
		
			[image: 9781509876723_FC.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			ebreak

			Noel Streatfeild

			I ORDERED A TABLE FOR SIX

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			ebreak

		

	
		
			Also by Noel Streatfeild

			and available from Bello

			The Whicharts

			Parson’s Nine

			A Shepherdess of Sheep

			It Pays to be Good

			Caroline England

			Luke

			The Winter is Past

			I Ordered a Table for Six

			Myra Carrol

			Grass in Piccadilly

			Mothering Sunday

			Aunt Clara

			Judith

			The Silent Speaker

		

	
		
			ebreak

			To 

			MR. AND MRS. SIDNEY GUTMAN

		

	
		
			ebreak

			“I SHALL,” thought Mrs. Framley, “give a little party for him.”

			Adela Framley had come downstairs to her office. There are few things which are pleasurable in a war, but walking to what had been the breakfast room, and was now her office, was a daily source of happiness to Mrs. Framley. Her route lay through the main passage where the unpacking was done, and through the big dining-room, which was now the work-room. As she passed, women straightened their backs or raised their eyes from needles and sewing-machines and smiled. To everybody in the building she meant a lot. She was Mrs. Framley who ran “Comforts for the Bombed.” They might say this and that about her for her story was no secret, but during the hours while her workrooms were open she was the organizer and founder and therefore a personage. For nearly four years her sense of inferiority had been so absorbing that the fibre of her nature had shrunk. Since she had founded her comforts fund it was expanding, not to its old shape and size, but enough to give some relief to her contracted nerves.

			Adela Framley put the letter she had just read back in its envelope, and rang her bell on her desk. Ringing that bell was another of her sources of happiness. It was a bell that had been especially fixed for her office. A loud bell that rang wherever the “Comforts for the Bombed” ladies worked. She had said that she had fixed it so that it would not confuse the servants, but that was less than a half-truth. The servants might just enter into the subject, but what she really wanted it for was the delight of knowing that as it shrilled a whisper ran through the house: “There’s Mrs. Framley’s bell.” “Where’s Miss Smithson?” “I say, do you suppose Miss Smithson heard that? That’s Mrs. Framley’s bell.”

			The first months of the war had been hell for Adela. She was not a woman with special qualifications, and yet she was not at any time, and certainly not during the past three and three-quarter years, able to sit in a back seat. She had allowed the war to come on her without a prepared niche; other women were already in A.R.P., or V.A.D.s, or some such. There were plenty of places where Adela could have been useful, and she had tried most of them, but her ingrown sense of inferiority, of people whispering and nudging, prevented her staying long in any of them. Her fellow-workers were uninterested in her, the war was bringing most of their dreams down in ruins, and they had no time to consider their fellow-workers. The best they could do was to be unceasingly ribald, which was their offering to the country’s morale. Life was already so ghastly and was about to be so much worse, what was there to do but laugh? Break up your home. Send your children overseas or to the country. “Keep them happy, keep them safe.” They expect 30,000 casualties a night. They say the Germans are going to use compressed air which finishes anything and anybody within two miles of it. They say they’ve got a new kind of gas. Agnes’s only boy has been killed. All right for the other women to smile, however artificially, but Adela’s tragedy was not made by the war. She looked for snubs and slights because of her story. She had no conception that though once she had been a fortnight’s gossip, her tale was now an inconsiderable fragment in a world where all was suffering. No one snubbed her, no one slighted her, they simply were not interested; but wrapped in a cloak of egoism, she waited for the deferring to herself which a lifetime of wealth had taught her to expect, and when it was not forthcoming blamed her history, and people’s cruelty, and swept bitterly hurt from a dozen jobs.

			Millicent Penrose’s letter had come like a shaft of sunlight piercing the clouds of a black day. Adela and Millicent had been together at a finishing school in Paris. They had been great friends, and even when Millicent went back to America, and married her enormously wealthy Gardiner Penrose, and Adela had returned to England and married her comparatively poor Philip Framley, the two women had kept up their friendship. Millicent came to Europe most years, and they exchanged gifts at festivals. Millicent’s letter had arrived in May, 1940. Gardiner, she said, was taking this war to heart. Perhaps Adela had never known, but Gardiner’s people came way back from Quaker stock. It seemed like a part of that had stuck, and Gardiner just could not bring himself to feeling any war was right. On the other hand he just hated that Hitler so he could not sleep for thinking of him. Gardiner was just mad to help the suffering. Adela knew how rich he was; couldn’t she figure out some special way in which Gardiner could help?

			That was how “Comforts for the Bombed” had started. It had begun, with materials bought with Gardiner’s money, as working-parties for comforts for hospitals; but as soon as the large-scale air raids started it had taken its title and its raison d’être. The Lord Mayor’s Fund, the American Red Cross, and “Bundles for Britain” were doing the backbone of the work, but there were still odd charities thankful for what “Comforts for the Bombed” could send. The charities were varied, and by no means all were serving a useful purpose. In many cases their efforts overlapped what was already being done. Some under a guise of holiness were merely continuing their peacetime rôle of robbing the charitable gullible. To Adela it did not much matter what happened to her comforts once they left her workrooms. All she asked was that her workers worked at fever heat, and a continual flow of cars stood at her door, with energetic women round them stuffing them with packages.

			Lettice Smithson—Letty to those who knew her well, which was certainly nobody attached to “Comforts for the Bombed”—had sprung from the cutting-out table almost before Adela’s bell had sounded. Materials in bulk were hard to come by, and Letty was loath to leave the two hundred pairs of women’s knickers which the electric machine was about to cut out of some vividly striped cotton. The workers had run low of comforts on which to work; if there was one thing, as Letty knew only too well, which made Mrs. Framley what was called officially “nervy,” and privately by Letty downright bad-tempered, it was to see her workers idle. Hurrying through the workroom, snatching up her pencil and note-book as she went, Letty thought bitterly: “She would ring now.”

			Sitting beside Mrs. Framley with an alert expression on her face, and even her pencil attempting to look as if it would like to write, Letty blinked to keep back tears. It is queer how minute a straw can, if added to enough other straws, bend the back of even the most courageous and stout-hearted camel. On the face of it Adela’s words, “Mr. Gardiner Penrose is in England, so I shall give a little party for him,” were not straws at all, but to Letty they appeared an entire rick. Even as they were spoken, things held at the back of her mind all day flooded her consciousness. Her head ached, that corn was giving her gyp, none of the workers who made up the women’s knickers were going to like making them of stuff with that loud stripe, every one of them would have to be separately soothed and told once more how appallingly difficult it was to get materials at all, and though it was probably quite true that there were still wonderful bargains in the shops, “Comforts for the Bombed” bought wholesale, and she could not just pop along to Harrods’ or John Barker’s, no matter what anybody thought they had seen.

			Letty’s position in “Comforts for the Bombed” was difficult. Where all the other workers were voluntary, she was Mrs. Framley’s gift. She did not mind being a gift; she was in fact grateful that she, who hated changes and yet was patriotic, could find her peacetime work dissolving into a full war-time occupation. It was not altogether work of which she approved, for she, being intelligent, felt as the war went on that the sensible thing would be to send all the “Comforts for the Bombed” ladies over to the W.V.S. workrooms, and for Gardiner to hand his funds to the American Red Cross; but that was a private thought, never put into words; and though she thought it would be common sense, not even patriotism could make her wish it would happen, for if it did, back Mrs. Framley would be as she was in those awful early war months, and no secretary, however high-idealed, could wish to live those months again. As her own contribution to the war effort, Letty gave secretly immense time and trouble to the sorting of the charities supported by “Comforts for the Bombed.” It was she who kept the books, and had the task of writing labels, and nobody but herself knew how often great bundles of stuff that Mrs. Framley decided should go to one place did actually go to another. One of the disadvantages of being somebody’s gift was that it made those who were not the gift of another, but gave themselves, apt to think that the worker who had been presented to them should do all that was lowly and unpleasant. This would have suited Letty perfectly, for she never held herself highly, and seldom saw her square face and wide grey eyes in a mirror without thinking of the ladies in “Comforts for the Bombed” rather as a shire horse must regard a string of racehorses—pretty, useless creatures, born to expect nothing but fun. Not that all the “Comforts for the Bombed” ladies were pretty, many of them were old and had lost what prettiness they ever had, but into “Comforts for the Bombed” drifted those rich who had not the face to be doing nothing for their country, but who dreaded the really efficient organizations where if you said you would work every other afternoon from two until four you were expected to turn up or were politely got rid of. There was nothing like that about Mrs. Framley’s organization; you came and went as you liked, and there were no nasty questions when an unexpected game of bridge was your only excuse for staying away. This attitude of mind of the majority of the “Comforts for the Bombed” ladies was what made Letty’s life so troublesome. Work, and plenty of it, had to be waiting every day for an unknown quantity of women. How to combine this state of things with the correspondence and telephoning, as well as Mrs. Framley’s private letters, together with being at everybody’s beck and call: “Oh, Miss Smithson, there’s such a nasty crate come of that new material, and I’m such a fool with a hammer.” “Oh, Miss Smithson, the wash-basin has something stuck in it and the water won’t run away.” “Oh, Miss Smithson, I’ve upset a whole box of pins. Do you mind? I would do it, but I’ve such a stupid, easily-tired back.” How to combine all this and yet run the charity so that it helped rather than hindered the country’s war effort caused Letty to face each new day as if it were a dragon, and she, with her stubborn chin raised high and her shoulders back, St. George.

			This party for Mr. Penrose was not the only trouble Letty saw looming ahead. If Mr. Penrose was in London he would, of course, visit the workrooms supported by his money. He would probably not only visit the workrooms, but he would want to see the other end of the work. He would go in a car with Mrs. Framley to South and East London, and almost certainly Mrs. Framley, wishing to show how busy “Comforts for the Bombed” were, would make a round of all the charities she supposed they supported. Sitting there with her pencil poised, thoughts ran in and out of Letty’s brain. Should she fly round with a few things to each of the charlatan charities? Should she make a list of those they really supported and try to get Mrs. Framley to stick to visiting them? Most of all she thought of the evening; the held-back tears were ready to flow for that. A party, even a small party, meant an evening of letters. Tuesday was not a night she was officially out, but she usually managed on Tuesdays and Thursdays to slip outside for what she called “a breath of air.” Up the road was The King’s Arms, and waiting in the saloon bar just in case she turned up would be Jim. It gave Letty many a laugh to herself to think what Mrs. Framley would say if she could see her sitting in a public-house with a glass of beer in her hand. Not that it was not rather a surprise to Letty to find herself in such a place. Nicely brought up in Eltham, her standards had not included public-houses, but Jim had changed her outlook. Not that Jim was a drinking man; in The King’s Arms he had a small glass of beer and Letty one of shandy, but Jim was a man of common sense, and where else, as he pointed out, could he hang about on the chance of Letty turning up. The King’s Arms was superior, warm, and as cheerful as the black-out allowed, and no harm was done if he sat there in vain. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and every other Saturday night, Jim was a part-time warden. His hours were eight until midnight unless the raid was very bad, when he stayed on until the “all clear.” Every half-Saturday was Letty’s, and so were Sundays, but Tuesdays and Thursdays were stolen, little oases of pleasure to refresh her for the week. She had thought this Tuesday as good as snatched. It was easier to slip out now the black-out was getting later, even when there was an early siren it had been possible to snatch an hour, for Mrs. Framley’s dinner and her supper on a tray were served at half-past seven. Now this wretched party had to turn up—letters, telephone calls, and a whole lot of talk about it. Letty swallowed hard. What a weak creature she was, she told herself, going on like this; you would think Jim was in the Army and only had occasional leave; but there it was, what with the two hundred pairs of women’s knickers, and unpleasantness about some missing scissors, and having had a rushed morning, she was not in the mood to stand disappointments and that was a fact.

			“I shall bring Meggie up for it,” said Adela.

			Letty’s hand which held her pencil dropped into her lap. Her head turned with a startled jerk.

			“Meggie! But she’s a child.”

			Adela knew that people would say she ought not to bring Meggie up to town. She knew she was going to be argued with; but she intended to have her up nevertheless. Throwing out her intention in that casual way to Letty was a feeler for reactions. Naturally what Letty thought mattered nothing to Adela, except that she liked to be sure of permanent general esteem, but in replying to her she would find suitable retorts with which to confound more important arguers. It was ridiculous if there was a fuss; whose child was Meggie anyway? It was true she was technically still a schoolgirl, but only just, she was almost seventeen. It would do her good to have a little gaiety; the child was pretty enough, but buried in that old house she was a thorough country mouse. In any case the point was, though doubtless no one was likely to consider it, that her mother wanted her; she must produce one child of whom Gardiner could speak when he got back to Millicent.

			Because of illness, and the unsettled state of Europe, and latterly, of course, the war, Millicent had not visited England since nineteen thirty-six. Adela had spent the Christmas of thirty-six and the first half of thirty-seven with her where she was staying in Bermuda. It had been a lovely, unforgettable, carefree time in which the two friends had hours in which to sit and talk, Millicent of her family, and Adela of hers. Millicent just chatting, but Adela, because she had accepted the invitation to Bermuda to escape responsibility, and to avoid giving in to Paul’s importunings, bragging of hers, especially bragging of Paul. Hot sunshine drugged her as she talked, and allayed the nagging fear which had been with her since she had last seen Paul; so drugged was she finally that as she bragged she believed her own boastings, and day by day built herself a new son. So it was that the news in the cable came to her as a terrible shock, from which even now when over-tired she suffered. Just one thing bore her up: Millicent must not know of her shame. It had been easy to keep the truth from her, to account for her hurried journey home, her white face and tremblings, by a story of illness. “Don’t worry now,” Millicent had said as she kissed her good-bye, “I reckon you’d have had another cable by now if he were worse. Maybe he’ll be that well he’s up to meet you by the time you dock.” Walking the deck one night on that journey home, a thought came to Adela; a legacy from the story she had told Millicent. A thought so shocking that her feet faltered and she had to struggle to the ship’s side and lean against the rails. It had been a starlit evening, the sea purple black, and such a sense of infinity in the night that even Adela had to speak the truth to her soul. “Illness! I wished it was illness. I wished my son were dead.” Then actual whispered words were drawn from her: “It’s true. I do wish Paul were dead. Oh, dear God, it’s true.”

			“Meggie’s scarcely a child now.” Adela’s voice was cold to show Letty that though she was prepared to discuss Meggie corning to town, it was condescending of her, and more than Letty had any right to expect. “I particularly want Mr. Penrose to see her. When Mrs. Penrose was last over she was only a little girl. One of the first things she’ll ask Mr. Penrose when he gets back is how she looks now.”

			Letty forgot herself, the two hundred pairs of women’s knickers, her aches, her disappointments, even her place, that nebulous yet clearly understood position in which she was poised in relation to Adela. Her words were blurted out.

			“If he’s all that keen to see her I should have thought he could go down to the country. It’s a bit too much to expect you to bring her to a place where there are air raids, just so that he can tell Mrs. Penrose how she looks.”

			Adela often wondered why she put up with Letty; she wondered now.

			“Really, Miss Smithson! That’s scarcely the tone in which to speak of my friends, or my plans. Fortunately we don’t all live in continual fear of air raids, as you evidently do yourself. This house has not been hit yet, and I see no reason why the Luftwaffe should choose Friday for its demolition. I shall naturally take every precaution, not only for Meggie but for all my guests. I shall give my party at La Porte Verte, which is underground, so that if there should be a raid it’ll act as a shelter.”

			Letty was unrepentant. She knew just why Meggie was being brought up from the country. She had been with Adela for over three years, and in that time had taken down in shorthand, and later typed, enough letters to Millicent Penrose to form a book; a book which Letty told herself was nothing more nor less than a tissue of lies. The pages which had been dictated to her describing how Paul had taken a job in Africa. The pages since the war in which he had come back from Africa, and gone into the Army. He was always, in the letters, stationed somewhere far off where his mother could not see him, and always fretting at his inactivity; craving to go to Finland, Norway, France, and more recently Libya. “She’ll say he’s fighting abroad one day,” Letty told herself, for she would not discuss her employer with any one, even Jim, “and I shouldn’t wonder if she said he’d won a medal.” Because Adela could not find enough to write about Paul, she fell back on Meggie. Even in peace-time she had not seen much of her daughter, but she had seen practically nothing of her since the war started, and so she was able to invent the sort of girl she believed Millicent would admire. Sophisticated, full of smart sayings, and more on sisterly than daughterly terms with her mother. It was past Letty’s understanding how Adela could dictate such stuff without blushing. Of course she quite understood that to Adela a secretary was just a machine whose fingers worked but who never had private thoughts, and certainly not critical ones, and she sympathized in a way at her fairy tales about Paul. It must be awful to have a son like that, and perhaps if she had that sort of relation she would be tempted to do the same thing; but why invent Meggie? That was something Letty simply could not understand.

			Before the war Letty had often seen Meggie; she was brought to town for two or three days to be overhauled both physically and from the wardrobe angle. In those days Miss Jones had been with her, and Letty had only glimpsed the child now and again, and had barely exchanged twenty words with her. But since the war had started things had been different. Miss Jones had become too much of a prop and stay in the country to be spared for whole days; but, war or peace, Adela believed in regular visits to a good dentist, and such a being, in her philosophy, could not be found outside the Wimpole Street–Harley Street area. Though Meggie, in charge of the guard, could travel in a train alone, she certainly could not go about London alone, and so, since Adela could not be bothered with the tedium of railway stations and a dentist’s waiting-room, Letty was sent to look after her. Meggie had been up to see the dentist three times since the war had started, and each had been a day which stood out to Letty like a scarlet bead in a string of grey ones. The first visit Meggie, her eyes glowing, her hat crushed in one hand, had come streaking down the platform, and had made her fellow-passengers smile at her unaffected call: “Hallo, Miss Smithson!” The second visit it had been “Hallo, Letty!” and the third “Letty darling!” Even on that first visit Meggie had treated Letty like a lifelong friend; she had scarcely handed her ticket to the collector before she had her arm through Letty’s. “Did Mummy give you money for a taxi? Good, then we’ll go and eat it. Let’s have chocolate with cream on it, and then we’ll go to the dentist on the top of a bus.” Meggie had been just fifteen at that time, and her talk, which bubbled out of her throughout the day, had been of childish things, her lessons and classes, her pony, her dog, but no matter what she talked about, through her words ran the essence of her, which poured into Letty like champagne. Joyousness, radiant happiness, it was hard to find the exact word. At intervals what she felt burst out of her, and then she would clutch Letty’s arm: “Oh, isn’t life fun! Aren’t you glad you were born?” The next visit had found Meggie as radiant as before, but now the radiance had moments when it was partly obscured; then she would catch hold of Letty’s arm and stop in the full flood of what she was saying and turn up her blue eyes, which seemed dark at such times, and say: “Letty, they drove tanks over refugees. Old men, and women, even babies.” “Letty, they waited for ages on the beach and when at last they got on to a ship some of them were blown up and drowned. Think of it, Letty, the disappointment, after you thought you were safe.” Meggie was sixteen the next time she came to town. Letty had not known she was coming until too late to attempt to stop her, not that her attempt would have done any good but she would have made it. It was November. Letty got up early and as soon as there was enough light walked the route from the station to Wimpole Street and from Wimpole Street to Mayfair. It was difficult to get through even on foot. Endless roads were roped off and marked “Diversion.” She did finally select a possible route which showed less damage than some, but she had wasted her time. Meggie, in spite of the more fashionable clothes in which she was now dressed, still looked a child. She came hareing up the platform glowing, smiling, and her gay call put heart into all who heard it: “Letty darling!” As usual as she handed over her ticket she gripped Letty’s arm, but on this occasion she said: “What time’s the dentist? Twelve. Oh, bother, and the train’s late! Where can we go quickest where I can see places knocked down last night? I saw lots from the train, but they’d been cleared up. I want to see houses people lived in yesterday.” They did not have to walk far. They stood outside the barriers which roped off the street and saw what had been somebody’s home. Meggie gazed in silence and then tugged at Letty’s arm. “Come on, let’s get some coffee before the dentist.” She said nothing more about what she had seen until she and Letty were walking up and down the platform waiting for the much-delayed train which would take her back to the country. Then came that, to Letty, familiar break in the conversation and the grasp of her arm. “There was a picture still left over a mantelpiece, did you see? And that little bit of the room at the top must have been a nursery once, there’s some Mickie Mouses on that wallpaper. There were men still digging at the side. Did you see, Letty?”

			Adela, who out of the corner of her eye was watching Letty’s face, saw that she was going to be argumentative. At the moment she could not think of any further reasons she could produce why she should bring Meggie to London. The one she had given should be sufficient for anybody; though she registered that, since it did not satisfy Letty, the chances were it would be generally considered inadequate, and would need to be supplemented. The mulish look on Letty’s face made Adela wonder yet again however she put up with her. “And I wouldn’t,” she thought, “if I hadn’t got the patience of Job.” Thoughts like this frequently flicked in and out of Adela’s mind, but they were passing palliatives. Toy as she might with the idea of getting rid of Letty, all the reasoning ability she had told her she could do nothing of the sort. Not even to herself did Adela admit how important Letty was to the running of “Comforts for the Bombed,” but she did accept what a lot of tedious jobs Letty took off her hands, and how impossible it would be to train another secretary in her ways, and initiate her into the intricacies of running the charity. Because she knew these things, Adela had invented a method of circumventing her momentary flashes of temper. When she felt her cheeks beginning to burn, and Letty’s notice sliding up her tongue, she recited the Athanasian Creed. That Adela knew the creed was the result of being born with a silver spoon in her mouth. When a child she and her sisters had a governess who had been with less rich families, whom she had ruled with such punishments as extra mending and half-holidays spent tidying drawers. Adela and her sisters were so maided that such punishments were not only ludicrous but disapproved of both by the maids and the girls’ parents. The governess therefore invented a system of lines, and since the girls were unruly, and plenty of lines required, she had hit on the Athanasian Creed. Dozens of copy-books had Adela filled with it, resentment in her heart, but not daring to put an eternal or an incomprehensible wrong, because one mistake meant another ten lines; yet now those weary hours of her childhood served their turn. “Whosoever will be saved,” quoted Adela to herself, and went right on to “but one uncreated, and one incomprehensible.” Then, calmed, turned a smuggishly serene face to Letty.

			“As I was saying, I shall bring Meggie up. We will write to her to-night. I shall ask Mrs. Hill. She won’t come, but I’d like her to have the invitation.”

			Letty was side-tracked; too well she knew those long silences while Adela’s eyes took on a glazed stare. She wondered what went on in Adela’s mind during her silences. Did she make her mind a blank to keep her temper in check, or did she say to herself all the things she would like to say out loud? One thing was certain, once Adela had taken refuge as it were behind a silence, the subject which had forced her there was closed for the time being. She would not so much refuse to have it reopened as apparently become deaf to any remark concerning it; there was nothing to do but to wait for another opportunity. Letty determined she would be ready to pounce on that opportunity; her words would be wasted, but it should not be for lack of protest from herself that Meggie was allowed to spend a night in London. In the meantime she did her duty. She wrote on her pad, “Write to Meggie,” and under it, “Mrs. Hill.”

			“Which night is the party?”

			“Friday, if it suits Mr. Penrose. He’s staying at The Dorchester, but he says in his letter that he’s out a great deal, so you had better send a note round by hand straight away and ask him if that day will suit and to telephone a reply. We had better dine early, so suggest eight o’clock. I understand that the cabaret at La Porte Verte is at ten, so that will suit splendidly, and will mean we can all be home about eleven.”

			Letty got up. “I think I’d better try to catch Mrs. Hill on the telephone and ask if she would be free on Friday if the party is that night; she works so hard, it’ll do her good.”

			Adela bent her mouth into a smile, but inwardly she was aggravated. Of course it was a tragic thing Claire losing her husband, but after all it had happened nearly a year ago, and there was no need for everybody to go on speaking about her in the concerned voice Miss Smithson had just used; Claire’s was not the only tragedy in the world. In any case there was no need to stress to her that a little gaiety would do Claire good. Nobody could have tried harder to help the girl than she had, and really it wasn’t everybody who would take so much trouble over a niece by marriage.

			Letty went out to the workrooms. The four hundred pieces of striped material which would, when the machine got going, be the cut-out two hundred pairs of women’s knickers, pulled at her. The “Comforts for the Bombed” ladies raised their voices:

			“Miss Smithson, this is simply ghastly cotton. It keeps knotting, and when I give the knot a pull it breaks.”

			“Miss Smithson, I do hope you are not thinking of our making anything out of that very common striped material that I saw you arranging for cutting out. I don’t think we should lose sight of the great opportunity that war brings to elevate the taste of working people.”

			“Miss Smithson, I don’t like having to complain, but I’ve brought three pairs of scissors to this room since I have worked here, and where are they? I must insist, I’m afraid, on a search being made of everybody’s work-bag.”

			“Miss Smithson, I know I’m a naughty person, but I’m afraid I’ve got to run away now. I’ve got such a silly, tired back, and sitting for long makes me feel absolutely done in.”

			Letty marched through the room, her face glued into the intently sympathetic look she had found most successful with the “Comforts for the Bombed” ladies. Her lips said: “Nothing’s as good as it was, is it?” “I know, but nice stuff is so hard to get.” “Oh, dear, I am sorry. I’ll lend you a pair of mine until I find yours.” “I’m sure Mrs. Framley’ll quite understand. She knows you aren’t strong.” But her mind was not behind her words. She was thinking of the letter to Gardiner Penrose. Who was to take it? Mrs. Framley always talked as though she still had a house full of servants, instead of one easily angry cook, one refugee lady’s maid who, though willing, was so sure that sorrow had undermined her strength that she was apt to wilt at the slightest extra labour, and one stout-hearted housemaid who could not be spared from the house for a second. There was, too, Gills the butler, but even in war-time secretaries did not send butlers running round delivering notes, especially not butlers who had become more or less the gift of Mrs. Framley to “Comforts for the Bombed.”

			In her room on the third floor which, since the lower part of the house had been given to the charity-rooms, had become known as the flat, Letty sat down at the typewriter.

			“Dear Mr. Penrose . . .”

			Gills was busy hammering down a packing-case. He was over sixty and had, in his time, worked in the most august households. He worked for Adela because fewer people were keeping butlers, and he had to take what he could get, but he had never “held” with the house. “I’ve not been accustomed to trade,” he had once told Letty. “Well, it’s a nice clean trade,” Letty had replied, for Adela’s vast income was derived from soap.

			That little talk had somehow bound Letty and Gills together. Gills approved of Letty because, not being gentry, she never tried to pretend that she was, an unusual trait, in his long experience, to find in secretaries, governesses, companions, and other such half-and-half kittle cattle, who ate sometimes with the family, but more often by themselves off trays. Letty as usual took Gills, as completely as the discretion of a secretary allowed, into her confidence.

			“Mrs. Framley’s going to give a little supper at La Porte Verte for Mr. Gardiner Penrose. She wants it to be on Friday, and says I’m to send a note round by hand and get him to telephone his answer. It’s important to get a reply quickly, as I’ve got the other people to fix up.”

			Gills looked anxiously round the hall.

			“He’s in England, is he? Not a very good week for us. Several of our ladies away and all that. We’d better hold up sending out these things, hadn’t we? Mrs. Framley will be sure to like a nice show for him.”

			Letty appreciated that to Gills the honour of what he served, whether it was a household or a charity, must take first place in his mind, so she waited while he turned over little extra attentions that he would give to “Comforts for the Bombed” before Mr. Penrose saw his charity working. After a moment, as she knew he would, he had his plans clear and turned his attention to hers.

			“You’d better let Gerda go, Miss Smithson.”

			Letty sighed.

			“That’s the only thing I could think of, but it’s cold out, and we shall need her to feel well this week, with the party and all.”

			“I can’t go.” Gills’s voice was firm. “If Mr. Penrose is about it will be all I can do to get through.”

			“And I’ve got two hundred garments to be cut out; I must get those done, or the ladies won’t be working when he comes round.”

			Gerda was in her room darning, most exquisitely, a pillow-case. The Viennese, whom Letty had always understood were gay, seemed not only to lose all semblance of gaiety on becoming refugees, which was probably natural, for those whom she had met were Jewish Viennese, but to exude gloom so that British spirits drooped on coming in contact with them; which was surely going a little far in the oppo-site direction. Did the British refugees now landed on the Americans have the same depressing effect? Did just being a refugee and depending on the charity of others produce that necessity to heave deep sighs, and to suggest about everything that it might have been enjoyable once but now obviously any pleasure was impossible? Letty put on the brisk, matter-of-fact tone which was her armour against Gerda’s essence of grief.

			“Will you take this note to The Dorchester? Mrs. Framley wants it to go at once.”

			Gerda turned to the window her black eyes, which perhaps in Vienna had sparkled, but in London had that green look in their depths seen in the bottom of a dirty river.

			“Where is that?”

			“Park Lane. It’s no distance. You should walk up through the Park. The crocuses are lovely this year, sheets of purple and gold.”

			“It is wonderful they still live.”

			Letty purposely misunderstood this reference to bombs.

			“Yes, isn’t it. The gardeners thought the stands for the Coronation might have finished them, but they only had a setback, and now they are better than ever.”

			Gerda went to her cupboard and took out a good Persian-lamb coat.

			“This I shall wear if it is Park Lane.”

			Letty had seen that coat and another almost as good too often to feel envy. In Vienna Gerda had been rich, and fur coats her portion. Sorry as Letty was for her, she did think there was a certain justice, always allowing that there had to be refugees, that they should be those who had known Persian-lamb days.

			Gerda dispatched, Letty returned to her cutting out. Two pieces of material face to face for each pair of knickers. One slip, one piece facing the wrong way, and there would be one pair of knickers ruined. Fortunately for Letty she was never muddled in anything she did, and was able to go on preparing her work with her mind roaming where it would. At the moment it was of yellow-faced Gerda battling against the cold wind towards The Dorchester, legs moving, brain functioning, but only a shell. Gerda infuriated and tore at the heart at the same time.

			“You’re looking very ferocious, Miss Smithson.”

			Letty liked Mrs. Brown more than most of the workers. She lowered her voice; it was only too easy to start a conversation in which half the room joined.

			“I was thinking about refugees, particularly Mrs. Framley’s maid Gerda. She’s an Austrian Jewess and she’s had an awful time; she was rich and had a lovely home, and now her family are scattered and she’s alone here, but however sorry I am I wish she’d make more effort somehow. It’s not that she grumbles, she doesn’t, but she seems so self-centred. After all, she is living in a country that’s got its own tragedy, goodness knows, and anyway she’s jolly lucky not to be in the Isle of Man.”

			Mrs. Brown held her needle to the light to re-thread it.

			“Loss of background is curiously unbalancing, it’s a shock to the system, it feels like an illness. Of course I haven’t had anything to put up with to touch what’s happened to the Jewish refugees, but when I was bombed out it made me understand them in a way I never had before. I used to feel like you do. They made me furious. I was always wanting to shake them and to tell them to stick their chins up and try harder.”

			Letty grinned. “That’s exactly what I want to do to Gerda. I didn’t know you’d been bombed out.”

			“I was, last autumn.” Mrs. Brown stared at Letty’s scissors as if they were cutting a door open into her past. “My husband’s a solicitor; he was doing nicely before the war, nothing startling but just comfortable. He was on the reserve of officers, and for some weird reason, although he’s forty-three, he was called up the moment the war started. It was odd, because such a lot of younger men who were anxious to go were left hanging about for months.”

			“Have you any children?”

			“No. We thought we couldn’t afford to have them decently so we wouldn’t have them at all. That’s a stupid mistake to make.”

			Letty’s scissors snipped stolidly through the striped material, but inside she felt warm with emotion. That was not a mistake she and Jim were likely to make. They couldn’t marry until the war was over, Jim thought the future too precarious, but when they did she would have a baby all right.

			Mrs. Brown nodded in the direction of Adela’s office.

			“Mrs. Framley’s story is enough to prove how little money matters.”

			Letty would not discuss her employer, but history was everybody’s property.

			“If you go by that, it’s having too much that matters.”

			Mrs. Brown stitched a moment or two in silence.

			“It was when the 1930 slump came that my husband said that as we hadn’t any children, and no matter what you invested money in it disappeared, why shouldn’t I have the sort of home I’d always wanted.” She smiled reminiscently at the memory of herself. “Dear me, those were exciting days. Such a lot of junk we had and I scrapped the lot. The house we took was in Westminster. A cream-coloured house with a scarlet front door and very showy window-boxes. I was particularly proud of a spring show of cinerarias in all the shades of blue and purple. I won’t bore you with it all, but my drawing-room was a dream, soft tones with one violent patch of colour, a weird pinkish saffron picture of a Buddhist priest. It was as if every dream of a home that I had ever had suddenly flowered. My husband used to grumble that I wouldn’t even go out to a theatre, and certainly grudged a holiday because it took me away from the place. Of course I never thought of leaving it when war came, though I had to camp out in two rooms helped by an occasional char, and I stopped on when the raids started. I was in the kitchen when the bomb fell. It was an amazing escape. It was the only bit of the house left standing.”

			Letty was sorry without being able to sympathize. She had never cared much for her home in Eltham, and employers’ houses were merely important because they housed the employer. She had clear views on the suites she would like herself and Jim to acquire on the hire-purchase when they married, but she could not conceive of feeling so devoted to the suites or the house that held them that she would be at all like Gerda if they were taken away from her. Still, it took all sorts to make a world, and if nice Mrs. Brown minded about her house she was grieved for her.

			“And you lost everything? But how lucky you weren’t killed.”

			Mrs. Brown laughed.

			“If I’ve heard that sentence about being lucky one wasn’t killed once since my bomb, I’ve heard it a hundred times. I was away with friends in the country to begin with, for I was shocked, and they kept on saying it, and so did their friends. I didn’t care what they said, or what anybody said or did, I was numb. I simply couldn’t see how I was going to start again.”

			Letty eyed her in shocked amazement.

			“Because you hadn’t a house?”

			Mrs. Brown was amused.

			“No house, no clothes, and very little money. My husband got compassionate leave and came down, and saw to all the business, forms and things you have to sign, and he found the hotel I now live in. It’s concrete and as safe as anything is. I insisted on coming back to London, for I work at a station canteen and they’re short-handed. But months after I lost my home I was just walking about like a mechanical toy. I had no feelings at all.”

			Letty was frankly out of her depth.

			“Just because your house was gone?”

			“I shouldn’t think so. I should think it’s the shock of having nothing. It’s as if you were a plant with deep roots and they’re cut off. It gives you a queer, detached feeling that’s hard to fight.”

			“But you’ve got your husband.”

			“Oh, yes, thank God. And I see him every six months or so. Don’t look so bewildered. I’ve got over it now, but I told you about me because of Mrs. Framley’s Gerda. Those who lose their possessions understand each other however much greater one loss may be than another; it’s the shock of the loss which gives us kinship and understanding.”

			“Like air raids,” Letty suggested. “People who’ve never been in a really bad one, like those people in the country who’ve heard planes passing over all night and occasional bombs dropped, and who think that’s what a raid is. All of us in the bombed towns can’t ever make them understand. They only think they do.”

			Mrs. Brown ran an affectionate eye over Letty.

			“That’s it exactly. As a matter of fact I don’t think material possessions will ever mean much to you, but I’m not really talking about material things. Each of us struggles in our own way to maintain those few things which will keep us sane and prop up our morale in this ghastly war. Take these few things away and the strain is terrific. It oughtn’t to be too much for us, of course, and I hope with most of us it isn’t.”

			“But it is with the refugees.”

			“With many of them, yes. I think quite a lot of the Jewish refugees who came here before the war propped up their courage on the pity of others. The more they were pitied the better they felt. When the war came nobody had time to bother with pitying them. They missed that abominably.”

			Letty stopped cutting and stood quite still, her mind illuminated. Mrs. Brown had described Mrs. Framley. She had not wanted pity exactly, but she had been an admittedly tragic figure before the war and now she was hardly a tragedy at all, there were so many other people so much worse off. She cut the last pieces of material in silence, and in silence laid the pattern on top of them and carried the bundle to the machine. She did not like Mrs. Framley and never would, but, except for her bringing Meggie up for it, she was glad now that she was having this party, and she hoped Mr. Penrose would answer immediately so that she could arrange everything quickly and efficiently. “I’m a selfish beast,” she thought. “I think of me, and Jim, and hate our time interfered with, and I hardly ever think of her as a person, and how unhappy she must be.”

			The women’s knickers cut out, Letty went up to the flat and telephoned Claire Hill. Telephoning Claire was like a relay race. She drove and worked for the W.V.S. Ring up their headquarters and you were put through to the department to which she was attached. There you would be told clearly the number that should find her. In Claire’s case it never did find her. She worked in a concentrated fury of energy, and blamed any borough office which kept her hanging about unemployed for a second. Claire being exceedingly intelligent, it was seldom she had cause to complain, each office to which she was attached harbouring a mass of jobs for her. “Keep that for Mrs. Hill when she comes on Thursday.” “Let that hang over for Mrs. Hill next Friday.”

			Tuesday afternoons were, Letty discovered, supposed to be spent by Claire in Woolwich, but it was no surprise to her when she rang Woolwich to hear that she had gone with some parcels to Greenwich, or when she rang Greenwich that she had already left there and was taking something to Deptford. She had not, when Letty rang Deptford, yet arrived, but she was expected, and she would not be allowed to leave without first ringing her aunt.

			As Letty turned from the telephone it rang. It was the American secretary of Gardiner Penrose. Mr. Penrose would be delighted to dine on Friday. He would surely have rung Mrs. Framley personally, but he was out visiting a rest centre. There was just one little difficulty; on the Friday night Mr. Penrose would be having a young friend visiting. Would it be possible for Mrs. Framley to include one extra in her party?

			Letty asked, in a voice meant to exclude any suggestion of beds, whether the young friend was a female. Evidently she did not succeed, for the secretary’s voice was pained. Naturally it was a man. A young British airman, the son of one of Mr. Penrose’s oldest friends in this country, with whom he had done very considerable business for many years.

			Letty glanced at her note-book. The party looked like being six. The three women were fixed, but there was no mention of men other than Mr. Penrose. A young airman sounded grand. Mrs. Framley, as far as Letty was aware, knew no young men at all except friends of Paul’s, and none of them would be allowed to meet little Meggie. She took on the we-understand-each-other voice she reserved for confidential arrangements with other secretaries.

			“I think I can say it will be all right. You can take it they’re both expected unless you hear to the contrary. I’ll have a word with Mrs. Framley about it right away. What’s the airman’s name?”

			“Bishop. Andrew Bishop.”

			Letty wrote the name on her pad.

			“Right. Unless you hear to the contrary, I should say they’d meet here for cocktails before going to the restaurant. You’d better tell Mr. Penrose to be here with Mr. Bishop at 7.30. Can I get you at any time if there’s an alteration?”

			“Just ring Mr. Penrose’s suite and ask for his secretary; if I’m out any place I shall have told the clerk in the office and she’ll take a message.”

			Letty put down the receiver with the comfortable feeling that she was dealing with someone who dreaded hitches as much as she did. The telephone bell rang again before she was half-way down the stairs. It was Claire. She evidently felt it a nuisance to be expected to ring her aunt.

			“Hallo, is that you, Letty? The Aunt wants me.”

			“It’s a message from her. I know you don’t like being rung up when you’re working, but I did want to catch you as soon as possible. There’s to be a little party on Friday night for Mr. Penrose.”

			“Goodness, is there really a Mr. Penrose? I thought he was an invention of the Aunt’s to explain why she must run her own show.”

			“Now you never did think that, Mrs. Hill. His wife was at school with Mrs. Framley. The party is at La Porte Verte. It will make a nice change.”

			“No party of the Aunt’s could make a nice anything, and well you know it. Anyway, I can’t come. I’m probably going out shelter-feeding on one of our mobiles.”

			“Couldn’t you change with someone? It’s weeks since you had a night off.”

			Claire’s voice softened.

			“Silly old Letty. How’d you know? It’s weeks since you’ve seen me. Who’s coming to the party beside the Aunt and Mr. Penrose?”

			“A young airman friend of Mr. Penrose’s, called Andrew Bishop, and Meggie. I don’t know who else.”

			“Meggie! What on earth’s she coming up for?”

			Letty would argue with Mrs. Framley, but she would not discuss her behaviour even with Claire.

			“It’s just a little break for her, and Mrs. Framley wants Mr. Penrose to see her, as Mrs. Penrose knew her as a child and will want to know how she’s getting on.”

			“I don’t want to go; explain to the Aunt about the canteen and thank her prettily.”

			Letty gripped the receiver as she would have liked to have gripped and held Claire.

			“Couldn’t you try to manage it? I did see you last week. You drove by me in Piccadilly. You’re getting thinner.”

			“That’s dear Lord Woolton.”

			“Now you know that’s not true, Mrs. Hill; there’s plenty of good food about for those who take trouble. You’re working too hard and not having enough relaxation.”

			“The party won’t be relaxation; no party of the Aunt’s could be.”

			Letty had a brainwave. “It’s Meggie’s first party. It would be nice if you were there to keep an eye on her. Mrs. Framley’s sure to be busy.”

			“It’s idiotic bringing her up. Still, if she’s coming I might make an effort, but I won’t promise. I dare say I can’t get off the canteen.”

			Letty, disregarding the cries of the “Comforts for the Bombed” workers, went to Adela.

			“Mr. Penrose would be delighted to manage Friday. He couldn’t ring you himself, as he’s out visiting a rest centre. There’s just one difficulty: he’s got a young airman friend staying with him that night, someone called Bishop. Mr. Andrew Bishop. I said I didn’t know in the least who you were proposing to invite, but I told the secretary I would ring him back.”

			“How tiresome.”

			“His father is an old friend of Mr. Penrose’s; they do business together.”

			Adela’s face, which had been annoyed, suddenly cleared.

			“Of course. They’re jute. Very rich people. I remember Mrs. Penrose telling me about them. That’ll be delightful. Ring the secretary at once and say I shall be delighted to have Mr. Bishop.”

			“Looks like an old spider,” thought Letty. “I can see her thinking he’ll do for Meggie.” Out loud she said:

			“Shall they meet you here or at La Porte Verte?”

			“Here for a cocktail. About 7.30, not later, and ring La Porte Verte and order a table for six. Have you got on to my niece?”

			“Yes. She thanks you very much, and says if she can get out of serving on a mobile canteen that night she’ll love to come, but she’s not certain.”

			Adela frowned.

			“How tiresome she is. Tell her she must say yes or no. I shan’t be able to find a substitute at the last moment.”

			Letty scribbled on her pad. It was a meaningless scrawl, for she had no intention of ringing Claire.

			“Am I to write or telephone another man?”

			Adela turned her head away from Letty and flicked over the pages of her address book.

			“We’ll have to try several, I expect.”

			“If Mrs. Hill can’t come, you won’t need the extra man,” Letty suggested.

			To her amazement the remark enraged Adela.

			“If Mrs. Hill lets me down at the last minute and I can’t get any one else, you’ll have to come.”

			“Gosh!” Letty raised startled eyes, while her mind raked through her wardrobe. She had the old blue dinner dress, but she had worn it, whenever she had been ordered to eat dinner with Mrs. Framley, since the war started. It was hardly, even in war-time, up to the standard of La Porte Verte. “I haven’t anything to wear.”

			Mrs. Framley cast an eye over her own clothes. There was that old black thing which she had never liked.

			“There’s my black with the silver on the sleeves. It’s a beautiful dress. See Gerda about it. She can alter it for you. I don’t anticipate your needing it, but it’s as well to be prepared. As for the man, you had better ring Mr. Hinch. You’ll get him at the Ministry of Information, or at his club; he’s living there now. He’s very dull, but reliable. Then if he fails try Mr. Earl. He’s still in the same flat.”

			Letty went back to the workroom. The knickers were, as she had anticipated, causing a fuss. She soothed the workers, but her mind was not on them. She did like to know where she was, and plainly she did not know at all where she was with this party. Why was she to telephone Mr. Hinch and Mr. Earl? Mr. Earl played bridge in all his spare moments, and never dined with any one unless there was to be bridge after the meal. Mr. Hinch was a most unlikely starter; he had probably never been inside La Porte Verte and never meant to be. Mrs. Framley knew these things. Why, then, was she insisting on a party of six? She must be very determined to be six, if she would even put up with herself if Claire failed. Besides, her tone had changed about Claire. It had been, “I shall ask Mrs. Hill: she won’t come, but I’d like her to have the invitation.” No talk then of a substitute. It was all very odd. On the face of it, four would be so much better: Mr. Penrose to talk to Mrs. Framley, and Meggie to dance with Andrew Bishop. Somebody had cropped up since the party was thought of, someone Mrs. Framley wanted to invite, but wanted to have the excuse that she was driven to invite at the last moment. Who on earth would that be? The answer to that would almost certainly be somebody unsuitable for Meggie, and that had the smell of a friend of Paul’s.

			The workrooms were closing for the night. Letty received half-finished work and labelled it, and where something was almost finished, folded it over one of the pairs of striped knickers. She smiled and said good-night, and told the workers that Mr. Penrose was in London; but it was mechanical work for her lips and hands; her mind was on the party, and in her subconscious a voice was crying: “I don’t like it. I can’t put my finger on it, but there’s something about this party that’s all wrong. I wish it was over.”

			The comforts packed away for the night and covered in sheets, Letty telephoned to Mr. Hinch and Mr. Earl. She caught Mr. Hinch at his Ministry. He had a staccato high-pitched voice, and on hearing what Letty wanted it grew shrill with agitation. It was too kind of Mrs. Framley, but, really, no. He was not a dancing man, not even in peace-time. Besides, he was so busy that he had to make a rule to be in bed by ten, after a very light meal and a glass of milk. It was most kind, but out of the question. Letty made a face as she put down the receiver. When alone she cheered herself up with such childish habits. Mr. Earl was out. An old voice, presumably of his valet, said that he was expected home to dine. Letty did not leave a message, but said she would ring again. She then telephoned to La Porte Verte. There was not much booking of tables in restaurants in these days. The manager took the order himself. Yes, a table for six. At the end of the dancing-floor, facing the stage, was the best place to see the cabaret. The centre table, then, should be booked.

			“Good,” thought Letty, “except for the letter to Meggie, and hearing that Mr. Earl can’t come, that seems the lot.” She debated whether to go up to Gerda and try on the black and silver frock, or to get Meggie’s letter out of Mrs. Framley. If she could do the latter she ought to be able to slip out for that hour with Jim, for the frock could wait until to-morrow; but she did not like to ask for the letter to Meggie. If she asked for it, it was tantamount to saying that she withdrew her objections. It was all a quibble, for she well knew she could no more prevent Meggie coming to London than she could prevent the moon rising. “What you want, my girl,” she said out loud to her reflection in the mirror, for she was tidying her hair, “is a way of asking for the letter and saying it should never be written at the same time.” And even as she spoke an idea came to her. She smiled in congratulation to her reflection. “Of course. Quite bright to-night for you.”

			Adela was in her sitting-room. In the old days when she had all the house it had been the maid’s sewing room. Now, furbished up with such things from the lower floors as had been considered sufficiently substantial to stay in London, when the more frail and the most valuable things went to store, it made a snug, if obviously makeshift, sitting-room-dining-room. Adela was in an arm-chair drawn up to the fire. She was reading a letter. She gave a little start as Letty came in, and just too hurriedly folded the letter and put it in her lap and laid her hands over it.

			Letty thought: “Paul must have written. I suppose he would write now that he’s coming home. I expect he always was the sort who only wrote when he wanted something.”

			“Well,” said Adela. “Have you telephoned Mr. Hinch?”

			Letty gave the message and was filled with the same unease. She did like things clear and straightforward, and it disagreed with her nervous system when they were not. There was nothing clear and straightforward about being told to ask a man to complete a party, and to feel the news he could not come was what was hoped. Adela said: “How tiresome,” but she relaxed as if something had fallen into place. “Have you rung the restaurant, and Mr. Penrose’s secretary?”

			Letty, since the end of her first week at her first job, had decided there were many things better arranged by secretaries in their own way. The list of those things varied with different employers. Mr. Simplon, the theatrical agent with whom she had started as shorthand typist, and who had died in a mental home, had needed to be treated as permanently out. His visitors were unemployed theatrical people, and as Mr. Simplon never knew of any jobs for anybody, seeing people who wanted, and even expected them, threw him into a frenzy. All letters for Mr. Simplon were either bills or letters from theatricals with stamped envelopes and photographs enclosed. Beyond a little money for himself, and small salaries for Letty and an office-boy, Mr. Simplon had no income, so why show him bills, and of course there were no more jobs for those who wrote than for those who called, so why bother him with the letters? Instead, Letty stuck “Out” each morning on Mr. Simplon’s door, and went in every hour or so to see he had plenty of cigarettes and crossword puzzles, and settled herself behind the office desk and said as instructed by the office-boy, “Nothing to-day, dear,” or “Come in again next week, dear; I think Mr. Simplon will have something for you,” and in between whiles kept up her typing speed by writing hopeful, but non-committal, letters to the owners of the stamped envelopes. It was grand training which had stood her in good stead, and she always had the nice feeling that she had been an excellent employee, for after all no one could say Mr. Simplon had been worried into a lunatic asylum.

			After Mr. Simplon she went as second secretary to a rich female Conservative Member of Parliament. Letty only had to see her employer on unimportant Thursdays. Thursday should have been the first secretary’s half-day, but she never took it when anything important was going on, not trusting Letty’s youth. But the first secretary taught Letty a lot. “She splits her infinitives. Put them right and say nothing, she never notices.” “Use double-spacing for her speeches and very black type. She ought to wear glasses and she won’t.” “If ever on a Thursday she dictates a speech to you, she’ll stop to discuss it. When she does that, ask her to explain something. She’s too clever for her audiences half the time, and just looking puzzled, or asking some silly question, even when you know the answer, often enough makes her go back on the whole speech and simplify it.”

			From there Letty went to Lady Falls, who was about to run a pet charity for the Member of Parliament. Letty did not want to move, but neither the Member of Parliament nor the first secretary wanted a muddle made of that charity, so Letty was more or less ordered to go. Lady Falls was an old pet, wrapped up in her grandchildren, incapable of a clear thought. Letty ran the charity very nicely until the old lady died. She died cosily, convinced that whatever she had or had not done well in her life, that charity had been really splendidly organized.

			It was a mixture of the Member of Parliament being abroad, and the unsettled state of Europe making employment difficult, that drove Letty to Adela. Adela advertised for a secretary, and Letty answered the advertisement. She took the job because the money was right, and because it was the only one she could hear of in which she was to live in. She had lived in since Mr. Simplon, and had decided that though it cramped your independence, it was far preferable to a pokey flatlet, or going to and fro to Eltham every day.

			Working for Adela in those pre-war years had been a hard patch in Letty’s life. She had not become twenty-one until she had been with her some months, and that Adela lived on the extreme edge of a mental breakdown escaped her. She knew her story but was incapable of imagining the frenzy which Adela was holding off by sheer will power. Actually Letty’s total incomprehension of this fight was probably a help. An older and more imaginative type might have sensed what was happening, and watched, and perhaps suggested doctors, and by trying to be a prop weakened the fragile prop built of training and social custom which was all that held Adela upright. Letty, bounding through her days, calling, in her mind, Adela’s nerves temper, nosed like a dog after a rabbit for things for her employer to do. “She’s had a bad time,” she thought, “and she doesn’t want to be able to brood—not that she looks the brooding sort, but you never know.” She also told herself that there was nothing like not having an idle minute for keeping people quiet, especially people apt to blaze up about nothing, like Adela. So it was an appointment at the hairdresser one minute, and with the dressmaker the next, and Adela was pushed to lectures and bridge clubs, and as often as possible, and the cook’s temper would stand, she had guests to lunch and dinner. It had been hard work, for Adela really wanted to see no one and go nowhere, but all Letty’s training rose to the surface; she was a secretary and it was her job to arrange her employer’s life as she thought best.
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