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CHAPTER I
 RUTH ARRIVES


	“Good-bye! Good luck to you! I hope they’ll be nice!”

	“If they aren’t, come straight to us in Devonshire!” Kitty called shrilly after the outgoing train.

	Ruth laughed and waved her hand again. “I’ll wire for you to meet me,” she called back.

	Then as the train crept through the mazes of Southampton and gathered speed for its rush to town, she sank back in her corner and faced the new future.

	Her dream lasted almost all the way to London. She had no wish to read and did not want any one to talk to. Things, real things that were still happening, were too interesting; the possibilities too great.

	She had come face to face with the unknown future that morning, when the first glimpse of England came in sight. Escaping from Mrs. Gordon and Kitty, who had been so good to her on the voyage, she had hung over the side and gazed enthralled at England, as England became real; England, that she had dreamed of all her life, out there on the African farm. It was everybody’s dream to go “home,” to see England. Her mind was full of pictures of England, most of them wrong, she expected. But right or wrong, she was longing to be there.

	She was travelling alone, and looked absurdly childish to be doing so; slight and slim, with bobbed fair hair which had a comforting tendency to be wavy, though no one could have called it curly. The rest of the family were coming in the spring, for circumstances had suddenly made it possible for everybody to have the longed-for trip “home”; but her father could not live in England in the winter; it was his poor health as a young man that had taken him out to the Cape, and it was not advisable for him to run risks now. So the rest were to follow in the spring, and have the summer in England. But Mrs. Gordon and Kitty, from the next farm, were coming in the autumn, and they had offered to bring Ruth to England with them, so that she might have a few months longer “at home”; and Ruth had accepted the offer joyfully. She was eighteen, though she did not look it; she was eager to see anything and everything she could, and was ready for every new experience.

	All the same, the new experience had its trying side at the moment. For Mrs. Gordon and Kitty had relations in Devonshire, and were going straight to them from Southampton, in the hope of lessening in some degree the change from their own climate to that of an English winter. It was three days before Christmas, and Ruth shivered as she gazed out at the dreary brown country, with dripping green here and there. It was not the best time to see England, she knew; and charitably suspended judgment on its beauty, or otherwise. Then a red winter sunset closed the day; there were not even lights to look at outside; and she gave herself up to thought again.

	The voyage had been intensely interesting, and Mrs. Gordon and Kitty had been very kind. Ruth had enjoyed every minute of the journey; she rather wished they had come a week later, so that she would have come in for the Christmas festivities on board the liner—she was sure there would have been plenty of fun going on. As it was, she felt a little doubtful about Christmas; in any case, it would probably be a very quiet one.

	Everything depended on what her cousins were like; Ruth had felt that from the first, but she felt it with quite new force now that she was racing to meet them at the full speed of the express train. Her cousins were to meet her in London; she had wired to Mary from Southampton. They were her only relations in England, her only possible home, unless she fled to Mrs. Gordon in Devonshire, and she had only the vaguest notion what they were like.

	There were only two of them. Biddy was younger than herself, about sixteen, and went to college; and that was literally all Ruth knew about her. It was enough to hold out immense possibilities; but possibilities of many kinds.

	Mary——? Ruth knit her brows. She had done so every time she had come to this point in her thinking during the voyage. It mattered so much what Mary was like; everything turned on that, for the next four or five months. And she knew so very little.

	She knew more about Mary than about Biddy; but what she knew was not all reassuring. Mary had been writing letters, just occasionally, though not so often as the exiles on the farm would have liked. Mary had been asked if Ruth might come to stay with them in London, and had written to welcome her. But she had added that they could not promise to do much to entertain her; their income was very small, and she had to go to work in an office every day, while Biddy went to college to prepare herself for a similar post. They would be glad to give the unknown cousin a home, if she would be satisfied with what they could do for her; but their resources and their free time were limited, and Mary was afraid she would have to go about and do her shopping and sightseeing alone.

	Ruth was quite equal to that. A thorough Colonial, she meant to see everything, do everything, and was prepared to look after herself. She had no objection to asking her way or to going about alone, and was without a trace of shyness. But she did wonder a trifle anxiously just how poor her cousins were, and whether her coming would really be awkward for them. Had they, for instance, anywhere to put her? What kind of place did they live in? She was prepared to rough it, if necessary, but just how did one “rough it” in London? On the veldt, in a tent, she would have known what to expect. But what happened when one was poor in London?

	She would soon know; and it would all be interesting. But she hoped sincerely she was not being a real trouble to Mary and Biddy.

	What exactly did she know about Mary? For Mary, as the head of the family, mattered most; Biddy was still only a schoolgirl, or at least a student. Ruth went over it again, as she had done so often during her journey; it had seemed little enough to know when she started, but had seemed to be getting less as England and Mary drew nearer. Now that she was really in England, and it was a case of London and Mary, and London was drawing nearer every moment, Ruth felt she knew very little indeed.

	Mary was so old, to begin with. Over thirty, Ruth understood; nearly twice Biddy’s age. Ruth felt secretly a little afraid of her. If she had been twenty-five, even, she would not have seemed so far away. So thought eighteen. And she feared very greatly that Mary was “stodgy,”—dull, quiet, uninteresting, middle-aged. How could she help being dull at thirty? Besides, there had been her letters. Mary had written now and then, during the last few years since her mother’s death, to one or other of the African aunts; but the letters had been obviously duty letters, carrying on her mother’s work, keeping up the connection with the distant relatives because her mother would have wished her to do so. Judging from those letters, Mary was staid and dull, and cared only about her office work, with no outside interests; Ruth made a grimace as she thought of it. There had been no word in the letters of concerts, theatres, dances; did Mary never go anywhere? And she lived in London! Could she not afford to go out? Or did she not care for it?

	“I’m afraid she’s going to get several shocks when she sees me!” Ruth thought grimly. “I guess I’ll wake them up a bit! But what about Biddy? Doesn’t she want to go out? Perhaps Mary sits on her and won’t let her have any fun! Then I shall have to stand up for Biddy, that’s all. She and I will go out together, and Mary can sit at home and darn stockings or type manuscript! I do wonder which it is—that they can’t afford it, or that Mary won’t go herself and won’t let Biddy go! If it’s money, I can help—if they’ll let me! But if it’s sheer stodginess on Mary’s part, I shall have to reform her. Can you reform people of that age? Poor little Biddy! She must have had a thin time of it! I’ll try to make it up to her!”

	And then at this point, Ruth’s thoughts were always shipwrecked on one fact, which threw them all into confusion and left her drowning in a sea of uncertainty again. There had been a long time without any letter from Mary; so long that her mother and aunts had begun to say Mary Devine had forgotten them at last. Then, last summer, had come a long letter, longer than any they had ever had, several closely typewritten sheets. The letter had not only been longer, but had also been different from any they had ever had; so different that it hardly seemed possible it could have come from the same person. It had been as interesting as a story, and had been read with great delight and handed round from farm to farm. It had been full of new interests, new friends; it had been alive, while all that had gone before it had been dull and lifeless.

	Had Mary miraculously wakened up and come to life? Was this the real Mary, and had she been suppressed in the earlier letters, for some reason? Or was this another Mary, who had somehow escaped for a day to write that letter, and then gone back into hiding again? Which Mary would meet her at the London terminus? The stodgy Mary of several years’ acquaintance, or the new thrilling Mary who had written that strange letter?

	The letter had been so full of vivid life, and all that it had spoken of had been so new to the dwellers out in the wilderness, and so surprising when taken in connection with the uninteresting Mary! For it had spoken of music, of tunes which “went on and on, haunting one for days together”; and of dancing—dancing! To think of dancing and Mary together was ridiculous; and yet Mary had told of going to classes—only to watch, of course!—but still, it was surprising that she should have cared to go. She had spoken of country-dances; and Ruth’s mother and aunts had wistfully recalled dances they had enjoyed in their childhood—“Haymakers,” “Petronella,” and “Sir Roger,”—and had wondered if these were the kind of dances she meant.

	“Not like ordinary modern dancing at all,” Mary had written. “That always looks so dull to me. This is so full of changes, and so beautiful, and it fits the music so wonderfully. But it looks difficult; one would have to go to classes.”

	She had spoken of something she called “morris,” in which one apparently danced with sticks or handkerchiefs; and of dancing with swords. That, surely, could be only for men; and yet Mary seemed to imply that she had watched girls learning a sword-dance? There had been no hint that she had any thought of trying to learn the dances herself. “She wouldn’t, of course. She’d be too old,” Ruth said to herself. But Mary had said she hoped Biddy would go to classes and learn the dances; it was jolly to think of poor Biddy getting some change from her shorthand and book-keeping! Ruth’s sympathy for the injured and downtrodden Biddy was very keen.

	But the letter had told more, much more, than merely of the classes Mary had watched. It had described how new friends had come into her quiet life; a wealthy pretty girl, who was referred to at first as “Miss Robins,” but who later on in the letter became lovingly just “Jen”; and “Miss Shirley,” who, as Mary’s story grew, became “Joy.” Ruth wondered hopefully if she would ever see these two; if the friendships had continued. But why should girls like that care to be friendly with some one like her cousin Mary Devine? That was a curious point, and one she could not answer. The friendship had seemed quite real and deep when Mary wrote, but it had probably not been lasting, Ruth thought.

	It had been real enough, however, for “Jen” to call in her car and whirl Mary and Biddy off to a party. Quite a big part of Mary’s letter had been given up to the story of that party, and it was this which had given most delight to the distant readers. It had been a children’s party, in a big hall far away in the East End of London; the East End was a very poor district, Ruth understood, and the children had been very poor children; but they had come together to dance country-dances, and Mary had watched and had quite evidently found keen enjoyment in the sight. The party had been managed by some one she referred to as “the Pixie,” a little person in green; and in her descriptions of the Pixie, the dancing children, and the club-building in which the party had been held, Mary had forgotten all her natural restraint and had written freely and with warm enthusiasm. And the result had been that her aunts and cousins had asked one another if this was really Mary Dorothy Devine who was writing to them thus. Ruth wished she could have seen that party; and wondered much if there would be any chance for her to see “the Pixie” during her stay in London.

	But interesting as the letter had been—as interesting as a book, said everybody who had read it—it had left Ruth more puzzled regarding Mary than ever. Which Mary was she hastening to meet?—the new Mary of that letter, or the Mary they had known for years?

	There had been one more letter from Mary before she left home; but it had been very short, written hastily in answer to the letter asking if Ruth might come; and had been distinctly a return to the earlier style. There had been no time for description or even news. Mary had said briefly that she and Biddy had been away in the country for three weeks; that they were very busy going to “classes”; and that they had many plans which Ruth would hear when she arrived. That had been all, except for her welcome to the unknown cousin. That letter had not helped Ruth at all in her knowledge of Mary; it had rather added to her doubt and perplexity.

	One other curious happening had completed her bewilderment. The very night before she left home, an English mail had come in; and among the newspapers had been one which was unfamiliar, a semi-religious weekly paper. Searching its pages to find why it had been sent, Ruth had come on a column marked with blue pencil; and had read it, first curiously, then eagerly. It was signed “M.D.D.”; and it told, simply but powerfully, of a crippled slum child’s day in the country; how a fairy godmother, with red-gold hair, and wearing soft, lovely clothes of a pretty green colour, had taken her and four other girls in a car, away out where there were woods and streams and fields and birds and flowers; how they had had picnics by running water under trees, had called at cottages to see hens and ducks, had gathered buttercups in a meadow and kingcups by a pond; had come home in the evening at dusk, laden with the trophies of the countryside; and how some of these—beautiful big brown dried leaves of autumn, and twigs with growing green buds—had been treasured for weeks in the poor home, reminders of one gloriously happy day.

	Had Mary Devine really written the little story? Was she suddenly developing into a writer? Ruth had asked the question; her parents had asked it; her aunts had echoed it. There had been no hint of this in Mary’s earlier letters; they had been dull and uninteresting in the extreme. The one letter, the extraordinary letter, had indeed been as interesting as a story; everybody had said so. But—Mary an author? It was too astonishing to be believed. To be sure, her father had been a journalist, and Ruth’s mother remembered that as a child Mary had been reported to be “always trying to write stories;” but no one had heard anything of these for fifteen years. What had happened to Mary to make her begin again now? Was the article perhaps not written by her, after all? “M.D.D.” might be somebody else. But then, why had it been sent? No, it must have been Mary.

	Then, said Ruth slowly to herself, what great change had come over Mary during the last year? Why had she suddenly come to life? That was what the article seemed to suggest. Was it perhaps not a stodgy, dull Mary she was speeding to meet, after all; but—what? She did not know. Anything was possible in a Mary who wrote stories that were good enough to be published; a Mary who could write that strange fascinating letter about the new people and the new interests in her life. Could it be these new things and friends that had awakened her?

	Ruth awoke to the fact that there were lights outside, that they seemed to be passing through an unbroken succession of towns and stations. And in ten minutes the journey should be over. Then these towns and stations were the beginning of London, and in ten minutes she would see Mary and some of her problems would be answered. How soon could she ask Mary if that article had really been hers?

	As the train began to slow up, she leaned forward out of the carriage window, in eager excitement for the first sight of her perplexing, unknown cousin. Or cousins! Would Biddy perhaps come too?

	


CHAPTER II
 BIDDY AT HOME


	Ruth stood on the platform beside her suitcase, a little doubtful and forlorn. No Mary had appeared yet. Had she forgotten the time? Literary people had a way of being late for appointments, Ruth had heard. Perhaps Mary was absent-minded. Perhaps she was in the middle of another article, and Biddy did not like to interrupt her.

	“I’ve got the address. I suppose if I take a taxi, I can drive all the way. I wonder how far it is? Everybody says London’s very big!” she thought doubtfully, as she watched the hurrying crowds.

	“Ruth! I know you’re Ruth, by that snapshot you sent!” a merry voice hailed her.

	Ruth whirled round, her face lighting up joyfully. “Oh! Is it Biddy?”

	“Mary couldn’t come; she’d made a promise for this evening before we knew when you’d arrive. It’s her club night, you see. And I simply love stations, and meeting people, so I came instead. Boat trains are thrilling! I never met one before. Did all these people come on your ship? Do you know all of them? Which are your boxes? Come and find them! I’ve got a car waiting,” Biddy remarked, with an obvious attempt to subdue the joyful importance of the announcement.

	“That sounds jolly!” Ruth said with relief, and pointed out her luggage while she scanned her cousin eagerly.

	Most of Biddy was hidden in a big coat buttoned up to her chin and a soft hat pulled down over one eye. She was sturdily built, not very tall; with brown eyes, and brown hair drawn back in a bunch of curls at the back of her neck, a merry smile, and a cheery matter-of-fact air. She was bossing the porters with a calm, businesslike manner which amused and impressed Ruth, whose vision of a crushed, downtrodden Biddy, needing cheering up and championing, had vanished into the fog that hung about the great station.

	“I apologise for this!” Biddy laughed, as they followed the luggage up the platform. “It’s not much of a fog, but it is a little attempt at one. It only got thick about four o’clock. Was there any down the line, or is it only for our special benefit?”

	“I didn’t notice it till we got here. Is that London fog?” Ruth asked, with eager interest. “I’ve heard of your fogs. How funny the lights look shining on it! But isn’t it choky?” and she coughed.

	“It isn’t so bad up our way. We’re down by the river here. I wonder how you’ll like living right in town! The noise never stops; you won’t sleep to-night, I expect. But you’ll soon get used to it.”

	“I shall miss the movement of the boat; the screw, and the sea. It will feel queer to sleep in a bed that’s quite steady. But I think I’ll sleep to-night.—Biddy, what a jolly car!” Ruth was looking at the liveried chauffeur curiously. “It’s a private car, not a taxi! London taxis aren’t all like this, are they? Haven’t you made a mistake?”

	Biddy laughed. “Jump in. Frost will see to the luggage. He’s a great friend of mine. Home, Frost! And thank you very much!”

	“Have you stolen this motor?” Ruth asked severely.

	“Yes, just for an hour. Well, it’s been lent to me, or to you, rather. It’s Jen Robins’s car,” Biddy condescended to explain. “She’s awfully interested in you, and she wanted you to have a jolly easy arrival in town. She’s out with Mary this evening; at the club, you know. Jen called for Mary, and they drove to Islington together; then Jen sent Frost back to pick me up and take me to Waterloo to fetch you. When he’s taken us home, he’s going back to fetch Mary and Jen. It’s just the topping kind of plan Jen loves to make. She said it was because she felt so guilty about letting Mary go to club and be out when you arrived; and so she had to do something to make up for it.”

	“That’s the girl who took you to the big party?” Ruth asked wistfully. “Shall I see her? I’ve been hoping I should. Do you see much of her?”

	“Oh, I think you’ll see her soon!” Biddy promised. “She’s one of the very best. But I’m not being polite! I meant to do things so properly. Did you have a pleasant voyage? How did you leave them all at home? How do you think you’re going to like England? Do you find it very cold? What do you think of London?”

	“I’ll tell you in a few days! At present it seems chiefly yellow fog and smoke,” Ruth retorted. “I’m deeply touched by London’s welcome! It evidently knew I want to see everything and would be fearfully disappointed if I didn’t have a real London fog, and so it’s doing its best to satisfy me. I certainly never saw anything like it at home.”

	“Oh, this is nothing!” Biddy assured her airily. “But we’re having to go slowly, of course. Frost spins along, as a rule.”

	“I love watching the people, and the lights. I’m glad we’re going slowly. Tell him not to hurry, Biddy!”

	“In a real fog you wouldn’t see many people, or many lights. But this is a very crowded part. I don’t know it at all,” and Biddy gazed out also.

	“Don’t you know your way about London?” Ruth asked, in surprise. “But you’ve lived here for years, haven’t you?”

	Biddy’s shout of laughter startled even Frost, who was used to her. “Not the whole of London! I know our own part. There are miles and miles of London I’ve never even seen. You haven’t the foggiest notion how big it is!”

	“I’m getting a very foggy notion of this part of it, anyway!” Ruth retorted. “I say, Biddy! Tell me one thing; it’s the very first thing I want to ask! Did Mary write that article, signed ‘M.D.D.’? It came the night before I left home. There was no letter or explanation with it.”

	“Which was it? What was it about?” Biddy assumed her casual tone of no importance again, but it was contradicted by the sudden gleam in her eyes and the pride in her flushed cheeks.

	“Which? Have there been more? Has she written several?” Ruth asked eagerly. “Biddy, do tell me! I’m dying to know!”

	“Lots! She’s had five printed and paid for; and they’ve taken two more. And she’s written others, some of them school stories that I helped her with. Two of those are taken, but they won’t come out or be paid for till next Christmas; it’s an age to wait! But one dear man took a Christmas story for next year and paid for it on the spot! Just think how we felt when Mary got a cheque for five guineas! We spent most of it right away; but you’ll hear about that later!” Biddy fairly bubbled over with excitement. “And she’s begun a book! She’s only done about half of it so far, for the ‘shorts’ get paid for so much sooner, if they’re taken; but she’s doing it, and that’s something. Isn’t it simply ripping?”

	“It’s gorgeous!” Ruth said soberly, taking it in slowly. “But what made her begin doing it, Biddy? What started her? She hasn’t been writing long, has she?”

	“About six months. She’s done jolly well in the time. Oh, I can’t tell you! I’ve got ideas of my own about what started Mary on the downward track; well, I don’t mean that, of course! I know what Mary would say; but you’d better ask her yourself. But it is ripping to have her doing it at last. I’ve always said she could; but she wouldn’t try. And now she’s going strong. Her stuff’s good; they all say so. Which was it you read? We’ve sent them all out to you.”

	“It was about some very poor children’s ride into the country in a car. Was it Jen who took them? Has she red hair?”

	“No, yellow! Bobbed, in curls. It was Joy Shirley. Mary thinks all the world of them both. So do I, of course. Joy takes out cripples one day in every week. Mary got a guinea for that one, and she wanted Joy to take the whole of it to use for the children; she said it seemed only fair. But Joy and Jen simply wouldn’t hear of it; they said it was the first money she’d made by writing, and she was to use it for herself. They were fearfully proud that she’d done it; and Joy was awfully bucked to be put in a story, and Jen pretended to be jealous. Of course, Mary had asked Joy’s leave before she wrote the article.”

	“And what did she do with the money?”

	“She said some of it must be used for the cripples. But Joy didn’t need it; she’s got tons. So Mary went to see the Pixie, who finds the children for Joy; and asked her to take some of it and use it for the cripples’ play-hour at the big club in the East End. It seemed only fair.”

	“Oh, shall I see her? She came into that letter of Mary’s. Is she still in London?” Ruth cried eagerly.

	“She’s going to be, after Christmas. Yes, you’ll see her. We’re nearly home; I know where I am now. I say! Did you see Frost’s violets? I gave them to him. We’re chums. Mary says he’ll be asking me what my intentions are,” Biddy said seriously. “I asked if I should put them in his buttonhole, and he said, ‘Yes, thank you kindly, miss.’ That was why I was late for your train. I was seeing to Frost’s violets; I’d just thought of it. Now here we are. You jump out and go straight up and wait for me at the top. Go on till you can’t go any higher. You don’t mind stairs, do you? For there are several hundred here. Frost and I will see to your boxes, if you take the suitcase and rugs and hatbox.”

	“Let me help. You mustn’t do it, Biddy,” Ruth remonstrated, as Biddy and Frost took the handles of her steamer trunk.

	“I’m a lot stronger than you. There’s nothing of you!” Biddy retorted, and mounted the stairs sturdily.

	“Thanks awfully, Frost!” she panted, at the top. “We’ll lug it in ourselves. I think that’s everything,” and she produced her latchkey and threw open the door, and switched on the light. “Good-night! And thank you very much! I hope the fog isn’t very bad between here and Islington!”

	As Frost clattered down the long flights of bare stone steps, lit by the lamps outside, Ruth looked eagerly round at her new home. The entrance, the bare open doorway and stone passages and stairs, had seemed cheerless in the extreme; but these evidently led to somewhere that was “home” to Biddy, and Biddy was such a very cheerful person that she was not likely to be satisfied with an uncomfortable home.

	Biddy was lighting the gas fire. “I couldn’t leave it on. In this fog your train might have been an hour late. I’ll put the kettle on. I say, I’m awfully sorry Mary had to be out. She’d have liked to be here to have everything ready for you. But it really was important; we’ll tell you later. I’ll do the best I can. Things are all ready; they won’t take many minutes to heat up. I’ll have some hot water for you in a sec. Just help me haul your trunk inside, and then we’ll shut out the fog and be cosy.”

	The fire was glowing red already. The table was laid for supper, the old crimson curtains were drawn across the windows. Ruth, looking round, felt at home at once. Allowing for the difference in climate, it was exactly the kind of room she had always been used to, and to which the luxury of the liner had seemed such a complete contrast. Everything was old and worn; there were bare spots in the carpet, the patterns of chairs and sofa coverings were almost rubbed away; the sofa, in fact, was hidden by a bright new rug, obviously to conceal its real condition. The big leather chair at one side of the fire was distinctly past its first youth; the big “humpy” footstool on the hearthrug was solid enough but evidently a relic of the past. The pictures and ornaments were old-fashioned; only the brown and yellow chrysanthemums on the table, and on the mantelpiece against the big mirror, were fresh and new. The room was quietly cosy and homelike; everything in it had a much-used look, though not necessarily ill-used. It was a room that had been lived in for years, and had originally been furnished from the relics of other homes; its atmosphere was restful and welcoming. But colour scheme—style—artistic effect—it had none; it was a jumble of treasures and comforts collected from other rooms in other homes, and brought here together with no attempt at arrangement or selection.

	“It’s not that we don’t like having things all to match,” Biddy said frankly, reading Ruth’s look aright. “We’d love it. Mary’s getting awfully keen on having jolly things round her; she never used to care. But we simply can’t afford it yet. New wallpapers are a dream of the future, when Mary’s book comes out. And carpets and cushions and curtains all toning in together would be gorgeous; but they’re not for us, at present. We have to make things do, so long as they aren’t actually falling to pieces.”

	“That’s what I’m used to. I like your room. It’s just like home,” Ruth said warmly. “All our things are threadbare, and all our colours are jumbled. I’ve dreamed of colour schemes, too, but they haven’t happened yet. Some day I’m going to have an all-blue bedroom—blue and silver.”

	Biddy chuckled. “Mary and I know just what we’re going to have when the book comes out. We sit over the fire and plan the rooms. This one is to be green; we’re so sick of red curtains! A green room, to remind us of the country, and to be a background for every kind of flowers; that’s Mary’s idea. This is your room!” and she brought a jug of hot water from the kettle on the gas-stove in the kitchen, and led Ruth to a room opening off the sitting-room. “It’s not very big; our bedrooms are both small. If there isn’t room for your trunk, it can stay out here and you can unpack by degrees. The room will hold you and a suitcase, anyway!”

	Here again was the same mixture, the same air of comfort. The little room had a floral paper on the walls, of many colours; the carpet was green, the eiderdown pink. Then Ruth gasped and stared, at sight of the blue basin into which Biddy was pouring the hot water, for it seemed utterly out of place in the ordinary little room.

	“Biddy! Where did you get such lovely things? These are all to match, anyway! You have been spending money! How did you manage it?”

	“T’other kettle’s boiling over!” and Biddy fled with a delighted laugh to the kitchen, overjoyed that her newest treasure had been admired at once.

	Ruth bathed her face in the deep round basin, while she marvelled at its beauty; sheer beauty of simple generous lines and deep satisfying colour. The ewer was of the same rich blue, softening and deepening almost to black; and was as great a joy in its curves and low squat shape and little open rim. There were round beautiful bowls for sponge and soap, with fascinating little grooves instead of handles; a tall, simply-curved jar for her toothbrush. On the mantelpiece were candlesticks and vases, all in the same rich wonderful blue, the same perfect lines and curves. It was a delight just to look at such simple beautiful ware, a continual joy to use it.

	Ruth hastily combed out her wavy hair and changed her blouse for a white one; she shivered a little, and looked longingly at the green woolly coat she had worn under her ulster, then went out with it on her arm, and thankfully put it on when she saw that Biddy was wearing a red one.

	“Biddy! Where did you get that lovely china? Tell me at once! Is that your room, by the way? You said ‘both our rooms.’ Have I turned you out?”

	“Yes, of course, but I don’t mind. There’s room in Mary’s bed, and it’s warm to be two at this time of year. Come and have some supper! Will you have tea, coffee, or cocoa?”

	“Oh, tea, please! I’m a real Colonial. Tea at any hour of the day or night.”

	“And do you like fish? If you’d rather have eggs, I’ll scramble some for you; ’twon’t take long. We couldn’t tell which you’d like. Or will you have both?”

	“The fish looks delicious, and I’m starving!” Ruth assured her. “Now tell me about that lovely china!”

	“It’s pottery; hand-made village pottery. I’m so glad you like it. It’s my very newest treasure, the joy of my life,” Biddy said delightedly. “I’d have been awfully disappointed if you’d ignored it.”

	“Nobody could. It’s so beautiful; but so different from everything else, Biddy!”

	Biddy laughed. “Yes, the rest of the room doesn’t live up to it—yet. The pottery’s the beginning. Some day I shall have everything beautiful. The curtains are going to match the dishes, deep blue; and the bed will be the same blue. The walls are to be soft gray, and the carpet gray and blue.”

	“It sounds pretty! You have it all planned out! But how did you get the china?—well, pottery, then! Where does it come from? Is it really hand-made?”

	“Every bit of it, on a potter’s wheel. I’ve seen them doing it. It comes from a village in Surrey,” Biddy explained. “You must see Mary’s! But she’ll want to show you herself. Hers are a lovely deep rich brown, lined inside with old gold; and every here and there the brown runs over the edge into the gold in uneven splashes, like blobs of paint. She loves them; she always says she’s got a brown-and-yellow complex, and the very sight of her bedroom jug and basin sets it ramping! Her vases and bowls are all yellow inside, really prettier than mine; but I loved the blue, and I’d always wanted a blue room. But I shall have gray walls, because a room all in that blue would be too dark.”

	“Yes, I think you’re right there,” Ruth found herself discussing the question as seriously as if the date of the papering had been fixed. “And you’d never match that blue in a wallpaper. Gray will be lighter and much daintier, and will show up the blue far better.”

	“That’s what I thought,” Biddy agreed. “Mary’s going to have dull gold walls, or a soft light brown, a deep brown carpet and golden curtains.—Do you think we’re awful idiots?” she asked abruptly.

	“Not a scrap! I love to hear about it. I can see how pretty your rooms will be. I’ll sit over the fire with you and plan mine too! But I am dying to hear how you managed to afford those lovely bedroom sets! Did Mary’s articles pay for them?”

	“No, she wouldn’t have allowed that. We needed winter coats,” Biddy explained simply. “Oh, we didn’t buy them! They were Christmas presents. You’re the very first person, except me, to use mine. I’m so glad you felt you had to remark on them! I’ll tell you how it happened. They’re presents from Jen Robins. Yes, I know,” as Ruth exclaimed in astonishment. “She oughtn’t to have done it. We said so to her. But she can afford it, and she says she was dying to buy some of the ware and give it to some one who would appreciate it. She can’t have it herself at present, for she’s living in a furnished flat in town; awfully swish, and all that, but not like her own home. She can’t go changing the furniture! Her home’s in Yorkshire, but her father has to live in town for a while; he’s an invalid and needs special treatment. Jen was motoring with Joy Shirley from Joy’s home in Oxfordshire down into Sussex, to see Joan; Joan is Joy’s cousin, and she’s married. She’s had to keep rather quiet all autumn, so the others have had to go down to see her. Joy’s car broke down, and they were held up in a little town in Surrey; and there they found the factory where these lovely things were being made by hand. They both fell in love with them, but didn’t really need them, though Joy ordered some for the Hall on the spot. She’s very keen on handcraft work of all kinds, and wants to start some of these old industries in her village—weaving, and pottery-making, and so on. Jen heard Mary and me planning our rooms one night when she was here to supper; and she told us of the Surrey pottery, and gave us our choice, for Christmas presents, of new woolly coats or bedroom sets! She insisted that she’d been meaning to give us jolly sports’ coats or jumpers, and it wouldn’t cost any more; and she was aching to buy pottery, if we’d really like it. I simply fell on her neck; Mary was very shy about taking such good presents, but she came round. Jen’s so awfully bucked about the way Mary has come out of her shell in the last few months that she loves to do things for her. She says she gets so much fun out of the way Mary’s beginning to do things and care for things, that she feels she owes her a lot, and a few presents won’t begin to wipe it off! She motored us down to Farnham one Saturday to see the things being made and to choose our own. Of course, there was no need for her to give us vases and candlesticks and all kinds of little extras to match! But then she’s like that; we couldn’t stop her. She enjoyed the choosing as much as we did; and she came next day to gloat over the things!—But I’m not looking after you properly! You’re making me talk too much. Are you getting enough to eat?”

	“I’ve been eating while you’ve been talking,” Ruth said laughing. “But, Biddy, I want you to tell me——”

	“But you haven’t had any toast! I’ll make it for you to-night, and to-morrow you shall make your own,” and Biddy squatted on the big footstool with a fork and a slice of bread. “You know Jen’s name for this place? She calls it The House of Buttered Toast. She never invites herself to tea or supper, but always to A Slice of Buttered Toast. She says nobody eats as much toast as we do, or makes it as nicely. Mary says she’s going to paint a slice of toast on a sign, and hang it over the door; but I say a toasting-fork would be easier. There! Isn’t that an absolute poem?” and she waved the slice triumphantly before Ruth.
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