to open the door in the fence.

			Then she came. She waited a moment for Timmy, then came slowly down the path holding his hand.

			She walked magnificently, thought Marcia. Even as she walked she scarcely seemed to move. Her weight did not seem to rest on her feet. It was as if her body held up its own weight with its own muscles as did the bodies of the ancient Greeks. Like a ship sailing on a calm sea, thought Marcia dreamily. She was finely proportioned too—not the fashionable poker shape. She wore no hat and her straight dark hair was taken back very plainly from her brow. That curious Egyptian—or was it Chinese?—look about her face was more marked when she wore no hat—the high white brow, dark remote eyes, high cheek bones, smooth skin, the beautiful lines of the mouth, the whole air of dreamy repose.

			She sat down on the seat beneath the tree and looked gravely from one to the other.

			“What are you doing?” she said.

			“Blackie was reading to me,” said Timmy.

			“And I’m darning socks,” said Marcia.

			A softening of the girl’s face gave it almost the effect of a smile. It turned the ‘strangeness’ of the dark face into radiant beauty. She was beautiful really, Marcia decided. When you got used to the strangeness she was astoundingly beautiful.

			“What was Miss Black reading?” said Miss West.

			Marcia glanced at Miss Black and was surprised by her expression. With strangers—or indeed with anyone except Timmy—Miss Black was prim and disapproving. But she wasn’t prim and disapproving now. She was looking at Miss West with what Marcia always thought of as her ‘Timmy expression’—tender, happy, vaguely sweet.

			“The Odyssey,” she said.

			“We’d got to where he came to the cave where dwelt the nymph of the braided tresses,” said Timmy eagerly.

			“‘And she was singing with a sweet voice, and she fared to and fro before the loom and wove with a shuttle of gold,”’ quoted the girl dreamily.

			Timmy clapped his hands.

			“You know it!” he exclaimed delightedly.

			She looked at him with the smile in her dark eyes that did not touch her lips.

			“Of course I know it,” she said.

			At that point Miss Black made the most discerning remark of her life.

			“You’re an artist, Miss West?” said Miss Black suddenly.

			Miss West looked at her with a faint surprise.

			“My father was an artist,” she said. “I have inherited a love of art and a little—only a very little—of his talent.”

			She spoke without diffidence and with a calm assurance and detachment as though she were discussing someone else. “I’m going to have a studio put up at the end of the garden,” she went on.

			“Oh, may I come to see it, please?” said Timmy breathlessly.

			“I hope you will”—her glance included Marcia and Miss Black—“all of you.”

			“And Moyna?” said Timmy.

			“Certainly.”

			“And Hugo?”

			“If he’d like to.”

			Then with a whoop and a rush Moyna was upon them, flinging her satchel upon the ground and flinging herself at their feet, flushed and breathless.

			“Here I am!” she panted.

			“This is Miss West, darling,” said Marcia.

			Moyna stood up and shook hands and the two of them looked at one another. Marcia thought with amusement how strange it was that everything this young woman said or did seemed so momentous. She caught herself watching with breathless interest the meeting with her daughter.

			“You’re back early, aren’t you, dear?” she said.

			“I ran all the way,” said Moyna. “What are you all doing?”

			“We’re all only just assembled,” said Marcia. “Miss Black has been reading to Timmy.”

			“What’s she been reading?”

			“The Odyssey,” said Timmy eagerly. “You know, Moy, about Odysseus. Lovely tales.”

			“Yes, I know,” agreed Moyna, “scrummy ones. Do go on reading, Blackie.”

			She rolled on to her back on the grass, pillowing her head on her hands.

			Miss Black handed the book across to Miss West.

			“Won’t you read?” she said, with her little old-fashioned air of courtesy. “I think we’d all enjoy hearing you read.”

			Marcia was amazed. Miss Black, with her jealousy of Timmy’s friends, her habitual coldness to all strangers . . .

			Miss West took the book without a word and began to read. “ ‘And round about the cave there was a wood, blossoming elders and poplars and sweet-smelling cypress. And therein were birds long of wing, owls and fat, chattering sea crows which have their business in the waters. And about the hollow cave trailed a golden garden vine all rich with clusters. And all around soft meadows bloomed of violets and parsley—yea, even a deathless god who came thither might wonder at the sight and be glad at heart.’”

			Her voice, slow and cool and remote, seemed to come from an unfathomable distance as though it belonged to the same world as the story it told. It was dreamy, yet instinct with life. It was ageless and intolerably beautiful. Marcia tried to fight against the spell of it. It was absurd to let a girl’s voice affect one like this. She forced herself not to listen to the words, and focused all her attention upon the group. Timmy lay at the reader’s feet, frankly adoring. Miss Black had taken out her crochet work and sat with her sleek little head bent over it. Miss Black spent all her spare time knitting interminable balls of crochet work for the annual Charity Fête that was held every summer at The Hall. But Marcia could see her expression in spite of the bent head. The lips were almost smiling, the whole expression was bereft of its usual primness. It shone with something that usually was there only when she was alone with Timmy.

			Moyna sat on the ground with Timmy, leaning against Miss Black’s knees, her eyes fixed intently on Miss West. She was not lost in the story as was Timmy. Her eyes wandered up and down the girl, taking in every detail of her. Then she put out a hand with a shy smile, and took a tassel that hung from a panel of the dress and held it caressingly. Marcia smiled to herself. Moyna, too, had surrendered to the spell.

			“ ‘And easily she slipped away from our sight. For who can watch the comings and goings of a goddess?’ ” read the strange voice, and stopped.

			“Is that the end?” said Timmy.

			“The end of that part,” said Miss West.

			“You read beautifully,” said Marcia impulsively.

			Miss West made no answer or comment. The dark eyes seemed to consider Marcia and her statement gravely, detachedly, as though she had remarked on the weather or politics, certainly as though no response of any kind were needed.

			“I’d like to listen to you for ever and ever,” said Timmy dreamily. “You must go on, please, mustn’t she, Blackie?”

			But they could hear Hugo’s “Hello, everyone!” as he cycled up the front drive, and Moyna leapt up and ran to meet him. She came back with him and he flung his satchel on the grass with Moyna’s and sat down with them. Moyna thought with a thrill of pride how strong and beautiful he looked. His face was sunburnt to a golden brown. His eyes were vividly blue. His hair was matted upon his brow in damp golden curls, his lips were solemn and exquisite. He held his well-shaped head erect as he sat tailor-fashion, his hands on his bare knees. The beauty of him tugged at Marcia’s heart. She introduced him to Miss West.

			The girl greeted him in her detached manner with something even of criticism in her gaze. Hugo was used to admiration, even to rapture from strangers. His physical beauty and perfect manners made that inevitable. He was not conceited, but he took it as his due. He was sensitive and he knew when it was not accorded him. He knew that it was not being accorded him now, and something quickly hostile flashed into his handsome face. This girl’s mere presence, thought Marcia as she watched, seemed to inspire everyone whom she met with either hostility or admiration. She seemed a sort of touchstone which brought out the essential self of all with whom she came in contact. Nothing she did or said seemed insignificant . . .

			“What have you been doing this morning, Hugo?” said Marcia.

			“Oh, lessons,” said Hugo contemptuously; then with more interest: “Cricket.”

			“A match, Hugo?” said Moyna excitedly.

			“No, silly—a practice. Match on Saturday.”

			“Against Lowther’s?”

			“Yes.”

			Moyna clapped her hands. “Oh, Hugo, I hope you make as many as you did last time.”

			“So do I. I made sixty last time, didn’t I?”

			He said it absently, impersonally, chewing a piece of grass as he spoke, but Marcia had a curious sensation that he was speaking only to the visitor, that his lazy pose was all a pretence and that he was furiously trying to force her admiration. She sat, not looking at him, wrapped in her mysterious detachment. A shadow seemed to have fallen over the little group. There was something of unhappy bewilderment in Timmy’s eyes, as if something had been spoilt, but he wasn’t sure what it was or what had spoilt it.

			“And I got seven of them out one after the other—quite by flukes,” went on Hugo carelessly, chewing his grass; but something about him seemed to be stamping, screaming the words at that silent, motionless figure. “She ought to say something nice to him,” thought Marcia indignantly. But she said nothing.

			“It was ripping,” put in Moyna loyally.

			“Oh, rats!” said Hugo modestly. “I say, in break Maddox dared me to climb the chestnut tree in the playground right to the top, and I did.”

			“Oh, Hugo!” said Moyna admiringly.

			But it wasn’t her admiration he wanted.

			“It’s a lot higher than this tree,” he said, looking up into the branches above them.

			“Hugo, darling, you shouldn’t,” said Marcia reprovingly.

			He looked straight at Miss West.

			“I’d have been swished if I’d been found out, but I didn’t care—for a dare.”

			Still she did not move or speak.

			“Oh, Hugo!” said Timmy, breathless with admiration, looking from Hugo to the tree above them.

			“We’re going to have an extra holiday,” said Hugo. “Tompkins got a scholarship.”

			“Tompkins?” said Marcia.

			“I don’t think you know him,” said Hugo, and added with scorn, “He’s a rotten swot!”

			He took up the book from the grass and turned over the leaves.

			“What have you been reading?” he said. “Oh, silly fairy tales! How dull!”

			In the mysterious hostility that seemed now to underlie everything they said, Moyna with quick loyalty repudiated her late allegiance and ranged herself on his side.

			“Yes, only silly fairy tales,” she said.

			“Children, it’s nearly lunch time,” said Marcia; “go and wash your hands.”

			They went in obediently.

			“You can carry that, kid,” said Hugo, in his lordly manner, throwing his satchel to Tim, who picked it up and carried it happily.

			That too, thought Marcia, was to impress the newcomer. She turned to her when the children had disappeared.

			“Is there anything I can do for you?” she said, “to help you to settle in, I mean?”

			“No, thank you,” said the girl. “We’ve done everything. Will you come in and look at it this afternoon?”

			“I’d love to,” she said. “When shall I come?”

			“About three.”

			“I suppose that all the village will be calling on you soon?”

			There was surprise in the girl’s face.

			“Will it? I never thought of that. I don’t know what people do in England, I’m afraid.” Marcia smiled.

			“Oh, they’ll all come.”

			And she felt a sudden pang of pity for the girl as she thought of them—Miss Mitcham, Lady Dewhurst and the others. There was something pitifully unarmed about her in spite of her self-possession.

			When the girl had gone Marcia went up to her bedroom to tidy her hair for lunch.

			She felt slightly depressed, but she did not know why.

			“I’ll ask her one day,” she said to herself as she gave the final pat to her hair, “why she dislikes Hugo.”

			She noticed that afternoon that the relations between Hugo and Timmy were strained. There was a cloud between them. Timmy had given the newcomer a love one seldom gives to strangers, and Hugo had given her a dislike one seldom gives to strangers, and Hugo could not forgive Timmy for his love . . .

			It was Timmy of course who suffered. Hugo never hurt him physically, but he had methods of his own.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			I

			Marcia had often been into The Chestnuts in the tenancy of Miss West’s predecessors—the couple who had been condemned by Leadon Hill as ‘not quite.’ The rooms then had been overcrowded with ornate and incongruous furniture. That memory made the rooms into which Miss West now showed her seem more empty than was usual in Leadon Hill. The floors were bare except for one or two old rugs. In the dining-room was an age-blackened oak refectory table, a semicircular Hepplewhite sideboard, and oval-backed Hepplewhite chairs. In the drawing-room was no effect of white paint and chintz such as Leadon Hill loved. Instead the dim gleam of the tapestry upon the wall, of the stained gilt leather upon the old Italian chairs, an old Cassone, the front panel inlaid with lions in marqueterie, and an exquisite little bureau upon which—the only bright colour in the room—glowed a bowl of red Venetian glass.

			Miss West’s bedroom was plain to austerity. Whatever toilet fallals Miss West possessed were shut away out of sight. On the dressing table were only a small jar of carved ebony and two ebony candlesticks. Upon the mantelpiece was only a large coloured reproduction of Giorgone’s Madonna from the altarpiece at Castel Franco.

			The window gave a view of the village—red roofs among the trees, little homely smoking chimneys, and the broad sweep of meadow and woodland, and beyond that the slopes of the hills. There was no breath of wind. In the fields the trees stood motionless in the golden sunshine, rising from shadows that were like dark circles in the grass. So still was the scene that it would have held something of unreality had it not been for the sounds that arose from it—the pleasant farmyard sounds, the lowing of cattle, the crowing of cocks and clamorous sweetness of the birds’ song.

			The girl stood at the open window and looked down at it in silence. Silent and still though she was, Marcia felt some strong emotion emanate from her. Then she spoke slowly and dreamily as if to herself.

			“My father told me about it so often,” she said, “the littleness and beauty of it—the red roofs among the trees, the little green fields, the lanes, the woods.”

			“Did your father know Leadon Hill?” said Marcia in surprise.

			“Oh no. It was an English country village—any English country village—he was describing. He made me see it too and long for it too. He did not live in England. He never even visited it in my lifetime. But he loved it.”

			“It was enterprising of you to come,” said Marcia.

			Miss West shook her head. “What he had told me about it made me love it,” she said. “I wanted to live among my own people.”

			“I should have thought you’d have preferred a town rather than a little country place like this.”

			The girl’s sombre smile touched her eyes, leaving her lips grave.

			“I know so little of English people—of any people outside the circle of my father’s friends. I wanted to begin my life in England among country people—simple country people. I felt that I should be happier with them.”

			Marcia was conscious of a feeling of apprehension. Simple country people . . . Miss Mitcham, Lady Dewhurst, the Croombs . . . What could this child have in common with them? For now, with all her self-assurance, she seemed a child to Marcia. And that impression she had had before—the impression of this girl’s vulnerability—grew stronger. She might behave with the unconscious arrogance of a grande dame, but she was in reality a child, weaponless, without any of those defences of cynicism or pretence that most people build up around themselves for their protection.

			A clock downstairs struck four.

			“You must let me give you tea,” said the girl.

			How exquisitely she moved—just as the goddesses of old must have moved when they walked the earth . . .

			Marcia heard the sound of a carriage at the door as they entered the drawing-room. Lady Dewhurst’s, of course. They couldn’t bear to wait very long before they bore down upon this child like vultures after their prey. That was an unpleasant image and Marcia wished it had not occurred to her.

			The grim elderly housekeeper threw open the door.

			“Lady Dewhurst.”

			She swept into the room with skirts rustling and hand outstretched. She was the Lady of the Manor employed in an action that held in it quite definitely something of condescension. Lady Dewhurst was ‘county’ and any other inhabitant of Leadon Hill was of necessity ‘local.’ Lady Dewhurst in her most unbending moments never forgot that.

			“Forgive my calling so early, Miss West,” she said, “but I am going away on a visit tomorrow and wished to assure you of my welcome to Leadon Hill in person before I went.”

			Her ladyship felt the girl’s gaze to be disconcerting. In fact the girl’s whole appearance was disconcerting. She didn’t seem at all overwhelmed by the visit. She didn’t even seem grateful . . . no confusion, no pleasure.

			Some of her ladyship’s affability dropped from her.

			“Please sit down,” said the cool, detached voice.

			“Have you quite settled in?” said Lady Dewhurst rather distantly as she sat down.

			“Yes,” said Miss West, reseating herself with that strange fixity of posture that held notwithstanding such life and grace.

			“I hope you’ll like Leadon Hill,” said Lady Dewhurst, with an attempt at graciousness. This girl’s queer silence and statue-like repose—the girl’s whole personality repelled her. Peculiar looking too, with those dark eyes and high cheekbones.

			Then Miss Mitcham was announced. Miss Mitcham explained that she was not paying a formal visit but had only dropped in to see if she could do anything for the new tenant of The Chestnuts.

			Miss Mitcham’s hard sharp eyes and hard sharp mouth smiled an unconvincing greeting.

			“We welcome you to Leadon Hill, Miss West,” she said in her mocking little voice.

			Her eyes were darting about the room. Marcia knew that by now every detail was registered in her brain, and that girl, room, manner were already damned as ‘queer.’ Girl especially. Already, in only a few minutes, she’d committed the unforgivable sin of being ‘queer’. If she’d had a normal manner, little normal insincerities and smiles and gushings, they’d have given her a chance, at any rate. Marcia felt curiously, inexplicably anxious about her. She felt that she was something bigger and more vital than either of these two women, but wholly at their mercy. Then the inquisition began.

			“What part of England have you come from, Miss West?”

			“I’ve never lived in England before. I’ve lived in Italy all my life till now.”

			“Won’t you be lonely here alone? But, of course, you’ll have some friend or relative staying with you?”

			That was Miss Mitcham. She couldn’t resist it.

			“No,” said the girl. “I shall be alone, but I shall not be lonely.”

			They were giving her every chance. They’d have forgiven her even her ‘queerness’ if she’d come from some other part of England with family connections who were the somebodies of somewhere.

			“I suppose, though, you knew plenty of English people in Italy?”

			“Only those of father’s friends who were English. They were artists.”

			Artists . . . Miss Mitcham’s sharp little eyes seized on the word . . . Artists . . .

			The girl went on in her gentle voice.

			“François d’Arnot was my father’s greatest friend. You’ve heard of him?”

			Lady Dewhurst bridled. She hadn’t heard of him. She said rather icily, “I’m afraid I haven’t.”

			“He painted ‘La fille a l’echarpe verte.’ It was in last year’s Salon. I sat to him for that. I sat to him for several of his pictures.”

			She had sat to him for several of his pictures . . . Miss Mitcham took that in with her sharp little mind. It opened up lurid vistas of possibilities. And ‘La fille a l’echarpe verte’ . . . Miss Mitcham distrusted anyone who spoke French—with an accent like that, anyway. Miss Mitcham considered that to use any foreign language in public was in bad taste, but to speak it like that—perfectly and without embarrassment—was little short of an outrage, was an insolent attempt to call public attention to the fact that Miss Mitcham’s education (a distant and at the best a very sketchy affair) had not included the study of foreign languages.

			A silence followed. The girl sat staring dreamily in front of her. Silence, thought Marcia, was as natural to her as was the chatter to her callers. Lady Dewhurst felt it incumbent upon her to break the silence. She said “Really?” in a tone that conveyed restrained and majestic disapprobation. It failed of its effect. Miss West continued as if she had not heard it.

			“He models as well as paints. He did this.”

			She moved across the room with her slow grace and took down from a cabinet something that had been offending Miss Mitcham’s eye ever since she entered the room. It was the statue of a nude woman. Miss Mitcham would never have considered whether it were tastefully executed or a finished masterpiece. Her mind would never have travelled beyond the mere fact that it was a statue of a nude woman, and therefore offensive to every refined person. Lady Dewhurst, on the other hand, although personally she disliked statues or pictures involving nudity, knew that from an artistic point of view they were to be tolerated. She did not share that artistic point of view, but she realised that it existed. She had travelled in Italy and seen galleries and galleries of nude statues and learnt to conquer her instinctive dislike of them. But, of course, a classical statue in an Italian gallery was one thing and this girl deliberately displaying this statuette in her hand was another. Nude states were put in galleries by law and you couldn’t help their being there, but you could help deliberately holding out a nude statuette on your hand and calling people’s attention to it. And in Lady Dewhurst’s mind there was a clear line of demarcation between the old and the new. Anything in ancient art was proper (whether it looked it or not) because of its age. This thing had been made evidently within their lifetime and so lacked the protection of the antique. It was, her ladyship decided grimly, a highly improper thing, especially held in a young girl’s hand, like this.

			So she said again, more meaningly, “Really?” and was silent. Miss West replaced the statuette on the cabinet.

			Marcia looked at them as they watched the girl. They seemed to her to be not only two women, but all the women in Leadon Hill. This girl represented to them the unknown, and the unknown was always to be distrusted. She came from beyond their ken and they’d never forgive her for that.

			Oh, but they were fair to her. They gave her a last chance.

			“You may find the housekeeping here more difficult than in Italy?” said Lady Dewhurst.

			Yes, there might be some common ground. They might be able to discuss the toughness of Mr. James’s meat, the general unreliability of tradespeople and the perversity of the modern servant.

			“I’ve never done any housekeeping,” said the girl. “I have a housekeeper here. She’ll see to all that.”

			“You’re not domesticated?” said Lady Dewhurst suavely.

			“No,” said the girl.

			No apology, no deprecation. Just a plain “No.”

			Marcia smiled to herself. The girl was doomed as surely as a canary was doomed among a crowd of sparrows. And yet—every situation had its unknown quantity. There was that queer incalculable charm to which Miss Black had so strangely succumbed . . .

			When they had gone she turned to the girl impulsively. “Did you like them?” she said.

			The girl stood at the window. The golden sunshine poured down upon her strange elusive beauty.

			“I don’t know,” said Miss West. “I don’t know them . . . how does one tell? I’ve known hardly anyone except my father’s friends.”

			Marcia found that speech illuminating. It accounted for that contradictory mixture of inexperience and detached assurance in the girl that had puzzled her so.

			“You see,” Miss West was saying, “I’m between two lives. My old life is finished, and my new one hasn’t begun yet.”

			“Did your father’s friends want you to stay with them?”

			“Yes. All but François. He said I ought to begin my own life.”

			“And did you want to yourself?”

			“Yes.”

			“So you came here?”

			“Yes.”

			There was irony in that. She had decided to begin to live her own life, so, with vague memories of her father’s rhapsodies of English country villages, she had come here she had come to start her new life in Leadon Hill with Miss Mitcham and the Croombs and the rest of them.

			“Well, Miss West—” began Marcia, meaning vaguely to proffer help when her new tenant should need it.

			“I wonder,” said the girl startlingly, “if you’d mind calling me Helen.” Absurd to feel so pleased and flattered just because a young girl asked you to call her by her Christian name . . . “Helen,” repeated Marcia, “what a nice name!”

			And again the girl made none of those depreciative comments demanded by convention. Yes . . . certainly unusual.

			II

			Marcia wrote to John again that evening.

			“DEAR JOHN (she wrote),

			“I’m so glad you are enjoying yourself. We are going on very well, though of course we miss you very much indeed. The new tenant of The Chestnuts has moved in. I went to see her this afternoon. Lady Dewhurst and Miss Mitcham called while I was there.”

			She laid down her pen and wrinkled her brow. She’d love to tell John all about it but she knew that she couldn’t.

			It was all too nebulous. And if she could, John would never understand. She took her pen up again.

			“I think she’s very nice and hope she’ll be happy here. Hugo has a match against Lowther’s next Saturday.”

			What stilted letters she always wrote to John! Somehow, deeply as she loved him, she couldn’t help it. When she tried to tell him anything but just the surface things, she always seemed to see his face with that bewildered frown upon it . . .

			“The delphiniums are coming on very nicely. Quite a lot of them are out. Blake has finished planting the chrysanthemums and we’ve all been hard at work spraying and watering. The roses are going to be really fine this year.

			“All my love, dear,

			“MARCIA.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“I suppose one must call on the new tenant of The Chestnuts soon,” said Mrs. Croombs.

			She was having tea with Miss Mitcham. So was Mrs. Langley and so was Olive Legarde. Mrs. Croombs, in spite of her age, looked like a pretty kitten. She wore a grey silk dress. Her grey hair looked soft and fluffy. One felt that a piece of wide, blue ribbon tied into a large bow round her neck would have completed the effect.

			“I’ve called,” said Miss Mitcham. Her lips were pursed as she spoke, her eyes were hard and bright with her garnered secrets.

			“What is she like?” said Mrs. Langley, naively curious.

			Mrs. Langley was undergoing one of the recurrent periods in which she tried to impress people with the importance of her position. She had given a tea party last week and had been much encouraged by its apparent success. She was pleased, too, that Miss Mitcham had returned the invitation so promptly. She was optimistic, easily encouraged and easily depressed, as ready to be reassured by a surface politeness as she was to be offended by a fancied slight. She had no intuition and little discernment. The lack of those qualities made life rather wearing for her.

			Miss Mitcham shrugged her shoulders very slightly and handed a cup of tea to the Treasure, who handed it to Mrs. Langley. Mrs. Langley, who was feeling her best, received it with exaggerated graciousness, which the Treasure mentally stored up to reproduce for the benefit of Mrs. Blobs the charwoman. The Treasure possessed no small talent as a mimic.

			“One can hardly judge in a short visit,” said Miss Mitcham. Miss Mitcham liked her news, whatever it was, to be drawn out bit by bit. Though eyes and hips betrayed knowledge, she did not intend to give it till it was elicited. Miss Mitcham enjoyed the feeling of power and importance that this position gave her. There was a moment’s silence as the visitors realised that Miss Mitcham had news to give, and could with tact and gentle persuasion be induced to give it. The Treasure was in agonies lest her task of handing round tea and the cake-stand should be over before the revelations appeared. There was the keyhole, of course. But the keyhole was not really reliable. People had a way of dropping their voices at any really spicy disclosures.

			“Is she pretty?” said Mrs. Croombs eagerly. “I haven’t even seen her yet.”

			A certain anxiety underlay Mrs. Croomb’s eagerness, and Miss Mitcham was not slow to note and understand it. Mrs. Croombs was jealous of Freda’s position as the beauty of the village. It was well known that Freda had been asked to the Hall to play tennis because Sir Geoffrey admired her. Mrs. Croombs was proud of this. She wanted no rival in the village—no handsome young woman of independent means living at The Chestnuts . . . A slight malicious smile at the corner of Miss Mitcham’s hard little mouth revealed her knowledge and understanding.

			“Far from it,” she said. “I should call her plain.”

			She watched the relief upon Mrs. Croomb’s plump, pretty countenance, then began to eat her plum cake daintily with downcast lids. She could feel and relish the itching curiosity of her guests.

			“Do you feel that she will be an addition to our little community?” said Mrs. Langley. She was pleased with this sentence. She felt that it had sent her up several rungs on her ladder of Vicar’s Wife Position.

			Miss Mitcham said to the Treasure: “Thank you, Beulah, you can go. We can manage now.”

			The Treasure went out with murder in her heart. All that excitement and only to know that she wasn’t pretty. She could have told them that herself. She’d seen her the first day coming from the station. She could have told them she was plain . . . Anyway, she’d try the keyhole . . .

			Miss Mitcham decided to keep her audience in suspense no longer. So she waited till the door had shut on the Treasure, then she said:

			“I’m afraid she’s not quite the sort of tenant we’d have desired for The Chestnuts. She’s not the sort of tenant that I would have taken, for instance, had I been in Mrs. Faversham’s place.”

			“In what way?” said Mrs. Croombs. Mrs. Croombs was an amateur of gossip, eagerly desirous of it, demanding it and dispensing it crudely and openly. Miss Mitcham was an epicure who savoured it slowly, and dispensed it in infinitesimal particles.

			“Of course,” said Miss Mitcham, “it’s not fair, I suppose, to judge by one afternoon’s visit.” She couldn’t help teasing the woman.

			“But you must have formed some impression,” said Mrs. Croombs almost tearfully.

			“I’m afraid the impression I formed was not very favourable,” said Miss Mitcham, with a tightening of her hard lips, “and Lady Dewhurst, who was there with me, agreed . . . Have one of those little coconut buns, Mrs. Langley?”

			“No, thank you,” said Mrs. Langley.

			Miss Mitcham glanced at Olive Legarde. The girl was like a deaf mute. She wished she hadn’t asked her.

			“As far as I could make out,” said Miss Mitcham, “her father was one of a set of Bohemian artists—so-called artists,” she added, with withering contempt, “living somewhere on the Continent. I don’t even know whether the girl’s English. She doesn’t look like it. An adventuress type, I should say” (any unfamiliar type was classed generally by Miss Mitcham under the general heading ‘adventuress type’). “She seems to have no friends or relations. Those people never have.”

			“How terrible!” said Mrs. Croombs, with a horror that barely disguised her relish. She welcomed this story with distorted mother love. Here was no rival to Freda, but a foil to Freda. Freda, with her unmistakable English beauty, and her respectable home in the background.

			“Tch! Tch!” said Mrs. Langley, with equal relish.

			Mrs. Langley welcomed the story because it was a grateful change to be among the hunters instead of the hunted. It was much more pleasant to wonder what the girl had been than to have people wondering what she had been. It was a less lonely, less nerve-racking proceeding altogether. Then, slowly, meditatively, daintily nibbling a coconut cake, Miss Mitcham brought out the cream of her news.

			“She’s sat to artists,” she said.

			“For her portrait, you mean,” said Mrs. Croombs.

			“No—I gathered that it was for ordinary pictures. Professionally, I suppose.”

			“How dreadful!” said Mrs. Langley succulently . . .

			Miss Mitcham found their excited interest pleasant and gratifying. Generously, without prompting, she brought out the rest.

			“She had some—some works of so-called art about the house that I considered little less than indecent. She’s that sort of woman.”

			Her audience gasped again. Miss Mitcham went on:

			“She’s evidently not used to a decent house at all. She knows nothing about housekeeping.”

			“But how did she get the money?” gasped Mrs. Croombs. You’d like, of course, to treat that sort of person as that sort of person deserved to be treated, but when that sort of person has enough money to take a house like The Chestnuts it makes it difficult.

			Miss Mitcham’s hard little mouth hardened still more.

			“Oh, those people can always get money somehow,” she said. “She’s not the sort of person I imagine you’d like your Freda to know too much of, Mrs. Croombs.”

			“Of course not,” said Mrs. Croombs hastily.

			“You can’t be too careful in a little place like this,” said Mrs. Langley vaguely.

			She felt happy and expansive. She felt that her social status had been raised several tones by this new arrival. She was now quite definitely looking down upon someone.

			“You’re very quiet, Olive,” said Miss Mitcham rather sharply. She was never sure that she liked the girl, though she’d never found out anything against her. She’d asked her to tea on an impulse when she’d been doing the church flowers with her the week before.

			“I’m listening, Miss Mitcham,” said Olive, her curious eyes fixed meekly upon Miss Mitcham. “I’m interested in all you’ve been saying.”

			Miss Mitcham for the moment thought that there was something behind the meekness in the blue eyes, then decided that she was mistaken. The tone and words mollified her.

			It was thus that Marcia found them when she called a few minutes later to see Miss Mitcham on business connected with the Church Hall committee. They were silent when she entered—a sudden guarded silence. She wondered whom they had just been discussing. She looked from Miss Mitcham’s face to Mrs. Croomb’s, from Mrs. Croomb’s to Mrs. Langley’s—a veiled blind look in all their eyes as they watched her. She felt their hostility as she gave her message, and suddenly she feared them.

			They were ignorant, stupid, evil, but they stood for something that is colossally powerful—for conformity, for convention, for the narrow hypocrisy that ever apes its neighbours. They had behind them the power of countless ages and of countless dim unthinking souls. None so bitter as these worshippers of the normal, none so eager to persecute those who strayed from their fold or had never belonged to it. There was no gainsaying their power . . . Marcia felt it there in the little sunny drawing-room as she faced the four women.

			“I promised Mrs. Parkes to let you know,” she said to Miss Mitcham. “There’s a meeting of the Church Hall committee tomorrow at ten. She asked me to apologise for her for the short notice.”

			“Sit down, Mrs. Faversham,” said Miss Mitcham. “We were speaking of your new tenant. Do you think you will like her?”

			Marcia hesitated. It would be so easy to say, “I hardly know her yet.” She realised with shame how strong was the temptation to postpone coming out into the open, to propitiate the power that filled the room so menacingly. It was that little malicious smile at the corner of Miss Mitcham’s mouth that made her decide. She took courage and said—just a little too aggressively, perhaps:

			“She’s a charming girl. I’m very fond of her already.”

			There was a silence. Miss Mitcham’s eyelids drooped over her eyes, concealing her expression. But Marcia knew that she had taken an irrevocable step, had ranged herself definitely with the enemy.

			“Thank you so much for calling, Mrs. Faversham,” said Miss Mitcham suavely. “I’ll remember. Ten o’clock tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			I

			Marcia walked quickly down the road away from Ivy Cottage. Funny how these people could upset you—their silence when you entered, their veiled glances . . . Looking back over her career in Leadon Hill, Marcia could not discover any speech or action of hers that could have offended them. They were always perfectly polite to her. Yet she felt their dislike of her whenever she spoke to them. And today she had feared them—not for herself. They could not hurt her. She was secure in her own happiness. She had John and her children and her home and her garden. She had feared them rather for others whom they could hurt. Her thoughts went to the girl at The Chestnuts. Their dislike of the girl was of course inevitable. Her first glance at Helen might have told her that. They’d hate her as a matter of course. But they couldn’t hurt her, thought Marcia. Then she wasn’t sure; and that impression of the girl as someone pitifully defenceless, despite her poise and courage returned to her. Her heart had beat unevenly when she had come forward as Helen’s supporter in Miss Mitcham’s pleasant little drawing-room. It had needed courage, as though it were something momentous instead of a mere expression of opinion.

			“Mrs. Faversham.”

			She turned quickly. It was Olive Legarde, with her pale meek face and the blue eyes that looked so clear and held such depths behind their clarity. Marcia tried to be cordial.

			She always felt guilty with Olive. The girl was everything she ought to like and yet she couldn’t like her.

			“Well, Olive?” she said pleasantly. “Left the tea party?”

			“Mrs. Faversham, I think it was so splendid of you to speak up for Miss West as you did.”

			Marcia felt uncomfortable. She ought to be pleased, but she wasn’t. She passed it off.

			“That was nothing. I like Miss West.”

			“I should like to tell you the things they were saying about her.”

			“No, please don’t,” said Marcia more sharply than she meant.

			The girl walked along with her in silence. Marcia wished she’d go. She couldn’t understand the queer effect this girl had on her. She threw a glance at her. There was something rather distinguished about her, though she walked badly.

			To see her at her best, of course, you should imagine Freda Croombs beside her, all curls and smiles and frills. This girl’s face was grave, almost puritanical. Her hair was plainly dressed beneath the panama hat. The white linen dress was cut on straight lines—no trimming, no embroidery, no necklaces and floating chiffon scarves such as Freda and her kind loved. She was good style altogether. One ought to like her. Marcia had a sudden impression that the girl was nervous and blamed herself for her unsociability.

			“What have you been doing all day?” she said pleasantly.

			“Helping Auntie Dulcie,” said the girl, her eyes downcast, her face expressionless. “There’s always a lot to do at home—I mean in my aunts’ home. I feel I can’t do too much for them. They’re so kind to me. It’s difficult, of course, to look on it as my home—just yet. Everything seems so strange. It’s such a short time since—father died.”

			Marcia hated herself for her hardness and lack of sympathy.

			“You must come in and see me sometime,” she said.

			She forced herself to say the words and was surprised by the gleam in the girl’s eye.

			“I’d love to,” she said. “How are the children?”

			“Very well.”

			“I always feel so sorry for the little lame one.”

			“You needn’t be,” said Marcia. “He’s very happy.”

			“I think it’s so unkind of Miss Mitcham to say—”

			“Please don’t tell me anything Miss Mitcham says,” said Marcia.

			“I’m sorry,” said the girl, with disarming meekness.

			They were passing The Chestnuts, and as they reached the gate Miss West came out of it. She walked up to Marcia with that lack of self-consciousness that was so characteristic of her. Looking at her critically Marcia saw how curious her manner must seem to strangers—bereft of the little smiles and consciousness and pleasant nothings that were the current social coinage. It gave her the effect of moving and speaking in a dream.

			“I’m going for a walk,” she said to Marcia. “I wanted to ask you to come with me.”

			Marcia introduced Olive. Helen considered her with her level, unsmiling gaze. It was Olive who showed emotion. What emotion it was, Marcia could not tell. Her pale cheeks flushed, then went paler than ever. She dropped her eyes quickly as if to hide their secrets.

			“Shall we all go together?” said Marcia.

			She walked along between them. Helen was more talkative than usual. She had planned the position of her studio and had already sent for the village carpenter to give him her orders. It was to be a wooden building at the bottom of the garden, with a stove for warmth in the winter.

			“It will be quite simple,” she said. “I don’t want anything elaborate.”

			She was evidently pleased at the thought of setting to work. And the beauty of the place delighted her. Certainly in the rays of the late afternoon sun Leadon Hill held a beauty that was almost magical. The fields were golden with buttercups, the hedges sweet with wild rose and honeysuckle. They had walked past the village along the little lane sunk deep between its mossy banks with the beech trees meeting overhead. The sunken lane came to an end and they went down a field path to the riverside.

			Along the riverbank grew ‘burning beeches, amber elms, pale-green mourning willows.’ Cows munched placidly among the buttercups in the meadow. From the bend in the path the village could be seen—the red roofs among the trees, the church spire, the little homely smoking chimneys.

			“I’m glad I came here,” said Helen. “It’s just as my father said it was. It’s just as he described it.”

			Marcia felt the girl’s happiness, as intense as her whole personality, radiating from her. She looked at Olive. Olive seemed to have shrunk, somehow, since Helen joined them. She had lost that air of distinction that Marcia had grudgingly allowed her a short time ago. She seemed now only a parody of Helen, as though she were trying by a conscious effort to be what Helen was by nature and instinct. Marcia noted the balanced sanity of soul that shone through Helen’s strange beauty, her regal carriage and the expensive plainness of her dress. Beside Helen there seemed suddenly to be something small and shifting in Olive’s face—just as there seemed to be something almost ludicrously wrong with the cut of her clothes. That disarming meekness of her manner failed altogether to convince.

			Marcia caught the sidelong looks she sent towards the other girl—quick secret glances—and wondered what was in her mind. She could detect no hostility in her. On the other hand she seemed to be unusually anxious to please. She was rather silent, but when she spoke she agreed with whatever the newcomer said, pointed out fresh beauties for her admiration. There was a curious excitement about her. But you could never be sure what Olive Legarde felt. It all took place behind such a thick veil of secrecy.

			They met Gerald Croombs at the bend of the river.

			As Marcia introduced them he returned Helen’s steady look, as silent, as unsmiling, as motionless, as she. It seemed to Marcia that they stood looking at each other for longer than is usual at such an introduction. She wondered if her impression of the other girl’s quivering emotion were imaginary.

			Then Gerald turned to Olive.

			“I called for you to ask you to come for a walk, but you were out.”

			“I went to tea at Miss Mitcham’s,” said Olive. Yes, she was breathless. It was only just perceptible, but Marcia was sure that it wasn’t her imagination.

			“And then I met Mrs. Faversham and Miss West and we all came for a walk together.”

			The boy’s eyes turned again slowly—very slowly—to Helen.

			“Won’t you join us?” said Marcia. “It’s a shame to have cheated you out of your walk like this.”

			He turned and walked with them along by the river. Both he and Olive were very silent. Surprisingly, it was Helen who talked. One could almost feel the happiness that this perfect evening of an English countryside had brought to her.

			But she did not talk of England. She talked of Italy. She told them nothing personal, rather to Marcia’s regret, for Marcia was frankly curious about her. She talked of the country itself, and talked, thought Marcia listening critically, astonishingly well—never a word too much or too little. Her words built up vivid, never-to-be-forgotten pictures—Venice with its dreamlike loveliness . . . Florence with its splendour and magic of the past . . . Rome . . .

			Olive and Gerald made no comment. It was Marcia who put in a gentle word of interest now and then. The girl seemed to talk as if she were talking not to them but to herself, as though this new beauty around her had stirred memories of another older beauty and she were speaking her memories aloud.

			Then the path narrowed and Marcia and Olive fell behind the other two. It was wholly accidental. They walked in silence. Olive wasn’t easy to talk to, thought Marcia impatiently. That was another part of her superficial resemblance to the girl in front. They were both mysterious, yet Marcia felt that Helen’s mystery was as different from Olive’s as is the day from the night.

			“Do you get much tennis here?” said Marcia.

			“I’ve joined the club at Monkton Hawes,” said Olive, “but I don’t often go in.”

			She spoke absently, her eyes fixed intently on the couple in front.

			They too were walking in silence, yet without constraint or embarrassment.

			“You must come and have a game on our lawn,” said Marcia, vaguely polite. “I must get up a match—you and Gerald and Miss West and myself.”

			The girl did not answer. Her eyes were still fixed on the other two. Their faces were turned to each other and Helen was speaking. Marcia caught a strange look in Olive’s eyes. Beneath their clarity the depths were stirred and turbulent, and Marcia felt a sudden unexpected pang of pity for her. Then the girl felt her gaze and said quickly:

			“I’m sorry . . . I didn’t hear . . .”

			“I was only wondering if I could get up a foursome one day—you and I and Gerald and Miss West.”

			Olive’s eyes met hers—meek, clear and composed.

			“How kind of you!” she said. “I’d love it . . . I’m sorry I didn’t hear you at first. I was looking at those clouds—the way they catch the sun on their reverse side . . . I was thinking that they were clouds with golden linings, not the proverbial silver ones.”

			She lied very calmly, very convincingly, thought Marcia. And she realised suddenly that one reason why she had never felt quite comfortable with this girl was a subconscious knowledge that nothing she ever said was an index to her thoughts or feelings. They existed secretly in dark recesses of her soul, concealed beneath this cloak of andid meekness, of vague sententiousness.

			Then she seemed to rouse herself and talk to Marcia. She talked of her invalids in the village, of the Girls’ Club she was trying to get up. As she talked, her pale blue eyes watched the other two narrowly, unceasingly.

			There was nothing there to disturb her even if she were interested in the boy, which Marcia doubted. Sometimes the boy would turn his head to his companion and speak, or she would turn to the boy. But their faces were very solemn. There were no smiles, no laughter, no quick interchange of speech. Only there was that curious absence of embarrassment about them . . . It was, thought Marcia suddenly, rather like the silence of very old friends. They didn’t talk much, because there was no need to talk much.

			She was relieved when they reached Acacia Road again. Helen said goodbye to them in her usual impersonal fashion. Her eyes rested on Gerald longer than on the others, but it was a look devoid of consciousness. Glancing at Olive, Marcia thought that she was pale, her eyes lacklustre, that her whole being seemed suddenly in some way stunted . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			I

			Olive and Gerald walked back slowly to the gate of the Martyn’s house.

			“You going home now?” she said.

			He hesitated. “I suppose so.”

			Her pale blue eyes were fixed on him.

			“Why?” she said slowly. “It’s early yet and we haven’t had our walk.”

			He took her literally.

			“We’ve been as far as we often go.”

			“We haven’t. Not you and I. Unless,” she added, “you’d rather not.”

			“Of course, I’d love to,” he said. “I was awfully disappointed to find you out.”

			“But it was a very nice walk all the same, wasn’t it?”

			“Rather! The river looks ripping at this time of the evening.”

			“Would you like to go to the river—again?”

			“No. I think not.”

			“Where shall we go?”

			“Our wood, of course. Where we always go. I didn’t want to go there alone.”

			She lowered her lids as if to hide anything her eyes might tell him.

			They did not talk much till they were in the wood. Then they sat down in what they had always called ‘our place’— a mossy hillock beneath an oak tree at the foot of which ran a tiny stream.

			“Had a nice day?” said the girl. Her pale blue eyes were watching him narrowly.

			“So-so,” he said judicially; “nothing actually wrong with it. Dull. I hate figures.”

			He stretched out for a piece of grass and began to munch it absently . . . It was a face one could never forget—never . . . The memory of it thrilled him almost as much as the sight of it had done . . .

			“But you’ve decided to put up with it and stay in Leadon Hill? You think I’m right?”

			“Yes, I think you’re right.”

			Deliberately he recalled the face to his memory in order to feel again that strange electric thrill it brought with it. He couldn’t have described it . . . but he could live again in memory that moment when her eyes met his . . . The wonder of it . . . the ecstasy of it . . .

			“You see, Gerald, your mother needs you and Freda needs you.”

			He agreed absently. He couldn’t remember a single word she’d said. He knew that she had spoken little and said nothing very significant. But the sound of her voice! It played on your heartstrings—it took away your breath.

			“And your friends need you,” said Olive. She said it rather meaningly. Her tone dragged his thoughts away from his dreams. He remembered with a start that when he had called for Olive this afternoon he had meant to ask her to be his wife. But that belonged to another world. Everything seemed different now. How magnificently she had walked! . . . She held herself like a queen—a goddess. No jerkiness, no swinging along like most women. She talked like that, too. Her whole face didn’t move about as most women’s did. Even her lips hardly moved when she spoke: nothing disturbed the calm serenity of her strange face.

			“What are you thinking about?” said Olive.

			Though her eyes were downcast he felt that she was watching him closely. He threw a stone into the stream.

			“Nothing,” he said shortly, “nothing particular.”

			“You aren’t disappointed—worried—because I advised you not to leave Leadon Hill?”

			“No.”

			He wasn’t. He didn’t want to leave Leadon Hill—now.

			“You see, Gerald,” went on Olive, “this is how I look at it. We’ve got to make the best we can of our life. Each one of us must try to make his life as perfect a thing as possible. We must develop the talents we are given, we must try to find scope for our development.”

			This was what he had loved in her. He had loved to come from Freda’s and his mother’s empty chatter of fashions or gossip to this. But suddenly it all sounded banal and prosy. It was all stale, second-hand stuff. It didn’t seem real any longer.

			“But,” she went on, “we must never try to develop our own lives at the expense of other people’s. You want to leave Leadon Hill for your own sake, perhaps for the sake of your development, but while you can contribute anything to the happiness of other lives here, you ought to stay.”

			He thought of saying that Freda and his mother could get on very well without him, but he didn’t trouble. It didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered—now. He didn’t want to leave Leadon Hill—now. But she was rather inconsistent, when he came to think about it.

			“What about you?” he said. “I thought you said something about leaving Leadon Hill.”

			“I changed my mind,” she said. “I came to the conclusion that while I could be any use to anyone, while my friends need me at all, I would stay.”

			Her gaze made him uncomfortable. He turned away and threw another pebble into the stream.

			“What did you think of her?” she asked suddenly. She had caught him unawares. He blushed and said with over-elaborate carelessness: “Think of whom?”

			“Miss West, of course.”

			His blush deepened. He felt savagely furious both with her and with himself.

			“I don’t know,” he said. “I hardly know her.”

			“You walked with her. I suppose she talked to you.”

			“Very little.”

			“Do you think she’s pretty?”

			Pretty? Freda was pretty—a thing of pink and white, golden curls and fugitive dimples.

			“No,” he said.

			“But you liked her?”

			Suddenly he hated her for cross-examining him like this. He rolled over onto his side. “Oh, do stop talking about her,” he said irritably.

			There was a long silence. Then he turned back, miserable and ashamed.

			“I’m sorry, Olive,” he said.

			She spoke in a voice that so short a time ago could shut him out of paradise. Even now it could hurt.

			“I think it’s for me to apologise,” she said. “I had no intention of forcing your confidence.”

			“No confidence to force,” he muttered, still ashamed.

			Then he looked at her and felt sudden compunction.

			“Olive, are you not feeling well?”

			“Why?”

			“You look so tired.”

			“I’m quite all right . . . shall we go home now?”

			They walked home in silence.

			II

			Miss Martyn was out when Olive entered the drawing-room and Miss Dulcie sat alone at the window knitting.

			Miss Dulcie’s knitting was erratic. She did yards and yards of it for ‘charity’, giving it to her elder sister when finished, never suspecting that her elder sister unravelled it in secret and returned it to her in neat little balls for her next piece of work. She made shapeless garments which she called ‘vests’, and imagined as clothing a large class of unfortunates known vaguely and generally as ‘the poor’. She felt a thrill of joy on a cold morning when she thought of the ‘poor’ warmly clothed in her ‘vests’.

			In her own home Miss Martyn allowed her sister to indulge her love of colour and adornment. Miss Dulcie wore a bright yellow collar worked with cross stitch in red on her navy blue dress and five brooches on her bodice. Pinned into her untidy grey hair was a little pink bow that Miss Dulcie had put there after Miss Martyn had left the house.

			She looked up as Olive entered, with her vague sweet smile.

			“There you are, dear,” she said; “how nice to see you again! I’ve been quite lonely. Where have you been?”

			Olive sat down and drew off her gloves.

			“Miss Mitcham kindly asked me to tea,” she said in her low toneless voice; “then I went for a walk with Mrs. Faversham and Gerald and Miss West.”

			Miss Dulcie puckered her brows.

			“Miss West? Do I know her, dear?”

			“I don’t know,” said Olive.

			She knew quite well, of course, that the single explanation that it was the new tenant of The Chestnuts, whom Miss Dulcie had not yet met, would have completely satisfied Miss Dulcie, but she had early discovered how easy it was to make Miss Dulcie unhappy or bewildered.

			“Miss West?” said Miss Dulcie, the look of bewilderment stealing over her thin face. “Miss West? . . . Names muddle me so sometimes, dear. What is she like?”

			“Dark, auntie dear,” said Olive suavely, “dark and rather tall.”

			“No, dear,” said Miss Dulcie unhappily. “I can’t call her to mind.” Then she threw off her perplexity. “But it doesn’t matter, does it? Everyone forgets sometimes. Letitia said so . . . Olive,” she lowered her voice anxiously and rather guiltily, “do you like the bow in my hair? Letitia hasn’t seen it, and if you don’t like it I’ll take it out before she comes.”

			Olive, still smiling faintly, looked at the bow and said nothing. The smile seemed to upset Miss Dulcie. Her anxiety increased to agitation.

			“Don’t you like it, dear?” she whispered. “Does it look nice?”

			“What does it matter whether I like it or not,” said Olive affectionately. “You like it, auntie dear, and that’s the main thing.”

			“Oh no, dear,” said Miss Dulcie, with fluttering unhappiness, “if it doesn’t look nice I must take it off. I—I thought it looked rather nice, that’s all. I tried it on upstairs at my looking glass and thought it looked rather nice. But if you think it doesn’t—” She looked wistfully, eagerly at Olive. Olive looked at her with that slow affectionate smile.

			“If it gives you pleasure, auntie,” she said, “keep it on.”

			A quick flush came to Miss Dulcie’s pale cheeks.

			“Oh no, no, no,” she said, taking out the little pink bow with trembling fingers and stuffing it into an already overcrowded pocket. Then she took up her knitting again and began to knit. “I didn’t know it looked like that,” she said breathlessly.

			“Like what, auntie dear?” said Olive quietly.

			Miss Dulcie looked at her. Something about Olive’s smile had made her see herself suddenly as a figure of fun, unspeakably ridiculous. The something had gone. Miss Dulcie’s memory of it (Miss Dulcie’s memories were never very clear) slowly faded too, leaving her only vaguely unhappy and perplexed.

			“I don’t know, dear,” she said in a little bewildered voice. But she did not take out the pink bow again.

			“Has Aunt Letitia been out all afternoon?” said Olive.

			“Yes . . . Olive dear, I’ve dropped such a lot of stitches. Do you think it will matter?”

			“I’m sure it won’t,” said Olive kindly. “Anyone called?”

			“No . . . Oh yes. Gerald Croombs. He wanted you to go for a walk with him, Olive dear, but I told him you were out to tea. Isn’t he a nice boy?”

			Olive veiled her eyes quickly, looking down at the floor.

			“Yes, auntie.”

			Miss Dulcie seemed to be searching after some elusive memory. Her brow was puckered. She had laid her knitting down upon her lap. Then she seemed to find it. “Are you engaged to him, Olive?”

			“No, auntie,” said Olive, her eyes still fixed on the floor.

			“I don’t quite remember . . .” said Miss Dulcie. “Oh, yes, it was . . . I think it was Miss Mitcham . . . I heard her saying that she wondered whether you were engaged to him yet.” Miss Dulcie took up her knitting, happy at having remembered. “Yes, that was it . . . I knew it was something about you being engaged to Gerald Croombs—or rather whether you were engaged to him yet . . . She wasn’t saying it to me. She was saying it to Mrs. Croombs in the butcher’s shop, but I heard.”

			There was silence. It was as if in the silence the girl gathered together her weapons with the instinctive desire of the wounded to strike back at whoever has wounded them. But when she spoke her voice was kind and affectionate.

			“I don’t think I shall ever be engaged, auntie dear.”

			Miss Dulcie looked up from her knitting and smiled a vague, happy, affectionate smile at her niece.

			“Oh, I’m sure you will, dear. You’re young and good and kind and—and so nice. I’m sure someone will want to marry you . . .”

			“Perhaps,” agreed Olive softly, “but I don’t think I ought to marry anyone. I ought to stay and look after you.”

			A gentle surprise in Miss Dulcie’s sweet vague voice.

			“But—Letitia looks after me, dear.”

			“Aunt Letitia is more than ten years older than you. You won’t have Aunt Letitia for ever.”

			Miss Dulcie laid down her knitting again. There was the shadow of fear in her empty blue eyes. “You mean—”

			“Nothing, auntie dear,” said Olive softly.

			Miss Dulcie put a hand to her thin breast.

			“But you did. You meant that—that Letitia might die first. Ten years older, ten years older . . .”

			“Don’t worry about it, auntie,” said Olive gently.

			“No—I mustn’t—I mustn’t,” said Miss Dulcie unhappily. “She wouldn’t like me to . . . What did it all begin with, my dear? It was you marrying Gerald, wasn’t it? But Olive, even if—even if . . .” she panted breathlessly, “you mustn’t stay unmarried for me. Even if—even if—I’d be—I’d be all right. I’d live here alone.”

			“You couldn’t, auntie,” said Olive tenderly, with a slight emphasis on the ‘you.’

			“Lots of people do,” panted Miss Dulcie.

			Olive looked down at her lap.

			“You couldn’t, dear,” she said. “You’re—different.”

			There was sudden panic in Miss Dulcie’s eyes. Different —different . . . the black fear that had always underlain her life—that she was—different. No one had ever actually told her so. From childhood her sister had guarded her from the knowledge, but in her poor clouded brain the suspicion had always been there. She looked up at Olive. Olive was looking at her with a pitying smile. That smile struck terror into Miss Dulcie’s gentle heart.

			“What do you mean?” she said, white and trembling.

			Olive came across to her and kissed her.

			“Nothing, dear—except that you’re not very strong and ought to have someone to look after you. That’s all I meant.”

			There came the sound of the opening of the front door and Miss Martyn entered. Miss Dulcie looked up at her, her lips trembling, her eyes filled with tears.

			“What’s the matter?” said Miss Martyn sharply.

			Miss Dulcie was bewildered. She wasn’t sure what was the matter except that Olive’s smile had frightened her. She thought Olive had meant something that Olive hadn’t meant. She’d forgotten what it was. Olive was so sweet and kind. She dried her eyes and stammered:

			“I don’t know . . . Olive and I have had such a nice little talk.”

			“Your hair’s coming down again, Dulcie,” said Miss Martyn with acerbity.

			It was strange what comfort Letitia’s sharpness could bring her after Olive’s gentle sweetness.

			Miss Dulcie clutched at her grey wispy hair, looked at her reflection in the glass, gasped in dismay, then scuttled upstairs to her bedroom.

			Miss Martyn looked across at Olive, who was still sitting motionless by the window.

			“Did you go to tea to Miss Mitcham’s?”

			“Yes.”

			“Who else was there?”

			“Mrs. Langley and Mrs. Croombs.”

			“Whom did they talk about today?”

			“Miss West.”

			Miss Martyn sniffed.

			“And what had they to say about her?”

			Olive’s eyes were downcast upon the gloves and bag she was gathering up from the table.

			“It was all vulgar gossip, auntie. I’d rather not repeat it.”

			III

			Mrs. Langley opened her husband’s study door and peeped in playfully, almost skittishly. He looked up from the rows of little patience cards on his desk and smiled.

			“Well, my darling,” he said, “had a nice time?”

			She came into the room and sat down on the arm of his chair.

			“I’m not disturbing you, am I?” she said.

			He glanced up rather sharply at the question. Surely there was no irony in it? Surely his dear Minnie was not being sarcastic. No, she was looking at him with her loving smile.

			“No, darling,” he said. “I’m just having a little relaxation to clear my brain before I take to more serious work.”

			“Of course, dear,” said his wife solicitously; “don’t overtire yourself, Alfy.”

			Again he glanced up sharply. Not that he really thought his Minnie capable of sarcasm. No, she was beaming at him in loving pride. He was conscious of a new happiness, almost excitement, emanating from her. He was aware that she had been out to tea with one of his parishioners. Usually she returned from such affairs silent and depressed. She never told him why and he never asked. He knew as well as dear Minnie did that if she felt depressed it was her wifely duty to keep it to herself and not worry him with it.

			He always carefully avoided questioning her about it. He hated ‘unpleasantness’ in any form. And Minnie was a very good wife. She troubled him with no complaints. If she ever wept, she wept in secret, as good wives should. Sometimes when she had returned from some village tea party he had known a sudden anxiety lest she should be going to confide in him, to demand his comfort or interference. That dreadful moment had never come. Minnie had never so far forgotten her marriage vows to love and cherish him.

			But today there was something different in the atmosphere. There was a pulsing happiness and excitement. It pleased him, contributing as it did to that general feeling of well-being and content in which he liked to encase himself. He squeezed her hand affectionately and then moved some cards. If he could just get that ten off that row it would come out. He was sure it would. He gently moved the obstructive card from its own row to the next. And then deliberately erased from his mind the fact that he had moved it. He was rather good at erasing things from his mind. And it was no satisfaction in getting a patience out if you cheated—or rather if you remembered you’d cheated. Minnie would not have noticed. Minnie was rather stupid about patiences. Yes, it was coming out. He moved the cards about in silence till they stood in their four little neat piles. Then he smiled up at Minnie.

			“It’s come out,” he said.

			She beamed at him.

			“Darling,” she said. “I’m so glad.”

			“And now,” he said, leaning back comfortably in his chair, “I must get to work.”

			“No, don’t, dear,” said Minnie satisfactorily. “It would be much better for you to rest till dinner.”

			He sighed contentedly. Of course it would.

			“What is there for dinner, darling?” he murmured.

			“Salmon and parsley sauce, and then lamb and—”

			“Mint sauce, I hope,” he put in playfully.

			“Of course, dear, and new potatoes and asparagus—”

			“Ah!” breathed the Rev. Alfred.

			“And then strawberries and cream.”

			“Good, darling,” said the Rev. Alfred, patting her hand. “Splendid.”

			He spoke as one who bestows well-merited praise on some high act of virtue.

			“Alfred?”

			“Yes, my pet?”

			“When I was at Miss Mitcham’s today they were talking about Miss West.”

			“Miss West?”

			“She’s just gone into The Chestnuts, you know.”

			“Ah, yes.”

			“She’s come from Italy. She’s never lived in England before.”

			“Really?”

			“She belonged to a set of artists out there. She knew hardly any English people.”

			There was a curious gloating disapproval in Minnie’s voice.

			“Really?” he said again sleepily.

			“She’s been a sort of model out there.”

			That drew his attention.

			“Really?” he said again.

			“And no better than she should be, I gathered from what was said.”

			He knew the meaning of that apparently meaningless phrase. He pursed his loose little lips and said in a shocked voice: “My love!”

			“It’s quite true,” said his wife. “I don’t think people ought to receive her.”

			He considered this in silence. The position of moral censor, the sifting the goats from the sheep in his flock, involved more effort than he liked to exert. “We must be broad-minded and tolerant, my pet,” he said at last. “It’s not our business.”

			For once his Minnie seemed inclined to disagree with him.

			“But, Alfy, surely it is our business—what with you being vicar here. I mean we—you and me—oughtn’t to put up with those sort of people, ought we?”

			Again there was that note of gladness in her voice—the gladness of the hunted who has joined the hunters and is eager to taste the joys of pursuit after the terrors of flight.

			“Well,” said her husband absently, stroking her hand and taking up his magazine. “All I mean is that I don’t want any actual unpleasantness.”

			“Oh, no,” agreed Minnie quickly, “no actual unpleasantness. But—”

			She left the sentence unfinished.

			IV

			The Rev. Alfred Langley, vicar of Leadon Hill, had early discovered that for a minister of the Church of England it is possible to get along on remarkably little work and he had made the most of the discovery.

			He had been brought up by an adoring mother, who had from his infancy clung to the fiction that he was ‘not strong.’ She had cushioned him as far as possible from the buffets of an unsympathetic world. She had come to live with him in his first curacy to ‘look after him.’ She had considered his vicar to be very ‘hard’, but she had done her best to make up for the hardness. The cloud that shadowed all her life had been the thought of Alfred’s future wife. She was afraid that he might marry someone who would not ‘understand’ him. None of the girls of his own class seemed to ‘understand’ him. At first the thought of little Minnie Jones had been rather a shock to her. Minnie Jones was a housemaid who went to Alfred’s Bible class and Young Women’s class, and spent most of her ‘day out’ attending church services. She gazed at Alfred adoringly from the back of the church every Sunday evening. At first he merely noticed this with approval. Next he began to miss her acutely when she was not there. On those occasions it seemed hardly worthwhile to put those deep, thrilling inflections into his voice on which he prided himself. He began to notice, too, that she was very pretty. Then he began to realise that he enjoyed her coming to him for spiritual advice as she so often did. Her spiritual life needed an extraordinary amount of advice. And from the curate. The vicar would not do at all. The vicar did not understand her. The curate understood her beautifully. The Rev. Alfred did not care for women as a rule. Women of his own class, that is to say. They did not appreciate him. They always seemed so off-hand with him. But Minnie Jones was not off-hand with him. Minnie Jones gradually came to typify to him all that could be desired in a woman. True she was a housemaid, but she was a very superior housemaid. She had studied the art of ‘being a lady’ all her life. She had carefully imitated the manner of each of her mistresses in turn. She had not ‘inveigled’ the Rev. Alfred Langley. She had quite honestly fallen in love with him. And he in his turn fell in love with her. Or, rather, he fell in love with her open admiration of him. He kissed her one evening when she came after evening service to ask him whether it were a sin to say that her mistress was not at home when she knew she was. They both enjoyed the kiss so much that they quite forgot the spiritual problem which had been her pretext for the visit.

			He found her in every way pleasing. She was docile and pretty and ladylike. He preferred women who may be described as ladylike to those who may be described as ladies. Yet he was worried. For the indubitable fact remained that though ‘superior’ she was a housemaid. He consulted his mother. She was at first horrified. Then the thought of Minnie’s ‘superiority’ and ‘understanding’ of Alfred comforted her. Minnie would ‘consider’ her dear boy, as would none of these young women who were his social equals. They did not seem to realise how Alfred’s sacred calling set him apart. They seemed to expect him to wait on them as though he were an ordinary man. Minnie would never do that. Minnie would always wait on him. Moreover, she was certainly ‘superior’. Take her to fresh surroundings and no one would guess who she was. Still, nothing might have actually come of it. Alfred, though he enjoyed the kiss and had talked things over with his mother, had neither committed himself nor decided to commit himself. After all, a kiss was nothing. But the parish busybody informed him that people were ‘talking’ and Alfred, becoming panicky, first announced his engagement and then proposed to Minnie. It really wasn’t as risky as it sounds. Nor was it actually a proposal. He merely informed Minnie that he thought she was a woman who, under God’s guidance, would make him happy, and Minnie fell on his neck with tears of gratitude and joy.

			They were married very soon afterwards. Mrs. Langley senior lived with them for the first few months of their married life. Then she died peacefully, happy in the knowledge that she had handed on Alfy to a wife who ‘understood’ him.

			V

			Minnie was anxious to start fresh as a clergyman’s wife in a district where no one had known her as a housemaid. After a short second curacy in Surrey, he was given the living of Leadon Hill. Minnie’s experiences in Surrey had not been pleasant ones. No one knew that she had been a housemaid, and she parried quite cleverly all inquiries as to her past life and her family. But the trouble with Minnie was that she continued to be the superior housemaid she had always been—more superior than ever, it is true, but still with the faint cachet of the superior housemaid class clinging to her. For one thing, her too conscious and deliberate aspiration of the letter aitch betrayed the fact that she had not been born and bred in an atmosphere of such aspiration. All her life there was a suggestion of conscious effort about her aitches. She used, too, little words and phrases that gave her away. And that conscious ‘superiority’ that had marked her out above her class as a housemaid rather damned her in her new station.

			And Minnie was sensitive. Not a slight or a sneer or a smile escaped her. At each one she underwent acute humiliation, thinking that the housemaid story had leaked out. She became bitter and sharp—essaying always to return barbed sting for barbed sting, slight for slight, and allowing in the process the innate vulgarity to peep out from behind the acquired superiority. But she never told Alfred about it. Stronger than her fears and her bitterness and her indignation was her love for Alfy. He must never be worried. He must never suspect that she was considered to be anything but perfect by his parishioners. It would be too terrible if he ever thought that he had made a mistake in marrying her. So whenever he found her crying, she told him that she had a headache, and he patted her shoulder and told her to go to bed and was quite satisfied. He lived in a perpetual state of satisfaction. He had regular well-cooked meals (Minnie’s domestic training proved a great asset), and plenty of time to sleep and read. His days passed very pleasantly. Minnie, like his mother, was adept at fending off unpleasant visitors. When he wanted to sleep or read he was always ‘engaged,’ in Minnie’s most severe housemaid fashion. In his relations to God he honestly considered himself a good, hard-working Christian priest whose physical constitution needed almost complete rest during the week in order that he might give of his best (he was fond of the phrase) on the Sunday. He was stout and equable and good-tempered and slack and lazy and peace-loving.

			When they moved from Surrey to Leadon Hill, Minnie made up her mind to ‘start right.’ She’d show them from the beginning that she was somebody. She’d insist on her position as vicar’s wife. She’d ‘begin as she meant to go on.’ She wasn’t going to be patronised or slighted any longer. So she began on Lady Dewhurst. She challenged Lady Dewhurst’s position as chairman of one of the parish committees on the contention that it belonged ex officio to the vicar’s wife. A quarrel ensued in which she lost her head and wrote a badly-spelt letter of hysterical abuse. Lady Dewhurst was very calm, very dignified, and very annihilating. She took the letter to Alfred, and Alfred, still with his imperturbable good humour, told his wife that she mustn’t ‘make unpleasantness.’ So Minnie wrote an apology (also badly spelt and hysterical), withdrew her claim and cried silently and bitterly beside the peacefully sleeping Alfred for a whole night; and Lady Dewhurst pronounced solemnly in council with the autocrats of the village in Miss Mitcham’s drawing-room that Minnie was ‘not a lady.’ Miss Mitcham told Minnie this just to see how she’d take it, and watched her ill-concealed emotion with malicious joy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			I

			It was Miss Mitcham who first told Marcia that the Elliotts were back. Marcia had had a bad headache and had not been down to the village for four days. In spite of the pain, they were not unpleasant days. After one day in bed she spent them lying in the shade in her garden, relinquishing her household cares to Miss Black, watching her beloved children, being waited on by Hugo at his most adorable. But during those days she became conscious of a tiny longing for John, not strong enough to interfere with her pleasure, only just strong enough to make itself felt. She knew now definitely that the first stage of their parting was, as far as she was concerned, over. She no longer took conscious pleasure in the peace of his absence and she was beginning to want him again.

			She felt quite well the fourth day, told Miss Black to take the day as a holiday, and went to the village in the morning to do her shopping.

			She met Miss Mitcham just outside the gate.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Faversham,” said Miss Mitcham. “I was just coming to ask how you were.”

			The news of her headache seemed soon to have spread round the village. Miss Mitcham had called to inquire about it every day. Miss Mitcham was always a regular and conscientious inquirer after village invalids. The visits meant nothing. They were merely an offering to the God of Convention whom Miss Mitcham worshipped. Calling to inquire after sick neighbours was one of the things that was done by people of breeding, therefore Miss Mitcham, as a person of breeding, did it.

			Marcia thanked her for her visits and assured her of her complete recovery.

			“The Elliotts have come back,” said Miss Mitcham. “They say that Mrs. Elliott is much better.”

			There was irony in the little mocking voice.

			“Do they?” said Marcia. She couldn’t help the tone, but it did not discompose Miss Mitcham.

			“Let us hope,” she said, “that it is a permanent recovery. With—neuralgia,” she invested the word with strange and sinister meaning, “it rarely is.”

			II

			Mr. Elliott was in the garden when Marcia returned. She saw his long, spare figure stretched out on a deck chair on the lawn as soon as she turned the corner of the house. He came across the lawn at once to meet her. He was a middle-aged man. His hair was prematurely grey and his thin, intellectual face was prematurely lined, but in his eyes lay a suggestion of youth and courage undaunted.

			The Elliotts took no part in the village life. Marcia had seen little of them since her coming to Leadon Hill, but what she had seen of them she had liked.

			“We’ve come back,” said Mr. Elliott, with cheerfulness in his voice, and something wryly twisted about his thin mouth.

			“So I see,” said Marcia.

			“Or rather, so you’ve heard,” he said. “We’ve been back for three days. Surely the news reached you?”

			“Not till this morning, and then Miss Mitcham told me.”

			“Of course it would be Miss Mitcham.”

			She sat down on the armchair by him and said lightly: “Yes, of course it would. Miss Mitcham lives on people’s comings and goings . . . how’s Mrs Elliot?”

			“Heaps better. She’s been having a new sort of treatment in London that’s done her a world of good. She hasn’t had a bad attack since.”

			“I’m so glad.”

			He lit his pipe.

			“Miss Mitcham,” he said slowly as he blew out the match, “has started a charming rumour in the village that she drinks.”

			“Nonsense!”

			“Oh yes, it’s quite true. Haven’t you heard?”

			“No.”

			“I’m afraid they don’t consider you worthy of their confidence.”

			“They’re not worth troubling about,” said Marcia.

			“No, they’re not, but they do a damnable amount of harm.” He looked down in the direction of the village. “It’s a beautiful little place, isn’t it? And in the heart of it sits Miss Mitcham like a maggot at the heart of an apple, poisoning it. I think that woman will be rather surprised when she finds out, as please God she will one day, how wicked she is. She’s one of the wickedest women in the world. Adultresses, murderers, robbers—they don’t come near Miss Mitcham—Miss Mitcham, who’s probably gone to church every Sunday of her life. She’s wickeder than all of them put together. There’s more humanity, less meanness in any drab woman of the streets than in that woman. She’s little, of course, but she’s big enough to upset God’s plans . . . I get a bit wrought up when I talk about Miss Mitcham,” he ended with a smile, “but personally I don’t care a tinker’s damn about her, neither does Molly. We wouldn’t stay here if we did.”

			“Why do you stay here?” said Marcia.

			“It’s the place,” he said slowly. “It gets hold of you. The river, the lanes, the woods, the little church, the village, the red roofs among the trees. We fell in love with it the first day we saw it and we can’t tear it out of our hearts.” He smiled. “So we swallow Miss Mitcham for its sake. We love our rosy apple and try to forget the maggot at its heart. When we get a specially nasty taste we go up to town for a week or two. We can always do that. Then we feel homesick for the country and come back, you know. I shall never forget my first sight of it. It was on a summer evening. It looked so beautiful, and so good. It isn’t good, of course. It’s full of the greatest sin of all—the sin against the Holy Ghost.”

			“What is the sin against the Holy Ghost? I’ve often wondered.”

			“Living a life that isn’t real. Saying things you don’t mean. Doing things because people expect you to do them. Living without purpose from moment to moment, visionless, hypocritical, futile.”

			His expression changed, and a smile flitted over his face.

			“You’ll be amused if I tell you something.”

			“What?”

			“We went to tea to Miss Mitcham’s on Tuesday. It was before I heard about her latest invention, of course.” She laughed.

			“Whatever made you go there?”

			“She sent in a message. Said that she was having a little tea party and would we excuse the short notice because she hadn’t known we’d returned. I wanted to say ‘no.’ We always say ‘no.’ But Molly said it would be amusing and insisted on going.”

			“Was it amusing?”

			“In a way.”

			“Who was there?”

			“Several people. The only ones I remember are Lady Dewhurst and your next-door neighbour.”

			“Miss West?”

			“Yes.”

			He smoked meditatively for some minutes, and then said dreamily: “Molly and I were a tiny bit out of the limelight, you know. It was all concentrated on her.”

			“Limelight?”

			“Oh, nothing complimentary. I felt it as soon as she came into the room.”

			“They don’t like her, do they? What did you think of her?”

			“She’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

			“She’s considered plain here.”

			He nodded as though in some way satisfied. “She would be. She wouldn’t look at all well on a magazine cover or on a chocolate-box lid. She would be considered plain—in Leadon Hill.”

			Into Marcia’s heart had crept that little pain of anxiety. Her feeling of responsibility for this girl surprised her. “Do tell me what happened,” she said. “What did she say?”

			“She didn’t say much at first. She just sat there. That was enough. They tried to ignore her. They went on talking about how much ought to be charged for the loan of the piano in the Church Hall or something like that. Then someone asked her what she’d been doing that morning and it all came out. It appeared that she’d been to see some old woman in Lilac Cottages. The old woman had promised to come to char and hadn’t turned up, and she’d promised her housekeeper to call about it. Well, you know Lilac Cottages, don’t you? They’re the prettiest group of cottages in the village, but they let in the rain and they only have one waste closet between the three of them—an unsanitary affair somewhere in the common yard at the back. They have to fetch their water from a common pump, too. There were too many people in all the rooms, and a woman there had just had a baby and the baby had died. You know all about it, of course. Behind their picturesque little windows and hollyhocks and climbing roses and honeysuckle, Lilac Cottages are nothing but a filthy slum. Well, this girl held forth about it. She said that it was a disgrace, that whoever owned them ought to be ashamed. That she didn’t know how anyone could eat or sleep or live with the knowledge that they were responsible for housing human beings in sheds fit only for animals. She said that whoever owned them ought to spend their last penny if necessary on rebuilding them. She said that the owner was directly responsible for that child’s death—have you ever seen her really wrought up?”

			“No.”

			“She’s magnificent. Like a goddess enraged. Of course she didn’t know that Lady Dewhurst owns them. I watched her ladyship’s face. It slowly froze—till it was absolutely frigid. Of course, no one told her then that Lady Dewhurst owned them. Somebody tactfully changed the conversation and it returned to the question of the hire of the Church Hall piano and everyone gradually recovered from their paralyses. But Lady Dewhurst will never forgive her. The girl’s done for herself. What made her come here?”

			“She wants to see life in an English country village.”

			He gave a short bitter laugh.

			“Well, she’ll see it all right—God help her!”

			III

			Marcia gave her promised tennis party the next week. She invited the Elliotts, Gerald, Freda and Helen. Only Freda declined, on the score of a previous engagement. Marcia had passed her the day before just outside the village with Sir Geoffrey in his two-seater. Marcia thought that she looked flushed and happy but in some way worn. She was losing that look of untouched youth . . .

			The children were excited about the party. Miss Black was to stay at The Hawthorns for the whole day. Timmy pleaded to be allowed to be fagger-in-chief of tennis balls. No one disputed the position with him. Hugo was beginning to consider fagging tennis balls beneath his dignity, and Moyna, as ever, aped Hugo’s attitude. She had difficulty in concealing from Hugo her delight in the new dress that Marcia had made for her and which she was to wear for the first time at the party. Moyna was always torn between her innate love of pretty clothes and Hugo’s stern contempt for them.

			The Elliotts arrived first. Molly Elliott was Irish and had been a famous beauty in her girlhood. She was tall and thin and graceful. She had had in her girlhood a beautiful complexion, but though she was not yet fifty, ill-health had drained her face of its glowing colour and marked it already with tiny criss-cross lines. Her eyes, however, were the eyes of her girlhood, beautiful, impudent Irish eyes that laughed and danced and mocked. She had a curious habit of blinking them at you almost perpetually as she talked. Her hair had been a glorious auburn, but it was faded now, though there was little grey in it. Her lips were like her eyes, mocking and impudent and full of gallant courage.

			“I’ve given up playing tennis years ago, Mrs. Faversham,” she said. “I’ve only come to chaperone Hugh. I hope you’ve got someone nice for him to flirt with.”

			“Well, the resources of Leadon Hill aren’t large, you know,” said Marcia. “I’ve got Olive Legarde and Miss West.”

			“Ah, but who will my rivals be?” said Mr. Elliott. “Only Gerald Croombs.”

			“It’s all right, darling,” said his wife, “Gerald and Olive always go together. You shall have Miss West.”

			“I don’t know,” he said, with mock moodiness. “These attractive young females always have someone in the background, you know. It’s inevitable. You put in hours of work over them and just begin to think you’re really making a little headway and then they confide in you the story about the lover who waits for them in the dear old village home . . . No, I don’t think I’ll risk breaking Miss West’s heart or my own. I’ll remain faithful to Moyna. I’ve been in love with Moyna ever since I knew her and I won’t throw her over. Moyna!”

			Moyna bounded across the lawn. Her bare knees looked smooth and brown and sturdy beneath the soft white dress, her little face beneath its dark bobbed hair very round and chubby.

			“Moyna darling, you’ll look after me this afternoon, won’t you? I always feel lonely at parties if no one looks after me.”

			“Of course I will,” she said. “I’ll take care of you lots.”

			“I’m jealous,” said Molly Elliott, with her flashing smile. “Where’s Hugo?”

			Hugo was watching her covertly from the other end of the lawn. Hugo admired her immensely. Molly Elliott, true to her nationality, had ‘a touch of the blarney.’ She flattered shamelessly. It was part of her charm.

			“Come on, Hugo, me darlin’,” she said, with that touch of the brogue she could adopt at will and make so adorable. “Come and tell me all you’ve been doing with yourself. I’m coming to watch your next cricket match just to see you get your century.”

			Then Olive and Gerald arrived. Gerald had overtaken her on the way. It seemed quite natural that they should arrive together. They had been together at all the village functions lately. Everyone looked on their engagement as a certainty. They sat down with the others at the end of the lawn. Both were rather silent, rather pale. But where Molly Elliott was, other people’s silence was not noticeable.

			Marcia watched Olive covertly. In the strong sunlight there seemed suddenly to be something sinister in that strange pallor of eyes and skin and hair. And she decided that whatever it was that the girl’s manner hid, it was nothing negligible; it was something that must sooner or later be reckoned with.

			Then Helen appeared. She seemed to appear with startling suddenness from behind the trees. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Is it very rude? I came through my little door in the wall. Ought I to have gone round to the front door as it’s a ceremonious occasion?”

			As she stood there, her eyes and lips just touched with her faint fugitive smile, she dominated the scene. Everyone else seemed suddenly to fade into insignificance. There was something richly magnificent about her whole appearance. And yet, in spite of the magnificence, she suggested youth —youth unsullied and defenceless. She came across to them and greeted the other visitors. Timmy had left Miss Black and gone to her at once, slipping his hand into hers with a little radiant smile. A scowl had come into Hugo’s handsome face at her appearance. She evidently had met and liked the Elliotts and the Elliotts evidently liked her. Molly Elliott was big-hearted. She had never grudged charm and beauty to other women.

			“How’s the studio getting on?” she said.

			“It’s finished,” said Helen. “You must all come through and see it before you go. We finished everything today.”

			“Now haven’t you enjoyed planning it far more than you’ll enjoy it when it’s planned?” said Mrs. Elliott, blinking her beautiful eyes and with that suspicion of mischief in her lips that they held even at their most innocent remarks.

			The girl considered this gravely.

			“In a way,” she said at last. “Planning anything like that is thrilling. One feels, I suppose, a tiny hint of what God must have felt when He made the world.”

			“Don’t say things like that before Hugh,” said Mrs. Elliott, with her flashing smile. “He’ll only use it in a book. He’s making a note of it now.”

			Gradually they sorted themselves into groups. Helen, Miss Black and Timmy went to the other end of the lawn. Olive and Gerald sat together a little distance from the Elliotts and Marcia. A few weeks ago this would have been all Gerald could have asked of life. He would have been enraptured just to sit near Olive, to hear the sound of her voice; to listen to those noble sentiments that had come as such a welcome change from the conversation of the other inhabitants of Leadon Hill. But now he hardly knew whether she were talking or not. Once or twice he answered her at random. His eyes were fixed on the girl at the other end of the lawn. He had only to look at her for that strange thrill to pass through every nerve of his body. His eyes feasted on her, eager not to miss any change in posture, any turn of her head. He could just hear her voice though he could not catch the words. Her voice too played on his nerves. Its cadences were hauntingly beautiful. To look at her thus, to listen to her thus, was ecstasy and pain almost intolerable. He had no thought for past or future. He lived only in the sight of her strange beauty, the sound of her voice.

			“Gerald,” said Olive, “I’ve got that copy of Emerson I said I’d get. We must read it aloud in our wood. You’ll enjoy it. There’s a lot in it that we’ve already thought about and discussed.”

			He hated her voice for drowning that other. He answered abruptly without looking at her.

			“Yes.”

			She went on talking about Emerson, her pale face devoid, as usual, of expression, her pale eyes fixed on his face . . .

			Hugo and Moyna and Mrs. Elliott had gone to the end of the garden to feed the rabbits. Hugo was radiantly happy. Mrs. Elliott was treating him as though he were a man, flattering him skilfully, openly admiring his prowess and looks, highly amused at him and herself.

			Mr. Elliott and Marcia lay back lazily in their chairs. “Have you begun another novel?” said Marcia.

			“Yes.”

			“What sort?”

			“The inevitable. A love story.”

			“Why inevitable? Why are all novels love stories?”

			He lit a cigarette and then said:

			“Because love is the one emotion common to every class and race and age. It links humanity together. To live, literature, like art, must deal with the essential.”

			“What does that mean exactly?” said Marcia.

			“Well, a painting of an agricultural machine, for instance, however perfect, can’t be art. But a painting of a horse at the plough can be. A picture of a child at its mother’s breast can be art; one of a child sucking a patent feeding bottle can’t be. The subject of a novel or a picture should be something that links humanity together down the ages and across the globe, something whose emotion could have touched the ages of the past and will touch the ages of the future. One can weep at the Trojan Women or the Antigone today. They’ll still hold their appeal in two thousand years to come. It’s because they deal with the essential, with human nature as it always will be, with problems that manhood has always had to face and will always have to face. Of course, love isn’t the only emotion common to all the ages. But it’s the obvious one.”

			There was a short silence during which his eyes wandered over to the other end of the lawn where Helen sat. “An Italian artist of the Renaissance could have painted her,” he said slowly. “Leonardo could have caught her smile. No modern artist could. She makes that other girl—Olive Legarde—look more colourless than ever, doesn’t she?”

			“Don’t you like Olive Legarde?”

			He shrugged his shoulders. “I know nothing about her except that she’s in love with Gerald Croombs.”

			Marcia started. “Do you think she is?” she asked. “Everyone knows, of course, that he’s in love with her.”

			Mr. Elliott’s eyes went from Gerald to Helen, and back from Helen to Gerald. His thin lips twisted into an enigmatical smile. “Do they?” he said. “Well, we’re being very lazy—what about your tennis?”

			Timmy ‘fagged’ till he was so hot and tired that Marcia sent him in to rest. Hugo and Moyna had disappeared at the end of the first set, and at the end of the second set all the balls were lost. Two or three had gone over the wall of The Chestnuts.

			“I’ll get them,” said Helen and went quickly through the door in the wall. Gerald hesitated a minute, then followed her. He had seen Olive and Mr. Elliott turn to search the border by the lawn.

			His heart seemed to miss a beat as he entered the garden . . . her garden. He held his breath, feeling as though he were trespassing on holy ground. Every bush, every flower in the garden was endowed with the magic of her ownership, her presence. He lifted his eyes to the windows of the house, then lowered them hastily. He wanted to kneel in worship with closed eyes and lowered head . . . She had turned to him with that calm, direct, proud gaze he remembered so well.

			“They’re here . . .” she said.

			His heart was beating unevenly. He was panic-stricken. He felt a dull flush creeping over his face. Her nearness enveloped him with a suffocating ecstasy. He wished his heart would not beat so, his knees tremble so. He could say nothing. She was speaking again—such a cool, unimpassioned voice—her words like little mountain winds—fresh, untainted.

			“Would you like to see the studio?” she said.

			“Yes.” He hated himself for his gaucheness and awkwardness.

			“It’s just here.”

			He was aware of a wooden building just behind the trees. He could not have described it afterwards. He followed her into it. It was not large. There were an easel and a table in the middle of the room, some chairs, a mirror on the wall . . . He saw it through a mist. His pulses were pounding in his ears. He knew it now. His heart sang it. His whole being chanted it. He loved her. He loved her with every fibre and particle of his being. He loved her so much that he could have died for her, willingly, gladly died for her there where he stood. He worshipped her. Life without her would be intolerable, unliveable. He had forgotten Olive already, forgotten that pale feeling of respect and admiration and—escape, that he had mistaken for love. He had never loved before. He felt love now—a consuming flame, a scorching agony, a heaven and a hell. And he felt that he must know, must know now, at once, whether he had come too late. For if he had come too late he might as well die . . .

			“Do you like it?” she was saying. “It gets all the morning sun. Look at this mirror. It’s one of my greatest treasures.” He didn’t care about that. “You—you lived in Italy, didn’t you?” he said.

			She nodded.

			“All my life till now.”

			“You had—lots of friends in Italy?”

			It sounded inane. He knew that it sounded inane. And he couldn’t even keep his voice steady. This torment that was killing him—her face, her eyes, her voice . . .

			She shook her head. “I knew no one but my father’s friends.”

			His heart sang paeans of rejoicing. Perhaps he hadn’t come too late, then. Perhaps he hadn’t come too late. He stood devouring her with his eyes, eager, worshipping, his love shining in his face. He didn’t know how his whole being proclaimed his secret. He didn’t know how vital and young and handsome he looked as he stood looking at her . . . They gazed at each other in a silence that seemed to both of them timeless . . . They hardly breathed. The world had ceased. The colour faded slowly from her cheeks.

			Then she spoke quickly, breathlessly. “Shall we go back?” she said. “We’ve found the balls, you know.”

			IV

			The others were sitting beneath the tree when they returned. Gerald was conscious of a sudden fear that everyone must know what he was feeling, that his face must be telling his secret of love and ecstasy to the world, that no one could look at him and—not know. He glanced at Helen. She was calm and serene as she always was. So were they all. He was conscious of a little shock of surprise—as if an earthquake had come and gone and left the earth as it found it, smooth and unbroken. He felt uncomfortably that Olive’s eyes were piercing through and through him, tearing his secret from him. Yet when he looked at her she was looking away from him as though she had not seen him return to the garden.

			“There were only three balls over the fence, weren’t there?” he said, and to his amazement found that his voice was steady. “We found three.”

			Olive threw him a blank, veiled look.

			“Yes, we found the others here,” she said.

			Gerald drew up a chair for Helen and sat on the ground between Helen and Olive.

			“Go on, Mr. Elliott,” said Olive.

			Mr. Elliott gave an apologetic smile.

			“It’s a depressing subject to have got on to,” he said.

			“What is it?” said Gerald.

			“It’s something Molly and I are working for and begging for. Russian children émigrés; you don’t know the straits some of those children—mere babies—are reduced to. There are heart-breaking stories. Molly’s cousin is in charge of a school for them, but they’ve no money to carry on. They can get workers but no money. People won’t give. They’re so muddle-headed. They say, ‘Russians . . . Oh, no. I’m not going to help the Bolsheviks.’ And these poor child victims of the Bolsheviks starve—or worse.”

			There was a silence. Then Olive spoke.

			“I can’t bear to think of children suffering,” she said in an unsteady voice. “The war hardened us to think of men suffering, but—not children . . . I can’t bear it. It’s too terrible . . .”

			Her voice died away. Marcia had a conviction that though the words were said to Hugh Elliott, they were meant for Gerald. They held some appeal that only he could understand. And they were words that would have thrilled him with tenderness for her a few weeks ago. Now he felt only a faint exasperation, a faint distaste. The other girl’s silence made Olive’s words seem a futility, a desecration.

			There was silence again.

			Then Mr. Elliott gave a short laugh, a laugh that held neither mirth nor bitterness.

			“Sorry to have brought a skeleton to the feast,” he said. “What about another set?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			I

			Freda and Sir Geoffrey sped along the country roads. Sir Geoffrey prided himself upon being a reckless driver. He kept an accurate record of the number of hens he had killed.

			“All right, kid?” he said.

			They had left the village and he put out an arm for her carelessly. She nestled against him, the now familiar mixture of fear and happiness at her heart.

			“We’re not going back till tonight,” he said; “that all right?”

			“Oh, yes,” she said, with unconvincing sang-froid. “I had an invitation to a stuffy village tennis party for this afternoon, but I refused it.”

			“Where?”

			“That Mrs. Faversham’s—The Hawthorns. Gerald was going and that Miss West was going.”

			“Miss West?”

			“She’s taken The Chestnuts next to Mrs. Faversham.”

			“Oh, that girl . . . Yes, I believe I heard something about her. I’m learning a damned lot about this village these days. I’ve never stayed in it so long before, since I got old enough to have a bit of sense . . . You know why that is, kiddie, don’t you?”

			He gave her a rough, careless squeeze. She surrendered herself to the bliss of it, fighting down her apprehension.

			She had been meeting him and going out with him, sometimes publicly, sometimes secretly, for nearly a fortnight now. At first it had brought her only a palpitating joy and pride. It filled all the emptiness of her empty little mind. She was the heroine of every novelette she had ever read of the ‘From Cottage to Castle’ type. Her future of wealth and power seemed assured. She whispered the magic words ‘Lady Dewhurst’ to herself every night. She postured before her looking glass in an imaginary court gown and Paris creations. And that, of course, was all very well as far as it went. She loved the covert flirtation, the glances, the whispered endearments, the furtive hand squeezes. But that wasn’t all. She had begun half unconsciously to dread the occasions when she would be left alone with him for longer than the time demanded by a little secret flirtation. There had been as yet no hint of anything to shock her schoolgirl morality. That would at this point have put an end to the affair and probably he knew it. All her novelette heroines had been severely, aggressively moral. As a matter of fact, Freda herself was unsophisticated enough not even to have considered in her own mind any ending to the romance except the fashionable wedding in Leadon Hill Church with herself the beautiful girl bride and Sir Geoffrey the bridegroom. But—and the ‘but’ had only appeared lately—the caresses that were so delicious in semi-public had become burdensome in private. Sir Geoffrey was almost a prisoner in the village. His private resources had temporarily run out and his mother for the present was refusing to supplement them. To while away the time he had begun covertly to ‘fool around’, as he put it to himself, with Freda Croombs. She was a nice, pretty little thing, a bit of a fool, the sort of girl who took what one gave her and demanded nothing more. She giggled at his jokes, never resented anything he said, indulged in the rather pointless ‘back chat’ type of conversation that he found so effortless and, for a time, so amusing. But gradually he was, in his own way, falling in love with her. In his own way. It must be admitted that it was no great honour for a girl to stir the emotion in Sir Geoffrey’s breast that he dignified by the name of love.

			Freda was not naturally passionate. The roughness of his caresses, the breathless lengthiness of his kisses began to frighten her. He showed her no respect or consideration. He saw her shrinking and it both irritated and amused him. He relied on a certain girlish modesty which prevented her from putting her objections into words. She only shrank from him, ineffectually enough, terrified of losing him, never daring actually to break from his embrace. But the poison was now definitely there at the heart of her pleasure.

			II

			They stopped at a wayside inn for lunch. Two other couples were having lunch there, so their flirtation had perforce to take the form that Freda preferred—the form of amorous glances, secret pressure of hands and foot, the battledore and shuttlecock of repartee.

			He looked at her with his little close-set eyes, one manicured finger stroking his tiny moustache. She looked lovely enough—with her bright dewy eyes, her creamy skin rose-flushed, her mouth like a sleeping child’s. Her golden hair was curled in little clusters over her ears. A broad-brimmed hat threw a bewitching shade over her face. He looked at her with slow, gloating approval and she returned the look. She was proud of his appearance. She would rather have had a man like this, perfectly groomed and tailored, wearing the latest in spats and waistcoats, than a more handsome man not so well dressed. She loved to think that everyone who saw him knew at once that he was ‘someone.’ She always kept on her gloves in public so that people should think they were married or engaged. After all, it was only a question of time . . .

			“Damn nice run, wasn’t it?” he said, and added, “damn nice run with a damned nice girl.”

			Her lips curved into the rather foolish smile he liked.

			“You are a dreadful man,” she said, “you do use awful language.”

			“Oh,” he said, ogling her. “I thought you liked me . . . Don’t you?”

			She tossed her head coquettishly. “I wonder,” she said.

			One of the other couples was watching them with interest. This was what she liked—this flirtation of words and looks, with no fear of those sudden violent embraces she hated so. She was glad the other couples were there. They were a safeguard . . .

			He caught her hand in his under the table and squeezed it. “Say you love me,” he said.

			She made a pretence of trying to pull her hand away, but he held it fast as she meant him to.

			“You’re quite nice,” she said, returning his smile, then lowering her eyes.

			“You haven’t finished,” he said. “You’ve got to say, “I love you.”

			“Have I?”

			“Yes. If you don’t, I’ll kiss you here, with everyone looking.”

			“I love you.”

			“You sweet kid . . . Let’s have cold lamb, shall we? They always have damned good lamb here.”

			Something of the radiance of her smile clouded over. Always . . . Had he been here often with other girls? Naively she voiced her suspicions.

			“How many times have you been here, and with how many girls?” she said pertly.

			Her jealousy amused him. But he was willing to humour her.

			“Only with one that counts,” he said, his eyes devouring her, his lips curved into an oily smile beneath his small moustache. “I’ve only been here once with the sweetest kid in all the world.”

			“Who was she?” she asked coyly.

			He snatched at her gloved hand that lay on the table.

			“Look in the glass,” he said.

			She slapped at his hand playfully. “Don’t be so silly,” she said, blissfully happy.

			Then the waiter brought their cold lamb. Sir Geoffrey, in spite of his slimness, had a good appetite.

			“Damned good!” he commented as he ate.

			“What are we going to do this afternoon?” she said. Sir Geoffrey ordered whisky-and-soda.

			“Go for a walk,” he said, “but,” with his unpleasant ingratiating grin, “not too much walking, eh? I know some woods here down by the river. We’ll go there.”

			Her happiness clouded over. She’d rather have gone on in his car. She felt in some way safer in his car on the high roads.

			“Why not go on in the car?” she said.

			He drained his glass.

			“Why?” he said. “Why not a walk in the woods?”

			He watched her with a slightly malicious smile. He knew her objection, and knew too that she would not put it into words.

			“I’m feeling lazy. I don’t want to walk.”

			“Oh, we won’t walk much. Perhaps you’d rather have gone to that tea party?”

			She tossed her head and laughed.

			“Of course I would. I only came with you out of kindness.”

			“You cheeky kid . . . Let’s have cherry tart and cream, shall us?”

			“Damned good, I suppose,” she said, tilting her chin.

			He roared with laughter. He was drinking his third whisky-and-soda.

			His words about Mrs. Faversham’s tennis party had started a train of thought in her mind.

			“Did you say you’d met that Miss West from The Chestnuts?” she said.

			“Saw her on the Green yesterday,” he said.

			He was sharp enough in his own way. He saw the trend of her question. And again her naive jealousy amused him. He could not resist the temptation to tease her. There had always been a streak of cruelty in him.

			“Most people think her awfully plain,” she went on in an elaborately casual voice.

			“Do they?”

			“Gerald thinks she’s beautiful.”

			“Does he?”

			The waiter brought their tart. She was silent. He saw her childish lips pouting and smiled to himself.

			“What do you think?” she said suddenly.

			He pretended not to know what she meant.

			“Think? What about?”

			She flushed. “About Miss West.”

			“I haven’t thought much about it.”

			“Do you think she’s pretty?”

			“She’s a handsome girl.”

			She looked frightened, unhappy. Oh, she couldn’t bear to lose him—and to lose him to that girl whom everyone said was so wicked. In spite of her fear of him she couldn’t bear to lose him, to see her fairy palace razed to the ground.

			“She’s been a model to artists,” she blurted out sulkily. “She’ll have seen a bit of life, then,” he teased, “that ought to make her interesting.”

			She leant back in her chair almost in tears, leaving her tart unfinished.

			“I didn’t know you liked girls like that,” she said unsteadily. She was a lovely, sulky child. He was delighted in her.

			“Oh, I do,” he said.

			Her lips quivered slightly.

			“I don’t know why—why you ever—cared for me, then,” she said. “I’m not like that.”

			He decided to stop teasing her.

			“Because you’re adorable,” he said. “They’ve all gone. Give me a kiss, quick, before that damned old fool comes in for the plates.”

			Glowing with suddenly restored happiness, she gave him one of the furtive hurried kisses she so much enjoyed. He laughed.

			“You’re a pretty little idiot, aren’t you?” he said.

			She shrugged her shoulders, half displeased.

			“I’ll go home if you talk like that.”

			“I’ll drown myself in the river if you do.”

			She blushed and laughed. The waiter came in with the cheese and they were silent. The man fixed his eyes on her and pressed her foot beneath the table. She lowered her gaze, her eyes dancing demurely.

			He drank off another glass of whisky-and-soda.

			“I don’t want any cheese or coffee,” he said, “do you?”

			“No, thank you.”

			“Well, let’s go to the wood.”

			She rose, her heart a-flutter with bliss and fear.

			III

			They walked in silence along the narrow footpath in the wood. The beech trees above them held the sunshine in a green haze. The air in the wood was fragrant, cool and dewy. His arm was round her and she nestled happily against him. She loved this—the feeling of his arm about her, the faint smell of tweed and tobacco that always came from him. He bent his head and kissed her slowly and gently on the lips. It sent a thrill through every nerve of her body.

			“Do you love me?” he said. She closed her eyes as he kissed her again.

			“I love you,” she whispered.

			“Let’s sit down here,” he said. She sat with him beneath a tall beech tree and looked about her.

			“Isn’t it pretty?” she said.

			“Isn’t it?” he said, looking at her meaningly.

			For once she did not respond. She wanted a respite from lovemaking. His kiss had thrilled her, but she was afraid of more. She was treading blindfolded a dangerous path, and dimly she sensed its danger. She was without the safeguards that a more careful upbringing can give a girl. Her instincts were right, but her mind was empty except of vanity. It was fertile ground for poisonous weeds.

			“I’d like to have some of those blue flowers,” she said, trying to hide her nervousness.

			He laughed. “You don’t think I’m going to pick flowers for you, do you?” he said.

			She tossed her head.

			“Why not?”

			“I’m not going to waste precious time picking flowers for you when I might be kissing you,” he said. “Come on . . . Give me a kiss.”

			“I’ve kissed you enough.”

			“What do you think I brought you here for? To talk about the view and pick flowers? Because if you did, you’re damn well mistaken.”

			He took her in his arms and drew her to him, kissing her with rough passion on the lips. The soft velvet of her lips and cheeks always went to his head. And he had had more than enough to drink. He held her to him and kissed her so roughly that she could scarcely breathe. He had never been quite like this before. His breath smelt strongly of whisky. Something about him made her think of a wild animal . . .

			She struggled in his grasp. He held her still more tightly.

			A frenzy came over her and she fought with blind fury, striking out at him, pushing him away, panting and gasping for breath. He let her go and stood looking at her, a red mark across his cheek where she had struck him.

			“How dare you kiss me like that!” she said, sobbing. She was beside herself with fear and fury. “Don’t ever touch me again. I hate you.”

			He had paled with anger. She stood before him, her fresh daintiness disordered, her face red, her hat awry.

			“I hate you,” she repeated. “I want to go home. Take me home.”

			“Certainly,” he said curtly, and turning on his heel walked down the path out of the wood.

			She followed, still sobbing, terrified and miserable.

			He held open the door of the car for her. She got in, trying to subdue her sobs, her heart a tumult of anger and black misery.

			He drove her home in stony silence.

			IV

			She ran upstairs to her bedroom. She was glad that her mother and Gerald were out. She flung herself upon her bed and sobbed hysterically. She cried till her head was aching. Then she got up and began to tidy herself. Her mother must not see her like this, must not know what was the matter. Always before this she had liked to have her mother as an audience for her tears and scenes. But now, for the first time, she must hide all traces from her mother. Her face flamed at the thought of confiding in her mother. She couldn’t. She daren’t. She’d be ashamed. She made a more conscious effort to control herself than she had ever made in her life before. She had heard Gerald come back from his tennis party some time ago. She changed her dress, bathed her face and did her hair. She looked at her face critically in the glass. She looked pale, but on the whole no one would guess. Fortunately her face soon lost all traces of tears.

			She went slowly downstairs. Gerald stood in the drawing-room in his tennis flannels, staring dreamily out of the window. He turned as she entered. Just lately he and Freda had got on better together. She had seemed happy and good tempered. They had had childish jokes, pleasant conversation about nothing in particular. But now—Gerald saw at once that she looked different. He knew that she had been out with Sir Geoffrey. There had been a tiny feeling of uneasiness about her in his heart all day, beneath the flaming joy of his own love—perhaps because of the flaming joy of his own love.

			“Had a good time?” she said.

			“Yes, thanks.”

			“Usual crowd there?”

			There was a sneer in her voice.

			“I suppose so.”

			She looked shockingly pale. But surely—he needn’t worry about her. Surely her mother could be trusted to take care of her.

			“Are you feeling all right, Free? You look a bit off colour.”

			He had a suspicion that her lips quivered before she answered.

			“Yes, I’m all right,” she said.

			He didn’t know, though—his mother was a bit blind. On an impulse he said:

			“Free, I don’t know that I’d see too much of that Dewhurst fellow if I were you. He’s a bit of a rotter, I believe.”

			She turned on him, livid with fury, giving vent to her pent-up emotion in a storm of anger.

			“Mind your own business,” she cried. “I hate you—you and your beastly Olive. ”

			She was gone, running upstairs and slamming her bedroom door.

			Gerald stood where he was, staring moodily at the carpet. Olive . . . well, that taunt didn’t work now . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			I

			The fête that was the great social event of Leadon Hill took place the next week. It was held in The Hall grounds and the proceeds went to what was vaguely referred to as ‘Charity.’ It was a dignified fête, refusing to allow such democratic institutions as coconut shies or donkey rides or roundabouts. There were the usual stalls of fancy and household articles, a sweet stall and an ices stall. Tea was served on the terrace and Lady Dewhurst’s footmen, looking very haughty and aloof, stood behind trestle tables and poured the tea out of large silver urns. The elite of the village, who had been guests at the garden party, were stallholders, and a jostling crowd of tradespeople, farmers, farm labourers, and their families shining with cleanliness and wearing their best clothes, seethed round the stalls and competition tents.

			Marcia and Mrs. Elliott and Helen presided at one of the fancy stalls. The arrangement had been made by Marcia and she suspected that in the eyes of the village there was something significant in it. Eyes watched curiously Lady Dewhurst’s greeting of Helen. The story of Helen’s criticism of Lilac Cottages had gone round the village. Lady Dewhurst’s greeting was short and frigid. She inclined her head haughtily, hardly looking at the girl, then turned at once with a welcoming smile to the next arrival, who happened to be Mrs. Langley. Never had Mrs. Langley met with such graciousness at The Hall. She blushed and smiled effusively in return. Lady Dewhurst was not sure that the person from The Chestnuts was not hovering round to speak to her and so she stood in obviously friendly and confidential conversation with Mrs. Langley to teach the person a lesson. Mrs. Langley was almost—but not quite— speechless with bliss. To see that frigid greeting that had hitherto been reserved for her given to someone else . . . to be greeted by her ladyship as an old friend . . .

			“Such a pity, isn’t it?” she said in a breathless whisper. “I mean a pity that Miss West should have come here. She’s not really—congenial.”

			“Congenial!” was rather a good word . . .

			“I’m afraid,” said Lady Dewhurst, with a deep sigh, “I’m afraid that you are right, Mrs. Langley.”

			She spoke sadly, as one who sorrows over the sins of the human race, but there was friendship and confidence in her tone. It intimated that the old quarrel was forgotten, that she was ready to treat the vicar’s wife as a friend if not an equal on this common ground of disapproval of another. The vicar’s wife had shown herself right-minded on the subject of this person who had dared to insult Lady Dewhurst in person. She stayed talking pleasantly with her for a few minutes about the weather and the prospects of the fête, then moved on with a pleasant smile. Mrs. Langley felt as if her pride and happiness were almost more than she could bear, but she made a Spartan effort to control them. Everyone had been watching. Everyone must have seen. She tried to compress her lips into just an ordinarily pleasant smile, as though she were quite accustomed to being treated thus by the Lady of The Hall.

			She met Mr. Elliott as she turned away from her hostess and smiled at him pleasantly. She was feeling pleased with herself and everyone else. Her ladyship’s greeting had had an almost intoxicating effect upon her.

			“How do you do?” she said, with a conscious but not very successful imitation of Lady Dewhurst’s manner. “Lovely day, isn’t it?”

			“Isn’t it?” said Mr. Elliott, with a slight twinkle in his grey eyes. “We always seem to be favoured on these occasions. I suppose the God of the weather approves of the cause.”

			“That’s right,” said Mrs. Langley graciously, and added, “Did you have a nice holiday?”

			“Splendid, thanks.”

			“We’re going away soon. Mr. Langley needs a rest. He works so hard, you know.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“We haven’t quite settled. We went to the Isle of Wight when I was queer last year, and it did me no end of good. I like somewhere with something going on, you know. I’m fond of the pictures and a good theatre, and I like views.”

			“Views?” said Mr. Elliott.

			“Yes, views. There was a lovely view where we went last year. A sort of glen with a waterfall, and in the season they had it lit up at nights—electric lights among the trees and by the water, you know. It looked beautiful!”

			A slight flicker passed over Mr. Elliott’s thin face, but he made no comment.

			“Well, goodbye,” she ended with a bright smile, and passed on to where Alfred sat at one of the little tea tables on the terrace.

			“Did you see Lady Dewhurst talking to me?” she said, trying not to sound excited.

			“No, dear. What did she say?” said the Rev. Alfred, secretly wondering when they were going to serve tea.

			“Nothing much. She agreed with me about that Miss West, and she thinks it’s going to keep fine this afternoon. I do think she’s nice, Alfy. I think I’ve never really understood her till now.”

			“Oh, I’ve always thought she was nice,” said the Rev. Alfred, “when you get to know her, I mean. A bit stiff at first, of course. Oh, good! they’re bringing the tea.”

			Helen had returned to Marcia and Mrs. Elliott. Lady Dewhurst’s rebuff had been a public one and a very decided one. Marcia felt indignant, but evidently Helen did not. She only looked slightly bewildered. It was as if she had entered a world of unfamiliar creatures and were trying unsuccessfully to understand them.

			II

			Marcia took her to have tea early to avoid the rush and left Molly Elliott in charge of the stall. People watched Helen covertly as she passed through the crowd. They had been aware of her every movement since she entered the grounds. It was strange how she always formed the centre of any scene in which she took part, however humbly.

			The Rev. Alfred and his wife were still at a little table, but they had almost finished tea. The Rev. Alfred smiled at them and looked up and down Helen. Secretly he appreciated her beauty and style, but his rule was to follow the line of least resistance and agree with the majority.

			Miss Martyn, Miss Dulcie and Olive were sitting at a little table for five, and Miss Martyn signed graciously to Marcia and Helen to join them. Miss Martyn was in the middle of a discourse. She stopped for a moment as they took their places, then continued:

			“I’m talking about the Victorian age, Mrs. Faversham,” she said, with her precise accent and air of old-fashioned courtesy. “I read an article in The Times last week which contained a sneer at the education women received in the Victorian age. I wrote a letter to the editor in which I told him that we as girls read all the works of Sir Walter Scott, and I remember my dear father reading aloud to us the works of Mr. Dickens. The letter did not appear in print. I consider that The Times has changed very much since my young days. And not for the better.”

			There fell the gloomy silence that generally succeeded one of Miss Martyn’s speeches. Her oracular pronouncements made any comment or a change of subject banal.

			“I read the book reviews of The Times occasionally,” went on Miss Martyn after a pause, “and am aghast to find how popular is the so-called detective novel dealing with criminals. I know, of course, that such people exist and I deplore the fact with all my heart. If I could help them at all by reading about them I would willingly do so, but I cannot understand any Christian wishing to read such stories for entertainment or pleasure.”

			Again a stricken silence followed.

			Then Miss Dulcie rushed in where others feared to tread. “I remember, dear Letitia,” she said, fluttering happily—“I remember dear papa reading Mr. Dickens’ stories to us. And Aunt Anne read them to us, too, when we stayed with her. Do you remember dear Aunt Anne? She used her best china every day. Worth a fortune, too, it was. She washed it up herself after breakfast and tea in a cedarwood tub with silver hoops and dried it herself with a fine linen towel, and she’d never let anyone help her.”

			People usually began to look embarrassed when Miss Dulcie began to talk in her eager, fluttering, inconsequent way, and most of her remarks, like her sister’s, were received by her audience in silence. But Helen looked at her gravely.

			“I think my father’s mother must have been like your Aunt Anne,” she said. “He’s often told me about her. She, too, would never let her maids wash her china. She washed it herself every day, too.”

			Miss Dulcie was delighted. She fluttered on happily, fixing admiring eyes on Helen.

			“How nice!” she said. “I’m sure you loved her. We loved Aunt Anne, you know. We used to stay with her sometimes on our way to school. We went to boarding school, you know, Letitia and I. They teach such different things in schools nowadays, don’t they? They used to teach us how to enter a room, and how to descend from a carriage, and write social letters. They don’t seem to teach those things nowadays, do they? But you must have learnt them, dear Miss West? You walk as if you’d learnt to. You don’t walk as girls walk nowadays. How I’d have liked to see you in a riding habit, dear Miss West, the sort of riding habit that ladies wore when I was young—you’d look so beautiful in it. You—”

			She caught sight of Olive. Olive was looking at her with a slow pitying smile that always threw her into a panic. She forgot exactly why it terrified her so, but it did terrify her.

			Something Olive had once said with just that smile. “Not you, auntie, you’re—different.” And ever since then Olive had only to smile like that and Miss Dulcie’s heart began to beat unsteadily and her breath come and go in vague unreasoning terror.

			Marcia missed Olive’s glance and smile. She was wondering what Miss Martyn thought of Helen. Miss Martyn never listened to village gossip. Marcia thought she read approval in the glance she turned upon the girl. Certainly she had the qualities whose absence Miss Martyn deplored in the modern girl. She had dignity, reticence, grace. Miss Dulcie’s sudden adoration of her was plain to see. Mr. and Mrs. Langley came along the terrace. Mrs. Langley was still radiant at the triumph she had won at this newcomer’s expense. They stopped and exchanged greetings with them. The Rev. Alfred was feeling vaguely eloquent after a very satisfactory tea of strawberries and cream and iced cakes.

			He looked across at the crowds around the stalls on the sunny lawn and sighed.

			“When one compares this gathering,” he said, “with the mere handful who attend our church on Sunday, it makes one think—it makes one think.”

			“What does it make one think, Mr. Langley?” said Miss Martyn rather severely. She disapproved of the Rev. Alfred.

			“It makes one think that one gives these people Christianity and yet they turn their backs upon the only true religion.”

			“Isn’t any religion that brings men nearer the truth a true religion?” said Helen.

			There was a short silence. Miss Martyn was the first to recover. Her grim face looked like some grotesque avenging angel’s.

			“What other religion, Miss West,” she said, “has ever brought men nearer the truth?”

			“Hasn’t Buddhism?” said Helen dreamily.

			Miss Martyn interrupted sternly.

			“You consider, then, Miss West, that Buddhism is a true religion?”

			“In so far as it has brought men nearer the truth,” said Helen.

			“If Buddhism is a true religion, what do you call Christianity?” said Mr. Langley severely.

			Helen spoke in her grave, detached, far-away voice. “Christianity is God’s latest and most complete revelation . . . Christianity surely has been as much distorted by the men who preached it as any other religion.”

			She had no conception of the significance of the conversation. She looked thoughtful and abstracted. She was gazing into space. Marcia seemed to catch faint echoes of discussions in that dim Florentine studio . . .

			Miss Martyn rose. Her lips were drawn together till little of them could be seen. She held her horselike head high.

			“If you’ll excuse me,” she said to the company, carefully avoiding Helen’s eyes and drawing back her skirts as if from something corrupting. She swept away. Miss Dulcie followed her, fluttering with unhappy bewilderment. The Langleys followed, Mrs. Langley smiling to herself.

			Then Helen stood up. “I’ll go and relieve Mrs. Elliott,” she said to Marcia. “Don’t hurry.”

			Marcia was left alone with Olive. She had felt the girl’s silent antagonism to Helen ever since they met. Now Olive turned her pale, masklike face to her and said:

			“She’s splendid, isn’t she, Mrs. Faversham? I do admire her so.”

			“Why do you say that?” said Marcia. “You don’t admire her.”

			Some strange emotion forced its way through the mask of the pale face. A slow flush crept over it. She rose and followed the others and Marcia was left alone.

			The strained relation between Miss Mitcham and Miss Martyn was of long standing, and it was unusual to see them standing together engaged in friendly conversation. Yet so Marcia found them a few minutes later. Heard what they were saying, too.

			Miss Martyn was speaking. “I disapprove of gossip, and I have refused to listen to gossip about her. But I heard what she said with my own lips. The girl’s practically an agnostic.”

			“I know,” said Miss Mitcham in her malicious little voice. “I’ve known that from the first day I saw her. But she’s rich. Mr. Langley says she gives anything he asks for to church funds.”

			“She’s a heretic,” said Miss Martyn through almost closed lips.

			Miss Dulcie wrung her thin ineffective little hands.

			“Oh, but she’s so sweet,” she almost sobbed, “so beautiful and so sweet, and so good.”

			III

			Mrs. Croombs and Freda were helping at the fancy stall. Freda looked white and listless. She had not seen or heard from Sir Geoffrey since he had brought her home in his care more than a week ago. She had had a wretched week. Each minute of it had seemed endless—a round of dull monotonous duties in her mother’s house, and pleasures that had seemed as dull and monotonous. No excitement, no thrill, and her life stretched aimlessly in front of her into infinity, bereft of all colour, all radiance. There seemed nothing left to live for. She missed him poignantly. She missed the ecstatic moments he had given her. She missed the thrill of his words and looks and touch. She forgot the deliberate roughness that had offended her. With him, all excitement and brightness seemed to have vanished from her life. She had never loved him till now, but she loved him now—now that she thought she had lost him—loved every line of his sallow face, every movement of his undersized, carefully tailored body. Her whole being ached for his kisses, for the feeling of his arms around her, his cheek upon hers. She remembered the smell of tobacco and tweeds that belonged to him and writhed in agony, lying awake through the night, her face pressed into her pillow, her hands clenched. She lost her brightness, her sparkle, her fresh girlish prettiness. She was pale and drooping and unbearably peevish. Her whole life was a revolt against what Fate had left her, a sickening longing for what she had flung aside.

			She had come to the fête with her mother simply on the chance of seeing him. He did not appear till it was nearly over, and then he passed her without looking at her, as though he had not seen her. He had seen her well enough. He had noted her pallor, her drooping aspect, the sudden feverish brightness of her eyes as he appeared. He went straight up to Helen West. He had not forgotten Freda’s little burst of jealousy. He greeted Helen as though she were an old friend, and Freda had torturing visions of Helen’s having already taken her place—meeting him in the evening lanes, driving with him in his two-seater, leaning against him in the shelter of his arm. She wanted to cry, to scream, to beat at that girl’s calm face with her hands and nails. He was sitting with Helen now well within her vision. They were talking together earnestly. He was amused at the success of his trick and complacent at the thought of his cleverness. He had wanted to make this girl of whom Freda was jealous talk to him like this in Freda’s sight and he had done it. He had heard the Lilac Cottages story. He was asking her to suggest improvements. The property was theoretically his. What did she think he ought to do about it? And she glowed into enthusiasm as she talked to him. He hardly heard what she said. His attention was all for Freda, whom, apparently, he had not seen. He was punishing her deliberately, secure in his power to bring her to heel as he had done before.

			She was watching his every movement. Her jealousy was like a physical agony, like a flame scorching her limbs. She was aware that Olive had come and sat down by her. She longed for comfort and sympathy. She forgot for the moment her old dislike.

			“She’s a—a hateful girl,” she said suddenly, in a little choking voice. There was silence; then Olive said gently:

			“Don’t you like her?”

			“No . . . do you?”

			And Olive’s answer came very gently and as from the far away. “No.”

			They sat together in silence for some time. There was a strange atmosphere of friendliness over them. Their old hostility seemed to have died, killed by a common hatred. Freda felt that she could endure the sight no longer. She must go home at once. She couldn’t bear it. The way he talked to that girl. The way he looked at her. It was driving her mad. She must go home and hide her shame and anger and misery. Surely no one could look at her face and not know what she felt. She was frightened of breaking down there—before everyone. She went across the lawn to her mother’s stall to tell her that she had a headache and was going home at once. But almost immediately he joined her there. He took up a cushion cover and said carelessly:

			“How much is this, Miss Croombs?”

			She could hardly see or speak. She felt dizzy. She made an effort and answered unsteadily:

			“Fifteen shillings.”

			He threw her a quick keen glance. He knew her feelings as well as if she had described them to him—or better. “I thought you were never going to speak to me again,” he said, as if surprised.

			She answered with a choking sob, pressing her handkerchief to her lips.

			“It’s rather a lot, isn’t it?” he said. “I think I’ll look for something cheaper.” Then, quite casually: “Would you care for a run tomorrow afternoon?”

			He was offering her his friendship again, offering her the bliss and torment of his lovemaking—on conditions. She understood well enough. If she went back to him now it was understood that it was on his terms, not hers. Even now she had an impulse to refuse his proffered forgiveness, to tear his love out of her heart. Some instinct whispered to her the wiser and the better course. But she dared not face the emptiness of her life without him. She had never learnt to fill her life with wholesomeness. She had learnt now to fill it with the glamour of his love and she could not bear to let it go.

			“Yes,” she breathed, hardly looking at him.

			“Two-thirty, then,” he said. “I’ll pick you up just outside the village.”

			He had generally done that. He liked to carry on his love affairs as circumspectly as possible.

			She felt a rush of ecstatic happiness and beneath it a heavy depression that she would not have acknowledged even to herself.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			I

			Helen came back from the fête alone. It was still very light and she decided on a walk in the woods. She was fond of walking. She missed the long walks that she had always taken with her father and François in Italy.

			She thought of François now. He and her father had been inseparable friends. From childhood she had looked upon François as her father’s brother almost, as a near relation anyway, and, since her father’s death, as her guardian. She had a sudden vision of François’ face: the keen eyes that held both tenderness and humour in their keenness, the mobile mouth behind the grey moustache and pointed beard—François with just-too-long curling hair he was so proud of, his absurdly large hats and velvet coats. She smiled unsteadily at the picture . . . She had been poignantly homesick since she came to Leadon Hill, but she had plenty of courage and she had fought against her homesickness. The memory of her father’s brave healthiness of spirit had made her struggle with all her might against any morbid excess of grief for him. He had met his death with cheerfulness and courage, and had wished her to meet it in the same spirit. And François’ anxiety that she should find happiness in this new life she had chosen had of itself inspired her with resolution. She would not disappoint him. She would justify herself and him. She had tried to fix her thoughts on the future instead of the past. She had faced her new life with eager hopefulness. She had never regretted her venture. Yet often beneath her courage she felt very sad. She missed her father and the old life more than she would have admitted, even to herself. And much in her new life seemed to mock and baffle her.

			There was a half-written letter to François on her writing-table.

			“You would love this place, François. I can’t describe the beauty of the woods, the lanes, and the meadows, and the English flowers and ferns that grow everywhere. Just beyond the village is what they call a common—miles of silver birches and bracken, and soon there will be heather stretching all over it like a purple sea. I am looking forward so much to seeing it in autumn, when the trees in the woods will turn to golden and brown and red. Some gipsies are camping on the common now. They are olive-skinned, with fat brown babies. They remind me of our Italians. I go long walks through the wood and think of you and father and all my old friends. I don’t quite understand the people here yet. They are different from you and father and the others. I don’t know what they think about, and that makes it hard to talk to them. But you warned me that people in England are reserved and that it takes a long time to come to know them. I am not impatient. But I miss you all very much. There is a little lame boy who lives in the next house whom I love very much and”—but the ‘and’ was crossed out. “I hope to go out to sketch this evening. The woods look beautiful in the evening, and if you climb the hill you can see the church tower and the red roofs of the village among the trees. There is nothing like the English trees. I have done one or two sketches that I would like you to see. Won’t you come over and pay me a visit? You could sketch here in the woods. They are very, very beautiful.”

			She read the letter through then, still holding it in her hand, and gazed unseeingly through the window where the garden lay rioting in June beauty. She was pondering that crossed-out ‘and.’ She had seen Gerald Croombs three times since that nebulous episode in the studio and each time it had been the same. Each time he had had that strangely disturbing effect on her. She felt bewildered. It was as though Life were bringing her something unasked, undesired, something terrifying. She thought with poignant regret of those uneventful days in the old Florentine studio—the work, the long walks, the endless abstract discussions she had listened to so intently night after night, as she sat like a statue in her corner by her father’s chair, the calm atmosphere of intellectual friendship, the happy protection of her father’s love . . .

			She finished the letter quickly.

			“I am going to sketch in the wood. Come over soon, François, and see my new home, and me.

			“HELEN.”

			II

			She took her sketching-block and set out for the woods, posting her letter at the little red pillar-box at the end of Acacia Road.

			She soon found the place she wanted, a path among the silver birches on ground that sloped down to a little stream. She took out her pencil and began to work.

			Then she saw Gerald. He had not known that she was in the wood. He had come out to ‘walk things out’ as he put it to himself, to find some ease for this passion of love and longing that had come upon him. He had not faced any of the practical questions involved. He had not considered whether he had any hope of winning her, or how or where they would live. At times he resisted, at times he yielded to the love for her that filled his heart. He had only to recall her image, the sound of her voice, to bring back the passionate surging ecstasy of his love. But he felt that the time had come to think things out, to straighten out the tangle of emotions that bewildered him. He had come to walk in the wood and—he found Helen. She looked up at him from her sketching.

			“Good evening,” she said calmly.

			“Good evening.” His heart was racing madly. “Are you busy?” he added foolishly.

			She seemed to motion him to a seat by her side on the mossy bank.

			“I’m trying to get the shadows on these trees,” she said, gravely composed. “It’s difficult. They move so. When I think I’ve got them they always seem to move.”

			She handed him her sketch and looked at him. He took it. His eyes were fixed on it, but he saw only a blur. His pulses pounded in his ears. He looked very, very young and unhappy.

			“Miss West,” he said desperately, “I love you.”

			He had not meant to say it, had not realised that he had said it till the words were out. He dared not look at her. He was in an agony of apprehension. The silence seemed to last forever; then she spoke in a voice that was small and bewildered, that seemed to come to him like a sighing breeze from leagues away.

			“How do you know?” she said. “How do you know you love me?”

			He took courage. “I’ve known ever since that afternoon in your studio,” he said.

			He pondered her question and it brought a tiny ray of hope to his heart.

			“Helen,” he said hoarsely, “do you—could you—”

			“Oh, yes,” she said and her voice had lost its usual dispassionate calm. “I felt it too that afternoon in the studio.”

			“And since? Since?”

			He could hardly speak. His hope and fear tore at each other in his heart.

			“Yes,” she said slowly, “every time I’ve seen you since—I’ve felt it.”

			He covered her hand, where it rested on the ground, with his. She neither moved it away nor responded to his pressure. Her immobility terrified him. He did not know that she was fighting with all her might against unfamiliar forces which she distrusted and feared, that on the other hand her loneliness—the loneliness of a stranger in a strange land—and the incomprehensible hurts that Leadon Hill had already dealt her, made her long for love and comfort, made her long to yield to this strange emotion that was overwhelming her.

			“Helen,” he said brokenly, “you do love me, then? I worship you with all my heart and soul . . . Say you love me . . .”

			She was still struggling.

			She said: “I don’t know what—love is. How can I tell whether I love you?”

			He couldn’t understand her. She had flung him from hope to the blackness of despair.

			“Oh, Helen,” he pleaded, “if you feel—like that, it’s love. How I’ve thought about you and dreamed about you! Helen, I shall die if you send me away.”

			He covered his face with his hands. “Oh, love me a little, Helen . . . Helen.”

			She placed a hand on his arm.

			“Don’t,” she said. “Oh, don’t—care as much as that.”

			It was as if he knew that she was weakening, slackening her resistance against a force that was too strong for her.

			He caught her in his arms and kissed her, felt her surrender, felt her sudden passionate response.

			They clung together in silence . . .

			Then he released her.

			“Helen,” he said unsteadily, “say you love me.”

			Her lips were white.

			“I love you,” she said.

			Beneath the rapture they both felt very young and rather frightened—in the grip of forces they did not quite understand . . .

			III

			They did not see Olive. Olive had hoped that Gerald would call for her after the fête to take her for a walk in the wood. When he did not come she set off alone, hoping to find him in the wood. She went to the spot they called ‘our place’ first. Then, not finding him, wandered aimlessly along the footpath till—she saw them. Her first feeling was one of pure surprise, for she had heard no sound and was startled by the sudden vision of them through the trees. Helen was in his arms. She could see the blinding beauty of the line of Helen’s throat as she held up her lips to his. She stood there watching. Every detail of the picture was searing itself into her heart.

			Then she turned swiftly and silently and went away. She did not leave the wood. She went to the little mossy hillock they had called ‘our place’, where she and Gerald had so often come together to talk or read their favourite books aloud. She sat down there alone, very silent, very still except that one hand dug into the mossy soil, tearing up the moss and earth with quick spasmodic movements. Her head was bent, her eyes on the ground. It was as if even when alone she would not or could not drop her mask. Only that trembling nervous hand digging, digging, digging into the ground, betrayed her. She sat for a long time, then seemed to rouse herself. She looked as though surprised at the hole her hand had dug and then at her hand. Her nails were black and earth-filled. She took a pair of scissors from her bag and tried to clean them. But both hands were trembling so much that she had to give up the attempt. She arose, straightened her dress, and made her way slowly out of the wood into the road. She walked steadily. Her expression had changed hardly at all since she set off from home to find Gerald. Her mouth was a little tighter, her cheeks a little paler—that was all. She had hardly raised her eyes since the moment she saw Gerald and Helen. It was as if she were always conscious of some invisible audience to whom she feared to betray any emotion.

			She went down the road. She met Gerald and Helen coming out of the wood by the farther gate. She raised her eyes to them composed and unsmiling. But her pale eyes looked like the eyes of a blind woman. They were lustreless and empty.

			“Olive,” said Gerald impulsively, “I want you to be the first to congratulate us. Helen and I are going to be married.”

			“I congratulate you both,” said Olive. “I hope you will be very happy.”

			Her tone sent a cold chill to Helen’s heart.

			Gerald grasped her hand.

			“You’re a brick, Olive. Helen, Olive is one of my greatest friends.”

			Olive smiled at that, lowering her lids over her pale eyes as she did so. They passed on.

			“Gerald,” said Helen, “you must teach me to understand the people here. I—I don’t understand them now. They seem—strangers to me. But they’re my own people and I want to understand them.”

			He was radiant with happiness. His heart was singing.

			“Darling,” he said, “you’ll understand them all right. They’ll love you. They won’t be able to help it.”

			“Gerald, I’ve never—this has never happened to me before. I’ve read about it in books, but it seemed unreal. I had no idea—what it was. Have you ever—felt this before?”

			He disowned the pale colourless thing that had been his love for Olive.

			“No,” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Olive Legarde’s mother had died when she was born, and she had always disliked her father. She disliked him chiefly for his lack of breeding and his innate vulgarity. He did the right thing in the wrong way, and not infrequently dropped his aitches.

			He was well aware of her contempt of him and returned her dislike, chaffing her cruelly about her social ambitions.

			From childhood Olive had loved everything that she understood to be involved in that word ‘refinement’—quiet manners, gentleness, austerity and comfort. She hated her father’s house and her father’s friends. Yet she made no other friends. She was always morosely suspicious of friendly overtures. She always distrusted the motives that prompted them. She always suspected others of pitying her for her surroundings and her father. Even as a child she was introspective and suspicious. She was by nature distrustful of both others and herself. She never received a kindness without seeing in it some hidden motive of self-interest. She saw slights and sneers in the most commonplace remarks. She was morbidly convinced that everyone despised her for her home and her father and herself. She did not spare herself. She possessed in the highest degree the capacity for self-torment. She exaggerated to herself her lack of beauty and charm. She was an acutely sensitive child and her childhood had been an unhappy one. Her father was never actually unkind to her, but she was not a lovable child, and he had early seen and resented her scorn of him. With a different daughter—a daughter who was more human and bigger-hearted—he would have been a kindly and indulgent father. But from the beginning he dubbed Olive ‘a damned cold-blooded inhuman little fish.’ He was himself not insensitive, and her contempt for his manners and friends wounded him. When wounded, even by a child, he obeyed his natural inclination to strike back.

			And he struck back at that longing for a different sphere that so annoyed him. He sneered perpetually at her as a ‘fine lady’ as being ‘too good for him.’ He could bring into any conversation little wounding references to her accent and dress and habits of refinement. She learnt self-control early. She hated him so much that she could not bear to let him see when he had ‘scored’. Even as a child she had learned to wear that expressionless face, that mask-like tightness of her lips. She knew that her mother had belonged to another ‘class.’ She studied carefully the manners and habits of that class. Grandeur and display had no attraction for her. It was quietness and restraint that attracted her—it was the class who wear simple clothes of fine material, of perfect cut and finish, the class who talk softly, move gently and laugh in moderation. She hated her father’s blood in her. Even as a child she had looked forward to his death. Without him, she thought, she could rise to any height. Yet he was a simple and at heart a kindly man . . .

			She had gone to boarding school when she was thirteen. It had been her own suggestion, but her father had been ready enough to agree. He was glad to rid his home for eight months of the year of the presence of this unloved and unloving child. He was not a rich man and the school he sent her to was of necessity a second-rate one. There were only a few girls of the type Olive admired. She watched and studied them. She tried to be friendly with them, but her innate moroseness and suspicion stood in the way. She read sneers in their smiles and pity in their kindness, and fled back for refuge into her own dark chamber of self-torture. They found her ‘queer’—ready to be friendly with them one day, and avoiding them the next, and soon left her to herself. She was popular at school with neither girls nor mistresses. But her ambition made her a good pupil. She was offered the post of pupil mistress when the time came at which she would normally have left school, and accepted it eagerly as a step forward on the road of her self-advancement. She missed no opportunity for self-advancement. She was not a successful teacher. She lacked the necessary sympathy and sense of humour. But she was ambitious. She worked hard—too hard, teaching by day and studying for her examinations by night. And she broke down. The doctor termed it vaguely a ‘nervous breakdown.’ Her father had influenza at the same time, and trespassed on the limelight due to his daughter’s nervous breakdown by dying of quite a negligible complication. His death in no way retarded his daughter’s recovery. She recovered with a hatred of teaching and a determination never to return to it if she could help it.

			She received her aunt’s offer of a home with relief, looking upon it both as a respite from the work she had grown to hate, and the doorway to a fuller life. The Miss Martyns had ignored their niece during her father’s lifetime because they had quarrelled with her father on their sister’s engagement to him, and they had felt that the child’s place was with him as long as he lived.

			Olive schooled herself for her new life. She knew exactly the type of person she meant to be—gentle, refined, cultured, unselfish, a creature of fine instinct and high moral outlook. She possessed by now a dual personality. One was a kind of prompter who told her what to do and say, and forced her to retain the pose she had chosen. It was this prompter who sent her on her errands of ministration to the invalids of the village, who decided that she should pretend to be heartbroken at her father’s death, that she should speak kindly of everyone regardless of her real opinions. The other was a dark, unhappy creature who brooded secretly and ceaselessly over her lot in life and over slights that she imagined those around her dealt her, who hated and loved with secret unbalanced intensity, perversely, miserably jealous. The prompter did not attempt to exterminate this creature, encouraged it rather, but forced it to exist in secret. She was nerve-ridden, but her self-control never failed her. It had become almost a second nature.

			She was not happy with her aunts. The surroundings and outlook of the new life were narrower than she had hoped. Miss Dulcie’s ‘simpleness,’ too, got on her nerves and she found a strange satisfaction in damping her fluttering happiness by any means in her power. There were vast possibilities for cruelty in Olive’s nature and Miss Dulcie brought them out. And Olive’s nerves, though under a control that was almost as hysterical in its way as lack of control would have been, had never really recovered from her ‘breakdown.’ She was, behind her mask, morbidly, passionately jealous of every other girl she knew, of Freda’s beauty, of Marcia’s married happiness, of Helen’s charm.

			She had at first decided to attract and marry Gerald Croombs simply because she wanted a husband and a home of her own. She liked Gerald’s good looks and quiet, unassuming manners, but she was not in love with him at first. She found the attracting of him easy enough. The role her prompter had given her attracted him of itself—the surface calmness and serenity, the gentle tolerance, the high moral outlook, the love of literature. It was what he had hungered for all his boyhood, what he had looked for and failed to find in his mother and his sister, and the world around him. But the affair took longer than she had hoped. He seemed to hesitate to propose to her, and then—then Helen came. From her first sight of Helen, Olive hated her. She was shrewd enough. She saw that Helen was in her very essence all that she herself was trying to attain. But it was on the day of Marcia’s tennis party that her hatred became a consuming physical passion. She knew then that Gerald loved Helen. And with the knowledge that she had lost him came, belated enough, her love. Her love for him grew almost to a frenzy like her hatred. And beneath her pretence of calmness she lived in torment . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			I

			The news of Gerald’s engagement to Helen caused amazement and consternation in the village. The general manner of its reception was the first cloud on Gerald’s ecstatic happiness. No one said a word against Helen to him. No one failed to congratulate him. Leadon Hill prided itself on knowing how to do the proper thing in the proper way. But it showed him plainly its pity. Pity underlay every speech of congratulation. Pity was in every covert glance he received. It was like a tiny discordant note jarring the harmony of his delight. They spoke to him and looked at him kindly, but as though he were the victim of a terrible catastrophe. It was too slight a thing to spoil his delight in Helen. His delight in Helen grew each day. Yet even that was not without its nuances of disappointment. Helen was unpractical. He kept trying to discuss their future with her and she was unpractical.

			“Helen, what shall we do when we’re married? Where shall we live?”

			“Live? Why not here?”

			“In Leadon Hill?”

			“It’s very beautiful.”

			“But you said you—you couldn’t get to know them.”

			“I want to get to know them. I shan’t get to know them by going away from them.”

			“Well—where could we live here, anyway?”

			“There’s my house . . . The Chestnuts.”

			“Helen, I couldn’t come and live in your house like that.” She turned on him her deep calm gaze.

			“Why not?”

			He couldn’t explain.

			“Then—about my work.” He was really worried about that. “It’s unthinkable that you should be the wife of a bank clerk!”

			“Why?”

			“Of course it is.”

			“Do you like your work?”

			“No.”

			“Then why do it? Why not get something else?”

			He was very patient with her. “It’s a question of money, darling. I can’t be sure of getting anything else.”

			She looked at him faintly surprised.

			“I’ve got heaps of money, Gerald, if that’s what you mean.”

			He froze.

			“I can’t live on my wife, Helen.”

			She considered this point of view gravely. Then she said: “I don’t look upon it as my money. I never earned it. It was left to me by my father. He didn’t earn it either. It was left to him by his father.” Her smile touched her face like the glimmer of sunshine on a calm sea. “I don’t know which of my ancestors earned it—if any did. More probably one of them stole it. So, you see, it’s not mine any more than it’s yours. We must use it together.”

			Her argument faintly exasperated him. She did not seem to realise the nobility of his reluctance to use her money. Any other woman would have understood and admired his attitude.

			“Money,” she said in her gentle voice, “means so little after all.”

			He said nothing. He didn’t agree with her. He knew that she was carelessly prodigal of her money, and he disapproved of that. He knew that she gave with lavish generosity to any fund about which she was approached. He knew that she committed the deadly social sin of overpaying her employees. He had heard that discussed in his mother’s drawing-room. The case in question was the charwoman.

			Miss Martyn had said:

			“One must remember that the woman has eight children, and they always look half-starved.”

			And Miss Mitcham had replied: “One is not responsible for one’s employee’s families.”

			He had told this to Helen and into her calm face had come that look of faint perplexity he was beginning to know so well.

			“Isn’t one?” she said, “but surely one is.”

			Nothing, however, could really come between them. They were in love with each other. They had only to look into each other’s eyes, to touch each other’s hand, and every cloud faded away, leaving their bliss untainted. Every argument ended in the same way.

			“Helen, I adore you—I love you so much I could die for you . . .”

			“Gerald . . . my dear . . .”

			Her kisses made him dizzy, turned his bones and sinews to water. Her beauty of soul and body seemed to enfold him in a roseate mist of ecstasy.

			There were long happy evenings spent in the woods.

			They spent little time at his home. She had paid one visit there—a ceremonial visit as his fiancée—and it had not been a success. His mother and Freda had received her coldly. That pity that he had noticed in everyone else’s attitude was in theirs too, but tinged in their case with contempt. They were sorry for him, but he was a fool to have been taken in. It was his own business. He was old enough to be able to look after himself. He knew, and the knowledge infuriated him, that the only redeeming feature of the affair in their eyes was Helen’s money. Their career as an engaged couple would have been an uneasy one had it not been for Marcia. The Hawthorns was open to them always. They could talk or read in the gardens undisturbed.

			Sometimes they went through the little door in the garden wall into the garden of The Chestnuts and to the little wooden studio. Helen was teaching Gerald Italian, and he was a quick and eager pupil. Often she painted there at her easel and he sat at the table with his Italian books, and the silence was a blissful thing, golden with their love and happiness. Once Helen took him into The Chestnuts to show him her art treasures—her collection of Venetian glass, and paintings, her old Florentine furniture. He felt slightly uncomfortable then. He knew that it wasn’t done. He was terrified of Miss Mitcham’s coming to hear of it. He wished that Helen were a little—just a little—more conventional . . .

			II

			After much trouble Lady Dewhurst had managed to stir up the police authorities to banish the gipsies from the common. The village was triumphant on the day the order took effect. Leadon Hill hated these living defiances of law and conformity who had taken up their position on its very doorstep. Every theft in the village was laid to their account. Though they had molested no one, the fiction had grown up that it was not safe to walk on the common since the gipsies had come. As a matter of fact the gipsies plied their trade inoffensively enough, going every morning down to Monkton Hawes with their loads of clothes pegs, carpets, baskets and cheap lace, calling at a nursery gardener’s just outside the village for flowers and flowering plants which they sold in Monkton Hawes. They ‘paid their way.’ They sent their children to the village school. But they were vagrants, wanderers, with no abiding home. They lived in little squat tents and battered caravans. They wore strange clothes and—both men and women—heavy gold earrings. They were not clean as Leadon Hill understood cleanliness. They were an alien people—dark- browed, sombre, olive-skinned. Lady Dewhurst especially disliked them. They were a perpetual negation of the virtues of citizenship and responsibility which she tried to inculcate into the young of Leadon Hill. The common was a convenient resting-place for gipsies, and bands of them had always settled there from time to time, but Lady Dewhurst, on each occasion, had considered it her duty towards the village to give the police authorities no rest till the common was purged of the plague. And she had been successful yet again. The lumbering caravans were creaking through the village. Behind them walked a trail of men and women and a few children. They were on their way to Monkton Hawes, and to the open country beyond. It happened that Lady Dewhurst witnessed the success of her labours. She was returning with Miss Mitcham from a committee meeting in the Church Hall just as the procession was passing the Green. They knew who she was and threw her surly looks as they passed. She watched them without triumph but with a deep disdain. Her ladyship quite honestly looked upon them as vermin—and to be exterminated as ruthlessly as one exterminates vermin. A man and a woman were walking some way behind the others. The woman walked stumblingly, her shawl drawn over to hide her face.

			“Drunk!” said Lady Dewhurst, with a curling lip.

			The man did not hear what she said, but he saw her expression, and suddenly turned on her with a stream of unintelligible abuse. Only a sentence here and there reached her ladyship’s perceptions.

			“What ’arm ’ve we done yer? . . . Blast yer . . .”

			Her ladyship passed on with eyes averted and cheeks white with anger and disgust. She felt degraded. Never in her life had she come to such close quarters with violence and vulgarity. Always before she had met with at least surface politeness from ‘those people.’

			The man’s voice died away into a resentful murmur and he lurched on.

			Miss West happened to be coming out of the post office. Standing just outside the door, she had been a witness of the unpleasant little scene. She had looked at the couple closely. Then she followed them with that curious mixture of decisiveness and dignity that was characteristic of her.

			“Is your wife not well?” she said to the man when she reached them.

			He turned and looked at her smoulderingly.

			“Naw,” he said.

			“Where are you going?”

			He cocked his thumb in the direction of Monkton Hawes. “Up t’Common,” he said, “t’other side o’ Monkton.” Helen’s glance went from the man to the woman, whose face she could just see between the half-closed shawl.

			“She’s not fit to walk so far,” she said. Then suddenly, “Come to my house. She can rest there.”

			She had seen Lady Dewhurst and Miss Mitcham and acknowledged them absently. The man’s jaw had dropped open. He muttered something.

			“It’s not far,” said Helen, waving aside his objection; “you can go after the others tomorrow if she’s fit. Look—my house is only there . . . Come along.”

			She put an arm through the woman’s and drew her down the road. The man followed.

			Lady Dewhurst and Miss Mitcham had heard nothing that was said. They had seen Miss West come out of the post office and begin to talk to those horrible people in a friendly manner directly after she had heard them insult Lady Dewhurst. Finally they had seen the three of them go together down Acacia Road and in at the gate of The Chestnuts.

			III

			Gerald was sitting in the dining-room of Moss Rose Cottage having tea. He had just returned from the bank. Freda was out. He was going to meet Helen afterwards. They were to go for a walk in the woods and then to supper with Marcia. His mother was giving a ‘cat party,’ as he contemptuously termed it to himself, in the drawing-room. Both doors were ajar and he listened idly, fitting the various voices into the various guests. He could hear Miss Mitcham’s voice. He had a mental vision of them as they sat round the drawing-room. Miss Mitcham wearing her purple silk dress, her eyes hard and bright in her little sharp face, Mrs. Langley either foolishly simpering or sullen (he guessed from her voice that she was in the foolishly simpering mood this afternoon), his mother, with her pretty, smiling, empty face, presiding at the little tea table . . .

			“I hear that Lady Dewhurst’s had the gipsies moved off at last,” said his mother.

			“Not all,” said Miss Mitcham in a drawling, meaning voice. That was Miss Mitcham’s voice when she was bringing out a particularly savoury piece of gossip. “One of the women is, I believe, staying at The Chestnuts with your son’s fiancée.”

			“What?” That was his mother.

			“I’m afraid I can’t tell you the whole story,” said Miss Mitcham; “that’s really all I know. She met them moving off and took one of the women and a man home with her. The story’s all over the village by now. Jane Crayshaw’s mother’s been in to see me about it. Jane’s been helping in the kitchen at The Chestnuts, you know. It seems that Miss West expected Jane to bring up tea to this woman. Jane very properly came home at once. She said she wasn’t going to wait on any gipsy slut. She’d always been respectable. Personally I don’t blame her. One knows what those women are.”

			“Perhaps she was ill,” said his mother faintly.

			“There is the Workhouse for people of that class who are ill,” said Miss Mitcham grimly.

			“To expect a nice girl like Jane Crayshaw to have to do with a woman of that sort!” chimed in Mrs. Langley, “and such an insult to Lady Dewhurst, who’s taken such a lot of trouble getting them moved. I’m afraid she’ll be most annoyed about it.” Mrs. Langley’s voice gloated happily over this idea.

			“Oh, she is,” said Miss Mitcham. “Of course as regards Miss West herself one is not surprised at anything.”

			“What do you mean, Miss Mitcham?” said his mother, tearfully but dutifully resentful.

			Miss Mitcham’s voice was soothing. “Nothing, Mrs. Croombs, nothing at all. I think perhaps it is a subject that had better not be discussed here. I apologise for touching upon it. Only if Miss West continues to house this gipsy person, I think she will find it difficult if not impossible to get any respectable woman in Leadon Hill to work for her.” Gerald rose quickly from the table, his heart pounding with fury. He felt an impulse to go in to this woman and tell her all he felt about her. He could say some things she’d never forget . . . But he feared her. He had lived in Leadon Hill all his life, and fear of her was ingrained in him from childhood. The fear of ‘what people might say’ was all concentrated in Miss Mitcham. Miss Mitcham ruled public opinion in Leadon Hill. To anger her would make life there almost impossible. His impulse passed but not his anger. He snatched up his hat and set off sharply down the road towards The Chestnuts. As he walked his anger cooled. He had grown up among the accepted tenets of a small country village and one of these was a dislike of gipsies. Nothing was safe while they were near. Washing was taken from lines and bushes. Chickens disappeared from hen houses, vegetables from gardens. Even those who did not steal were still an alien race—to be driven away, to be hated instinctively. He knew just how these village people felt about it. There was something to be said for their view . . . People who would not settle down in one spot and conform to the conventional idea of respectability were a menace to the community. They were always vaguely understood to be an immoral lot, too. It was perhaps foolish of Helen actually to have taken the woman into her house.

			He met Helen at the gate.

			“Oh, there you are,” she said. “I was coming to meet you. I can’t come with you this evening.”

			“No, I’ve just heard,” he said. “You’ve—” He paused. He wanted her to tell him what had happened.

			“Yes, that woman,” she agreed as if relieved. “I’m glad you know. Poor things, they looked so tired, Gerald. They get no peace. Why do people object to their camping on a tiny bit of common ground? It seems such a little thing to let them do . . . The woman looked so ill. Her husband said she’d turned faint just as they were setting off. She fainted again just as we got into the house.”

			“So you asked her to stay with you,” said Gerald. “Were they grateful?”

			“They were so pathetically grateful that it nearly made me cry, Gerald. I put her to bed and sent for the doctor from Monkton Hawes. She’s sleeping now.”

			“What did the doctor say?”

			“He said she’d be all right with a rest and nourishing food. He’s coming to see her again tomorrow morning.”

			“Meanwhile they stay with you?”

			“Yes . . . who told you about it, Gerald?”

			He flushed faintly.

			“I heard some people talking about it at home.”

			He thought she would say, “What did they say about it?” But she didn’t. She said, “What did you say about it?” That made him angry. He hated explaining what had happened.

			“I wasn’t in the room;” he said rather sulkily. “I was outside, but I heard what they were saying.”

			She was silent as if thinking this over. Then she said: “What were they saying?”

			He tried to pass the matter off lightly. “Oh . . . that Jane Crayshaw had gone home because she wouldn’t work for the woman.”

			“I didn’t know that,” she said slowly. “Marcella told me she’d gone home. I thought she didn’t feel well.”

			“No, it was just—that.”

			“Just what? Do you mean that the woman is what you call a bad woman? How can she help it if she is? She’s had no chance.”

			“No. I don’t think anyone knows she’s a bad woman exactly. It’s just—I suppose it’s just that Jane thought you oughtn’t to have taken the woman in.”

			“Why not?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“And those others—your mother’s friends. Did they think that I oughtn’t to have taken her in?”

			“Yes.”

			She was silent for so long that he looked at her anxiously. She was rather pale but quite composed.

			“I don’t understand,” she said, and her voice trailed away in perplexity.

			“What?”

			“They’re Christians, aren’t they? The woman was ill. She could scarcely stand.”

			“They think you could have sent them to the Workhouse.”

			“What do you think?”

			“I think . . . if she’s not better tomorrow I’d send her to the Workhouse if I were you. She’ll be all right there. People get so wrought up about them. It’s no use annoying people.”

			She gave a little helpless gesture.

			“But—how does it annoy them?”

			“Oh, they’re a bit scared of Lady Dewhurst for one thing. She’s awfully down on gipsies.”

			They had wandered slowly round to the part of her garden that was behind the house. He looked at her, and the wonderful beauty of her made his heart beat unevenly. Their discussion seemed suddenly a pitifully trivial thing. He wished he had never started it. He only wanted now to put an end to it and then to kiss her, to hold her in his arms. “I think you were right,” he said. “Keep her as long as you like. We won’t care a damn what people say. We’ve got each other. We love each other, Helen . . .”

			He took her in his arms and kissed her lips.

			“Gerald, did you agree with what those people were saying in your mother’s house?”

			“No, darling.”

			“But—you understood what they meant?”

			He laughed.

			“A little . . . don’t think about it, my sweet one . . .”

			He kissed her again on eyes and lips and forehead. She lay in his arms very still with eyes closed . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			I

			Freda had met Sir Geoffrey in the half-secret manner that he insisted on every day since their reconciliation. She had met him as if by accident in the private woods of his estate, or the village. Sir Geoffrey had by practice acquired a certain cunning in the conduct of his love affairs. He realised, too, the danger of an affair with a girl in his own village. His mother was conveniently away at present staying with friends. He knew that she had as yet no suspicion of the affair. Freda had been invited to the tennis party at The Hall at his suggestion, but only to complete the numbers because one of the guests had been unable to come. Freda, as a matter of fact, had not enjoyed that tennis party. Sir Geoffrey had neglected her. The other guests had been of the ‘county’ set, and, though they had been scrupulously polite to her, she had felt outside the charmed circle. They had discussed Ascot and Henley and Goodwood and the Buckingham Palace garden parties, and social functions of which she knew nothing. Lady Dewhurst’s manner had betrayed unconsciously a faint disapproval of her presence there. But the occasion had enhanced Sir Geoffrey’s desirability in her eyes. It had made that vision of the fashionable little wedding at Leadon Hill Church more full of glamour than ever. And yet in some way, too, it made the vision a more distant one. Since her reconciliation with Sir Geoffrey at the garden fête a subtle change had taken place in the aspect of the affair. Contrary to her expectation, and in spite of his victory, Sir Geoffrey seemed to be avoiding anything that might offend her. He restrained his caresses to those gentle half-furtive ones she had preferred. On the surface there was a lull in the storm of her emotional sea. But not beneath it. Her love for him that had been born, and born late, of her pleasure and gratification at his flattery of her and her fear of losing him was growing stronger and stronger. It was taking entire possession of her. It filled her days and nights. Those gentle embraces and furtive kisses no longer satisfied her, though she tried to pretend to herself that they did. She longed for and feared the rough passion from which so short a time ago she had shrunk. There was no happiness in her love now. It was a tortured thing. She burned with jealousy when he mentioned any other woman, any London dance he had attended. The weeks had gone by and he had not proposed marriage, had not even hinted at marriage; the affair still seemed to be to him a casual flirtation. As she lay wakeful or sleeping fitfully through the long nights that thought was torment. When she was with him his presence brought her an ecstasy that was more than half bitterness. She had lost much of her schoolgirl prettiness. She looked older and rather pale. Her mother found her ‘difficult.’ She was irritable and nerve ridden. She had lost interest in the little details of dress and fashion and village gossip about which the two of them had once chattered so happily. Mrs. Croombs at first puzzled over it, and finally put it down to the weather, as she put down most things she didn’t understand. Freda’s relief at Helen’s engagement to Gerald (she had feared Helen as a rival ever since the garden fête) was quickly lost in jealousy. The thought of Helen’s happily consummated love, of the open engagement and congratulations, was a very bitter one. She had from the beginning instinctively disliked Helen. And Gerald’s engagement somehow drew her closer to Olive. Olive went about her self-appointed duties in the village, visiting invalids, running her girls’ club as though nothing had happened. She continued to read alone those books of self-culture that once she had read with Gerald. Nothing in her outward behaviour betrayed any emotion. But Freda felt half-unconsciously that there was something similar about their situations—some element of thwarted love and ambition in both. For as the vision of the smart little wedding grew fainter each day in Freda’s mind, and as she shrank from even guessing what consummation might take its place, a curious friendship grew up between the two girls. They visited each other, sitting together and sewing. They went for walks together. Not in the woods. Both instinctively avoided the woods. But by the riverside and up over the common. There was no spoken confidence. They spoke little, and when they did speak touched only on village news and general topics. Neither of them understood the strange bond that united them . . .

			Freda’s jealousy of Helen’s engagement made her vent her own unhappiness on Gerald, and Gerald found her almost unbearable these days. In her own suffering she struck out blindly, and Gerald was the obvious person to hurt and Helen the obvious weapon. She could not bear their happiness, and to dim it even for a time seemed in some mysterious way to assuage her own suffering. There was no village-born sneer at Helen, no distortion of her views and behaviour that she did not bring to Gerald, taunting him or, still more effectively, pitying him . . .

			II

			She had hated last Sunday. There had been the usual furtive ‘overtaking’ of her outside the village, but it was not that she hated. It was Lady Temple she had hated.

			They had been motoring beyond Monkton Hawes and had passed a bungalow—a pretty little bungalow surrounded by a garden. A man and a woman were in the garden, and suddenly, as Sir Geoffrey passed, the woman waved her racquet.

			“It’s old Geoff,” she screamed. “Come in, my lad.”

			Sir Geoffrey drew up and the woman came out into the road. The man followed slowly. Sir Geoffrey introduced her to Freda as ‘Lady Temple.’ Freda was thrilled . . . a title . . . ‘Lady Temple.’ The woman talked to Sir Geoffrey with little screams of laughter, ignoring Freda. The man stood sulkily behind, also ignoring Freda. Freda, still pleased by the title, watched the woman. Her face was powdered to a dead whiteness, her lips reddened to a streak of crimson. Her eyes were bright and restless and—something else that Freda couldn’t quite understand. But every time she looked at them, they filled her with a strange feeling of fear and revulsion.

			“Of course,” she was saying, “Leadon Hill . . . I remember now—that’s where the ancestral mansion is, isn’t it? So you’re living there now like a good boy, are you? I’ve only got this little bung, for this month. I’ve not told anyone—except one or two pals.” A flutter that was almost a wink passed over the whitened face. “I’m taking a holiday from Frene Towers.”

			Geoffrey gave his little harsh laugh. “What’s wrong with Frene Towers?”

			Again her face gave that curious wink-like twitch.

			“Nothing wrong with Frene Towers, as you know, my lad,” she said, “but even so it wants getting away from sometimes.”

			Freda was still watching her. Her clothes were ultra fashionable. She was the smartest woman Freda had ever seen. Her black hair was cut almost as short as a man’s, but two sleek black curls lay along her cheek. She was ignoring Freda entirely.

			“And how’s Mama? Are you in favour or out of favour? Been a good boy lately? But I’d better ask no questions. I rather gather that you’re not.” Her quick black eyes darted to Freda and back. “I’ve got a wee duck of a vinery at the back of the bung. Come and see it, there’s a pet. We’ll leave Max to flirt with your—your friend.”

			Any girl more sophisticated than Freda would have felt the insult of this careless disposing of her. Freda only felt vaguely afraid and unhappy. She sat down with the man Lady Temple had called ‘Max’ upon a white garden seat at the end of the lawn. He took out a penknife from his pocket, and began to pare his nails in silence as though she had not been there. He was a big, handsome man, but he looked thoroughly sulky. He evidently resented Lady Temple’s having gone to the wee duck of a vinery with Sir Geoffrey and leaving him with this girl. But resentment was not all. He was afraid. Freda was aware of his fear, though she could see no reason for it. He was furious that they had come, furious that Lady Temple had asked them in, and afraid, afraid because they had found him there. He was well dressed and wore his clothes with an air of distinction. He looked, Freda thought, as if he were ‘somebody’ . . .

			“Come from Leadon Hill?” he said at last, putting away his penknife and looking at her with unconcealed distaste.

			“Yes.”

			“Where are you making for?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well,” he rose as if he could endure the situation no longer, “we mustn’t keep you. I’ll go and find the others.”

			He went off and soon returned with Sir Geoffrey and Lady Temple. Lady Temple’s shrill voice rang out even before she came into sight.

			“Come over tomorrow, Geoffrey,” she was saying, “and have some tennis. Bring your little bit of fluff, if you like.”

			She pressed them to stay to tea, to the man’s undisguised fury. Geoffrey refused, with his unpleasant meaning smile, a smile that seemed to declare that he realised and appreciated the fact that her invitation was given merely to tantalise ‘Max,’ and he enjoyed ‘Max’s’ rising to it. Freda was glad to go. She had felt unhappy and uncomfortable all the time. The glamour of the title had soon faded. There had been some element in the situation which she did not understand, and which alarmed her. And she had hated something in the woman’s eyes . . .

			“Who was she?” she said to Sir Geoffrey when they had turned the bend in the road and left the little bungalow out of sight.

			“Lady Temple,” he said shortly, “I told you.”

			“Yes . . . was that her husband?”

			“No.”

			“Where is her husband?”

			Outraged respectability was in her tone. He laughed, his short unpleasant laugh.

			“Quite decently dead, my child,” he said.

			He turned the car into a by-lane and drew up. Then he looked down at her. Oh, yes, she was pretty. She hadn’t lost her attraction for him—yet.

			Her unexpected resistance of him, though it had annoyed him at the time, had doubled her attraction in his eyes. He had laid his plans carefully then . . . Oh, yes, she was pretty . . . those blue, blue eyes beneath the shady hat, the straying golden curls, the baby mouth. She dressed too fussily. He knew that. But it suited her type. She was as pretty as a baby doll. And she was warm and soft to hold in his arms—a kittenish thing, all curves and dimples.

			Her lips were the softest his had ever touched. He kissed them now—fiercely. He felt her cling to him with sudden passion, felt her quivering reluctance to draw away. And he smiled to himself beneath his small moustache.

			III

			It was the next Saturday. The air was heavy and thunderous and Freda lay on her bed, her head throbbing. She had not seen or heard from Sir Geoffrey since Sunday. And, as ever when she did not hear from him, a panic of terror came over her that she had lost him. Life without the excitement of his love was now unthinkable, unliveable. She could not face it even in her thoughts. The sickening vision of other women in his arms was always there to haunt her whenever he stayed away. It haunted her now.

			She was frankly miserable. She hadn’t seen him for a week. She felt ill . . . her head ached . . . and he didn’t care how ill she felt . . . He wouldn’t care if she died . . . Perhaps he’d be glad . . . he was tired of her already . . . Perhaps he was with some other girl even now . . . How her head ached! . . .

			She heard the sound of a ring at the door and voices in the drawing-room, but she gave no thought to them . . . It would be Mrs. Langley or Miss Mitcham and Miss Martyn . . . how she hated them! How she hated everyone in the village—except him . . . except him . . . Then, after some minutes, her mother came into the room, flushed and smiling.

			“Freda, my darling, you’ll never guess who it is . . . it’s that Lady Temple come to call . . . isn’t it kind of her?”

			Mrs. Croombs was breathlessly excited. “She says she’s staying in a bungalow near here and she met you the other day. You never told me, darling. She’s so smart, and so charming, isn’t she?”

			Freda sat up on her bed. She wore a kimono that showed her white full breasts, her hair fell about her shoulders in waving golden ropes. The colour flooded her pale cheeks. She was very very lovely. She looked at her mother unsmilingly. Her heart was beating unevenly. A strange sensation of apprehension had come upon her.

			“Won’t you dress and come down to see her, darling?” coaxed her mother.

			“No—I—I don’t want to see her—”

			She remembered her so well—the white face, reddened lips, and those eyes that made you shudder when you looked at them.

			But Mrs. Croombs was bubbling with suppressed excitement.

			“I’d wanted you to go down and her to ask you herself, darling, but if you don’t feel up to it . . . Darling, you’ll never guess . . . I’m so excited . . . she’s inviting you to a house party she’s giving at her house, Frene Towers. Sir Geoffrey’s going . . . there, darling!”

			To Mrs. Croombs it was the culmination of a pretty romance. Of course he would propose at the house party. He must have asked Lady Temple to ask her. His own mother was away and couldn’t help him . . . but it must mean that he was serious, that he was going to propose. Of course he’d shown that he admired Freda ever since his mother’s garden party—asking her to tennis and all that but this—this was a happy ending indeed to the little fairy tale.

			Freda sat silent and motionless, staring in front of her with frightened eyes. That woman with the red lips and wicked eyes . . . She was inviting her to her house and Geoffrey would be there . . . why? The woman had disliked her—Geoffrey had made her invite her—why?—why? What sort of a place was Frene Towers? What would happen there? She felt as if she had walked down a dark path and found a black pool at the end. She didn’t know why she was so frightened. Only she knew that if she went to this woman’s house something would happen, something, the thought of which she had never definitely faced, but something which in her secret heart she had been dreading through all this last nerve-racked, heart-tortured fortnight. But there was still time to draw back. She had glimpsed the black pool but had not touched it even with a foot. She turned her face to her mother.

			“I won’t go,” she said. “Tell her I won’t go. Put it how you like, but I won’t go.”

			Consternation flashed into her mother’s face.

			“What are you thinking about, Freda? Of course you must go.”

			“I won’t,” panted Freda; “I won’t.”

			Anger replaced the consternation in Mrs. Croombs’ pink- and-white face. “If you won’t go, Freda,” she said, “I’ll never forgive you. Never. I’ll do nothing else for you. It’s a chance you may never get again. Just think of the sort of people you’ll meet there. You don’t know what it mightn’t lead to.”

			She couldn’t very well put her hopes about Sir Geoffrey into words, but surely the girl wasn’t fool enough not to see. She looked at the child’s despairing, defiant face. Her own flushed face wore a look of comical dismay.

			“You are to go, Freda. Do you hear what I say? I’m going to tell her you’ll go whatever you say. I don’t know how you can behave to me like this after all I’ve done for you.”

			Her voice trembled and she took out her handkerchief. Freda looked at her as though she did not see her, as though her frightened eyes were focusing something in the far distance.

			“Don’t cry,” she said in a dull monotonous voice; “it’s all right . . . I’ll go.”

			Like the sun flashing from behind a cloud Mrs. Croombs’ good humour returned.

			“That’s right, darling,” she purred. She kissed the child’s cold unresponsive face, then turned to run down the little narrow stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			I

			Marcia was walking round her garden, noting carefully the progress of each flower. The lavender hedge was coming out. The sweet peas would soon be what Blake called ‘a show.’ John loved sweet peas . . .

			Timmy was indoors having lessons with Miss Black. Hugo and Moyna were at school. The garden was very peaceful and sunny and beloved. Marcia always felt content when alone with her garden. Her garden was full of happy thoughts of the children and John. She was beginning to miss John. The silence and peace of the house were beginning to pall. She was beginning to long for John with his fussiness, his boisterousness, his beloved obtuseness.

			Her brows drew together suddenly into a frown. She hadn’t noticed . . . Yes, it was green fly on that tiny rose tree. She must tell Blake about it . . . He was in the front garden. She went round slowly.

			“Blake—” she began.

			Then she saw the Miss Paintons passing the gate. They bowed to her and smiled their little tight mirthless smiles. They looked like ghosts of a bygone age, with their grey hair, their parchment-like faces, their faded silk.

			“Good morning, Mrs. Faversham,” began the elder Miss Painton. She didn’t really like this Mrs. Faversham. She’d heard too much about her from Miss Mitcham. But one must be neighbourly . . . “We’ve been down to the village and the morning was so lovely that we thought we’d go for a little walk before we returned home.”

			“It’s very hot, though, isn’t it?” said Marcia. “Won’t you come into the garden and rest?”

			They hesitated. It was very hot. A rest in a cool garden would be most pleasant. Perhaps a lee-tle refreshment too (if this Mrs. Faversham knew the right thing to do) and they might see the little lame boy. They loved the little lame boy.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Faversham,” said Miss Painton, “that would be indeed delightful.”

			They went round the house into the shady garden at the back, and there they sat, very straight and thin, side by side on the garden seat. They refused deck chairs. They never could quite conquer the idea that there was something vulgar about deck chairs. Marcia went hurriedly into the house and told Mary to bring out some cake and wine. She was sure that the Miss Paintons considered cake and wine the proper thing. She was rewarded by seeing the stiffness of their expressions relax slightly as Mary came out with the tray.

			“We’ve just met Miss Mitcham in the village,” said Miss Painton, “and heard all the village news.”

			Marcia smiled.

			“Is there any village news?” she said. “I’ve heard none for ages.”

			“Miss Mitcham has received a letter from Lady Dewhurst in Scotland,” said Miss Painton. “She is having a delightful time, and will be home early next week.”

			“I’m glad she’s coming back so soon,” sighed Miss Flora; “I dislike The Hall’s standing empty. Our village life seems incomplete without Lady Dewhurst.”

			“Not that my sister and I take any active part in the village life,” put in Miss Painton hastily. “My sister’s health forbids our entertaining.”

			“Yes, sister,” said Miss Flora, “but even so one seems to feel a gap when The Hall stands empty . . . and,” breathlessly, “tell her about Freda Croombs, sister.”

			“What about Freda?” said Mrs. Faversham.

			“Oh, she’s gone off to a grand house party at a Lady Temple’s house, a place called Frene Towers,” said Miss Painton. “Mrs. Croombs is full of it. As Miss Mitcham says, they’re getting far too grand for us. Freda was asked to The Hall to tennis, too, you know, not so long ago. But this house party—it’s going to Mrs. Croombs’ head altogether. I don’t know where this Lady Temple met Freda, but it seems she took a fancy to her and asked her to the house party, where she’ll meet all sorts of grand people.”

			“And the clothes, sister,” panted Miss Flora.

			“Yes, indeed. They had Miss Hinks busy day and night making all sorts of grand new clothes for the girl . . . She’s a very lucky girl, but it’s to be hoped it doesn’t turn her head—all the admiration she’ll get there.”

			“It’s quite romantic,” sighed Miss Flora, there’s no knowing who she’ll be meeting there. It might lead to some grand match. Mrs. Croombs says that Sir Geoffrey will be there.”

			“Mrs. Croombs,” said Miss Painton rather severely, “is a foolish woman. Miss Mitcham says that her head has been completely turned by the affair. She can talk of nothing else. She is making herself ridiculous.”

			“Is Freda enjoying it?” said Marcia.

			“Her mother has only had one letter informing her of her arrival. She is doubtless too busy enjoying herself to write more.”

			The Miss Paintons were nibbling seed cake and sipping wine with refined enjoyment.

			“How is your little boy, Mrs. Faversham?”

			“Timmy?” said Marcia cheerfully. “Oh, he’s splendid. He’ll be out in a minute.”

			“And your next-door neighbour?” began Miss Painton.

			Marcia saw their eyes suddenly brighten with interest. They had heard all about her—the loose-living Bohemian circle in Florence, the artist’s model, the atheist, the insult to dear Lady Dewhurst, the gipsy episode. (The gipsy episode had been rather abortive, as the woman had been well enough to join her camp the next evening, and Jane Crayshaw had returned meekly enough to her duties.) It was Helen who really was the news of Leadon Hill—Helen against whom all the secret forces of Leadon Hill were beginning to direct themselves. They hated her as instinctively as sparrows hate the canary. The Miss Painton’s gaze now eagerly invited Marcia to contribute her quota. As next-door neighbour she must have seen and heard more than any of them. She must have even more interesting details than Miss Mitcham’s to reveal.

			“She’s a delightful neighbour. I’m very fond of her,” said Marcia quickly.

			They dropped their bright gaze over their wine glasses and slices of seed cake. There was silence. Then Miss Painton said, distantly polite:

			“How well your garden is looking, Mrs. Faversham!”

			They went soon after that.

			II

			Timmy came out at eleven, his face radiant, hop-skip-jumping over the lawn to her.

			“Who was here, mummy?”

			“The Miss Paintons.”

			“Seed cake—how nasty!—and wine. Why didn’t you give them gingerbread and lemonade, mummy? It’s much nicer. Mummy, may I go to see if Helen’s in the studio?”

			“Don’t worry her.”

			“No. She said I could. Blackie,” he called, “come and see if Helen’s in the studio.”

			Miss Black came out smiling, and went, holding Timmy’s hand, through the door in the wall.

			Mary came out and carried in the tray of seed cake and glasses.

			Marcia looked around. She ought to weed that corner bed, of course. Blake hadn’t had time to do it.

			Mary came out again, followed by Mr. Elliott.

			“Are you busy?” he said. “That’s merely polite. It doesn’t mean anything. I’m not going away even if you are busy . . . I’ve brought you a book from Molly. She wants you to read it. Molly always does that. If she likes a book herself she’s never happy till she’s lent it to all her friends. Where’s Timmy?”

			“He’s over at The Chestnuts, worrying Helen.” He sat down on the deck chair next to her.

			“I wonder how long Helen will stay in Leadon Hill,” he said.

			“I think she means to stay indefinitely,” said Marcia. He shrugged his shoulders.

			“I don’t think she will. I was up in town yesterday and one of my friends said, ‘How are things going in Leadon Hill?’ and I said, ‘They’re stoning another of the prophets.’ ”

			Marcia’s heart sank.

			“You mean—are people cutting her? I’ve not seen many people lately.”

			“Oh, no . . . they ‘know’ her. They just ‘know’ her. They can’t quite afford not to ‘know’ her yet. You should see the frozen bows they make to her. You should see how any group melts away when she approaches it . . . She must be punished, you see. She’s committed unforgivable sins.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “She’s dared to criticise Lady Dewhurst’s management of her property to her ladyship’s face. Her ladyship won’t forgive that till her dying day—if then. She’s told Miss Mitcham that she’s sat to artists and lived among artists—that reveals her as an immoral Bohemian. She’s deliberately given shelter to a fainting gipsy. That practically reduces her in the eyes of the village to the level of a gipsy herself. She’s told Miss Martyn that there was a germ of truth in all the old religions. That, of course, amounts to atheism . . . And I have no doubt that there is more—or soon will be. You can understand that a respectable village like Leadon Hill won’t put up with it. So it’s trying to turn her out. She’s not turned out yet, but—she’s not happy.”

			“But she’s got Gerald,” said Marcia. “They love each other. There’s no doubt of that.”

			He lit his pipe in silence and then said slowly, “I’m not quite sure about that young man. He’s charming and handsome and sincere. But—he’s grown up in the atmosphere. He’s always resented it, but I doubt if his resentment has ever been more than a rather enjoyable pose. I doubt if he’d ever have the courage actually to stand up against it. And without his knowing it, I expect some of it has taken root.”

			“You think he’ll fail her?” said Marcia. “I’ve seen them together. I know how they love each other. He worships her. Don’t you think it will last?”

			“Do you want it to? Do you think he’s—big enough for her? And, of course, there’s another element in the situation. There’s Olive Legarde. We mustn’t forget her.”

			“Olive? She’s taken it calmly enough. Do you think she ever cared for him? I never did. I thought she was rather bored by him and relieved when he left her.”

			He puffed at his pipe, looking into the distance with keen, weary eyes.

			“She loved him all right. Since his engagement she’s kept up that weird sister-of-mercy pose of hers. That’s not the real girl. The real girl’s hidden deep beneath it, but she won’t stay hidden. Sooner or later she’ll show herself.”

			The garden door swung open and Miss Black and Timmy and Helen appeared. The man looked at her with narrowed eyes.

			“In my young days,” he said, “I used to long to see Helen of Troy. I don’t now. I’ve seen Helen of Florence and Leadon Hill. Look at the way her head’s poised on her shoulders. Look at the way she carries herself. Look at the way she moves. There’s something exquisitely satisfying about her. Every line of her body and soul is true. No wonder Leadon Hill wants to drive her out.”

			Marcia was watching Helen closely. Was she quite unconscious of the effect she was producing in the village? Her beauty was as glowing as ever, but a faint perplexity hung about her like an atmosphere. That had not been there when she came.

			“We’ve had such fun,” said Timmy; “we’ve had a picnic in the shrubbery, and then we had a game in the studio. Helen was Circe and Blackie was Odysseus.”

			“And you were a nice little swine,” said Mr. Elliott. Timmy grinned.

			“Yes, I was. I wanted to be. I wanted to grunt.”

			“What are you going to do now?”

			“Blackie and I are going back to lessons, and Helen’s going for a walk.”

			“I’d rather be Helen.”

			“Oh, so would I, but lessons are fun. Hugo’s won the sports championship at Marfield. Isn’t it splendid?” he called as he disappeared into the side door with Miss Black.

			“Poor old Hugo,” said Marcia. “He’s got his exams next week and I’m afraid he’ll do awfully badly.”

			“When does he go to a public school?” said Helen. “That’s what happens next, isn’t it?”

			“He’s old enough now,” said Marcia slowly, “but his headmaster persuaded John to let him stay an extra year at Marfield because they want him for the elevens.”

			Helen was silent. It was as if she had not heard. She sat motionless, her beautiful clear eyes fixed on the distance. “Why don’t you like Hugo?” said Marcia suddenly.

			Helen was silent for a minute, then she said:

			“Why is a boy like Hugo encouraged to think that his natural physical strength is a virtue in itself, and the only one he need cultivate? I’m exaggerating, of course, but surely that is more or less the case, and surely it isn’t good for him. He’s wasting all his other powers. He seems so to despise the boys who—work. He’s missing such a lot. I oughtn’t to talk like this to you . . . but—” she stopped and looked at Marcia with a smile that robbed her words of impertinence.

			“That’s treason,” said Marcia. “I used to fight for that point of view, but I gave it up. The others—his father and his headmaster—were too much for me.”

			“I know nothing about English education,” said Helen slowly. “This—is all I’ve seen of it.”

			Mr. Elliott rose and smiled at her.

			“Keep your hands off English education,” he said; “it’s a ticklish subject . . . And I must get back to Molly. She’s just got a catalogue of first editions, and if I don’t keep an eye on her she’ll be ordering the lot . . . Goodbye.”

			The two of them were left alone together in the garden. “Tell me about your life in Florence,” said Marcia.

			The unconscious sadness of Helen’s answering smile made her youth seem something very poignant.

			“There’s so little to tell,” she said. “I lived with my father. He had a studio not far from the Piazza Duomo, and François’ studio was next door, and Nickolay and André joined at a studio in the Via Condotta, and there was Giuseppe and Timon too, they had studios near—and they all used to meet in my father’s studio every evening.”

			“And talk?” said Marcia, drawing her thread from her sewing.

			Again Helen smiled dreamily.

			“And talk,” she said, “and talk and talk and talk.”

			“Had you any women friends?”

			Helen shook her head.

			“Marcella’s always looked after me, but that’s all. My father didn’t go into society, and he didn’t want me to go—till I was quite ready, he used to say.” She smiled. “He used to say that he was preparing me ‘to see life steadily and see it whole’ and I mustn’t go into the world till I was quite prepared for it.” Her sombre smile flitted over her face. “I’m afraid that I have done . . . People called him a ‘crank,’ of course, but he was—oh, so good. He worshipped truth. He couldn’t bear falsehood in any form. The others were the same—especially François—or they wouldn’t have been his friends. That was the aim of all their art—that was all they cared about—the search for truth. And they weren’t bitter. They were large and tolerant and generous. Only they wouldn’t compromise. François had been rich, but had given all his money away except just enough to live on. He was my father’s greatest friend . . . When my father was dying he asked him to look after me.”

			“Didn’t you know any people besides your father’s friends?”

			“Very few. There was an Italian count, I remember, who began to call on me when I was about ten.”

			“Call on you?” said Marcia, laughing.

			“Yes, I used to receive him in great state. He used to stay about an hour. He never stopped talking for a minute. He was very polite. He always kissed my hand when he came and when he went. I liked it. He proposed to my father for my hand when I was fourteen. My father refused, of course, and he never came again. Then there was Kopoff—”

			“The violinist?” said Marcia, with interest. “Did you know him?”

			“He didn’t often visit Florence—he was very old then—but he took me for a drive every Sunday afternoon he was in Florence. Marcella used to dress me in my very best and he used to call for me in an antiquated horse carriage and we used to drive very slowly out to Fiesole and back. Then he would take me to tea to his rooms and he would play to me. He used to say that I was an intelligent audience, and that pleased me tremendously. I used to sit in his large armchair—very straight because of my best clothes—and listen.”

			“You lucky child!” said Marcia.

			The picture the girl’s words called up was an unforgettable one.

			“I was,” said Helen, “though I didn’t realise it then. One never does, I suppose, at the time. I loved music, and the cakes for tea, and the drive, and my best clothes and I loved him. I cried all night when they told me he was dead.”

			“Did you live in Florence all your life till now?”

			Helen’s eyes were fixed dreamily on to the distance.

			“We went to Vienna once for the music when I was about twelve. My father had friends there. I remember going to the opera with him one night. Marcella objected, of course, but my father laughed at her. I was very proud of my opera cloak. He’d had one made for me—old gold brocade and ermine—quite ridiculous, I suppose, but I was very proud of it. He gave a dinner party for his friends that night.”

			“Did they let you join it?”

			“I was the hostess. I sat at the head of the table. I took my duties very, very seriously.”

			Another never-to-be-forgotten picture . . .

			“What did you do with yourself all day?” said Marcia, folding up her work. “Weren’t you lonely?”

			“In Florence? No, I had my father. We went for long walks together and he taught me. We read the classics together and François used to read Italian Literature with me, and a French master came every other day and a music master, and of course there was my painting. My father took a lot of trouble with my painting. Oh, with my work and our walks and listening to the long talks in the evening when the others came in . . . the time seemed to pass almost too quickly . . . It was all so happy and so peaceful.” She was silent a minute, then said, “When I look back at it now it all seems so far away . . . as if it all happened in a dream . . .” She ended slowly, almost sadly. Her youth was touched with wistfulness as she spoke.

			Then she rose briskly as if shaking off her memories with an effort. “I must go for my walk before it’s too late.” She stooped and picked something off the grass. “What’s this?”

			It was a clean, neatly folded handkerchief. Marcia took it and looked at the mark.

			“F. Painton . . . It must be Flora’s . . . she must have dropped it. They were here this morning.”

			“Where does she live?”

			“Craig Lodge. On the top of the hill.”

			“I’m going that way. I’ll take it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			I

			Helen climbed the lane to the top of the hill. She had been there before on her walks and had passed the little house hidden by the trees almost without noticing it. Now she lifted the green latch in the thick-growing hedge, and entered . . . A bare, untended garden. Probably the real garden lay behind. Faded curtains drawn right across all the windows. She raised the knocker and knocked. There was silence for a long time. Then she fancied that someone peeped furtively through the faded curtain. After a long interval the door was opened and Miss Flora’s face appeared. She opened the door as if grudgingly. Two bright spots of colour burnt on her cheekbones. Helen, unobservant though she was as a rule, noticed the worn, ragged carpet on the bare wood of the floor, the paper hanging from the walls, the suggestion of stark poverty that emanated from the well-scrubbed and polished little hall.

			Helen introduced herself and gave her the handkerchief. Miss Flora thanked her. She was rather breathless. Her hand was at her breast.

			“We should of course have called on you, Miss West—but my health does not allow of our entertaining . . . Please come in, won’t you?”

			Helen entered, unaware that Miss Flora had asked her in only after a keen internal struggle. Her terror of showing herself ill-bred had been stronger than her terror of disclosing the long-guarded secret of their poverty. Helen stepped into the little drawing-room. The carpet there too was worn, the rug in holes, the wallpaper faded to a uniform nondescript yellow. The china cabinet was empty. The broken springs of the sofa touched the floor. The covering of the chairs was worn through. The room seemed despairingly to proclaim its secret. It had not the strength to hide it any longer. Poverty—stark naked poverty. Through a half-open door as she passed, Helen had glimpsed the Miss Paintons’ midday repast spread upon a spotless tablecloth—a teapot, a loaf of bread, butter and cheese.

			Miss Painton herself came in. She was smiling as one smiles in the thrall of a nightmare. No visitors had entered Craig Lodge for years, and here was this stranger, this loose woman, they had heard so much about, daring to come to spy on them. Her parchment-like cheeks were flushed. She held her faded head high. She meant to freeze this—person with icy politeness, to crush her with the very weight of her breeding, and lo! she met breeding as exquisite as her own. In ten minutes the atmosphere had changed. The Miss Paintons were merely enjoying a pleasant social call in their own home as they had not done for years. They forgot the bare shabbiness of their drawing-room, the consciousness of which had agonised them a few minutes before. So courteous and respectful was this girl that the room itself seemed to gain courage from her manner. The faded cretonnes and curtain and carpet and walls seemed to revive, the china cabinet seemed to fill mysteriously with the old china, the mantelpiece with the old silver they had sold so long ago in Monkton Hawes. It was the pretty, gracious room of the Miss Paintons’ girlhood. And the Miss Paintons were not two poverty-stricken old maids in faded old-fashioned dresses . . . they were the doctor’s pretty, petted daughters once more. This girl was so much interested in all they had to say, so anxious to listen to their opinions, so deferential. It was obvious from her manner that she had noticed nothing unusual in the house. Perhaps they were over-sensitive. Perhaps there was nothing to notice. Things were not grand, of course, but they were genteel, refined. The girl’s manner showed that . . . And the girl herself was not at all what they had been led to expect. They had expected one of the ultra-modern girls who have cast convention and breeding and restraint to the winds. But this girl was as gravely dignified, as gently courteous as their own mother must have been in her girlhood.

			As she stood up to go she looked out over the kitchen garden and orchard at the back of the house.

			“What a lovely garden you have!” she said. “I envy you your fruit trees.”

			Miss Painton gave a constrained smile and again the colour flooded her faded face.

			“We have this summer let our kitchen garden to Farmer Mellor,” she said. “It was too large for my sister and myself and labour is very difficult to obtain.”

			It was true. From the little kitchen garden fruit and vegetables had been sent to the market at Monkton Hawes for many years now, but they had both grown too frail to do the gathering and packing themselves, and the money the produce brought them hardly paid the wages of a gardener. So they had let the garden that had been the old doctor’s delight to Farmer Mellor at the bottom of the hill.

			“That’s a splendid idea,” said Helen. “I hate to see an untended garden.” She turned to Miss Flora, “Before I go you will let me have the recipe of the elderberry wine, won’t you? I’ll ask Marcella to make it for me.”

			Miss Flora fluttered away happily to get the recipe in which this pleasant visitor had seemed so deeply interested.  “Sister,” she said when Helen had gone, “I like her. She isn’t at all what I thought from what Miss Mitcham said.”

			Miss Painton smiled—a softened, gentle smile. She had almost forgotten how pleasant it was to entertain a guest in one’s own home, even for an hour. It was so long since she had done it. It was such an agreeable sensation to be hostess again, and to a guest of refinement and breeding. After that first flame of humiliation and anger, which the girl’s manner had so soon extinguished, she had thoroughly enjoyed her visit.

			“Miss Mitcham,” she said slowly and with a touch of severity, “is not always to be trusted.”

			*

			Helen was standing motionless in her garden, her eyes fixed upon the ground. Not one poignant proof of their poverty had escaped her. Her heart was bleeding with pity for them. They were almost starving. The courage of it, the gallant courage of it, and the pity of it . . . She turned towards the door in the garden wall. She’d ask Marcia about it. Then she stopped. She couldn’t tell Marcia about it. She couldn’t even tell Gerald about it. It would be a betrayal of confidence to speak of it to anyone . . .

			II

			It arrived the next week, not a very large hamper, nothing ostentatious, just a little hamper containing a chicken, some eggs, potatoes, asparagus and beans. With it was a note—an exquisitely tactful little note—begging the Miss Paintons to do Miss West the favour of accepting these few products of her garden. The hamper had arrived after nightfall, brought by an old deaf and dumb Ned, who worked at the Crown. No one could have seen it come.

			Miss Flora unpacked it with sparkling eyes and thin, trembling fingers.

			“Oh, sister . . . a chicken . . . and eggs . . . and asparagus, and beans . . . Oh, sister.”

			She looked up, her bright eyes pleading. “Sister, surely it wouldn’t be wrong to accept?”

			Miss Painton was reading and re-reading the note. There was no hint of the bestowal of a favour in the note. It was rather the humble begging of a favour. There was nothing insulting, nothing to which a lady could possibly take exception. And anyway there was a feeling in Miss Painton’s heart which rather surprised her. What did it matter if this girl had sensed their poverty? Miss Painton had a strange conviction that she would keep the secret, that she would feel only sympathy and perhaps respect. There was something almost pleasant in that girl’s sympathy—a pleasure Miss Painton thought quite compatible with proper pride, and, besides, what joy to have a real satisfying meal . . . It was so long since they had had one . . .

			“I think we may accept the gift,” pronounced Miss Painton oracularly. “We must remember that excessive pride is sin. I will write a little note of thanks to Miss West now.”

			“A chicken, sister!” almost sobbed Miss Flora.

			III

			But the Treasure had seen. It happened that the Treasure had been passing The Chestnuts when Ned set off with his hamper, and the Treasure had been inordinately curious. The Treasure had followed Ned to see where he took it, and reported everything to Miss Mitcham. Miss Mitcham in her turn had been inordinately curious. She had written a letter to a distant cousin solely in order that she might have some excuse for going into the village on the chance of hearing something about the mysterious hamper. Fortune was on her side. She met Miss Painton with a letter in her hand just outside the post office. Her sharp little eyes raked Miss Painton’s face. Yes, she looked excited and rather flushed.

			“Well, Miss Painton,” said Miss Mitcham, “I hear you’ve had a present from Miss West.”

			She made the statement at a venture . . . It ought to get something out of her anyway . . .

			She watched the colour flood the thin, white face. Beneath the shabby cloak Miss Painton’s heart stood still. So the tale was already all round the village, and she knew what sort of a tale it would be as told by Miss Mitcham. A tale of common charity—a tale that would drag the poverty they had hidden with such strivings and heart-burning out into the open like a naked, quivering thing, to be mocked at by all Leadon Hill. They couldn’t bear the shame of that . . . they’d never hold up their heads again. And who had set the tale going? Who could it be but the girl herself? Oh, what fools they had been to trust her! They had been warned against her enough. They should never have asked her into their home.

			Trembling from head to foot Miss Painton said lightly:

			“Something has certainly arrived, but it must be a mistake. It cannot be meant for us. I—I was just on my way now to make inquiries and rectify the error.”

			“What—what did she send?” asked Miss Mitcham, unable to restrain her curiosity.

			Miss Painton hesitated. Better tell the truth. Miss Mitcham probably knew already. She must know the whole story if she knew anything.

			“Eggs and a chicken and some vegetables,” said Miss Painton, trying to speak in a mystified tone as if she could not understand it; “it cannot surely be meant for us.”

			“One never knows,” said Miss Mitcham; “the girl is capable of doing a thing like that simply to insult you.”

			“Needless to say, we are sending it straight back,” said Miss Painton primly.

			Beneath the primness she was shaken and terrified. Oh, how dare this girl do this thing, drawing back the curtain of their poverty for all to see, giving Miss Mitcham a story like this to spread, making them the objects of common charity—they the Miss Paintons, the doctor’s daughters, who had always held their heads so high—undoing the work of years, striking at their very hearts?

			“Of course,” agreed Miss Mitcham, with her unpleasant little smile.

			Miss Painton hurried home, still holding in her hand the letter she had gone out to post.

			Miss Flora had unpacked the hamper. She was kneeling on the floor looking at the packages with bright eyes and flushed cheeks.

			“Shall we have the chicken tomorrow, sister?” she said softly. “I will make sauce and we’ll have the beans.” She looked up. “Why, you haven’t posted the letter, sister.”

			“Pack them all back,” said Miss Painton grimly; “we can’t keep them.”

			Miss Flora’s face fell like a disappointed child’s.

			“Oh, sister!”

			“The story will get about,” said Miss Painton, still trembling; “it will look like charity. We cannot have it. I was foolish to think of it.”

			She knelt down and began to put the things back with unsteady hands.

			Miss Flora watched her in silence for a moment, then dropped her gentle head into her hands and cried very softly like a child.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			I

			Freda Croombs had come home, but only for a short time. She was pale and listless and her mother had taken her to the sea for a change. This was half-unconsciously resented by Leadon Hill. Leadon Hill went away, when it did go away, at certain defined seasons of the year, and not just any time when it happened to feel not well. The general opinion was that the Croombs were ‘getting above themselves.’ And, as Miss Mitcham maliciously pointed out, nothing had come of it. They’d spent goodness knows how much on clothes at Miss Hinks’, and nothing had come of it. Freda had returned apparently as unengaged as she’d gone. And the excitement hadn’t been good for her. She’d come back ill. That was what came of trying to get in with people above your station. Opinion was divided as to whether Sir Geoffrey had been at the house party or not. Certainly he had not been at Leadon Hill while she was away, but neither had he returned to Leadon Hill when she did. He had not been seen in Leadon Hill since before Freda had gone to Frene Towers. The general opinion was that Freda Croombs had made a fool of herself.

			Mrs. Langley gave her garden party while the Croombs were away. She had never entertained on a large scale before, but this year she felt encouraged to undertake it. She felt that she had been drawn within the magic circle and her garden party was to be an outward and visible sign of it. She had never felt so happy as she had done this summer, never sunned herself before in the warmth of other people’s liking and uncarping acceptance. And wherever she was, the conversation turned naturally on the West girl, and it was so pleasant and easy to put in a word here and there—what she had said to Miss Martyn about not believing in Christianity, and about her taking the gipsy woman into her house, and about her insulting Lady Dewhurst, and this new story Miss Mitcham was telling about her sending food—soup or jelly or something—to the Miss Paintons, as if they were ‘on the parish.’ Not but what everyone didn’t know that the Paintons were as poor as church mice, but well, sending food to them like that showed she wasn’t a lady. It had never occurred to her, thought Mrs. Langley with pride, to send food to the Miss Paintons. Mrs. Langley felt encouraged by the general atmosphere of approval in which she now moved, to give what she thought of as a ‘real slap-up affair’—a tent in the vicarage garden, ices, and a waiter hired from Monkton Hawes. She invited everyone. She invited Miss West, of course. One had to. There was no doubt that her presence added zest to any village affair she attended. People watched her and listened to her and could criticise her and tell over again the stories about her among themselves. Besides, Miss Langley couldn’t begin the cutting of her. Not while Lady Dewhurst was receiving her, however icily. She knew her place better than that. And one had to ask her because of that poor boy she had got into her toils. All were shaking their heads over that affair. They’d tried to warn the mother, but she only cried and said it was no doing of hers. She said she couldn’t make head or tail of the girl. There seemed to be nothing in her at all . . . She hadn’t been able to find a single thing the girl could talk about. She simply didn’t seem to take any interest in anything. Of course one couldn’t say anything to the boy. He was too much in love. He’d find out in time. One could only hope he wouldn’t find out too late . . . Anyway she’d invite him and the girl. And Lady Dewhurst, of course. Lady Dewhurst had accepted; then last week had stopped her in the village to tell her that she had heard since accepting that a friend would be staying with her for that week-end. Mrs. Langley had daringly asked her to bring the friend, and Lady Dewhurst very graciously had said that she would. Mrs. Langley had been thrilled . . . a friend of Lady Dewhurst’s coming to her garden party . . .

			II

			Alfred was very kind about the affair. He said she could have it and told her how much she could spend on it, but he said that he had a very busy week before him, and didn’t want to be bothered with any of the preparations. So Minnie, true to her training of ‘consideration’ of Alfy, arranged everything herself, working herself sleepless over jellies and cakes and trifles and creams. Even when the man who had come to put the tent up got all tied up in it, she did not call Alfy from his study, where he was studying The Daily Mail, but sent for a man from the village to help.

			The day arranged for the garden party was fine. Minnie felt that even the weather had forgotten that she had ever been a housemaid.

			People began to arrive soon after half-past three. Minnie herself looked hot and tired and just a little untidy. Jane, the Vicarage housemaid, had turned sulky, and said that she wasn’t paid for all this set-out, and the ordinary work was as much as she could get through. The waiter hired from Monkton Hawes seemed to consider that his office was as purely decorative as that of the rose bushes, and had refused to do anything until the guests actually arrived. So the brunt of the work had fallen on Minnie. She did not look her best. She had read in a book of etiquette that the hostess should not wear her best dress, so she was wearing her second best. It was very plain and dark and did not suit her. But though tired and flustered she was blissfully happy. The Vicarage garden was beautiful now that the roses were out. Her little cakes and trifles and jellies on the little tables looked most attractive, and Alfred looked so nice in his new grey clerical suit . . .

			She greeted the Martyns and Olive Legarde, who came first; then Mrs. Faversham, then the Elliotts (how she could go about as though everyone didn’t know!), then Miss Mitcham in her purple silk, then some people from Monkton Hawes, and then Gerald and Helen (the girl looked an adventuress . . . the way she walked, the way she held herself, her clothes and her eyes . . . ) Miss Dulcie fluttered across at once to speak to Helen, and began to chatter to her happily. Miss Dulcie’s blind devotion to Helen was making the Martyns rather ridiculous in the eyes of the village. Gerald was watching Helen with a proud possessive smile. Miss Martyn joined Miss Mitcham. Olive sat down beneath the copper beech by herself, her pale eyes fixed upon Helen. Mr. Langley came up to Helen. He had heard that she possessed an exhaustive knowledge of Italian literature. He told her that he had some old Italian books that used to belong to his father. Would she care to see them? They were just in his study. He took her in through the French window, pointed out a row of leather-bound books (which he had never opened in his life), and returned to his guests, proud in the consciousness that this girl must think him a very cultured man, as indeed he was by nature, but his parochial duties allowed him so little time for serious reading . . .

			Lady Dewhurst was just arriving with her visitor—a tall lady with white hair. Mrs. Langley was speaking to Jane when they arrived and did not see them at first. Certainly in her plain navy blue dress a shortsighted person might have taken her for a superior housekeeper. Lady Dewhurst’s visitor looked at her and brightened.

			“Why,” she said, smiling pleasantly, “there’s an old housemaid of mine. I must speak to her . . .”

			Her voice was penetrating. Minnie looked up with a start from the plate of cakes and met the eyes of her first employer. Everyone near must have heard the words. The world went black to Minnie. She felt only an overpowering desire to flee—to flee from the sight of the circle of eyes that seemed to burn her up with shame. She disappeared quickly into the house through the open French window into Alfred’s study. She was trembling with anger, humiliation and despair. She couldn’t go back. She could never face any of them again—not any of them. She wished she could die—here and now in Alfred’s study . . . She did not see Helen at first, did not know she was there till she found her standing by her chair.

			“What is it, Mrs. Langley? Can I help at all? Are you ill?” Minnie looked up at the calm face. There was no triumph, no curiosity, no malice in it . . . only something that made her sob out her story, beginning with the first employer who was even now awaiting her on her lawn, going on to her marriage with Alfy and her desperate attempts to hide her secret.

			“And now they’ll all know,” she sobbed; “they’ll all know.”

			She clung to Helen’s hand as she spoke. She had forgotten all her dislike of this girl. The touch of the cool hand, the look of the candid, gentle eyes seemed to bring her undreamed-of comfort in her trouble.

			“But—it doesn’t matter,” said the low voice, and at the words a weight seemed to fall from Mrs. Langley, she did not know how or why. “Of course it doesn’t matter. Why should it? What does it matter what you’ve been? They should respect you all the more for knowing that. You’ve been splendid in filling a position like this with so little preparation for it.”

			“Oh,” gasped Mrs. Langley, drying her eyes, “do you think so?”

			“Everybody must think so. Aren’t you really relieved that they know? It—spoils things so when you’re always trying to hide something. There’s nothing to be ashamed of, you see. No one will dare to despise you if you own it openly. No one can despise the truth. Don’t cover it up with lies. You’re—what you are. It doesn’t matter what work you have done. It was honest work. Don’t be ashamed of it. Oh, don’t be ashamed of it. Be glad that they know, be proud of it.”

			Mrs. Langley clutched the girl’s hand more tightly. A tonic thrill seemed to pass through her. The magnetism of the girl’s personality seemed to catch and raise her. This was something new. This was hope, inspiration, courage in the place of shame.

			“Yes, I will,” she said breathlessly; “I—”

			Then Gerald came in.

			“Where’s Mrs. Langley?” he said. “Mrs. Miller has come with Lady Dewhurst. I don’t think you saw her, Mrs. Langley. You were just going indoors when she came. You know, just at first she thought that your housemaid, who was standing near you, was a housemaid she once had, but as soon as Jane looked up she saw she was wrong. Lady Dewhurst wants to introduce her to you.”

			III

			Minnie went slowly out of the room and into the garden. The crisis had passed. A glance at Lady Dewhurst’s expression had told Mrs. Miller that she had made a social blunder, and she retrieved it magnificently. Everyone who had heard her first remark heard, too, the quick application of it, not to Minnie, but to Jane, who had been near Minnie and her comment on Jane’s likeness to an old housemaid of hers. Then Minnie came out and she too rose to the occasion. She was formally introduced to her ex-employer. She apologised for her absence . . . She had just been called indoors . . . Would Mrs. Miller sit here or perhaps she would be more comfortable over there in that easy chair in the shade?

			Then she moved off to greet a new arrival.

			“I suppose she really was your housemaid?” said Lady Dewhurst.

			“Oh yes—no doubt of it. About fifteen years ago. Her Christian name’s Minnie, isn’t it?”

			“Yes.”

			“I couldn’t mistake her—voice and—oh, everything. She’s altered very little. I’m afraid I made a faux pas.”

			“You covered it up all right . . . I’ve always thought there was something like that in the background. She’s not a bad little woman, though. I’ve liked her better lately. She’s quiet and very respectable. And she has proper standards. When one thinks of some of the girls one meets even in a little country village like this—”

			Lady Dewhurst sank her voice and moved her head nearer that of her friend.

			Minnie Langley was greeting the new arrivals composedly. She felt an overwhelming relief. No one knew after all. Not for certain, anyway. They might guess, but they wouldn’t be sure. Mrs. Miller was a good sort. She could trust her not to give her away. The thing had evidently been quickly covered up. People thought she had meant Jane . . .

			Then beneath her composure grew an angry shame. That girl knew. She had told that girl everything. What a fool she’d been to tell her! What a fool! That girl upon whom she’d looked down, could now look down on her, was gloating over her probably even now in her heart, would have the story all over the village by tomorrow, as glad to have a tale against her as she had been to have a tale against the girl . . . What a fool she’d been—what an idiot! . . . her whole being blazed with hatred.

			She greeted a clergyman from Monkton Hawes.

			“How do you do, Mr. Lewes? How good of you to come!”

			She’d heard Lady Dewhurst say that to her guests . . .

			Oh, she could kill that girl. She felt sick with hatred of her . . .

			Gerald was still in the vicar’s study with Helen. Helen had not spoken since Mrs. Langley had left them.

			“Let’s go out into the garden again,” said Gerald. He felt rather uncomfortable, though he did not know why.

			She looked up at him slowly.

			“Did Mrs. Miller really mean the Vicarage housemaid?”

			Gerald smiled.

			“Of course not. It was a most awful smash. Evidently our good vicaress really has been her housemaid at some time or other. Nice spicy little tale to get about the village, wasn’t it? But she had the sense to cover it up. She did it rather well. Said she’d meant the real housemaid who was still there . . . and then was introduced to Mrs. Langley as if she’d never seen her before. Jolly good thing she could cover it up like that, wasn’t it? Helen, you’re awfully pale. Do you feel all right?”

			“Yes, thank you.”

			“It’s close in here. Come into the garden.”

			Silently she went out with him into the garden.

			IV

			They went to dinner with Marcia after the party.

			“You’ve to stay to supper now,” said Marcia firmly, “and supper won’t be till about ten o’clock, so you can go for a walk or play in the garden till then.”

			Helen said, strangely for her, that she was tired, so they went to the summerhouse at the end of the garden.

			“What’s the matter, Helen?” said Gerald.

			“I don’t know.”

			“You feel quite well?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is it—about Mrs. Langley?”

			“I suppose so.”

			“You’re annoyed about it in some way?”

			“No.”

			His honest young face looked anxious.

			“Helen,” he pleaded, “do tell me. I only want to please you. If I’ve hurt or offended you in some way it’s only right to tell me. There’s nothing I’d not rather do than hurt you—than lose any part of you.”

			He looked very young and earnest. Her pale face softened as she looked at him.

			“It’s hard to tell you just what I feel,” she said slowly. “You seemed so pleased that Mrs. Miller had—lied about it. You seemed to think that that made everything quite all right.”

			Somehow at the bottom of his heart he had known it was that. He thought a minute and then said patiently:

			“You see, dear, it would make it very unpleasant for Mrs. Langley if people knew for a fact that she had been a housemaid.”

			“Would it? I can’t understand that. But even if it would she’d—what do you call it?—live it down. People would get used to the idea. They’d like her for herself in spite of it, wouldn’t they? There wouldn’t be this guessing and insinuating and—hiding. I can’t see what makes having been a housemaid so terrible. An artist friend of father’s used to go out as a waiter when he was very hard up.”

			He smiled a smile that barely hid his impatience with the subject.

			“Things are different here. And the process of her living it down wouldn’t be a pleasant one.”

			“You think that—to tell the lie about it makes it all right?”

			“Darling, these people are—funny. You’ll never understand them. They like things smooth on the surface.”

			“I don’t think I care much about these people, Gerald. But—you seemed to think that it made everything all right—”

			Her face was exquisitely beautiful in the dusk. He was desperately in love with her. He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss her. He was impatient with the argument. He didn’t agree with her. You’d got to have things smooth on the surface. It would have been suicidal for Mrs. Langley to stand up and admit to all the village that she’d been a housemaid. Helen didn’t understand. But he didn’t care one way or another.

			“No, darling,” he said, “I agree with you. I agree with you entirely.”

			He was ashamed of himself. He had done that more than once lately—agreed with her carelessly and against his own convictions because he wanted to get the argument over and make love to her. He drew her head on to his shoulder.

			“Helen, you’re so beautiful . . . so wonderful . . . I love you so.”

			V

			Mrs. Langley awoke next morning with a feeling of relief and pleasure. Her garden party was over and had been a great success. Then came another memory and with it a sudden sinking of the heart. Those fatal words of Mrs. Miller’s . . . She had covered them up well, but had people really been deceived? That girl knew, anyway. Would the story be even now going round the village? She rose with a heavy feeling of apprehension, half fearful of going into the village. But she need not have been troubled. Something had happened that put Mrs. Langley and her garden party out of the limelight altogether. Miss Flora Painton was found dead in bed that morning. ‘Heart failure’ was the doctor’s verdict.

			He passed Marcia as she was going out of her garden gate, and she stopped to ask him about it.

			“Call it heart failure,” he said; “it’s naturally that. The immediate cause is lack of nourishment. The woman was half starved. I suppose it’s a blessing. It leaves more for the other one to live on.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			I

			Gerald walked slowly through the wood—tinged now with the glowing red and gold of autumn—to the spot where he had arranged to meet Helen.

			His heart was a tumult of anger and humiliation. How could he tell her? What should he say? How could he taint Helen with the knowledge of this thing? He was living over again the scenes he had gone through with his mother and Freda. He felt contaminated by them, sick with shame and misery. And when he saw her coming to him the sight of her beauty only deepened his unhappiness. He blurted the thing out without any of those extenuating phrases he had thought of on the way.

			“Freda’s going to have a baby,” he said. “That Dewhurst man is the father. It happened at Frene Towers.”

			There was none of the horror he had expected on Helen’s face. Only a softening of her features to a gentle radiance of pity.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she breathed. Her sympathy took him unawares. He felt a childish longing to break down and cry. His nerves had been frayed by the scenes that had taken place in Moss Rose Cottage—Freda’s tears and frantic despair, his mother’s weeping, monotonous reproaches.

			“She’s had an awful scene with him since—she knew,” he went on. “He won’t marry her. Mother says I’ve got to make him.”

			They were walking down the little path by the side of a fallen tree.

			“Let’s sit down here,” said Helen.

			Her calmness brought him comfort, soothed the nerves that had been set a-jangle in his home, raised the affair suddenly from sordid squalor to something worthy of this gentle glow of her pity, worthy of this composed thoughtfulness. He drew a deep breath. It was as if he had been fleeing from some obscene monster and now had gained a height where he could draw breath and survey it calmly.

			“Does she love him?” said Helen.

			“She says she hates him now. He was evidently pretty brutal to her when she—told him.”

			“She wants to marry him?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Well”—he threw out his hands—“you surely see. We can’t remove. I’ve got my work here. We can’t afford to send Freda away. And, anyway, people would find out. And what about the child? It oughtn’t to be our responsibility. It ought to be the father’s. Marriage is the only way to fasten the responsibility on to him . . . If we were rich it would be different, and even then—oh, a woman doesn’t want to bring a nameless child into the world.” The triteness of the phrase irritated him and he ended impatiently, “You must see what I mean.”

			Again she was silent. Then she said:

			“Would a marriage—like that make things any better?”

			“Oh, I know,” he said helplessly. “I know—in books and plays a marriage like that’s looked on as old-fashioned and wicked . . . but for Freda the alternative seems unthinkable—to stay and have her child here. She’d be—persecuted. You don’t understand.” He dropped his face on to his hands. “You don’t know these people. She’d be an—outcast. The story would follow her wherever she went. And there’s the money—mother has only just enough to keep her and Freda.”

			“Freda wants him to marry her?”

			“Yes . . . she won’t face things if he doesn’t. She talks of suicide. She’s desperate. You know Freda. She hasn’t any courage . . . I’ve promised mother to go up to The Hall and tackle Lady Dewhurst about it. It’s a beastly job. I didn’t want to do it. She made me promise.”

			Helen’s voice seemed to come from very far away.

			“The people who are worth having as friends would stand by Freda.”

			“You don’t understand, Helen,” he said impatiently. His young face looked white and worried. “Somehow it’s the other people who matter so, who can make things so unbearable, the people who aren’t worth having as friends. In Leadon Hill Freda’s life would be a martyrdom if she had an illegitimate child.”

			“In Leadon Hill,” said Helen slowly, “I and Mrs. Faversham and the Elliotts, at any rate, would stand by her.”

			Another bitter smile passed over his face.

			“Yes,” he said, “but you see Freda doesn’t want to be in that camp. She wants to be in the other.”

			Helen considered that remark in silence. Then she seemed, with an effort, to bring her attention back to Freda’s problem.

			“It seems to me,” she said, “that you haven’t thought sufficiently over the alternative. Have you considered what the life of a woman will be with a man like Sir Geoffrey, without love on either side?”

			“There’d be—an assured position,” he said doggedly. “No one could throw stones at her. She’d be able to give her child a decent start in life. It’s due to the child.”

			“Do you think it is?” she said slowly. “Don’t you see that the sort of home she would give her child by marrying Sir Geoffrey would be a worse handicap than illegitimacy?”

			He felt impatient with her. He didn’t want to go to Lady Dewhurst, but Freda and his mother had wrought him up to it, and the fulfilment of his promise seemed to involve less unpleasantness now than his return to Freda and his mother with his promise unfulfilled. He was wretched and humiliated and ashamed. He wanted Helen to agree with him, to sympathise, to urge him along the same path as his mother and Freda, to give him strength to go on his mission to The Hall. And she was upsetting all his plans. She was so impossibly idealistic against all practical necessity. Theoretically of course he agreed with her, but not in this practical instance. Marriage seemed to clear the horizon, to be at any rate a temporary solution of the difficulty. It was certainly the way of least resistance as far as he was concerned.

			“You see,” Helen went on thoughtfully, “if Freda braved things out, it would be hard, but it would sooner or later be over. She’d win through, as you say. People don’t throw stones forever. She’d be happier than if she covered it up with lies and had to undergo the humiliation of a marriage like that.”

			“You don’t know Freda. I don’t think she would. And you don’t realise, Helen, that the majority of people prefer a thing to be ‘covered up with lies.’ They’d never see your point of view. Mother at first wanted me to go for the man with a horsewhip in the good old melodramatic style and flog a promise of marriage out of him. Then she decided that it might be more politic to approach Lady Dewhurst.”

			“So that’s what you’re going to do? Do you agree with your mother?”

			“I see your point of view, but I see hers too. We’ve got to back up Freda. If Freda stands out for the marriage we’ve got to do what we can for her.”

			“Your mother feels like that?”

			“Oh, mother’s got the old-fashioned melodramatic view of the subject. Freda’s ‘ruined’ if Sir Geoffrey doesn’t marry her.”

			“Have you tried to make Freda see—the other point of view?”

			“One can’t talk to Freda—now. Mother’s at her all the time. It’s pretty fiendish.”

			“Poor Freda!”

			Her soft-voiced sympathy seemed to include him too. It was like a healing benediction. His impatience with her faded. His love for her filled his heart, soothing away all his pain and misery.

			“Gerald, let me help—could I talk to Freda—just try to make her see what I feel?”

			“It’s no use, Helen. She won’t see anyone. She’s terrified of anyone’s knowing. She’d be furious if she knew I’d told you.”

			“She doesn’t like me, does she?”

			“No.”

			Even in her hysterical misery Freda had found a sneer for Helen. “That West girl’s far worse than I am,” she had said viciously between her sobs, “but she’s clever enough to hide it. She’s taken Gerald in, anyway.”

			“What am I to do?” he added helplessly.

			“You must do what you think best . . . Freda needs your help. Only—think it over well.”

			His impatience came again like a cloud between them.

			“I’ve got to do what they want,” he said. “Of course, the fellow may refuse, but I’ll do what I can to make him.”

			“You’re going up to The Hall—now?”

			“Yes.”

			He couldn’t tell what she thought. Her face looked calmly beautiful as usual.

			“I’ll walk with you as far as The Chestnuts,” she said.

			“Thank you,” he said.

			They walked to The Chestnuts in silence. His heart was beating apprehensively.

			At the gate she stopped and held out her hand.

			“Goodbye, Gerald,” she said. “You must do what you think is the best.”

			II

			Sir Geoffrey entered his mother’s boudoir sullenly. The expression of his mouth beneath the well-trimmed little moustache was unpleasant. He had come down to Leadon Hill in response to a message from his mother much against his will, and only because the message had been urgently worded and he feared her displeasure. He had noticed lately a difference in her behaviour to him. Beneath her complacence was a vein of hardness and determination. For the first time in his spoilt life he was coming in contact with it.

			As soon as he entered the boudoir he saw that he was ‘in for it.’ She sat grim and majestic at her desk, and looked at him unsmilingly, without any softening of her harsh features. His mind ran quickly over his debts—or, there was the other thing, but surely the girl wouldn’t have been such a fool as to come to his mother. He’d got the wind up rather about that affair. He’d wanted to get abroad for a bit till things blew over, but he hadn’t been able to fix it up. He’d been so confoundedly short of money . . .

			“Well?” he said, with a scowl.

			“Sit down, Geoffrey,” said his mother. She spoke calmly and distantly. “What I want to say to you I will say as shortly as I can. I’ve put up with a good many of your . . . vagaries, but this one I will not put up with. When it comes to a girl on your own estate, whose mother is one of your tenants, who has been asked as a guest to this house, whose father your own father knew and respected—well, you’ll marry this girl. That’s final.”

			A dull red had suffused her son’s face.

			“What difference does it make her being in this village?” he said aggressively, after a silence. “Nothing happened here—in Leadon Hill.”

			“Where did it happen, then?” said her ladyship icily. “Please spare me as many details as possible.”

			“The girl’s old enough to be able to look after herself,” he muttered. “It was at Frene Towers.”

			“So you persuaded that woman, who would never be allowed to set foot inside this house, to lure the girl to one of her orgies?”

			“I tell you,” he said angrily, “the whole thing was square and aboveboard. She asked the girl’s mother, and the girl’s mother let her go.”

			“The girl’s mother is a fool and you know it,” said Lady Dewhurst sharply. “You have yet to learn that you have a responsibility towards your tenants. The thing is—monstrous. I have put up with a good deal, Geoffrey, but this is the end. A professional man’s daughter . . . one of our oldest tenants. I’m determined on this. I’ve let things slide too long. I won’t have your father’s name disgraced in Leadon Hill. I tell you again—you’ll marry this girl.”

			The red had faded from Sir Geoffrey’s face, leaving it yellow. His expression was an unpleasant one; his furtive shifty little eyes were bloodshot. He looked like some ugly night-wandering animal caught suddenly and cornered by its enemies in a sudden glare of light.

			“I tell you,” he said hoarsely, “there was no question of a promise of marriage. It wasn’t my fault. The girl was in love with me. I never promised—”

			Lady Dewhurst raised a white, thin hand.

			“Kindly spare me the details of the seduction, Geoffrey,” she said. “This is final. Until I have your definite undertaking to marry this girl, I cut off your allowance entirely. On the day of your marriage I will settle three thousand a year on you, and one thousand on your wife. I will sell the Cornish estate in order to do it.”

			He glared at her furiously, then turned on his heel suddenly and went out of the room, banging the door behind him.

			III

			Gerald entered the boudoir. He had been summoned by a peremptory note from Lady Dewhurst. He felt sick and sore at the whole business. His young pride was hurt to the quick . . .

			Lady Dewhurst sat straight and rigid on her chair. She looked at him with a set, expressionless face, bowing her head very slightly in greeting. She did not ask him to sit down.

			“My son will marry your sister, Mr. Croombs,” she said. “Good day.”

			He went out, a mist over his eyes, his heart pounding in his ears. He would never feel clean again . . . never . . . never . . .

			He walked home very slowly. He felt none of the joy and relief and triumph he should have felt at the news. He did not feel somehow as if a tragedy had been averted. He felt rather as if one had been precipitated. His heart was sick with apprehension and anxiety.

			He went into the little drawing-room. His mother sat there. She had let herself go these last days. Her eyes were swollen with constant crying, her hair dishevelled, her dress untidy.

			“Well?” she said miserably. “I suppose it’s no good? She’s ruined. We’re all ruined. We shall never hold up our heads again. And after all I’ve done for her . . .”

			He could have killed her. He had heard it all so often these last few days. His nerves were worn to breaking point.

			“He’ll marry her,” he said curtly.

			She stared at him in amazement, then suddenly a smile broke over her flushed face and she ran from the room. He heard her go upstairs to Freda’s bedroom. He stood where he was, staring moodily at the fireplace till she returned. Then he said “Well?” in his turn.

			“I’ve told her.”

			“Was she glad?”

			“Of course, Gerald!” she snapped. “What a foolish question! She is really. She must be. Of course, she’s a bit upset by the whole thing”; then added sententiously, “we’ve all been through a most terrible time.”

			He looked at her with set face. “It’s all your fault,” he said suddenly; “why didn’t you bring her up to do something useful—to earn her own living?”

			She stared at him in amazement.

			“What nonsense, Gerald!” she said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about . . . Bringing up a girl with Freda’s looks to earn her own living! It would be sheer waste of money.”

			She was recovering her composure. She went to the glass and tidied her hair. A little foolish, meditative smile was on her lips.

			“It’s really a very good match,” she said complacently, “and some quite successful marriages have begun in this way.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			I

			The announcement of the engagement made a stir in the village, ousting as subject of conversation for the time even Helen’s misdeeds.

			On the whole the village was pleased about the engagement. Even Miss Mitcham said that it was a ‘pretty little romance.’ People felt proud of Freda for achieving it. It seemed a victory for their class. Sir Geoffrey Dewhurst hadn’t gone to the county set for his wife; no, he’d turned to one of them—to this simple, pretty little village girl. Also a future of pleasant familiarity with the Lady of the Manor seemed to stretch before them. There was an underlying jealousy, of course, that as yet found no expression. It would find expression quickly enough in criticism of her in her new position. They wouldn’t stand any airs from Freda Croombs. They’d known her since she was a child. They were as good as she was, every bit, grand marriage or no grand marriage . . .

			They were inclined to be waggishly amused over her conduct of the affair. Miss Dulcie, who was immensely pleased by it, called her a ‘sly little puss.’ She had managed it, people thought, very well and secretly, though of course most of them said they’d been prepared for it . . . they’d guessed something . . . ever since that garden party of Lady Dewhurst’s when he’d been so attentive to her . . .

			Mrs. Croombs had made a supreme effort to forget the origin of the marriage and had almost succeeded. She was coyly radiant. She went about in an atmosphere of dressmakers’ patterns and silks and satin and crêpe de Chine. She was a little hampered by her lack of money in her trousseau plans. For a match like this Freda should have had Paris models of filmy lace, hand-made underwear . . . But as it was, Mrs. Croombs had to make the best of the village dressmaker and her own efforts, and what material her limited income could afford. Freda was disappointing. She took no interest in it all. She was listless and irritable, easily upset and hysterical for the slightest cause. She seemed to hate the frocks and underwear that her mother was planning with such zest—Freda, who in the old days would have loved it so. It was most annoying of her, thought her mother aggrievedly, after all she’d done for her. Mrs. Croombs could not help feeling that Lady Dewhurst ought to have helped with the trousseau. But she had to admit that Lady Dewhurst was “doing the right thing by them.” She had asked them all to dinner. Gerald had spoilt it rather by refusing to go. Gerald was very sulky and disagreeable these days.

			The village was at first rather surprised to hear that the wedding was to take place at once. Sir Geoffrey, it appeared, had been given some rather vague unofficial appointment on the staff of his uncle, who was a consul in Spain, and the young couple were going abroad immediately after the wedding, returning in about a year’s time to take up their residence at The Hall. Leadon Hill shrewdly guessed at the reason of the year abroad. It was to tide over the transition stage between Freda as the girl of Moss Rose Cottage and Freda as the Lady of the Manor. Oh, yes, they nodded their heads wisely, they knew all about it.

			And on the whole they approved of the plan. It would make it easier for them, too.

			II

			To Freda it was all like an evil dream—the congratulations, the frocks and materials and patterns, the tryings on and alterings, the terrible visits to The Hall, the still more terrible enforced meetings with the man she had grown to hate, the sick dread of the future . . . She carried it off well, though. Trouble had taught her more than self-control. It had taught her to act a part and to act it cleverly. Her pride upheld her. No one must guess. When first she heard the banns read out in church she dug her nails into the palms of her hands and clenched her teeth. Yet outwardly she was composed enough, a demure little figure with downcast eyes, ‘sly little puss.’

			Sometimes she thought that she must wake up to find that the whole thing was a nightmare. It couldn’t be true. This thing couldn’t really have happened to her—to little Freda Croombs. Her whole life couldn’t really have gone black and hopeless like this—with nothing in it but the choice of two shames. Sometimes she would wake up in the morning from sleep, light-hearted and thoughtlessly happy, then gradually memory would cover her with its heavy cloud and she would fall back upon her pillows sick with misery. She clung with a kind of senseless, unreasoning hope to the space of time before her wedding day. She wouldn’t think of it yet. It was three whole weeks off. There was tomorrow and the day after and the day after that and days and days . . . she wouldn’t think of it yet. She hated her mother with her tape measures and her silks and satins. She refused to be tried on. She stormed and sulked. She tore one half-made dress from neck to hem in an hysterical passion. “An engaged girl’s nerves,” said her mother complacently. And the days crept on relentlessly, on and on and on . . .

			III

			She couldn’t believe that it was her wedding day when she awoke that sunny autumn morning. She tried not to believe it. She was walking along the dark path again, and she’d come to the black pool and she had to go on, right on into it—because something drove her unceasingly behind. She was desperate. She wished she’d thrown herself into the river. She had nearly done it—once. But she knew she couldn’t now. Her courage had gone. It was too late . . .

			Her mother was relieved by her calmness that morning. She went about the house composedly. She allowed her mother to dress her, arranging the soft white dress and veil. The bouquet of lilies Helen was to supply from her greenhouse; it had not arrived yet. The face beneath the veil was as white and expressionless as though it had been moulded in wax.

			“That looks beautiful, darling,” said Mrs. Croombs; “don’t you think so?”

			Freda did not look at her or answer, and Mrs. Croombs went on hastily, “There’s half an hour before the motor comes, darling, so you’ll sit down in the easy chair and rest, won’t you? I’ve got a hundred last-minute things to see to. You’ll be all right?”

			Again Freda did not move or speak and Mrs. Croombs went out of the room quickly. She’d be glad when the wedding was safely over. Freda was very annoying, but it only made things worse to lose your temper with her.

			Freda did not go to the easy chair. She remained motionless, sitting at her dressing table, her eyes fixed blankly in front of her. Her thoughts ran round and round the past weeks in a hopeless, desperate circle, as they had done so often. That week at Frene Towers—it was a sort of blur in her mind. She had lived in a dream of passion. She had had no thought for past or future. The love that had grown so gradually had filled her life and thoughts and days and minutes. It had been a timeless, unreasoning ecstasy. She had hardly noticed the other guests. She had worshipped him with all the passion of which her undisciplined nature was capable. Their stolen moments of love had intoxicated her. She had given herself to him gladly and willingly . . . But it was a dream with a bitter awakening. Next had come the dawning horror, then the frenzied panic of knowledge, and that interview with him, every word of which had burnt itself into her soul. She had seen him suddenly, even at the outset of it, without the glamour her short-lived passion had cast over him. Her love seemed to have blazed itself to ashes in that delirious week. She saw him then not as the god of her dreams, but as a small, too-well-dressed man with shifty eyes and a little cruel mouth. She hated him almost before he began to speak. But the idea of his refusing to marry her never occurred to her. He did refuse, however. He refused with contempt and some quite unnecessary sneers. She had left him in a panic of despair. She suffered then to the utmost of her capacity for suffering. She was half mad with misery and shame. It was then that she so nearly turned to the river for refuge. There followed those terrible scenes with her mother, then the false peace of the message Gerald had brought with him . . . and then this . . . her wedding day. She was to spend the rest of her life with him—now . . . She was to belong to him, to be wholly in his power—now. She thought again of his cruel words, saw again his sneering cruel mouth. And her white calm broke down. She looked about her little bedroom distractedly. She would not—could not marry him, never, never, never . . . Someone knocked at the door, but she did not say “Come in.” Then the door opened and Helen entered. She was dressed for the wedding in one of those dresses of hers that never seemed new or old, that seemed to fit her as perfectly and naturally as a bud its opening flower. She held in her hand a sheaf of lilies tied with white satin ribbon. It was the first time she and Freda had been alone together since Freda’s engagement.

			“Here it is, Freda,” she said. “I’m sorry it’s so late.”

			Freda looked at her in silence—looked into the dark eyes—and suddenly she broke down. She laid her veiled golden head on the dressing table and began to sob.

			“I can’t do it . . . I can’t. Oh, do help me, Helen. I can’t . . .”

			Helen sat down in the chair by the dressing table.

			“You don’t want to marry him?” she said.

			Freda shook her head, sobbing. A feeling of protection, of refuge had come over her at Helen’s presence. She forgot completely her old dislike of Helen. She felt suddenly less alone—less hopeless.

			“Then, of course, you shan’t,” said Helen’s low calm voice. “Don’t cry, dear. Don’t cry. It’s all right. You shan’t marry him.”

			Freda checked her sobs with an effort and mechanically arranged her veil.

			“I must, Helen . . . You don’t know. There’s something you don’t know.”

			Her cheeks flamed.

			“I do know . . . Gerald told me.”

			“Then—then I must, Helen. I can’t—don’t you understand?”

			“Listen, Freda.” The voice by itself, so calm and steady and gentle, brought undreamed-of relief. The eyes, so full of truth and love and pity, were like harbour lights to a storm-driven ship. Freda was dully surprised by the feeling of rest that crept into her heart. She dried her eyes. “Listen, Freda. You don’t love this man. Don’t marry him. If you do, you’ll be living and acting a lie all your life. You’ll be more unhappy than you’ve any idea of . . . Come to me till—it’s over. I’ll look after you. I’ll take you right away if you like. I’ll look after you—always. Things won’t be—easy, but they will be easier than this—though this seems the easier way to you just now. People will forget. The people who care about truth will respect you. You’ll find happiness—in the end. Truth is happiness.”

			There was a sudden flash of hope in Freda’s eyes.

			“The baby might die, mightn’t it?” she whispered.

			A quick sharp pain in the dark eyes that were fixed on her.

			“Oh, don’t, dear . . . don’t.”

			“But, Helen—it’s too late. I must marry him—now. Look. I’ve got the dress on—the veil.” She broke down and began to sob hopelessly. “It’s too late.”

			Helen dropped on to her knees by her side.

			“It isn’t too late. Tell me honestly. You don’t want to marry him?”

			“Oh no, no, no!”

			Helen went swiftly to the bedroom door and opened it. Gerald, in correct ceremonial wedding attire—frock coat, striped trousers, buttonhole, carrying his top hat, was just coming out of his bedroom.

			“Gerald,” said Helen, regally imperious, “the wedding must be stopped. Freda doesn’t wish it.”

			He stared at her open-mouthed. “What on earth do you mean?” he said.

			“Freda doesn’t want this marriage. It mustn’t take place.”

			“It’s too late to put it off,” he said. “People are in the church now, waiting for it.”

			She looked at him fixedly. “If you don’t put off this wedding, I’ll never marry you. I mean it.”

			He looked at her darkly. As if he hadn’t had enough bother over the business . . . He’d been feeling relieved that it would soon be over and he could try to forget it. And now—he turned on his heel.

			“Very well,” he said. “I’ll go to mother. She’ll have to know first.”

			Helen went back to the bedroom. Freda looked up at her piteously.

			“Needn’t I?” she said. “Is it all right? You’ll take me away, won’t you?”

			“Yes, I’ll take you away. I’ll look after you.”

			She placed her hands on the girl’s shoulders. Freda drew a deep quivering breath. Then Mrs. Croombs entered. Two bright spots of fury burnt in her cheeks. Gerald followed and stood sheepishly in the doorway.

			“What’s all this?” said Mrs. Croombs angrily.

			Helen faced her calmly.

			“This marriage must not take place,” she said. “Freda doesn’t wish it.”

			“What do you mean? . . . the people are already in the church.”

			“They can go home.”

			Mrs. Croombs turned to Freda. Desperation took from Mrs. Croombs her natural inclination to sob and reproach.

			“Freda,” she said breathlessly, “tell me . . . You—?”

			The girl’s tears, once summoned through her unnatural calm, came readily.

			“He’s been so cruel to me,” she sobbed.

			“Listen,” said Mrs. Croombs, panting. “If you don’t want to marry him, you shan’t—but think what it means. You’ll be ruined. No one in this place will speak to you or look at you again. Wherever you go, people will know. You’ll have a child without its father’s name. You’ll disgrace all of us. This is the only chance of marriage you’re ever likely to get—now.”

			The look of panic returned to the blue eyes. Alone with Helen had come sudden wonderful relief and peace, a feeling of protection and comfort. It had been like a heavy burden dropping from her. She needn’t marry him . . . She wouldn’t marry him . . . It was all right. Helen would look after her. But now, at her mother’s words returned the old sickening fear . . . ‘disgrace’ . . . ‘ruined.’ Her mind worked quickly. Helen had said she would look after her. Yes, but Helen herself was almost an outcast. Helen had said she’d take her right away. Yes, but even ‘right away’ there’d be people, people to whisper the story, to stare at her, to make her wretched. And marriage . . . that mythical, happy marriage that had been the goal of her girlhood . . . “This is the only chance of marriage you’re likely to get—now.” It was true. No one else would marry her—now. There’d always be someone to tell the story against her. And if she didn’t marry? Again that narrow, cramped life with her mother—more narrow, more cramped, full now of monotonous reproaches . . . “after all I’ve done for you . . .”

			Mrs. Croombs was preserving her composure with difficulty.

			“Well, Freda, no one’s forcing you to marry. Shall the marriage go on or not?”

			Suddenly Freda remembered the pink dress—that badly fitting dress of cheap material lying on the drawing-room floor. It seemed to stand for the life she would have if she—refused this . . . the little house she hated so, the dull round of domestic duties she hated so, ceaseless recriminations, the emptiness, the scheming, the poverty . . . that cheap, badly fitting pink dress . . .

			She shuddered, trembling from head to foot.

			“Oh, yes,” she said breathlessly. “I must . . . I must . . .”

			Mrs. Croombs turned on Helen. She was beside herself with rage. Quite honestly, at that moment, Mrs. Croombs saw Helen West as a wicked woman trying to lure Freda from the narrow path of virtue.

			“You wicked woman!” she said, with melodramatic intensity. “Go out of my house and never set foot in it again.”

			“Mother!” said Gerald angrily, but his anger was not real.

			Helen had asked for it. Why on earth had she come upsetting everything . . . interfering . . . ?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			I

			The reception after the wedding was held at The Hall. All Leadon Hill was there and most of Monkton Hawes. The story of the ‘pretty romance’ was passed from one to another. “He’s admired her since she was a child.”

			“We first began to notice at Lady Dewhurst’s garden party this year. He seemed frightfully in love then.”

			“And he began to come to The Hall a lot. He used to be here hardly at all.”

			“Though the news was quite a surprise when it actually came.”

			“Oh, she’d kept it all very dark—sly little puss.”

			“It’s so romantic, isn’t it? I mean, when you think of the hundreds of handsome girls he must have met in his own class, I mean in London society; and he chooses little Freda Croombs for his wife.”

			“It shows how country simplicity and innocence really appeal to a man—not all this modern fastness.”

			“How pale and quiet she is!”

			“Yes . . . it’s a solemn moment in a girl’s life.”

			Gerald went over to a little group consisting of the Miss Martyns and Olive. He saw Helen in the distance with the Elliotts, but pretended not to see her. He still felt exasperated with her. And he’d no use for that Elliott man. He’d read one of his books once—morbid stuff . . . It was nice to see Olive again. Now that he came to think of it, it was weeks since he and Olive had had a talk.

			“I’ve seen nothing of you for ages,” he said to her with a smile. “Where have you been hiding yourself?”

			The colour crept over her pale face.

			“I’ve been—here all the time,” she said, lifting her secretive blue eyes to his and dropping them quickly. “Of course, nowadays you’ve only eyes for one person.”

			He felt uncomfortable at her allusion to his engagement. Except for her flush she looked very collected, yet he had a curious suspicion that beneath her composure she was disturbed. He felt the old interest in her reviving. After all, he thought, it was foolish to cut yourself off from any possible woman friend just because you were engaged. And he had always liked Olive. He felt that if Olive knew all that had happened she would sympathise with him, she would consider Helen unreasonable. He loved Helen, but she was a little unreasonable. One had to admit that. After all, there was no reason why this marriage of Freda’s shouldn’t turn out all right, far better than undergoing that public purgatory of humiliation that Helen seemed to want her to undergo.

			“I do hope,” Miss Martyn was saying, “that this agitation for tampering with the beautiful old words of our marriage service will not be successful. They are in parts plain spoken, I admit, but they are hallowed by the usage of the Church.”

			Miss Mitcham came up and joined the group. Her new friendship with Miss Martyn still continued.

			“It was over in good time, wasn’t it?” she said; “it’s only four o’clock now.”

			“Three o’clock by God’s time,” said Miss Dulcie brightly.

			Miss Mitcham opened her mouth as if to speak, glanced at Gerald and was silent. Gerald wondered whether the remark she had meant to make concerned himself or his sister or his mother or his fiancée. She turned to Miss Martyn.

			“Have you seen the presents, Miss Martyn?” she said. “They’re arranged in the morning room.”

			Again she looked at Gerald as if she resented his presence.

			“No,” said Miss Martyn. “I would like to. Will you come, Dulcie?”

			Miss Dulcie hesitated, flushed, glanced fearfully at Olive, then said:

			“I would like to run and speak to dear Miss West. I see her over there.”

			There was something defiant and frightened in her manner of making the statement. Gerald knew that her affection for Helen met with little encouragement at home. The surprising thing was that her poor clouded mind clung to it so doggedly. He puzzled for a second over that look of fear she had thrown at Olive, then forgot it. She scuttled off to join Helen and the Elliotts as though afraid of being called back. Miss Mitcham and Miss Martyn moved off towards the house. As they went they lowered their voices, fixing their eyes on Helen.

			“Oh, Helen’s over there,” said Gerald, as though he were seeing her for the first time. He felt that some explanation was necessary for his not having gone to her at once.

			“Yes, over there,” said Olive. “You’re longing to go to her, aren’t you? You may, you know. I don’t mind.”

			He laughed easily and naturally. “Oh, she seems fairly well attended,” he said.

			“It’s maddening, I know,” said Olive sympathetically, “for two engaged people to have to meet in a crowd.”

			He glanced at her quickly, wondering how to take her remark. Her face was expressionless. He wondered whether this strange impression of emotion beneath her calmness were a mistaken one.

			They had sat down upon two of the basket chairs placed beneath the trees.

			“Do you go into the woods often nowadays?” she said suddenly.

			He felt uncomfortable.

			“Sometimes,” he said; “do you?”

			“Never . . . but I’ve thought so much of all our talks there. They meant so much to me. We’re still friends, aren’t we, Gerald?”

			He looked away.

			“Of course.”

			“I shouldn’t like to lose you as a friend just because you have become engaged to someone else.”

			Her voice was so calm and composed. So was her face.

			“Of course we’re friends,” he said again.

			Rather to his surprise he found that her attraction for him was still there. He’d been an idiot to let his friendship with her drop. There was room in a man’s life for friendship as well as love. He must try to make Helen friendly with her too . . .

			“You’ll be leaving Leadon Hill—soon, I suppose?” she said.

			“I don’t think so,” he replied. “You once advised me not to. Do you remember?”

			“Ah, that was before—” she breathed. “But I remember. I told you that life was impossible without compromise. I wonder if you agree?”

			Again he glanced at her quickly.

			“What do you mean exactly by compromise?” he said.

			“I mean that one has to adapt one’s personal convictions to practical circumstances. You see—one can’t force them on people and things regardless of everything, can one? Do you see what I mean? The highest good has always been obtained by compromise. One may have high ideals oneself, but to force one’s own ideals on other people is a form of selfishness. There are always special circumstances to be considered in each case. No one can judge the case of another.”

			Again he glanced at her, wondering how much or how little she knew. It seemed strange that she should say—just that.

			II

			Freda, Lady Dewhurst, stood between her young husband and her mother-in-law in her wedding dress and veil. She looked like a marble statue. She spoke only when spoken to. She looked much older than a few months ago, but she had gained in beauty. A certain look of simpering silliness had left her face. Her husband watched her furtively. Well, she’d managed it, the little devil. He thought she might look more pleased about it than this . . . He looked her up and down. Yes, she was pretty . . . no doubt about it . . . After all, he might as well marry her as anyone. He didn’t know why he’d made such a fuss about it. Got the wind up, somehow . . . once the thing had been forced upon him he hadn’t minded so much. He’d have a hold over her, anyway, and it was a great thing to have a hold over one’s wife. Memories flocked to him . . . that week at Frene Towers . . . Now that the thing was actually accomplished, his sullenness was leaving him . . . She’d been passionately in love with him then, and she had been such a pretty thing—all curves and dimples and soft yieldingness. He caught her eye and smiled the ogling smile that had once so thrilled her. She looked at him straight between the eyes without smiling, then looked away. He grinned twistedly to himself. Treating him like that on his wedding day! He had seen little of her during their brief engagement and had not noticed her sullenness because he was still sullen himself. But that glance was a direct rebuff. And, as ever, her repulse of him inflamed him. Old passions stirred to life. Soft and loving and yielding, clinging to him, kissing him passionately, only three months ago, and now to look at him like that . . . Her old attraction for him leapt again to life . . . the little devil. He noted appreciatively the shadowed blue of her eyes, the smooth alabaster of her pale cheeks, the sad baby lips, the delicious curves of her neck . . . Oh, yes, all things considered, he might have done worse . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			I

			François arrived without warning of any kind. That was like François. François always did things on the spur of the moment. He walked unannounced into the studio at the bottom of the garden, where Helen was working and where she had not even heard the shrill scream of joy with which old Marcella had greeted him, and stood in the doorway smiling at her. She looked at him for a moment speechless, then came across to him with outstretched hands.

			He took her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length. His keen brown eyes above his pointed beard examined her closely.

			“Well, little one?” he said at last.

			She looked at him with misty eyes.

			“How glad I am you’ve come, François!” she said.

			“Happy?” he said.

			She hesitated; then said, with her flickering smile: “I don’t know.”

			The moment of emotion that his unexpected appearance had given her was gone. She was calm now, though her face was pale.

			He sat down on the table and took up a little pile of her sketches that lay there. He turned them over one by one, but his real attention was not for them. He was still examining her furtively with narrowed eyes like knife slits.

			“So you’re betrothed—eh?”

			“Yes.”

			“I must see this young man. Where is he?”

			“Oh, he works in a bank all day. I never see him in the daytime.”

			“I shall see him this evening, then?”

			“Perhaps,” said Helen evasively. She had made no arrangement for meeting Gerald that evening. She was not sure that she wanted François to meet him. He laid one of her sketches face downward on the table.

			“A bank clerk, eh?” he said.

			“Yes.”

			“And you love him, of course,” he said, still without looking at her.

			“Of course. What do you think of my work, François?”

			He gave his whole attention to her work then, examining each sketch separately and for several minutes. He had lit that long, strangely shaped pipe she remembered so well. It brought back vividly the memory of the Florentine studio—the haze of smoke and the faces she had loved . . . her father’s face, serene and beautiful . . . François pacing to and fro in the middle, waving his hands, talking, talking, talking . . .

			“They’re not good?” she said quietly.

			He shook his head.

			“You were doing better work than this at Florence, little one.”

			“I know. I can’t work here.”

			She realised that suddenly for the first time.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Again his quick glance pierced her.

			“You like it . . . the place . . . the people?”

			Again she hesitated.

			“It’s very beautiful.”

			“Ah,” he said, “the place . . . but the people? You like them?”

			“They are not easy to understand,” she said slowly. “They are, of course, different from the people I knew in Florence.”

			“What do they talk about? What are they interested in?” She thought over the conversations that had taken place at every social function she had attended.

			“Their maids,” she said, “their housekeeping, their neighbours.”

			He gave a little gesture of hopelessness.

			“But I know these people, little one. I, too, have met them in France. The young man—your fiancé—he does not talk of such things?”

			“Ah, no,” smiled Helen; “he thinks and talks of big things, the things of the outside world . . . I am teaching him Italian.”

			“That is good. I am looking forward to seeing him.”

			Helen’s heart sank. She did not know why she dreaded Gerald’s meeting François. She did not know whether it was Gerald’s effect on François or François’ effect on Gerald she was afraid of.

			He was still watching her.

			“You are paler, Helen—you are not well. Something is gone from you. I know not what,” he searched for a word. English never came easily to him, “Something of carefreeness, of trustingness, of—yes, of arrogance . . . has something been hurting you, little one?”

			She flushed slightly.

			“No, François . . . and I have made friends here. The lady in the next house has been so good to me. She has a little lame son, too, who is my friend. Then there are a novelist and his wife who are my friends. We have had many interesting talks together.”

			“And the others?”

			She hesitated. “I don’t know them yet. But there is plenty of time. I shall learn to know them.”

			She held her head high. Her dark eyes were full of courage. Yet something in voice or words or pose rang false.

			His keen eye missed nothing. To a stranger she would have looked magnificent with her regal carriage and self-assurance and pride. To one who knew her well, the attitude conveyed a subtle impression of dispiritedness. He noted every flicker of expression on her face, every almost imperceptible faltering of her voice. He lowered his eyes quickly as though to hide from her how much he knew and saw.

			“When you’re—tired of this place, little one,” he said casually, walking round her studio and examining every detail of furnishing and decoration, “you must come back to us—just for a time, anyway. We will be a refuge where you can gather courage before you go out into the world again to seek your fortune like the hero of the fairy tale.” She said nothing at first. She was standing at the table turning over her sketches. Then:

			“You’re making me homesick, François,” she said softly. “Now that I see you, I feel here like a stranger in a strange land . . . You make me long for Florence—for roses on the hillside, for cypress trees and old terraces and bridges, for purple hills and silver olive groves.”

			“Do you remember our walk to the Torre del Gallo last spring?” he said.

			“Oh, yes,” she breathed softly; “the wild tulips and the daffodils and hyacinths and the pimpernels and violets—violets everywhere, and one little rosy almond tree among the olives.”

			“And the sunset from San Miniato.”

			“And the bells of Santa Maria Novella. Do you hear them every morning still, François?”

			“Yes. Your father’s studio is still there just as it was . . . old Magdala looks after it. She keeps it well . . . she expects you back, Helen. Your father’s things are all there—and many of yours.”

			She was silent for a long time, then said in a low, steady voice:

			“I hope to—visit Florence again soon. Tell her I will come—some day. And your studio, François, is it just the same?”

			“Just the same, little one—just as untidy and full of odds and ends and bits of useless rubbish and tobacco smoke as ever.”

			“And you meet there?”

			“Yes.”

			“You and old Guiseppe and André and Timon and Nickolay,” she said dreamily. “And talk and talk and talk all night long.”

			She was standing at the window, her eyes fixed dreamily on the garden outside.

			He looked at her again with narrowed eyes.

			“So you’re engaged to a bank clerk in Leadon Hill,” he said softly—“you!”

			She turned to him as though she had not heard.

			“François, now you’ve come, you’ll—stay, won’t you? A fortnight or a month—or as long as you can?”

			He smiled.

			“I must go back tomorrow, petite.”

			Her face clouded.

			“Tomorrow!”

			“I had to come over to London on business, and I had to come to see how you were faring, but—I must return tomorrow.”

			“But won’t you stay longer? It’s cruel of you only to stay a day with me, François, when I’ve missed you so.”

			“I must return tomorrow,” he said, smiling.

			She made a little gesture of resignation.

			“Then—what shall we do with this evening?”

			“What would you like to do?”

			“I’d like a walk—one of the walks we used to go—walking on and on and on without having to come home for a meal. François, people in England never go for real walks, because they’re always thinking about getting back for the next meal.” She looked at the clock. “We’ll get the next meal over quickly. It’s dinnertime now. Then we’ll walk . . .” She paused, then with a little gasp of inspiration, “We’ll walk to Morton Rise and stay the night at the inn there. It’s an old English inn, François. You’ll love it. It belongs to a cousin of some people who live in the village. Then we’ll get up early and see the sunrise. You can just see the sea through a gap in the downs from the hill at Morton Rise, and the sunrise over the sea is wonderful. It will inspire you, François. It will make me paint again as I painted in Florence.”

			She had glowed into the radiance he knew—the radiance he had missed in her till now. “I’ll tell Marcella that we’ll have dinner now, at once.”

			II

			The air was fresh and dew-laden when they set off after dinner. The village seemed asleep. But it was not really asleep. Eyes watched them from behind every curtain. It never occurred to Helen that François was a strange figure in Leadon Hill. She had seen him almost every day through her babyhood and childhood and girlhood. She took his appearance for granted—his slouch hat, low collar, large tie, velvet coat, and baggy trousers. François dressed in the conventional style of the Quartier Latin of Paris. He prided himself upon it. It was his only pose. One of Helen’s earliest memories was of her father’s Herculean laughter as he chaffed François about it. Helen herself had always velvet coat and baggy trousers. François—no more strange than the trees or the hills or the houses around her. But eyes wide with disapproving horror watched their progress down Acacia Road and across the village green. Miss Mitcham kindly allowed the Treasure to come and watch from the drawing-room because the kitchen was on the other side of the house. Mrs. Croombs called Gerald to the window with a malicious little smile. She was feeling well disposed to all the world now that Freda was safely married, but she was determined to prevent this match of Gerald’s if she could. Since the scene on Freda’s wedding day her instinctive dislike of Helen had grown to hatred.

			She had so nearly spoilt everything, coming and upsetting Freda at the last minute . . .

			Gerald’s face darkened as he watched the two, Helen and that strange painter fellow in his ridiculous costume.

			“I suppose you knew he was coming to visit her?” said his mother.

			“No,” said Gerald sulkily, and then bit his lip. If only he’d had the sense to lie to her. It made him look such a fool. Whoever the fellow was, Helen ought to have told him he was coming. He ought to know where he was with her. Suppose they were married and fellows like that kept turning up and she went off like that without a word to him! He’d seen her only yesterday and she’d not said anything about this chap. And she must have known. He looked after them . . . they had reached the village green. The man walked jauntily, and was talking, talking. Theatrical ass! He’d ask Helen for an explanation as soon as he met her again. It was too bad, making a fool of him like this. Suppose he went out in the village like that with a girl she didn’t know and never told her about it . . .

			“A very Bohemian type, isn’t he?” said his mother silkily. “One of her old friends, I suppose.”

			She put an accent on the word ‘friends’ that gave it a sinister meaning. Gerald flushed.

			They had disappeared now. His mother turned back to the room.

			“Well, I do think that seems queer, Gerald, never telling you he was coming!”

			He took up a book and began to pretend to read as if he had not heard her. His mother took up her needlework and sat down at the window.

			“And you saw her yesterday, didn’t you?” she went on musingly.

			He made no answer. His anger was rising.

			His mother made a little clicking noise with her teeth.

			“Well,” she said emphatically, “girls didn’t go on like that in my young days. I only hope she won’t keep on these Bohemian ways when she’s married to you, Gerald. I must say it won’t be pleasant for any of us, if she does.”

			His heart was pounding angrily; the words of his book were a blur before his eyes.

			“Flaunting it all so openly, too,” said Mrs. Croombs after another silence. “But, of course, if you don’t mind, Gerald . . . some women seem able to make fools of every man they come across . . . I must say . . . if it is, as it looks like, one of her old lovers turning up. . .”

			He shut his book and answered unsteadily.

			“I don’t know what you mean, mother. Why on earth shouldn’t one of Helen’s old friends come to see her, and why on earth shouldn’t they go out for a walk together? I—I don’t know what you mean.”

			He went from the room, took his hat from the hat-stand, then went out, slamming the front door.

			He didn’t know where he was going. He was trembling with unreasoning fury—fury against his mother and against Helen. How dare his mother insinuate such things! . . . And how dare Helen go off with that—that man without a word to him! On the impulse of a moment he went across to the Martyns’ house to ask if Olive would come for a walk with him. He did it in a childish desire to retaliate. Helen had gone out with another man without telling him. He’d go out with Olive. The grim, middle-aged maid opened the door. Miss Olive was out. They were all out. Miss Martyn’s cousin had driven them over to Morton Rise and they were going to stay the night there. She glared disapprovingly at Gerald. He ought to have got engaged to Miss Olive before this hussy ever came to Leadon Hill. Anyway, he oughtn’t to start hanging round Miss Olive now that he was the hussy’s young man.

			He went away, feeling still more angry, and stood for a moment indecisive in the middle of the road. He didn’t know quite what he was going to do. He couldn’t return home to his mother and her ceaseless insinuation and reproaches. He knew that she’d go on all night; she never stopped once she began. And Helen and—that artist man, walking together, perhaps sitting together in the woods now . . . they had been talking so happily, so vivaciously. He felt an urgent desire to find them, to confront them, to spoil somehow the pleasure that he had seen on both faces as they passed the window of Moss Rose Cottage. The memory of that pleasure still made his pulses throb furiously.

			Perhaps they had gone down by the river or across to the woods. He went first to the river and then tramped through the woods till it was nearly dark, but found no trace of them. The exercise, however, took away something of his anger. He was dead tired when at last he went to The Chestnuts and rang the bell. She must have returned home by now. Perhaps he’d been a fool. After all, the man looked old enough to be her father. Perhaps he’d arrived unexpectedly. He remembered now that she had once told him about some friend of her father’s—only he hadn’t listened properly. He’d always jealously hated the thought of her Italian days . . .

			Old Marcella herself came to the door.

			“May I speak to Miss West?” he said, making as if to step into the hall.

			The old hag barred his way, looking at him suspiciously. “She not home,” she said surlily. Marcella scorned to master the idioms of the English language. She did not dislike Gerald particularly. She only included him in her general dislike of all the English except her own signora.

			His anger began to return.

			“When will she be at home?”

			“She not home this night,” said Marcella, closing the door on him sharply.

			He walked away furious.

			III

			Helen was deliciously tired when they arrived at the Eagle Inn at Morton Rise.

			The walk had been like a dream to her. The past few months seemed to fade away. She was back in Italy. Leadon Hill did not exist. François striding along and talking, talking, talking, touching on every subject under the sun and illuminating each with his brilliant flashes of intellect and wit, talking sometimes in French, sometimes Italian, occasionally in his halting English, gesticulating continually with his long arms in the way she remembered so well. As a tiny child, before she could speak or walk, she had seen him like that, striding about her father’s studio, talking, talking, waving his long arms. He did not touch again on her life at Leadon Hill. He asked her nothing more about Gerald or the others. Leadon Hill had ceased to exist.

			They were in Italy. Something parched in Helen’s soul was drinking it all in eagerly . . . his breadth of outlook, his flashing intellect, his nimbleness of wit, his clear vision, his large, kindly tolerance, his hatred of narrowness and hypocrisy. It was part of the old days, part of the old life in her father’s studio. Beneath her pleasure was a strange heartsickness.

			They walked into the entrance hall of the hotel. François went to the desk, asking with his elaborate politeness for two bedrooms for the night.

			The girl eyed him suspiciously and answered him grudgingly. Yes, they could let them have two bedrooms. He thanked her and rejoined Helen.

			“We must be up by four o’clock, François,” she said, “or we won’t catch the sunrise—so let’s go to bed now. It’s after eleven.”

			They walked through the lounge towards the staircase; then suddenly Helen stopped. At the farther end of the lounge sat two people who seemed familiar. Her attention had first been drawn to them by something fixed and startled in the gaze they were fastening upon her. Then she recognised them. It was Miss Martyn and Olive. She turned and went towards them in friendly greeting. Miss Martyn gathered up her needlework and came towards her. They met in the middle of the lounge. With an almost imperceptible inclination of her head, Miss Martyn swept past into the hall beyond. Two bright spots burnt in her cheeks. She looked like an outraged empress.

			Helen stood motionless for a minute, looking after her. Then he looked towards Olive. Olive’s head was bent very low over her needlework. Helen hesitated a moment, then rejoined François, who was waiting at the foot of the stairs.

			Suddenly and for the first time she realised how strange he looked there in the prim little English country hotel with his beard, flowing tie, his velvet coat and baggy trousers, his curling hair just a little too long.

			“Who was that, petite?” he said gently.

			“Someone I know in Leadon Hill.”

			He looked at her keenly.

			“You look tired.”

			A faint smile lit up her sombre eyes.

			“I’m not used to long walks nowadays,” she said.

			As they went upstairs, she felt Olive Legarde’s eyes fixed upon them piercingly. Yet when she turned and looked down into the lounge the girl’s eyes were still palely downcast . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			I

			Marcia looked anxiously round the garden. She had worked hard in it all morning. She wanted it to look its best for John. John was coming home next week. A wave of happy excitement came over her at the thought. It would be good to have John at home again. She hoped that he would be pleased with things. The carnations in the greenhouse were not doing well. He would be disappointed about those . . . And one of the pear trees seemed to have some sort of blight on it. But the heliotropes were a wonderful show. John loved heliotropes. She took her gardening scissors and went the round of the rose garden, clipping off the dead blooms. The roses, of course, were practically over. One night’s frost would kill them all now. Blake was working in the front garden. Over Blake too was an air of anxiety as the day of John’s arrival drew nearer. He was strenuously engaged in covering the traces of any sins of omission that he had been guilty of in the last four months . . .

			“Good morning, Mrs. Faversham.”

			She turned with a smile of welcome to Mr. Elliott, who had sauntered round the side of the house into the garden.

			“Hello,” she called, waving her scissors. “Take a seat in the shade. I’m just coming.”

			As she joined him she saw that he looked graver than usual.

			“Blake and I are frenziedly trying to make the garden look its best,” she said. “John comes home next week.”

			“Have you seen Helen today?” said Mr. Elliott.

			“Only for a moment before breakfast. I’ve been gardening ever since I got Moyna off to school. Why?”

			“There’s a beastly scandal about her going the round of the place.”

			Marcia’s heart seemed to stop beating. The fate of this girl seemed as vital to her as though she were actually belonging to her. Mr. Elliott sat back in his chair. His thin face looked worn in the sunlight.

			“Molly sent me to talk it over with you. She’s coming on later.”

			“What’s happened?” said Marcia breathlessly.

			“It seems that one of Helen’s Florentine friends visited her yesterday, and they walked over to Morton Rise and spent the night at the Eagle.”

			“I know. She told me this morning. She’d just been seeing him off at Monkton Hawes station. She said they were both drunk with the sunrise. I knew, of course, when she told me, that Leadon Hill wouldn’t approve. But the man was one of her father’s friends—a sort of unofficial guardian, I gathered. Surely—”

			“Oh, it’s not that, exactly.” He bent forward and prodded into the ground with his stick. “It’s this story of Olive Legarde’s. She and her aunt were staying the night at the Eagle, you know—”

			“Yes, Helen told me.”

			“Well, Olive says that she couldn’t sleep, so at two o’clock in the morning she went down for a book she’d left in the lounge, and saw the man coming out of Helen’s bedroom.”

			The sunny garden went black for a moment in Marcia’s eyes, then she said in a faint voice:

			“They don’t believe it?”

			He laughed unpleasantly.

			“Of course they do. They’re glad to. It’s something they’ve been longing for ever since she came here. Everyone in Leadon Hill had heard and believed it before ten o’clock this morning. ‘It must be true,’ they say. ‘Olive Legarde would never tell a lie.’ She didn’t want to tell her aunt, according to the story . . . She always liked Helen and believed in her . . . she’s never said a word against her . . . It took her a long time to make up her mind to tell her aunt, and finally she did it because she thought it was her duty. That’s what they’re saying . . . Then, of course, Miss Martyn went in to tell Miss Mitcham, and Miss Mitcham went to tell Lady Dewhurst, and someone else went to tell Mrs. Langley, and—well, as I said, the whole village knew before ten o’clock.”

			“And Helen? Does she know?”

			“She must know there’s something. Molly was in the village this morning and saw Lady Dewhurst cut her. Lady Dewhurst’s cuts are the real thing, you know. She doesn’t just pretend not to see you. She stares right through you as though you were a lamppost. She’s learnt the art of cutting in the best school.”

			“And Helen?”

			“Oh, Helen has enough dignity to carry it off. She’s magnificent, you know . . . Then she met Miss Martyn, and Miss Martyn did the same. To make a short story of it, they all did. They all came down to the village on the chance of seeing her and being able to do it. I think they’d have died of apoplexy if they hadn’t had the chance. Fortunately for them, however, Helen had gone into the village to buy some stamps, so they could get it off their chest and go home rejoicing. Little Miss Dulcie came running to her in tears as she passed out of The Elms, with a large bunch of roses. She just thrust it into her hand and ran away. Poor little thing! She adores Helen, you know. I expect the other two have made her pay for it.”

			“But it’s—wicked,” burst out Marcia. “Olive ought to be made to own it was a lie.”

			Hugh Elliott lit his pipe slowly and meditatively.

			“It was a rather clever lie, you know,” he said. “You see, there can’t be any proof either way. It’s just Olive’s word against Helen’s, and she knew which Leadon Hill would take. She counted on its making things too hot for Helen to stay here.”

			“I suppose she hopes to get Gerald Croombs back. But she won’t—that way.”

			“You sound sure.”

			“Aren’t you?”

			“No. I’ve told you before what I think of Gerald. He’s a nice boy—a nice, straight, decent boy—but he’s got Leadon Hill in his veins. You can’t ignore the influence of environment, however unconscious its effect. Leadon Hill’s been his environment from childhood.”

			“Does he know?”

			“Not yet. He’s still at the bank. The trail was set going after he left. His lady mother’s had her shot, though. Helen went to call at Moss Rose Cottage and Mrs. Croombs sat well in the window in sight of her as she stood at the front door, and sent her maid to say she wasn’t at home. I heard her telling Mrs. Langley about it in the post office.”

			“And Mrs. Langley?”

			“She seems bitterer than anyone. Heaven knows why. She was telling Mrs. Croombs that she’d persuaded the vicar to return the cheque he’d received from Helen this morning for the Sick and Poor Fund. They both seemed to think that that was a splendid idea.”

			“And do people really believe it?”

			“Except perhaps poor Miss Dulcie. Miss Painton was down in the village. It’s the first time she’s been down since Miss Flora’s death. I suspect that she was one of Miss Mitcham’s reinforcements brought down to do her bit.”

			“Did she cut Helen?”

			“Oh yes, most majestically. Helen went up to speak to her and she just turned her back and walked away. You know there’s a strange story set going by Miss Mitcham that Helen was responsible for Miss Flora’s death. Upset her by offering her charity, and she never got over the shock. That’s how they put it. I’ve no idea what really happened, but that’s Miss Mitcham’s version, and she impressed it well upon Miss Painton . . . Oh, if you’d gone into the post office this morning you’d have heard the whole thing from the very first day when she arrived, up to the grand finale, the immoral episode at Morton Rise. They’ve forgotten nothing. They were standing about in little groups gloating over it. It’s the day they’ve longed for ever since she came.”

			“And Helen . . . how did she take it?”

			“She was very pale, Molly said, but still magnificent. She didn’t lose an atom of her dignity.”

			“She’ll have to go, I suppose?”

			He shrugged his shoulders.

			“I don’t know. I suppose that a great deal depends upon young Gerald’s attitude.”

			II

			Gerald walked slowly away from Moss Rose Cottage. The story his mother had told him seemed to be singing in his head like some giant imprisoned bluebottle driving him mad. Before he had gone to bed last night his ill humour had left him. A friend of her father’s probably—he looked old enough to be her father, anyway. He’d explain to her that she ought to take him into her confidence about her visitors. It made him look a fool not knowing anything about them. But there was nothing to get upset about. She was still Helen. He still loved her. Everything would be all right when he met her again . . .

			He had not come home for lunch, taking sandwiches as he often did, and eating them up on the common behind the bank. Then he had come home to tea to hear this. He had flung himself out of the house without a word as soon as his mother had told him the story. He felt sick and dizzy. Olive . . . Olive wouldn’t tell a lie. That was the fact that stood out most strongly in his mind. He thought of his long talks with Olive in the old days, her high ideals, her hatred of falsehood and deceit. Olive couldn’t, wouldn’t tell a lie. And Olive admired Helen. She had always said how much she admired Helen. His mother said that Olive had been heart-broken by this—had only told her aunt because she thought it was her duty . . . There was no conceivable reason for Olive’s having lied about it, no possibility of Olive’s having lied about it . . .

			And Helen? What about that past of Helen’s in Italy of which he had always been more or less unconsciously jealous and suspicious? What did he really know of Helen beyond her beauty and her charm? His mind worked round and round in the evil circle till he could have flung himself writhing upon the ground . . . Who was this man? And how many more of them were there? How could he marry Helen with this doubt in his heart? And Olive could not have been mistaken—Olive would never tell a lie . . .

			His instinct took him in the direction of The Hawthorns. Marcia was Helen’s friend. She had played godmother to their love affair from its beginning. She would tell him what to do.

			He did not notice Olive till he was nearly abreast of her. If he had noticed her earlier he would have hung back. But he was upon her before he noticed. He was miserably embarrassed. He did not know what to say to her. He felt himself blushing hotly as he thought of what Olive had seen the night before at the Eagle Inn. Yet he could not broach the subject. She walked along by his side, pale and silent, throwing him quick glances from her lowered lids. Then it occurred to him suddenly how deeply she was involved in this matter, whether he liked it or not, whether she liked it or not. He cleared his throat.

			“Will you come with me to Mrs. Faversham’s?” he said.

			No use trying to keep her out of it. She was in it. If necessary she would have to confront Helen. His soul sickened at the thought.

			She looked round as if for escape. There was something hunted in her eyes.

			“Not just now,” she said breathlessly; “I’m busy. I—”

			“Yes, now,” he insisted. “You must. It’s important.”

			He saw her reluctance and thought he understood it. She hadn’t wanted to come out into the open like this. She had been reluctant to tell what she had seen even to her aunt. She hated it . . . Her reluctance was quite consistent with his idea of her. Olive had always shrunk from anything sordid. But though he sympathised he couldn’t spare her. “You must,” he said hoarsely. “I tell you, you must.”

			He wanted her support, too. She was calm and steady. She would be able to help him. She bowed her head as if in assent, and together they went in at the open gateway of The Hawthorns . . .

			III

			Gerald was annoyed to find Elliott there in the little room into which he and Olive were shown. Elliott was mending a toy train for Timmy, who was sitting on the arm of his chair, and Marcia was standing by the mantelpiece. Marcia at once said, “Run away, Timmy,” and the four of them were alone. There was a silence that Gerald found intolerable. Mrs. Faversham was waiting for him to speak, and now that he had come he didn’t know what to say. He wished suddenly that he had not asked Olive to come. She was standing by him, her eyes downcast, as still and pale as a figure of wax. He was furious at that man Elliott’s being there. Why couldn’t he go? Why did he stand like that watching them? Couldn’t he see that they wanted to speak to Mrs. Faversham alone? He was in a hell of humiliation and anger . . . He began aggressively and in a trembling voice:

			“Could we see you alone, please, Mrs. Faversham?”

			Then suddenly, before Marcia had time to speak, Helen entered. She was very white. She held an open letter in her hand. There was an indefinable air of defeat about her. Something fine and strong in her was broken. She came straight to the point.

			“Marcia,” she said, “I want you to explain—”

			Marcia took the letter. It read: “The Rev. Alfred Langley regrets that he finds himself unable to accept the cheque for the Sick and Poor Fund for £20 that Miss West sent to him yesterday, and returns it herewith.”

			Marcia read it slowly.

			“You want me to explain—this?”

			Helen threw out her hands with a little helpless gesture of defeat that, in Helen, was almost unbearable.

			“This,” said Helen “and—and everything.”

			“Olive can explain to you best,” said Marcia very clearly. “Olive says that she saw the man who went to the Eagle Inn with you, coming out of your bedroom at two o’clock this morning.”

			There was a silence in which the world stood still. One glance at Helen’s face had told Gerald that the story was untrue. He turned his eyes to Olive, awaiting an explanation. Olive stood as if at bay, the colour slowly fading from face and lips, her eyes on the floor. She had told the lie on an impulse of mingled despair and hope. Something in Gerald’s manner at Freda’s wedding reception had made her think that he was still attracted by her. She had staked all on the lie. No one could disprove it. Helen could deny it if charged squarely with it, but no one would believe her, nor probably would anyone charge her squarely with it. She had thought that the result would be a gradual ostracism by the village of Helen, and a poisoning of Gerald’s mind against her. Even if he did not actually believe it he would never be quite sure. He would never forget it. The marriage would quite probably not take place . . . But she had never expected to be confronted with it like this. She raised her eyes and looked from one to the other—from Gerald to Helen, then to Marcia, then to Mr. Elliott. Their faces were stern and accusing. Not one of them believed the story. They were awaiting her explanation. Then Marcia spoke:

			“Why did you tell the lie, Olive?” she said quietly.

			Nerves are unaccountable things. They betray us at unexpected moments. Olive was overwrought. She had not slept properly since the day of Freda’s wedding reception. She had lain awake surrendering herself to her love for Gerald, torturing herself with the glimpse of hope she thought she had caught . . . And now Marcia’s question and the four hard, accusing faces that seemed to surround her on all sides, leaving her no loophole of escape, broke down the last remnants of her self-control. The habit of years failed her. She turned to the mantelpiece, and laying her head upon her arms with a gesture of passionate abandonment, she burst into tears. Her thin shoulders heaved convulsively. All her shame and misery, all her sense of the repression and lovelessness of her thwarted life, found vent in that tempest of sobs.

			“I love him . . . I love him,” she sobbed.

			It was years since she had cried. Her sobs were hard and gasping, painful to listen to. And as Gerald watched her in silence his heart went out to her. Her weakness drew him as her strength had failed to do. The knowledge of her love brought first humiliation, then a curious elation. He longed to comfort and reassure her. Marcia was speaking again.

			“You must tell everyone in Leadon Hill that this was a lie, Olive—you must—”

			But Helen interrupted.

			“There’s no need, Marcia. I’m going away from Leadon Hill. It might as well be left as it is.”

			Gerald turned to her in amazement. She looked at him straight and unsmiling, and handed him her engagement ring.

			“Goodbye,” she said, then turned on her heel and went swiftly from the room. Gerald hurried after her, his face white and set. He overtook her in the hall and caught her hand.

			“Helen,” he gasped, “what do you mean?”

			She allowed her hand to remain in his grasp, cold and unresponsive. She turned her eyes upon him. There was no anger in them.

			“I told you,” she said quietly, “I’m going back to Florence.”

			“But this,” he panted, holding out the engagement ring on his palm. “What does this mean?”

			“It means that we mustn’t marry each other. We don’t love one another enough.”

			He looked at the proud, beautiful head with its dark brown coils, set so regally on the rounded pillar of her white neck, at the eyes that were so straight and true.

			“Helen—” he began beseechingly.

			But she interrupted.

			“You believed it, didn’t you?”

			“Helen, I swear—the minute I saw you I knew—”

			“Yes, but before that—you believed.”

			“I didn’t.”

			“You weren’t sure. You didn’t disbelieve.”

			“Helen, don’t speak to me like that. Don’t look at me like that.” He was beside himself. “Give me a chance. Don’t hold me off. If you’ll let me just take you in my arms, you’ll know—”

			She interrupted again.

			“Yes. I believe that’s true. I believe you could stir my passion again. I believe I could stir yours. That’s all that’s left to us. And that won’t last much longer. Everything else has gone . . .”

			“You don’t know what you’re saying,” he pleaded. “Are you going to ruin both our loves for the sake of this misunderstanding?”

			“It’s not really this, Gerald. There’s nothing left to us. Haven’t you felt that? You must have known. I’ve known for some time. Let’s put an end to it before it’s too late.”

			She was at that moment more desirable to him than she had ever been.

			“I love you, Helen,” he said almost in tears.

			“Yes, but you don’t know me . . . you don’t approve of me . . . you don’t understand me . . . Don’t think I don’t care about this . . . but it must come . . . Even what you call our love is going. It wouldn’t outlast a month of married life. It’s almost burnt out now—and there’s nothing else . . . nothing. Don’t try to kiss me, Gerald. Goodbye.”

			He tried to catch at her hand again, but she was gone, closing the front door quietly behind her. He started after her, then stopped. He stood hesitating for some seconds. Then he returned to Olive.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Marcia walked down the road from The Hall to the village green.

			There had been a meeting at The Hall to discuss an entertainment which was to take place in the winter in aid of the church funds. Nearly all the village had attended it. Marcia had watched and listened idly, sitting by herself in the shadow of the heavy window curtains. It was strange to see the old antagonisms reasserting themselves as though Helen had never come. Lady Dewhurst’s greeting of Mrs. Langley had been very chilly. Miss Martyn had snubbed Miss Mitcham in the middle of one of her stories of gossip and left the group in magisterial displeasure. Miss Dulcie had accompanied her elder sister everywhere with serene adoring eyes. Helen’s coming and going seemed to have been like a ripple on the surface of a pond that had died away and left it as it had been before. But she had little thought to spare for that. John was coming home. He had told her not to meet him. After an absence John liked to walk in upon her and find her in the garden or the house just as he had left her. He hated railway station meetings. Her heart sang at the thought of his return. She had missed him so very much the last few weeks.

			At the bend of the road she overtook the Elliotts, and they walked with her, one on either side of her.

			“Well,” said Mr. Elliott. “Was the engaged couple at the meeting?”

			Marcia smiled.

			“Gerald and Olive? Yes. They were the sensation of the afternoon. Everyone was congratulating them.”

			“Did they look happy?” said Molly, blinking her beautiful eyes.

			“Yes.”

			“She’s desperately in love with him, of course,” said Elliott. “I don’t think she was before Helen came, but she is now.”

			“And Gerald?” said Marcia slowly. “I like Gerald. Do you think he’ll be happy? I feel afraid for him.”

			Elliott shrugged his shoulders. “Helen was too big for him. However unhappy a man knows he’s going to be, he’d rather live with a woman who’s too small for him than with a woman who’s too big for him. He likes ideals, of course, but only as long as they’re fairly comfortable. Olive will always be able to discover ideals to fit in with what they want to do. It’s easier and much more comfortable than the other way. Of course, there’ll be the hell to pay with her nerves, but that’s his look out . . .”

			“Have you heard from Helen, Marcia?” put in Mrs. Elliott.

			“I had a short note this morning—just to say she’s arrived. Miss Black had one too. Miss Black had written to her.”

			“Does she say anything about her plans?”

			“No.”

			“It’s a good thing she’s gone,” went on Marcia. “Sooner or later it would have had to come.”

			“We’re going next week,” said Molly suddenly.

			“Not permanently?”

			“Oh no,” said her husband; “we shall have to come back. We shall want our garden and the river, and the silver birches and bracken and heather on the common and ferns in the lanes, and the woods. Leadon Hill will never really let us go. But we want a long, long breath of fresh air after this. We’re going up to town for the rest of the year, then to Italy in the spring.”

			“We’re going to look up Helen if she’s still there,” put in his wife.

			Marcia felt a sudden pang of jealousy, which quickly disappeared . . . John and the children, her quiet domestic life . . . no, she wouldn’t exchange them for any freedom.

			“Don’t forget to let me know everything about her if you do,” she said.

			The children were still out when she reached home. Miss Black had taken Moyna and Timmy to watch a match at Marfield, and they would probably not be home before John came. Since Helen’s departure Timmy had basked again in the radiance of Hugo’s kindly patronage and charm. The cloud that Helen’s presence had brought between them had gone.

			She could settle to nothing before John came. She wandered to and fro in the house and garden. She set out his old slippers and his old pipe, which he had left at home. She tidied up the garden and wandered round, clipping off all the dead blooms she could find. Blake had put grease bands round all the fruit trees that morning.

			Then he came. She met him in the hall and he caught her up in his arms, pressing her to him so hard that she could scarcely breathe. He was big and brown and looked splendidly fit.

			“I have so missed you, darling,” he said unsteadily. “You quite all right?”

			“Rather!”

			“And the kids? Timmy?”

			“Splendid.”

			He put his arm about her and led her gently out into the garden through the open French window.

			“Let’s sit down and have a talk before you begin to prowl round,” she said. “Tell me all about your holiday.”

			“I told you in my letters, sweetheart.”

			“Then I’ll tell you all that’s happened in Leadon Hill.”

			“But I know that too. You told me in your letters.”

			She threw him a quick glance.

			“Do you?” she said slowly. “I wonder.”

			He sat beside her on the garden seat, and took out his pipe with a smile.

			“Well, see whether I do,” he said as he lit up. His face shone with happiness and content. “See how well I remember. You went to Lady Dewhurst’s garden party at The Hall, and to the fête there, and to a tea party at Miss Mitcham’s, and you had a tennis party. Just the ordinary things that happen every summer.”

			“Miss Flora Painton died.”

			He waved that aside.

			“She’s always had a weak heart. That’s why they never entertained, you know. Miss Painton once told me so. She was fairly old too. Quite a natural sort of thing to happen.”

			“Sir Geoffrey married Freda Croombs.”

			He waved that aside too.

			“Well, if he wanted a girl from the village, she was the obvious one. Those old families are marrying more and more into the middle class. They want a girl who’s not afraid of turning her hand to a bit of work if necessary. They can’t keep up the position they used to.”

			“Gerald Croombs is engaged to Olive.”

			“Of course, that had almost come off before I went. A very sensible match too. I like Olive—a nice, quiet, unassuming girl. None of this modern girl foolishness.”

			“He was engaged to Miss West, you know, while you were away.”

			Both looked up instinctively at the upper windows of The Chestnuts, which could be seen through the trees. Its windows were shuttered. It wore the unoccupied desolate air it had worn before he went away. But to Marcia it was haunted. Every minute she expected to see the door in the garden wall open and the tall, graceful figure step into sight. . .

			“Oh, yes . . . you told me,” said John. “I’m awfully sorry about that. I mean the house. We shall have the fag of letting it all over again. I don’t blame you, of course. People like that can bamboozle almost anyone.”

			Marcia’s thoughts had been with Helen. She was so big and strong. She would soon recover from the hurt Leadon Hill had dealt her. Fate must have some splendid destiny still for her. At his words she looked at him quickly.

			“What do you mean?” she said.

			“I met Miss Mitcham in the village as I came along,” he said casually, “and she gave me some idea of what sort of a woman she was. I felt so sorry, darling, that I’d gone away and exposed you to anything of that sort.” He encircled her with his arm as he spoke and held her to him closely.

			“I liked her,” said Marcia quietly.

			“Yes, darling. As I said, I don’t blame you. I mean, you know nothing about that sort of person. It would be a miracle if you’d twigged what she was. People like that can impose on much cleverer women than you, sweetheart.”

			“People like what? What did Miss Mitcham say about her?”

			“Sort of Italian adventuress, wasn’t she?”

			“She’s English.”

			“Y-yes. By birth. But brought up in a loose set of artists, I gathered. A typical adventuress. Not English in character or training. You wouldn’t compare her with girls like Freda Croombs, for instance, or Olive Legarde, would you?”

			“No,” said Marcia.

			She was silent. If she talked all night she’d never make John understand. She’d never get that sinister word of Miss Mitcham’s out of his mind. He’d only tell her over and over again that he didn’t blame her, that an adventuress could impose on cleverer people than she was. And anyhow, she wasn’t going to quarrel with John about it. It wasn’t worth—that . . .

			“Now let’s have a look at the garden,” he said. “Oh, my dear, I simply can’t tell you how glad I am to be with you again.”

			With his arm still tightly round her they walked down the path.

			“By Jove!” he said. “Doesn’t it look splendid? You know, it’s better than I thought it would be. Why, considering that we’re practically in October, it’s wonderful.”

			“We kept it well watered through the hot weather,” said Marcia.

			“You’d laugh at me if I told you how much I’d thought about it, and worried about it while I was away . . . By Jove!” he stood transfixed. “By Jove! I never expected those asters to flower this year. Aren’t they fine? I thought they wouldn’t flower till next year . . . I say, that’s splendid, isn’t it?”

			She smiled.

			“I believe you think that that’s the most important thing that’s happened in Leadon Hill since you went away?”

			He laughed.

			“Well, isn’t it?” he said.
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