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  Chapter One




  Bryde-by-the-Sea




  HILARY PANSEL straightened her back and stretched her arms in an attempt to get rid of the little gnawing pain that always

  attacked the middle of her spine when she was washing up or ironing—anything that involved bending for more than ten minutes at a time. It was nothing that mattered, of course—only one

  more small addition to the burden of single-handed domestic drudgery.




  It had seemed such fun when she and her big, adorable John had bought the little cottage at Bryde-by-the-Sea, and started on their venture of living and becoming famous entirely by their own

  efforts—no rich relations, no staff of hired servants, practically no money, to help them on their way. They would do it all themselves, quietly, with no advertising; there would be hard

  times, of course; they would have to ‘go without’ while the foundations were being laid, but that would be all part of the fun. It was John, of course, who was to be famous, was to

  make, in time, the fortune that would compensate them for the quietness and simplicity of their start, but she, Hilary, was to have an equal share in the building up of his fame, by feeding him and

  nursing him and keeping him happy and cheerful so that no worries or silly little domestic troubles should interfere with his work. It would be John’s name that would be famous, but people

  who knew would say: ‘Ah, he would never have done it without her. She has been his inspiration—his good angel. Their life together has been so idyllic that he could hardly help

  becoming a great artist.’ Then they would sigh and wish that they had done as much for their husbands—for it would be women, of course, who talked like that—men were too

  unimaginative to think of it.




  It would take a little time, of course; they had realised that from the first. There was not much money in painting till you were famous, or at any rate till some art gallery had taken

  you up. John would have to be content with fifteen or twenty guineas for canvases that in a few years’ time would be changing hands at three-figure prices—for other people. But by then

  he would be earning big money himself. Vayle was getting three hundred for his oils and forty or fifty for the smallest water-colours—mere scraps of paper with a few quick, inspired strokes

  of the brush dashed on to them. “Vayle”, some wag had said, “has only to blow his nose on a handkerchief and frame it and there’s forty guineas”. Of course that was an

  exaggeration, and not very kind, but it was a great compliment in a way—that people should be willing to pay such prices for what were (to Hilary) little more than suggestions of pictures.

  There were painters, of course, who got even bigger prices—a thousand guineas was not unheard of, even for a landscape—but they were mostly men who caught the popular fancy with work

  which (John said) would be out of fashion and dead in a generation. John would not be like that—his work would last and become greater and more admired long after he was dead—as was the

  case with all great artists.




  It was not only the money that mattered, of course; that would be nice for what it would enable them to do. What would be so lovely would be meeting celebrated and brilliant people, not only

  painters but artists of every kind and actors and authors and everybody worth meeting—people who had made their names and their fortunes by their own talents and not by just inheriting what

  other people had done for them—the ‘parasites’, as Hilary in her healthy young scorn had called them. Hilary was herself the daughter of a younger son of an obscurer—and

  poorer—branch of a good family, and the sting of being neglected by the higher branches of the family tree had left its mark upon her young and sensitive spirit. So that it was with

  enthusiasm not unmixed with bravado that, at the age of twenty two, she had married John Pansel, eight years older than herself and of no family at all—just a painter who had got badly hurt

  in the war and whom she had nursed back to health in the hospital which Lady Waterley—one of the ‘higher branches’—had established, with lavish display of patriotism and

  womanly feeling, in the ancestral home at Glynde Park. Hilary was welcome enough then; she was young, enthusiastic, and didn’t mind what, or how much, hard work she did, and was quite ready

  to attend to the obscurer patients while Lady Waterley and her plain daughters fussed round the ones whose mothers might be useful ‘after the war’.




  And ‘after the war’ Hilary had been dropped like a hot potato; she was far too attractive to have at Glynde while her plain cousins were trying to harvest the seeds that had been

  sown in those grim years. Hilary had received a photograph of the group taken when the Queen had visited Glynde with Lady Waterley in flowing coif and two medals on her right, and Sir Patrick

  Boynton, the great consultant, on her left, framed—the photograph was—in silver, together with an autograph letter of thanks and a vague invitation to ‘come and see us again at

  Glynde some day’. That had been the end of it for Hilary, but the beginning of her real love for big, good-tempered John Pansel, who had laughed at her anger and shown her what real life was

  like and drawn for her visons of a future of which the little cottage at Bryde was to be but the first stage.




  The very name of the place had fascinated her—Bryde-by-the-Sea. It was so deliriously appropriate to their honeymoon—for they spent their honeymoon in preparing the little house that

  was to be their home till fame came to John. It was bound to come, because John’s reputation as a painter had been firmly established before the war came to smash everything that was

  beautiful and of good repute in the world. He had won a travelling scholarship at the Lambeth Art School, that wonderful training ground for the real working artist which one of the great City

  Companies had established and endowed. The scholarship had taken him to Paris and Rome and in 1914 he had won the Prix du Louvre, second only in importance to the Prix de Rome. Sir Otto Geisberg,

  the great collector, had sent for him and encouraged and advised him, offered to finance him for a further two years of study in Rome. The ball had been at John Pansel’s feet, fame beckoned

  to him with golden finger, the glory and wonder of his art and his opportunity dazzled him—and a group of young firebrands in Sarajevo threw a bomb which shattered the whole firmament of

  creation into a million fragments and turned all the thoughts and efforts of men for years to destruction, destruction, destruction . . .




  For a year after the war John Pansel’s spirit had remained in a state of torpor—stunned by the shock and horror of its experience. The agony and beastliness of his wound—a

  severe abdominal laceration—had hurt more than his body; the years of merciless destruction had killed—so he thought—the power, even the desire, to create; the possession of

  money, his war gratuity, encouraged the evil lethargy which was stifling him. A war friend had lent him a small cottage in a drab part of Essex, where no beauty of scenery or surrounding beckoned

  to his dormant muse; he was content to lounge through the days, smoking his pipe, feeding a few stupid chickens, digging the stiff, grudging soil of a rectangular patch of garden. No doubt it was

  good for his body, this absolute rest after the years of strain, but his spirit might well have sunk for ever into obscurity.




  Then a chance meeting at an Oxford Street teashop, on one of his rare visits to London for a Medical Board, had revived his acquaintance with the attractive young nurse whom he had been too ill

  and tired to do more than like and be grateful to at Glynde. To his surprise, John Pansel had felt, during this short half-hour’s talk, a stirring of youth and interest. He was thirty now and

  had come to think of himself as a middle-aged man. Women and the thought of marriage had not entered his mind during the last five years; even before that he had been too deeply immersed in his

  budding career to do more than play with the lighter fringes of love. Now, as he travelled back to his lonely Essex hovel, he found himself thinking with eager affection of Nurse Keston, who had

  been kind to him in that hellish hospital—Glynde, to him, was a nightmare of draining-tubes and ether—and who, this afternoon, had smiled and talked to him as if he were a human being

  and not a ‘case’ whom the Medical Board had that afternoon scheduled as ‘cured’.




  That had been the first of many meetings, half-surreptitious at first on the part of John, almost shame-faced at the idea of having anything to do with a girl. Gradually Hilary’s vigorous

  enthusiasm and healthy scorn had stirred a response in John’s dormant spirit; he had begun to talk of his ambitions, his early life—a hard, bitter struggle till the beneficent City

  Company had given him his chance, but a life which taught Hilary the smallness of her own angers and ambitions. Spurred on by Hilary—no longer now ‘Nurse Keston’—John had

  dug his ‘outfit’ and his old canvases out of the studio in which he had been allowed to store them during the war, had taken a small studio for himself in the purlieus of Hammersmith,

  had sold his chickens and thanked his Essex friend, and established himself with a bed and a gas stove and a frying pan under the north light that of itself stirred the spirit of his genius back

  into eager life.




  But that life, though eager, was at first but a feeble flame. John got easily tired and easily depressed. Hilary saw that, if his revival was to be permanent and progressive, she must be

  constantly at his side to help and encourage him. That meant marriage, because John was far too conservative and respectable, for all his early life, even to think of any less permanent

  arrangement, and in any case there was no reason why they should not marry. Hilary was entirely her own mistress now; after the war she had been unable—after a brief and unhappy

  experiment—to settle down in the dull little provincial town where Dr. and Mrs. Keston divided their time between routine work and little parties and ‘the wireless’. Hilary, with

  a hundred a year of her own, left to her by a thoughtful and accommodating aunt, had struck out for herself and found work as a receptionist to a Brook Street milliner. She had no training but she

  was nice to look at and had a friendly manner that made customers think that they were really welcome in the shop and not mere tiresome intruders, as was the curious custom in most millinery

  establishments.




  But after a year the work had begun to pall and Madame Vertigot, to whom at her engagement Hilary had rashly mentioned the name of Lady Waterley, had for some time been complaining that she did

  not bring enough custom to the shop. It had dawned on her that she was expected to tout round among her friends, and that she was emphatically not going to do—even if she had had the

  friends who could afford Madame Vertigot’s prices.




  So marriage would be a solution for her as well as for John and as John was temperamentally incapable of suggesting it, Hilary had proposed to him herself, and—after an interval of

  astonishment amounting almost to consternation on John’s part—had been rapturously and gratefully accepted and they had been married at a registry office because John certainly could

  not have afforded the clothes for the sort of wedding that Mrs. Keston would have insisted on if it had been in church.




  They had intended at first to live in the Hammersmith studio, under the north light and with the help of the gas stove and the frying pan, but London—even the humblest part of

  Hammersmith—was desperately expensive to live in—lettuces cost five-pence and Hilary couldn’t live without lettuces if she was to do her own housekeeping, which would consist of

  them and bread and butter and eggs and oranges—so they had begun to talk about living in the country until John’s name had become established and his work was selling steadily. Then

  they would move to Chelsea, or at any rate Earl’s Court, and have a small garden with a frame for their own lettuces and a little car to run them out into the country when they felt inclined,

  for Hilary loved the country and John at that time loved everything that Hilary loved—and even everything she touched.




  And then another war friend of John’s had told them about the fascinating little village on the Norfolk coast which he had found on a walking tour, and especially about its wonderful

  lights—he was by way of being a painter himself in an amateur way—its greys and mauves, and pale yellows and quiet greens. And food there—the friend had said—cost nothing; a

  flounder was a penny—even if you didn’t catch it yourself, which you easily could with a thing called a butt-prick, something like Britannia’s trident, only a net was easier,

  though more expensive to buy. So Hilary and John had rushed down to Bryde-by-the-Sea on a week-end excursion ticket and fallen in love with it and found exactly the right little house with a

  bedroom with a skylight on the sea-ward side that provided the right light for painting, though a lot of draught as well, and Hilary and John could sleep in the other two bedrooms which were

  smaller but would do quite well till they could afford to build on a wing or go back to London.




  So they had spent the last two hundred odd pounds of John’s war gratuity in buying the little house—it was a cottage really—and had spent their honeymoon getting it ready,

  because they hadn’t been able to afford a honeymoon when they were married—and then they had got rid of the Hammersmith lease for quite a good premium, sold their sticks of furniture

  which were not worth the cost of moving, and transplanted themselves to Bryde with two trunks and a suit case and John’s big easel and canvases.




  For the first three months Bryde-by-the-Sea had given them a happiness that had seemed almost impossible except in a book by Gene Stratton-Porter. Then the winter and the storms and the cold and

  the perpetual wind had come and they had still been ideally happy but not quite so comfortable, and single-handed domestic life had seemed to Hilary not quite such fun as at first. But

  things were going pretty well and before long they would be able to afford a woman to come in and do the rougher work and give Hilary more time for amusement. John’s early patron, Sir Otto

  Geisberg, had died during the war—died in an internment camp, of unhappiness and horrible food and loneliness and the ugly side of a life that till then had been, for him, nearly all beauty.

  But one or two galleries had remembered about the Prix du Louvre and had taken some of John’s work and sold it and asked for more and John had suggested twenty-five guineas this time without

  being snubbed.




  Then—in about 1921 or ’22—had come the slump, which at first had seemed to be about shipping and steel and had even made the cost of living in Bryde cheaper than ever and

  seemed to be very good for John and Hilary Pansel, if not for shareholders and people who had money. But then the galleries had begun to write letters about it—generally with a capital

  S—and it seemed that if things weren’t so good for the people who had money they couldn’t be so good for the people who hadn’t it—people like painters and the other

  kind of painters, because the people who had money hadn’t got money any longer—at least, not enough to buy pictures and have their drawing-rooms redecorated on a new scheme every six

  months. And taxes that were to have come down didn’t come down. Not that taxes affected John and Hilary much because they only had Hilary’s hundred a year and what John earned with his

  brush and he got something off for that because he had earned it and when he didn’t earn it any longer he hadn’t got it to pay taxes on. But it affected the people who had money so that

  more than ever they hadn’t got money with which to buy pictures and so on.




  But Austen Chamberlain had said that if only the country could stand the high taxes he was asking for for another three years it would reap the benefit afterwards and prosperity would come and

  people with money would be able to have their drawing-rooms redecorated on a new scheme every six months or even oftener, and so on. And now, twelve years later or more, another Chamberlain was

  saying exactly the same thing, but as he didn’t wear an eyeglass, or even an orchid, perhaps he was more reliable.




  Hilary—thirty-four-year-old-now Hilary—sighed heavily and wriggled her back to get rid of the pain and looked out of the window at the greys and mauves and pale yellows and quiet

  greens—the same window that she had been looking out of when Austen had said it—and dried the same plates, only not so many of them. They had bought a dozen when they married, because

  they would have little parties occasionally—to celebrate, perhaps, the sale of some picture at a new high-level price. That had actually happened once or twice and been very thrilling though

  not the people, because, except during August, the possible guests were a dull lot and even in August, when the Anchorage Hotel was full, you could hardly go down there and look through the

  visitors’ list and pick out the names you had heard of or that sounded nice and invite them up to dine with you—complete strangers—because the Old Masters Gallery had sold a

  painting for you at thirty two and a half instead of thirty. And in any case the occasion had only arisen twice, and that was ten years ago or more; now you would be lucky if you didn’t have

  everything thrown back at you, with a bill for carriage.




  Ten years! It seemed a lifetime. It was a lifetime. Hilary had been young ten years ago and full of hope and spirits and ambition—and love. Now she was old. Or, at any rate, her

  youth had gone, and with it her hope and her ambition and her . . . no, that wasn’t true. She did still love John, of course, tremendously; he was everything in the world to her—but it

  was in a different way. She didn’t any longer feel a thrill each time she saw him, or tremble when he touched her. She was tremendously fond of him, and worried horribly if he got ill and

  would miss him unbearably if . . . oh, but that simply couldn’t be thought about. But . . . perhaps it just was that he didn’t any longer feel like that about her; his eyes

  didn’t light up as they used to and he never now picked her up in his arms and dumped her down in his lap in their one big chair and hugged her till she couldn’t breathe. Of course it

  was silly to expect him to. You couldn’t expect a man to go on loving the same woman like that for ever—men weren’t monogamous by instinct as women were supposed to be (but were

  they?). And of course that must make a difference to what one felt oneself.




  But perhaps they would both have gone on feeling like that if life hadn’t turned out to be so different—and so hard. If they had been able to get back to London, or at any

  rate to build on or buy a better house, or at least have a maid so that she, Hilary, had not had to become a complete drudge and spoil her hands and lose her looks and get tired and cross. And if

  poor John could have had a little success to cheer him up and make him take a pride in himself again and have a little fun—even if it was only a fortnight in Italy or Germany every

  year—how different everything would have been.




  But they had not had a penny to do anything with. After the first year John’s pictures had stopped selling, except very occasionally and at very poor prices, hardly enough—he

  said—to pay for the canvas and the paints and the carriage and the gallery fees. They had lived almost entirely on her hundred a year. John had absolutely refused to allow her to realise one

  penny of the capital. She had wanted to realise some and live on it as income till times got better and his work became established and his pictures sold properly. But he had put his foot down on

  that, and lucky that he had, because times had got no better—worse, if anything, and if they had lived on capital there would have been no hundred a year now. But it had been, naturally, a

  bitter blow to John, to have to live on his wife’s money. He had become very touchy about it, even morbid, and that hadn’t made things any happier between them.




  They were lucky, of course—in a way—not to have had any children. They simply couldn’t have afforded them. They had decided at the very beginning not to have any until their

  income had risen to a thousand a year and they could afford a nurse. (How shocked Hilary’s mother and father would have been if they had known of that decision—a ‘judgment’,

  they would have said all the subsequent troubles were.) Hilary would have loved to have a child—a daughter; John, of course, wanted a son. But as things had turned out, it would of course

  have been madness—the end of everything. Sometimes, even now, Hilary regretted it. A child would have given them something to think of, to talk about, besides just money and the sale or

  non-sale of pictures and domestic worries. They might even have gone on loving each other properly if . . . but it was no good thinking about it, it was utterly impossible.




  They must just go struggling on till something happened. Things must get better some day everyone said that. But when? Thank God, they couldn’t get worse for Hilary and John Pansel. Income

  Tax didn’t affect them. It was inconceivable that the Funding Loan should pass a dividend. The cost of living was going down—that seemed to be a bad thing in some mysterious

  way—the fall in prices. No, things couldn’t get worse; they would almost certainly get better, but oh, it was dull, dreary work, waiting. Dull, dull, dull . . .




  





  Chapter Two




  The Saltings




  AS she looked out of her kitchen-scullery window, Hilary Pansel could see practically the whole setting that had so fascinated her and John at their

  first sight of this remote corner of England. 1Bryde-by-the-Sea, though nominally a harbour, lies nearly a mile back from the ocean which surges invisibly

  against the line of low sand dunes limiting the northern horizon. In between lies a wide expanse of weed-grown mud, intersected by a maze of channels which at high tide are full to the brim of salt

  water and at low are mere trenches of black and treacherous ooze. These are the Saltings; the home of a hundred varieties of sea-birds, of countless sea-plants, of insects, reptiles, fishes,

  animals—according to the state of the tides and the time of year; at one time a silvery dazzle of southernwood, at another green with samphire, at another brown with sea-churned mud, and

  sometimes—at the highest of the ‘springs’—completely submerged under the smooth, swirling waters of the flowing tide. Dreary and desolate though they are, the Saltings have

  for those who love them a fascination which no written word can describe, a beauty which defies the most skilful brush.




  So, at least, thought John Pansel as he sat on a three-legged stool at the mouth of the creek, by which the tide crept in twice in the twenty-four hours to fill the inland harbour, and tried to

  commit to cartridge paper the utterly baffling and illusive colours of a scene which never changed but, to his artist’s eye, was never twice the same. The silvery-yellow of the sands, the

  green and lavender of the saltings, the grey and purple of the skies, all these, if you studied them, became flat and colourless, but if you shut your eyes a minute and then opened them you were

  dazzled by the beauty of their tones, bewildered by their changing values; you dashed for your brush and palette, mixed up your colour wash, looked again—and behold, the sand had become grey,

  the saltings yellow, the sea purple; it was baffling, humiliating, impossible—and utterly fascinating. Only with water-colours could you hope to catch the fleeting effects; with breathless

  speed you might convey to paper your impression of the morning’s light—an impression which might be transferred later, at your studio leisure, to the richer medium of oil or

  tempera.




  It was waste of time, of course; not once, in all his hundred and more attempts, had John Pansel produced a painting which satisfied himself, which reproduced, even measurably, the beauty that

  his eyes saw; as for the public, the art-fanciers, not one in another hundred was attracted by pictures of a scene which, on paper or canvas, was either desolate, featureless, and flat, or

  impossibly garish, exaggerated, unbelievable. And yet the urge to try again was irresistible; it drew the artist like a magnet. And after all, what did it matter? If he stayed at home and worked on

  some model—‘the old long-shoreman’, ‘the fisher-lass’, or constructed new groupings of the picturesque old flint and pantile cottages, would anyone buy them? Better do

  work that gave one pleasure, however profitless it might be.




  So Pansel sat patiently on his little stool and washed in the heavy thunder-clouds that were beginning to appear on the south-western horizon; they would be right over him in another hour,

  perhaps less, and would completely change the values of his intended picture, but he might be able to get what he wanted before then. 2He was sitting at

  the mouth of the creek, where the bar—a squat breakwater—forced the water at low tide into a narrow, swirling channel; now the tide was beginning to flow and the breakwater was just

  covered, the stream broadening out at once to fill the pool formed by the ends of the two sandhills that guarded the mouth. From that point the creek followed a winding course round one side of the

  saltings, hugging the high embankment that had been built, nearly two hundred years ago, to keep the sea away from the reclaimed land—land which had been saltings but now was rich meadow-land

  on which a bullock could be fattened. After a passage of some three-quarters of a mile, the creek reached the village, broadened out slightly into a rough harbour, turned parallel with the coast

  line and then curled out again into the saltings, among which it wound and writhed until it died away to nothing not far from the point at which it had started.




  At this moment, early flow, the water in the creek beyond the pool was only a few inches deep and died away into mud a hundred yards beyond the village; no boat could navigate it, unless it was

  completely flat and empty, propelled by its owner paddling in the stream and pulling or pushing. Even then navigation was only possible to someone who knew the channel, for the ‘deep

  water’ of six inches switched from side to side of a bed that otherwise was no deeper than three or two or one. Directly the tide crossed the bar at the mouth, however, the creek would begin

  rapidly to fill and a boat would float of its own accord up to the village and beyond.




  Pansel bent over his painting-block. He must hurry if he was to catch the effect he wanted, which was governed not only by the thunder-clouds but by the winding silver ribbon of the low-water

  channel. Quickly his brush swept over the paper. It was coming this time; in another ten minutes he would have fixed it. . . .




  “Ahoy! Mr. Pansel!”




  At the shrill call the painter involuntarily raised his head. A small sailing boat was sliding towards the barely submerged line of the breakwater. Two boys of about thirteen and fourteen were

  in it, the sons of Vaughan Cadnall, proprietor of the ‘Anchorage’.




  “Morning, George! Morning, Frank. Mind you don’t go aground on the bar.”




  “Oh, she’ll do it. We’ve got the centre-board up.”




  “Then take care you don’t turn over; the wind’s puffy. Better let it down now.”




  The little boat was safely over the obstacle and slipping across the pool.




  “Matter of fact we can’t. The beastly thing’s always sticking if one pulls it up. She’ll be all right up the crik; we shan’t have to tack with this wind.”




  The last words were almost inaudible as the boat disappeared round the bend. John Pansel bent over his pad again, mechanically raised his brush, looked up—and cursed.




  “Blast! it’s gone again!”




  In the two minutes that the little conversation had lasted the light had completely changed. The silver line of the creek had become leaden, sea-green had changed to olive, pink of the distant

  roofs to brown. John threw his brush back into the open box and rose to his feet. It had happened so often, this frustration on the threshold of success; he should have been accustomed to it by

  now, and yet each fresh time he felt the same sense of anger, of personal affront, as if some malign spite was aimed at him. In the early months of his life at Bryde it had been a joke; he and

  Hilary had laughed at it together, but gradually a bitter note had crept into John’s laughter and now, with ten years of disappointment and ill-health behind him, the painter made no attempt

  to check the growing sullenness of his temper.




  Ill-health, of course, was at the bottom of his mood. Officially, ‘cured’ and pensionless, John Pansel’s digestion had been ruined by the jagged sliver of shell-case, the

  ripping knives, the draining-tubes, the cat-gut, and all the pains and paraphernalia of healing. If his subsequent life had been easy and carefree, if he had been happy and successful and carefully

  fed, John might have weathered the storm; as it was, with the best will in the world but no experience and a minimum of money, Hilary could not provide him with the delicacies, the subtle cooking,

  the appetite-nursing that he needed. His digestion became steadily worse and with it his health—and his temper. One good turn poverty did for him; it kept him from drink. A man could

  not—a man like Pansel could not—soak on his wife’s money; pride kept him from that. Two pints of beer he had a week; Hilary insisted on that; it took him among his fellow men and

  cheered him up, but the money for it came out of a special box into which he put the earnings from pencil-sketches of visitors at the hotel—work which he loathed and yet which enabled him to

  have small luxuries such as this and tobacco without drawing on the house-keeping funds.




  John kicked over his camp-stool and looked about him. It was too early to go back—lunch would not be ready for another hour and a half. Besides, he did not want the bother of walking if he

  could get a lift. A boat was sure to come along as the tide rose; there was always an odd fisherman working home from sea with his nets and meagre catch, or a pleasure-seeker slipping down to the

  bar and back in motor-launch or sailing-boat for the sake of the run. Half-way along the pool a dark figure was bending over what was probably a boat hidden by the curve of the beach. John walked

  towards it, and as he approached saw that it was a fisherman in blue jersey and black thigh boots, filling a heavy, flat-bottomed boat with shingle.




  “Good-morning, Polly”, he said. “Going to mix some concrete?”




  Without start or hurry, the fisherman straightened up and turned towards him.




  “Good-morning, Mr. Pansel”, he said, gravely. “Yes, I’m taking a load up for Mr. Martin’s; he’s putting on a new scullery and a bath-room.”




  “You building it for him?”




  “Yes. He’s in no hurry and I can work at it between times.”




  The sharp cackle of the Norfolk fisher-folk cannot be reproduced on paper without an exaggeration that would be misleading. They speak, as a rule, in a staccato shout, but their English is as

  pure as another man’s. The men, especially, are well educated and well-read, besides being extremely intelligent and capable with their hands. Most of them have some second trade or side-line

  with which to supplement the meagre earnings of the dwindling fishing industry. Christian Madgek, to whom John was now speaking, was a skilled builder and plumber, and though he worked in his own

  good time and refused to be hurried his services were in considerable demand among the few inhabitants of Bryde who could ever consider the luxury of building. Nor was that Madgek’s only

  sideline. It was common knowledge that many a hare and wild duck that appeared on the menu of ‘The Anchorage’, or on the table of less important dwellings, had fallen to his skilful

  snare or gun, though this he would flatly have denied.




  “I wish I could do something useful”, said John Pansel, gloomily eyeing the shining heap of gravel in the clumsy-looking boat.




  “I’m sure what you do gives great pleasure to people, sir”, replied Madgek politely. His private opinion was that picture-making was pure waste of time and good paint, but

  nothing would have induced him to hurt the artist’s feelings by saying so.




  “It’s as well you’ve got your building to fall back on”, continued John. “With these big trawlers covering a wider field every year it must be getting harder than

  ever for local fishermen to find a market. Science and machinery are more of a curse than a blessing to a place like Bryde.”




  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, sir”, replied Madgek, folding his arms and leaning back against the rising wind. “The fishing’s maybe gone, but motor cars bring holiday

  folk and trippers who’d never have got here without them. They like their bit of a sail or a run in the motor-boat and there’s as much money in that as ever there was in fish.

  We’ve little to complain of.”




  Madgek, one of the village capitalists, owned a large motor-boat in which, during holiday weather, he ran parties of visitors down the creek to the bar and back for sixpence a head. On the way

  he picked up many an odd half-crown by towing rash or inexpert sailers off the sandbanks on which the falling tide had stranded them.




  “You’re a bit of a philosopher, Polly. But I daresay it’s easy to be that when you’ve got something in the bank and no one dependent on you.” There was a touch of

  bitterness in Pansel’s tone which his companion either did not notice or ignored.




  “I know little enough about philosophy, sir”, he said, “but I see no sense in complaining of what can’t be cured. The steam trawlers have come to stay—till

  something better comes along to turn them out.”




  John Pansel cast an eye over the pool.




  “Tide’s coming in quick now”, he said. “Hadn’t you better get on with your loading if you want to get up with the flood?”




  Madgek had been thinking this for the last ten minutes, but his manners were far too good to let him break off his conversation with Pansel as long as the latter wanted to continue it. Now he

  quietly picked up his shovel, spat on his huge, horny hands, and with slow, deliberate strokes began to scoop up shovelfuls of glittering shingle and throw them into the boat. The artist watched

  for a minute; then, as the first drops of the approaching storm smacked down on the water he frowned and said impatiently:




  “Here, let me have a go. You’ll never get done at that rate.”




  Madgek handed over the shovel without a word and, slowly lighting his pipe, stood watching while John, with a terrific burst of energy, sent the shingle flying on to the growing heap. Pansel was

  a big man, with naturally strong muscles, and for a quarter of an hour he could keep up that pace, but the fisherman knew what the difference would be if his companion had to continue working at

  manual labour throughout the day. However, it got his boat filled and he was the last person to criticise gratuitously.




  “She’ll just take us both now, sir. If you’ll bring along your traps I’ll be getting up the anchor.”




  Madgek had judged to a nicety the weight of his load; when the two men were on board about four inches of free-board appeared above the water. John Pansel perched himself on the heap of shingle,

  while the fisherman stood upright and steered with an oar over the stern. No propulsion was needed to send the boat along; the ‘race’ was coming in now and the heavy vessel slipped up

  the creek at an astonishing speed. But though no strength was needed, the trip was only possible to a man with intimate knowledge of the channel and long experience with a steering-oar. The

  slightest deviation from the true course would have sent the heavily-laden boat aground on a submerged sandbank or crashing against one of the groins now covered by the tide; and to do either with

  that deep draught would have been almost certainly to capsize.




  But Madgek had handled a boat on this creek for thirty out of the thirty-five years of his life. He knew every inch of it, every trick of tide, every eddy of backwater. With effortless grace he

  steered his clumsy craft up the half mile of channel, dodged between the anchored craft in the little harbour, then with a sudden swirl of the oar swung her out of the stream into a small bay of

  slack water, turned her just as she appeared on the point of running aground and allowed her to drift slowly sideways against the sloping bank of sand and shingle.




  “If you’ll step ashore now, Mr. Pansel, I’ll run her a yard up the bank.”




  John put one foot on the gunwale and sprang lightly to the bank. He knew enough by now not to thrust downward on the gunwale and force it under the water. As soon as he was ashore Madgek swung

  the boat round again till her nose was to the shore, then slipped over the stern and gave a quick push so that the nose drove into the sand. Wading leisurely ashore, he seized the prow on each side

  of the painter ring, and with a series of short, sharp heaves dragged the heavy vessel a foot or two up the bank.




  “That’ll keep her from floating till I’ve got my cart,” he explained. “You never know what these boys’ll do with a floating boat if they get the

  chance.”




  John had watched the final operation with mingled admiration and envy. He knew well enough that he could not himself have heaved that tremendous dead weight one foot up the bank, but Madgek, a

  considerably smaller man than himself, did it with apparent ease. It was knack, of course; the fisherman knew just where and when and how to exert his strength; but the strength must be formidable,

  for all that. Christian Madgek was certainly a fine-looking man. Standing about five feet ten, with broad shoulders and long arms, he gave a first impression of superfluous fat, but probably that

  was provided by nature to protect him against the exposure to bitter cold which his calling demanded. Unlike most of the ruddy, brown-haired fisherfolk of Bryde, Madgek was black, his hair rather

  long and curly, his complexion sallow, his eyes steel grey, the lashes of a curling thickness which any woman would have given her soul for. It was a face of great interest, one which John Pansel

  had often painted; a face liable to arouse passions, either of love or hate, but one which no man or woman could regard with indifference.




  John had often wondered what was the explanation of this unique strain among a people who, without being in-bred, adhered rigidly to type. The simple answer would appear to be gipsy blood, but

  though the darkness and the curls might be explained by that it would hardly account for the pallor or the peculiar quality of the eyes. The man’s parents were of the common type, as had been

  their parents before them; Christian must be a throw-back to a distant age and John liked to imagine that it was some Spanish grandee—no common sailor this—wrecked in a straggler of the

  Armada, whose blood had descended in a subterranean flow until it burst to the surface three and a half centuries later in the person of this handsome young fisherman.




  The nickname, Polly, so utterly unsuitable to the man’s appearance, had originated with some visitor at the hotel, who, mindful of his Bunyan, had in conversation among other visitors,

  changed the man’s name from Christian to Apollyon, a name appropriate enough to that saturnine appearance. The nickname had spread but had soon proved too cumbersome and had been abbreviated

  by profane youth to its present familiar form. Not, however, to his face, except by the privileged few, of whom John Pansel was one; to his fellow-fishermen he was ‘Madgek’ or, more

  rarely, ‘Christian’; to one girl only he was ‘Chris.’




  With a short word of farewell to Pansel, Madgek climbed the beach and moved off towards the village with the slow, rolling gait of his kind. Everything that Madgek did was deliberate and

  dignified, giving an impression of grace and strength in natural harmony. To the artist it was a constant joy to look at him, but to John Pansel, the man, there came often a twinge of jealous anger

  as he watched the confident, carefree air with which Madgek strolled through life. Why should this humble jack-of-all-trades, some of them none too reputable, carry himself as if the world was at

  his toe, captain of his fate, master of his soul, while he, John Pansel, better bred, better educated, the winner of a great prize, a man with an established reputation in the world of art, a man

  with a dress-suit and a name in print, dragged himself about this same obscure little corner of the world with his headdown and a gnawing sense of bitterness, of discontent, of failure, always in

  his heart?




  With a shrug of the shoulders John picked up his bundle of painting things, gave a quick, appraising look round at the familiar scene, richly coloured now under the rolling cloud-bank, and

  trudged off across the beach towards the end of the village where his cottage stood. The sudden rain-storm, which he and Madgek on the bosom of the waters had scarcely noticed, had driven indoors

  or away the usual groups of idlers, and, save for an occasional fisherman or errand-boy going about his business, the artist had the place to himself. It was so that he liked it best. The red-tiled

  roofs, the flint walls of the little squat houses glistened in the rain, the grass and shrubs in the little scraps of garden looked fresh and vigorous, while the downfall had not been long or heavy

  enough to crush the pretty summer flowers. Occasional blue jerseys and sou-westers fitted into the scene, unspoilt by the hideous holiday attire of middle-class visitors. Pansel had seen it so a

  hundred times, but once again there leapt to his quick artist’s eye the framework of yet another picture; he stopped in his stride and narrowed his eyes; that group of

  cottages—Banyatt’s and Horling’s—on the right, balanced by the stunted, wind-swept ilex, the road curving away towards his own little house and the figure of a woman, her

  skirts kilted . . .




  The picture vanished from the artist’s mind; he frowned unconsciously. A figure had appeared in the doorway of the little house that had been the keynote of the middle-distance of his

  picture; now it had detached itself from the house and was in the road. Even at this distance he could see that it was that tiresome fellow Fiennes. He was always in and out, imagining himself

  welcome, even conferring a favour by his presence. Some men were like that; it never seemed to enter their heads that they might not be wanted. Writers—novelists—seemed to be the worst

  of the lot, thinking themselves so clever and amusing, eaten up by conceit really. Well, thank goodness he had turned down towards the beach—going across the saltings to his hut on the sand

  dunes, probably. Why couldn’t he stay there and do some work?




  John strode on down the empty village street. Everyone was indoors now, having their mid-day dinner—those of them who had not got it with them in a can at their work. It was after

  half-past twelve. No doubt Fiennes had turned up with the idea of cadging a free meal—a man who could well afford to keep the whole population of Bryde in free meals for a year without

  noticing it; Hilary had very properly packed him off empty, though of course she would do it so gently that a thick-hided fellow like that wouldn’t realise that he was being snubbed.




  John Pansel turned in at the low gate of his minute garden and, walking round the house, entered it by the back-door. Mud and sand were not welcome all over the house if you had to do your own

  cleaning. The living-room, a good-sized room with windows to south and west, was empty. John could hear a clatter of plates in the kitchen down the passage—a matter of a few yards.




  He kicked off his gum-boots and pushed his feet into a pair of broken-down felt slippers which, when he wasn’t wearing them, always lived by the back-door.




  “What was that fellow after?” he called. “Free food?”




  A quick step crossed the kitchen and Hilary appeared in the doorway, a sparkle of pleasure in her eyes.




  “Oh, John, such fun!” she exclaimed. “Mr. Fiennes has got seats for ‘The Yeomen of the Guard’ next Tuesday—there’s a touring company in

  Hunstanton—and he wants us to go with him.”




  John Pansel stared at his wife.




  “My good girl; how on earth can we afford to go to the theatre?” he asked.




  “Oh, but he’s taking us! We’re to be his guests.”




  “Not if I know it!” John’s voice was gruff with annoyance. “We’re not going to be beholden to that fellow.”




  Hilary stared at her husband in blank astonishment. Then the light faded out of her eyes, the corners of her mouth drooped and she turned slowly back into her dreary kitchen.




  





  Chapter Three




  The Happy Author




  DALLAS FIENNES was smiling as he walked away from the Pansels’ cottage. He had come to Bryde for the summer months to

  work; the solitude of the place was admirably suited for that purpose. London, where he had lived nearly all his life, had become increasingly difficult as a place to work in. When he was obscure

  and friendless it had been easy enough; you can be as solitary in a London boarding-house as on a desert island; but now that his reputation was established and he had a host of friends and

  acquaintances it was difficult to make them realise that at least twelve hours in the twenty-four must be his own. The men were all right—they had their work to do; but women seemed to be at

  a loose end at all hours of the day and night, and it was not only as a novelist that Dallas Fiennes had made a name. So he had looked about for a summer cottage and had found one in Kent and it

  had been just the one place of all others in which his women friends adored to spend a week-end, or a week, or sometimes longer. Then he had tried Dartmoor; that had thinned them out, but the

  faithful few had stuck. So last year he had found a hut on the sand-dunes at Bryde-by-the-Sea, and after the name had simply fascinated them and they had come down and inspected the hut with its

  sand and its draughts and its inaccessibility and had tried the ‘Anchorage’ hotel for a night or two and been bored absolutely to tears by the desolation of the place, they had gone

  away and Dallas had settled down and written a novel which had completely restored a reputation that excess of friends had caused to sag, and had gone back to London for the winter and been

  received with rapturous welcomes and had spent in riotous living nearly a quarter of the royalties earned at Bryde during the summer.




  So now he had come back to Bryde to earn some more. He had had some doubts about coming back. Last summer had given him exactly what he wanted, but it was a somewhat grim experience. To a man

  accustomed to live in great comfort, as for the last five or six years Dallas Fiennes had done, life in a hut on a desolate sand-hill, even in the summer, was no joke. But apart from discomfort,

  the boredom of the life had almost shattered him. He had worked hard, spending whole days at a stretch at his writing-table, but he could not work all the time. He must have some air and some

  recreation, otherwise his brain would become clogged. The air was easy enough, it was incomparable, but the recreation was appalling. The fishermen were pleasant fellows; for a time he enjoyed

  their leisurely talk, their simple philosophy, but that soon palled. Apart from them, there were a few professional men who came down for an occasional week-end, a few visitors at the

  ‘Anchorage,’ that sullen painting fellow Pansel and his dully demure wife. One or two of the village girls were good-lookers and not too reluctant, but that form of amusement carried no

  great kick.
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