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  It was a wonderful flute! A note was heard all over the mansion, in the garden, and in the forest, for many miles into the country, and with the sound came a storm that roared, “Everything in its proper place!” And then the baron flew, just as if he were carried by the wind, right out of the mansion and straight into the herdsman’s cottage. But in the dining-room the young baroness flew to the upper end of the table, and the tutor got the seat next to her, and there the two sat as if they were a newly-married couple. An old count, one of the oldest families in the county, remained undisturbed in his seat of honour . . . a rich merchant and his family who were driving in a coach and four were blown right out of the coach, and could not even find a place behind it, two rich farmers who had grown too rich to look after their fields were blown into the ditch. It was a dangerous flute!




  Fortunately it burst at the first note, and that was a good thing; it was put back in the player’s pocket again, and everything was in its proper place.




  Hans Andersen.
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  “This young gentlewoman had a father


  —O, that ‘had’ how sad a passage ’tis.”




  All’s Well that Ends Well.




  “How many bedrooms does that make?”




  Mrs. Jackson asked the question in a somewhat weary tone. Since her husband had decided, two months ago, that what they wanted was a country-house, she had inspected nine, and was frankly sick of her task.




  The girl she addressed, Nicole Rutherfurd, was standing looking out of the window. She turned at the question and “I beg your pardon,” she said, “how many bedrooms? There are twelve quite large ones, and eight smaller ones.”




  They were standing in one of the bedrooms, and Nicole felt that never had she realised how shabby it was until she saw Mrs. Jackson glance round it. That lady said nothing, but Nicole believed that in her mind’s eye she was seeing it richly furnished in rose-pink. Gone the faded carpet and washed-out chintzes; instead there would be a thick velvet carpet, pink silk curtains, the newest and best of bedroom suites, a rose-pink satin quilt on the bed. In one of Hans Andersen’s tales he tells how, at a dinner-party, one of the guests blew on a flute made from a willow in the ditch, and behold, every one was immediately wafted to his or her proper place. “Everything in its proper place,” sang the flute, and the bumptious host flew into the herdsman’s cottage—you know the story? Nicole thought of it now as she looked at the lady, who might reign in her mother’s stead at Rutherfurd.




  She was a stout woman, with a broad kind face under an expensive hat, and she stood solidly beside the old wash-stand and looked consideringly before her.




  “We have the twelve rooms where we are,” she told Nicole. “Deneholm’s the name of our house in Pollokshields—but, of course, that’s including maids’ rooms. Four public rooms, a conservatory off the library, and central heating. Oh, Deneholm’s a good house and easy worked for its size: I’ll be sorry to leave it.”




  “And must you?” Nicole asked.




  Mrs. Jackson laid a fat hand on the towel rail, shaking it slightly, as if to test its soundness, and said:




  “Well, you see, it’s Mr. Jackson. He’s making money fast—you know how it is, once you get started, money makes money, you can’t help yourself—and he thinks we’ve been long enough in a villa, he wants a country-house. It’s not me, mind you, I’d rather stay on at Deneholm. . . . D’you know Glasgow at all?”




  “Hardly at all,” Nicole said, and added, smiling, “but I’ve often wanted to see more of it.”




  Mrs. Jackson beamed at her. “You’d like it. Sauchiehall Street on a spring morning with all the windows full of light pretty things! or Buchanan Street on a winter afternoon before Christmas! I’ve had many a happy hour, I can tell you, going in and out of the shops. It’ll be an awful change for me if Mr. Jackson carries out his plan of living always in the country. Shop windows are what I like, and this”—she waved her hand towards the window with its view of lawn and running water, and golden bracken on the hillside—“this gives me no pleasure to speak of. I haven’t the kind of figure for the country, nor the kind of feet either. Fancy me in a short tweed skirt and those kind of shoes—brogues, d’you call them? A nice fright I’d be. I need dressing.”




  She looked complacently down at her tight form in its heavily embroidered coat-frock—her fur coat had been left in the hall—and said solemnly, “What I’d be like if I didn’t corset myself I know not.”




  Nicole had a momentary vision of the figure of Mrs. Jackson unfettered, and said hurriedly, “It’s—it’s comfortable to be plump.”




  Mrs. Jackson chuckled. “I doubt I’m more than ‘plump’—that’s just your polite way of putting it—but what I say is I repay dressing. I’m not the kind that looks their best in deshabille. See me in the morning with a jumper and a skirt and easy slippers—I’m a fright. But when I get on a dress like this over a good pair of corsets, and a hat with ospreys, and my pearls, I’m not bad, am I?”




  Nicole assured her that the result left nothing to be desired, and then, anxious to break away from such a personal subject, she said, “I do hope you will begin to like the country if you have to live in it. I think you’ll find there are points about it.”




  Mrs. Jackson moved towards the door shaking her head dubiously.




  “Not me. I like to have neighbours and to hear the sound of the electric cars, and the telephone always ringing, and the men folk going out to business and coming back at night with all the news. You need to be born in the country to put up with it. I fair shiver when I think of the dullness. Getting up in the morning and not a sound except, mebbe, hens and cows. One post a day and no evening papers unless you send for them. Nothing to do except to take a walk in the forenoon and go out in the car in the afternoon.”




  “There’s always gardening,” Nicole reminded her.




  “Not for me,” said Mrs. Jackson firmly. “I like to see a place well kept, but touch it I wouldn’t. For one thing I couldn’t stoop. Now, I suppose you garden by the hour and like it? Ucha? And tramp about the hills and take an interest in all the cottages? Well, as I say, it’s all in the way you’re brought up, but it’s not my idea of pleasure.”




  Nicole laughed as they left the room together. She began to feel more kindly towards this talkative and outspoken lady.




  “Now I wonder if there is anything more you ought to see. You took the servants’ quarters on trust, you’ve seen all the living-rooms and most of the bedrooms. There is another room, my mother’s own room, which you haven’t seen. Would you care——?”




  “Oh, I’ll not bother, thanks, just now. I’ve enough to keep in my head as it is, and the time’s getting on.”




  “Tea will be in the drawing-room now,” Nicole told her. “We ordered it early that you might have some before you start on your long drive home.”




  “Oh, well—thanks. A cup of tea would be nice. And I’d like to see the drawing-room again to be able to tell Mr. Jackson right about it. I must say I like the hall. It’s mebbe a wee thing dreary with all that dark oak, but there’s something noble-looking about it too. I’ve seen pictures——”




  She stopped on the staircase for a minute, studying the hall with her head on one side, then went on. “Of course, if we bought it we would need to have central heating put in at once. Mr. Jackson’s great for all his comforts. I see you’ve got the electric light. Yes—That’s the library to the left, isn’t it? Then the dining-room, and the billiard-room. I’m quite getting the hang of the house now, and I must say I like it. For all it’s so big there’s a feeling of comfort about it—grand but homely, if you know what I mean? . . . Deneholm, now, is comfortable right enough, always a nice smell about it of good cooking, and hot-water pipes, and furniture kept well rubbed with polish, but when all’s said and done it’s only a villa like all the other villas in the road. In our road nobody would ever think to have a stair like this without a carpet. This’ll take some living up to.”




  Nicole was standing a few steps lower down, looking back at Mrs. Jackson, and she surprised on the face of that lady an expression half-proud, half-deprecating. Her bearing, too, had subtly altered; her head was held almost arrogantly, it was as if she saw herself cut from her moorings in Pollokshields, sailing as mistress of Rutherfurd in stately fashion over the calm waters of county society.




  Opening the door of the drawing-room, Nicole said, “Is tea ready, Mother? Mrs. Jackson, my mother. My cousin, Miss Burt.”




  Lady Jane Rutherfurd rose from her chair by the fire and smiled at the newcomer, as she held out her hand in greeting.




  Nicole knew what it meant to her mother to receive Mrs. Jackson smiling. It was necessary that Rutherfurd should be sold, and Lady Jane was brave about it and uncomplaining, but she found the preliminaries trying. She disliked exceedingly—how could she help it?—the thought of unknown people going through the house, appraising the furniture, raising eyebrows at the shabbiness, casting calculating glances round rooms that were to her sacred. Ronnie’s room with the book-shelves made by himself—they always stood a little crooked—and the cricket-bats and fishing-rods and tennis-racquets stacked in one corner, the school and college groups on the walls, everything just as he had left it. And next door Archie’s room—waiting too. And her own room, the big, airy, sunny room with its windows opening on the view she loved best; and next it the oddly-shaped Corner Room that had been a sort of sanctuary to the whole family. When the house was full of people she and her husband had, with a sort of guilty joy, escaped at times from their guests and crept to the Corner Room to play with the children and refresh their souls. In that room had been kept all the precious picture-books that were looked at only when hands were clean and records unblemished, and the toys, too good for the nursery—the lovely Manchu doll which had been sent to Nicole from China; the brass animals from India, the gaily painted wooden figures from Russia, kings and queens with robes and crowns, priests with long white beards. The pictures on the walls were all family portraits, faded water-colours of children long since grown up and gone away, many of them now finished with their pilgrimage. Four little pictures hung in a line over the fire-place, the three Rutherfurd children, each painted at the age of five—Ronnie with his serious eyes and beautiful mouth, Archie, blue-eyed and obstinate, Nicole, bright-tinted, a fire-fly of a creature. The fourth was the cousin, Barbara Burt, who now sat beside Lady Jane and poured out tea.




  Barbara’s mother had been a Rutherfurd and had married foolishly. Norman Burt had been tutor to the Rutherfurd boys, a handsome young man with brains and ambition, but unstable as water. His wife after two years of misery and anxiety had died, leaving a baby daughter which the father had been only too thankful to get rid of, so Lady Jane had taken the child and had never let her feel that she was not as much to her as her own.




  Barbara had only a dim recollection of her father, when he came to Rutherfurd for yet another loan. He died when she was ten. Her uncle Walter took her into the Corner Room and told her. He called her “poor child,” and she wondered why. She felt no grief, and was too young to realise that in that lay the tragedy.




  At that time nothing had seemed less likely than that the Rutherfurds should ever have to leave their home, but the years passed, and the War came and took Ronnie and Archie and the light from the eyes of their mother. Lean years came, bringing the need for retrenchment to people who did not know how to retrench, and now Sir Walter Rutherfurd had been in his grave three months, and Rutherfurd was in the market.




  The most casual visitor, entering the Rutherfurd drawing-room, was certain to break off any conversation in which he might be engaged, and let his eyes wander round the place in silence. It was an involuntary tribute to the spell of the old chamber, a spell compounded of homeliness and strangeness. Once it may have been part of the great hall of the fortalice, which was encased in the modern structure like a stone quern built into a dyke. But about the time when Mary of Scots came to her uneasy throne, a Rutherfurd clothed the walls with little square Tudor panels, now dark as ebony with age, and his grandson had imported some English craftsman—perhaps a pupil of Inigo Jones—who, in place of the oak rafters, had designed a plaster ceiling, with deep medallions and a heavy enrichment of flowers and foliage. That was nearly three hundred years ago, and the plaster to-day had mellowed to a fine ivory. Later, the Adam brothers had contributed an ornate classical mantelpiece, whose marble nymphs and cornucopias had, like the ceiling, a dull ivory sheen. By some queer trick of perspective, the room seemed to slope down towards each end as if the roof were a shallow arch, so that the fire-place became the centre and shrine of it.




  But it was not the room itself, or even the faded Mortlake brocades of the old chairs and settees, which most enthralled the stranger. There was a window on each side the hearth of a more modern pattern, which served the purposes of light, but the window at the west end was of the small sunken type of Scottish architecture, and it was in itself a picture, for in its deep embrasure it framed a landscape. Not the shorn lawns and the clipped yews of a Tudor garden, which might have consorted with the panelling, but a long vista of rushy parks and wild thorn trees, with, at the end, the top of the Lammerlaw, which in August, when the heather flowered, hung like an amethyst in the pale heavens. That window was the choicest of the Rutherfurd pictures, but others hung on the dim panels. All but one were portraits of men. There was a Rutherfurd by Jameson, in black armour and a gorgeous scarlet sash; another by Allan Ramsay, in a purple coat, a sprigged waistcoat and a steenkirk cravat, pointing with an accusing forefinger to a paper, while a violent thunderstorm seemed to be gathering in the background. A lean warrior in shako and coatee held a red Kathiawar stallion by the bridle, oblivious of the battle that was raging round him. There was a Raeburn, too, of a Lord of Session, in which plump hands were folded over scarlet robes, and rosy cheeks were puckered as if at the memory of some professional jest.




  All the pictures but one were of men. That one was framed in the panelling above the fire-place and gave the room its peculiar character, as a famous altar-piece makes the atmosphere of the chapel where it hangs. It was a woman, no longer in her first youth, with a mouth narrowed a little by pain and disappointment, but with great brown eyes still full of the hunger of life. It was a replica of the Miereveldt of the “Queen of Hearts,” Elizabeth of Bohemia, and, as sometimes happens in copies, there was a smoothing away of the cruder idiosyncrasies of the original, so that what it may have lost as a portrait it gained as a picture. One saw a woman who had known the whole range of mortal joys and sorrows. Her eyes did not command, but beguiled, for her kingdom was not of this world. Her beauty had in it something so rare and secret, so far from common loveliness, that the thing seemed in very truth an altar-piece, belonging not to this epoch or to that land, but to the eternity of the human soul. Looking down with her wistful small face above the ivory of the mantelpiece, she seemed to make the marble nymphs fussy and ill at ease. She herself, was profoundly at ease among the grim Rutherfurd soldiers and sailors. She had always been at ease among men, for they must needs follow where she beckoned.




  Into the dim beauty of this room came Mrs. Jackson, stepping delicately over the polished floor on her high heels. She seated herself in the chair that her hostess suggested as comfortable, and said:




  “Well, I’m sure this is very nice, but they’ll be wondering at home where I am! Yes, thanks, I take both sugar and cream and I like it strong. Servants’ tea, they tell me I take, when I laugh at the weak washy stuff people drink nowadays! But I’ll be home before it’s dark, anyway. The extra hour’s a blessing when the days begin to draw in.”




  Mrs. Jackson beamed at her hostess as she accepted a cup of strong, sugary tea, and Lady Jane said, “I do hope you won’t be too tired after your long afternoon. It is such hard work looking at houses. Other people’s belongings are so fatiguing, don’t you think?”




  “Not to me,” said Mrs. Jackson firmly. She was sitting forward on the very edge of her chair, her tight figure very erect, a piece of bread and butter held elegantly. “I’m getting a wee bit tired of it now, but as a rule there’s nothing I like better than a chance to get into somebody’s house and take a good look. Mind, you learn a lot, for everybody has a different way of arranging furniture and ornaments, and all that. Just look at this room.” She put the last bite of bread and butter into her mouth and twisted herself round to look. “That cabinet there . . . and the screen and that mirror.” Her eyes wandered to the fire-place. “That’s a new idea, isn’t it, to have a picture put in like that? Who’s the lady?”




  “That,” said Nicole, “is my Lovely Lady, the ‘Queen of Hearts.’ ”




  Mrs. Jackson looked utterly at sea, and Barbara said, “That is a portrait of Elizabeth of Bohemia.”




  “Is that so?” said Mrs. Jackson.




  Nicole said, “Don’t you know the poem about her?” and kneeling on the fender-stool, looking up into the pictured face, she repeated:




  “You meaner beauties of the night,


   That poorly satisfy our eyes,


   More by your number than your light,


   You common people of the skies;


   What are you when the moon shall rise?”




  Mrs. Jackson stared at the girl. The light from the dancing flames caught the ruddy tints in her hair, and her upturned face in the rosy glow was like a flower of fire.




  The two cousins, Barbara and Nicole, were like each other, yet oddly unlike. Nicole once said, “Babs is consistently handsome. I’ve only got moments of ‘looks.’ ” Barbara had very good features, but there was something buttoned-up about her face, something prim and cold. Her cousin had no features worth the mentioning, but her eyes laughed and sparkled and darkened with every passing mood, and she would suddenly flush into a loveliness which was far beyond the neat good looks of Barbara.




  Barbara was inclined to be heavy, Nicole was light and supple, a “fairy’s child.” Nicole was four-and-twenty, Barbara was four years older. Nicole was all Rutherfurd, Barbara was half a Burt.




  If Barbara had knelt on the fender-stool and addressed a picture in verse, she would have looked affected and felt a fool. Nicole made it seem a most natural thing to do.




  Mrs. Jackson, as I have said, stared, her cup half-way to her mouth. “Elizabeth of Bohemia,” she murmured. “Wasn’t she assassinated?” The way she said “assassinated,” with a lilt in the middle of the word, was delicious, and Barbara, who saw that Nicole, whose sense of the ridiculous could “afflict her like an illness,” was giving way to laughter, rushed in with:




  “That was the Empress of Austria, wasn’t it? An Elizabeth too.”




  “Uch, yes, so it was. . . Well, I must say I admire your room. Not that we haven’t old furniture, too, we have; Mr. Jackson’s great on it, but I sometimes think our room’s more like a museum than a room to be comfortable in. For one thing, Father doesn’t like photos in it. I used to try and make it more homely, you know, with a photo here and an ornament there, but he said I spoiled the effect. It’s what the man who arranged it for us called a ‘period’ room, but what period I never can mind. I’m never in it except to see that it’s kept well dusted, and when we have people to dinner. I’ve got a wee room of my own”—she nodded happily to Nicole—“the morning-room it should be called, but I like to call it ‘the parlour.’ ”




  “I expect,” said Nicole, “it’s a delightful room. Do have one of these hot scones.”




  “Thanks. I don’t know if you’d call it a delightful room, but it seems delightful to me for I’ve all my things round me, my wee ornaments that I buy for souvenirs when I visit new places, and photos of old friends—I’ve got Andy (that’s my boy) at every year of his life—and the plush suite that we began life with in the drawing-room. Andy says I like the room because I can come off my perch in it! In a way he’s right. It’s not natural for me to be stiff and starched in my manner. I like a laugh, and I’m inclined to be jokesome, but, of course, I’ve got to be on my dignity when we’re entertaining people. Such swells as we get sometimes! That’s because Father’s connected with all sorts of public things, and I can tell you I’ve to be careful what I say.”




  Mrs. Jackson laughed aloud, and Lady Jane said in her gentle voice:




  “You must lead a very interesting life. So varied. I always think Glasgow seems such an alive place. Babs and Nicole and I once helped at a bazaar there and we loved it.” She turned to her niece. “You remember, dear, that big bazaar for a woman’s hospital? Mary Carstairs had a stall.”




  “Oh,” said Mrs. Jackson, “that bazaar. I was there! I had the Pottery stall—along with others, of course. . . . So you know Lady Carstairs? I’ve met her here and there, of course, but I’m not awfully fond of her. A frozen kind of woman she seemed to me, but I daresay she’s all right when you know her.”




  “Oh, she is,” Nicole assured her. “She’s a cousin of ours, so we’ve had opportunities of judging. But I know what you mean about the frozenness. It’s a sort of protective barrier she has raised between herself and the host of casual acquaintances that she is compelled to have. She says they would overrun her otherwise. The wife of a public man—and such a very public man as Ted Carstairs—has a sorry time. You must feel that yourself sometimes.”




  Mrs. Jackson gave Nicole an understanding push with her disengaged hand. “Be quiet!” she said feelingly. “Do I not know what it means at big receptions and things to have people come up and say, ‘How d’you do, Mrs. Jackson?’ shaking me by the hand as friendly as you like, and me with no earthly notion who they are. Of course I just smile away and never let on, but, as you say, it’s wearing, and then there’s the pushing kind that you’ve got to keep in their places—uch yes. . . . You’ll not have been troubled much with that sort of thing, Lady Ruth—Lady Jane, I mean.”




  That gentle lady shook her head. “Indeed no. I’ve often been so thankful for my quiet life. With my wretched memory for faces I would be worse than useless.”




  Mrs. Jackson leant forward and said earnestly, “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. You’d be a great success, I’m sure, in any sphere of life.” She paused, and added, “If Mr. Jackson buys this place—of course, I don’t know whether he will or not—but if he does, I’m just wondering how I’m to come after you. It’ll be an awful drop, you know, from Lady Jane Rutherfurd to Mrs. Jackson.”




  She laughed happily, evidently in no way depressed at the prospect, while Lady Jane, flushing pink at such unusual frankness, hastily suggested that she might have more tea.




  Mrs. Jackson waved away the suggestion, too much interested in what she wanted to say to trouble about tea. Looking confidentially into the face of her hostess, she said, “How many servants d’you run this house with, if it’s a fair question?”




  “How many? Let me see. There’s Johnson, the butler, he has always been with us, and . . .” She turned to her niece. “Barbara is our housekeeper. Barbara will tell you.”




  “Johnson,” began Barbara, counting on her fingers, “and Alexander, the footman, that’s two. And the cook and kitchen-maid, and an under kitchen-maid, five: three housemaids, eight. Then there’s our maid, Aunt Jane, and Harris. That makes ten in the house, doesn’t it?”




  “My!” ejaculated Mrs. Jackson. “Ten’s a lot. At Deneholm we’ve just the three—cook, housemaid, and tablemaid. I don’t know if I could bear to launch out into menservants. For all the time we’ve had a gardener I’ve never so much as given him an order, and I’m not a bit at home with the chauffeur. . . . I must say I liked the look of the butler when he let me in—a fatherly sort of man he looked. D’you think he would stay on with us and keep us right—you know what I mean?—and the footman, too, of course.”




  She looked at Barbara, who said, “Well—I hardly know. As my aunt says, he has been at Rutherfurd a long time and he may feel himself too old to begin with new people. Alexander might——”




  “Alexander,” said Nicole, “is like his namesake, ‘hopelessly volatile.’ ”




  “I see,” Mrs. Jackson murmured, looking puzzled. “Have you a large family, Lady Jane?”




  Before her mother could reply Nicole broke in, “There are only we three now.”




  “Is that so? Well, well. I’ve only the one son, Andy. . . . I can’t tell you what I came through when he was away at the War. Father had his business to keep him occupied, and I couldn’t stay in the house. I made bandages and picked sphagnum moss like a fury, and did every mortal thing I could to keep myself from thinking. . . . But he came back none the worse. It would have killed Mr. Jackson and me to lose Andy.”




  Mrs. Jackson laid down her cup, arranged her veil, and prepared to depart.




  “Well,” she said, standing solidly on the rug before Lady Jane, “I don’t know, of course—Mr. Jackson’ll have to see the place himself—but I’ve a kind of feeling that it’s here we’ll settle.” She looked round the room again. “I mebbe shouldn’t ask, but will you be taking all the furniture away with you? That picture above the fire-place, now? You see, I could never get the room to look the same, and I know Mr. Jackson would like it like this.”




  She held out her hand, saying rather wistfully, “He has such high ideals, you know what I mean. . . . Well, thank you for that nice tea. It’s been a treat to me seeing you. D’you know what it all reminds me of? One of Stephen McKenna’s novels. He’s an awful high-class writer, isn’t he? There’s hardly one of his characters but what has a title and a butler.”
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  “The last sad squires ride slowly towards the sea,


  And a new people take the land. . . .”




  G. K. Chesterton.




  Nicole went out to the hall to see the visitor depart. When she came back to the drawing-room, “Well?” she said.




  “Well,” said Barbara, and added, “I must say!”




  Her cousin laughed. “Yes, ‘smooth Jacob still robs homely Esau’ or words to that effect. All the same I like Mrs. Jackson, though I admit at first I was appalled. The tight figure, the large red face crowned by the ospreyed hat! I thought ‘That woman at Rutherfurd!’ But in a little I realised that she wasn’t ‘that woman’ at all. She’s a dear, and simple, and above all a comic. I do love a comic.”




  Nicole put a log on the fire.




  “Wasn’t she funny about Mary Carstairs? ‘A frozen sort of woman’ so exactly describes her when she is standing at bay, so to speak, before the advances of the populace. I think myself that it’s silly of her. Her life would be enormously more interesting if, instead of standing aloof and looking ‘frozen,’ she would try to like and understand these kindly people. After all, it’s a case of Canute and the waves. They’re coming in like a tide, the new people, and the most dignified thing for us is to pretend we like it, and to get out of the way as quickly as possible. Anyway, I’m enormously cheered by Mrs. Jackson. I had a nightmare fear that Rutherfurd would be bought by horrible ‘smart’ people. I don’t grudge it a bit to that comic.”




  Lady Jane laid her hand on her daughter’s.




  “That’s so like you, Nikky,” she said. “You never expect to receive evil things, but if they come you immediately discover in them some lurking good. That’s why you’re such a comfortable person to live with.”




  “I don’t believe,” said Barbara, “that we’ll hear any more of this Mrs. Jackson. It seems most improbable that people like that could even think of buying a place like Rutherfurd.”




  Nicole wagged her head wisely. “Mark my words, in a few days Mr. Jackson will arrive. I’m not sure that I shall like him, I distrust his high ideals—wasn’t it pathetic the way his wife said, ‘He has such high ideels, you know what I mean’?—and he evidently has a correct mind and knows what to admire, which is so tiresome. Still, he may be a very nice man, and willing to deal justly and be decent about things. Yes, I feel it in my bones that the Jacksons are to be our successors.”




  “It’s a mercy you can take it so light-heartedly,” Barbara observed drily, but Nicole did not reply.




  Lady Jane sat looking at the fire, not listening to what the girls were saying. It hurt Barbara to see her. . . . She looked so wan in her black dress, so desolate. Barbara thought of her as she used to be, looking almost a girl in her pretty clothes, with her husband and Ronnie and Archie always hanging round her. Now she sat there having lost everything, her husband, her boys, her home, her position. And the worst of it was no one could do anything to help her. One could not even think, “Oh, well, in time she will begin to feel quite bright again. In time she will cease to mourn, and will become one of those contented, healthy widows that one meets everywhere.” She was not like that. It sometimes struck Barbara with a sharp pang that her aunt was merely living from habit, that the mainspring of her life was broken. She wondered if the same thing had struck Nicole.




  “Mums,” said Nicole, “don’t look at nothing. Turn your head round and try to look interested in my bright conversation.”




  Lady Jane smiled up at her daughter’s down-bent face.




  “Why, yes, darling. I’m so sorry I was dreaming when pearls were falling from your lips. Will you repeat your valuable remarks?”




  Nicole bowed with mock gravity. “My words of wisdom are so numerous that it seems almost a pity to repeat. I was only philosophising. . . . You may not realise it, you and Barbara, but we are in rather a romantic position. Mr. Chesterton would describe us as ‘the last sad squires riding slowly to the sea.’ Why to the sea, exactly? I don’t know. But, anyway, novels have been written about such as we.”




  “Very dull novels they must be,” said Barbara. “I don’t know how you can laugh, Nik. It’s the most tragic thing that ever happened, that the Rutherfurds should have to leave Rutherfurd.”




  “Of course it is,” Nicole agreed, “so tragic that the only thing to do is to try and laugh. Mr. Haynes says we can’t afford to live in it, and our lawyer ought to know. It’s the Jacksons’ turn now, and we must go down with the lights up and the flags flying. A Rutherfurd fell at Flodden, and the name has been respected all down the years, and not the least honourable were the three Rutherfurds that we knew best—— We’ve nothing to be ashamed of. Simply, there is no room any more for our sort. We are hustled out. We can’t compete. Rutherfurd must go to the successful man who can cope with life as it is now! We must find some other place to pass our days in. Well, I don’t mind.”




  Nicole got up and went to the fire, her head held high, a certain swagger in her walk, such as one sometimes sees in small boys who are shy and homesick and wish to conceal it. Lady Jane was again looking at nothing, and did not notice the piteous touch in her daughter’s attitude, or she would have replied to that and not to the brave words she had uttered.




  She said, “Youth, my dear, never minds anything, really. It’s all part of the adventure of life. Youth bounds through changes and troubles like an india-rubber ball, but middle age has ceased to bounce; middle age collapses like a pricked balloon. I’m fifty-five—more than middle-aged, getting old—and I don’t feel that there is any bounce left in me at all.”




  “Oh, my poor little mother,” Nicole cried, kneeling beside her to stroke her hands, “quite deflated, are you? And I don’t wonder. Much as Babs and I love Rutherfurd, leaving it can’t be to us what it is to you.”




  Lady Jane looked at the two girls in a withdrawn way and said, “I leave everything when I leave Rutherfurd. I don’t want to pity myself, or, as you would say, make a song about it, but Rutherfurd is my life. The house your father brought me to thirty-two years ago! The house in which my children were born—where Ronnie and Archie played. . . . I was always utterly content in my home, I never wanted to go away. I never felt it dull even in the dead of winter. In fact, I think I loved winter best, because nearly all the neighbours went away to Egypt or the Riviera, and we could draw in together and hug our delicious solitude. We often laughed, your father and I, at our own unsociableness, and then our consciences would prick us and we would invite a lot of people to stay, and ask people to meet them, and work hard to entertain them and enjoy it all quite immensely. But when the last guest departed what thankful sighs we heaved! Once more the place was our own. It wasn’t that we were inhospitable so much as that we were so happy alone we couldn’t bear to spoil it.”




  The very thinking of past happiness, the telling of it, had changed Lady Jane. Her blue eyes, that looked as if the colour had been washed out with much weeping, deepened and brightened, a flush that was almost girlish came into her thin cheeks; she smiled tenderly.




  “But, Aunt Jane, you did sometimes go away from home,” her niece reminded her. “I can remember you and Uncle Walter setting off, rather like two victims mounting the tumbril, to pay visits. We children were quite pleased to be without you for a little, for we had always a lot of nefarious schemes in our heads that needed your absence for accomplishment, but we soon got tired of it and welcomed you back with joy. Nicole, do you remember when Ronnie locked Johnson into his own pantry and lost the key? And the day when Mrs. Asprey said Archie might have one bun out of the batch she was baking if he would go out of the kitchen, and instead, he took a bite out of each!”




  “And the strawberry-wine we made,” said Nicole, “and the feasts. I don’t think they ever told of us when you came home, did they, Mums?—about all our ill-done deeds?”




  Lady Jane shook her head. “They wouldn’t have done anything to spoil my home-coming. . . . When we went away on a visit I always looked up the train we would come home by before we left, and that somehow seemed to make the time shorter, and anchor me to you all. Of course it was quite different when we took you all with us, our glorious holidays in Switzerland . . . and when we had the fishing in Norway. . . . Don’t let me grumble. For more than twenty years my life was altogether lovely. I’ve had far more than most people. Why, I’ve no right to complain though I should never have another happy minute. It’s as you say, Nikky, we must plan what we are to do. The sight of Mrs. Jackson has made me realise things. Do you think, Barbara dear, you could make me understand just where we stand? You have got such a much tidier mind than I have, and I get so confused when Mr. Haynes explains things, though I’m sure the poor man is most lucid.”




  Barbara settled herself at her aunt’s feet and tried to make her see the situation so far as the lawyer had made it plain to her, and Lady Jane fixed her eyes on her instructor like a child anxious to please, but when Barbara stopped, she sighed.




  “It sounds very complicated,” she said, “though you do explain very nicely, Babs dear. Then, what exactly have we got to live on?”




  “That depends,” said Barbara, “on how things go—on Mrs. Jackson, perhaps. But you will have quite a good income, and Nicole, of course, has her own money from Grandfather. What does it bring you in, Nik? about £500 a year? And I have about the same, so we aren’t exactly penniless, dearest.”




  “Yes—but—if we have a good income, why need we leave Rutherfurd? If we lived very simply and spent almost nothing. . . .”




  Nicole took her mother’s hand and kissed it. “You want both to have your cake and eat it, my dear. Your income will come largely from the sale of it. We can’t run Rutherfurd on a few hundreds a year. Think of servants’ wages alone! No, I’m afraid there is nothing for it but to leave our Eden, and the question is, where are we to go? The whole wide world is before us. What are your ideas on the subject, Babs?”




  “I haven’t any. So long as I am with you two I don’t much care where it is. What about a flat in London? . . .”




  “A flat?” said Nicole. “Somewhere in Kensington, I suppose? I’ve got very little idea of how much money one needs to do things well, but I fear our combined incomes wouldn’t go far in the way of a fashionable flat. Besides—would Mother like being cooped up in town? I doubt it. For myself I couldn’t stand more than a month or two of London at a time, and it’s not a place to be poor in.”




  “We might travel for a bit,” Barbara suggested.




  “We might!” Nicole agreed. She had perched herself on the arm of her mother’s chair. “What about going round the world? I read in the ‘personal’ column of the Times the other day that a General, a K.C.B., was offering to take a party round the world at £950 a head, or something like that. Can’t you see us staggering about Japan with the K.C.B.!—Babs, Mother smiled. Did you see? Well, you made a very good impression on Mrs. Jackson, anyway, Mums.”




  “Nonsense, Nicole.”




  “Oh, I assure you, as she left she said to me, ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you, and I just love your mother.’ After all my unwearied efforts to be nice to her and show her everything, it was galling to see you romp in and win her approval with no trouble at all. Why are mothers always nicer than their daughters? If this deterioration goes on, if every daughter is inferior in every way to her mother, what of the future of the British Race? I confess it weighs on me a good deal. But, seriously, Mums, what would you like to do? Now, don’t say you don’t care, you’re bound to have some preference.”




  “I haven’t, my dear, you must believe me when I say it. I shall be happy if you are happy. We must see to it that we go to a place where you and Babs can have a good time. Nancy Gordon—did you read her letter?—suggests that we go to them in Somerset. She says the dower-house is empty, and Tom would gladly let us have it. Nancy lives in a constant whirl of entertaining, so you wouldn’t be dull. Then, Aunt Constance wants us to go to her at once. She says Ormhurst feels so large and empty now, that it would be a real kindness to go and help to fill it. Constance was always my favourite sister. . . . But, perhaps—d’you think—we’d better have a place of our own?”




  “Yes,” said Nicole. “I doubt if it would be wise to plant ourselves on friends or relations, no matter how willing they are. They might easily tire of us or we of them. We must make our own niche. I’ve been thinking”—she looked from her mother to her cousin with a quick laughing glance—“I’ve been thinking that since Mrs. Jackson and her kind are all rising in the world, they must be leaving vacant places. Well, why shouldn’t we, ousted from our own place, take theirs? Why shouldn’t we become dwellers in a suburban villa, and taste the pleasures of suburban society? I think myself it would be highly interesting.”




  “Interesting!” Barbara ejaculated, but Nicole hurried on. “I don’t mean, of course, that we should go making a fuss about ourselves. The time for that is past. Pooh-Bah could no longer dance at middle-class parties—for a consideration. There are none so low now as do us reverence! You and I, Mums, would get on all right, but Barbara”—she glanced affectionately at her cousin—“is so hopelessly aristocratic.”




  Barbara flushed, for she knew that what her cousin said was true. Social distinctions meant almost nothing to Nicole; to Barbara they stood for much. Nicole never thought of her position; Barbara gloried in belonging to Rutherfurd. When they were all children together they had played with other children about the place. There had been quite a colony of large families belonging to servants on the estate, and they had had splendid games. But Barbara had always been the Little Lady from the Big House, had held herself aloof, allowed no familiarities. Her cousins were different, their whole hearts were in the play, they had no thought of themselves. Barbara often felt that Nicole should have been the Burt, and she the daughter of a hundred earls. To see Nicole playing at “houses” with a shawl wrapped round her supporting a doll, as she saw cottage-women carrying their babies, making believe to stir porridge in a pot while she addressed her playmates in broadest Border Scots! It had been the summit of her ambition to live in a cottage—a but and ben—and carry a real baby in a shawl. She startled her mother one day by handing her a doll and saying, “Hey, wumman, haud ma bairn.” The boys were as bad. Ronnie was found one snowy morning on the roof of the house—he had climbed out of a skylight—putting out crumbs for sea-gulls. When remonstrated with by his governess, he replied, “Wumman, d’ye want them to be fund deid wi’ their nebs in the snaw, seekin’ meat?”




  Sir Walter said Border Scots was a fine foundation for Eton, and so it proved. The boys came home from school speaking correct English, but always able, at a moment’s notice, to drop into the speech of their childhood.




  “Well,” said Nicole, “what d’you say to my suggestion?” Barbara merely shrugged her shoulders, but Lady Jane was unusually firm.




  “Darling, I said I didn’t mind where I went; but I do draw the line here. I’m afraid I can’t fill the vacant place left by Mrs. Jackson. Suburbs are for people who have business in cities: we have none. Why not a small house in, or near, a country town? I think I should like that, only—not too near Rutherfurd, please.”




  “That,” said her daughter, “is the correct idea. A country town. A rambling cottage covered with roses. Delightful Cranford-ish neighbours, quiet-eyed spinsters and gallant old men who tell good stories. I see it all.”




  Barbara wore a most discouraging expression as she said, “I never saw a cottage that ‘rambled.’ What you will probably find in any country town is a number of new semi-detached villas occupied by retired haberdashers. Cranford doesn’t exist any longer—the housing problem killed it. You’re a most unpractical creature, Nik. You don’t know how horrible such a life as you want to try would be. Imagine living always with people like Mrs. Jackson! Just think how you would miss your friends—Jean Douglas, the Langlands . . .”




  Nicole shook her head impatiently. “My dear, why will you insist on saying things that jump to the eye? Don’t you suppose I am full of thoughts about having to leave the old friends? I never loved Mistress Jean as I do to-night, and the thought of Kingshouse makes me want to howl like a wolf. The jollities we’ve had there! And Daddy Langlands, and Miss Lockhart, and even Tillie Kilpatrick, though, poor dear, she does paint her face more unconvincingly than any one I ever saw. But Mistress Jean will be the great loss. To know that there is no chance of suddenly hearing Johnson announce ‘Mrs. Douglas,’ and to hear her say ‘Well,’ and then, ‘This is nice,’ as she settled down beside us.”




  “Then why not stay where we are known? There are lots of small places that would suit us, and people would be glad to have us stay, and would make things pleasant for us.”




  Nicole turned to her mother. “What do you say, Mums?”




  “My dears, I don’t think I could remain near Rutherfurd. Let us try Nicole’s plan for a year and see how it works. . . .”




  “You mean,” said her daughter, “that we should go to a new place and make a niche for ourselves? Let’s, Barbara. I’m sure there are places without semi-detached villas, where we shall be able to cultivate ‘high ideels’ like Mr. Jackson. . . . But you must promise to make the best of everything—it would be terribly unsporting of you to grumble.”




  “Oh, very well,” said Barbara. “Let’s try it for a year. A lot can happen in twelve months.”
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  “It is a sedate people that you see.”




  Glasgow in 1901.




  While the Rutherfurds made plans for the future, Mrs. Jackson regaled her family circle with an account of her expedition to the Borders. They sat, Mr. and Mrs. Jackson and their son Andrew, in the dining-room of Deneholm. It was a fairly large room, elaborately decorated, with two bow windows and a conservatory.




  Mr. Jackson and his wife sat at either end of the long oval table, while Andrew faced the fire-place. There was a reason for that. Behind him was a picture which his mother did not consider quite delicate. When it had been first bought and hung, and Andrew was expected home from school, she had arranged that he must change his seat and sit where he could not see it. Now he was thirty-two, and unlikely to be affected by any picture, but he still kept his back to it.




  A long shining damask cloth covered the table, and the only decoration was a tall vase of rather packed-looking chrysanthemums. One felt had there been a daughter things would probably have been different. No large white table-cloth for one thing, but a polished table with embroidered mats: no bleak, tall vase, but a wide bowl with flowers.




  Wherever Mrs. Jackson went, though it were only into town in the car to shop, she gave her men-folk on her return a circumstantial account of everything that had happened to her. Accustomed to her ways, they were apt to pay but a cursory attention to her talk.




  To-night she was still somewhat breathless from the late home-coming and her hurried dive into the gown which she described as “a semi-evening,” but between spoonfuls of celery soup she bravely panted out details.




  “Oh, it was a lovely drive,” she began. “Not at first, of course, for there was all that coal district to go through—Hamilton and those places. But afterwards, the Clyde valley, and round Lanark, and down the Tweed. . . .” She turned to the parlour-maid, “Another bit of bread, Mary. Thanks.” Then, “. . . I got an awful fright as we left Lanark; we very nearly ran over a wee dog.”




  Mr. Jackson laid down his spoon and wiped his mouth with his napkin. He was a small man with sandy hair turning grey, and a scrubby moustache.




  “What kind of place is Rutherfurd?” he asked.




  But his wife was not to be hurried. “I haven’t got that length yet,” she said placidly. “We went away down past Peebles—d’you remember, Father, we stayed at the Hydro there one Easter? Was that before the War, I wonder? I think so, for Andy was with us, and we met yon people from Manchester—d’you mind their names? They stayed with us afterwards at Innellan; the man had asthma. . . . I don’t care much for Galashiels, it’s awful steep about the station yonder, but it’s lovely all round about it. We seemed to go a long way down the Tweed, and, of course, I had no idea whereabouts Rutherfurd was. In the end we had to ask. We came to a cluster of cottages—mebbe they called it a village, for there was a post office—and a man told us it was the first gate-house we came to, about two miles farther along the road. Sure enough we came to it, white-washed, with creepers, and an old woman who curtseyed as we passed. The drive winds, and crosses a stream with bridges about three times, and there are parks with deer. Deer—fancy! I wondered if we were ever coming anywhere, then we turned a corner and there was the house.”




  She stopped dramatically.




  “A good house?” asked her son.




  “Beautiful. How many houses have I looked at, Father? Nine, is it? and not one of them was just what we wanted. Two were only big villas—we’ve plenty of them in Pollokshields. The old ones were awfully damp and decrepit. One was built in a hollow and got no sun, and the oldest of all was nothing to look at—it would have been a waste of money to buy it. . . . But Rutherfurd’s a place you’d be proud of.”




  Mary removed the soup plates and presently they were engaged on the fish course.




  “It’s a big house,” Mrs. Jackson continued as she ate her sole, “but not overpowering, if you know what I mean. A butler let me in—quite the old family servant—and I left my coat in the outer hall. Then he took me through the hall, a place just like a big room, with tables and chairs, and papers lying, and into the drawing-room. My word!”




  “Was it very splendid, Mother?” Andrew asked.




  “No, Andy, I don’t think you’d call it splendid; because everything in it seemed to be about as old as the Flood, but it was beautiful in a queer way. I think you’d like it awfully. And it was all panelled in squares, and above the fire-place there was a picture let in, a picture of—well, I declare if I haven’t forgotten who it was, Somebody of Somewhere. . . . Are you better pleased with these potatoes, Father? I tried another shop. Not any mutton for me, please, I’ll just take some vegetables. They’re quite your way of thinking about furnishing a room, Father, not a photo anywhere, and I don’t think I saw a single ornament. . . . Well, I stepped very gingerly over the polished floor till I found a good high chair, and presently the door opened and in came a girl. A young thing she looked, not more than two-and-twenty, with reddy-brown hair. I couldn’t tell you whether she was pretty or not, for her eyes fair beguiled me. She stood for a second and looked at me and an expression passed over her face that made me feel I had no business to be sitting there. But it was gone in a flash, and she came up and took my hand so kind like, and said, ‘Mrs. Jackson?’ Like that. D’you know, I never knew Jackson was a bonnie name until she said it. My! I’d give a lot to speak like yon. . . . Then she said, ‘You’ve come to see the house, haven’t you? Will you let me show you over?’ and off we went together. She took me everywhere and talked away as if she’d known me all her life. Sensible talk, too, considering who she is, for those kind of people are always queer. Just once, when we were looking at a long row of portraits, I asked who the handsome man was, and she said, ‘That’s my great-grandfather. He was mad.’ ”




  Andrew Jackson laughed suddenly, and asked, “What did you say, Mother?”




  “What could I say? I just said, ‘Fancy!’ Like that, ‘Fancy!’ But imagine anybody saying a thing like that about a relation.”




  “Probably she only meant that he was known to be eccentric, a character.”




  Mrs. Jackson nodded, willing to think the best of her new friend. “Mebbe that was it, Andy. . . . There are twelve large bedrooms and eight smaller ones—all very shabby; I don’t think they can have had anything papered and painted for ages. I got my tea, too. When we’d seen pretty well everything, this girl—I didn’t know who she was till later—took me back to the drawing-room. Tea was all ready, as cosy as you like before a fine fire, and two ladies sitting. One was Lady Jane Rutherfurd, the mother of the girl—my girl; and the other girl was a niece—Miss Burt.”




  “And what,” asked her son, “was the name of ‘your’ girl?”




  “Well, Andy, I can’t tell you, but it sounded to me like Nee-coal, and that’s a daft-like name. The other was plain Barbara. I didn’t like her much. I knew fine what she was thinking of me. Common. She handed me my tea as if I was a school treat. . . . But Lady Jane’s a fair delight. I saw in a minute where the daughter got her pretty ways. But, oh, poor soul, she did look sad! Of course, I made no remark, but I saw by the deep mourning that they had had a loss, and I talked away to make it easier for them. My girl’s awful cheery. It would take a lot to daunton her, but she’s young, of course; it’s hard for older folk. . . . I asked them if they’d be taking away all the furniture, but they didn’t say. It would be nice if we could keep it just as they have it, then we’d be sure it was right. . . . And, Father, I’d like if you could arrange to keep on the butler, he gives such a tone to the house. Some butlers are just like U.F. elders, but he’s more like an Episcopal clergyman, tall and clean-shaved and dignified. There’s a footman, too.”




  Mr. Jackson stared at his wife.




  “Good gracious, woman, what are you talking about? You’d think the whole thing was settled. D’you suppose I’d have any use for a place like that? A barracks of a place evidently, unsuitable in every way, far too far from Glasgow. . . .”




  “Well,” said his wife, calmly stirring the sugar in her coffee, “you’re determined to buy a place in the country and there’s no good in swallowing the cow and choking on the rump. If we’re to have a place it may as well be a place we can be proud of, and we must keep it up in proper style, butlers and all. Rutherfurd’s the sort of place you’d like, Father, I know that. You might try and arrange to go with me mebbe the day after to-morrow. I didn’t commit myself in any way, I said you’d have to see it first. . . . Will we say Thursday?”




  Mr. Jackson grunted, and, rising from the table, went off without a word to his study.




  Andrew followed his mother out of the room, but instead of crossing the hall to the parlour, which was her favourite sitting-room, she began to mount the stairs.




  “Why, Mother, is it not to be the parlour to-night?”




  Mrs. Jackson gave a sigh. “No, Andy, I told them to light the fire in the drawing-room and we’ll sit there. If I’m to take up my position at Rutherfurd, the sooner I begin to practise the better.”
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  “. . . In a kingdom by the sea.”




  Edgar Allan Poe.




  When Mr. Jackson went with his wife to see Rutherfurd the place conquered him. It was not, he complained, the sort of place he wanted at all; it was far too big, too far from Glasgow, too expensive to keep up, in fact, all wrong in every way. Nevertheless he entered into negotiation with the lawyer, and before October was well begun Rutherfurd had passed from the family who had held it through centuries into the hands of the hard-headed little business man from Glasgow.




  “Mind you,” Mrs. Jackson said to Lady Jane, “there’s not the slightest hurry about your leaving the house. Though you stay here over Christmas we won’t mind. Indeed, I’d like fine to have another Christmas at Deneholm, and there is so much to arrange before we leave Pollokshields that I don’t believe we’ll flit till spring. It’s a nice heartsome time to flit anyway—so mind you take things easy.”




  This was the more unselfish of Mrs. Jackson as she was secretly longing to get the workmen into Rutherfurd to start operations for central heating, and to see the paper-hangers make the bedrooms as she wanted them. But, as she told her husband, she had “both her manners and her mense,” for the Rutherfurds, realising that when a thing has to be done it were better it were done quickly, decided to leave as soon as they could find a roof to cover themselves and their belongings.




  What they wanted to find was a smallish house in a pleasant village or country town, which they could furnish with the things they did not wish to part from, and keep as a pied-à-terre. They might decide to travel for a time, or pay visits, but there would always be this place of their own to come back to.




  It seemed in the abstract a very simple thing, but when they set out to find the house the difficulties began. To begin with, they wanted to go somewhere quite out of reach of their present home. As Nicole pointed out, “We don’t want to decline into a small house in our own neighbourhood and have all sorts of casual acquaintances feeling that they have to be kind to us. ‘These poor dear Rutherfurds, we must ask them to dinner’—can’t you hear them? Of course, our own friends wouldn’t be like that, but we’d better go where we’ll be on nobody’s conscience.”




  But there seemed to be some insuperable objection to every place they tried. If they liked a little town, there was no suitable house; if a suitable house was found, the locality was disappointing, and the house-agents’ advertisements were so misleading. An attractive description of a house—old-fashioned, well-built, with good rooms, and garden—suppressed the fact that a railway line ran not many yards from the drawing-room window, and that a row of jerry-built villas obtruded themselves almost into the rose-garden.




  Day after day the two girls came home discouraged from their house-hunting. “If ever,” said Barbara, “I valued Rutherfurd it is now. Let’s give up this quixotic search for a habitable house, store our furniture, and set off on our travels. Thank goodness, there are still hotels!”




  They had almost decided to do this when one day by the evening post came a letter from the helpful Mr. Haynes, enclosing a card to see a house which he thought they might consider worth looking at. It was in the town of Kirkmeikle, in Fife, and was called the Harbour House.




  “Far enough away, anyway,” was Barbara’s comment.




  “Fife,” said Nicole, and, wrinkling her nose, she quoted: “I never lik’it the Kingdom o’ Fife.”




  “Still,” Barbara said, “we might go and see the place. What d’you think, Aunt Jane? Have you any objection to Fife?”




  Lady Jane looked up from the book of old photographs she was poring over.




  “Fife,” she said. “Your uncle and I once paid a very pleasant visit to people who lived, I think, near Falkland. . . . Oh no, dear, I’ve no objection. . . . There are no hills to speak of in Fife, and I seem to remember that it smelt rather oddly—linoleum, is it? But otherwise, I’m sure it would be a pleasant place to live.”




  “Dear contented one,” said Nicole, “the smell is confined to big towns with factories. Kirkmeikle is a little town in the East Neuk, wherever that may be. I grant the lack of hills, but if we find we can’t live without them I daresay we could always let the house. People love to spend their holidays near golf-links. I must say the name rather appeals to me—the Harbour House.”




  Barbara was studying the lawyer’s letter.




  “We may have a chance of it,” she said, “for evidently Mr. Haynes thinks it’s a house that will not appeal to every one. It belonged to an old Mrs. Swinton who died in it a few months ago. Swinton’s a good name: probably she was connected with the Berwickshire Swintons. . . . Well, shall we start off to-morrow morning? It’ll mean leaving by the first train, and we may have to stay the night in Edinburgh. . . . I’ll see how the trains go from the Waverley——”




  It was a bright autumn morning with a touch of frost when Barbara and Nicole crossed the Forth Bridge and looked down at the ships, and saw the sun on the red-tiled houses, the woods, the cleaned harvest-fields, and the long stretch of shining water.




  “It’s pretty,” said Barbara, almost grudgingly “Living inland I had forgotten the magic of the sea. There’s such a feeling of space, and a sort of breath-taking freshness!”




  “Oh yes,” Nicole agreed, gazing down into the sparkling depths, “the East Coast is fresh and caller, and beautiful in its way. The funny thing is, I never have been fond of the sea, perhaps because I’m such a wretched sailor. But, anyway, I prefer the East Coast sea to the West Highland lochs.” She leaned back in her seat and smiled at her cousin. “Shall I ever forget going out with Morag MacLeod on that awful loch of theirs? The old boatman warned us not to go for the weather was most uncertain, and it’s a dangerous place, full of currents and things, and Morag is one of the most reckless of God’s creatures. I felt perfectly certain I was going to be drowned, and the thought filled me with fury, for I can’t imagine a less desirable death than to go down in a horrible black West Highland loch, with sea-birds calling drearily above one. Morag, I knew, would save herself, and I could see her bearing my death so nobly, quoting a lot of stuff with a sob in it. I almost wept with self-pity as I clutched my coat round me with one hand, and held on with the other to some part of that frail craft. How I sighed for my own solid Border glens with no wretched lochs!”




  “What about St. Mary’s? And the Loch o’ the Lowes?”




  “Oh, but they’re clear and sunny and comparatively shallow, with no towering black mountains round them.”




  “Loch Skene is dark enough.”




  “Yes, but small. You wouldn’t think of yachting on it. . . . I’ve never stayed again with Morag, she’s too comfortless. I like being in the open air as well as any one, and there’s nothing nicer than a whole day tramping or fishing or climbing, but in the house I expect comfort. When I come home I want great fires, and abundance of hot water, and large soft chairs, and the best of food. One day—have I told you this before?—No. Well, one day she made me start off with her at nine in the morning, after a wretched breakfast, half cold, eaten in the summer-house. It was a chilly, misty morning, inclined to rain, and we plunged along through bogs and wet heather until we came to a loch where a keeper was waiting for us with a boat. We fished for hours, then ate some sodden sandwiches, and bits of chocolate. All the time Morag was chanting about the joys of the Open Road till I was sick of her. We didn’t catch any fish either. About four o’clock we started for home, very stiff and wet about the legs, and I thought I could just manage to live till five o’clock, and tea and a fire. A mile from home Morag suddenly had an idea—a thoroughly vicious one, I thought. ‘We’ve got some sandwiches left,’ she said, ‘let’s sit here and eat them. You don’t want to go home and eat hot scones stuffily by a fire, do you?’ Didn’t I? I positively ached to, but I’m such a naturally polite creature that, though I could have felled her where she stood, I only murmured resignation. Happily I was saved by her father. We met him at that moment of crisis, and he laughed to scorn the thought of mouldy sandwiches, and insisted on us going back to tea.”




  “I should think so,” said Barbara. “Morag was always a posing donkey, and, I should think, no use as a housekeeper.”




  Nicole shook her head. “None in the world. A comfortless mistress makes careless servants, and the fires were always on the point of going out, and the hot water never more than tepid. The only time I was comfortable and warm all that week was when I was in bed hugging a hot-water bottle. I was sorry for Morag’s father. It’s wretched for a man to live in a badly run house.”




  She stopped and looked at her cousin. “My word, Babs, you’d be a godsend to any man as a housekeeper.”




  “Only as a housekeeper?”




  “My dear, no. As everything, companion, friend, counsellor, sweetheart—wife.”




  They changed at Thornton, and in due course reached their destination. Kirkmeikle, they found, was a little grey town huddled on green braes, overhanging the harbour. There was one long street with shops, which meandered downhill from the station; some rows of cottages and a few large villas made up the rest of it. The villas were conspicuous and wonderfully ugly, and the two girls looked at them in dismay. Was one of those atrocities the house they had come to look at?




  Barbara settled the question by stopping a small boy and demanding to know where the Harbour House was.




  “Ye gang doon to the harbour an’ it’s the hoose that’s lookin’ at ye.”




  “Quite so,” said Nicole, heaving a sigh of relief, and turning her back with alacrity on the red villas.




  Proceeding down the winding street they came at last to the sea-front. A low wall, flat on the top, ran along the side of the road, and beyond that was the sea. At high tide the water came up to the wall, at other times there was a stretch of firm sandy beach.




  A tall, white-washed house stood at the end of the street leading down to the sea. The front door was in the street, and to the harbour it presented a long front punctuated with nine small paned windows; the roof was high and pointed, and there were crow-step gables.




  “What a wise child that was,” said Nicole. “It is ‘lookin’ at ye’ with nine unblinking eyes.”




  “It smells very fishy down here,” was Barbara’s comment.




  “Fishy, yes, but salt and clean. . . . Have you the card?”




  The door was opened by a stout, middle-aged woman with a rosy face and a very white apron on which she wiped her fingers before she took the card Barbara held out to her.




  “Ay, come in, please, mem. Certainly, ye can see the hoose. I’ll tak’ ye through. . . . No, it’s no been empty that lang. Ma mistress dee’d last July. There’s been a gey wheen folk lookin’ at it—kinna artist folk the maist o’ them—but I dinna think it’s let yet.”




  As she spoke she led them through rather a dark hall and opened a door. “The dining-room,” she said, and stood aside to let them pass.




  Nicole at once went to one of the windows to look out, but Barbara studied the room, measuring spaces with her eyes.




  “Not a bad room,” she said. “The sideboard along this wall . . .”




  Nicole turned from the window. “Oh, Babs, do come and look. Isn’t that low wall jolly? Fishermen will sit on it in the evenings, and talk and smoke their pipes. And the harbour! I like to think of ships coming in and unloading and setting off.”




  “Yes, yes,” Barbara said absently. “I wonder if that fire-place throws out any heat. I distrust that kind.”




  “Let’s see the drawing-room,” said Nicole.




  “Upstairs, mem. Mebbe I’d better go first.”




  The stair was stone with shallow steps, the bannisters delicate wrought iron with a thin mahogany handrail. The woman with the snowy apron pattered briskly across the landing and threw open a door.




  “Ye see,” she said proudly. “It’s bigger than the dinin’-room by a’ the width o’ the lobby. Ay, an’ fower windows nae less.”




  “How jolly,” sighed Nicole, “oh, how jolly!”




  It was a long room, rather narrow. Each of the four deep windows looked out to the sea, and was fitted with a window seat. The fire-place at the far end of the room had a perfect Adam mantelpiece: the doors were mahogany.




  “Curious shape of room,” Barbara said. “I’m not sure that I——”




  “Say no more,” interrupted her cousin. “This is where I’m going to live. As soon as I saw it I knew, as you might say, that it was my spiritual home. I’ll sit curled up on one of those window seats every evening and watch the sun set over the sea. What? No, perhaps I’m not looking west, but it doesn’t matter. Don’t carp . . . I’m sure mother will love this room. She’ll hang her beloved little portraits in a line above that fire-place; the bureau will stand just here, with the miniatures above it, and her very own arm-chair beside the table. . . . We’ll be able to make it exactly like home for her.”




  “My dear girl, we haven’t got it yet.”




  “Sensible always, Babs dear: that’s quite true, we haven’t. But I’m absolutely sure this is to be our home. I knew the house when I saw it. It seemed to give me a nod as I came over the doorstep. There’s no doubt about it we were meant to come here, and that’s why poor Mrs. Jackson was uprooted from Pollokshields. I’m going off now to wire to Mr. Haynes to take it at once. It would be too ghastly if those ‘artist folk’ got before us—come on, Babs.”




  “Nonsense,” said Barbara. “Don’t be so childish. We haven’t seen the bedrooms—much the most important part of a house to my mind. And we don’t know if there is a decent kitchen range and a good supply of hot water. It’s so like you, Nicole, to look out of a window and immediately determine to take a house.”




  Nicole, instead of looking crushed, smiled into the eyes of the caretaker, who, evidently liking her enthusiasm, came to her help.




  “Ay, my auld mistress aye sat in this room and lookit oot on the water. When the tide’s in if ye sit ower here ye canna see onything but water, juist as if ye were on a ship. An’ it’s a warm room; grand thick walls; nane o’ yer new rubbish, wan-brick thick. I’m vex’t that ye’ve no’ seen the room wi’ the furniture in’t. The next o’ kin took it awa’ to Edinboro’ and hed it sell’t. It was auld, ye ken, terrible ancient, and brocht a heap o’ siller. . . . The bedrooms? Ay, fine rooms. There’s two on this landin’—the mistress’s room an’ the dressin’-room aff, that the ain maid sleepit in.”




  They went with her to the room. “Ye see,” she pointed out, “it hesna the sea view, it looks up the brae, but it’s a nice quait room, for the gairden’s round it. . . An’ there’s a bathroom next the dressin’-room.”




  “It’s all in beautiful order,” Barbara said. “The paint and paper seem quite fresh—— What rooms are upstairs?”




  “I’ll show ye. There’s fower bedrooms an’ a wee ane made into a bathroom. That was dune no’ mair nor seeven year syne (an’ its never been used, so it’s as guid as new), when the mistress’s grandson, wha should ha’ heired it, was hame frae the War. We wanted to hae things rale nice for him, an’ the mistress was aye readin’ aboot the dirt in the trenches, an’ she was determined that he wud hae a grand bath o’ his ain the wee while he was hame. Ay, but he only got the use o’t the wance. He was awfu’ high aboot it, the laddie, but he never cam’ hame again; an’ the property ga’ed to a far-awa’ freend that the mistress kent naething aboot.” She opened a door.




  “This is the new bathroom.”




  The two girls looked at the white-tiled walls, the gleaming hot-water rails, the glass shelves, the large luxurious bath, all spotlessly kept, then Nicole turned away with a slight shiver. “Poor little boy who liked his comforts,” she said. . . . “May we see the bedrooms?”




  Two of them looked to the sea, two to the brae: all good rooms.




  “Now for the kitchen,” cried Nicole, “and pray heaven that’s as perfect as the rest.” She turned to her friend the caretaker. “You don’t mind, do you? It seems we’ve simply got to see the kitchen and inquire into the hot-water supply.”




  “ ’Deed ye can see onything in the hoose. I’m prood o’ ma kitchen. I’ve cooked in’t for near thirty years.”




  “Oh!” said Barbara. “So you were Mrs. Swinton’s cook? That explains why everything is so well kept,” and she said it again with more fervour when she saw the kitchen premises. There was little left except necessities, but the tables were scrubbed white, the stone floors in the scullery and laundry sanded in elaborate patterns, everything showing that there was some one in charge who loved to work.




  “It’s awfu’ bare: ye should hae seen it wi’ a’ the braw covers and copper pans, but everything’s been sold.” She shook her head sadly. “A body’s little hert to wark—but still . . .”




  “And when the house is let,” Barbara began, and stopped.




  “When the hoose is let, I’ll tak a cook’s place in Edinboro’. Ye get awfu’ big wages noo-a-days, but I dinna ken hoo I’ll like the toon.” She answered Barbara, but she looked at Nicole.




  “You’ll hate it,” said that young woman briskly. “Besides, think how lonely this old house would be without you. Thirty years, did you say you’d been here? Why, you must love every stone of it. I don’t believe you could sleep now away from the sound of the sea. . . . Won’t you stay on and take care of us? I want to hear all about old Mrs. Swinton and the boy who liked his comforts. You see, we’re leaving our home and coming to a new place, and it’ll make all the difference if we feel that it isn’t a stranger in the kitchen, but some one who belongs. By the way, what is your name?”




  “Agnes Martin, mem. I’m no married nor naething o’ that kind, but ma mistress aye ca’ed me ‘Mistress Martin’: she said it was better for the young lasses, ye ken.”




  Nicole held out her hand, and after a moment’s hesitation the old servant took it and shook it awkwardly.




  “Then that’s settled, Mrs. Martin. You stay with us in your own old place and I promise you will be happy. There’s only my mother and my cousin and myself. Bar the door, please, to all further seekers; tell them the house is taken. We’re going straight now to the post office to wire to our lawyer.” And seizing the hand of Barbara, who was regarding coldly her precipitate cousin, and smiling at the old servant, who seemed bewildered but rather pleased, Nicole left the Harbour House.




  * * * * *




  Later in the day, Agnes Martin took off her white apron, wrapped a grey woollen shawl round her shoulders, locked the back door of the Harbour House, and went to visit, as was her custom of an evening, her old friend Mrs. Curle. It was only a little way, a step or two round the corner into the Watery Wynd where stood the outside stair that led to Betsy Curle’s one-roomed house. Agnes Martin turned the handle. “Are ye in?” she asked.




  “When am I ever oot?” was the reply from the woman sitting by the fire.




  Betsy Curle was not a very old woman, but for years she had been getting gradually crippled with rheumatism, and now could do little more than crawl round her kitchen. Yet everything was spotlessly clean. With her twisted hands she scrubbed and polished, remarking irritably when well-meaning people wondered how it was done, that there was no wonder about it, if a body had the whole day to clean a room it would be a shame to see it dirty.




  “It’s you, Agnes,” she said to her visitor. “C’wa in to the fire: it’s surely cauld the nicht?”




  “Ay, I wadna wonder to see a guid touch o’ frost. How are ye?”




  “Fine.”




  It was odd the difference in the speech of the two women. Agnes’s sharp intonation, rising high at the end of each sentence, seemed to have something of the east wind and the sea in it; Betsy’s broad Border tones, slow and grave, made one think of solemn round-backed hills and miles of moorland. Betsy had come to Kirkmeikle as a young wife, but the thirty-five years she had spent there had done nothing to reconcile her to the place. Home to her was still the village by the water of Tweed.




  Agnes took out a grey stocking and began to knit while she recounted the small doings of the day, which were eagerly listened to, for Betsy took an almost passionate interest in her neighbours, though she was now, by reason of her infirmities, unable to keep them under personal observation.




  When various small bits of gossip had been recorded and savoured with relish, the important news was brought out.




  “I’m thinkin’ the Harbour Hoose is let then, Betsy.”




  “D’ye tell me that? Whae tae?”




  “Weel—the day, juist aboot denner-time, the bell rang, and there was twa young leddies standin’ on the doorstep wi’ a caird to see the hoose. I saw they werena juist daein’t for a ploy like some o’ the folk that comes, they were terrible tae’n up wi’ the hoose, specially the youngest ane. The ither ane was aye for haudin’ her back, but she juist gaed a lauch tae me and never heeded her. A bonnie young thing she was, I fair took a notion o’ her! D’ye ken, she shook haunds wi’ me! Ma auld mistress never did that a’ the years I was wi’ her.”




  “Mistress Swinton was a proud body,” said Betsy. “She couldna see that her servants were flesh and blood like hersel’; but she’s dust noo, so we needna remember it against her.”




  “She was a just mistress to me, and I’d like fine to stay on in the auld hoose.”




  “Will the new folk want a cook?”




  “Ay, did I no’ say that? The young leddy askit me to bide. She said it wud mak a’ the difference if I was there. She says, ‘There’s only my mother and my cousin and myself.’ It would suit me fine. I like to serve the gentry, an’ I dinna want to leave Kirkmeikle. If I took a place here wi’ Miss Symington they’d ca’ me a ‘plain cook,’ an’ ye ken fine what that means—juist stewed steak wan day and chops the next—but I could see that thae folk were used wi’ a’thing braw aboot them.”




  “But whae were they?” Betsy asked. “Did they no’ tell ye whauraboots they cam’ frae?”




  Agnes laid down her stocking and fumbled in her pocket.




  “Here, see,” she said, handing her friend an envelope. “They left me that address. Did ye ever hear tell o’ that place?”




  Betsy, bending down to the red glow from the ribs, read the words on the envelope, and her poor disabled hands shook.




  “Never i’ the warld” . . . she muttered, then turning to Agnes, “Rutherfurds!” she cried excitedly. “I’ve kent the Rutherfurds a’ ma days. Rutherfurd wasna faur frae Langhope. It’s a terrible braw place; I used to gang as a bairn to Sabbath-schule trips there, and I mind when Lady Jane Rutherfurd cam’ as a bride. . . . Ye’re mista’en, Agnes, ma wumman, if ye think the Rutherfurds wud want a hoose in Kirkmeikle.”




  Agnes knitted placidly. “I d’na ken. Twa leddies cam’, in deep black they were, an’ that was the name they gae me, and they said they were ga’en straucht to the post office to wire to their lawyer to tak’ the hoose. That’s a’ I ken—mak’ a kirk or a mill oot o’t, Betsy.”




  Betsy shook her head. “There maun be something far wrang, but I get nae news frae Langhope noo that I canna hand a pen. . . . I maun get Tam to write. I’ll no rest till I ken if it’s true. Rutherfurds awa frae Rutherfurd and livin’ cheek by jowl wi’ Betsy Curle! The thing’s no canny.”
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  “Oh, but her beauty gone, how lonely


    Then will seem all reverie,


    How black to me.”




  Walter de la Mare.




  It was late in the evening before Nicole and her cousin reached home after their day in Kirkmeikle.




  Mrs. Douglas from Kingshouse had been dining with Lady Jane, and was still there when the girls came in. She was a woman frankly middle-aged, slim, upright, with white hair rolled back in a style of her own from a small, high-coloured face. Her eyes were intensely blue, shrewd, kind eyes, quickly kindled in anger, easily melted to tears. One of the most striking things about Jean Douglas was her instinct for dress. Her clothes were perfect in every detail, and whether she was on the top of a hill with her dogs, or at a Point-to-Point meeting, at a country-house luncheon party (this is a great test), or in a London ballroom, she always looked exactly right.




  She kissed the two girls with affection, but her words were severe. “You two stupid creatures, coming home at this time of night! Why didn’t you stay in Edinburgh? I’ve been scolding your mother, Nicole, for not insisting, but well I know you’re the real culprit. Your mother and Barbara are dragged at your chariot wheels.”




  Nicole smiled forgivingly at her friend. “Don’t be nasty, Mistress Jean, when Babs and I are perishing with hunger. We had only a snatched cup of tea in Edinburgh, and we kept falling asleep in the train, and got so cold. Johnson,” to that dignitary, who had come into the room, “is our ham-and-egg tea ready? Good. I ordered that as a great treat after our long day. Come with us, my dears, and watch us eat. We’ve got heaps to tell you.”




  At first they talked of other things. Nicole wanted to know how her mother had spent the day, asked for all the news from Kingshouse. She seemed completely to have forgotten the weariness of her long day, and ate her meal with relish.




  “Babs,” she said, “don’t you think this is the perfectest sort of meal? . . . If I had my will I’d always have high tea. We got such a horrid luncheon at Kirkmeikle—very late, when we had ceased to feel hungry. It was in a pot-house of sorts, and we got soup out of a tin (I think), and roast beef that had been hot about an hour before, so couldn’t be described exactly as cold. I felt like St. Paul and the Laodiceans! The room smelt like a channel steamer, and the table-cloth was damp to the touch. Kirkmeikle doesn’t shine in the way of inns; we would need to warn people of that. Which brings us to the point—we hope we’ve got a house there.”




  Lady Jane said “Oh!” and gave a faint gasp.




  Her daughter caught her hand. “I know. Doesn’t it seem to make things horribly final somehow? I don’t think I really believed we were leaving Rutherfurd until we sent the wire to Mr. Haynes asking him to take the Harbour House if possible.”




  “And where is this house?” Mrs. Douglas asked crossly. “I can’t tell you how disgusting I consider your conduct. It’s a poor compliment to your friends that you should want to put the sea—or at least the Firth of Forth—between us, I mean between them and you.”




  Nicole spread some jam on a piece of bread and butter.




  “Blame me, my dear, me only.”




  “It’s you I am blaming. What’s your idea in rushing to Fife?”




  “Can’t find a house anywhere nearer.”




  “Nonsense.”




  “Oh, all right.”




  “You know very well,” Mrs. Douglas went on, “that the Langlands are most anxious that you should take the Cottage. You couldn’t find a more charming little place, suitable in every way, and you would have all your friends round you.”




  Nicole looked at her friend. “Why, Mistress Jean, I never knew you lacking in imagination before. Can’t you see that it wouldn’t be exactly pleasant for us to stay on here and see strangers in Rutherfurd? We must go to some place where we won’t always be reminded. . . . The Jacksons——”




  “The wretched creatures!” broke in Jean Douglas, so bitterly that the inmates of comfortable Deneholm might well have wilted. . . . “But I flattered myself that the fact of having all your friends round might weigh against the other. I was mistaken, it seems.”




  “Now don’t be sneisty, my dear. You don’t suppose we leave you willingly, do you? . . . Babs, we must tell about the house. You begin with the plain facts and I’ll add the embroideries later.”




  Barbara poured herself out a cup of tea and declined to do her cousin’s bidding. “Go on yourself,” she said. “When you get too exaggerated I’ll interrupt.”




  “Starting from the Waverley,” Nicole began, rather in the style of a guide-book, “it is quite a pretty run—I had forgotten how pretty—and not very long. Kirkmeikle we found to be a funny little steep town of red-tiled houses tumbling down into the Harbour. I won’t disguise from you that there is a row of atrocious new red villas standing in a line above the town, and we quailed when we saw them, fearing that our quest would lead us to them. But no; we were directed down the long winding street, and at the foot we found a tall white-washed house with crow-step gables and a pointed roof, and nine windows looking out to the sea.”




  “Surrounded,” broke in Barbara, “with ordinary fishermen’s cottages, and a strong smell of tar and fish, and small dirty children.”




  “Why not?” asked Nicole. “I’ve always wanted to rub shoulders more with my fellow-men, and now I’ll get the chance. . . . And mother won’t mind, will you, Mums? To my mind it’s infinitely preferable to villadom.”




  “I think it sounds nice and unusual,” Lady Jane said; “but I hope you asked if the drains were all right.”




  “We forgot,” said Nicole, “but I expect they’re all right, for there are two excellent bathrooms fitted up with every sort of contrivance. And Barbara insisted on hearing about the hot-water supply. . . . Would you rather have a bedroom looking to the sea or up the brae, Mums? The best room, the largest, that is, is on the land side, but we’ll decide that later. The drawing-room is a pet of a room, I know you’ll love it . . ., and the furniture from the Corner Room will be exactly right for it. . . . I planned it all the moment I saw it. The Russian figures will stand on the mantelshelf just as they do here, and your little portraits will hang in a row above them. And the old French clock that plays a tune must be there, and the Ming figures in their own cabinet. They will be quite in keeping with the Harbour House: all seaport towns are full of china brought from far places. . . . Of course, the dining-room furniture is hopeless, but I was thinking coming out in the train that the things in the Summer Parlour would be perfect in that sea-looking room. The Chippendale sideboard and table and chairs, the striped silk curtains and the Aubusson carpet will make it a thing of beauty.”




  Mrs. Douglas turned to Barbara. “Nicole’s as pleased as a child with a doll’s house.”




  Barbara shrugged her shoulders. “It is a doll’s house.”




  Nicole protested. “It’s so beautifully proportioned that it isn’t a bit cramped. The rooms are all of a decent size, and what can you possibly want more than a room to feed in, a room to talk and read and sew in, a room to sleep in?” She turned to her mother again. “You can’t imagine, Mother, what a homelike little house it is. It must always have been lived in by people with nice thoughts—decent people. . . . The cook showed us over, the sort of cook that is born, not made—you couldn’t imagine her anything else, with a round rosy face and a large expanse of white apron. Thirty years she had served old Mrs. Swinton in the Harbour House. Of course I told her she must remain with us. Babs thought I was mad, before we had time to ask for references or anything, but her face was her reference. Mrs. Agnes Martin. That is your new cook, Mums.” She turned to Mrs. Douglas. “To find a house and a cook both in one day! That was pretty clever, don’t you think, in these degenerate days?”




  “I should like to know more about both before I congratulate you,” her friend said cautiously, as she rose to go. “I ordered the car at 10.30 and it must be long past that. Well—I’m glad you seem satisfied.”




  “Satisfied,” said Barbara, with a groan, while Lady Jane sighed.




  Mrs. Douglas turned to get her cloak.




  “And what,” she asked, “is to happen to all the furniture you can’t get into this new house?”




  “Oh,” said Nicole, with an air of great carelessness, “didn’t you know that the Jacksons are taking over the rooms as they stand?”




  “What?” She stood staring at Nicole, who held her cloak. “Those heavenly old things! But not the portraits surely? Not your Lovely Lady?” She looked from one to the other of the three women, but no one spoke. “Give me my cloak, Nicole,” and as the girl wrapped her in it she said, with tears standing in her angry blue eyes, “It was bad enough to think of you being away, but I never dreamt of you being separated from your treasures. Nobody knows what Rutherfurd has been to me . . . not only because I loved every one of you, but because that room was to me a sort of shrine. You know,” she turned to Nicole, “how the summer sun about six o’clock strikes through the west window and falls on the picture? I used to plan to be there to see it. . . . And now that fat woman tricked out in silly finery will sit there by the fire, and the shrine is desecrated, things that were lovely all made common and unclean. . . . Find my handkerchief, can’t you, Nikky? It’s in my bag. . . . What a fool I am. . . .”




  She threw her arms round Lady Jane.




  “I’m a Job’s comforter, aren’t I? Bildad the Shuhite should be my name! . . . But I promise you Mrs. Jackson won’t enjoy her ill-gotten gains. She will sit in lonely splendour, I’ll see to that.”




  “No, no,” Lady Jane protested. “Indeed, Jean, I want you to be kind to her as only you know how to be kind. You are far the human-est person in these parts. Make things easy for her.”




  “Not I. Things have been made far too easy for her as it is.”




  “But, my dear,” Nicole cried, “if it hadn’t been the Jacksons it would have been some one else—probably very objectionable, pretentious people. In a way the Jacksons are benefactors. They have saved those things for Rutherfurd when they might have had to be all scattered abroad. . . . Everything in its proper place, Mistress Jean. You remember your Hans Andersen? Out we go, swept by the great broom of Fate. Exit the Rutherfurds. Enter the Jacksons.”




  Jean Douglas put both hands over her ears.




  “Don’t say it, I hate their very name. And how I shall hate them when I see them in the flesh!”




  “No,” said Nicole, “I defy you to hate Mrs. Jackson.”




  * * * * *




  Late that night, when every one was in bed and the house very still, a light figure slipped downstairs into the dark drawing-room.




  Quietly she pulled back the curtains and undid the shutters. Outside a full moon was shedding its ghostly light. How strange and dreamlike it looked, so distinct and yet so unreal—the wild thorns with their bare branches, the glimmer of the burn, the lawns like tapestry. Somewhere up on the Lammerlaw a wild bird cried strangely. Near the house an owl hooted. Nicole drank in the beauty thirstily. It was as if she were fixing it on her mind against a time when she would no longer behold it.




  Presently she turned and went over to the fire-place.




  In the moonlight the picture gleamed palely. The “Queen of Hearts” looked down on the girl kneeling on the fender-stool. It was nothing to her that the upturned face was very pale, and wet with tears.
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  “Of many good I think him best.”




  Two Gentlemen of Verona.




  Mr. Jackson bought Rutherfurd practically as it stood. He grumbled loudly at the sum it cost him, but in his heart he was as well pleased as the buyer in Proverbs: ”It is naught, it is naught,” saith the buyer, but when he goeth away he boasteth.




  The house was what he had always vaguely dreamed of, always desired to attain to, for he had a real love and appreciation of beautiful things. He did not try to deceive himself about his own or his wife’s fitness for their position; he knew they might be rather absurd in their new setting; his hopes were built on his son. Andrew, he determined, would play the part of the young laird and play it well. There was no need for him to trouble the Glasgow office much; he must shoot, and fish, and take to all country sports. His father had a picture of him in his mind’s eye, going about in knickerbockers, with dogs, a member of the County Council, on friendly terms with the neighbouring landowners. And of course he would marry, some nice girl of good family, and carry on the name of Jackson. There was nothing to be ashamed of in the name; it stood for straightness and integrity. Jackson of Rutherfurd—it sounded well, he thought.




  Mrs. Jackson, though very much excited at the thought of the change, was beset with fears. She called on all her friends and broke to them with a sort of fearful joy the news that the Jacksons were about to become “county.” They were all very nice and sympathetic, except Mrs. McArthur, who was frankly pessimistic and inclined to be rude.




  Mrs. Jackson would not have cared so much had it been one of her more recent friends who had taken up this attitude, but she had known Mrs. McArthur all her life and had always admired and respected her greatly.




  “You’re leaving Glasgow, I hear,” she said coldly, the first time Mrs. Jackson went to see her after the great step had been taken.




  “Have you heard?” that lady asked blankly. “I came to-day to tell you.”




  “Bad news travels fast,” said Mrs. McArthur, sitting solidly in a high chair and surveying her friend as if she were seeing her in an entirely new light.




  Mrs. McArthur was a powerful-looking woman with a large, white, wrinkled face. She belonged to an old Glasgow family and loved her city with something like passion. Holding fast to the past, she had an immense contempt for modern ways and all innovations.




  “Ucha,” Mrs. Jackson began nervously. “Mr. Jackson’s bought a place and we’re leaving Glasgow for good. It’s a wrench to leave a town where you were born and brought up and married and lived near sixty years in—— And I’m fond of Glasgow. It’s a fine hearty place, and I’d like to know where you’d find a prettier, greener suburb than Pollokshields.”




  Her hostess said nothing, so she went on talking rapidly. “And the shops and all, and concerts and theatres; we’ll miss a lot, but still—— Rutherfurd’s a fine place and not that awful far away. I really don’t know how I’ll get on at all, entertaining and all that, and a butler, and taking my place as a county lady, but I’ll just have to do my best. If only I’d had a daughter! What a help she’d be now. But it’s no good blaming Providence, and Andy’s a good boy to me.”




  She smoothed down her lap and sighed, while Mrs. McArthur gave a sniff and said:




  “Well, I think you’re making a mistake. Some people are fitted for a country life and some aren’t. I’d hate it myself. We go to Millport every summer for July and August, and the coast’s bright compared to the country, steamers and what not, but two months is more than enough for me. Indeed, I wouldn’t go away at all, if it weren’t that I value town all the more when I get back.” She watched a maid put a large plump tea-pot on the tray before her and covered it with a tea-cosy embroidered with wild roses, and then continued: “A coast house is bad enough, but how anybody can buy ‘a place’ as they call it, a house away at the end of an avenue, removed from all mankind, dreary beyond words. . . .” She lifted her eyes to the ceiling in mute wonder, while Mrs. Jackson cleared her throat uncomfortably.




  “Well, but, Mrs. McArthur,” she began, “some people like the country, you know, and——”




  “Some people have queer tastes, Mrs. Jackson. Look at the people that are always going away about the North Pole!”




  Mrs. Jackson failed to see the connection, but she murmured, “That’s so,” in a depressed tone; then, more brightly, added: “You couldn’t call Rutherfurd cold. Rather sheltered it is, with flowers blooming away like anything still, and we’re putting in central heating—— Can you believe it, they had done all these years without it? Luckily, there’s electric light.”




  “There is? Well, I prefer gas myself.” Mrs. McArthur looked complacently round at her incandescent mantles in pink globes, then began to pour out the tea. . . . “Will the house need much?”




  Her guest, glad of this slight show of interest, responded volubly.




  “All the bedrooms need new paper and paint. The Rutherfurds were never very well-off for their position, and money’s been getting scarcer with them every year. The hall and the public rooms will be left with all the furniture, just as they are; they’re panelled, you know. . . .” She leant forward impressively. “Mrs. McArthur, would you believe it, there’s no carpet on the stairs.”




  “Fancy! As poor as all that, are they? It’s a good thing you’ve got a handsome one to lay down. It’s just about two years since you got it. . . .”




  Mrs. Jackson nodded. “Two years past in September. It is rich, isn’t it? I’m awful fond of crimson, and it’s a really good carpet, made for us. But——” she hesitated and glanced deprecatingly at her friend, “all the same, I don’t think we’ll put it down at Rutherfurd. It’s not the thing if you’ve got a fine old staircase—antique, you know—to cover it.”




  Mrs. McArthur laid down her tea-cup, and after a moment’s pause addressed her old friend, gazing at her the while as if she had suddenly observed in her some new and most unpleasing trait.




  “I must say I’m surprised at you, Bella Jackson, giving in to that sort of thing. At your time of life! It’s all very well for artists, it’s part of their trade to be daft-like, but I never thought to see you with a stair like a perpetual spring-cleaning.”




  “Oh, not as bad as that. You don’t miss a carpet, somehow the bare steps are all of a piece with the rest of the house. You must come and see for yourself.”




  “I’ll not do that,” Mrs. McArthur said with great decision.




  “Oh, mebbe you will. . . . The house is empty now. Lady Jane Rutherfurd and her daughter and niece have taken a small house in Fife. I’m sorry for them, I am indeed. It’s not very easy to rise in the world, but it must be worse to come down. I’m going to ask the daughter to visit me. She’s an awful nice girl with no airs at all. I think Andy’ll like her, and she’ll be a great help to me, for goodness knows what I’ll do when all the people come to call!”




  She sighed as she rose to go, and Mrs. McArthur, remaining seated, said: “Well, I’m glad I’m not in your place. You’ll only regret once leaving Pollokshields and that’ll be all the time. But wha will to Cupar maun to Cupar. I always knew your husband was a climber. Many a time I’ve said to myself: ‘Look at that wee Jackson worming himself in here and there, doing public work for his own ends, thinking he’ll get a knighthood out of it. . . .’ But you were always an honest soul, Bella, and to hear you talking about ‘the county’ and ‘Lady Jane’ and not putting on a stair-carpet makes me fair sick. You can tell your husband from me that a queer sight he’ll be as a laird.”




  She laughed unpleasantly, and rose to her feet, while Mrs. Jackson, flushed and distressed, meekly held out her hand.




  “Well, good-bye. You’ll be far too grand to remember me when you’re the lady of Rutherfurd. I’ll miss you, and I’ll miss Andy. What does he say about all this?”




  But Mrs. Jackson murmured something and fled from the place where so often she had found rest and refreshment, feeling that she had, in very truth, been wounded in the house of her friend.




  What Andrew Jackson thought of the change no one ever heard. That young man was not given to confiding his feelings to the world at large. He was respectful to his parents—oddly so in this disrespectful age—and if he sometimes did permit himself to smile at them both, no one knew.




  He was an ordinary-looking young man, neither tall nor short, with frank eyes, and a pleasant smile. His mother thought him wonderfully handsome. In the War he had won a well-deserved Military Cross, and since coming home to his father’s business much of his spare time had been spent helping with various schemes for the boys and young men of his own city.




  Sitting with his mother in her very own parlour one evening before they left Deneholm for good, he looked round the room, which with all its ugliness had an air of homely comfort about it, and said, “You’ve been happy here, Mother?”




  Mrs. Jackson, who was tidying out a large work-basket, looked up at the question.




  Andrew was lying back in one of the shabby red velvet chairs smoking a pipe, and watching his mother. She loved to sit so with her son. Her husband was always busy, out at a meeting or a public dinner, or looking over papers in his own room, but Andrew spent many evenings in “the parlour.”




  “Happy, Andy? Yes, of course I’ve been happy.”




  She spoke in an abstracted way, her attention obviously still on the work-basket. Presently she held out a photograph, saying: “It’s queer to come across something you haven’t seen for years. It’s a school group. . . . That’s me, that fat one in the front with the curls! Eh, my my, I couldn’t sleep wondering what I’d be like, and I got such a disappointment. . . .”




  Her son studied the faded picture gravely.




  “Where was this taken, Mother?” he asked.




  “At the first school I was ever at, a private school in Myrtle Park. My home was in Crosshill, of course. We sat on benches in an upper room and learned out of wee paper books. There were pictures to help us on, and I remember getting a rap over the fingers for spelling t u b—bucket. . . . I wore a white pinafore. Children never wear pinafores now. I daresay they’re neater, but I don’t know—there was something awful fresh about a clean pinny.”




  She was disentangling some silks and rolling them neatly on cards as she talked.




  “The master was a queer man. I forget how it came up in the class one day, but he was talking about servants of God, and he said to me, ‘Bella, have you ever seen a servant of God?’ I said I had not, and he told me to come out into the middle of the floor, and he solemnly shook hands with me and said, ‘Now you can say you’ve shaken hands with a servant of God.’ . . . But, of course, I was thinking of prophets with long white beards. Jeremiah, you know. . . .”




  “Of course,” said Andrew.




  “It was a queer Glasgow in those days. Crosshill was like a village, and there was a long stretch of vacant ground from it to Eglinton Toll. You’ll hardly mind of it like that? And at the foot of Myrtle Park there were big pools or bogs or something that we could skate on in winter. And there were only horse-cars going in and out to town, and they didn’t go further than the Park Gate. . . . I stayed at the Myrtle Park school till I was ten and then I went to another private school in Kelvinside till I was seventeen, but I don’t think I ever learned much. . . . I got engaged to your father when I was twenty. He was a deacon in the church we went to, and read papers at the Literary Society. . . . He took to walking home with me from meetings and dropping in to supper, but it was long before I could believe he meant anything, for, you see, I wasn’t clever, and he was a promising young man. We weren’t married for some years because, of course, we had to save, but I was awful happy making my things, and going out with your father to concerts and socials.”




  She stopped to deal patiently with a very tangled skein, and her son asked where their first house had been.




  “D’you not remember it, Andy? Uch, you must. We left it when you were six. It was called Abbotsford, a house in Maxwell Road, a semi-detached villa, just the six rooms and kitchen. We had been married five years when you came, so I can tell you we were glad to see you. And your father was getting on well, and in time he bought Deneholm. It seemed an awful lift in the world to me! We had just the one girl at Abbotsford, and we started here with three experienced women. My! I was miserable with them for a while: I always thought they were laughing to each other when I went into the kitchen, and so they were, mebbe, but I got used to it; and you’ve to live a long time after you’re laughed at! The Rutherfurds’ butler’s staying on with us, that’s a comfort, for he’ll keep the other servants in order. He wanted to go with Lady Jane—quite the old family servant in a book—but they said they couldn’t do with him in a small house. Miss Nicole said to me that it would never do for them to have a butler in Kirkmeikle, it would be ‘trailing clouds of glory,’ though what she meant by that I don’t know. It’s a hymn, isn’t it? That’s the worst of people like the Rutherfurds, you don’t know half they mean; they so seldom talk sense. I can discuss a subject quite well if people’ll stick to it, but when they suddenly fly off and quote things. . . . I want to ask you, Andy, d’you think I’ll ever be able to take my place at Rutherfurd?” She did not wait for an answer, but went on:




  “I was seeing Mrs. McArthur the other day and she fairly depressed me. I’ve known her so long and she’s been such a good friend, and now she seems to have turned against me. I could see she thought I’d be a figure of fun at Rutherfurd, and she was quite bitter about your father, said he was a climber. . . . I think myself men are quicker at picking up things than women. I’m sure when your father married me he didn’t know anything about pictures, and old furniture, and the things he cares so much about now. He was quite pleased with our little house, and worked in the garden on Saturday afternoons. I sometimes wish that we’d never got on in the world and that we still lived at Abbotsford.”




  Andrew knocked his pipe against the fender and put it on the edge of the mantelpiece.




  “I wouldn’t worry, Mother,” he said, in his quiet voice. “You never pretend to be anything you’re not, so you’ll get on splendidly. Nobody’s going to laugh in an unkindly way at you so long as you’re sincere. And it doesn’t matter greatly if we do amuse our neighbours. What would Punch do without jokes about the New Rich? It’s better to amuse people than bore them, any day. You laugh too, Mother—then the laughter won’t hurt you.”




  “I see what you mean, Andy. . . . But surely nobody would ever think of laughing at your father?”




  “I suppose not. But the best-liked people are those that you can laugh at in a kindly way. And no one has more friends than you, my dear.”




  “In Glasgow—but I doubt there’ll be none of my kind near Rutherfurd. Mrs. McArthur says . . .”




  “Never mind Mrs. McArthur. She’s a thrawn old body sometimes.”




  She still looked at her son with troubled eyes.




  “And you’re a beautiful speaker, Andy, from being at an English school, though I whiles wonder how you’ve kept it, for my Glasgow accent would corrupt a nation. I doubt Mrs. McArthur’s right—but, anyway, I’ll always have you. You’ve been my great comfort all your life.”




  “That’s nonsense,” said Andrew, beginning to smash up the fire.




  His mother took the poker from him, for it vexed her economical soul to see a good fire spoiled.




  “No, it’s the truth. . . . Well, well, everything has an end. Somehow, I never thought we’d leave Deneholm. I wonder who’ll buy it, and sit in this room? Mebbe children’ll play here.” She looked wistfully at her son. “I wish you’d marry, Andy. Mind, you’re getting on. Thirty-two—and I never saw you so much as look at a girl.”
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  “Tush man—mortal men, mortal men.”




  Henry IV.




  Kirkmeikle was a very little town, merely a few uneven rows of cottages, occupied chiefly by fishermen, and the workers in a small rope-factory, known locally as “the Roperee,” half-a-dozen shops, and a few houses of larger size built a century ago. But, on the top of the green brae, crowning it hideously, stood three staring new villas.




  The large square one, Ravenscraig, was inhabited by Miss Janet Symington.




  It had many large windows hung with stiff lace curtains and blinds of mathematical neatness. Inside there was a bleak linoleum-covered hall containing a light oak hat-and-umbrella stand, a table with a card tray, and two chairs, a barometer hung on the wall above the table. To the right of the front door was the drawing-room, a large, light, ugly room; to the left was the dining-room, another very light room, with two bow windows, a Turkey carpet, and crimson leather furniture. A black marble clock stood on the black marble mantelpiece, and on the walls hung large seascapes framed heavily in gilt.




  The late Mr. Symington had been a wealthy manufacturer, and profoundly pious. He was a keen business man, but outside his business his interest centred in religious work. He gave liberally to every good cause, he was not only a just but a generous master, and the worst that could be said of him was that he was a dull man. That he most emphatically was—quiet, dour, decent, dull. He never opened a book unless it was the life of a missionary or a philanthropist; he could not read fiction because it was not true, therefore a waste of time. He had thought highly of his minister, Mr. Lambert, until, one day, he found that honest man reading Shakespeare’s Sonnets; after that he regarded him with suspicion. To Mr. Symington life was real, life was earnest, and not to be frittered away in reading Shakespeare.




  His wife had been a delicate, peevish woman, who seldom went out, but who enjoyed amassing quantities of wearing apparel, more especially expensive shoes and gloves, which she never wore. She was proud of the fact that all her life she had never needed to soil her hands with house-work, and liked to hold them out to visitors saying, “Such useless hands!” and receive compliments on their shape and whiteness. She never read anything but the newspapers, and was not greatly interested even in her children. She died a few months before her husband, not much lamented and but little missed.




  Janet was like her father. She had the same rather square figure and large head, the same steady brown eyes and obstinate chin. Mr. Symington had always looked like a lay preacher in his black coat and square felt hat, and his daughter dressed so severely as to suggest a uniform, in a navy blue coat and skirt, a plain hat of the sailor brand, and a dark silk blouse made high at the neck.




  There had been a brother younger than Janet, but he had never been anything but a worry and disappointment. Even as a child David had resented the many rules that compassed the Symington household, while Janet had been the reproving elder sister, pursing her lips primly, promising that she would “tell,” and that David would “catch it.” At school his reports were never satisfactory, at college he idled, and when he entered his father’s business he did his work listlessly and without interest. When war broke out he seemed to wake to life, and went “most jocund, apt, and willingly.” That hurt his father more than anything. That war should be possible at this time of day nearly broke his heart, and to see David keen and enthusiastic, light-hearted and merry as he had never been at home, to hear him say that these were the happiest years of his life, simply appalled him. When it was all over David came home with a D.S.O. and the Croix de guerre, and a young girl with bobbed flaxen hair, neat legs, and an impudent smile, whom he had met in France and married in London when they were both on leave.




  For one hectic month all abode together in Ravenscraig, a month of strained conversation, of long silences, of bitter boredom on the part of the young couple, and patient endurance on the part of the elder Symingtons. Then David announced that he could not stand life in the old country, and meant to try to make a living in Canada. His father, deeply disappointed but also secretly relieved, gave him a sum of money, and the couple set off light-heartedly to make their fortune. . . .




  Three years later John Symington died, leaving to his daughter complete control of all he possessed, but this last act of his father’s did not worry David, for before Janet’s letter reached the ranch, David also was dead, killed by a fall from his horse. His widow, liking the life, decided to stay in Canada, and six months later married one of David’s friends and sent David’s son home to Kirkmeikle to his Aunt Janet.




  The next villa, Knebworth, was a different type of architecture. It was of rough-cast and black timber, with many small odd-shaped windows, picturesque grates with imitation Dutch tiles, and antique door-handles.




  Mrs. Heggie lived here comfortably, and, on the whole, amicably with her daughter Joan. Mrs. Heggie was more than “given to hospitality,” she simply revelled in feeding all her friends and acquaintances. It seemed impossible for her to meet people without straightway asking them to a meal. It was probably this passionate hospitality that had soured her daughter and made that young woman’s manner, in contrast, short and abrupt.




  The third villa, Lucknow, was occupied by a retired Anglo-Indian and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Buckler. They had two children to educate and had come to Kirkmeikle because it was quiet and cheap. Mrs. Buckler wrestled with servants, while the husband played golf and walked about with dogs.




  There was a fourth house on the brae, much smaller than the others, more a cottage than a villa, which belonged to a Miss Jamieson, a genteel lady, so poorly provided with this world’s goods that she was obliged to take a lodger.




  She had been fortunate, she would have told you, to secure at the end of the summer season a single gentleman, quiet in his habits and most considerate. He had come to Kirkmeikle because he wanted quiet to write a book—something about exploring, Miss Jamieson thought. He had been with her for three weeks and expected to remain till early spring. His name was Simon Beckett. No one, so far, had made the acquaintance of Miss Jamieson’s lodger except Miss Symington’s six-year-old nephew, Alastair.




  That young person had a way of escaping from his nurse and pushing his small form through a gap in the hedge that divided Miss Jamieson’s drying-green from the road, and, on reaching the window of Mr. Beckett’s room, flattening his nose against the glass to see if that gentleman was at work at his desk. If he were, Alastair at once joined him, and, with no shadow of doubt as to his welcome, related to him all the events that made up his day, finishing up with an invitation to join Annie and himself in Ravenscraig at nursery tea.




  One afternoon in October, a day of high wind, and white-capped waves and scudding clouds, Alastair was returning with Annie from the shore where he had been playing among the boats. He was toiling up the hill, shuffling his feet among the rustling brown leaves and talking to himself under his breath, when Annie called to him to wait a minute, and forthwith dived into the baker’s shop. It was a chance not to be missed. Off ran Alastair straight to Miss Jamieson’s, walked boldly in at the front door and found his friend at his desk.




  “Hello!” said Mr. Beckett, “it’s you.”




  “Yes,” Alastair said, panting slightly from his run. “Annie’s in the baker’s. I’ve run away.”




  “Shouldn’t do that, you know.”




  “Why not?” said Alastair. “I wanted to see you. She’ll be here in a minute.” He looked out of the window and saw Annie already on his track. She was standing at the gate trying to see into the room.




  Simon Beckett looked up from his writing and saw her.




  “You’d better go, old man.”




  “I’d rather stay with you. Miss Jamieson’s making pancakes for your tea. We only have bread and butter and digestive biscuits.”




  “I’m too busy for tea to-day. Come to-morrow at four o’clock.”




  He began again to write, and Alastair saw that there was no real hope of tea, and a story or a game. Still he lingered, and presently asked, “Do you mind coming out and telling Annie you’ve invited me to tea to-morrow?”




  The face that he turned up to his friend was the funniest little wedge of a face, with a wide mouth and a pointed chin and pale blue eyes, the whole topped by a thatch of thick sandy hair; a Puck-like countenance.




  Simon Beckett smiled as he looked at it. “Come on, then,” he said, getting up and propelling Alastair before him, “we’ll make it all right with Annie.”




  That damsel was not difficult to propitiate. When Alastair had tea in “the room,” she had tea in the kitchen, and Miss Jamieson was known for her comfortable ways and her good cooking, so she blushed and said she would ask Miss Symington, and thanked Mr. Beckett in the name of her charge, calling him “Sir” quite naturally, a thing she had never thought to do, for she belonged to the Labour Party and believed in equality. As they were parting, all three on excellent terms, at the gate, Mrs. Heggie and her daughter passed. Joan would have walked on, but her mother stopped.




  “Well, Alastair,” she said, in the loud bantering tone which she kept for children, “what mischief have you been up to to-day, I wonder!”




  Alastair regarded her in hostile silence, while Annie poked him in the back to make some response.




  Mrs. Heggie turned to Miss Jamieson’s lodger.




  “You’re Mr. Beckett, I think? How d’you do? Strange that we should have never met, but you’re a great student I hear. It must take a lot of hard thinking to write a book. I often say that to Joan—my daughter, Mr. Beckett—for she’s inclined to be literary too. . . . We would be so glad to see you any time. Could you lunch with us to-morrow?”




  Joan trod heavily on the foot nearest her, and her mother winced but went recklessly on. “No? Then Thursday; Thursday would suit us just as well. 1.30. Then that’s settled.”




  “Thank you,” said Simon Beckett, in chastened tones. “It’s tremendously kind of you. Yes, Thursday. Good-bye.”




  “I wonder,” said Miss Joan Heggie, coldly, as they walked on, “what possible pleasure it gives you, Mother, to try to cultivate people who quite obviously don’t want to be cultivated. You absolutely forced that poor man to come to lunch.”




  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Mrs. Heggie. “I think he’s only shy.”




  “Not he, he’s unwilling, and I don’t blame him. Kirkmeikle society is far from enlivening. Oh, here comes Miss Symington. Don’t stop, Mother, for goodness’ sake.”




  But Mrs. Heggie was physically incapable of passing a friend or neighbour without a few words; besides she was wearing her new winter things, and was going to take tea with the doctor’s sister, and altogether felt pleased and happy. She shook hands with Miss Symington, hoped she saw her well, and told her where she was going to tea. She rather hoped in return to receive a compliment about her new hat and coat, but none seemed forthcoming, so she said, “Well, good-bye just now, and do come and see us when you have time. . . . Could you lunch with us on Thursday? Do. 1.30.” (Joan gazed despairingly at the sky.) “That’ll be nice. Mr. Beckett is coming. Good-bye. . . . Oh, by the way, did you hear a rumour that the Harbour House is let? Our cook heard it from the postman. Let’s hope it’s a nice family who’ll be a help in the place. Well, good-bye just now. . . .”




  “Mother, what do you mean by it?” Joan asked as they walked away.




  “I don’t know,” said Mrs. Heggie, “it just came out.”




  But there was no real repentance in her tone.
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  “Lady Alice, Lady Louise,


   Between the wash of the tumbling seas.”




  William Morris.




  Jean Douglas insisted on taking Lady Jane to Kingshouse out of the way of the removal, and Nicole and Barbara, accompanied by two maids from Rutherfurd, an under housemaid, and a girl who had been “learning the table,” set out for Kirkmeikle to make the Harbour House habitable.




  It proved a comparatively easy task. Mrs. Agnes Martin had managed to chase out the painters in good time, and had every cupboard and floor scrubbed white when they arrived; the furniture fitted in as if made for the rooms, and very soon the house took on a look of comfort.




  Now, after a week, Nicole, all impatience, was planning for her mother’s coming.




  “You’ll go to Edinburgh and meet her, won’t you, Babs? and I’ll be standing on the door-step to welcome you both. Let’s stage-manage it properly, for there’s a tremendous lot in one’s first impression of a new place. You’d better lunch in Edinburgh and come by the afternoon train—that’s much the nicest time to arrive, about four-thirty or five o’clock.” Nicole moved restlessly about the room—they were sitting in the drawing-room—altering things here and there, while Barbara sewed placidly.




  “We’d better arrange for a car to be waiting at Thornton, don’t you think? The first look of Kirkmeikle from the station is frankly ugly, and to jolt down here in a mouldy cab would be very depressing. If you motor you will come through clean harvest-fields, and beside green links, with glimpses of the sea, and then there would be the Harbour, and the open door, and inside familiar things everywhere for her eyes to rest on. . . . If only it would be the sort of day I want—a touch of frost and the sky sunset-red, the stars beginning to appear, and . . .”




  “Don’t expect it,” said Barbara. “Rain and an easterly haar smothering everything—that’s what’s most likely to happen.”




  Nicole laughed. “In that case the house will look all the brighter . . . I’m pleased with it, aren’t you? Everything has worked out so amazingly well. Mrs. Martin, for instance. I admit I was rash, but you must own that she looks like being a woman in a thousand, and is certainly a cook in five thousand.”




  Barbara shook her head. “You do exaggerate so wildly. But I must say she’s a good cook, and in these days a cook that will do without a kitchen-maid is something to be thankful for. And I think she’ll be good with the other servants; she seems to take an interest in them and tries to make things easy for them.”




  “I know. She said to me, ‘Christina’s a rale thorough worker, and Beenie too: they’re baith wise lasses.’ It’s funny, isn’t it, that sharp upward tilt in the Fife tongue after the slow soft Border? We’ll get used to it in time, as well as to other things. The thing that matters is that Mother should feel herself at home.”




  Three days later, when the hired car drew up at the door, the scene was almost exactly as Nicole had pictured it. The tide was out, and beyond the low wall a stretch of firm, ribbed sand lay white in the half light; a very new moon hung bashfully in a clear sky; the masts of a sailing-boat stood up black beyond the Harbour; somewhere near a boy was whistling a blythe air. The open door showed a hall glowing with welcome. On a Jacobean chest stood a great bowl of brown chrysanthemums and red berries; sporting prints that had been in the gun-room at Rutherfurd hung on the walls; the clock, the chairs, the half-circular table, the rugs on the floor were all old friends.




  When Lady Jane entered the drawing-room she cried out with pleasure.




  The curtains had not been drawn, for Nicole liked the contrast between the chill world of sea and gathering dark outside and the comfort within, and from the four long windows in a row could be seen the tide crawling up the sand under the baby moon. Inside a fire of coal and logs blazed, and amber-shaded lights fell on the old comfortable chairs, the cabinet of china, the row of pictured children’s faces over the mantelshelf. The tea-table stood before the sofa, with the familiar green dragon china on the Queen Anne tray; Lady Jane’s own writing-table was placed where the light from the window fell on it, with all her own special treasures—the big leather blotter with her initials in silver which had been the combined gift of her children the last birthday they had all been together, the double frames with Ronnie and Archie, a miniature of Nicole as a fat child of three.




  Barbara put an arm round her aunt and led her to her own chair.




  “Well now, dear, we’ve got our journeying over in the mean time, and here is Christina with the tea and we want it badly after our exiguous lunch. The Club was so crowded, Nik, and the food so bad: everything finished except stewed steak with macaroni, and tapioca pudding to follow.”




  Nicole had been standing by one of the windows watching her mother’s face. Now she came forward to the fire.




  “You must have been very late, you foolish creatures. Pour out the tea, Babs, and I’ll hand round the hot scones. See, Mummy, everything baked by Mrs. Martin! Yes, even that frightfully smart-looking iced cake. She’s a treasure, I assure you, procured by me single-handed, because Babs was sceptical and cautious.”




  Lady Jane smiled at her daughter and took a bit of scone.




  “Darlings,” she said, “what a pretty room! I think our things look nicer than they ever did before. . . . These four windows with the seats looking to the sea—I almost seem to have seen the room before, I feel so at home in it.”




  “Then,” said her daughter, “we shan’t need to butter your paws. Isn’t that what you do to make a cat feel at home?”




  “Meaning me a cat! Trust Nicole to think of some absurd thing. No, there’s no need for such extreme measures. I am more than happy to have my own dear things about me in this funny little sea-looking house, and my two girls to talk to. . . . I’ve all sorts of messages from every one. Jean’s kindness was endless . . .”




  “Tell us,” said Barbara.




  After dinner in the eighteenth century dining-room with its striped silk curtains drawn—an excellent dinner, for Mrs. Martin was anxiously determined to justify the faith Nicole had placed in her—they sat round the drawing-room fire. Lady Jane got out a strip of lace that she was making, Barbara knitted a child’s jacket: Nicole sat in a low chair with a book in her lap, a large book with dull brown covers.




  Her mother looked curiously at it. “What have you got there, child? It looks ponderous.”




  Nicole held it up for her mother’s inspection.




  “I found it among Father’s books and it’s going to be a perfect god-send to me. I hear the sound of Tweed while I read. . . . It’s Sir Walter Scott’s Journal. Every night I shall read a bit, it ought to last me quite a while for there are two stout volumes, and afterwards I’m going to read Lockhart’s Life. I’ve got that too, in the closest print I ever saw, one fat calf-bound volume presented to Father as a prize in 1888—nearly forty years ago.”




  “But, Nicole,” Barbara began, “you never could read Scott’s novels. I remember Uncle Walter offering you a prize if you’d read through The Antiquary, and you stuck.”




  “I did. To my shame be it said. But that was only a tale, and this is true. I shall read bits out to you. It’s the sort of book that simply asks to be read aloud.”




  Barbara passed her cousin a skein of wool. “Hold that for me, will you, while I wind? . . . Most of our time I suppose will be spent in this way, working a little, reading a little, talking, writing letters . . .”




  “Yes,” said Nicole, “I hope so. I do love a routine, doing the same thing at the same time every day. We shan’t ever have to go out in the evenings now, so we’ll have ample time to read and meditate. . . . I mean to read all Trollope. I’ve never had time before to settle to him. . . . Isn’t it odd to sit here in this little house—we three—and not know anything whatever about the people who live round us. We who have always known every one for miles round!”




  “Dear,” said her mother, “Aunt Constance wants to know if you would like her to write to friends of hers—Erskine, I think is the name—who live not very far from Kirkmeikle.”




  Nicole bounded in her seat at the suggestion.




  “Oh, Mother, beg her not to. Think what a disaster! Those Erskines would feel they had to come motoring over and invite us, and we would meet their friends, and before we knew where we were we would be in a vortex and all our beautiful peace smashed.”




  “Nonsense,” Barbara said, impatiently tweaking the wool. “Do hold it straight, or how can I wind? Of course we want to know the Erskines. It will make all the difference.”




  “It’s so like Aunt Constance to have friends in every out-of-the-way nook and cranny!” Nicole grumbled. “I thought we’d be safe here.”




  Barbara finished winding her ball, and said severely:




  “You know quite well that there is no one here we could possibly be friends with.”




  “Isn’t there, haughty aristocrat? Well, I can’t keep myself to myself. I want to know everybody there is to know, butcher and baker and candlestick-maker. Yes, even the people who live in the smart villas. The Erskines would be exactly like all the people we have always known. Now that we are different I want to know different sort of people.”




  “How are we different?” Barbara asked sharply.




  “We’ve come down in the world,” her cousin told her solemnly.




  “Ridiculous! Aunt Jane, isn’t she horrid? Surely you don’t want me to make friends with all and sundry?”




  Lady Jane laughed. “I certainly think with you that we should get to know the Erskines, but it’s pleasant to live on good terms with all our neighbours.”




  “Of course it is,” Barbara agreed, “if we stop there, but Nicole never knows where to draw the line. She gets so disgustingly familiar with every one—I sometimes think she’s a born Radical.”




  “What a thing to say about the Vice-President of the Tweeddale Conservative Association! Well, you make friends with these Erskines, Bab, and I’ll confine my attentions to Kirkmeikle. I know I was born expansive. I can’t help it, and really it makes life much better fun. And, Mums, you will sit here and watch the game, and entertain first Bab’s friends then mine. It will be as entertaining as a circus.”




  “I wonder,” said Lady Jane. “I wonder!”
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  “Young fresh folkes, he and she.”




  Chaucer.




  Barbara had once said of Nicole, and said it rather bitterly, that she might start on a journey to London, alone in a first-class carriage, but before her destination was reached she would have made the acquaintance of half the people in the train. An exaggerated statement, but with a grain of truth in it. There was something about Nicole that made people offer her their confidence. Perhaps they saw sympathy and understanding in her eyes, perhaps they recognised in her what Mr. Chesterton calls “that thirst for things as humble, as human, as laughable, as that daily bread for which we cry to God.”




  Certainly she found entertainment in whatever she heard or saw, and never came in, even from a walk on the moors round Rutherfurd, without something to relate. An excellent mimic, she made people live when she repeated their sayings, and “Nikky’s turns,” had been very popular with her father and brothers. Nowadays her recitals were not quite so gay: her mother and Barbara laughed, to be sure, but there was something wanting. However, as Nicole often told herself, the world was still not without its merits.




  It was not likely that in such a small community as Kirkmeikle the Rutherfurds would be neglected, and, indeed, every one had called at once: the minister and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Lambert; the doctor and his sister—Kilgour was their name; Mrs. Heggie dragging her unwilling daughter; Mr. and Mrs. Buckler, and Miss Symington. But they all called very correctly between three and four, and found no one in, for the new inmates of the Harbour House took long walks every afternoon to explore the neighbourhood.




  Barbara took up the cards that were lying one day and read aloud the names:




  “Mrs. Heggie, Knebworth.




  “Miss Symington, Ravenscraig.




  “Mr. and Mrs. Buckler, Lucknow.”




  Then, flicking the cards aside, she said: “How ghastly they sound! we’d better not return the calls for ages; we don’t want to land ourselves in a morass of invitations.”




  “A morass of invitations,” Nicole repeated. “ ‘Morass’ is good. Each step taken, that is, each invitation accepted, leading you on until you get stuck deeper and deeper in the society of Kirkmeikle. . . . But what makes you think they would want to entertain us so extensively? It would only be tea—and that’s soon over.”




  “Luncheon,” said Barbara gloomily; “perhaps dinner.”




  “Well, even if they did! There are so few of them, we’d soon get through with it.”




  “Yes, but we’d have to ask them back.”




  “Why not?” Nicole asked. “Mrs. Martin would give them a very good dinner, and Mother would entertain them with her justly famous charm of manner; and you and I are not without a certain pleasing . . . I can’t think what word I want.”




  Barbara shrugged her shoulders. “Personally, I have no desire to impress the natives. The names of their houses are enough for me. . . . Aunt Jane, have you fixed on the pattern of chintz you want? I’d better write before the post goes.”




  The next day came a breath of winter. The quiet dry weather that had prevailed for some time vanished, hail spattered like shot against the long windows, a wild wind tore down the narrow street and whistled in the chimneys, while white horses raced up the beach and threw spray high over the wall.




  After luncheon Nicole came into the drawing-room with a waterproof hat pulled well down over her face, and a burberry buttoned up round her throat, and announced that she was going out.




  “My dear, on such a day!” her mother expostulated.




  “I’m ‘dressed for drowning,’ ” Nicole assured her. “I only want to clamber about a bit and watch the waves. They’ll be gorgeous along at the Red Rocks. . . . Won’t you come, Babs?”




  But Barbara, looking at the tumult of water through the streaming panes, shook her head. “It’s a day for the fireside, and some quite good books have come from the Times, and I’ve work to finish—Do you mind?”




  “Not a bit. I rather like to walk by my wild lone. . . . No, Mums, I will not take Harris, she’s particularly busy to-day tidying clothes. No, nor Christina, nor Beenie—not even Mrs. Martin. They would tell us with truth that they had been engaged as domestic servants, not as props in a storm. I assure you I’ll come to no harm. Don’t worry. I’ll be home for tea.”




  In spite of her daughter’s reassuring words Lady Jane spent most of the afternoon looking out of the window, nor was Barbara at all comfortable with her new novel and her work, and when the early darkness began to fall and her aunt asked if she thought anything could have happened to Nicole, she became distinctly cross and said that it was extremely selfish of people to make other people uneasy with their whims and fancies. “So like Nicole,” she added, “to want to go out and watch waves. I’m sure we can see more than we want of them from these windows. I don’t know why we ever came to live by the sea. . . . But I suppose I’d better go and look for her—restless creature that she is!”




  But even as she got up to go, the door opened and the wanderer appeared, her wet hair whipped against her face, her eyes bright with battling against the wind.




  “Nicole,” cried Barbara, relief in her voice, “you look like the east wind incarnate! The very sight of you makes me feel cold and blown about.”




  “Such fun!” Nicole gasped. “Yes, rather wet, Mums, and more than a little battered. Give me ten minutes to change. Here’s Christina with the tea——”




  They demanded to know, when she came down dry and tidy, where she had spent two and a half hours on such a day.




  “We got so anxious about you that Babs was just starting to look for you when you came in,” her mother told her. “And we had no idea where you had gone.”




  Nicole patted her mother’s hand and Barbara’s knee to show her penitence, and took a bite of buttered toast.




  “It was wretched of me to worry you, but, you see, I’ve been making the acquaintance of some of our neighbours.”




  “On such a day!” cried Lady Jane.




  Nicole laughed aloud. “You may say it, Mums, on such a day! . . . Give me my tea over here, will you, Babs? Having sat myself down by this gorgeous fire I must stay hugging it. Thanks! Now this is cosy, and I’ll tell you all about it. . . . First, you must know, I went to the Harbour, which was quite deserted except for a boy lounging against the wall as if it were a summer day. A wave came over the top and nearly washed me into the water. I had to hold on to a chain.”




  “Then,” cried her mother, “you must have been drenched from the very beginning. Oh, my dear, that was reckless of you.”




  “No, no. Salt water never gave any one cold. I gasped and spluttered for a bit to the evident amusement of the boy and said, ‘Oh! what a storm!’ He grinned again, and spat into the water. ‘Storrum?’ he said. ‘It’s no a’ storrum, it’s juist a wee jobble.’ Wasn’t he a horrid fellow? . . . I left the Harbour then, and walked along the shore to the Red Rocks. It took me about half an hour, for the wind seemed to clutch at me and pull me back; indeed when I reached the rocks I got down on my hands and knees and crawled; I thought it would be rather silly to risk breaking a leg. . . . The waves were fine. To watch them rush in and hurl themselves against the rocks so exhilarated me that I found myself shouting and encouraging them—— It’s a good thing you weren’t there, Babs, you would have been ashamed. I was just thinking of coming home when I suddenly heard, quite near me, a scream which almost immediately turned into a laugh, and turning round I found a small boy clutching his hair while his hat soared sea-wards.”




  “A small boy alone on the rocks?” Lady Jane asked.




  “Not alone, Mums. There was a young man with him.”




  “A young man!” said Barbara.




  Nicole’s eyes danced. “An extraordinarily good-looking young man with a delightful voice, and, as far as I could judge among jagged rocks and gathering darkness and a wind blowing at a thousand miles an hour, some charm of manner. Aha!”




  Barbara made a sceptical sound, and asked what such a being was doing in Kirkmeikle.




  “Ah, that I can’t tell you,” Nicole confessed; “he didn’t confide in me. The small boy is called Alastair Symington and lives with his aunt at Ravenscraig. When we call on that lady we may hear more.”




  “It’s a matter of no interest to me,” Barbara declared.




  “I threw out feelers,” continued Nicole, “to find out what he was doing here. I told him what we were doing here, but he offered no confidences in return. I think he must be in rooms near Ravenscraig, for the small boy kept hinting that he would like to go to tea with him. . . . You’d like him, Mums, the small Alastair, I mean. He told me a long tale about the minister, Mr. Lambert, finding a gold comb on the sands, which he took home with him, and that night as he sat in his study somebody tapped at his window, and it was a mermaid to ask for her comb! According to Alastair the minister went with her to the Red Rocks and had dinner with her—cod-liver oil soup, which, it seems, is excellent, and a great delicacy—and she asked him what she could do to show her gratitude. There had been a great storm a little while before that, and many boats had gone down, and women had lost their bread-winners, and the mermaid gave the minister gold and jewels from the bottom of the sea to sell for the poor people.”




  Barbara looked indignant. “What a very odd sort of minister to tell a child such ridiculous tales.”




  Nicole helped herself to strawberry jam, and laughed as she said: “A very nice sort of minister, I think. Alastair was stumbling along in the storm looking for another comb. He said he thought it was the sort of day a comb would be likely to get lost, and he’s very anxious to see a mermaid in a cave. Mums, we must call at once on Miss Symington, if only to get better acquainted with this Alastair child. How old? About six, I think. A queer little fellow and most pathetically devoted to this tall young man. To a boy brought up by women a man is a wonderful delight. The two escorted me to the door. I asked them in to tea, and Alastair was obviously more than willing, but the man said they were too wet, as indeed they were.”




  “Did you discover the man’s name?”




  “I did, from Alastair. He is called Simon Beckett.”




  Lady Jane wrinkled her brows. “Isn’t there something familiar about that name—— Simon Beckett?”




  “Aren’t you thinking of Thomas à Becket?” Nicole suggested.




  “No, no. I am sure I read somewhere lately of a Simon Beckett having done something.”




  “Crime?” said Nicole. “He didn’t look like a criminal exactly. Isn’t there a Beckett who boxes?”




  “I know,” cried Barbara. “I know where you saw the name, Aunt Jane. It was in the account of the last attempt made on Everest, more than a year ago. You remember? Two men almost reached the top and one died. Simon Beckett was the one that came back. You remember we read about the lecture to the Geographical? Uncle Walter was tremendously interested.”




  “Why, of course. . . . But this can’t be the same man, Nicole?”




  “Of course not,” Barbara broke in. “What would that Simon Beckett be doing in Kirkmeikle?”




  “This Simon Beckett certainly didn’t mention Everest to me,” Nicole said, as she began on a slice of plum-cake.
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  “O brave new-world


  That has such people in’t.”




  The Tempest.




  A few days later Nicole and her mother—Barbara had pleaded excessive boredom at the prospect and had been let off—set out to return their neighbours’ calls.




  Nicole carried a card-case which she had unearthed from somewhere, and was very particular about what her mother should wear.




  “The new long coat with the grey fur, Mums; it has such a nice slimifying effect—not that you need it. What a blessing that we are sylphs, you and I. Wouldn’t you hate to feel thick, and to know that you had a bulge at the back of your neck? . . . You really are ridiculously young, Mums. You could wear your hair shingled, for the back of your neck is the nicest thing I ever saw, almost like a child’s; and your little firm face is so fresh—only the eyes shadowed a little. And not one grey hair! How have the gods thus guarded your first bloom, as the poet puts it?”




  Lady Jane, standing before the looking-glass pulling a small hat over her wavy hair, laughed at her daughter.




  “All this flattery because I’ve consented to go with you and call! Or is there something more you want?”




  Nicole stood beside her mother looking at the reflection in the mirror.




  “We might easily be taken for sisters, Mums. In fact, I might be mistaken for the mother, for there is something stern in my visage that ages me. . . . How nice it is that now mothers and daughters can dress alike—the same little hats, long coats, and unimportant dresses. At one stage of the world’s history you would have worn a bonnet and a dolman, Madam, and I should have had a sailor-hat tilted up behind (see old Punches) and a bustle. What we have been spared!”




  “Come along, then, and get our visits over. I’m ready.”




  As they mounted the long street that led from the shore to the villas on the top of the brae, Lady Jane remarked, “I should think every one will be out this fine day.”




  Nicole pinched her mother’s arm. “Don’t say it so hopefully; you’re as bad as Barbara. I want them all to be in. . . . Do let’s speak to this woman; she’s a friend of mine, a Mrs. Brodie.”




  They were passing a little house, the doorway a few steps under the level of the street, with two little windows each curtained with a starched stiff petticoat of muslin, and further darkened by four geraniums in pots. A large, cheerful-looking woman was standing at the door, holding a baby, while two slightly older children played at her feet. She greeted Nicole with a broad smile, and when she said, “Mrs. Brodie, this is my mother,” she gave an odd little backward jerk of the head by way of a bow. They admired the baby, and Lady Jane asked how many other children she had.




  “Just the nine, no mony if ye say it quick eneuch,” and Mrs. Brodie laughed loudly at her own joke. “Ma auldest’s a laddie; he’s leevin’ the schule gin the simmer holidays. Then comes three lasses and the twins, an’ thae three.” She looked at the two playing gravely at her feet with a broken melodeon, then she chirruped to the baby, who leapt and plunged in her arms like a hooked trout.




  “Ay,” said his mother encouragingly, “I ken ye’rs a wee horse. I ken fine ye’re a wee horse. By! ye’re an awfu’ ane.”




  Lady Jane’s eyes met those of Mrs. Brodie over the head of “the wee horse,” and she said, “You’re a happy woman, Mrs. Brodie, with your children all about you.”




  “Ay, I mind ma mither aye said a wumman’s happiest time was when her bairns were roond her knees, an’ she gethered them under wan roof when nicht fell. I’m thrang eneuch, guid kens, but it’s hertsome wark.”




  She nodded to the mother and daughter as they left her, remarking that they were getting a fine day for their walk.




  Miss Symington was in, they were told, when they had rung the bell at Ravenscraig, at which intelligence Nicole cast an exultant glance at her mother.




  There was no one in the drawing-room, and the housemaid lit the gas-fire and left them. The room had an unused feeling; no books lay about; in one of the big bow windows there stood on the floor an aspidistra in a yellow pot.




  “It looks lonely,” Nicole said, eyeing it.




  Miss Symington came in, apologising for having kept them. She was dressed to go out, and looked oddly bulky in her coat and skirt and round felt hat beside the mother and daughter in their slim long coats and close-fitting hats.




  It was obvious at once that if there was to be any conversation it would have to be made by the visitors.




  Nicole, poising her card-case between the tips of her fingers, smiled gaily into the somewhat unresponsive face of Miss Symington and began to talk. She and her mother tossed the ball of conversation deftly to each other, appealing often for confirmation to the shadowy third, putting remarks into her mouth until that lady began to feel that she shone in company.




  As they were leaving, “You have a nephew,” Nicole said.




  “Alastair,” said Miss Symington.




  “Yes, Alastair. He and I made friends on the rocks the other day. Is he in? I expect he’ll be out this fine day?”




  “He goes out every afternoon from two to four.”




  “Perhaps some day you would let him come to tea with us? My mother likes boys—don’t you, Mums?—and Alastair is such a lamb. He must be a great delight to you.”




  Alastair’s aunt seemed surprised at this assertion.




  “I do my best for him,” she said, “but I’m afraid I don’t understand boys. I would never think of asking a boy to come to see me for pleasure.”




  Lady Jane leant forward, smiling. “Do bring Alastair to tea with us, Miss Symington, and we’ll all try to amuse each other. Which day? Wednesday?”




  “I’ve a Mothers’ Meeting that afternoon.”




  “Thursday, then?”




  “Yes, thank you. We shall be very pleased, though I don’t see why you should be bothered having us. What hour?”




  “Oh,” said Nicole, “shall we say four sharp, then we’ll have time to play after tea. That’s fine.”




  As they walked down the gravel-path Nicole said, “I’m so glad I brought the indoor fire-works left from our last children’s party. I nearly gave them away, not thinking that Kirkmeikle might produce a small boy. . . . Miss Symington’s a nice woman, Mums, you think? Very, very well-meaning and decent.”




  Lady Jane looked back at the house as they went out of the garden gate into the road.




  “It is odd that a woman can live in a house like that and make no effort to make it habitable. I wonder if it has ever occurred to her how ugly everything is. I didn’t see one single beautiful thing. . . . She has nice eyes, Miss Symington, like clear pools, and I think she is utterly sincere.”




  Her daughter nodded. “I know, but she is inarticulate, isn’t she? I felt ashamed of talking so much, but what could I do? . . . This is Knebworth. Here lives one Mrs. Heggie, with at least one daughter and, I daresay, others that we know not of. Quite a different type, to judge from the house. . . . Isn’t this fun? Let’s greet the unknown with a cheer. An electric bell this time, and, I expect, a much smarter parlour-maid. . . I thought so.”




  She followed her mother and the short skirts and high heels of the maid through an ornate little hall, complete with a fireplace and ingle-neuk and red tiles, into the drawing-room. It was a room of many corners and odd-shaped windows, comfortably furnished, the walls hung with reproductions of famous pictures. Tall vases filled with honesty and cape-gooseberries stood about, and a good fire burned on the red brick hearth. A small book-case fitted into a niche held a selection of the works of the most modern writers, while on a table lay some magazines.




  Mrs. Heggie was seated on a low chair beside the fire, with a writing-pad on her knee, and a bottle of ink perched precariously on the rim of the fender. As she rose to greet her visitors paper and envelopes and loose letters fell from her like leaves in an autumn gale. She was a tall, stout woman with a round face and an all-enveloping manner.




  “Well now,” she said, as she held out one hand to Lady Jane and the other to Nicole, “isn’t this nice? and to think I nearly went out this afternoon! If it hadn’t been for some letters that I knew simply must go to-day nothing would have kept me in.”




  “But,” said Lady Jane, “I’m afraid we are interrupting you—your letters——”




  “Letters,” Mrs. Heggie said airily, thrusting her visitors into two arm-chairs, “they can wait: it’s hours till post-time, any way.” She subsided into her own low chair and asked in tones of deep interest, “And how d’you think you’re going to like Kirkmeikle?”




  “Very much indeed,” Lady Jane replied. “We were lucky to get such a nice house. You know it, of course—the Harbour House?”




  “I don’t. The Harbour House is a sealed book to me, and I’ve always had the greatest desire to see inside it. There is something about it—the crow-step gables and long, narrow windows facing the sea—that fascinates me. I’ve often tried to see in when I passed! Mrs. Swinton was a queer woman. She never visited the other people in Kirkmeikle. I suppose she had her own friends and kept to them, and of course she was quite right, if that was the way she was made. People are so different. Now, I’m miserable if I don’t know everybody. I don’t think I’m a busy-body, but I do take the greatest interest in my neighbours and their concerns, and if I can do anything to oblige them I’m just delighted. Rich or poor, I like people and want to be friends with them.”




  “Hurrah!” said Nicole. “I feel like that too. Life is much too short to be exclusive in. One misses so much.”




  Mrs. Heggie beamed at the girl. “That’s what I always say. You’ll find Kirkmeikle very friendly—what there’s of it. I suppose everybody has called?”




  “Let me see,” Nicole said gravely: “Miss Symington, Mr. and Mrs. Lambert, Dr. Kilgour and Miss Kilgour, Mr. and Mrs. Buckler—you and your daughter.”




  Mrs. Heggie nodded her head at each name. “That’s all,” she said. “Are you returning all the calls to-day?”




  “We hope to,” said Lady Jane, the corners of her mouth turning up. “We have just seen Miss Symington and are going on to the Bucklers.”




  Mrs. Heggie sat forward. “You’ve seen Miss Symington? She’s very nice, quiet and solid, but very nice. Does a lot of good with her money. She’s very rich, you know, though you wouldn’t think so to look at her. She’s like her father: all he cared for was missionaries and evangelistic meetings. D’you know, every week-end Miss Symington has a minister of sorts staying with her! She keeps up the Mission-hall her father started in Langtoun for his workers, and the preacher stays with her. Of course she isn’t quite young; she must be forty-five anyway, and she’s so discreet that it’s quite all right, but I always expect to hear that one of them is going to hang up his hat—as the saying is.”




  The visitors were silent, not quite knowing what comment to make, and Mrs. Heggie continued:




  “You’ll like the Bucklers. Somebody told me that Mr. Buckler had quite a distinguished career in India, and I must say they are most obliging neighbours. I’m sorry for poor Mrs. Buckler with her servants. Now, you’ll stay and have tea; I’ll ring for it at once so as not to hinder you. It’s early, I know, but you may not be offered it at the Bucklers, for they have a housemaid who objects to giving tea to visitors unless they come at tea-time. No? Oh, don’t rise. You’re not going already? Joan may be in any minute. She’s all I have now. My husband died three years ago, and two boys in the Argentine. Joan is inclined to be literary—— Well, if you must go. . . . When will you come for a meal? Let me see, this is Monday—Would lunch on Wednesday suit you? Friday, then? we must fix a day.”




  “If you don’t mind,” Lady Jane said in her gentle way, “we won’t fix anything just now. We are still rather busy settling down and would rather have no engagements yet awhile. Might we, perhaps, propose ourselves for tea one day? That will be delightful, and you must come and see us in our funny little house when you can spare time.”




  “I’ll do that,” Mrs. Heggie promised heartily, “and you come here whenever you like. Just run in, you know. I’m always sitting here—except when I’m out somewhere. And when you feel like accepting invitations you’ll come here first, won’t you? I’ll give a dinner for you. . . .”




  Half an hour later when Joan came in and asked casually if there had been any visitors, her mother replied with studied carelessness, “Only Lady Jane Rutherfurd and her daughter. They were here quite twenty minutes—the civilest people I ever met. And I didn’t ask one single question, though I’m just dying to know what brought them to Kirkmeikle. They’re charming, perfectly charming.”




  Joan sat down heavily in a chair. “For any favour, mother,” she said, “give that worn-out adjective a rest. Whenever you ask what sort of person some one is you’re told—‘Charming,’ and when you meet her she’s nothing of the kind. Charm is not the common thing people make it out to be.”




  “Oh well, Joan, I’m not going to quarrel with you about adjectives. You know far more about them than I do, but when you meet the Rutherfurds you’ll be charmed with them, I know that. . . . The daughter looked at your books—what a nice friend she’ll be for you. . . .”




  Mr. and Mrs. Buckler received their callers with less excitement than Mrs. Heggie.




  Nicole smiled up at Mr. Buckler as he put her into a carved chair with a brilliant embroidered cushion for a seat, saying: “The East in Kirkmeikle! I smelt it as soon as I came into the hall.”




  “You recognise it? You know India?”




  “Only as a Paget M.P.—I was out for a cold weather when I first grew up, just after the War. I went out to an uncle and aunt who happened to be there. . . . Have you been home long?”




  Mr. Buckler, a thin man with tired eyes in a sun-dried face, drew up a chair beside Nicole.




  “I retired about five years ago,” he said; “glad enough at the time to get away, but looking back at the life now, it seems the best on earth. Distance lending enchantment! I dare say if I went back I would be disillusioned. It’s not the India I went out to as a boy, and loved. Things, they tell me, are altering daily for the worse—still it’s India. . . .”




  While Nicole and her companion recalled people and places Lady Jane listened while Mrs. Buckler told her of the trials of a retired Mem-sahib. She was a pretty, faded woman, with a vivacious manner.




  “When I think of my jewel of a Khansamah who made everything go like clockwork and produced anything you wanted at a moment’s notice like a djinn in a fairy tale, I almost weep. Of course, we’re as poor as rats now and we can’t afford really good servants, and I know I ought to be thankful that at least we have honest women in the house, but, oh, Lady Jane, their manners! They never think of saying ‘Mum’ to me, and very seldom ‘Sir’ to Ernest. They seem to think it demeans them, whereas, as I tell them, all servants in good houses say it as a matter of course. They merely prove their own inferiority by not saying it. But how can one teach manners to women who don’t know what manners mean? It was quite funny the other day, though vexing. A friend of ours had motored a long way to see us, and found no one in. Mrs. Heggie—our neighbour next door—came up to the door at the same time and heard the conversation. Our friend has a very forthcoming, sympathetic manner, and she said to Janet, the housemaid, who had opened the door: ‘Now, tell me, how is Mrs. Buckler? Has she quite got over that nasty turn of influenza? Is she out and about again?’ Janet stood quite stolid (so Mrs. Heggie said), then drawled in a bored voice, ‘Och, she’s quite cheery’!”




  Lady Jane laughed. “It was rather funny, wasn’t it? and most reassuring, and after all manners aren’t everything: I wouldn’t worry about them if I were you.”




  “We tried,” Mrs. Buckler went on, “to be exceedingly polite to each other, Ernest and I, to see if that might have a good effect, but it hadn’t. They merely seemed to think we were feeble-minded. . . . But as you say, we might have worse trials—and Janet isn’t as bad as she was. The last time we had some people to dinner Janet’s way of offering the vegetables was to murmur ‘Whit aboot sprouts?’ . . . But I really don’t mind anything if Ernest and the children are happy.”




  “You have children?”




  “Two—a boy at Oxford and a girl in Switzerland. That’s why we live here. It is cheap and we can pinch in comfort—a contradiction in terms! . . . Must you go?”




  Mr. Buckler walked down to the gate with the visitors, and as they stood talking a tall young man came towards them.




  “Ah, Beckett, the very man I wanted to see! I heard this morning from the India Office. . . . By the way, have you met? . . . May I introduce Mr. Beckett? Lady Jane Rutherfurd, Miss Rutherfurd.”




  “Mr. Beckett and I have met already,” Nicole said. “I told you, Mother—Alastair’s friend. . . .”




  As they walked away Lady Jane asked if they had done enough for one day. “It must be nearly tea-time,” she said.




  “Well,” said Nicole, “we haven’t time to attempt the Kilgours, but we pass the Lamberts’ house, it’s just here, this green gate in the wall—we needn’t stay more than a few minutes. Come on, Mums.”




  The green door opened into a good-sized garden surrounded by a high brick wall on which fruit trees were trained. There was a lawn, wide borders which still held bravely blooming Michaelmas daisies and chrysanthemums, and plots of rose-trees—evidently a place on which was bestowed both labour and love.




  “ ‘A garden enclosed,’ ” said Nicole, as they went up the path to the front door. “And what a pleasant-looking house!”




  The manse was a rather long, low house built of grey stone. The front door stood open and children’s voices could be heard. When Nicole rang the bell a very young servant answered it. She was not more than fifteen, but her hair was put tidily up, and she wore a very white cap and apron: her face shone with soap and rubbing.




  “No, Mem,” she said shyly. “Mistress Lambert’s oot, but she’ll be in to the tea aboot half five, and it’s that noo. Would ye . . . come in?”




  Nicole picked out a card while Lady Jane said:




  “No, thank you—we shall hope to see Mrs. Lambert another time. . . . Who is this young person?”




  A small fat child had trotted out, and now held the apron of the maid before her as a protection, while she peered at the visitor.




  “That’s Bessie. She’s three,” the rosy little maid said proudly, smiling down at her charge.




  “I can skip, but Aillie can’t,” the baby informed them, and received the rebuke, “Dinna boast—Aillie canna walk, let alane skip.”




  The mother and daughter smiled to each other as they let themselves out of the little green gate in the wall.




  “Doesn’t she remind you, Mums, of the heroine of Jane Findlater’s story? She’s ‘terrible bauld and firm.’ And so trim and clean. A most decorous maid for a manse—— Oh, my dear, would you mind? Just one more place. There’s an old woman here—Mrs. Martin told me about her—who comes from Langhope and wants terribly to see you.”




  “Yes, but need we go to-day?”




  “Well, I’m just afraid she may be looking for us. Besides, it’s so near—the Watery Wynd, the place is called. The first turning. This must be the place. There is the outside stair that I was told to look for. ‘ “On, on,” cried the Duchess.’ Take care, these steps are uneven. . . .”




  The short November day was nearly done, and Betsy Curle’s kitchen was dark but for the firelight. She peered through the shadows at her visitors—“An’ whae may ye be?” she asked.




  Lady Jane went forward. “I hope you don’t mind us coming,” she said. “Mrs. Martin, our cook at the Harbour House, told us you came from our own part of the world and we wondered if we might come and shake hands with you. We’re still feeling far from home.”
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