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      Stella Dorothea Gibbons

      
      Stella Dorothea Gibbons, a novelist, poet and short-story writer, was born in London in 1902. She went to the North London
         Collegiate School and studied journalism at University College London. She then worked for ten years on various papers, including
         the Evening Standard. Her first publication was a book of poems, The Mountain Beast (1930), and her first novel, Cold Comfort Farm (1932), won the Femina Vie Heureuse Prize. Amongst her other novels are Miss Linsey and Pa (1936), Nightingale Wood (1938), Westwood (1946), Conference at Cold Comfort Farm (1949), The Shadow of a Sorcerer (1955), The Snow Woman (1969) and The Woods in Winter (1970). In 1933 she married the actor and singer Alan Webb, who died in 1959. They had one daughter. Stella Gibbons died
         in 1989.
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      A Romantic Comedy for Renée and Ruth

      
      ‘… all those endearing young charms.’





      
      
      Note

      
      The occasional words of Essex dialect in the story are
taken from Mr H. Cranmer-Byng’s Dialect and Songs of
Essex and Essex Speech and Humour. 
      

      
      All the places and people are imagined.



   

      
      
      INTRODUCTION

      
      ‘She did not look quite a lady, which was natural; as she was not one.’ So wrote Stella Gibbons, author of Cold Comfort Farm, as she introduced the heroine of her ninth book, the latterly forgotten treasure, Nightingale Wood. The not quite a lady is grey-eyed Viola Wither, née Thompson, a beguiling widow of twenty-one. Viola is a victim of circumstance,
         like so many of Gibbons’ female protagonists; a shop girl orphan, married briefly to a bumbling, bullying older man, to whom
         she felt unable to say no at precisely the wrong moment. In his death she is similarly muted, and when, with a sigh of middle-class
         duty, her in-laws, the aptly named Withers, summon her from London to live with them in their dour house in Essex, she hops
         on a train in her cheap black coat and pink satin blouse, meek as a sacrificial lamb.
      

      
      Their house, ‘The Eagles’, runs thick with thwarted longing. Dwelling there are two daughters, spinsters (in 1930s parlance):
         the lumpen, unfortunate, thirty-nine-year-old Madge; and Tina, who at thirty-five, with an extreme penchant for dieting, is
         wasting away in every sense. Their mother, Mrs Wither, seemingly has no fight left in her after four decades with the petty,
         pedantic patriarch of the family, the hateful Mr Wither. Mr Wither delights in the casual putdown, stamping the most fragile
         hope in his pitiful daughters with a quick lash of the tongue, forbidding Marge her one desire of a puppy, and tormenting
         Tina at every opportunity:
      

      
      
      
         ‘What time did you say Viola’s train gets in?’ Tina asked her mother; she sometimes found the Wither silences unendurable.

         ‘Half-past twelve, dear.’

         ‘Just in nice time for lunch .’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘You know perfectly well that Viola’s train gets in at half-past twelve,’ intoned Mr Wither slowly, raising his eyelids to
            look at Tina, ‘so why ask your mother? You talk for the sake of talking; it’s a silly habit.’
         

      

      
      It is in this bleak household, in which the clocks are constantly checked to see whether the day is ending, that poor Viola
         is deposited. And yet …
      

      
      On the other side of the valley is an entirely different house, a house that sings with comfort and luxury, a house that has
         the feeling of ‘moving a little faster than other places, as though it were always on the brink of a party’. This is ‘Grassmere’,
         a polished nouveau paradise, home to the dashing Victor Spring. Victor lives with his mother, Mrs Spring, who only employs
         the comely because, quite simply, ‘She hated plain maids; they depressed her’, and bookish cousin Hetty, who despises the
         inertia of a moneyed life, believing ‘The Eagles’ across the way to contain a life full of ‘muted melancholy beauty’. Oh,
         the grass is always greener.
      

      
      Add to the cast, amongst others, a ravishing chauffeur living above the Withers’ garage, his mother, a faded village beauty
         with slatternly ways, a Machiavellian millionaire, a fast fairy godmother named Shirley, and a voyeuristic chorus of sorts
         in the form of a tramp known as ‘the Hermit’, and you have a sense of the proceedings, because Nightingale Wood is, in essence, a sprawling, delightful, eccentric fairy tale.
      

      
      Gibbons loved this medium, and wrote three books conjuring it in her lifetime: My American (1939) borrows from ‘The Snow Queen’; White Sand and Grey Sand (1958) is influenced by ‘Beauty and the Beast’; and Nightingale Wood, her first endeavour, makes a great curtsy to ‘Cinderella’. Where she strays from the classic fairy tale in these books, and brilliantly so, is that there is no such thing as staid, straightforward good and evil. Prince Charming
         is charming, yes, but he’s also a little dull, vulgar and complacent. Her Cinderella is beautiful and true, yet a tad apathetic.
         Each social stratum in Nightingale Wood is capable of its own brand of snobbery, which is a theme that permeates all of her books. A greying of characters that are
         otherwise empathetic stretches to their occasional bigotry, which is deeply jarring to the modern reader. Casual antisemitism
         and racism is insidious in much of the fiction from this period, and it serves as a stark commentary on the time. Virginia
         Woolf, T. S. Eliot, Agatha Christie and W. B. Yeats have all been accused of perpetuating this in their work. It is difficult
         to fathom whether Gibbons herself held such beliefs, or if she was casting judgement (and satirical scorn) upon her culture
         by making reference to them in her fiction. It is worth noting that these examples are used in conversation, perhaps as a
         narrative example of the characters’ own narrow-mindedness. To edit them out would be a denial, and so, uncomfortable as it
         is to stumble upon them, they remain as a harrowing reminder of what went before.
      

      
      It is staggering for a writer with an archive spanning twenty-five novels, four volumes of poetry and three volumes of short
         stories, to be best (and sometimes solely) known for one work. Cold Comfort Farm was Stella Gibbons’ first novel, published in 1932, when she was thirty. She had grown up in a family similar to the ones
         she parodied so well: she was middle class, educated, and her father was a doctor. In their local community of Kentish Town
         he was publicly lauded for his humanity; in private, he was a domineering and violent man. Such roots must have had a profound
         impact on her, regardless of her career trajectory, but to my mind they also tattoo her writing: the men in her books are
         regarded somewhat warily, whatever their station, and she writes of a woman’s plight with sensitivity, buckets of humour,
         and ceaseless compassion. The women of Nightingale Wood each suffer suffocating consequences of their sex. Perhaps the most succinct surmisal of the 1930s female lot comes from
         Viola’s best friend, Shirley, who says wryly, ‘Vote, Marie [Stopes], perms, and all, we can’t do anything.’
      

      
      
      But with the shadows we have light, and, again, it is testament to the wily talent of Gibbons to dance between the two with
         her light touch. One realises that Nightingale Wood doesn’t have just one heroine; it has many, and each is duly rewarded for her pains. There is romance galore: a transformative
         dress and a ball; much dizzy kissing in hedgerows and beyond; spying, retribution and runaways; fights and a fire; poetry
         and heartbreak; a few weddings and a funeral; and a fairy-tale ending with a twist.
      

      
      What luxury to stumble upon this quirky book, and the fascinating modern woman who wrote it. It is a rare unadulterated pleasure,
         and high time for its encore.
      

      
      Without further ado – I give you Nightingale Wood.
      

      
      Sophie Dahl, 2008



   

      
      
      CHAPTER I

      
      It is difficult to make a dull garden, but old Mr Wither had succeeded.

      
      He himself did no work in the grounds of his house near Chesterbourne in Essex, but his lack of interest in them and his dislike
         of spending money influenced the gardener. The result was a poorish lawn and a plaster rockery with very little in it extending
         as far as the eye could reach, and a lot of boring shrubs which Mr Wither liked because they filled up space and gave little
         trouble. He also liked the garden to look tidy, and on a fine April morning he stood at the breakfast-room window thinking
         what a nuisance the daisies were. There were eleven of them, out in the middle of the lawn. Saxon must be told to get them
         up.
      

      
      Mrs Wither came in, but he took no notice of her because he had seen her before. She sat down behind the cups as a gong sounded
         in the hall, and Mr Wither heavily crossed the room and took his place at the other end, opening the Morning Post. Mrs Wither passed him a cup of tea and a bowl of patent cereal smelling and tasting exactly like all the other patent cereals,
         and three minutes passed. Mrs Wither sipped her tea, gazing over Mr Wither’s bald head streaked with two bands of hair at
         a blackbird strutting under the monkey-puzzle tree.
      

      
      Mr Wither looked slowly up.

      
      ‘The girls are late.’

      
      ‘They’re just coming, dear.’

      
      
      ‘They’re late. They know perfectly well I don’t like them to be late for meals.’

      
      ‘I know, dear, but Madge overslept, she was so stiff after the tennis yesterday, and Tina’s just trying—’

      
      ‘Fiddling about with her hair as usual, I suppose.’

      
      Mr Wither returned to his paper and Mrs Wither went on gazing and sipping.

      
      Madge, their elder daughter, came in rubbing her hands.

      
      ‘Morning, Mum. Sorry I’m late, Father.’

      
      Mr Wither did not reply, and she sat down. She was thirty-nine years old, a big woman in a tweed coat and skirt with strong
         features, a closely shingled head and fresh yet insipid colouring.
      

      
      ‘How can you eat that sawdust, Father?’ she inquired, beginning on eggs and bacon and speaking cheerfully because it was a
         fine morning and only ten minutes past nine; and somehow, at the beginning of every new day, there was always a chance that
         this one might be different from all the rest. Something might happen; and then everything would be jollier all round.
      

      
      Madge did not see clearly into her feelings; she only knew that she always felt cheerier at breakfast than at tea.

      
      Mrs Wither smiled faintly. Mr Wither said nothing.

      
      Footsteps came draggingly yet hastily across the tiled hall, and in hurried Tina, her eyelids pink, her dull hair arranged
         in its usual downward wave on her forehead. She was a little person, with eyes and mouth too big for her thin face. She was
         thirty-five; and dressed with evident pleasure to herself in a green suit and a white ruffled blouse. The nails of her small
         fingers were painted pale pink.
      

      
      ‘Morning, everybody; I’m sorry I’m late, Father.’

      
      Mr Wither uncrossed his plump legs in unexpected trousers of a natty checked cloth, and crossed them again, but did not look
         up. Her mother smiled at Tina, murmuring:
      

      
      ‘Very nice, dear.’

      
      ‘What is?’ Mr Wither suddenly fixed Tina with a bloodshot, drooping and pale-blue eye.

      
      ‘Only my new – only my suit, Father.’

      
      ‘New, is it?’

      
      
      ‘Yes – I – yes.’

      
      ‘What do you want to go buying more clothes for? You’ve got plenty.’ And Mr Wither returned to the City page.

      
      ‘Bacon, Tina?’

      
      ‘Please.’

      
      ‘One, or two, dear?’

      
      ‘Oh, one, please. No – that little one. Thank you.’

      
      ‘You don’t eat enough. It doesn’t suit you to be thin,’ observed Madge, buttering toast. ‘Can’t think why you want to diet
         at all; you look washed-out.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you can only go by how you feel, and I know I feel miles better—’

      
      ‘Miles better? How can you feel miles better?’ loudly demanded Mr Wither, putting down the Morning Post and staring severely at his younger daughter. ‘A mile is a measure of length. It cannot be used to describe a condition of
         the human body. You can be much better, or considerably better, or noticeably better. You cannot be miles better, because such a thing is impossible.’
      

      
      ‘Well then,’ Tina’s dry hands slowly ground over each other in her lap as she tremulously smiled, ‘I feel considerably better since I started the Brash Diet.’
      

      
      Her smile showed irregular teeth, but sweetened her face surprisingly and made her look younger.

      
      ‘Well, all I can say is you don’t look it, does she, Father?’

      
      Silence. The blackbird gave a loud sweet squawk and flew away.

      
      ‘Are you playing golf today, dear?’ presently murmured Mrs Wither to Madge. Madge, with her mouth full, nodded.

      
      ‘Shall you be in to lunch?’ pursued her mother – cautiously.

      
      ‘Depends.’

      
      ‘You must know whether you will be in to lunch or not, Madge,’ interrupted Mr Wither, who had suddenly observed in the City
         page a piece of news which had blackened for him a world that was never very fair. ‘Can you not definitely tell your mother
         whether you will, or will not, be in?’
      

      
      ‘ ’Fraid not, Father’ said Madge firmly, wiping her mouth. ‘Give us the sporting page, will you, if you’ve finished with it.’

      
      
      Mr Wither detached the sporting page and passed it to her in silence, letting the rest of the paper drift listlessly to the
         floor.
      

      
      No one said anything. The blackbird came back.

      
      A purple-black and louring mantle of gloom now lay over Mr Wither. Before reading that piece in the paper, he had been as
         he always was at breakfast, and at luncheon and tea and dinner as well. But now (thought Mrs Wither and Madge and Tina) Father
         was Worrying; and the rest of the day would be darkened.
      

      
      Mr Wither’s chief worry was his money, of which he had some two thousand eight hundred pounds a year. This was the interest
         upon a handsome capital left to him by his father from a private gas company, established towards the middle of the last century,
         in which the late Mr Wither had held most of the shares.
      

      
      During his own working life, Mr Wither the younger, knowing little about gas but a good deal about frightening people and
         getting his own way, had bossed the gas company with some success: and at the age of sixty-five (five years ago) he sold his
         shares, invested the proceeds, and retired to relish his leisure at The Eagles, near Chesterbourne, Essex, where he had already
         lived for thirty years.
      

      
      Mr Wither’s investments were as safe as investments ever are in this world; but that was not safe enough for Mr Wither. He
         wanted them to be quite safe; immovably productive, stable as rock and certain as nightfall.
      

      
      It was no use; up and down they went, influenced by wars and births, abdications and airports. He never could be sure what
         his money was up to. He would wake up in the night and lie in the dark wondering what was happening to it, and during the
         day he prowled uneasily after it in the financial columns of the Press.
      

      
      He was not mean (he often told himself) but he detested to see money wasted. It gave him strong pain to spend money without
         a strong cause. Money was not Given to us to spend; it was Given to us to save.
      

      
      Now, as he sat gazing hopelessly at his half-finished cereal, he remembered all the good money he had been persuaded into
         wasting. How he had disliked paying away all those fees for the girls, during the ten years when they had tried to have careers!
         Pounds and pounds and pounds thrown away, good money sent after bad. Art schools and domestic schools, barbola work and secretarial
         college elocution lessons and journalism courses, kennel-work and weaving. None of it any use, of course; all of it wickedly
         expensive, and what could the girls do, as a result of all the money that he had spent upon them?
      

      
      Nothing. Mr Wither considered them to be ill-informed and inaccurate in their speech, muddled in their thinking, and useless
         with their hands. He had a vague feeling that Tina and Madge, having been taught so much at so high a price, ought to have
         been, like Sir Francis Bacon, possessed of universal knowledge; but somehow it had not worked out that way.
      

      
      ‘What time did you say Viola’s train gets in?’ Tina asked her mother; she sometimes found the Wither silences unendurable.

      
      ‘Half-past twelve, dear.’

      
      ‘Just in nice time for lunch.’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘You know perfectly well that Viola’s train gets in at half-past twelve,’ intoned Mr Wither slowly, raising his eyelids to
         look at Tina, ‘so why ask your mother? You talk for the sake of talking, it’s a silly habit.’ He slowly looked down again
         at his little bowl of mushy cereal.
      

      
      ‘I’d forgotten,’ said Tina. She continued vivaciously, at the silence. ‘Don’t you loathe getting to a place before twelve o’clock, Madge – too late for breakfast and too early for lunch?’
      

      
      No one spoke: and she remembered that she had said the same thing last night at dinner, when the time of Viola’s arrival had
         been threshed out with a rousing argument about the times of trains between Mr Wither and Madge. She flushed slowly, and ground
         her hands together again. Breakfast was being awful, as usual. Never mind, her new suit was really becoming, and Viola was
         coming today; that would make a little change, and Viola’s presence might prevent Father from Worrying so much and so often,
         and Madge from arguing with him so rudely. Viola was not an exciting person, but anyone’s company, even that of a sister-in-law,
         was better than that of unadulterated Relations.
      

      
      
      After reading a book on feminine psychology called Selene’s Daughters borrowed from a school friend, Tina had decided to face the facts about her own nature, however disgusting, nay, appalling,
         those facts might be (the book warned its readers that the truth about themselves might disgust, nay, appal them); and one
         of the facts she had faced was that she did not love her family.
      

      
      She had not even loved her only brother, Teddy; and that was rather appalling, because, for three months, Teddy had been dead.
      

      
      Viola was his widow, a bride of a year, who was coming to make her home with her husband’s family at The Eagles. Whenever
         Tina realized that she had not loved Teddy, it made her feel worse to remember that Viola, a very young girl with plenty of
         young men to choose from, had chosen Teddy and loved him enough to marry him. I suppose I’m unnatural, thought Tina. Of course,
         we never saw much of Teddy after he was grown up. He never shared his life with us, as some men do with their sisters and
         parents. All the same, I must be abnormal, not to have loved my only brother.
      

      
      ‘Want me to drive you up to the station, Mum?’ offered Madge, standing at the door.

      
      ‘You won’t be back in time, will you, dear?’

      
      ‘That doesn’t matter; I’ll come back, if you’d like me to run you up.’

      
      Madge loved to drive the car, but as Mr Wither said that she did not know how to, she seldom got the chance.

      
      ‘Well, thank you, dear, but I’ve told Saxon now. He’ll bring it round about ten past twelve.’

      
      ‘Oh all right, if you prefer Saxon’s driving to mine.’

      
      ‘It isn’t that, dear. And I think Saxon really drives quite nicely now.’

      
      ‘So I should hope, after two cautions, a new mudguard and a fine.’

      
      She went out whistling, and Mrs Wither stooped for the paper, but Mr Wither, as though absently, stretched out his hand for
         it, and she let him have it.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to practise, Tina?’ she asked, putting her hand on her daughter’s thin shoulder on the way to the door.

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      
      ‘Ought to go out,’ pronounced Mr Wither, coming to the surface of his gloom like a seal for air. ‘Mooning indoors won’t do
         you any good,’ and he submerged again.
      

      
      Mrs Wither went out.

      
      Tina crossed to the window and stood for a little while, looking up at the brilliantly white clouds behind the black-green
         branches of the monkey-puzzle. The world looked so young this morning that it made her very skin feel withered; she was conscious
         of every creamed and massaged wrinkle in her face, and of her hardening bones; and all she longed for, and the only thing
         she cared to think about on this young, light-flooded earth, was Love.
      

      
      Mr Wither went out of the room, crossed the cold blue and black tiles of the hall, and shut himself into his own snuffy den,
         a little room furnished with a worn carpet, a large ugly desk, financial books of reference, and a huge fireplace which gave
         out a hellish heat when lit, which was not often.
      

      
      This morning, however, it was lit. Mr Wither had not made up his mind in a hurry about ordering it to be lit; he had thought
         the matter well over, and decided that the fire would not be wasted, though an alarmingly large quantity of coal must be burned
         if the hellish one were not to go out about half-past two in the afternoon.
      

      
      Mr Wither intended to invite Viola into his den after lunch and have a little talk with her, and he thought that she might
         be easier to talk to if she were warmed. Women were continually grumbling about being cold.
      

      
      It disturbed Mr Wither to think of a silly young girl like Viola having control of her own money. True, she could not have
         very much; when the money that her father had left her was added to the money that Teddy had left her, she could not have
         (thought Mr Wither, sitting upright in his baggy-seated old black leather arm-chair and gazing sadly into the furious fire)
         more than, say, a hundred and fifty pounds a year. But even a hundred and fifty pounds a year ought to be properly looked
         after, and Mr Wither and his financial adviser, Major-General E. E. Breis-Cumwitt, DSO, were certainly more fitted to look
         after it than was Viola.
      

      
      
      If Mr Wither had had his way, he would have known how much money Viola possessed, but at the time of his son’s death, circumstances
         had conspired to keep him from finding out.
      

      
      To begin with, Teddy had always been irritatingly secretive about money (as, indeed, he was about all his affairs) and his
         father, though he knew how much he earned, did not know how much he saved. Every fortnight or so, during Teddy’s lifetime,
         Mr Wither asked Teddy if he were saving money, and Teddy said, ‘Yes, of course, Father,’ and changed the subject. He refused
         to answer direct questions about How Much and What In; he retorted that that was his affair. Nevertheless, his father had
         assumed that he did save something.
      

      
      Then, when he died suddenly of pneumonia, Mr Wither had been unable to go to the funeral (which took place in London, at Viola’s
         wish), much less investigate his son’s estate and take over its management, as he wanted to do, because he was at the time
         helpless with a sharp go of lumbago.
      

      
      But he did know that there had been no Will, and this made him uneasy.

      
      He wrote to Viola; he wrote two longish, earnest letters about the Money. He received in reply one short, vague little note
         saying that she was ‘going to stay with Shirley, a friend,’ and giving no address.
      

      
      Mrs Wither said that Shirley’s other name was Davis and that she lived in a place called Golders Green.

      
      Mr Wither went to the trouble of looking up all the Davises in the London Telephone Directory, Golders Green was creeping
         with them, so that was no use.
      

      
      He wrote another longish letter, to his son’s old address, and at last had a short reply, giving the Davis address, and saying
         nothing about the Money but vaguely mentioning difficulties about letting the flat.
      

      
      Then Mr Wither wrote once more, for the last time, saying nothing this time about the money but announcing firmly that his
         daughter-in-law must come at once to live at The Eagles.
      

      
      It was the only thing to do. While Viola was in London, there was no hope of his being able to manage her money for her, and
         the idea of it, knocking about on its own like that, was beginning to get on his nerves. The fact that he did not know how much
         it was made matters worse. Why, it might be three hundred a year!
      

      
      He thought Viola a silly, common little girl, but did not actually dislike her. Of course it was a pity, a great pity, that
         she had been a shopgirl, but after all, her father had owned half the business in which she was employed and it was a solid
         little business, long established and well patronized. That was all to the good; Mr Wither liked to feel money on all sides
         of him, like a stout fence; he liked to feel that his remotest cousin four times removed had a bit put by (as, indeed, all
         the Wither cousins had).
      

      
      No, he would not mind Viola coming to live at The Eagles. It was a large house; he would not often see her. When he did see
         her, she could be organized. And then he would be able to manage Teddy’s money for her, and see that it did not get spent
         or otherwise misused. It would make a nice hobby for her, too. She would follow his wise administration of her little income
         with interest throughout the years, growing wiser and (he hoped) more organizable as she grew older.
      

      
      She was just the sort of characterless girl that Mr Wither had always expected Teddy to marry. This did not prevent him from
         being very annoyed when Teddy did. What with Madge and Tina not marrying at all, and Teddy marrying a shopgirl, and Mrs Wither
         being so disappointed about all three of her children’s reactions to marriage, Mr Wither was quite sick of the word.
      

      
      But Teddy never had been ambitious. Mr Wither had put him into a job, minor but with prospects, in the gas company, when he
         was twenty-two, and it was understood that he would work his way Up (where to was glossed over).
      

      
      But there Teddy had stayed for twenty years, his salary rising by five pounds a year because everybody’s salary in that company
         below a certain level did so automatically. It was not as though he had been content, either, with his minor job in which
         he earned so little money that Mr Wither was quite ashamed to think about it. Mr Wither was frequently told by friends of
         the family that of course Teddy’s real Dream had been of doing architecture or painting or something artistic; and these Dreams, always popping up at Mr Wither, annoyed him very much.
      

      
      He was sure that his acquaintances said, behind his back, that he ought to pay Teddy more money. But this he would not do,
         for many good reasons. Teddy did not deserve more money; nobody holding that job ever had had more money and he must not show
         favouritism to his son; Teddy did not need more money because he was not married, and so on.
      

      
      When at last Teddy did marry, at the age of forty-one, Mr Wither was in the happy position of not being able to raise his
         salary, for by that time he had sold out his interest in the company. He gave his son an allowance of eighty pounds a year,
         saying that this would be a help. But when Teddy had enjoyed the use of this for a year, he died, and Mr Wither was able to
         take it all back again.
      

      
      Mr Wither, gazing vaguely into the fire, mused that some fellows were very cut up when their sons died. Now, he had not been
         very cut up when Teddy died. It was a shock; of course, it was a shock. But it was strange that he had not been more cut up.
         Never had got on with Teddy, somehow, even when Teddy was a boy. Through his mind drifted the word ‘Milksop’. Yet there must
         have been something in the chap for a girl like Viola, quite a pretty girl, who must have known plenty of chaps and had plenty
         of choice, to pick him out and marry him.
      

      
      Not that it wasn’t a very fine thing for her; she knew which side her bread was buttered, no doubt, thought Mr Wither, sitting
         upright, frowning and nodding. And this afternoon he and Viola would have a little talk.
      

      
      Meanwhile, he must telephone to Major-General Breis-Cumwitt about that dismal piece of news on the City page, which he had
         carefully encircled with a sable ring.
      

      
      Not that Major-General Breis-Cumwitt could do anything; no power on earth could stop money when it began to jig about like
         that, but at least the two of them could confer, and discuss; and condole; and then Mr Wither (despite the one and threepence
         spent on a telephone call to London) would feel better.
      

      
      
      At ten minutes past twelve exactly the car came round the short circular drive, and stopped in front of the house.

      
      The chauffeur sat with his beautiful profile turned carefully from the house; a correct chauffeur does not peer up at the
         bedroom windows, scan the front door, nor appear aware of anything at all, and Saxon was most correct. The Eagles was a house
         of dark grey stucco, too tall for the grounds in which it stood, so that it seemed to stoop over them in a frightening way.
         There were more boring shrubs round the front door, approached by a good many steep steps. The windows on the lower floors
         were hung with heavy dark curtains; the upper ones had those half-curtains of white material with bits of coarse lace let
         into them which always suggest the windows of a nursing home, and also that the bedrooms are large and draughty.
      

      
      Two plaster birds, not badly modelled, sat on the two columns at the entrance to the drive and gave the house its name. These
         birds got on Mr Wither’s nerves for some reason, but he was afraid to ask how much it would cost to have them taken away;
         also, the house had belonged to his father, and he had a vague feeling that the eagles ought to be left there because his
         father had approved them, so there they sat.
      

      
      Saxon knew the exact instant that Mrs Wither appeared at the door, though he was not looking at the house, and he stepped
         from the car and deftly opened its door for her, touching his cap.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Saxon. Isn’t it a beautiful day!’

      
      ‘Good morning, Madam. Yes, Madam.’

      
      ‘So nice for Mrs Theodore,’ continued Mrs Wither, having her toes muffled by Saxon in a horrid old rug of unknown fur which
         Mr Wither refused to have put out of commission. ‘To come to us on a nice day, I mean.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Madam.’

      
      Mrs Wither, who had once been a woman who enjoyed talking to servants, glanced at him and said no more. Saxon did not seem
         to like being talked to.
      

      
      The gentle reader is no doubt wondering why on earth anyone should have married Mr Wither, and must here be told that she
         had married him for what (it is said) is a common enough reason: she feared that she would never have the chance to marry anyone else.
      

      
      And when he was young Mr Wither had not been quite so bad; he had had a bold eye and a semi-dashing manner rather like that
         of a small bull-dog. He ordered waiters about, elbowed himself into hansom cabs and had a rich father. Mrs Wither, who was
         not romantic, had thought that a young woman might safely trust herself to Arthur Wither, and she had done so. Their marriage
         cannot have been so bad as some, for here they were, at seventy and sixty-four, sharing The Eagles, two daughters, the memory
         of a dead son, and a daughter-in-law.
      

      
      Mrs Wither was sorry for poor Arthur; he worried so. She wondered and grieved about him in his absence, and though she always
         enjoyed herself when he was not there and never when he was, she was fond of him; and Mr Wither in his turn disapproved of
         Mrs Wither less than he did of anybody, though he never showed it.
      

      
      What exalted lies are told of marriage! but one promise at least can be fulfilled: ye shall be one flesh.



   

      
      
      CHAPTER II

      
      Saxon drove slowly, because Mrs Wither had as usual ordered the car too early, and he disliked what he called to himself ‘bloody
         hanging about’ outside Chesterbourne station. The country through which they moved was chiefly grazing land with some under
         wheat and barley, and it had the unconventional charm of Essex landscapes; the little hills with oak coppices climbing them,
         now in early rose-brown leaf, the loops of a river shining in a wide, tree-hidden valley to which all the roads seem to lead,
         and the near and distant cries of birds, like the country itself singing. The woods and hedges were alive with them; they
         love a land like this, flat and wooded and watery.
      

      
      The country about Sible Pelden, the village nearest to The Eagles, was not much spoilt. One main road ran near the village,
         but not near enough to ruin it. (All the inhabitants wished that it did.) It was a quiet tract of land, with a few shabby
         villages and one or two big houses belonging to wealthy people who had had connections in the district for well under a hundred
         years. London was just over an hour away by a good train. The sea was thirty miles away, and there were marshes between it
         and Sible Pelden where swans nested and rarer birds. In summer the countryside seemed quietly awake under a silvery sun (it
         was so flat that the sky seemed always full of light, enormously high, and falling almost like a mist) and in the winter it
         was surprisingly desolate. It had only two places of historical interest and no stunning beauty-spots.
      

      
      
      Outside Chesterbourne there were some new bungalows, and Mrs Wither, looking at them, remembered that Teddy and Viola had
         been talking about renting one, instead of their tiny flat in Greater London, just before Teddy died. At least Teddy had talked
         of it, and Viola had not said a word. Mrs Wither had gathered from this that Viola had wanted to stay in Greater London. She
         had also gathered that Viola was a pleasure-loving girl; dances, new frocks, lipstick, perhaps even Cocktail Parties.
      

      
      Mrs Wither sighed. It was dreadful to feel that her own grief for Teddy was fading. Of course she had grieved; his death had been a shock, a great shock. But she had never felt as close to him as she did to Madgie, or even
         to Tina (though Tina was very difficult sometimes, spoke rudely, and laughed at things that were not funny). Mrs Wither knew
         that she did not get on well with men; they flustered her, and Teddy had been like all the rest. He had been a stranger to
         her, even when he was a little boy, though that was a dreadful thing to think. He had always liked talking to other Mothers
         and Nannies better than to his own; and when he grew into a man he would never tell her anything, and sometimes he was rather
         unkind.
      

      
      Here Mrs Wither interrupted her thoughts remorsefully, for she was on her way to meet Teddy’s widow, a young girl who (pleasure-loving
         though she might be) had yet loved Teddy so much that she had chosen him out of all other men (and some of them much younger,
         no doubt, than poor Teddy) to marry.
      

      
      There must have been a side to him, thought his mother, that we never knew. Well, of course, that was only natural. Parents
         cannot expect to know every side of their children.
      

      
      As for Viola, she may have loved Teddy, but there is no doubt, thought Mrs Wither, that she jumped at the chance of making
         such a good match, marrying into a comfortably-off family with a big house and a certain position in the countryside. That
         was a big step up for a little shopgirl in Chesterbourne. It would have been very surprising, even rather shocking, if Viola
         had refused to marry Teddy.
      

      
      The car stopped outside the station.

      
      
      Saxon opened the door for Mrs Wither and handed her attentively out, and she hurried through to the platform, for the train
         was in.
      

      
      And there was tall Viola, in one of the newest-shaped hats somehow looking not quite right, with her very pale, soft curls
         straggling under it. She came down the platform lugging a big suitcase in one hand and holding on to her new hat with the
         other, peering about for someone to meet her.
      

      
      ‘There you are, Viola,’ said Mrs Wither encouragingly, catching at her arm, and Viola stooped and gave her a clumsy kiss.

      
      ‘Hullo, Mrs Wither.’

      
      Her voice was a little deeper than most women’s; not much, but enough to make it admired had she moved in circles where such
         differences are noticed. Nevertheless she was no siren, but a would-be-smart girl of twenty-one, in a cheap black coat and
         skirt, a pink satin blouse, and gloves with fussy cuffs. She was pale, with narrow eyes of a soft grey, a childish mouth with
         small full lips half parted, and pretty teeth. She did not look quite a lady, which was natural; as she was not one.
      

      
      ‘Did you have a comfortable journey?’

      
      ‘Oh yes, thanks, ever so comfy.’

      
      ‘Your trunk has come.’

      
      ‘Oh, marvellous.’

      
      They walked out to the car, Viola towering a head and shoulders over Mrs Wither, and Saxon, touching his cap, took the suitcase.
         With lowered eyelids he settled the case beside the driver’s seat while the ladies got in at the back: and they were off.
      

      
      ‘Ripping the country looks,’ said Viola.

      
      ‘Yes, that’s all the rain. As I always say, it is tiresome at the time, but, after all, it does bring everything on so.’
      

      
      ‘Yes. It’s ever so pretty.’

      
      ‘And how are you, in yourself, I mean?’ pursued Mrs Wither dutifully. ‘No more colds?’

      
      ‘Oh no, thanks awfully. I’m quite all right again.’

      
      ‘And did you manage to settle everything satisfactorily in town – your flat, and the furniture, and the cats?’

      
      
      ‘Oh yes, thanks awfully. Geoff did it all for me, you know, Geoff Davis. My friend Shirley’s husband.’

      
      Mrs Wither nodded. She felt a little awkward. Not only had she not seen Viola since the funeral, and had therefore had time
         to let strangeness grow up again between herself and this daughter-in-law whom she had never got to know well, but the flat
         was an embarrassing subject. It was because Viola had not been able to let the flat that she had not been able to come to
         The Eagles until more than three months after Teddy’s death. She had kept on writing to her in-laws, putting off her arrival
         because of the flat, until Madge, in her blunt outspoken way, had said that it was as plain as a pikestaff that the girl did
         not want to come at all.
      

      
      Then there had been more delay over the cats.

      
      Teddy had been exceedingly fond of the cats, Sentimental Tommy and Valentine Brown (named after characters drawn by his favourite
         author, Sir J. M. Barrie) and that was why Viola had felt it her duty to find a first-class home for them. This took time,
         because both were enormous, full of crotchets, set in their ways, and hearty eaters. They also refused to be separated, immediately
         falling into a rapid decline if anybody tried it on. Viola, with Shirley’s help, had at last landed them in a roadhouse near
         St Albans which believed in the personal touch.
      

      
      But it had all taken time: and Mrs Wither, catching the note of embarrassment in Viola’s voice as well, wondered for the hundredth
         time if she really did not want to live at The Eagles.
      

      
      If she did not, it was very wrong and ungrateful of her.

      
      ‘Shirley Davis? I think I have heard you mention her before, have I not?’

      
      ‘Oh, hundreds of times, I sh’d think. She’s my best friend, you know. She was at my wedding.’

      
      ‘I remember her perfectly. A very striking-looking girl.’

      
      With dyed hair, thought Mrs Wither, for that shade of red could never be real.

      
      Some uninteresting conversation about the flat followed while the car got slowly through the narrow crowded streets of Chesterbourne.
         Viola answered Mrs Wither’s remarks politely and sensibly, but it was plain that she was thinking about something else; and when at last the car passed a small draper s shop
         on the corner of the High Street she leaned right out of the window, exclaiming, ‘Oh, there’s the shop! How lovely to see
         it again,’ and craning still further as the car drew away from Burgess and Thompson, Ladies’ Outfitters, ‘Oh! there’s Catty!
         At the door, matching something!’
      

      
      Mrs Wither said nothing, the usual method in the Wither ménage of showing someone that they had dropped a brick; and Viola slowly drew herself into the car, leaned back, and rolled the
         fussily cuffed gloves into a ball. She said nothing, either.
      

      
      After the little pause, Mrs Wither thought this a good moment to make the speech she had prepared about being glad that Viola
         was coming to live with them, and how she must try to feel that The Eagles was her real home.
      


      It did not occur to Mrs Wither to apologize for the lack of nightlife, or of any life, at The Eagles, because it did not
         occur to her that a young widow needs life. Mr Wither had said that Viola must come to live with them because, if she did
         not, she would get into a muddle with Teddy’s money. Also, the Wither cousins would Say Things. That was why Viola was coming.
         Mrs Wither felt that she was doing her duty in making the little speech, but she did not much like Viola (so young, so pleasure-loving,
         rather common) and was secretly dismayed that she was going to live at The Eagles.
      

      
      She was trying not to mind Viola’s having been a shopgirl. It was not Christian to mind; Tina did not mind. But poor Madgie
         minded; she demanded what the devil would everyone say up at the Club? and it was for Madgie’s sake that Mrs Wither had gently
         repressed Viola when she stared at the shop out of the car window.
      

      
      In reply to Mrs Wither’s speech, Viola gave her a quick nervous glance and a little smile, and Mrs Wither leaned back more
         comfortably now that duty was done, and the embarrassing incident over.
      

      
      Mr Wither was working out figures in his den when they got home, but Tina was on the doorstep, smiling and waving, and she
         hurried down to kiss Viola as Saxon opened the car’s door.
      

      
      
      ‘It is nice to have you, Vi,’ putting her arm about her sister-inlaw’s waist; ‘I am so glad.’
      

      
      Her eyes filled. She did indeed feel warmly fond of Viola, and grateful to her, because Viola’s arrival meant that there would
         be someone different to look at and think about.
      

      
      And then Viola was a widow; mysterious, unguessable state! so different from that of all the other women under Mr Wither’s
         thumb at The Eagles.
      

      
      Perhaps, too, Viola would ‘stand up for herself’?

      
      Not that Tina enjoyed scenes; after a stern and scrupulous examination of her feelings about scenes she could look the book
         on feminine psychology in its eye and swear that scenes made her feel ill; but she felt that someone ought to make a few at
         The Eagles. They would clear the air.
      

      
      Tina thought vaguely about scenes as she sat on Viola’s bed, watching her comb the untidy curls just touching her shoulders.

      
      ‘Is your hair naturally curly?’

      
      ‘Just a bit, but it’s permed, of course. Shirley says it’s awful. It won’t keep tidy.’
      

      
      ‘Isn’t hair a nuisance. I’m awfully disgruntled with mine; I tried to change the parting this morning but it looked so woeful
         that I had to give it up. I ought to go to town, really, and have a new perm. Mine has quite grown out. I used to go up once
         a fortnight, a few years ago, just for a wash and a set.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you now?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ asked Viola idly, wondering what was for lunch.

      
      ‘Haven’t the energy.’

      
      This was not true. The answer was Mr Wither; it always was Mr Wither when someone at The Eagles was unable to do what they
         wanted to do.
      

      
      ‘How old are you?’ asked Tina abruptly, staring at her sister-in-law as she stood in the white blaze of April sunlight.

      
      ‘Just twenty-one,’ with a shy, cheerful smile. ‘Shirley says I’m a regular babe.’

      
      ‘Is she older than you?’

      
      
      ‘Oh, lord, yes; keep it under your hat, but she’s getting on for twenty-seven.’

      
      ‘Dreadful!’ said Tina wryly. ‘Isn’t she married?’

      
      ‘Oh yes. Been married three years. She’s going to have a baby in December.’

      
      ‘Oh, my dear, how lovely for her! She must be pleased.’

      
      ‘Well, as a matter of fact she’s a bit fed-up. You see, it may mean giving up her job.’

      
      ‘Oh, she has a job as well?’

      
      ‘Yes. She’s awfully brainy. She’s secretary to some old boy. She gets a jolly good salary.’

      
      ‘And what does her husband do?’

      
      ‘He sells cars. He works in a car saloon in Golders Green, where they live, and Shirley works down in the City.’

      
      ‘A husband, a job, and a baby,’ murmured Tina, staring at the floor. She stood up abruptly. ‘Well, I must go and powder my nose for lunch. Got everything
         you want?’
      

      
      The gong went while Viola was staring round her room.

      
      It was furnished with large white elephants from the rest of the house, and draughts whistled under the door and between the
         window sashes and from the cracks in the old boards, but it was so big and the windows showed so much sky that the general
         effect was pleasing.
      

      
      Viola could not help wishing that it had been smaller, with pink curtains instead of brown serge ones; in fact, she wished
         that it looked just like the little room over the shop where she used to sleep before she was married, but as she had been
         wishing, ever since her marriage, that all her bedrooms were that little pink one, she was used to the wish and took its presence
         for granted.
      

      
      If only I had someone to talk to! she thought, running down the stairs.

      
      Mr Wither greeted her with reserve, Madge waved at her boyishly. Mr Wither was afraid that she might begin at any minute to
         cry about Teddy, and as he did not care to risk this by talking to her, he let Tina chatter to her during lunch.
      

      
      But afterwards, ah! afterwards! The hellish fire had been banked up just before lunch by Mr Wither’s own hands, the prospectuses of several safe and highly recommended investments were arranged
         neatly upon the desk, a flat, depressed little old cushion had even been found by Mr Wither from somewhere in the den and
         arranged, how cosily! in the large arm-chair. When Viola sat down, Mr Wither planned to pat the cushion and ask her if she
         were quite comfortable. And then the little talk would begin.
      

      
      Mr Wither had been looking forward to it for days. He was so busy planning just what he would say and wondering exactly how
         much money Viola had that he looked up with a start when asked if he would take cheese, realizing that lunch was over.
      

      
      He shook his head, waving the cheese away. Now was the moment.

      
      He leaned over the table to Viola (who was, he observed, wastefully putting a whole ball of butter on only a quarter of dry
         biscuit), fastened his mournful bloodhound’s eyes upon her, and breathed in a low mysterious tone,
      

      
      ‘You and I must have a little talk.’

      
      Viola was very frightened. When people came at you like that and spoke of a little talk, it always meant something awful about
         which you had to make up your mind, and which would prevent you from enjoying anything for days because you would be thinking
         about it. Teddy had been the one for little talks; Viola usually had one from him every ten days, so she knew all about them.
      

      
      She gave her father-in-law one wide, startled look from her usually half-shut eyes, then gazed down at her plate, muttering,
         ‘Yes, Mr Wither.’
      

      
      ‘Soon,’ persisted Mr Wither, leaning further over the table. ‘No time like the present, eh? and get everything settled.’

      
      She nodded.

      
      ‘Now,’ said Mr Wither triumphantly, rising to his feet and beginning to move towards the door. ‘In my study.’
      

      
      But even as he moved, the corner of his eye was caught by an improper gleam of white in the garden, and he turned to look
         out of the window.
      

      
      
      Daisies, eleven of them, in the middle of the lawn, looking untidy. Saxon had been instructed that morning to get them up,
         but he had not. He ought to have; he must be spoken to again: and Mr Wither, turning round from the window, found that Viola
         was not there.
      

      
      Neither was Tina. Neither (oh, base!) was Mrs Wither. Only Madge sprawled at the table, buttering an unnecessarily big wedge
         of bread.
      

      
      ‘Where is Viola?’ cried Mr Wither.

      
      ‘Gone to get a handkerchief.’

      
      ‘But we were going … she did not say …’

      
      ‘Yes she did, only you were looking out of the window and didn’t hear.’

      
      ‘And your mother … Christina?’

      
      ‘Mum’s gone to see Saxon about the daisies, she said. Tina wants to wash her hair or something.’

      
      Mr Wither walked in silence from the room. At the door he paused, saying,

      
      ‘When Viola returns, say that I am waiting for her in my study.’

      
      But Viola, locked in one of The Eagles’ three lavatories with a copy of Home Chat, did not return until, from its window, she saw Mr Wither set out for a walk, with bowed head, smacking at things with a
         walking-stick. He wore a little check cap, shrunk in the annual rains, that matched his trousers, and a mackintosh, and he
         went off towards the wood, where he could be peaceful and think about money undisturbed.
      

      
      Then Viola went up to her bedroom and spent the afternoon unpacking, with Tina’s help.

      
      Tina was awfully kind; she admired all Viola’s clothes (though in fact her own were better, because she had a certain choiceness
         of taste which her sister-in-law lacked) and helped her to re-set her curls. Nevertheless, by teatime Viola felt miserable,
         because the house was so quiet and everybody in it was so old.
      

      
      All the afternoon, shadows of the beautiful white clouds floated quickly over rooms filled with well-kept, ugly furniture;
         at night the rising moon would draw her stealthy, dreary rays slowly across mahogany claw-foot tables and enormous sideboards. It must be awful here at night, thought Viola. So quiet.
      

      
      Nothing in the house seemed to have changed, or grown, for fifty years. Mr Wither, despite his dislike of spending money,
         believed in buying The Best when he did spend it, because The Best was the cheapest in The End; but unfortunately The Best
         lasted such a long time that The End never came, and Mr Wither’s furniture, at fifty years old, was as good as the day he
         bought it, and entirely lacking the personality given to furniture by a busy, vivid family life.
      

      
      No one scuffed the Wither furniture with their boots when they came home tight from a party, or scratched it during a charade,
         or used it for making an aeroplane or a cage for bears. No one left cigarettes to burn long scars on its edges or put wet-rimmed
         glasses down on it. There it stood, superior and glossy, and twelve big rooms full of it weighed upon young and probably silly
         spirits.
      

      
      Time seemed slowed to half its usual pace by the heavy ticking of an old clock in an alcove, the faint smell of furniture
         polish, the meagre clusters of flowers in thin glass vases, and the dull shine on well-polished wood. Three middle-aged religious
         maids kept all this glory going; with their faith, the wireless, and their disapproval of almost everything, they were well
         content.
      

      
      Viola was frightened, as well as depressed. She dreaded to meet Mr Wither at tea after her flight from him at lunch. She did
         not dare to look at him as the party took their places round a small fire in the huge pallid drawing-room and Mrs Wither began
         to pour out; she gazed down at her plate, but presently she became aware of a creaking towards her, and Mr Wither saying:
      

      
      ‘Did you forget our little talk? I quite wondered where you had run off to.’ And Mr Wither laughed, an alarming sound.

      
      She glanced at him and nodded, dumb with nervousness.

      
      ‘Ah well, another time, perhaps,’ creaking back again. ‘I expect you will be busy for a few days, settling down, will you
         not?’
      

      
      She nodded, and no more was said.

      
      But in Mr Wither’s bosom, till now only mildly disapproving of his daughter-in-law, a strong suspicion and disapproval had
         been planted.
      

      
      
      The hellish one had consumed a bucket of coal all for nothing, the arrangement of the prospectuses, the curves of the cushion
         – all had been wasted. Worse, Mr Wither had been done out of his little talk, and he still did not know how much money Viola
         had. She had now been under his roof for nearly five hours, and she was the only female in that situation about whose income
         Mr Wither was ignorant.
      

      
      It was all most annoying. Mr Wither stared into the smouldering fire, chewed a very small tea cake, and decided that a firm
         hand must be taken with Viola.
      

      
      After tea (good lord, was it still so early?) Viola went upstairs again to her room. No one asked her what she was going to
         do until dinner time. Noises from a bathroom suggested that Tina was washing her head; Mrs Wither and Madge had merely disappeared.
         She shut her door, crossed the room listlessly, pushed up the heavy window and, balancing herself on the sill, gazed out across
         the view.
      

      
      It was a beautiful evening. The wind had fallen and the sun gone down behind coral-red clouds. The air was mild, and scented
         by new leaves. One star was out; among the woods, already dark, a thrush was singing.
      

      
      It was all enough to break your heart and Viola began to cry.

      
      Girls of nineteen may be put in two classes: those who assume that they will marry immediately and those who fear that they
         will never marry at all. Viola Thompson, only daughter of Howard Thompson, part proprietor of Burgess and Thompson, Ladies’
         Outfitters, had belonged in the latter class.
      

      
      She had a poor opinion of her own charms, and when Teddy Wither fell in love with her she was more embarrassed and distressed
         than flattered.
      

      
      Teddy had gone into Burgess and Thompson’s one Saturday morning when he was home from London for one of his rare weekends,
         to buy himself a handkerchief. He had a cold, and his handkerchief had blown out of his pocket on the drive into Chesterbourne.
      

      
      It is, of course, nonsense to say that just anyone will fall in love with just anyone else. Teddy had never loved anyone but himself, yet when he saw Viola, smiling with the other shopgirl as
         she tucked a thick pale curl away, he fell painfully and violently in love with her.
      

      
      No one else but this tall, very young, not quite ordinary girl would do. He found out her name and besieged her with miserable
         letters asking her to go out with him. He gave up his room in London and stayed with his family at Sible Pelden in order to
         be near her. (This was a true sacrifice, for he did not like his family, and did not spend much of his time with them.) He
         sent her flowers. He took her home to tea at The Eagles, to his family’s surprise, annoyance and dismay. At last, trembling
         with passion, he implored her to marry him.
      

      
      Viola did not like him very much. She was sorry for him, but she giggled when Shirley Davis called him Mr Therm, and she was
         never easy in his company; he stared so. She was happy living in three rooms over the shop with her father, a tall irritable
         man who would interrupt his bursts of bad temper with quotations from Shakespeare, scoop up his daughter, and rush the two
         of them off to the pictures, so that he could pick the film to pieces afterwards and swear that the Theatre, the Glorious,
         Ancient and Down-Trodden Theatre, was the only art.
      

      
      He was an ardent amateur actor and a lover of Shakespeare’s plays. ‘Viola’ was not a sentimental accident but a favourite
         and familiar name bestowed upon a beloved daughter. Viola’s mother had died when she was born, and her father had brought
         her up, as Prospero did Miranda. When such a father and daughter are happy, it takes a more lovable man than Teddy Wither
         to lure the daughter willingly away.
      

      
      But Viola’s father was knocked down by a young man driving a car, and died in an hour.

      
      The young man was fined, and had some severe remarks made about him, and drove away from the court faster than ever because
         he was so cross: and after a while, Viola heard that her father had left her only fifty pounds.
      

      
      Mr Thompson had often needed money to help the Chesterbourne Players. He would hire the costumes for a period play, or stage a special effect, or get a professional actor
         to work for three nights with the amateurs. The hall in which the Players played was old, chilly, and falling down; Mr Thompson
         put in a stove, and footlights, and had the roof repaired.
      

      
      This went on for ten busy, happy years; while Mr Thompson’s share in Burgess and Thompson slowly passed, in return for ready
         money, into the hands of Mr Burgess, who was good at business.
      

      
      And so Viola had only fifty pounds.

      
      Then Shirley Davis (born Cissie Cutter, daughter of the town’s most prosperous hotel-keeper and dearest friend of the orphaned
         and miserable Viola) said that she ought to marry Mr Teddy Therm, it was the sensible thing to do. Viola’s two aunts, sisters
         of her father, said so too, and so did old Miss Cattyman at the shop. Teddy’s kindness (a little spoiled by jealousy of her
         dead father, which she did not then notice) was comforting, so she took the advice of all her friends and married him.
      

      
      Everyone was relieved that poor Viola was settled except Shirley, that downright girl, who was sorrier for her friend than
         ever.
      

      
      On the eve of Viola’s wedding Shirley, who was staying with her, had run down into the shop to find some white silk to mend
         something with. The little rooms over the shop where Viola had lived with her father were brightly lit and full of females,
         all talking at once and admiring the trousseau, on which some of the fifty pounds had been spent. But down in the shop it
         was dark, except where the dismal light from a street lamp shone upon dismantled stocking stands and shut drawers, rolls of
         rayon covered in dust-sheets, and stacks of Cosycurl knitting wool. A faint glazey smell came from a newly opened bale of
         Horrocks’s longcloth, and near it, sitting with her ankles curled round one of the customers’ chairs and her head down on
         the haberdashery counter, was Viola. She was crying.
      

      
      ‘Heart alive, girl, what’s up with you?’

      
      ‘Oh, Shirley, I’m so miserable.’

      
      ‘And I don’t blame you,’ retorted her friend, hitching herself up on the counter and beginning to swing her beautiful legs.
         ‘So should I be.’
      

      
      
      ‘Well, I do like that, considering it was you made me give in about it,’ mopping and sniffing.

      
      ‘Only because I don’t see what else you could do. But I didn’t know you’d feel so down in the mouth.’

      
      ‘Well, I do.’

      
      Shirley did not assume that Viola was crying for her father. Her tears had a frightened sound.

      
      ‘He makes me feel sick,’ she whispered, staring through starry tears at the street lamp.

      
      ‘What, all the time?’

      
      ‘No, only when he kisses me. I hate being kissed. It’s beastly,’ she added.

      
      Shirley stared down at her friend’s untidy head, glimmering ashily in the dim light. She was very disturbed and distressed.
         She said suddenly,
      

      
      ‘Look here, Vi, don’t go through with it. Chuck it all up and come and live with—’ she stopped herself from saying ‘Geoff
         and me’, and ended ‘near us’. ‘I’ll find you a room and a job.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Shirley, I’d love it!’
      

      
      ‘His face – when you don’t turn up tomorrow!’ giggled Shirley, who did not consider that a short, plump man could suffer.

      
      But the picture of Teddy’s face sobered Viola. He had told her so often that she was the only person that he loved in the
         world, that his life lay in her hands and it would break his heart if she ever let him down.
      

      
      It would be wicked to let a person down when they felt like that about you: and as she stared longingly up at Shirley, she
         gently shook her head.
      

      
      ‘You aren’t thinking of marrying anyone else, are you, for mercy’s sake?’ inquired Shirley, slithering off the counter and
         relieved (though she still felt disturbed and distressed) that Vi, after all, was going through with it.
      

      
      ‘Me? Good lord, no!’

      
      This was true. Viola had no regular boy when she met Teddy, and few admirers. She was too quiet for local taste, which admired
         Shirley’s thick red curls, clear pink and white skin, and ringing voice; and though she went to dances sometimes and met boys and thoroughly enjoyed such outings, she enjoyed going to the
         pictures with her father, or watching him act, quite as much. Boys did not notice her much, and she did not notice them. It
         was quite true that she was not ‘thinking’ of marrying anyone else.
      

      
      Nevertheless, at the back of her mind, whenever she retired there for a reverie about a wedding, lingered the day-dream that
         one day she would marry Victor Spring.
      

      
      All the girls who had grown up in Chesterbourne – the girls in Woolworth’s and the young ladies in Barclay’s Bank, the assistants
         in the two smart hairdressing shops and the tradesmen’s daughters, the shopgirls and the typists and secretaries, the young
         receptionist at the Miraflor Café and the waitresses therein – they all day-dreamed just a little, when they retired to the
         back of their own minds for a reverie about a wedding, of marrying Victor Spring.
      

      
      He was the richest young man in the neighbourhood, he had the biggest car, the smartest house, the gayest parties. He was
         so good-looking that he made the heart, in that foolish old saying, beat a little faster, and was so charged with controlled
         energy and health that everyone felt more alive when he had been near.
      

      
      All these local girls like Viola, who had grown up in Chesterbourne or Sible Pelden and found jobs there, knew all about Victor
         Spring, his widowed mother and his cousin Hetty Franklin, who lived with them. While the day dreamers were still at school,
         they used to see Victor, home from Harrow at Christmas, passing through the town in his father’s car on the way to some festivity
         at one of the local big houses. The glimpse of the handsome boy, self-assured, charming in his Etons and the legendary, absurdly
         becoming topper, went straight into their romantic pigtailed or shingled heads and lingered there for years.
      

      
      No one remained virgin for his sake, no one drowned herself in the Bourne, they all grew up prepared to marry the publican,
         the tailor and the chemist as their mothers had done before them; but there was a continual soft current of feminine speculation
         and comment in Chesterbourne and Sible Pelden about the doings, the income, and possible bride of Victor Spring.
      

      
      Viola had day-dreamed like the others, although she had never spoken to the young god. Even after she was Mrs Theodore Wither
         (and was not very happy, because after he was married to her, Teddy discovered that she was not so poetic and marvellous as
         he had supposed, and naturally this made him less fond of her) she sometimes found herself imagining a wedding in the old
         church at Sible Pelden, to which she and her father used sometimes to walk on Sundays, with herself in white satin and orange-blossoms;
         and, waiting for her at the end of the church as she came slowly down on her dear father’s arm was Victor Spring.
      

      
      Then she would wake up with a shock, realizing that she was married and would never have a lovely wedding like that, with a handsome young man to look down lovingly at her and tell
         her that she was beautiful.
      

      
      And as she was now a widow, moored firmly in the bosom of her late husband’s family, it did not seem likely that she would
         ever marry Victor Spring.
      

      
      As she leaned against the window frame, crying because she was so lonely and missed her father so much, she could see through
         her tears and the thinly leaved trees the red brick and white woodwork of the Springs’ house, Grassmere, crowning the hill
         on the other side of the valley.
      

      
      Between the two hills, each with a house, was a little wood. Its paths were dark with evening now.

      
      She stared at the house, realizing that it was his, yet not actually thinking about him. He was not a real person to her;
         he was a dream. But he lived, and had lived ever since she had known about him, in a wonderful world where everyone was happy,
         and wore lovely clothes, and went to dances and shows every night and enjoyed everything.
      

      
      How she longed to live in that world!

      
      The house looked romantic as a fairy palace to her, as she stared across through half a mile of twilit air. How big and rich
         it was! There was a light in one of the upper rooms, strong and golden (all the lights at The Eagles were dim; Mr Wither said that bright lights were bad for the eyes).
      

      
      This is a beastly, miserable hole, she thought, the tears running warmly down, and I’ve got to live here for ever, until I’m as old as Tina. I’ll never get away. Never.
      

      
      Away on the other side of the valley sounded the long arrogant note of a car’s horn. It was Victor Spring’s great Bentley,
         bringing him back for the weekend, dashing homeward through the darkening lanes. Like the horn of the Prince who came to awaken
         the Sleeping Beauty it sounded, a thrilling, imperious call echoing through the little twilit wood.
      



   

      
      
      CHAPTER III

      
      On the same April morning that Viola came to The Eagles Mrs Spring, of Grassmere, sat in the morning-room glancing through
         the Daily Express and sipping her orange juice.
      

      
      Victor had already gone to London. The house still quivered with his departure; virtue had gone out of it. It was left to
         women and servants until his return in the evening.
      

      
      He had said nothing at breakfast, except that he would be in to dinner, and only once had he glanced out of the window because
         something, a gleam of improper white, had caught his eye. Daisies, five of them, on the green suede lawn which his gardeners
         kept perfect.
      

      
      But he at once looked down at his paper again, without frowning. By ten o’clock the daisies would be gone; the gardeners would
         have worked round to them in their daily routine.
      

      
      The house and its grounds resembled the first-act set of an old-fashioned musical comedy. The brickwork was a strong new red,
         the woodwork, of which there was much, a dazzling white. So soon as either material lost this freshness, Victor had it cleaned
         and repainted, for he did not so much dislike shabbiness as take it for granted that shabbiness could not exist; and every
         room in the warm, perfectly equipped mansion went through the same strict treatment.
      

      
      If gin was spilled upon a cushion of bright plum-red velvet with a heavy silver fringe, then that cushion disappeared and
         another one, of black satin embroidered heavily with irises in fourteen natural shades and costing 49s. 11d., took its place. Should an ashtray in the shape of a winsomely begging Sealyham fall on the floor and chip an ear, away
         it went, and another, shaped like a coquettishly imploring Cairn, appeared in its stead, each having cost 37s. 6d.
      

      
      Baskets of brightly gilded wicker full of seasonal plants in blossom hung above the pleasant veranda which ran the length
         of the house. A troop of dogs sprawled in the sunlight on the veranda floor, not troubling to glance at the open french windows
         because all five knew that, if they strayed inside, they would be heartily thrashed.
      

      
      Below the three tennis courts a shrubbery of rhododendrons sloped to the banks of the Bourne, where Victor had a private landing-stage,
         and the house for his outboard, punt and little sailing-boat. Every now and then a white sail glided past above the dark green
         bushes or the patched one of a barge, the colour of a tiger-lily, loomed by on its way up to Chesterbourne.
      

      
      The house and grounds had that feeling (delightful or not so delightful; that depends upon whether one likes parties) of moving
         a little faster than other places, as though it were always upon the brink of a party. This was because cheerful, though permissible,
         noises sounded through the parquet-floored corridors and the luxurious rooms that did not contain a single book. A pretty
         maid steered the Hoover across a carpet (Mrs Spring hated plain maids; they depressed her), a burst of gay music came from
         a wireless that was being overhauled in readiness for next weekend’s party, a young gardener whistled as he worked, or Mrs
         Spring sat before her pianola playing the Handkerchief Dance. The telephone rang every half-hour or so. Vans from Harrods,
         from Fortnum and Mason and Cartier, came up to the house, and out of them came plain, wickedly expensive-looking parcels that
         were carried triumphantly indoors. These were for Mrs Spring, whose hobby was shopping.
      

      
      It was money royally spent that flowed through this house like the Gulf Stream; warming the rooms, making the maids smile
         and the gardeners whistle, luring vans to the door. Victor treated money, not like a tyrant that must be alternately fawned upon
         and bullied, but as an old pal; he stood it drinks, so to speak, and it stood him more drinks in return. He had a way with
         it; it came to his whistle.
      

      
      His father had left him a valley in Kent filled up with soft-fruit beds and a factory for canning their produce, and this
         brought him a very handsome income; but Victor had used the Sunny Valley Brand as a mere jumping-off point. He had (to speak
         moderately) extended his interests. He was a rich man, and would be richer.
      

      
      Despite the lavishness of his establishment, he lived within his income and did not get into debt. Indeed, for such a rich
         young man, with such golden prospects of being so much richer, he lived rather modestly. His tastes were simple: he liked
         the best and plenty of it.
      

      
      Mrs Spring, daughter of a country-town doctor and a social rung or two above her late husband, had a more than comfortable
         income of her own, left to her by Mr Spring. Some of it went on beauty treatments. But they were useless; her skin knew that
         it was fifty-two years old and stretched over a body in ill-health, and it refused to look anything but ravaged. She dressed
         fashionably, without forgetting her age. Her delicacy of body made her often irritable, but in her heart she was content enough.
         She lived from moment to moment, unharried by imagination, enjoyed entertaining her many friends, was extremely fond of Victor
         and tried to be patient with her niece Hetty, but did not find this easy.
      

      
      She was breakfasting earlier than usual because she was going up to London for a day’s shopping. She enjoyed such excursions
         more than anything in the world; her only regret was that she had no daughter to enjoy them with her.
      

      
      Hetty was no use at shopping. Hetty took no interest, unless Mrs Spring hurried into the book department at Harrods to buy
         a book of dog and horse pictures, costing 18s., for a friend who was keen on dogs and horses. Then, indeed, Hetty could hardly be dragged away. She was a thoroughly sickening
         girl. ‘Old Het-Up’, Victor called her, because she got so excited over poetry and all that sort of thing.
      

      
      
      Nevertheless, Hetty was going to town today with her aunt because the fine weather seemed to have set in, and a gay, busy
         summer with many guests, parties and excursions lay ahead of Grassmere, for which its ladies must have the right clothes and
         plenty of them.
      

      
      Mrs Spring compelled herself to relax while she sipped the juice and skimmed the anything-but-relaxing pages of the journal,
         but she was feeling irritable because Hetty was not there, dressed and ready to start. Hetty had eaten her breakfast and slipped
         off. She was always slipping off, and it annoyed Mrs Spring very much; she liked to have someone there to ask advice of, and
         to discuss the day’s plans with.
      

      
      Besides, at the last minute Hetty might be missing; that had happened once, and the train had been missed. Even Victor had
         been very angry with Hetty about that: he could not believe that anyone could actually miss a train. He was not easy-going.
      

      
      Today there was plenty of time, but Mrs Spring was uneasy. She rang, and said to the maid who came in, ‘Go and see if Miss
         Hetty is in her room, and ask her to come down.’
      

      
      The girl, a very pretty little thing from Merionethshire, said, ‘Yes, Madam,’ and went out. But she did not go upstairs.

      
      Victor’s unrelaxing standard of efficiency kept the whole of Grassmere’s interior new and spotless, and the grounds as well.
         But, like a king whose empire is so vast that he cannot find the time to visit certain squalid tribes on its frontiers, Victor
         never went into the hinterland of the vegetable garden, a desert of dumps, disused frames, manure heaps and a very large water-butt,
         originally painted a bright turquoise blue.
      

      
      Time and weather had faded this colour to softness, and it now glowed coolly against the canopy of pale red and white blossoms
         in the little orchard, where the apple-trees were out. The almond-trees were flowering, and the cherry, and the pear in a
         waterfall of white stars, and the dark pink crab-apple. Hetty sat on three old bricks with her back against the water-butt,
         a book on her knees, gazing up at the youngest gardener, a comely youth tied up here and there with bast. He was saying:
      

      
      
      ‘You see, Miss Hetty, it’s Mr Spring. He likes to know every single thing as goes in, Mr Spring does.’

      
      ‘Yes, I know he does, but surely he’d never notice one more cherry-tree among all the others.’

      
      ‘He’d be sure to see me puttin’ her in, Miss Hetty. ’Sides, it ’ud take me off my reg’lar wuck. Proper lot to do there is,
         here.’
      

      
      ‘I could put it in,’ she said eagerly.

      
      ‘Not right, you couldn’t, if you’ll excuse me a-sayin’ soo, Miss Hetty. Why, even a doddy tree like that un here,’ he pointed
         to a little cherry close by, ‘her takes time to put in, an’ it moost be done right. If she ain’t done right, her might die,
         and you wouldn’t like that, would you?’
      

      
      His young voice, in which the colourless vowels taught to him at school were gradually being replaced by the natural broad
         ones of his county, was soft and kind as though he spoke to a child, but it was also amused. Miss Hetty certainly didn’t goo
         on like most young ladies, and her differences were funny.
      

      
      ‘No, I shouldn’t,’ she answered shortly, turning her head quickly away to look at the fairy cloud of flowers. Her small blue
         eyes were deeply set and slightly misty from too much reading. They had a resentful look which never left them except when
         she saw a book or the name of a writer.
      

      
      ‘You see, Heyrick,’ she began again, after a pause, then stopped. Then went on, ‘Do you like music?’

      
      ‘Don’t know much about it, Miss Hetty.’

      
      ‘Well, do you know a song called In Summertime on Bredon?’
      

      
      ‘Like this, does it goo?’ and Heyrick broke into beautiful whistle, strong as a blackbird’s.

      
      ‘That’s it – that’s it! How on earth did you come to know it?’

      
      ‘On the wireless last night, Miss Hetty. Proper good ’un, that is.’

      
      ‘And the words – do you remember the words?’

      
      He grinned widely. ‘Count I never noticed ’em, Miss Hetty.’

      
      ‘Well, never mind, only they’re very beautiful and the man who wrote them has just died. That’s why I want to plant the cherry-tree,
         you see. In his memory, sort of.’
      

      
      Heyrick nodded, his amused look deepening.

      
      ‘He was a writer – a poet,’ she explained, hugging her knees and staring up at the starry white waterfall (The pear stood high and snowed). ‘A very true poet.’
      

      
      ‘Same as Kipling? We larned a piece by Kipling at school. If, it were called. Count I’ve forgotten most of it now.’
      

      
      ‘Not a bit like Kipling,’ corrected Hetty, ‘though Kipling’s a marvel. Only he’s out of fashion, they say (dunderheads). Oh
         well,’ scrambling up ungracefully and dusting her skirt, ‘thanks, Heyrick. It doesn’t matter. It’s not worth the fuss there’d
         be. Only I thought as a wild cherry, full standard, only costs seven and sixpence, I could just buy one and stick it in somewhere.
         I might have known I couldn’t … though there’s room enough.’
      

      
      ‘There is soo, Miss Hetty,’ said Heyrick with feeling; he was a little lazy.

      
      Hetty grimly pulled her hat over her resentful eves, and was bending to pick up her expensive handbag from the ground when
         little Merionethshire came breathlessly round the water-butt.
      

      
      ‘Please, Miss Hetty, Madam says will you go in. She wants you.’

      
      ‘Did she send you out here?’

      
      Hetty’s tone was alarmed. The water-butt, in the only untidy corner at Grassmere, was her poetry-reading place.

      
      ‘Indeed no, Miss Hetty, she said to go up to your room, only I thought as you’d most likely be out here, seeing it’s a nice
         morning and Heyrick said—’
      

      
      ‘All right. Thanks,’ Hetty interrupted the flow of lilting Welsh. ‘Don’t tell anyone I come here, will you, please, Davies?
         It’s nice to be quiet sometimes.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed and I won’t, Miss Hetty,’ promised Merionethshire with a trace of condescension but willingly enough, and meant what
         she said. A secret was a secret, even if it wasn’t about Boys. Any secret was better than none.
      

      
      ‘Poor Miss Hetty,’ said Merionethshire when Hetty had gone, turning a flower-like effect of carnation lips, peony cheeks and
         pansy-dark eyes on Heyrick. ‘She did ought to get married, I think.’
      

      
      ‘Count she ain’t the only one,’ and Heyrick loomed down upon little Merionethshire, who disappeared against the corduroys
         and bast in a storm of squeaks.
      

      
      
      ‘Where did you get to, Hetty?’ fretfully inquired Mrs Spring, pulling on her gloves. ‘I do wish you wouldn’t sneak off like
         that just when I want to talk to you.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, Aunt Edna.’

      
      They took their places in the car, which moved off as Mrs Spring began to talk about the day’s programme.

      
      Hetty sat silent, in the smart coat and skirt chosen by her aunt, which she wore badly. She was a plump girl of a little over
         twenty, with dark hair worn in an untidy knob, a bad complexion and small, well-formed features that were unexpectedly attractive.
      

      
      She was the only daughter of Mrs Spring’s only sister; her father and mother were dead, and she had lived, since she was five,
         with her aunt and her cousin Victor. She had some hundred pounds a year of her own left to her by her mother, but Mrs Spring
         did not consider this pittance enough for a girl to live on in virtue and comfort, and had insisted upon carrying Hetty off.
      

      
      Mrs Spring had loved her sister very dearly; their affection had been the deepest experience in her unimaginative life, and
         she had hoped that Hetty, as that sister’s daughter, would be like Winnie come back again.
      

      
      But Hetty had taken after her father’s side; the unsuccessful (that is, poor) Franklins who were all teachers and parsons
         and librarians, and as dull as ditch-water, with their noses in books, their socks in holes and their finances in muddles.
         Hetty was a disappointment. All that Mrs Spring could do with Hetty was to let Victor see that her investments did not go
         down, while she herself chose her clothes and tried to marry her off.
      

      
      Not that Mrs Spring was a fanatic about girls getting married; a lot of rubbish was talked about marriage, and nowadays a
         girl could have a really good time (dances riding, shows, flying, parties, yachting and golf) without marriage, especially
         if she had money.
      

      
      But Hetty had no money. Mrs Spring did not look upon one hundred pounds a year as money: she would have agreed with those
         gangsters who refer contemptuously to small amounts as chicken feed. Hetty was also a discontented, queer girl whom nothing
         pleased but rubbishy books by immoral highbrow authors. So the sooner Hetty married, the better.
      

      
      As for Hetty, she had not the courage to say so, but she considered the life led at Grassmere to be tedious, futile and coarse.
         (She was always wondering what Doctor Johnson would have said about it, and inventing Imaginary Conversations with him about
         the people who came down for weekends – ‘Sir, Mr So and So is a fool, and twice a fool, for he is not aware of his folly.’)
         Her aunt’s interests bored her, and she found her cousin Victor’s lack of imagination unattractive.
      

      
      What was the use of a man’s being handsome if he were also stupid?

      
      She could talk to no one at Grassmere about books.

      
      At Grassmere no one read books. They occasionally read a thriller from the Boots in Chesterbourne, but more often they looked
         at the Tatler, Vogue, the Sunday Pictorial, Homes and Gardens, and journals about cars and outboards. These periodicals had to compete with the wireless, the pianola, the telephone, visitors,
         gossip and the dogs. Usually they were defeated.
      

      
      Hetty’s passion for poetry (the word, usually too strong for the taste it describes, here falls short of her feelings) had
         been discovered by her at school, and fostered there. Now it must be indulged in secret; or her aunt and cousin laughed, then
         spoke sharply. They did not like young girls to be brainy and different. Brainy, different girls, who were yet not brainy
         enough to have a career, were misfits. When, like Hetty, they were bad at parties, riding, tennis, skiing, flying, yachting
         and golf, they were a trial, thorns in the Spring flesh.
      

      
      Hetty turned to stare at The Eagles as the car passed; she always liked to look at that tall dark grey house in which lived
         Mr Wither and his sad-looking daughter. Hetty had never spoken to any of the Withers, but she liked to muse about the inside
         of their house and their life; she imagined it full of strange psychological complexities, like a very modern novel.
      

      
      The house, with its dreary flowerless shrubs and darkly curtained windows, was as full of romance to her as a mansion in a
         story by Chekov. It was so different from Grassmere, where everything was beastly new.
      

      
      
      I wish I could get away, thought Hetty wistfully as the car swung into the station yard, and live in a house like The Eagles,
         where it’s peaceful, and life is full of a muted, melancholy beauty.
      

      
      ‘Hetty! Your handbag!’ exclaimed Mrs Spring.

      
      The chauffeur bent and carefully picked it from the gutter.
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