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			Penny gazed round the room. “How awful,” she thought, “trying to make this great barrack of a house habitable.” Her face showed her feelings. Her stepmother laughed.

			“I know. But what else?”

			“I wish Dad could sell the wretched hole. I always hated it.”

			Charlotte was fond of her stepdaughter and desperately sorry for her. She knew Penny would resent even a flavour of sympathy, and she was careful never to forget this, but sometimes there was a quality in the girl’s brittle, hard gayness that dragged at her heart. It dragged at it now. She had a legitimate excuse for intimacy; she could let Penny be the sympathiser. She crossed the room and laid an arm round the girl’s shoulders.

			“Who do you think would buy a house of five stories with a basement, no lift, and no central heating?”

			Penny trembled when she was annoyed. She trembled now, not because she was annoyed with any person but merely with the stupidity of the world.

			“It’s ghastly for you. Nothing could be more foul than running a boarding house.”

			“Flats, dear. It may be fun. Anyway, there’s nothing else we can do.”

			“But Dad loathes London.”

			“He’d loathe living in the country and seeing Peasefield turned into a building estate far worse. Besides, we must do something with this.”

			“I can’t think why the London County Council haven’t requisitioned it.”

			“The London County Council only requisition houses people want to keep. Your father practically offered to give them this, so of course they turned it down.”

			“Why couldn’t those miserable Belgians have gone on using it? They must still need some sort of relief.”

			“I thought that, but nobody does relief in other people’s houses except in wars. Very tiresome. Still, all those shelves they put up will be useful. It’s not good wood, but it’s nice to have any sort of wood. It’s lucky for us Mr. Parks is a carpenter. I suppose we shouldn’t use him without a permit, but as he’s living in our own basement perhaps nobody will mind.”

			Penny trembled again.

			“What hell living in a basement.”

			“A lot better than nothing. They’re delighted.”

			Penny jerked her shoulders free from Charlotte’s arm. She crossed to the window. Even her back expressed indignation. Charlotte smiled at that back. Nice of Penny to be so cross. It was only because she was sorry. Not just for the Parkses but for herself and John. Penny flung up the dirty window and peered down.

			“What a mess! When I was a kid there used to be some rather nice little houses over there.”

			“I expect they’ll build them again. I hope they don’t use that sharp thing that bounces its way into roads. Your father does hate noise.”

			“Queer the way plants and grass have grown.”

			Charlotte leaned over the girl’s shoulder.

			“That grass is rather like your father and me. Two country hay seeds transplanted to London.” She drew back, glancing at Penny’s profile. The bones showed far too clearly. How wretchedly fine-drawn and nervous the girl was. She lived very foolishly probably, but even so she ought not to be quite so emaciated.

			Penny was thinking of Charlotte. She knew Charlotte was looking at her, but she did not care. She supposed Charlotte spotted she had a hangover. She knew she never criticised, but just accepted what she found. She might regret those findings but she never threw stones. Just now, with the sun shining and showing up everything, Charlotte must be accepting that her hair had been re-tinted this week, that she had put on her make-up badly and had got up in a hurry. All true. Charlotte never put on her make-up badly; her hair was blued now; it might have been tinted at one time, but Penny doubted it, she was sure she never got up in a rush. Calm, sensible Charlotte. Rather on the fat side but soignée. Incredibly intelligent of her father to have married her. She wondered if Charlotte guessed she had met her this morning for a special purpose. Must have. Charlotte was not easily foxed. She would know she had not met her at ten-thirty in the morning to see over a house she had known all her life. She swung round.

			“Who’s going to live on the nursery floor?”

			Charlotte’s face lit up. This was more luck than she had hoped for. She had been certain that she would have to use all the tact at her command and all her persuasive powers, and then probably fail.

			“Your father won’t mind my telling you. He planned to fix it up for you if you liked it. He knows you hate the place you’re in now.”

			Penny had a face born for the poker table. She smiled vaguely and pleasantly at Charlotte. Through her head scrambled thoughts which caught at each other’s tails as they ran. Me! . . . I never thought of that . . . Would that be a better solution? . . . Wonderful to have no rent to pay . . . There’s no lift, everybody using the same stairs . . . They won’t mean to but they’ll pry, at least Hannah will and Mabel . . . Marvellous to have no rent to pay . . . But I half-promised . . .

			“Decent of Dad. Doesn’t he need the money?”

			“No. We’re living rent free though the rates are very high, but the third and fourth floors will cover those.”

			“Have you let them yet?”

			“Yes. The Bettelheims have the fourth.”

			“What, those refugees! I thought they hadn’t any money.”

			“I know, isn’t it queer? But I think refugees are all like that. They arrive looking dreadful. Mrs. Bettelheim arrived at Peasefield with a handkerchief tied under her chin and horrible shoes, like a scene in a film where people go off singing to the salt mines. But on the first cold day there she was in Persian lamb.”

			“I can’t think why you’re letting to them. Dad never liked Mr. Bettelheim.”

			Charlotte sighed.

			“I know. But they have Hans and Irma, and Mr. Bettelheim was very angry when your father sold Peasefield, Mr. Bettelheim said all those things about wishing he was in the national home which is what he calls Palestine—never a very lucky subject with your father. But Mrs. Bettelheim has such frightened eyes. Anyway, I talked your father into it.”

			“All I can say is lucky it’s the fourth floor. Who’s got the third?”

			“People called Willis. He’s lost one leg. They were some of the hundreds who answered the advertisement. He rang up Peasefield and came down that afternoon. They’re expecting a baby. I haven’t met her, but they’ve very good references . . .”

			Charlotte’s voice trailed away. Penny was curious.

			“What’s wrong with them?”

			“Perhaps nothing. I just had a feeling that when he asked for the flat he was asking for help.”

			“Where do they live now?”

			“He’s in London all the week; she’s at Hastings or Eastbourne—I forget which. He wants her to be with him.”

			“If the third and fourth floors are decently let Dad wouldn’t want much for the nursery floor, would he?”

			Charlotte accepted that Penny had some plan for the nursery floor. That was why she had written she would meet her here. It had been foolish to suppose Penny wanted it for herself. Much more likely she had some of her queer friends in need of help.

			“Do you know people who need it badly?”

			Penny lit a cigarette.

			“Their name is Duke. She’s an actress; he writes. There’s one child, a girl. They’re living with his people in a foul hole. I think the whole thing will break up if they don’t get a place of their own. Freda Duke says the walls are so bloody thin they don’t really sleep alone.”

			Charlotte was putting on her gloves. She seemed intent on smoothing the fingers, but Penny had all her attention. Penny was pleading for help just as the one-legged Mr. Willis had done. Charlotte had not known why Mr. Willis needed help, and she could not imagine why Penny should need it, but she knew only too well what it was like to need help and not get it.

			“I’m sure it can be arranged. There will have to be references, of course. Shall I speak to your father or will you?”

			“Oh, you.”

			Penny smiled, it was almost affectionate. Charlotte dared to slip an arm through hers. She led the girl towards the door.

			“Of course it will be terribly small but we’ve done nothing about the ground floor. Your father doesn’t want to let it, but I know Hannah won’t want to clean it. It could be made very nice. That downstair cloakroom will convert into a good bathroom, and the old flower room will make a kitchen and then, of course, the dining-room is a nice size, and that room at the back could be a dear little bedroom . . .”

			Penny had to take her arm out of Charlotte’s because they were going downstairs, but she smiled again as she did it. “How nice Charlotte is,” she thought; “she thinks I don’t want to be rushed into anything, but it would be heaven.” Out loud she said:

			“It’s quite an idea that. I don’t think the Dukes could pay more than seventy-five pounds a year.”

			Those Dukes! thought Charlotte. It sounds as if we’ll have to have them.

			“I expect that can be arranged. I’ll talk to your father directly I get back to-night and ring you in the morning. As we go out let’s take a look at the ground floor. You only remember it as a rather dark dining-room, but I think you’ll see it has possibilities.”

			* * * * *

			A boy and a girl were kissing in the shadow of some ruins. The girl at last pulled away.

			“Give over, do. Give us a cig.” They puffed happily, the night air cooling their ardour. The girl pointed her cigarette at the back of the house in front of them. “People movin’ in there. My Mum said a week or two back she saw two women leanin’ out of that window, and my Dad says the board sayin’ ‘To be let or sold’ ’as been took down in front, and there’s workmen in.”

			“Wouldn’t care for a house that size. Give me a pre-fab.”

			“My Mum says they won’t put pre-fabs here, they’re goin’ to build permanents.” The girl looked at him shyly. “Wouldn’t be half bad havin’ a home here.”

			The boy had only just started work. Anything permanent was beyond his means and his dreams. He did not want the girl thinking of such things. There was a lot of fun to be had without anything permanent. He kicked at a piece of groundsel at his feet.

			“Spring’s come; look at the flowers.” They looked at the wild flowers, many of them about to bud. They were children of London, so accustomed to the miracle that they saw nothing mysterious in wild flowers growing where, as far as minds could recall, there had always been buildings. The boy threw away his cigarette and drew the girl to him. “Come on, give us another kiss.”

			A newsagent was walking round the square. He nodded to the caretaker of a house still requisitioned by the government.

			“That right, the owners are going to live there?”

			“Not live. Belongs to a Sir John Nettel. Makin’ flats of it, they are.”

			“Livin’ there themselves?”

			“That’s right. That’s what I ’eard.”

			The newsagent moved into the middle of the street. He saw papers in piles, expensive weeklies and monthlies amongst them, being delivered for every floor. He saw the dim beginning of prosperity for himself and Cissie. It was a piece of news too good to keep. With the briefest nod to the caretaker he hurried home.

			A policeman walked round the square. He threw the light of his torch into the area. He tried the front doors, he nodded to the caretaker.

			“That right, people movin’ in?” He jerked his head at the Nettels’ house.

			The policeman was young. The caretaker liked to be questioned as an authority. Taking the square from its wartime angle he was the oldest inhabitant.

			“Not yet. Lot of men workin’ there. Bein’ converted into flats.”

			The policeman looked up at the unlighted windows.

			“Good thing, too. Good-night.”

			* * * * *

			Hannah laid her aprons in a drawer. She had been brought up to think a housemaid should look upholstered. Now, though she had sunk to that unsuitable figure in a gentleman’s house, a house-parlourmaid, she was not letting herself go. Rather she was accentuating all those features that stamped her as an establishment servant. Let others wear those overalls in the morning; nasty, sloppy looking things. Some even had the impudence to wear a white coat as if they were a doctor; she still had some good prints, going a bit, but neat. Be a funny morning that found her dressed for work in anything else. Hannah’s mother, who had been a housemaid herself, had brought Hannah up to respect a bust. No apron bib could expect to sit well on the undefined and the wobbly. An apron bib called for inflexibility and uplift. Stays were not what they were. Hannah only knew of one firm who could provide the amount of bones and the height of bones that she approved. She liked to hear a good creak when she stooped or knelt. Hannah was born with curves, “and very nice, too,” her mother had told her. “You must have a curve for an apron bow.” With the years it was not only her bust and her behind which curved. She bulged—in spite of stays—in front.

			Stooping to the drawer to lay her aprons in a neat pile Hannah creaked and, because of the pressure of her stays, spoke rather gustily. She and the cook, Mabel, had argued ever since they had first heard Peasefield was to be sold. They continued the argument in some form whenever they were alone.

			“We should have said no from the beginning, Mabel. I said to her, ‘m’Lady, I’ve been with Sir John over thirty years and I’ve no wish to make a change, m’Lady, but I never have liked London.’” Mabel heard this statement in some form two or three times a day and did not answer. Hannah creaked to an upright position and went to her bed for another pile of aprons. “I said to the first Lady Nettel, poor dear, when she first married—this was before that first war—and used to come to this house for the season, ‘Don’t take me, m’Lady. Peasefield is my home. I couldn’t fancy London.’”

			Mabel was half-inside the vast mahogany wardrobe.

			“Your things to the left, mine to the right, same as in our room at Peasefield.”

			She came out of the cupboard and crossed to her bed to fetch her best winter coat. She was a tiny little woman, still, at sixty, spry as a cat. She had none of Hannah’s respect for tradition as such, her respect was for her own traditions. She had ruled a kitchen for years and known what it was to have several kitchenmaids under her, and power had bred in her scorn for most of womankind and their ways. For men she had a soft corner. Peasefield gossip had said she had been a deal too soft in her younger days. Mabel snapped her fingers at gossip. That she did a thing made that thing not merely right but admirable.

			Hannah looked at the wardrobe.

			“I don’t like to see that in our room. Best spare bedroom it’ll always be to me.”

			Mabel stood on tiptoe to hang up her coat.

			“Only just good enough for me.” She looked round the room. “I’ll say as I’ve said all along, we might go a lot further and fare worse. We do know him, and I speak as I find, I must say she’s pleasant and easy to manage.”

			“I’ve nothing against her. I wish Sir John had married someone we knew. I never have got over her coming from nowhere. The first time I unpacked for her she was married.”

			“She knows her place. With things as they are that’s a lot. London or no London I will have people who know their place. We’re single handed up here, and when you and I have our day there’s no one to do for them like we could manage at Peasefield, but that doesn’t alter things. I’ve made it clear there’s going to be none of this cooking things for themselves in my kitchen. ‘When I’m out, m’Lady,’ I said, ‘you and Sir John will eat in a restaurant.’ Took it quite calm.”

			“’Course it’s easier for you. Your kitchen is your kitchen wherever you are, but two floors of a house with a whole lot of strangers marching up and down our back stairs is not what I’m used to.”

			“You’ll be lucky if they stick to the back stairs. Those Bettelheims have been grumbling already. I heard her tell him so.”

			Hannah snorted.

			“Let me catch any of them on my front stairs and I’ll show them what. Sir John himself said he wouldn’t have it. ‘Don’t want to meet a lot of damn strangers in my own house.’ Those were his very words. I was glad he spoke so plain. She might have given in.”

			“You seen the third floor?”

			“No, nor the nursery. Looks terrible all those names on the front door.”

			“What must be must. Terrible if people ring the wrong bell. I see you enjoying yourself running down to let in friends of those Bettelheims.”

			“I only hope Mrs. Dill isn’t weak. Down there on the ground floor she could be put upon easy as easy. Her Ladyship said not to do anything about her little flat, she’s making her own arrangements. I know what that’ll be, that Mrs. Parks in the basement giving a lick and promise, her sort never knows how to give a room a proper turn out.”

			Mabel hung two dresses on her side of the wardrobe.

			“Her Ladyship told me Miss Penny—I never will get around to calling her Mrs. Dill—was seeing to her own meals. ‘Just about looks as if she does,’ I said. ‘Skin and bone and all of a jump.’ Her Ladyship was funny. ‘I know,’ she said, ‘but we must respect her independence.’ She said it almost pleading like. ‘You will, won’t you, Mabel? We don’t want her leaving and she might if she thought we took too much interest in her.’ I gave in at the time. After all, what does she know? Never set eyes on Miss Penny till she was grown up. She doesn’t know how she used to be, laughing and cheeky sitting on my kitchen table. Remember how she used to come in after hunting? ‘Let me have my eggs in here,’ she used to say. ‘Dad’s brought back such a stuffy crowd.’ It’ll be a queer thing if Miss Penny’s in the house if I don’t get some food into her.”

			Hannah made an angry click with her tongue against her teeth. She held up her hand.

			“Look at my hand. Just laid it on the mantelshelf. Black as a sweep. Never think two women scrubbed this place out yesterday besides that Mrs. Parks.”

			Mabel looked at the clock.

			“Quarter to four. You ought to be changing. Move or no move Sir John will want his tea sharp on time.”

			* * * * *

			Sir John arranged his things. Charlotte had been clever. Space had been found for most of the furniture. If the room had been oblong instead of rectangular, and the windows had looked out on the rose garden instead of on the houses across the square, he might almost have been at Peasefield. It was like Charlotte to take an infinity of trouble to make him feel at home, bless her. Waste of time, never had liked London, never would, but what had to be had to be, and with this damned Labour government running the country he was lucky not to be in the workhouse. Charlotte had supervised the packing at Peasefield. She had seen that his things were clearly marked. “Study desk.” “Writing table.” “Mantelpiece.” Dear old Charlotte! As if he did not know exactly where everything belonged. Matter of fact, she had overdone the arranging business a bit. Hadn’t meant to put Sybil over the mantelpiece. That portrait of Sybil always had been over the mantelpiece but he had never cared for it, hated the way the fellow painted. Still, it was like Sybil, got her corn-coloured hair and blue eyes. How like her mother young Penny had grown. Funny, there had been a time when he had thought Penny’s hair was darkening. Wrong, though, turned out fairer than Sybil’s if anything. He busied himself unpacking the box marked “Writing table.” Thinking of Penny was like scratching at a sore spot. Nice the way Charlotte had taken trouble about the flat downstairs. Seemed to get on with Penny, but you never knew with women. Still, if any one could get on with Penny in her present mood it was Charlotte. Certainly it wasn’t himself. Shocking, whenever she came near him, to see that kind of film come down on her face like a stream muddying over. Would it have been better to say something that night? Couldn’t know Bill would be killed. Even in those days when Penny was different she was not a girl to interfere with. Never had wanted a lead, liked her for it too. Pity he could not get that night out of his head. Wished he knew if young Penny knew he remembered, or if she had forgotten. Quite likely wrong, different generations had different ways. His thoughts kept pace with his unpacking. Old Rajah’s hoof made into an inkpot. A silver box of pens and pencils, another of sealing wax and an ashtray all lay in their proper places, standing, to a fragment of an inch, on the same spots on his desk on which they had stood at Peasefield. He had reached the photographs. Sybil in a court gown. Queer, now he came to think of it, must have worn that dress in this very room. Must be thirty-six years ago. May or June the year after the wedding. Must have been lent the house that year; old man didn’t die until a year later. Pity he hadn’t tried to sell the house then. Probably couldn’t have, and little Sybil would have hated it; fond of London. If he’d been one of those soothsayer fellows he would have; still, he couldn’t see there would be a war, still less that during it Sybil would at last have a child and die giving birth to it. He put Sybil down and unwrapped a triple frame. Old Rajah in the middle, Penny on Dingo and himself on Lodestar. Penny had paid for mounting well. Wonderful seat; pity she never rode now. Hard to believe that Penny would grow up not to care for a day’s hunting. He stared at the photographs. Must have been about fourteen. Everybody getting at him to send her to school. Said she wasn’t being educated. Wasn’t, either. That Miss Erridge was a nice woman, but Penny twisted her round her finger. Twisted him too, if it came to that, saucy puss. Pity Charlotte couldn’t marry him then. Might have made a difference. He unpacked his blotter. He fingered it, unconscious for a moment of what he was holding. He saw instead Brighton. Charlotte meeting him at that rum little hotel. Poor old Charlotte, so sure she was right not to marry him then. “Not until he’s grown up. He’s such a jealous boy.” Look how that had turned out. Poor old Charlotte, she certainly knew what trouble was.

			Charlotte came in. She carried a vase of wallflowers. She put them on his desk. They looked remarkably homelike, might have been picked any day at Peasefield.

			“I think people sell much more sensible flowers than they used to, or else I’ve forgotten. I seem to remember only being able to buy greenhousey sort of flowers in towns.”

			John sniffed the wallflowers. He never mentioned Brighton, Charlotte didn’t like it, but he seemed to remember that she was right, and that when he had bought her flowers it was outsize sweet peas and prize roses, that sort of thing. Because he was thinking of Brighton, and not wishing to speak of it he changed the subject.

			“What you been up to?”

			“Stairs. That blue stair carpet doesn’t fit. Mrs. Bettelheim said it didn’t and she’s quite right. I must get the men again. Fancy if Hans or Irma fell! I should feel like a murderess.”

			“Why should they fall? Perfectly good banisters, and they’ve got eyes.”

			“I don’t suppose they will but if by any unlucky chance they do Mr. Bettelheim will say it’s because we wouldn’t let them use the front stairs.”

			“They certainly are not usin’ the front stairs. Don’t want to meet a lot of damn strangers in my own house. Talkin’ of that, who’s the red-headed woman with a little girl?”

			Charlotte sighed. So he had seen. She so hoped he had missed them, and that would give her a chance to speak to Penny before it happened again.

			“Mrs. Duke. The little girl’s called Jane. Just a mistake. After all, they only arrived to-day.”

			“Did you speak to her about it?”

			“No, they’re Penny’s friends. I thought she’d better do it. It’s in their lease, it’s just an accident, we don’t want any awkwardness.”

			“Thought I’d step down and see Penny after tea.”

			Charlotte rubbed her cheek against his shoulder. That would not do. At all costs Penny must be protected from unannounced visits. It would have to be worked round to gradually.

			“I meant to telephone her after tea to ask if she will come up for a drink. She must have had a horrible day, poor child. She might like to come out to dinner with us, but I expect she’s got other plans.” She broke off there. John worried so about Penny and he would hate to know she knew he was worrying. He would never discuss Penny with her.

			John was glad that Charlotte should telephone Penny. He had not really wanted to go down to her flat. She never made him feel he was not wanted, but it was easier if Charlotte asked her to come up.

			“Are all our tenants going through Penny’s flat?”

			Charlotte laughed.

			“They must get in somewhere. Down the area is the Parkses’ front door, and, as you know, it opens straight into their kitchen. Why your grandfather, if he had to convert two houses into one, did away with one front door puzzles me.”

			“Simpler, I suppose.”

			Charlotte thought malevolently of John’s grandfather. Simple! What a word to use about this house! Simple, perhaps a hundred years ago, when the basement was full of underpaid servants who rushed to answer bells, and the rest of the house contained just one family. The architect who had converted the house into flats said it was the most inconvenient place he had ever been in. So many large, useless rooms; so few bathrooms, lavatories and housemaid’s cupboards; such an old-fashioned system of water heating so guaranteed to eat more coal than any one would ever be allowed to have that it had to be scrapped. Such enormous flights of stairs to clean, and such draughts. Whoever had done the converting of two narrow houses into one house had not heard of doors; he had merely knocked holes in the walls and arched them over. Charlotte liked warmth. Her spirits sank at the thought of her passage next winter. How could the stoutest-hearted electric fire help in passages open to two stairways. Beyond everything, why had they scrapped that second front door? Not only scrapped it but walled it up. How perfect that second door would have been now. Charlotte had a trick of thinking fervently and expecting people to know where her thinking had carried her.

			“I do hate architects. They know you don’t know anything and when you want something done they don’t want to do they look proud and use long words, and you have to give in.”

			John’s eyes twinkled.

			“What wouldn’t our architect do?”

			Charlotte did not want any further talk about the back stairs until she had spoken to Penny about Mrs. Duke.

			“I wish we had a lift. Fancy stumping up to the fifth floor!”

			“We used to when we stayed here as children.”

			Charlotte visualised John and his nine brothers and sisters, and John’s father and his brothers and sisters with nurses, governesses and nursery maids, all stumping up to the fifth floor. Not to mention meals, coal and hot water which must have got carried up there too. Were hearts stronger and legs stouter fifty and a hundred years ago? Probably not, probably everybody cursed, but there was no other way of getting to the top. Probably they accepted the inconvenience just as to-day they accepted the inconvenience of converting the house into flats. Nobody could like living in a house converted into flats; the inconvenience was overwhelming, but there was no other place to live.

			Hannah opened the door. She had changed into her black and a very starched apron. She looked so exactly as usual that she warmed John’s heart.

			“Doesn’t seem to matter what we do to you, Hannah, you always look just the same.”

			Hannah saw that Sir John was pleased, and was glad. Upsetting for a gentleman a move was. Especially a gentleman like Sir John who was so set on the country. Still, she had not come in for a talk; there was a time and place for everything.

			“I’ve laid tea in the drawing-room, m’Lady, and Mabel says have you remembered you are dining out to-night as it will take her all this evening to get her kitchen straight.”

			Charlotte and John walked arm in arm towards the drawing-room. John sniffed.

			“Muffins. Good.”

			Charlotte wondered about the butter ration. She hoped Mabel was remembering that they no longer lived where there were farmers who sometimes had some milk over and made a little butter to oblige their neighbours. Then she saw John’s face. The muffins were playing their part. The smell of them was friendly. Thank God for anything—even muffins—which eased their transplanting.

			* * * * *

			Penny and Alfred Parks were in Penny’s bathroom. Alfred gazed at the bath rather as a beauty specialist might gaze at a blemished skin. He shook his head sadly.

			“Not a nice job. Not a nice job at all.”

			Penny looked round the room in disgust.

			“It’s not only the bath. The whole thing is madly revolting.”

			Alfred believed in doing one thing at a time.

			“Be a job to get another bath. Nor I don’t know any one who could lay hands on a really nice job. I got friends in most lines, but I don’t do no plumbing myself.”

			“But you can see I can’t bath indefinitely in that bloody little thing.”

			Alfred knew that the Pennys of this world used words which would not be allowed in his home. He thought it strange that a gentleman like Sir John should have brought his girl up so badly. When Ivy and Rene were at home he would have liked to have heard them using words like that. He was not a man to use his hands, but they would have got such a box on the ear they wouldn’t have heard right for weeks. Still, the way Mrs. Dill talked was no affair of his, nor did it alter his liking or respect for her. It was merely regrettable.

			“You wouldn’t fancy it boarded in? It would board in nice, and I could paint it so you wouldn’t know it from enamel.”

			Penny used her imagination.

			“Sort of blue-green. That wouldn’t be bad with these walls and ceiling. Could you make that less repulsive too?”

			Alfred studied the lavatory seat. He ran his fingers over the wood.

			“Nasty cheap piece of work.”

			“Hasn’t even a lid.”

			“You can buy a very nice seat with lid attached. Not a bad job at all. Then I could board the pan in same as the bath.” Alfred warmed with invention. “Could have a nice cushion made of that plastic. Wouldn’t know it from a chair when I’ve finished.”

			Penny dismissed this flight of fancy without bothering to answer. She loathed things got up to look like something they were not, and moving a cushion every time you went to the loo was a fantasy. In her mind the bathroom was already transformed.

			“If I could get a good bluish-green plastic for the curtains could you get paint to match?”

			Alfred lowered his voice.

			“I’ve got ways. I’ll have to mix it in the daytime, though I’ll have to paint of an evening. The only thing is, how’ll you manage without? Take a day or two to dry. Want to make a nice job of it.”

			“I could do with a drink.” Penny led the way into her sitting-room. “I’ll have to use one in Dad’s flat, I suppose. Hell of a bore but my stepmother won’t mind. Whisky or gin?”

			“Little drop of whisky. If you can spare it.”

			“I couldn’t only a friend sent in six bottles as a house warming. Black, of course. Three pounds ten a bottle.”

			“Three pounds ten!” Alfred looked in awe at the lavish way Penny tipped up the bottle. “Three pounds ten! Drinkin’ gold.”

			Penny handed him his glass.

			“Here’s luck.”

			“And to you, ’m.” Alfred sipped happily then again lowered his voice. “I’ve had a piece of luck about that bookshelf you was wanting. Come across a lovely piece of oak. Good seasoned stuff. Haven’t had my hands on a piece like it for years. Had such a feel that I called my mates in. ‘Take a feel of that,’ I said.”

			“Where was it?”

			“A conversion job similar to this. The gentleman that owns the house is having enamelled stuff in all the kitchens. This was in what had been the real kitchen. Lovely old dresser. The moment I see it I said to myself, ‘If that isn’t Mrs. Dill.’”

			“I suppose you couldn’t find me some cut-glass door handles anywhere? These brass ones are getting me down.”

			Alfred looked grave.

			“That’s not easy. A year ago and I could have said yes and had them round the same evening. But things aren’t what they were. People who would throw out good stuff seems to be learning. Breaks your heart the way they say, ‘I’ll keep that, it’s not what I want, but I won’t get nothing so good.’ Quite right, of course, but it makes things harder for them like myself who fiddles of an evening and at the week-ends. Government are getting mean too. Cruel they are on paint. That’s the worst of labour, they’re up to all the tricks.” He got up. “I must be going to my tea or Mrs. Parks will be after me. Will it be all right for me to do some painting in your hall this evening?”

			“Do. I want to get the place finished. I loathe things half-done.”

			Alfred stifled a sigh. He had hoped Mrs. Dill’s job was one of those heaven-sent affairs that you could have by you whenever you were not doing anything else and needed the cash. Still, what was not to be was not to be, and you never knew, with a young lady like Mrs. Dill, there would likely be things wanting doing. He was packing up to go when he remembered something.”

			“What about that door, ’m, through to the back stairs? You won’t never use it, but it will spoil the look of the hall left a different colour like.”

			Penny was thinking ahead. She ought to go up for that drink Charlotte had asked her for. A bore, but she would have to look in on Dad sometime, anyway. What hell life was! He wouldn’t say anything, but he’d be so obviously pleased to see her. If only she could get it out of her head that he had guessed anything. After all, he only saw her that once before Bill was killed. She came back with a jump to Alfred. She had thought he had gone.

			“What’s a different colour?” Alfred explained again. Penny was impatient, she had no idea what he was talking about. “Of course paint it. Nobody will use that door.”

			Alfred was amazed. Mrs. Dill was an independent young lady and probably not one to listen to gossip, but Mrs. Parks did for her, and it was unlikely that Gladys had been around and not spoken about the back stairs. Gladys was a great one to talk and, seeing she did the back stairs and heard what everybody had to say about them, she was in a particularly talking mood.

			“All the tenants use the back stairs. It’s in all the leases. I don’t know how you didn’t know as they have to pass through your hall. That’s why her Ladyship got doors cut through for you, so you didn’t need to go in the hall and meet the tenants.” He was surprised to see crimson flooding Penny’s cheeks. There was a spark in her eyes.

			“Of all the nonsense! Why the hell can’t they go up the front stairs?”

			“It won’t inconvenience you, ’m, not more than using the front stairs does. They got to get up somehow.”

			“Of course they’ve got to get up. It’s pure snobbishness. It’s the sort of thing that makes me see red.”

			Alfred could see that. Very awkward. It was nothing to do with him, he wished he had never mentioned the stairs, only he had supposed she knew. Nor could he conceive why she cared one way or the other. The best thing he could do was to clear out. Likely enough she’d have a word with her father. The question of painting the door could wait. He murmured something about Mrs. Parks being after him and hurried down to the basement.

			Penny went into her bedroom and examined her face. She looked dirty but she had no time to clean it now. A bit more powder to cover it and some lipstick would have to do. She ran a comb through her hair, but she was not paying any attention to her appearance. She was seething with rage and, as always nowadays when she was angry, it upset her solar plexus. She knew she was knotting herself up but she could not stop. Back stairs! Insulting people! It would hurt them even to meet people on their lovely front carpet! God, she’d tell them what she thought!

			Charlotte was waiting for Penny. She called to her as she reached the first floor.

			“Come in here, dear, and have a look at my bedroom.” The room was imprinted with Charlotte’s taste. She was Regency minded and, considering the difficulties of the times, had achieved a charming effect. “Look at these curtains. Wasn’t I lucky to get that stripe? Appallingly expensive and cruel on our clothing books. So lucky your father never wants new clothes. Oh, Penny, dear, would you speak to that nice friend of yours, Mrs. Duke, about using the front stairs. I’m sure she only forgot, but she took the little girl up that way . . .”

			Penny’s words fell over each other.

			“Why on earth shouldn’t they . . . blasted snobs . . . awful way to bring up a child . . . enough to give it an inferiority complex for life . . .”

			Charlotte had no idea what had caused the outbreak, but she knew that Penny had far too many of these sudden raging, almost hysterical, attacks. She opened the door. Deliberately she made her voice cool and a little hard.

			“I don’t think the situation needs quite such fervour. I’ll have a talk with Mrs. Duke myself. Between us we’ll arrange something. Come along and have a drink, you must be tired.”

			Penny said no more. She was near tears. Charlotte could see them gleaming unshed in her eyes. “Poor child,” she thought, “I wish to goodness she could like me enough to treat me as her safety valve.”

			* * * * *

			Gladys Parks was cooking the tea. Not in the vast kitchen. She and Alfred had scarcely bothered to discuss that. The stone-flagged kitchen with its pantry, larder and scullery took up a whole half of their flat. “Gives me chilblains on the feet to look at it,” she said. The other half of their flat had small rooms where once servants had slept. In no time one of these was converted into a kitchen-living-room; hot, stuffy but cosy. The big kitchen made a nice drying-room, and it was fine for Alfred’s wood, paint and all the rest of it, and it was, of course, the passage-way from the door to the flat, but that was all. Gladys, mentally and physically, closed the door on it, counting it only part of her home in the way a country woman might reckon part of her home a field next door on which she kept a few chickens. All that Gladys wanted was in her parlour, her kitchen and their bedroom. The gold spread for her bed with matching curtains. The lovely plush suite for the front room the Council had given them when a bomb hit their place. The walnut bedroom suite they had managed to save, damaged a bit but polished to look all right. The cosy armchairs sagged to fit their shapes, the radio, the enlarged photos of the children, the ornaments, all these comforts were packed into the small rooms; rooms which felt right and smelt right. Nobody, not even Alfred and Gladys themselves, knew what the years of living with Rene had meant. Rene had been wonderful. No daughter could have been better. Frank had been fine, seemed really sorry when they got a place of their own. But they were hard years. Gladys had cooked and done housework as if she were at home, but there was never a day when she didn’t think, “Oh, what I could do with that kitchen knife of mine,” or “How Rene puts up with this frying pan I don’t know.” Rene’s stuff was new, supposed to be good and all that, but Gladys mentally despised it. “Never knew pile come out of a carpet the way this does.” “Never can seem to get this paint clean. Doesn’t pay for the work somehow.” It was lucky they had gone to stay with Ivy in Northamptonshire. It wasn’t luck that Lady Nettel wanted help at Peasefield. Gladys hadn’t unpacked her things before Ivy was being asked by half the village if her mother was stopping and would like some work. Gladys never would have worked if she hadn’t taken to Charlotte. Charlotte said, “It’s a horrible job. We’re selling the house, it’s being cleaned up for possible buyers.” Charlotte had worked herself. She was sorting china in a cupboard which was in the passage which Gladys was scrubbing when the question of homes cropped up. Charlotte said:

			“I’m trying to take everything Sir John is used to with us. He’s not going to find it easy to settle down in London.”

			Gladys had never been one to hold back her thoughts.

			“Lucky to have a home, London or anywhere else.”

			Charlotte had turned from the cupboard to look at Gladys.

			“Haven’t you got a home?”

			Just as simple as that it had been. A week later they had gone back to London and the day after they had viewed the basement. Charlotte and the architect had been there. It was arranged where the bath was to go, and to have gas fires and a gas stove fixed. Charlotte had been apologetic. She had looked up at the feet passing on the pavement outside.

			“It’s only a semi-basement, but it’s dark. I do wish you had more light, or that we could fix a sitting-room on the ground floor . . .”

			Neither Gladys nor Alfred paid much attention to what was said. They were seeing their door shut, a nice coal fire, their own chairs, their own food cooked as they liked it, their own taste given way to in everything. No Rene saying, “Go slow with the salt, Mum. Frank hates salt.” No Frank saying, “Will you be going to the pictures Friday? Got two or three pals coming in.” It was all right going to the pictures, they usually did once a week. But having to go, wet or whatever, that was what got you down.

			Gladys prodded the sausages in her frying pan. It was as if she dug them in the ribs, and said, “This is a bit of all right, old dears.” She heard Alfred come down and go into the big kitchen to put away his things. She heard his bag clank as he laid it on the stone floor. She raised her voice.

			“Mrs. Dill fixed all right?”

			Alfred came in. He went to the sink to wash his hands.

			“Nice young lady she is. Gave me a drop of whisky. Three pound ten a bottle it was.”

			Gladys clicked her tongue against her teeth.

			“Three pounds ten! What some people won’t give for a drink! You finished up there?”

			“No. Doing the hall to-night.”

			“Pity she couldn’t ’ave got that hall done before they all come. Proper creating there’s going to be from four and five if they get paint on theirselves. Five’s a proper madam.”

			“Nice little flat they’ve got up there.”

			“Nice little stairs to climb. You should’ve ’eard the men last week what brought their things.”

			Alfred had already several times heard what the men had said. He had heard what the various sets of men had said who carried furniture up to the different floors. He had heard Gladys’s views on the furniture. When Gladys repeated a story too often he ceased to hear it, it was part of his background, as a brook might be passing his door. He gave his mind to the important subject of Penny’s paint. Take a bit of mixing that would. He’d have to get her to see a bit done and make up her mind it was what she wanted. Not the sort of young lady to be patient with what she didn’t like. He was pulled from his musing by Gladys leaving her sausages and tapping him on the arm.

			“You know I said it was queer the third arranging all the furniture himself. I’d like to see you ’aving the sauce to arrange ours without me. Well, she came to-day.”

			Gladys’s voice was so full of unspoken things that Alfred had to play up to her.

			“What’s she like?”

			“Queer. I was in the front hall when their taxi drives up. He smiles at me ever so nice. ‘This is Mrs. Parks, Jenny, dear. You wait with her while we get the luggage up.’ I didn’t like to see him carrying luggage, him having only one leg, but he was gone up the back stairs before I found me words. Pretty little thing Mrs. Willis. Dark with great dark eyes. I said it was a nice morning and I was glad it was fine for her to move in, that seeing the house in the sunlight made such a difference. She stares at me, and then she says”—Gladys nudged Alfred with her elbow to be sure he was listening—“‘Everything’s worse when it’s dark!’”

			Alfred had no intention of gossiping about the flats. He equally had no hope of stopping Gladys from gossiping. The best he had ever been able to do was not to encourage her.

			“Shy most like.”

			Gladys shook her head. She dropped her voice to a whisper.

			“Put me in mind of your sister.”

			Alfred jerked his thumb at the sausages.

			“I’ll put you in mind of somebody if you burn my tea. Ella was all right till she had that fright.”

			Gladys went back to her sausages. She had met Alfred through Ella. She and Ella had worked in the same factory in Bermondsey. She had always thought Ella a bit soft. You had to be a bit soft to go off your rocker because a man in a train tried to have you. Still, Alfred and his brothers were all right, and Ella had been put away these past twenty years and more. There had been a time when Gladys had never mentioned Ella, she had looked upon a sister-in-law in an asylum as a disgrace, but with the years Ella had taken on the status of a pet. “When we go to see Ella next time we’ll take her this string of beads. Such a one for bright colours.” “When we go to Ella’s I’ll tie this ribbon round the sweets. Ever so nice to see the way she smiles at something pretty.” Alfred had only one brother alive and both parents were dead, and what had once been at the outside one visit to Ella a year was now a visit every other month. He hoped Gladys was wrong about Mrs. Willis, but Gladys had a way of being right. Nice young gentleman that Mr. Willis. Didn’t want anything like that to happen. He, too, looked upon Ella as a pet. As Gladys put the food on the table he appreciated the connection when she said: “Would you like a cat?”

			Alfred drew up his chair.

			“Reckon there’s mice?”

			“Wish I knew what happened to Mouser.”

			Alfred had no illusions about Mouser. As no scrap of him was ever found after the bomb blasted their home—though he was well known in their part of Bermondsey—it was almost certain he had gone hurriedly and fragmentarily to his maker. He had hinted as much to Gladys several times, but she would not be hinted at. She liked graves with decent gravestones.

			“Somebody offered a cat?”

			“That Mrs. Duke. She comes down here. I was cleaning my stove. She knocks, got a funny voice, speaks very low and deep.” Gladys imitated. ‘Could you do with a ket?’ I asks what sort of cat and she says, ‘Half a Siamese. He belongs to my little girl, but, of course, a ket up all these stairs is out of the question.’”

			“What’s a Siamese like?”

			“Never saw one.”

			Alfred helped himself to mustard.

			“Foreign. Spoilt he’ll be, no good for mousing?”

			“I said that, but she says, ‘Try him, Mrs. Parks. He’s a wonderful mouser.’”

			“Little girl know her mother’s giving him away?”

			“No. Mrs. Duke says she isn’t putting it that way. She says, ‘Jane’s such an emotional child I shall just say the ket’s living downstairs.’”

			Alfred sipped his tea. He liked a cat about the place, particularly if there were mice, but he didn’t want anything new-fangled and foreign, still, what had to be had to be. This conversation as to whether they would have the cat or not was abortive. The cat was theirs, they could not hurt a child.

			“I’ll fix up a box for him and get some earth from the square garden.”

			Gladys giggled.

			“Mrs. Duke says as he goes to the proper place. Sits on the seat and all.”

			Alfred was shocked.

			“Not here, he doesn’t. A box is what’s right for a cat and a box is what he’s going to have.”

			Gladys was still giggling.

			“You’ll never guess his name. ‘Trinity,’ she says. ‘He’s three in one, half-Siamese, quarter-tabby and quarter-ginger.’”

			Alfred was disgusted.

			“That’s blasphemy. In this house he’ll be Mouser, same as the last.”

			“Not to me, he won’t. Not after hearing her. To me he’ll be Ket.” Gladys looked at the clock. “There’s that tunes you like programme on the wireless. Turn it on.”

			Alfred crossed to the radio. The room was filled with the sugary tremblings of a Würlitzer organ. He went back to his food. He and Gladys chewed in contented silence.

			* * * * *

			Jack Willis fixed the curtain-tie to hooks he had just screwed into place. The curtains were rose coloured to match the carpet. He thought they looked pretty good. He always had wanted Jenny to have a pink and blue room, and it was a piece of cake Uncle Fred coughing it up. Of course Uncle Fred had a lot of stuff, but he could sell it for a nice piece. Coughing up all this furniture for the flat must have set him back the thick end of three hundred pounds. Decent of Dad to cough up the rent. Queer really, they had never wanted him to marry Jenny, but now they couldn’t do enough to shove them together. Jack thought it odd they should ever have supposed he would not marry Jenny. He had gone about with Jenny since they met playing tennis when she was fourteen and he was sixteen. Couldn’t say the family had been keen even at that age. “Jenny Parsons again. Why always Jenny? You’ve lots of other friends, Jack, darling.” He had no idea why it had to be Jenny. Most of the other girls he knew did things better than Jenny. Played games better, swam better, danced better; there was nothing Jenny shone at; but a holiday was not a holiday that had not a lot of Jenny in it. He would lie in bed and plan. He had asked Jenny to meet him for a bathe, but he would go and fetch her. It looked a pretty good day, he would enjoy the walk. He would get her to come to the pictures. He would wangle an invitation for her to that dance. Presently he left school and went to work in the family business. Had to start at the bottom; not much money in it, not enough to marry on, but that was not dirty work to keep him from marrying Jenny; it was the family way. Willis and Sons had stores all over the place. They could have shoved him anywhere, but they started him in Brighton. That was the family way too. You might want to fix something to suit your private life, but you didn’t. The business came first. At the moment when Jack left school the best men for him to learn under were in Brighton, so that was that. Jenny was still at school in so far as she ever went to school. Her going to school was a very hit and miss affair; any excuse and her mother kept her at home. Jenny liked school. It was never her fault. When the war started family opposition weakened. There was always a chance he might have had it. But he couldn’t marry then. If he had got his—Jenny wouldn’t have wanted to be Mrs. Willis, never get on with his family on her own. So Jenny became an A.T. Jack had never thought much of himself. Knew himself for a very ordinary type; the Air Force had given him more of an opinion of himself than he had ever possessed before. That was because on a station the pilots were somebody. But any opinion he had of himself went when he was smashed up. He knew the station code. No one said more than they could help when a crew had it. Bad for morale to talk about that sort of thing. No good yattering that he had lost a leg. He was not about any more and that was that. Piece of cake he had married Jenny before that happened, but he wished he knew if his having only one leg worried Jenny. If it had weighed on her mind. If it had anything to do with what happened.

			Jenny came in. She was wearing an orange apron over her blue frock. Jack could have sung she looked so lovely. It was certainly something having her to himself at last. She said:

			“Could you come in the kitchen while I work? It’s such a long way off. You wouldn’t hear me if I screamed.”

			To hell with it! It was not far to the kitchen. Just through into the other half of the house. Of course he would hear her if she screamed, only she would not scream. Why should she? He wished he was not such a fool. There must be the right thing to say if only he knew what it was. No good her getting ideas about being lonely. He had to go to work every day. She would be a lot on her own. He put an arm round her.

			“May be getting an old man, but I can still hear quite nicely with an ear-trumpet.”

			Jenny was comforted by his arm.

			“I know I’m an idiot. It was just I felt sort of creepy.”

			The kitchen was at the back of the other half of the house. They reached it through their dining-room. Then across the other landing past the back stairs. It was cut off a bit, but there was only an arch through to the other side, no door, and she could leave the dining-room and kitchen doors open. It was a nice cheerful kitchen. His mother had advised him about that. “Make the kitchen cheerful. You men are so apt to forget how much time we women spend in kitchens.”

			The paint and distemper were yellow and so were the curtains. Yellow was Jenny’s favourite colour. He had put a jar of roses on the window ledge. Of course they could not usually afford flowers in the kitchen, but they were nice for a welcome.

			Jenny had been washing china. It was stacked on the kitchen table. Jack felt ashamed. What an ass he was leaving her to work alone. It was just the flat being new and such a lot of things needing doing.

			“Wizard lot of cleaning up you’ve done. If the A.T.S. had known about you they would have made you kitchen staff.”

			Jenny laughed a little. She was back at the sink. It had seemed so fearsome a few minutes ago. She had hated having her back to the room. She had felt movement and heard whispers. Now it was a golden kitchen, gay, full of comfort. Jack just being in the room made all the difference.

			“I mightn’t have hated that so much. I would certainly have been less of an ass at it.”

			Jack did not know anything about inferiority complexes, but he did know it didn’t do Jenny any good wondering why she mucked herself up in the A.T.S.

			“That queen A.T. of yours must have been a holy terror.”

			Jenny washed a plate and considered.

			“Not really. She adored efficiency. Nobody could say I was efficient.”

			Jack wondered if this was the sort of moment when he could ask her if his leg had mattered terribly. She had talked him into their getting married. It would release her from the A.T.S. where she was miserable. She could make a home for him. He had about had it as far as living in a mess was concerned. Never ought to have done it, though. Poor little Jenny, marrying a whole husband and six months later landed with one with a leg missing.

			Jenny said:

			“Isn’t it marvellous having our own china and things.”

			He was stacking some of the washed plates in the cupboard. He looked at Jenny’s back over his shoulder and grinned. Wizard having their own things! He’d say it was. Wizard having a home at last. Most of all, it was wizard having got his wife to himself. Gosh! He had almost given up hope. He had thought she had settled in with her mother for good. He was not critical but he thought Jenny’s mother was not too hot. He hated her bloody little flat and her bloody little dogs and those super bloody friends of hers, Dougie and Freddie. Funny Jenny had stood it. Couldn’t be helped to start with. She wasn’t fit to cope with London, and he had to work there. Chronic how it had gone on though. Would still be there if it had not been for Lady Nettel. He said:

			“Pretty decent of Lady Nettel to pick on us. Aren’t her sort. Must have been hundreds after this flat.”

			Jenny let the water out of the sink.

			“That’s the lot. I shan’t have to speak to her, shall I?”

			She had come across to him drying her hands. He put his arms round her.

			“Not likely to meet her, as we use different stairs. But if you do it might be the civil thing to say good morning.”

			Jenny rested against him. She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder.

			“Silly. I meant talk.”

			He gently lifted her chin and looked into her eyes.

			“Have we done enough, Mrs. Willis? I’m still a growing boy and can do with a nice slice of sleep.”

			Jenny thought happily of their bedroom. She found it difficult to get comfortable in bed; it was the only time at the moment that she got any discomfort from the baby. To-night if she woke Jack would be there. She would not wake him if she could help it, but she could if things were very bad. If she got that worst cold, damp, frightened feeling. Mumsie had been wonderful, but she was frightened too. Jack did not seem frightened; he never had been frightened of anything, but this time he must be. He must be. If only she could speak about it. Ask him. But she couldn’t. Even thinking about it made her heart jump and that queer, cold, sickish feeling creep over her.

			“Yes, let’s go to bed.” She clung to him. “Let’s put out the lights as we go. Then it’s done. Nobody need leave the other one alone in the bedroom.”

			He kissed her.

			“Very well, Mrs. Willis. Arm in arm and what could be nicer.”

			* * * * *

			Paula Bettelheim sat by the window. She was darning. She liked darning. She darned exquisitely, taking pleasure in her craftsmanship. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Heinrich. He was lying back in his chair reading and smoking. Paula was glad to see him so relaxed. For once he was not being angry with his newspaper. Many things gave Paula anxiety but none more than newspapers, so apt first to annoy and then to inflame. She was happy, too, about his chair. Heinrich had always had a special chair. When they had first married and lived in Munich that was a thing Heinrich’s mother had given him. A beautiful chair, voluptuous yet dignified. She had explained exactly where it should stand, both as regards the light from the window and the lamp. That chair, like so much else, had been left behind in Munich, but Heinrich’s right and need for a chair came with her to England, carried in her heart. It had been wunderschön . . . Paula raised shocked eyes from her darning. She gave a furtive look at Heinrich. So fortunate he could not see inside her head; how angry he would be; how rightly angry, if he knew how often, in spite of her efforts, she thought in German. So shameful that she alone remained not British. Heinrich spoke such wonderful English. Hans had, of course, spoken nothing else; so admirable that he had not been old enough to speak when they left Munich. Irma was born British. Fortunate Irma! No waiting about to be naturalised. No getting furious with the British Government because they naturalised Poles before they naturalised you. No wonder Irma was always gay; for her life was easy, so easy that she could not see it was unkind to make her jokes. Worse than unkind, it was cruel. Naughty Irma! A smile curved Paula’s lips. She could see Irma as though she were sitting beside her bed. Irma’s blue-black curls spraying across her pillow, her colour lovelier than ever because she was flushed with sleep. Those gay, twinkling eyes would be closed. Irma would be looking, what she never was, good as the lieber G . . . Paula caught her breath. There she went again. How weak a creature she was! Heinrich was wonderfully patient, but it was no wonder he so often looked regretful, and sometimes said it was regretful, that he had married a fool. She switched on the lamp and bent her head lower over her darning. It had not always been so. When they were first married, in spite of the fear, and the uncertainty, they had been as foolishly happy as any young couple. Heinrich had been quite German then. He spoke English but in those days he had laughed at the English. He was German in everything; in the way he worked and lived, and particularly in the way he made love, saying all those sentimental things which sounded so right and sensible in German in Munich, and so very out of place in English in England. How queer that Heinrich had practically only to put a foot on British soil to become English. But that was how it had been. The way he had gone up to Sir John and thanked him in perfect English for having been responsible for their coming to England. He had not been dismayed when Sir John had scarcely seemed to listen, and had answered casually, “That’s all right. My wife fixed it, really,” but had gone through to the end with his beautiful speech. He had never been awed by his surroundings or the manner of the Nettels, both of which had terrified her. She had thought it would be better to sell some of the good things they had brought over and offer a little rent, but Heinrich would not hear of it. He would start in business soon and then the question of rent would naturally be discussed. She had tried not to wear her jewellery and furs; it seemed queer somehow to have jewellery and furs, and yet be living on charity, but Heinrich had insisted she wore everything she had, and evidently he had been right, for the Nettels had not noticed, for nothing was said. To see her in furs and jewels had perhaps helped Heinrich. It had been hard for him. Always he had been wealthy. It was good of the Nettels to lend them that cottage. She had thought it beautiful, but it was not what Heinrich was accustomed to. Each time he stooped to avoid the low ceilings and doorways it hurt his pride afresh. It was a pity that Heinrich had been in the law. Of course his father and his friends had to have someone to handle that side of their businesses. In each generation a brilliant son was chosen, and who more suitable than Heinrich? But if life worked out so that you were a refugee then the law was an unfortunate choice. To know the law of one country was of no service in another. Heinrich had been wonderful. It had not been a month before he had his first snack bar, and in six months there were a chain of them. Not bringing in a great profit but a growing one. “Even in England stomachs can be trained,” Heinrich said. “They can learn that beauty is better understood when hunger is satisfied.” And the British had been trained. Where there was a view they came to expect Heinrich’s white snack bars. They even came to expect and like good leberwurst sandwiches. They should have enjoyed beer too, but in England there were difficulties about beer. Heinrich thought that had he been British he would have been given a licence to sell beer, but Paula knew that was not so. Nobody could sell beer in England, however much people wanted beer, unless everybody else in the neighbourhood who sold beer agreed that they should have a licence, which, naturally, they seldom did. Paula had talked to people in Peasefield and learned about these things, but she had not been able to convince Heinrich. In fact, the day when she tried to convince him was the first time when he wondered out loud if he had married a fool. Still, those had been two happy years. Hans was a lovely baby, and Irma was born, and everybody so kind. Then came the war. Listening to the announcement of war Paula had felt she must do something. Peasefield looked so beautiful, so unlike a war, and, though Heinrich did not think so, people had been very good. How she had dared she did not know. Of course Heinrich was away seeing after his snack bars, for Sunday was a busy day. That made it easier. She had gone to Peasefield House. Up that long so beautiful drive, pushing Irma in her perambulator, and with Hans toddling beside her. Summer it had been. There were beautiful roses in the beds in front of the house. Lady Nettel was cutting some. She had waved and joined Paula. She was carrying a flat basket and scissors. Her hands were in loose leather gloves. She looked so as usual, dressed in one of her tweed coats and skirts with every blued hair beautifully arranged, that Paula had been shy to speak. Perhaps they did not dread a war these strange British. Then she saw something which gave her courage. Lady Nettel had been crying. She had re-powdered but there was a little redness round the eyelids. Paula had explained in English so bad that remembering it made her blush that they had come to say they were sorry. Lady Nettel had nodded and not spoken for a moment, then she had put a hand on Paula’s where it lay on the handle of the perambulator. “That was very nice of you. Things may not be easy for you, as Germans, but try not to mind too much, and remember us as you have known us these last two years.” It had been a help to Paula, that little talk. She had wondered sometimes if she should repeat it to Heinrich so that he, too, might be helped and perhaps be less angry. That dreadful day in the next year when they were rounded up and put into a hostel and from there taken to the Isle of Man and interned. Even Irma, who was British. It was very wrong of her, but Paula had not minded the Isle of Man. Heinrich seethed and raged, becoming more inflamed every day, but for her there was her family round her, the beautiful sea and a queer sense of peace coming from an inability, even if they were interned, to do anything about it. When at last they were released there was further trouble. Their cottage was full of British refugees. Their furniture had been carefully stored, and Paula had not found herself able to complain, seeing it was German bombs which had turned so many British into refugees. No cottage, no snack bars, no permit for food to run a snack bar. Everything together had seemed to make something go snap in Heinrich’s head. It was then he began to study Hebrew and talk about Palestine as his country. Lady Nettel had given them rooms in Peasefield House. Two rooms and the use of a bathroom, and an oil stove to cook on. She had been nice about it. “I know it’s not up to much, but it was fixed up for some evacuees who have now gone, and I can’t turn the families out of the cottage, even if I would.” Paula had said that for herself and the children she was content. She had not said Heinrich was the trouble, but, even unmentioned, there was Heinrich hanging in the air before them both as clear as a toy on a Christmas tree, so clear that Lady Nettel had answered, “I know. It seems more difficult for men. But you manage for the time being, and presently I think the evacuees will go home. Evacuees, when their mothers are with them, always do. And then you can have the cottage.” Lady Nettel had been right. It was sad it took so long for the evacuees to go for every day that Heinrich had to pass the cottage and not live in it made him angrier. He had to pass the cottage a lot, for he had work in London. Somehow he had money put away; nothing seemed ever to prevent clever Heinrich having money put away. He had very good friends he had met in the Isle of Man and they formed a syndicate. Paula did not understand Heinrich’s work except that he had seen ahead. Just as he had seen ahead that those who looked at views would pay to eat, so he saw that some day, when the war was over, those whose homes were destroyed, and those who had married and those who had fought, would need homes, and the syndicate who had been clever enough to buy the homes would then get rich. Heinrich had not admitted to being rich while they lived at Peasefield. He had only paid ten shillings for the cottage, and had made Paula ask that Hans might continue to go to the big house to practise his piano, as he had done when they lived there, because he could not afford to buy a piano. Paula raised her head from her darning, her eyes rested in admiration on the grand piano. Beautiful it was. A Bechstein. No expense spared. She had been glad that Sir John and Lady Nettel had not seen the piano arrive. Of course Heinrich was right, with children it was necessary to save, it was foolish to rush into expenses before you need. But it was a big jump from ten shillings a week and no money for a piano to a big rent and a Bechstein grand.

			The clock on the mantelpiece chimed. Heinrich laid down his paper.

			“Ten o’clock. We will go to bed.”

			Paula rolled up her mending. She walked out of the room rather hurriedly. There was no point in lingering by those front stairs. Those stairs which made Heinrich more inflammable than straw. As they passed through the arch to the other side of the flat they heard the distant cry of a child. Heinrich frowned.

			“That child is still crying.”

			Paula felt herself responsible for all who lived in the house. Those who lived under one roof and shared one staircase must be friendly. That they should not dislike herself, Heinrich and the children was of especial importance. They were some day to be British. Heinrich and Hans already spoke as if British, and Irma was British, but strangers made mistakes; too well she knew that expression of guardedness mixed with dislike which came over the face of the British-born on meeting herself and her family. It would be better if Heinrich, who did not notice expressions, should not speak to their fellow tenants more than could be helped.

			“It is only to-day. She has a cat. It must live in the basement with Mrs. Parks.”

			They had reached the back stairs. It took Heinrich’s mind off the child upstairs but turned it to an equally unfortunate subject.

			“That carpet is dangerous. I will not have Hans or Irma use it until it is properly fixed. I will speak to Sir John Nettel myself.”

			“It is done. To-morrow a man comes to relay it.”

			Heinrich made a guttural growl. With it he expressed all he felt and daily said about the back stairs. That strangers should use them, yes, but for themselves, old friends of the Nettels, it was an insult.

			Paula did not want him to go to bed angry. It disturbed his sleep. There was one way to help him. She took his arm.

			“Come, we will look at the children.”

			* * * * *

			Freda Duke lay on the sofa. Beside her on a stool was her glass of whisky and soda, and an ashtray filled with the stubs of her cigarettes. She scowled at the door through which came the sound of crying.

			“Blast Jane! I’ll give her something that really makes her cry if she doesn’t shut up.”

			Jeremy was by the window staring into the dimly lit square. He liked this time of night. Every figure hazy. The square garden. The distant roar of traffic passing up Piccadilly. There was something about Mayfair. The last place he had expected to find himself. Damn good friend Penny. A flat in Mayfair, a good flat for seventy-five pounds a year! In nineteen forty-six when people paid anything just for a roof and a place to rest their bones. Dear Penny, bless her. Unwillingly he turned from the window to Freda.

			“Couldn’t she have kept Trinity? He was no trouble at mother’s.”

			“She could not. This is going to be one hell of a house to keep tidy; all those bloody stairs. Your mother had a garden. I can see myself marching a cat up and down all day.”

			“But Trinity doesn’t need to go out. He uses the john.”

			“I’m sick of that blasted cat, anyway. Your mother spoilt Jane. Time she had a bit of discipline.”

			“Poor little devil. She’s only a baby.”

			“Damn nearly five. As soon as I can fix it she’s going to a boarding school. It’s all very well for you. You’ve got a study now, and you’ll shut the door and write all day. I’ve had nearly five years hell living with your family. Now, though it’s damned inconvenient, we’ve got a central flat, and when I get someone to clean and cook I’m going to get a job.”

			Jeremy looked at her as dispassionately as if she was a character he was inventing for a book. She was still lovely. She was a little fatter than when they had married, but it suited her. She was the sort who should curve a bit. If one of those parts cropped up like she used to play, which required maximum glamour with minimum acting talent, she might get it. He did not like the thought of Jane being pushed off to a boarding school, otherwise it would make for pleasantness all round if Freda got a job. She would be out every evening and two matinées. Even thinking of such peace made him feel relaxed.

			“Until Jane’s old enough for school my mother would have her; you know she offered . . .”

			Freda sat up, her mouth ugly, her eyes narrowed.

			“She bloody well won’t go to your mother. This flat is her home. We’ve had all this out dozens of times.”

			They had. Jeremy’s parents adored Jane, and Jane adored them. Freda was not the mother type. She found Jane a tie and a bore and showed it, which was bad for the child. Why she had not accepted an offer to get the kid looked after he could not imagine. His mother made it a rule never to admit there was a thing wrong with her sons and daughters-in-law. She had three daughters-in-law and two sons-in-law, of which she possibly fairly liked one daughter-in-law and one son-in-law, but she never breathed such an idea. They were all “perfect dears” and she was “so lucky in my big family.” The drawback to this wholehearted acceptance of her big family was that it was impossible for any of her children, such as Jeremy whose marriage was an obvious mess, to get help or advice. His mother knew perfectly well he only married Freda because he had to. She never could have swallowed their story that they had been secretly married on his last leave. There was no reason why he should not have married Freda; anybody he married was O.K. at home. Anyway, just off to sea again as he was then, he was especially the golden-haired son who could do no wrong. He had often mentally worked out a scene in which Freda had visited his mother, enormous as she must have been just before Jane arrived, and said bluntly, “This is going to be your son’s bastard.” He had various reactions for his mother which he fancied, but his favourite and the one he believed would have happened, was that she refused to hear what Freda said, took her in and, in imagination, gave her the necessary marriage lines, and insisted on everyone else accepting that she had them. She would have taken it for granted that the moment he got home he would put the matter right and that she would never have to hear about it. Near thing for poor Jane. It was only a fluke really, that he had written to Freda about marrying somebody else. He and Freda had always had a grand time. Heaven knows she was bed-worthy, but he had never thought of marrying her, and never supposed she had thought of marrying him. He had never supposed she would even be interested to hear he loved someone else. Proper startler her letter had been. “Sorry about it, and all that, but it’s me you’ll have to take to the registrar’s office. I’m having our baby.”
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