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			CHAPTER ONE

			LEVET had been built by a Laurence in the time of George the third. Robert had been an example of “the home town boy makes good” story. He was the son of a parson over Chiddingstone way, and the bad lad of the village. He included amongst his crimes a love of poaching in the squire’s woods, especially in Levet Wood. Partly to preserve his game for his own table, and partly because of a weakness for the boy, the squire pulled a wire or two and got him a clerkship with the East India Company and Robert sailed for Bombay, where he flourished to such an extent that he came home in 1768 a rich man.

			During his years abroad, Robert had suffered unendingly from homesickness. He missed Kent. The deep lanes; the rich fields; the farms squatting in the hollows; the scent of the bracken; the feel of fir needles under foot. Homesickness has a way of fixing the thoughts on one spot. It fixed Robert’s on Levet Wood.

			The squire was nearing ninety when Robert came home, and though he was well aware that he had not long to live, and could not take his land where he was bound, it hurt like the amputation of a limb to part with an acre. Nothing would have made him sell, to him it would have been as indecent as selling a child, but he thought nothing of his heir, and Robert loved that wood, so when he died two years later he gave it to him in his will, and almost his last words were: “There’s one bit of what’s mine that’ll be cared for, maybe the only bit.”

			Levet was a difficult site oil which to build, the land fell wrong, and Robert hated parting with a tree, so clearing was a slow process. But Robert knew what he wanted, and, moreover, was used to native labour, and so expected to clap his hands and see a thing done. He laid a finger on a map of the wood and said his house would be there, and facing south.

			It was a gem of a house. Not big, three-storied, with great windows, the lower ones rounded to lovely curves. There was a great sweeping curve, too, over the front door, the arc supported by slender pillars. In front a sweep was cleared and gravelled, and below it fell a lawn on which stood two oak trees. A way was cut to make a carriage drive and it was so planned that it wound amongst rhododendrons, so that in the spring and early summer the family could drive through a purple hedge. On the left of the lawn a great slice of wood was cleared and walled and earthed for a fruit and vegetable garden, behind that another piece cobbled for the stables. For the rest, Robert left his wood untouched. It bounded the house and garden on all sides, whortleberries and bracken, spruce, fir, larch and beech, pressing in, waiting to reclaim the land for themselves.

			Robert died in 1780 and, having no children, Levet passed to his brothers boy, George; and from George, in 1832, to his son, Frederick; from Frederick, in ’45, to his son, Harold; and from Harold, in ’95, to Esmond, and when Esmond died in 1930 it came to his eldest son, Bill.

			Robert had set the fashion in his family for making money in the business and spending it on Levet. When he died, the nephew, George, was just beginning to do well in the silk trade. He was glad to have Levet and the income Robert left for its upkeep, but he never thought of giving up his career and settling down there. Indeed, he never did live there until two years before his death and then he suffered too much from gout to enjoy it. All the same, he was proud of the place and spent a lot on it, rather as other men spent money on a mistress whose possession gave them tone.

			His boy, Frederick, was a dull dog, but he worked hard in his father’s business in a reliable, but wholly unimaginative, way, and continued to work there for the few years that Levet was his, in spite of the fact that to him the seclusion and serenity of the place stood for all that he imagined of happiness.

			Harold was quite a different cup of tea. He was a live wire bursting with ambition, he extended the Laurence silk business to America, and it was that which killed him, for in ’93 he went over for the World’s Fair, and combined pleasure with business to such an extent that, contracting pneumonia, he was in poor condition to resist, and though he fought through the actual attack, he died two years later.

			Esmond was brought up at Levet. His grandfather had died when comparatively young, and Harold had already owned the place for twenty years when he married, and being one who hated needless waste, was delighted to put his wife and children in the house and make some use of it.

			No Laurence, since Robert, had loved Levet as Esmond did. There was in fact a strong bond between the dead great-great-uncle and the quiet great-great-nephew. Robert had felt a need to live in that spot and had created Levet. Esmond’s heart sang an unconscious Te Deum every time he looked at the place; he did not think it could be improved, but it could be enriched. During his father’s lifetime, no enriching in the way he visioned was possible. Harold was willing to spend any money on the place that the place actually needed, but he did not want to, what he called, “poodle it up”.

			Esmond had not long inherited Levet, and was only tentatively feeling his way to the fruition of his dreams, when the Boer War started, and he sailed for Cape Town.

			South Africa increased the similarity of outlook between Robert and Esmond. The more Esmond saw of a foreign land, the more he longed for his own, and by his own he meant Levet. At Spion Kop, he lost a leg, and, once home, was grateful for the disability, for it gave him a decent excuse to become a sleeping partner in the silk business, and to give his life, it already had his heart, to Levet.

			Levet in the beginning of the new century was much as Robert had left it. The house had warmed and mellowed, the turf of the lawn, after nearly a hundred and fifty years’ unremitting care, was practically perfect, the trees on the lawn had grown and spread and one of them, which had been struck by lightning in ’36, had been, by Frederick’s order, braced with iron rods. The rhododendrons down the drive were no longer a hedge, but cut back, and, allowed a sight of the sun, had become trees. The kitchen garden wall was as mellowed as the house, for nearly a century and a half of summers had warmed the stones and the fruit trees which clung to them. There were additions. George, looking on the property as a woman he kept, had given it a smart lodge, improved the stables, built a small wall between the lawn and the drive, and in the curve of it put a fountain. Frederick had relaid the drains, and Harold, because his bailiff said it got in the way of the carriages, took away George’s fountain, and Harold’s wife, since the wall looked rather severe without the fountain, trimmed it with four white stone urns.

			In South Africa, especially during his months in hospital, Esmond had dreamed and planned. His span as owner should be marked by gifts, he would give to the earth, he would give to the trees, he would give colour. Esmond was helped in these schemes by his marriage, in 1903, to Lydia Hathaway, the daughter of a neighbouring estate.

			Lydia was twenty when she married. Her father did not believe in having his girls educated away from home and they were given governesses. To Lydia the governesses meant very little, she had not much brains for book-learning and her sisters had, so she left the struggle round the inky schoolroom table to them, and let herself be moulded by her nurse, and her father and mother. Nannie was seventeen when she came to look after Lydia. She was old-fashioned, she believed in the women of the upper classes doing nothing, but being able to do everything. She taught Lydia and her sisters to sew and to do housework, and sent them to the kitchen to learn cooking. “You don’t want to do things you needn’t,” she said, “but the maids will put upon you when you don’t know how things should be done.”

			Lydia’s mother was the exact pattern of what Nannie thought her young ladies should grow up to be. She was a good manager and ran her house exquisitely. She had just the right manner with the villagers. She was a charming hostess to those of her own class, and magnificently gracious to well-to-do tradespeople such as took houses in the neighbourhood. She stood to Lydia, who adored her without criticism, for all that she understood of the word “gentlewoman”.

			From her father, Lydia learnt love of the land, and particularly of Kent. She had had drilled into her that property was a trust, and those who possessed it had certain duties to carry out which it was unthinkable they should not perform. She knew that many of the tasks her father undertook bored him unspeakably, but he did them because those particular tasks were undertaken by people in his position.

			At twenty, when Lydia married, she was narrow, having read little and met few people and taken her ideas, lock, stock and barrel, as they were given to her, but she was a very suitable wife for Esmond. She fell in love with him at sight, a love which began by being partly hero-worship for a man who had lost his leg in South Africa, and grew into an unshakable affection and friendship which never faltered until the day he died.

			Together, Esmond and Lydia planned and worked for Levet. The trees were thinned; rotten wood was cut away; new young trees planted for the future. There was money and to spare in those days for the silk business was flourishing, and the estate was put in order. Fencing, hedging, ditching and clearing went on unceasingly. As well, Esmond brought his dreams of enrichment to life, and though Lydia could not quite follow his vision she pretended to, and backed his schemes with enthusiasm. A ride was cut through part of the wood, and it was planted deep with flame-coloured azaleas, and azaleas and rhododendrons were banked at the top of the lawn. In the kitchen garden a wide flower bed was cut and massed with flowers to give colour all the summer through. The fruit stock was improved, much of the wall stuff was old and bearing less each year, so peaches and nectarines were planted and fruit was produced which was the pride of the neighbourhood, taking prizes round about for years. In the midst of all this planning and planting, Lydia produced three children, William, from the beginning called Bill, in 1907, Saffron in 1909, and Edward in 1911. It would have been impossible by 1911 to find a happier woman than Lydia. She lived the life that suited her. She had a husband she loved and three children. Busy, bustling, the years slipped by, and she grew to care less and less about the world outside; so it was that the war in 1914 took her by surprise.

			The world, as Lydia knew it, fell in ruins around her during the war, but she stiffened her back and weathered the next four years nicely. The eldest of the children was only seven, and they were looked after by a governess, and Nannie who had come to Lydia as soon as Bill was expected. Every woman worked for the country and in a few weeks Lydia was helping to organise a hospital, which before the war was over had become quite an important institution, of which she was unofficial matron.

			Meanwhile, Esmond was facing up to the changes at Levet. There was no one to cut the lawn, in any case it was needed for hay. The flowers went and vegetables were planted in their place. Worst of all, the trees had to go. There was no question of whether he wanted to sell or not, wood was needed and every tree of any decent size came down. By the time the war was over, Levet looked shabby. The fences were rotting and falling in. The paint was off the gates. Even the house was dilapidated.

			Lydia, deep in her work, noticed the changes around her less than Esmond, but Esmond read them for what they were, not only war changes, but changes in the framework of England. In 1915, he had sent Bill to school. Lydia had protested that he was only a baby, but even then Esmond could see the writing on the wall.

			“Things aren’t going to be easy after this,” he said, “he can’t stiffen up too young.”

			The world after the war was not at all to Esmond’s and Lydia’s liking. There was a general flattening of the standards they accepted, what they called vulgarities were creeping in everywhere. They even appeared in their own children who came back from their schools with ideas and expressions which made their parents shudder.

			Esmond turned his back as far as he could on this new world, and gave himself to trying to restore Levet to what it had been before the war. Lydia fought. By blunt outspokenness, icy looks, and gentle reproofs, she tried to bring those she met back to the viewpoint of 1913. She never succeeded, and sometimes made herself ridiculous, but on the whole she was rather admired, she was at least a fixed point in a changing world.

			The silk trade had not died during the war. Part of the works had been turned over for material for aeroplanes and in the years following the war the business boomed. Esmond’s share of the money came rolling in and a vast proportion of it went back into Levet. “Must have it nice to hand on to Bill,” was his excuse.

			Esmond died in the slump years when businesses were crashing, and the silk business went down with the rest. Most of the family had saved money in the good years, but Esmond, with Levet eating much of what came to him, and three children to educate, had nothing put by to stand up to a financial crash. Bill, who had been working in the firm for two years, feeling wretched anyway at his father’s death, faced his mother miserably.

			“I’m afraid we’ll have to try and let the place.”

			Lydia, with her traditions to support her, did not flinch even from that.

			“Very well, my dear, if it’s necessary. I will take a little flat in town so that Saffron can go on with her art classes. In any case,” and there she patted his arm, “I don’t expect I should have been able to stay here very long. We’ll be expecting a Mrs. Bill, as Nannie would say.”

			Bill, with various uncles and cousins, struggled to revive the business, and Bill, who had ideas, pulled it out of the mud. They had been a high-class firm dealing only in first-class materials, but now he was having none of that. He bought the patent for an artificial silk, and started a line of stockings, and one way and another, by hard labour, dragged the concern on to its feet and to a certain amount of prosperity. The prosperity coincided with the death of the people who had rented Levet. Bill could not find another tenant, and he had succeeded in clearing the death duties, and was better off. Most important of all he had fallen in love.

			It was probably the coming of what Nannie would call “Mrs. Bill” that opened Levet again.

			Nannie was the first to return to Levet; in the intervening years she went as a matter of course with Lydia to London.

			“You couldn’t do without me, Ma’am,” she had said firmly. “There’s not only Miss Saffron, who’s like a child unborn when it comes to taking care of herself, and London’s a nasty place for draughts, but there’s Mr. Edward. I know they say these boys in the Navy can do everything for themselves, but there’s not one stitch he comes home with but what can do with a bit of needling.”

			It was during the Christmas of 1934 that Nannie heard that Bill was reopening Levet.

			“I should not wonder,” she said to Lydia, “if I hadn’t better go down two or three weeks ahead. It’s me that knows how everything should be.”

			Lydia was dismayed.

			“But, my dear Nannie, you’re not leaving me, are you? Besides, you know, I think Mr. Bill is going to do with a very small staff.”

			Nannie had discarded an apron since there were no children for her to look after, but she smoothed her black skirt in front where the apron should have been.

			“If Mr. Bill can’t pay me my wages then he can’t. But let him loose in a house full of uneducated girls, like as not some of these fly-by-nights that have never been trained in the ways of a good house, I will not.”

			Lydia smiled.

			“I don’t think that Mr. Bill is going to Levet alone.”

			Nannie’s face took on the expression of one about to tread on a beetle.

			“I never held with saying what I thought about any of the gentlemen that you young ladies married, but each of them, Ma’am, came out of the right basket. This young lady, from all I can hear, isn’t out of any basket that we should care to open.”

			Lydia was embroidering at the time. She took two or three stitches before she answered.

			“Times have changed. Quite nice girls go on the stage.”

			“More’s the pity,” said Nannie firmly. “Anyhow I’ll be going down to Levet, Ma’am, if you’ll be so kind as to let Mr. Bill know.”

			Nannie was at Levet superintending the cleaning efforts of some of the women from the village when Bill brought Sara down for the first time.

			Sara had made him stop his car just by the lodge gates. It was spring and the rhododendrons were in flower.

			“Oh!” she said, “do let’s walk. It’s no good my asking you to drive slowly, you don’t know how.”

			Bill parked the car by the lodge and he and Sara sauntered up the drive through the rhododendrons. Bill talked about the drive needing seeing to, and how the rhododendrons wanted cutting back, and Sara stared up at the blue sky seen between the dark green leaves and the purple cups, and squeezed Bill’s arm tightly, and heard nothing that he was saying.

			On reaching the house, Sara sat down on the little stone wall that bordered the lawn, and put her back against one of the urns and stared at the azaleas. It was like that that Nannie espied her out of the window. Because Sara seemed in as much need of supervision as her two generations of nurslings, she forgot that she was an actress and took her under her wing. She hung out of an upstairs window.

			“Mr. Bill,” she said severely, “tell your young lady to get up at once, she’ll get piles that way as easy as winking.”

			Sara and Nannie became friends after that. It took time, for Bill was, as Nannie said, “her boy”, for in Lydia’s generation there were no sons, and the first boy, whether he belongs to his mother or his nurse, holds a special place in the heart. Nannie did not really approve of Sara for Bill, she was not in any way the sort of wife she had pictured for him. “Not at all like you, Ma’am, or your dear mother,” as she had said to Lydia.

			Sara was not, as a matter of fact, like anybody who had come Nannie’s way. Lydia’s sisters had been much the same type as Lydia, and Saffron was a hoydenish, horsy sort of a girl. Sara was small, brittle, nervous, excitable, full of quick moves and odd violent expressions, but she had one quality which took her to Nannie’s heart. She did need looking after. She had not been used to the country and took Levet to her heart and careered through the grounds in all weathers, and never remembered to change her stockings or shoes, and often got colds. She was, too, given to nervous headaches and other diseases of the highly-strung which had been nonexistent in Nannie’s nurseries. She would have looked after Sara for the sheer love of looking after, but she had an especial care of her for was she not Bill’s wife? And in her lay the hope of the nurseries being opened again.

			It was because of that hope that Nannie was given the lodge. The lodge-keeper died and Sara’s nerves got the better of her at the same moment.

			“I don’t want to turn Nannie out. You know I dote on her,” she told Bill, “but she does follow me around so.” She fiddled with the lapel of his coat, a trick she had when she wanted to be sure of his reaction to what she was saying. “It’s because she hopes I’m going to have a baby. It’s not my fault I’m not. We’d like one now, wouldn’t we?”

			Bill put his arms round her.

			“Would we? It would mean an end to your getting about. May as well have a good time first.”

			“But we’ve had a good time for more than a year. I’d like a baby. I think Nannie thinks I’m not trying or something.”

			Bill kissed her.

			“All right. Nannie shall have the lodge, and don’t fuss about babies, I want you to myself a bit longer.” Sara gave his coat lapels an angry shake.

			“I shan’t change just because I have children. Other women have them, all your family do. Saffron had John when she had only been married a year, and your mother had you three, and your Aunt Anne had six, and your Aunt Diana five; it makes me feel so incompetent, especially as people like Nannie and your mother didn’t approve of me. Anyhow, they think actresses are queer, and I’m not; I want a baby just as much as anybody else.”

			Bill held her tighter.

			“Don’t blame me. I’m not stopping you, but I tell you frankly I shan’t think it good news.”

			She pulled away from him.

			“But you want some sometime?”

			“Of course, but I like having you around, I can’t see how somebody like you came to marry a dull dog like me, but now I’ve got you, it’s only reasonable to want to show you off, isn’t it?”

			A mixture of affection and exasperation for the stupidness of him struggled in her face.

			“You aren’t a dull dog, but my goodness you can be stupid. Fancy wanting parties in London and weekends with people you don’t care about.”

			“I like that from you. You never went to bed except with the milk before we were married.”

			“But that was then, and this is now; when I was acting it was different, I seemed to need people and going about to keep me lit up, but not now.”

			Nannie did not like moving to the lodge. She was obsessed by the fear that shut away down by the gate there would be a baby coming and she might not know about it. That Sara would engage some new-fangled nurse from London.

			Sara started her baby a year after that talk with Bill, and Nannie was the first to hear about it. Sara, hatless, her brown hair messed by the wind, wearing a shirt and slacks, came one morning to the lodge and fidgeted round Nannie’s sitting-room. First she played with the clock, then with a shell marked “A Present from Brighton”, then with the pictures, all the time talking in a quick nervous way about nothing at all. Then suddenly she slumped down in a chair at the table, put her elbows on it, and her chin in her hands.

			“Do you think I look as if I was going to have a baby? I haven’t been sick before breakfast and I don’t seem to be getting fat anywhere, but other signs seem right and I nearly fell over because I was giddy yesterday.”

			Nannie sat down beside her and questioned, and was full of hope, and advised a visit to the doctor. She finished:

			“Just think what Mr. Bill will say when he hears tonight.”

			Sara leant across the table and gripped one of Nannie’s hands.

			“You’re not to tell him.” Her words fell over each other. “He mustn’t know, not for months and months. Promise, Nannie. Please promise.”

			Nannie was seventy-three. Her teeth were not her own, she needed strong spectacles, and, though she would not admit it, she got tired more easily than she had; but her brain was as clear, in many ways clearer, for she had learnt much wisdom with passing time, than when she had come as nurse to Lydia fifty-six years back.

			Nannie held with birthdays; her birthday, just like her children’s, had always been an occasion, and knowing this people remembered the day.

			After lunch on this seventy-third birthday, Mrs. Brown, the cook from Levet, came to the lodge with a birthday-cake. August, as if to make up for a repulsive summer, was proving a perfect month, day after day the sky was cloudless. The lodge was a riot of colour, late yellow roses dripped from the walls, the garden, looked after by an under-gardener from the house, was flamboyant with geraniums.

			“Happy returns,” Mrs. Brown panted, for the cake was heavy and she was stout. “Garden looks nice I must say.”

			Nannie ushered her guest into the parlour.

			“It’s a nice time of year. I’ve always said August is the right month for birthdays, it’s easy to have a picnic and there’s nothing children like better.”

			Mrs. Brown put the cake on the table.

			“Pity Mrs. Oswald isn’t staying. You could have had a picnic for her children.”

			Nannie crossed to a small table which was covered with a velvet cloth; on it were the birthday presents. She picked up a large, framed photograph.

			“She sent me this; Miss Saffron was always a good girl for remembering birthdays.”

			Mrs. Brown took the photograph.

			“Growing, aren’t they, where are they now?”

			“She’s in Cornwall with the children and Mr. Oswald was going, but his leave’s been stopped.”

			“Ah, that’ll be that Hitler; terrible the way he’s always interfering. Don’t seem to be able to settle down for five minutes when he’s about. Have a look at the cake. I hope it’s kept nice, but it was so hot walking down that it wouldn’t surprise me if it had floated away.”

			Nannie had brought up her two nurseries on the principle of “Don’t rush and tear, what’s inside won’t spoil with waiting” and she always applied it to herself. Now she took out one by one the pins which held the paper and ran them through the bodice of her dress.

			She smiled with pleasure at the pink and white cake with “73” and “August, 1939” in silver balls.

			“Well, that is beautiful, thank you very much Mrs. Brown. I’ve Mrs. Bill coming to tea and she will enjoy it.”

			Mrs. Brown lowered herself into a chair.

			“Been off her food lately and so’s he.”

			Nannie always knew of good reasons for upsets of any kind.

			“It’s the heat, it’s come so suddenly”—Mrs. Brown’s face expressed that sort of doubt which is intended to convey “I could say more if I would”, but Nannie was blind to a hint of that kind—“and Mrs. Bill has never picked up quite as she ought.”

			Mrs. Brown nodded.

			“That’s true. They say a miscarriage is very upsetting.” Nannie was gazing at the window, but not seeing it. She was thinking of the clothes in the nursery that she had inspected and advised on, and the perambulator which stood under a dust-sheet in the garage, and the cradle which she had not held with because she liked white net and frills, but which Mrs. Bill had been so pleased with, saying it was an old one from Holland.

			“It’s not only the miscarriage. It’s the disappointment. She had got everything so nice.”

			“Pity she doesn’t start another,” said Mrs. Brown. “I haven’t seen her, but the girls say she’s often up in the nurseries, just sitting. ’Tisn’t healthy to brood like that.”

			“That’s what I say, it’s the disappointment. I don’t care for the nurseries the way she has them, I don’t like yellow for little children. I fancied the old wall-paper, though of course it was faded; still it was what she wanted and getting it ready and no one to use it comes hard.”

			Mrs. Brown gave a sympathetic sigh.

			“That’s right. All the same she was a lot to blame. Why! we hardly knew there was baby on the way before she had the miscarriage. We reckon in the hall if she hadn’t racketed about so much in the first months she wouldn’t have lost it.”

			Nannie lifted the cake off the table and out of a drawer took a clean table cloth.

			“She was thinking of Mr. Bill.”

			“Well, why did he let her?”

			Nannie smoothed out a crease in her cloth. Bill and Sara were children to her and children had a funny way of keeping things to themselves. It was a lot of nonsense to think that running about as Sara had in the early months had anything to do with the miscarriage at seven months, but then the maids always had talked a lot of rubbish. All the same it was a pity that Mr. Bill had not known all that time, it had got Mrs. Bill into such a state keeping it to herself, but those thoughts were not for Mrs. Brown.

			“Girls have their ways,” she said indulgently.

			After Mrs. Brown had gone, Nannie laid the tea. She got out the best china and put the cake on a stand. She had been in her kitchen to see to her kettle when, returning to the front room, she saw Sara coming down the drive. Her head was bare and she had on an orange linen frock which brought out the tawny shades in her hair and eyes. Her legs were bare and she wore sandals. Nannie made a clicking sound with her tongue. It seemed to her that Sara looked more like a schoolgirl every day, and no wonder, trapezing about with her frock to her knees and bare legs and as often as not those horrid little shorts. She didn’t look like anybody’s mother, really it was not to be wondered that the nursery was empty. Funny that tale of Mrs. Brown’s about the nursery, if it was true it was foolish, no good brooding, besides she seemed all right, always here, there and everywhere, driving herself all over the place, and the house full of her and Mr. Bill’s friends.

			“Hullo, Nannie,” Sara called. “Many happy returns. As it’s your birthday I’ve left Smith behind. He wanted to come awfully, poor pet, but I told him you’d rather he didn’t.”

			Nannie came to the gate and opened it. She was glad Smith had not come. All her children had owned dogs, but nice sensible ones, fox-terriers and spaniels. She could never fancy a dachshund, they had such a way of climbing on sofas and getting under the cushions. It seemed unhealthy. She supposed it was their being German, she had heard Germans had nasty ways.

			“Good-afternoon, Ma’am, thank you. I’ve always been fond of a dog.”

			“But not Smith.” Sara held out a small jewel box. “This is a present from Bill and me. It’s a brooch with your birth stone.”

			Nannie believed in parcels being done up in paper and string as they had always been in her nurseries, and opened slowly, the giver not telling what was inside; but she thanked Sara and put the brooch on the table amongst the other presents. Sara sat on the arm of the sofa and swung her legs.

			“Bill hopes to get down in time to have a bit of cake, but he’s in a flap. He thinks there’s going to be a war, people say it will be now, but he thinks it will be next year.”

			Nannie opened her tea canister and spooned the tea into the pot.

			“I’m sure I hope not, Ma’am. The last war upset things terribly. Mr. Bill was only little then, but the trouble I had to get the children enough fat. Butter was short and nearly everything I needed for my nursery was hard to come by.”

			Sara nodded.

			“And my mother-in-law was a matron in a hospital. I bet she was pretty grim as a matron wasn’t she Nannie? I mean I should think she kept her nurses in order.”

			Nannie, counting Sara as one of her nurslings, understood that all children spoke in a way they shouldn’t at times, but she looked reproving.

			“She did wonderful work. That’s how she came by that O.B.E.”

			“If there’s a war I think I shall drive an ambulance. I’d like to be sent to France, or wherever they fight the war. I’d like to drive triumphantly into Berlin and say to Hitler and Goering, ‘Here we are boys, the game’s up’.”

			Nannie put the teapot on the table.

			“I hope you won’t do anything so foolish, Ma’am. It isn’t at all what Mr. Bill would care for.”

			Sara slid off the end of the sofa and took her place at the table, her voice deliberately lacking in feeling:

			“Oh, he’ll be gone for a soldier. After all it’s no good being a territorial for years if you don’t do something with it in a war.”

			Nannie put milk into the cups.

			“It is to be hoped he won’t. The last war was very upsetting. Miss Lydia, Mrs. Laurence I should say, did wonderfully, but it never seemed quite right somehow. I used to watch Mr. Laurence out of my nursery windows. There he’d be, working hard, and I used to think it was a pity she wasn’t by him, same as she had always been in peace time. The children felt it, too. They missed their mother. Of course the hospital had to come first, that would be only right in war time, but it didn’t seem natural her being out so much and seldom there to hear their prayers and such.”

			Sara shied off the subject of nurseries.

			“I shouldn’t wonder if Bill closed the house. I suppose the income tax can’t go any higher than it is, but things get expensive in wars, don’t they?”

			Nannie passed her the bread and butter.

			“I couldn’t say as to that I’m sure. I was just in my nurseries and we had what there was. It was more the trouble of getting it than anything.” She looked across at her cake. “Pretty, isn’t it? It’s a pity we have to cut it before Mr. Bill comes.”

			Sara glanced at the clock.

			“I dare say you won’t. He said he’d try and get here. It is pretty. Cook said you liked pink and white best.”

			Nannie nodded.

			“Pink and white’s always been my choice. Of course times have changed. When I took Miss Saffron to birthday parties, there were all sorts, why, I’ve even seen them green, but I could never fancy that, and I never cared to see Miss Saffron eat the sugar, it seemed like poison.”

			“Anyway, her John had a pink and white cake for his birthday this year. I sent it myself.”

			Nannie cut her bread and butter in half.

			“Poor little Master John. It seems hard for a child to be sent away to school so young. That nurse saying she couldn’t manage him! I don’t know what’s coming over the girls to-day. The way Master John and Miss Betty were brought up, I should say no one could manage them. All this talk about not giving children orders. Little children expect orders and the more they’re taught to obey the happier they are. That’s what I’ve always found in my nurseries.”

			Sara leant towards Nannie.

			“You brought Bill and his mother up just the same way didn’t you?”

			Nannie sipped her tea placidly.

			“There is only one way to bring up children.”

			“It’s very odd then how different they’ve turned out. I mean my mother-in-law seems as if she must have been brought up terribly strictly. Otherwise, I don’t see how she’s so certain what’s right and what’s wrong. But Bill isn’t like that a bit. He doesn’t know anything for certain.”

			Nannie leant over for a plate of shortbread and passed it to Sara.

			“It is the difference of the time they live in. Things aren’t at all what they were. You see when Miss Lydia and Miss Anne and Miss Diana were children there wasn’t all this getting about. It hasn’t done any good. Why, when they were small they were lucky if we could drive over to three parties at Christmas time, but with Mr. Bill and Miss Saffron and Mr. Edward, there was one every day and sometimes two. They got so many they couldn’t enjoy them.”

			Sara broke her shortbread.

			“But I don’t see why that should make so much difference in people. I mean going about very fast can’t make a difference about knowing what you ought to do and what you oughtn’t.”

			Nannie was up in arms for her second nursery.

			“Nor it does. Mr. Bill and Miss Saffron and Mr. Edward are young yet, and they don’t have time to think, not like their mother and their aunties did.”

			Sara stiffened.

			“Hark! That’s Bill’s car.”

			Nannie got up.

			“Well isn’t that nice. He’s just in time to cut the cake. He always cut my cake when he was a little boy.”

			The front gates were fastened back, Bill drove in his car and parked it outside the lodge. He came running up the path and threw his arms round Nannie.

			“How are you, you bad old woman. Many happy returns of the day. I did call out to you as I went past this morning, but I expect you didn’t hear.”

			Nannie smiled.

			“Of course I heard. I never settle down to my work before you’ve gone in the morning. Come in now and have your tea. Do you want to wash your hands?” Bill turned them over, just as he had done as a child, and Nannie examined them with the same care. “They’ll pass.”

			Sara watched the two from the table. Her face strained to understand. Bill turned away laughing from Nannie and his eyes met Sara’s and at once his manner changed. He became boisterous and like one acting a part. Sara felt the difference and withdrew into herself, her voice was staccato.

			“You’re just in time to cut the cake.”

			Over the cake cutting and eating, Bill and Sara kept up what would pass before Nannie for gaiety and comradeship. Nannie had never believed in what she called “meeting trouble half-way”. She had never noticed sulks in her children, or moods, unless it became “downright naughtiness”, and she applied the same principle now they were grown-up. She was certain that they knew how to behave, and after all there could not be much wrong with people who knew that. She felt the slight tension in the air, but passed it off in her own mind as “Miss Sara having one of those black dogs on her shoulder”.

			Tea over and the presents admired, Sara moved to the door.

			“Good-bye, Nannie. It’s been a lovely party.”

			Bill stirred uneasily.

			“Oh, there’s no hurry.”

			Sara thrust up her chin.

			“Well, I’ll walk on.”

			He got up.

			“Don’t be a fool, the car’s outside.” He put his arms round Nannie. “We must have a big doings for your eightieth birthday.”

			Nannie smiled up at him.

			“Time enough for that when it comes. I may not live to be eighty.”

			He hugged her tighter.

			“I’ll take a bet you’ll live to be a hundred.”

			In the car, Bill and Sara rode in silence, but as Bill turned the car into the garage, Sara said:

			“Will you come and look at the border?”

			Bill stopped the car. He took his hands off the steering wheel.

			“I say, old girl . . .”

			She shook her head.

			“No, please. I want to talk.”

			Sara got out and waited while he put away the car for the night. Then in silence, they walked out of the garage and up the lawn and through the iron gates to the kitchen garden. Although it was August, there were still a lot of flowers in the bed. A lovely glow of colour. They stood looking at it, seeing nothing.

			“I’ve been going over it as I told you I would,” said Sara, “and I was right. I must go away. I’d like a divorce.”

			Bill’s face turned red and then the colour faded leaving a greenish look.

			“You can’t mean that. There’s nothing for us to divorce each other about. In any case I don’t want a divorce.”

			She faced him.

			“Why not?”

			“Well, I mean, things aren’t as bad as that.”

			“As bad as what?”

			“Well, you know. Of course, we’ve not been getting on, and all that sort of thing. But lots of people don’t. Doesn’t mean they’ve got to divorce.”

			“Well, what’s the good of our sticking together? I’m not happy. You’re not happy. Presently we might both marry again and do better.”

			Bill kicked angrily at a Michaelmas daisy root.

			“You talk as though getting divorced was as easy as getting married. It’s an awful business. If you ask me the best thing you can do is to go away for a bit. I know you’re fed up with me and I expect I’ve made an awful muddle of things, but I dare say it’ll straighten out in time. I mean it’s just a matter of health.”

			Sara’s words tumbled over each other.

			“How can you talk such rot. I’m perfectly well. I know the doctor told you all that rubbish about miscarriages being a shock and you must give me time.”

			Bill looked surprised.

			“How did you know he said that?”

			Sara made an impatient movement with her shoulders.

			“How could I help knowing it. Everybody has been treating me for shock and giving me time, ever since you saw him, but I know it’s nothing to do with that. It’s just that I want to go away. The whole business is an awful mess. You and I don’t think alike about a lot of things, and two people who don’t think alike can’t go on living together.”

			Bill gave the Michaelmas daisy another angry kick.

			“You think I didn’t care about the kid.”

			Sara’s face was weary.

			“Must we go into that again? You know you didn’t.”

			“I did in a way. I can’t pretend that I was as cut up as you were. I expect women are different. Besides I thought we could have another later on. So you could have. At least, I don’t see why not, if you hadn’t cut me out of your life the way you have.”

			She fidgeted with her fingers.

			“I know it’s awful of me, but I can’t help it. Something’s changed in me. That’s why I’ve got to go. It’s unnatural and wrong going on as we are.”

			Bill opened a hand as if to take hold of her arm, then he closed it and put it in his pocket.

			“Look here, old girl, would you try going away? Say for six months and see how things shape. You’ve got various friends in America, why don’t you go over there for a bit, and I’ll more or less close the house and live at my club?”

			She considered.

			“Because I don’t think it’s fair. It’s your money I’d be spending and I expect I’d spend an awful lot. You know what it is when you get with theatre people, and you see I don’t believe it’s any good. In fact, I’m sure it won’t be.”

			“I don’t care a damn about the money. Will you try it? It wouldn’t be a bad place to go, because if we have this war they’ll be neutral.”

			“You think we’re going to have a war.”

			Bill shrugged his shoulders.

			“Lord knows. I’ve a feeling it may just be another crisis like last September. The autumn is a bad time to start a war. More likely to hang on until the spring. Shouldn’t wonder if we had one next year.”

			Sara played with the petals of a dahlia.

			“Don’t you really care if you spend that money, and it’s all wasted after all?”

			He shook his head.

			“No. It’s worth a gamble.”

			Her face had begun to lighten.

			“If I went, I’d go somewhere in the beginning of September. I couldn’t go before then because of that pageant that I’m speaking the Prologue for at Lady Estling’s, and then I’d come back in the spring just when the bulbs were coming up.”

			“And you’d try again?”

			Sara quite suddenly lost her look of happiness, her voice was nervous, she contracted as if she were about to shy away from him.

			“I’d try. But, Bill, I’m perfectly certain it will be no good. You understand that, don’t you?”

			He took his hand out of his pocket and gingerly patted her shoulder.

			“I understand, old thing. You go away and don’t fuss.”

			Sara and Minnie Sims, the housemaid, were packing.

			“There’s no need for you to do it’m,” said Sims in an aggrieved voice, taking a bundle of underclothes from Sara. “It’s only Friday and you don’t leave until Monday.”

			Sara, bereft of the underclothes, laid a frock on the floor and began to fold it. She tried to control herself but she was in such a state of nerves her voice jerked.

			“As a matter of fact, I’m going to-morrow. You know with this war talk boats do funny things. I mean I think I ought to be waiting at Southampton in case it goes early.”

			Sims was a slow-thinking woman, grand at her work, but not one to jump at anything, even conclusions. She noted the way Sara’s voice came in gusts, and the feverish, useless packing and she thought to herself, “What a state she’s in,” but she did not wonder why.

			“I don’t set much account by what they say about this war,” she observed as she smoothed a piece of tissue paper flat on to a pair of cami-knickers. “I said to Cook, ‘You mark my words, there’ll be trouble again this September same as there was last, and then Mr. Chamberlain will fly to Germany, same as he did before, and it’ll all blow over.’ And you see I was right, here’s the first of September and they’re evacuating the children and carrying on all anyhow just like last time.”

			Sara lifted her head from her frock.

			“I’m afraid there’s not much hope now that Germany has attacked Poland. We’ve got to fight.”

			Sims laid the cami-knickers in a suitcase.

			“Well, if we do, I say it’s a good thing. I’m sick and tired of that Hitler, it’s time he was taught how to behave.”

			Sara finished folding the frock and laid it on the bed and seized another.

			“I shall go to America just the same, I can’t change all my plans now, and there’s nothing particular for me to do.”

			Sims took the dress Sara had folded and laid it on a chair to refold when Sara’s back was turned.

			“Mrs. Cobb who’s come to the Pennifords’ cottage was telling me she’s to have evacuees, two blind, two cripples, or two expectant mothers. She’s wondering how she’ll manage as her heart’s weak.”

			Sara flushed, taking this story as a reproach. Her voice was irritated.

			“Well, she should have refused. That Miss Williams who is doing the billeting is quite reasonable, she started saying we had to have some children, but when I told her the house would be empty she said she’d arrange something else.”

			Sims took up another pair of cami-knickers. She had accepted all her life that things were easy for the rich.

			She said, meaning no rudeness, but merely a statement of fact:

			“Ah, it’s different being you’m, but of course Mrs. Cobb wouldn’t like to say anything.”

			Sara flung herself round as if to answer, then with an effort she controlled herself. She got up.

			“If you can manage I think I’ll take Smith for a walk. He’s going to hate being at a vet’s, poor boy.”

			Smith was feeling the heat. He was lying under one of the oak trees on the lawn. He looked from the house like a streamer of reddish-brown silk. He rolled one eye showing its white at Sara’s call, but did not shift a paw. She came up the lawn and sat down beside him.

			“You are a lazy beast.” She pulled the ear next to her backwards to show its grooved inside. “There’s a plain boy.”

			Smith sprang suddenly to life. He got up making little shrill, excited barks. Sara listened.

			“You’re right. That’s Master. Come on, come on up to the wood.”

			Smith was not attending to foolish suggestions. Few things were worth running about for on a hot afternoon, but he had his duties, and one was to make a loud welcome to Master and Mistress when they returned to the house. He now dashed down the lawn, screaming with pleasure, and arrived just as Bill stopped the car at the front door. Bill got rather wearily out of the car. Absent-mindedly he patted Smith’s head and said a word, but his eyes were on Sara hurrying up the lawn into the wood. After a moment he came to a decision, he snapped his fingers.

			“Come on, old man.”

			Sara heard Bill and Smith behind her. She was standing on a little path which led through the wood, she turned unwillingly to meet them.

			“Hullo, Bill. You re back early.”

			“I saw the last van out. There’s nothing to do in town and it’s very hot, besides all our plans are upset. Mother wants to come down.”

			“But she can’t. The house will be empty.”

			“I never was very keen on that idea of going to my club, and this is a safe place to keep the servants. After all some of them live in London, I don’t much like to send them back there.”

			“When’s your mother coming?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“I thought she was going to Saffron.”

			“She can’t. Jim’s been sent up north and Saffron and the kids are taking a little house near him. It won’t be for long. As a matter of fact, I was thinking about them too. Shouldn’t wonder if we had to have them here, before we were through.”

			Sara scratched up a pile of fir needles with her toe.

			“I suppose you want me to stop.”

			He shook his head.

			“No. I wish to God you could have got an earlier boat, but I know you’ve got to go, a war can’t alter that.”

			She seized the lapels of his coat, a thing she hadn’t done for months.

			“I wish you weren’t so nice, it makes me feel such a beast. Here’s you being noble, taking in your mother and goodness knows what, and all the village taking in evacuees, and being air-raid wardens and things, and here’s me just going off to America.” She ran a finger through his buttonhole. “I thought of going to Southampton to-morrow. I rang up to the shipping people this morning. They’re in an awful flap. Thousands of Americans are trying to travel on my boat and they’re not a bit sure what day she’s going to sail. I thought I’d go down to Southampton and wait.”

			He gave her hand a squeeze.

			“All right. Might be a good idea; not much point in you and Mother over-lapping. Once she’s in I’ll try and get down and join you and see you off. And don’t blame yourself for going away, after all it’s in the nature of a cure.”

			“But I’m not ill. At least not in my body.” She gave his buttonhole an angry shake. “I think I must be ill in my mind, otherwise why am I behaving like this? Everybody thinks I’m a cad. All the people round here and your mother, and your aunts, and I expect Saffron and Edward and the servants, though they are about the only people who haven’t said so.”

			He managed a laugh though he did not feel like it.

			“Don’t listen to them. You and I know what we’re doing, and I can’t see what the hell it’s got to do with anybody else.”

			“You wait until your mother talks to you about me then you’ll see.”

			He tucked his arm into hers and led her up the path.

			“Nobody but you and I know why you’re going. They don’t know that it’s to give me another chance.”

			She seized a handful of bracken. Her words tumbled over each other.

			“But perhaps I’m not. You know I only said I’d try.”

			He held her arm tightly to his side.

			“I know. You go away and let things simmer down, and if you can’t stand it when you come back, then you can’t.”

			She turned her head away to hide the fact that her eyes had dimmed with tears.

			“If only there wasn’t going to be a war, but it’s not my fault, my going has nothing to do with that.”

			“Of course not.”

			“And you going to be in the army makes it worse.”

			“I’m not in yet, I’m only on the reserve of officers, it may be weeks before they call me up, you may be back first.”

			“Then there are bombs, Levet may be bombed.”

			“You are an idiot, fancy anybody bothering to come and bomb us here.”

			“Well, there will be in London.”

			“I expect so, but I shan’t be in London, now they’ve evacuated the business there’s nothing for me to go there for, I saw the last packing case out to-day.”

			Sara scattered the bracken that was clutched in her hand. “I’m only talking to make myself ashamed. I’m going just the same. I’m leaving here at twelve tomorrow.”

			He gave her a quick glance, noting with a stab of pain how the mere thought of going at twelve tomorrow gave a lift to her tone.

			“You’d really rather I didn’t try to see you off. You’d rather be free the moment you get out of the gates.”

			She paused feeling her diaphragm with her fingers.

			“It isn’t me that wants to get away, it’s the awful feeling in here, sort of scared and trapped. You don’t understand, do you?”

			He drew her through the gate on to the lawn.

			“I do up to a point.” He whistled for Smith. When he turned to her again he was smiling. “There’s one good point in my keeping Levet open, Smith won’t have to go to the vet.”

			“Oh!” Sara turned a horrified face to him. “I’ve just thought of something awful. I’ve done nothing about blacking-out the windows. You remember I told you I’d cut up and pasted together A.R.P. paper, there was no point in making curtains if we were closing the house.”

			“Well the paper does all right, doesn’t it? Mother can see to something permanent later on.”

			“That’s just what I don’t want. I always manage to look an inefficient idiot to your mother, I must do something about her bedroom and the drawing-room and dining-room anyway. Would it be an awful nuisance to drive me into Croydon? That’s my best chance.”

			“Can I have some tea first?”

			“Yes, and while we’re having it Sims and Martin can measure the windows.”

			The measuring of the windows brought the news that the house was not being closed to the kitchen. Annie Martin, the parlourmaid, rushed into the servants’ hall. She was a little thing who looked as if constant running to answer bells had worn the fat off her bones. Her hair had once been red, but was now sandy, streaked with grey. She was a creature of marvellous vitality; she showed it now by screaming her news over the wireless which was playing at full blast.

			“They want tea at once Cook and they’re not shutting the house. She wants you to measure the big spare bedroom for curtains Minnie, and I’m to measure the dining-room and drawing-room. ‘Martin,’ she said to me, ‘we’re going in to Croydon to get black stuff for the curtains.’ ‘I wouldn’t bother if I was you’m.’ I said, ‘for you won’t get it, the last piece was sold out days ago.’ ‘Well, I must try,’ she says, looking really worried, ‘because my mother-in-law is coming to-morrow,’ and that’s when she said about the house. ‘Tell them,’ she said to me, ‘that Mr. Laurence won’t be shutting the house up after all, I’ll come and explain when I get back from Croydon’.”

			Cook turned off the wireless and gave a jerk of her head to Irene, the sixteen-year-old girl from the village who was learning to be kitchenmaid. Irene was dense and looked it. She was fair with a white skin and pale blue eyes. Her eyes and skin seemed of thicker substance than other people’s, so that it appeared to be necessary to speak very loudly if words were to get through.

			“Hear that, Rene?” Cook called. “They want their tea. Get along now.”

			Irene raised dazed eyes.

			“Aye?”

			“Tea.” Cook spaced her words. “Tea upstairs. They want it quick. They’re going to Croydon.”

			Irene got up.

			“Oh, tea. Sorry, Mrs. Brown,” she edged nervously to the door, “I’ll put on the kettle.”

			Cook cast up her eyes as the door closed, but Irene was too old a topic of conversation to be worth words, instead she turned to Martin.

			“Keeping the house open after all, are they? And we can stay, can we? That’s good of them. With all my plans made to go to my sister at Brockley I don’t know that I care to change them.”

			Martin whisked her yard measure out of her work-basket.

			“I don’t mind saying I’m glad. This is as good a place to be in as any; not much chance of bombs here.”

			Sims, yard measure in hand, was at the door; she glanced at Martin.

			“Did she say anything about my unpacking her things?”

			Martin put her yard measure in her pocket.

			“No.” She gave a quick expressive look at Cook. “I believe she’s going just the same.”

			“Then I suppose she’ll be catching the twelve tomorrow like she arranged,” said Sims and went out of the room.

			Cook and Martin waited until Sims was out of sight, then they gave each other a wink. Cook lowered her voice:

			“And won’t come back.”

			Martin nodded.

			“I’d take a bet on that.” She went to the glass over the mantelpiece and tidied the hair that showed outside her cap. “Well, I must get my tea or she won’t get to Croydon, let alone America.”

			It was a quarter-past nine. Sims, Martin, Irene and Sara sat around the drawing-room stitching at black sateen. Bill fidgeted with the wireless and wandered aimlessly about the room, now and again throwing infuriated looks at the maids’ bent heads. It was so ludicrous, he thought, that on Sara’s last night in the house she had got to drag the maids in to sit with them. It was all nonsense about the curtains, the paper blocked out the light all right and would have done for a few days anyhow.

			“You’d better go and get the ladder, Bill,” said Sara. “We’ve nearly finished the ones for in here; you may as well get them up and then you can go out and see if any light shows, while we’re doing the dining-room.”

			Bill stubbed out his cigarette.

			“All right, but you know there’s no need for all this rush, the paper works all right; I was outside just now having a look at the kitchen where the paper’s up and you can’t see a thing.”

			Martin raised her eyes from her work.

			“It makes it terribly hot, sir. If there is a war how we’re to bear our bedrooms I don’t know.”

			“You can leave the window open behind the paper, can’t you?”

			Martin selected a brass ring from a pile on a paper bag on the table beside her.

			“No, sir, it might wind or rain in the night and then where’d we be?”

			Sara glanced from under her eyelashes at Bill’s back as he left the room. He was obviously cross and she did not blame him. From his point of view it was a stupid way to spend the evening. But she was grateful to the curtains; what more could she say than she had already said? From every angle she was behaving abominably, it was bad enough not to be able to stick anything out in peace time, but in a war it was deplorable, everybody was expected to stick things out in a war. Yet she had to go. Bill had been grand, he had seemed to understand and had let her alone, but for all that living in the house with him was more than she could bear. The sound of his car, his footsteps in the hall, the opening of a door, and every nerve in her body seemed to contract. He had never touched her except as a brother might, but the fear that he would made her feel that the walls were closing in on her, pressing her and Bill on top of each other. She gave her head a shake to get away from her thoughts and in so doing dropped the ring she was sewing into place. Martin gave a quick look at Irene to see if she had remembered her duty, but Irene’s face was a blank, so she rose and picked it up herself.

			“Thank you,” Sara held out her length of curtain. “Only one more ring to put on. I was very lucky to get any rings and rods, everybody was buying them.”

			Sims shook her curtain out.

			“You went to Wooly’s ’m?”

			Sara remembered that Woolworth’s was Wooly’s to Sims.

			“Yes. I had to go to five different places before I got this material, and then I should never have got it only somebody had just cancelled an order.”

			Bill came in with the step-ladder. He was not handy about the house, but felt that every man ought to be, and certainly was bound to be better at anything that needed a ladder than a woman. He set the ladder under one of the two windows and began to climb. Sims eyed the wobbly ladder anxiously.

			“Let me hold it, sir.”

			Sara looked across at Bill.

			“It’s no good getting up until you’ve got the rod and the things to fasten it to.”

			Irene had been stitching in a trance. She was fond of mechanical jobs that left her mind free to wander. As she stitched on the brass rings and ran a tacking thread round a temporary hem, she thought, “Funny all this black, it’s like a funeral; wish it was a funeral, hasn’t been a funeral for I do’no how long, lovely flowers at a funeral not half there aren’t, wish I knew somebody who was dead, shouldn’t half like to go to a funeral, gives you something to look forward to.” In the middle of this reverie Bill had come back with the ladder. Irene eyed him. She did not connect gentlemen with ladders, ladders were carried by people like her dad. She saw Bill start to climb and heard Sims say, “Let me hold it, sir,” and suddenly the queerness of the evening overcame her. She sitting in the drawing-room with Mrs. Laurence, sewing at black stuff when nobody was dead, and Mr. Laurence climbing up a ladder. She stuffed a piece of the curtain in her mouth, but that did not disguise what was happening to her, she went off into peals of laughter.

			Never in all her years in service had Sims been so ashamed. What was the girl thinking of, laughing in the drawing-room, indeed, she would be laughing in a church next. She tugged at the black material that Irene was clutching.

			“Be quiet, Rene. Be quiet, do.”

			Martin enjoyed anything that broke the monotony of life, also she was glad of gossip to bring Cook; she watched Irene entranced. There was no doubt, she decided, the girl was a brick loose somewhere, she was a caution, no other word for her.

			Bill, from the top of his ladder, glared at Irene.

			“What’s so funny?”

			Sara hated to see Bill aggravated. She jumped up and hurried to the door.

			“I’ll find those rods,” she gave Irene a pat in passing, “Get on with your curtain.”

			Irene’s laughter, the unusual sight of Master on a ladder, and Sara’s scurry to the door, excited Smith. He decided it was a party and an occasion to get above himself. He dashed round the room giving wild, gay barks. No one saw exactly what happened, certainly Smith crashed against the ladder, and probably Bill, annoyed by Irene, made a quick move, anyhow he lost his balance, the ladder swayed and Bill was hanging through the broken windowpane.

			Bill had concussion and several stitches in his face and hands. Since Sara’s luggage was all over her bedroom and Bill’s dressing-room was small, he had been put in the big spare bedroom which had been got ready for his mother. The doctor, John King, had sent in a nurse.

			“He’ll be all right, my dear, but he’s knocked himself right out and all these cuts will need dressing, ought to have somebody here who knows what to do.” He looked at Sara, reading news of her in her strained face and twisted hands. “So you’re off just the same, war or no war, are you?”

			“Yes.” Meaning to make her voice firm, it escaped her control and came out loud and defiant. “I’m going tomorrow.”

			He picked up his bag, and with the confidence of long friendship, he took her arm and led her downstairs. “Ship doesn’t sail until Tuesday, does it? I should wait until Monday, might have him sitting up by then.”

			“But it might sail early.”

			“Ring up in the morning and see. Pity to leave him like this.”

			All night Sara twisted and turned in her mind. It was so easy to say “wait”, but how was she going to get away once war was declared. She tried a method which had always helped her when she needed to think clearly. She forced herself to consider the opposite to what she wanted. “All right,” she told herself in the early hours of the morning, “suppose you don’t get away at all? Does it matter so terribly?” Merely asking herself the question brought her out in beads of perspiration. She had borne with these last weeks and had managed to get through them just because the door was open and she free to go. At the thought of the door being shut, the hysteria, which she had stifled since Bill had suggested America, rose to the surface and overwhelmed her. Her teeth chattered and she had to hold her mouth to keep herself from screaming. She could not stop in bed, she had to walk about, and as she walked she whispered:

			“It’s no good, I must get away, I must.”

			When daylight came Sara pulled back her curtains and leant out and sniffed the morning. Some pigeons were cooing on the wall: salmon pink geraniums were in the flower urns; the dew was a film like snow on the lawn; a haze hung over the wood. Sara had loved Levet since the day she first saw it. She had been born in Kensington, had been at school in London, and at seventeen had gone on the stage. She had never known life in the country for more than a month in the summer and had no idea of the serenity that belonged to a place like Levet. She had said of it, “Levet’s like a long night without turning over or dreaming.” But lovely as it was, now in the early morning, she saw it with new vision. It was just as beautiful, just as serene, but it was a cage. It seemed as if it were surrounded by bars made up of affection, tradition and habit. Sara, looking at the garden the Laurences had made, wondered about the other Laurence wives. Had they ever felt shut up? Had Harold’s Mary, that Mary who had put the urns on the wall because it looked plain without a fountain? How about Lydia? Esmond had been brought up at Levet, just as Bill had, did Lydia ever want to run away? Even in her present mood, Sara could smile at that. If Lydia was a type of the other wives then none of them had ever wanted to run anywhere. She was the first to feel the need. Impatient with herself and her nerves, she flicked the curtain into place and got back into bed.

			“Of course the doctor’s right and I must put off going today, but I’ll get away on Sunday. Bill will be well enough to talk by then and he’ll understand, and after all it’s only Bill understanding that matters.”

			Sara was at the breakfast-table drinking her third cup of coffee and crumbling a bit of toast when Lydia arrived.

			The fact that she had closed the flat and stored her furniture at very short notice; was leaving London against her inclinations, and only to please her children; and had been lent a car to come down in which necessitated leaving town at seven-thirty, in no way disturbed Lydia’s poise. While superintending the chauffeur, Edgar, who was piling her luggage on the doorstep, she greeted Martin.

			“Good morning, Martin. Be careful, Edgar, all my bottles are in that case. How is everybody Martin? Don’t put that under anything, Edgar,” she turned back to Martin, “in fact you’d better take it straight into cook, it’s eggs and so on that were left in the flat. I do hate waste.” At that moment Sara came out of the house. Lydia kissed her on both cheeks. “Good morning, Sara. Oh, what a pale face! Where is Bill?”

			Lydia disapproved of hasty speech, she believed that lack of thought before speaking was the cause of half the troubles in the world. What she did not know was that though her words were restrained, her face, and voice inflections were not. While Sara, unnerved by her mother-in-law’s unexpectedly early arrival, was telling her of Bill’s accident, Lydia’s eyebrows rose higher and higher. She said very little, but every inflection was stuffed with unspoken words.

			“We started the black curtains last night,” Sara explained.

			“Last night! Really!”

			“And as there was a hurry the maids came into the drawing-room to help sew.”

			“The maids in the drawing-room! Really!”

			“And something made the kitchen-maid laugh.”

			“The kitchen-maid! Indeed?”

			“And that set Smith off, and Bill was on the ladder to hang up the curtains and he fell through the window.”

			Lydia’s voice changed.

			“Is he badly hurt?”

			“Oh, no, mild concussion and cuts and he’s had to have stitches. The nurse says—”

			“A nurse! Really!”

			“Well, yes, Doctor King thought he had better.”

			“Indeed! If I may, dear, I will have a talk with nurse now.”

			Martin and Edgar had all the luggage out of the car. Martin came to Sara.

			“You didn’t say’m where Mrs. Laurence was to sleep.”

			Sara flushed.

			“You were to have gone into the big spare room, Mother, but we’ve put Bill there. Do you mind the little blue room?”

			“The little blue room! Of course not, dear. Anything that is convenient.”

			Sara’s bedroom door was wide open, showing her boxes packed and stacked. Lydia paused.

			“You’ve given up all idea of America of course.”

			Sara had her handkerchief in her hand, she screwed it into a hard ball.

			“No. I was going to Southampton to-day, but now I’m not going until to-morrow.”

			Lydia moved steadily on towards the big spare bedroom.

			“Indeed! Don’t you bother to stay, dear. I’m sure you’ve duties to attend to, I’ll find you when I’ve finished talking to nurse.”

			Lydia was not going to see her son’s wife flick tradition aside. It was true that since the Great War things were not what they had been. People who should have known better lived in a slip-shod manner and vulgarised their class, allowing their faces to appear as advertisements in the picture papers, and unsavoury details of their private lives in the press. But there were still a few standards left and one, so obvious that it would seem scarcely to have needed mentioning, was that gentlewomen did not run way from their country to avoid discomfort in time of war. There was plenty of work for them to do and an example for them to set.

			Lydia left the house quietly and reappeared just after eleven with the doctor. Sara, in a sky blue shirt and shorts, was lying on the lawn playing with Smith. When the doctor and Lydia came down from Bill’s room she sat up.

			“Hullo. He’s better, isn’t he?”

			The doctor came across to Sara and Lydia followed him. His face was worried. He had known and been fond of Lydia for years, but he had a soft spot for Sara, and though this American trip had not been discussed with him, he had a shrewd idea of what lay behind it Even for Lydia he would not have tackled Sara on it, if it had not been that Lydia’s views and his own coincided. He was sympathetic with Sara, but there were times when you had to think outside yourself and this moment was one of them. He came straight to the point.

			“I’m afraid you won’t be able to sail on Tuesday.”

			Sara looked up, the colour running out of her cheeks.

			“Is he worse?”

			Lying was not a hobby of the doctor’s, but Lydia had convinced him that on this occasion he must.

			“No, but it’ll be some days before we know anything, these head injuries are slow.”

			“You don’t mean he’s in danger?”

			“Oh, dear, no, but you ought to be about.”

			Sara got up.

			“All right, I’ll cancel my passage. Come on, Smith.”

			It was six o’clock. Lydia and Sara were sitting on the lawn sewing at the black-out curtains. Sara had spent the day running from her thoughts. She must not think, that way panic gripped her so that she lost her breath and stars danced in front of her eyes.

			Martin came up the lawn and looked at Sara.

			“Miss Williams is in the drawing-room’m.”

			“Miss Williams!” Sara dropped her work. “What’s she want?”

			Martin quivered with excitement at being the bearer of bad news.

			“She’s brought a young woman with three children.”

			Sara turned to Lydia.

			“Miss Williams is the billeting woman, but she can’t have brought any to us, because I told her we were closing the house.”

			Lydia got up.

			“Billeting. I expect these are for here.” She looked at Sara’s dazed face and her voice was briskly kind. “Come on, my dear. It’s tiresome with Bill ill, but we shall manage.”

			Miss Williams fell on Sara.

			“I am sorry, but Mr. Laurence telephoned me yesterday and said he wasn’t closing the house after all, and he could take some children. I said I thought I had everything fixed, but more have come than I expected. These I simply can’t find a place for, will you take them?”

			Sara did not answer, so Lydia spoke for her.

			“Of course. Where are they?”

			On a bench in the hall a shabby little party were sitting. A young woman with a pale face and dark straggling hair showing under a brown hat. In her arms was a baby. On her left, asleep, was a small girl and on her right a boy of seven. At their feet was a suitcase, and round the woman’s and the boy’s necks hung gas masks.

			“This is Mrs. Vidler,” said Miss Williams. “What are the children’s names Mrs. Vidler?”

			Mrs. Vidler was so tired her voice was a toneless whisper.

			“This is Tommy, and this is Rosie, and this,” she gave a pat to the baby, “is ’Erbert.” She saw with sympathy that Sara was confused at the sight of them, she understood that, she would have been upset herself at a lot of strangers coming to her house. Her voice was apologetic: “I didn’t want to come away, but I couldn’t get a gas mask for Rosie, they don’t make them so small, and I couldn’t fancy that thing to put ’Erbert in.”

			Lydia gave her a kind smile.

			“You were quite right to leave London. I have done the same thing.” She looked at Sara. “The nurseries can be ready in a minute, can’t they?” She turned back to Mrs. Vidler: “You’ve come to the right house, why there’s even a little cot waiting for baby.”

			There was a chair beside Sara and she gripped it.

			“Not the nurseries. I’d rather they had my room.”

			Lydia was determined Sara should appear to behave well. She put her arm around her.

			“Look dear, you have the longest legs. Suppose you run and fetch Nannie. She’s the person we need.”

			Sara was shivering.

			“Not the nurseries, please not the nurseries.”

			Lydia, shocked, gave the girl a gentle push.

			“Run along and fetch Nannie.”

			Sara went. She saw it was no good protesting. In the drive, shielded by the rhododendrons, she let herself go. She leant against one, resting her weight on it.

			“Oh, God,” she whispered. “How can I bear it? I don’t mind taking them in, but not my nursery. They’ll use all my baby’s things. What am I going to do about Bill? What am I going to do about anything?”

		

OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/9781509876693_FC1.jpg
A NOEL A
STREATFEILD

’ AT ‘
’ i s

1 L

THE WINTER IS

»/\(m (
SR
7)\\7 )\





OEBPS/image/9781509876693_FC.jpg
VY

\/

o

STREATF EILD






OEBPS/image/pi.png





OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Roman.otf


