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			Chapter 1

			THE Whichart children lived in the Cromwell Road. At that end of it which is furthest away from the Brompton Road, and yet sufficiently near it to be taken to look at the dolls’ houses in the Victoria and Albert every wet day, and if not too wet expected to “save the penny and walk.”

			Saving the penny and walking was a great feature of their childhood.

			“Our Father,” Maimie the eldest would say, “must have been a definitely taxi person; he couldn’t have known about walking, or he’d never have bought a house at the far end of the longest road in London.”

			“Our Father,” Tania the second child would argue, “was a Rolls-Royce man, his own you know, I don’t believe he ever hired anything.”

			Their Father was a legendary hero to the children. They knew so little about him, and that little sounded so exciting. “Our Father would have done this, or said that,” they would romance. No story was too improbable for such a man.

			He had been a soldier, with many honours, and even more mistresses. His first mistress, or at least the one credited with being his first, was a Miss Rose Howard. She belonged to a most rigidly respectable family, and was at that time twenty-two.

			She met the Brigadier, as she always called him, at a military ball. He was a Captain in those days, and newly married to a lady of such remarkable social eminence and blue blood, that he was guaranteed a brilliant future. He saw Rose, and fell in love. With the Brigadier to be in love was to make love. This he did entrancingly. So entrancingly that he persuaded Rose to leave her family, her home, her respectability, to live in the Cromwell Road under his guardianship.

			Followed months of quarrels and frictions with her family. Outraged fathers, uncles, brothers, cousins, strode wrathfully down the Cromwell Road, and savagely rang her bell. Ten minutes later these same outraged fathers, brothers, uncles, cousins, strode even more wrathfully up the Cromwell Road. Either having rung her bell in vain, or seen, such a glowing and happy Rose, that their showers of angry words were not only unable to hurt her, but seemed scarcely to reach her understanding. Finally they held a meeting. No women were present, Rose and her affairs were not fit for a woman’s ears. She had long been nothing but a scandalised whisper in the family, now she was to cease to be even a whisper. She had chosen a life of shame, then let her live it. Her family never wished to see or hear of her again.

			Joyously Rose told this news to her Brigadier. “How perfect,” she breathed in his ear, “we’re all alone in the world now, fancy never seeing or hearing any of them again.”

			“Fancy, darling,” echoed the Brigadier. But he looked pensive.

			Grace, the Brigadier’s wife, bore his lapse from fidelity with well-bred indifference. Generations during which her family had found fewer and fewer people, “Really fit to know, my dear!” had reduced their marriageable circle to smaller and smaller dimensions, until at last they had been forced to marry each other. The Brigadier was one of the few members of the family, brought in from outside, as it were, perhaps in the hope of improving the stock. For this rather internal system of marriage had produced in Grace a something which in a more plebeian circle would have been described as “a brick loose,” but in her own family was described as, “Grace is so reposeful, dear thing, nothing seems to move her.” Certain it is that she was utterly unconcerned by this the first, or indeed any subsequent affair that “Dear George,” as she called him, walked or fell into. So Rose was free to enjoy her Brigadier in the Cromwell Road to her heart’s content.

			Perhaps the fact that Rose was all alone in the world except for himself. Perhaps her love, such a very undemanding love, touched him. But he stuck to Rose longer than to any of the other women in his life. He was with her for eight years. Of course during those eight years there may have been moments, backslidings, but the fact remains that for eight years he was an almost daily visitor in the Cromwell Road.

			One day he told her that he wasn’t coming back. He had always said if she should tire of him or he of her, they must at once tell each other the truth. To Rose the contingency had been too awful to contemplate, and her side of the bargain simply a joke.

			“Tire of him!” Heavens above! how could anyone tire of such a man.

			It was a wet afternoon in November. The streets looked like grey ice. On the tops of the buses unlucky people who couldn’t squeeze inside huddled under the mackintosh covers. Wet dogs half walked and half were blown down the road. The lamps were just being lit, and their little yellow glow picked out the slanting grey lead pencils of rain. A truly deplorable November day. Rose had been staring rather gloomily out of the window. She thought the Brigadier had been strange lately, hadn’t made love to her. True, that was no novelty, he’d always been like that, crazy about her one minute, crushing her, unable to leave her alone, then suddenly full of casual talk of people and things, scarcely a kiss when he arrived, and when he left. But this was different, now he was—what was he? She wouldn’t confess it even to herself, but wasn’t there a something? The door opened and he hurried in.

			Courage was a thing the Brigadier never lacked.

			He told her at once. There was someone else: Maimie. Daughter of a Scotch minister. It was all terribly difficult. Her family would kill him if they knew, but there it was, they adored one another.

			“Oh Rose, she’s so lovely. She’s a selfish little devil. She’ll never be to me one half what you have been. But I can’t resist her. Can’t see life without her.”

			After a time he left her. He explained a lot first. It seemed she was to have enough to live on. The house was hers. Oh, a lot more. Somehow she couldn’t hear clearly. He said he’d write. Then the front door slammed.

			Ever afterwards when she saw from that window the pavements wet with rain she would find herself straining to hear the front door slam.

			She never knew what she did that winter. She supposed she ate and drank and lived as usual, for when the spring came she was still alive, at least her body moved. Then suddenly in April she was ill. Nothing much, influenza, but it seemed as though she would never get better, no will to live, nothing to get up for, a perfectly blank grey future.

			People won’t let you die. The doctor and nurses collected by the frightened cook and housemaid, dragged her unwilling spirit back to earth. Carted her protesting body to Brighton. And in the early autumn returned her more or less intact to the Cromwell Road.

			During all these months Rose had no word from the Brigadier. True, she had news of him from the papers. He was always in the papers. News of someone you love that you learn through the papers is worse than no news at all. Rose soon learnt that.

			In October he turned up again.

			The bell rang. His footsteps sounded on the stairs exactly as though ten and a half tortured months had not gone by since she had heard them last. In he walked. Told Rose she looked a bit peaky. Hoped she wasn’t doing too much.

			“You women never know when to stop, burn the candle both ends, out all day and all night.”

			Rose, living for the first time after ten and a half dead months, vaguely agreed.

			“I say, old lady,” he blundered on, “I wonder if you’d do me a great favour?”

			Maimie, it seemed, was going to have a baby. “You’ve no idea,” he explained, “just how awful it is. Her people are Scots, and narrow­ minded. My God! Rose, you’ve no idea how narrow-minded, would call what we’ve been doing fornication! Maimie’s got caught—daren’t go home, poor little devil, and well—”

			Out it came. Would Rose take her in?—just till the baby was born—they’d find someone nice to adopt it—Maimie could make excuses to her family—they wouldn’t like it of course,—but they’d never come south—they’d never find out. “If Maimie’s here, he will come here,” thought Rose. But all she said was, “Bring Maimie to me.”

			That was a funny winter. Rose often looked back and smiled at the memory of it. Maimie and she had so little in common, and yet she’d grown fond of the girl, who could help it? Maimie was a magnificent creature, tall, fair, with big blue eyes, and the most winning personality. People couldn’t help adoring her. Everyone in Rose’s household adored her. The cook who disapproved of her. The housemaid who thought she was steering straight for Hell’s fires. Nannie who came a month before the baby was born, learnt the truth, and said she’d leave that night, and stayed for the rest of, her life. The doctor who on a cold December morning brought the little Maimie into the world. “Look,” he said, “here’s a lovely daughter for you,” and was deeply hurt to hear the mother say, “Oh, take the little horror away! Thank God some­ body’s going to adopt it.” But he still worshipped Maimie.

			Rose watched Maimie in the days that followed for a sign that she cared even a little for her baby. There was none.

			The girl was unfeignedly thankful that a ghastly worry was nearly over. She wanted nothing but to know that the baby was safely adopted, and herself in the train on the way to Scotland and respectability.

			“But your baby. Can’t you see, Maimie, some day you’ll want her, you’ll wonder where she is, you’ll miss her, my dear, it isn’t natural what you’re doing. Women were meant to be mothers.” 

			“If you feel like that keep her yourself. A reputation’s a wretched thing to lose. Before the year is out I shall be married—well married—then I mean to have a wonderful time, but until then, no—once bitten, my dear! What kind of a life would I have with that tied on to me,” she would point a disgusted finger at the baby, “you must be mad to suggest it!”

			One day the Brigadier came to them in triumph. He’d found a splendid couple to adopt little Maimie.

			“Cheer up, old lady, it will all be over soon; we shall be out of the wood, we shall never hear of the poor little devil again.”

			Rose was not a maternal woman, but little Maimie’s fate touched her. There must be something of the Brigadier in the baby. It didn’t show, but it must be there.

			“Don’t have her adopted,” she said, “I’ll keep her.”

			Before Maimie left Rose produced a Bible.

			“Laugh if you like, but your baby has got to have something to remember you by. I want you to give her this Bible. Sign your name and address here.”

			Maimie glared at the blank fly-leaf, then she turned to Rose.

			“You must be mad! Here am I moving heaven and earth to hide what I’ve done, and you ask me to give myself away. Leave the child my name and address? I should never feel safe for a moment. Why, she could use it against me at any time.”

			Rose looked at her.

			“Can’t you trust me? I swear as long as I live she shall never have this book, and when I am dead she shall only have it if she’s grown up the sort of person one”—she hesitated—“one can trust to use it discreetly,” she finished lamely.

			Months of being hopelessly miserable had brought Rose strength of character. She hadn’t exactly hardened, but she had grown to a woman. Two years before she could not have persuaded Maimie into saying good-morning, against her will. Now she made her sign the Bible.

			“To little Maimie,” she wrote in her dashing hand. She signed her name in full, and added the address.

			“Thank you.” Rose locked away the book. “You can trust me.”

			Little Maimie settled down in the Cromwell Road. She had a nursery at the top of the house. Rose was sweet to her. Nannie worshipped her. Cook petted her, and was sorry for her. To the housemaid she was a figure of romance.

			Then one spring day when she was nearly one­ and-a-half the Brigadier turned up again.

			He did not come alone. He brought Tania.

			She was the daughter of an extremely wealthy newspaper magnate. He had married a Russian of slightly royal blood. The result was Tania.

			She was crushed but still proud.

			Yes, she’d been an inconceivable idiot. “Imagine it—going to have a baby—I’ve had plenty of men before—how could I have been so careless—God knows—however, there it is—yes, next month—positively boresome!”

			Rose took the Brigadier into another room. “This is getting past a joke; I’m not the Queen

			Charlotte. I’ll take in Tania, I like her, but she is the last. You can have all the Bettys, and Doriss, and Flossies you like, but no one else shall have a baby here.”

			The Brigadier was hurt.

			“You’re getting the teeniest bit hard. You used to be such a soft little thing. Don’t let things make you hard, old lady. Such a pity. Nothing in life is worth it.”

			Rose looked at him. She couldn’t think of anything to say.

			She loved Tania. She was charming. All moods. Up in the clouds one minute, down in the depths the next. She had blue eyes, the Russian high cheek-bones, and shining black hair. She had inherited her father’s quick business brain. From her mother a love of the arts; music, pictures, a piece of good acting, all brought a quick sighing gasp of pleasure. But she was incapable of expressing herself. All she would say was, “Deevy!” or “Too quaint.”

			She was a trouble to look after. Had never done a thing for herself in her life. In some way ordinary doings, such as turning on her bath, or mending her own clothes, hurt her. She said nothing, never complained or asked for help. But a curious flush would rise under her skin, and her whole body express resentment at a world which could expect such common places of her.

			She was a never-ending source of amusement to Rose. Neither of the servants nor Nannie cared for her as they had for Maimie. But they respected her, and treated her as though she were married.

			She was very ill when her baby was born. Her bones were so small. She endured agony for hours. She never moaned. Rose looked in once, and was horrified at the girl’s white tortured face. Tania smiled at her. “Positively too painsome,” she whispered.

			Tania’s baby was also a girl. Little Tania. There was no talk this time of adoption. There was Nannie, there was the nursery. Rose, too, was by that time so fond of the girl she was glad to keep her baby.

			The night before Tania left Rose produced a Bible.

			“She shan’t ever have it during my life,” she explained. “But I like to think that perhaps some day, years and years ahead, she could find you if she really needed you. I made Maimie sign one too.”

			There was a pause. Then Tania’s head dropped on the book. Her sobs grated through the room. “I can’t, Rose, I can’t; I’ve tried, but I can’t give my baby up.”

			She was over-persuaded by the Brigadier. “You can’t ruin your life, old lady, what chance have you with a baby? None. Leave her to Rose.” The next day she went away. The last glimpse Rose ever had of her was a drooping figure in the corner of a taxi. A white face tried to smile at her, it was a gallant effort, but undeceiving. All happiness seemed to have left her.

			Nannie, who was a philosopher, accepted the second baby cheerfully.

			“Very nice for Maimie to have a companion,” After the blue eyes and golden curls of Maimie, she considered the new arrival’s dark eyes and sallow skin a tragedy.

			“It’s easy to see who’s goin’ to be Miss Plain in this nursery,” she said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			A YEAR later the war started. At first it meant nothing to Rose. Rather exciting perhaps. Broke the monotony. Something to talk about. Then suddenly she found she was wanted. She had lived in a trance since that November day when the Brigadier had left her. Nothing to get up for in the mornings. Nothing to do all day. She couldn’t even feel the babies needed her, she was their guardian, but Nannie was their life. Now with the war she was wanted again. A woman she knew asked her to help at an equipment office. Troops, it seemed, were camped everywhere, and there weren’t enough mattresses—palliasses they called them. Rose agreed at once. She understood sewing-machines, she didn’t mind scraping all the skin off her fingers tearing up ticking. She worked for hours at a stretch. Very much wanted. Making new friends every minute. Really happy.

			Such few friends as she possessed had known her history, and had taken her, and her nursery for granted. These new friends presented a difficulty. She wanted to ask them to the Cromwell Road for a hurried meal—between palliasses, so to speak. But the babies!

			She tackled Nannie. “How shall I explain them?”

			“Well, Miss, you’ve nothing to ’ide—they aren’t yours, though that’s what people will say—and that’s ’ard on you, and ’ard on them—if I was you I should think of a good lie and stick to it.”

			“Yes,” said Rose. “I will.”

			“Now who are they?” she puzzled. “Orphans? No, on the whole not orphans, they take such a lot of explaining. “What! both parents dead! Poor little dears, do tell me how it happened.’ No, decidedly not orphans.” She couldn’t face that. “Parents abroad? Yes, that was better.” Parents abroad only live in one place—India.

			She went in search of Nannie. “I’m looking after the babies while their parents are in India.” 

			“And very nice too, many of the best children ’as their parents abroad.”

			“Would you explain all this to Cook and Annie for me, we must all say the same.”

			“You leave ’em to me, Miss,” Nannie replied grimly.

			As it happened, Rose wasn’t called upon for further invention. The babies were admired. The story of India believed. The women who came in and out were always in a rush. In those early war days everyone was far too busy and important to ask questions about babies, unless they happened to be Belgian refugees.

			In the summer of 1915 the Brigadier turned up. He was a most conspicuous and important figure. The papers were full of him. He was worried and anxious. His eyes looked tired. 

			“You know, Rose, one never knows what’s going to happen these days—a lot of my money was in shows abroad—I’m damned poor now­ but you’ll be all right—I’ve seen a lawyer about you—this house is yours—you can do what you like with it—leave it where you like—and there’s enough money settled on you to bring you in about five hundred a year whatever happens to me.”

			“And the babies?”

			That was the trouble. The money he had settled on her was all he had to settle. The rest was tied up in Grace. Of course as long as he lived he would see they were all right. Send money as usual. But if anything should happen to him, she’d have to get someone to adopt the children.

			Rose questioned him about himself. Gently probed to see if Tania still held the field.

			He looked ashamed. He’d left Tania.

			“Took it terribly hard, poor little devil—didn’t seem to understand that you can’t force love­ when it’s dead it’s dead.”

			Then was there someone else?

			The Brigadier’s face lit up. His eyes ceased to be tired. He’d fallen in love, he said, as he’d never fallen before.

			“Imagine it, Rose—me a staid old soldier—and I’ve fallen for a golden-haired dancer—I might be a subaltern.”

			The golden-haired dancer was apparently called Daisy. She lived in Balham. Just got her first part. Had always been in the chorus before.

			“By Jove Rose, that girl can dance.”

			He didn’t get much leave now, but all he could scrounge he spent with Daisy.

			“You two must meet some day—you’d love each other.”

			Rose went up to the nursery. She picked up baby Tania and sat her on her knee. Afterwards Nannie told Cook she had never before seen Miss Howard take such an interest in Tania.

			She couldn’t know that somehow Rose hoped to comfort the mother by loving the baby.

			One night early in 1916 the door bell rang. Cook answered it. Money had been so scarce lately that Annie had been dispensed with.

			Afterwards describing the scene to Nannie, Cook would say:

			“And there ’e stood, but that white and queer­-looking I declare to you I didn’t know ’im ’e’d a bundle in ’is arms. ‘Fetch Miss ’oward quick,’ ’e says to me all of a gasp like. And I runs for Miss ’oward Down the stairs she comes like a streak. Looks in ’is face. ‘Oh my dear,’ she says all lovin’ like, ‘what is it? ’oo’s ’urt you?’ ‘It’s Daisy,’ ’e says, ‘she’s dead, and she’s left me this.’ ’e pulls back the shawl from the bundle in ’is arms. And believe me or believe me not, there lay a baby girl. ‘Cook,’ says Miss ’oward, all as casual as though babies came to our ’ouse every day—”

			“Which in a manner of speaking they do,” Nannie would interrupt.

			“‘Take this baby up to the nursery, and give ’er to Nannie. Tell ’er I’ll explain later.’ With that she pops Daisy here in me arms. Leads the gentleman into the drawing-room. And shuts the door.”

			Poor Brigadier. Life had caught him at last.

			Hurrying home to spend his few days’ leave with his Daisy, he arrived to find her dead.

			Her father had told him just what he thought of him, and had pushed the baby into his arms.

			“Take her. She’s yours. Our Daisy was everything to us, you’ve killed her. We don’t want any brat of yours about the place to remind us of you.”

			The Brigadier went back to France.

			“Come and see me off, Rose. I’ve a sort of feeling this is the end. I shan’t come back.”

			Rose arrived at Victoria in the early hours of the morning. It was dreary and cold. The station was shrouded in grey mist. On the platform everyone was cheerful, with that dreadful smile that is entirely an action of the mouth, and can be continued however large the lump in the throat. Mothers chatted to their sons. Wives to their husbands. Sisters to their brothers. All curiously restrained. Grown-up boys going back to a school they didn’t care about—nothing more.

			The Brigadier arrived late.

			“Bless you, Rose. God bless you, my dear. Good-bye.”

			He got into the train. It slowly steamed away. She turned to go. Her eyes were full of tears. She couldn’t see properly and bumped into a girl. She murmured her apologies. But the girl didn’t hear, she seemed frozen, staring at the bend where she had last seen the train. Suddenly she grew conscious of Rose, she tried to speak, but only a cracked whisper came.

			Rose never knew what the girl had said. But that morning in Victoria Station she understood war.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			THE sudden appearance of little Daisy caused a slight fracas in the nursery.

			On the evening of her arrival, after the Brigadier had left, Rose had gone up to examine the baby. She found its little crumpled red body lying face downwards on Nannie’s flannel-aproned knee.

			Nannie, holding an enormous powder-puff, looked up as Rose came in.

			“I was ’opin’ you’d come up, Miss. This is too much, this is.”

			She angrily shook a shower of “Fuller’s Earth” on Daisy’s underneath.

			“I know, Nannie, but what can I do? Here she is.”

			Rose looked helplessly at Daisy.

			“’Tisn’t right. ‘ Ere are we, Maimie four-and-a-’alf. Tania nearly three. Old enough as you might say to know what’s what. And suddenly down you pops this little fly-by-night, come by God knows ’ow. ’Tain’t right.”

			“Oh, but Nannie, they’re half-sisters.”

			“And ’oo’s the Mother? That’s what I likes to know in my nursery. Miss Anybody for all we knows.”

			“I believe she was a dancer.” 

			“So I should say.”

			Nannie snorted in disgust.

			“Just the sort of Mother I should expect. Blessed lamb!” she added to the baby.

			Rose was worried.

			“After all,” she said; “the other mothers were—”

			Nannie interrupted.

			“As nice a pair of young ladies as you could wish. If unfortunate. If I lives to be a hundred I’ll always speak well of Miss Maimie. Speak as you find I say. As for Miss Tania: well, she was quite the little lady. As I often says to Cook, it was ’ard to believe she ’adn’t got no wedding-ring. And now this! A dancer indeed!”

			Nannie bristling with indignation pulled a tiny vest over Daisy’s unprotesting little head.

			“Well, Nannie, if that’s how you feel, she must go.”

			“Go! ’oo said go? She’s come, an’ she must stay. But she starts with a nasty ’andicap, po’r little thin’. An’ there’s one thing I do say: come by as she’s been, let’s start ’er decent. Christened she must be to-morrow mornin’. It didn’t so much matter for the others leavin’ it a week or two. But for one startin’ life as this one starts, you can’t be too careful.”

			Rose got to her feet.

			“Right, Nannie. I’ll arrange for it first thing to-morrow morning. And you must be god-mother.” This was a stroke of genius. The last words Rose heard as she shut the door were:

			“Godmother indeed. Blessed lamb!”

			The summer of 1916 passed peaceably over the Cromwell Road. Rose worked hard at her equipment office. The babies cooed and quarrelled in the nursery.

			But money was growing short.

			“I must find paid work in the autumn,” Rose thought.

			Before the autumn the Brigadier died.

			He died, according to the papers, from pneumonia. Actually it was from exhaustion; he had been terribly overworked. Perhaps too he wasn’t very anxious to live.

			His death was on every tongue. His face on every placard.

			Rose sent for Nannie and Cook.

			“Both of you have been with me so long, that you know the secrets in this house. Maimie is now five, and very quick—”

			“Sharp as a needle,” agreed Cook.

			“I don’t want the children ever to know who their father was. If they ask you awkward questions please just say that he was a soldier.”

			“And died for ’is country like a ’ero,” added Nannie.

			Rose smiled sadly.

			“Yes, you can say that if you like. Only never his name. You understand, don’t you?”

			The death of the Brigadier made Rose feel curiously isolated. It was as though the raison d’etre of her life had gone. She cared. But more as a spectator than as the person to whom some­ thing had happened. His leaving her, had happened so long ago. His leaving the earth couldn’t take him further from her.

			Money grew really scarce. The Brigadier’s shares had fallen. The five hundred a year he had settled on Rose proved to be a doubtful four.

			Rose looked round for paid work, and instantly thought of munitions. Fabulous stories were abroad as to what women earned in munitions.

			“If others can do it, why not me?” she thought. She got a job gauging in a fuse factory. The gaugers were not as well paid as the women who worked the lathes, but they sat for their work. As they worked in shifts of twelve hours, Rose knew her earning days would be short if she was expected to stand.

			She worked from seven in the morning until seven at night for a fortnight. Then reversed, and worked from seven at night till seven in the morning.

			She went to work on a workmen’s train. And whether working by night, or working by day, returned so tired that she had time for nothing but to fall thankfully into the bath Nannie had ready for her. And to eat quite unconsciously any food set before her.

			She struggled daily with thousands of other workers through a police-guarded gate. She had a numbered disc, which checked her time-keeping. She wore a dreary khaki apron and cap. She became with the passing months almost an automaton. The ferrules of millions of fuses passed through her fingers. She gauged them all, and either rejected them or passed them on.

			There were pleasant little pauses in the work. The ten minutes that was on day-shift breakfast, and on night-shift tea. The hour for dinner. The half-hour for tea on day-shift, and breakfast on night.

			There were curious long nights when her eye­ lids seemed to weigh a ton. Nothing would keep them open. When she would start back from depths of sleep as the overseer banged a hammer on the table.

			There was the roar, roar, roar, of the thousand lathes. The curious smell of hot brass. The queer hootings outside from strange little engines. A hooting which when she heard it in after-days, always brought back the war.

			The nights when there were air-raids. The sudden bray of the warning hooter. The curious silence that followed, as the power was turned off, and the straps stood still.

			The hurrying and running with everyone else to get under the concrete roof. The half-hour of waiting that followed. The distant booming of the guns, nearer and nearer. The smashing sound as pieces from the anti-aircraft shells fell through the glass roof. The chitter-chatter of the machine-guns. The pause as the enemy passed on to central London. The feeling of cold and exhaustion now that the excitement was over. The terror of falling asleep in case the rats ran over you. The distant booming beginning again. The enemy passing overhead. The half­ hour wait. Then up with the lights. The roar, roar, roar of the straps. Cold and exhausted back to work.

			She stood it for a year, and then was caught by the influenza epidemic. Coming in from work one day, she fainted in the hall.

			Nannie, in spite of three babies, nursed her wonderfully. But she was quite ill. And it was a fortnight before she really sat up, and paid attention to life. Then it was the thought of the money she was missing that pulled her together.

			“Nannie,” she said, “I must get back to work on Monday.”

			“We’ll see,” Nannie humoured her.

			“We won’t do anything of the kind, it’s a case of must. I’ve been having a doctor and medicine. Where’s the money coming from?”

			Nannie sat down on the end of the bed. “It’s time you an’ me ’ad a talk,” she said.

			Nannie, it seemed, in the proud position of friend of the mothers of two of the babies, and godmother to the third baby, considered herself in a position to dictate about the future.

			“Things needs lookin’ into. Maimie’s nearly six, and sharp as a cartload of monkeys. Tania’s four. There’s Daisy on me ’ands, me nurseries to do, and what time I ’as left for givin’ a ’and to Cook. It can’t go on. Cook can’t do all the ’ouse alone, and it’s time Maimie ’ad a bit of teachin’, and it wouldn’t do Tania no ’arm neither. I’ve taught ’em their prayers, an’ that’s about all. The children’s ignorant, an’ the ’ouse downright dirty. Now what? ‘Let!’ says Cook. And let! says I. ’ere’s all the ’otels full, ’ere’s ’alf the ’ouse empty. Take in a nice couple. Or two young ladies. Or even two gents. Give ’em bedsitting-rooms on the second floor, where your bedroom and the spare bedroom is now. And send Maimie an’ Tania to school. That leaves me free so I can give a ’and to Cook. An’ out of what the lodgers pays ’ave a woman in now an’ then to ’elp with the cleanin’ an’ that.”

			“School?” Rose looked thoughtful. “Aren’t schools terribly expensive?”

			“They are, an’ they aren’t, so to speak. An’ you’ve no cause to be flyin’ ’igh. I’ve found a very nice school not far from ’ere. Very moderate it is. An’ very nice little children I seen go in an’ out.”

			Rose was impressed.

			“Well, Nannie, you have been looking about. Do you think perhaps Daisy could go to school too, or is she too young?”

			Nannie snorted with indignation.

			“Maybe, with your munitions, an’ your illness an’ that, you’re forgettin’. Daisy’s one year an’ eight months No school would take ’er at that age. Per’aps, Miss, you thought of sending the blessed lamb to a creche?”

			“Of course not, Nannie; how dreadful of me. I never remember their ages.”

			Rose did not go back to the factory for a month.

			During that time she found two girls to take her rooms.

			They were friends, working for the Y.M.C.A.

			They had been living in great discomfort in a hostel, and were delighted with the Cromwell Road. Rose also examined the school. It was not the class of school she had been at herself. But she was charmed with the headmistress. The education was very thorough—terrifyingly so,

			Rose thought. She spoke vaguely of the children as her wards, and said she might send them to the kindergarten next term.

			In the nursery Rose confided a difficulty to Nannie.

			“If we send the babies to school, what are we going to call them?”

			Maimie was standing by the window. She turned round and came to Rose.

			“At school, Howdy, they will call us by our name.”

			All the babies called Rose “Howdy.” It was a relic of the older Maimie. It avoided the usual “Aunt.” In that house it was a mistake to stress imaginary relationships.

			Rose put her arm round Maimie. “What name, darling?”

			Tania’s little sallow face looked up at Rose from her other knee. She had a curious fastidious aloofness. So very like her mother, Rose often thought. Now the child stood by her, but wouldn’t touch her.

			“By our Paver’s name in course.” Rose was puzzled.

			“What name, darling?” 

			“Whichart, in course.”

			Rose must have looked hopelessly fogged, because Maimie said kindly as one helping an imbecile:

			“Our Father Whichart.”

			“In Heaven, you know,” Tania added.

			Rose looked helplessly at Nannie, who for once was nonplussed. But Maimie continued firmly: “Everybody takes their Father’s name. Cook told me so. So I’m Maimie Whichart. And Tania’s Tania Whichart. And that—.”

			She pointed a scornful finger at the youthful Daisy, who was crawling rapidly across the nursery floor.

			“That is Daisy Whichart.”

			Rose looked at Nannie.

			“Out of the mouths of babes,” she murmured.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			MAIMIE and Tania went to the kindergarten. At once Nannie found herself in difficulties.

			Maimie asked:

			“Have me an’ Tania a pension? I expect we must have. There’s lots of children at our school whose fathers were killed in the war, and they all has pensions.”

			“So ’ave you, no doubt.”

			Nannie carefully felt her ground.

			“That’ll be what Miss ’oward pays for your schoolin’ with.”

			A day or two later Maimie asked:

			“Are we orphans? They asked me that in school, an’ I said I thought my mother died when I was a teeny weeny baby, ’cos I’d never seen her. And Miss Jones laughed an’ said she thought I’d got that wrong somehow ’cos I’d got two younger sisters. When did our mother die?”

			Nannie fell weakly back on an old slogan of the nursery:

			“Them as asks no questions, won’t be told no lies,” she said severely.

			“Which means as you don’t know,” Maimie retorted.

			That night when the tired Rose had bathed, and was eating her dinner in bed, Nannie came in.

			“Can I have a few words with you, Miss?”

			Nannie poured forth her tale of woe.

			“An’ what was I to say? Maimie’s no fool, you can’t put ’er off all any’ow like you could a year ago. It’s my belief the only way is to tell them the truth.” 

			Rose was horrified.

			“Surely not, Nannie. What can little children understand of such things?”

			“Little children isn’t what they was. And neither Maimie nor Tania’s ordinary children neither,” Nannie added proudly.

			On the following Sunday Rose decided to have a talk with the children.

			She was in bed. She sent for Maimie and Tania, who scrambled up beside her. They were full of conversation, and told her about their school. Maimie said she was very backward.

			“Imagine it, Howdy. Other children as old as me have read and written for years, and years, an’ years, an’ here’s me six an’ nearly two months an’ can’t read a word.”

			Tania joined in:

			“Yes, an’ me an’ Maimie in one form, there isn’t anyone else as big as Maimie in our form.”

			Maimie said:

			“Miss Jones said she never did see two sisters so unlike, an’ I said she should see Daisy as she’s unliker still.”

			“I like Miss Jones,” Tania added, “she called me ‘Brown Eyed Sue,’ an’ she asked me where I got my black hair from. But I didn’t say nothing, ’cos I didn’t know.”

			Maimie broke in:

			“Silly! You was borned with it of course.”

			“Wasn’t she, Howdy?”

			“Miss Jones meant,” Rose explained, “did you get it from your father or your mother.”

			“An’ which did I?” asked Tania, interested at once.

			“From your mother, darling. You are all much more like your mothers than your father.”

			Rose carefully accentuated the plural, but neither child noticed.

			“But you have your father’s eyes, Tania.” 

			“Oh, Howdy!” Maimie exclaimed, “that does remind me. Are we orphans? I asked Nannie, but she’s silly; she doesn’t know. Are we?”
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