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			LINDEN RISE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			A solitary figure was making its way along the winding country lane. It was a short, stocky figure, carrying a baggy umbrella in one hand and a rush hold-all, secured by leather straps, in the other.

			Matilda Pound was going out to service for the first time. She was fifteen years old, solidly and somewhat clumsily built, with a smooth, round face on which the features seemed to have been fashioned by a hasty and inexpert hand. Her cheeks were crudely red, her nose shapeless, her mouth too large, her eyes black and bright and staring. Plodding along in the dark sack-like coat that reached her ankles and the uncompromising black straw hat that rested on her ears, she looked from the distance like a mechanical toy.

			She had come by horse bus from her home in a neighbouring village, and was now walking from the bus stop to her new “place.” Her trunk had been sent by carrier’s cart, and the hold-all contained her night things and a print dress and apron in case the trunk did not arrive till next morning.

			The lane had originally been a path through the wood, and on either side a sea of bracken seemed to be trying to burst its barriers, thrusting tawny-green fronds through the low railings. At one point it spanned a stream that rippled over its bed of pebbles between silver birches and oak saplings, vanishing like a slender shaft of light in the green distance. A keeper’s cottage stood by the roadside, so weathered and mellow that it might have grown up with the wood. A couple of beehives and a yew tree, trimmed to the shape of a bird, almost filled the tiny garden.

			Then the wood came to a sudden end, and in its place stretched on one side a field of wheat, changing from gold to deeper gold as the breeze passed over it, and, on the other, a meadow with fresh blades of grass springing up on the lately mown surface. Instead of the railings were hedges, bright with convolvulus, vetch and flowering blackberry.

			Tilly noticed none of these things. She had lived in the country ever since she could remember and took fields, woods and hedges as part of the normal background of life. Her eyes were fixed on a point ahead of her where the lane dipped through the trees into a village in the valley. She could see rooftops, a church tower, the long spreading buildings of a farm, the gleam of a river . . . It was the village of Priors Green, and one of the cottages clustered at the foot of the hill must be Linden Rise, her new “place.”

			Though her home was in a nearby village, she had never been to Priors Green before, nor had she met her employer, Mrs. Culverton, who had rented Linden Rise for the summer holidays. Her aunt had made all the arrangements through the Vicar’s wife, and Tilly herself had not been consulted. She was to go to Linden Rise for the six weeks of the summer holidays and do the work of the cottage under the direction of Mrs. Horseferry, the cook-housekeeper.

			A chiff-chaff’s note throbbed suddenly through the silence, a dog barked from a farm on the hillside and, as if encouraged to join the symphony, the clock in the church tower slowly struck five.

			Tilly considered . . . Her aunt had arranged with Mrs. Horseferry that she should be at Linden Rise by half past five, but, so anxious was she for Tilly to make a good impression, she had turned her out of the house soon after four. Perhaps she’d better wait a few minutes, thought Tilly. She had been trained by her aunt in habits of obedience and punctuality. “Half past five’s half past five,” she seemed to hear her aunt saying. “Not five o’clock nor six.”

			She went to the stile that led into the meadow and, setting the rush hold-all on the grass by the roadside, sat down, stiffly upright, on the lowest step, her umbrella across her knees, gazing in front of her.

			She was curious about the new “place”, but neither elated nor apprehensive. She had always been a docile, biddable child, accepting philosophically the ups and down of life. Her mind went back to the home she had left and she felt a faint stirring of relief at the thought that she would not be returning to it. Even here, through the peace of the countryside, her aunt’s shrill voice seemed to follow her, upbraiding, reproaching, admonishing.

			Her mother had died at her birth and her aunt had brought her up in the straight path of “respectability,” grudging the money and trouble the child cost her, exacting penalty for the slightest misdemeanour with a hard and heavy hand. But something sound at the core of Tilly had saved her from bitterness or even resentment. She enjoyed the small precarious pleasures that came her way—games with other children, Sunday School treats, occasional shopping expeditions into Bellminster, the neighbouring town—and endured with good-natured stoicism the rigours of her aunt’s “rearing”.

			Sitting there on the stile in the sunshine, she thought of the cottage kitchen—scoured to so forbidding a cleanliness that her aunt’s eye seemed to glare at her from every polished surface—and the little room that opened off from it, used by her uncle as a work-room. He was a shrivelled monkey-like old man, paralysed from the waist down, who spent his days in an invalid chair, muttering to himself, making model ships that his wife took into Bellminster for sale at regular intervals. Tilly was sometimes sent in to the work-room to help him, but he seldom spoke to her, and his rheumy, red-rimmed eyes and fierce, spasmodic mutterings frightened her so much that she was glad to escape to her aunt’s brisk scolding.

			And now all that was over. She was grown-up, fifteen years old, and starting out into the world with a trunk full of sensible clothes and a head full of sensible advice.

			“Mind your manners and keep a still tongue in your head,’’ her aunt had said. “You’re lucky to get your feet under a gentleman’s table, and, if you don’t suit, don’t come running back to me. I’ve done my duty by you and from now on you can shift for yourself.’’ 

			And that, in Tilly’s eyes, was only right and proper. There was in her a vein of sturdy self-reliance that made her well satisfied to be independent.

			She looked down with pride at her new boots of heavy black leather, her thick black woollen stockings and her new coat. Her aunt had kept an account of what they cost and Tilly was to pay her back from her salary of five shillings a week. In her matter-of- fact, unemotional fashion she was feeling pleased with life. It was good to be sitting here in her new outfit, her nightdress and print dress and apron in the hold-all at her feet, her umbrella on, her knee, her “place” waiting for her down in the valley.

			After about quarter of an hour she roused herself, picked up her hold-all, grasped her umbrella and began to walk down the road towards the village in the valley. The lane wound behind a clump of trees, then joined a main road at a point where a half- obliterated signpost gave the direction “Priors Green”. She passed a post-office, a general shop, a church and vicarage, separated from each other by a sleepy overgrown churchyard, a village green and a blacksmith’s forge, the furnace looking small and angry through the open door in the sunlight.

			“Turn to the left after the forge,” her aunt had said.

			Tilly turned to the left into another lane and crossed a humpback bridge beneath which the river flowed drowsily over smooth flat boulders. Beyond the bridge the lane rose sharply, then descended . . . and there at the crest of the little hillock, behind a row of pollarded lime trees, stood Linden Rise—a long, low white-washed cottage with a green painted door and a green latticed porch. Tall narrow windows opened on to a verandah with a sloping green roof that ran the length of the house. Above were smaller windows with rounded tops. A row of potted geraniums on a shelf in the porch struck a bright note of colour. The whole had an air of gaiety and elegance and charm.

			Tilly stood for a moment, looking at it, then remembered her aunt’s injunction: “Don’t you dare to go to the front door. It’s Tradesmen’s Entrance for the likes of you.”

			There wasn’t a Tradesmen’s Entrance, but the small path, bordered by lavender bushes and snapdragons, took a sharp turn to the right after reaching the porch and disappeared round the side of the house. Tilly hesitated a few moments, then opened the gate and followed it. Behind the house an untidy garden stretched down to an orchard of gnarled apple trees, and beyond it hills with wooded slopes rose sharply to the sky-line.

			The back door stood open. Tilly put down her hold-all and knocked. For the first time she was conscious of a slight feeling of apprehension. Her heart began to beat more quickly as she waited.

			Suddenly a woman appeared in the open doorway. She was a large woman, with a massive projecting bosom and massive projecting buttocks, the two joined by a waist of almost fairy-like proportions and supported on a pair of small, dainty feet. She wore a black silk dress with a white tucker and cameo brooch at the neck. Beneath an elaborate erection of grey hair, heavy-lidded eyes gave the sallow face a sleepy, almost torpid, look.

			“Matilda Pound?” she said in a deep majestic voice.

			Tilly gave a little bob.

			“Yes, ma’am,” she said.

			“Come in, child.”

			Tilly took up her hold-all and entered the kitchen. It was a pleasant little room, with curtains and table-cloth of blue-and-white check and a row of twinkling pewter pots on the chimney-piece. A fair girl in a dark skirt and frilly blouse sat at the table. She had a small petulant mouth, china blue eyes and tightly frizzed hair.

			“I’m Mrs. Horseferry,” said the large woman to Tilly.

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly, setting down the hold-all on the floor.

			“Do they call you Matilda or Matty?”

			“They call me Tilly, ma’am.”

			“We’ll call you Tilly, then. Take off your hat.”

			Tilly leant her umbrella carefully against the wall and took off her hat. Her black hair was plastered to her head with perspiration.

			“And your coat, child.”

			Tilly took off her coat, revealing a voluminous skirt of navy blue serge and a blouse of the same material, buttoning tightly up to the neck. A petersham belt defined sketchily a waist that would have been thick even without the unwieldy folds of serge that it enclosed. The fair girl gave a shrill scream of laughter, but Mrs. Horseferry’s sleepy brown eyes rested on the small ungainly figure with approval.

			“Not one of the flighty ones, anyway,” she said.

			“No, ma’am,” said Tilly, with a touch of complacency in her voice.

			She had once heard her aunt say to her uncle: “Thank heaven, the girl’s homely. They’re easier to raise,” and ever since then she had vaguely considered her lack of looks as something that reflected credit on herself.

			“This is Emmy,” said Mrs. Horseferry, with wave of her hand towards the girl at the table.

			“Pleased to meet you,” said Emmy in a high-pitched, affected voice.

			“Emmy’s not part of our staff,” said Mrs. Horseferry. “She’s a housemaid from the family’s London establishment. She’s only come down to bring the family’s plate and linen and help prepare the rooms.”

			“And how they’re going to put up with it beats me,” said Emmy, raising her hand to pat her hair. “I may be funny, but it’d drive me melancholy mad in a week. All this so-called nature! What are they going to do all day? That’s what I want to know.”

			“They’ll find things,” said Mrs. Horseferry indulgently.

			“The Quality always finds things to do. After all, when you come to think of it, they’re trained to idleness same as the likes of us are trained to work. They can always fill their time with odds and ends. It’s born in them.”

			“Well, I must say, it’s a mystery to me what they want to come here for,” said Emmy, rearranging the frills of her muslin blouse with a flourish designed to show off a ring set with a large piece of green glass. “Trees and so on are all right in their way, but when you’ve seen a tree you’ve seen it. You don’t want to go on looking at it day after day after day.”

			“They always like the country, do the Quality,” said Mrs. Horseferry. “That and climbing mountains and having cold baths and riding to hounds in all weathers.”

			“I know,” said Emmy with a sigh. “Born in the lap of luxury and always trying to get out of it, that’s them . . . Well, thank goodness I goes back tomorrow, and then”—with a slow secret smile—“me for me holiday in Margate.”

			“Yes,” said Mrs. Horseferry wistfully, “there’s something about Margate. I’ve always said so and I always will.” She turned her sleepy eyes to Tilly, who was standing listening with ingenuous, childlike interest. “Have you had your tea, Tilly?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			“We’ve not had it either,” said Mrs. Horseferry. “It’s taken us all day getting things to rights. Put the kettle on, Emmy. There’s some eggs and tinned salmon in the larder . . . Your trunk has come, Tilly. I’ll take you up to your room.”

			“Thank you, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			She took her hat and coat and umbrella in one hand, the hold- all in the other and followed Mrs. Horseferry into the narrow passage-like hall and up the staircase. The round bright boot-button eyes darted about, catching mysterious glimpses through half-open doors . . . a sitting-room with lace curtains and chintz chair covers and a tall standard lamp shaded by frills of pink silk . . . a dining-room with a lace-edged cloth on the table and miniatures on the wall . . . a bedroom with a white crocheted quilt and a chintz-skirted dressing-table . . . then another flight of stairs that was little more than a ladder and that led to two attic rooms immediately beneath the roof.

			“This one’s yours,” said Mrs. Horseferry.

			Tilly stood looking around her. The ceiling, of bare unpolished rafters, sloped sharply to the floor. The only window was a skylight just above the small iron bedstead. Against the wall a scarred chest of drawers supported a discoloured mirror. Her tin trunk stood at the foot of her bed. There was no change of expression on the round, plain face, but something behind it seemed to glow and sparkle as the bright eyes moved around. At home she had always slept with her aunt, while her uncle slept on a camp-bed in his work-room, and she had never even considered the possibility of having a room of her own.

			“A nice room,” commented Mrs. Horseferry a little uncertainly.

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			Mrs. Horseferry opened a door, revealing another room of larger proportions, with a dormer window overlooking the garden, and a dressing-table and wardrobe of deal. A hip bath, with a large sponge in it, stood on the floor.

			“My room,” said Mrs. Horseferry. “Not princely, but serviceable.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			“Emmy will sleep with me tonight and go back to London first thing in the morning . . . We share the hip-bath. You must have a bath every Saturday night and carry your water up from the kitchen.”

			“Yes, ma’am” said Tilly.

			“I’ll leave you to unpack your trunk, then you can come down and we’ll have tea.”

			Mrs. Horseferry manoeuvred her gigantic bosom and posterior down the ladder with unexpected agility, and Tilly was left alone. She stood for a moment, gazing round the room, then set to work unpacking her things. She had three of everything—“Two to wash each other and the third to fall back on, as her aunt put it— three heavy calico nightdresses, three heavy calico chemises and pairs of drawers, three petticoats of dark blue twill, three calico bodices, made from the material left over when the nightdresses had been cut out, three print dresses, three aprons, three plain white caps, three pairs of black ribbed woollen stockings.

			“No one shall say,” her aunt had said with the familiar note of grievance in her voice, “that I’ve not done my duty by you.”

			Tilly herself had made most of the “outfit” under her aunt’s direction. Not a seam or hem or buttonhole that had not been the occasion of harsh upbraiding. The more tricky joints of the bodices had drawn the palm of her aunt’s hand several times down on Tilly’s black head, but Tilly’s head was a hard one and, as dressmaking under her aunt’s direction was the only sort of dressmaking she knew, she took for granted that it was the normal procedure. She tidied her hair, hung her brush and comb-bag by its tape from the handle of the chest of drawers, changed from her boots into a strong pair of house shoes, then descended the ladder, hurrying almost guiltily along the carpeted passages till she reached the now familiar kitchen.

			The kettle was boiling on the fire and the table was laid with fresh lettuce, bread-and-butter, tinned salmon, egg-cups and a large slab of cake. Mrs. Horseferry was putting tea into the teapot and Emmy was standing in front of a mirror on the wall, holding out a strand of hair that had escaped her curling-tongs, pushing it up one single hair and tucking it in among the tightly frizzed waves. Tilly stood by her, watching absorbedly.

			“The convenience, Tilly,” said Mrs. Horseferry majestically, “is at the bottom of the garden. There is one in the house, of course, next to the bathroom, but that is reserved for the family.”

			Emmy turned from the mirror with a swing of her long skirt that gave a fleeting glimpse of a flounced cambric petticoat.

			“Reelly!” she said with a shudder. “I may be funny but I reelly couldn’t bear it. Not an outside one. Downright rude, I call it.”

			Tilly washed her hands and face under the tap, lathering them freely with red carbolic soap, dried them on the roller-towel, then made her way to the closet in the garden. The sun beat down on her as she passed the beds of stocks and marigolds and pinks. A hedge of sweet briar enclosed the closet. She drew in the heavy sweetness with a feeling of refreshment. She felt hot and sweaty in her serge blouse and woollen vest. Her aunt always grudged her summer clothes (“Only a month or two’s wear and you’ve grown out of them by next year,” she would say), and to Tilly summer had always been associated with the smell of hot serge and the sensation of a thick woollen vest sticking tightly to her skin . . . Her thoughts went to the hip-bath in Mrs. Horseferry’s bedroom, and she imagined herself sitting in it, squeezing tepid water from the sponge over her body. At home she had bathed in a wooden tub, using water in which her aunt had already bathed, washing herself with a piece of flannel. The thought of the hip-bath filled her with secret excitement.

			The “convenience”, too, impressed her by its magnificence. It was not an ordinary earth closet. It had a plug that brought a flush of water and real toilet-paper instead of pieces of the Bellminster Advertiser. The flush of water sent a few drops on to the red tiled floor, and Tilly carefully wiped them up with her handkerchief before she left the closet.

			When she reached the kitchen the other two were sitting down to tea.

			“Draw your chair up, child,” said Mrs. Horseferry, pouring out a third cup. “Here’s your egg. Help yourself to bread-and-butter.

			“Thank you, ma’am,” said Tilly, drawing up her chair and taking her place at the table. Her face glowed red with heat and kitchen soap. Her hands were large and ungainly and roughened by work. Emmy threw her a glance of fastidious disdain and continued the interrupted conversation.

			“You know madam, I suppose?” she said to Mrs. Horseferry.

			“Mrs. Culverton?” said Mrs. Horseferry. “No, I’ve never met her. It was her cousin I was cook to and it was her cousin that retired me on a pension when she shut up her house and went to live abroad.”

			“I never met her cousin,” said Emmy. 

			“A nice lady,” said Mrs. Horseferry reflectively. “A great one for animals. Dogs and things. Didn’t mind what she ate herself, but they’d got to have the best of everything. The Quality’s like that about animals, especially on the female side.

			“I know,” sighed Emmy. “Barmy.”

			“Well be that as it may,” said Mrs. Horseferry, I found lodgings over at Bellminster and I’ve lived there ever since. Not a princely pension. It’s been a squeeze at times to make both ends meet. I remember I thought at the time that, if I’d been a cat or a dog or even a canary, she’d have seen to it that I ended my days in comfort, but, as I was a mere human being, she thought a pound a week sufficient.”

			“I know,” said Emmy again, lifting her egg-spoon to her mouth with little finger elegantly cocked. “Chicken liver for the dog and kippers for the kitchen.”

			“Anyway,” said Mrs. Horseferry, “when Mrs. Culverton took this holiday cottage she remembered that I was in the neighbourhood and wrote to ask me if I’d oblige by coming here as cook- housekeeper for the summer. Quite a civil letter, it was.”

			“Oh, yes,” said Emmy, shrugging her thin shoulders. “Madam’s quite civil. High and mighty as you please and all for working you to the bone, but—civil, yes.”

			“Civil is as civil does, of course,” said Mrs. Horseferry. “Have some salmon now, dear? And you too, Tilly.”

			“I don’t mind if I do,” said Emmy.

			“Thank you, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			Mrs. Horseferry helped them to tinned salmon, then turned her sleepy eyes to Emmy.

			“I’m not one for gossip,” she said, “but I’d like to know what the family’s like. As a family, I mean. What about a little onion to give it a relish?”

			“No, thank you,” said Emmy with a shudder. “Not onion. . . Just a little vinegar, if you’ve no objection, to take the richness off.” She sprinkled vinegar freely over her tinned salmon, then began to remove the bones and skin and place them along the edge of her plate. “I may be funny, but anything in the nature of an onion seems to clog my stomach . . . Winkles, now. I can’t eat half a dozen without heaving.” She paused to remove an infinitesimal piece of skin and place it on the edge of her plate. “Well, as to the family. Genteel, but not the cream of Society. Their house is in Streatham, which speaks for itself to them as knows what’s what and what isn’t.”

			Mrs. Horseferry evidently knew. She nodded understandingly.

			“What’s he like?” she said.

			“Ever so nice,” said Emmy. “A reel gentleman, he is. A smile and a kind word for everyone, that’s him. Different from her.”

			“She’s difficult, is she?” said Mrs. Horseferry. “Tilly, have you never been told to take your spoon out of your cup when you drink your tea?”

			“No, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			“Well, you have now,” said Emmy tartly. “Difficult’s the word, all right, Mrs. Horseferry. Hard. Cold. Proud. Never a word of thanks. Queen of the Cannibal Isles, that’s her.’’

			“I know,’’ said Mrs. Horseferry with a sigh. “I’ve cooked for many a one like that in my time. There’s a knack, you know, in managing them. Easy when you’ve picked it up. And the children?’’

			“Oh, just children,” said Emmy vaguely. “Master Edmund’s the eldest. Fifteen, and old for his years. Proper little gentleman, he is. Good-looking, like his Pa, too. Then there’s Master Richard.

			“How old is he?”

			“Thirteen. A real boy. Clever, too. Beats his brother at brains, but not so good-looking. Miss Althea’s the pick of the bunch for looks, of course.”

			“She comes next to Master Richard?”

			“Yes. Eleven, she is, and pretty as a picture. Flower-like, if you know what I mean. And that’s the lot . . . Oh, except Miss Vere.”

			“She’s the baby, I take it?”

			“Well, she’s nine. No beauty and on the sulky side, but not much trouble.”

			“Who’s going to look after them here? Their nurse’s on holiday, isn’t she?”

			“Yes. They’re having a Miss Maple for what’s called a holiday governess. Swank for nurse, if you ask me.”

			“Please, ma’am,” said Tilly suddenly.

			“Yes, Tilly?” said Mrs. Horseferry.

			“Can I have a bath in the hip-bath tonight? ”

			There was a short silence, then:

			“I shall want it tonight,” said Emmy curtly.

			“I’ll have it after you, then,” said Tilly.

			They stared at her in surprise, but neither of them was as surprised as Tilly. She’d never heard herself speak like that before, and she didn’t know what had made her do it. Then suddenly she knew. It was because her aunt wasn’t there to take her up sharp. The words were the first independent gesture of her life and she found deep pleasure in them.

			“It’s not Saturday,” said Mrs. Horseferry doubtfully, “but I suppose there’s no reason why you shouldn’t.”

			The shadows were lengthening over the garden by the time they had washed up and put away the tea things. Emmy yawned and stretched.

			“Bed for me!” she said. “I may be funny, but this place is giving me the willies already. Might as well be on a desert island and have done with it.”

			“What about supper?” said Mrs. Horseferry.

			“No, thanks,” said Emmy.

			“We had a late tea, of course. Just a cup of something?”

			“No, thanks,” said Emmy. “Bed for me! I don’t think I’ll have a bath, after all. I’ll wait till I get back to town life. There’s a special bath for the staff at Streatham. A shower, too, if you care to use it. I’m not one for showers, myself. They’re a shock to the system and my system’s always been my weak point . . . Well, good night.”

			They heard her clatter up the staircase and up the ladder. Mrs. Horseferry turned her gaze on to Tilly.

			“I expect you’d like to go to bed too, now, wouldn’t you, Tilly?” she said.

			‘‘No, thank you, ma’am,” said Tilly, taking her seat on an upright chair near the fireplace.

			Mrs. Horseferry hesitated, then, going to a cupboard in the wall, took out a bottle of gin and a glass.

			“I don’t touch spirits as a rule,” she said with dignity, “but I have to take a glass in the evening on account of a certain stomatic complaint I suffer from. Nothing serious. Spirits hold it at bay.”

			She sat down on the rocking-chair by the window, poured out a glass of gin and began to sip it.

			“The Culvertons will be your first experience of the Quality, I take it, Tilly?” she said.

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			“Ah, well,” said Mrs. Horseferry, “when you’re as old as me and can look back. . . I know ’em inside out. I’ve seen and heard things you’d hardly believe.’’ Miraculously, as it seemed, the glass was already empty and she refilled it. “There was one place I was at . . .’’

			There followed a series of reminiscences, growing more and more incoherent as the glass was filled and refilled. Mean Quality . . . dishonest Quality . . . eccentric Quality . . . spendthrift Quality . . . criminal Quality . . . heroic Quality. Anecdote after anecdote, swiftly succeeding each other, formed a series of kaleidoscopic pictures in Tilly’s brain. But more surprising to Tilly even than the stories was the fact that slowly and by degrees Mrs. Horseferry’s drooping eyelids lifted till she revealed the full stare of a pair of somewhat glazed brown eyes.

			“Hushed up, of course. They said she’d gone to a finishing school in Paris . . . Spent money like water. Footmen. Parties. Dresses. Wines. Hadn’t a penny when the crash came. He shot himself and she went off with the groom . . . Lived in her bedroom with the blinds down. No one ever saw her. Ate enormous meals, sent up on a lift. Went on for years, then suddenly she started throwing things out of the window and they took her away . . .”

			As she talked Mrs. Horseferry’s speech had gradually become more and more blurred. Suddenly her head dropped forward and she sat there motionless, her chin lost in the vast desert of her bosom. Loud snores issued from her body as if some wild animal had taken possession of it and were growling at Tilly.

			Tilly stood up.

			“I’ll go to bed now if I may, ma’am,” she said.

			The only answer was a long rumbling snore.

			Through all the events of the evening, Tilly had not lost sight of her determination to have a bath in the hip-bath.

			She took one of the tall metal hot-water jugs that stood on the floor under the sink, filled it at the tap, then tiptoed across the kitchen and made her way upstairs to the attic.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“They should be here any minute now,” said Mrs. Horseferry.

			She had been saying it at intervals for the last half-hour. She was very dignified, very aloof, very sleepy-eyed. Emmy had departed soon after breakfast, contemptuous to the last of Linden Rise and its surroundings.

			“All those animal noises!” she said. “Common, I call it. If I want to hear cocks crowing, there’s a man on the Halls can do it much better.”

			During the morning Mrs. Horseferry had initiated Tilly into her duties—the sweeping, the dusting, the “turning out” of the rooms, the laying of the table, the answering of bells, the carrying up of hot-water cans, the cleaning of lamps.

			“They won’t expect the same service as they get at home, of course,” she said. “The Quality likes to rough it on a holiday. It helps to occupy their minds.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			She was wearing one of her new print dresses. It stood out stiffly all round her and reached almost to the ground. The white cap, coming low over her forehead, seemed to give the final touch of burlesque to the small squat figure.

			Mrs. Horseferry, rubbing up the silver teapot at the kitchen table, looked at her with qualified approval.

			“Raw,” she commented. “Raw, but well-meaning.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly, feeling flattered by the description.

			“I’ve left the front door open so that we shall see the conveyance arrive,” said Mrs. Horseferry. “They ordered the wagonette from Tubbs’ farm to meet the train. He’s a reliable man, I understand, but of course the horses are sometimes needed for other duties and are not immediately available.”

			At that moment there came the sound of wheels and, looking through the open doorway, they saw a wagonette drawing up at the gate.

			“I’ll see to them, Tilly,” said Mrs. Horseferry, her eyelids drooping still lower over her eyes, her voice becoming deeper and more majestic in her excitement. “You stay here. Put on the kettle and arrange the tea-things on the tray as I showed you.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” said Tilly.

			Mrs. Horseferry removed her apron, smoothed down her dress and took up her position at the front door as the little party trooped up from the gate—two women leading the way and four children straggling behind.

			“Mrs. Horseferry?” said the taller of the two women.

			“Yes, madam,” said Mrs. Horseferry, her sleepy eyes making a swift survey of her employer.

			Quality, she thought, noting the thin face with high-bridged nose, weary blue eyes and slightly disdainful mouth. Getting on, she thought, noting the strands of grey in the fair hair. Moneyed, she thought, noting the elegance of the blue skirt with its mauve bands and short Zouave jacket, the white frilled blouse, the blue hat with its mauve feather. The leg-of-mutton sleeves stood out stiffly; the tightly corseted waist gave the figure the fashionable hour-glass shape.

			“I’m Mrs. Culverton. My husband is unable to come down till

			later in the week. This”—with a movement of her gloved hand towards the other woman—“is Miss Rossiter, my sister. She’s come down with us to see the place and help us settle in. She won’t be staying the night.”

			Miss Rossiter had stopped half-way up the path and was gazing at the cottage.

			“It’s simply fascinating,” she cried. “I’d no idea it was going to be so fascinating. It’s a duck of a place, darling. Simply charming. Look at it! Just look!”

			Her face, large and highly coloured, glowed with enthusiasm, her hands flashed to and fro as she pointed out the green front door, the lavender-bordered path, the geraniums in the porch and the small arched windows, which seemed to gaze down at her with an air of pained surprise.

			The children stood in a little group, looking about them with the wariness of young animals in unfamiliar surroundings. There was a dark, grave, handsome boy; a fair boy with a long mouth, a blunt nose and grey-blue eyes; a slender little girl with golden ringlets and blue eyes that sparkled with excitement, and a smaller girl with swarthy skin, black brows and straight, wiry, dark hair, who stood by herself a little way apart from the others.

			“The driver will bring in the luggage,” said Mrs. Culverton, ignoring her sister’s outburst. “Perhaps you’ll show us to our rooms now, will you, Mrs. Horseferry? We’ll unpack before we have tea.”

			“Yes, madam. This way, madam.” 

			They trooped up the narrow staircase and along the passage. “This is your room, madam . . . This is the young gentlemen’s . . . and this the young ladies’.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Horseferry,” said Mrs. Culverton, a faint note of boredom underlying the graciousness of her voice. “It’s all very nice. We shall live very simply, of course, while we’re here. No late dinner. Just a plain supper. You have a young person from the neighbourhood to help you, I understand?” Yes, madam. Tilly Pound. She’s in the kitchen now . . . There’s a hand-basin in the bathroom, madam. The young ladies and gentlemen will wash there, I take it. I’ll bring hot water up to your room, of course.”

			“Thank you,” said Mrs. Culverton, again in a tone of dismissal.

			When Mrs. Horseferry had gone, Mrs. Culverton drew the two long hatpins out of her hat and laid it on the bed, glanced round the room without interest, then sat down in the arm-chair by the window and gazed unseeingly over the sun-bathed countryside. She heard the murmur of voices from the children’s bedrooms, and sharp exclamations of delight from Gertrude, who was darting about the house, discovering fresh outlets for her enthusiasm each moment, but her thoughts were so far away that the sounds made no impression on her mind.

			She had looked forward to this holiday with secret happiness for months, and now it was all spoilt because Howard hadn’t come. Till last night she had thought that he was coming, and last night he had looked at her, his handsome face wearing the furtive expression she knew so well, and had said: “I’m afraid I shan’t be able to come down with you tomorrow, my dear, after all. I’ll try and get down later, of course.”

			“Very well, Howard,” she had replied in her cool, level voice, bending her head over her needlework, but her heart had contracted and her whole body had turned cold. It was that woman, of course. She’d only to raise her little finger and he went running to her. She must have known—or guessed—what hopes his wife was building on this holiday and have decided from spite or pure wanton mischief to disappoint them. She loved to show her power over Howard, to pit her beauty and allure against his wife’s faded charms.

			There was a knock at her door and Mrs. Horseferry entered with a polished brass can of hot water. (“I’ll see to them this evening,” she had said to Tilly, “just till they’re settled. If there’s any fault-finding, I’ll be able to manage them better than you. You’ve not had the experience I’ve had in managing the Quality.”)

			“Is there anything further I can do for you, madam?” said Mrs. Horseferry, setting the hot-water can in the basin and covering it with a towel.

			“No, thank you,” said Mrs. Culverton. “I’ll come to see you in the kitchen after tea.”

			“Very good, madam,’’ said Mrs. Horseferry, with a note of grudging approval in her voice.

			A real lady. No doubt about that. Even now, even in this little village even though she had retired from service long ago, it would have hurt Mrs. Horseferry’s pride to cook for one of the “jumped-ups”.

			Mrs. Culverton washed her face and hands, dried them on the lavender-scented towel, then set to work on her unpacking, hanging her dresses in the wardrobe, laying her underclothes neatly in the drawers, putting her silver and tortoiseshell toilet set on the dressing-table. At the bottom of the trunk were the family photographs that she always took with her, more from habit than sentiment, even on the shortest absence from home—her mother and father, both now dead, the four children, Howard. She took up the photograph of Howard and put it on the dressing-table, trying to resist the stab of pain that shot through her heart as she looked at the pleasant, handsome face with the straight almost Grecian nose, the cleft chin and the hint of weakness in the smiling well-formed lips. Slowly, almost reluctantly, she turned her head to examine her own reflection in the mirror. The sunlight showed up mercilessly the crows’ feet and pouches round her eyes, the greying hair, the deepening lines that ran from her nose to the corners of her lips. A gust of trembling seized her, and she replaced the photograph at the bottom of the trunk. Then she took up the photograph of her father and mother and put it on the chimney-piece, subjecting it to the same long scrutiny as she had given Howard’s. Her father’s face was strong and kindly, her mother’s gentle and placid. That was what a marriage should be, what she had wanted her own marriage to be . . . the man strong and protective, the woman weak and yielding. She herself had been essentially weak and, till after their marriage, had taken Howard’s strength for granted. It was only after their marriage that the discovery of his weakness had forced her to assume strength, to become, against her will and nature, hard and dominant and unyielding . . . and beneath her love she still felt a deep resentment against him for the role he had thrust upon her.

			The sound of Richard’s laugh from the next room roused her. She glanced at her watch, then began with quick deft movements to change into the dress of navy blue Surah, trimmed with white lace, that she had laid out ready on the bed.

			Edmund and Richard were arranging their books in the bookshelf that stood beneath the bedroom window.

			“What about this holiday governess?” said Richard. “It’s going to be a bit of a bore having her, isn’t it?”

			“Oh, she’s only for the girls,” said Edmund. “Still—I’m going to do a little work every day on the subjects I’m weak at. I’ve brought my galleon set as a hobby, but I’m going to do some work as well.”

			Richard’s long humorous mouth lengthened into a grin.

			“I’m not going to waste a holiday swotting,” he said.

			“I think you ought to do a little work,” said Edmund.

			He spoke rather uncertainly. He was a deeply conscientious boy, and he was torn between a feeling of responsibility for his younger brother’s moral progress and a slight unacknowledged jealousy of his young brother’s mental progress. For Richard, though two years younger, lazy, cheerful, happy-go-lucky, passed all his examinations without difficulty and was already due for the “double move” that would bring him perilously near Edmund.

			Richard was sitting on the floor beside the bookcase, his legs crossed, his head bent over a book. He had brushed his hair, but it stood up, as it always did, in loose, unruly waves.

			Edmund placed his History of England carefully in the top shelf of the bookcase, then, as Richard made no answer, continued:

			“We’d find six weeks of just lazing about rather”—he searched for a word and finally brought out—“demoralizing.”

			Richard raised his pointed Puck-like face from his book.

			“I think I’d like to be demoralized,” he said.

			“There won’t be much to do, you know, in a little place like this,” said Edmund, placing his French Grammar beside his History of England.

			“There’ll be heaps to do” said Richard. “Didn’t you notice as we came along in the wagonette? A river, farms, woods and a blacksmith’s forge. They’ll provide no end of occupation for idle hands.”

			Edmund smiled constrainedly.

			“Don’t get into mischief, old chap,” he said. “It’s a bit—worrying for Mother, not having Father here.”

			The responsibility for taking his father’s place lay heavy on Edmund’s spirit. He had a vague, unformulated idea that his mother’s worries went further than the mere inability of her husband to be present for the first week of this holiday, but his mind shrank from probing more deeply.

			“What’s the fuss?” said Richard. “He’s coming down later and she wouldn’t thank us to sit round mooning at her. We’ve come away for a holiday. Holidays are things you’re meant to enjoy.” His eyes twinkled as he thought of an argument that would appeal to Edmund. “It’s a waste of money not to, you know.”

			There was a knock at the door and Althea entered, wearing a clean frilled pinafore over a pink cashmere frock. She sat on the edge of the bed, her ringlets falling about her shoulders, swinging legs that were encased in long black stockings and button boots.

			“Isn’t it a darling cottage!” she said.

			The boys’ faces had softened at her entrance. Both felt for her the protective tenderness of the “big brother,” and there was often, beneath the surface, a tacit rivalry for her affection.

			“There’s a farm down the road,” she went on. “I can see it from our bedroom window. Darling baby chickens and a lovely little pony in the field. I’m going there after tea. I want to learn to ride a pony and I want to learn to milk a cow. Do you think they’ll

			let me?”

			“I expect so, Thea,” said Edmund, “but—I’ve just been saying to Richard—we mustn’t run too wild. Mother’s tired and needs a rest. We must try not to worry her.”

			Althea’s small lovely face reflected the gravity of his,

			“Yes, I know. I won’t worry her. I won’t do anything without asking her. There’ll be the holiday governess, too, won’t there?”

			“Miss Maple? Yes, but only in the mornings.”

			“Well, what I say is,” said Richard, putting his books in an untidy heap on the windowsill, “if it’s a holiday, it ought to be a holiday. Not asking permission and being careful all the time. Go out and milk cows, Thea.” He gave her his impish grin. “Do anything you feel like doing. I’m going to.”

			Edmund was engaged in putting Richard’s books tidily into the bookcase, and behind his back Althea gave Richard a demurely mischievous smile. From babyhood Althea had been the accepted darling of the household, and all the members of it had looked to find in her what they wanted. To Edmund she was a grave little sister, fit material for his moulding, to Richard a gay sprite of mischief, to Vere—but Vere didn’t count. It was not always easy to accommodate herself to the conflicting claims, but practice had already given her a certain proficiency.

			“I see you mean to do a little work after all, Richard,” said Edmund, with kindly triumph in his voice.

			Richard threw a careless glance at the book Edmund was holding.

			“Froissart’s Chronicles?” he said. “That’s not work. It’s fun.”

			Again the obscure jealousy stirred in Edmund’s heart. It wasn’t fair that what was work to him should be fun to Richard.

			The door opened and Vere came in. She looked squat and bunchy in a starched holland pinafore. Her thick brows were drawn into their usual frown.

			“I can’t find my handkerchiefs, Thea,” she said.

			“You little stupid!” said Althea. “They’re in the middle drawer of the dressing-table with mine.”

			“Oh,” said Vere.

			She advanced into the room and stood there uncertainly.

			“Run off, kid,” said Edmund shortly. “We don’t want you.”

			“Fly away home, ladybird,” said Richard.

			Vere turned and went from the room.

			“I hope she’s not going to be a nuisance,” said Althea. “We don’t want her tagging round with us wherever we go.”

			“We needn’t take her,” said Edmund.

			“Oh, I expect she’ll be all right,” said Richard vaguely. He went over to the window. “Look at Aunt Gertrude. She’s going round the garden, smelling every single flower. She’s going to be a bit of a bore if she stays.”

			“She’s not staying,” said Edmund. “She’s going back tonight.”

			“You never know with Aunt Gertrude,” said Althea.

			“Come on,” said Edmund. “Let’s go down.”

			Mrs. Culverton was in the hall when the children came downstairs.

			“Come along, children,’’ she said. “Tea’s all ready in the dining-room.’’

			She spoke in the kindly, authoritative tone that she always used to them. She had—partially, if not entirely—shaken off her depression. Things were, after all, exactly as they had been for the last ten years. She didn’t know why she had hoped that they would be different on this holiday. For the hundredth time she made up her mind to conquer her sentimental fondness for a husband who had long since tired of her.

			They took their seats round the gate-legged table. Plates of sandwiches, scones, bread-and-butter and cakes were ranged round the bowl of marigolds in the centre. Mrs. Horseferry came in with a jug of yellow, creamy milk.

			“I’ve cut some thin bread-and-butter, madam,” she said, anxious to show her familiarity with the ways of the Quality, “and some thicker for the children. The sandwich cake is plain but wholesome. Four eggs in it. There are jam sandwiches for the children as being more digestible than savoury.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Horseferry,” said Mrs. Culverton. “That’s very thoughtful of you.”

			Mrs. Horseferry’s lids drooped more sleepily over her eyes at the praise.

			“You’ll ring if you want anything further, won’t you, madam?” she said as she withdrew.

			Mrs. Culverton took up the milk-jug and glanced round.

			“Where’s Vere?” she said.

			Edmund went into the hall.

			“Vere!” he called. “Come down to tea.”

			Then Aunt Gertrude burst into the room. She wore the slightly dishevelled look that excitement always gave her. Strands of dark hair had escaped the “bun,” into which they had been coiled, and fell about her neck.

			“My dear, it really is the most fascinating place. There’s a dear little gate at the bottom of the back garden that goes into a field and up a hill into a darling little wood . . . And oh, my dear!” sitting down at the table. “What a tea! What a tea!”

			“Yes, Mrs. Horseferry seems very capable,” said Mrs. Culverton.

			Aunt Gertrude gave a scream of laughter.

			“What a name, my dear! What a name! And do look at that old Toby jug on the chimney-piece. Isn’t it heavenly!”

			“I should say it’s a very ordinary modern reproduction,” said Mrs. Culverton shortly.

			With Gertrude’s entrance all her newly found serenity had deserted her. Gertrude was her younger sister, and at the age of forty she still continued to cultivate the volatile girlishness that had once been her chief attraction. On their parents’ death she had gone to live with an aunt, who was now bedridden and looked after by a professional nurse, so that Gertrude, unhampered by duties or ties, was free to indulge an impulsiveness that was fast degenerating into eccentricity. She would descend on her friends and relatives without warning and leave them as suddenly, fly off on mysterious journeys, abandon herself to emotional short-lived friendships . . . displaying throughout an eagerness and zest that embarrassed and exasperated her sister.

			She had not known that Gertrude was coming with them today, till she descended unexpectedly on the household just as they were having breakfast.

			“Darling, I must just run down with you and see that heavenly cottage you told me about . . . No, I can’t stay the night there. I really haven’t a minute, but I’m just managing to squeeze it in.”

			And throughout the journey she had not ceased to acclaim the passing scenery with shrill exclamations of delight.

			Mrs. Culverton turned her gaze from Gertrude’s heated, animated countenance to the children, trying to find comfort in them . . . but the shadow of her disappointment lay over them, too. In Richard’s pleasant face she seemed to see her own weakness, the weakness to which she longed secretly to yield. In the lines of Edmund’s mouth she saw the false strength that she had assumed like an ill-fitting garment. Only in Althea’s small exquisite face did she find comfort. The coming of this child had delighted Howard. Two fine boys, then a fairy-like little girl, dainty and charming from babyhood. Their family seemed complete. And for the first two years of Althea’s life had been years of unclouded happiness for Mrs. Culverton. Howard ceased his philandering, forgot his restlessness, and devoted himself to his wife and home and children. Because of those years she could never look at Althea without a stirring of tenderness—sweet and painful like the tingling of a nerve.

			“Can we go out after tea, Mother?” said Edmund.

			“Yes, dear,” said. Mrs. Culverton. “Don’t go too far away.”

			“To the river?” said Richard.

			She smiled faintly.

			“Don’t get drowned.”

			Then Vere entered and stood just inside the doorway, her brows drawn into a scowl under her shock of thick straight hair.

			“Come and sit down here, dear,” said Mrs. Culverton, putting her hand on the empty chair next hers.

			She always treated the child with studied kindness, trying to hide, even from herself, how little love she bore her. She hadn’t wanted her . . . and she didn’t want her now. It was because of Vere that she had finally and irrevocably lost Howard’s love. She had been wretchedly ill during the months before the child came. The sight of her had, she knew, filled Howard with revulsion, and he had again turned to find his pleasure elsewhere. Even after Vere’s birth she had been too ill to try to win him back (it was since Vere’s birth that she had suffered from those devastating headaches that still prostrated her from time to time) and so the woman had finally secured her hold over him. Before that he had been merely a philanderer, flitting from one affair to another, ready always to return to her. “He’s chock-full of charm, and he can’t help using it,” she would say to herself indulgently. Certainly it was the women’s fault as much as his. Attracted by his good looks, flattered by the attentions that he could never resist paying to any woman under sixty, they had pursued him shamelessly. But Mrs. Brougham was different. He had given up philandering since she became his mistress. She possessed him utterly, body and soul . . .

			Vere sat down and pushed the thick hair out of her eyes. Mrs. Culverton sighed. It didn’t matter what you did to the child, she always seemed unkempt. Swarthy, scowling, ungainly, black- browed, with that shock of straight coarse hair falling over her eyes, she looked like a gypsy, a changeling. And she was so stupid and unresponsive that Mrs. Culverton sometimes wondered if she were actually a little “wanting”.

			“I’ll go and get some more bread-and-butter,” said Aunt Gertrude. “We ought to wait on ourselves, oughtn’t we? I haven’t dared to go into the kitchen yet, and I’m simply dying to see it.”

			She seized the empty plate and went from the room, with a trill of laughter and an eddy of flounced skirts.

			A few minutes later she returned, holding the refilled plate of bread-and-butter. She closed the door and stood leaning against it, helpless with mirth.

			“Oh, my dear!” she said at last. “Have you seen her?”

			“Seen whom, Gertrude?” said Mrs. Culverton.

			“Mrs. Noah. Mrs. Noah, straight out of that old Noah’s Ark we used to have when we were children. Face, dress, everything. Mrs. Noah.”

			“What are you talking about, Gertrude?” said Mrs. Culverton. “Tilly Pound. The ‘help’. I’ve never seen anything so funny in my life. You must go in and see her.”

			“I shall be going there shortly in any case,” said Mrs. Culverton, irritated, as usual, by Gertrude’s exuberance. “There’s no hurry.”

			“Well, you must go, then, children,” said Gertrude, still laughing. “Don’t go together, of course, or you’ll simply not be able to control yourselves. Go one by one.”

			“Shall we?” said Richard, looking at his mother with a lift of his eyebrows.

			“If you like,” said Mrs. Culverton. “Finish your tea first.”

			“I’ve finished,” said Edmund, getting up from his seat and going from the room.

			It had occurred to him that, as his father’s representative, he ought in any case to go into the kitchen and greet the servants. He paused for a moment outside the door, summoning his grown-up manner. He had been practising his grown-up manner at intervals ever since his fifteenth birthday and secretly he was very pleased with it. Then he opened the kitchen door and went in.

			Tilly was sitting at the table eating a slice of bread-and-jam. Mrs. Horseferry was not there. She had said that she did not want any tea and would go and rest in her bedroom till it was time to prepare the evening meal. She would do a little needlework, she added, to soothe her nerves, and she had taken her work-bag upstairs with her. It was a capacious work-bag, heavily laden in a manner that suggested a shrouded bottle of gin.

			Tilly stopped eating at Edmund’s entrance, holding a thick slice of bread-and-jam, with one enormous semi-circular bite taken out of it, in mid-air.

			“Don’t get up,” said Edmund kindly.

			The button eyes stared at him in what he took to be respectful admiration. Tilly put down her slice of bread-and-jam. Get up for a kid like that, she was thinking. Not likely!

			“I hope you’ll be happy with us these holidays,” he continued. “We’ll try to give you as little trouble as possible and, if there’s anything we can do for you, you must let us know.”

			That, he thought, was what his father would have said—or rather (unconsciously he corrected the thought) what his father ought to have said. Actually his father would probably have said something free and easy that would have made Tilly laugh, but Edmund disapproved of freeness and easiness with servants.

			“There are four of us, you know,” he continued. “Myself— Master Edmund—and Master Richard and Miss Althea and Miss Vere.” His well-cut lips flickered into a smile. “Quite an invasion for you, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” said Tilly and, remembering her manners and her aunt’s injunctions, added, “Master Edmund.”

			Edmund hesitated a moment, wondering how to bring the interview to an end, then, deciding that it had come to an end already, turned and went from the room, well satisfied with the part he had played in it.

			Sauce! thought Tilly, taking another large semi-circular bite out of her slice of bread-and-jam. No older than me, he isn’t. I’d have clouted him one at school if he’d tried it on.

			Before she had time, however, to construct an imaginary scene in which Edmund met the retribution meted out to sauce by her contemporaries, the door opened and Althea entered.

			“You’re Tilly, aren’t you?” she said with an engaging smile.

			“Yes, miss,” said Tilly noncommittally.

			“I’m Althea . . . Isn’t this a darling place?”

			“Yes, miss,” said Tilly.

			“We’re going to have a lovely holiday here,” said Althea.

			She gave a gay little peal of laughter. “I expect we’ll be a terrible nuisance, but you won’t mind that, will you?”

			“No, miss,” said Tilly, continuing stolidly to munch her bread-and-jam.

			“Well, I won’t worry you any more,” said Althea, who had an uncomfortable feeling that the scene was falling flat. Servants generally adored her, but this odd-looking person wasn’t even watching her. “I expect you’re terribly busy, and we want to explore the garden. We’re longing to explore everywhere. Goodbye.”

			She went from the room with quick light dancing steps.

			Tilly cut another thick slice from the loaf. Airs and graces, she thought. Showing off . . . She sat there, munching bread-and-jam, her wooden face devoid of expression. Then suddenly something of humour lightened the ungainly features. My aunt’d’ve learnt her all right . . .

			She was just cutting her third slice of bread when Richard entered.

			“Hello,” he said, closing the door behind him.

			“Hello,” said Tilly.

			He sat down at the table and looked at her.

			“Yes, you are like Mrs. Noah,” he said.

			“Am I?” said Tilly. “The one in the Bible?”

			“Yes,” said Richard.

			“Fancy that!” said Tilly, impressed.

			“Can I have some bread-and-jam? I’m still hungry. Everything in the dining-room was so thin.”

			“Well, better-class people like things thin,” explained Tilly, spreading the slice of bread with jam, cutting it in two and handing half to Richard, “and Mrs. Horseferry made some thick for you special.”

			“It wasn’t thick enough,” he said indistinctly as he bit into his piece of bread-and-jam. He gave her a long impersonal stare. “How old are you?”

			“Fifteen. How old are you?”

			“Thirteen. Where do you live?”

			“I live here now. I used to live over at Pellborough.”

			She had an odd exciting feeling of friendship for this boy. He wasn’t showing off like the others. He didn’t care what she—or anyone—thought of him. In some strange way they were akin, the two of them.

			“What was it like there? What were your father and mother like?”

			“I hadn’t any. I lived with an aunt and uncle.”

			“What were they like? Tell me about them.”

			He wasn’t asking for the sake or asking, as the other two might have done. He really wanted to know . . . She began to tell him. She told him about her aunt and uncle, the schoolmaster, the Squire and the other people in the neighbourhood. She told him about the old woman who lived in the cottage next her aunt and who had ten cats, each with its own special footstool . . . of the man in the gypsy encampment who had a charmed snail that could cure warts and burns . . . of the piebald horse that always stopped outside the public-house and refused to go on till it had had its pint of beer.

			“The Vicar didn’t know about it when he bought it,” she said, “and it made it sort of awkward for him. He’d got to go three miles out of his way to get from the village to the Vicarage so’s not to pass The Goat an’ Compasses or else go into the pub an’ buy it its beer.”

			Richard’s laugh rang out together with Tilly’s rusty cackle.

			“Which did he do?” said Richard, cutting another slice of bread and spreading it thickly with jam.

			“He tried to break it of it gradual by waterin’ its beer, but it soon found out an’ wouldn’t budge till they’d brought it a pint of the real stuff.”

			They were still sitting at the table, talking and eating bread- and-jam, when Mrs. Horseferry came down to begin her preparations for the evening meal.

			Mrs. Horseferry crossed the kitchen without looking at them. She moved with slow deliberation, her eyes open in a wide fixed stare.
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