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It was a warm still night early in May, and the
electric light over the cabstand at the end of the
square cast on to the pavement and dusty surface of
the dry roadway the elbowed and angular shadows of
the still leafless plane-trees, in unwavering lines, as
if they were made of some dark marble cunningly
inlaid into a grey ground. The dried seed-balls of last
year still hung there, and the air was only sufficient to
stir them, so that they oscillated gently to and fro,
swinging from side to side in the light breeze that was
not strong enough to agitate the twigs and branches
that bore them. But in other respects, apart from the
merely atmospheric, the square was full enough of
movement; two houses at least had evening parties going
on, and at the end of the square opposite the cabstand
there was a dance, and rows of carriages and motors
were employed, in endless procession, in unloading
their occupants opposite the strip of red carpet that
ran across from the curbstone of the pavement to the
step of the house. Lights blazed from the windows,
sedulous footmen were busy with carriage doors and,
a little farther within, with pins and numbered tickets,
while from the windows of the first floor, open and
screened with awning, the white stripes of which
showed luminously in the dark, came the enchanting
lilt and rhythm of dance music. Round the other side
of the square were lines of ordered carriages and expectant
cabs, and from one house or another there constantly
sounded the shrill whistles to summon the latter,
two whistles for two wheels, and one for four, and
the fineness of the night made hansoms the more
popular conveyance.

The drawing-room windows of Number 36, next door
to the fortunate house with the carriages and the red
carpet, were open, and in the window seat were two
girls, leaning out through the screen of red geranium,
yellow calceolaria and lobelia with which the window
boxes had been lately filled, and sipping cocoa intermittently
as a medium for the conveyance of sandwiches.
They had been to the theatre together, but Mrs. Eddis,
mistress of the house and their chaperon, had gone to
bed, on their return, while Maud Eddis and her friend
had lingered to talk “things” over and in especial to
watch the arrivals next door. Black and blond, they
were kneeling in the window-seat, looking out on to the
stream of carriages and the shadows of the plane-trees.
At length, about half-past eleven, there was a slackening
in the arrivals, for the season was still young,
and guests went to dances comparatively early, and
they withdrew their attention from outside affairs and
devoted themselves with more zeal to sandwiches and
conversation.

Lucia Grimson began by giving a great sigh.

“Oh dear, oh dear, Maud, how happy you ought to
be,” she said. “Everything is spread out for you like
lunch at a picnic, when you can simply descend and
grab what you like. And you are a darling, you
have given me such nice grabs all this last week.
And now my picnic is over. At least it will be to-morrow.”

Maud, with precision, finished her sandwich and
swallowed it all before she spoke. Lucia, it may be remarked,
spoke with her mouth full.

“But do stay another week,” she said. “Mother
would be delighted and I—well, I could put up with
you. There’s a dance to-morrow, you know, and it’s
mother’s opera night on Wednesday, and——” Lucia
waved her hands violently.

“Oh, stop, stop,” she said. “I shall get perfectly
green with envy if you go on, and it would not be
becoming. I’ve got to go to-morrow; when you come
down and stay with us in August you will quite understand
why. You can’t at present; you have never lived
in a country town with two aunts who were daughters
of a defunct Dean. You can’t understand the rules,
you lucky person. If one has settled to go home on
Wednesday, on Wednesday home you go, and nothing
short of an earthquake may stop you. And the earthquake
would have to be a bad one. Oh, Maud, we are
alone, aren’t we! If so ‘Damn,’ but not otherwise.”

Lucia got up, and took the last sandwich.

“One used always to be told to leave the last for Mr.
Manners,” she observed, “but I think the parlour-maid
usually ate it; here Don Whiskers would. So why
shouldn’t I? How good! And how good the play was!
And people yawned, and people went out before the
end! What idiots! Weren’t they?”

“I thought the last act was rather dull,” said Maud.

“Then you’re just as bad. You are blasée, darling:
I think most people are blasés. That I can’t understand.
Nobody who has a plan should be blasé. And
as long as one has any interest in life one has a plan.
I have several.”

Maud moved from the window-seat and lit the two
bedroom candles that had been brought in.

“Let’s go up to your room,” she said, “and have a
hair-brush talk. Or shall we go to my room?”

Lucia made a little impatient movement.

“Oh, let’s stop here,” she said. “I hate talking in
bedrooms. My plans are not bedroom plans. They are
much more connected with drawing-rooms and balls
and life and movement. I’m not domestic, you know.
At least I want my domestic arrangements to be on a
particularly large scale. Yes, I daresay I sound as if
I was a little intoxicated. Well, so I am; this delightful
whirl of a week up in town has gone to my head. However,
you need not be alarmed for me. It isn’t going to
become a habit. You see to-morrow I go home, back to
the cold-water cure. Dear me, the very thought of it
sobers me at once.”

An elderly and discreet man-servant, Don Whiskers,
to whom allusion has been made, came into the room,
with the evident intention of putting out the lights before
himself going to bed. A shade of reserved disapproval
crossed his face when he saw it was still occupied,
and he withdrew again, not, however, quite closing
the door, as if to convey a subtle hint that it was
really not worth while to do so at this time of the night.
The hint was not lost on Maud.

“That’s the third time Parker has come in,” she
said to Lucia. “Perhaps we had better go upstairs,
if you don’t mind. Mother doesn’t like the servants
being kept up late.”

Lucia got up at once, stifling an impatient little sigh.
What were servants for, except to serve you? Instead
of which, Mrs. Eddis’s plan seemed to her to be one
long effort of arranging the day to please them, and so
order her movements that they should be put to no inconvenience
of any kind, and in particular do nothing
that they could think strange or irregular. An instance
in point was that the two girls had just supped on cocoa
and sandwiches, though the night was hot, because it
was thought in the kitchen that cocoa and sandwiches
were the proper refreshments to take after a theatre.
Mrs. Flagstaff, the cook, who had been with Mrs. Eddis
for fifteen years, was accustomed to send up cocoa and
sandwiches on these occasions; she would have thought
it strange to be asked for anything else. These arrangements
were of the Mede and Persian order—the
human mind (as exhibited in the case of Mrs. Eddis)
was incapable of conceiving a different order of things.

But Lucia had a genius for appearing rapturously
contented with the ways and manners of other people;
at any rate, while she was with them. She had already
been complimentary on the subject of the sandwiches,
and now she lit her bedroom candle at once.

“Yes, let’s go upstairs,” she said, “but I warn you
that the first step toward going to bed is probably
widely removed from the last. I’ve got heaps to say,
simply heaps, and I shan’t have another opportunity
of saying it for ages. That is one of the penalties of
the cold-water cure; nobody, not a soul, down at Brixham
understands one single thing!”

Maud laughed.

“How do you manage to communicate, then?” she
asked.

“Oh, I have learned their language, you see, though
they haven’t learned mine. It’s quite different. So I
talk about their things, which I understand perfectly.
There is no misunderstanding possible. What it
amounts to is: ‘Be good, sweet maid, and in course of
time you will become stupid and ugly.’ They have,
most of them, become it.”

Maud took up her candle and followed her friend upstairs.
Devoted as she was to Lucia, she often wished
that Lucia would not talk like this. She did not believe
that the real Lucia was reflected in remarks of this nature,
and she concluded therefore that they were insincere,
a pose, an affectation, an outcome of surface
irritability. She herself was as little a prey to irritability
as she was given to poses of affectations, and for
a moment it rather hurt her that Lucia should say that
the juster name for serious people was stupid people.
And it hurt her because, though she did not believe that
such a speech, as has been said, represented the real
Lucia, she was aware that the real Lucia was slightly
intolerant of the qualities which may be called serious.
And at this point in her reflections, as she followed her
up the rather narrow staircase of this house in Warwick
Square, she, as usual, cut them short with a swift application
of the loyal knife, and thrilled again with the
thought that this wonderful Lucia was her friend.

The two had started an acquaintance that very soon
ripened into intimacy at Girton College. Maud, at first
sight almost, had fallen in love with this tall, laughing,
golden-haired girl, while Lucia, from an attitude of
tacit tolerance toward her admiration, had soon come to
lean upon it, and to give in exchange the affection of
which she was capable. If she felt unwell or depressed,
it was always a solid comfort to have Maud in whom to
confide her aches or cloudiness of spirit, and Maud’s
quiet and imperturbable serenity was better than smelling
salts or phenacetin. Or if (depression being rare
with her) exuberance, like a hose, demanded something
to squirt at, Maud’s glow of sympathetic delight in her
ecstatic vitality was equally satisfying. And thus the
fact of the mutual attraction of unlikes was illustrated;
the two girls, by the very fact of their polar dissimilitude,
were closer friends than any similarity of nature
would have caused them to be. Between them
they completed the spirit of girlhood; fused into one,
they would have formed the incarnation of womanhood.
But Nature, in her inscrutable ways, is wont to pluck
her incarnation in two; she gives the complement of
certain adorable qualities to another person. The two
halves of the ideal, however, usually find a certain consolation
in these imperfections, and in the present instance
a friendship almost ideal resulted from them.
For the selfishness of the one was healed by the self-abandonment
of the other, and what Lucia would have
called the seriousness of Maud was lit by her own
vivacity.

Maud arrived quickly at the hair-brushing stage of
undressing, and went to her friend’s room. But Lucia
had been, as was her custom, the quicker of the two, and
was standing in front of her glass playing conjuring
tricks, as was Maud’s phrase for these operations, with
her hair. For it seemed part and parcel of her lambent
vitality that her very hair should be full not only of the
pale gold flames of its colouring, but that authentic fire
should burn in it. And now, as she stood before her
glass, lightly brushing it, it stood out from her head in
soft billows of gold, each hair asserting itself, not lying
close with the rest, but alive and individual. Her small,
pale, oval face, still strangely sexless in spite of her
twenty years, and more like the face of some young boy
than of a girl on the threshold of womanhood, lay like
a flushed jewel in the casket of its gold, a jewel to
ravish the eyes and trouble the soul of the sanest. She
had put on a dressing-gown of grey silk, with short
arms reaching barely to her elbows, and the neutrality
of its colour heightened by contrast her pale, brilliant
colouring.

Maud took the hair-brush out of her hand.

“Oh, let me,” she said. “I love to do it for you,
Lucia. May I put the candles out and see it sparkle?
I am sure it would give flashes to-night.”

“Yes, but not now; before going to bed,” she said.
“I’ve got a cargo of talk on board, and I must get it
landed. And I want a cigarette more than I can possibly
say. Oh, it’s no use frowning. I know quite well
that you wish I wouldn’t smoke. But you also know
quite well, darling, that I don’t mind the least about
that.”

This was perfectly true, and Maud made no further
remonstrance. Indeed, she was incapable of radical
disapproval with regard to anything Lucia did, for all
her actions came to her through the golden haze, so to
speak, of her personality. Maud could no more really
judge them than the dazzled eye can judge of colour.

“Yes, cargoes of talk,” she said, “all disconnected,
all nonsensical, I daresay, but all me. Because if one is
really absurd as I am one is most ridiculous when one
is most oneself. Most people are ridiculous, but they
won’t say so, and talk about politics instead, or something
which is possibly not ridiculous. And afterwards
you may talk about yourself for a little. Well, the real
point is that I’m growing up. I’ve begun to realize
that I am I. I didn’t really know it before, and I’m
only just beginning to know it now. Maud, I’m a very
awful person, really. If anybody else was like me I
should be shocked at her. But because it’s me, I’m not.
I wonder if you’ll be shocked.”

“Try,” said Maud.

“I’m not sure that it’s wise. You might get up with
a Day of Judgment face in the middle, and stalk out of
the room.”

Maud was naturally very reserved and reticent, and
it was here again that the utter dissimilarity of the two
drew them closer together. If Lucia felt a thing
deeply, that thing exploded in all directions in floods of
talk, while the same fact in Maud’s case was sufficient
to tie and seal her tongue in a manner almost hermetical.
If her nature was moved below its surface, the
words by which it would naturally find utterance congealed,
so that to the mere superficial observer, who
judges only by surface, the more deeply she felt the
more wooden and set (to put it inimically) she became.
And if she envied Lucia anything (which, indeed, she
scarcely did, since her love for her told her how meet
and right it was that she should be endowed with these
brilliances), she sighed for this gift of spontaneous expression—expression
as spontaneous as the waving of
a dog’s tail to express pleasure, or the involuntary
quickening of the heart-beat in anticipation or suspense.

“Go on and try,” she said. “I want you, Lucia—oh,
dear! I wish I could express myself—I want you to
show me all yourself, to let me see you from all points
just as—oh, just as one revolves slowly before the
dressmaker when one is trying on.”

Lucia nodded appreciatively at Maud.

“Ah, that’s good,” she said, “that expresses what
you mean, anyhow, and that is what I find it so hard to
do. All those dear—well, eight-day clocks down at
Brixham say I always say more than I mean, and think
to themselves ‘Oh, it’s only Lucia.’ Yes; they are
eight-day clocks—seven-day, rather—and they strike
with absolute regularity, are wound up for the week at
the cathedral service at half-past ten on Sunday morning.
The cathedral service is the spring and centre of
our life at Brixham: we draw life and inspiration from
it. My grandpapa, the Dean, said that in a volume
of brown sermons which I read to Aunt Cathie and
Aunt Elizabeth on Sunday evening. There! You
are beginning to look Judgment Day, but I don’t
care.”

Lucia sat down on the floor at Maud’s feet, pushing
her knees apart with little burrowy movements of her
shoulders, so that she sat hemmed in by her with her
back against the front of the sofa where Maud sat. Her
preparation for hair-brushing had been more complete
than Maud’s and she had taken off her stockings and
evening shoes, substituting for them red morocco slippers.
These, too, as she talked, she had slipped off, and
was pushing her bare feet into the long white wool of
the sheepskin rug that lay in front of her dressing-table.
All these attitudes and movements were very
characteristic of her; she loved “getting close to
things, like a cat,” as she once expressed it, taking a
somewhat sensuous, purring pleasure in the touch of
things that were soft and warm. It was all done, too,
with a cat’s insinuating gracefulness.

“There, that makes me quite comfortable,” she said
“Aren’t you glad? I hate being not quite comfortable,
and if somebody has to be, I would sooner it wasn’t me,
because I know I hate it more than most people. Yes;
they are wound up by cathedral service, and it isn’t in
the least profane of me to say so. Ding, dong. Pom,
pom, pom. They strike quite regularly and punctually
all the week, and never fail to do their duty. How
Aunt Cathie can reconcile it with her conscience to say
the General Confession I don’t know. She never does
what she ought not, or doesn’t what she ought. And it
does make people so dull to have no failings! It does,
doesn’t it? And everyone at Brixham is so old; I wonder
they don’t send them all to the British Museum,
and put them in the new wing. It would hold them
nicely.”

Maud’s disapproval was rapidly melting. It was
shocking, of course, to speak of your aunts like this, but
somehow Lucia’s frankness disarmed censure. Maud
realized that had she been in Lucia’s place she would
almost certainly have thought these things, though her
thoughts would not have been cast quite in Lucia’s
humorous mould, and her inimitable friend only said
what she herself would have been unable to find words
for. But she made one faint attempt to indicate a more
proper attitude.

“Oh, Lucia, but they are so kind to you,” she said.
“You have often told me so.”

“Yes, the darlings, but theirs is the true kindness,
you know, which seeks to improve one. Of course it is
very right that one should be improved, but it is nicer,
you know, to be allowed to enjoy yourself. Besides—this
is one of the things I have just begun to see—I am
not really capable of improvement. I’m not wound up
by cathedral service; what winds me up is theatres and
operas and dances, and all the movements of life and
its gaieties. They make me most myself, just as Aunt
Cathie is most herself after early service.”

Maud made a decided movement at this.

“Oh, don’t, Lucia,” she said. “We can all make the
best of ourselves or the worst of ourselves. We can all
laugh at what we know to be sacred——”

Lucia interrupted.

“Oh, my dear, that is exactly where you are wrong,”
she said. “You can’t, for instance; you couldn’t do it,
because you are good. Well, I’m not good. I’m a
beast. But whether we are good or beasts, we all want
to enjoy ourselves; we want to be happy. And we all
make plans to be happy. Aunt Cathie and Aunt Elizabeth
both make heaps of plans. They go to all the
church congresses and hospitals, and homes for forcing
people to be reclaimed, which I think is such a liberty
to take with anyone. Fancy being reclaimed when
you didn’t want to! That is quite an unwarrantable
thing to do.”

Maud again stiffened.

“Oh, Lucia, you are talking nonsense,” she said.
“Do stop and let me brush your hair.”

Lucia suddenly pulled her feet out of the rug and
clasped her hands round her knees.

“But it isn’t nonsense,” she said. “It is interfering
with a person’s liberty to try to make him better, if
he wants to be worse. He has got a right to be worse if
he likes. Everybody is himself and especially herself,
if you see what I mean.”

“I don’t quite,” said Maud.

“Then it’s very stupid of you. What I mean is that
women know more about themselves, and assert their
natures more than men do. Look at the undergraduates
at Cambridge. They are all exactly alike. They
all smoke pipes, and flirt if they have a chance, and
wear the same clothes, and play games. I don’t think I
like men. But they like me.”

That was so frightfully true that Maud could not
deny it. But in the barest justice it is due to Lucia to
say that she made this statement without complacency,
but with complete unconcern. The immediate sequence
of her discourse explained this.

“But among all the bad things which I assuredly
am,” she continued, “I am not a flirt. I suppose I
should be if it amused me. It doesn’t. I think—I think
I might like a kind old man most awfully, and be willing
to kiss him and—and do all that sort of thing. But
I don’t like young men. Oh, Maud, I am turning round
like a person who is being tried on! But I want to go
back a bit. It isn’t the left side—that’s where the heart
is supposed to be, isn’t it—that I want you to look at.
It’s my hat you must look at—my head, my brain.
Darling, it isn’t a nice one. There’s—what shall I
say—too much feather in it.”

Maud felt a sudden impulse of loyalty to her friend,
though it was Lucia who was depreciating herself.

“There isn’t,” she said. “Not a scrap. It’s just
right; it is perfect. It’s you.”

“That’s true anyhow,” said Lucia. “It’s me. And
that’s what I have been finding out all this week. I always
used to think I hadn’t got anything of my own
except one hundred pounds a year and a sense of the
ridiculous. But I find I have: I’ve got myself. Not
nice, but myself.”

Lucia suddenly abandoned the cat-like attitude, and
jumped up.

“I want, I want,” she cried, “like those little people
in the Blake drawing, putting the ladder up to the
moon. But I don’t want the moon at all, thank you. I
want horses and carriages and motor cars and dances
and theatres and money. I used always to enjoy those
things when they came in my way, but now I find they
are what I want. It’s a sad revelation, isn’t it! It
means I am worldly and material, and all the rest of the
unedifying things on which our affections shouldn’t be
set, but there it is. I have been nobody before; now I
am beginning to be myself. Not a nice self, oh, not nice
at all, but it is so much better to be oneself than to be
nobody.”

Maud’s natural reticence became intensely embarrassing
to her, so embarrassing as to make her
very self-conscious for the moment. She felt herself
desiring to “take a line” with Lucia, instead
of taking it. But it was Lucia’s sudden and
perplexing consciousness of herself that induced
it, though that self-consciousness was so different
in form from hers that it seemed to be but ironical
to call it by the same name. Then Lucia’s attack of
this distressing symptom left her, and she became
cruelly critical instead.

“I love you, Maud,” she said. “You are all that I
ought to want to be. But I don’t. You are kind, and
good, and sympathetic, and above all you are fond of
me. That, after all, is the quality one likes best in
others.”

“But you said just now you didn’t like men who
liked you,” remarked Maud.

Lucia waved her hands in a sort of impotent despair.

“Well, what if I did! It was inconsistent, I suppose.
But what’s the good of being inconsistent! It
is the dullest possible state to be in. I wish you
wouldn’t interrupt when the spirit of—anything you
like—is upon me.”

Maud was obediently silent. It appeared that this
attitude did not suit Lucia any better.

“Darling, you are dignifiedly mute,” she said.
“You adopt a disapproving silence, like Aunt Cathie
when she hasn’t anything to say. It does irritate
me so.”

“Well, then, you are talking nonsense,” said Maud
firmly.

“You said that before.”

“Because you talked nonsense before.”

Lucia took a turn or two up and down the room before
she answered, setting square to each other the candles
on her dressing-table, and pulling up the blind a
little so that its wooden binder no longer tapped
against the edge of the open window. She felt checked,
as if some quiet steady force had a hand on her rein,
and she instinctively felt the reasonableness of the firm
and solid touch.

“Explain then,” she said.

“Well, come and sit quietly again, where you sat before,”
said Maud. “It is no use explaining to a hurricane.”

“Hurricane? Me?” asked Lucia.

“Yes, hurricane. But you know I am so bad at explaining;
I feel, but I can’t tell you what, even when
you are patient, which you so seldom are. Whereas,
you can explain a thing without particularly feeling it.
I agree with your Aunt Cathie, wasn’t it? You say
more than you mean.”

“I am always patient,” said Lucia with emphasis.
“But do get on.”

“Well, then, I think you have been talking nonsense,
and rather dangerous nonsense,” said Maud. “I
mean it is nonsense that might become sense to you.
You tell me, as you have been telling yourself, that you
are not nice inside, that you want only the cushions and
pillows of life, that you are willing to let a kind old
man be kind to you. Oh, Lucia, thank God it is nonsense!”

Maud spoke very slowly, and her utterance was as
unlike Lucia’s as it is possible to imagine two products
of vocal cords to be. Lucia’s words flashed and twinkled
with the speed and movement of her own mind,
her own gestures; Maud’s were slow and spaced, and
each word seemed to mean what it was supposed to
mean by makers of dictionaries. When she said
“thank God,” for instance, it was perfectly clear that
she meant “thank God,” but when the same phrase
was on Lucia’s lips, it meant “I am happy to tell you,”
neither more nor less. And something of the consciousness
of this flashed out in her reply.

“Go on, dear aunt,” she said.

Maud did not seem to resent this in the least; indeed,
at heart she rather liked it.

“Yes, your aunt will go on,” she said; “in fact, she
fully means to. Dear niece, you think you have found
yourself, that you are conscious of your individuality.
You aren’t in the least. All you have said is quite
characteristic of all you have been as long as I have
known you——”

“That may be,” said Lucia quickly; “the point is
that I am aware of it.”

“Well, I’m not,” said Maud slowly. “When you
tell me what you want from life, I reply that you don’t
know what you want. If you were becoming a woman—oh,
Lucia, I am so much older than you really—you
would be beginning to be conscious of the want—it
sounds so dreadfully indelicate—of one of the men you
say you don’t like. You would think about—about
children, babies, soft helpless things, not motor-cars.”

Lucia leaned back her head.

“Maud, you’re crying,” she said; “don’t cry over
me. Besides, why are you crying?”

“I’m not,” said Maud. “And if I was, I shouldn’t
tell you why.”

“Why? We always tell each other everything.”

If she was not crying, she was somewhat perilously
near it. But at this, she ceased to deserve the soft imputation.

“I don’t think we always do,” she said. “We both
of us have our private places, I expect.”

“Perhaps you have from me,” said Lucia. “But I
haven’t from you.”

To the softer but sterner spirit this was wounding.

“I’m sorry,” said Maud. “I really am. I won’t
have private places from you. I will let you into—the
only one. Indeed, indeed, I would have before, Lucia,
but I didn’t know about it before.”

Lucia looked at her in a sort of amazed distrust.

“Do you mean you are in love?” she asked. “With
a stupid young man?”

Maud took up pools from Lucia’s gold cataract of
hair, half burying her face in it.

“Yes, I expect that is what you would call it,” she
said.

“And who is he?” asked Lucia. “We promised to
tell each other.”

Maud, still hidden, gave a long sigh, and her voice
was muffled.

“I know we did,” she said. “And I can’t tell you,
though I thought I could. When it comes to you, you
will know, Lucia. It—it is too private, at first. No
doubt I shall tell you before long.”

“But why ‘at first’?” asked the other.

“I can’t say. I only feel that I am not used to the
private room myself yet, and that I can’t let anybody
else in. I would if I could. At least, I would let you in,
no one else.”

“And all the time he is probably talking about
you as an ‘awful ripper,’ ” said Lucia contemptuously.

“I wish I thought he was,” said Maud with the
utmost sincerity.

There was a pause, and Maud unmuffled her face
again and laid cool finger-tips on Lucia’s shoulders.

“Oh, what was that?” said she. “Oh, I see. You
startled me a little.”

Maud was still struggling for utterance.

“Am I a beast, Lucia?” she asked.

“Yes, I think you are.”

“But I don’t mean to be. You—you may guess if
you like.”

“I have been trying to guess for the last ten minutes,”
remarked Lucia. “Is he good-looking?”

“I don’t know if you would think so. It doesn’t
matter much, does it?”

“I suppose it matters more that you are. Is he
clever?”

“Yes,” said Maud.

“And I know him?”

“You have danced with him!”

“How enlightening! as if I knew all the people I
have danced with!”

Lucia suddenly sat up again.

“Don’t interrupt,” she said. “His name is—is Edgar
Comber. Isn’t it? Heavens! Oh, Maud, how awfully
nice for him! Does he know yet, do you think?”

Maud flushed.

“Oh, Lucia, how can you say such awful things?”
she whispered.

“Why are they awful? A man lets a girl see that he
is attracted by her fast enough. It is quite silly that a
girl shouldn’t let a man see that she is attracted by
him. I don’t think it is quite straightforward not to.
It seems rather secretive. If I saw a man I really liked
I should run after him as hard as I could and not give
him a chance of escaping if I could help. I think it is
the sensible thing to do; it is so early-Victorian to bend
your head over your fancy work, or avert it with a pink
blush as you walk in a grove. What is a grove? It is
always coming in in Jane Austen’s books, which I find
dull. Whatever I am, I am not early-Victorian. Mind,
I should only run after a man if I really meant to catch
him. I think flirting is silly and not quite fair. A flirt
leads a man on, and leads him on, and then suddenly
puts her nose in the air as if he was a bad smell, and
says ‘What do you mean?’ ”

Maud buried her face again in Lucia’s hair.

“Oh, you do say such dreadful things,” she almost
moaned, “and I never can answer them. At least my
answer only is that I am utterly different. Often you
say the things that I only think, but sometimes you say
things that I couldn’t think.”

“You mean I have a coarse and indelicate nature?”
demanded Lucia.

“Yes, darling, just that; but it’s only a tiny wee bit
of you, you know.”

“There again you are wrong,” said Lucia. “I am
altogether like that. And altogether, do you know, it is
close on one o’clock. Not that it matters; it is so silly
to mind what the time is. Watches are a sort of Frankenstein
monster; men invented them, and then are
haunted and shadowed by them.”

But Maud got up.

“Nearly one!” she said, “and I promised mother I
would be in bed by twelve.”

“You’ve broken it, then,” said Lucia, “so let’s go
on talking.”

“No, we really mustn’t. Oh, dear, I wish you
weren’t going away to-morrow.”

“You can’t wish it more than I do. Oh, Maud, how
strange you are! You think it more important to go to
bed at one because you promised to do so at twelve,
than to sit up and talk to your poor friend who goes to—well,
purgatory by the 11.45 to-morrow! Especially
when this violently exciting thing has happened to you,
which I want so dreadfully to talk about. Gracious me,
if ever I fall in love with anybody, you shan’t be allowed
to go to bed for a week.”

“But I’ve got nothing to say,” said Maud, “it’s so
strange; I don’t know what it feels like yet; I can only
feel.”

Lucia looked sternly at her friend.

“I insist on hearing the symptoms,” she said, “for
future guidance. Do you want to be with him on a
moonlight night and write poetry? Is it that sort?”

“No; it sounds delightful but I don’t think it’s that
sort,” said Maud.

“Do you want to change hats with him?” asked
Lucia inexorably.

Maud laughed.

“Don’t be horrid,” she said. “Oh, Lucia, your
hair! Let me put the candles out and see it sparkle for
a minute.”

“Do you want to brush his hair?” continued Lucia.
“Tell me about him anyhow. Is he rich? Is he serious
or flippant? Serious, I hope; a flippant husband
would never do. Is he witty? Yes, I will allow he is
good-looking, and he can dance. Ah, of course he is
serious. I remember we talked about the dances of
ancient Greece, and I could not understand one word he
said. So it must have been serious; I always understand
nonsense. Maud, I never saw anyone so reticent
as you. What a lucky thing it is for us, that we have
got me to do the talking.”

Lucia sat down in the chair in front of her looking
glass and blew out the candles. The blinds were down
over the window and the room was almost absolutely
dark, so that Maud had to feel for the silver-handled
brush which she had given her friend, for no glimmer
of light shone on the dressing-table; and having found
it she had to feel with her hand to find the golden billows
of Lucia’s head. Thick and soft and warm they lay
there in untroubled calm at present; soon she would
raise in them that mysterious tempest of fiery life that
lay in them. Then, in the darkness she began to brush,
and immediately almost the hidden vitality began to
manifest itself. Strange little cracklings like the breaking
of dry twigs were heard, and the great golden mass
that lay at first so still and composed under her hands
began to rise as the yeast of life worked in it. Each
hair grew endued with it, and stiffened itself apart
from the others, as if asserting its own individuality,
and deep down in it sparks began to light themselves,
like remote and momentary stars, that appeared and
disappeared. Then that strange conflagration grew
more general, from points of lights there were flashes
of pale flame, so that, looking in the glass in front, Maud
could see lit by that mysterious illumination her
friend’s face, white and colourless and framed in lambent
flashes. It looked like a face scarcely human; it
was an abstraction of life, but half-incarnate, appearing
and disappearing and glimmering in the reflecting
surface with its silver frame.

“Oh, Lucia, it almost frightens me,” she said.
“How is it that you hold all this fire? Is it the fire in
you that I love so, do you think? Where does it come
from? How do you make it. Or does it make you?”

“I think you must be practising the love-duet with
your young man,” remarked Lucia.

“Oh, bother my young man,” said Maud.

“Why should you? I shall get one, too, some day, I
suppose. I hope they’ll get on nicely together. Otherwise
we must divorce them. Now if you’ve quite finished
making a match-box of me; let me find the other
one and light the candles. I am so sleepy; having my
hair brushed always makes me sleepy. Thanks ever so
much, darling.”


CHAPTER II
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The Misses Grimson were at home from four to
seven on alternate Tuesdays in July, beginning
with the second one, and July was consequently rather
a busy time in Brixham, since the Dean’s wife also
gave alternate Wednesdays (luckily in different weeks
to those marked by the fêtes of the Misses Grimson or
the strain might have been too severe); the Bishop’s
wife might be counted upon for two garden-parties,
and there was also a cricket week given by the officers
of the regiment stationed there, with tea and a band
provided every day. In addition, the usual amount of
entertaining went on, but during July the Misses Grimson
never went out to dinner, since the evenings had to
be kept free. And when July was over, they retired to
Sea View Cottage, at Littlestone, in order to rest during
the month of August, previous to resuming activities
in September.

Their house lay a little outside the town, on a hill
commanding a pleasant view over it. It lay a little back
from the road, and the front door was approached by a
“carriage sweep” which led in at one gate and out at
another, and its privacy was further enhanced by a row
of laurels which lay between the entrance and the exit,
thus screening the lower windows of the house. There
was no mistaking which gate was which, because by the
railings at one gate was painted the word “In,” and
though the corrosion of the elements had obliterated
the word “out” at the other, leaving only T, it was
clear that if one gate was “In,” the other must be
“Out,” so that there was no need to have it repainted.
Matters were further facilitated by the fact that a
single conveyance filled up nearly the whole of the carriage
sweep, so that any intelligent driver, by observing
out of which gate the horse’s nose was protruding
could easily gather that he must make his entrance at
the other one, in order to obviate the inconvenience of
the earlier arrival going backward when he should
have entered, since there was not room for two carriages
to pass. Two wheelbarrows might have done
so without collision, but no wheeled vehicle of larger
size.

Inside, on the ground floor, were three sitting-rooms,
drawing-room and dining-room looking out on the
carriage sweep, while behind was what was known as
the writing-room, where the aunts read the paper.
This looked on to the garden, where the lawn was of
sufficient size just to hold a tennis-court, with one pole
of the net planted at the edge of the flower-border,
while the other pole was so near the path that in going
round it it was necessary to step on to the gravel. Farther
away a privet hedge screened the kitchen garden
from view, which stretched a distance of some fifty
yards to the foot of the railway embankment, which ran
parallel to it. Thus the garden was not overlooked except
by the windows of the houses on each side of it,
unless a train happened to be stopped by signal immediately
behind—“a thing,” as Aunt Cathie remarked
once to an inquiring tenant for the month of
August, when the family would be at the seaside, “that
did not happen once in a Blue Moon.” What a Blue
Moon might be (the capitals represent the peculiar emphasis
that Aunt Cathie put on the words) neither she
nor the tenant was exactly aware, but as a train did
not stop there once in one, there was no need to establish
its precise nature.

Aunt Cathie at this moment was doing two things at
once, which she always recommended Lucia never to attempt—she
was waiting for Lucia’s arrival from town,
and she was contemplating the flower-bed with rather
magisterial severity, as if she expected flowers to open
if she looked at them hard enough. Certainly the garden
was very backward; one cold week had succeeded
another, and unless the sun did something decent in the
next month, there would not be the “blaze of colour”
which ought to dazzle their guests when they came for
the first alternate Tuesday in July. The “blaze of
colour” was not her own phrase; the Bishop had said
the garden was a blaze of colour to Elizabeth two years
ago, and the very next Sunday after he had preached
in the cathedral, drawing a parallel between the gardens
of men’s houses and the gardens of men’s souls,
again using that vivid expression, so that it was fair
to conclude that this flower-bed had inspired him, which
was a very gratifying thought.

Aunt Cathie might have been fifty, but she was not.
Instead she was nearly sixty, while Aunt Elizabeth,
who might have been sixty, was more nearly the age
that Aunt Cathie might have been. In other respects,
too, each of the two sisters seemed confusingly like
what the other might be expected to be, for Aunt
Cathie, with an almost truculent appearance and
abrupt demeanour, was of an extraordinarily tender
heart, while Aunt Elizabeth, who appeared soft and
aged and effete, was gifted with a nature of almost incredible
obstinacy, and, to put the matter quite frankly,
was as hard as nails.

It was over Elizabeth’s hardness that Cathie was
pondering as she looked at the garden-bed. They had
had some discussion about it earlier in the morning,
considering it in its relation to the tennis court.

“Of course, the garden is your affair, Catherine,”
Elizabeth had said (Catherine was a word used by her
only in ultimatums and on other disapproving occasions);
“and if you like to have it looking like the
desert of Sahara and the Dead Sea when our guests
come here in July it is a matter that concerns you. I
hope I never intrude my advice when it is not wanted,
but there are occasions when it becomes a duty to say
what is in one’s mind.”

Elizabeth always spoke very slowly and distinctly,
and in a die-away voice, as if she had scarcely strength
left for the mere enunciation. But her voice never
quite died away until she had completely finished what
she wished to say. She would then usually intimate,
with a closing of the eyes and a slight shiver, that the
subject might be considered as ended. She invariably,
however, returned to it herself a little later, and said
her say over again.

“What do you advise then, Elizabeth?” asked
Cathie.

“Dismiss Johnson at once and get somebody who
will condescend to garden.”

“But he’s so old, dear,” said Catherine, “and so
extremely incompetent. He would never get another
place. I don’t think I can dismiss him. You see, I pay
his wages.”

“That is a quibble, Catherine. I pay Jane’s, and I
hope you find your room perfectly cleaned. Otherwise
pray mention it, and if fault must be found, I will
find it.”

“No, Jane is a good girl,” said Cathie, “but short
of dismissing Johnson, can’t you suggest anything?”

“Well, it is absurd to let the lawn be used for a
tennis-court in these few weeks before our parties.
Lucia can play tennis all the year round from September
till May——”

“I never heard of anybody playing lawn tennis from
September till May,” interpolated Catherine.

“There is no reason why it should not be played,”
said Elizabeth, “in the frosts. I was saying, when you
interrupted me, that unless you prefer to have the lawn
looking like an abandoned cabbage patch in an allotment,
when we entertain our friends, it would be better
not to have it continually trampled down and run about
on just before. Not to mention the decimation of such
flowers as there are by the search for balls, and the loss
of balls even when they are searched for. That is another
point: you bought Lucia a set of new balls last
year, and I see you have bought her another set
to-day.”

“They are a birthday present, Elizabeth,” said
Cathie.

“Indeed. May I ask what they cost?”

“Twelve shillings. It isn’t extravagant. They last
longer than the cheap ones.”

Elizabeth took up her paper again with a little
shiver.

“The kettle-holder you gave me on my last birthday
is most useful to me, Catherine,” she observed in a faltering
voice.

These were the things that Catherine thought over
as she looked at the unpromising flower-bed, and the
lawn which beyond all denying showed traces of trampled
usage. But it was chiefly Elizabeth’s unkindness
that occupied her, and the worst thing about Elizabeth’s
unkindness was that it always sprang from solid
facts. She never imagined grievances, she took the
bare bones of existence and held them up before you in
their mere crude hardness of outline. It was perfectly
true, for instance, that Johnson was a most incompetent
gardener, besides being of almost patriarchal age;
it was also true that Catherine’s present to Elizabeth
on her last birthday had been a kettle-holder, and a remarkably
cheap one, too; it was true also that she had
given Lucia a set of lawn-tennis balls that cost twelve
shillings. But somehow when Elizabeth did no more
than state these facts without comment of any kind, it
was not only Elizabeth who seemed unkind, but
Cathie’s own conduct that seemed unkind likewise.

“And I’m not unkind,” she said to herself, in truculent
bass undertones.

To have looked at her, to have talked with her, except
under favourable circumstances to have even lived
in the house with her, would not have convinced any of
quite average intelligence that Catherine was of gentle
heart, and so to speak, of a defenceless nature. She
looked, as Elizabeth was, as hard as nails, and even
those who most habitually visited their house at Brixham,
would have said that Catherine was the dominant
spirit, and that the gentle Elizabeth groaned under her
yoke. She was tall, a little gaunt in face and hard of
feature, and a gruff masculinity of voice and an
abrupt address confirmed the impression made by her
appearance. Her very acts of kindness were obscured
by the uncompromising character of her manners, and
it is doubtful whether Johnson himself would not have
said that of the two sisters Miss Cathie represented
justice and Miss Elizabeth mercy. She was reticent
also, and constitutionally incapable of showing her real
self to others except in kind deeds so ungraciously performed
as to make them of doubtful import, and she
seemed ashamed of them, hastening to cover them up
with gruff speeches.

It was a tragedy of elderly spinsterhood, in fact, that
was daily played by her. Hypocrite she could not be
called, since it was not in her power, as far as she was
aware, to put into her outward appearance and manners
the kindliness that was hers, though if to be a
hypocrite is to conceal one’s real nature, it must be confessed
that it is hard to see why she should not fall under
the name, unless intentional concealment is a necessary
qualification. Hypocrisy, at any rate, was forced
on her; she was incapable of showing her best; she habitually
kept it out of sight, even as others conceal
their worst, and it was this involuntary concealment
that all her life had been her tragedy. As something
of a hoyden when a girl, she had yearned for the soft
joys of womanhood and the hard sweet duties of wifehood,
yet all the time she hid herself, and though longing
to embrace and welcome the common lot of womankind,
she had held herself at arm’s length. And as the
years went by, they brought no merciful hardening to
her nature; outwardly she became a little more grim, a
little less cordial in manner, but the passage of time
which stiffened her joints—for she suffered a good deal
of silent discomfort from rheumatism—brought no
stiffening to her soul. Her heart had remained, indeed,
most inconveniently young, its sympathies were
all with youth and its fervours, even at an age when the
most cordial and expansive are beginning to withdraw
into themselves a little and tell themselves, with good
sense, that these things are no longer for them, and
acquiesce in their limitations. But poor Aunt Catherine
did not acquiesce at all; she daily rebelled, and
daily, with a dreadful distinctness, showed herself ungracious
to the view, but knew that she but parodied
her real self.

It was now a little over a year since Lucia had come
to live with her aunts, on the death of her father. Tragedy
had been at work there also, and from being a respectable
and much trusted solicitor, he had ended his
own life, when a long course of systematic fraudulence
was on the eve of discovery. Mad speculation had lost
him both his own moderate fortune and that of his unfortunate
clients, and his only daughter had been left
with the small marriage portion of her mother, which
he had been unable to touch. Terrible as it all was,
Catherine had felt even at the time that here, though
coming late, and coming tragically, was, so to speak,
another chance for her who had missed so much in life—Lucia,
it had been settled, was to live with her aunts,
and the thought of having the girl in the house had
filled her with a longing and yearning joy. But disappointment
again waited for her. It had been Elizabeth
who said a few choking and faltering words of welcome,
while Catherine stood there, knowing herself to be looking
like a grenadier, while all the time she was longing
to make the girl feel that she was coming to one who
welcomed her with a passionate eagerness. Indeed, it
was an evening branded into her memory—Lucia had
looked so tired, so forlorn, so young to be visited with
such hopeless trouble, and yet Catherine could say
nothing to build a bridge whereby the girl’s sorrow
might step into her own heart. She had brought up a
chair for her to the fire, ruffling the rug; she had poked
the fire and brought down shovel and tongs in disastrous
clatter, and had spilt the tea she handed her into
the saucer.

Of course, these were trifling things, and the lapse of
a few hours would efface the unfortunate impression,
but next day it was the same thing over again. She had
come down early to welcome the girl at breakfast, and
again she could do no more than peck her cheek, and observe
in her gruff baritone:

“Hope you slept well. Less tired? No, that’s your
Aunt Elizabeth’s place.”

And day had been added to day, till they grew to
weeks, and the weeks to months, and still the barrier
was between them. Not long after Lucia’s arrival, as
has been seen, on the occasion of her birthday, her aunt
gave her a set of lawn-tennis balls, and herself helped
in the mowing of the lawn, though she sheared her
kindness of all graciousness by saying it was the best
exercise she knew. Gradually, too, it became perfectly
plain to her—as was indeed the case—that Lucia found
life in Brixham very little to her taste. Coming fresh
from the vivid delights and constant companionship of
Girton, she felt lonely in this new place, and, as was
but natural, could not make friends of her aunt’s elderly
acquaintances. It was some weeks before Catherine
realized that; it had not occurred to her at first
that Lucia could fail to find in living with her two elderly
aunts the same rapturous possibilities that one
at least of the elderly aunts dreamed of. The realization
dawned slowly, for poor Catherine knew well how
deeply she was in sympathy with youth, and it was
long before she grasped the depressing fact that to be
of youthful heart is not in the least the same thing as
being young, especially when, as in her case, her sympathy
was a thing that she was practically unable to
express in any way. Moreover, though age, crabbed or
not, is perfectly capable of dwelling with youth in almost
ecstatic content, youth is not capable of doing
anything of the sort with age. She, at any rate, in
the course of a few months saw that, and the fine inherent
justice of her nature prevented her from thinking,
however remotely, that this was selfish or cruel
on the part of youth in general, or of Lucia in particular.
Instead she labelled herself cruel, and selfish in
not having perceived this sooner, and if, in that point,
she did not do justice to herself, severity in our own
judgment of ourselves is a far more fruitful and amiable
quality than severity in our judgment of others.

This period of disillusionment in regard to what she
expected from Lucia’s advent was bitter, but it did
not infect her with its bitterness, and day by day,
though she saw her hopes fade, her silent old-maid
love for the girl grew. It was sad that Lucia did not
understand her; it was sad that she was quite incapable
of explaining herself; but it was saddest of all that
Lucia found this life so dreary and tedious. It was
not that Lucia ever expressed her discontent, or indeed
failed in duty or gratitude to her aunts, but
Catherine felt in her very bones how dull it must be
for her. Their own circle, as is the way with two elderly
ladies, had narrowed so imperceptibly that they
had not perceived it, and now, it must be confessed,
it was very narrow indeed. They still gave their “at
homes” on alternate Tuesdays in July, and the smallness
of the lawn made them fail to see how sparsely
they were attended. And their guests—this fact Catherine
had perceived at the first of the alternate Tuesdays
a year ago, soon after Lucia had come to live
with them—were all old or elderly, like themselves.
Brixham, no doubt, had its boys and girls, its young
men and maidens, but these had got shut out of the
Misses Grimson’s narrowing circle, and when she cast
about in her own mind as to whom to ask “more of
an age with Lucia,” she found that she really did not
know. A few names had occurred to her, and from
time to time these had come to play lawn-tennis with
the new box of balls in the exceedingly circumscribed
court, and they again had asked the girl to parties at
other houses. But among these acquaintances there
was none that had ripened into anything approaching
friendship. Lucia, for all her beauty and brilliance,
had in this past year not got near intimacy with anyone.
That Aunt Catherine knew; what she did not
know was that this was entirely her niece’s fault.
Lucia found Brixham and the girls whom she came
across stuffy. That might or might not be the case;
what undoubtedly was the case was that the stuffy
girls were not so dense as not to perceive her opinion
of them. They survived it, and got on without her.
No one could be more charming or amiable than Lucia
when she thought it worth while. But she thought that
nothing about Brixham was in the least worth while.

It is a popular fallacy, and one shared by Aunt Catherine,
that charm, such as Lucia undeniably had, must
make friends. It makes, beyond a doubt, many people
willing to be friends with its fortunate possessor, but
friendship is not a one-sided affair of this kind; it demands
a contribution, open-handed and unstinted, from
both parties who go to the making of it. And among
those who were willing to do their share at Brixham,
Lucia was not one. She had nothing to give; there
was nobody at any rate, as far as she perceived, who
called forth her gift. In a word, then, hitherto she had
shut it up, and turned the key on it. Brixham was dull,
deadly, and aged. But she could no more hide her
charm than she could hide the sun, and while Aunt
Catherine was still pondering over the bareness of the
lawn and the colourlessness of what had been a blaze
of colour the girl came into the garden.

“Dear Aunt Cathie,” she said, “here I am, and
you didn’t hear the cab, which you were about to tell
me, because there wasn’t one. I walked from the station,
and my luggage is coming by a van called C. P.,
whatever that means. Anyhow C. P. was very polite,
so I said ‘yes,’ and it was only sixpence.”

Aunt Catherine bent and kissed her somewhat
magisterially.

“Glad to see you, dear,” she said. “Are you glad
to come back?”

Lucia’s face did not fall; she still looked quite
charming.

“Well, London was heavenly,” she said, “so if that
implies that I was glad to get away from London——But
the country is nice too,” she added.

Catherine waited a moment to see if she would say
more. But apparently that subject seemed done with.

“Lucia,” she said, “I wonder if you’ll mind. Hope
not. But lawn-tennis does make the lawn so bare,
doesn’t it? Supposing you gave it up till after our
parties. Give the grass a chance to grow.”

Lucia turned now with an air of slight surprise.

“Oh, certainly, if you like,” she said with complete
amiability.

“You don’t mind, do you?”

“Not in the least. It’s hardly possible to play tennis
here anyhow. There’s scarcely room.”

Now six feet of grass had been added last autumn to
the end of the lawn, at the sacrifice of a row of lobelias,
a row of yellow calceolarias, and a row of scarlet geraniums,
in order to make lawn tennis more possible.
Lucia had not asked for this: it had been Aunt Catherine’s
original thought, and she had gruffly explained at
the time why it was being done. The lawn, however,
even as Lucia had said, hardly admitted of the game
being played at all, and she had scarcely played half
a dozen times since it had been done. Out of these
times, once or twice she had only played with Aunt
Catherine, who had herself proposed a game, and had
proved almost incapable of sending the ball over the
net at all. She had done it in the hope of amusing
Lucia, and Lucia had accepted the proposal in the hope
of amusing Aunt Catherine, wondering slightly all the
time how anybody could find it amusing to throw up
the ball for service, and fail to hit it at all. But she
had played with perfect good nature, and had allowed
Aunt Catherine to serve faults almost indefinitely without
counting them.

But before the pause after Lucia’s speech had become
prolonged, the girl remembered the incident of
the lengthening of the lawn, which she had forgotten.

“Though it was delightful of you to add that extra
piece, Aunt Cathie,” she said.

Somewhere deep down Catherine felt she wanted to
explain, but she could not explain. She felt no inclination,
even, to say that the proposal of abandoning
lawn-tennis originated from her sister, but she wanted
somehow to say she was sorry that, in spite of her
efforts, the lawn was not big enough. But that again
was like an appeal to Lucia, which Lucia would not
understand; it would have been a little symbol of so
much.

“Very well then,” she said, “if you don’t mind,
we won’t play any more tennis till after the parties.
Perhaps you would like one game first this afternoon.”

Lucia smiled.

“With you?” she asked. “Yes, with pleasure.
And isn’t it lunch-time, don’t you think? I am so
hungry.”

Aunt Catherine consulted a warming-pan watch
which she hauled out from some receptacle in her dress
like a bucket from a well.

“Just lunch-time,” she said. “Elizabeth ordered
cheesecakes. I remembered you liked them.” Then
her reserve gave way a little.

“I’m glad you’ve come home, Lucia,” she said,
“whether you are sorry to leave London or not.”
And the moment it was said, she realized how ill-said
it was.



There was a new cook at Fairview Cottage, a very
godly woman, as Aunt Elizabeth so rightly desired,
but her godliness did not lead to any notable results
as regarded food, unless inefficiency in a supreme degree
can be considered notable. But she said responses
so loudly at family prayers in the morning, and followed
Aunt Elizabeth’s reading in the Bible with so
diligent a forefinger, that, as she truly observed, it
showed a small spirit to mind about the bacon, and
she thought Catherine would have been above it. But
to-day the cheesecakes were above Elizabeth as well;
the pastry resisted the most determined assaults without
showing signs of fracture, and Catherine, in whose
mouth mysterious alterations had lately been made,
had to conceal hers under the bowl of her spoon, after
swallowing with effort and misgiving what she had
in her mouth.

This did not escape Elizabeth’s eye.

“I am sorry you do not like the cheesecakes that
I ordered at your request, Catherine,” she said.
“Poor Mrs. Inglis, I am sure, did her best but I will
tell her you are dissatisfied with her cooking.”

“Try one yourself,” said Catherine. “See if you
can make an impression on it.”

“I have already eaten well and sufficiently, Catherine,”
said she. “It is not my habit to do more than
that. No doubt Lucia agrees with you.”

“The pastry is rather tough, Aunt Elizabeth,” said
Lucia.

“I was afraid you would find our poor house very
rough and uncomfortable after staying with your
grand friends in London,” she said, folding her napkin
and putting it back into its ring.

Lucia said nothing. It was this sort of thing which
she had meant when she told Maud they talked a different
language at Brixham. But what was it possible
to answer when Aunt Elizabeth spoke of her
“grand friends”? And seeing she said nothing, Aunt
Elizabeth proceeded to follow up her advantage.

“Though I do my best to make the house comfortable
for you,” she added tremulously. “If you have
finished, Catherine, for what we have received——”

Aunt Elizabeth had managed in the course of years,
and by dint of extreme ingenuity in disposing of the
hours of the day to the least possible advantage, to
make herself feel exceedingly busy. Every morning
she had to read the paper and write her letters (or letter
as the case might be) and what with ordering dinner,
it was no wonder that it was lunch-time before she
knew she had breakfasted. In the afternoon there was
always some reason for going into the town, a distance
of a mile, where, every day, she either ordered
twopennyworth of worsted, or a needle, or counter-ordered
something she had ordered the day before, or
complained that something else had not come. Indeed,
it seldom happened that she had not to go into
Brixham between lunch and tea, so that the working
day was already brimful. In addition she had often
got to pay a call, which, by dint of much contrivance,
had to be somehow wedged in, and on these occasions
she was sometimes as much as a quarter of an hour
late for tea, which again curtailed the hours between
tea and dinner, which were dedicated to her worsted
work, and this curtailment gave her the sense of being
“driven.” Charity in her case began at home with
regard to her work, and her crochet-needle was more
often than not employed in mending the voluminous
wool-work with which her needle had already endowed
Fair View Cottage. There were antimacassars (head-mats
she called them) over every chair, there was a
woollen mat under every ornament, and over every
footstool and under every lamp and candle in the place.
The mats in fact were quite ubiquitous—pots of plants
stood on them, books were disposed on them; whatever
found place in Fair View Cottage had a mat to put it
on. Thus it was usually nearly seven before she could
get time to work at the shawls which at long intervals
she gave to the old women of the workhouse, and since
she dined at a quarter to eight their shawls got on
very slowly. After dinner again, in the first hour of
relaxation she had enjoyed since she got up, she permitted
herself a game of patience, and since she never
cheated, it was often ten o’clock before her game was
over, and it was necessary to go to bed. She might
be late for tea but there was no trifling with bedtime—“bed”
and “ten” were terms practically synonymous
and the exception that proved this rule was that
when the Misses Grimson dined at the Deanery or at
three other houses or went to the Mayor’s evening
party, on his accession to office, bed was synonymous
with eleven. On that occasion breakfast next morning
meant nine instead of half-past eight.



To-day Aunt Elizabeth had to go to the draper’s,
which was at the farther end of the town, to match a
particular shade of brown, in the woollen head-rest
on the American cloth sofa in the dining-room. Jane
had managed to spill a plateful of soup over it, and the
last three days had passed for Aunt Elizabeth in a
tempest of perplexity as to what had better be done,
so copious had been the soup, and so extensive the
stain. It had been hung out to dry on the top of the
tennis net, and this morning her time for the perusal
of the paper had been sadly eaten into by the need for
a thorough inspection of it. She found, however, that
by cutting away some third part of it, a patch could
be constructed, and it was therefore necessary to get
brown wool of a particular shade in large quantities.
The original shade, no doubt, could be easily procured,
but this head-rest was of some antiquity, and its rich
original brown had mellowed to a greyish-yellow tinge,
which she felt would be hard to match. It might have
been easier, perhaps, to get the draper to send to Fair
View Cottage samples of all the bilious browns in his
possession, but this was not Aunt Elizabeth’s way. Instead
she wrapped the mutilated head-rest in whity-brown
paper, and set off with it down the sun-baked
road. This would certainly take up the hours till tea,
and she could begin to work, supposing the right shade
was obtainable, immediately afterwards. It was extremely
tiresome and wearing to have this extra burden
thrown on her in all the rush and bustle of July,
and it seemed to her that this spilling of the soup was
equivalent to a robbery of a week of her life. She had
told Jane so, and Cathie’s offer to repair it herself
was a ridiculous proposal, since her wool-work was no
more than a fortuitous collection of running knots. No
doubt Catherine knew when she made the offer that it
would be declined.



Lucia, meantime, managed to find the famous tennis-balls,
which, as a matter of fact, were rather past their
prime, and went out with Aunt Catherine to play lawn-tennis.
The afternoon was broiling hot, for summer,
long delayed, had come with a vengeance, and the high
brick walls at the sides of the garden and the house
at one end, and the railway embankment at the other,
effectually prevented any breath of wind reaching the
players. But the whitewash lines of the court were
still faintly visible, and there were not many holes at
the top of the net, so that a game was easily practicable.
Aunt Cathie had put on a sun-bonnet decorated
with a large black bow, and on her feet she wore that
species of covering known as sand-shoes—black canvas,
with shiny toes, such as she wore on the beach at
Littlestone—and accustomed though Lucia was to the
truculence of her aspect, it struck her anew as, cool
and fresh herself, she stepped out into the blinding
sunshine and found her aunt waiting for her.

The net first required adjustment, and on Aunt
Cathie’s winding up the winch with too zealous a hand,
the wire broke, and the net collapsed. A temporary
repair was soon executed, and Aunt Cathie began to
serve the slack, discoloured balls. The first two or
three, being out of practice, she threw high in the air
but failed to hit altogether and then, by a fortuitous
conjunction of circumstances, she struck one so violently
that it pitched among the cabbages, and had to
be instantly recovered before they forgot where it had
gone to. Then Aunt Cathie scored several faults of
different descriptions; one hit the ground at her feet,
one went into the net, a third knocked off the head
of one of the few geraniums and spilled its scarlet
petals as by a deed of blood. But after this, having
got her hand in, she served several to the required
place, and Lucia returned them as gently as she knew
how. But Aunt Cathie’s bolt, so to speak, was shot
when she had delivered a correct service, and she was
incapable of more, though with extraordinary gallantry
she rushed swiftly and erratically to the places
where Lucia’s returns had been only a second or two
before. And rarely—so rarely—did she ever send a
ball into her opponent’s court.

Slowly, as this parody of a game continued, Lucia’s
forehead gathered itself into little puckers, and the
corners of her mouth got rather firm and hard, for
neither did her sense of humour nor, which was much
worse, did any sense of compassion or tenderness come
to her aid. She only knew that it was all most tiresome
and ridiculous. Humour might possibly have
left her kindly, and had she smiled or even laughed at
the figure of Aunt Cathie, unspeakably attired, hurrying
with her large flat feet and flapping sun-bonnet to
where a ball had been a few moments before, and striking
wildly at the innocent and empty air, her impatience
and intolerance might have evaporated. But the
sight did not amuse her; she was vexed and bored.
And still further from her than amusement was any
feeling of tenderness. To her mind there was no
pathos in the fact that Aunt Cathie should skip about
like this in the sun. She knew nothing of the secret
tragedy, of the lonely elderly heart that still ached
for and yearned toward the youth it had never really
known. Yet it was not altogether her fault, for her
aunt was an adept at concealing what she longed to
express and cloaking what she pined to exhibit.

And so the dreary game went on, typical to the girl
of her life here, of its unutterable tedium, of its joyless
monotony, of its rare and lugubrious festivities. Tiresome
though it was, she scarcely wished it to be ended,
because there was nothing coming afterward. She
would hold skeins while Aunt Elizabeth wound them,
there would follow dinner and afterwards she would
observe Aunt Elizabeth vainly wrestling with patience,
while Aunt Cathie dozed over a book, until the clock
on the chimney-piece chimed a querulous ten, as if contradicting
someone who denied the fact. They would
all kiss each other and say good-night, and retire with
bed-candles, to recover in sleep from the effects of this
annihilating day, and get strength for the next, which
would be exactly like this.



It all happened as Lucia had foreseen; she only had
not an imagination quite vivid enough to realize the
details of the monotony. Aunt Elizabeth, for instance,
instead of being sour at tea, was bright and agreeable,
but when the cause of her unusual sociability was declared,
it seemed to Lucia that she was deadlier than
ever. For it had happened that she had found exactly
the bilious shade necessary for the repair of the head-rest,
and the spilt soup would therefore not stain the
honour of the family for ever, as had once seemed
probable. But this ray of brightness again had been
firmly extinguished when it came to her ears that
Catherine and Lucia had been playing lawn-tennis.

“After your frivolous afternoon, Lucia,” she said,
“I suppose you would find it intolerable to hold my
skein. I shall be able to manage perfectly well
with two chairs, if you want to amuse yourself
again.”

So the lawn-tennis was officially amusing! Lucia
felt that irony had said its last word. The infinitesimal
quality of it all crushed her; she almost besought to
be allowed to hold the dreadful skein. And, as a favour,
she was permitted to do so.

Again after dinner the patience “went out” by 9.23
p.m., which encouraged Aunt Elizabeth to tempt the
laws of chance again. So engrossed was she that for
the first time in Lucia’s memory she did not hear the
clock strike ten, while Aunt Cathie, tired with her unusual
exertions, had fallen into a deeper doze than
usual. So it was a momentous evening and far more
full of incident than usual.


CHAPTER III


Table of Contents



Lucia’s room was a big attic at the top of the house
which she had got possession of not without debate.
It seemed very odd to both her aunts that she should
prefer this isolated room among the roofs to the spare
room on the first floor with its thick carpet, its ubiquitous
woollen mats, its impenetrable curtains across the
pitch-pine windows, and the solid suitability of the walnut
suite of mid-Victorian date. But Lucia had urged,
not without reason (though her real reasons were
others), that she could not occupy the best spare bedroom
if there was another guest in the house but would
have to transfer her goods on those occasions to the
dressing-room adjoining. But if she might have the
big attic, she would feel it was her own room in a way
that the best spare bedroom could never be. This point
of etiquette about the best spare bedroom, though there
was practically never a guest in the house (during the
last year a cousin of the aunts had spent a night there,
because she missed a train), appealed to them, though
Lucia’s preference seemed to them unusual, and they
had certain vague qualms as to whether it was proper
for a girl to be cut off like this. A closer examination
of these scruples showed them to be somewhat phantasmal,
since the impropriety of Lucia’s sleeping there,
with the cook and the housemaid immediately below,
and themselves on the floor below that, could not exactly
be defined when the girl pressed for a definition.
Aunt Elizabeth began several sentences with—“But
what would you do if——” but her imagination was
not equal to framing a contingency which should embody
her objections.

Lucia’s real reason for preferring the attic was simple
enough. She wanted first of all a greater sense of
privacy than could be obtained on the first floor, and
she felt also she would be stifled in the heavy solemnities
of the best bedroom. She had air and light upstairs,
and a small sum of money which was left over
after the re-investment of her mother’s property, sufficed
to furnish it according to her tastes. The furniture
was simple enough, but it was characteristically
vivid. The walls were white; there was a crimson
drugget on the floor, a plain apple-green writing-table
in the window, two big basket chairs with green cushions,
and a red-lacquer wardrobe. These things, with
the barest apparatus for sleeping and dressing, left
the room fairly empty; it was light, full of colour, airy,
and private.

It was here that she went to-night with a certain
eagerness to be alone at the unusual hour of half-past
ten. The process of self-realization which she had
spoken of to Maud the night before was like fermenting
wine in her brain, and she and this stranger, who
was yet herself, were going to be alone together and
make their plans. She slipped off her dress, and let
her hair make cataracts down her back, and then, setting
the window looking over the garden wide open,
she lit all the candles she had in the room. That was
purely instinctive; she scarcely knew she was doing it,
conscious only that she wanted air and light. Then,
still instinctively expressing herself, she put on a
Japanese kimono of old gold and scarlet and threw
open the door to this engrossing stranger, herself,
whom she was beginning to know. Then suddenly her
own image in the glass, brilliant, vivid, gloriously
youthful, struck her, and, candle in hand, she went
close up to it, looking at her face slightly flushed, the
liquid fire of her eyes, the golden fire of her hair. It
was no motive of vanity that dictated this, for vanity,
even the most deep-seated, is but a shallow emotion;
it was the most intense and eager interest in herself.
She looked long and gravely, enthralled at what she
saw just because it was herself. Then she said out
loud:

“Yes, that’s me.”
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