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Chapter One




THE light filtered softly through the drawn curtains, grew stronger, and flooded the big square bedroom, which, despite the up-to-date furnishings, still retained a vague suggestion of Victorianism. The bay window, the high ceiling, the ornate marble mantelpiece, struck the note of more settled spacious days, and the chintz pelmeted curtains and chintz skirted dressing-table seemed tactfully to bridge the gap between the old and the new.


Viola had disliked Elm Lodge when first she came to live in it after her marriage. Compared with Campions, where she had spent her youth, it was vulgar and ostentatious. Its mock turrets and battlements, its balustrades and gables, proclaimed the fact that it had been built by a Victorian merchant who had made money and wanted everyone to know it. Humphrey, on the contrary, was proud of the house, but Humphrey’s taste had always been deplorable. Oddly enough, that was one of the things she had loved in him. It made him seem pathetic and vulnerable. . . . And he was never hurt, when, as often happened, she showed amusement or dismay at the outrageous presents he chose for her—the Derbyshire-spa inkwell, the voluminous lace collar, the brooch made in the shape of a bird’s claw.


“But what’s wrong with it?” he would ask, puzzled.


“Nothing,” she would reply, struck with compunction at having appeared ungrateful. “It’s lovely.”


“It’s not,” he said. “I’ll get you to choose it yourself next time.” 


But he never did, because he enjoyed surprising her with unexpected presents, and on each occasion he was sure that this time, at any rate, she would approve his choice. He had a child’s love of garishness and bright colours, and with it a child’s disarming humility, a child’s ready, if wondering, acceptance of other incomprehensible standards. He was in a way even proud of his lack of taste, because it emphasised the perfection of hers.


“It’s all my wife’s choice,” he would smile, when people praised the arrangements and furnishings of the house. “She tells me that my taste is atrocious.”


The only time she had felt ashamed of him (and even then she had been ashamed of her shame) was when he had stayed at her home before their marriage. In the quiet aristocratic atmosphere of Campions he had seemed irremediably common. He had been, she could see, a great shock to her parents. Physically there was nothing to be ashamed of in him. He was tall and powerfully built, with rough-hewn features, a wide mouth, and level grey eyes. But his well-proportioned, slow-moving figure held an ungainliness that he had inherited from his labouring forebears, and that no amount of good tailoring could quite hide. There was a Midland burr to his speech, and he was immensely proud of his ownership of “Lessington’s”—a draper’s shop in a small Midland town. He had been expansively affectionate to her parents, mistaking their distant politeness for approval. Outside his own business (in which he was shrewdness itself) he was simple and gullible. There was nothing of the snob about him. He considered himself infinitely beneath her, but not because her mother was Sir Frank Overton’s daughter and her father’s family had lived at Campions for more than two hundred years. Despite his humility, he had inherited the sturdy independence that is the mark of the English working-classes. Her parents had raised no objection to the marriage.


“Of course, dear, if you like him . . .” her mother had said with a shrug.


“I love him,” Viola had retorted. “That’s why I’m marrying him.”


Her father had said nothing, but his very silence told Viola that he shared his wife’s feelings. She knew, however, that beneath their contempt was a certain relief. She was a young widow with a very small income and a child to bring up, and their own means were straitened, the old house mortgaged, their capital sadly depreciated. They had looked forward with secret apprehension to the years of their grandson’s education. Now, of course, they need not worry. A stepfather had appeared to relieve them of the responsibility, and they had a vague idea that it did not behove them to look too closely into his social qualifications. Besides, it was not as if Viola were a young girl. She had been married and widowed, and, presumably, knew her own mind.


Already, before she met Humphrey, her brief married life with Gray had taken on a remote dream-like quality in her mind, had become something that she had read in a book or seen in a play, not something that had actually happened to her. Gray had been the opposite of Humphrey in every way—vivid, mercurial, artistic, as well as socially irreproachable. He painted vividly impressionist landscapes, and, everyone said, would have made a name for himself if he had lived. He died, however, only four years after their marriage, but not before she had glimpsed the irresponsibility that underlay his charm, and the fickleness of his swiftly changing enthusiasms. It was Humphrey’s very unlikeness to Gray that had first attracted her, his lack of those spectacular qualities that—before marriage, at any rate—had made Gray resemble the Prince Charming of her dreams. Her love for him, too, was very different from her love for Gray. Her love for Gray had been a tumultuous ecstasy, her love for Humphrey a deep quiet contentment.


Hilary had been eight years old when she married Humphrey, and she had hoped that it would be as if he were Humphrey’s own son, but in that she had been disappointed. Hilary was Gray’s son both in appearance and in temperament. He had Gray’s slender build, his restlessness, his talent, his moodiness, his volatile enthusiasm. He had Gray’s sideways mocking glance and sensitive, rather weak mouth. He professed exaggerated admiration for his father’s talent, hanging the few pictures that Gray had left conspicuously on his bedroom wall, but Viola suspected that this was a glorification of himself rather than of Gray.


He and Humphrey had never quarrelled. They treated each other, indeed, with punctilious courtesy, but Hilary had always made it quite clear that he merely tolerated Humphrey as his mother’s husband and did not accept him in his father’s place. He had spent few of his school and college holidays at home—staying generally with school friends, Gray’s people, or her own parents at Campions. Perhaps that had been a mistake. Neither her people nor Gray’s liked Humphrey. When Hilary did come home he wore the air of one belonging to another and superior world. This never seemed to irritate Humphrey. Even the boy’s occasional deliberate attempt to rile him passed over his head, apparently unperceived. Hilary was now at Oxford in his last year, highbrow, dilettante, self-conscious, self-assured, already the author of a small volume of modern verse that Viola had read with ever-increasing bewilderment.


The light shone full upon her now. Still half asleep, she opened her eyes . . . then closed them again and lay motionless, relaxed.


She was dimly aware that some unwelcome piece of knowledge was waiting to spring upon her as soon as she returned fully to consciousness, but that as long as she could keep her memory dulled and drowsed she need not know what it was. She tried to escape it by drifting off again on the warm tides of sleep, but sleep in its turn evaded her. Desperately she forced her mind to turn to trivial domestic matters. . . . There had been a bad fall of soot from the dining-room chimney yesterday. She must ring up the sweep this morning. (It was typical of the times that the sweep was on the telephone and came in a car.) Then she must see about the new loose covers for the drawing-room. The old ones were worn and faded. Her thoughts went back to the day when she had chosen them. She had met Humphrey for lunch in Burchester and they had gone to the shop together. She had teased him because he had been attracted by a pattern of vivid red roses on a black ground, but he had approved her final choice of a soft blue-and-grey linen. He had—— She opened her eyes, and a cold shiver crept through her. It wasn’t any use. She couldn’t fight it off any longer. Everything led straight to it. It was no use thinking of the chimney-sweep or the new loose covers, because there would be no need of either. She was leaving Elm Lodge and Humphrey for ever. . . . She made a little gesture of surrender and let the knowledge flood her mind in wave upon black wave. It was like a physical onset, leaving her bruised and shaken.


Even now she couldn’t believe it. She could remember Humphrey’s telling her about it last night, but she couldn’t believe it. Humphrey had had an affair with a girl, and the girl was going to have a baby. Her first feeling had been one of anger and humiliation. She had from the beginning half unconsciously shared the attitude of her friends and relations with regard to Humphrey, seeing herself as a princess who has stooped to marry a commoner. She had been a woman of breeding and culture, and he was a man of little education and no social background. Of her interest in art, music, literature, he had understood nothing. One part of her had been starved throughout the long years of her marriage. She had deliberately confined herself in all their intercourse to his narrow limits. And yet through it all she had been happy. And she had thought that he was happy. Indeed, he had told her last night that he had been happy, but she had cut him short.


“Please don’t try to explain,” she had said. “I don’t understand, and I don’t want to. Do you love the girl?”


“Yes,” he had said, after a slight hesitation.


“Then you must marry her, of course. I’ll divorce you.”


Beneath the pain at his desertion had been a deeper pain, because another woman was giving him the child she had always longed to give him.


She would have liked to know more about the affair, but her pride forbade her to ask him. He had met the girl casually, she gathered, when he was in London on business.


It was her pride, of course, that suffered most deeply. She had, she felt, deliberately renounced her birthright for him, and he had repaid her sacrifice by throwing it back at her contemptuously. No, she had to be fair. There had been no contempt. There had been compunction and unhappiness in his expression last night, though his voice was, as usual, slow and deliberate. He had made no excuses or protestations, simply told her the facts and left her to judge. The contempt had been, naturally, on her side, though she had said very little, merely turned her head away and cut him short with a quick movement of her hand.


“Please don’t try to explain. . . . I don’t want to understand.”


He had left her soon after that. It was fortunate that he was, in any case, going to London, so that the servants need suspect nothing for the present. They would have to know soon enough. . . . She had told him that she would go down to Campions today to break the news to her people. They would take it hard, of course. They were old-fashioned and divorce did not come into their scheme of things. A wife must suffer any indignity rather than divorce her husband. Well, the day of those ideas was over, thank God. It wouldn’t have mattered so much, of course, if it hadn’t been for the child. Again the thought of that sent a sharp pang through her heart. She turned away from it quickly to think of her own child, Hilary. Hilary and she must draw nearer to each other now. She remembered that when Gray died she had vowed to herself that she would never marry again, that she would devote the rest of her life to Hilary. Perhaps this was her punishment for marrying Humphrey. It was Humphrey who had, without, of course, meaning to—she did him so much justice—stood between them from the beginning. And Hilary was interested in the things that she had been interested in before she married Humphrey. She and Hilary. She applied the thought as if it had been healing balm to the wound of Humphrey’s disloyalty. Oh, there would be compensations. She wasn’t the kind of wife whose life was left empty by a husband’s defection. She had always despised women like that. She would go away from Reddington for one thing—Reddington, with its narrow provincialism, its dullness, its pettiness, its lack of interest in anything beyond money-making and its own parochial affairs.


And again came the thought of how much she had sacrificed for Humphrey—living for so many years among people who were socially and mentally her inferiors, making herself pleasant to his impossible relations, losing touch with all her old friends. Deliberately she whipped up her anger against him. It made her feel less hurt and bewildered and lonely. . . .


There came a knock at the door, and Evelyn, the housemaid, entered with her morning tea. Viola glanced at her sharply, wondering if she guessed anything. There wasn’t any reason why she should, but it was odd how servants always did seem to know when anything untoward had happened in a household, whether they were told or not.


The woman met her gaze disingenuously enough as she set down the tray on the table by the bed, then went to the window to draw the curtains.


“A lovely day, madam,” she said.


“Yes, isn’t it?” said Viola, sitting up and straightening the coverlet. She felt that in trying to speak ordinarily she had spoken just a little too brightly. She thought that Evelyn glanced at her curiously. Perhaps she knew—she and Cook and all of them, even the tradesmen. Perhaps they had known for some time. The wife was always the last to find out. She’d read that somewhere—in a book or a play. . . . No, that was silly. They couldn’t possibly know. It wasn’t as if the girl lived in Reddington. But she must try to be more natural or they’d suspect something.


“Did I tell you I was going over to see my mother today, Evelyn?” she said.


That sounded almost too natural, because she didn’t often go to see her people (she’d never quite forgiven them for their attitude to Humphrey), and she would not ordinarily have been quite so casual about it.


“No, madam,” said Evelyn.


“She’s not been very well lately, and I’m rather anxious about her.”


That sounded just right—concerned, but not too concerned.


“I’m sorry to hear that, madam,” said Evelyn.


Viola looked at her, wondering what she would say when she knew. Would she take her side or Humphrey’s when they talked the affair over in the kitchen? She had always been on good terms with the servants, but so had Humphrey. Evelyn was middle aged and matter of fact, kindly and capable and reserved, rather plain and with no nonsense about her. She could keep the tradesmen in their places, and even Cook, who was inclined to be a martinet, stood in awe of her. Suddenly Viola longed to confide the whole story in her, tell her how hurt and unhappy she was, sob her heart out on the clean starched bosom. . . . But she merely said, “Oh, nothing really serious,” as she took the tray on her knee.


“How long will you be staying, madam?” said Evelyn.


“Just a few days,” said Viola. “If you’ll get my small suitcase out now, I’ll put a few things into it when I’ve dressed.”


Evelyn got the suitcase from the boxroom and went down to the kitchen, and Viola poured out the tea, frowning abstractedly. She wondered whether, when the news was public, Evelyn would say, “I could see something was the matter that morning,” or “She seemed just as usual the morning after the master went.” Oh well, she’d be out of it all soon, and, anyway, it didn’t matter what they thought. Her mind turned to the practical aspect of the situation. She must consult her solicitor. But he was Humphrey’s solicitor, too. He couldn’t act for them both. Or could he—as Humphrey would not be defending the suit? She felt resentfully that Humphrey ought to be seeing to the whole thing. He always had seen to her business—interviewed her bank manager, filled in her income-tax form, looked out her trains.


Her mind went back over the years of their life together. Their relations had long ago, of course, become stereotyped, had long ago settled down into a humdrum jog-trot of compromise, as did the lives of most married couples. The glamour that had invested him when she married had long since faded. She had discovered unsuspected limitations in him. She had begun to take all his good qualities for granted. His admiration of her she had always taken for granted. She had even felt a little complacent at having hidden from him her occasional boredom, and at having, when with him, confined her interests so entirely within the narrow circle of his, accompanying him to revues and musical comedies when they were in London, patiently listening to his recounting of the plots of the detective novels that were his only reading. It had never occurred to her till now that he might have found any deficiency or limitation in her, and the discovery of his unfaithfulness had been a shock to her self-esteem.








She hugged her righteous anger to her as a breastplate. Anything rather than admit the feeling of loneliness and desolation that was lying in wait for her. . . . She raised the teacup to her lips. She had left it too long, and it was cold. She drank it with an effort. She didn’t want to give Evelyn any fuel for suspicion. (“She left her tea, too, that morning. I thought there was something queer.”) 








She got out of bed, put on her dressing-gown, and went to the looking-glass. That side of the question, too, had to be faced. She was forty-three. Sexually, she knew—and was rather proud of the knowledge—she had always been cold. Once they had given up hope of a child, she and Humphrey had lived more or less apart. But she had always prided herself, too, on the fact that the real basis of their marriage had not been one of sexual attraction. It had been one of understanding and friendship. Well, there also she had evidently been living in a fool’s paradise. Humphrey was like any other man in that respect. The girl was probably young and fresh and seductive. She herself was none of these things. She examined her reflection critically in the glass. She had been lovely enough as a young girl, but she was not a young girl any longer. She was still slender, but there were faint lines graven from nose to mouth, grey threads in the dark hair. She had always been pale, and her face had always been thin, but it was thinner, less shapely, now—her cheeks hollow, shadows beneath her eyes. She was a good-looking, well-preserved woman, but that was all. She summoned an imaginary picture of a girl, soft, rosy, dewy with youth, saw her and Humphrey together . . . and turned sharply from the mirror, trembling, her cheeks hotly flushed. It was horrible. The whole thing was horrible. She must get away from it as quickly as she could.






Chapter Two




WATCHING fields, houses, woodlands flash by the carriage window, she felt indescribably relieved to have left Reddington behind her. Her thoughts went to Humphrey’s family—his twin aunts who lived together in a little house just outside the town, his sister, his sister in-law, his nieces and nephew. She wondered whether he would tell them about the divorce now or wait till the case came on. It would give them all something to talk about, she thought with a twisted smile, and that was a godsend in Reddington. . . .


The aunts would be horrified. Their lives consisted of a monotonous round of trivial interests and duties—a round in which any unusual detail, however small, assumed colossal proportions.


Harriet, the elder by half an hour, would break the news to Hester very gently, as if Hester were a young girl whose innocence might be sullied by the knowledge. And, despite her sixty-odd years, there was something suggestive of a young girl about Hester. She was timid and withdrawn and always looked faintly perplexed. They both gave Humphrey the unquestioning, unqualified admiration that women of their generation gave as a matter of course to the man of the family, and the news would shock them deeply. But they would rally to his side none the less. Their family loyalty would triumph over their strict Evangelical upbringing. Reddington was a great place for family loyalty. My people, right or wrong. Hester would perhaps look a little more perplexed than usual for a few weeks. . . .


Then there was Humphrey’s sister, Doreen. She had married a Parish Church curate, who had obtained a living in Guilford shortly after the marriage and had died a few years later. After his death Doreen had returned to Reddington with her baby, very smart and sophisticated, “putting on airs,” as Reddington said, making frequent references to the bishop and St. Chad’s and the more aristocratic members of her husband’s congregation. In her short experience as a vicar’s wife she had acquired a gracious manner and a somewhat exaggerated idea of her own importance. She patronised her old friends and set to work to win a footing in the small exclusive set that represented the local “county.” She was partially successful, for she was good-looking, pleasant, ready to make herself useful, and quite impervious to snubs. She had sent Bridget, her daughter, to a “finishing” school in Harrogate for a year after she left Reddington High School, in order that she might be a social asset to her, but so far Bridget was turning out somewhat of a disappointment. She was pretty enough and her manners were charming, but she was shy and curiously obtuse with regard to her mother’s plans. Doreen would give an impressive performance of grief and horror when she heard the news of Humphrey’s divorce, but inwardly she would rejoice. She had always believed that Viola could have helped her more than she did in her social campaign, and she looked on Viola’s avoidance of Reddington’s smart set as a deliberate affront to herself.


And Bridget . . . That was quite another matter. Bridget had adored Humphrey from childhood, putting him in the place of the father she did not remember, while Humphrey, on his part, seemed to put her in the place of the daughter he had never had. Their relationship—of adoration and trust on Bridget’s side and of tender protectiveness on his—had often made Viola feel secretly hurt and resentful. It seemed to shut her out and reproach her for not having given him a daughter. But her heart grew heavy as she thought of Bridget now. There was nothing of the modern girl about Bridget. This would hurt her terribly. . . .


Aggie, Humphrey’s sister-in-law, would be very little affected by the news. She would merely enjoy the sensation it caused, just as she enjoyed a good murder case in the newspaper or one of the cheap novelettes she was so fond of. Aggie was plump, slovenly, good-tempered, and ineradicably feckless. People said that Mark, Humphrey’s brother, might have done better for himself if he hadn’t married her, but Mark had been fully as shiftless and incapable of sustained effort as his wife. He had always hated the shop, and had realised his share of the business a few years after their father died, buying, against everyone’s advice, a farm that had never paid its way and had ultimately to be sold up. Mark had been ill at the time of the sale and had died a few days later. Aggie had returned to Reddington and lived on an allowance made by Humphrey. It was a generous allowance, but money ran through Aggie’s fingers like water and she never had anything to show for it. Her shiftlessness infuriated Elaine, her elder daughter. Elaine was smart and hard and pretty and extremely capable, and Aggie stood very much in awe of her. Joey, the boy, had left school last year and gone into Lessington’s, and Monica, the younger girl, had won a scholarship to St. Margaret’s, Oxford. Monica’s interests were bounded on all sides by the limits of the scholastic world, and the news would affect her hardly at all.


As the train drew farther away from Reddington Humphrey’s family became less real, and her own—Father, Mother, Frances—took on a new compelling reality. She felt a faint compunction at having given so little thought to them since her marriage, at having let herself be alienated from them by their critical attitude to Humphrey. Experience had proved that they were right and she was wrong. . . . Again the feeling of desolation threatened to sweep over her, and again she struggled against it, drawing her armour of superiority about her, telling herself that she must look on what had happened as an honourable release. She had done her duty by Humphrey all these years, denying her real self, burying her life in that dreadful little Midland town, and now she was free. Campions. . . . Her heart turned to it with a nostalgia that took her by surprise. She had felt something like this, she remembered, when she had returned to it after Gray’s death—as if she were a ship coming to harbour after a long and stormy voyage. She remembered how Mother had clasped her in her arms and said, “Your home is here now, dearest, with us,” and Father had said, “You’ll give two old people great happiness, my dear, if you and the child will make your home here.” For even then Frances had been remote from them, wrapped in her memories of Robin, living only for those brief ecstatic moments when she felt his presence as plainly, she said, as if he had been actually there. The same thing would happen again, of course. She had not formed any definite plans till now, but now she decided suddenly that she would make Campions her home again. She had always loved the place. Hilary, too, had always loved it. She need not ever return to Reddington. Evelyn could pack her things and send them on to her. Humphrey could do what he liked about Elm Lodge. He could take his new wife to live there if he pleased. Its vulgar ostentation would probably suit her, she thought sardonically, but a pang shot through her heart as she thought of Humphrey and the girl (she didn’t even know her name) living together in the square high-ceilinged rooms that she had furnished with such care. Still, that didn’t matter now. She’d finished with all that. As to the divorce, Father and his solicitor would see to it. There was nothing for her to worry about any more.


She glanced at her watch, then took the mirror from her hand-bag and began to powder her face and tidy her hair. She had dressed with unusual care, putting on a new two-piece of a soft grey woollen material, the loose sleeves of the three-quarter-length coat edged with fur. She didn’t want them—or anyone—to think that she had lost her husband by letting herself go, by no longer taking pains over her appearance. Something of her usual self-confidence had dropped from her. She had ceased to feel quite sure of herself. And now came a sudden nervous fear lest her costume should seem too elaborate for Campions. She shrugged impatiently and lifted her suitcase from the rack. She was usually so poised and assured. This affair had thrown her out of her bearings. . . .


Her heart began to beat more quickly as the train slowed down at the country station, its name, Thorneham, almost hidden by climbing roses. She remembered the wild joy with which she used to leap out of the carriage into her mother’s arms when she was a little girl returning from school. Frances had followed more slowly and sedately. The old station-master, having checked her impetuous exit (“Wait a bit, missie, wait a bit. Wait till it stops”), would stand in the background, smiling indulgently. There was a new station-master now, a young man who was suspected of communistic tendencies and had what her father, who disliked him intensely, called a “damned independent manner.” The old station-master had knocked his wife about and spent a large proportion of his wages on drink, but he never forgot to touch his cap to the “gentry,” and would never let anyone else carry her father’s bags to and from the train. It would be rather amusing to be back again among the little interests of village life, to discover the cross-currents of intrigue that only those who lived among them could feel. She must try to enter into Frances’s interests—the Women’s Institute and Girl Guides and Village Clubs.


“The car’s here,” the station-master was saying.


She felt a momentary disappointment that no one had come to meet her, but, of course, she had not wished to disturb them unduly, and so had said nothing in her letter about being in any trouble. And Frances had no time for meeting trains. She was endlessly busy with all those village affairs in which she, Viola, would now take her part.


As she drove along the country road the sense of home-coming deepened, bringing a lump to her throat and a sudden mist to her eyes. . . . What a tragic mistake her marriage had been from the beginning! She should never have left her own world. She needn’t have done. . . . Gray had belonged to her own world. And even after Gray there had been Adrian Basset. Adrian had admired her since she was a child. He had proposed to her when she was eighteen, and had tried to propose again after Gray died, but she had given him clearly to understand that it would be useless. Adrian, sensitive, artistic, fine-drawn, with his thin aristocratic features and quick perceptions. . . . And instead she had married Humphrey, coarsegrained, insensitive.


The wrought-iron gates in the high brick wall were open, and the car turned into them adroitly from the narrow road. The house stood at the end of a short drive immediately in front of the gate. It was one of the smaller Elizabethan manor-houses, low and unpretentious, the brick-work mellowed to a soft rose tint. The inside had been freely reconstructed, but the frontage had always been considered sacred and, except for necessary repairs, had never been altered.


Viola had to wait for a few moments at the front door before it was opened. That, too, slightly chilled the ardour of the home-coming. She couldn’t help feeling that Mother ought to have been there waiting with outspread arms to receive her. . . . A housemaid with a rather forbidding expression, whom Viola had not seen before, came at last and showed her into the hall. Carlo, her mother’s Pekinese, sat on a cushion on the hearthrug, while Sean, the red setter, lay dozing beneath the refectory table. Deep easy-chairs and a settee were ranged round the fireplace. On the floor against the wall was an old copper cauldron filled with sweet-peas, bowls of roses stood on tables and window-sills, and on the oak chest was a tall jar of delphiniums. A work-basket and half-finished piece of tapestry lay on the settee. Over all hung the faint elusive scent, composed of roses, pot-pourri, tweeds, dogs, tobacco, and leather bindings, that Viola had always associated with her home.


“I’ll tell madam you’ve come,” said the maid.


Viola took off her hat and threw it on to the table, running her fingers through her soft brown hair.


Sean, the red setter, rose, stretched, and came towards her, wagging his tail. Carlo turned his head in her direction with a plaintive wheeze. Viola stood, gazing in front of her, one hand caressing Sean’s silky ears.


The door opened suddenly and Mrs. Ellison entered.


“Darling,” she said, “how nice of you to come down! It’s such a long time since we saw you.” She gave Viola a quick light kiss, and drew her down on to the settee beside her, taking up her needlework at the same time. “Now we can have a cosy time together till tea, and you can tell me all your news. Father’s down at the farm, and Frances is having a rehearsal for the Girl Guides’ concert in the village hall. She’ll be there all the evening, I think, because it’s the last full rehearsal, and you know how keen she is. The performance is on Saturday, so these few days are very anxious ones. It was sweet of you to run down and see the old folk, dear.” She patted Viola’s hand. “Are you quite well?”


“Mother——” began Viola, but Mrs. Ellison had laid down her needlework and was on her knees beside the wheezing Pekinese.


“Poor little Carlo! How are you, my sweet?” She raised her gentle blue eyes to Viola. “I’m so worried about him, dear. He seems so ill. He eats hardly anything. I had Mr. Mellor to him yesterday and he couldn’t find anything wrong, but there must be something wrong, mustn’t there, my pet?” she said caressingly, as she drew her hand over his soft coat. “No, go away, Sean dear. Carlo isn’t well. Don’t worry him.” She resumed her seat on the settee and took up her needlework again, putting on a pair of spectacles. “You know, I think I must go and have my eyes seen to, dear. I really think they’re getting worse.”


“You do such fine work, Mother,” said Viola absently.


She had imagined herself pouring out the story of Humphrey’s unfaithfulness in her mother’s arms the first moment of their meeting, but somehow or other that hadn’t happened, so she must now wait for a more suitable opportunity. She couldn’t blurt it out in the middle of her mother’s confidences about her eyes and Carlo. . . . Her mother was holding up the piece of needlework with a pleased smile.


“Well, it is rather lovely—isn’t it?” she said, “—for an old woman of my age. What do you think about that blue bit, dear? I was in two minds about doing it in orange. I could easily undo it. . . .”


“No, it’s lovely in blue,” said Viola mechanically.


Her father would be coming in any minute. She must tell her mother before then. . . .


“Mother——” she began again, but Carlo had wheezed more loudly, and Mrs. Ellison bent down and picked him up, laying aside her embroidery.


“There, then! Come and sit on Missis’ lap and tell her all about it. What is it, then? No, Sean dear, go away. Poor little Carlo’s ill. You know what a fuss we made of you when you got your leg caught in the trap, don’t you? It’s Carlo’s turn now and you must be a good boy and try not to feel jealous. Make a fuss of him, Viola, dear. He’s very sensitive. . . . I am so worried about Carlo. They say that Mr. Fenton over at Hanley’s very good, but I don’t want to hurt Mr. Mellor’s feelings by calling in anyone else. Of course, it may just be a liver chill. He’s had them before, but never as bad as this. . . . I don’t think you’ve seen that fire-screen since I finished it, have you, dear? It’s made up much better than I thought it would. And it goes so well with the chairs, don’t you think?”


Viola got up and knelt by the fire-screen, pretending to examine it. Every moment she didn’t tell Mother about Humphrey made it more difficult to introduce the subject. She hadn’t even asked after him. That, at any rate, would have given her an opening. She looked at her as she sat on the settee, bending over Carlo, one hand resting on Sean’s head, as if to assure him, too, of her affection—a small, compact, pretty old lady with white hair that still had a soft natural wave, skin that was still pink and white despite the many wrinkles, and eyes that were still brightly blue behind her horn-rimmed glasses.


Mrs. Ellison looked up and met her daughter’s gaze.


“Like it, darling?” she said, with a charming air of modest gratification.


“It’s lovely,” said Viola, rising to her feet.


“I did get a little tired of it before the end,” confessed Mrs. Ellison, “and I was a wee bit tempted to leave out that top spray of leaves, but I knew that it would have worried me all the rest of my life if I did. And then I had that bad cold—you remember? I told you about it in my letter—and couldn’t go out for a fortnight, so I simply set to and got it done.”


Of course, thought Viola, I could make myself say it. Just blurt it out. “Mother, Humphrey’s left me for another woman. I’m divorcing him.” But there would be something cruel in breaking up the atmosphere of gentle passionless serenity in which the old woman lived. It would be like striking a child.


Surely, if she waited, an opportunity would come. Her mother would be bound to mention Humphrey sooner or later. And there was all the rest of the day. No need to hurry things. Better, perhaps, to wait till her father came in and tell them both together. The housemaid entered, set out the low tea-table, then returned with a laden tray.


“Such a nice girl,” said Mrs. Ellison when the door closed on her. “Her father rents Beck Farm, you know.”


Mrs. Ellison always got on well with her servants—constituting herself the unofficial guardian of each, knowing all their private affairs, helping the more unfortunate members of their families. To her own class and to the class that is known as the “working-class” Mrs. Ellison was uniformly kind and friendly. To the class immediately beneath her own she was, for some reason she didn’t quite understand, haughty and distant.


She always made the tea herself from a spirit-kettle, doing it slowly and absorbedly as if it were some solemn rite—warming the silver teapot, measuring out the tea from the silver caddy, and leaving it to stand for the exact time before she began to pour out. Viola remembered how her mother’s leisurely way of doing things used to irritate her when she was a girl. It belonged to the days when women had little to do except “fill in their time.”


“No sugar—isn’t it, darling?—and very little milk,” she said as she poured out Viola’s cup.


She had always been rather proud of remembering the tea-time requirements of her friends and relations.


She put down a saucer of weak tea for Carlo on the hearthrug, and then Colonel Ellison came in. He was short, like his wife, with white hair, a weather-beaten face, and twinkling grey eyes.


He lived in the open air, making the management of his small estate the excuse for constant activity on foot or horseback. He hunted regularly, shot whenever he got the chance (he had had to sell most of his own shooting), and adored his wife, home, and family. He was good-tempered, generous, starkly loyal and honest, somewhat childish in his interests, and very narrow in his opinions. He had a limited, if hearty, sense of humour and loved to tease his daughters about nursery and schoolroom incidents that they had long since forgotten. His wife humoured him and managed him and hid from him anything that she thought he wouldn’t like to know.


He kissed Viola affectionately, said, “Well, Buntikins, what about the mangel wurzels?” (an old nursery joke whose origin she had quite forgotten), laughed whole-heartedly at the memory (whatever it was), took a cup of tea from his wife, and sank down with a sigh of content into his favourite armchair. He did remember to say, “Humphrey all right?” but he didn’t wait for an answer. He was—naturally, perhaps—far more concerned about Carlo.


“Poor little chap!” he kept saying. “Poor little chap!”


He thought the best plan would be to tell Mellor quite firmly that they wanted a second opinion.


Two spaniels had come in with him, but they were sternly ordered away from the tea-table and went to lie down together on the rug by the door. They were working dogs, to be kept fit and disciplined. Carlo and Sean, on the other hand, were lilies of the field. He poured out his bits of news to the accompaniment of little noises of interest and concern from his wife. There was dry-rot in Rose Cottage. He couldn’t understand it. He’d stipulated most emphatically on well-seasoned wood, and seen it himself. He’d get Carroway to go into the matter. It was most unsatisfactory. He didn’t like making changes, but he’d a good mind to try Fleet’s for the next piece of building he wanted done.


Then her mother told Viola the local news, Colonel Ellison joining in occasionally with correction or amplification.


“The Jenkinses have had another baby, dear. Their eighth. Such a sweet little thing, though it’s very improvident of them.”


“The eldest son’s working now and that helps a little, of course.” 


“Your, father paid for Sarah to go to Droitwich for her rheumatism, but really it’s not much better.”


“It was better at first, my dear.”


“Yes. Then it seemed to get bad again. Such a pity. It makes her quite helpless.”


“She has a good deal of pain, I’m afraid, poor soul!”


“I told you in my letter that little Dorrie Hampton had married, didn’t I, dear? Such a pretty wedding. To young Morrison, you know, of Hurst Farm.”


“Your mother gave her her wedding-dress.”


“Quite a sensible one, you know, that she could wear afterwards. She was so grateful. . . .”


Viola thought: It’s the only world that exists for them—old Sarah’s rheumatism and the Jenkinses’ children and Dorrie Hampton’s wedding. The trouble that had driven her to them for comfort began to seem far-off and unreal. She felt more an alien here than she had felt even in Reddington. She didn’t belong anywhere. Something of the panic that seizes a child when it suddenly realises that it is lost swept over her. . . .


“Now, darling, you must come and see the garden,” said her mother, when they had finished tea. “I dare say poor little Carlo would get a sleep if he were left quiet. What about you, dear? Will you come with us?”


“No, thank you, my dear,” answered her husband. “I’ll go to the study. I have a few letters to write.”


Colonel Ellison generally spent the morning and afternoon in strenuous exercise and dozed in his study between tea and dinner, but the fiction of “a few letters to write” was always faithfully maintained by everyone in the house.


Viola followed her mother slowly into the garden. Perhaps it would be easier to tell her in the garden, now that the slight constraint of their meeting had worn off and they were alone together. Surely she must see that she was unhappy. After all, they were mother and daughter. There was surely a strong enough bond between them for that. She was sure that if her mother had been unhappy or afraid she would have known. Perhaps she did know, and that was why she had asked her to come into the garden. “What’s the matter, darling?” she would say in that tender caressing voice that was one of Viola’s most precious memories of childhood, and then she would be able to tell her everything.


But Mrs. Ellison, leading her slowly along the herbaceous borders, did not, after all, seem to have noticed her daughter’s unhappiness. There was plenty of tender solicitude in her voice and manner, but, just as indoors it had been given to Carlo, so outdoors it was given to any plant that was putting up a hard fight or had suffered during the recent drought. Mrs. Ellison knew and loved every one of her plants. She felt for them the same protective interest that she felt for her servants and for the villagers.


“I believe that really it ought to have more sun, but it does quite well here. So pretty, and I’m so fond of it. . . . I lost that new double daisy I had here last summer. I was sorry. It wasn’t really a hard winter, but it was all that rain. . . . Isn’t that helenium lovely? I only put it in in the spring. It’s wonderful to have done so well the first year.”


There were gay formal beds of antirrhinums and stocks and marigolds, but Mrs. Ellison took very little interest in those. It was her herbaceous borders that she loved and cherished, looking on each plant as an old friend, watching over it anxiously, welcoming it tenderly after the winter, grieving over the casualties, hoeing and staking and giving little mulches of leaf-mould and grass cuttings and fertiliser. Her “pottering” exasperated Matthews, the gardener, who could have done effectively in five minutes what she did ineffectively in as many hours, but Mrs. Ellison went twice a week to sit with his bedridden wife, and so he tried to hide his irritation even from himself.


Once she said, “Is Hilary getting on all right? We haven’t seen him since Easter,” but, even while Viola was gathering breath to seize the opening and tell her about Humphrey, she had gone on to describe how most of her catmint had died during the winter and she had had to raise a fresh lot from seed.


“I think it makes such a lovely edging, don’t you, darling?”


They inspected the Buff Orpingtons in the orchard, then went back to the house. Colonel Ellison came out of his study, yawning and flushed with sleep, as they entered the hall, and his wife said, “Finished your letters, dear?” not with any intention of sarcasm, but because she always said it. It seemed to round off their little fiction, and make it real and satisfying to both of them.


Frances didn’t come in till after dinner. Examining her with new interest, Viola thought that she looked older than her years, but the suggestion of dreamy innocence, which had belonged to her girlhood, still hung about her, and she still wore the dark dresses with touches of white—vaguely suggestive of widowhood—that she had worn ever since Robin’s death. Viola remembered the exultation with which she had once said, “He seems nearer to me now even than he was when he was alive.”


She greeted Viola with her faint smile, answered her mother’s questions about the concert mechanically, and went into the dining-room for her dinner, which had been kept hot for her.


“Frances is always so busy,” said Mrs. Ellison proudly. “I simply don’t know what they’d do without her in the village. The Women’s Institute gave her a rose-bowl in the summer. So sweet of them, but, as I said at the time, she really does deserve it.”


She made coffee in her new coffee-machine that Hilary had sent her last Christmas. She was secretly afraid of it, as she was of everything “new-fangled,” and had a vague suspicion that it might explode at any moment, but she always used it because she liked to be able to tell people that Hilary had given it to her. (“Such a dear boy. He’s up at Oxford now and doing so well.”)


After they had finished coffee, Mrs. Ellison took up her embroidery, and Colonel Ellison settled down to read aloud to her. They did this every evening. (“You don’t mind, do you, darling?” murmured Mrs. Ellison apologetically as he opened the book.) They never read modern novels. (“Yes, dear, I know there must be some nice ones. I don’t say there aren’t. But it’s so distressing for your father to come across the language they use in them. Of course, he can’t read it aloud to me and it does embarrass him so.”)


Their reading consisted almost entirely of David Copperfield, Pickwick Papers, the Barchester novels, and Forrocks. Colonel Ellison read very badly, but he thoroughly enjoyed it, and the better he knew a book the more he enjoyed it. They were reading Pickwick Papers now, and his laugh kept ringing out as much in anticipation of the joke that he knew was coming as of appreciation of the one he was actually reading. Mrs. Ellison’s smile accompanied all the laughter, but Viola knew that she wasn’t listening. She never did listen. She was absorbed in her own thoughts—planning the colours of her embroidery (just a touch of bright red in the centre. Not too much), rearranging the border that didn’t get enough sun (one couldn’t cut that elm tree down, and there are quite a lot of flowers that grow in the shade. I must talk to Matthews about it), worrying over Carlo’s mysterious illness (I must stop them giving him tit-bits in the kitchen. I’ve told them not to, but I’m sure they still do. It must be something he’s eaten there that has upset him. I’m always so careful with his diet. Poor little darling! Poor little darling!).


Colonel Ellison was reading in a voice choked with laughter: “ ‘What makes him go side-ways?’ said Mr. Snodgrass in the bin to Mr. Winkle in the saddle. ‘I can’t imagine,’ said Mr. Winkle. His horse was drifting up the street in the most mysterious manner—side first with his head towards one side of the way, and his tail towards the other.’ ”


He was laughing so much that he had to put the book down. “I think that’s one of the most humorous passages in the whole of English literature,” he said.


“Yes, isn’t it, dear?” replied Mrs. Ellison.


He went on reading and she went on dreaming placidly. She had long ago learnt to make appropriate comments and rejoinders without knowing what he had said. (Campanulas grow in the shade, of course, and so do Michaelmas daisies. . . . Will that blue look a bit too bright by daylight? I think not. . . . I’ll get Mr. Mellor to draw up a strict diet for Carlo, and tell the servants they must not feed him on any account. Of course, visitors are a nuisance. They will give him bits of bread and butter and he is inclined to be just a little greedy, poor darling! . . . How nice to have Viola home again! Such a dear child. . . .)


Viola watched them, wondering if her father had ever been unfaithful to her mother, knowing that if he had, her mother would have turned a blind eye to it. She belonged to the generation that was trained to turn a blind eye. Ought she to have turned a blind eye to Humphrey? But Humphrey hadn’t given her the chance—even if she’d wanted to. Besides, the child made things difficult. Humphrey had always longed for a child. She tried to steel herself against That thought, closing her eyes and compressing her lips till they were a thin line.
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