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Chapter One




THE grandfather clock in the hall gave a preparatory wheeze, then struck one.


Rachel sat up in bed and listened. She had never been awake at one o’clock in the morning before, and the thought of it made her feel proud and important and yet somehow guilty.


Mother and father had come up some time ago. She had heard their footsteps on the stairs, then their voices in the next room. . . . Once they had both laughed, but stopped abruptly, as if mother had said, “Hush! We mustn’t wake the children.”


Their voices had become lower, sleepier, and finally died away altogether, leaving Rachel with an odd sensation of loneliness and fear. The house, abandoned to silence and darkness, seemed suddenly to have become strange and hostile. She saw the darkness as a tall man with black trailing draperies, creeping through the rooms trying to find someone still awake. . . .


The stairs creaked sharply, and she burrowed her head under the bedclothes in a sudden access of terror. When she looked out the room was full of moonlight. It was as if she had been rescued from an ogre’s clutches by a prince in shining armour.


The stairs creaked again as the darkness crept down them, conquered. All her fear had vanished now. She slipped out of bed very quietly and, going over to the window, held aside the blind to look at the moon. Its wistful, anxious face peered down at her. He wasn’t a prince in shining armour, after all. He was, as he had always been, an unhappy, lonely little old man. The familiar wave of pity and compunction swept over her.




“Don’t be so unhappy,” she whispered. “I’ll think of you. . . . I’ll be your friend.”


His face seemed to flicker into a grateful smile, then a cloud swept over it, and the room was plunged again into darkness, but it was a friendly darkness now. The black man lurked downstairs, not daring to come up to the room from which he had been driven.


Rachel turned away from the window and stopped for a moment by Thea’s bed. She could just see the dark, tumbled curls on the pillow and the outline of one smooth rosy cheek. She went to her own bed and sat on it, her arms clasped round her knees, thinking of Thea, pretending that she was Thea. Rachel loved Thea so much that it was impossible for her to feel jealous, but sometimes she liked to shut her eyes and pretend that she was Thea and not herself. She shut her eyes now and saw herself with dark curls and a rosy, dimpled face, sitting at the piano and moving her fingers firmly and lightly over the keys. Everyone said how extraordinarily well Thea played the piano considering that she was only thirteen. Thirteen. . . . It was for that, after all, that Rachel envied her most. To have an age for the first time in the family. . . . By the time thirteen reached Rachel—eighteen months later—it would be spoilt and familiarised by Thea’s long use of it, like the frocks that came down to Rachel when Thea had outgrown them. Then it had to descend to Susan, and after that to Jane.


The calendar on the mantelpiece looked like a dim white square. Rachel could just see the figures of the year 1901 and the large red circle that Thea had drawn round to-morrow, Wednesday July 31st—the day the Holiday began. That, of course, was why she could not sleep—because she was so excited about the Holiday. They were to set off directly after breakfast. Over the back of the chair by her bed hung the new sailor suit—blue drill with a white stripe—that had been made specially for the Holiday and that she had never yet worn except for the trying-on. All last week mother and Nurse had been busy making the sailor suits. They had made one for each of them—even for five-year-old Peter, though Nurse often said that she’d rather make a dozen skirts than a pair of knickers. For once Rachel was to have a new dress all to herself, not one that Thea had outgrown.


Suddenly the clock struck two, and again that sense of mingled guilt and pride swept over her. Everyone in the whole world was asleep by now—except, of course, the robbers and policemen. . . .


Again her thoughts went to the Holiday. It was to be a different place this year—a place that they had never been to before. A locum, of course, because they always went to a locum. A vicarage right in the country, with a large garden. . . . Their own home was a vicarage, too, but it wasn’t in the country. It was just outside Manchester, hemmed in by little shops and houses, overshadowed by towering mills. Rachel rather liked the mill chimneys, they stood so tall and straight and waved their plumes of smoke in the air with such gallant light-heartedness, but mother and Nurse and all sensible grown-up people hated them. “You can’t keep a curtain clean from week’s end to week’s end,” they said.


And it was the mill chimneys, too, that made it impossible to grow any flowers in the small, shut-in vicarage garden. Only stunted grass and sooty laurel bushes would grow there. The chimneys poisoned the air, people said, but Rachel felt that they didn’t know that they were poisoning the air. They were so busy making patterns in the sky with their feathery tails of smoke that they had no time to look down and see what was happening to the gardens and window curtains so far beneath them.


And to-morrow the Holiday would begin. No—Rachel sat up with a little tremor of delight at the thought—to-day. It was to-day already. But there was a long time before one could get up. Five hours at least. Five hours—she did a quick sum in her head—three hundred minutes. Her delight faded, and suddenly the thought of the long night began to oppress her as if it were something horrible, unbearable, like the Eternity of which one never dared to think. “For ever and ever. Amen. . . .” She wouldn’t think of it. She’d try to go to sleep. She lay down and closed her eyes, screwing up her face tightly with the intensity of her effort. . . . Strange pictures began to flicker to and fro inside her eyelids.


A ring of women danced round hand in hand on the grass. . . . A man ran out with a dagger and killed one. . . . She fell down, and the others went on dancing round and round. . . . He ran out with a dagger and killed another. . . . There was always the same number of women dancing round, and, though the man kept running out to kill one each time, yet they never lay on the grass for more than a second. They didn’t ever jump up—they just disappeared. . . .


Suddenly Thea awoke with a little gasping cry and sat up in bed.


“Rachel!”


“Yes?”


“I’ve had a horrid dream. I’m so frightened. Come into bed with me.”


Rachel slipped from her bed and got in beside Thea, putting her arms around her and holding her tightly.


“It’s all right,” she said. “It’s all right, Thea. Don’t be frightened.”
 

“I was falling through water,” said Thea, “on and on and on . . .”
 

“Never mind,” Rachel comforted her again. “It’s all right now.”
 

Thea’s plump, solid little body was still trembling slightly.


“It doesn’t sound anything, but it’s horrible—falling on and on and on through water. . . . Tell me a story, Rachel, to stop me thinking about it.”


“What sort of a story?”


“Anything. . . .”


Thea often had bad dreams, and always when she awoke from them she roused Rachel, so that Rachel could come into her bed and tell her a story to take her mind from the lingering horror that they left in their train. Rachel felt a warm thrill of pride in the fact that Thea, so self-sufficient and independent in the day-time, needed her and depended on her at these times.


“Would you like one about the Civil Wars?”


The period of the Civil Wars was their favourite historical period. Both, of course, were ardent Royalists, and Rachel had invented a group of characters round whom she wove innumerable adventures, occasionally introducing King Charles or Cromwell in person, always as hero and villain respectively. She had various other stock characters, too, whose histories she could continue whenever demand was made for them—a knight whose brother had stolen his castle from him, a girl kidnapped by gipsies, a princess who had been put under a spell by a witch.


The last one was Rachel’s favourite, but Thea disliked fairy tales, and so Rachel, who tried in everything to model herself on Thea, made great efforts to overcome her secret affection for them.


“It was a hateful dream, Rachel.”


Already the tremor of fear was fading from Thea’s voice and was being replaced by a faint note of superiority. “You’ve no idea what it’s like because you never have bad dreams. . . . Yes, tell me one about the Civil Wars.”


Rachel began her story and grew herself so much interested in it that she felt almost regretful when Thea’s deep, regular breathing told her that she was asleep. She wondered whether to stay in Thea’s bed or to go back to her own, but while she was wondering she too fell asleep.


When she awoke in the morning all was bustle and commotion. Nurse was washing Peter and Jane in the bathroom. Susan had already washed, and mother was calling to Thea and Rachel to get up quickly as the bathroom was now empty. The neighbouring church bell was sending out its wistful, urgent notes. . . . “Come . . . do come . . . please come . . .” Then it stopped abruptly as if in sudden despair, and the grandfather clock downstairs in the hall struck seven in its ordinary daytime voice. Father, of course, would be taking the service in church, perhaps with only one or two, other people, because it was so hard to get people to come to week-day services. Once there had only been a robin there. It had perched on the choir stalls quite near father and had trilled and sung all through the service. Father had been very much pleased about that. . . . While Rachel was sitting on her bed thinking about the robin, mother came in. Her fair hair was massed in neat coils at the back of her head. Her brown serge skirt just touched the floor all round and was trimmed by rows of brown braid reaching almost to the knees. Her white blouse had a soft double frill that fell from the high collar, secured by a cameo brooch, to her trim waist. A gold chain held the watch that was tucked away out of sight behind the leather belt.


“Do hurry up, Rachel,” she said. “We shall never catch the train if you’re going to dawdle about like this.”


There was a faint edge of irritation in her voice, and Rachel remembered that, however much everyone had been looking forward to the Holiday, they were always rather cross on the actual morning of setting out for it. Nurse, of course, was never cross, but then she was never jolly either. Not like Elsie, who had looked after them before Nurse came and who had been always jolly and exciting.


Mother gave a quick, unsmiling glance round the room and went out. Rachel drew on one long black stocking and began to look for the other. Suddenly Thea threw it across to her.


“I wish you’d keep your things in your own part of the room,” she said severely.


Thea was scrupulously tidy, and Rachel’s untidiness in the bedroom always annoyed her. Rachel’s thoughts had gone back to the story she had been telling Thea last night, and she sat, holding the stocking in her hand, staring dreamily into space.


“It was Sir Rupert’s uncle who’d told him about the secret passage, Thea,” she said. “I forgot to tell you that.”


“Oh, that old tale!” said Thea impatiently. “I’d forgotten all about it. . . .


“I’m going to wash now,” she went on, snatching up her towel, “so you’ll have to wait till I’ve finished.”


Rachel roused herself again from her dreams. A completely new and thrilling story about Sir Rupert had suggested itself to her, but she resolutely thrust it aside and began to put on her stays and fasten the tape suspenders to her stockings. She was fumbling with the buttonholes of her knickers when Thea reappeared.


“You’re going to be the last,” said Thea in an aloof, superior voice. Thea was always especially aloof and superior on the mornings after she had had a bad dream and had awakened Rachel for comfort in the night. It was as if she didn’t want Rachel to consider herself too important.


Rachel washed, undid her plaits, and began to brush out her hair. Thea’s hair had a natural curl, but Rachel’s was, as Nurse always said, “straight as paper.” On ordinary nights it was plaited in two tight plaits and sometimes damped. For special occasions it was rolled up in curling rags that formed tight, hard little knobs all round her head and made sleep difficult if not impossible. When loosened from its plaits and brushed out, it hung in tight, uneven ridges down her back. She took a handful of hair from the front on both sides, brushed them together, and tied them securely on to the top of her head with her black hair-ribbon, carefully smoothing out the bows. She rather wished that there had been a new hair-ribbon to go with the new sailor suit. This one was fraying in the middle, as hair-ribbons so quickly did. She slipped the skirt over her head and buttoned up its petticoat bodice behind. She couldn’t reach the middle button from either the top or the bottom, so she left it unbuttoned. One generally had to leave the middle button unbuttoned when things did up behind. Next the tapes of the front, with its embroidered anchor, had to be tied round her chest under her arms. Then came the collar whose tapes had to be tied in the same way. Then the blouse, then the black tie. There ought, of course, to have been a whistle on a cord to go into the pocket. Rachel regretted the absence of the whistle, though she felt that it was childish of her to want one. She was ready now all but her boots. The sailor suit really was rather thrilling in spite of the missing whistle. She stood in the middle of the hearth-rug and pretended that she was a real sailor shipwrecked on a raft. She shaded her eyes, looking round the horizon for a sail. . . .


The door opened, and mother came in again.


“Do hurry, darling. Everyone else is dressed. I wish you wouldn’t dawdle like this. Put on your boots, then bring me your night things.”


She spoke kindly, but there was a tense little frown between her eyes as if she were saying to herself: “It’s terribly annoying, but I mustn’t let myself get cross.”


Feeling very much abashed, Rachel put on her boots and began to button them up. It was always worse when people tried not to be cross than when they really were cross.




Then she went to the night nursery, where mother and Nurse were finishing the packing. Susan was asking mother to pack Lena, the old rag doll that she had had since she was a baby. Susan was six, and Thea said that it was time she stopped playing with dolls, but Susan said she was never going to stop playing with them.


“Oh, darling,” said mother, still frowning and trying hard to be patient. “I said only four dolls, and you brought me four dolls to pack yesterday. You said you were going to leave Lena behind.”


“Yes, but she doesn’t want to be left behind,” said Susan breathlessly. “I had a sort of feeling in the night as if she was trying to tell me that she wanted to come.”


Her small face was pale and anxious, her lips unsteady. It was clear that the whole holiday would be spoilt for Susan if Lena didn’t come.


“Oh, well,” said mother, relenting, “but you must carry her. There isn’t an inch more room in the box.”


Susan drew a deep sigh of relief and hugged Lena to her with a fiercely protective gesture.


Then Peter and Jane wanted to peep at their toy boxes to make sure that they were still at the bottom of the trunk where Nurse had packed them yesterday. Mother had given each of them a cardboard box and said that they could take any toys that would go into them. Peter had filled his with tin soldiers, cannons, a box of coloured chalks, and a small toy monkey most of whose stuffing had come out; Jane with a collection of her “treasures”—ribbons from chocolate boxes and a queer assortment of odds and ends from her doll’s house. Peter had not packed his most precious possession, a small, battered cloth owl, called Owly. Instead he had put him into his pocket with his head sticking out so that he could see all that happened during the journey. He wore a luggage label round his neck that Peter had begged from mother, and Rachel had written his name, “Owly Cotteril,” in large letters. Having seen that his toy box was still at the bottom of the trunk, Peter suddenly became excited and demanded to take the goldfish, Napoleon, with him.


“I’ll carry it carefully,” he shouted, “I won’t spill it.”




“Nonsense, Peter,” said mother, “of course you can’t take the goldfish.”


For a moment it looked as if Peter were going to fly into one of his tempers, tempers in which he would scream till he was black in the face. Jane watched him anxiously. She adored Peter, and suffered far more than he did when he was in disgrace. But he only pouted and said, “I don’t care. . . . I expect there’ll be rivers there, and I’ll catch hundreds of goldfish.”


Then father came back from church, and the atmosphere at once became less tense and electric. He was as excited as any of them at the thought of the Holiday, though he was not setting out for it till later in the day. He always walked to the Holiday. He loved long walks, and his parish work gave him little opportunity for them. It would take him three days to reach the Holiday this time.


The bell rang, and they ran downstairs to the study. Blackie, the cat, was parading the hall restlessly, with tail erect, as if he knew that something unusual was afoot. He mewed softly and rubbed himself against mother’s skirt as she passed him.


Susan picked him up and kissed him.


“Poor Blackie!” she said. “Won’t he be lonely!”


“He’ll have Cook, and Cook’s his favourite,” said mother.


He ran into the study when Susan put him down, but Thea carried him out ignominiously by the scruff of his neck and dropped him into the hall.


“You know you aren’t allowed to come in to prayers, Blackie,” she said severely.


Blackie always tried to come in to family prayers. Sometimes he succeeded, and would jump on the chairs at which they were kneeling, and rub himself against their faces till they began to giggle, and then mother would get up and put him out.


“Almighty God,” prayed father, “Who fillest all things with Thy presence and art a God afar off as well as near at hand, we humbly beseech Thee to give Thy holy Angels charge concerning these Thy servants now setting forth on their journey. . . .”


Rachel thrilled at the familiar words that always ushered in the Holiday. She seemed to feel an actual stir in the room—a soft, faint flutter of wings as the angels came to take charge of them. . . .


They said the Lord’s Prayer together very quickly, Peter shouting it as he always shouted when he was excited.


“The Lord defend you with His providence and heavenly grace. May His fatherly hand ever be over you, and His Holy Spirit ever be with you, through Jesus Christ our Lord . . . Amen.”


They were on their feet again, scrambling eagerly into the dining-room for breakfast. Maria, the housemaid, brought in the porridge and a plate of boiled eggs. She wore her apron over her best dress of navy blue serge, because she was coming with them on the Holiday. Only Cook was being left at the Vicarage.


Maria had at first been delighted by the idea of accompanying them, but, since hearing of it, she had begun to “walk out” with the man who drove the butcher’s cart, and now she was overcome with grief at the thought of leaving him for four weeks. She had frizzed her hair luxuriantly for the occasion, but that was the only sign of festivity about her. She was red-eyed and sniffed lugubriously as she set down the eggs and porridge.


After breakfast father carried the trunks down to the hall, and mother came to count them and make sure that everything was there. She looked very neat in the bolero serge jacket that showed her slender waist and the long, graceful sweep of her skirt. She stood in front of the mirror in the hall, putting in the pins that fastened her hat to the thick coils of hair at the back of her head. . . .


“I wish you weren’t walking, darling,” she said. “I feel so anxious about you.”


Father smiled down at her from his lanky height.


“I shall be all right. It will do me all the good in the world.”
 

“It won’t. You’re tired out. I’ve never, seen you look so tired. You’re in no state to start a three days’ walk.”


“Nonsense!” he said. “There’s no tonic like a long walk.”
 

“Well, promise that you’ll come on by train if you find it too much for you.”




“Of course,” he said. “Don’t worry about me. You’ve got enough to see to . . .”


“I shall be miserable till you come.”


She went upstairs to help get Jane and Peter ready.


Maria came down, wearing a shapeless navy blue coat over her dress and a small black straw hat, under which her frizzed fringe stuck out unevenly. She stood by the pile of trunks, an expression of ludicrous misery on her plain sallow face, drawing on black cotton gloves.


Nurse came out of the kitchen, carrying the bag of provisions that they would need for the journey. The strings of her straw bonnet were tied in a symmetrical bow just beneath her chin. There was something very businesslike and severe in the cut of her coat and skirt, the coat shaped closely to her ample waist. Nurse was to be with them for the first week, and then was to go away for her own holiday to a married sister’s.


“Now, Maria,” she said sharply, “look alive and take this bag. Don’t stand there mooning like that.”


Maria sniffed, took the bag, and stood holding it listlessly.


“And you might have darned your gloves while you were about it,” went on Nurse, whose keen eye had detected glimmers of white at the ends of the black fingers.


The meaning of the “while you were about it” was fully conveyed by a disapproving glance at the frizzed fringe.


Maria tossed her head and sniffed again—a sniff in which despair was mingled with defiance.


“The cabs are coming,” shouted Peter excitedly from the landing window.


Over the children came a sudden rush of exultation, followed by as sudden a compunction. They were leaving everything behind them for four long weeks—Blackie, Napoleon, all their beloved toys and treasures. . . . There seemed to be something unbearably pathetic about the rooms that would be silent and empty for so long. Even Cook, standing arms akimbo at the kitchen door, looked lonely and desolate. They ran all over the house, saying good-bye to their possessions, snatching Blackie from one pair of arms to another to be hugged and kissed till he managed at last to escape by an agile twist from Jane’s arms, hanging over Napoleon’s bowl and throwing in reckless handfuls of ants’ eggs. . . . Susan clasped Belinda, her sixth-best doll, whom she was leaving ‘at home, in an agonised farewell embrace. Rachel, having said good-bye to everything, ran out to watch father and the cabman hoist the luggage on to the two cabs that rocked and swayed alarmingly during the process. One of the horses stood in the shafts dispiritedly, with drooping head. The other kept looking round at her, with a humorous, rather wistful expression, as if he knew all about the Holiday and wished he were coming too. She tried to stroke him, but he jerked his head away with a rattle of his harness. His coat was dusty and left sticky black marks on her fingers.


“Come along, children!”


They packed themselves into the cabs—mother and father, who was coming to the station to see them off, and Rachel and Thea in one, Nurse and Susan and Maria and Jane in the other. Peter sat on the box of the first cab with the cabman.


Cook stood at the door with Blackie in her arms, and they all leant out of the windows waving to her till the cabs turned the corner of the street.








Chapter Two




THEY tumbled excitedly out of the wagonette that had brought them from the station, and stood at the Vicarage door looking around them. Beneath their excitement was something solemn. . . . Here they were at last. This was the Holiday. This house and garden would be the subject of conversation and games for all the next year. Their eyes darted over it keenly, almost anxiously. Was it going to surpass all previous holidays, as the ideal holiday should do? So far as their memories went back, every holiday had been better than the last.


Barwick Vicarage was a long, low house, built of stone and covered with climbing roses. There was something vaguely ecclesiastical about its architecture. The front door was of oak, with a big iron handle. The windows, long and low like the house, had pointed arches between their mullions.


The drive had led from the road through a rough paddock that was separated from the garden by a hedge. In front of the house was a lawn with a copper beech at its farther end, and beyond that an orchard.


“Now come in, all of you,” Nurse was saying in her brisk voice. “A good wash is what you want.”


They clattered into the house, sniffing enquiringly like puppies. A nice smell . . . a smell of old leather, tobacco smoke, wood fires, and roses, a smell that ever afterwards was to mean that particular Holiday to the children.


The trunks had been carried upstairs, and already the clothes were being unpacked and put away in drawers by mother and Maria, while Nurse helped the children to get clean and tidy.




Susan was ready first. Her small face shining with cleanliness, her hair well brushed back and tied on one side, wearing a clean, stiffly starched white pinafore, she slipped downstairs and out of the side door into the garden. She carried the battered Lena tenderly in her arms. She still felt self-reproachful for having thought of leaving her behind. Quietly, purposefully, she began to explore the garden, choosing all her little places. Here her dolls would have their tea parties, this corner would be her house, this her palace when she was pretending to be a princess, the space between the yew hedge and the wall her secret hiding-place. She would tell no one about that. . . .


Just near the doorway in the wall that led into the kitchen garden she found the stump of a cut-down tree. It was like a little table with a smooth flat top. Fairy feasts were held there. . . . She could see them—fairies with gossamer wings, and tiny green-clad elves, drinking dew from acorn cups. She must get up very, very early and find them one morning. . . . The garden was full of traces of fairies—little dancing-floors of moss, little magic circles of toadstools, little sleeping-holes in the tree-trunks. Susan set her small mouth determinedly. She must see a fairy this Holiday. There were no fairies at home because of the mill chimneys. There were only fairies in the country. She had tried hard to find one when they’d been away for the Holiday last year, but she hadn’t been able to. She mustn’t let another Holiday go by without finding one. They were all around her, of course, even now, peeping at her behind leaves, gazing down at her from the branches . . . but they were so quick. They disappeared just as you turned to look at them. No, she mustn’t let this Holiday go without seeing one, because after you were ten you couldn’t see them any more. Rachel had told her so. That left only four Holidays after this. . . .


An old man came down the path, wearing an apron of sacking and carrying a spade. Breathlessly she accosted him, pointing to the round, smooth surface of the tree-stump.


“Have you ever found little acorn cups all round here early in the morning?” she said.




He was a very old man, and his face seemed to be made up of innumerable tiny lines. When he smiled the tiny lines suddenly changed their directions and pointed in different ways.


“No, missie, I’ve never seen it. A fairy feast, I reckon, you’re thinking on?”


She nodded and clasped Lena more tightly to her, quivering with eagerness from head to foot, and standing on tiptoe as she always did when she was excited.


“Yes . . . if you find one, please will you leave it just as it is and come and tell me?”


The criss-cross lines again seemed to shoot in all directions over his face.


“Yes, missie . . . I’ll do that.”


“Thank you.”


He went into the kitchen garden and began to dig. She lingered for a moment, watching him. A robin, who stood on long, thin legs about a foot from the old man’s spade, looked up at her with bright, friendly eyes as if he would have liked to talk to her. He could tell her about the fairies, of course, if only she could understand him. But she couldn’t, so it wasn’t any use staying there.


She turned away and went to the orchard. Here and there tall white daisies still grew in the long grass. She chose as her own a tree that had bright red apples on it, like the decoration of a Christmas tree, then went indoors to fetch the other dolls, Hetty and Grace and Louise and Victoria. She carried them out to the orchard and arranged them in a circle, Hetty and Grace leaning against the apple-tree trunk, Louise and Victoria and Lena propped up against the long grass. They stared blankly in front of them, but she knew that, as soon as she was out of sight and hearing, the fairies would come to them and they would all talk together in tiny voices. She went away to the end of the orchard, then began to creep back again, slowly, cautiously, hiding in the long grass, trying to come upon them unawares. But they had heard her. They were all sitting motionless, staring silently in front of them again when she reached them. In the middle of the group, however, was a large rosy apple. Susan knew really that it had dropped from the tree above, but she pretended that the elves had brought it to her for a present. She imagined little green men drawing it across the grass by ropes of gossamer, heard their voices, like the drones of insects, “Give it to Susan when she comes back. . . .” Perhaps they had all danced in a circle—Hetty and Grace and Louise and Victoria and Lena and the little green men; and then suddenly they had heard her coming, and immediately the elves had vanished, and the dolls had resumed their blank expressions and stiff, motionless attitudes.


She was just going to take a bite out of the apple when she noticed a tiny round hole in the skin. A caterpillar. . . . The round hole was his front door. Susan imagined his small green head peeping out of the hole while he looked up at the sky to see whether it was going to be a fine day or not. Inside the apple was his home. . . . She bit into it carefully so as not to hurt him. Her bite laid bare the whole of his little brown passage-hall. How surprised he must be! She imagined enormous teeth suddenly biting into their hall at home. There he was, right in the core, in his little dining-room. She picked him out very carefully and put him on a blade of grass. He seemed to look about him in a startled way, as if he were saying, “Well, I never!” then suddenly overbalanced and disappeared from view. Susan imagined him at the bottom of the long blade of grass surrounded by the insects who lived there, telling them his adventures. “And a giant came and bit my house all to pieces. . . .” They crowded round him to listen.


Rachel came out into the garden. She too had washed her hands and face and tidied her hair and put on a pinafore over her sailor suit.


She wandered down the path with the herbaceous border on one side and the yew hedge on the other, passed the door that led to the kitchen garden, and reached the orchard. She could see Susan in the distance sitting with her dolls eating an apple, but she didn’t go to her. Susan was such a baby, always talking about dolls and fairies. . . .


At the end of the orchard she came to the hedge that separated it from the paddock, and in the hedge was a little gate leading into a spinney that ran down one side of the paddock to the road. She opened the gate and entered.


It was a tiny wood, but the trees in it were quite big—oaks and beeches and tall firs. The roots of one of the trees stood right out of the earth, forming a little armchair. She sat in it and leant back. It was very comfortable. She would tell Thea about it, but no one else. She and Thea would come and sit here. It would be their secret place. Looking up, she saw the green branches swaying gently against the sky, and the sight filled her with an aching rapture. She became aware of the immense quiet around her. The sunshine fell in shafts through the trees, making pools of light on the ivy that covered the ground.


She picked a piece of ivy and examined its shining greenness with delight. There was ivy at home, but it wasn’t like this. It wore a faint veil of griminess that killed its colour. That was because of the mill chimneys, of course. . . .


Everything around was so clean and bright and happy that quite suddenly it seemed to Rachel that there was nothing in the whole world to be afraid of. Usually she was afraid of a lot of things. She was afraid chiefly of not growing up good. Miss Kingsley, the head mistress of the school to which she and Thea went, used to talk a lot about that. She used to say that every little thing you said or did or thought went to the making of a good or bad habit, and it was your habits that made your character. She said that you were making your own character every day, minute by minute. She said that bad people hadn’t wanted to be bad and hadn’t meant to be bad and probably hadn’t known they were growing bad. They’d just got bad by not being particular about forming good habits when they were children. Sometimes Rachel would lie awake at night terrified that she was growing bad. Often she wished that she had died when she was a baby, because babies always went to heaven. Once she and Thea had discussed at what age the baby automatically lost the chance of going straight to heaven and had decided that it was when it began to walk. Rachel herself had secretly come to the conclusion that fifteen was the age at which your habits had hardened so completely into a good or bad character that you couldn’t change. She was going to try very hard to be good till she was fifteen, and then—well, if she wasn’t good by the time she was fifteen it wouldn’t be much use trying any more She knew that she was more inclined to be bad than good at present. Often she had a torturing suspicion that if she had lived when Jesus was on earth she would have been one of the people who didn’t believe in Him. She believed in Him now, of course, but would she have believed then? The thought worried her terribly, sometimes making her feel as if she had actually helped to crucify Him. Then there were other things. . . . Leprosy, for instance. Ever since a visiting clergyman, who had come to appeal for money for a leper colony, had described leprosy in his sermon, she had lived in secret horror of it. At first she had examined herself every night for the little white spot that meant it was beginning, but now she only did it once a week or so. Some things were even worse than that. Once she had found a report of the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children, and she had read page after page before, hearing footsteps and knowing that she was not supposed to read the book, she had hastily thrust it back into the shelves. What she read made her feel sick and had turned life into a nightmare for days afterwards. Moreover, there had come to her a monstrous thought—suppose that her own happy home life was only a dream and that at any moment she might wake up from it and find herself in reality the child of parents who starved and beat her, as the parents in the book starved and beat their children. . . .


Then there were the horrors that one didn’t understand. They lived in a dark cupboard in one’s mind, which one opened as seldom as possible. Elsie . . . Elsie, whom they had all loved so, was somehow connected with the horror that one didn’t understand. She had left them suddenly and without farewells. She had been crying as she got into the cab that had come to take her to the station. Father was away, but mother’s face had been set in lines of stern disgust. Neither father nor mother ever mentioned her afterwards. Once Thea had said, “Why did Elsie go away?” And mother had replied, “She wasn’t a good girl.”




“Did she steal something?”


“No, Thea. It was something you’re too young to know about. Don’t ask any more questions. And don’t talk about her to the younger ones. I want them to forget her.”


“I’m going to find out what it was,” Thea had said to Rachel that night, “and then I’ll tell you.”


But Rachel’s mind had swerved away from the subject with instinctive horror. “Please, God,” she had prayed, “don’t let Thea find out . . . don’t let me know.”


But to-day as she sat in the green shade, her eyes fixed dreamily on the tree-tops that swayed in the breeze against the blue sky, all the fear and horror seemed to have vanished from life.


Thea had changed into her best frock—a white voile dress with rows of ruching at the waist and yoke.


“May I change, mother?” she had called carelessly. “I got my sailor suit so crumpled in the train.”


She was afraid that mother would know she hadn’t got the sailor suit crumpled and say she mustn’t change it because it was only clean on that morning, but mother, who was still busy with the unpacking, had answered “Yes, dear,” absently, hardly hearing what she had said.


She knew, of course, that even if she changed she ought to put on another cotton frock, but she longed to put on the white voile dress, because it made her feel grown-up and elegant, like someone in a picture or a book. She changed into it quickly and guiltily, tied her hair at the back of her head, not on the top, which she considered childish though mother was always telling her it was neater, arranged her curls over her shoulders, and, waiting till no one was about the hall so that she couldn’t be sent back to take off the voile frock and put on a cotton one instead, slipped downstairs and out of the front door.


The garden didn’t interest her much, and she soon found her way down to the paddock where people passing along the road could see her. There she pretended to be busied in picking the white field daisies, but in reality she was a passer-by, watching herself from the road—a girl in a white dress with dark curls falling over her shoulders, picking flowers in a field. It was just like the sort of picture that you saw hung on the wall in people’s drawing-rooms. She was saying, “She must be one of the locum’s children. How pretty she looks in that white frock with her curls falling over her shoulders like that! . . .”


Nurse gave a last tug to Jane’s curls with the comb, parted them at the side, deftly tied up a handful with a pink ribbon, slipped on a clean pinafore, and took her downstairs to the side door.


“Now go into the garden and play by yourself,” she said. “You’re, a big girl now, you know. You’re four. I’ll send Peter out as soon as I’ve got him ready.”


Jane trotted happily down the path and turned a corner into another path. . . . On one side was a tall green hedge, on the other flowers, beginning small near the path, then going taller and taller as they went away till they were as high as the hedge. This led to a sort of field, where the grass was almost as tall as Jane herself. It was all strange and rather terrifying. Her heart beating more quickly, she turned and began hastily to retrace her steps. As she went everything around her seemed to grow still stranger and more terrifying. The flowers seemed to be frowning at her angrily. The tall hedge towered above her. She began to run. Reaching the opening that led to the kitchen garden, she plunged into it and ran along a brick path, her small face crumpling up in terror. There was a high wall on one side of her with pears and peaches growing on it. Suddenly she realised that this was not the way she had come. She was lost. . . . Horror and desolation swept over her. She began to cry—loud, gulping, heart-broken sobs.


“What’s the matter, missie?”


An old man had appeared suddenly, a bent, wrinkled old man just like the wizard in the fairy stories that Susan told her. He put out his hand towards her as if he were going to turn her into something. Her terror deepened to panic, and she turned and fled from him, screaming.


Nurse came running out of the side door and down the path.




“Whatever‘s the matter?” she said.
“I’m lost!” sobbed Jane. “I’m lost!”
“Nonsense!” said Nurse, “of course you’re not lost.”
She picked her up, but Jane struggled away from her, still sobbing.
“Elsie,” she sobbed, “want Elsie. . . .”


Her shrill screams had floated over the garden to the other children. “Elsie . . . want Elsie.”


Susan, who had finished her apple and was engaged now in planting the seeds in a little circle round the apple tree, suddenly stopped and stared unseeingly in front of her, thinking about Elsie and the warm, cosy, hugger-mugger days when Elsie had presided over the nursery. They had been exciting days of forbidden treats, of secret, lawless expeditions. . . . Ice-cream from the ice-cream cart that patrolled the back streets (“Don’t tell your mother I gave it you”); visits to an aunt of Elsie’s who lived in a dirty little house with a lot of dirty but fascinating children, one of whom could walk on his hands with his feet straight up in the air, another of whom could emit piercing whistles by putting a finger into each corner of his mouth (“Now don’t tell your mother I took you here . . .”); walks accompanied by a soldier with a red jacket and red stripes down his trousers, who twirled a cane and told them stories about the time he had fought black men who wore no clothes and threw spears (“Now don’t tell your mother we met him”). Elsie was always jolly and exciting and good-tempered. She let them all come into her bed in the morning and sit on her while she made earthquakes and switchbacks for them with her knees. She let them ride round the nursery on her back, pretending that she was a camel and they were travelling over the desert. She spent money on them generously, buying toys and sweets for the younger ones, brooches and necklaces for Thea.
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