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A MODERN CHRONICLE


By Winston Churchill


Volume 4.


CHAPTER VII


OF CERTAIN DELICATE MATTERS


In the religious cult of Gad and Meni, practised with such enthusiasm at
Quicksands, the Saints' days were polo days, and the chief of all
festivals the occasion of the match with the Banbury Hunt Club
—Quicksands's greatest rival. Rival for more reasons than one, reasons
too delicate to tell. Long, long ago there appeared in Punch a cartoon of
Lord Beaconsfield executing that most difficult of performances, an egg
dance. We shall be fortunate indeed if we get to the end of this chapter
without breaking an egg!


Our pen fails us in a description of that festival of festivals, the
Banbury one, which took place early in September. We should have to go
back to Babylon and the days of King Nebuchadnezzar. (Who turns out to
have been only a regent, by the way, and his name is now said to be
spelled rezzar). How give an idea of the libations poured out to Gad and
the shekels laid aside for Meni in the Quicksands Temple?


Honora privately thought that building ugly, and it reminded her of a
collection of huge yellow fungi sprawling over the ground. A few of the
inevitable tortured cedars were around it. Between two of the larger
buildings was wedged a room dedicated to the worship of Bacchus, to-day
like a narrow river-gorge at flood time jammed with tree-trunks—some of
them, let us say, water-logged—and all grinding together with an
intolerable noise like a battle. If you happened to be passing the
windows, certain more or less intelligible sounds might separate
themselves from the bedlam.


"Four to five on Quicksands!"


"That stock isn't worth a d—n!"


"She's gone to South Dakota."


Honora, however, is an heretic, as we know. Without going definitely into
her reasons, these festivals had gradually become distasteful to her.
Perhaps it would be fairer to look at them through the eyes of Lily
Dallam, who was in her element on such days, and regarded them as the
most innocent and enjoyable of occasions, and perhaps they were.


The view from the veranda, at least, appealed to our heroine's artistic
sense. The marshes in the middle distance, the shimmering sea beyond, and
the polo field laid down like a vast green carpet in the foreground;
while the players, in white breeches and bright shirts, on the agile
little horses that darted hither and thither across the turf lent an
added touch of colour and movement to the scene. Amongst them, Trixton
Brent most frequently caught the eye and held it. Once Honora perceived
him flying the length of the field, madly pursued, his mallet poised
lightly, his shirt bulging in the wind, his close-cropped head bereft of
a cap, regardless of the havoc and confusion behind him. He played,
indeed, with the cocksureness and individuality one might have expected;
and Honora, forgetting at moments the disturbing elements by which she
was surrounded, followed him with fascination. Occasionally his name
rippled from one end of the crowded veranda to the other, and she
experienced a curious and uncomfortable sensation when she heard it in
the mouths of these strangers.


From time to time she found herself watching them furtively, comparing
them unconsciously with her Quicksands friends. Some of them she had
remarked before, at contests of a minor importance, and they seemed to
her to possess a certain distinction that was indefinable. They had come
to-day from many mysterious (and therefore delightful) places which
Honora knew only by name, and some had driven the twenty-five odd miles
from the bunting community of Banbury in coaches and even those new and
marvellous importations—French automobiles. When the game had ended, and
Lily Dallam was cajoling the club steward to set her tea-table at once, a
group of these visitors halted on the lawn, talking and laughing gayly.
Two of the younger men Honora recognized with a start, but for a moment
she could not place them—until suddenly she remembered that she had seen
them on her wedding trip at Hot Springs. The one who lisped was Mr.
Cuthbert, familiarly known as "Toots": the other, taller and slimmer and
paler, was Jimmy Wing. A third, the regularity of whose features made one
wonder at the perfection which nature could attain when she chose, who
had a certain Gallic appearance (and who, if the truth be told, might
have reminded an impartial eye of a slightly animated wax clothing
model), turned, stared, hesitated, and bowed to Lily Dallam.


"That's Reggie Farwel, who did my house in town," she whispered to
Honora. "He's never been near me since it was finished. He's utterly
ruined."


Honora was silent. She tried not to look at the group, in which there
were two women of very attractive appearance, and another man.


"Those people are so superior," Mrs. Dallam continued.


"I'm not surprised at Elsie Shorter. Ever since she married Jerry she's
stuck to the Graingers closer than a sister. That's Cecil Grainger, my
dear, the man who looks as though he were going to fall asleep any
moment. But to think of Abby Kame acting that way! Isn't it ridiculous,
Clara?" she cried, appealing to Mrs. Trowbridge. "They say that Cecil
Grainger never leaves her side. I knew her when she first married John
Kame, the dearest, simplest man that ever was. He was twenty years older
than Abby, and made his money in leather. She took the first steamer
after his funeral and an apartment in a Roman palace for the winter. As
soon as she decently could she made for England. The English will put up
with anybody who has a few million dollars, and I don't deny that Abby's
good-looking, and clever in her way. But it's absurd for her to come over
here and act as though we didn't exist. She needn't be afraid that I'll
speak to her. They say she became intimate with Bessie Grainger through
charities. One of your friend Mrs. Holt's charities, by the way, Honora.
Where are you going?"


For Honora had risen.


"I think I'll go home, Lily," she said; "I'm rather tired."


"Home!" exclaimed Mrs. Dallam. "What can you be thinking of, my dear?
Nobody ever goes home after the Banbury match. The fun has just begun,
and we're all to stay here for dinner and dance afterwards. And Trixy
Brent promised me faithfully he'd' come here for tea, as soon as he
dressed."


"I really can't stay, Lily. I—I don't feel up to it," said Honora,
desperately.


"And you can't know how I counted on you! You look perfectly fresh, my
dear."


Honora felt an overwhelming desire to hide herself, to be alone. In spite
of the cries of protest that followed her and drew—she thought—an
unnecessary and disagreeable attention to her departure, she threaded her
way among groups of people who stared after her. Her colour was high, her
heart beating painfully; a vague sense of rebellion and shame within her
for which she did not try to account. Rather than run the gantlet of the
crowded veranda she stepped out on the lawn, and there encountered
Trixton Brent. He had, in an incredibly brief time, changed from his polo
clothes to flannels and a straw hat. He looked at her and whistled, and
barred her passage.


"Hello!" he cried. "Hoity-toity! Where are we going in such a hurry?"


"Home," answered Honora, a little breathlessly, and added for his
deception, "the game's over, isn't it? I'm glad you won."


Mr. Brent, however, continued to gaze at her penetratingly, and she
avoided his eyes.


"But why are you rushing off like a flushed partridge?—no reference to
your complexion. Has there been a row?"


"Oh, no—I was just—tired. Please let me go."


"Being your good angel—or physician, as you choose—I have a
prescription for that kind of weariness," he said smilingly.
"I—anticipated such an attack. That's why I got into my clothes in such
record time."


"I don't know what you mean," faltered Honora. "You are always imagining
all sorts of things about me that aren't true."


"As a matter of fact," said Brent, "I have promised faithfully to do a
favor for certain friends of mine who have been clamouring to be
presented to you."


"I can't—to-day—Mr. Brent," she cried. "I really don't feel
like-meeting people. I told Lily Dallam I was going home."


The group, however, which had been the object of that lady's remarks was
already moving towards them—with the exception of Mrs. Shorter and Mr.
Farwell, who had left it. They greeted Mr. Brent with great cordiality.


"Mrs. Kame," he said, "let me introduce Mrs. Spence. And Mrs. Spence, Mr.


Grainger, Mr. Wing, and Mr. Cuthbert. Mrs. Spence was just going home."




"Home!" echoed Mrs. Kame, "I thought Quicksands people never went home
after a victory."


"I've scarcely been here long enough," replied Honora, "to have acquired
all of the Quicksands habits."


"Oh," said Mrs. Kame, and looked at Honora again. "Wasn't that Mrs.
Dallam you were with? I used to know her, years ago, but she doesn't
speak to me any more."


"Perhaps she thinks you've forgotten her," said Honora.


"It would be impossible to forget Mrs. Dallam," declared Mrs. Kame.


"So I should have thought," said Honora.


Trixton Brent laughed, and Mrs. Kame, too, after a moment's hesitation.


She laid her hand familiarly on Mr. Brent's arm.




"I haven't seen you all summer, Trixy," she said. "I hear you've been
here at Quicksands, stewing in that little packing-case of yours. Aren't
you coming into our steeplechase at Banbury.


"I believe you went to school with my sister," said young Mr. Wing.


"Oh, yes," answered Honora, somewhat surprised. "I caught a glimpse of
her once, in New York. I hope you will remember me to her."


"And I've seen you before," proclaimed Mr. Cuthbert, "but I can't for the
life of me think where."


Honora did not enlighten him.


"I shan't forget, at any rate, Mrs. Spence," said Cecil Grainger, who had
not taken his eyes from her, except to blink.


Mrs. Kame saved her the embarrassment of replying.


"Can't we go somewhere and play bridge," Trixy demanded.


"I'd be delighted to offer you the hospitality of my packing-case, as you
call it," said Brent, "but the dining-room ceiling fell down Wednesday,
and I'm having the others bolstered up as a mere matter of precaution."


"I suppose we couldn't get a fourth, anyway. Neither Jimmy nor Toots
plays. It's so stupid of them not to learn."


"Mrs. Spence might, help us out," suggested Brent.


"Do you play?" exclaimed Mrs. Kame, in a voice of mixed incredulity and
hope.


"Play!" cried Mr. Brent, "she can teach Jerry Shorter or the Duchess of


Taunton."




"The Duchess cheats," announced Cecil Grainger. "I caught her at it at


Cannes—"




"Indeed, I don't play very well," Honora interrupted him, "and besides—"


"Suppose we go over to Mrs. Spence's house," Trixton Brent suggested.


"I'm sure she'd like to have us wouldn't you, Mrs. Spence?"




"What a brilliant idea, Trixy!" exclaimed Mrs. Kame.


"I should be delighted," said Honora, somewhat weakly. An impulse made
her glance toward the veranda, and for a fraction of a second she caught
the eye of Lily Dallam, who turned again to Mrs. Chandos.


"I say," said Mr. Cuthbert, "I don't play—but I hope I may come along."


"And me too," chimed in Mr. Wing.


Honora, not free from a certain uneasiness of conscience, led the way to
the Brackens, flanked by Mr. Grainger and Mr. Cuthbert. Her frame of mind
was not an ideal one for a hostess; she was put out with Trixton Brent,
and she could not help wondering whether these people would have made
themselves so free with another house. When tea was over, however, and
the bridge had begun, her spirits rose; or rather, a new and strange
excitement took possession of her that was not wholly due to the novel
and revolutionary experience of playing, for money—and winning. Her star
being in the ascendant, as we may perceive. She had drawn Mrs. Kame for a
partner, and the satisfaction and graciousness of that lady visibly grew
as the score mounted: even the skill of Trixton Brent could not triumph
over the hands which the two ladies held.


In the intervals the talk wandered into regions unfamiliar to Honora, and
she had a sense that her own horizon was being enlarged. A new vista, at
least, had been cut: possibilities became probabilities. Even when Mrs.
Kame chose to ridicule Quicksands Honora was silent, so keenly did she
feel the justice of her guest's remarks; and the implication was that
Honora did not belong there. When train time arrived and they were about
to climb into Trixton Brent's omnibus—for which he had obligingly
telephoned—Mrs. Kame took Honora's band in both her own. Some good
thing, after all, could come out of this community—such was the
triumphant discovery the lady's manner implied.


"My dear, don't you ever come to Banbury?" she asked. I'd be so glad to
see you. I must get Trixy to drive you over some day for lunch. We've had
such a good time, and Cecil didn't fall asleep once. Quite a record. You
saved our lives, really."


"Are you going to be in town this winter?" Mr. Grainger inquired.


"I,—I suppose so—replied Honora, for the moment taken aback, although I
haven't decided just where."


"I shall look forward to seeing you," he said.


This hope was expressed even more fervently by Mr. Cuthbert and Mr. Wing,
and the whole party waved her a cordial good-by as the carriage turned
the circle. Trixton Brent, with his hands in his pockets, stood facing
her under the electric light on the porch.

