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			This ae night, this ae night

			Every night and alle

			Fire and sleet and candle-light

			And Christ receive thy soule . . . .

			If ever thou gavest hosen and shoon

			Every night and alle

			Sit thee down and put them on

			And Christ receive thy soule

			If hosen and shoon thou ne’er gav’st nane

			Every night and alle

			The whins shall prick thee to the bare bane

			And Christ receive thy soule

			This ae night, this ae night

			Every night and alle

			Fire and sleet and candle-light

			And Christ receive thy soule.

			Lyke-Wake Ballad

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The planning of her wardrobe and the subject of clothes had never, for Valla Montgomery, occupied more than a tiny, unregarded corner of her mind. Since completing her education she had bought the garments that seemed most practical and durable, warm in winter, cool in summer, and that was the end of the matter, so far as she was concerned. Fashion was of no interest to her, except in the professional sphere. Occasionally her father might admire a cut or a colour: “You remind me of your dear grandmother in that”; occasionally, glancing in her glass as she swiftly pinned on her hat before darting off to some appointment, she had been visited by the fleeting notion that she could, without exaggeration, be called a handsome girl. But as for clothes—of what importance were they? So long as they fitted, and did not outrageously offend decency, what difference could be made by the trivial details of material, trimmings, flouncing—what importance could these things possibly have?

			Now, suddenly glancing round her in a panic, at the evening party with dancing which was being given by his family to celebrate the announcement of her engagement to Benet Allerton, Valla discovered that she had been wrong all her life, and that she had reached a complete culmination of wrongness at the present juncture.

			“What should I wear?” she had asked Benet—she had at least possessed that much sense—and he had gaily answered, “Oh, full rig, sweetheart; dress right up to the hilt. All the old things will have dug out their Cluny and Valenciennes for the occasion, I daresay.”

			She had really meant to go to a dressmaker. But the three previous weeks had been unusually busy; two of her colleagues had been away, and there had been a congressional election, an agricultural convention, and a complicated scandal regarding the new city gas supply. She had never found time. And it wasn’t, after all, as if she did not possess an evening toilette: she had one all-purpose dress for wearing to the various after-dark events—hospital galas, charity concerts, political buffet suppers—fashionable affairs which were considered the province of a lady reporter. The dress was made of dark grey velvet, a good fit but very plainly cut with hardly any bustle so that, if necessary (as it frequently had been) she could wear it under a thick, inconspicuous traveling coat and could ride without too much remark in train or streetcar or hackney cab. The dress was a good dependable dress which had stood her in excellent stead on plenty of occasions; it was comfortable and suited her. With its high, plain collar against her too-long neck, and the dark, silvery folds of the skirt falling composedly around her, she felt exactly herself, armed, cap-à-pie, ready to meet all comers.

			Or had until this evening.

			On the day before the party she had known a half-hour’s uncertainty. Perhaps the dress was a fraction severe? Should she consult Benet’s mother? His sister Delia? But they were such a silly pair; she had no faith in their judgment. Acting on a hasty impulse, she had run from the office of the New York Inquirer over to Fifth Avenue and bought a couple of yards of wide lemon-yellow moiré ribbon, which, that evening, she had sewed around under the collar and allowed to hang loose in two fishtails down the back of the dress. Now she wished that she had not done so. In her mind’s eye she saw the two pale-yellow streamers flowing behind her like the decorations of some farmhorse groomed for a fair. Had she, indeed, caught a whisper, faint, behind somebody’s fan, as she stood near the top of the stairs, “My dear! She looks exactly like a Percheron! Big as one, too.”

			It was of course bad luck that Benet’s mother and sister, receiving guests at the stairhead, should be, unlike him, both so small: vivacious little plump ladies, the pair of them, their hair done in clusters like bunches of grapes, their lace tuckers pouting above tight, well-packed satin, their fat little feet on stilted heels among forests of petticoats incapable of carrying them at more than a toddle. Valla towered over them. One stride, and she was half way across the first reception room with its white marble Italian mantel and rosy flock wallpaper.

			She stepped back uncertainly and caught the whisper once more.

			“Who is she?”

			“My darling, nobody! Her father was one of those newspaper people—edited the Philadelphia Weekly Interviewer or some such thing—and then I believe Pargeter’s Review—dead, now, I think, luckily. No, no other family. Just as well for the Allertons.”

			“Poor things!”

			“They seem to be putting a brave face on it.”

			“But it must really—” The fan obscured the rest of the sentence.

			Valla had a fan of her own; a big, beautiful one, made from eagles’ feathers. Benet had given it to her, together with her irreproachable fifteen-button kid gloves. She slowly wafted it, twice, to cool the angry sting of her cheek, and then held it as a barrier between her and the intrusive whispers; she would not yield them the advantage of glancing in their direction.

			Everybody else was wearing silk or satin, tulle or damask; in the triple series of rooms leading to the Allertons’ big second-floor ballroom—which was a sign of their eminent respectability and well-foundness, for what other New York family in these times could afford to keep a room of that size unused and shut up for three hundred and sixty-three days in the year?—the dresses shimmered and glimmered, catching the light from the newfangled gas chandeliers, and returning it in soft mistinesses and uncertainties; the women all rustled, the numerous layers of their silk underskirts keeping up a constant susurrus as they swished about. Only Valla, solitary in the crowd, stood tall and soundless, a dark poplar amid a froth of mimosa blossom, an obelisk surrounded by a flock of hummingbirds; it might be comic if it were not so dreadful.

			Now Benet was bringing up two more ladies to be introduced.

			“Valla dear—my cousins Mrs. and Miss Chauncey—Adelaide and Maria.”

			A tall hostility in feuille-morte taffeta, immensely flounced, with cascades of black lace, and a slighter, thinner hostility in a gauzy Directoire web of no doubt ancestral embroidered India mull, with crystal-spangled feathers in her piled hair. Their four eyes pierced Valla like hatpins. What has Benet let himself in for, said their combined stare; how could the Allertons have allowed it to happen?

			“So happy to make your acquaintance, Miss—”

			“Montgomery,” Benet reminded his cousin.

			“Montgomery, of course—” but there was a hint of doubt in her tone as if she were audibly wondering how much right Valla had to such a respectable-sounding name. “And is this your first visit to New York, Miss Montgomery?”

			“Oh, no indeed.” Val tried to keep her own rather deep voice quite colourless, without any touch of either defensiveness or irony. “In fact I was born here; I’ve lived in New York most of my life.”

			“Really? How very interesting.” Are you sure? the tone suggested. For if you were in New York, in whatever bohemian or unfashionable corner, somewhere up north of Fortieth Street, I suppose, how is it that my vigilant hawk’s eye never spotted you going about your lower-class concerns? Everything that happens in New York is known to me.

			“But you and Benet did not meet here, I believe?”

			“No, Cousin Adelaide, we met in Chicago,” Benet said easily. “When I was defending in that Cottonmaster Trust case.”

			“Oh indeed.” Mrs. Chauncey’s manner dismissed any part of the United States west of Washington. “Do your family reside in Chicago then, my dear?”

			“No.” Valla could hardly believe that Benet’s second cousin was not well informed already about the Montgomery background but she obliged with what was evidently the required answer. “I was working in Chicago at the time when I met Benet, writing a series of articles about women in industry for the New York Inquirer.”

			“Oh dear me,” Mrs. Chauncey said. “I see. How very interesting. It is really remarkable—is it not—the things that young women do nowadays. The Inquirer—just fancy—of course we don’t see it—only the Times—but I understand it is a very good sort of paper. Come, Maria, we must pay our respects to Cousin Benjamin Babcock. So glad to have made your acquaintance, Miss Montgomery.”

			Inclining her plumed head briefly to Val, she twitched the arm of her child, who was showing a tendency to regard Benet’s fiancée with large-eyed astonishment, almost bordering on respect. They moved away—a guinea fowl with duckling in tow.

			Val smiled ruefully at Benet.

			“I’ve made a terrible mistake, haven’t I? I’m dressed all wrong for this occasion.”

			“You look beautiful,” said Benet loyally. “To me, whatever you wear seems right on you. Everyone else looks overdressed and fussy.”

			A surge of warm feeling for him refreshed her sinking spirits. What a comfort he was, what a support in the midst of this fashionable idiocy. Though she was bound to admit, studying him with detachment, that he himself presented as fashionable an appearance as any of the men present, from his patent leathers to his impeccable waistcoat. But there was so much more to Benet than mere fashion. He was large and calm—massively built even, overtopping the tall Valla—but nevertheless light on his feet, with an athlete’s economy of movement. Not that he was lazy: his observant grey eye went everywhere, watching and recording. In that he certainly resembled his cousin Adelaide. But in all other particulars, how different! Benet’s fresh-coloured, clean-featured, clean-shaven face instilled observers with immediate confidence; his expression was invariably urbane, good-humoured, and receptive; nothing ever seemed to disturb his air of cheerful equanimity. Though he was nobody’s fool; the wide thoughtful brow under his beautifully cut thick brown hair gave true indication of an alert, well-stocked mind. He was certainly not handsome, but there was something so wholesome and attractive about his air and appearance that whenever she saw him anew, Valla was reinforced all over again in the certainty of her good fortune in having secured his regard.

			Now he tucked his warm, firm hand comfortably under her grey-velvet elbow.

			“Don’t worry. You look distinguished, my dear. All the other women seem like dressed-up fashion models.”

			Valla knew sadly that this was not so.

			“Every one of those dresses comes from Paris. I didn’t work on the Butterick’s Pattern page for six months without learning the difference between Fifth Avenue and the Rue de la Paix. Look, that’s a Doucet.”

			A white-silk dress went dipping past them, its purity offset by one broad black diagonal satin stripe, swept up to an elaborately swathed series of overlappings and flounces at the rear, culminating in a big black bow.

			“Cousin Lydia Babcock,” he said indifferently. “The silliest woman in New York.”

			“And look at your grandmother in her black damask and Venetian point—if I’d had any intelligence I’d have asked her advice.”

			“You’d never have been able to get at her. She keeps herself shut in that castle of hers like the Old Man of the Mountains. Come and talk to her. And meet Cousin James Dexter.”

			He took Val’s kid-gloved hand in his and led her through two more of the drawing rooms, one sea-green, one white-and-gilt, to where old Mrs. Allerton sat in state. A spare middle-aged man stood easily at her elbow.

			Fully aware that this pair were the arbiters of opinion for the whole clan, Val accompanied Benet with feelings of trepidation mingled with annoyance. Why had she been fool enough to let herself in for this ordeal? Why could not the engagement have been announced in some less formal way? She guessed this large party was the Allertons’ banner of defiance. But why should I, she thought rebelliously, have to be nailed to their social mast?

			She had not met Benet’s grandmother before. Old Mrs. Allerton practically never descended on New York, but remained in stately isolation at Bridgewater, the family house on the Hudson. Cousin James, on the contrary, was a New Yorker to the ends of his elegant fingernails; witty, discreet, suave, erudite, and unmarried, he graced every dinner party in the select circles of society between Gramercy Park and Washington Square; but he had been away on a seven-months’ European tour, and this was the first engagement he had accepted since his return; indeed the ball had been deferred until Cousin James could be there to give it the accolade of his presence.

			Benet made the introductions with formal politeness and then stood lightly holding Val’s arm, with the intention, she knew, of instilling confidence in her by his touch.

			Old Mrs. Allerton’s complexion was soft and unhealthy-looking, like bread dough, and the flat lappets of her hair, under the magnificent widow’s lace, might have been a wig, so dry and strawlike did they look. But her eye was sharp and raking as a fisherman’s knife, and her voice was startlingly deep and harsh.

			“Valhalla—what kind of a name is that, pray?”

			“My mother gave it to me,” Val said mildly. “I understand she was going through a romantic enthusiasm for Norse mythology at the time. But my father shortened it to Valla.”

			“Well, young lady—I hear you write for the newspapers, isn’t that it? One of these clever young women who aren’t satisfied to stay home and see to the housekeeping—eh? Isn’t that so? But how did Benet ever become involved with you, may I ask? Benet’s not clever.” She darted a needle glance at him.

			“Oh, but he is,” protested Val. “He’s a very clever lawyer. Have you never heard him in court, Mrs. Allerton?”

			Benet’s grandmother completely ignored this remark; Val was at once made to feel that she had been unsuitably forward, even impertinent.

			“How do you think you’ll ever manage to settle down in this family, pray? None of the Allertons or the Chaunceys or Babcocks can be called clever; not the least bit of brain among them. The Dexters—well, now, it’s true they know enough to come in out of the rain, eh, James?”

			She turned from Val to the elderly man beside her. Mrs. Allerton was like, Val thought, a stout, diminutive owl, encased in her whaleboned damask, crested with cream-coloured lace. Huge sparkling watery diamonds added handsomely to her air of authority. Her small firm mouth and chin were supported on concentric ramparts of subsidiary chins; her small bright eyes, like those of some predator, glanced this way and that without registering favour or disfavour. But when she turned to James Dexter, the rigid line of her mouth eased fractionally into what might have been taken for a smile. Mr. Dexter received her pleasantry with an imperturbable air.

			“I am gratified that you consider me clever, my dear Sarah,” he said calmly. But he smiled at Val, who smiled immediately, warmly, in return. Her smile was quenched at once, however, when she met the eyes of the old lady; their cold and steady scrutiny did not soften; Val felt as if an icy wall of rebuff and exclusion would forever stand between her and any contact with Benet’s grandmother.

			“The Chaunceys and Babcocks and Allertons never had any time for writing or poetry or any of those fancy activities,” old Mrs. Allerton continued. “No, no, we don’t go in for that sort of thing.”

			“Mightn’t have done any harm if you had,” Val thought to herself but she had the good sense to remain silent.

			“Mmm, your father, now—he edited a newspaper—was that it?”

			“Indeed he did, and very well too,” James Dexter put in. “He was a great and distinguished journalist. I met him several times, Miss Montgomery, and formed the very highest opinion of him. We have had some extremely interesting discussions. I was grieved when I heard of his death. A year ago, was it?”

			“Two years.” Turning gratefully to Cousin James, Val felt the warmth of tears in her eyes, and opened them wide, to let the tears drain back into their sockets. She would sooner be boiled in oil than betray weakness in front of that old bird of prey.

			“Dear, how time flies. You must miss your father very much; he will have been a tremendous example to you.”

			“Oh, he was—”

			“I wish I had met him.” Coming from another man, these words might have sounded perfunctory; coming from Benet they were the warm and exact truth. Val smiled into his eyes.

			“And your mother, child?” the corncrake voice of Mrs. Allerton struck in. “Beyond having an enthusiasm for Norse mythology—what about her? Is she in Chicago still?”

			“No, she died seven years ago—before my father,” Val explained. She did not feel the need to elaborate on this point; to reveal that in fact her parents had not lived together for eight years before her mother’s death; Benet’s family had already found enough to deprecate in her history and circumstances without adding that to the score.

			“Mercy, child—if she died when you were fourteen, who’s been looking after you all this time?”

			No wonder you turn up to your engagement party so unsuitably dressed, the pale old eyes conveyed.

			“Oh, I had an English governess—Miss Chumley.”

			“Chumley, Chumley, humph—I think I recall the name. Didn’t she teach the Agnew girls at one time?”

			Val didn’t know about that. “She is retired now. My father left her a house on Twenty-third Street. She gives a few French lessons, just to keep herself from becoming bored. I am staying with her at present.”

			“And you have nobody else? No other relatives?” No one of a more respectable kind to provide you with a bit of background and countenance—no one but an ex-governess? the eyes suggested.

			“I have an elder half-brother, Nils; but he lives in England. I have not seen him for several years.”

			“In England? What’s his profession, child?”

			Val was tempted to reply, He lives on his wits, which would, she was fairly certain, have been a fair statement of the case in regard to her brother Nils.

			“He began training as a doctor,” she temporised. “At least he was doing so when I saw him last. But I believe that lately he has taken to medical journalism.”

			“Indeed. All your family are literary, then.”

			It seemed evident from Mrs. Allerton’s tone that, in her view, doctors were barely gentlemen, and medical journalists were a totally unknown and unacceptable breed of creature. A kind of wintry gloom began to augment the previous chill of her manner, as if no more were to be hoped from this contact; she looked restlessly about her.

			“Sarah,” said Cousin James, “I can see Alma Warren trying to catch your eye; she is dying to tell you how well young Sam is doing at Harvard, poor thing, which means that he has not yet actually been expelled for gambling and playing the fool; she has had so little to rejoice over since Edward died. Shall I go and fetch her?”

			“Do, James; they will be dancing presently and it will be impossible to hear anything at all. Well, Miss—Montgomery, it has been interesting to meet you. But you shouldn’t be lodging with a governess on Twenty-third Street, you know; good gracious, you might as well be at an hotel. I’ll ask my niece Amy Chauncey to call and see you; you’d be much better staying with her in Gramercy Park. She has three girls, so she can tell you how to go on.”

			“Thank you, ma’am—” Val was going, politely and firmly, to decline this suggestion, but old Mrs. Allerton had already turned away and was absorbed in conversation with the tiny sallow vivacious Mrs. Warren, whose white lacy widow’s cap hardly accorded with a very dashing low-necked toilette—a Worth dress of lemon-yellow satin embroidered with iridescent beads.

			Val exhaled a long, soft sigh, stepping aside with Benet.

			“Oh dear! I don’t think I made a great hit with your granny.”

			“Oh, you never can tell with her. She has that dry way—but if there’s one thing she respects, it’s spunk. She always—”

			“Benet!” called the harsh old voice. “Benet, come here a minute. I want you to give Alma some advice about her house at Newport; what’s the good of having a lawyer in the family if you don’t make use of him?” she added with dry jocosity to the energetically nodding Mrs. Warren.

			Benet gave Val’s arm a quick squeeze and reluctantly moved back to his grandmother.

			This arrangement left Val rather conspicuously alone at the end of the ballroom. She drew a deep breath and looked calmly about her.

			The Allertons’ ballroom was of handsome and spacious dimensions; when all the double doors of the three anterooms were flung open, as now, the vista seemed immense. Gleams from the lustres along the walls and the gas chandeliers overhead were flung back from the glossy parquet in a confusing shimmer, disseminated and broken by the waft of full gauzy skirts and the come-and-go of black trousered legs. The centrally heated rooms were spiced with scents of hot wax and tulle, hair pomade, and the peppery sweetness from the groves of ferns and exotics which embowered the stairs and reception rooms. There were flowers in the younger girls’ hair, too: wreaths of rosebuds and forget-me-nots and forced apple blossom were fashionable that fall; while the coiffures of the older ladies, of course, flashed with diamond aigrettes and spangled feathers. With an effort Val refrained from raising a cautious hand to her own unadorned pile of cendré-fair hair, to make sure no wisp was out of place. Looking with dispassionate attention at all this radiance, ostensibly assembled in her own honour, she amused herself by trying to assess how much actual cash it might represent—thirty thousand dollars, forty? The mentality was quite outside her comprehension that could lay out so much money on a single evening and consider the outlay hardly more than she might the purchase of a peach from a sidewalk vendor.

			I don’t like it, she thought soberly. How much I would prefer it if Benet’s family were poor—Irish immigrants—Polish—anything but what they are.

			“Ah now—this is too bad—” said a gentle voice at her elbow. “But we all have to make allowances for my cousin Sarah, you know; she is over ninety and has had her own way for so long.”

			“I think she is a very remarkable old lady,” Val said, smiling at the spare, white-haired, beautifully turned-out Mr. Dexter, who stood beside her. “It’s no wonder the whole family hold her in such reverence.”

			“But still she shouldn’t have called Benet away from you just now. The belle of the ball ought not to have been left high and dry.”

			“But you have kindly come to my rescue so I haven’t been. In any case I am not the belle of this ball, Mr. Dexter; I’m not equipped to be that, I’m afraid.”

			“Come, come, my dear; I have too much respect for Benet to allow any disparagement of his taste; he goes for distinguished beauty, not fuss and furbelows, and I applaud his choice.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Dexter; you are very kind; but I can’t keep up this kind of conversation, you know,” Valla said seriously. “I really am not used to compliments and flirtations.”

			“Sensible young lady! You have used your time to better advantage, and Benet is the gainer.”

			He nodded amiably to her, his narrow, lined face expressing nothing but friendliness; nevertheless she suspected that under his air of sympathy and encouragement, he was thinking: dull, provincial, too straitlaced, no party manners, what in the world can Benet see in her? How will she ever fit into this milieu?

			It was true that Mr. Dexter had heaved an inward sigh, reflecting, Oh dear me, how this girl will encourage the latent Puritan which is already there in Benet; it’s not surprising that they took to one another.

			Despite the sigh, he did not dislike the tall girl in her severe dark velvet, whose hair, though abundant, was far too plainly dressed and too ash-pale in colour to be esteemed in New York in the eighties; whose complexion, at variance with the blond hair, was disastrously tanned; her face indeed was almost brown. It was plain to Mr. Dexter’s eye that unlike the daughters of his friends round about, who carefully shrouded their porcelain skins under Shetland or barège veils all through the summer, Miss Montgomery had never given her complexion a thought, except to keep it washed. Even the straight nose and regular features could not atone for that skin. How could the fastidious Benet have singled her out in the first place?

			But the eyes—yes, Mr. Dexter had to admit that the eyes were very fine; her best feature; huge, and of a brilliant, Scandinavian sea-blue, their piercing gaze gave him the same sense of exhilaration and danger as might a plunge into the ice-cold Atlantic—not that Mr. Dexter would ever contemplate such a plunge. Her chin was round and firm—very firm; the set of mouth, chin, and jaw suggested a strong will and a very considerable degree of faith in her own point of view. Mr. Dexter sighed again.

			“Tell me more about your brother my dear—is he living in London?” By asking this, his main aim was to put her at ease; he had observed the rigid clasp of her fingers on the plumed fan, and the muscular tension at the corners of her mouth as she looked, rather forlornly, toward Benet, still in dutiful conference with his grandmother and the talkative Mrs. Warren. Another member had now joined their group: a short, dark, sallow girl with a pronounced resemblance to Mrs. Warren. She was beautifully dressed in voluminous billows of tea-rose pink silk, veiled by exquisite lace; but the choiceness of her costume appeared to give the young lady little satisfaction, for her head drooped dispiritedly over the posy of tight pink rosebuds she carried. Just occasionally she darted a furtive, wistful glance at Benet, who, apart from a kind smile as she joined them, had paid her no further attention.

			“Oh—my brother.” Valla firmly turned her attention back to Mr. Dexter—who was being very nice to her after all. “Well, I should explain that he is my half-brother really, six years older than I. My mother, you see, was married before, but her first husband died. He was half Norwegian, a professor of medicine at Cambridge, England.”

			“And your mother was English?”

			“No, she was Norwegian.”

			“So that accounts for your sea queen’s looks, my dear. Does your brother resemble you?”

			“Yes, we are quite alike,” Val said, bypassing Mr. Dexter’s gallantry. “Nils takes after my mother—he is tall and fair and has a long nose.” She smiled faintly, thinking of her brother’s rather absurd clown’s face on top of his beanpole height.

			“And has your brother ever visited America?”

			“Oh, yes. When my parents were first married. They met in England, you see, when my father was over there writing a series of articles on English universities. My mother came back to live in New York and she brought Nils with her. His own father had died when Nils was only two, of some disease that he caught in the laboratory. But then—but later on, Nils went back to England to be educated there.”

			“You must have missed him very much.”

			“Yes, I couldn’t understand it at first—why he should have to go and I should have to stay.”

			Unbidden, a scene rose before her inner eye: a bleak wintry scene, the hideous, refuse-covered, snow-covered wharves west of Murray Street, the piles and piles of her mother’s baggage, wooden trunks and leather cases, bandboxes and hatboxes, wraps and baskets and strapped-up steamer rugs; her mother, swanlike and elegant in a black velvet polonaise glittering with jet buttons and a vivid green muff, directing the porters, well in control of the operation. And Nils, even at twelve outstandingly tall, fair, and conspicuous, even at twelve indifferent to the cold, or the attention of strangers, or any ordinary human emotions, hanging over the ship’s rail, waving his fur cap, calling, “Back to England, hooray, hooray! Goodbye to horrible New York and I hope I never see it again as long as I live!”

			Nils her childhood’s god, and devil.

			Earlier he had reduced his little sister to tears by saying teasingly, “You’re too small to come on the packet. You’re just a nuisance. Nobody wants you. You have to stay here with boring old Chum. Boo-hoo, little Miss Blubbercheeks. You can take that to remember me by—it’ll have to last for years and years, so I’ll make it a good one,” and he had given her arm such a savage pinch that the bruise had lasted for three weeks. Not surprisingly she had burst into tears and Nils had then knelt down by her and put his arms round her solicitously—at which sight aunt Ellen Montgomery, there to see off her sister-in-law and give the parting an air of respectability, had said, “Oh, dear, brother, can it be right to part those poor children? See how the little thing feels it. Bad enough to lose her mother, but her brother too—”

			“What can I do, Ellen?” her father said.

			Friends and neighbours were told that Mrs. Montgomery was going to Europe for her health and would presently return. Val remembered her father coming to her room that night; they were living in the house on Twenty-third Street then. He sat on her bed, close and comforting, with his arm round her, and said, “Don’t cry, pet; you and I will have to look after each other now.”

			Of course Val had sobbed, “Mama—Mama!” in a luxury of grief. But even then she had been clearly aware that she would far rather remain with her big, ugly, kind, capable father, who always kept his promises, who was there when he said he would be; who, when at home, however busy, always contrived a portion of time to play with her or read to her. Whereas Mama, fair and beautiful as the gilt angel on the Christmas tree, had a peevish, unpredictable temper. Plenty of slaps had come Val’s way, generally for her carelessness in crumpling or tearing some elegant flounce or lace trimming as she ran hopefully to climb on her mother’s lap.

			“Get away, you’re disgusting—you have egg on your tucker. Don’t touch my dress, your fingers are sticky. Mind, child, you are creasing my silk. Sit still—look what your little kicking feet have done. There—that’s enough—run away to Tabitha—or Hannah—or Chloe,” had been the constant refrain of Val’s childhood. Mama’s clothes, of course, were always wonderful; no wonder she did not want jammy fingers on them. It had been the era of crinolines; Val could remember one outfit in particular, a black alpaca skirt, looped up like curtains over a sea-blue serge underskirt, all worn under a wide-sleeved black poplin jacket with ruffled blue muslin undersleeves, a flat black hat and black-lace parasol; very Directoire, she later realised. The four-year-old Val had torn one of the blue-muslin ruffles and been banished to the nursery for a week in disgrace. What an immense amount of material there must have been in those huge ballooning skirts, she thought. No wonder Mama was nervous about my tearing her dresses.

			And then Mama had sailed away to England in her tight-fitting black velvet and green muff.

			“When will Nils and Mama come back?” Val had asked nightly for the first months. Her father, or Miss Chumley, or Tabitha, would give some vague answer. And by degrees Val gave up asking; by degrees the identities of her mother and brother became unreal and indistinct. One or two letters came from Mama, one or two cards, addressed to “Dear little Valla.” But these, somehow, did not carry conviction, did not represent the reality that Val remembered; her mother had never addressed her thus in speech; in actual fact they had never held a conversation at all. Mrs. Montgomery was always too busy getting dressed for some social occasion. I wonder what? Val speculated vaguely now, looking round the Allerton ballroom. Nothing like this, certainly. As the wife of a newspaper editor, in either New York or Chicago, she would never be admitted to the best circles of polite society; the Allertons or Babcocks or Chaunceys wouldn’t dream of opening their doors to her. I doubt if she could even get tickets to the Public Assemblies. Poor Mama! I daresay she would have given her ears to be standing where I am now. What an ambition! I doubt if anything else in my life would have earned her approval, but I’m sure my engagement to Benet would.

			Whereas I can imagine Father’s comment: “Do what you like, my dearest girl, I’m glad of anything that makes you happy, but are you really sure that this will?”

			Am I really sure?

			Guiltily aware that she had let her attention slip away from Mr. Dexter, Val turned her eyes back to him. He said, smiling, “I daresay you find this kind of thing rather a waste of time?”

			“Oh—it isn’t that exactly. I mean, I’m sure it is wonderful for people who have been brought up to it. It’s just that I am not accustomed to—to such grandeur and formality.”

			Mr. Dexter nodded his silver head gently up and down.

			“It’s such a pretty spectacle,” he said. “Isn’t it? And yet there’s a lot of discipline about it really. We all know the rules and abide by them; without question we adhere to a set of conventions which I suspect that you, my dear, think ridiculously rigid and arbitrary.”

			Val felt that she ought to protest; however, since in her heart she entirely agreed with his assertion she made no reply but bowed her head with a faint smile and wafted her fan to and fro. Glancing at her with a flash of respect, Mr. Dexter went on, “And the question I ask myself about you and Benet, in the most guarded possible terms, is this: who will give way?”

			“Give way, Mr. Dexter? I’m not sure that I understand you.”

			“When you and Benet are married—will you be able to persuade him to abandon this kind of existence?”

			“But why should I do any such thing?” Val asked with genuine surprise. “I wouldn’t have the least intention of doing so. If he wants to go to balls—then of course he is fully at liberty to.”

			“But you, my dear, will not be accompanying him?”

			“Who can tell?” Her faint smile reappeared. “Perhaps I shall acquire a taste for them.”

			“And the other thing I am wondering is,” he pursued peacefully, with his absent gaze fixed on a glossy green orange tree in a gilt pot, “how you will react to the family’s pressure to—er—make you conform to their way of life.”

			“What—exactly—do you mean by that?” she inquired with caution.

			“Well, of course, you must be aware that you will be expected to give up your—your professional and journalistic activities? I fear such pursuits could not possibly be countenanced in Benet’s wife.”

			For a moment or two Val gazed at him wide-eyed, really silenced. He returned her gaze calmly; there was still nothing but benevolence in the dry, spare, slightly lantern-jawed face under the smooth white thatch of hair.

			“You must be joking, Mr. Dexter?” she said tentatively at length. “You can’t really be serious?”

			“Indeed I can, my dear child. Without the faintest shadow of doubt, if—when you get married, one or the other of you will have to make a radical change in your way of life. You may, of course, insist on Benet’s doing so; you have that privilege. And I am sure that he loves you enough to make any concessions you ask. But you will have to understand that if you make him do this, you will cut him off from his family. And that would make him wretchedly unhappy. You, on the other hand, my dear—and though I have every sympathy for your solitary position, I am sure you have the intelligence to see that it may in some ways be regarded as a simplification at this particular juncture—you have no family to tug you into a position of stress.”

			“But I do have a position—a career,” burst out Val. She could hardly believe her ears.

			Mr. Dexter’s eyelids drooped over his mild eyes. He went on suavely, “We can therefore only trust to your generosity to spare Benet and allow yourself to be the one who makes the sacrifice.”

			“But Mr. Dexter—”

			“I know—” he checked her with a soothing, uplifted hand. “Believe me, my dear young lady, I am fully in accord with your feelings about this. May I say that, in hoping you are to become part of our family, I look forward with the liveliest pleasure to what I trust will be a long friendship between us, for I suspect that you and I feel alike on a great many important—and perhaps also unimportant—issues. But, as one who has also suffered—in some slight degree—for the cause of family unity, I believed that perhaps I was best qualified to approach you in this way—now, rather than later—to save you, it might be, a few surprises, a certain amount of heartache in the early days of your married life.”

			The tone of warning was unmistakable.

			“Thank you,” she said mechanically. So much had been so swiftly laid down that she would have to ponder it later, in her bedroom, in the dark and silence, when all this light and music and nonsense had ended—she could not properly take it in at present.

			Presently she said, “Benet hasn’t suggested anything of the—he never spoke to me in this—”

			“Ah, Benet loves you so much! And he has a nature that turns naturally to the sun; fortune has always smiled on Benet.”

			“You mean he doesn’t like unpleasantness,” said Val bluntly.

			Down came Mr. Dexter’s lids again.

			“Did Benet ask you to say these things to me?”

			“My dear! How should you think it? No indeed, Benet would never ask anyone else to undertake a difficult task that he should do himself. But he has so much to tackle at present—his own career, and all the family affairs that are laid at his door—as you saw just now; and he has had the care of his mother and sister since his father’s death; it was a heavy burden for a young man and he has fulfilled his charge loyally and conscientiously.”

			I know it, Val thought. And that is one of the reasons why I love him. But is he never to be free of them all? She wondered what Mr. Dexter had suffered in the family cause, what had been his sacrifice? An unsuitable marriage? Some other relationship, abandoned under pain of family censure?

			Suddenly she had had enough of Mr. Dexter and his suggestions; though she did believe that they were kindly meant. Her eyes strayed back to the group around old Mrs. Allerton. Surely Benet would soon be able to detach himself from them? The band, in its grotto of tree ferns and camellias, had begun to tune up; the long procession of arrivals, snaking in from the street and up the red-velvet staircase to where Benet’s mother and sister were positioned, was beginning to dwindle; couples had started to cluster together and move out tentatively on to the dance floor.

			“Tell me, Mr. Dexter,” Val said, coolly changing the subject, “who is the dark young lady in the pretty pink dress, the one who is talking to Benet now?”

			“Oh, my, my,” he said. “How very bad of me not to tell you. Indeed, I had no notion that you had not met her before; I’m afraid that’s how it is in these large families, where we’ve all known each other since we were in pinafores and tuckers—we take it for granted that you know us all. That is Benet’s cousin Lottie Warren—Charlotte—Alma’s daughter. Let me introduce you to her.”

			And he began to steer Val gently back towards Mrs. Allerton’s group with one gloved hand guiding her elbow. Then, clasping it a fraction tighter, he delayed her a moment to murmur, “Perhaps I should just mention—everyone else has known it for so long that it has become another of those items about which the whole family is so well aware that we forget to tell outsiders—at one time there was a kind of boy-and-girl arrangement, just a family thing, you know, between Benet and Lottie. Cousins marry so very often among the Chaunceys and Allertons and Dexters that for several years it was quite expected—but of course there was nothing formal or binding about it; you have no reason to reproach yourself; I just explain in order to avoid any possible awkwardness for you later, you know.”

			So that, Val thought hollowly, that accounts for the poor girl’s miserable expression. Possible awkwardness, indeed! No wonder that, while Mr. Dexter was talking to me, I thought I saw her ever so discreetly blot away what might have been a tear with the tip of a gloved finger.

			Poor, poor Lottie. To have lost Benet—what in the world could make up for that?

			She imagined, with a shudder like footsteps on her grave, how it would feel: the sun of his warmth gone out for ever.

			“But hark,” said Mr. Dexter, finger uplifted. “Do I hear them playing a minuet?”

			He made another of his sudden checking movements. “Yes, I see it is to be one of those four-couple minuets—a most delightful dance! And—oh dear me—I observe that Benet has been obliged—instructed, should I perhaps say?—to lead out his cousin; perhaps old Mrs. Allerton has decided that to be his partner for the first dance might be—some consolation for her disappointment in other respects? Yes, they are going off together—so, if you will permit an elderly bachelor, may I offer myself for this one, my dear?”

			Dumbly, Val allowed herself to be led to the centre of the floor.

			It was a great honour, of course. She knew that. To be partnered by Mr. James Dexter, a most accomplished dancer, set the seal of society’s approval on any young female. She only hoped that her own dancing would prove adequate.

			Her mind, as a rule so alert, felt curiously numb and blank. What was she supposed to make of all this? Was it a kind of threat? She could only decide, as she had over Mr. Dexter’s previous communications, that she must postpone making any judgment.

			Later. I’ll decide about it later. I must wait and see.

			She did, though, glance once, almost shamefacedly, toward Benet, as if she had no right to try to catch his eye. But her care was wasted; his face, bent toward that of his partner, could not be seen; it was not possible to gauge his expression. That of Charlotte Warren was visible, though; a tremulous, almost incredulous rapture irradiated her small face; she was glowing, Val remarked with a mixture of compassion and amusement, like one of the new gas chandeliers. But there was a sting of pain in the observation.

			All the fiddlers swept their bows up high, then brought them down with a flourish. The music began.

			For Val, dutifully dancing, smiling, enduring a nonstop sequence of introductions to members of this huge family, answering the same questions over and over, struggling to keep her expression calm and pleasant, in the face of antagonism, veiled or fairly explicit, patronising remarks, polite snubs, supercilious or ignorant or prejudiced comments on her profession, the next few hours seemed interminable. Names and faces of what appeared to be an endless horde of Chaunceys, Allertons, Babcocks, Dexters became entangled in her memory; aunts, sisters, cousins, uncles and their wives, husbands and grown-up offspring came, spoke, and moved on, spoke and moved on.

			Punch was presently dispensed, strictly nonalcoholic, for the benefit of the younger ladies present, and then, later, champagne. Supper was served in the conservatory.

			Mr. Dexter took Val in to supper; sitting confidentially beside her on a gilt bamboo chair at a little table in a palm-shaded corner, he consumed terrapin soup, crab mayonnaise, duck, and ice cream; Val found that she had little appetite. She feared at first that he might revert to their former topic of conversation, but he did not. Instead he discussed the paintings of Millais and Rossetti, which he had lately seen in London, the writings of Ruskin, George Eliot’s last novel, the meteoric rise of a new young politician, Nugent Reydon, who seemed likely to become the next English prime minister, and the poetry of Lord Tennyson and Mrs. Browning, both of whom Val thought greatly overrated. They also touched on a work which Val had read and Mr. Dexter had not—A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, by a writer called Mary Wollstonecraft. He had hardly heard of her.

			“She died more than eighty years ago,” said Val, “and yet her ideas are still revolutionary, a long way in advance of current opinion. She thought that men and women should be equal, that the marriage bond is unnecessary, but, if marriage takes place, then husbands and wives should be allowed their own friends, professions, and property, that they should be able to live together in a free relationship of unpossessive affection.”

			“My dear!” Mr. Dexter seemed startled to the roots of his being. “Do you share these views, may I ask?”

			She said drily, “Perhaps! I can see they are impracticable in society as it is arranged now. But I think there is much to be said for them. Women should be allowed control of their own fortunes and lives. I fancy there is more enlightenment on these matters in England than in our country, progressive as we Americans think ourselves; what is your opinion, Mr. Dexter, you have just come back from England?”

			“It is true,” he said, “that English women go about more freely, unescorted, and enter more into public life than is encouraged in America at present. You speak as if you had been in England yourself?”

			“I have,” she said. “Several times. My father took me when I was in my teens, and I have been back since, writing a series of reports for the Inquirer.”

			“You intrepid young lady! And did you travel about unescorted?”

			“I’m afraid so.” She smiled inwardly, thinking of streetcar rides, with carpetbag, to and from the steamer, of the London cab drivers and the underground railway system, and the shabby hotels. How different from the carefully chaperoned trips around Europe of girls such as Charlotte Warren, with their mothers and their maids, and the couriers who were paid to conduct them to all the correct works of art and the necessary viewpoints. “And I may say that I was never once molested or treated with any kind of incivility.”

			Mr. Dexter looked as if he thought it would be a brave man who attempted such behaviour. “But just the same, my dear child—my gracious me! Going unescorted about London! Why, did no one even mention—for instance—the terrible risks that are run by females in that area south of the Thames—”

			“You mean those awful murders? The Bermondsey Beast? But they were all a particular class of women.”

			“I should not have alluded to it.” Mr. Dexter looked as if he very much regretted having spoken. “It is not at all a proper topic for this kind of occasion. Tell me rather on what subjects you were reporting?”

			“Oh—factory conditions, education, slum housing. Not very proper topics either, I’m afraid!”

			With grace, Mr. Dexter intimated that he was unequipped to handle these subjects; he turned the conversation on to a comparison of English and American social manners and customs; Val obliged him by playing her part, and they tacitly agreed to eschew any other dangerously controversial areas.

			But as he led her back toward the ballroom, where the cheerful notes of the Lancers were encouraging laggard eaters to abandon the supper tables, he sighed again, at the vista of inevitable frictions and hard choices which must, it seemed to him, lie ahead for Benet and this intelligent, awkward girl.

			In place of the docile and acceptable sprat from his own pool, Benet had cast his line into the open sea and landed himself a dolphin. How could they possibly settle down together in peaceful conjugality?

			It won’t do, Mr. Dexter was thinking regretfully. No, it most definitely won’t do.

			As the night wore slowly on, Val began to feel more and more severed from Benet. During the various waltzes, polkas, gavottes, he was kept continuously busy leading out his aunts, nieces, in-laws, and cousins young and old. Val, for her part, danced with an interminable procession of male relations whom she mentally divided into two classes: those who were stiffly correct, obviously alarmed by her, and the others who, equally obviously, felt she might be fair game and would have made unsuitable advances had she given them the slightest blink of encouragement. To be on the safe side, she adopted the same glacial manner toward both groups. In the whole course of the evening she and Benet achieved only two dances together, a mazurka and a schottische; neither was conducive to intimate conversation. But twice more she noticed that Benet danced with his cousin Charlotte, and each time her downcast face became suddenly transformed, glowing out into animation as she lifted her eyes to her tall cousin.

			“Too bad about that affair,” Val heard Edith Calbert, one of Benet’s cousins, murmur behind her fan, glancing significantly at the pair.

			“What went wrong? I thought it was all fixed up.”

			“Oh, greedy Alma took the girl to London, hoping to hook an earl; didn’t succeed; brought her back, by which time they found that Edward had left them without two dollars to rub together; Lottie needs a good parti even more now; but in the meantime Benet’s eye had wandered elsewhere.”

			“And, my dear, look what he—”

			Val moved away. It seemed she had been employing the same evasive technique for untold hours.At last the long ordeal slowly began to wind down toward its conclusion. Farewells were said, the ladies once more picked their way upstairs with carefully held skirts to the bedrooms where, hours before, they had given their ringlets a last-minute tweak by the gas burners. Cloaks reclaimed, they descended. Family landaus and broughams clattered and battled their way over the cobbles to the red-covered steps. The guests ran out under the awning, clutching their furs round them, for a cool breeze blew and leaves scuttered on the sidewalk; summer had suddenly turned the corner toward fall.

			Benet, overriding the protests of his mother—and of Val herself, who had intended to order one of Brown’s coupés from the livery stable—had promised to drive Val home to Twenty-third Street in his brougham. Now she was glad of this, thankfully able to keep aloof from the gossiping swarm of ladies in the bedrooms engaged in comparisons of dance programmes and blistered heels. At least she need not suffer their inspection of her workaday plaid merino coat and beaver tippet. She remained with Benet’s mother and sister, politely stifling yawns, until the last of the aunts and cousins had left. At last she was able to say her thanks and farewells to the Allerton ladies, who were drooping with sleep like small wax dolls left too near the fire.

			“Good night, my dear—ahhhh!—I’m sure it all went very well—ah!—excuse me. Take good care of her, Benet. Don’t be long, now. Doyle will be waiting to let you in.”

			He nodded, for once with a slight touch of impatience, refrained from pointing out that he had his own latchkey, and slammed the brougham’s dark-blue polished door.

			The drive from Washington Square to Twenty-third Street was a silent one. Val was tired and depressed. Not for the first time after exposure to the Allerton family she found herself wishing ardently for some kin of her own; how different it would have been if this return could have been made to sympathetic, exclaiming younger sisters, or a mother with whom she could have discussed the whole affair, or to her father’s cool, detached, but friendly interest.

			“I won’t ask you in,” she said, collecting her muff and fan from the cushions and preparing to alight.

			He seemed cast down at this, as if he had really expected that she would. Absurd creature! It must be past three in the morning. But he said, sighing, “No, I suppose Miss Chumley would hardly approve.”

			“Indeed she would not.” Val omitted to mention that Miss Chumley was out of town, visiting a married ex-pupil in Maryland; there was no need to scandalise the Allertons even further by letting them discover that for the last two weeks she had been housekeeping on her own, unchaperoned, in this shabby bohemian neighbourhood.

			“I’ll wait till old Chloe comes to let you in.”

			“Oh, mercy! She’s been asleep for hours. I have a key; I told her not to wait up.”

			She slipped from the carriage at the foot of the six steps leading to the battered old brownstone with its peeling stucco.

			Benet prepared to follow. Impatiently she gestured him not to but he ignored the gesture. For once, his pleasant face had lost its equable expression; he looked tired and perplexed, almost angry. Val determinedly kept her eyes on her muff, in the recesses of which she was hunting for her latchkey.

			The big lopsided ailanthus tree growing at one side of the steps cast a fringed and jagged shadow over half the stoop. Val, on the second step, was suddenly glad of Benet’s company, as, with a smothered gasp that was half a shriek, she stopped at the sight of a long, black-trousered leg extending from the tree’s shadow.

			“What the devil?” Benet exclaimed, coming up beside her.

			A voice spoke from the darkness.

			“Vallie? Is that you? What late hours you keep!”

			Rising from the shadow like the serpent in the garden of Eden, a long, languid figure uncoiled itself and was revealed as an elegantly dressed young man, hatless, despite the cool of the night breeze, with a mop of pale straw-coloured hair and a long, smiling clown’s face.

			“Nils!”

			He seemed so like an apparition in the bright moonlight, as if he had been summoned to the spot by some uncanny spell in answer to her wish for a member of her own family, that Val could hardly believe he was real. She felt like Faust. But he came stiffly down the steps, smiling still, and gave her a light kiss on the ear.

			She grasped his arms, laughing with surprise and pleasure, looking up at him.

			“It really is you! You’ve grown even taller! I thought you were a dream. But how in the wide world do you come to be here?”

			“Off the steam packet from Liverpool, my angel. Waiting for you to come home and welcome me in. And a devilish long time you took about it. I’m half starved; they feed you like slave cargoes on those boats.”

			“There’ll be something inside; Chloe always leaves me sandwiches when I’m late back. Wouldn’t she let you in?”

			“Not she! In spite of all my asseverations that I was your kith and kin.”

			Then Val recollected Benet, who was still standing halfway up the steps with an expression of well-bred calm and detachment.

			“Won’t you introduce us?” he said.

			“Oh, Benet! Forgive me! I was so surprised! I hadn’t the least expectation—it’s so long—Benet, this is my brother Nils—Nils Hansen, Benet Allerton. Nils, Benet and I have just become engaged to be married.”

			“Well, well! Is that so? Congratulations to the pair of you,” drawled Nils, glancing carelessly from one to the other. “I’ve arrived at just the right time, then?” He smiled, grimaced—and then yawned widely. “I’m sorry, Val my dear, but if you’ve the key, I’m really a bit too tired just now for social stuff.”

			“Of course—you must be.” She found the key at last. “Here.”

			Nils picked up a small Gladstone bag from the shadows where he had been sitting.

			“Gracious, is that all you brought across the Atlantic?” Val asked, laughing. “How long do you plan to stay?”

			“Oh, I’ve another bag, but I left it at the steamer office and walked. The street hasn’t changed a bit, has it?” he said, fitting the key into the lock.

			“How long is it since you were here—fifteen years? Have you brought Kirstie with you? And the children?”

			“Good heavens, no! But it’s partly about them that I’ve come. That’s a long tale, though. I’ll tell you later—”

			He had opened the door and was moving through into the stuffy hallway in which the radiator from the hot-air furnace, installed by Mr. Montgomery shortly before his death, creaked and clanked and let out a dusty smell of warm metal.

			“Phew! How well I remember that smell!” said Nils.

			Val heard a slight sound behind and turned to see Benet’s brougham roll off at a gentle trot. With a pang she realised that he had left without his usual goodnight kiss. Had he felt excluded by her brother’s sudden arrival? Were his feelings hurt? Well, she would put everything right tomorrow. They had arranged to go for a walk in Central Park after lunch. And, in the meantime, how delightful to have Nils here, someone of her very own to confide in.

			“Come along to the kitchen,” she said. “We can talk there.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Somehow they had ended up in the garden. Late though it was when Val returned, she could not bear to remain in the house, which felt like a small stuffy box filled with darkness. Lured out by the freshness and brilliance of the night like swimmers who cannot bear to leave the water, they had wandered outside. In spite of her fatigue, and the hour or so that had passed since she left the ball, Val was still feverish, tight as a coiled spring; she felt restless and trapped, and knew that she would not be able to fall asleep for a long time yet.

			The house on Twenty-third Street had a little paved court at the back, where Miss Chumley fostered nasturtiums in summer and tubs of roses and baytrees all the year round; a sooty lilac exuded fragrance in springtime. The old wooden swing still stood in the middle, relic of Val’s childhood.

			“Will it bear me?” asked Nils.

			“Goodness knows . . . ”

			She was pacing round the little yard, brushing the withered lilac leaves with her long velvet skirt.

			Nils shrugged and folded his long length into the swing seat; lounging there, sandwich in hand, he idly kicked himself to and fro.

			“But do you mean to tell me you hadn’t considered all this before?” he asked.

			They were discussing her engagement.

			“Why in the world should I? No—it never even entered my head. Benet hasn’t once suggested that I would be expected to give up my job when we married.”

			“Why didn’t you ask him about it this morning? on the way home?”

			“I—I couldn’t.”

			“Perhaps he was being an ostrich about it all,” Nils ruminated. “Didn’t want to face what he knew his family would say.” He skilfully stifled a yawn. “But if you had children, you’d have to stop working.” He rested his head against the swing rope, turning his face up to look at the moon; the silvery light aureoled his blond hair giving him the appearance of some medieval saint strung up in a position of torment.

			“Oh well, that’s another matter. If I had children it would certainly be different. But I don’t want children. I don’t intend to have any, or not for a long time, anyway.”

			Unseen by Val, his brows shot up at this; his mouth turned down at the corners.

			But all he said was, “Had you told Benet that?”

			“We hadn’t discussed it.”

			“You don’t seem to have discussed much, my angel.”

			It was doing her good, this conversation with Nils; now she began to realise how much she needed to discuss. And he appeared really interested, asked questions, drew out the whole history of the evening from her, laughed appreciatively at her descriptions of Mr. Dexter, Mrs. Chauncey, old Mrs. Allerton, and the male cousins. Yet he was dispassionate, nonpartisan, seemed merely as if he were concerned to lay bare as many facts as possible and do justice to both sides with sleepy impartiality.

			“Benet’s mother and sister always quite civil to you?”

			“Oh yes—they are rather stupid but kind—”

			“Is he well off, Benet? What does he make a year?” And when Val told him the sum—which she had learned, not from Benet, but from a colleague, a law reporter on the Inquirer—“Is that all? But there’s family money too, of course. Mind you, if I were in your shoes, I’d let my pride go hang, if somebody offered to support me in idleness! What a cursed stiff-necked girl you are, after all.”

			“You wouldn’t really choose to do nothing—just live on someone else’s money?” she said with real curiosity.

			“Why not? If there was enough? What’s so deuced elevating about having to work one’s fingers to the bone, day in, day out?”

			“I like my work,” said Val. “I enjoy writing my stuff for the Inquirer. Some day I want to write a book, about social conditions.”

			“Yes, I remember you always were a restless little busy bustling inquisitive sort of creature,” he said, yawning again. “ ‘Member that time you smelled smoke and came yelling down to old Abby, Tabby, whatever her name was, saying the house was on fire—”

			“And it was you and three boys smoking Papa’s cigars?” She chuckled. “How angry you were with me.”

			“Nothing like as angry as the governor . . . That was the last thrashing he gave me before Ma decided to leave him. Matter of fact,” he said, “I’m in the journalism line of business myself now; devilish hard work it is, too, but at least it’s quite entertaining, I’ll say that, more gentlemanly and more perks than cutting up corpses, anyway.”

			“What are you doing now, Nils?”

			It was never easy to get information from him, but, asking questions in her turn, Val gathered that Nils, who seemed from his school and college days to have acquired a circle of friends drawn from the topmost echelons of London society, now made his living by writing a kind of highly superior Notes-about-Town column for the London Morning Post.

			“It ain’t half bad,” he said. “Of course, people pretend to turn their noses up at that kind of thing, but, bless you, they all read it before any other news, they’re as pleased as punch when their own names are in; I get invited to so many houses that I can afford to pick and choose, too; needn’t put in a Friday-to-Monday at home above three times a year, unless I want. It’s wonderful how civil fellows are when they know you write for the papers.”

			“But what about Kirstie and the children? Do they come with you on these visits?”

			“My dear girl! Don’t be an ass. One can hardly take a parcel of squalling brats to houses like Chatsworth or Rosings. Kirstie would be all right on her own, of course, perfectly unexceptionable, but she don’t care to leave the children; and we never seem able to keep a nursery maid for more than a month—she never seems to trust ‘em. Besides, Kirstie ain’t much for social flimflam.”

			“How are Kirstie and the children? Tell me about them.”

			“They’re all right, I daresay,” he said vaguely. “Funny little things. People say the boy’s like me. I don’t see it. I suppose the girl is like Kirstie.”

			He did not seem very interested in his offspring. Val supposed that many fathers were like this; hers had been a lucky exception.

			She had never met her brother’s children, or his wife, a young Scottish heiress whom Nils had encountered during the second year of his medical training at Edinburgh. It seemed possible that his courtship of this moneyed girl had been the cause for the premature termination of his studies. Val knew the bare bones of the matter, that they had married in the teeth of spirited opposition from Kirstie’s family, had traveled in Europe for a year or so, spending lavishly, and had then settled in London. The picture of their life that she had formed was lacking in detail; her correspondence with Nils, though friendly enough, had been irregular, with long gaps; she really knew very little about what had happened to him, particularly in his childhood, after their early separation. To the day of his death her father had been extremely reticent on the subject of his estranged wife. Val knew that her mother had never remarried, and that Mr. Montgomery had always given her an allowance; but since she apparently kept up a stylish small house in Bruton Street with a carriage and a manservant, had a weekly salon, and paid regular visits to Deauville and Baden-Baden, it was to be assumed that she had acquired some additional source of revenue. It was all a region for speculation. After that wintry farewell at the wharfside, Val had never seen her mother again; the first visit to Europe with her father had been a year after Mrs. Montgomery’s death. One of his purposes, Val knew, was to settle various monetary affairs which his wife had left in disorder. They had not seen Nils on that visit. He, having just come of age and inherited some money left him by his own father, was traveling with friends in Italy. However on a subsequent visit they had gone to Scotland, renewed acquaintance with him, and had some pleasant outings together in Edinburgh.

			Val, impressed by her half-brother’s easy charm and blond elegance, could not understand it when, after one of these occasions, Mr. Montgomery had sighed, and, half to himself, murmured, “Poor Nils; eh well, we’ll see.”

			“How do you mean, Papa? Why poor Nils? What will we see?”

			“I hope he has inherited more than cash from his father’s side of the family, my pet.”

			To the sixteen-year-old Valla, Nils appeared to have everything: grace, assurance, knowledge of the world, wit, intelligence, and high spirits. If he could not be called handsome, at least, wherever he went, his long comic face and lint-fair mop of hair attracted people and amused them; he had friends all over Edinburgh.

			But when she said this to her father he merely and with total irrelevance, remarked, “I’m glad you stayed with me, sweetheart.”

			“Oh, so am I, Papa.” She gave him a hug. It had never occurred to her that there might have been any alternative. “Did Mama want me to go with her, then?” she asked in surprise.

			But he evaded a direct reply, and said, “It was different for Nils, of course. He went off to school at once. And he was not my boy, after all. No—it wouldn’t have done at all for you.” He closed his lips firmly and would say no more on the subject, at that, or any later time.

			Now—“Were you happy at school, Nils?” Val asked irrelevantly.

			“God, no! It was a dismal hole—halfway between a prison and a barracks. And the food! Worse than you’d get in the workhouse. American boys would never endure what the English upper classes put their sons through. And of course all the other fellows laughed at me, at first, because they said I talked like a damned Yankee. But I soon got out of that. And one has to go to school, after all. That’s where one makes friends and meets the fellows who are going to be useful later on. And my father had been to the place, and his father—so in the end they accepted me. I got into Pop, and all that. But it’s long ago now. I’d almost forgotten about it.”

			“Shall you send little Pieter there?”

			“Of course,” he said indifferently.

			“What about the girl—Jannie?”

			“English girls don’t go to school. Anyway girls don’t need an education. Besides she’s—not clever. She’ll find a husband, I daresay. Kirstie’s family might have come round by the time she grows up; there are a couple of flinty old aunts who could just as well do something for the child, when they’ve got over their spleen.”

			“What is Kirstie like, Nils?”

			“What is she like?”

			He looked at his sister blankly. His large, rather protuberant slate-blue eyes had a way of turning almost opaque when he was faced with a troublesome question; at the same time he had a trick of projecting his full lower lip away from his teeth and rubbing a hand over his chin. “Oh—it’s a beastly bore trying to describe people. She’s not a bad little thing, I suppose. A deal smaller than you—wouldn’t come up to your shoulder. You’ve grown into a deuced fine girl, my love.”

			“Oh, never mind me! Is she dark or fair?”

			“I suppose you’d call her fair. Ringlets. But it don’t curl naturally—she has to put ‘em in with crimping pins. I tell her she ought to rouge, too, but she won’t. Her manners are on the retiring side; timid, you could say. Not much to say for herself in company. Though she has plenty of ideas of her own when she’s by herself. More than one wants, ‘n fact; she can be a beastly bore, sometimes, about ethics and principles and things; it’s the Scotch in her. She don’t go down too well in society, not lively enough. In the houses where I go you’ve got to hold your own. Now, you’d go down uncommon well, my angel.”

			“Oh, what nonsense, Nils! As if I’d be interested in that kind of life. I don’t like fashionable circles any more than Kirstie does. New York society is quite bad enough.”

			“Bah—New York!” He dismissed it with a shrug. “Colonial—what can you expect? A lot of strait-laced, provincial tallow traders. London society is quite another thing, you’d find. Of course parties over here are a thundering bore. But in London, anything goes, if you’re clever. The Prince of Wales has all manner of friends—actors, painters, bankers, jockeys—anybody who can talk well and has done something notable can get on.”

			“Have you met the Prince of Wales?” Val asked, curious in spite of herself.

			“Lord, yes, over and over. He stays in people’s houses, you know, for weekends, as informal as you please.”

			Much to her own surprise, Val found her curiosity pricked by his descriptions of London life. Not the grandeur; she told herself that she did not give a rap for people’s riches, or for their family and aristocratic pretensions: what if they could trace ancestors back to the Norman Conquest? That proved nothing; anybody could do the same who took the trouble to search through town records; merely to have all your forbears listed said little, after all, as to their quality. But the greater freedom of thought in London’s world, the respect for literature and the arts—that did attract her. She questioned Nils about Ruskin, Rossetti, Miss Nightingale, Herbert Spencer—disappointingly he had met none of them. But he had plenty of anecdotes about other prominent personalities—the duke of Clarence, Mr. Joseph Chamberlain, Sir Charles Dilke, the Aylesford-Blandford scandal, the mysterious character known as “Sherry and Whiskers,” Disraeli, Mrs. Langtry, Irving, Kendal—“a good-looking bounder”—Bancroft, and George Lewis—“the lawyer who has all the scandals of the rich up his shirt-sleeve.”
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