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Chapter One




A GOLDEN haze foretelling heat lay over the house and garden. Through it the clear song of the birds blended with the sharp sound of hammering and the whistling of one of the men who were putting up the marquee on the lawn.


The man who was whistling stopped for a moment to glance around him and say to his neighbour:


“Lucky in the weather for this ’ere garden party, ain’t they?”


“Yes,” agreed his neighbour. “Leastways, it ain’t exactly a garden party. It’s a golden wedding.”


A woman wearing a blue cotton dress came out of the house and crossed the lawn with a brisk business-like tread. She was thin and upright, and her straight fair hair was dressed very plainly. Her slenderness and erectness made her look young in the distance, but when she came nearer you saw that she must be at least forty-five. Her eyes were penetrating, her mouth rather severe, and there was a suggestion of authority in her bearing that made the workmen instinctively assume an appearance of activity as she approached. She spoke to the foreman in crisp, clipped tones.


“This must be finished by eleven o’clock. I’m expecting the caterer’s men then.”


“Oh yes, miss,” said the foreman, “that will be all right. We’ll have finished it by then.”


She threw a keen, unsmiling glance around and went indoors. The men set to work with renewed activity and with something almost guilty in their manner as if the woman in blue had by that one keen glance convicted them of inefficiency and idleness. The man who had been whistling whistled no longer. The very birds seemed to sing on a chastened note.


An old man and woman came out of the house and strolled side by side across the lawn. The old man was stout and, except for a few scanty white hairs, bald. He looked good-tempered, almost mischievous, and the rose in his buttonhole gave him a jaunty air. The old woman must have been very pretty when she was young. Her hair, though silver, was still soft and wavy, her pink-and-white cheeks smooth as a girl’s, her blue eyes bright as if with laughter. They walked over to the workmen and said good-morning, then stood watching them in silence, smiling. The feverish activity that had been brought into being by the glance of the other woman died away. The workmen smiled back at the old couple and began again to work slowly, sleepily, as befitted British workmen on a warm summer’s morning. The man who had been whistling took up his tune again.


Still smiling, the old couple turned away and sat down on a seat beneath a cedar tree.


The workman stopped whistling and stood for a moment watching them.


“They look jolly enough,” he said to his neighbour.


His neighbour, too, ceased work and glanced from the old couple to the gracious Georgian house.


“They’ve call to be,” he said. “Always had as much money as they wanted, I bet, and everythin’ goin’ smooth. I’d look jolly if I was in their shoes.”


A small crowd of children suddenly entered the garden and ran across the lawn to the old couple, shouting: “Many happy returns, granny and gran’pa.”


Some of them pulled the old man away with them through a door in a high brick wall to another part of the garden. Others ran to the marquee, besieging the workmen with eager questions.


“I bet I could do that. . . . May I try?”


“Why do you do it that way?”


“What would you do if the lawn wasn’t big enough?”








“I’m going to take a tent as big as this with me when I go hunting lions.”


“I say, do you know what we’re going to have for tea to-day?”


A clock struck ten. The work would easily be finished by eleven. The men relaxed their efforts still further and talked to the children, showing them how the marquee was put up, letting them join in the work.


“We are helping, aren’t we?”


“I should just think so,” the foreman assured them.


But the woman in blue had come out of the house again, and whenever she came near the marquee the men stopped talking to the children and set to work briskly.


The old man had returned, prancing over the lawn, pretending to be a horse, urged on by the children, who had tied strings to his arms for reins. He sat down again by his wife, smiling and wiping his glistening forehead.


A girl entered the garden. Though young and pretty, there was something about her that reminded you both of the woman in blue and of the old woman.


She crossed the lawn to the old woman and, bending down, kissed her tenderly. . . .


















Chapter Two




ONE May afternoon in 1882, Hermione Pennistone was walking across the fields from the Hall to Lilac Cottage, a tall handsome young man by her side.


So golden was the sunshine, so snowy-white the hawthorn blossom, so blue the sky, so green the daisy-flecked grass, so alive everything around her with the beauty and madness of spring, that Hermione wanted to pick up the long skirts she had worn so short a time and run across the fields for the sheer joy of running.


Only the consciousness that she was now Grown Up restrained her. Being Grown Up was a sudden and rather bewildering affair, less enjoyable in many ways than she had thought it would be. It had begun a month ago with the dance at the Hall (she had worn a white flounced dress of satin and chiffon decorously low at the front and with sleeves to the elbow) at which young men had bowed politely, said, “May I have the pleasure of this dance?” offered her an arm with thrilling courtliness, and after the dance returned her with another bow to Mother. She had not known what to say to them, but they had not seemed to expect her to say much, and on the whole it had been fun, like acting in a play or a charade. She did not realise at first how completely it meant the end of the old life. For now she was a Young Lady. No longer must she range the countryside, paddling in the river, wandering unaccompanied through the woods, living in a world peopled by her own invention, avoiding contact with the real world around her. Too long already had she been allowed to “run wild”, said the gossips of Little Barnwell. Disturbing stories were told of her. Janet Martin said that she had come upon her one afternoon in the woods talking to a tree. Talking to a tree. Without even a hat on. When Janet had said, “What on earth are you talking to that tree for?” Hermione had not been at all confused. She had laughed and tossed back her untidy golden hair and replied, “Why shouldn’t I? It’s my friend.”


“As if Helen weren’t odd enough!” they always added when they told the story.


Helen, Hermione’s only sister, was ten years her senior, and so beautiful that everyone had predicted a brilliant match for her. Unfortunately, however, she had developed Ideas. Ideas about Education. Looking at the world around her, she had noticed the difference between the education of the two sexes, and it had filled her with a noble frenzy of indignation. That boys should be taught by scholars and gentlemen, while the education of girls was left to governesses who were themselves more often than not wholly uneducated. . . . It was scandalous, it was preposterous. Her fine eyes would flash and her lovely cheeks flush crimson as she discoursed on the subject. . . . People in general laid the blame on her father. He should not have taught her the classics. Classics, of course, were all right for boys. They were indeed necessary to the Formation of a Gentleman. But for a Young Lady they were unsuitable. They tended to Oddness, and Oddness was the one thing to be avoided. . . .


Helen had flouted public opinion, had refused offers that made the mouths of all the mothers in the neighbourhood water, and had finally joined a friend of similar views in the foundation of a girls’ boarding-school in Somerset. Her partner had died four years later, and Helen at twenty-seven was now a headmistress, successful, autocratic, impatient of any sort of opposition. Odd, in fact. . . .


The Rev. Alan Pennistone had not lived to see the results of his misdirected application of the classics, having died when Helen was twenty-one and Hermione eleven. It was generally considered that a merciful Providence had removed him in order to prevent him from teaching the classics to Hermione, and making her thereby as Odd as he had made Helen.


And yet, as Hermione emerged from childhood, the village gossips began to shake their heads over her, too. For there she was, saved by her father’s timely death from a classical education, developing Oddness of another sort—roaming the woods hat-less, talking to trees, paddling in the river, long after the correct age for such activities had passed. Mrs. Pennistone was severely censured by the village gossips, though to do her justice she was wholly unaware that Hermione was considered Odd.


Mrs. Pennistone was a placid, ineffectual, easygoing woman who saw everything through a thick, rose-coloured mist. The only thing that had ever broken through that mist was Helen’s refusal of Sir David Blakeman, the squire of the next village. She had cried all night after that, though in the morning the rose-coloured mist had closed about her again, and she had said to the doctor’s wife, “I’d sooner see my darling in her coffin than offered as a sacrifice to wealth,”—a cryptic sentiment that somehow afforded her much comfort. The roseate mist had always functioned perfectly with regard to Hermione. Mrs. Pennistone, lazily, selfishly sentimental, had refused to allow Hermione to go to Helen’s school. “You mustn’t take my baby from me, Helen. It would break my heart if you took my baby from me.” Helen had yielded readily enough, thinking that, on the whole, the less her mother had to do with her beloved school the better. Most of her pupils were the daughters of enlightened parents, and Mrs. Pennistone could not, with the best will in the world, be described as enlightened. Having secured the company of her “baby”, Mrs. Pennistone proceeded to neglect her entirely. Hermione was a pretty child, and in certain moods the mother liked to fondle and play with her, sometimes even to tuck her up in bed and hear her say her prayers. Always, when people came to tea, Hermione had to appear with freshly brushed curls, wearing her best lace-trimmed pinafore (“Isn’t my baby adorable? I’m all mother, you know”) for a minute or two before the serious business of gossip began (“Run away now, pet. Mother’s busy”).


There was not really room in the tiny cottage for nursery or nurse, and both were dispensed with as soon as Hermione was old enough to go to the Hall for lessons with the Carter girls and their governess, a kindly, ignorant, superstitious woman, whose whole energy was spent in trying to hide her growing deafness from her pupils and employer. Helen, on her rare visits home, felt almost an affection for the Carter governess, so perfect an embodiment was she of the evil that Helen had set herself to fight.


Hermione was on friendly enough terms with her fellow-pupils, but their interests were concentrated on the sporting life of the neighbourhood, and in secret they despised Hermione, as in secret she shrank from their good-natured noisiness and roughness.


She always escaped from the Hall as soon as lessons were over, and then, because there seemed to be no place for her in the little cottage (“Have you come back already, darling? Well, if you stay here you must be quite still and not fidget. Mother’s busy reading”), she formed the habit of wandering over the countryside. She was never lonely in the fields or woods. She was, in fact, only lonely when with other people. She loved the country with an odd, secret passion, investing the trees and flowers with distinct personalities, making friends of them. She had not—few children have—a conscious love of beauty, only a curious sense of peace and gladness when she was alone in the wood or by the river in the rock-strewn valley. Shamefacedly and in secret she wrote poems—turgid, emotional little poems full of morbid pathos and lofty sentiments. She never showed her poems to anyone, but she would bring them to the wood and read them aloud in a gentle undertone, sitting on her favourite seat, the gnarled and twisted roots of an old oak that protruded above the ground. The softly moving leaves above her always seemed to whisper encouragement and understanding. She loved, too, to perch on a boulder by the river where it fell in a cascade over the rocks, her chin in her hands, listening to its murmur, feeling that it was talking to her and that something in her understood.


Her mother saw this roaming of the countryside through the usual rose-coloured mist.


“My little madcap is out somewhere.” . . . “My tomboy is running wild as usual.”


The heroines of most of the novels she read were “tomboys”, “madcaps”, who “ran wild”. It was all quite in the tradition of the best romantic schools, though no epithets could have fitted Hermione less aptly than those of “tomboy” and “madcap”.


Then, quite suddenly, Mrs. Pennistone realised that Hermione was growing up. Her eighteenth birthday was approaching, and Mrs. Carter, who was giving a dance to mark the emergence of the middle Carter girl from the schoolroom, suggested that Hermione should be allowed to attend it.


“She’ll be eighteen soon now. It will do for her coming-out dance. It’s time she stopped running wild, you know.”


The whole village had adopted Mrs. Pennistone’s phrase, “running wild”.


So Mrs. Pennistone, roused from her chosen life of intimate tea parties and gossip and novel-reading, had to contemplate a new existence, that of Chaperon to a Young Lady.


She was a good-natured woman, though an incorrigibly self-indulgent one, and she accepted the change in her life philosophically enough. The rose-coloured mist still served her well.


“I’ve lost my baby. She’s grown up now. Soon, I suppose, I shall lose my little flower.”


With a deep sigh but with unacknowledged relief at her heart, Mrs. Pennistone looked forward to the time when her little flower should be snatched from her by a handsome, wealthy young man. She disliked the late hours and the society of the young that the position of chaperon forced upon her, but she was anxious to regain the prestige that she had lost through Helen’s Oddness and to Do her Duty by Hermione. With this object in view she was eagerly scanning the horizon for the longed-for Good Match when, as if by a miracle, it suddenly appeared. A fortnight after the Carters’ dance, Charles Dereham, a nephew of Mrs. Carter, came to pay a visit to the Hall. He was tall, handsome, and twenty-five, and he attached himself to Hermione with open admiration from the first meeting.


It was he who was walking home with her across the fields from the Carters’ archery party.












Chapter Three






HERMIONE looked down severely at the small toes that just peeped from the flounces of her dress, as if bidding them repress their desire to skip and run. She must be very decorous, for an Admirer walked by her side. The Admirer was part of the charade of Being Grown Up in which she was taking part. She felt as she had felt on her tenth birthday when for a treat she had been allowed to dress up in her mother’s clothes and sweep about the tiny drawing-room in them. only now the fun was redoubled, for she took people in. They actually believed that she was grown up. They talked to her deferentially, they opened doors for her, they sprang to their feet when she entered a room, they bowed over her hand, they escorted her home from garden parties. She still had the feeling that she was playing a trick on them, and that they would be very angry when they found out that she was not really grown up at all but only a little girl. . . .


Charles climbed the stile that divided two fields, then held out his hand for hers, looking resolutely away lest he should catch a glimpse of the slender ankles beneath the swaying skirts. As she stepped down demurely from the last rung, she laughed to herself, thinking how often and how recently she had vaulted lightly over that very stile.


The sun was warm, but a delicious breeze played through the grass, stroking it, bending it this way and that. With a quick movement Hermione took off her hat and gave her head a little shake, as if inviting the breeze to leave the grass and come to play with her hair.


“Don’t you love days like this?” she said happily.




He smiled without answering.


He was looking down at her, noting the sheen of her wind-blown curls, the sunlit blue of her eyes, the wistful curves of her childish, innocent mouth. She saw the admiration in his gaze, and took it as a tribute to her new frock of pale pink organdie flounced up to the knees, with an enormous sash bow behind that made it impossible ever to lean back comfortably in a chair.


“Do I look nice?” she said, smiling up at him.


“You look beautiful,” he replied.


The ardour in his voice quenched her high spirits and brought a sudden chill to her heart. She became aware that she had done an indecorous thing in taking off her hat. She was glad that they had almost reached her mother’s cottage.


Mrs. Pennistone was in the garden, engaged in cutting the red and yellow tulips from the circular bed that made such a brave show in the middle of the tiny lawn. She had undertaken this task in order that she might have a point of vantage from which to espy the return of Hermione and Charles. She was sure that Charles would escort the child home, and she wanted to see them before they saw her, so that she might discover if possible how things stood between them. She had begun to suspect that Mrs. Carter wanted Charles for Minnie, and so an element of competition had entered into the situation. She was glad that she had bought the child some really nice clothes.


They came in sight, and a quick spasm of irritation seized her. What on earth had possessed Hermione to take off her hat and get all blown about like that! Then the spasm of irritation passed. The child looked lovelier than ever with her disordered golden curls blowing across her white forehead. She thought with satisfaction of Minnie Carter’s hair—straight, coarse, of a nondescript brown.


She opened the cottage gate with a bright, welcoming smile.


“You tomboy!” she said, shaking a reproving finger at Hermione. “Well, have you had a nice time?”


Something in Hermione froze and stiffened at the coyness in her mother’s smile. She felt a sudden sensation of panic, a sudden longing for the old days of her mother’s easy-going neglect. She realised with a sinking of her heart that this business of growing up was not, after all, just a game, just a bit of play-acting; realised that the old life had passed away for ever, that she had entered a new world, an alien world of unknown values, a world in which she walked blindfold, uncertain of her way.


Both of them were looking at her, waiting for her answer.


“I did very badly,” she said. “I didn’t score a single bull’s-eye. Minnie scored one every time.”


Mrs. Pennistone laughed. She did not mind Minnie’s scoring bull’s-eyes, for Minnie, sure-eyed and skilful archer as she was, had a stocky clumsy figure, while Hermione, however many bull’s-eyes she missed, looked like a young Diana when she drew her bow.


They entered the little garden. Hermione still felt frightened and unhappy, like a child who has strayed too adventurously from its home and forgotten the way back.


“Won’t you come in, Mr. Dereham?” her mother was saying.


Mr. Dereham bowed with his impressive air of courtliness.


“I should like a word with you, Mrs. Pennistone, if you can spare me the time,” he said formally.


Hermione gave a quick sigh of relief as the drawing-room door closed behind them. So near was the childhood in which she had been dismissed as a matter of course whenever her elders wanted to talk together, that she had no suspicion that the conversation could possibly concern herself. She went quickly out of the cottage gate and across the fields to the woods, a glad sense of release at her heart.


In the wood the sun poured down upon the trees, filling their cup-like foliage, spilling over on to the ground beneath, and falling in pools of molten gold on last year’s beech leaves.


Hermione greeted her old friends gaily as she passed them, and they returned friendly greetings—even the pine tree, who generally seemed to Hermione to be aloof and superior. A rabbit ran across the path in front of her feet. A robin redbreast, perched on a bramble bush, stared at her with bright friendly eyes as she passed. A thrush’s song, urgently sweet, rang out suddenly from the undergrowth where he was building his nest. Hermione walked slowly, dreamily, forgetful of everything but the loveliness around her, making no conscious note even of that. She came to a little clearing in the wood where clusters of primroses and tiny ferns grew in the hollows. The beauty of it seemed to catch her by the throat so that her eyes filled with tears. She felt a surging joy of life, a fierce longing for adventure. There returned to her the memory of the expression on Charles’s face as he said, “You look beautiful”, and the memory no longer frightened her. The sensual element that lurks always behind Beauty threw off for a moment its disguise. Love . . . the theme of all great stories, all great poems. . . . Through her mind moved a procession of the heroes of her childhood . . . Hector, Galahad, Roland, Richard Coeur de Lion. Love. . . . Sooner or later it came to all the heroes and heroines of the stories and poems she had read.


The church clock struck six, and, rousing herself from her dreams, she set off slowly homeward, not by the fields but by the main road that led past the little church and long, low vicarage nestling together among the trees.


At the vicarage gate she stopped for a moment, looking wistfully at the old house. Her childhood had been spent in it, but her memories of her father were indistinct and elusive. She remembered a kindly genial presence, an atmosphere of gentle understanding, but she could not recall his features. Her father’s successor—a stout, pompous man with an artificially hearty manner—came out of the front door, and Hermione hurried on, lest he should see her and want to talk to her. As she went, she was conscious of a longing for her father that she had never known before: She felt that he alone could have helped her in this strange new world in which she found herself, that if he had been alive she would have been less bewildered, less afraid in it.


As she entered the hall of the cottage, Mrs. Pennistone, flushed and smiling, came out of the drawing-room. The interview had been eminently satisfactory. Charles Dereham was not a wealthy man, but he had “prospects”. It was, perhaps, regrettable that he was in trade, but, as those same prospects depended on his being in trade, it was less regrettable than it might have been. Moreover, it was an old-established, highly respectable trade—the making of gentlemen’s hats—and had been founded by Charles’s great-grandfather. The fact that before taking to trade the Derehams had been small country squires went still further to remove the stigma. Charles was the only son. There was no doubt at all in Mrs. Pennistone’s mind that this marriage at any rate had been made in heaven, made in a merciful heaven intent on compensation for the disgrace of Helen’s Oddness.


“Well, my tomboy,” she said fondly, smoothing the fair, disordered head, but not too resolutely because there was no denying that the tumbled curls looked adorable above the flounced formal dress. “I just want to put those tulips in water, darling. Will you go into the drawing-room and talk to Mr. Dereham for a moment?”


Dreamily, abstractedly, Hermione entered the drawing-room. The sight and sounds of the sun-flecked wood were still about her. The song of the birds was clearer to her than this young man’s voice. . . . Then suddenly the words that he was saying cut sharply into her consciousness.


“Miss Hermione, I have your mother’s permission to ask you to become my wife.”


Her heart beat suffocatingly, and she began to tremble. . . . Having uttered his proposal, the young man discarded ceremony, and set about pleading his cause with passionate ardour.


“I love you, Miss Hermione. I adore you. I can’t live without you . . . I can’t go on living if you won’t marry me . . . I’m not worthy of you . . . I’m not fit to touch you . . . but I adore you. I love the ground you walk on, the air you breathe. I’ll make you happy. I swear I’ll make you happy. I’ll give up the rest of my life to making you happy . . . I’ll have no other thought but you from now till the moment I die. You’ll never regret it. I love you so . . . I love you . . ."


His passion swept her up with it, carried her along on strong, resistless waves. She forgot her first instinctive recoil. He was not Charles Dereham, a good-looking but very ordinary young man of 1882. He was all the heroes of all her girlhood romances. He was Hector, Galahad, Roland, Richard Coeur de Lion. . . . 


“My sweet, my beautiful, my little love . . .”


His arms were round her, his lips pressed against hers. And abruptly the dream was shattered. This was no hero of romance, no dream lover. The harsh contact of his cheek, the rough pressure of his arms, the whole alarming suggestion of virility that he carried with him, filled her with a blind, unreasoning panic. . . . But before she could repulse him the door opened, and her mother came in.


“My little flower!” said Mrs. Pennistone rapturously.


They were one on each side of her—her mother pouring out breathless congratulations, Charles protestations of undying devotion. Terror and bewilderment held her in the grip of a paralysis.


“But, mother—” she cried in passionate protest, then burst suddenly and unexpectedly into tears.


She was desperately ashamed of her childishness, but could not stop crying. She wanted to cry on her mother’s breast, but whenever she turned to it her mother seemed to have vanished and only Charles was there. She sobbed luxuriously upon Charles‘s shoulder. Gone was his passion, his urgency, his masculine domination. He was tender and gentle, so that he seemed to her to have become the father for whom her lonely childhood had so often longed.


“It’s all my fault,” he was saying penitently. “I was too sudden. I ought to have prepared her. . . ."


Hermione raised her head from his shoulder and dried her eyes. Mrs. Pennistone made a sign to Charles, and he went quietly away. They heard the sound of the cottage door closing, then the unlatching and latching of the little garden gate.


“My flower,” murmured Mrs. Pennistone again. “I know you’ll be very happy.”


“But, mother—” burst out Hermione again wildly, “I don’t want to marry him. I don’t want to.”


“My darling, my darling,” said the mother, “of course you feel like that now. All girls do. All nice girls, I mean. Love comes with marriage. To a nice girl, I mean.”




“But I don’t know him,” sobbed Hermione. “I only met him a few weeks ago.”


“But mother knows him, pet. Mother knows that he’ll make her little flower happy. . . . Listen, my darling. . . . You must trust mother. You know mother wants you to be happy, don’t you?”


“Y-yes.”


“Well. . . . Listen, darling. I know what’s best for you. I know that he’s a good man and will make you happy. That’s all that matters, isn’t it? Listen to mother, pet. You like him better than any other man you know, don’t you?”


Silently Hermione considered the other men she knew—Dickie Carter, an uncouth if well-meaning young man who made infantile puns and whose interests centred wholly in the stables; the vicar, who hardly counted as a man at all; Roderick Martin, a hypochondriac ascetic who wore silk shirts and velvet jackets over a double chest protector; Gilbert Masters, who had projecting teeth and a receding chin and whose chief pleasure was reciting in public.


“Yes,” she answered truthfully.


Mrs. Pennistone heaved a sigh of relief.


“That’s all that matters then, darling, isn’t it?”


Hermione seemed not quite sure of this, and Mrs. Pennistone continued hastily, “I didn’t love your father before I married him, pet, but I liked him more than any other man I knew, and I respected him, and I trusted my parents to know what was best for me. I loved him passionately after we were married, and I was perfectly happy with him always. You want a home of your own and children, don’t you?”


Hermione considered this question, too, in silence. Yes, she certainly wanted a home of her own and children. But—not this terrifying urgency of possession, this sudden violent shattering of the only life she knew.


“Y-yes.”


“Darling, I know that this is what your father would want you to do.”


It seemed an answer to her prayer for guidance. This was what her father would want her to do. . . . And, of course, things could never be now as if it had not happened. She could not return to the old life. Her thoughts went to Charles and to the moment when his rough cheek had pressed against hers. She felt again the stifling, insistent, terrifying virility of him, and again panic seized her.


“But I don’t want to marry,” she cried.


“You baby!” laughed her mother. “How can you have a home of your own and children if you don’t marry?”


“That’s different . . ." said Hermione.


Of course it was different . . . a nice little home, babies, a kindly, understanding husband whose socks one darned and who went out to work every day. . . . That picture was familiar. It had always been in her mind as the picture of her ultimate fate. But not so soon . . . and not this thing that stifled and oppressed, this sudden challenging thing that took away one’s breath and filled one with terror.


“Nonsense!” laughed her mother again. “And no one’s asking you to marry him to-morrow, you little silly. Being engaged and being married are two very different things. I was engaged for three years. Of course, no one will force you to marry him if you really find you don’t love him. You want to make mother happy, don’t you, darling? You’ll let me tell him that it’s ‘yes’?”


Hermione gave a childish little gesture of resignation. She could be engaged for three years, and then—well, no one would force her to marry him if she found she didn’t love him. Mother had promised that. Sensitive and dreamy, she had always shunned conflict. The docility that she had assumed as an armour against the world had become instinctive and habitual. Mother would be pleased, and Charles would be pleased. Mother said that father would have wanted it. . . . She was tired and bewildered. Her heart was torn by a riot of conflicting emotions. She tried not to think of that moment when Charles had held her in his arms. Unsuspected instincts, buried deep down in her, had stirred at his embrace, so that, though she shrank in terror from the thought of its happening again, yet somehow she wanted it to happen again.


“Now come to bed, my darling. You’re tired out.”


“I shan’t sleep, mother.”




But Hermione was the only one of the three who did sleep.


Across the fields in the best guest-room of the Hall, Charles Dereham lay awake, tormented by longing for her. In the little cottage bedroom Mrs. Pennistone lay awake, her heart singing a paean of triumph. Hermione was engaged to a Good Match at Seventeen. The disgrace of Helen’s Oddness was wiped out. . . .














Chapter Four






HERMIONE now moved in an atmosphere of congratulation and approval. From being an insignificant unit of the little community she had suddenly become its most important member. She was an Engaged Girl. To be an Engaged Girl was an end, a destiny in itself. And yet it led on to another greater, more glamorous destiny, that of a Bride.


Hermione had seen other girls blaze into this sudden glory, become the petted darlings of the countryside, had seen them enter fleetingly the still more blinding glory of the Bride’s estate, and then—the drop scene fell abruptly, the glamour fled. They became ordinary married women whose housekeeping was freely criticised, still more ordinary mothers whose children were generally considered to be very badly brought up.


Hermione was sensitive, impressionable, and responsive. Never before had she met with this radiant kindness, this warm unqualified approval. All these people could not be wrong about her. She must indeed have done something wonderful. They were proud of her, too, as if somehow her triumph reflected credit on themselves. Even mothers who had hoped that their own daughters would attract Charles Dereham shared generously in the rejoicing. Little Barnwell was a small village with few social distractions. Such things as engagements, marriages, births, and deaths happened seldom, but when they happened the inhabitants seized on them as the starving seize upon food. Engagements were always made the excuse for a burst of local gaiety. The Young Couple was asked everywhere. There were tennis parties, croquet parties, archery parties, picnics in the wood and on the river. To Hermione it was as if she had been carried off her feet and were flying through the air deliciously, exultantly, as one flies in a dream. Part of her wanted to stop and find out where she was going, but the other part wanted only to fly deliciously through the air like this. . . . Charles was with her, of course, but not too obtrusively. He was there as the Devout Lover, grateful, humble, supremely aware of his own un-worthiness. He fetched and carried for her, he was always in the background, protective, adoring. Hermione found it novel and pleasant to be protected and adored. She found it pleasant, too, to be envied by other girls. For the first time in her life she became conscious of her personal attractions, and the consciousness gave her an intoxicating sense of power. There was no repetition of the rough embrace that had frightened her so. She and Charles were always the centre of a crowd or alone with her mother. Now that they were engaged, Mrs. Pennistone had suddenly become a stickler for etiquette. Charles kissed his sweetheart goodnight on the cheek as a brother might have kissed her, always in her mother’s presence. Mrs. Pennistone was very affectionate with Charles, almost coy indeed, but she never left him alone with Hermione. It was less Charles’s passion she distrusted than Hermione’s lack of it.


It was now definitely settled that Hermione was to be married at the end of July—a week before her eighteenth birthday. She never knew quite how this came to be arranged. There was suddenly a yet wilder burst of excitement and enthusiasm, a fresh outbreak of parties and picnics, and on every hand animated discussion of bridesmaids and fashions and materials. Like another flood, it swept her away with it, so that, by the time she realised what was happening, it was too late to protest. The end of July . . . a month ahead . . . three weeks ahead . . . a fortnight ahead. It couldn’t be as near as that. The days couldn’t have flashed by so quickly. She felt now like a rider whose horse has bolted. She tugged at the reins in desperate panic to stay its headlong course. . . . Only a week . . . it couldn’t be only a week . . . it mustn’t be only a week. . . . Seven days. . . . Six days. . . .


She began to awake in the morning with a strange feeling of depression that deepened to panic as the mists of sleep vanished and her faculties became clear. Was she really going to marry this stranger? Who was Charles? A handsome face . . . that meant nothing. Adoring looks, a caressing voice . . . those meant nothing either. Those belonged to the Devout Lover, not to the real man. She knew nothing of the real man. And she was going to marry him. . . . The lingering horror of a nightmare crept over her, and she prayed to awake from it and find herself as she had been a year ago—happy, care-free, still a child, running over the fields to the Hall for lessons after breakfast, escaping after lessons to the woods or the river. Then the day’s round of gaiety began, and all her fear and depression melted in the sunshine of the love and admiration that surrounded her on all sides. Again she was a queen among her courtiers, a queen who could do no wrong. But, as the wedding grew nearer, the cold breathless feeling of terror that every morning greeted her awakening lasted longer each day. It did not leave her for a moment on the day when she went to visit Charles’s family.


Charles’s mother had died when he was a child, and his only sister was several years his senior.


“You’ll like her,” Charles had said, “and she’ll adore you. Maud’s the best sister a man ever had. I know you two will be friends.”


She had tried hard to like both his father and his sister. His father was a stiff, pompous old man, and Maud a handsome woman who obviously wished to be thought much younger than she was. Hermione disliked her at once, and, though Maud was affectionate and confidential (telling Hermione the full story of several love-affairs and hinting at many more), she felt that her dislike was returned. She was aware, too, of a critical atmosphere to which she was not nowadays accustomed. Here she was not the Bride-to-be, the Girl who had Got Engaged at Seventeen. Here she was the Girl who had Caught Charles. It was obvious that they thought her much too young for him. She suspected that they took for granted that she had schemed and planned his conquest. She felt ill at ease with them and could think of nothing to say, though she knew that her silence gave the impression of sulkiness (“A spoilt little beauty,” she could hear them thinking. “Poor Charles!”). Even Charles seemed dimly aware that things had not gone well.


“Of course,” he apologised afterwards, “I suppose it will take them some time to get used to the idea. . . .”


Only Mrs. Pennistone, viewing the affair through the usual roseate mists, was completely satisfied.


“Charming people,” she said to Hermione when they were back in their little drawing-room. “Delightful. And they quite fell in love with my darling. . . . What were you and Maud talking about, my pet?” She shook her finger mischievously. “About a certain young man, I suspect. . . .”


“I’m tired, mother,” said Hermione jerkily. “I’m going to bed.”


She went upstairs to her bedroom and there, locking the door, flung herself on to the bed and sobbed hysterically, pressing her face into the pillow to stifle her sobs.


Mrs. Pennistone came upstairs and tried the door. The sound of muffled sobbing reached her.


“An engaged girl’s nerves . . .” she said, sighing and smiling to herself.


“Good night, my little flower,” she called affectionately, and passed on to her own bedroom.


Half an hour later Hermione raised her swollen face from the pillow. Tiny pointed knives seemed to be shooting through her head. She tried to think why she had been crying, but all she could think of was the agony of the little stabbing knives. She undressed and lay quite still for a few moments, then the pain left her and she went to sleep.
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