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Chapter One






THERE were long curtains of plum-coloured damask at the schoolroom window and between them, on a small round table, covered by a white crochet mat, a bright-blue plant pot containing a begonia, which Aunt Fanny had brought in from the conservatory that morning. Aunt Fanny had also carried up the gilded bulrushes in the tall Chinese vase from the drawing-room and set them on the floor between the two bookcases. She wanted the room to look as nice as possible for the new governess. . . .


All day she had been feeling restless, excited and apprehensive by turns, unable to settle to anything. She hoped that she had made a wise choice. Miss Fairway had seemed so kind and capable at the interview, but it had only lasted for twenty minutes, and it would, of course, be quite easy to seem kind and capable for twenty minutes. Suppose that really she were unkind and inefficient. . . . One heard such distressing stories of unkind inefficient governesses. She tried to remember what she had said at the interview, but she could only remember how nervous she had felt beforehand and how reassured she had been by Miss Fairway’s pleasant middle-aged face, neat grey bombazine dress and plain black cape and bonnet. She hoped that she had made it clear that Stella was an exceptional child and, like all exceptional children, required careful treatment. . . .


She let her gaze wander round the spacious comfortable room, with its thick carpet, solid furniture and heavy wall-paper, whose intricate botanical pattern was interrupted at frequent intervals by indifferent water-colours in massive gilt frames and chromo-lithographs of what Aunt Fanny thought of, simply and without the slightest interest or curiosity, as “foreign parts.” The latter, together with the globe, bookcases and a small blackboard on an easel, were concessions to the “school” part of the room. Otherwise Aunt Fanny had tried to make it more like a sitting-room.


In Aunt Fanny’s own childhood it had been the best spare bedroom—a post of honour for which its position on the first floor and its large window overlooking the garden clearly marked it out, and it was not without a secret feeling of guilt that she had altered the arrangement. Though she had been mistress of East Lodge for more than seven years, she could never make any change in it without that secret feeling of guilt, as if even now Papa might appear, eyes bloodshot, face purple, demanding with the familiar bellow of rage, how she dared. . . . But surely even Papa would realise that Stella could not be expected to do her lessons in the little attic room that had served as a schoolroom for her and Adrian—tucked away under the roof, ice-cold in winter, stifling in summer. It had been all right for her and perhaps for Adrian, but not for Stella. . . .


Her gaze rested finally on Stella herself, sitting at the big round table in the middle of the room, wearing a clean holland frock, with a starched white cambric pinafore, her feet, in long black stockings and strap-over shoes, perched on a wool-work footstool, her head, with its shining fringe and cascade of golden ringlets, bent over her cross-stitch work.


It gave Aunt Fanny a stab of joy so intense as to be almost pain to see Stella, happy, beloved, cared for, in this house where she herself had passed her childhood in a state of bemused terror—bullied by her father, neglected by the servants, despised by Adrian. The fact that Stella was happy and well cared for here seemed somehow to restore the balance. Though, of course, she knew that Stella was Adrian’s little girl (poor Adrian! One must not think ill of the dead), she often seemed to become, in some strange way, the child that Aunt Fanny had been . . . or else the child that Aunt Fanny had been became Stella—Aunt Fanny wasn’t quite sure which. Anyway, to dress Stella daintily, to make much of her, to surround her with love and care, satisfied some thwarted vanity in Aunt Fanny herself, restored some remnants of her tattered self-respect. Though no one would have guessed it now, Aunt Fanny had not been unlike Stella when she was a little girl—she had had the same golden hair, blue eyes and skin of apple-blossom delicacy—and, looking at Stella, something in Aunt Fanny would say tremulously over the gulf of years, “It’s all right now, darling. There’s someone to take care of you now. . . .”


Stella glanced up and met Aunt Fanny’s anxious gaze.


“Are you feeling nervous, darling?” said Aunt Fanny.


“No, thank you, Auntie,” said Stella, and bent her head again over her work, drawing her needle out of the canvas and placing it carefully into the next hole.


Aunt Fanny felt, as often, put to shame by the child’s serenity and industry.


“Dear, dear!” she said brightly. “Here I am wasting my time. . . .”


She took up her own needlework and sat down at the table by Stella. Her needlework consisted of one of the red flannel petticoats that she always presented to her protégées in the village at Christmas. Her hands were so unsteady, however, that after a few moments she laid the work down again.


“I expect you’ll find your lessons much more interesting with Miss Fairway than you did with your poor old Auntie,” she said with a sigh.


Stella threw her that bright clear unfaltering glance, and the childish lips parted in a reassuring smile.


“Indeed, I won’t, Auntie,” she said.


Aunt Fanny sighed again and, taking up her needlework, made an effort to go on with the feather-stitching round the hem. Her nervousness was changing to a blank and heavy depression. Ever since Stella was a baby, the two of them had shared this happy enclosed world of nursery and schoolroom, and now it was to be invaded by unknown—perhaps hostile—forces.


She had decided to engage a governess only after a bitter internal struggle. She had loved teaching Stella her letters, guiding the tiny hand in the “strokes and pot-hooks” that preceded the copybook, initiating her into the copybook itself, with its wealth of moral precept, helping her to read “The cat is on the mat,” “The ass is on the grass,” “The hen is in the pen,” to do little sums in addition and subtraction with the aid of counters. But that had passed all too quickly and now . . . Aunt Fanny had made up her mind from the beginning that only the best was good enough for her darling, and she had long ago realised that, as far as mental attainments went, she herself was not the best. Her spelling had always been erratic and she had always surreptitiously counted on her fingers. History and Geography she found fairly easy to teach. She set Stella a page to learn and then “heard” her by the simple process of repeating it sentence by sentence and leaving Stella to supply the last word.


Aunt Fanny. Madrid is the capital of——?


Stella. Spain.


Aunt Fanny. It is situated 2150 feet above——?


Stella. Sea level.


Or:


Aunt Fanny. Henry III, the eldest son of John, was nine years old at his father’s——?


Stella. Death.


Aunt Fanny. His guardians were Gualo, papal legate, and William the Marshal, Earl of——?


Stella. Pembroke.


But there was no doubt that Stella learnt far more quickly than Aunt Fanny could teach her, that she asked questions that Aunt Fanny could not answer, and that of late she had seemed bored by the lessons.


About a fortnight ago, Aunt Fanny had discovered that Stella had copied out “All is not gold that gliters”—the day’s “copy” set by Aunt Fanny—the required ten times, though perfectly aware that Aunt Fanny had misspelt the word glitters.


“I didn’t think it mattered very much,” Stella had said with an apologetic little smile, as if she herself had been at fault.


It was then that Aunt Fanny, reluctantly and with many secret tears, had decided that the time had come to hand over her precious charge to a better qualified instructress.






So now Miss Fairway was coming.


Oh dear, thought Aunt Fanny, holding up a needle and jabbing at it ineffectively with the end of an embroidery thread. I wonder . . . I wish . . . Suppose . . . Perhaps . . . For even Aunt Fanny’s thoughts were jerky and disconnected.


“Shall I do it for you, Auntie?” said Stella.


“Thank you, dear,” said Aunt Fanny.


Stella threaded the needle with a, quick deft movement and the two of them worked together in silence for a few moments. Aunt Fanny noticed despairingly that her feather-stitching was taking such an erratic uneven line that even the Poor must notice it and comment on it adversely. Oh well . . . Oh dear. . . .


Suddenly she decided that it would be much more fitting to receive the new governess alone in the drawing-room than in the schoolroom with Stella. She hadn’t been sure about it from the beginning. . . . She never was quite sure about anything.


She rose abruptly and gathered up her work.


“I think I’ll go down to the drawing-room, dear,” she said. “You can go into the garden if you like.”


“Thank you, Auntie,” said Stella, raising the serene blue eyes for a moment from her work. “I think I’ll just finish this piece.”


When Aunt Fanny was a little girl she had never been allowed to enter the drawing-room. She used to peep fearfully through the half-open door as she passed it on her way to the front door, and it had always seemed to her more like a palace than an ordinary room.


It still seemed to her like a palace. . . . It was the largest room in the house, and had a deep bay window whose recess was filled by a tiered fern-stand of gilded wickerwork, holding in its intricately planned receptacles at least a dozen ferns and flowering plants. In the middle of the room was a “folding door,” never closed, at which hung white lace curtains, tied back with broad blue ribbons. On the wall at the further end was a mirror covering the wall from floor to ceiling also draped with lace curtains, which reflected the bay window and suggested an archway leading into another similar room. On the massive marble mantelpiece was an elaborate “overmantel” containing innumerable little shelves interspersed with mirrors, each shelf supporting its array of knick-knacks. The carpet, of moss green boldly patterned with pink roses, was thick and luxurious.


Sometimes Aunt Fanny would stand in the middle of the room and look round—at the stuffed birds and wax flowers under their glass domes, the chiffoniers and cabinets and what-nots full of framed photographs, ornaments and “souvenirs,” the curved tête-à-tête seat covered with yellow brocade, the occasional tables loaded with albums, the rosewood piano with its openwork front picked out in pink silk, the gilded fern-stand—and would find it difficult to believe that all these treasures were really hers.


But to Aunt Fanny the greatest treasure in the whole room was the oil painting of Stella that hung in the centre of the wall opposite the overmantel. It had been painted last year and the artist had captured perfectly the evanescent charm of childhood. Stella sat on a low stool, wearing a white frock with an apple-green sash. There was a picture book on her knees and she seemed to have just glanced up from it for a second. The blue eyes were grave and dreamy, the childish mouth exquisitely wistful in the shadow of the long golden curls. The next moment, one felt, the bright head would be bent over the book again, and the child would have returned to the world of dreams that she had never really left.


When Aunt Fanny was a little girl she had never had her portrait painted—not even a daguerreotype of her existed—but, looking from the portrait of Stella that dominated the drawing-room to the framed photographs of her that covered every available space on mantelpiece, piano and chiffonier, she was conscious of a vicarious glow of that warm contentment that, she imagined, came from memories of a happy childhood.


It was only after much searching of heart that Aunt Fanny had had gas installed in the downstairs room of East Lodge, and now, from the middle of the drawing-room ceiling, hung a chandelier supporting three gas brackets—so high that Mary, the housemaid, had to use a device rather like an extending toasting-fork with a long taper at the end to turn on the taps and light the “bat’s wings” of flame behind the round shades of frosted glass. That had been one of the most decisive actions of Aunt Fanny’s life, and she couldn’t understand even now how she had ever had the temerity to carry it through. Half a dozen times she had nearly countermanded the whole thing. In the bedrooms candles were still used as a matter of course, and when Aunt Fanny was by herself in the evening (as she nearly always was) she used the silver oil-lamp with the red-silk frilled shade that had always been used in Papa’s time. She felt in a confused sort of way that, by refraining from using the gas, she atoned for the enormity of having had it installed. “But you see, Papa,” she kept explaining, often aloud, for she had the habit of talking aloud when alone, “everyone has gas now. . . . After all, it’s 1887. . . .”


It was 1887.


On the Continent Germany, Austria and Italy had just signed the Triple Alliance, Bismarck had dissolved the Reichstag that had objected to his unprecedented expenditure on armaments, France and Russia were drawing closer together, Bulgaria was freeing herself from Russian control, and Prince Ferdinand of Saxe-Coburg had mounted the throne at Sofia. . . .


In London the Marlborough House set ruled Society and the old Queen was gathering her courage to face the ordeal of her Jubilee. . . . Alma Tadema, Landseer and Leighton seemed still to stand secure against the challenge of the Pre-Raphaelites. . . . Henry Irving and Ellen Terry filled the Lyceum, and all London flocked to see Mrs. Langtry in Pinero’s latest play and to Brompton to see Colonel Cody’s cowboys and Indians in the Wild West Show. . . . The Liberal Party was splitting over the question of Home Rule, Parnell was losing control over the extreme element of his countrymen, and the Colonial Conference, at which Australia had undertaken to pay for the maintenance of a British squadron on her coasts, had roused little general interest or enthusiasm. London itself was a medley of splendour and squalor, of extravagance and poverty. Swells, toffs and society beauties jostled beggars in rags and homeless children. Cobbled streets echoed to the sound of horses’ hooves—carriages with powdered footmen beside the coachman on the box, dogcarts with “high steppers” and grooms perched up behind, victoria and barouche, brougham and landau, hansom cab and horse bus, pony trap and coster’s cart—to the cries of street vendors and the strains of German bands. In the tall houses overworked kitchen-maids staggered up four or five flights of stairs carrying buckets of coal and cans of hot water. . . . When dusk fell, housemaids, with ankle-length aprons and streamered caps, drew down Venetian blinds and lit gas brackets beneath ever-darkening patches of ceiling. . . . Consumptives languished and died in sick rooms from which every breath of air was excluded by the careful family doctor, even the keyhole blocked with paper to prevent a draught. . . . Women strove to free themselves from the trammels of their sex or, failing that, to achieve the fashionable pyramidal shape, rising from full skirts, lifted provocatively to afford the fleeting glimpse of a daintily booted ankle, through bustle and padded bosom, to small neat heads and smaller bonnets.


Aunt Fanny cared for none of these things. She knew, of course, in a general way that the world was going from bad to worse, that Society was being invaded by vulgar American heiresses and still more vulgar South African millionaires, that gentlemen were beginning to smoke in the presence of ladies, even in public, that there were unwomanly women (only a very few, fortunately) who rode to hounds, went out with the guns and even, incredibly, played cricket. Of those other still more unwomanly women who supported what the dear Queen so rightly called “this mad wicked folly of Women’s Rights” she did not allow herself even to think. But none of this seemed real to her, not in the way in which Stella and East Lodge and Miss Fairway were real. . . .


The hemstitching was becoming more and more erratic. Oh dear! She wished Miss Fairway would come. . . . She wished she wouldn’t come. . . . She wished she would come. . . . She wished she wouldn’t come. . . . She laid aside her needlework and went to the window, looking out at the garden over the semi-tropical barrier of the fern-stand’s occupants.


The sight of old Hobbard, the gardener, mowing the lawn in his slow sturdy fashion, as if both he and the lawn were part of a world that would endure till Doomsday, reassured her. There was nothing to worry about. If Miss Fairway were not satisfactory, of course, she could dismiss her, though the thought of dismissing her made her heart flutter again with nervousness and apprehension. She never knew how to dismiss people. . . .


She fixed her pale short-sighted eyes on the green expanse of lawn that sloped down to a ha-ha dividing it from the park-like meadow beyond. On the lawn were star-shaped beds of geraniums, calceolarias and lobelias just as there had been in Papa’s time. It was a pleasant rambling garden but, though Aunt Fanny had spent all her life in East Lodge, she remembered no romps on the lawn or games of Hide-and-Seek in the shrubbery and orchard. She only remembered how she had hidden in the stables from her father’s anger, how she would run for refuge to the summer-house whenever he appeared at one of the windows of the house, how savagely he had punished her for breaking the stem of one of the tulips that still grew every spring in the star-shaped beds on the lawn. She was ashamed of remembering these things. It proved her, she thought, uncharitable and un-Christian. “Forgive your enemies,” she quoted to herself, then was horrified that she should think of Papa as an enemy. . . .


But, though she had never played and romped in the garden, Stella did, flitting about among the trees, with bright eyes, rosy cheeks and flying ringlets. And, watching her, Aunt Fanny would feel a lump in her throat, would again become confused between the past and the present, seeing Stella as the little girl of forty years ago miraculously freed from un-happiness and fear.


“It’s all right now, darling,” she would say again. “Everything’s all right now. . . .”


The sound of the crunching of the gravel on the drive outside made her heart leap and flutter.


It must be the carriage returning from the station with Miss Fairway.














Chapter Two










FOR several minutes after Aunt Fanny had left the schoolroom Stella still sat intent on her needlework—a cross-stitch kettle-holder that she was making for Aunt Fanny’s birthday present. The pattern was a particularly pleasing one, a robin redbreast on a spray of green leaves against a pale-pink background.


Stella was a painstaking little girl and never minded how much time or trouble she gave to a task in order that the final result might satisfy her. She was leaving the red breast till the end because she thought that it was the most interesting part.


She worked slowly and carefully, only raising her head for a few seconds when she heard the sound of wheels on the gravel outside that told her the new governess had arrived. Then she finished off her thread neatly at the back, cut it short with the scissors, held out the work at arm’s-length and considered it with grave absorption, head on one side.


The spray of leaves was finished. It looked very nice. She would start on the brown part of the robin this evening. She folded it up, put it away in her work-basket, which lay on the table in front of her, got down from her seat and went to the cupboard beneath the bookcase, where her toys were kept. She was a small, daintily built child, and her movements were quick and graceful. Choosing a gaily coloured rubber ball from her playthings, she went downstairs, stopping to pick up some skeins of embroidery thread that Aunt Fanny had dropped in her hurried flight from the schoolroom, and to put them neatly together on the hall chest, where Aunt Fanny would see them when she came out of the drawing-room.




 



She stepped from the dim hall into the golden warmth of the sun-drenched garden and stood for a moment, looking about her. Hobbard was still mowing the front lawn. She could see his broad gnome-like back bent over the mowing machine, his course followed by a shining ribbon-like strip of freshly mown grass.


There had been an occasion—a year or two ago—when Stella had been greatly distressed to see Hobbard’s mowing machine approaching a cluster of daisies in the centre of the lawn. She had crouched over it, protecting it, and had wept bitterly when he had finally insisted on cutting it. Aunt Fanny had comforted her and explained to her that daisies, being, as she expressed it, “weeds by nature,” could not be allowed to grow on a well-tended lawn, and after that Stella had carefully picked the daisies out of the grass cuttings and put them into water. Both her grief and the impulse to save the daisies from destruction had been genuine enough at the time, but she had continued to perform the little ceremony long after she had tired of it, because both Hobbard and Aunt Fanny seemed to expect it of her, and Aunt Fanny used to tell people about it.


She didn’t want to do it this afternoon. She wanted to see the new governess. She went round to the side lawn and began to bounce her ball on the grass, running after it and catching it, throwing covert glances at the drawing-room window as she did so. She couldn’t see Aunt Fanny, but the lace curtains and interstices of the fern-stand gave her occasional glimpses of a pleasant-faced middle-aged woman in a grey dress and black cape and bonnet, sitting very erect on an upright chair, her hands, in black cotton gloves, folded on her lap. That must be Miss Fairway. Stella was looking forward to having a governess. She loved Aunt Fanny and had enjoyed being taught by her, because Aunt Fanny was always so kind and so pleased by the progress she made, but there was no doubt that the lessons had of late been growing very dull. Aunt Fanny became so confused when you asked her questions and would get a different answer to a sum each time she did it. Throwing her ball to the end of the lawn and running to retrieve it, Stella caught a glimpse of Aunt Fanny’s face. It was flushed, as it always was in moments of emotion, and she was talking quickly and earnestly. . . . Stella threw her ball among the lavender bushes that grew just beneath the drawing-room window and ran after it, crouching down among the bushes, looking for it. (It had lodged itself conveniently in the centre of the thickest bush, so that she need not find it till she wanted to.) Through the open window she could hear everything that Aunt Fanny and the governess were saying. . . .


“She is my brother’s child,” said Aunt Fanny.


(Her thoughts went to Adrian. . . . He had suffered, like her, from their father’s tyranny but, strangely, it had not formed a bond between them. There had been enough of his father in him to make him delight in tormenting his sister and drawing their father’s anger upon her. Aunt Fanny had pitied the gentle timid girl he had married and, despite her natural distress, had felt secretly guiltily relieved for Violet’s sake when he was killed by a fall from his horse a year after the marriage.)


“Stella was born a month after his death,” she went on, “and her mother died a week later.”


(“I’m coming, Adrian,” Violet had said in that anxious propitiatory voice in which she always answered her husband’s summons, and to Aunt Fanny, “You’ll look after the baby, won’t you?” . . . and, before any of them realised it, had slipped quietly away.)
 

For a few moments Stella could not hear what was said, then Aunt Fanny’s voice was raised again on that rapt ecstatic note it always took when she was talking about Stella.


“She has an extraordinarily sweet nature. She cannot bear to see or hear of suffering.” (For a moment Stella thought that the story of the daisies on the lawn was coming, but it didn’t.) “And you will have no trouble with her work. She is so quick to learn that it is a question of keeping her back rather than forcing her on. She is very conscientious and absolutely straightforward.”


Stella listened, gravely intent, without a trace of self-consciousness or embarrassment. It was as if they were discussing someone unconnected with herself, and she were carefully checking the points to make sure that they were correct. Sensitive . . . affectionate . . . clever . . . conscientious . . . straightforward. She accepted the fact that she was like that with no more conceit than if it had been a question of the size of her shoes or the material used for her underclothing.


“And I have always kept everything ugly from her,” went on Aunt Fanny, lowering her voice slightly. “She’s absolutely—innocent. I dismissed a housemaid only last year for talking to her about divorce.”


Stella’s mind went back to Ivy’s dismissal, went further back to that sudden anger that had seized her when she overheard Ivy refer to her as a “sly little piece.” There had been no pique or personal resentment in her anger. She felt as if Ivy had slandered—not herself but someone to whom she, Stella, owed devotion and loyalty. “Sly” . . . when everyone knew that she was straightforward, when Aunt Fanny told everyone everywhere that she was truthfulness itself. (“I’ve never known her tell a lie in her life,” Aunt Fanny would say proudly.)


The next day was Ivy’s “afternoon out,” and Ivy said that she was going to visit her cousin, who had recently divorced her husband.


That night Aunt Fanny, coming to say goodnight to Stella as usual, found her sitting up and gazing into the distance, her eyes wide and puzzled.


“Auntie,” she said, “what’s divorce?”


In a way she wasn’t acting. There were two Stellas—the one Aunt Fanny knew and was always describing to people, and another one who was sometimes the same as Aunt Fanny’s Stella and sometimes different. This latter Stella was fully aware of the meaning of divorce, but the other was quite honestly ignorant of it. The other was just what Aunt Fanny thought she was, as dewily innocent of the darker side of life as she had been on the day when Aunt Fanny took her from her mother’s arms. Sometimes she found Aunt Fanny’s Stella rather a nuisance (as, for instance, when she had to keep on picking the daisies out of the grass cuttings), but it was just as real as the other one.






“Divorce, my love?” said Aunt Fanny, trembling.


It horrified her to think that even the shadow of the knowledge of evil had touched her darling.


Stella turned blue candid eyes on to her.


“Ivy was talking about it,” she said.


Aunt Fanny’s thin body stiffened and quivered, but she hid her indignation as best she could from her little niece, and her voice was almost steady as she said, “It’s something that little girls cannot understand, my pet. Don’t think of it again. I’m glad you told Auntie. You must always tell Auntie when people talk about things you don’t understand, will you?”


“Yes, Auntie,” said Stella.


“And now go to sleep, my precious.”


“Yes, Auntie.”


And Stella went to sleep, secure in the knowledge that Ivy would be packed off bag and baggage first thing the next morning. In a way she was sorry. She had liked Ivy—a jolly bouncing girl with a hearty laugh and a fine repertoire of popular songs—and she missed her very much at first. But she never for a moment regretted what she had done. She felt rather as a judge must feel whose duty it is to condemn a criminal for whom he has a personal liking. . . .


“I’m very careful indeed of her friends,” Aunt Fanny was saying. “I don’t think that one can be too careful—about everything—in the first years of a child’s life, do you?”


Stella moved her position a little so that she could see the governess better. She had loosened her cape, showing the bodice of the grey bombazine dress, with the white cambric tucker at the neck, the collar held together by a large brooch consisting of a plait of grey hair wound round and round, covered by glass and encircled in gold. Perhaps it was her dead mother’s, thought Stella with compassionate interest. . . . The pleasant kind face looked tired and worn. Perhaps her other pupils had been rough and rude and stupid and had worried her. She, Stella, wouldn’t be like that. She would work hard and be polite and obedient and try to make her happy. A warm glow filled her heart. It was lovely to feel that you could make people happy. . . .






She drew back from the window as Mary entered the drawing-room, carrying the tea equipage, which she set on a low table covered by a cloth whose deep and intricate border of crochet work was one of the show pieces of Aunt Fanny’s youth. Aunt Fanny began to busy herself in her usual ineffective fashion with the copper tea-kettle, making several attempts to light the little spirit flame underneath it, and in the end letting Miss Fairway do it for her. Aunt Fanny was secretly terrified of the tea-kettle. It always boiled over, and, however hard she blew, she never seemed able to blow out the little blue flame. This afternoon Miss Fairway did it all for her quickly and efficiently. Then Aunt Fanny made the tea and began to talk about Stella again.


“Yes . . . the portrait is an excellent likeness. . . . She resembles me as I was at her age.” Aunt Fanny’s diffidence and timidity had returned. Her voice trailed away uncertainly. “My mother died when I was a child. . . . I had a very unhappy childhood. . . . I decided that Stella should know nothing but love and happiness. . . . My father . . .”


But Stella wasn’t interested in Aunt Fanny’s childhood. She had heard too much about it. She did not for one moment believe that Aunt Fanny had been like her when she was a child, though she pretended to, in order not to hurt Aunt Fanny’s feelings. She was always very careful not to hurt people’s feelings. . . .


She found her ball in the middle of the lavender bush and stepped back onto the gravel path. She would have liked to go into the front garden again, but Hobbard was still mowing the lawn and might expect her to pick the daisies out of the grass heap, if she did. He was rather a silly old man and had adored “little Missie” from her babyhood. He told her that he saw elves and fairies in the garden when he came to work first thing in the morning, and once he had arranged a “fairy feast,” consisting of acorn cups set round the top of a tree stump, for her to discover in the spinney. Stella, who had never really believed in fairies (though, of course, Aunt Fanny’s Stella believed in them), found him very irritating sometimes.


She wandered down through the kitchen garden towards the iron gates that led out into the lane at the back. A tramp was coming slowly down the lane. He was bent and dusty and hatless, his clothes were in rags, his boots tied on with string. His hair and long white beard were matted, his face deeply lined. He stopped at the gate to watch her, and she began to run about, playing with her ball as if she had not noticed him. She could see herself quite plainly through the old man’s eyes. She shook her head a little as she ran to make her curls fly out behind.


“Missie!” he called in a low hoarse voice.


She stopped suddenly, turned a startled glance onto him, then went slowly down towards the gate. Now that she was close to him, she saw that he looked old and ill and tired. She stood watching him gravely, while something in her waited expectantly for the wave of pity and distress. . . . When it came it was quite satisfactory in its effect. It seemed to engulf her whole spirit, turning the sunny garden black before her eyes.


“Poor old man!” she said compassionately. “Would you like to come in and rest?”


She was sure that Aunt Fanny wouldn’t mind her inviting him in to rest, because Aunt Fanny knew how terribly it hurt her to see people unhappy, knew that she had to try to help.


He shook his head.


“No, thank you kindly, missie, but if you could get me a drink of water . . .?”


“Of course,” she said, turning to run back to the house. When she reached the hall she paused for a moment outside the drawing-room door. She could hear Aunt Fanny’s voice . . . then Miss Fairway’s . . . “Stella . . . Stella . . . Stella . . .” No, she mustn’t interrupt them. And it would be useless to go to the kitchen and ask Cook or Mary. They hated poor people unless they were nice and clean, and this poor old man certainly wasn’t nice and clean. Coming to a sudden decision, she went upstairs to her bedroom and filled her glass from the carafe of water, then went to the schoolroom. A dessert plate on the side table held her peach—beautifully round and soft and golden-pink. She was allowed one peach a day. Generally she had it with her supper, but Aunt Fanny never minded if she ate it before supper. She looked at it longingly. She loved peaches . . . but the poor old man needed it more than she did. Probably he had never had a peach in his life before. She took it from her plate, was tempted to put it back, resisted the temptation, and went out into the garden again, carrying the glass of water in one hand and the peach in the other. At the greenhouse door she stopped. Perhaps it was rather silly to let him drink out of her glass. He was dirty. . . . On the greenhouse shelf was the chipped enamel mug that Hobbard used for the cold tea he always brought with him in a tin can. That would do. A poor old man would like it better than the glass. She filled it at the tap from which Hobbard filled his watering-can and took it down to the old man.


“Here’s the water,” she said, smiling at him.


He took the mug through the gate in a shaky dirt-engrained hand and drained it zestfully. Then she held out the peach.


“And I’ve brought you a peach,” she said.


His face looked just as she had hoped it would look—surprised, delighted, bewildered.


“God bless you for your kindness, missie,” he said.


There, of course, she realised the little scene must end, so she smiled at him again and turned away to run down the path, through the kitchen garden, stopping at the end to wave to him. He was standing there watching her, the peach still in his hand, his toothless gums showing in a grin of bemused delight.


She ran back to the house. She would miss her peach at supper-time, but she had made the old man happy, and it was better to give other people pleasure than to have it oneself. She wouldn’t tell even Aunt Fanny about giving him the peach. One shouldn’t tell other people about the kind things one did. It was enough to know oneself. To know oneself gave one a lovely warm feeling inside. . . .


Aunt Fanny called her from the drawing-room as she was crossing the hall.


“Oh, there you are, dear. Come in. . . . This is Miss Fairway who is going to teach you.”








Stella entered the drawing-room and held out her hand to the newcomer.


“How do you do?” she said.


Miss Fairway looked at her with interest, and her spirits rose. This was a refreshing change from the dreary garrulous old aunt. The portrait had prepared her for the child’s exquisite colouring and the look of tender innocence that should (though it frequently does not) characterise childhood, but it had barely done justice to its subject. The blue eyes met hers with frank friendliness, the lips were parted in a half-shy smile of welcome. There was a poise, a lack of self-consciousness, about the fairylike little figure that was oddly appealing. No, the aunt hadn’t, after all, overrated her charms. . . . She was going to enjoy this place. A lifetime spent in in-structing the young had taught Miss Fairway how few children can properly be described as lovable . . . but this child she loved already.


“Now we’ll go and see the schoolroom,” said Aunt Fanny.


She was feeling expansively happy. Miss Fairway seemed fully as kind and capable as she had seemed at the interview, and it was clear that she liked Stella, and that Stella liked her. Dear little Stella, so affectionate and sensitive! The thought that anyone might be unkind to her darling brought a hot suffocating feeling to Aunt Fanny’s throat. She meant to keep a careful eye on her even now. She must not betray her trust.


Stella followed them upstairs to the schoolroom.


“This is the schoolroom,” said Aunt Fanny.


She looked round the room with satisfaction. The begonia and the vase of gilded bulrushes certainly were happy touches, lending an air of elegance to the otherwise sombre room. She would leave them there for the present. Her eyes went to the side table.


“You’ve had your peach, have you, my pet?” she said.


“Yes, Auntie,” nodded Stella. “I took it this afternoon.”


Again the temptation to tell Aunt Fanny about giving it to the poor old man assailed her . . . but she resisted it. It was enough to know oneself. . . . Then, as her mind went over the afternoon, a chill fell on her spirit. It was a series of delightful pictures—all except one. And that one was not delightful at all. It was the picture of a little girl crouching among the lavender bushes under the drawing-room window, listening. . . . She tried to cover it over with the other pictures—the little girl playing in the garden, the little girl giving her peach to the poor old man, the little girl welcoming the new governess—but that picture of the little girl crouching beneath the drawing-room window, listening, refused to be hidden. Even the final picture of a penitent little girl, really and truly sorry, failed to blot it out.


“Yes, it’s a pleasant room,” Aunt Fanny was saying. “We have always enjoyed our lessons here, have we not, my love?”


“Yes,” said Stella, looking from Aunt Fanny to the governess with a smile. She smiled at Aunt Fanny to assure her that she had enjoyed her lessons with her in the past, and at the governess to assure her that she was going to enjoy her lessons with her in the future. She didn’t want either of them to feel hurt.


“And now,” said Aunt Fanny to Miss Fairway, “I’m sure that you would like to see your room and unpack.”


A few minutes later Aunt Fanny, having shown the governess her bedroom, came down to the drawing-room. Stella stood by the window. There was something forlorn and disconsolate about the small figure. She was the penitent little girl.


“What’s the matter, darling?” said Aunt Fanny, concerned.


“I want to tell you something,” said Stella. The corners of the wistful mouth drooped. The blue eyes held a world of childish unhappiness.


Aunt Fanny paled.


“You’re not feeling ill, my pet, are you?” she said.


“No,” said Stella,” but—I’ve done something naughty. My ball went on the bed just outside the drawing-room window and I went on the bed to get it. I forgot that you said I must ask you or Hobbard to get my ball when it went on the beds, in case I did some damage to the plants. I didn’t do any damage, but—I went on the bed when you’d told me not to.”


Aunt Fanny’s eyes were misty with emotion.


“My darling,” she murmured.






“It’s made me so unhappy,” went on Stella in a small unsteady voice, “to think that I’d done something you’d told me not to.”


“My love,” said Aunt Fanny, “you are a very good little girl to tell me and we will neither of us think of it again. You must always tell Auntie—won’t you?—when you’ve done anything you’re ashamed of. That’s Auntie’s good little girl!”


A few moments later Stella was running happily out onto the lawn. Hobbard had finished mowing it and had taken the grass cuttings away, so it was quite safe. . . . She was glad that she had confessed to Aunt Fanny. The ugly picture was destroyed. She could hardly remember now even what it had looked like. Only the other pictures remained . . . the little girl playing in the garden . . . the little girl giving her peach to the poor old man . . . the little girl welcoming the governess. . . . The little girl confessing a fault to Aunt Fanny had taken its place at the end of the gallery, but the ugly one had quite disappeared.








Chapter Three








MY DEAR COUSIN (wrote Miss Fairway),


I will now fulfil the promise I made of acquainting you as soon as possible with the Particulars of my new Situation. I am indeed Fortunate. The house is a commodious gentleman’s Residence set in pleasant rural Surroundings on the outskirts of a village, Runeham by name, and I am treated with every Consideration. My employer is perhaps—if I may say so without disrespect—somewhat Lacking in Poise and Wisdom, but my Pupil is everything that Could be Desired. In appearance she is quite a little Beauty and is possessed of Intelligence far above the Average. I have never met a child so Quick to Learn and Understand. It is indeed a Relief to be rid of that Sensation of pushing a heavy weight uphill that I have had to Contend with in teaching Certain former Pupils. When my employer informed me that the child was “sensitive,” I Feared that she might be one of those children who Weep and make Scenes, but it is not so at all. Her “Sensitiveness” takes the form of Understanding at once when one is Tired or wishes to be Left Alone. It is indeed unusual to find such tact and Sympathy in a child. It is unusual, too, for a Pupil to pay such Graceful Attentions to a Governess as bringing in Posies from the garden to arrange in a Vase in her Bedroom.


I hope that I have not drawn the Picture of a Little Prig, for the child is far from being that. She is full of Gaiety and Good humour and can romp as whole-heartedly as any child I have known. She has, moreover, a Delightful Imagination and invents games which we sometimes play together throughout the day, each taking some imaginary Character. . . . You will Declare that the child has Bewitched me, and in a way this is True.


From the Beginning she welcomed me as Friend and Playfellow as well as Instructress, and that is something Novel and Gratifying for a governess. During this fine Summer weather we have had our Lessons out of doors, and the Lessons have, I fear, often Deteriorated into little Talks about flowers or birds or other natural Phenomena. It is, I suppose, the combined Effect of the Fine weather and the beautiful Garden and my Exceptional Pupil that has given me a strange feeling of Unreality, which I have never Experienced before. I hope that it does not mean I shall Wake up one Morning to find myself still Governess to those Unruly Smiths! No doubt it will Pass as I become more accustomed to my Enviable Situation. The child, I must add, has decided Talent. She paints Charming little Studies of flowers and leaves and has a more Sensitive Touch on the Instrument than any child I have ever taught, as well as an exceptionally Quick Memory.


I am writing this in the Schoolroom, while my pupil is Resting in her Bedroom. She rests for half an hour every day after luncheon, but today she is resting for an hour, as some Children are coming to tea and she sees so few People outside the Household (my Employer is Particular about that and, I think, Wisely) that it is a great Occasion for her. It is probably the fact that she sees so Few People that has kept her so Unspoilt. One of the children who are coming to tea is Hugh Carlswell, the son of Sir Miles Carlswell of Runeham Hall. He is about three years older than my pupil and is a very Handsome Child. He has the air of a little Prince just as my pupil has the air of a little Princess. They make such a Charming Couple that one cannot resist looking into the Future and discreetly Speculating. . . . He is a somewhat slow and serious child and one can see how much he admires my little pupil’s Quick Intelligence and Flashes of charming Fancy. Though he is at present an only child, his mother is expecting an Interesting Event shortly, to which, I need hardly say, the whole Neighbourhood is looking Forward with Sympathetic Concern. The other guests are Biddy Lytton, the Vicar’s daughter, and Doreen Blake, daughter of Nicholas Blake, the novelist—a cousin, who is Staying with her and whom I have not yet met. There are very few children in the Neighbourhood who are Suitable Companions for my little pupil. The village Schoolmaster, Mr. Sanders, has a son about her age, but, though he is Well-spoken and Well-mannered, the mother is quite Common and so, of course, we cannot allow Stella to Associate with him. This is Difficult, as the child has no idea at all of Social Differences. We met the boy—Paul Sanders—in the village this morning and it was a very Delicate Task to make her understand why it was Impossible to ask him to join her little Gathering this afternoon. She is full of a sort of Overflowing Affection for Everyone around her, which is very Affecting and Beautiful.
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