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			Prologue

			SARAH ONION turned out of Piccadilly, and into Dover Street, and walked up the left-hand pavement, nervously eyeing the houses across the street. Then with a sudden catch of her breath she stopped. She gave an extra tug to her already smooth black gloves, and another turn to her veil where it was twisted to hold it tight under her chin, and looked down at her neat black coat and skirt. “A lady is known by her appearance and reticence,” she murmured, then squared her thin shoulders, and crossed the street. Once there she stopped facing a brass plate. There could be no mistake about it. “Miss Black’s Agency” in large letters, and “Second Floor” in small ones, but Sarah read it several times, and then compared the address on the letter she was holding, and then read the brass plate again, and quite suddenly she giggled. “You poor idiot,” she scolded herself. “Do you know you are loitering here because you are afraid to go in? If Lady Alse could see you now she would say: ‘Sarah, this is most peculiar behaviour,’ and for once she’d be quite right. Now, my girl, let’s have no more nonsense from you. How do you think you are going to leave footprints on the sands of time, when you can’t even take your feet up an agent’s stairs? Now, when I say ‘One, two, three, go,’ you’ll go, and that’s all there is to it!” She took a deep breath. “One, two, three, go!” On the “go” she put her foot on the first step and began her climb to the second floor.

			Miss Black’s room was filled with large books and files, the walls were a dingy yellow, the ceiling grey, and the floor covered in oilcloth, once patterned in red and brown, but now peeling with old age. The only furniture was a desk and two chairs, and the only decoration a large engraving of Queen Victoria at the bonnet and mantle date. On one of the chairs, under Queen Victoria and behind the desk, sat Miss Black. Miss Black was one of those persons who appear to step from the schoolroom to the grave without any visible alteration in their appearance. She was so nondescript and so sandy-coloured that Sarah, pausing nervously in the doorway, thought, “Did God make her to match the wall-paper, or she choose the walls to match her?” Thinking this, her lips twitched. Miss Black, looking up at that moment, saw the twitch and rapped out sharply, “Sit down, please.” Sarah shocked with herself for her misplaced levity, sat quickly, and folded her hands in her lap, and looked reverently at Queen Victoria. After a moment Miss Black pushed away the ledger in which she was writing. 

			“Miss Onion?”

			“Yes.”

			Miss Black opened a drawer and took out some letters—“I have had two letters about you, one from Lady Alse, and one from Miss Tobin.”

			“That’s right, I knew they had written. Miss Tobin taught me and Lady Alse has been a mother to me. I expect she’s told you that. I’ve another letter from her here, but there’s nothing much in it, I think, except to prove me being me.”

			Miss Black read the letter and nodded.

			“Purely introductory. Now, Miss Onion, stop me if I have any of the facts wrong. Your father was doctor in the village of Stouton Saint Mary, and you were therefore tenants of Lady Alse. Your mother died when you were quite small.”

			“When I was ten.”

			“Quite. After which Lady Alse mothered you and your sister and arranged that you should come every day to Stouton Castle to do lessons with little Miss Alse.”

			“Yes, with Miss Tobin.”

			“Quite. Miss Tobin, as you doubtless know, was sent to Lady Alse by me. She is a governess of whose abilities I have the highest opinion, and she writes that she found you an exceptionally clever girl, in fact she says it was her wish that you should be sent to college.”

			“I know, but Daddy didn’t like women being educated too much, and neither did Lady Alse, so I didn’t go.”

			“Quite. Of course, if you had gone and had taken a degree, you would be able to earn more money to-day.”

			“I know, but you see Daddy didn’t know he was going to die.”

			“Quite.”

			“It wasn’t ‘quite’ at all; he might have known easily, might have stopped himself dying really; he felt awfully ill and he would go out hunting just the same, and so he died of pneumonia. He hadn’t expected to die for years and years, and so he hadn’t begun to save, and when everything was paid up he only left Mary and me fifty pounds a year between us, and as we couldn’t live on that, Lady Alse’s lawyer has invested it, and with the interest it gets it will be more presently, and can keep Mary and me in our declining years. But I think Mary might marry, she’s very pretty—”

			“Quite, but—”

			“Mary’s gone as a companion to a cousin. It’s not a very nice engagement, because Cousin May is religious, and last time we stayed with her we had to hand round tracts out-of-doors to people we didn’t know. But I don’t think Mary could get much else to do, she’s delicate and no good at lessons, but she’s pretty.” She stopped, for Miss Black, despairing of interrupting this flow of information, suddenly thrust a form in front of her—

			“Would you fill this in, please? There is a pen beside you.” Sarah dipped the pen into the rather gritty ink, and sucked its end and read the form, then she filled in her name: Sarah Bertha Onion. She read it out loud and grinned at Miss Black—

			“Isn’t that the most terrible mixture, Bertha and Onion; either’s bad enough, but together they are simply frightful, aren’t they?” Miss Black nodded, but it was not a nod of consent, but a directional nod which led Sarah’s eye back to the form. She felt the unspoken reproof, and scolded herself. “Now you mustn’t keep talking, it’s a besetting sin; goodness knows you’ve been told that often enough.” To show how businesslike and silent she could be, she wrote nineteen against her age, and Hugh Patrick Onion, Doctor, against her father’s name and profession, then she hesitated, and after thought looked up apologetically at Miss Black. “I haven’t an address, I’m just staying with Lady Alse till I’m suited, and I don’t think I’ve any qualifications, and I don’t know what salary to ask for, but very little would do as long as they keep me, and take me at once, because although Lady Alse said I could stay with her till I was suited, I think she’s hoping the suiting won’t take very long.”

			“Put Lady Alse’s address. I will fill in your qualifications for you. Your salary should be fifty pounds.”

			“Should it? Should it really? That’s as much as Mary and I have for our declining years.”

			Miss Black gave a sniff, and Sarah, feeling all it was meant to say, held the tip of her tongue between her teeth, and raised her eyes attentively. “I won’t say one word more,” she thought.

			Miss Black tapped the desk with her forefinger, then she leant back, having obviously come to a decision—

			“I am going to send you to a family at once.”

			“Now, do you mean?” Sarah was so surprised that the words leapt from her before she had time to hold them back.

			Miss Black looked at her crushingly—

			“Naturally not. I am perfectly aware you are only in London for the day, and must go back to pack your things, but I should like you to go to-morrow.”

			“Would you?” Sarah gave a relieved sigh. “Lady Alse will be pleased.”

			“Now kindly do not talk for a moment, but listen to me. This is rather an unusual situation, for you go to it solely on my recommendation, for Mrs. Lane is an invalid and so there is no interview, as there would be in the ordinary way. You go for a month’s trial, fares both ways and two months’ salary. The difficulty is to suit Mrs. Lane; she is determined to go on trying until she has found exactly what she wants. She has four children, and has the strongest views on their education, and, although she is tied to a sofa, she overlooks everything herself. She has given me the clearest instructions as to whom she wants, and I have done my best. I have sent her five excellent young women, good class, the right age, highly educated—”

			“And they’ve not been kept after the month?”

			“No.”

			“Then I don’t think you’d better send me. Lady Alse says I mustn’t expect too much, for though I’ve had a good education, I am very unfinished.”

			Miss Black nodded—

			“I realise that. But, nevertheless, I intend sending you. Mrs. Lane may like someone that she can mould. I shall send a telegram to tell her to expect you to-morrow. I will look up trains for you now.” She drew the Bradshaw towards her, and Sarah watched her glumly as she turned over the pages with experienced fingers.

			“I wish you wouldn’t send me there, Miss Black. I don’t think I’m the sort of person to be taken when five other people, of the sort you said they were, weren’t. And I don’t like to think what Lady Alse will say if I’m back in a month.”

			Miss Black shut the Bradshaw and picked up a pencil and a sheet of note paper—

			“Make up your mind not to be back in a month. You catch the ten-forty-one up to London to-morrow morning and cross to Victoria and catch the one-eighteen down.” She jotted down the trains. “Never expect to fail; I have said that to many a girl and she lived to thank me for the advice. My other advice to you, on the threshold of your career, is, identify yourself with the household in which you live, let their aims be your aims, and your one wish to gain the respect of your pupils. Always remember the words of the late Lord Beaconsfield, ‘The secret of success is constancy to purpose.’”

			Sarah looked depressed—

			“I think I’d better borrow a pencil and paper,” she said, “and write that down.”

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter I

			SARAH followed the butler up the stairs, and felt oppressed by his silence. She toyed with the idea of mentioning to him that it was a beautiful day, but thought better of it, recalling that Lady Alse had said: “Be careful to keep the servants in their place.” But, step by step, as she followed him and noted the correctness of his back, her respect for Lady Alse’s advice weakened. “It’s my belief,” she told herself, “that Lady Alse, never having been a governess, didn’t know what she was talking about. I expect really it’s him that keeps me in my place.” At this moment they reached the drawing-room door—

			“Miss Onion, madam.”

			Sarah stood alone in the doorway, and looked across many feet of rose and gold carpet to Mrs. Lane lying on a sofa by an open window.

			“How-do-you-do, Miss Onion? I’m afraid I can’t get up; will you come and sit here beside me?”

			Sarah, her eyes full of pity, crossed the room and stammered

			“Do you know, I expected you to be quite old.” 

			“Old! Why?”

			“You being an invalid. Why, you aren’t much older than me.”

			“Oh, come, I’ve been married nine years. How old are you? Seventeen?”

			“Nineteen. I was nineteen last month.”

			“Were you really? You don’t look it.”

			“No, I know I don’t. Lady Alse says my appearance is a grave disadvantage to me.”

			“Does she? Who’s Lady Alse?”

			“You know, it does seem odd to me to hear you say that, I thought everybody knew Lady Alse, just like they knew God.” 

			“Does everybody know God? I should have doubted it.” Sarah blushed.

			“Goodness me! I oughtn’t to have said that. I will say just what I think, it pops into my head and out it comes; it’s my besetting sin.”

			“Don’t worry, I don’t mind. Tell me about Lady Alse.” 

			“She showed Daddy how to bring us up. You see, our mother died when Mary was eleven and me ten.”

			“You poor little things. And now your father wants you to be a governess?”

			“Oh no, he doesn’t, at least, I shouldn’t think so, unless he’s changed a lot; you see, he’s dead. I filled in a form saying so; didn’t Miss Black send it to you?”

			“I’ve only had a telegram to say you were coming so far. I daresay I’ll get a letter by the afternoon post, but, anyway, I’d much rather you told me about yourself; it’s more interesting than reading it on a form.”

			“There isn’t any more to tell. Daddy died and only left Mary and me fifty pounds a year between us, so we’re saving it for our declining years.”

			Mrs. Lane laughed.

			“They sound a bit frugal, your declining years. Whose idea was it you should teach, your own?”

			Sarah looked grave; this seemed to her a leading question, and not one to be replied to, as her inclination lay, by: “Me? No! I never thought of doing anything.” No, decidedly that was the wrong sort of answer for a governess to make, and one on a month’s trial at that.

			“I don’t think,” Mrs. Lane broke in just as the pause was becoming awkward, “that teaching is the sort of career to take up in a haphazard way merely because you have to earn your living; such a lot, such a terrible lot, depends on you.”

			Sarah was awed and puzzled. “I think Sarah should teach,” Miss Tobin had written. “I shall get this poor child a nice situation as a governess,” Lady Alse had said to her friends. And: “A governess, how nice,” the friends had said to Sarah. And now here was Mrs. Lane being solemn about it, almost as if she was going to be a missionary. She tried to find a suitable answer.

			“I know. ‘The secret of success is constancy to purpose.’”

			Mrs. Lane gazed at her with dancing eyes.

			“You do say the most unexpected things. Who on earth said that? Was it Lady Alse?” Without waiting for a reply, she continued, again serious: “The secret of success as a governess, my dear, is a much less cut-and-dried affair; I should think constancy of purpose, especially when a rule of life, would be a positive hindrance.”

			“Would it? Well, I am glad, it’s depressed me ever since Miss Black said it.” Sarah suddenly felt at ease, and wriggled back comfortably in her chair. “The truth is, I don’t know a bit if I’ll make a good governess; it wouldn’t surprise me if I didn’t. The person you ought to have had was Miss Tobin, even Miss Black approved of her, and I shouldn’t think she was a person who often approved of people. I’ve been sent to you because of Miss Tobin, not a bit because of me. I don’t think if Miss Tobin hadn’t written about me, I’d ever have been sent anywhere at all. Miss Tobin looked just like a governess—that’s a great help, you know—she wore pince-nez, they look just right, I could wear those myself, of course, but they’d have to have plain glass in them, for I see very well.”

			“My dear Miss Onion, don’t dream of getting pince-nez, I want my babies to have nice things to look at. I’m sure Miss Tobin never looked nice.’’

			“Oh yes, she did, in her own way, when she hadn’t hay fever or a sick headache.”

			“All the same, I’m convinced I wouldn’t have cared for Miss Tobin, and, anyway, here you are, and I hope you are going to be happy while you are with us. You won’t be overworked; I’ve four children, but only two do any lessons, Ursula and Ann, they are seven and five. The other two, Peter and Jane, are three and eighteen months, and spend their time with Nanny in the nursery. Of course, Ursula and Ann don’t do very serious lessons yet, but they want taking for walks and playing with. My husband—”

			“Your husband? I thought you were a widow.” 

			“A widow! No, why should I be?”

			“Well, Miss Black never said you had a husband.”

			“Her failing to mention him hasn’t killed him off, though. He’s a very alive husband; he’s an M.P.”

			“Goodness! Is he? Lady Alse’s husband was one till he died.”

			“Was he? That makes quite a bond between me and Lady Alse. What I was going to say was that a groom teaches the children to ride, but otherwise they are in your charge most of the day.”

			Sarah visualised herself and Mary and Victoria Alse as they had been not long ago, and remembered their desperate efforts to get away by themselves, to sneak off into the park, or hide in the barns, not because they had anything secret to do or say, but because of the tied-in feeling that came from being always under grown-up eyes, in their case, Miss Tobin’s. She felt a curious and ridiculous thrill of pride at being ranked as a guardian, and at the same time something of a renegade. Was it possible in less than eighteen months to slip from the “What have you girls been doing?” world into: “They are in your charge most of the day”?

			“What sort of things do they like doing?” she asked, feeling it was a suitable, governessy sort of question.

			“Ordinary things; they are very ordinary little girls, I am thankful to say; I should hate to be the mother of infant prodigies. As far as possible I am trying to let them bring themselves up. I think children grow up rather nicely by themselves; all this punishing and shaping that goes on can’t be right. I don’t believe anybody ought to shape a child unless, of course, there is something really wrong, and even then not the drastic reforming that happens in so many schoolrooms. I feel very strongly about this because we were absolutely bullied into the shape our mother wanted us; even now, when I am an old married woman, she feels she can interfere. I pray every day that my girls will never do anything because I want it, but sturdily go their own way and choose the right husbands for themselves without interference, or have no husbands at all, if they prefer it. And then, perhaps, they won’t make such a muddle of their lives as”—she hesitated-—“as so many people have done.”

			Sarah sat and gazed at her, silent for once, held by the new viewpoint opening in front of her. She and Mary had been handed to Lady Alse, and through her to Miss Tobin, and had their lives ruled by them until they grew up, but never till this moment had she realised that they were being shaped. But she saw now, not only that they had been, but why it was that Lady Alse had liked Mary so much better than herself. Mary had been shapeable, and she had not. Mary and Victoria had grown up very alike, they said the same things in the same voices, and liked being told what to do next. That was what Lady Alse wanted, that was the result of being shaped, and because she was different she was a failure. Mrs. Lane looked at her serious face and smiled.

			“My ideas for my children have given you something to think about, haven’t they? What’s puzzling you?”

			Sarah screwed up her forehead.

			“What you said about shaping people, that they grew better by themselves, I did rather, and I haven’t.”

			“What an involved statement. What do you mean?”

			“Well, I see now, though I only just have, that Miss Tobin was training us to be what Lady Alse wanted, and Mary and Victoria are just perfect, everybody says so, but I didn’t turn out right somehow, not because I didn’t mean to, but it just happened, and just everything about me’s wrong. Lady Alse says it’s the deplorable result of having brains, she says brains always ruin a woman.”

			Mrs. Lane chuckled, but before she could speak the door-handle was given a sudden violent half-turn, and then slipped shut again.

			“You are silly, Ann. Let me open the door, you know you never can.”

			“I can sometimes.”

			“Only once you did, and then it wasn’t shut really.”

			The door-handle half-turned again, and then it was violently shaken, while Ursula wrested it from Ann. Then it opened suddenly, and the two children came in. They started to fly to their mother, but half-way across the room they saw Sarah, and paused, not shyly, but merely giving themselves time to sum her up and take her in.

			“Come here, darlings.” Their mother held out her hand. “This is Miss Onion, she’s—” On the word “Onion” Ursula’s mouth curled up at the corners, then she began to laugh and tried to suppress it, but it was no good, it burst from her. Sarah, seeing her face, laughed, too; giggling over names was an approved schoolroom occupation. Mrs. Lane shook her head. “Really, Ursula, what dreadful manners.”

			“But it is an awful name,” Sarah expostulated. “Don’t you think so?”

			“Come and see our schoolroom.” Ursula held out her hand.

			“Oh, let poor Miss Onion unpack first.”

			“It’s all right, Mrs. Lane,” Sarah protested. “I don’t take long to unpack.”

			“Well, there’ll be schoolroom tea in half an hour, and then the children come down to me, and you’ll be unmolested.”

			Ursula and Ann’s schoolroom had a certain resemblance to Victoria Alse’s, sufficient to make Sarah feel at home. The ink-stained table, the cupboard for the lesson-books, the cuckoo-clock, the Swiss chalet and wooden bears on the mantelpiece, and the battered piano were all old friends. But the Alse schoolroom floor had owned a thick heavy carpet, and this floor was covered in shiny dark blue cork; the Alse walls had been garlanded with wreaths of dark brown chrysanthemums: these were white; the Alse windows had been hung with brown damask curtains, here there was a cheerful light chintz; the Alse pictures had been old religious engravings too cumbersome to put anywhere else, on these walls were bold coloured illustrations to the nursery rhymes. But to Sarah the differences in the two rooms were superficial, for the landmarks were unaltered. Ursula allowed her one quick glance round, and then dragged her to the broad window-seat, on which lay a boot-box covered in weighted butter-muslin.

			“Look!” The child removed the muslin and disclosed a number of too-fat green caterpillars lolling on the edges of the yawning chasms they had made in a lettuce-leaf. “You watch carefully, when I touch them; they’ve little red tails that pop up.”

			Sarah had seen this manifestation before, but she expressed admiration with an admiring sound, and added: “I kept silk-worms for a bit.”

			“Did you? We know somebody what had them.” Ann looked thoughtfully at Ursula’s box. “Did your silkworms burst much? Ursula’s caterpillars do.”

			“Do you think it is they oughtn’t to eat lettuce?” Ursula asked anxiously. “They do eat a lot, this was new this morning, and their box was quite clean then. Very dirty things, caterpillars, I can’t keep them clean for two minutes together. Do you think something different to eat would stop them bursting?”

			Sarah peered, between the children’s heads, into the boot-box. One caterpillar had burst, its fearful remains lay in a corner. The problem was not one to be treated lightly.

			“I don’t know,” she said. “But I expect we could find out.”

		

	
		
			Chapter II

			SARAH woke to find it a sunny morning, too sunny, in fact, for she wriggled in drowsy annoyance as the housemaid pulled up the blind and the light forced her to open her eyes.

			“What time is it?”

			“Half-past seven, miss.” Ada, the second housemaid, spoke firmly, she never had “held” with being expected to call “those governesses.” After all, they worked for their living the same as she did, why, then, should she be dressed to the last button by seven, in order to pull up their blinds at half-past? It was a permanent grievance, and grew rather than lessened as governess succeeded governess. “The young ladies come down at half-past eight.” She gave a slight heave to her behind in an attempt to toss her apron-tails, and flounced from the room. “Oh.” The heaving and flouncing escaped Sarah, who had closed her eyes again directly they became accustomed to the light, and had slipped into the half-awake stage that she adored, during which those admirable scenes took place which never occurred, either in the day-time or satisfactorily in her dreams. On this occasion she was present at a delightful interview, during which Lady Alse and Miss Black were told by Mrs. Lane that she was the best governess in the world. Lady Alse and Miss Black, thoroughly humbled, were about to reply, when they were interrupted by a distant clock chiming eight. Sarah sat up abruptly, flung her legs out of bed and her arms into her dressing-gown sleeves, while her toes scrabbled to get unaided into her bedroom slippers. “My goodness gracious, Sarah!” she scolded herself. “This is a pretty way to start your first morning.” She collected her towel and bath apparatus. “Mrs. Lane may laugh at the secret of success being constancy to purpose, but it strikes me it wouldn’t do you any harm to say it over ten times each morning, and just as a punishment you’ll have a cold bath.” She scuttled down the passage and into the bathroom and remorselessly turned on the cold tap. “No good shuddering, bracing up is what a lazy-bones like you needs.”

			In spite of her late start, she was the first to enter the school-room, and breakfast did not appear to be ready; the table was laid, and there was a big bowl of lilac as a centre-piece, but no sign of food, other than bread, butter, and honey, and nothing to drink. She breathed a sigh of relief, and was just composing herself to look like she was sure a governess should look, and not like the rushed schoolgirl she felt, when Ursula’s face popped round the door.

			“Come on, or we’ll be late. Nannie said we’d better make sure you weren’t in here before we went down.”

			“Prayers,” guessed Sarah. “Now I ought to have thought of them having those.”

			“Generally,” said Ursula, “you goes straight down by yourself, an’ me ‘n’ Ann comes up with you afterwards.” She slipped her hand into Sarah’s and jumped down two steps at a time, almost landing herself on top of Nannie, who was ahead of them holding Peter by one hand and Ann by the other; she missed a reproof because Nannie was engrossed by Peter, who insisted on keeping up a shrill conversation.

			“An’ Nannie, there wasn’t nothin’ there ‘tall, ’cept a ’normous beetle, an’ a—”

			“Ssh! Peter, tell Nannie afterwards .”

			“But Nannie— “

			“Ssh! We’re going to hear your Daddy read prayers, and I don’t want to hear one more word from you till they’re over.”

			“Will F’itzy come to prayers?”

			“’Tisn’t any good his comin’,” Ann pointed out. “He doesn’t understand English prayers, he says his in German.”

			“Now that’s enough, Ann.” Nannie spoke firmly. “All this heathen talk, and on the way to prayers, too; now I don’t want to hear another word from either of you till we come upstairs again.”

			The dining-room owned an enormous table. At one end of it a place was laid for breakfast, at the other was a vast family Bible, with a prayer-book beside it. Down one side of the room five leather chairs were pulled forward into a neat row, and facing them across the table were fifteen cane-bottomed ones. Nannie settled herself in one of the leather chairs, and lifted Peter on to the one on her right while Ann scrambled up on to the one on her left; then she looked up at Sarah, and nodded to the chair next to Ann; but before Sarah could sit, Ursula had given her a tug, and pointing at the chair, explained clearly: 

			“That’s where our governesses always sit.”

			Sarah, feeling painfully like one bead on a long string, sat hurriedly, disliking Ursula for causing the feeling, and before she had time to reason herself out of it, the servants filed in and stood beside his or her cane-bottomed chair. First the housekeeper, round and rustling, then the personal maid, followed by the cook, then the head parlour-maid and her underlings, followed by the head housemaid and hers, then the kitchen-maids, and after a slight pause, designed decently to segregate the sexes, the valet, who stood looking at the least of the kitchen-maids with an expression such as any explorer might wear on first viewing the natives; he was followed by the footmen, then after a slight interval the already open main door into the dining-room was pushed further open by the butler, Bronson, and the children’s father came in, followed by a dachshund and three spaniels.

			“F’itzy!” Peter exclaimed, sliding forward on his chair preparatory to an attempt to clasp the dachshund in his arms.

			Nannie laid a firm hand on his knees. The second kitchen-maid giggled and got a fearful look from Cook. Bronson moved with dignity to the last chair, set slightly apart from the one to be used by the second footman. Mr. Lane cleared his throat, settled into his carved arm-chair and opened the Bible at the place indicated by the purple silk marker. Then with a rustle, a creaking, and a cracking, the servants sat.

			“‘O God, the heathen are come into Thine inheritance.’”

			Mrs. Leggett, the housekeeper, sniffed the flowers from the bed beneath the open window.

			“I hope the lavender does well this year, we could do with another dozen bags beyond what we had last year. Whatever that Fokes may say, I’ll see every sprig picked myself; he may be head gardener, but I’m housekeeper, and it’s my place to see the linen’s kept as it should be, let alone providing all the bags Miss Day wants for ‘Her’ things. Still I don’t grudge ‘Her’ anything, poor dear; wonder how ‘She’ is this morning, I’ll have to keep a sharp eye on that lavender, let it die on the bush, Fokes’s boy would—”

			“I don’t think ‘She’ looks up to much this morning,” thought Miss Day. “Working up for one of our bad spells, shouldn’t wonder, her feet and legs are all swollen up again, didn’t like the sound of her breathing, sat up half the night, I expect, we’ll be having that nurse here again before the week’s out. What they want to get her for I don’t know, I understand ‘Her’ better than any nurse. It’s that new governess has over-tired her. I wish we could get settled, I knew we’d work up for one of our attacks, all this chopping and changing. This one doesn’t look up to much, too young, and so I shall tell ‘Her’ if she asks me, I shall say straight out: ‘What you want, ma’am, is an older woman, somebody to keep that nurse in her place—’”

			“Silly giggling girl.” Cook settled herself squarely into her chair, and allowed her bulging feet in their square-toed shoes to rest more comfortably on the soft carpet. “Just because little Peter wanted the dog, blessed lamb, she has to go and make a big silly of herself like that. That new governess don’t look old enough to my mind; we are being a time settling, and no mistake. This one looks a nice little body, but I don’t hold, nor never will, with giving big positions to girls, they’re bound to be flighty, and who’s to blame them? Wish he’d hurry up with his reading, I’ll get every spoonful of that chutney jarred to-day, or know the reason why. If the rasps do well this year, I might make—”

			Hannah, the head parlour-maid, gazed with a devout expression at the ceiling, but her mind was in a turmoil.

			“Oh, I hope I get a letter from Annie this morning. If Mother isn’t better, I’ll have to ask Mrs. Leggett to let me go to her for a couple of days, I don’t like scalds, not at her age. I think she misses being here, must be queer-like leaving a place you lived in all your life; still, they were right, no good her staying on here after Dad died, too lonely for her, though Mrs. Leggett would have let me slip down every day, I’d be sure of that. Still, Annie’s pleased to have her, and the little ones are a great comfort. Oh, I do hope Annie’s wrote—”

			Bessie, the second parlour-maid, looked demurely at her hands, and thought of Henry, the head footman.

			“It’s time he was putting the question, I reckon. Mother says she and Father was promised time they’d kept company a twelve-month, and here’s me and Henry been walking out nigh on two years, and nothing said between us. Wonder if I was to-but Mother always said it lowered a girl. Reckon Mrs. Leggett will speak to Henry, she said as much, but that’s two weeks back, but she’s not one to rush and tear-but she’s one as likes things seemly, reckon she’ll tell Henry ’tis time he spoke—”

			“She looks easy-like.” Minnie, the third parlour-maid, who waited on the schoolroom, stared unblinkingly at Sarah. “Better than that last one. My! I was glad ‘She’ didn’t keep her. Minnie this, and Minnie that, go up the stairs once and I done it fifty times. I think I’ll drop a hint to this one right away that the kitchen’s down two flights and a mile of passage on top of that, and if she’s wanting hot water it won’t hurt to mention it same time as she mentions more butter. Looks a nice little thing, but I’m fed-up with the schoolroom, and that’s flat. I wish Henry’d say the word to Bessie, then she could get married and I’d have done with the schoolroom and—”

			May, the head housemaid, looked out of the window at the blue sky.

			“My, it’s a lovely day, I’ve a good mind to lay out my spare curtains. I do hope they haven’t got that moth, I never want another shock like I had when I saw that bit of carpet, it’s having too many rooms empty, that’s what it is, I’ve only two eyes, and they can’t be everywhere, and that Ada’s as much use as a sick headache; that Agnes is better, nice sensible girl. When ‘She’ gets a governess settled I’ve a good mind to speak my mind to Mrs. Leggett, and she can tell ‘Her’—if I said all I know, some people would have a surprise—”

			“I’ll wear my blue this afternoon.” Ada looked happily at the sunlight. “Hope I get away sharp, for my hair’ll want another curl after old May’s worked the heart out of me. Wonder if Henry’ll manage to slip out like he said. He is a one, and no mistake, if only old Bessie could see the way he carries on. Coo! Lucky we ain’t never met anyone. Coo! Wouldn’t half be trouble. Wonder if he’ll mess up my blue, but I shan’t half be wild if he slips out and I’m in my old pink—”

			Agnes, the new young third housemaid, gripped her hands together nervously.

			“Hope I left my room decent. I am a one for sleep; it isn’t that I don’t try, but I’m downright tired, and that’s the truth. I don’t know why it is, for the work isn’t all that hard, and the food’s good, and I get to bed early. But there, Mother said she felt the same at my age, reckons we’ve weak backs, her and me. Wish I hadn’t overslept again though, I heard that alarm as plain as plain, and Ada says she pulled the clothes off me, I am a one for sleep. Wish I hadn’t had such a rush, had no time to say my prayers, I did promise Mother I wouldn’t never forget them, maybe I’ll get a chance to slip up before I start on my beds—”

			Alice, the elder of the two kitchen-maids, felt as though a corkscrew was turning round in her stomach.

			“I wonder if Cook’s seen that saucepan. Can’t have yet, or I’d have been sure to hear about it. Bound to blame me, though how anybody is to watch ten saucepans at once I don’t know. I can’t think what come over me to put it down on the stove, I see’d her empty it as plain as plain, but I get that muddled with all the sauces and that. I wonder she never smelt it, would’ve if I hadn’t got it into the sink quick and opened the window before she got back. Wonder if she’ll stop for it out of my money, she will most like, and then I can’t have my pink for August Bank Holiday—”

			“Silly giggler, that’s what you are, young Polly,” the four-teen-year-old kitchen-maid scolded herself. “Cook won’t half give you what for. Hope she doesn’t tell Mother. Mother won’t half give me what for. Don’t know why I acted so silly, but he’s a cure, Master Peter, and that’s a fact. Oh, I do hope that Mr. Fakes don’t send in so much spinach to-day, my fingers are sore with picking it over. It’s not the family that eats so much, it’s us in the Hall. Oh, I do wish I hadn’t gone and made such a fool of myself, Cook won’t half give me what for.”

			“I wonder if we’re going to spend the night, we shan’t have finished speaking not before half-past nine, sure to spend the night, we did last time we spoke there.” Having settled this point in his own mind, Hanson, the valet, let himself relax. “That was a nice little baggage, that one that’s maid to the young ladies, Grimpson, Timpson, Simpson, what was the girl’s name? Might have had a bit of fun with her if it hadn’t been for her ladyship’s maid, proper termigant she was, and no mistake. What a pair of dimples that girl had, and what a waist—My! I hope we spend the night—”

			“Nice-looking little thing, that new governess,” thought Henry, “but no style, give me a bit of style, I say. That’s what Ada’s got, the old sauce-boat. Pity Bessie hasn’t more style, and all so starchy in her ways with her yesses and noes, never out for a bit of fun. A man does like to know a bit what he’s getting before he settles down, it’s only to be expected. My, it’s going to be a scorcher, hope I get out to meet old Ada—hope Mr. Bronson’s got out of bed the right side, proper slave-driver he is, and no mistake—”

			William, the under-footman, glanced at Bronson out of the corner of his eye.

			“I hope Mr. Bronson’s had a look at my silver, it doesn’t half look a treat, and ought to, the elbow-grease I used. Still, it pays, I do like to see my silver looking nice. Mr. Bronson knows how things should be, Dad was right when he said I couldn’t start under a better man. Hope they put me on to bowl on Saturday, shouldn’t wonder, that was a corker I bowled that took that wicket last Saturday. The doctor, he was nice about it, and no mistakes. ‘Have you playing for the county if you go on this way,’ that’s what he said—”

			Bronson looked, without appearing to, at Sarah.

			“Hope we get suited this time, all these changes are most upsetting, you can’t run a house the way it should be run with all this coming and going. And it’s bad for ‘Her’, she worries about the young ladies, and no wonder, her health being what it is. This one looks a bit young for us, one with a bit more weight to her is what is needed for an establishment like ours; still, if she pleases ‘Her’ she’ll please us. I’m sorry to hear Miss Day say ‘She’s’ not so well this morning. That’s bad. I do hope—but there, worrying never did any good. But it’s bad seeing a lady in her position laid low like that, seems wrong somehow—”

			Peter looked at Fritz and wondered if he would come over and speak to him. He had just decided to go and fetch him when he was distracted by his shoe-button; he wondered if a big pull would get it off. He was just going to find out when he discovered that a little fragment of wood was sticking upon the side of his chair. He leant over and tried to pull it off, but Nannie laid a hand on him and stopped him, and this made him forget what he had been going to do, so he swung his legs instead and made a nice boom, boom noise with his heels against the legs of his chair. Once more Nannie laid her hand on his knees, and this time he felt cross; he hated sitting still. He decided to tell Nannie this and see if he could get down, but just as he thought of it Daddy said: “Let us pray.” Peter knew that signal, he scrambled off his chair and knelt. Nannie, one hand hovering ready to be laid in restraint on Peter, looked at Sarah.

			“Looks a nice sensible little thing, not one to get above her-self, and easy to train to our ways. Hope she turns out well, still ‘She’s’ sure to ask me before she keeps anyone. Oh, he is a fidget, this boy. I must go and see ‘Her’ after breakfast, and find out what she wants the little girls to wear to go out to their tea this afternoon, if there’s nobody else expected those new smocks would look nice. I hope that Mary is keeping Jane quiet. I never knew such a baby, scream at anything, seems to work herself up into tempers over nothing. Funny none of the others were like that. I’ve a good mind to have the doctor up and see if there’s anything that could be hurting her, but I don’t like to, it would be sure to worry ‘Her,’ and it isn’t as though Jane didn’t eat and sleep all right—”

			Ann played with her fingers, and wondered what Miss Onion would teach them, she wondered if she’d be very cross if she knew how naughty she and Ursula had been last night calling her Miss Carrot, and Miss Potato, and Miss Cauliflower; her lips twitched as she remembered, and she wanted to laugh again, but she knew she mustn’t at prayers, especially to-day, when they were going out to tea; if she laughed at prayers Nannie might say she couldn’t go. The Curtices! In bed last night she had tried to remember what it was that made it so exciting to go to tea with the Curtices, and now, suddenly, she knew; of course, it was their green cart, they pulled it to the top of the lawn and sat in it while it ran to the bottom; she wished it wasn’t prayers so that she could tell Ursula about the Curtices’ green cart.

			“What a lot of servants,” thought Sarah. “As many as the Alses had, and I did think they had more than almost any-body except the King. I must find out exactly how many there are and tell Lady Alse. How lovely if there are most here. Now I suppose that’s Mr. Lane reading the prayers; I don’t see who else it can be, but he doesn’t look like a Member of Parliament, but then neither does Mrs. Lane look as though she had a husband. She’s a very separate sort of person, I think. I suppose it comes of her having no legs, at least no legs that anybody can see. I suppose they love each other, all husbands and wives do, but I wouldn’t have picked them for each other. My goodness! he’s finished reading, and I haven’t listened to a word. Now, Sarah, fix your mind on the prayers, you have got the most wandering sort of mind.”

			“Miss Bunion, Miss Cunion, Miss Dunion—”

			Putting different letters before people’s names was Ursula’s favourite method of getting through boring times like church and morning prayers, and that bit in bed after Ann had gone to sleep and before she quite had herself. It was not a very quick game, as it made you forget the alphabet and you had to keep starting again at the beginning to remember what letter came next, so it was an exciting one for morning prayers because the bit of the Bible that was read varied in length, and so it was always a race to see if you could get to Z before “Let us pray.” Ursula was honest over the game, she never finished it during the kneeling part of prayers. To-day she had just reached Yunion when she had to give it up; it was disappointing nearly to win and not quite.

			They knelt down, the women servants a neat array of bows on hind portions, the men rounded seats of trousers, Ursula and Ann just pink legs sticking out of chrysanthemums of brief skirts and petticoats, and Peter a pair of tiny soles of red shoes with the back view of a smock sitting on them. The dining-room was filled with a hissing and mumbling. “It’s like bees,” thought Sarah. “I wonder if bees make the noise they do by saying the Lord’s Prayer into the palms of their hands? But then, bees haven’t hands, they’ve only— My goodness, Sarah, is this the time to think about bees? Now come on, do attend.”

			“‘Oh, Lord, support us all the day long of this troublous life, till the shades lengthen and the evening comes, the busy world is hushed, the fever of life over and our work done then, Lord, in Thy mercy grant to us and those we love safe lodging, holy rest and peace at the last. Amen.’”

			“Amen,” said Sarah, and added to herself: “That’s better, you heard that, now get up with dignity, and try and look like a governess.’’

		

	
		
			Chapter III

			SARAH, looking backwards at her life, saw her first morning’s prayers in the Lane household as a door which she entered as “Sarah Onion, unattached young female,” and from which she emerged as “Sarah Onion, the Lanes’ governess.”

			After the last “Amen” there was a pause, intended to show that nobody was in a hurry to rise from their knees, and then, as though a spring were released, they were all up, the servants filing out at one door, Nannie hovering in the other, Ann and Peter giving their father a casual peck and the dogs one hug after another, and Ursula dragging her up and saying: “This is our newest governess, Daddy.” Then Bronson hurried back into the room.

			“Miss Day says would you send for the doctor at once, sir.” Charles Lane lived in dread of these summonses. Each one he expected to be the last, and yet each one was, in a way, a relief, because he felt less keyed up and nervous when there were a doctor and nurse in the house.

			“Right, Bronson.” He turned to Sarah. “Keep the children out of sound of the house as much as possible, quiet is essential when she’s like this.”

			Sarah at once visualised Mrs. Lane falling back dead on her pillows because she had allowed Ursula or Ann to shout in a passage, and to prevent this she tried to make the children hurry with their breakfasts and insisted on their speaking in whispers.

			“You know, Miss Onion,” Ursula hissed, for she was bad at whispering, “Mummy doesn’t sleep near here, she’s up an enormous long passage, and then there’s two doors .”

			“Never mind, whisper if I tell you to, and hurry up and finish your breakfast.”

			Ursula looked at her over the top of her spoon with a puck-like expression. Ann paused with a slice of bread and honey midway between her mouth and her plate.

			“Does we whisper in the garden, too?”

			“No. Now don’t talk. Hurry!”

			Ursula looked at Ann, they said nothing, but in a second they shared a good joke, and giggled helplessly. Because her mouth was full Ursula began to choke, and Ann, who saw choking as an obvious method of adding to the gaiety of the breakfast-table pretended to choke, too. Sarah was exasperated, but without a word she got up and patted them on their backs,. but to herself she said: “Little beasts, how I’d love to hit them really hard,” but she restrained herself, and instead handed them their cups of milk with what she considered was a good imitation of a solicitous governess, but she felt justified in saying that from now onwards no word was to be spoken until they were in the garden. This proved a hindrance, for the moment their mouths were closed both children found things they really must say, and since they might not speak them they tried to express them in dumb show, and it was a flushed, grim-looking Sarah who finally shepherded her charges out of the house and, without listening to arguments, down the first path she saw. It lay between rhododendron-bushes, and was dark and slippery, mosaicked with patches of thin moss. The children ran on ahead, and Sarah let herself relax; she was terrified of illness, she always expected anybody who was really ill to die. Away from the house, shut in on the path, she felt as though a weight were lifted off her. The path ended abruptly in a stretch of grass, and there, under a tree, they found Nannie, sewing; with Jane in her perambulator beside her, and Peter being a train, hissing and puffing as he shunted himself in and out of a station. Nannie smiled comfortably at Sarah.

			“Come and sit down, Miss Onion. Have you two been good?” Nannie looked searchingly at the two little girls.

			Ursula looked at Ann, then she grinned at Nannie. “She—”

			“‘She’s’ the cat’s sister.”

			“I mean, Miss Onion made us whisper at breakfast because Mummy was ill.” She twinkled at Nannie, watching her to see she enjoyed the joke, but she got no answering smile. “That made us laugh.”

			“And why should it?” 

			“But Nannie—”

			“Now run along at once and behave yourselves, and take Peter with you, and you’re not to go out of sight, mind.”

			“But Nannie—” 

			“Did you hear me?” Ursula scowled.

			“It’s so dull, can’t we go a little way? Me and Ann wanted to play Red Indians.”

			“You can be Red Indians in sight of me or not at all, but if you’re good you can go in the wood presently when Mary’s done her nurseries.”

			“Couldn’t we go with Miss Onion, now?”

			“You could not, Miss Argumentative, Miss Onion’s had quite enough of you for a bit.”

			“She is a one for arguing.” Nannie nodded at Ursula’s indignant back-view, seen hurrying with Peter and Ann to the furthest end of the grass patch. “Argue the hind leg off a donkey, she would. Though, mind”—she sank her voice to a whisper—“though I told her there was nothing to laugh at in you making them whisper over their breakfast, there was, for ‘She’ sleeps the other end of the house, wouldn’t hear you in there if you raised the roof, and Ursula’s quite sharp enough to know that, but I didn’t let on; she needs keeping in her place, bit of a madam at times.”

			Sarah sat, and in a vivid flash realised just what an idiot she had appeared to the children, and knew that Ursula’s “But Nannie” had been an expression of her shocked surprise at the dishonesty of grown-up people who would back each other up against any child, whether it was fair or not, so that an old crony like Nannie, who knew just how far off her mother’s bedroom was from the schoolroom, could ask why their being forced to whisper made her laugh. In that second she understood both worlds, the children’s and the grown-up one she had just joined, and told herself: “You must tell the children you made a mistake about the whispering, you mustn’t apologise, because it’s their job to obey you, however stupid your orders, but you can show you made a mistake and laugh about it.” She was conscious that Nannie was talking. “And as soon as ever Mary’s done her nurseries she shall take them into the wood, not that ‘She’ can hear them here, but—”

			“Is she very bad?”

			“Bad enough, all her turns are bad, but when we came out the doctor was laughing with Mr. Lane in the hall, so I expect it’s all right.”

			“What’s the matter with her?”

			“Heart; didn’t she tell you?”

			“No, I thought perhaps it was her legs, that they were paralysed or something.”

			“No.” Nannie held up the piece of lawn that was going to be a frock for Jane. “She had nice legs, that’s why she keeps them covered up now; this heart trouble she has swells them up so, you wouldn’t believe. Often she has said to me in her joking way: ‘I may be an invalid, but I won’t be an ugly one.’”

			“Has she been ill long?”

			“No. Up till Jane was thought of she used to hunt regular twice a week, and played that golf, and always out to the tennis in the summer, lot of cups she took as prizes for one thing and another, but when little Jane was expected she be-came very queer, and our own doctor, Doctor Hall, he sent for two specialists from London, and they said they reckoned all the trouble started when she was eight years old; she had rheumatic fever then, and they said that had put her heart wrong, but I couldn’t see why Mr. Lane needed to pay them to come all the way from London to say that. It was funny her heart had been wrong all that time and no one noticed anything.”

			The history appalled Sarah.

			“Oh, poor thing, to be so fond of games and things, and then have to lie down all the time. I do hope she gets better.”

			Nannie bit off a length of cotton. “She won’t.”

			“What, never? Couldn’t she outgrow it?”

			“No. She’s getting worse. He knows that, that’s why he comes back to sleep most nights now. He used always to sleep in London when Parliament was sitting, he had a house up there, but he’s sold that, and now he’s got one of those flats.”

			“I wonder he doesn’t stop being a Member of Parliament.”

			Nannie looked shocked. “Oh, he couldn’t do that.”

			“Well, anyway, he needn’t say he’d like to be one at the next election.”

			“Oh, he always stands.”

			“Well, if I was him I’d hope I didn’t get elected.”

			“He always gets elected, so did his father and his grand-father, they don’t take much account of politics round these parts, but they would think it wrong somehow if there wasn’t a Lane in Parliament, he knows that.”

			“Lady Alse’s husband was a Unionist.”

			“That’s what Mr. Lane is, Conservative he calls it. He doesn’t hold with Parliament not now, some of the gentlemen there aren’t the sort he’s accustomed to. When there was that last election-January it was, four years back, ‘She’ drove us in to Westborough on Polling Day; Ann was just a year old, and ‘She’ pins a great blue-and-white bow on the cape of her perlice, and ‘She’ said: ‘He doesn’t like the children mixed up in the elections, but he won’t mind this year because of Mr. Lloyd George.’ And I said: ‘Doesn’t he like him, madam?’ and ‘She’ said: ‘I think Mr. Lane thinks he forgets that Parliament is a gentleman’s club,’ and then she laughs, but the Liberals got in again, and it’s not very pleasant for Mr. Lane, I’m afraid.”

			“Did she drive a car then?”

			“Yes, drove us about everywhere, Peter’s first birthday was the last time, his birthday’s in August and she drove us all in for a picnic on the beach at Westborough, and she fainted when we got home, and she’s never been up since.” Sarah made a sympathetic sound, Nannie looked wise. “Lucky to be here at all though, we never thought she’d live when Jane was born, nor Jane either, if it comes to that. When I first set eyes on that baby, I said: ‘Better she should die, for we’ll never rear her a healthy child.’ She did seem a poor little scrap after the struggle she had to come into the world.”

			“Struggle!” Sarah was awed by the expression, having considered birth as straightforward an affair as the parcels post.

			Nannie looked at her, and recollected that though wishful to become a governess, she was nevertheless still a young unmarried woman.

			“That’s right, but you wouldn’t know of such things.”

			Sarah, seeing the subject of giving birth was closed, looked at Jane.

			“She looks a lovely baby now, though.”

			“She’s all right, picked up wonderfully.” Nannie paused, as though she had more to say, and in that moment Jane, as if she knew she was under discussion, opened her eyes, screwed up her face, and without waiting to see if there was anything to make a fuss about, started to scream. Nannie sighed, picked her up, gently rocked her to and fro, while under cover of the noise she observed to Sarah that it was a mistake to pick them up just because they screamed for it, but Jane was a funny one. Evidently agreeing with this statement, Jane screamed louder than ever, while her face turned fuchsia-coloured and she flung her body about, beating at Nannie with her feet and hands, and shrieking “Nana” at intervals.

			“Good gracious!” Sarah looked at the writhing baby with anxiety. “Whatever’s the matter with her? Could anything have stung her?”

			“No, goes off like this for nothing. There, Jane, there.” At that moment there came a piercing scream from Peter. Nannie got up, making clicking noises with her tongue and teeth, plumped the writhing Jane into Sarah’s arms. “Hold her a minute, that boy of mine’s fallen over and cut himself, I’ll be bound. See you hold her tight, she’s a regular eel when she’s having one of her turns.”

			“‘Here! you may nurse it a bit if you like!” said the Duchess to Alice, flinging the baby at her as she spoke,’” Sarah quoted to Jane, giving her a little shake. “And do you know what happened next, my girl? Alice found that the right way to hold the Duchess’s baby was to twist it up into a sort of a knot, and then keep tight hold of its right ear and left foot. I wonder how you’d like that?” Miraculously, as though she were considering the question, Jane’s writhings stopped and her screams subsided; she continued to sob and hiccup, but it was merely an aftermath, for her fit of temper seemed to have entirely gone. “That’s better, and just in time, for I was going to add that the Duchess’s baby turned into a pig, and I had just begun to think that the same thing was happening to you, but now, of course—” She stopped suddenly, as she saw Nannie returning, and tried to turn Jane round preparatory to giving her back, but Jane gripped her firmly by the shoulders, and buried her face in her neck. Nannie sat down and picked up her sewing.

			“You keep her for a bit, if you don’t mind.” She sewed a moment or two in silence, and watched Jane nod sleepily, then observed, almost reluctantly: “She’s taken to you, never seen her take such a fancy to anyone, she’s generally longer in one of her screaming fits.”

			Sarah laughed.

			“Do you know how I stopped her ?” Nannie looked enquiring. “I told her what happened to the Duchess’s baby in Alice in Wonderland.” She looked down at the drowsy Jane, and seeing she was nearly asleep, turned her round to lie in her lap, and murmured to her: “You didn’t want to turn into a pig, did you?”

			Nannie shook her head, and said earnestly:

			“She wouldn’t have understood that. Maybe it was your voice,though.”

			“Perhaps.” Sarah spoke carelessly, considering the matter of a baby’s tantrums of the smallest importance. “Look, she’s nearly asleep, shall I keep her or put her back in her pram?”

			“Well.” Nannie hesitated. “Rightly she should go back, but what with ‘Her’ being bad, and Peter cutting his knee, I’m all for a little peace. Would you keep her? Just till she’s right off.”

			“’Course.” Sarah looked unemotionally at the baby, thinking to herself that Nannie probably spoilt the bad-tempered little creature. Nannie might have read her thoughts, for she said suddenly:

			“She’s different from the others. I sometimes think I ought to have the doctor see her.”

			“The doctor! Why on earth? She weighs a ton.”

			“Making your arms ache, is she? Well, she’s off now, put her in the pram.” Nannie patted up the pillows and turned back the coverlet, and Sarah, very cautiously, laid Jane down.

			The operation was successful, for beyond a strangled sob in her throat, the child made no complaint. “It’s not that she’s not all right in herself,” Nannie went on, “she is; but it’s these screaming attacks - I never knew a baby like her.”

			“I thought all babies screamed.”

			“No. No nicely brought-up child screams unless it’s ill or uncomfortable, none of my others do; why, I scolded Peter for screaming when he cut his knee just now, and he stopped at once, they all know ‘no screaming’ is the rule in my nursery.”

			“Jane doesn’t seem to have understood.”

			“No. Yet I started her, same as the others. ‘Let her learn,’ I said, ‘she’ll get nothing by screaming for it.’ But it was no good. ’Tisn’t an ordinary crying attack, you see, it seems to come over her like a fit, and neither Mary nor me, try as we will, can make out what starts it.” She smiled. “Well, I’m a regular fuss-pot, but there, their mother being ill and all makes one that way.”

			“I suppose it does. I suppose that’s how I shall feel if I’m kept.”

			Nannie looked a bit embarrassed at this open reference to the “on approval” state of affairs, to which the other five governesses had never alluded.

			“I hope you may be,” she said primly, then she saw Mary. “Oh, there’s that girl. Well, I think I’ll push Jane back to the house, and she can take Peter down to the wood with you, and then bring him back for his rest. Schoolroom dinner’s at one; you sometimes have it in the dining-room when Mr. Lane’s home, but not to-day, of course. You’ll have the afternoon to yourself, for the children are going to tea over at Mrs. Curtices’, and there’s no governess kept, but there’s a nice nurse and a good girl under her, so I’ll send them with Mary, for she can learn nothing but good in that nursery, and it’s time she learnt to take the children out on her own; besides, it would be awkward for you, there being no schoolroom.’’

			The children scrambled on ahead, and Sarah walked beside Mary. She looked at her out of the corner of her eye. “She’s got a face just like a cow,” she thought, “not so proud-looking as a cow, but those same eyes. I suppose I ought to say some-thing.”

			“Peter is a pet, isn’t he?” 

			“Oh yes, miss, he is.”

			“Do you like working in a nursery?” 

			“Oh yes, miss, I do.”

			“Talks like a cow, too,” thought Sarah. “In a moment I’ll ask her if the grass tastes good in her field.” Instead she continued laboriously:

			“Have you been used to having babies about?” 

			“Oh yes, miss, I have.’’

			“Little calves in her field,” thought Sarah, but said aloud: “Little brothers and sisters?”

			“Yes, miss, I have.”

			Peter, trotting along rather faster than his legs would go, in a valiant attempt to keep up with his sisters, toppled over. He was not hurt, but he was annoyed, his face grew red. Mary ran to him, and brushed the earth off his hands.

			“There, upsy-daisy, there’s a good boy. Now suppose you catch hold of Mary’s hand.” 

			Peter promptly put both hands behind his back.

			“No.’’

			Mary did not appear to have heard him; for she rattled on: “I know what we’ll do, Peter’ll be a train, and Mary to hold on to him and be a railway-carriage.” She bent double and made odd hissing sounds. Peter forgot his fall, and be-came nothing but an engine, and slowly puffed his way along, with Mary, painfully stooping, but contentedly chug-chugging behind him.

			Sarah watched them. “Not so cow-like,” she thought. “In fact, not cow-like at all. Very good with Peter; in fact, Sarah my girl, she’s most likely a lot cleverer with children than you’ll ever be. So don’t be so cocky.”

			The wood was quite small, but, being May, transcendently beautiful, the bluebells like a sea-carpet fading in the distance to a lavender haze, the young leaves on the trees unbelievably green, and the foxglove clumps showing pink at the tip of each bud.

			“Oh, how lovely!” Sarah exclaimed.

			“Yes, miss, pretty, isn’t it?” Mary didn’t look around her, but went back to being a railway-carriage. “Come, Peter, we must go home now.” They chugged out of the wood, mowing down the bluebells as they went.

			Sarah turned to the little girls. “Isn’t it lovely?”

			Ursula jumped off a hillock.

			“You can pick the bluebells if you like, me and Ann are going to play Red Indians. I had a book all about them last Christmas, and Mummy’s read it to me. Do you know they scalp people?” She moved off, not waiting for an answer.

			Sarah remembered her resolution.

			“Oh, Ursula.” Ursula paused. “While I was talking to Nannie she told me what a long way your mother’s room is from the schoolroom. I don’t wonder you laughed, it must have seemed silly, being made to whisper.”

			Ursula came back to her.

			“Nannie said she didn’t see why it should make us laugh.”

			“That was because she was sorry for me.”

			“For you!” Ursula was startled. Surely no grown-up, especially so important a grown-up as a governess, could need people to be sorry for them.

			“Yes, it’s not much fun being new in a house, and it’s worse if you make yourself look silly.” Ursula considered this point.

			“But you didn’t look silly.” She scraped one foot against the other leg. “At least, not very.”

			“Well, that’s all right then. Off you go and be Red Indians, but don’t go too far because I don’t know my way back alone.” She looked after the children. “I wonder if I did that all right, I didn’t let Nannie down, and—”

			“Hi!” Ursula shouted. “Will you be the Princess Osopoco?” 

			“What’s she have to do?”

			Ursula came running.

			“Nothing, just pick bluebells. Bad Indians have stolen you, and we are good ones come to get you back, but you mustn’t hear us till we’re right beside you, and then you’re awfully surprised.”

			“Do I know you are good Indians at once?” Ursula pointed to a bluebell stuck in her hair. “By the colour of our feathers.”

			“I see.” Sarah found a patch of bluebells out in the open where the sun shone on her. A lark sang right over her head, she strained her neck to try and see it, while, because of the warmth of the sun, and the blue of the bluebells, and the lack of Lady Alse, she felt wildly alive, and tingling with happiness. “I’ll make a good governess, I will, I will, and I won’t be dependent on Lady Alse any more, and one day Miss Black will say, ‘Sarah Onion is a governess of whose abilities I have the highest opinion,’ just like she did about Miss Tobin. And I’ll save—”
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