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Praise for Eustace and Hilda


‘A very beautiful novel, full of delicate people and filigree observation’


Nick Hornby


‘A masterpiece from the very first image … Includes some of the most perfect sentences in English’


Guardian


‘The combined effect of these three books is one of mounting excellence. Eustace, the central figure, is an immortal portrayal of the delights and agonies of childhood and adolescence’


John Betjeman


‘Apart from George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss, no other novel offers such a devastating illumination of sibling rivalry’


Independent
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INTRODUCTION


The question posed by this lucid and haunting novel—in effect three novels in one—is of enduring interest. How does a person of limited capacity deal with the challenge posed by free will? Not that the matter is stated as crudely as this. We meet the protagonists, Eustace and Hilda, as children, whose destiny is inevitably circumscribed by their elders. But in the case of Eustace the agent of repression is nearer to hand. A timid, conscience-stricken boy, further disabled by a weak heart, he is almost entirely dependent on his sister, four years older than himself. Their mother is dead; they live in a small seaside town with their father, their aunt, and their younger sister. But these family members are supernumeraries, whose influence pales beside that of Hilda, the precociously stern, strong-willed guardian intent on saving Eustace from himself. This means curbing his impulses, though these are far from dangerous; it means imparting an understanding of the moral order, of the necessity of accomplishing unpleasant tasks, of disregarding the agreeable in favor of the disagreeable. That way, implies Hilda, lies self-mastery. The impressionable Eustace believes it all too willingly.


In the novel’s first part, The Shrimp and the Anemone, we see the two children growing up against a background of family decorum and rituals at the turn of the twentieth century. In fact the family hardly exists as a unit: the father is jocular, unreliable; the aunt severe and characterless. There is physical freedom of a sort, freedom to play on the beach, to build rock pools, but not to play with other children. The leading image—that of a shrimp half devoured by a sea anemone—is in place in the very first chapter, and it is one which the subtle author has no need to labor. The assault on the shrimp leads inevitably to its demise, but also to that of the anemone, when the children intervene in an effort to save its victim. Eustace feels this loss acutely, but is in no position, as a boy of nine, to ponder the lessons that might be drawn from it.


The children’s static situation changes with the introduction of a third party, Miss Fothergill, an old lady disabled by a stroke and confined to a bath chair. Urged, as always, to do something unpleasant for his own good, Eustace addresses this frightening person and is soon persuaded to visit her in her imposing house, to take tea and to play cards. To his surprise they become friends of a sort; fear is displaced by fascination and familiarity. When the old lady dies she leaves him a legacy which will enable him to discover the world, if he has a mind to do so. News of this legacy brings other characters into prominence, notably the socially superior Staveley family. Eustace, at this young age already sensible to the seductions of class, warms excitedly to the patronage of Dick Staveley, the family heir, though it is the beautiful Hilda who is Dick’s prey, a stratagem of which she is well aware. Eustace, in his disastrous innocence, sees nothing amiss. The question repeats itself: How is he to discern the underlying menace of the worldly? Hilda we can rely on; she has enough conscience for both of them. But Eustace has a weakness for stronger, more exotic characters, as has already been proved by the eagerness with which he succumbed to Miss Fothergill. This inclination is never to leave him.


Hartley does not insist on this point. He makes no direct intervention, evinces neither sympathy nor partiality, but merely displays a tenderness towards his characters which, in the initial chapters, has something of childlike identification about it. Rarely can the hesitations and scruples of an unfledged mind have been so carefully described. Nor can the reader remain unconvinced that what binds the two children is a deep and fundamental love which will outwit all others. This symbiosis has nothing suspect about it: Freud’s name is mentioned, but although it is clear that the children’s formation will influence their adult development there is no emphasis on the dangers that might be involved. As far as the reader is concerned we are merely in the presence of a brother and sister: she is stern and serious; he is timorous but given to unexpected visitations from the wider world. It seems that he might have a career as a writer or an academic, something involving not too great a struggle. But in fact Miss Fothergill’s money will make it easy for him to delay the decision, while the amiable manners which have altogether escaped Hilda’s supervision will ensure some kind of success.


In the novel’s second part, The Sixth Heaven, Hartley picks up his story in the aftermath of World War I. The children have entered their adult lives. Eustace is a languid undergraduate at Oxford, while Hilda devotes her energies to a clinic for crippled children. At this point, Hilda is almost absent from the narrative, though her immanence is unmistakable. Her essence remains that of a mournful ghost, whose moral strength has sapped her physical existence. At home in Willesden, an unfashionable area of London to which the family has moved, Eustace tries out his new sophistication on his aunt, to no avail. Inevitably he looks further afield, rediscovering the Staveley family, whose prestigious relation, Lady Nelly Staveley, takes him in hand. Once again he gravitates in the general direction of wealth and favor, achieving a sense of freedom for which only barely understood impulses have prepared him. His fantasy of a marriage for Hilda with Dick Staveley seems improbable in light of her determined drabness.


Henry James would have appreciated the unhurried pace and the masterly certitude with which L. P. Hartley conducts his novel. Eustace and Hilda are no match for the entrenched class attitudes of the Staveleys when they are unexpectedly asked to spend a weekend at their imposing house, Anchorstone Hall. Even Lady Nelly’s invitation to Eustace to visit her in Venice might be no more than a graceful gesture. We do not know what words are exchanged between Hilda and Dick Staveley, for this novel is essentially chaste. The Edwardian amplitude of the narrative is more than substitute for any crudeness which our more superficial sensibilities have come to expect. And Eustace accepts Lady Nelly’s invitation, a temptation which a wiser head would have resisted. It is to prove fatal, in a sense to everyone involved.


James would also have appreciated the moral delicacy of Eustace’s confused reactions to the teasing which is the normal form of discourse among Lady Nelly and her friends, so very different from the bleak instructions he had been accustomed to in his youth; and he would have admired the detail of Hilda’s sartorial indiscretion when she appears at Dick Staveley’s birthday party in a red dress. George Meredith would have appreciated the incompatibility between Dick and Hilda, separated by far more than caste. Eustace and Hilda are marked out by their blamelessness. Eustace may even have misunderstood the invitation to Venice, for which there may have been more than one motive. Being unschooled in the ways of the world, he outstays his welcome. In this fashion he is able to ignore reports of more delicate matters at home. On receipt of a blotched and incoherent letter from Hilda he responds by sending money and by ordering a Fortuny dress which, in the normal course of events, she would be unlikely to wear.


It is easy to understand Eustace’s febrile anxiety and exaltation as he takes in the glories of Venice, but a discomfort has intruded: he wears the wrong clothes, is late, misunderstands impromptu arrangements. More important, he attempts to appease his conscience with fantasies, with soliloquies that justify his dilatory behavior. He is not unaware that Hilda is in some sort of distress, for there are letters from home which he strives to ignore. It is more important to complete the book he has started, to stay on in Venice at Lady Nelly’s vague behest, than to go home as Hilda begs him to. That he has become separated from her is all too evident, but the author will reunite them in a ritual which will lead to a fateful conclusion. The third part of the trilogy is simply entitled Eustace and Hilda, as if all the other characters have become irrelevant. So close has been their bond that neither is quite able to survive without the other, and the reader accepts this as the only just interpretation.


The three parts of Hartley’s trilogy were originally published separately between 1944 and 1947, and were then published together, as Eustace and Hilda, in 1958. The novel is a product of a time in which literary traditions were still respected. Also respected, or at least acknowledged, were one’s position in society and one’s accordingly humble expectations. For this latter reason Eustace and Hilda are unable to accommodate change, let alone shock. Evenhandedly, but with a touch of wistfulness, the author describes their modest beginnings. The reader, who knows more than the protagonists, understands their various mistakes and misapprehensions. The novel is so expertly written that one hardly notices the skill which informs it. This masterpiece—for it is no less than that—imposes its convictions without underlining them. The reader’s own moral sympathies are brought into review. Yet this same reader does not question the justice of Hartley’s account. Having followed the brother and sister from childhood to their bewilderment when they find themselves out of context, we recognize their fates as unavoidable. One closes the book with a feeling of profound sadness, of regret not only for Eustace and Hilda but for the beautiful literary undertaking that is now ended. Few modern novels impose high standards. This one unquestionably does.


—ANITA BROOKNER




THE SHRIMP
AND THE ANEMONE


I’ve known a hundred kinds of love,
All made the loved one rue.


—EMILY BRONTË




1. THE SHRIMP AND THE ANEMONE


“Eustace! Eustace!” Hilda’s tones were always urgent; it might not be anything very serious. Eustace bent over the pool. His feet sank in its soggy edge, so he drew back, for he must not get them wet. But he could still see the anemone. Its base was fastened to a boulder, just above the water-line. From the middle of the other end, which was below, something stuck out, quivering. It was a shrimp, Eustace decided, and the anemone was eating it, sucking it in. A tumult arose in Eustace’s breast. His heart bled for the shrimp, he longed to rescue it; but, on the other hand, how could he bear to rob the anemone of its dinner? The anemone was more beautiful than the shrimp, more interesting and much rarer. It was a ‘plumose’ anemone; he recognised it from the picture in his Natural History, and the lovely feathery epithet stroked the fringes of his mind like a caress. If he took the shrimp away, the anemone might never catch another, and die of hunger. But while he debated the unswallowed part of the shrimp grew perceptibly smaller.


Once more, mingled with the cries of the seamews and pitched even higher than theirs, came Hilda’s voice.


“Eustace! Eustace! Come here! The bank’s breaking! It’s your fault! You never mended your side!”


Here was another complication. Ought he not perhaps to go to Hilda and help her build up the bank? It was true he had scamped his side, partly because he was piqued with her for always taking more than her fair share. But then she was a girl and older than he and she did it for his good, as she had often told him, and in order that he might not overstrain himself. He leaned on his wooden spade and, looking doubtfully round, saw Hilda signalling with her iron one. An ancient jealousy invaded his heart. Why should she have an iron spade? He tried to fix his mind on the anemone. The shrimp’s tail was still visible but wriggling more feebly. Horror at its plight began to swamp all other considerations. He made up his mind to release it. But how? If he waded into the water he would get his socks wet, which would be bad enough; if he climbed on to the rock he might fall in and get wet all over, which would be worse. There was only one thing to do.


“Hilda,” he cried, “come here.”


His low soft voice was whirled away by the wind; it could not compete with the elements, as Hilda’s could.


He called again. It was an effort for him to call: he screwed his face up: the cry was unmelodious now that he forced it, more like a squeak than a summons.


But directly she heard him Hilda came, as he knew she would. Eustace put the situation before her, weighing the pros and cons. Which was to be sacrificed, the anemone or the shrimp? Eustace stated the case for each with unflinching impartiality and began to enlarge on the felicity that would attend their after-lives, once this situation was straightened out—forgetting, in his enthusiasm, that the well-being of the one depended on the misfortune of the other. But Hilda cut him short.


“Here, catch hold of my feet,” she said.


She climbed on to the boulder, and flung herself face down on the sea-weedy slope. Eustace followed more slowly, showing respect for the inequalities of the rock. Then he lowered himself, sprawling uncertainly and rather timidly, and grasped his sister’s thin ankles with hands that in spite of his nine years still retained some of the chubbiness of infancy. Once assumed, the position was not uncomfortable. Eustace’s thoughts wandered, while his body automatically accommodated itself to the movements of Hilda, who was wriggling ever nearer to the edge.


“I’ve got it,” said Hilda at last in a stifled voice. There was no elation, only satisfaction in her tone, and Eustace knew that something had gone wrong.


“Let me look!” he cried, and they struggled up from the rock.


The shrimp lay in the palm of Hilda’s hand, a sad, disappointing sight. Its reprieve had come too late; its head was mangled and there was no vibration in its tail. The horrible appearance fascinated Eustace for a moment, then upset him so much that he turned away with trembling lips. But there was worse to come. As a result of Hilda’s forcible interference with its meal the anemone had been partially disembowelled; it could not give up its prey without letting its digestive apparatus go too. Part of its base had come unstuck and was seeking feebly to attach itself to the rock again. Eustace took Hilda’s other hand and together they surveyed the unfortunate issue of their kind offices.


“Hadn’t we better kill them both?” asked Eustace with a quaver in his voice, “since they’re both wounded?”


He spoke euphemistically, for the shrimp was already dead. But Hilda did not despair so easily.


“Let’s put it in the water,” she suggested. “Perhaps that’ll make it come to.”


A passing ripple lent the shrimp a delusive appearance of life; when the ripple subsided it floated to the surface, sideways up, and lay still.


“Never mind,” said Hilda, “we’ll see if the anemone will eat it now.”


Again they disposed themselves on the rock, and Hilda, with her head downwards and her face growing redder every minute, tried her hardest to induce the anemone to resume its meal. For the sake of achieving this end she did not shrink from the distasteful task of replacing the anemone’s insides where they belonged, but her amateur surgery failed to restore its appetite and it took no interest in the proffered shrimp.


“I wish we’d let them alone,” sobbed Eustace.


“What would have been the good of that?” demanded Hilda, wiping her brother’s eyes. He stood quiescent, his hands hanging down and his face turned upwards, showing no shame at being comforted and offering no resistance, as though he was familiar with the performance and expected it. “We had to do something,” Hilda continued. “We couldn’t let them go on like that.”


“Why couldn’t we?” asked Eustace. All at once, as the thought struck him, he ceased crying. It seemed to cost him as little effort to stop as it costs a dog to wake out of sleep. “They didn’t mean to hurt each other.”


The disaster that had overtaken their remedial measures was so present to him that he forgot the almost equally painful situation those measures had been meant to relieve, and thought of the previous relationship of the shrimp and the anemone as satisfactory to both.


“But they were hurting each other,” remarked Hilda. “Anyhow the anemone was eating the shrimp, if you call that hurting.”


Eustace could see no way out of this. His mind had no power to consider an unmixed evil, it was set upon happiness. With Hilda’s ruthless recognition of an evil principle at the back of the anemone affair his tears started afresh.


“Now don’t be a cry-baby,” Hilda not at all unkindly admonished him. “There’s Gerald and Nancy Steptoe coming, nasty things! If you stand still a minute,” she went on, preparing with the hem of her blue frock to renew the assault upon his face, “they’ll think it’s only the wind.”


The appeal to Eustace’s pride was one Hilda tried only for form’s sake; she thought it ought to weigh with him, but generally, as she knew, it made him irritable.


“I want to go and talk to Nancy,” he announced. His attitude to other children was tinged with a fearful joy, altogether unlike his sister’s intolerant and hostile demeanour. “Gerald’s left her by herself again: he’s climbing up the cliffs, look, and she daren’t go.”


“What do you want to talk to her for?” asked Hilda, a trifle crossly. “It’s her fault, she shouldn’t have let him.”


“She can’t stop him,” said Eustace. His voice had a triumphant ring, due partly to his knowledge of the Steptoes’ private concerns and partly, as Hilda realised, to a feeling of elation at the spectacle of Gerald’s independence. This spirit of rebellion she resolved to quench.


“Come along,” she said authoritatively, snatching his hand and whirling him away. “You know,” she continued, with an exaggeration of her grown-up manner, “you don’t really want to talk to Nancy. She’s stuck-up, like they all are. Now we’ll see what’s happened to the pond. Perhaps we shall be in time to save it.”


They scampered across the sands, Eustace hanging back a little and trying to wave to the lonely Nancy, who, deserted by her daring and lawless brother, had begun to dig herself a castle. Now that they seemed to be out of harm’s way Hilda stopped and looked back. They could just see the ground plan of Nancy’s fortress, which she had marked out on the sand with a spade and which was of an extravagant extent.


“She’ll never get that done,” Hilda remarked. “They’re always the same. They try to make everything bigger than anybody else, and then they leave it half done and look silly.”


“Should we go and help her?” suggested Eustace. Nancy looked very forlorn, labouring away at the outer moat of her castle.


“No,” Hilda replied. “She can do it quite well herself, or she could if Gerald would have come away from those cliffs where he’s no business to be and may very likely cause an avalanche.”


“I want to go,” cried Eustace, suddenly obstinate.


“I say you can’t,” said Hilda half teasingly.


“I will, I want to!” Eustace almost screamed, struggling to get free. Bent like a bow with the effort, his feet slipping from under him, his hat off, and his straight fair hair unpicturesquely rumpled, he looked very childish and angry. Hilda kept him prisoner without much difficulty.


Some three and a half years older than Eustace, she was a good deal taller and the passion and tenacity of her character had already left its mark on her heart-shaped, beautiful face. Her immobility made a folly of Eustace’s struggles; her dark eyes looked scornfully down.


“Diddums-wazzums,” she at last permitted herself to remark. The phrase, as she knew it would, drove her brother into a frenzy. The blood left his face; he stiffened and stopped struggling, while he searched his mind for the most wounding thing to say.


“I want to play with Nancy,” he said at last, averting his eyes from his sister and looking small and spiteful. “I don’t want to play with you. I don’t ever want to play with you again. I don’t love you. You killed the shrimp and you killed the anemone” (he brought this out with a rush; it had occurred to him earlier to taunt Hilda with her failure, but a generous scruple had restrained him), “and you’re a murderer.”


Hilda listened to the beginning of the speech with equanimity; her features continued to reflect disdain. Then she saw that Nancy Steptoe had stopped digging and could both see and hear what was passing. This unnerved her; and the violence and venom of Eustace’s attack touched her to the quick. The words were awful to her. An overwhelming conviction came to her that he did not love her, and that she was a murderer. She turned away, with great ugly sobs that sounded like whooping-cough.


“Then go,” she said.


Eustace did not go at once. Hilda always stooped when she was in trouble; he watched the bent figure making its way back to the scene of their pond-making. She lurched, walking uncertainly with long uneven strides, and she did not seem to notice where she was putting her feet, for twice she stumbled over a projecting stone. The outburst over, Eustace’s anger had melted away; he wanted to follow Hilda and make it up. In such matters he had no pride; apology came easily to him, and he regretted intensely everything that he had said. But he didn’t go. Hilda wouldn’t have forgiven him; he would have to undergo her silence and her disapproval and the spectacle of her suffering which she would try to control but would not try to hide. He could not bear being disapproved of, and though he had a weakness for comforting people it withered away in the presence of Hilda’s implacable and formidable grief. He had lost his wish to play with Nancy; the desire to have his own way rarely survived the struggle it cost him to get it. But he obscurely felt that he was committed to a line of action and must go through with it.


Trailing his spade he walked awkwardly across the sands to Nancy, and, arriving at a respectful distance, put up his disengaged hand to take off his hat. This polite gesture missed completion, however, for the hat was still lying where it had fallen in the course of his altercation with Hilda. A look of surprise crossed his face and, with hand still upraised, he gazed aloft, as though he expected to see the hat suspended above his head.


Nancy laughed. “Good-morning, Eustace,” she said.


Eustace advanced and shook hands formally with her. Dainty, his nurse, Miss Minney, had called her, and the word suited her well. Eustace often wanted smoothing down, but never more than at this moment. His blue jersey had worked up and was hanging about him in ungainly folds, one sock was on the point of coming down, his face was flushed and tearful and his whole appearance presented a sharp contrast to Nancy’s. He was the more aware of this because Nancy, her pink-and-white complexion, her neatness and coolness and the superior way she wore her clothes, had often been held up as a model to himself and his sister.


“Good-morning, Nancy,” he said. His voice, in addressing strangers, had a peculiar and flattering intimacy; he seemed to find a secret pleasure in pronouncing the name of the person to whom he was speaking, as though it was a privilege to utter it. “Would you like me to help you with your castle? I’ll go on digging and you can just pat it down,” he added heroically.


Nancy accepted this chivalrous offer, thanking him briefly. One reason why Eustace liked her was that she never made a fuss. If she was crossed or disappointed she took it silently, like a grownup person; she did not turn herself inside out and call up all the resources of her personality. And if pleased she still kept a kind of reserve, as though the present moment’s gratification was slight compared to those she had had and would have. Four years older than Eustace, she already possessed an experience, additions to which were classified and examined instead of treated on their own merits as isolated prodigies and visitations of Heaven. She was not at all informal or domestic: she had standards.


“What made Hilda so batey just now?” she presently inquired.


‘Batey’ was a word from the outside world, the world of day-schools and organised games with which Nancy was familiar. Batey: Eustace’s father, who disliked slang, had protested against it, and his aunt had forbidden him to use it. Whatever Hilda might be she was not that.


“She wasn’t batey,” he said slowly.


“Well, what was she then?” demanded Nancy. “I saw her pulling you about, and she went away kicking up no end of a din.”


Eustace pondered. If he should say that he had been unkind to Hilda, Nancy would laugh at him, in her polite, incredulous way. He was always acutely conscious of having to live up to her; that was one reason, among others, why he liked being with her. He wanted to make a good impression. But how could he do that without sacrificing his sister’s dignity, which was dear to him and necessary to his sense of their relationship?


“She was very much upset,” he said at last.


Nancy nodded sagely, as though she understood what Eustace had left unexpressed and respected his reticence. Sunning himself in the warmth of her hardly won approval, and feeling he had done his best for Hilda, Eustace let his sister and her troubles slip out of his mind. He redoubled his exertions and soon, to the accompaniment of a little desultory conversation, a large mound, unmistakably castellated, began to rear itself in the midst of Nancy’s plot.


Eustace took a pride in seeing it grow, but Nancy—beyond seconding his efforts with a few negligent taps—seemed content to resign the task to him. He is only an infant, she thought, in spite of his engaging manners.




2. PATCHING IT UP


Left to himself, Eustace fell into a day-dream. He thought of his toys and tried to decide which of them he should give to his sister Barbara; he had been told he must part with some of them, and indeed it would not make much difference if they were hers by right, since she already treated them as such. When he went to take them from her she resisted with loud screams. Eustace realised that she wanted them but he did not think she ought to have them. She could not use them intelligently, and besides, they belonged to him. He might be too old to play with them but they brought back the past in a way that nothing else did. Certain moments in the past were like buried treasure to Eustace, living relics of a golden age which it was an ecstasy to contemplate. His toys put him in touch with these secret jewels of experience; they could not perform the miracle if they belonged to someone else. But on the single occasion when he had asserted his ownership and removed the rabbit from Barbara who was sucking its ears, nearly everyone had been against him and there was a terrible scene. Minney said he never took the slightest interest in the rabbit until Barbara wanted it, his aunt said he must try not to be mean in future, and Hilda urged that he should be sent to bed on the spot. “It will be good for him in the end,” she said.


Eustace’s resistance was violent and, since Hilda hardly obtained a hearing, really unnecessary; but in his heart he agreed with her. Expiation already played a part in his life; it reinstated him in happiness continually. Hilda was the organiser of expiation: she did not let him off: she kept him up to the scratch, she was extreme to mark what was done amiss. But as the agent of retribution she was impersonal: she only adjudicated between him and a third party. It was understood that from their private disputes there was no appeal to a disinterested tribunal; the bitterness had to be swallowed and digested by each side. If Hilda exposed her wounded feelings she did not declare that Heaven was outraged by the spectacle: she demanded no forfeit, no acknowledgement even. She did not constitute herself a law court but met Eustace on his own ground.


The thought of her, intruding upon his reverie, broke it up. There she sat, on the large rock in their pond which they had christened Gibraltar, her back bent, her legs spread out, her head drooping. It was an ugly attitude and she would grow like that, thought Eustace uncomfortably. Moreover, she was sitting recklessly on the wet seaweed which would leave a green mark and give her a cold, if salt-water could give one a cold. Minney was superstitious, and any irrational belief that tended to make life easier was, Eustace instinctively felt, wrong. Still Hilda did not move. Her distress conveyed itself to him across the intervening sand. He glanced uneasily at Nancy who was constructing a garden out of seaweed and white pebbles at the gateway of the castle—an incongruous adjunct, Eustace thought, for it was precisely there that the foemen would attack. He had almost asked her to put it at the back, for the besieged to retire into in their unoccupied moments; where it was it spoilt his vision of the completed work and even sapped his energy. But he did not like the responsibility of interfering and making people do things his way. He worked on, trying to put Hilda out of his mind, but she recurred and at last he said:


“I think I’ll go back now, if it’s all the same to you.”


He hoped by this rather magnificent phrase to make his departure seem as casual as possible, but Nancy saw through him.


“Can’t leave your big sister?” she inquired, an edge of irony in her voice. “She’ll get over it quicker if you let her alone.”


Eustace declined this challenge. It pained him to think that his disagreement with Hilda was public property.


“Oh, she’s all right now,” he told Nancy airily. “She’s having a rest.”


“Well, give her my love,” said Nancy.


Eustace felt a sudden doubt, from her tone, whether she really meant him to deliver the message.


“Shall I?” he asked diffidently. “I should like to.”


Something in the question annoyed Nancy. She turned from him with a whirl of her accordion-pleated skirt, a garment considered by Eustace miraculous and probably unprocurable in England.


“You can say I hate her, if you’d rather,” she remarked. She looked round: her blue eyes sparkled frostily in her milk-white face.


Eustace stood aghast. He didn’t think it possible that strangers—people definitely outside the family circle—could ever be angry.


“I’ll stay if you can’t get on so well without me,” he said at length, feeling his way.


She laughed at him when he said this—at his concerned face and his earnestness, his anxiety to please. So it was nothing, really: he was right, you couldn’t take much harm with strangers. If they seemed cross it was only in fun: they wouldn’t dare to show their feelings or make you show yours: it was against the rules. They existed to be agreeable, to be a diversion.… Nancy was saying:


“It’s very kind of you to have stayed so long, Eustace. Look what a lot you’ve done!” A kind of comic wonder, mixed with mockery, crept into her voice: Eustace was fascinated. “Gerald will never believe me when I tell him I built it all myself!”


“Will you tell him that?” Eustace was shocked by her audacity, but tried to keep his voice from showing disapproval.


“Well, I’ll say you did all the work while I looked on.”


Gerald will think me a muff, decided Eustace. “Couldn’t you say we did it together?”


Nancy’s face fell at the notion of this veracious account. Then it brightened. “I know,” she said. “I’ll tell him a stranger came in a boat from the yacht over there, and he helped me. A naval officer. Yes, that’s what I’ll tell him,” she added teasingly, seeing Eustace still uneasy at the imminent falsehood. “Good-bye, Mr. Officer, you mustn’t stay any longer.” With a gentle push to start him on his way she dismissed him.


It was too bad of Hilda to leave his hat lying in a pool. However cross she might be she rarely failed to retrieve his personal belongings over which, even when not flustered and put out, he had little control. Now the ribbon was wet and the “table” of Indomitable, a ship which he obscurely felt he might be called upon at any moment to join, stood out more boldly than the rest. Never mind, it was salt-water, and in future the hat could be used for a barometer, like seaweed, to tell whether bad weather was coming. Meanwhile there was Hilda. It was no good putting off the evil moment: she must be faced.


But he did not go to her at once. He dallied among the knee-high rounded rocks for which the beach of Anchorstone (Anxton, the Steptoes called it in their fashionable way) was famous. He even built a small, almost vertical castle, resembling, as nearly as he could make it, the cone of Cotopaxi, for which he had a romantic affection, as he had for all volcanoes, earthquakes and violent manifestations of Nature. He calculated the range of the lava flow, marking it out with a spade and contentedly naming for destruction the various capital cities, represented by greater and lesser stones, that fell within its generous circumference. In his progress he conceived himself to be the Angel of Death, a delicious pretence, for it involved flying and the exercise of supernatural powers. On he flew. Could Lisbon be destroyed a second time? It would be a pity to waste the energy of the eruption on what was already a ruin; but no doubt they had rebuilt it by now. Over it went and, in addition, an enormous tidal wave swept up the Tagus, ravaging the interior. The inundation of Portugal stopped at Hilda’s feet.


For some days afterwards Eustace was haunted at odd times by the thought that he had accidentally included Hilda in the area of doom. He clearly hadn’t got her all in but perhaps her foot or her spade (which, for the purpose of disaster, might be reckoned her) had somehow overhung the circle, or the place where the circle would have been if he had finished it. The rocks couldn’t take any harm from the spell, if it really was one, and he hadn’t meant to hurt her, but it was just this sort of misunderstanding that gave Fate the opportunity to take you at your word. But Eustace had no idea that he was laying up trouble for himself when, with arrested spade, he stopped in front of Hilda.


“It only just missed you,” he remarked cryptically.


Silence.


“You only just escaped; it was a narrow shave,” Eustace persisted, still hoping to interest his sister in her deliverance.


“What fool’s trick is this?” demanded Hilda in a far-away voice.


Discouraging as her words were, Eustace took heart; she was putting on her tragedy airs, and the worst was probably over.


“It was an eruption,” he explained, “and you were the city of Athens and you were going to be destroyed. But they sacrificed ten Vestal Virgins for you and so you were saved.”


“What a silly game!” commented Hilda, her pose on the rock relenting somewhat. “Did you learn it from Nancy?”


“Oh no,” said Eustace, “we hardly talked at all—except just at the end, to say good-bye.”


Hilda seemed relieved to hear this.


“I don’t know why you go and play with people if you don’t talk to them,” she said. “You wouldn’t if you weren’t a goose.”


“Oh, and Nancy sent you her love,” said Eustace.


“She can keep it,” said Hilda, rising from the rock, some of which, as Eustace had feared, came away with her. “You’ve been very cruel to me, Eustace,” she went on. “I don’t think you really love me.”


Hilda never made a statement of this kind until the urgency of her wrath was past. Eustace also used it, but in the heat of his.


“I do love you,” he asserted.


“You don’t love me.”


“I do.”


“You don’t—and don’t argue,” added Hilda crushingly. “How can you say you love me when you leave me to play with Nancy?”


“I went on loving you all the time I was with Nancy,” declared Eustace, almost in tears.


“Prove it!” cried Hilda.


To be nailed down to a question he couldn’t answer gave Eustace a feeling of suffocation. The elapsing seconds seemed to draw the very life out of him.


“There!” exclaimed Hilda triumphantly. “You can’t!”


For a moment it seemed to Eustace that Hilda was right: since he couldn’t prove that he loved her, it was plain he didn’t love her. He became very despondent. But Hilda’s spirits rose with her victory, and his own, more readily acted upon by example than by logic, caught the infections of hers. Side by side they walked round the pond and examined the damage. It was an artificial pond—a lake almost—lying between rocks. The intervals between the rocks were dammed up with stout banks of sand. To fill the pond they had to use borrowed water, and for this purpose they dug channels to the natural pools left by the tide at the base of the sea-wall. A network of conduits crisscrossed over the beach, all bringing their quota to the pond which grew deeper and deeper and needed ceaselessly watching. It was a morning’s work to get the pond going properly, and rarely a day passed without the retaining wall, in spite of their utmost vigilance, giving way in one place or other. If the disaster occurred in Eustace’s section, he came in for much recrimination, if in Hilda’s, she blamed herself no less vigorously, while he, as a rule, put in excuses for her which were ruthlessly and furiously set aside.


But there was no doubt that it was Hilda who kept the spirit of pond-making alive. Her fiery nature informed the whole business and made it exciting and dangerous. When anything went wrong there was a row—no clasping of hands, no appealing to Fate, no making the best of a bad job. Desultory, amateurish pond-making was practised by many of the Anchorstone children: their puny, half-hearted, untidy attempts were, in Hilda’s eyes, a disgrace to the beach. Often, so little did they understand the pond-making spirit, they would wantonly break down their own wall for the pleasure of watching the water go cascading out. And if a passer-by mischievously trod on the bank they saw their work go to ruin without a sigh. But woe betide the stranger who, by accident or design, tampered with Hilda’s rampart! Large or small, she gave him a piece of her mind; and Eustace, standing some way behind, balanced uncertainly on the edge of the conflict, would echo some of his sister’s less provocative phrases, by way of underlining. When their wall gave way it was the signal for an outburst of frenzied activity. On one never forgotten day Hilda had waded knee-deep in the water and ordered Eustace to follow. To him this voluntary immersion seemed cataclysmic, the reversal of a lifetime’s effort to keep dry. They were both punished for it when they got home.


The situation had been critical when Eustace, prospecting for further sources of supply, came upon the anemone on the rock; while he delayed, the pond burst, making a rent a yard wide and leaving a most imposing delta sketched with great ruinous curves in low relief upon the sand. The pond was empty and all the imprisoned water had made its way to the sea. Eustace secretly admired the out-rush of sand and was mentally transforming it into the Nile estuary at the moment when Hilda stuck her spade into it. Together they repaired the damage and with it the lesion in their affections; a glow of reconciliation pervaded them, increasing with each spadeful. Soon the bank was as strong as before. But you could not help seeing there had been a catastrophe, for the spick-and-span insertion proclaimed its freshness, like a patch in an old suit. And for all their assiduous dredging of the channels the new supplies came down from the pools above in the thinnest trickle, hardly covering the bottom and leaving bare a number of small stones which at high water were decently submerged. They had no function except by the order of their disappearance to measure the depth of the pond; now they stood out, emblems of failure, noticeable for the first time, like a handful of conventional remarks exchanged between old friends when the life has gone out of their relationship.


Presently Hilda, who possessed a watch, announced that it was dinner time. Collecting their spades and buckets they made their way across the sand and shingle to the concrete flight of steps which zigzagged majestically up the red sandstone cliffs for which Anchorstone was famous. Their ascent was slow because Eustace had formed a habit of counting the steps. Their number appealed to his sense of grandeur, and though they usually came to the same total, a hundred and nineteen, he tried to think he had made a mistake and that one day they would reach a hundred and twenty, an altogether more desirable figure. He had grounds for this hope because, at the foot of the stairs, six inches deep in sand, there undoubtedly existed another step. Eustace could feel it with his spade. A conscientious scruple forbade him to count it with the rest, but—who could tell?—some day a tidal wave might come and lay it bare. Hilda waited patiently while he reassured himself of its existence and—a rare concession—consented to check his figures during the climb. She even let him go back and count one of the stages a second time, and when they reached the top she forbore to comment on the fact that the ritual had had its usual outcome. Standing together by the ‘Try-Your-Grip’ machine they surveyed the sands below. There lay the pond, occupying an area of which anyone might be proud, but—horrors!—it was completely dry. It could not have overflowed of itself, for they had left it only a quarter full. The gaping hole in the retaining wall must be the work of an enemy. A small figure was walking away from the scene of demolition with an air of elaborate unconcern. “That’s Gerald Steptoe,” said Hilda. “I should like to kill him!”


“He’s a very naughty boy, he doesn’t pay any attention to Nancy,” remarked Eustace, hoping to mollify his sister.


“She’s as bad as he is! I should like to——” Hilda looked around her, at the sky above and the sea beneath.


“What would you do?” asked Eustace fearfully.


“I should tie them together and throw them off the cliff!”


Eustace tried to conceal the pain he felt.


“Oh, but Nancy sent you her love!”


“She didn’t mean it. Anyhow I don’t want to be loved by her.”


“Who would you like to be loved by?” asked Eustace.


Hilda considered. “I should like to be loved by somebody great and good.”


“Well, I love you,” said Eustace.


“Oh, that doesn’t count. You’re only a little boy. And Daddy doesn’t count, because he’s my father so he has to love me. And Minney doesn’t count, because she … she hasn’t anyone else to love!”


“Barbara loves you,” said Eustace, trying to defend Hilda from her own gloomy conclusions. “Look how you make her go to sleep when nobody else can.”


“That shows how silly you are,” said Hilda. “You don’t love people because they send you to sleep. Besides, Barbara is dreadfully selfish. She’s more selfish than you were at her age.”


“Can you remember that?” asked Eustace timidly.


“Of course I can, but Minney says so too.”


“Well, Aunt Sarah?” suggested Eustace doubtfully. “She’s so good she must love us all—and specially you, because you’re like a second mother to us.”


Hilda gave one of her loud laughs.


“She won’t love you if you’re late for dinner,” she said, and started at a great pace up the chalky footpath. Eustace followed more slowly, still searching his mind for a lover who should fulfil his sister’s requirements. But he could think of no one but God or Jesus, and he didn’t like to mention their names except in church or at his prayers or during Scripture lessons. Baffled, he hurried after Hilda along the row of weather-beaten tamarisks, but he had small hope of catching up with her, and the start she had already gained would be enough to make her in time for dinner and him late. What was his surprise, then, when she stopped at the corner of Palmerston Parade (that majestic line of lodging-houses whose beetling height and stately pinnacles always moved Eustace to awe) and called him.


He came up panting. “What is it, Hilda?”


“Sh!” said Hilda loudly, and pointed to the left, along the cliffs.


But Eustace knew what he was to see before his eyes, following the inexorable line of Hilda’s arm, had taken in the group. Fortunately they had their backs to him. He could only see the long black skirt and bent head of Miss Fothergill’s companion as she pushed the bath-chair. That was something to be thankful for, anyhow.


“It’ll only take you a minute if you go now!” said Hilda.


Eustace began to wriggle.


“Oh please, Hilda, not now. Look, they’re going the other way.”


But Hilda was not to be moved. “Remember what Aunt Sarah said. She said, ‘Eustace, next time you see Miss Fothergill I want you to speak to her.’”


“But next time was last time!” cried Eustace, clutching at any straw, “and I didn’t then so I needn’t now. Anyhow I can’t now or we shall be late for dinner!”


“Aunt Sarah won’t mind when she knows why,” said Hilda, her determination stiffening under Eustace’s contumacy. “If she saw us (perhaps she can from the dining-room window) she’d say, ‘Go at once, Eustace.’”


“I can’t. I can’t,” Eustace wailed, beginning to throw himself about. “She frightens me, she’s so ugly! If you make me go, I shall be sick at dinner!”


His voice rose to a scream, and at that moment, as luck would have it, the bath-chair turned round and began to bear down on them.


“Well, you certainly can’t speak to her in that state,” said Hilda, “I should be ashamed of you. I am ashamed of you anyhow. You’re growing up a spoilt little boy. Come along, I wouldn’t let you go now even if you wanted to.”


Eustace had won his point. He moved to the other side of Hilda, so as to put her between him and the slowly advancing bath-chair, and they walked without speaking across the green. Houses surrounded it on three sides; on the fourth it was open to the sea. They opened a low wooden gate marked ‘Cambo,’ crossed a tiny square of garden and, with elaborate precautions against noise, deposited their spades and buckets in the porch. The smell of food, so strong that it must already have left the kitchen, smote them as they opened the door. “I won’t say anything about Miss Fothergill this time,” whispered Hilda.




3. THE GEOGRAPHY LESSON


The Days passed quickly: August would soon be here. Hilda and Eustace were sitting one on each side of the dining-room table, their lessons in front of them. Hilda stared at her sketch map of England, Eustace stared at her; then they both glanced interrogatively and rather nervously at Aunt Sarah, enthroned between them at the head of the table.


“Rutland,” said Aunt Sarah impressively.


Eustace liked geography; he knew the answer to Rutland, and he was also aware that Hilda didn’t know. When they played ‘Counties of England’ Rutland invariably stumped her. Eustace pondered. His map was already thickly studded with county towns while Hilda’s presented a much barer appearance. She wouldn’t mind if he beat her, for she always liked him to excel, indeed she insisted on it; she minded more if he failed over his lessons than if she did. Often when she reproved him for poor work he had protested “Anyhow I did better than you!” and she, not at all abashed, would reply, “That’s got nothing to do with it. You know you can do better than that if you try.” The effort to qualify for his sister’s approval was the ruling force in Eustace’s interior life: he had to live up to her idea of him, to fulfil the ambitions she entertained on his behalf. And though he chafed against her domination it was necessary for him; whenever, after one of their quarrels, she temporarily withdrew her jealous supervision saying she didn’t care now, he could get his feet wet and be as silly and lazy and naughty as he liked, she would never bother about him again, he felt as though the bottom had dropped out of his life, as though the magnetic north had suddenly repudiated the needle. Hilda believed that her dominion was founded upon grace: she shouldered her moral responsibilities towards Eustace without misgiving: she did not think it necessary to prove or demonstrate her ascendancy by personal achievements outside the moral sphere. Nor did Eustace think so; but all the same his comfortable sense of her superiority was troubled whenever she betrayed, as she was certainly doing now, distinct signs of intellectual fallibility. It was painful to him, in cold blood, to expose her to humiliation even in his thoughts, so with a sigh he checked his pen in mid-career and refrained from writing Oakham.


“That’s all,” said Aunt Sarah a few minutes later. “Let’s count up. And then I’ve got something to tell you.”


“Is it something nice?” asked Eustace.


“You always want to know that, Eustace,” said Aunt Sarah not unkindly. “I notice that Hilda never does. It is a great mistake, as you will find in after-life, always to be wondering whether things are going to be nice or nasty. Usually, you will find, they are neither.”


“Eustace is better now at doing things he doesn’t like,” observed Hilda.


“Yes, I think he is. Now, how many towns have you got, Hilda?”


“Twenty-five.”


“That’s not at all bad, especially as I sent you out shopping all yesterday morning. And you, Eustace?”


“Thirty-two—no, thirty-one.”


“That’s not very many. I expected you to do better than that.”


“But I helped Hilda shopping,” objected Eustace. “I carried the bread all the way home.”


“He wouldn’t go into Lawsons’ because he’s afraid of the dog.”


“Isn’t that rather silly of you, Eustace? If it doesn’t hurt Hilda, why should it hurt you?”


“It doesn’t like little boys,” said Eustace. “It growled at Gerald Steptoe when he went in to buy his other pocket-knife.”


“Who wouldn’t?” asked Hilda rudely.


“Hilda, I don’t think that’s very kind. And talking of the Steptoes—but first, what did you leave out, Eustace?”


With many pauses Eustace noted the names of the missing towns.


“And Oakham, too! But you know Oakham perfectly well: or had you forgotten it?”


“Of course he hadn’t,” said Hilda with feeling. “He always remembers it—just because it’s not important.”


“No,” said Eustace slowly. “I hadn’t forgotten it.”


“Then why didn’t you put it down?”


Eustace considered. He was painfully, scrupulously truthful.


“I didn’t want to.”


“Didn’t want to! Why, what a funny boy! Why didn’t you want to?”


Again Eustace paused. An agony of deliberation furrowed his forehead.


“I thought it was best to leave it out,” he said.


“But, what nonsense! I don’t know what’s come over you. Well, you must write out twice over the names of the towns you missed, and Oakham five times. Hilda, you have been busy, so it will do if you mark them on your map in red ink. Then you can go and play. But first I want to tell you about Thursday.”


“Oh, is it to be Thursday?” asked Eustace.


“Wait a minute. You must learn not to be impatient, Eustace. Thursday may never come. But I was going to say, your father doesn’t go to Ousemouth on Thursday afternoon so we’re all going for a drive.”


“Hurray!” cried both children at once.


“And Mrs. Steptoe has very kindly invited us to join them on the Downs for a picnic.”


Hilda looked utterly dismayed at this.


“Do you think we ought to go?” she asked anxiously. “Last year when we went Eustace was sick after we got home.”


“I wasn’t!” Eustace exclaimed. “I only felt sick.”


“Eustace must try very hard not to get excited,” Aunt Sarah said in a tone that was at once mild and menacing. “Otherwise he won’t be allowed to go again.”


“But he always gets excited,” Hilda persisted, ignoring the faces that Eustace, who had jumped up at the news, was making at her from behind his aunt’s back. “Nancy excites him; he can’t really help it.”


Aunt Sarah smiled, and as her features lost their habitual severity of cast they revealed one of the sources from which Hilda got her beauty.


“It’s Eustace’s fault if he lets Nancy make him behave foolishly,” she said with rather chilly indulgence. “He must remember she is only a little girl.”


“But she’s older than me,” said Eustace. “She’s quite old; she’s older than Hilda.”


“In years, perhaps. But not in other ways. Hilda has an old head on young shoulders, haven’t you, Hilda?”


At the compliment Hilda smiled through her portentous frowns.


“I’m sure I know better than she does what’s good for Eustace,” she announced decidedly.


“Then you must see that he doesn’t run about like a little mad thing and over-eat himself,” said Aunt Sarah. “If you do that everything will be all right.”


“Oh yes,” cried Eustace ecstatically, “I’m sure it will. Hilda always tells me to stop playing when I begin to look tired.”


“Yes, I do,” said Hilda a trifle grimly, “but you don’t always stop.”


Aunt Sarah was moving to the door when Eustace called after her. “May I do my corrections in the nursery?”


“Do you think Minney will want you when she’s busy with Baby?”


“Oh, she won’t mind if I keep very still.”


“I think I’d better come too,” said Hilda.


“Yes, do come,” said Eustace. “But mightn’t two be more in the way than one?”


“Very well, I’ll stay here since you don’t want me.”


“I do want you, I do want you!” cried Eustace. “Only I didn’t think there was any red ink in the nursery.”


“That shows all the more you don’t want me!” said Hilda. “When you come down I shall have gone out.”


“Don’t go far!”


“I shall go a long way. You won’t be able to find me.”


“Where shall you go?”


“Oh, nowhere in particular.” And then as Eustace was closing the door she called out, “Perhaps towards the lighthouse.”


Eustace knocked at the nursery door. “It’s me, Minney.”


“Come in, Eustace … Goodness gracious! What have you got there?”


She bustled up, a small, active woman with a kind round face and soft tidy hair. “Whatever’s that?”


“It’s what I’ve done wrong,” said Eustace gloomily.


“Is it? Let me look. I don’t call that much. I should be very proud if I made no more mistakes than that.”


“Would you?” asked Eustace almost incredulously.


“Yes, I should. I’ll be bound Hilda didn’t get as many right as you did.”


Eustace considered. “Of course she’s very good at sums.… But you mustn’t let me interrupt you, Minney.”


“Interrupt! Listen to the boy. I’ve got nothing to do. Baby’s outside in the pram, asleep, I hope.”


“Oughtn’t one of us to go and look at her, perhaps?”


“Certainly not. Now, what do you want? A table? Here it is. A chair? I’ll put it there, and you on it.” Suiting the action to the word, she lifted Eustace, passive and acquiescent, on to the white chair. “And now what? Ink? I’ll go and fetch it.” Poor lamb, she murmured to herself outside the door, how tired he looks!


Left alone, Eustace fell into a reverie. Though he could not have formulated the reason for it, he felt an exquisite sense of relief; the tongues of criticism, that wagged around him all day, at last were stilled.


“Here’s the ink,” said Minney, appearing with a great impression of rapid movement, “and the blotting-paper and a pen. My word, you want a lot of waiting on, don’t you?”


“I’m afraid I do,” said Eustace humbly. “Hilda says you spoil me.”


“What nonsense! But mind you, don’t make a mess, or else you’ll hear about it.”


“Do you think I’m messy?” asked Eustace anxiously.


“No, you’re always a good boy.” This favourable judgement surprised Eustace into a shocked denial.


“Oh no,” he said, as though the idea were blasphemous.


“Yes, you are. You’re just like your mother.”


“I wish I could remember her better.”


“Well, you were very young then.”


“Why did she die, Minney?”


“I’ve told you ever so many times, she died when your sister Barbara was born.”


“But mothers don’t always die then.”


“No …” said Minney, turning away, “but she did.… Now get on, Eustace, or you’ll have the whole morning gone.”


Eustace began to write. Presently his tongue came out and followed his pen with sympathetic movements.


“Good gracious, child, don’t do that—if the wind changed——”


“I’m sorry, Minney.”


“And don’t for heaven’s sake sit all hunched up. You’ll grow into a question mark.”


Obediently Eustace straightened himself, but the effort of sitting upright and keeping his tongue in was so great that the work proceeded twice as slowly as before.


“That’s better,” said Minney, coming and standing behind him, her sewing in her hand. “But what do you call that letter, a C? It looks more like an L.”


“It’s a capital C,” explained Eustace. Oh dear! Here was the voice of criticism again, and coming, most disappointingly, from Minney’s mouth. “Don’t you make them like that?”


“No, I don’t, but I dare say I’m old-fashioned.”


“Then I like people to be old-fashioned,” said Eustace placatingly.


“I always tell them you’ll get on in the world, Eustace. You say such nice things to people.”


“Dear Minney!”


It was delicious to be praised. A sense of luxury invaded Eustace’s heart. Get on in the world … say nice things to people … he would remember that. He was copying ‘Oakham’ for the fourth time when he heard a shout at the window, repeated a second later still more imperiously, “Eustace! EUSTACE!”


“Gracious!” said Minney. “She’ll wake the baby. When she wants a thing she never thinks of anyone else.”


Eustace was already at the window. “Coming, Hilda!” he cried in a raucous whisper. “I was afraid you’d gone to the lighthouse.”




4. THE PICNIC ON THE DOWNS


Cambo was the last house in its row; nothing intervened between it and the sea except the Rev. A. J. Johnson’s preparatory school, a large square brown building which, partly from its size, partly from the boys it housed and at stated hours disgorged in crocodile form, exerted a strong influence over Eustace’s imagination. He had been told that when he grew older and his father richer he might be sent there. The thought appalled him—he devoted certain private prayers to the effect that he might never become any older than he was, and he continually asked Minney, “Daddy isn’t any richer now, is he?”—simply for the sake of hearing her say, “You ought to be glad if your father makes more money,” an answer he rightly interpreted to mean that he was not doing so yet.


But this morning, as for the fifth time he opened the garden gate, he did not even notice the menacing shape on his right. His eyes were turned away from the sea to the houses at the top of the square and the road where surely, by this time, he would see something to reward his vigil. Yes, there was the landau, with Brown Bess between the shafts, and the driver in his bowler hat sitting enthroned above. He never would drive down to Cambo, the road was so full of ruts and there was no room, he said, to turn the horses.


Eustace lingered to make sure there could be no mistake and then dashed into the house, colliding with his father in the doorway.


“Oh, Daddy, it’s there!”


“Well, you needn’t knock me over if it is,” said Alfred Cherrington, recoiling a little at the impact.


“Oh, Daddy, have I hurt you?”


“Not seriously, but I should like to know what you’re in such a hurry about?”


“Oh, Daddy, you do know.”


His father’s pale blue eyes under their straw-coloured lashes narrowed in pretended ignorance.


“Were you being chased by a bull?”


“Oh, Daddy, there aren’t any bulls on the green.”


“There might be if they saw your red jersey.”


“You’re teasing me.”


“Well, what was it?”


“Why, the carriage, of course.”


“What carriage? I don’t know anything about a carriage. Has it come to take you to school?”


“No, it’s going to take us to the Downs,” cried Eustace. “You must hurry. Mustn’t he hurry, Aunt Sarah?” He appealed to his aunt who had appeared in the porch, a grey veil drawn over her hat and tied tightly under her chin.


“I don’t think you ought to tell your father to hurry,” Aunt Sarah said.


Eustace became anxious and crestfallen at once.


“Oh, I didn’t really mean he was to hurry…. Only just not … not to waste time. You knew what I meant, didn’t you, Daddy?”


He looked up at his father, and Aunt Sarah looked at him too. Mr. Cherrington was silent. At last he said:


“Well, I suppose you ought to be careful how you talk to me.”


“Has Eustace been rude to Daddy again?” inquired Hilda, who had joined the group.


“Oh, nothing much,” said Mr. Cherrington awkwardly. “Come along now, or we shall never get started.” He spoke with irritation but without authority. Eustace looked back into the hall.


“Isn’t Minney coming?”


“No,” said Aunt Sarah. “I told you before, she has to look after Barbara.”


They started up the hill towards the carriage.


Hilda and Eustace took turns to sit on the box. Eustace’s turn came last. This meant missing a bird’s-eye view of the streets of Anchorstone, but certain interesting and venerated landmarks such as the soaring water-tower, a magnificent structure of red brick which he never passed under without a thrill, thinking it might burst with the weight of water imprisoned in it, could be seen almost as well from inside. He loved the moment when they turned off the main road on the brink of Frontisham Hill, that frightful declivity with its rusty warning to cyclists, and began to go inland. Every beat of the horses’ hoofs brought the Downs nearer. Hilda would talk to the driver with an almost professional knowledge of horses. He let her use the whip and even, when they got clear of the town, hold the reins herself. Eustace had once been offered this privilege. At first he enjoyed the sensation of power, and the touch of the driver’s large gloved hand over his gave him a feeling of security. But suddenly the horse stumbled, then broke into a gallop, and the driver, snatching the reins, swore with a vehemence that terrified Eustace. He had never seen anyone so angry before, and though the man, when he calmed down, assured him he was not to blame, he felt he was, and refused to repeat the experiment. A conviction of failure clung to him, reasserting itself when Hilda, erect and unruffled, displayed her proficiency and fearlessness; in fact whenever he saw a horse. And everyone assured him that he would never be a man until he learned how to drive. Indeed, the future was already dull and menacing with the ambitions other people entertained on his behalf. It seldom occurred to him to question their right to cherish these expectations. Not only must he learn to drive a horse, he must master so many difficult matters: ride a bicycle, play hockey, play the piano, talk French and, hardest of all, earn his living and provide for his sisters and his Aunt Sarah and his father when he got too old to work…. The future was to be a laborious business. And if he did not fulfil these obligations, everyone would be angry, or at least grieved and disappointed.


In self-defence Eustace had formed the mental habit of postponing starting to make a man of himself to an unspecified date that never came nearer, remaining miraculously just far enough away not to arouse feelings of nervous dread, but not so far away as to give his conscience cause to reproach him with neglect of his duties. The charm did not always work, but it worked to-day: his enjoyment of the drive was undisturbed by any sense of private failure. Presently Hilda announced that it was time for him to take her place on the box. The carriage stopped while he climbed up.


Searching for a subject of conversation that might interest his neighbour, he said, “Have you ever ridden a racehorse?”


The driver smiled.


“No, you want to be a jockey to do that.”


A jockey: no one had ever proposed that Eustace should be a jockey. It always gave him pleasure to contemplate a profession with which his future was not involved.


“Do jockeys get rich?” he presently inquired.


“Some of ’em do,” the man replied.


“Richer than you?” Eustace was afraid the question might be too personal so he made his voice sound as incredulous as possible.


“I should think they did,” said the driver warmly.


“I’m sorry,” said Eustace. Then, voicing an ancient fear, he asked, “It’s very hard to make money, isn’t it?”


“You’re right,” said the driver. “It jolly well is.”


Eustace sighed, and for a moment the Future loomed up, black and threatening and charged with responsibility. But the appearance of a ruined roofless church made of flints, grey and jagged and very wild-looking, distracted him. Its loneliness challenged his imagination. Moreover, it was a sign that the Downs were at hand.


“Soon we shall see the farm-house,” he remarked.


The driver pointed with his whip. “There it is!”


A cluster of buildings, shabby and uncared for, came into view.


“And there’s the iron spring,” cried Eustace. “Look, it’s running.”


A trickle of brownish water came out of a pipe under the farmhouse wall. The ground around it was dyed bright orange; but disappointingly it failed to colour the pond which received it a yard or two below.


“If you was to drink that every day,” observed the driver, “you’d soon be a big chap.”


“You don’t think I’m very big now?”


“You’ll grow a lot bigger yet,” said the driver diplomatically.


Eustace was relieved. He had been told that he was undersized. One of the tasks enjoined on him was to increase his stature. Some association of ideas led him to say:


“Do you know a girl called Nancy Steptoe?”


“I should think I did,” said the driver. “If I wasn’t driving you to-day I should be driving them.”


“I’m glad we asked you first,” said Eustace politely. The man seemed pleased. “She’s a nice girl, isn’t she?”


No answer came for a moment. Then the driver said:


“I’d rather be taking you and Miss Hilda.”


“Oh!” cried Eustace, emotions of delight and disappointment struggling in him, “but don’t you like Nancy?”


“It’s not for me to say whether I like her or whether I don’t.”


“But you must know which you do,” exclaimed Eustace.


The driver grunted.


“But she’s so pretty.”


“Not so pretty as Miss Hilda by a long sight.”


Eustace was amazed. He had heard Hilda called pretty, but that she should be prettier than Nancy—the gay and the daring, the care-free, the well-dressed, the belle of Anchorstone—he could not believe it. Hilda was wonderful; everything she did was right; Eustace could not exist without her, could not long be happy without her good opinion, but he had never imagined that her supremacy held good outside the moral sphere and the realm of the affections.


“She doesn’t think she’s pretty herself,” he said at last.


“She will some day,” said the driver.


“But, Mr. Craddock,” exclaimed Eustace (he always called Craddock Mr. having received a hint from Minney: the others never did), “she’s too good to be pretty.”


Mr. Craddock laughed.


“You say some old-fashioned things, Master Eustace,” he said.


Eustace pondered. He still wanted to know why the driver preferred taking them, the humble Cherringtons, to the glorious, exciting Steptoes.


“Do you think Nancy is proud?” he asked at last.


“She’s got no call to be,” Mr. Craddock said.


Eustace thought she had, but did not say so. He determined to make a frontal attack.


“Do you often take the Steptoes in your carriage, Mr. Craddock?”


“Yes, often.”


Naturally he would. To the Steptoes, a picnic was nothing unusual: they probably had one every day. Eustace was still surprised at being asked to join them. He thought Gerald must want to swap something, and had put in his pocket all his available treasures, though ashamed of their commonplace quality.


“When you drive them,” he proceeded, “what do they do different from us?”


Mr. Craddock laughed shortly. “They don’t pay for my tea.”


“But aren’t they very rich?”


“They’re near, if you ask me.”


Eustace had scarcely time to digest this disagreeable information when he heard his father’s voice: “Eustace, look! There are the Steptoes—they’ve got here first.”


By now the Downs were upon them, green slopes, low but steep, enclosing a miniature valley. The valley swung away to the left, giving an effect of mystery and distance. The four Steptoes were sitting by the stream—hardly perceptible but for its fringe of reeds and tall grasses—that divided the valley. Nancy had taken her hat off and was shaking back her golden hair. Eustace knew the gesture well; he felt it to be the perfection of sophistication and savoir-faire. He raised his hat and waved. Nancy responded with elegant negligence. Major and Mrs. Steptoe rose to their feet. Something made Eustace look back into the landau at Hilda. She could see the Steptoes quite well, but she didn’t appear to notice them. A small bush to the left was engaging her attention: she peered at it from under her drawn brows as though it was something quite extraordinary and an eagle might fly out of it. Turning away, Eustace sighed.


“I hope you will have a nice time, Mr. Craddock,” he said.


“Don’t you worry about that, Master Eustace.”


“Will you have some more cake, Nancy?”


“No, thank you, Eustace.”


“Will you have some of the sandwiches we brought, though I’m afraid they’re not as nice as your cake?”


“They’re delicious, but I don’t think I’ll have any more.”


“I could easily make you some fresh tea, couldn’t I, Aunt Sarah?”


“Yes, but you must take care not to scald yourself.”


“Well, if it’s absolutely no trouble, Eustace. You made it so beautifully before.”


Eustace glowed.


“Look here, Gerald,” said Major Steptoe, turning on his massive tweed-clad elbow, “you’re neglecting Hilda.”


“She said she didn’t want any more,” remarked Gerald a trifle curtly.


“If you pressed her she might change her mind.”


“Thanks, I never change it.”


Hilda was sitting on the Steptoes’ beautiful blue carriage rug, her heels drawn up, her arms clasping her knees, her head averted, her eyes fixed on some distant object down the valley.


“What a determined daughter you’ve got, Cherrington.”


“Well, she is a bit obstinate at times.”


“Aunt Sarah said if you keep on changing your mind no one will respect you,” said Hilda in lofty accents and without looking round.


“She’s hardly eaten anything,” said Gerald, who was Eustace’s senior by a year. “Just one or two of their sandwiches and none of our cakes.”


There was an awkward pause. Eustace came to the rescue. “She hardly ever eats cakes, do you, Hilda?”


“What an unusual little girl!” said Mrs. Steptoe with her high laugh.


“You needn’t be afraid of getting fat, you know,” said Major Steptoe, gently pinching Hilda’s thin calf with his large strong hand. Hilda rounded on him with the movement of a horse shaking off a fly.


“It doesn’t do to be greedy at my time of life.”


“Why ever not?”


Eustace whispered nervously to Nancy, “She doesn’t like being touched. Isn’t it funny? She doesn’t mind so much if you hit her.”


“Why, have you tried?”


Eustace looked shocked. “Only when we play together.”


Major Steptoe rose and stretched himself. “Well, Cherrington, what about these toboggans? We’ve given our tea time to settle.”


Miss Cherrington stopped folding up some paper bags and said:


“Alfred and I both think it would be too much for Eustace.”


“Oh come, Miss Cherrington, the boy’ll only be young once.”


“Oh, do let me, Aunt Sarah,” Eustace pleaded.


“It’s for your father to decide, not me,” said Miss Cherrington. “We remember what happened last time Eustace tobogganed, don’t we?”


“What did happen, Eustace?” asked Nancy with her flattering intimacy.


“Oh, I couldn’t tell you here.”


“Why not?”


“I was much younger then, of course.”


“Well,” said Major Steptoe, looming large over the little party, “we can’t let the boy grow up into a mollycoddle.”


“I was thinking of his health, Major Steptoe.”


“What do you say, Bet?”


“I think it would do him all the good in the world,” said Mrs. Steptoe.


“Well, Cherrington,” said Major Steptoe, “the decision rests with you and your sister.”


Mr. Cherrington also rose to his feet, a slight figure beside Major Steptoe’s bulk.


“All things considered, I think——”


“Remember, you agreed with me before we started, Alfred.”


Mr. Cherrington, unhappily placed between his sister and Major Steptoe, looked indecisively from one to the other and said:


“The boy’s not so delicate as you think, Sarah. You fuss over him too much in my opinion. One or two turns on the toboggan will do him no harm. Only remember” (he turned irritably to Eustace) “you must let it stop at that.”


Eustace jumped up, jubilant. Miss Cherrington pursed her lips and Hilda whispered, “Isn’t that like Daddy? We can’t depend on him, can we? Now Eustace will be sick.”


The males of the party started off towards the farm and presently reappeared each laden with a toboggan. Eustace could not manage his; his arm was too short to go round it; when he tried pulling it over the rough roadway it kept getting stuck behind stones. Major Steptoe, who was carrying the big toboggan with places for three on it, relieved Eustace of his.


“How strong you must be, Major Steptoe!”


“So will you be at my age, won’t he, Cherrington?”


And Eustace’s father, feeling as if Major Steptoe had somehow acquired his parental prerogative, agreed.


Then arose the question of who was to make the first descent.


“The thing is,” said Gerald, “to see who can go furthest on the flat. Now if Mother and Miss Cherrington sit here, on that stone, they’ll mark the furthest point anyone’s ever got to.”


“I don’t want to sit on a stone, thank you,” said Mrs. Steptoe, “and I don’t suppose Miss Cherrington does either.”


“Well then, sit in this cart-rut, it’s the same thing. Now you must keep a very careful watch, and mark each place with a stick—I’ll give you some.”


“Thank you.”


“And you mustn’t take your eyes off us for a second, and only where the last part of the body touches the ground counts: it might be the head, you know.”


“I suppose it might.”


“Now we’ll begin. Should I go first, just to show you what it’s like?”


“I think you might ask Hilda to go with you.”


Gerald’s face fell. “Will you come, Hilda?”


“No, thank you. I shall have plenty to do looking after Eustace.”


“Then I’ll start.” Gerald took one of the single toboggans and climbed the slope with great alacrity and an unnecessary amount of knee movement. “Coming,” he cried. The toboggan travelled swiftly down the grassy slope. The gradient was the same all the way until twenty feet or so before the bottom when, after a tiny rise, it suddenly steepened. It was this that gave the run its thrill. Gerald’s toboggan took the bump only a shade out of the straight: only a shade but enough to turn it sideways. He clung on for a moment. Then over he went, and sliding and rolling arrived at the bottom of the slope. The toboggan, deprived of his weight, slithered uncertainly after him and then stopped. It was an ignominious exhibition, and it was received in silence. Suddenly the silence was broken by a loud burst of laughter.


“He said he was going to show us what it was like,” Hilda brought out at last, between the convulsions of her mirth. “Didn’t he look funny?”


“Perhaps he meant to show us it doesn’t really hurt falling,” suggested Eustace charitably.


Gerald ignored them. “I’m glad I fell, in a way,” he explained, “because now you can all see the dangerous point. Of course, I should really have done it better if I’d come down head first. That’s the way I usually do it, only of course it wouldn’t have been any good showing you that way, because that way needs a great deal of practice.” He looked at his father for confirmation.


“Not one of your best efforts, my boy,” said Major Steptoe. “Let’s see what Eustace can do.”


As Eustace climbed the slippery hillside tugging at the rope of the toboggan with determined jerks, he suddenly thought of the Crucifixion and identified himself with its principal figure. The image seemed blasphemous so he tried to put it out of his mind. No, he was a well-known mountaineer scaling the Andes. On the other side of the valley lay the Himalayas, and that large bird was a condor vulture, which would pick his bones if he were killed…. No, it wouldn’t, for it would have to reckon with Hilda; she would be sure to defend his body with her life. There she was, quite small now, and not looking up at him, as the others were. Eustace sighed. He wished she was enjoying herself more. Mentally he projected himself into Hilda. Immediately she began to talk and smile; the others all gathered round her; even Mrs. Steptoe, aloof and mocking, hung on her lips. What a delightful girl! Not only a second mother to Eustace, but pretty and charming as well. Then he caught sight of Hilda’s face, sullen and set, and the vision faded…. It was high time, for they must be wondering why he was so long coming down. Perhaps they thought he was frightened. Eustace’s heart began to beat uncomfortably. They were all looking at him now, even Hilda, and he heard a voice—Gerald’s—call out, “Hurry up!” It was ‘hurry up,’ wasn’t it, not ‘funk,’ a horrible word Gerald had got hold of and applied to everyone he didn’t like and many that he did. Eustace tentatively paid out a few inches of the rope. The toboggan gave a sickening plunge. Again the voice floated up: “Come on!” It was ‘come on,’ wasn’t it, not that other word? Gerald would hardly dare to use it in the presence of his parents. The difficulty with the toboggan, he remembered, was to sit on it properly before it started off. The other times his father had always held it for him, and he would have done so now, Eustace thought with rising panic, only Major Steptoe hadn’t wanted him to. Should he just walk down and say he didn’t feel very well? It was quite true: his heart was jumping about in the most extraordinary way and he could hardly breathe. He would be ill, just as they said he would be. He need never see the Steptoes again: Hilda would be delighted if he didn’t. As for Nancy——


At that moment Eustace saw his father turn to Major Steptoe and say something, at the same time pointing at Eustace. Major Steptoe nodded, his father rose to his feet, the tension in the little group relaxed, they began to look about them and talk. It was clear what had happened: his father was coming up to help him.


This decided Eustace. Holding the dirty rope in one hand, while with the other he supported his weight, he lowered himself on to the toboggan. Before he had time fairly to fix his heels against the cross-bar it was off.


The first second of the run cleared Eustace’s mind marvellously. He was able to arrange himself more firmly in his seat and even, so sharpened were his senses by the exhilaration of the movement, to guide the toboggan a little with his body. And when the pace slackened at the fatal bump he felt excited, not frightened. For a moment his feet seemed to hang over space; the toboggan pitched forward like a see-saw as the ground fell away under it. The pace was now so breath-taking that Eustace forgot where he was, forgot himself, forgot everything. Then, very tamely and undramatically, the toboggan stopped and he looked up to see the party scattering right and left, laughing and clapping their hands. He had finished up right in the middle of them.


“Bravo!”


“Well done, Eustace!”


“He didn’t need any help, you see.”


“He looks rather white, I’m afraid, Alfred.”


“I believe you’ve broken the record, Eustace,” said Nancy.


“Oh no, he’s not done that, because you see at the last moment he put his elbow on the ground, and that’s two feet, at least it’s two of my feet” (explained Gerald, measuring) “short of the Record Stone. You were just coming off, really, weren’t you, Eustace?”


“Well, perhaps I was.” Being a hero Eustace felt he could afford to be generous.


“What do you think of your brother now, Miss Hilda?” asked Major Steptoe playfully.


Hilda, who had resumed her seat on the rug, let her glance rest on the feet of her interlocutor.


“I’m glad in a way,” she admitted.


“You ought to be very proud of him.”


“I should certainly have been ashamed of him if he hadn’t.”


“Hadn’t what?”


“Broken the record, or whatever Nancy said he did.”


An astonished pause greeted this remark. It was broken by Mrs. Steptoe’s light, ironical voice.


“Your sister expects a lot of you, doesn’t she, Eustace?”


“Doesn’t Nancy expect a lot of Gerald?” Eustace asked.


“Oh, I’ve given Gerald up, he’s hopeless,” said Nancy. “I won’t trust myself on the toboggan with him. You’re so good, Eustace, may I come with you?”


Eustace, in the seventh heaven of delight, got up and looked round awkwardly at the company.


“You’ve got a great responsibility now, Eustace!”


“I feel quite safe,” said Nancy airily.


“Will you have a turn with Gerald, Hilda?” asked Major Steptoe, “or will you watch?”


“I might as well watch.”


“Then, Cherrington, what about you and me and Gerald trying our luck together?”


“Rather.”


The five of them trooped up the hill, leaving Mrs. Steptoe and Miss Cherrington and Hilda to rather desultory conversation.


“You sit in front, Nancy!”


“Oh, Eustace, I should feel much safer if you did.”


“Should we take turns?”


“They may separate us.”


“Oh, would they do that?”


“Well, you know how they do at dances.”


“I’ve never been to a dance,” said Eustace.


“But you go to the dancing class.”


“Sometimes, if I’m well enough.”


“You’ve never danced with me.”


“No, because you’re too good, you’re in A set.”


“We must dance together, some time.”


“Oh, that would be lovely!”


“Well, I’ll go in front this time.… Ooo, Eustace, how brave you are not to scream.”


“That’s the third time Nancy and Eustace have come down together,” observed Miss Cherrington.


“Yes. Don’t they look charming? And not one spill. Eustace is an expert, I must say. Here they all come. Don’t you feel tempted, Hilda?”


No reply.


“We think you ought to try a new formation now, don’t we, Miss Cherrington?” Mrs. Steptoe persisted. “What about a boy’s double, Gerald and Eustace? And perhaps Mr. Cherrington would take Nancy, and Hilda would go with Jack.”


Major Steptoe looked interrogatively at Hilda.


Hilda said nothing, and Eustace, who knew the signs, saw that she was on the brink of tears.


“Won’t you come with me, Hilda?” he asked reluctantly.


“Go on as you are, I don’t care,” Hilda replied, her words coming with difficulty and between irregular pauses. Mrs. Steptoe raised her eyebrows.


“Well, I think you’d better break up a bit. Decide among yourselves. Toss for it. I beg you pardon, Miss Cherrington?”


“I’d rather they didn’t do that, if you don’t mind.”


Nancy took advantage of this debate between the elders to whisper to Eustace, “Come on, let’s have one more together.” Laughing and excited they trudged up the hill again.


“You know,” Nancy said as confidentially as her loud panting permitted, “I arranged all this, really.”


“You arranged it?”


“Yes, the picnic.”


“Why?” asked Eustace breathlessly.


“Can’t you guess?”


“So that you and I might——?”


“Of course.”


“Oh, Nancy!”


Once more the glorious rush through the darkening air. This time Nancy was riding in front. The wind of the descent caught her long golden hair and it streamed out so that when Eustace bent forward it touched his face. When they came to the bump his customary skill deserted him; the toboggan turned sideways and they rolled and slithered to the bottom. Eustace was first on his feet. He gave his hand to Nancy and spluttered, gasping:


“Your hair got in my eyes.”


“I’m sorry.”


“I didn’t mind.”


Mrs. Steptoe received them with a little smile. “Well, children, it’s getting late. I think the next ought to be the last. What do you say, Miss Cherrington?”


“I think Eustace has had quite enough.”


“Cherrington and I have broken every bone in our bodies,” remarked Major Steptoe amiably.


Both the fathers had withdrawn from the fray some time ago and were smoking their pipes. The sun was hanging over the hill behind them, a large red ball which had lost its fierceness. The grass on the opposite slope was flecked with gold; the shadows lengthened; the air turned faintly blue.


“Last round,” called Major Steptoe. “Seconds out of the ring. We’re nearly all seconds now, what, Cherrington? How is it to be this time?”


Eustace and Nancy gave each other a covert glance.


Suddenly Hilda said in a strident, croaking voice:


“I should like to go with Eustace.”


This announcement was followed by a general murmur of surprise, which soon turned into a chorus of approval.


“That’s right, Hilda! Don’t let Nancy monopolise him! Let’s have a race between the two families—the Cherringtons versus the Steptoes.”


So it was arranged that Gerald and Nancy should have one of the double toboggans, Hilda and Eustace the other. Mr. Cherrington was to act as starter, Major Steptoe as judge. Hilda waited till her father and the two Steptoes were half-way up the slope and then said:


“You’ve been very unkind to me, Eustace.”


Eustace was feeling tired: he wished Hilda had offered to help him pull up the toboggan. Her accusation, acting on his nerves, seemed to redouble his weariness.


“Oh why, Hilda? I asked you to come and you wouldn’t.”


“Because I saw you wanted to be with Nancy,” said Hilda sombrely. “You never left her alone for a moment. You don’t know how silly you looked—both of you,” she added as an afterthought.


“You didn’t see us,” Eustace argued feebly, “you were always looking the other way.”


“I did try not to see you,” said Hilda, remorselessly striding up the slope, her superior stature, unimpaired freshness and natural vigour giving her a great advantage over Eustace. “But when I couldn’t see you I could hear you. I was ashamed of you and so was Aunt Sarah and so was Daddy.”


“Daddy said he was proud of me.”


“Oh, he said that to please Major Steptoe.”


Eustace felt profoundly depressed and, as the tide of reaction rolled over him, a little sick. But the excitement of the start, of getting into line, of holding the toboggan with Hilda on it and then jumping into his place at the word “Go!” banished his malaise. Off shot the two toboggans. When they reached the dreaded rise they were abreast of each other; then Gerald’s exaggerated technique (learned, as he had explained, from a tobogganist of world-wide renown) involved him, as so often, in disaster. The Cherringtons won, though their finish was not spectacular: the grass, now growing damp, held them back. Hilda and Eustace stumbled to their feet. They looked at each other without speaking but there was a gleam in Hilda’s eye. Major Steptoe joined the group.


“A decisive victory for your side, I’m afraid, Cherrington,” he said. “Now what about packing up?”


Gerald was heard muttering something about “our revenge.”


“What does he say?” asked Hilda.


“He wants to challenge us again,” said Eustace importantly.


“Now, children, it’s too late for any more. Look, the moon’s rising!” But Mrs. Steptoe’s clear, decided tones had no effect whatever on Hilda.


“The sun’s still there,” she said. “Come on, Eustace. I want to beat them again.”


“But we mightn’t win another time,” said Eustace cautiously.


However, Hilda had her way. The second race resulted in a win for the Steptoes. Again the parents and Miss Cherrington decreed the revels should end. But Hilda would not hear of it. They must have a third race to decide who were the real winners.


“I feel a little sick, Hilda,” whispered Eustace as he toiled after her up the slope.


“What nonsense! You didn’t feel sick with Nancy.”


“I do now.”


“You don’t—you only think you do.”


“Perhaps you know best.”


The third race was a near thing because both parties finished without mishap. The Cherringtons, however, were definitely in front. But apart from Major Steptoe, the judge, there was no one to hail their triumph; the others had gone on towards the carriages which could be seen a couple of hundred yards away drawn up on the turf, facing each other.


“We’ve won! We’ve won!” cried Hilda, her voice echoing down the valley. Her eyes were sparkling, her face, glowing against her dark hair, was amazingly animated. Eustace, who had seldom seen her like this, was excited and afraid. “We’ve won, we’ve won!” she repeated.


“All right then, come along!” Aunt Sarah’s voice, with a note of impatience in it, reached them thinly across the grassy expanse.


“Wait a minute!” screamed Hilda, “I’m going to make Eustace take me again.”


Major Steptoe’s deep, conversational tones sounded strangely composed after her wild accents.


“What about giving up now? The horses’ll be getting restive.”


“I don’t care about the horses. Come on, Eustace.”


For the first time she took the toboggan herself, and began running up the hill. It was so wet now that she slipped and stumbled with every step, and Eustace, quite tired out, could hardly get along at all.


“Oh, do hurry, Eustace: you’re so slow.”


“I’m trying to keep up with you, Hilda!”


Suddenly she took his hand. “Here, hang on to me.”


“Won’t they be angry if I’m sick?”


“Not if you’re with me. There, you sit at the back. Isn’t it glorious us being together like this?”


“It’s getting so dark, Hilda.”


From the wood where the valley curved an owl called.


“What was that, Hilda?”


“Only an owl, you silly!”


The toboggan rushed down the slope. It was too dark to see the irregularities in the ground. They felt a bump; Hilda stuck out her foot; the toboggan pitched right over and brother and sister rolled pell-mell to the bottom.


Hilda pulled Eustace to his feet. “Wasn’t it lovely, Eustace?”


“Yes, but oh, Hilda, I do feel sick!”


Suddenly he was sick.


“I’m all right now, Hilda.”


“That’s a good thing. Let me take the toboggan.—Coming, Major Steptoe.”


“He looks a bit white,” said Aunt Sarah, as they settled themselves into the landau. “Whatever made you take him up again, Hilda?”


“I knew he really wanted to,” said Hilda. “Didn’t you, Eustace?”


“Yes,” said Eustace faintly. “But I think I won’t go on the box to-night.”


“I won’t either,” announced Hilda.


“Can we go back by Anchorstone Hall?” asked Eustace. “Then Mr. Craddock needn’t turn round.”


They waved farewells to the Steptoes, who were going the other way. The road led through woods and open clearings.


“I keep feeling better,” Eustace whispered to Hilda. “Wasn’t it lovely, our last ride?”


“Better than the ones you had with Nancy?” muttered Hilda, affectionate menace in her tone.


“Oh, much, much better,” whispered Eustace.


“And do you love me more than her?”


“Oh, much, much more.”


So they conversed, with mutual protestations of endearment, until suddenly a great sheet of water opened out before them, and beyond it rose the chimneys and turrets and battlements of Anchorstone Hall. The moon made a faint pathway on the water, but the house was still gilded by the setting sun. Eustace was enchanted. “Oh, isn’t it lovely? If I ever make enough money to buy it, will you come and live there with me, Hilda?”


“Cambo’s good enough for me.”


“Oh, but this is so grand!”


“Silly Eustace, you always like things grand.”


“That’s why I like you.”


“I’m not grand.”


“Yes, you are.”


“No, I’m not.”


“Oh, children, shut up!” said Mr. Cherrington, turning round from the box.


“Yes, for goodness’ sake be quiet,” said Aunt Sarah.


There was silence for a space. Then Eustace whispered: “I think I feel quite well now, Hilda.”




5. A LION IN THE PATH


Next Morning Eustace was not allowed to get up to breakfast: he was considered to be too tired. So he spent the first part of the morning, not unwillingly, in bed. Cambo boasted few bedrooms, and the one he shared with Hilda did not contain and could not have contained more furniture than their two narrow beds, set side by side, a washing-stand, a combined chest-of-drawers and dressing-table, two chairs with seats made of stout fibre, and some rings behind a curtain in lieu of wardrobe. The furniture and the woodwork were stained brown, the wallpaper was dark blue with a design of conventional flowers, and the curtains of the window, which looked out on the brown flank of the house next door, were of dark blue linen. Eustace greatly admired the curtain rings of oxidised copper, and also the door handle which was made of the same metal and oval in shape instead of round. It was set rather high in the door, recalling the way that some people, Eustace had noticed, shook hands.


Eustace loved the room, especially on mornings like this, when he was allowed to go into the bed Hilda had vacated and enjoy the less restricted view commanded by it. She would be shopping now; she was probably at Love’s the butcher’s, whose name they both thought so funny. He did not envy her that item in her list. He wondered if Nancy ever shopped. He could imagine her buying shoes and stockings and dresses of silk, satin and velvet, but he did not think she brought home the groceries, for instance, as he and Hilda often did. How she occupied herself most of the time was a mystery—a delightful mystery that it gave him increasing pleasure to try to solve. Only on rare occasions did she go down to the beach, as Eustace knew, for he always looked for her, and still more seldom was she to be seen on the cliffs. It was most unlikely that he would find her there this morning when he joined Hilda at the First Shelter, at twelve o’clock.


Just as he remembered this appointment Minney came in to tell him to get up. It was half-past eleven; how would he have time to wash his neck, clean his teeth and say his prayers?


Eustace was inwardly sure he would find time, unless he were held up by his prayers. During the last week or two they had presented a difficult problem. He wanted to include Nancy, if not in a special prayer, at any rate in the general comprehensive blessing at the end. This already included many people whom he did not like so much; he even had to mention Mr. Craddock’s dog, simply because Hilda was fond of it. There could be no harm, surely, in adding Nancy’s name. But when the moment arrived he always flinched. He had to say his prayers aloud, usually to Hilda, but always to somebody, and he knew instinctively that the mention of Nancy’s name would give rise to inquiry and probably to protest. To offer a silent prayer on her behalf seemed underhand and shabby. God would not approve and Nancy, if she knew, would feel ill used. So he made a compromise; he said Nancy’s prayer out loud, but he waited till he was alone to say it. Minney was helping him to dress and she clearly meant to stay on to make the bed after he was gone. An inspiration seized him.


“Minney, would you fetch my sand-shoes? I left them in the hall to dry.”


“What a good, thoughtful boy! Of course I will.”


Rather guiltily Eustace sank on to his knees and repeated very fast in a most audible voice: “Please God bless Nancy and make her a good girl for ever and ever. Amen.”


Hilda was duly waiting for him at the First Shelter. There were three shelters on the cliff between the steps down to the sea and the lighthouse, more than a mile away: not only did they mark distances to Eustace and Hilda with an authority no milestone could ever compass, but they also, similar though they were in all respects to the casual eye, possessed highly developed personalities which could never for a moment be confused.


“Do you think we shall get as far as the Third Shelter?” asked Eustace as they set out.


“We’ve got an hour; we might even get to the lighthouse if you don’t dawdle,” said Hilda.


They walked along the path at a respectful distance from the edge of the cliff. Some sixty feet deep, it was very treacherous. Anchorstone was full of legends of unwary or foolhardy persons who had ventured too near the brink, felt the earth give way under them, and been dashed to pieces on the rocks below.


“Gerald got as far as that once,” said Eustace, indicating a peculiarly dangerous-looking tuft of grass, between which and the true face of the cliff the weather had worked a deep trench, plain for all to see.


It was a thoughtless remark and Hilda pounced on it. “The more fool he,” she said.


That subject was closed. They continued their walk till they came to a storm-bent hedge which clung giddily to the uttermost verge of the cliff. Every year it surrendered something to the elements. But buffeted and curtailed as it was, it presented a magnificent picture of tenacity, and Eustace never saw it without a thrill. This morning, however, it lacked the splendid isolation in which he liked to imagine it. Someone was walking alongside it, perhaps two people. But Hilda had better eyes than he and cried at once, “There’s Miss Fothergill and her companion.”


“Oh!” cried Eustace; “let’s turn back.”


But the light of battle was in Hilda’s eye.


“Why should we turn back? It’s just the opportunity we’ve been looking for.”


“Perhaps you have,” said Eustace. “I haven’t.”


He had already turned away from the approaching bath-chair and was tugging at Hilda’s hand.


“The Bible says, ‘Sick and in prison and I visited you,’” Hilda quoted with considerable effect. “You’ve always been naughty about this, Eustace: it’s the chief failing I’ve never been able to cure you of.”


“But she’s so ugly,” protested Eustace.


“What difference does that make?”


“And she frightens me.”


“A big boy like you!”


“Her face is all crooked.”


“You haven’t seen it—you always run away.”


“And her hands are all black.”


“Silly, that’s only her gloves.”


“Yes, but they aren’t proper hands, that’s why she wears gloves. Annie told me.”


Annie was the Cherringtons’ daily ‘help.’


“She ought to have known better.”


“Anyhow we’ve been told ever so often not to speak to strangers.”


“She isn’t a stranger, she’s always been here. And it doesn’t matter as long as they’re old and … and ugly, and ill, like she is.”


“Perhaps she’ll say, ‘Go away, you cheeky little boy. I don’t want to talk to you. You want to beg, I suppose?’ What shall I do then?”


“Of course she wouldn’t. Ill people are never rude. Besides, she’ll see me behind you.”


“But what shall I say to her?”


Hilda considered. “You always find plenty to say to Nancy.”


“Oh, but I couldn’t say those sort of things to her.”


“Well, say ‘How do you do, Miss Fothergill? It’s a nice day, isn’t it? I thought perhaps you would like me to help to push your bathchair.’”


“But I might upset her,” objected Eustace. “You know how I once upset Baby in the pram.”


“Oh, there wouldn’t be any risk of that. Miss Fothergill’s grown up—you’d only just be able to move her. Then you could say, ‘Aren’t I lucky to be able to walk?’”


“Oh no,” said Eustace decisively. “She wouldn’t like that.”


“Then think of something yourself.”


“But why don’t you speak to her, Hilda? Wouldn’t that do as well? It would really be better, because if I speak to her she’ll think you don’t want to.”


“It doesn’t matter about me,” said Hilda. “I want her to see what good manners you’ve got.”


Eustace wriggled with obstinacy and irritation.


“But won’t it be deceitful if I say how-do-you-do without meaning it? She won’t know I’m doing it to please you and she’ll think I’m politer than I really am. And Jesus will say I’m a whitedsepulchre like in that sermon we heard last Sunday. Besides, we are told to do good by stealth, not out in the open air.”


Hilda considered this. “I don’t think Jesus would mind,” she said at last. “He always said we were to visit the sick, and that meant whether we wanted to or not. Those ministering children Minney read to us about were good because they visited the poor, the book didn’t say they wanted to.”


“You don’t know that Miss Fothergill is poor,” Eustace countered. “I don’t think she can be, because she lives in that big house, you know, all by itself, with lovely dark green bushes all round it. Jesus never said we were to visit the rich.”


“Now you’re only arguing,” said Hilda. “You said that about Jesus and not being polite on purpose because you don’t want to do your duty. It isn’t as if you were doing it for gain—that would be wrong, of course.”


“Of course,” said Eustace, horrified.


“She might give you a chocolate, though,” said Hilda, hoping to appeal to Eustace’s charity through his appetite. “Old ladies like that often have some.”


“I don’t want her nasty chocolates.”


“There, I knew you’d say something naughty soon. Here she comes; if you speak to her now she’ll know you don’t really want to, you look so cross; so you won’t be deceiving her.”


Eustace’s face began to wrinkle up. “Oh, Hilda, I can’t!”


There was no time to be lost. Realising that argument and injunction had alike proved vain, Hilda adopted a new form of tactics—tactics, it may be said, she used but rarely.


“Oh, Eustace, please do it for my sake. Remember how I helped you with the toboggan yesterday, and how I always let you pat down the castles, though I am a girl, and I never mind playing horses with you, though Minney says I ought not to, at my age” (Hilda was much fonder of playing horses than Eustace), “and how Aunt Sarah said you wouldn’t be anywhere without me. And if you don’t mind how I feel just think of poor Miss Fothergill going home and saying to the housemaid, ‘I met such a dear little boy on the cliff this morning; he spoke to me so nicely, it’s quite made me forget’—well, you know, her face and her hands and everything. ‘I think I shall ask him to tea and give him a lot of lovely cakes.’”


“Oh, that would be dreadful!” cried Eustace, much moved by Hilda’s eloquence but appalled by the prospect evoked by her final sentence. “You wouldn’t let me go, would you? Promise, and I’ll speak to her now.”


“I won’t promise, but I’ll see.”


Hilda fell back a pace or two, rather with the gesture of an impresario introducing a prima-donna. Standing unnaturally straight and holding his arm out as though to lose no time in shaking hands, Eustace advanced to meet the oncoming bath-chair. Then he changed his mind, jerkily withdrew the hand and took off his hat. The bath-chair halted.


“Well, my little man,” said Miss Fothergill, “what can I do for you?” Her voice bubbled a little.


Eustace lost his head completely: the words died on his lips. Miss Fothergill’s face was swathed in a thick veil, made yet more opaque by a plentiful sprinkling of large black spots. But even through this protection one could not but see her mouth—that dreadful wine-coloured mouth that went up sideways and, meeting a wrinkle half-way up her cheek, seemed to reach to her right eye. The eye was half closed, so she seemed to be winking at Eustace. His face registering everything he felt he hastily dropped his glance. Why was Miss Fothergill carrying a muff on this warm summer day? Suddenly he remembered why and his discomfiture increased. Feeling that there was no part of Miss Fothergill he could safely look at, he made his gaze describe a half-circle. Now it rested on her companion, who returned the look with a disconcerting, unrecognising stare. Eustace felt acutely embarrassed.


“Well?” said Miss Fothergill again. “Haven’t you anything to say for yourself? Or did you just stop out of curiosity?”


Eustace was between two fires: he could feel Hilda’s eyes boring into his back. “Please,” he began, “I wanted to say ‘How do you do, Miss Fothergill, isn’t it a nice day?’”


“Very nice, but I don’t think we know each other, do we?”


“Well, not yet,” said Eustace, “only I thought perhaps you would let me push your—your” (he didn’t like to say ‘bath-chair’) “invalid’s carriage for you.”


Miss Fothergill tried to screw her head round to look at her companion, then seemed to remember she couldn’t, and said, “You’re very young to be starting work. Oughtn’t you to be at school?”


Eustace took a nervous look at his darned blue jersey, and glancing over his shoulder at Hilda, pulled it down so hard that a small hole appeared at the shoulder.


“Oh, I have lessons at home,” he said, “with Hilda.” Again he glanced over his shoulder: if only she would come to his rescue! “She thought you might like——”


“This is very mysterious, Helen,” said Miss Fothergill, the words coming like little explosions from her wounded cheek. “Can you make it out? Does he want to earn sixpence by pushing me, or what is it?”


Eustace saw that she was under a misapprehension.


“Of course I should do it for nothing,” he said earnestly. “I have quite a lot of money in the Savings Bank, twenty-five pounds, and sixpence a week pocket money. You wouldn’t have to do anything more than let me push you. If I was going to be paid, you would have had to ask me first, wouldn’t you, instead of me asking you?”


Miss Fothergill’s face made a movement which might have been interpreted as a smile.


“Have you tried before?”


“Well yes, with the pram, but you needn’t be afraid because I only upset it on the kerbstone and there isn’t one here.”


“I’m very heavy, you know.”


Eustace looked at her doubtfully.


“Not going downhill. It would be like a toboggan.”


“That would be too fast and my tobogganing days are over. Well, you can try if you like.”


“Oh, thank you,” said Eustace fervently. He turned to the companion. “Will you show me how?”


“I think you’d better keep a hand on it, Helen,” said Miss Fothergill. “I don’t quite like to trust myself to a strange young man.”


With some slight hesitating reluctance the companion made way for Eustace, who braced himself valiantly to the task. The bath-chair moved forward jerkily. To his humiliation Eustace found himself clinging to the handle, instead of controlling it. They passed Hilda: she was gazing with feigned interest at the lighthouse.


“The path’s a bit bumpy here,” he gasped.


“Well, St. Christopher, you mustn’t complain.”


“I beg your pardon,” said Eustace, “but my name isn’t Christopher, it’s Eustace—Eustace Cherrington. And that girl we passed is my sister Hilda.”


“My name is Janet,” said Miss Fothergill, “and Helen’s name is Miss Grimshaw. Are you going to leave your sister behind?”


“Oh, she knows the way home,” said Eustace.


“Where is your home?”


“It’s a house called Cambo, in Norwich Square. We used to live in Ousemouth where Daddy’s office is. He’s a chartered accountant.” Eustace brought this out with pride.


“Are you going to be a chartered accountant, too?”


“Yes, if we can afford it, but Baby makes such a difference.… I may go into a shop …”


“Should you like that?”


“Not much, but of course I may have to earn a living for everybody in the end.”


“Helen,” said Miss Fothergill, “run back, would you mind, and ask the little girl to come with us? I shall be safe, I think, for a moment.”


Miss Grimshaw departed.


“I should like to know your sister,” said Miss Fothergill.


“Yes, you would,” cried Eustace enthusiastically. Since he was in no danger of seeing any more of Miss Fothergill than the back of her hat, his self-confidence had returned to him. He remembered how Mrs. Steptoe had described Hilda. “She’s a most unusual girl.”


“In what way? I saw she was very pretty, quite lovely, in fact.”


“Oh, do you think so? I didn’t mean that. She doesn’t care how she looks. She’s so very good—she does everything—she does all the shopping—she’s not selfish at all, you know, like me—she doesn’t care if people don’t like her—she wants to do what she thinks right, and she wants me to do it—she quite prevents me from being spoilt, that’s another thing.”


“Does anyone try to spoil you?”


“Well, Minney does and Daddy would, I think, only Aunt Sarah doesn’t let him and Hilda helps.”


“Does your mother——?” Miss Fothergill began, and stopped.


“Mother died when Barbara was born. It was a great pity, because only Hilda can really remember her. But we don’t speak of her to Hilda because it makes her cry. Oh, here she is!”


Striding along beside Miss Grimshaw, Hilda drew level with the bath-chair.


“Stop a moment, Eustace,” said Miss Fothergill, “and introduce me to your sister.”


“Oh, I thought you understood, it’s Hilda!”


“Good-morning, Hilda,” said Miss Fothergill. “Your brother had been kind enough to take me for a ride.”


Eustace looked at Hilda a little guiltily.


“Good-morning,” said Hilda. “I hope you feel a little better?”


“I’m quite well, thank you.”


Hilda looked faintly disappointed.


“We didn’t think you could be very well, that’s why I said to Eustace——”


“What did you say to him?”


Hilda reflected. “I can’t remember it all,” she said. “He didn’t want to do something I wanted him to do, so I said he ought to do it.”


There was a rather painful pause. Eustace let go the handle and gazed at Hilda with an expression of agony.


“I see,” said Miss Fothergill. “And now he’s doing what you told him.”


“He was a moment ago,” replied Hilda, strictly truthful.


“I’m enjoying it very much,” said Eustace suddenly. “Of course, when Hilda told me to, I didn’t know you would be so nice.”


“Eustace is always like that,” said Hilda. “When I tell him to do something, well, like taking the jelly to old Mrs. Crabtree, he always makes a fuss but afterwards he enjoys it.”


Eustace, who had a precocious insight into other people’s feelings, realised that Hilda was mishandling the situation. “Oh, but this is quite different,” he cried. “Mrs. Crabtree is very poor and she has a tumour and she’s very old and there’s a nasty smell in the house and she always says, ‘Bless you, if you knew what it was to suffer as I do——’” Eustace paused.


“Well?” said Miss Fothergill.


“I mean, it’s so different here, on the cliffs with the birds and the lighthouse and that hedge which I like very much, and—and you, Miss Fothergill—you don’t seem at all ill from where I am, besides you say you’re not, and I … I like pushing, really I do; I can pretend I am a donkey—I can’t think of anything I’d rather do except perhaps make a pond, or paddle, or go on the pier, or ride on a toboggan—and, of course, those are just pleasures. If you don’t mind, let’s go on as we were before Hilda interrupted.”


“All right,” said Miss Fothergill, “only don’t go too fast or you’ll make me nervous.”


“Of course I won’t, Miss Fothergill. I can go slowly just as easily as fast.”


The cavalcade proceeded in silence for a time, at a slow march. Eustace’s face betrayed an almost painful concentration. “Is that the right pace?” he said at last.


“Exactly.”


They passed the Second Shelter, and immediately Eustace felt the atmosphere of the town closing round him. Suddenly Hilda burst out laughing.


“What’s the matter?” Eustace asked.


“I was laughing at what you said about pretending to be a donkey,” Hilda remarked. “He doesn’t have to pretend, does he, Miss Fothergill?”


“I’m very fond of donkeys,” said Miss Fothergill. “They are so patient and hard-working and reliable and independent.”


“I’ve taught Eustace not to be independent,” said Hilda. “But he’s very fond of carrots. You ought to have some carrots in your hat, Miss Fothergill.” She laughed again.


“Oh no,” said Eustace. “That would spoil it. I’m so glad I’m at the back here, because I can see the lovely violets. The violets are so pretty in your hat, Miss Fothergill, I like looking at them.”


“Why do all donkeys have a cross on their backs?” asked Hilda.


“Because a donkey carried Jesus,” Miss Fothergill said.


“Wouldn’t it be funny if Eustace got one?”


“Minney says my skin is very thin,” said Eustace seriously.


“He oughtn’t to say that, ought he, Miss Fothergill? It’s tempting Providence,” said Hilda.


“I’m afraid his back may be rather stiff to-morrow after all this hard work.”


“Hard work is good for donkeys,” said Hilda.


Eustace felt hurt and didn’t answer. They were approaching the flight of steps that led to the beach. On the downward gradient the bath-chair began to gather way. Eustace checked it in alarm.


“There,” said Miss Fothergill, “thank you very much for the ride. But you mustn’t let me spoil your morning for you. Isn’t it time you went to play on the beach?”


“Eustace doesn’t expect to play this morning,” remarked Hilda. “He played a great deal yesterday on the Downs.”


“Yes, but I count this play,” said Eustace stoutly.


Miss Fothergill smiled. “I’m not sure that Helen would agree with you.”


“Of course,” Hilda began, “when you’ve done a thing a great many times … Eustace doesn’t like taking Barbara out in the pram.”


“It’s because of the responsibility,” said Eustace.


“And don’t you feel me a responsibility?”


“Not with Miss Grimshaw there.”


“But supposing Miss Grimshaw didn’t happen to be here. Supposing you took me out alone?”


A little frown collected between Miss Grimshaw’s thick eyebrows, which Eustace did not fail to notice.


“Oh, I should ask her to join us in about … about a quarter of an hour.”


“He’s a tactful little boy,” said Miss Grimshaw coldly.


“Yes, I’m afraid so. Now, Eustace, you’ve been very kind but you mustn’t waste your time any longer with an old woman like me. He wants to go and play on the sands, doesn’t he, Hilda?”


Hilda looked doubtfully at Eustace.


“Very likely he does want to,” she said, “but I’m afraid it’s too late now.”


“Oh dear, I have spoilt your morning,” cried Miss Fothergill in distress.


“Oh no,” said Eustace. “You hardly made any difference at all. You see, we didn’t have time to do anything really, because I got up so late. So this was the best thing we could do. I … I’m very glad we met you.”


“So am I. Now let’s make a plan. Perhaps you and your sister could come and have tea with me one day?”


The two children stared at each other. Consternation was written large on Eustace’s face. Hilda’s recorded in turn a number of emotions.


“Perhaps you’d like to talk it over,” suggested Miss Fothergill.


“Oh yes, we should,” said Hilda, gratefully acting upon the proposal at once. “Do you mind if we go a little way away?” Seizing Eustace’s hand she pulled him after her. At a point a few yards distant from the bath-chair they halted.


“I knew she was going to say that,” moaned Eustace.


“You’ll enjoy it all right when you get there.”


“I shan’t, and you’ll hate it, you know you will.”


“I shan’t go,” said Hilda. “I shall be too busy. Besides it’s you she wants.”


“But I daren’t go alone,” cried Eustace, beginning to tremble. “I daren’t look at her, you know I daren’t, only from behind.”


“Don’t make a fuss. She’ll hear you. You won’t have to look at her very much. She’ll be pouring out the tea.”


“She can’t. Her arm’s all stiff and she has hands like a lion.” Eustace’s voice rose and tremors started through his body.


“Very well then, I’ll tell her you’re afraid to go.”


Eustace stiffened. “Of course I’m not afraid. It’s because she’s so ugly.”


“If Nancy Steptoe had asked you instead you’d have said, ‘Thank you very much, I will.’”


“Yes, I should,” said Eustace defiantly.


“Then I shall tell Miss Fothergill that.” Hilda was moving away, apparently to execute her threat, when Eustace caught at her arm. “All right, I’ll go. But if I’m sick it’ll be your fault. I shall try to be, too.”


“You wicked little boy!” said Hilda, but tolerantly and without conviction. The battle won, she led him back to the bath-chair. “We’ve talked it over,” she announced briefly.


“I hope the decision was favourable,” said Miss Fothergill.


“Favourable?” echoed Eustace.


“She means she hopes you’ll go,” Hilda explained patiently. “It was him you wanted, Miss Fothergill, wasn’t it? Not me?”


“No, I asked you both to come.”


“I expect you felt you had to, but I’m always busy at tea-time and Eustace is sometimes better without me, he’s not so shy when he thinks he can do what he likes.”


Miss Fothergill exchanged a glance with her companion.


“Very well, we’ll take the responsibility of him. Now what day would suit you, Eustace?”


“Would it have to be this week?” asked Eustace, but Hilda hastily added, “He can come any day except Tuesday, when he goes to the dancing class.”


“Let’s say Wednesday then. That will give me time to have a nice tea ready for you.”


“Thank you very much, Miss Fothergill,” said Eustace wanly.


“No, thank you very much for helping me to pass the morning so pleasantly. Now”—for Eustace had sidled up to the bath-chair and was bracing himself to push—“you must run away and have luncheon. I’m sure you must be hungry after all that hard work.”


Flattered in his masculine pride Eustace answered, “Oh, that was nothing.”


“Yes it was, and we shan’t forget it, shall we, Helen?”


Miss Grimshaw nodded a little doubtfully.


“Remember Wednesday. I shall count on you, and if you can persuade Hilda to come too I shall be delighted.”


Miss Fothergill began to withdraw her hand from her muff, perhaps in a gesture of dismissal, perhaps—who knows?—to wave good-bye. Suddenly she changed her mind and the hand returned to its shelter.


“Good-bye,” said the children. They walked a few paces in a sedate and dignified fashion, then broke into a run.


“Wasn’t she nice after all?” said Eustace, panting a little.


“I knew you’d say that,” Hilda replied.




6. THE DANCING CLASS


All the same as the week wore on Eustace felt less and less able to face Wednesday’s ordeal. The reassurance conveyed by Miss Fothergill’s presence ebbed away and only her more alarming characteristics remained. With these Eustace’s fertile fancy occupied itself ceaselessly. About her hands the worst was already known, and he could add nothing to it; but the worst was so bad that the thought of it was enough to keep him awake till Hilda came up to bed. In virtue of her years she was given an hour’s grace and did not retire till half-past eight. On Monday night, three days after the encounter on the cliff, Eustace prevailed on her to sacrifice her prerogative, and she appeared soon after he had said his prayers. She was not at all angry with him and her presence brought immediate relief. Without too much mental suffering, Eustace was able to make a visual image of himself shaking hands (only the phrase wouldn’t fit) with Miss Fothergill. He almost brought himself to believe—what his aunt and Minney with varying degrees of patience continually told him—that Miss Fothergill’s hands were not really the hands of a lion, they were just very much swollen by rheumatism—“as yours may be one day,” Minney added briskly. But neither of his comforters could say she had ever seen the hands in question, and lacking this confirmation Eustace’s mind was never quite at rest.


But it was sufficiently swept and garnished to let in (as is the way of minds) other devils worse than the first. With his fears concentrated on Miss Fothergill’s hands, Eustace had not thought of speculating on her face. On Monday night this new bogy appeared, and even Hilda’s presence was at first powerless to banish it. Eustace was usually nervous on Monday nights because on the morrow another ordeal lay before him—the dancing class. Now with the frantic ingenuity of the neurasthenic he tried to play off his old fear of the dancing class against the new horror of Miss Fothergill’s face. In vain. He pictured himself in the most humiliating and terrifying situations. He saw himself sent by Miss Wauchope, the chief of the three dancing mistresses, alone into the middle of the room and made to go through the steps of the waltz. ‘You’re the slowest little boy I’ve ever tried to teach,’ she said to him after the third attempt. ‘Do it again, please. You know you’re keeping the whole class back.’ Never a Monday night passed but Eustace was haunted by this imaginary and (since Miss Wauchope was not really an unkind woman) most improbable incident, and nothing pleasant he could think of—ponds, rocks, volcanoes, eagles, Nancy Steptoe herself—would keep it at bay.


Yet this particular Monday he deliberately evoked it, in the hope that its formidable but manageable horror might overcome and drive away the rising terror he was feeling at the thought of Miss Fothergill’s face. Perhaps she hadn’t even got a face! Perhaps the black veil concealed not the whiskers and snub nose and large but conceivably kindly eyes of a lion, but just emptiness, darkness, shapeless and appalling.


“Hilda,” he whispered, “are you awake?”


No answer.


I mustn’t wake her, Eustace thought. Now supposing Miss Wauchope said, ‘Eustace, you’ve been so very stupid all these months, I’m going to ask your aunt to make you a dunce’s cap, and you’ll wear it every time you come here, and I shall tell the rest of the class to laugh at you.’


For a moment Eustace’s obsession, distracted by this new rival, lifted a little; he felt physically lighter. Then back it came, aggravated by yet another terror.


“Hilda! Hilda!”


She stirred. “Yes, Eustace?”


“Oh, it wasn’t anything very much.”


“Then go to sleep again.”


“I haven’t been to sleep. Hilda, supposing Miss Fothergill hasn’t got a face she wouldn’t have a head, would she?”


“Silly boy, of course she’s got a face, you saw it.”


“I thought I saw her eyes. But supposing she hadn’t got a head even, how could her neck end?”


Hilda saw what was in Eustace’s mind but it did not horrify, it only amused her. She gave one of her loud laughs.


Closing his eyes and summoning up all his will power, Eustace asked the question which had been tormenting him:


“Would it be all bloody?”


Still struggling with her laughter, Hilda managed to say:


“No, you donkey, of course it wouldn’t, or she’d be dead.”


Eustace was struck and momentarily convinced by the logic of this. Moreover, Hilda’s laughter had shone like a sun in the Chamber of Horrors that was his mind, lighting its darkest corners and showing up its inmates for a sorry array of pasteboard spectres. He turned over and was nearly asleep when the outline of a new phantom darkened the window of his imagination. Restlessly he turned his head this way and that: it would not go. He tried in vain to remember the sound of Hilda’s laugh. The spectre drew nearer; soon it would envelop his consciousness.


“Hilda!” he whispered.


A grunt.


“Hilda, please wake up just once more.”


“Well, what is it now?”


“Hilda, do you think Miss Fothergill really is alive? Because if she hadn’t got a head, and she wasn’t bloody, she’d have to be——” Eustace paused.


“Well?”


“A ghost.”


Hilda sat up in bed. Her patience was at an end.


“Really, Eustace, you are too silly. How could she be a ghost? You can’t see ghosts by daylight, for one thing, they always come at night. Anyhow there aren’t any. Now if you don’t be quiet I won’t sleep with you again. I’ll make Minney let me sleep with her—so there.”


The threat, uttered with more than Hilda’s usual vehemence and decision, succeeded where her reasoning had failed. It restored Eustace to a sense of reality. At once lulled and invigorated by her anger he was soon asleep. He slept, but the night’s experience left its mark on the day that followed, changing the key of his moods, so that familiar objects looked strange. He was uncomfortably aware of a break in the flow of his personality; even the pond, to which (in view of the afternoon at the dancing class) they repaired earlier than usual, did not restore him to himself.


He was most conscious of the dislocation as he stood, among a number of other little boys, in the changing-room at the Town Hall. The act of taking his dancing shoes out of their bag usually let loose in him a set of impressions as invariable as they were acute. His habitual mood was one of fearful joy contending with a ragged cloud of nervous apprehensions, and accompanying this was a train of extremely intense sensations proceeding from well-known sounds and sights and smells. These were all present today: the pungent, somehow nostalgic smell of the scrubbed wooden floor of the changing-room; the uncomforting aspect of the walls panelled with deal boards stained yellow, each with an ugly untidy knot defacing it (Eustace had discovered one that was knotless, and he never failed to look at it with affectionate approval); and through the door, which led into the arena and was always left the same amount ajar, he could hear the shuffling of feet, the hum of voices, and now and then a few bars of a dance tune being tried over on the loud clanging piano.


All these phenomena were present this Tuesday, but somehow they had ceased to operate. Eustace felt his usual self in spite of them. He even started a conversation with another little boy who was changing, a thing that in ordinary circumstances he was far too strung-up to do. It was only when he approached the door and prepared to make his début on the stage that he began to experience the first frisson of the Tuesday afternoon transformation. Before him lay the immitigable expanse of polished floor, as hard as the hearts of the dancing mistresses. Beyond stood the wooden chairs, pressed back in serried ranks, apparently only awaiting the word to come back and occupy the space filched from them by the dancing class. And all round, the pupils lining up for their preliminary march past. There was a hot, dry, dusty smell and the tingle of excitement in the air. Avoiding every eye, Eustace crept along the wall to take his place at the tail of the procession. Then he timidly looked round. Yes, there was Hilda, in an attitude at once relaxed and awkward, as though defying her teachers to make a ballroom product of her. Twisted in its plait her dark lovely hair swung out at an ungainly angle; her face expressed boredom and disgust; she looked at her partner (they marched past in twos) as though she hated him. Eustace trembled for her, as he always did when she was engaged in an enterprise where her natural sense of leadership was no help to her. His gaze travelled on, then back. No sign of Nancy Steptoe. She was late! She wasn’t coming! The pianist’s hands were poised for the first chord when the door opened and Nancy appeared. What a vision in her bright blue dress! She came straight across the room, and late though she was, found time to flash a smile at the assembled youth of polite Anchorstone. How those thirty hearts should have trembled! Certainly Eustace’s did.


The afternoon took its usual course. Hilda did her part perfunctorily, the arrogant, if partly assumed, self-sufficiency of her bearing shielding her from rebuke. Eustace, assiduous and anxious to give satisfaction, got the steps fairly correct but missed, and felt he missed, their spirit. He was too intent on getting the details right. His air of nervous and conciliatory concentration would have awakened the bully in the most good-natured of women; little did Eustace realise the bridle Miss Wauchope put on her tongue as she watched his conscientious, clumsy movements. Sometimes, with propitiatory look he caught her eye and she would say, “That’s better, Eustace, but you must listen for the beat,” which pleased his conscience but hurt his pride. He would never be any good at it! Yet as the hand of the plain municipal clock wormed its way to half-past three, proclaiming that there was only half an hour more, Eustace missed the feeling of elation that should have come at that significant moment. Where would he be, to-morrow at this time? On his way to Laburnum Lodge, perhaps standing on the doorstep, saying good-bye to Minney who had promised to escort him, though she would not fetch him back because, she said, “I don’t know how long you’ll be.” How long! All the phantoms of the night before began to swarm in Eustace’s mind. Oblivious of his surroundings he heard his name called and realised the exercise had stopped. Ashamed he stepped back into his place.


“Now we’re going to have a real waltz,” Miss Wauchope was saying, “so that you’ll know what you have to do when you go to a real dance. You, boys, can ask any girl you like to dance (mind you do it properly) and when the music stops you must clap to show you want the waltz to go on.” (All loth, Eustace reminded himself to do this.) “And the second time the music stops you must lead your partner to a chair and talk to her as politely as you can for five minutes. That’s what they do at real balls.”


Eustace looked round him doubtfully. Already some of the bigger boys had found partners; Eustace watched each bow and acceptance, and the sheepish look of triumph which accompanied them filled him with envy and heart-burning. In a moment the music would begin. Unhappy, Eustace drifted to where the throng was thickest. A little swarm of boys were eddying round a central figure. It was Nancy. With the sensations of some indifferent tennis-player who in nightmare finds himself on the centre court at Wimbledon Eustace prepared to steal away; perhaps Hilda would dance with him, though they never made a good job of it, and brother and sister were discouraged from dancing with each other. He could not help turning to see to whom Nancy would finally accord her favours when, incredibly, he heard her clear voice saying “I’m afraid I can’t to-day, you see I promised this dance to Eustace Cherrington.” Eustace could scarcely believe his ears, but he saw the foiled candidates falling back with glances of envy in his direction, and the next thing he knew he had taken Nancy’s hand. They moved into an empty space. “You never bowed to me, you know,” Nancy said. “I’m not sure I ought to dance with you.”


“But I was so surprised,” said Eustace. “I don’t remember you saying you’d dance with me. I’m sure I should if you had.”


“Sh!” said Nancy. “Of course I didn’t, only I had to tell them so.”


Eustace gasped. “But wasn’t that——?”


Nancy smiled. “Well, you see, I wanted to dance with you.”


Eustace had been told that lying was one of the most deadly sins, and he himself was morbidly truthful. Recognition of Nancy’s fib struck him like a smack in the face. A halo of darkness surrounded her. His mind, flying to fairy stories, classed her with the bad, with Cinderella’s horrible sisters, even with witches. Then as suddenly his mood changed. She had committed this sin, violated her conscience, on his behalf. For him she had made a sacrifice of her peace of mind. It was an heroic act, comparable in its way to Grace Darling’s. He could never be worthy of it. The inky halo turned to gold.


The challenge to his moral standards deflected his mind from the business in hand, and to his intense surprise he found he had been dancing for several minutes unconsciously, without thinking of his steps. This had never happened before, it was like a miracle, and, like other miracles, of but brief duration. Directly he remembered his awful responsibility, that he was actually the partner of the belle of the ball, and chosen by her too, his feet began to falter. “What’s the matter?” Nancy asked. “You were dancing so well a moment ago.”


“I can’t really dance as well as that,” Eustace muttered.


“You could if you didn’t try so hard,” said Nancy with an insight beyond her years. “Just keep thinking about the music.”


“But I keep thinking about you,” said Eustace.


His intonation was so despairing that Nancy laughed. Delicious wrinkles appeared in the corners of her eyes. “Oh, Eustace, you say such funny things. But you’re dancing much better now. I knew you could.”


To have so signally pleased Nancy had indeed robbed Eustace of his nervousness, and his feet now seemed the most creditable part of him. They had advanced him to glory. Never, even in the most ecstatic moments of the toboggan run, had he felt so completely at harmony with himself, or with the rest of the world: he found himself smiling self-confidently at the other couples as he steered, or fancied he was steering, Nancy through them. But he did not recognise them; he did not even notice Hilda passing by on the arm of a tall youth in spectacles. Only when the music stopped did he realise how giddy he was. “Turn round the other way,” advised Nancy, with her laugh that made light of things.


“But I want to clap,” cried Eustace, afraid the dance might not continue for lack of his plaudits. But it did; and the sweetness of those last five minutes, made more poignant by his consciousness of their approaching end, left an impression Eustace never forgot.


“Now you’ve got to talk to me,” said Nancy, when they were seated in two wooden chairs (her choice) somewhat apart from the rest. “What shall we talk about?”


Eustace felt completely at sea. “They didn’t tell us, did they?” he said at length.


“Oh, Eustace, you’re always waiting to be told. I believe you’d like to go and ask Hilda.”


“No, I shouldn’t,” said Eustace. “It wouldn’t be one of the things she knows. Would it do if I thanked you very much for that beautiful dance?”


“Well, now you’ve said that.”


“Oh, but I could say a lot more,” said Eustace. “For instance you make me dance so well. I didn’t think anybody could.” He paused and went on uncertainly: “That’s polite, isn’t it?”


“Very.”


“I mean it, though. But perhaps that isn’t the same as being polite? I could talk easier without being.”


“Eustace, you’re always very polite.”


Eustace glowed.


“I thought it meant saying how pretty you were, though I should like to, but you can’t talk much about that, can you?”


“It depends if you want to.”


“Yes … well … should we talk about the beach? You weren’t there yesterday.”


“No, I find it gets stale. Yesterday I went out riding.”


“Oh, I hope you didn’t fall off?”


“Of course not; I’ve been told I ride as well as I dance.”


“You must be clever. Can you hunt?”


“There’s no hunting round about here. It’s such a pity.”


“Yes, it is,” said Eustace fervently. He felt he was being taken into deep waters. “Though I feel sorry for the fox.”


“You needn’t, the fox enjoys it too.”


“Yes, of course, only it would be nice if they could have a hunt without a fox, like hare and hounds.”


“Have you ever been for a paper-chase?” asked Nancy.


“No, I should like to. But what do the hounds do to the hare if they catch him? Do they hurt him?”


Nancy smiled. “Oh no. Somebody touches him and then he gives himself up and they all go home together … Eustace!”


“Yes, Nancy.”


“Would you like to try?”


“What, hare and hounds? Oh, I should.”


“Well, come with us to-morrow. I was going to ask you, only it’s not much fun being one of the hounds. But Gerald’s got a cold and he can’t go.”


“Should I be a hare, then?”


“Yes, one of them.”


“Who’s the other?”


“I am.”


“And it’s to-morrow afternoon?”


Nancy nodded.


Eustace was silent. His mind was suddenly possessed by a vision of to-morrow afternoon, in all its horror. To-morrow afternoon meant Miss Fothergill, her gloves, her veil, her.… His imagination tried not to contemplate it; but like a photographic plate exposed to the sun, it grew every moment darker.


He turned to Nancy, golden, milk-white and rose beside him. “I’m sorry, Nancy, I can’t,” he said at length.


“You mean Hilda wouldn’t let you?”


Eustace winced. “It’s not altogether her. You see I said I would go to tea with Miss Fothergill and I don’t want to, but I must because I promised.”


“What, that funny old hag who goes about in a bath-chair?”


“Yes,” said Eustace miserably, though his chivalrous instincts perversely rebelled against this slighting description of Miss Fothergill.


“But she’s old and ugly, and I suppose you know she’s a witch?”


Eustace’s face stiffened. He had never thought of this. “Are you sure?”


“Everyone says so, and it must be true. You know about her hands?” Eustace nodded. “Well, they’re not really hands at all but steel claws and they curve inwards like this, see!” Not without complacency Nancy clenched her pretty little fingers till the blood had almost left them. “And once they get hold of anything they can’t leave go, because you see they’re made like that. You’d have to have an operation to get loose.”


Eustace turned pale, but Nancy went on without noticing.


“And she’s mad as well. Mummy called on her and she never returned it. That shows, doesn’t it? And you’ve seen that woman who goes about with her—well, she’s been put there by the Government, and if she went away (I can’t imagine how she sticks it) Miss Fothergill would be shut up in an asylum, and a good thing too. She isn’t safe.… Oh, Eustace, you can’t think how worried you look. I know I wouldn’t go if I were you!”


As a result of the waltz and four minutes’ polite conversation Eustace had begun to feel quite sick.


“They’ll make me go,” he said, trying to control the churning of his stomach by staring hard at the floor in front of him, “because I promised.”


His tone was pathetic but Nancy preferred to interpret it as priggish.


“If you’d rather be with her than me,” she said tartly, “you’d better go. She’s very rich—I suppose that’s why you want to make friends with her.”


“I don’t care how rich she is,” Eustace wailed. “If she was as rich as … as the Pope, it wouldn’t make any difference.”


“Don’t go then.”


“But how can I help it?”


“I’ve told you. Come with me on the paper-chase.”


Miss Wauchope had risen and was walking into the middle of the room. There was a general scraping of chairs and shuffling of feet. The voices changed their tone, diminished, died away. Nancy got up. Eustace’s thoughts began to whirl. “Don’t go,” he whispered.


“Well?”


“But how can I do it?”


“Meet me at the water-tower at half-past two,” Nancy said swiftly. “We’re going to drive to the place.”


“Oh, Nancy, I’ll try.”


“Promise?”


“Yes.”


“You must cross your heart and swear.”


“I daren’t do that.”


“Well, I shall expect you. If you don’t come the whole thing will be spoilt and I’ll never speak to you again!”


Quite dazed by the turmoil within him Eustace heard Miss Wauchope’s voice: “Hurry up, you two. You’ve talked quite long enough.”




7. HARE AND HOUNDS


Eustace was faced with nothing more dreadful than the obligation to choose between a paper-chase and a tea-party, but none the less he went to bed feeling that the morrow would be worse than a crisis; it would be a kind of death. To his imagination, now sickened and inflamed with apprehension, either alternative seemed equally desperate. For the first time in his life he was unable to think of himself as existing the next day. There would be a Eustace, he supposed, but it would be someone else, someone to whom things happened that he, the Eustace of to-night, knew nothing about. Already he felt he had taken leave of the present. For a while he thought it strange that they should all talk to him about ordinary things in their ordinary voices; and once when Minney referred to a new pair of sand-shoes he was to have next week he felt a shock of unreality, as though she had suggested taking a train that had long since gone. The sensation was inexpressibly painful, but it passed, leaving him in a numbed state, unable to feel pain or pleasure.


“You’re very silent, Eustace,” said his father, who had come back for a late tea. “What’s up with the boy?”


Eustace gave an automatic smile. His quandary had eaten so far into him that it seemed to have passed out of reach of his conscious mind: and the notion of telling anyone about it no longer occurred to him. As well might a person with cancer hope to obtain relief by discussing it with his friends.


This paralysis of the emotions had one beneficial result—it gave Eustace an excellent night, but next day, the dreaded Wednesday, it relaxed its frozen hold, and all the nerves and tentacles of his mind began to stir again, causing him the most exquisite discomfort. Lessons were some help; he could not give his mind to them, but they exacted from him a certain amount of mechanical concentration. At midday he was free. He walked down to the beach without speaking to Hilda; he felt that she was someone else’s sister. Meanwhile a dialogue began to take place within him. There was a prosecutor and an apologist, and the subject of their argument was Eustace’s case. He listened. The apologist spoke first—indeed, he spoke most of the time.


‘Eustace has always been a very good boy. He doesn’t steal or tell lies, and he nearly always does what he is told. He is helpful and unselfish. For instance, he took Miss Fothergill for a ride though he didn’t want to, and she asked him to tea, so of course he said he would go, though he was rather frightened.’ ‘He must be a bit of a funk,’ said the prosecutor, ‘to be afraid of a poor old lady.’ ‘Oh no, not really. You see she was nearly half a lion, and a witch as well, and mad too, so really it was very brave of him to say he would go. But it kept him awake at night and he didn’t complain and bore it like a hero.…’ ‘What about his sister?’ said the prosecutor. ‘Didn’t he ask her to come to bed early, because he was frightened? That wasn’t very brave.’ ‘Oh, but she always thinks of what’s good for him, so naturally she didn’t want him to be frightened. Then he went to the dancing class and danced with a girl called Nancy Steptoe because she asked him to, though she is very pretty and all the boys wanted her to dance with them. And he danced very well and then they talked and she said Miss Fothergill was a witch and not quite all there, and tried to frighten him. And at last she asked him to go with her for a paper-chase instead of having tea with Miss Fothergill. But he said, “No, I have given my promise.” He was an extremely brave boy to resist temptation like that. And Nancy said, “Then I shan’t speak to you again,” and he said “I don’t care.” ’


At this point the prosecutor intervened violently, but Eustace contrived not to hear what he said. He was conscious of a kind of mental scuffle, in the course of which the prosecution seemed to be worsted and beaten off the field, for the apologist took up his tale uninterrupted.


‘Of course Eustace could never have broken a promise because it is wrong to, besides Hilda wouldn’t like it. Naturally he was sorry to disappoint Nancy, especially as she said she was relying on him and the paper-chase couldn’t happen without him. But if he had gone he would have had to deceive Hilda and Minney and everyone, and that would have been very wicked. Eustace may have made mistakes but he has never done anything wrong and doesn’t mean to. And now he’s not afraid of going to see Miss Fothergill: as he walks to her house with Minney he’ll feel very glad he isn’t being a hare with Nancy. For one thing he is delicate and it would have been a strain on his heart.


‘When he got to Miss Fothergill he told her about Nancy and she said I’m so glad you came here instead. I like little boys who keep their word and don’t tell lies and don’t deceive those who love them. If you come a little nearer, Eustace, I’ll let you see my hand—no one has ever seen it before—I’m going to show it to you because I like you so much. Don’t be frightened.…’


The reverie ceased abruptly. Eustace looked round, they had reached the site of the pond. It was a glorious day, though there was a bank of cloud hanging over the Lincolnshire coast.


“A penny for your thoughts,” said Hilda.


“They’re too expensive now. Perhaps I’ll tell you this afternoon.”


“What time?”


“When I get back from Miss Fothergill’s.”


They began to dig, and the pond slowly filled with water.


“Hilda,” said Eustace, pausing with a spadeful of sand in his hand, “should you go on loving me if I’d done anything wrong?”


“It depends what.”


“Supposing I broke a promise?”


“Perhaps I should, if it was only one.”


Eustace sighed. “And if I was disobedient?”


“Oh, you’ve often been that.”


“Suppose I deceived you?”


“I’m not afraid of that. You couldn’t,” said Hilda.


“Supposing I told a lie?”


“After you’d been punished, I suppose I might. It wouldn’t be quite the same, of course, afterwards.”


“Supposing I ran away from home,” said Eustace, looking round at the blue sky, “and came back all in rags and starving, like the Prodigal Son?”


“I should be very angry, of course,” said Hilda, “and I should feel it was my fault for not watching you. But I should have to forgive you, because it says so in the Bible.”


Eustace drew a long breath.


“But supposing I did all those things at once, would that make you hate me?”


“Oh yes,” Hilda answered without hesitation. “I should just hand you over to the police.”


Eustace was silent for a time. Some weak places in the bank needed attention. When he had repaired them with more than usual care he said:


“I suppose you couldn’t come with me this afternoon to Miss Fothergill?”


Hilda looked surprised. “Good gracious, no,” she said. “I thought that was all settled. Minney’s going to take you and I’m to stay and look after Baby till she comes back. She won’t be long, because Miss Fothergill didn’t ask her to stay to tea.”


Almost for the first time in the history of their relationship Eustace felt that Hilda was treating him badly. Angry with her he had often been. But that was mere rebelliousness and irritation, and he had never denied her right of domination. Lacking it he was as helpless as the ivy without its wall. Hilda’s ascendancy was the keystone in the arch that supported his existence. And the submissiveness that he felt before her he extended, in a lesser degree, to almost everyone he knew; even Nancy and the shadowy Miss Fothergill had a claim on it. At Hilda’s peremptory and callous-seeming refusal to accompany him into the lion’s den, to which, after all, she had led him, he suddenly felt aggrieved. It did not occur to him that he was being unfair. After her first refusal he hadn’t urged her to go; and she might be excused for not taking his night fears very seriously. To be sure he had complained and made a fuss in the family circle, at intervals, ever since the invitation had been given, but this was his habit when made to do something he did not want to do. He had cried ‘Wolf!’ so often that now, when the beast was really at the door, no one, least of all the unimaginative Hilda, was likely to believe him. Moreover, there was just enough pride and reserve in his nature to make an unconditional appeal to pity unpalatable. He did not hesitate to do so when his nerves alone were affected, as they were the evenings he could not sleep; but when it was a question of an action demanding willpower he tried to face the music. He made a trouble of going to the dentist, but he did not cry when the dentist hurt him.


For the first time, then, he obscurely felt that Hilda was treating him badly. She was a tyrant, and he was justified in resisting her. Nancy was right to taunt him with his dependence on her. His thoughts ran on. He was surrounded by tyrants who thought they had a right to order him about: it was a conspiracy. He could not call his soul his own. In all his actions he was propitiating somebody. This must stop. His lot was not, he saw in a flash of illumination, the common lot of children. Like him they were obedient, perhaps, and punished for disobedience, but obedience had not got into their blood, it was not a habit of mind, it was detachable, like the clothes they put on and off. As far as they could, they did what they liked; they were not haunted, as he was, with the fear of not giving satisfaction to someone else.


It was along some such route as this, if not with the same stopping-places, that Eustace arrived at the conviction that his servitude must be ended and the independence of his personality proclaimed.


‘Eustace had never been disobedient before,’ ran the self-congratulatory monologue in his mind, ‘except once or twice, and now he was only doing what Gerald and Nancy Steptoe have always done. Of course they would be angry with him at home, very angry, and say he had told a story but that wouldn’t be true, because he had slipped out of the house without telling anyone.’ (Eustace’s advocate unscrupulously mixed his tenses, choosing whichever seemed the more reassuring.) ‘And it was not true that acting a lie was worse than telling one. Eustace would have liked to tell Minney but knew she would stop him if he did. He was a little frightened as he was running along in front of the houses in case they should see him, but directly he was out of sight in Lexton Road he felt so happy, thinking that Miss Fothergill would be there all alone, with no one to frighten. And Nancy came out from under the water-tower and said, “Eustace, you’re a brick, we didn’t think you’d dare, we’re so grateful to you and it’s going to be a lovely day.” Then they drove off to the place, and the hounds went to another, and he and Nancy each had a bag full of paper and they ran and ran and ran. Nancy got rather tired and Eustace helped her along and even carried her some of the way. Then when the hounds were close Eustace laid a false trail, and the hounds went after that. But of course Eustace was soon back with Nancy, and after running another hour or two they got home. The hounds didn’t come in till much later, they said it wasn’t fair having to hunt the two best runners in Anchorstone. And Major Steptoe said, “Yes, they are.” And when Eustace got back to Cambo they were all very glad to see him, even Hilda was, and said they didn’t know he could have done it, and in future he could do anything he wanted to, as long as it wasn’t wicked.’


Here the record, which had been wobbling and scratching for some time past, stopped with a scream of disgust. Nervously Eustace tried another.


‘And when Eustace got home they were all very angry, especially Hilda. And they said he must go to bed at once, and Hilda said he oughtn’t to be allowed to play on the sands ever again, as a punishment. And Eustace said he didn’t care. And when Minney wouldn’t come to hear him say his prayers he began to say them to himself. But God said, “I don’t want to hear you, Eustace. You’ve been very wicked. I’m very angry with you. I think I shall strike you dead.…” ’


Hilda turned round to see Eustace leaning on his spade.


“Why, Eustace, you’re looking so white. Do you feel sick?” At the sound of her voice he began to feel better.


“You’ve been standing in the sun too much,” said Hilda.


“No, it was some thoughts I had.”


“You shouldn’t think,” said Hilda, with one of her laughs. “It’s bad for you.”

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Eustace

and Hilda

L.P. HARTLEY

‘A masterpiece’ 'Some of the most per[ed
ANITA BROOKNER sentences in English’
GUARDIAN

‘A very beautiful novel’

NICK HORNBY






OEBPS/images/wn.jpg
WEN
ESSENTIALS





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Eustace

anc| Hi|o|a

L.P. HARTLEY

WEN
ESSENTIALS





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		PRAISE FOR EUSTACE AND HILDA



		DEDICATION



		TITLE PAGE



		CONTENTS



		INTRODUCTION







		THE SHRIMP AND THE ANEMONE



		1. THE SHRIMP AND THE ANEMONE



		2. PATCHING IT UP



		3. THE GEOGRAPHY LESSON



		4. THE PICNIC ON THE DOWNS



		5. A LION IN THE PATH



		6. THE DANCING CLASS



		7. HARE AND HOUNDS



		8. A VISITOR TO TEA



		9. LABURNUM LODGE



		10. WHEN SHALL I SEE YOU AGAIN?



		11. DRAWING-ROOM AND BATH-ROOM



		12. THE WEST WINDOW



		13. RESPICE FINEM



		14. ANGELS ON HORSEBACK



		15. ONE HEART OR TWO









		HILDA’S LETTER





		THE SIXTH HEAVEN



		1. CONCERTO FOR TWO VIOLINS



		2. SCHERZO FOR TWELVE MATCHES



		3. A WEDDING



		4. EUSTACE AT HOME



		5. LADY GODIVA OF HIGHCROSS HILL



		6. THE STAVELEYS IN CONCLAVE



		7. THE SHRINE OF FANTASY



		8. BILLIARD-FIVES



		9. HILDA’S HANDS



		10. THE SIXTH HEAVEN



		11. DOWN TO EARTH









		EUSTACE AND HILDA



		PART ONE



		1. LADY NELLY EXPECTS A VISITOR



		2. TIME’S WINGED CHARIOT



		3. THE PICNIC AT SANTA ROSA



		4. UNDER FALSE COLOURS



		5. THE FEAST OF THE REDEEMER



		6. A RITUAL BATH



		7. THE SPEAKING LIKENESS



		8. LOSING GROUND



		9. AN OLD FRIEND



		10. DEPARTURES AND ARRIVALS



		11. THE FORTUNY DRESS



		12. THE LARVA



		13. THE KNIGHT-ERRANT



		14. IN THE LISTS







		PART TWO



		15. BACK TO CAMBO



		16. A MEDITATION ABOUT SIZE



		17. THE FUNNY GENTLEMAN



		18. A BICYCLE RIDE



		19. THE EXPERIMENT ON THE CLIFF



		20. EUSTACE AND HILDA













		ABOUT THE AUTHOR



		ALSO BY L.P. HARTLEY



		COPYRIGHT











Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











