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			WESTOVER

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			I

			Westover stood a mile or so beyond the village of Pakenham, a small eighteenth-century manor house, built in rather a pretentious Renaissance style, its long uniform facade broken by the inevitable pediment and portico. Actually it was neither as picturesque nor as commodious as it appeared when glimpsed through the trees from the main road, for, on a closer inspection, the stucco was broken and discoloured, and the breadth of the building was too narrow in proportion to its length. It lacked even the glamour of tradition that can redeem the ugliest buildings, for no one interesting or distinguished had ever lived in it, and it had never been in the possession of the same family for longer than two generations.

			Its last owner had been a Lieutenant-Colonel Gideon, who had been killed in the second year of the war, leaving his widow with five children and insufficient means for the maintenance of the house, even if she had wished to live in it. She had left it soon after the outbreak of war, as it had been commandeered by the military authorities for use in connection with a neighbouring aerodrome. They had restored it to her shortly after the armistice in not too bad a condition considering that it had formed part of the “front line” during the Battle of Britain, and that a flying bomb had fallen within three hundred feet of it in 1944. The pediment over the front door was broken and a portion only of the parapet that ran along the top of the house remained, but ceilings and windows had been repaired, and the building had been made habitable.

			Mrs. Gideon, now comfortably settled with her children in a small modern house, a mile or so distant, was faced with the problem of its disposal. The post-war scarcity of servants made it difficult to sell or let such properties, and an idealized description of it in the columns of the daily press drew forth no response.

			It was her brother James, a London solicitor, as practical and business-like as she herself was vague and unbusiness-like, who had suggested turning it into flats, and Mrs. Gideon had allowed herself to be persuaded half against her will. She had been dismayed by the cost of the necessary alterations, but her brother had insisted that there must be nothing makeshift about them, and the house now contained three fair-sized flats, each newly decorated, with kitchen, bathroom and the usual offices. Very little had been done to the outside of the house, and the broken pediment and parapet had not been repaired.

			“We can see to that when the rents begin to roll in,” said her brother.

			One of the flats had been let to a widowed aunt of Mrs. Gideon’s. A notice in The Times advertising the others had brought such a spate of answers that Mrs. Gideon despaired of ever sorting them out, but her brother had taken charge of the situation and selected the two tenants whom he considered most suitable. One flat was now let to a widow and her daughter, the other to two brothers, recently demobilized, and their wives. The brothers and one of the wives were coming this afternoon to look over the flat and take measurements for curtains and furniture.

			“Well, I think I’ve fixed on tenants who won’t give any trouble,” said James with a self-congratulatory air.

			“Oh, James,’’ said Mrs. Gideon, “I wonder if you can really have so many people enclosed in such a small space and be sure there won’t be any trouble.”

			“Of course there won’t,” said James shortly. He was the sort of man who never had any doubts about anything. His sister, five years his junior, had always stood slightly in awe of him.

			“I barred children from the beginning,” he added.

			“I’m rather sorry you did that,” said Mrs. Gideon. “I think I’d have liked children here. They’d have been friends for Richard and Rachel. Besides—” she considered the house, her head on one side, “it needs children. They take away that bare look—prams and babies on the lawn and little boys climbing trees.”

			“It has—associations for you, of course,” said her brother indulgently. “I realize that the whole business must be rather distressing.”

			“Not in the way you think,” she said slowly. “I came here when I married and all my children were born here, but I was never fond of the house. I think I disliked it for trying to look more important than it really was.”

			He laughed—shortly and a little impatiently.

			“That, my dear, is an asset in the eyes of sensible people.”

			“I’m afraid I’m not very sensible,” she said apologetically. “I’m grateful to you for seeing to all this for me, James.”

			“You’re certainly not very sensible, my dear, but you must try to be as sensible as you can. About these tenants, I mean. Don’t have anything to do with the business side of it. The agreements are all cut and dried and everything’s in Monk’s hands in Nettleford. Don’t let them expect you to see to repairs or leaking pipes or anything like that. Just say ‘It’s nothing to do with me. It’s in Monk’s hands in Nettleford’.”

			Her grey eyes twinkled.

			“I see. Just like that. ‘It has nothing to do with me. It’s in Monk’s hands in Nettleford.’ ”

			There was the faintest imitation of his preciseness in her manner. He accorded her a wintry smile.

			“You’ll find I’m right, my dear. The less you have to do with your tenants either socially or in the way of business, the better.”

			“Oh, but—socially!” She sounded like a disappointed child. “I like people, and I was looking forward to having some new neighbours.”

			He shrugged.

			“Well, don’t blame me if—–” He took out his watch. “I hope they aren’t going to be late.”

			“No, I’m sure they won’t be,” she said soothingly.

			“My dear Julia, how can you be sure? You know nothing whatever about them. You’ve never even met them, have you?”

			“No, I suppose I haven’t.” She wondered why she always seemed more foolish with James than with anyone else, and went on hastily, “We hoped you’d come and have dinner with us afterwards.”

			“ ’Fraid I can’t manage it. Got a dinner engagement in town . . . How are the children?”

			“Very well. Colin seems to like his work.”

			“Greig’s a good man,” said James approvingly.

			It was James who had advised that Colin, Julia’s eldest son, should be articled to Nettleford’s leading solicitor, even suggesting that later on he might take him into partnership himself.

			In spite of his hard-headedness, James was generous, and one of his few weaknesses was a fondness for his only sister. That he considered her utterly lacking in common sense and devoid of the faintest gleam of intelligence increased rather than diminished his affection. He had always considered common sense and intelligence a male prerogative.

			He was a thin stooping desiccated-looking man in the early forties, with keen humourless eyes and long straight lips generally slightly compressed as if in judicial consideration. His old-fashioned style of dress—wing collar, cravat-like tie, narrow trousers—made him seem older than he was. His smile was rare and reluctant. He inspired confidence in his clients, though few were on familiar terms with him.

			“And Roger?” he said.

			His sister’s manner became a little nervous and apologetic. Roger was sixteen, and since her husband’s death James had paid his school fees. Roger, unduly sensitive, resented being under an obligation to his uncle, and put down James’ patronising manner (which happened to be his normal manner) to the fact that he was paying two hundred pounds a year for his education. When the two met, anyone who knew Roger well could have sensed the resentment beneath his politeness. Fortunately James did not know Roger well.

			Mrs. Gideon was conscious of a feeling of relief that James would not be able to come to dinner with them. Just as well that he and Roger should not see too much of each other . . .

			“He won several prizes for running at the sports,” she said, “Running’s not everything,” said James.

			“He had a poem in the school magazine last term.”

			“Hope he’s not going in for writing poetry,” said James, disapprovingly. “That won’t get him anywhere.”

			“I know, but it’s nice for him to do it. I mean—–” she searched for words to express the pride and joy that Roger’s poem had given her, and ended lamely, “it was a very nice poem.”

			“Waste of time, waste of time,” said James.

			“Do you think so?” she said wistfully. “Anyway, I’ll send you his report.”

			Oh dear, she thought, I wish I hadn’t promised to do that. Roger had been furious when he discovered last term that she had sent his report to James, and she knew that he would do his best to prevent her sending the next one.

			“Fantastic prices these places charge,” went on James, adding, “I don’t mean I grudge it . . . I’m speaking quite impersonally.”

			“Yes, of course,” said Mrs. Gideon meekly. “When the rents begin to come in I can pay it myself, can’t I?”

			“Well, well,” said James, “We’ll see . . . we’ll see.”

			He was a man who cherished his grievances and the grievance of Roger’s school fees was his favourite one. He grumbled about them to his clients, his friends, his acquaintances, even his employees. It was a grievance he would have sorely missed, had it been removed. “Laura’s left school, I think you said.”

			“Yes . . . she’s helping at a creche in Nettleford. It was started during the war for the children of war workers, you know, and it still seems useful so they’re going on with it . . . she enjoys the work.” He nodded approvingly. He liked a woman, if she worked, to do womanly work, and crêches were essentially womanly. He had always approved of Laura—a quiet flower-like slip of a girl, with brown hair and soft brown eyes.

			“And the others?” he said.

			“Richard and Rachel? They’re all right, bless them.” Richard ought to be going to a prep. school, she thought. Perhaps I shall be able to send him now we’ve let the flats, though I suppose it will take some time to make up for all the money we’ve spent on them. I wish I understood better about money. I never needed to when Humphrey was alive . . . And I’d miss Richard terribly.

			“You spoil ’em, you know,” growled James. “No discipline in the home.”

			“No,” agreed Mrs. Gideon deprecatingly, “there really isn’t much, is there?”

			James derived a certain satisfaction from the position he had lately assumed as protector of the fatherless household, though, fortunately perhaps, he saw little of its members.

			In spite of his affection for his sister, he had never been very intimate with her family. He had always felt ill at ease with Humphrey and the two had by mutual consent avoided each other.

			They had reached the house now and Mrs. Gideon stood, looking up at it.

			“No,” she said slowly, “I don’t like it, even now. I’m not even sorry for it. It doesn’t care. It’s probably quite pleased with itself. It’s a selfish sort of house. It never cared what happened to us.”

			“Don’t talk such nonsense, Julia,” said James impatiently.

			“It isn’t nonsense. Humphrey never liked it. He was born in it and spent his childhood in it, but it never meant anything to him. Roger’s the only one of the children who loves it. He’s romantic, of course, and perhaps it gives him something it’s never given us.”

			James took out his watch again.

			“Well, if I’m to have time to look in on the aunts as I promised . . .” he said.

			II

			Mrs. Hayton carefully checked over the contents of the tea-table to make sure that everything was there. It was quite an Occasion, having James and Julia to tea. James had said that he wasn’t sure that he would be able to come, so they mustn’t count on him, but James always said that . . . It was just one of his little ways. He was afraid of being tied down to anything. He always said, too, that he had a dinner engagement in town, but Mrs. Hayton had long ceased believing in the engagement. It was a sort of shield interposed between James , and possible claims on his time and interest.

			She had been into Nettleford this morning to buy some gingerbreads. James as a little boy had been passionately fond of gingerbreads. She used to send him tins of them to school and he used to reply:

			“Dear Aunt Lucy, Thank you for the gingerbreds. I hope you are well . . . Love from James.”

			He had been a beautiful writer even then and, on the whole, a good speller. He had soon tumbled to the ‘a’ in gingerbread.

			Dear James! He had taken such a lot of trouble, fixing up the business of this flat for them. It seemed dreadful in a way to be living in Julia’s old home, but, after all, once it was turned into flats, someone had to live in it, and it was nicer for Julia to have the family here than strangers . . . she only hoped that Letitia would be happy. Poor Letitia! She had had such a tragic life, she deserved a little happiness. She began to hum, then, remembering that Letitia was resting, checked herself with an apologetic little cough.

			Letitia was the younger of the two sisters by eleven years. She had always outshone Lucy in brains, charm and intelligence, and Lucy (who had adored her from babyhood) had been content that it should be so. Lucy herself was so plain and dumpy and quiet that it was a surprise to everyone (herself included) when she got married. It was not, of course, such a brilliant marriage as Letitia’s, for Letitia  had married Lionel Drummond, a popular writer, whose books brought him in a considerable income and who lived in Chelsea, poised expertly on the dividing line between the world of fashion and the world of Bohemia. For the thirty or so years of their married lives (Letitia married when she was twenty and Lucy when she was over thirty) the sisters wrote to each other regularly but seldom met. Lucy would occasionally ask Letitia to stay with her, but Letitia was generally too busy, and Lucy realized that the life she led with George in the Midlands—a life that satisfied every need of her nature, for George, though somewhat unpolished, was kind and generous and loved her dearly—had little to offer her more brilliant sister.

			Letitia’s letters described a life that was to Lucy as unreal as a fairy tale—a life of first nights and dinner-parties and concerts, of foreign travel and meetings with writers whose names were to Lucy only so many letters on the backs of library books and who held for her such a legendary glamour that she was childishly thrilled to find that they ate meals and walked about the streets like other people. She even saw occasional photographs of Letitia in groups in the illustrated papers, standing by the side of her husband—a tall distinguished-looking man with a pointed beard, whom Lucy had not met since the wedding.

			The war put an end to this life, and for a year or two Letitia’s letters were short and infrequent, but it was a shock to Lucy to learn from an almost illegible letter (Letitia’s writing was never easy to read) that Lionel had “gone off with another woman,” that he had been “consistently brutal” to Letitia throughout their married life, and that Letitia had always been “desperately unhappy” with him, though she had been too loyal to say so. It happened that George was ill at the time, so Lucy could do little but send a five-page letter of condolence, and when, a fortnight later, George died Lucy was too much distracted to do anything but wonder how she was going to face life without him.

			Further letters from Letitia followed—expressing perfunctory sympathy, but hinting darkly that Lucy was well rid of George, or indeed any husband, and discussing her plans. She was, of course, going to divorce Lionel . . . She meant to make him pay a handsome alimony. After the war she would probably go to live in the South of France . . .

			Then came a letter that roused Lucy from her lethargy. Lionel had been knocked down by an army lorry and killed. There would be no alimony, or indeed any money at all, for Lionel had been “improvident” and lived up to if not beyond his income. He had died in debt. There might be royalties from his work, but his work had been essentially “ephemeral” (Lucy had to look up the word in the dictionary), and the sales would probably dwindle to nothing after his death. In any case they would hardly keep Letitia in shoes. She was penniless, wrote Letitia, underlining the word several times. The river was the only solution . . .

			Lucy wired to her to come at once, and Letitia came, looking tragic and beautiful in new (and very smart) mourning. They stayed in Lucy’s house for a time, but Letitia did not care for the Midlands Like Mr. Belloc, she found them sodden and unkind. And Lucy was not happy either. She missed George and she felt apologetic to Letitia for everything—her house, her servants and her friends—because she knew that they were not the sort of thing that Letitia was accustomed to. So they went to a boarding house at Bath and from there to a boarding house at Harrogate, and from there to a boarding house at Tunbridge Wells. Then James told them about Westover and they agreed to take one of the flats.

			Lucy thought it would be nice to be near Julia and the children, and Letitia thought it would do as well as anywhere else for the present. So the sisters settled into Westover and resumed the relationship of their girlhood—for to Lucy, maternal and self-effacing, Letitia was still the lovely brilliant young girl of thirty years ago, a little wayward, a little difficult, perhaps, but to be loved and cherished all the more on that account.

			The domestic situation presented certain difficulties, as a morning charwoman was all that could be procured in the neighbourhood, and Lucy realized that Letitia, who had from her youth been “delicate”— with that indeterminate and convenient delicacy that has no connection with any specific disease—wanted a good deal of waiting on and naturally could not be expected to wait on herself. So Lucy (who suffered from rheumatism and could herself do little active work) engaged a “companion”—a quiet capable woman called Miss Parsons, who so far had managed very well, though there were times when she obviously got a little on Letitia’s nerves—delicate organs that had always been peculiarly accessible.

			Julia and James found Lucy sitting on the settee knitting sea-boot stockings for the Merchant Navy. (She had knitted them throughout the war and found it difficult to stop.)

			At sixty-four Lucy was plainer and more dumpy than ever, but the radiating good humour of her face amply compensated for her lack of beauty. No one ever saw Lucy “put out.” If she was a little depressed sometimes, she kept it to herself . . .

			“Isn’t this nice!” she said, beaming from one to the other. “Sit down, both of you. This is Miss Parsons, James” (as Miss Parsons came in from the kitchen, carrying a plate of sandwiches). “She very kindly looks after us, and really I don’t know what we’d do without her.”

			Julia sat down and looked about her.

			“How pretty your curtains are, Aunt Lucy!” she said.

			“Yes, Letitia chose them,” said Lucy, torn between pride in   Letitia’s taste and horror at what they had cost.

			James wandered about the room, inspecting the furniture and the view from the window.

			“Very snug little place,” he boomed. “Very snug indeed. Best side of the house, too. Smaller rooms than those at the front but more pleasant. Pretty view over the garden. You’ll have to do something about that garden, Julia. Overgrown. Gives a bad impression. Thought you’d got a gardener . . .”

			Lucy and Miss Parsons had been looking at him with expressions of growing dismay. Miss Parsons glanced at a door at the further end of the room, and Lucy laid her hand, gently deprecating, on his arm.

			“James, dear,” she said, “please don’t talk quite so loud. You see, Letitia—–”

			She looked helplessly at Miss Parsons.

			“Mrs. Drummond lies down in the afternoon,” explained Miss Parsons, “and we always keep very quiet till we know she’s awake. It upsets her to be awakened.”

			“She’s not strong, you know,” said Lucy.

			“Well, well,” boomed James, then, remembering her injunction, sank his voice: to a hoarse rasping whisper. “Bit awkward if she goes on sleeping, isn’t it?”

			“We always wait tea for her,” whispered Aunt Lucy. Her bright face clouded over as her instincts of hospitality fought with the consideration that she felt was due to Letitia. “I’ll make tea the minute I hear her.”

			Miss Parsons had put her ear to the door.

			“I think she’s stirring,” she whispered. “I’ll go and see if I can do anything for her . . .”

			She tapped on the door—a tiny tap like the tap of a bird’s beak. A voice said faintly: “Come in.”

			Miss Parsons opened the door a fraction of an inch and vanished miraculously through the chink.

			The cloud passed from Lucy’s face.

			“I’ll make the tea in a moment,” she said, “as soon as I think she’s ready. Now tell me all about our new neighbours, Julia. It will be nice for Letitia to have a little company. I’m not much of a companion for her. I’m not intellectual, you know, and she has—–” Lucy’s voice sank to a note of hushed admiration, “a wonderful intellect.”

			James looked at his watch.

			“Haven’t much time to spare,” he said. “Got a dinner engagement in town, and I want to see these people . . .”

			“Oh, I’ll make tea now, James,” said Lucy. “I expect Letitia will be ready any moment. The kettle’s on the boil.”

			She went into the kitchen and, while she was away, Letitia could be heard through her closed bedroom door saying: “Really, Miss Parsons!” in a voice expressive of patience strained to breaking point.

			James still wandered about, absent-mindedly valuing the contents of the room. Wouldn’t fetch much in a sale, but sound old-fashioned stuff . . .

			Julia’s eyes had a dreamy far-away look in them. This room had been the nursery when the children were little. There had been an old-fashioned barred gate at which they used to make toast and a high fire-guard round it, over which their damp things used to be put to dry when they came in from winter walks. She could almost smell that peculiar five o’clock smell of toast and damp tweed  . . . On really wet afternoons they used to sit round the big table in the middle of the room painting or cutting out  . . . Colin’s toy fort had been in that corner . . . The bookcase had been there, filled to overflowing with children’s animals in various stages of dilapidation. Laura’s shelf had been the only tidy one. Richard and Rachel used to spread their toy farm right over the floor so that you couldn’t move without treading on a barn or a cow  . . .

			The Hornby train had been Roger’s hobby. He kept it in the old greenhouse in the garden. The lines were fixed round the stage and he made imitation scenery, with bits of sponge painted green and fixed on to pieces of wood for trees. Richard and Rachel would sometimes lend him cows from their farm to put in his fields.

			She used to read to them here in the evenings, sitting on the shabby old horsehair armchair by the fire. They loved being read to—even Colin and Laura. When she was reading Alice in Wonderland to the little ones, Colin and Laura would often join them. Sometimes Humphrey would come in too . . . She saw herself sitting in the armchair with Richard and Rachel perched one on either arm of it, Roger cross-legged on the floor, and Colin and Laura in the chair opposite . . . and the door opening to admit Humphrey, pipe in mouth, his eyes smiling. Her mind sheered away from the memory, then she forced it to return, to relive the moment, to let Humphrey come in, sit on the edge of the table and sit there listening.

			“Now I must really stop,” she had said. “It’s Rachel’s bed-time.”

			“You can’t stop there, woman,” Humphrey had said. “Go on, ‘—change lobsters and retire in the same order’.” He knew the book almost by heart. So she read to the end of the chapter and he carried Rachel pick-a-back into the night nursery, with Richard hanging on behind shouting:

			“ ‘Will you walk a little faster?’ said a whiting to a snail,

			There’s a porpoise close behind us, and he’s treading on my tail’.”

			When first she heard of Humphrey’s death, she had not been able to bear her memories of him and had determinedly shut them out. Then she had thought that perhaps by shutting them out she was shutting Humphrey out, too, so she compelled herself to admit them. At first it had hurt horribly—like the coming to life of a frost-bitten limb—but gradually the pain was growing less and sometimes she almost recaptured that sense of peace and happiness that his living presence had always given her.

			The door opened and Lucy came in with the teapot and hot-water jug.

			“Now!” she said, settling down comfortably by the table. “Let’s have some tea. Sugar for you, James, isn’t it, and not for Julia? You must have the scones while they’re hot. And now tell me about the other tenants. Two brothers and their wives, isn’t it?”

			“Yes,” said Julia vaguely. “The Fieldings. I haven’t seen them yet.”

			“References excellent,” said James. “Actually I’ve only met the elder brother. They’ve both been married since the war. I gather that the two wives haven’t met yet . . . And the others are more or less local people, Mrs. and Miss Pollock. Came to Nettleford just before the war. Good-class house and bills paid regularly. Lease of house run out. That’s why they’re moving.”

			“I think I know them by sight,” said Julia. “The daughter’s a cripple, isn’t she?”

			“I believe so . . .’’

			Letitia entered, followed by Miss Parsons.

			Letitia was a strikingly handsome woman, tall, slender, aristocratic- looking, with white hair always beautifully “set,” a high bridged nose, a delicate complexion and deep blue eyes. Though she was fifty-three people still turned in the street to look at her. She dressed tastefully and at considerable expense and had on now a black afternoon dress, so faultlessly cut that it made Lucy’s ready-made “for the not so slender” (as the advertisement put it) look outrageously baggy.

			She stood for a moment in the doorway, as if to ensure an effective entrance, then swept forward to greet Julia and James.

			“My dear, how nice!” she said, kissing Julia. “We’re such close neighbours now and yet we see so little of each other.”

			“I’m so busy with the house and children,” said Julia apologetically. Letitia turned to James with a deepening and intensifying of her charm.

			“Now, James, this is a treat. We really do feel honoured . . .” James smiled a smile of sheepish ingenuous pleasure.

			Letitia’s wonderful with men, thought Lucy, watching her sister with simple pride. Ever since she was a girl, she’s been wonderful with men. Lucy herself had always been afraid of men, paralysed by the consciousness of her plainness and lack of charm. She had accepted George chiefly because she felt so grateful to him for noticing her at all.

			Letitia glanced at the tea-table and the faint line between her delicate brows deepened.

			“Oh . . . you’ve made the tea.”

			There was a conscience-stricken silence.

			“Only a few moments ago,” said Lucy.

			“I’ll make you a fresh pot, Mrs. Drummond,” said Miss Parsons, and went quickly from the room.

			Letitia turned to the others with a deprecating smile.

			“I’m not really fussy, but I can’t drink stewed tea.”

			“It’s only been made a few minutes, Aunt Letitia,” murmured Julia, but Letitia ignored her, directing all the armour of her charm upon James again.

			“Tell me about London, James,” she said. “I’m an exile now, you know.”

			James’ gaze rested appreciatively on his aunt. He had a weakness for a good-looking, well turned-out woman, provided there was no possibility of an “entanglement.” James dreaded “entanglements.”

			Blossoming in the sunshine of her charm, he held forth about the changed conditions in London, gave his views on the political situation, and explained a recent legal case to her that she pretended not to understand, losing his usual brusqueness and the self-distrust that underlay it, even forgetting his non-existent dinner engagement.

			“Have one of these gingerbreads, James dear,” said Lucy.

			“No, thank you.”

			“You used to like them, dear.”

			“Did I?” said James vaguely.

			He had quite forgotten the little boy who used to nibble gingerbreads under the bedclothes in the dormitory and awake the next morning to the sharp discomfort of their crumbs. James was not interested in his own childhood or anyone else’s. He considered childhood merely as a state of immaturity, and thought that the sooner it was over the better.

			“More tea, Mrs. Drummond?” said Miss Parsons, who was pouring out.

			The deep blue eyes sent her a quick unsmiling glance as Letitia answered:

			“Yes, please, and with less milk in it. I thought you knew how I liked my tea.”

			Miss Parsons flushed slightly as she took the cup that Letitia handed her.

			When they had finished tea, Lucy and Miss Parsons carried the tea-things into the kitchen, and Julia followed them in her vague indeterminate fashion. The kitchen had been Roger’s bedroom. Roger had been bitterly angry when he heard that the house was to be turned into flats and had said that he would never set foot in it again. He couldn’t bear to think of his bedroom’s being Aunt Lucy’s kitchen . . .

			We’re three widows, she thought suddenly and inconsequently— I and Aunt Lucy and Aunt Letitia. It’s funny that one can never really believe that other people have gone through the same things that one’s gone through oneself. Nothing will make me believe that anyone else ever felt as I did when I heard that Humphrey had been killed, though I know really that millions of women must have done.

			“There’s no need for three to be doing the washing-up,” said Miss Parsons.

			She was quite different when Letitia was not there—friendly and cheerful and even sometimes dryly humorous.

			“I want another of those sandwiches,” said Lucy, taking one from the cakestand. “That’s what I’ve come out for.”

			They all laughed and Julia said:

			“I can still see the place in the wall where Roger shot at a fly with his air-gun. Humphrey was furious.”

			Inside the sitting-room Letitia was continuing her process of charming James.

			“It’s such a treat to me to see you, James dear. You’re part of the larger world that I’m cut off from now. In Chelsea, of course, I used to know such a lot of interesting people. I miss it. This— is a great change for me.”

			James was charmed, but not quite beyond the bounds of common- sense.

			“Lucky to have it to come to,” he said.

			Letitia gave him a tremulous smile.

			“As if I didn’t know that!” she said. “And Lucy and I get on so well. I have to limit my interests to hers, of course, and I feel it a bit of a strain sometimes. I miss the artistic interest that used to fill my life.”

			“Yes, yes, of course,” boomed James sympathetically. 

			“Now, don’t say it’s good for me,” she said, “because I know it is. It’s good discipline for me to be cut off from all the interests that mean so much to me, and to be a poor relation.”

			“Oh, I say!” remonstrated James.

			“Well, I am, you know,” she smiled. “Lucy’s very kind, and she doesn’t mean to make me feel it, but—naturally she’s used to having her own way. She’s always led a comfortable, happy life, with everything just as she likes it, and it does tend to make people a little selfish.”

			“Something in that, I suppose,” agreed James thoughtfully.

			“Well, that’s how I try to look at it,” said Letitia with her brave smile. “I try to see all this,” she waved her hand round the room, “as a lesson to be learnt. I’m too sensitive, too proud, too dependent on—well, beauty, and all this” —again she waved her hand around in a gesture that included Lucy’s solid mahogany furniture and Turkey carpet and the heavy oil paintings on the wall—“jars on me. You know what my own house was like, James.”

			James remembered occasional dinners with Lionel and Letitia in the Chelsea house—Letitia moving gracefully among the Sheraton and Hepplewhite that had been sold to pay Lionel’s debts.

			“Yes, yes,” he said. “It’s hard on you, Aunt Letitia.”

			“Oh no,” she disclaimed lightly, “don’t make me think that. I don’t want to. If I can bring a little happiness into Lucy’s life—and I know I do—out of the wreck of my own happiness, that’s all I want. When your own life’s shipwrecked, that’s all that remains, isn’t it?—to bring happiness to others.”

			James, who was quite a simple man, despite his practical ability and legal acumen, was deeply touched.

			Letitia gazed dreamily into the distance.

			“One thing I’m thankful for, James, is that I never let people know how unhappy my married life was. You thought I was happy, didn’t you? Everyone did. I was too proud to let people know how much I suffered.”

			“He seemed a good chap,” said James tactlessly.

			“He was a brute,” said Letitia in a low tense voice, “but don’t let’s talk about him.” Then, recovering her bright brave manner, she reached the point which she had been leading up to ever since she began the conversation. “I sometimes wonder whether I shall ever have a day in London again—dinner and a theatre and perhaps a night at a hotel. How I used to take it all for granted and what a treat it would be to me now!”

			“Ah, you’re thinking of the old days,” said James. “Not what it was before the war—London, you know. Crowded restaurants. Rotten food. Not much better than the war-time stuff in my opinion.”

			Julia came out of the kitchen, followed by Lucy and Miss Parsons.

			“Time we went,” said James.

			“I thought I heard a car,” said Julia.

			“Go and look out of the landing window, Miss Parsons,” said Letitia. She flung orders curtly at Miss Parsons, scorning Lucy’s “Would you mind?” and “Oh, Miss Parsons, could I trouble you to . . .?” She despised Miss Parsons because she had to work for her living.

			She always despised women who had to work for their living. She could not have told why—perhaps because of the implication that they lacked the charm or looks that would have induced some man to do it for them.

			Julia went across to the mirror and moved back a strand of hair that had fallen over her forehead.

			“I don’t look very tidy, do I?” she said, “but it doesn’t matter. It’s the house they’ve come to see, not me.”

			She turned away from the glass, and, as she did so, the strand of hair fell back over her forehead again.

			“Yes, there’s a car at the door,” said Miss Parsons, returning.

			“Come along, Julia,” said James.

			Going downstairs with her, he wondered whether to put in a word for Aunt Letitia. He didn’t interfere in other people’s affairs as a rule, but Letitia—so brave and beautiful in the wreck of her happiness —had roused the sleeping knight-errant in him.

			“Keep an eye on Aunt Letitia, won’t you, Julia?” was all he could think of saying.

			“Yes, I’ve felt that someone ought to do that ever since I heard she was going to live with Aunt Lucy,” said Julia cryptically.

			Letitia stood by the window of her bedroom, gazing down onto the neglected garden, drumming her long white fingers on the back of the chair. She was possessed by that feeling of reaction that always succeeded the exertion of her charm and by a feeling of anger against James. Stupid, pompous, prosy, self-centred dolt! How little it would have cost him to ask her up to London for a few days, take her out and pay her hotel bills. She couldn’t have asked him more plainly, or been more ungraciously refused . . . The anger turned itself slowly, venomously, upon Lionel—Lionel, whom she had all these years made the scapegoat for her mistakes, the outlet for her “moods.” He had eluded her to the last, baulking her of her revenge, cheating her of the luxury that she had always looked to him to provide. And she couldn’t even make him suffer for it. His death seemed a piece of deliberate malice.

			She heard Lucy and Miss Parsons come back from the kitchen, where they had been putting away the china and polishing up the silver . . . then she heard low whispers in the sitting-room. The sound increased her irritation till she could endure it no longer.

			As she opened the door, she heard Miss Parsons say, “I think six down must be ‘shrewd’.”

			They were sitting together on the settee. Lucy was knitting her sea-boot stocking again, and Miss Parsons was winding some wool over her knee.

			On the table in front of them was the morning paper open at the crossword puzzle.

			Lucy looked up and smiled.

			“I thought you might be resting, dear,” she said. Her heart was still full of ingenuous pride in Letitia. “What an interesting talk you had with James!”

			Letitia said nothing.

			“Would you like to sit here, dear?” went on Lucy in a conciliatory tone. “I expect you’re tired.”

			Letitia was, she knew, more sensitive and highly strung than ordinary people. One had to be very careful not to irritate her.

			“No, thank you.”

			“We’re doing the crossword puzzle, dear.”

			“So I see.” Letitia went to the back of the settee and looked over their shoulders. “You’ve done quite a lot. When did you do all that?”

			Both Lucy and Miss Parsons looked guilty. Letitia’s voice was quite pleasant, but it accused them of a sort of conspiracy. And actually it was a sort of conspiracy.

			Letitia disliked crossword puzzles, but she also disliked to see people around her engaged in anything that excluded her, so Lucy and Miss Parsons had got into the habit of doing bits of crossword puzzles in a furtive hurried manner whenever they were alone.

			“Oh, just odd moments during the morning,” said Lucy apologetically.

			“You seem to have had a good many odd moments,” said Letitia, still in that pleasant voice.

			That, of course, was aimed at Miss Parsons. Letitia was always accusing Miss Parsons indirectly of not earning her salary.

			She glanced out of the window.

			“James was quite right about the garden. It is neglected . . . Are you fond of gardening, Miss Parsons?”

			“Not very, Mrs. Drummond.”

			Letitia laughed—a tinkling mirthless little laugh.

			“No . . . it does involve hard work, of course.”

			Miss Parsons glanced up at her, then lowered her eyes again over the wool she was winding.

			Lucy had put away the paper with the crossword puzzle. The atmosphere of wary uneasiness raised Letitia’s spirits somewhat.

			“Do sit down here and put your feet up, dear,” said Lucy.

			Miss Parsons gathered up her wool and moved to another chair.

			“No, I have quite a lot to do,” said Letitia. “I wonder if you’d do me a favour, darling?”

			“Of course, Letitia,” said Lucy eagerly.

			“I want to rearrange a few things in my bedroom, and I don’t feel equal to doing it alone, but if you’d kindly allow Miss Parsons to come and help me . . .”

			There was a touch almost of timidity in the quietness of the voice, but it managed, none the less, to convey to Lucy the accusation of trying to keep Miss Parsons for her own selfish use, and to Miss Parsons the promise of a particularly harassing half-hour. After all, thought Letitia, if women worked for their living they should be made to work for it, not sit about on settees, winding wool and doing crossword puzzles. She had come upon some stockings with long ladders in them that she did not intend to wear again, but Miss Parsons might as well mend them. It would give her something to do.

			Her depression gradually left her as she kept Miss Parsons running about the room, rearranging her things, moving her dressing-table from one side of the window to the other, for no particular reason except that it was a cumbersome piece of furniture, and Miss Parsons found difficulty in moving it. Perhaps, with her usual oversensitiveness, she had exaggerated James’ imperviousness to her hints. He would think it over . . . She had prepared the way . . . James at present lived in rooms, but there was no reason at all why he should not take a nice house or flat in—Hampstead, say—with herself as housekeeper and, of course, a good staff of maids. He was quite well off. She saw herself presiding over James’ dinnerparties, wearing the elegant toilettes that were so wasted here, charming his bachelor friends, again frequenting first nights and concerts, shopping in the exclusive houses she loved to patronise . . .

			“Really, Miss Parsons,” she said, “you don’t seem to be getting on very fast. Why not take everything out before you try to move it?”

			And Miss Parsons, by a supreme effort of will, forbore to remind her that that was what she herself had suggested doing at the beginning.

			III

			The long grey car went slowly down the untidy avenue of Westover, turned out of the big iron gate, and, gathering speed on the empty country road, directed its course towards Nettleford.

			Godfrey Fielding drove; his wife, Cynthia, sat next him; and Hubert, his brother, sprawled on the back seat.

			“The furniture should fit in all right, I think, don’t you?” said Godfrey. “Fortunately, they’re big rooms. That stuff from Norways wouldn’t go into anything small.”	

			“I think we can make it look charming,” said Cynthia. “The brother seems to be running the show, doesn’t he? Mrs. Gideon hadn’t much to say for herself. A vague little woman, but I liked her.”

			Godfrey Fielding was a large handsome man, with fair hair, grey eyes, regular features and a well-formed chin faintly cleft in the middle. He had a quiet, pleasant, assured manner, spoke very little, and perhaps gave the impression of being more intelligent than he really was.

			When Cynthia first met him she had been on the point of becoming engaged to another man, but she had fallen so deeply in love with him that the other—a small dark slender man called Adrian Maple— had faded completely from her mind. She had set herself determinedly to win Godfrey, and she had succeeded. He was quite unaware of this, believing that it was he who had set to work to win her . . . but Cynthia knew that if she had not exerted herself, planned the campaign, manoeuvred their every meeting, he would never have thought of her seriously as a wife. Beneath his air of being equal to any situation that might arise ran a vein of indolence. He was always inclined to follow the line of least resistance, to let things take their course . . . He found himself spending all his free time with her and reacted almost automatically to the situation, proposing just when and where she meant him to propose. They had been married in the first year of the war, and by now she felt she knew all there was to know about him. He was an overgrown public school boy of the best type, with the virtues and failings of that type—kindly, considerate, scrupulously honest and conscientious, making a fetish of physical fitness, so convinced of the rightness of his own point of view on any subject that he seldom troubled to dispute other people’s, wholly uninterested in art and literature, but showing a slightly amused tolerance of those who were interested in them. His scale of values was rigid and undeviating. Men with the right backgrounds and standards were “decent chaps,” the others did not exist for him, though he was uniformly courteous when contact with them was forced on him. He liked things to go smoothly on the surface and did not, unless he had to, look beneath . . .

			Though the appearance of strength that had first attracted her had proved to be deceptive, Cynthia did not regret her bargain. She had got what she wanted—his physical perfection and his pleasant kindly companionship. It still thrilled her to enter a crowded restaurant with him and note the glances of interest they aroused—for her dark slender beauty was just the right foil for his blond masculinity. The sound of his slow, deep, well-modulated voice could still sometimes set her nerves a-tingle. And the schoolboy simplicity that underlay his man-of-the-world poise would sometimes catch at her heart as if she were his mother instead of his wife.

			During the war Cynthia had helped to run a canteen, while Godfrey served overseas. He had made an excellent soldier and had won quick promotion, popular with his men and his brother officers, painstaking, efficient, fearless. He was perhaps lacking in initiative, but it so happened that initiative had never been demanded of him, and his short army career had been eminently successful. Demobilised, he returned to his niche in the Civil Service, and he and Cynthia took up their quarters in a London hotel, while they looked for a house. Memories of his childhood turned his thoughts to the country. “We must try to find a place within reach of town, where I can get up to work and back,” he said. “Clear of the suburbs and near suburbs, of course. If we could get something with some fishing and shooting . . . This doesn’t sound bad.”

			And he would point out to her an advertisement in Country Life that would bring her delicate brows sharply together.

			“But, Godfrey, we don’t want ten acres.”

			“I daresay we could let some of the land.”

			“And £7,000!”

			“It’s not much for a place that size, you know.”

			“But we don’t want a place that size. What should we do with it, anyway?”

			“Oh . . .” he said vaguely, and by the far-away look in his eyes she knew that he was back in Norways, his old home. “One can always have people to stay for the shooting and that sort of thing.”

			“Godfrey, we can’t. We can’t afford to buy a place like that or to keep it up. I know you’re thinking of Norways, but remember that it ruined your father. We’ve got to live within your income and we can’t even think of a £7,000 house.”

			“All right,” he said, smiling at her and yielding with a good grace, as he always did.

			Godfrey’s father had been a Norfolk squire who had shut his eyes to changing conditions and, by means of constant encroachment on his capital, continued obstinately to live the affluent life of his fathers. Fortunately he had died while his two sons were young and before his chaotic affairs had resulted in actual bankruptcy.

			Godfrey had accepted his altered circumstances with characteristic good sportsmanship, but he had spent his boyhood as heir of Norways, in a house where the question of expense was never considered, against a background of old retainers, grooms, horses, lavish hospitality, and the habits of extravagance remained. It was Cynthia who had to balance the budget and restrain his inherent lordliness.

			They had seen the advertisement of Westover in The Times and had got into touch with James at once. It seemed to solve the problem—for the time being at any rate. Impossible to visualise Godfrey in a suburban villa, and the cottage in country surroundings and within easy reach of London, which they had dreamed of, was still undiscovered.

			“I don’t like the house myself,” little Mrs. Gideon had said naively, but Cynthia could see that Godfrey liked it.

			Norways had stood in the same position, with a park and avenue in front, and the gardens behind. They belonged to the same period, too, though Norways had been built of warm red brick. She could tell by Godfrey’s deliberately casual manner that it had touched the chord of his nostalgia for Norways . . .

			Hubert had become involved in the business by the merest chance. He had been still at school at the time of his father’s death, and had gone straight to an uncle in London, who had undertaken his training in accountancy. He had just completed his training and obtained a post when war broke out. For the first three years of the war he had been stationed in a small town in Ireland, and there he had married a girl whom Godfrey and Cynthia had not yet seen.

			He had met Godfrey and Cynthia for dinner in town about a month ago and they had told him about Westover.

			“I had to drag Godfrey away from the most ridiculous places,” said Cynthia. “Places with ten or twenty bedrooms . . .”

			“They were cheap at the price,” smiled Godfrey, stroking his short fair moustache.

			“But what prices and what places! Even this place is too big. The flat has three large bedrooms, which is more than we need. I suppose it’s not really expensive, but it’s more than I thought we’d have to pay for that accommodation.”

			“I’ve been looking about for a place, too,” said Hubert vaguely. “It’s no use having Trixie over here till I’ve got somewhere for her to come to, but it seems pretty hopeless.”

			And then Godfrey had said in his easy casual way:

			“Why not join forces with us? Have one of the bedrooms. That’ll leave the third for a dressing-room or spare. And the dining-and sitting-rooms are plenty big enough to hold the four of us.” Cynthia had looked at him in helpless dismay.

			“I don’t suppose they want to live on the top of us like that, Godfrey,” she had said.

			But the hint was wasted on Hubert. His rather morose face lit up with pleasure.

			“I say! Do you really mean it?  We’d love to . . .” He turned to Cynthia. “You’ll like Trixie. She’s awfully easy to get on with.”

			It was useless to say any more. The brothers were delighted with the arrangement.

			“And with just the four of us, the sharing of expenses should be easy,” said Godfrey. “I’m not much of a mathematician, but I can divide by two.”

			“It’s simply a splendid idea,” said Hubert eagerly. “If you’re sure you don’t mind . . .”

			Hubert was as unlike Godfrey as possible—thin, dark, with something tense and finely strung about him. He looked younger even than his years, and generally a little sulky and defiant as if he had a secret grudge against life. Like Godfrey, he was quiet and reserved, but whereas Godfrey’s quietness held an easy poise and assurance, Hubert’s was shy and awkward, and was alternated by bursts of vivacity from which he would lapse suddenly into a hotly self-conscious silence.

			“Jolly to have old Hubert with us,” Godfrey had said to Cynthia afterwards, “and a help to have the expenses halved. Don’t ever call me extravagant again, old lady. I thought of it, you didn’t.”

			She shrugged.

			“You’re taking a lot for granted, you know. There’s Trixie to be reckoned with.”

			“Oh, she’ll be all right,” he said easily.

			“I’d feel more certain about that if I’d met her.”

			“She’s going to meet us when we go over the house.”

			But she had not come.

			“She said it was a long journey just for that,” explained Hubert. “She said that if I O.K.’d it she was sure it would be all right.”

			Both he and Godfrey were quite casual about it—didn’t seem to think that her not having met Trixie mattered.

			“I have an idea that she’s not terribly domesticated,” went on Hubert. “I mean, you make any arrangement you like about the house, and she’ll fit in.”

			He seemed, in fact, to know very little about his wife . . . Cynthia suspected that it was one of those cases of which the war had supplied so many examples—a young man, far from his home and family, driven by loneliness into the arms of the nearest friendly young woman, often encouraged into them by the young woman’s family in the hopes of gaining something from the alliance.

			Hubert’s army career had been undistinguished. He had hated the life consistently and had remained a private till the end of the war.

			Hubert himself apparently felt no qualms. She was a “sweet little thing,” she would “agree to anything they wanted.” He showed them a snapshot of her taken before the war, so blurred that it conveyed little beyond a shady hat, a flowered print dress, and a pair of legs that were definitely out of focus. He had asked her to have a photograph taken but so far she hadn’t had one . . .

			“She says she can’t be bothered,” he said, smiling indulgently. 

			It was an odd situation, thought Cynthia, but such a common one in these days that the young people themselves saw nothing odd in it.

			She made no further protest. The brothers had fixed the matter up between them, taking her consent for granted. She had checked her inclination to reproach Godfrey as soon as they were alone together after his carelessly issued invitation. It was all settled now and she had never been a nagging wife . . .

			Moreover, she was tired of hotel life, deeply in love with her husband, longing to have him to herself . . . She saw the two of them in the spacious rooms of Westover . . . Hubert and Trixie just shadows in the background.

			“What did you think of the place, Hubert?” Godfrey said over his shoulder.

			Hubert leant his long lanky body forward, elbows on knees.

			“Grand!” he said. “Just the place. I’ll write to Trixie to-night.”

			“Right!” smiled Godfrey. “Well, let’s pull up for a drink.”

			He stopped the car in front of a small country pub, and they went into the bar.

			“The first on me,” said Hubert, going to the counter.

			He spoke nonchalantly, trying to hide his secret exultation. The deepest and most secret emotion of his life was his adoration of Godfrey. The difference in their ages had made it impossible for them to meet on an equal footing in childhood and, perhaps because life had never brought them into closer contact, Hubert’s boyish hero-worship had persisted into maturity. Godfrey had always been kind-hearted, and the small boy, black-haired and black-eyed (a “little changeling” his nurse called him), given to sudden fits of rage and sudden hysterical bursts of weeping, had amused and touched him. When with the child, he showed him the tenderness he showed to all young weak things, protecting him from injustice, interesting himself in his pursuits, flinging presents at him with careless generosity . . . when away from him, he never gave him a thought. But to Hubert every hero he read of or heard of was Godfrey . . . So that the chance invitation to dinner and its sequel caused him keener delight than he ever remembered feeling before. Trixie, too, he was sure, would be delighted. He had told her about Godfrey and how wonderful he was . . .

			Trixie . . . It was odd how little he remembered her. When he tried to think of her he saw only the cosy little kitchen, with its air of comfort and welcome, the blazing fire, the bacon and eggs on the table, the brown earthenware teapot on the hob, the jolly Cockney mother, her broad waist always spanned by apron-strings, the wry-faced humorous Irish father . . . the blessed, blessed, blessed release from camp life. He had been sent overseas a week after his marriage and had seen little of his wife since. But he knew that she was very young, rather spoilt and utterly inexperienced in housekeeping, and he had been feeling somewhat worried by the situation. Now it would be all right. Cynthia would help and guide her—Cynthia, who was Godfrey’s wife and therefore perfect. He had the same feeling he used to have at Norways when Godfrey came home from school or college—a feeling of happiness and relief, as if all his troubles were over.

			He was talking animatedly now, as they sat at the table, drinking pink gins, his dark eyes shining, a lock of his dark hair falling over his brow.

			He looks tired and—hungry somehow, thought Cynthia, and, despite herself, pity for him stirred at her heart. He’s expecting something from Westover and Godfrey and me that we can’t give him. He’s going to be terribly disappointed . . .

			Godfrey watched him with an amused indulgent smile, as if he were still the little boy who had poured forth nursery confidences at Norways . . . a “queer young ’un” . . . a “nice kid.”

			“I’ll see to the garden,” Hubert was saying. “I’d like to do that. It’s been horribly neglected . . . Who will there be besides ourselves? That old couple of aunts and their companion? They won’t be much trouble. And who else?”

			“The Pollocks, I think the name is,” said Cynthia. “Mother and daughter—vaguely local and eminently respectable. We sound rather a dull crowd on the whole.”

			Hubert laughed.

			“All the better. It’s such a peaceful spot. A hectic crowd would spoil it. And, after all, it’s near enough to London for us to go up there if we feel like making whoopee.”

			“Do you belong to a club, Hubert?” said Godfrey.

			“No . . .”

			“I’ll put you up for mine if you like.”

			Hubert’s face glowed with pleasure at the offer.

			“That’s awfully decent of you, Godfrey, but, as a matter of fact, I think I’d better not just at present. I expect it’ll be a bit expensive settling down to housekeeping. There may not be anything over for clubs.”

			“Godfrey never thinks of that,” said Cynthia, and the two men laughed.

			“Cynthia,” said Godfrey, “has a niggly little mind. She thinks in halfpennies and ounces. She can’t do things on a large scale.”

			“Just as well for someone to think in halfpennies,” said Cynthia. She looked at her watch. “Oughtn’t we to be starting? How are you going back, Godfrey? Didn’t you say that we came by a longer way than we need have done?”

			“Yes . . . I believe the map’s in the car.”

			“I’ll get it,” said Hubert, springing up. “Don’t drink my gin . . .”

			Cynthia looked after him with a smile that was half a frown.

			“He’s terribly excited about it all.”

			“Nice kid,” said Godfrey easily. He looked round the room— the comfortably old-fashioned saloon of a country pub. “Decent little place. We must come out here and have a drink when the respectability of the other inmates gets on our nerves.”

			“Godfrey, I’m not happy about this,” said Cynthia.

			“About what, my dear?”

			“About this—joining forces with Hubert and Trixie. Must I call her Trixie? It’s a name that’s always been my pet abomination. I suppose she’s called Beatrice really. I shall call her Beatrice . . . We know nothing about her.”

			“Probably quite a decent sort . . .”

			Cynthia shrugged.

			“She may be or she may not. Anyway, even if she is, we shall find this living on top of each other a bit trying.”

			“Why should we? Hubert’s a nice kid, and I’ve never seen as much of him as I should have liked. I think it an excellent arrangement. What’s your objection to it?”

			“I was reading William Godwin’s Life of Mary Wollstonecraft the other day,” she said slowly, “and when he describes how she lived with her sisters—and it was not a success—he says in his own inimitably pompous fashion, ‘Co-habitation is a point of delicate experiment and is, in a majority of instances, pregnant with ill-humour and unhappiness’.”

			Godfrey laughed.

			“Rubbish! It depends on whether people are easy to get on with or not. I am and you are and Hubert is, and I bet Trixie is.”

			She smiled.

			“The truth is that you don’t know me and you don’t know Hubert, and none of us knows Trixie.”

			“Now you’re talking nonsense!” he said. “Have another drink?”  “I think I will.”

			Hubert returned with the map. He was still bubbling over with excitement.

			“We can fix up the tennis court. It’s all overgrown at present . . . and I believe there’s some quite inexpensive way of making a swimming pool.”

			“Cynthia’s pretending that we shan’t get on. Says we don’t know each other. I told her it was damn nonsense.”

			Hubert drained his glass and smiled at her.

			“Of course it is. You and Godfrey and I know each other pretty well. Actually, I’ve never seen very much of Trixie, though I’m married to her, but she’s awfully sweet. You’ll love her when you get to know her.”

			“Oh, we’ll all shake down all right,” said Godfrey, opening the map.

			IV

			Mrs. Gideon walked slowly homeward along the country lane. On one side was the wood and on the other a field, where the haymakers had been at work, and the air was sweet with the scent of newly-mown  hay and the hundred other mingled scents of a midsummer evening. The lacy gossamer of cow-parsley still foamed in the hedges, and through the trees flamed the vivid purple of loosestrife from a clearing in the  wood.

			It was on an evening like this that Humphrey had proposed to her. They had been playing tennis. She was wearing a white linen dress with a red belt. He had turned to her suddenly and—no, she hadn’t learnt to face quite all the memories without flinching . . .

			Her mind sheered away from this one to consider the afternoon she had just spent at Westover. The Fieldings seemed nice people— pleasant and well-bred and with an air of what Jane Austen called “consequence.” That sort of thing, James had given her to under- stand, was very important when letting a place. Especially with the first tenants. It set a standard . . . There were only the Pollocks to come now, and they should be moving in soon.

			James had hurried off to catch his train as soon as the Fieldings had gone. She thought again that it was a good thing he had not been able to accept her invitation to dinner. He was so correct that a closer acquaintance with her menage would probably horrify him. He would disapprove of the haphazard nature of her housekeeping and of the familiarity with which the children treated her. It was better that the interest he undoubtedly felt in them all should continue to be shown from a distance.
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