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Chapter One




PRELUDE


THE girl stood on the lawn, looking up at the house, from which ordered rows of sash windows seemed to gaze down on her dispassionately in a facade of warm red brick.


The house had been built at the end of the eighteenth century, and there was about it that subtle charm of dignity and proportion that characterised the period—a period when the slavish worship of Palladianism was waning, and its incongruous grandeur being replaced by a suggestion of modesty and repose.


The front of it faced a wide gravelled carriage sweep, from which the drive wound away out of sight among the trees. The carriage sweep continued along the side of the house in the form of a terrace, flanked by a stone balustrade, in the middle of which a broad flight of steps led down to the lawn where the girl stood.


The girl was of medium height and firm build, with dark hair, blue eyes, and a pleasant mouth. She looked neat and compact, capable and good-humoured.


“Robert!” she called softly, without taking her eyes from the house.


A man came strolling, hands in pockets, pipe in mouth, from behind a small shrubbery that adjoined the lawn.


He was tall and loose-limbed, with ginger hair, freckled sunburnt skin, and tawny eyes. His brown suit was shapeless, his brown shoes worn and shabby, but there was an unmistakable air of breeding about him. He appeared at home and in his natural element in this rather stately setting of country mansion, broad terrace, and smooth sweeping lawns. The girl, who was his wife, looked less at home in it, despite her well-fitting tweed costume and slender upright figure. Something of hard bright efficiency that lurked in her eyes and in the curves of her lips seemed to strike an alien note in the slumbering peace of her surroundings.


“Yes?”


“It’s—ever so much bigger than I thought it was.”


He stood by her and surveyed the house in a leisurely fashion. Everything he did, his slightest movement, even his deep pleasant voice, held that suggestion of leisureliness, almost of indolence. His mouth—a long mobile mouth with a lazy, good-humoured twist at the corners—curved into a faint smile.


“I didn’t realise you’d not seen it before,” he said.


“I’ve seen pictures of it, of course, but somehow they don’t give one any idea how beautiful it is.”


“Nothing could do that.”


“Tell me about it.” She slipped her arm through his. “It was an Elizabethan building originally, wasn’t it?”


“Yes. Burnt down in 1770. They saved the family portraits and some of the furniture and valuables, but nothing was left of the building. Then they built this. . . ."


Looking at him quickly, she caught something in his eyes before he had time to veil it.


“You love it, don’t you?” she said.


“The place where one’s lived as a child naturally means a lot to one,” he replied, “especially if it’s a place like this.”


“And now it’s yours.”


He glanced down at her with his faint smile as if amused by her earnestness, her vividness, her dramatising of the situation and his feelings.


“Hardly,” he said. “A place you can’t afford to live in isn’t really yours.”


“How I wish you could live in it!”


Her eyes lost their keenness and became dreamy as though she saw him actually in possession.


“You belong . . .” she said.


He knocked out his pipe against his boot, still with that faint indolent smile.




“I don’t,” he said. “I’m nearer belonging to the workhouse at this moment.”


“Nonsense! The farm’s doing splendidly.”


“I know, but—compared with this!”


She made a quick impatient movement.


“Let’s go inside and look round.”


He didn’t stir, didn’t even seem to hear her.


“When I was a kid,” he said slowly, “I used to envy Cyril because it was going to be his. I once read a story in which it turned out that the heir and his cousin had been changed at birth, and so the cousin ended by having the whole show, and I used to dream of that happening with Cyril and me. It somehow made it worse that Cyril never cared two hoots for the place. Mean little beast I must have been. Of course, the idea of owning it, but not having a bean to keep it up, never occurred to me in those days.”


She stood, tapping her foot on the grass, obviously eager to start on the tour of inspection, but restraining her impatience, reluctant to break in upon his reverie.


“Darling,” she said at last, “let’s go and look over it now. One feels it ought to be a much more impressive ceremony somehow—miles of servants forming a sort of avenue and the flag out and someone presenting an illuminated address of welcome.”


“Old Mother Hubbard’s still there,” he said. “She was housekeeper when I was a child. She had an army of servants then. I expect she’s hardly any now. I wonder what’ll happen to her when it’s sold.”


“She probably has a nest-egg that could buy us all up. You know what tips those old servants used to get from visitors.” She began to draw him with gentle urgency across the grass towards the terrace steps. “Come along, darling. We can’t stand here staring at it all day.”


They walked slowly up the stone steps, along the terrace, and round to the front of the house.


There again he stood for a moment, looking up at the Venetian window just above the door. He had always loved that window.


“What an imposing entrance!” said Celia.




He felt a momentary irritation. Imposing was the last word that she should have used about it. Though in proportion with the rest of the house, it had a charm, an elegance, a certain winning sweetness, which had appealed to him, even as a boy.


The stone steps that led down from the front door were flanked by balustrades of delicately wrought iron, curving outward in a graceful sweep. Under the moulded pediment was a fanlight of exquisite tracery. The door itself, solid and massive enough, had yet always seemed to him to have an indefinable welcoming quality about it, as if it had been made to let people into the house rather than to keep them out. No, Celia should not have said “imposing.”


He followed her up the short flight of steps, laying his hand on the wrought-iron balustrade in a gesture that was almost a caress.


In the middle of the door was an old brass knocker, made in the shape of a lion’s head.


He was in general singularly devoid of imagination, but such imagination as he possessed had always been called into play by this house, and in his childhood he had thought of the knocker as hurt and saddened by the presence of the modern interloper, the electric bell. He used to linger about the front of the house when visitors were expected and whisper to them mysteriously, “Knock, don’t ring,” which many of them did, thinking that the bell must be out of order.


It seemed to smile down at him now in rather weary welcome. Before he knew what he was doing he had whispered, “Knock, Celia, don’t ring.”


She looked at him in faint surprise and put her finger on the bell.


“I’ll knock if no one comes,” she said, “but surely they haven’t let the bells get out of order.”


A very old woman in a black silk dress opened the door. After staring at them a moment in astonishment she started forward with outstretched arms.


“Master Bob!” she said.


He clasped her to him and kissed her.


“Mother Hubbard! Old Mother Hubbard!” Then he remembered Celia and, releasing the small black figure, said, “Mother Hubbard was like a mother to me when I was a boy, Celia.”


He spoke awkwardly. Celia had never belonged to this part of his life. He felt shy of admitting her to it—shy and in some strange way afraid, as if uncertain what her hard bright efficiency might do to it.


The old woman drew out a handkerchief and wiped her eyes.


“Excuse me, ma’am,” she said in an unsteady voice. “It took me by surprise. I haven’t seen Master Bob for so long. I didn’t know you were coming. . . .”


“I’m sorry,” said Robert. “We ought to have sent you word, of course, but we only got the news this morning, and we drove over at once. We left the car in the road and came in through the kitchen garden. Well, how are things?”


“You’ll find a sad change, sir,” said Mrs. Hubbard, standing aside to let them enter. “It’s been empty so long since the last tenant. Times are very difficult, I hear, and few people have the money to take a big house like Chedsy Place.”


She spoke as the inhabitant of a desert island might speak of the fabled doings of a far-off continent. She had lived so long in this little world that life outside it seemed unreal and legendary to her.


“They say times are very bad indeed, sir,” she said again, shaking her head.


Then she turned to Celia with an air of quiet dignity.


“I wish I could welcome you in a different fashion, ma’am, but with the place unlet so long we manage with as few servants as possible. Only just enough to keep things clean. Would you like to rest, ma’am? I’ll have a fire lighted at once in the small drawing-room. I’d have seen about lunch, of course, if I’d known you were coming, but there’s soup, and I can send out for chops and——”


“No lunch, Mother Hubbard,” put in Robert. “We’ve only dashed over to see the place, and then we’re going straight home. I shall have to make arrangements with the lawyer, of course, but I just wanted to see it first once more and show it to my wife. I’ve got a farm in Somerset now, you know, and I’m a real regular right-down working farmer. I was a lazy little blighter when I lived here, wasn’t I, but I have to be up with the dawn now. We make it pay, too—just pay.” He smiled at Celia. “It’s my wife, of course, who’s the brains of the thing.”


Mrs. Hubbard sighed, a gentle melancholy sigh. “Real regular right-down working farmer.” Times had changed indeed. She did not understand it. She did not even try to understand it. She accepted it with resignation and a faint distasteful wonder. What had people been about to let things come to this pass? She’d done her duty within her own little world, upholding the old traditions, maintaining the old discipline. Why hadn’t other people done their duty in the big world outside? The system in which people knew their places had been in her eyes perfect and unassailable, but, however perfect, it hadn’t proved unassailable. People didn’t know their places any longer. The whole world was upside down.


They followed her through the hall. A log fire burned in the great open fireplace, and in its light the polished surfaces of chairs and chests and tables shone like crystal.


“How beautifully everything’s kept!” said Celia, and added, “I suppose you’ve been here a long time, Mrs. Hubbard?”


“I came as kitchen-maid when I was fifteen,” replied the old woman.


She must be nearly eighty, thought Robert, glancing down at her. He had thought at first that she had hardly changed since the days when she had presided over his boyhood, always respectful, always in the background, yet somehow always more important than the nurses and governesses who had been his official guardians. Looking at her closely now, he saw that she had altered more than he had noticed in the first excitement of meeting. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her skin was covered with tiny wrinkles, her mouth was sunken, but her eyes, beneath the gold-rimmed glasses, were as keen as ever, and she held herself as erect as a young girl. More erect, indeed, than any young girl holds herself nowadays, he thought. Despite the slightness of her figure and the deference of her speech and manner, she had always had about her a secret dignity of which even as boys he and Cyril had stood in awe. She opened the door of the big drawing-room and stepped aside for them to enter. It was a lofty spacious room, with a fireplace at each end and an elaborate candelabra hanging from the centre of the ceiling. Robert closed the door and examined it.


“Look at this door, Celia. It’s solid mahogany, inlaid with ebony. And the handle. . . .”


“It’s lovely,” she said, but there was a far-away look in her eyes, and he knew that she was thinking of something else.


In the dining-room the huge mahogany table that ran down the length of it was covered with holland, and somehow its shrouded shape made Robert think of a coffin, in which the glory of the Beatons lay buried. Faded oil paintings of Beatons looked down from the walls—men with ginger hair, sunburnt freckled skins, tawny eyes, and the long indolent humorous mouth. It was not a weak mouth, but it explained perhaps the gradual decline of the family fortunes.


“The mantelpiece is an Adam,” Robert was saying, “and the panelling was all made from wood on the estate. In the days when there was an estate, of course.”


Again Celia threw a glance round the room, dreamy, speculative, with an odd underlying shrewdness.


“The man over the fireplace,” went on her husband, “was killed in a duel in Elizabeth’s time. . . . The old lady herself was supposed to be involved in it somehow—no one quite knows how. Anyway she gave the place to his son—and anything else he wanted, apparently.”


She looked at the portrait with her faint abstracted smile.


He thought: It doesn’t mean anything to her. And felt disproportionately hurt.


They went round the other rooms—the library, its walls lined from top to bottom with books, its long windows overlooking the rose garden; the small drawing-room, the morning-room, the gunroom, the billiard-room.


They followed their guide up the broad shallow staircase and saw the best bedroom, with its great four-poster bed and rich silk hangings dim with time; the blue bedroom, with the brocade panels that had faded to a colour that was neither blue nor grey but as lovely as the first evening mist; the Chinese bedroom, with its lacquered furniture, Oriental jars, and framed panels of embroidery. Everywhere the air was sweet with the aromatic perfume of the pot-pourri that stood in open bowls on window-sills and chests.


Robert put his hand into one of them and let the ghost-like petals fall slowly through his fingers.


“You still make it?” he said.


“Yes, sir. Every summer just as usual,” said the old woman.


Whatever happened in the strange alien incomprehensible world outside, the rites of her own little world must be performed punctiliously and regularly as they had been performed for centuries.


But the subtle glamour that the place had always had for him was laying its hold on him again. He had forgotten how strong it was, how it seemed to enter his very veins, to steal over his senses like an enchantment. His body ached as if with desire for a woman. It frightened him, and he gathered together his defences.


“There’s no point in going through the other bedrooms . . .” he said to his wife.


But Celia, who had seemed aloof, almost bored, in all the rooms they had entered, now insisted on seeing everything.


“I’ll go on. Wait for me here if you don’t want to come.”


So she went on with Mrs. Hubbard, and Robert stood, leaning out of the window, gazing over the garden and park towards the far-off hills. He looked placid enough, his eyes fixed dreamily on the distance, his pipe between his lips, but his heart was a riot of emotions. He had forgotten that it was like this, that a mere heap of stone and brick and mortar could tear so at one’s heart. . . .


Celia came back, looking purposeful and alert.


“It’s very good of you to have taken me round, Mrs. Hubbard,” she said. “We’ll explore the garden alone. We ought to be going, oughtn’t we, Robert? No,” as Mrs. Hubbard anxiously murmured something about “soup” and “chops,” “we honestly can’t stay for lunch.”




They went down to the front door, and Robert again impulsively kissed the little old woman.


“Good-bye, Mother Hubbard,” he said. “I’ll write or come round and see you as soon as I’ve settled with the lawyers.”


Mrs. Hubbard stood watching them till they had disappeared round the house, then she went slowly back to the hall, through a green baize door, and down a flight of stairs to the kitchen regions. The housekeeper’s room was the largest room in the basement except the kitchen itself. In it was a square table covered with a red serge cloth, a comfortable basket chair, and a big old-fashioned fireplace. An enormous dresser took up one side of the room, and there was a sink, with taps and drying-board, beneath the window. On the window-sill, catching what light there was, stood several bowls of lilies of the valley just coming into flower. Except near the window the room was so dark that, it had to be lighted artificially all day, but there was about it, when lighted, a cheerful cosy air. It had been Mrs. Hubbard’s home for fifty years.


A young girl, dressed in a print dress and white apron, was kneeling on the hearth-rug, putting coals on the fire. She raised her face, the round rosy face of a country girl, and said:


“Was that Mr. Robert?”


Mrs. Hubbard took the basket of household mending that stood on the dresser and, sitting down by the hearth, went on with the task of darning a fine linen pillow-slip at which the visitors had interrupted her.


“Yes,” she said slowly.


The girl’s eyes were bright with excitement.


“What’s going to happen to the place, ma’am?” she said.


Mrs. Hubbard drew out her thread from the almost invisible darn before replying. Then she said, “That’s neither your business nor mine for the present, Kathleen.”


Kathleen put another piece of coal onto the fire. Though temporarily checked, her curiosity was too insistent to be extinguished.


“He lived here when he was a child, didn’t he, ma’am?” she said.




Mrs. Hubbard let her mending fall onto her knee.


“Yes,” she said, speaking so dreamily that she seemed to be talking more to herself than to the girl. “He was old Mr. Beaton’s nephew, and when he was left an orphan old Mr. Beaton brought him up with his own son.”


“With Mr. Cyril?”


“Yes. He was always more of a Beaton than Mr. Cyril, and Mr. Beaton always liked him the better of the two, though he did his best to hide it.”


“Did you like Mr. Cyril, ma’am?”


Mrs. Hubbard shook her head.


“No . . . there was something not quite straightforward about him. He wasn’t a real Beaton. He and Mr. Robert never got on even as boys, and when Mr. Beaton died and the place came to Mr. Cyril they had nothing more to do with each other.”


“Mr. Cyril never lived here, did he, ma’am?”


“No. He was abroad when his father died, and he only came home to see about letting the place, then went back again. I’m afraid he was rather wild. He gambled a good deal. Now that he’s dead and the place has come to Mr. Robert, there’s very little money with it, I believe. And, even if he tries to let it again, few people are wealthy enough just now to take a house as big as this.”


“It’s, been empty three months, hasn’t it, ma’am?” said Kathleen.


“Yes. They can’t afford to let it stand empty any longer. Mr. Robert never had much money. His father invested foolishly.”


“Then the place will be sold?” said the girl.


“I expect so.”


“What will you do, ma’am?”


Mrs. Hubbard drew herself up, as if realising for the first time to whom she was talking.


“That’s not your business, Kathleen.”


“I’m sorry, ma’am,” said the girl, then, seeing that the old woman was not really offended, went on:


“I only just caught a peep at them. I’d like to have a proper look.”




“Well, you can’t,” said Mrs. Hubbard shortly. “They’ve gone. So you may as well get on with your work.”


But they hadn’t gone. They were standing by the wrought-iron gate that led into the walled kitchen garden, looking back at the house.


“I’d meant to tell Mother Hubbard that there’d be a pension for her when the place was sold up,” Robert was saying, “but somehow when it came to the point I couldn’t. It seems indecent to talk of money to her. She must have a pension, of course, when things are settled.”


“Of course,” said Celia absently, and added, “Christmas is only a month off now, isn’t it? I don’t suppose that anything will be settled before Christmas.”


“Christmas . . .” he echoed slowly. “It seems odd to think of the place standing empty at Christmas. It used to be chock-full of people then in the old days.”


She said nothing, only continued to look up at the house with that dreamy speculative gaze. He stirred uneasily. Again there had come to him an insistent desire to get back to his farm as quickly as he could. This place, with its subtle, all-pervading charm, was like a mistress, the farm was his wife. He wanted to forget the mistress and return to his fidelity. He loved the farm and felt often an odd secret kinship with the earth he tilled. Its slow leisurely processes satisfied something deep and fundamental in his nature. They couldn’t be hurried, couldn’t be turned from their course. . . .


“Let’s go, Celia,” he said. “There’s nothing to see in the gardens. They never were much, and now they’ve run to seed altogether.”


But Celia seemed to think that there was something to see in the gardens. In the kitchen garden, at any rate. She went round it slowly, examining every plot of ground, ignoring his impatience.


“Darling,” said Robert, “if you want to watch cabbages growing you can do it just as well at home.”


She smiled at him, still continuing her slow, deliberate scrutiny.


“The kitchen garden’s been kept up quite well,” she said at last. “I suppose the man sells the stuff.” She turned to him abruptly. “Robert, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t spend Christmas here.”


“My dear, we couldn’t possibly,” replied Robert patiently. “Surely you understand that. It’s simply running away with money standing empty like this. We’ve got to sell it, lock, stock, and barrel, at once and get what we can for it—precious little, I expect—and be satisfied. What would be the point of pigging it in two rooms with Mother Hubbard and a woman from the village?”


“I didn’t mean pigging it in two rooms,” she said. “I meant opening it out, and engaging a proper staff.”


He threw her a puzzled glance.


“You know we couldn’t afford it.”


“We could, if we took paying guests.”


He was silent for a moment. The smile had faded from his face.


“Paying guests?” he repeated slowly.


“I mean nice people,” she said hastily, “really nice people. I don’t see that it would be any different from the old days. Lots of your uncle’s friends who came down for Christmas must have been strangers to you personally. Nearly everyone with a house this size has to take paying guests nowadays.”


He looked away, so that she should not see the sudden horror in his eyes. It was less horror at her suggestion than at the gulf that it had opened up between them. Or rather that it had revealed—for the gulf must always have been there.


“It’s impossible,” he said shortly. “You don’t understand.”


“I do,” she pleaded. “It’s your place. I want you to have it just for a few weeks, and that’s the only way.”


He understood, with something of amazement, that it was her love for him that had given birth to the project. He tried to find words to tell her how abhorrent the idea was to him, but could find none. About anything beyond the superficialities of life he was strangely inarticulate. He abandoned the attempt and instead sought some practical objection that would appeal to her.


“We haven’t got the money even for that,” he said. “It would want a lot of doing up.”




“No, it wouldn’t,” she countered. “There’s nothing that I couldn’t do myself or get done quite cheaply. The rooms and furniture are just right.”


He realised that her dreamy air when going over the rooms had not meant boredom, as he had imagined. She had been thinking even then of filling the place with paying guests. The grace and beauty of the rooms had meant little or nothing to her, but she could probably have given their exact proportions, she probably knew just what pieces of furniture the strange holland shapes concealed, she had probably already in her imagination arranged each room to its last detail for the reception of her “guests.” He felt a fear that he had often felt before—a fear of her quiet purposefulnness and determination. It was incalculable, irresistible, beyond the reach of his love or even of his understanding.


“We couldn’t leave the farm,” he said, but, as he said it, he knew that she must have already considered and settled that point.


“Yes, we could,” she said, “for a week or two, at any rate. We could easily leave Halliday in charge. He’s the best foreman we’ve ever had.” She turned to him suddenly. “Darling, didn’t the Harveys ask you to go and stay with them? Why not go and spend the next month there? It will do you good. You need a change. I’ll make all the arrangements for the Christmas party here while you’re away, and you shan’t have any of the bother of it. You do agree to it, don’t you, darling?”


He yielded, because he had always yielded to her, because he loved her so much that he could never deny her anything, and also because it was his nature to take most readily the way of least resistance.


At his consent she glowed into a flame-like eagerness, and her whole body seemed to quiver with impatience.


“Come along, then,” she said. “We’re going to be awfully late home.”


He went with her through the green wooden door that led from the walled kitchen garden to the lane outside, where the battered old Standard awaited them. He took his place at the wheel, and they drove off. She had lost her air of dreamy abstraction. She was bright and entertaining, commenting on things they passed, making plans for the farm. She did not once mention Chedsy Place or her idea of taking paying guests. Had he not known her so well he would have thought that she had completely forgotten it.




















Chapter Two




WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON


CELIA stood in the hall, looking about her with critical appraising eyes.


Through the open door could be seen the large drawing-room, where a log fire burnt at each end and where bowls of flowers and flowering bulbs stood on tables, mantelpieces, and window-sills. Over everything was the pleasant acrid scent of burning logs, mingled with the sweetness of early hyacinths.


For the last four weeks she had worked almost without rest. Even when she slept her mind was at work, for she generally awoke with some of the many problems that confronted her solved, some plan ready to carry into action. During the day, dressed in overalls and dustcap, she had polished, scoured, moved furniture with the servants, and even repainted the shabbier woodwork.


The whole undertaking had been more difficult than at first she had realised. She had decided that the place should combine the amenities of hotel and country house. The country-house element was to be in the foreground. There were to be a butler and footmen instead of the usual uniformed porters, and Celia herself intended to play the part of hostess of a private house party, but the guests were to sit at separate tables in the dining-room, except for the Christmas dinner, and tea was to be served to them separately in the drawing-room or library. She had engaged a large staff, all of whom had worked indefatigably to get things ready in time. Celia never had any trouble with servants. As Kathleen said to Mrs. Hubbard: “You don’t mind working yourself to death for someone what’s not afraid of working themselves to death alongside of you.”


Mrs. Hubbard, too, had worked hard in her basement stronghold, looking through piles of linen that had not been used for years, darning, sorting, airing, renovating.




“And this, ma’am,” she had said, drawing her wrinkled fingers over the priceless lace of an afternoon tea-cloth that had once formed part of a bride’s dowry, “is this to be used?”


“Oh yes,” Celia had replied. “i want to use all the nice things. I want it to be just like the Christmas parties in the old days.”


“Very good, ma’am,” said Mrs. Hubbard, with an only just perceptible tightening of her wrinkled lips.


In spite of her willingness to help, Celia had a dim, unformulated feeling of disappointment with regard to Mrs. Hubbard. She had wanted someone with whom she could relax, someone who, in this affair at any rate, would be more or less her equal, someone with whom she could discuss her arrangements unofficially, at her ease. And Mrs. Hubbard had refused to be that someone. She was respectful, uncommunicative, infinitely detached. While willing to work to her uttermost in order to help Celia’s venture, she seemed in some subtle way to dissociate herself from it. She had withdrawn into an impregnable fortress, and all Celia’s attacks upon it were in vain. Celia would come down to Mrs. Hubbard’s room and talk to her in a kindly confidential manner, but she could not get beyond the barrier of the old woman’s aloofness, beyond the armed defences of her “Yes, ma’am,” “No, ma’am,” “Very good, ma’am.”


In the end she shrugged her shoulders and left the old woman to herself. She’s been buried here so long, I suppose, she thought, that she’s almost mummified. She hasn’t an idea in life outside the kitchen and the household linen.


The butler—Cummings by name—was an intelligent man, who had at once grasped the whole situation. As he had been butler in titled families as well as porter in an exclusive West End hotel, he could be trusted to combine the two roles with tact and discretion, and already he had made of the heterogeneous collection of servants under him a well-drilled, well-disciplined little army.


In appearance he was a tall man with shoulders that were just too broad even for his height, a square sallow face, a straight narrow mouth, and a knowing humorous eye. He had an air of understanding at once any situation in which he found himself, of being slightly amused by it, and wholly equal to it.




Turning to cross the hall, Celia glanced at her reflection in a Queen Anne mirror that hung by the fireplace. She looked pale and tired, but she didn’t feel tired. She felt excited and stimulated. She had enjoyed this work more than she had ever enjoyed the management of the farm. There had always been something about the farm that she had secretly resented. The very slowness of the processes of Nature, their refusal to be hurried or bent to her will, had irked and irritated her. This was different. . . . In four weeks she had transformed this barracks of a place into something that was, she firmly believed, perfect and unique. She had always been aware that she possessed unusual organising powers, and she had found an intense satisfaction in this outlet for them. So absorbed had she become in carrying her plan into effect that already she had forgotten the impulse of love for Robert that had inspired it.


She entered the little room at the end of the hall that had been the gun-room and that she had now made her office. A list of the “guests” lay on her writing-table. Her carefully worded advertisement had had a large response, and the house would be full for Christmas.


On the wall over her desk hung a list of “festivities.” Christmas Day was on the Monday, and the short programme began on the Friday evening.






	

			Friday evening

			Whist Drive

	


	

			Saturday evening

			Dance

	


	

			Sunday evening

			Carol Singers

	


	

			Monday evening

			(Christmas Day) Dance

	











She had made no arrangements for the Tuesday, as all the guests intended to leave for home on that day. The whole thing was to be as informal—as much like a private Christmas party—as possible, the arrangements subject to any sort of change at the last minute.


She took up the list of guests and the dates of their arrival. Five of them were coming to-day.




	

			Wednesday 20th

			Miss Nettleton

	


	

			

			Mrs. Lewel and Mrs. Nightingale

	


	

			

			Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt

	


	

			

			Mr. Mallard

	


	

			Thursday 21st

			Miss Kimball and Miss Lattimer

	


	

			

			Miss Wingate

	


	

			

			Mr. and Mrs. Fielden

	


	

			

			Rev. H. and Mrs. Standfield

	


	

			Friday 22nd

			Miss Bella Torrance

	


	

			

			Mr. Ellison

	


	

			

			Mr. and Mrs. Paynter and family

	


	

			

			Mrs. Kellogg

	


	

			

			Mr., Mrs., and Miss Downing

	



			

			Mr. and Mrs. Osmond

	





	

		



Robert was coming to-morrow. He had gone to stay with the Harveys a few days after their first visit to Chedsy Place, and she had not seen him since. She had told him nothing of her arrangements in her letters, because she wanted them to be a surprise to him.


She put down the list and turned to the window.


Already a taxi was drawing up at the door, and Miss Nettleton was descending from it.














Chapter Three




WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON (continued)



MISS  NETTLETON  was tall and thin, with a surprisingly youthful figure, a surprisingly old face, and a brown wig that must have shrunk in the cleaning, for it showed a distinct line of white hair all round the edge. She was dressed in a shapeless brown tweed costume and a battered brown felt hat. After greeting Celia rather vaguely, she went up to her room to unpack and came down again in a few minutes, carrying a map and guide-book.


Celia, who was waiting for her in the hall, showed her into the drawing-room.


There the new-comer sat down in the armchair nearest the fire and crossed her legs, revealing voluminous grey knickers that came down well below her knee.


“So I’m the first, am I?” She had a resonant drawling voice that somehow consorted oddly with her wrinkled face. “Perhaps you can help me arrange my expeditions,” she went on. “I always like to get those fixed up as soon as possible. I’ve never done this part of the country before, though I’ve done most others.”


“You’ve travelled about a good deal?” ventured Celia curiously. There was certainly an elusive suggestion of flotsam and jetsam about the visitor.


“I’m always travelling,” replied Miss Nettleton. “I live in hotels. Hotels!” She sat up as if galvanised into sudden life. The drawl left her voice, the vagueness her eyes. “I simply can’t tell you what I’ve suffered in hotels. The one I was in last month. . . . Cabbage day after day, day after day. Simply day after day. Cabbage. Never any other vegetable. Only cabbage. I said to the waitress: ‘Take this away and bring me some other vegetable.’ She said: ‘There isn’t any other vegetable, madam.’ I said: ‘Then you must get some other vegetable, and I’m staying here till it comes.’ So they sent me a tablespoonful of tinned peas. And when I spoke to the manager about it he was most insolent. I went on to Marlton the next day and stayed at the Bridge Hotel. The cooking was all right, but the beds! So many lumps you simply couldn’t get comfortable between any two of them. It was an expensive hotel, too. I went on after two days. I never stay long anywhere. I find that people get on one’s nerves so. . . ."


“This, of course, isn’t exactly a hotel,” said Celia gently.


Miss Nettleton, having left the only subject that could rouse her passions, resumed her slow drawl.


“No. I thought it would be a change. I liked the sound of your advertisement. I didn’t want an ordinary hotel for Christmas. I generally stay with relations, but—well, my arrangements fell through this year. My uncle—he’s a judge—isn’t well and has to be kept very quiet, and my brother’s had to let his place this year. It’s too big for them to keep up. I don’t mind about that, really, because I don’t like his wife. . . ."


Despite the oddity of her appearance, something in her speech and manner proclaimed that she came of good family. She was evidently one of those eccentric elderly spinsters who drift from hotel to hotel, and whose families are glad to pay a small allowance in order to rid themselves of further responsibility.


Her eyes were roaming round the room again with vague approval.


“We had two fireplaces in our drawing-room at home. So sensible, isn’t it?  . . . Now, Mrs. Beaton”—she jerked her long thin figure to an upright position—“I must plan my little expeditions. I don’t like to lose a minute when I’m in a new part of the country. I’ve been studying the guide-book, and I’ve made a list of the things one ought to see, and I’d be so glad if you could tell me about ’buses and things.”


Celia fetched the time-table of ’buses and trains and was just putting them on the table by Miss Nettleton’s chair when Cummings announced the arrival of the next two guests.


Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt—taller and thinner even than Miss Nettleton—was dressed in an old-fashioned travelling-cloak that she threw carelessly aside as she entered the hall, revealing a loosely fitting green garment, heavily smocked at waist and yoke—a garment of the sort once affected by the Pre-Raphaelites. Indeed, thirty years ago she must have been a beauty of the Pre-Raphaelite type, but, though she still cultivated the type, the beauty had run to seed. Beneath the broad-brimmed hat could be seen frizzy black hair bound round her brow so low as almost to obscure her sight. It had a frowsty unbrushed look, as if it had been done up in that fashion several years ago and never taken down since.


Her eyes, or rather what one could see of them through the obscuring mist of hair, were beautiful—black, velvety, heavily fringed with thick, curling lashes.


The rest of her face was uninteresting. The mouth and neck lacked the exotic beauty of the Rossetti type, and the teeth were irregular and discoloured.


At first Celia felt slightly alarmed when, replying to her greeting, Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt placed her hand on her arm and approached her face so close to hers that there was only an inch or so between them, but she soon found that this was the only attitude in which Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt could carry on a conversation. Moreover, she generally sank her voice to a sibilant confidential whisper, even when merely commenting on the weather.


“It’s all beautiful,” she whispered.


“I’m glad you like it,” said Celia, conquering a strong desire to withdraw from the close proximity of the frowsty hair and blazing black eyes.


“I love it. I knew I should. I’m psychic, you know. As soon as I saw your advertisement, I heard a voice telling me to write about it. I always obey my psychic voices, so I wrote at once. I knew it would be congenial. . . . I suffer so terribly in uncongenial surroundings. One has to pay for being psychic, you know. Oh, this is my nephew, Brian Mallard.”


The handsome, sulky-looking boy who had been glowering in the background bowed stiffly. Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt approached her face still nearer to Celia’s and lowered her voice till it was a thin, penetrating whistle.


“He’s at a theological college. Going in for the Church, you know. I always say that institutional religion is a step. It helped me before I came to a fuller knowledge, came, one might almost say, into direct contact with the Infinite. . . . I retire into the silence every afternoon after lunch.”


The nephew made an impatient movement, and Celia said: “Won’t you come up and see your rooms?”


Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt gathered together her trailing skirts and accompanied Celia upstairs. At intervals she stopped, closed her eyes, sniffed, and said, “Yes  . . . sympathetic  . . . distinctly sympathetic. . . . Of course, I simply couldn’t breathe if it weren’t. I’ve often had to go straight home the minute I’ve arrived at a place, haven’t I, Brian?”


Brian muttered something inaudible.


“Brian isn’t psychic,” explained Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt in her piercing whisper. “He lacks spiritual sensitiveness. His aura’s almost colourless. . . ."


Celia was glad to show the unhappy boy into his room and go on alone with Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt.


“Brian and I,” continued the new-comer, “aren’t quite en rapport. He’s my brother’s son, and my brother and I were never quite en rapport. Brian’s like him in many ways. He’s not even set foot in the psychic world, as yet. He hasn’t got vision. . . . I’ve brought him up since his parents died, you know. When he chose the Church as his career, I said: ‘Brian, I shall never try to influence your choice, but think, think deeply, before you dally with institutions. Institutions are soul destroying.’ I still hope that he may change his mind. I thought early this year that his aura was getting a little more colour, but——”


“This is your room,” said Celia.


Mrs. Stephenson-Pollitt entered, closed her eyes, and sniffed once more.
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