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			PROLOGUE

			THE OFFICE smelt of fug and a peculiarly revolting form of moth preventative. The three women bent over their desks had the stupid, strained look brought on by mildly enduring the fuel shortage and heavily enduring saying nothing about it. The van driver came in. She did not believe in reticence, as she took off her gloves she blew on her fingers. The eyes of the three other women rose, looking dimly shocked at this manifestation of slipping morale. There were a number of bundles of clothing on the floor. The van driver pushed one with her foot.

			“When I take these things to the nursery school this morning, I’ll look in on that Carrol woman at Palting and see if she’s turned out her barn yet.”

			Cold, fug and tasks which, however necessary to winning a war, seen in lower moments seemed fiddling, had left the women with little energy for interests outside their immediate duty, but Mrs. Carrol was to them all of outstanding interest. The three faces under hair grey, brown and mid-brown took on an inward speculating look.

			“She must have been simply lovely,” said Brown-hair, “and still is in a way.”

			Grey-hair smiled.

			“She must be forty, of course, and looks it, but real beauty never dies, it’s bone structure; hers is exquisite, that’s why she’ll be worth looking at as long as she lives.”

			Mid-mouse had not only no looks but a pale personality. She prevented herself from minding these things by remembering at frequent intervals that in the sight of God all people are equal. She had to remind herself of this with peculiar fervour every time she was near Myra Carrol, and had a sneaking hope that the same time she was reminding God too, as it was a point which she suspected heaven overlooked. Nothing seemed harder to bear in life than the existence of women whose charms were accepted as a matter of course by other women.

			“Beauty hasn’t done much for her. I mean, her husband’s very ordinary, though of course he’s going to be a peer. I suppose that was why.”

			Grey-hair tried hard to like and understand all her staff, but there were moments when she felt it would be nice if Mid-mouse gave her services to some other sphere.

			“We’ve only seen him since he’s been ill.”

			Mid-mouse never noticed inflections intended to repress her.

			“I don’t think she’s all that good-looking myself, and she looks every day of her age, and if she’s been so beautiful I should have thought she could have caught someone more interesting.”

			The distaste felt by the other three hung in the air like a fog. The van driver raised herself from sorting the bundles on the floor.

			“You do say filthy things. Of course, I’m not married and you three are, but I should have thought that caught was a pretty cheap word, and that it stands out a mile that Mrs. Carrol married for love, look at the way she slaves to make that man happy.”

			Brown-hair’s eyes were puzzled.

			“Why else would you marry except for love?”

			Grey-hair cupped her chin on her folded hands.

			“I think it’s lovely to see a woman like that. However much you were in love when you married, that kind of illness must be a shocking strain. She’s a real example of ‘for better, for worse.’”

			The door opened and a pilot officer came in. Brown-hair sprang up and flung herself at him. Had he got leave? How heavenly! The boy shook hands all round.

			“I hope,” he said to Grey-hair, “you aren’t awfully rushed and can spare her.”

			Grey-hair beamed at him.

			“We aren’t, and if we were, naturally she could be spared. As a matter of fact, you caught us gossiping.”

			He put his arm round his wife.

			“What about?”

			“Mrs. Carrol.”

			He raised an enquiring eyebrow.

			“What’s she been up to?”

			His wife leant against him.

			“Nothing. She’s going to turn out the barn.”

			“We hope,” the van driver put in. “She’s promised to for weeks. Amongst other things she’s looking for a high-chair and what-not for you.”

			Brown-hair was shy of mention of her future offspring. Not so her husband.

			“Good. She’s a grand woman. She’ll do anything for anybody, and with a husband like that she’s got enough on her hands, God knows.”

			Mid-mouse pursed her lips.

			“None of us can tell what crosses we all bear. Some of us may have very heavy ones of which we never complain.”

			He looked entertained.

			“If you mean Mrs. Carrol makes a song and dance about her troubles, it’s not true. I take a bet no one in this room has ever heard her speak about herself at all.”

			There was a moment’s silence while they turned over his words.

			Myra Carrol, thought Grey-hair, living at Palting as a war arrangement, a sick husband and a boy flying; entertaining, willing to do anything she could, but very seldom seen. A curious woman, once seen never forgotten. She gripped the imagination. There had been gossip when she first came, but obviously it was all lies.

			“They all make a fuss of her because of her looks,” thought Mid-mouse, “and they’re not much now she’s getting on. Anyway, beauty’s only skin deep. Of course she’s got charm, but I never trust that myself. I shouldn’t wonder, for all she seems so respectable, that she’s got a story, that sort of way she has, often means something queer.”

			Brown-hair remembered a day when she had met Myra Carrol shopping. Myra had an air as if she found everything funny, but her words were kind. “You look pale, my dear.” Then evidently she had read the answer on her face. “A baby, is it? Are you pleased?” Brown-hair had not supposed anybody would not be pleased at having a baby and said so. Myra Carrol did not answer for a moment and then said: “How gloriously normal you and your husband are. It’s a great advantage.” Then she had squeezed her arm, and murmuring something about her petrol ration had got into her car and driven off.

			The van driver was thinking of her last talk to Mrs. Carrol about her barn. She had made, she thought, a good appeal for old linoleum, and the kitchen table and the hundred and one other things needed in the area. Mrs. Carrol had listened very seriously but with a smile at the back of her eyes. “I know,” she said, “it’s awful of me. Were you ever afraid of bears in a cupboard under the stairs?” The van driver had been puzzled. “What on earth are you talking about?” Mrs. Carrol had laughed. “I’m an idiot, of course, you wouldn’t know about bears either under the stairs or anywhere else.” Then she had promised once more that one day soon she would turn out the barn.

			The airman remembered a day about a year before. He was on leave and had been driving to fetch the rations, and had met Mrs. Carrol out walking, and had offered her a lift. She had looked, he had noticed, most ghastly ill. They had talked about his wife. They had talked of the weather, of food and everything except whatever it was she was thinking about. When she got out of the car she had apologised. She was afraid she was rather distrait but she had just had bad news, at least, last night. He had stammered and said he hoped it wasn’t a death. He remembered Myra Carrol’s face quite clearly as if he still saw it, and heard her voice. “Death! Oh, no. Death is not by any means the worst thing that can happen. If you boys in the Air Force let yourselves think, which I dare say in these times you hardly ever do, you must have arrived at that interesting fact.” The car had moved then and she had said, “Happy landings.”

			“Well,” said the van driver, “I’ll be off and call on the lady, and I won’t leave her until I see her actually into the barn.”

			Brown-hair was half out of the door.

			“Give her my love.”

			“And mine,” said the airman.

			Grey-hair bent over a bundle of papers.

			“Tell her from me how much our hopes are centred on that barn.”

			Mid-mouse noisily put a piece of paper in the typewriter.

			“Enough time has been wasted on Mrs. Carrol for one morning.”

			Grey-hair sighed at the thought of the smallness of the office and the probable duration of the war during which proximity to Mid-mouse must be endured, but her voice, though reproving, was gentle.

			“And no one would be more surprised at time wasted on thinking about her than Mrs. Carrol.”

		

	
		
			THE STORY

			MYRA CARROL, with much straining, opened the doors of the barn. It was said to be dry, but a fusty smell hit her nostrils. She had wrapped herself in all the wool she possessed and had put on her Glastonbury boots, yet even so she shivered; it was pleasant to get in out of the wind, but the chill in the barn was of that type which seems to have weight.

			The barn had electric light. Myra switched it on. Two cobwebby globes shone wanly. The light showed the barn to be crammed; packing cases, pieces of furniture bound in sacking, and a mass of what on the removers’ lists had been entered as “Miscellaneous”.

			Myra looked at a paper in her hand. There, neatly typed, were the pressing needs of the office. It struck her, as often before, what queer things were required to win a war. Why, she marvelled, did anybody want “Towel-horses (as many as possible)”? In peace time nobody asked for even one towel-horse. Why “tin baths or large tubs”? Nobody had owned tin baths since the beginning of the century, and what were they wanted for now? Then her wandering eye caught, not only something she knew she had, but something she thought she could find. “A rocking-horse or anything like that for that new wartime nursery.”

			Myra sang, “A rocking-horse for that new wartime nursery,” to the tune of “Oh, God our help in ages past.” She had learnt that if you sing you think less, not to mention that you give to those who listen the idea that you are gay, or at least, though she frequently misused hymn tunes, spiritually minded. Either desirable as helping to disguise the truth. A woman singing about her chores could not be a woman who had lost the capacity to feel, whose heart was as dead as yesterday’s cinder.

			“A rocking-horse for that new wartime nursery.” It did not fit the tune well, the “for that” and “wartime” had to be scurried over. She took her torch out of her pocket and peered between two crates. There was something at the back there. She squeezed between them and felt the shape under the sacking. No, it was not the rocking-horse. She squeezed further, she was most uncomfortably squashed but she was able to lift the sacking in one place. It was something of metal, iron apparently, black, and then, as her fingers rubbed its edge, she knew it. The years disappeared. The nursery guard. Black bars that held her away from the leaping scarlet and gold land of lanes, mountains, goblin faces and beckoning fingers. In front of that guard she could remember a furry rug, herself in frilled muslin and coral beads, and almost breathless voices saying: “Oh, isn’t she lovely!”

			“Isn’t she lovely!” The words might have been spoken out loud. They had an astringent effect on Myra. Her babyhood faded. That phrase which had dominated her life brought her straight back to the barn. She forced her way through the crates and, by climbing over some boxes, reached the other end of the guard, and pulling and pushing dragged it into the open. The wartime nursery could have it or, if not wanted for that, it should be salvage. As she pulled, she remembered showing the guard to the monthly nurse who had come to relieve her of John. The monthly nurse seldom attended lesser confinements than those of the wives of dukes; she had only come to Myra because her face was so famous that talk about her would brighten the lyings-in of the highly born, and even of royalty, for the next year or two. The nurse had looked at the guard and her face had curled with disdain. “Really!” she had thought, “the way these plebeian women go on!” A fender like that and worse was, of course, quite in place in the nurseries of the great, but you did expect every modern convenience in the homes of the upper middle, in fact who else were modern conveniences for? John had never seen the old fire guard. If it came to that, it was many years before he had seen a coal fire. He and the other two had been brought up electrically. Heat, water, cooking and all. They had a fire guard, of course, a nice glittering chromium-plated affair. Myra had never wondered where the old guard had got to, for she had not missed it. Nurse had not liked too much visiting in her nursery, and Myra, blown about on the phrase “isn’t she lovely!”, had allowed herself not to be bothered.

			Myra cleared a space for her finds. She stood the fire guard in it, and went off with her torch. She hummed “I’ve found the old fire guard” to the tune of “Over the Sea to Sky.” The picture was stacked with a lot more junk against a clothes’ basket. It fell forward. Myra picked it up. It was of an angel dressed in voluminous scarlet robes, industriously practising on her harp. Obviously harp playing had not been her earthly vocation, for there was the anxious strained look on her face of the poor musician hoping not to let down the orchestra, and still less to catch the ear of the conductor.

			The picture hung in the Devonshire schoolroom and there, at the schoolroom table, sat Miss Fogetty. Teaching, perhaps more than any other profession, should be taken up because the teacher desires above everything else to teach. Connie Fogetty belonged to that large class of teachers who teach because there has not been the money and, more important, the personal driving power, to carry them into the profession they would have chosen. Connie Fogetty had wanted to be a doctor, but she had not wanted violently enough. Her father, a parson, was poor, and in a muddled-thinking way did not really approve of professions for women. If women must work, he liked it to be at something which was clearly only a fill-time between the schoolroom and marriage. Connie Fogetty had been sent to a school endowed to help the daughters of poor clergy. The endowment was insufficient, which necessitated low living, for which the school attempted to atone by high thinking. Connie could have won scholarships, did in fact win one, which would have been the first step to her medical training, but she threw it up, unable to face the effort. It would have been a long effort, against poverty of the making-do sort, and the even more soul-destroying home atmosphere of lack of understanding. To avoid mental friction, she snatched at a sudden offer and accepted a post as governess. Before she left school she had a talk with her headmistress. This headmistress had in her veins the germ of greatness; it had never been given nourishment and lay dormant. She was of the type to go for her beliefs unfalteringly, to be stoned or to face a firing squad. As it happened, her belief was in learning. She believed every mind had the right to be trained to think, and having learnt this art, of being free to think along what lines it would. Since she worked in the scholastic world, and more especially in a school where the pupils came from an income level which meant a sacrifice to have them educated, she naturally had no one with whom to argue, far less to stone her. Born at a different date she might have been canonized. She had no idea she hankered after martyrdom, but like any other deprived of their proper outlet, she was conscious of frustration.

			Connie came to her headmistress expecting praise for her well-conducted school days, for her scholarship nobly renounced in favour of immediate help for her home, for a career tossed aside with a sweet smile and stiff upper lip. It was odd that she could so utterly have misread the mind of her headmistress. What she received was a positive cascade of scalding words. Belief, even a misfounded belief, in the purity of your motives, can act as a mackintosh to scalding words; the headmistress’s seemed to act so with Connie. Her words apparently slid off, but this was only in effect; actually every sentence remained in Connie’s subconsciousness, unlooked at, unthought of, not even turned over, until years later they were brought to mind for Myra, and found to have rooted and become a part of her being.

			“Sit down, Constance.” (Nicknames were not used.) The headmistress was wearing a fawn dress, of no known fashion but fitting as if she had been melted and poured into it. A fine wired net held up her chin. Pince-nez were on her nose. Her hair, neat enough to make everyone who came in front of her fumble to tidy their own, was rolled off her face. Before she spoke, she seemed to collect not only herself but her whole body. “You wished to be a doctor, I think.”

			Connie sorted her face muscles and pulled them into lines of humility.

			“Yes.”

			Then it came, like a crack of lightning across an apparently serene sky. Connie was told that she had disgraced all that the school stood for. Not because she had given up her scholarship, not because she had thrown up her chosen profession, but because she did these things from mental laziness, she was drifting, there was no clear thinking about her actions. She heard of how many muddled, incompetent lives were lived because they were without aim, how many people meandered through their threescore years and ten saying “if.” “I would have done so-and-so if . . . ” The word freedom had been so dinned into Connie during her school life that she was almost deaf to it, but spoken in the tone used on that last interview it was different. “You have started badly, Constance, but you are still free. You have a good mind when you like to use it. All lives are full of crossroads such as the one you have just passed. You have not stopped, you have not looked, you have let your feet guide you. Never let that happen again. Whatever road you take, however wrong it may appear to others, let it be selected as the result of your free unbiased thought.”

			It was nearly thirty years later that Myra passed into Connie’s care. Myra’s mother was delicate and could afford to give in to it. She spent a lot of time chasing the sun. Both Myra’s parents were enormously proud of her, but they worshipped each other to such an extent that Myra could merely edge into their hearts. She was, therefore, from the age of eight practically Connie’s child.

			Some professions are like an ice slide; start on them and you cannot stop. Governessing is one of these. Connie would gladly have been almost anything but a governess, but she skidded from job to job, unable from lack of will-power to brake for long enough to set off in a new direction. Nevertheless, as she went in and out of different homes, apparently unassuming, obviously hoping to be mistaken for part of the schoolroom furniture, she was developing. From one doing her duty, teaching her charges to read, write, and take a dim interest in their national history and the map of the world, she began to care about the form of their minds and characters. It was foolish to care too much; parents had their own ideas and a nonconforming governess was soon dismissed. Connie had suffered by the time she reached Myra and took her seat under the picture of the angel.

			For all that she meant to Myra, Connie never understood the child because she missed one of the ruling factors of Myra’s existence. Her beauty. Neatness was Connie’s goal. If a hair blew becomingly loose she forced it back with a pin. Cosmetics were not suitable to her position so her face had to “make do” as God made it, and not even in its youth was it the sort of face that could stand “making do”. By the time she reached middle-age, faces had become to her just a thing you had, and their effect on others never crossed her mind.

			Myra’s face, almost from birth, was breath removing. Like the majority of the really beautiful, she was completely lacking in vanity, and, equally like other beauties, she used her face as a boxer uses his fists. She had wide apart eyes of a miraculous blue overhung with black lashes. She was still a baby when she became aware what those eyes and lashes could obtain. Why make an effort when, with a smile and an upward glance, you could have anything you liked from anybody.

			Connie arrived at night to take up the post of teaching Myra. She had a talk with the child’s father and mother, during which she heard at intervals the statement that Myra was a very pretty child. Most of her pupils had been considered that by their parents, so the remark was to Connie as much a part of schoolroom life as dripping cake.

			Nannie was still in command in the nursery, so Myra ate up there, and Connie ate in her own sitting-room, so it was that the two met for the first time in the schoolroom. Nannie brought the child in and both she and Myra waited for the intake of breath followed by the purring tone which was Myra’s customary reception. Connie held out her hand, she did not believe in kissing as a habit, and said briskly: “Good-morning.” Nobody shook Myra’s hand; she felt puzzled and thrown out of her stride; so did Nannie, who already resented a governess coming to the house and now felt her charge was being insulted. She said: “Miss Myra comes to me for milk at eleven, don’t you, dearie?” Connie, who had learnt last night that Myra was to lose Nannie as soon as it could be done painlessly, agreed smiling. As the door shut on Nannie’s curved behind surmounted by its crisp apron bow, Connie moved to the table and sat in the chair under the angel. She pointed to the chair facing her.

			“Sit there, dear.” She drew a sheet of paper towards her. “Now we must make out our time-table.”

			Myra had been having lessons in a haphazard way from the vicar’s sister. The lessons were a farce, for the vicar’s sister knew little and had no ability to pass on such fragments as she did know. All the same Myra had learnt just enough to tell her what bored her. The making of the time-table was a contest. Myra used every trick she knew, and a fine variety had by this time become natural to her. Connie asking: “Are you fond of history? Do you like geography?” registered the glittering smile, the peering up at her from under Myra’s eyelashes, the head held first on one side and then on the other, and made a mental note: “This child is shy and nervous.” She was therefore amazed when suddenly Myra burst into a howl that was clearly caused by rage.

			“My dear child!” Connie’s voice was shocked, for she never allowed her children to be uncontrolled. “Whatever’s the matter?”

			Myra choked back a sob.

			“That beastly time-table!”

			“What’s wrong with it?”

			“It’s the way you want it and not the way I do.”

			There was such an imperious note in Myra’s voice that Connie was interested.

			“That’s how it should be. Children have to be told what to do, you know.”

			“Not me. I always do exactly what I want and I always will.”

			Connie had her mouth open to reprove, not harshly, of course, because this was her first day and new brooms must sweep cautiously, and it was at that second that the scene with her headmistress flung itself out of her subconsciousness, and hung in front of her as clear visually and orally as if it were a talking picture. There was a pause while she recalled it.

			“Why should you always do what you wish?”

			Myra fought against lack of words and lack of understanding, but after a short struggle there burst from her:

			“Because I’m me.”

			Connie had taken to spectacles for close work. She took them off to have a better look at Myra. The corn-coloured hair did not register with her, and less observant eyes could easily have missed the child’s beauty, for her face was red with temper and puffy with aggression. Connie considered her. A person so violently individualistic at eight might surely be trained, if care were taken, to be free in the way of which her headmistress had dreamed. Of course it was early days yet to find out. Connie felt like a patch of dry land which after years is in process of being irrigated. The full glory of what had been given her came in small bursts of thought. “The mother expressly said that she wouldn’t interfere.” “The father said what they wanted was somebody to take complete charge.” “I’m a bit rusty on modern methods. I could get some books.” “The child, to all intents and purposes, is mine.” She patted the time-table.

			“Don’t scowl like that. We’ll go through this again. I’m quite prepared to alter it. Even a child of your age has tastes. Everything has to be studied, of course, but there’s no reason why distasteful subjects should be next to each other. Now, Monday, Scripture is followed by arithmetic, and then we have reading. Would you like me to alter the order? We could put reading in the middle and arithmetic to finish up with.”

			Myra was swimming in new waters. For eight years she had been treated by all as a lovely baby. Now she was being expected to think and make sensible answers, and she was not being called darling, or petted. She was flattered at the grown-up suggestion, but she could not get away from her nature. She got off her chair and came to Connie, and leant against hers. Connie misread the move.

			“I’ll read this again. Bring your chair beside mine.”

			Connie had been like an aspidistra that had not been watered. From her first day with Myra she was a new plant, still, of course, an aspidistra, but such beauty as is possible to an aspidistra in the way of glossy leaves, and an air of well-being, was hers. In as far as a governess’s position in a house is ever easy, hers was. The staff accepted the fact that Myra had to have a governess, and if such had to be, then “that Miss Fogetty” was probably about as little trouble as you could find. In her early days in the house there was a concerted effort to keep her in her place, but Connie, from painful experience, knew to a whisker what that place was, and never budged from it. Even Nannie’s departure passed off happily. Connie knew only too well that a nurse or, indeed, any other member of the staff, might have scarcely a friend during their term of office, but if they were leaving because of the coming of a new and rather superior type of employee, then their cause would be taken up by the entire household, and they would be hurriedly endowed with every lovable quality, and the newcomer be solely to blame for their departure. Nannie had not had a nursery maid, and was what the advertisements call “Nursery waited on,” which meant she expected tireless service, and had caused much friction. This would naturally have been forgotten when her departure was caused by Connie, but cook had a niece. Miriam was wrapped in mystery. She was brought up by cook’s mother and was supposed to be the child of cook’s sister, who had always had a way with men. Against this, every stitch that Miriam wore had to be provided by cook, and children’s fashions and giving a hand with young Miriam’s things was part of the life of the staff sitting-room. It was admitted that cook was good-hearted, and, of course, if her sister would not do her duty by the child, then someone else must. All the same, it was queer the way cook’s mother took it for granted cook would look after Miriam, and there was doubt who did the paying, for cook never had a penny to spare. With Nannie going, Miriam was to be maid to Myra. It was so excellent an arrangement, and, if what everybody thought was true, so nice for cook, that Nannie left with merely lip regret.

			Connie found one of the most lovely of childhood’s joys returning to her. She woke feeling excited simply because a new day was beginning. Her thoughts were all for Myra. She searched her schooldays to discover where her own training had been wrong. Certainly it had not failed in teaching the value of honest thinking; no girl could possibly have spent even a term in the school without knowing she was supposed to think for herself, and that any convictions she had arrived at as the result of her thoughts would have the respectful attention of authority. But it had been nonsense; a theory, nothing more. The girls had made a joke of it. “As the result of honest thinking I have arrived at the conclusion that we’ll have a feast in our room on Saturday night.” Few of the mistresses believed the girls capable of thought, some used the school principle as a weapon. “Well, if you honestly think that, you should ask to see the Head, but remember she does not like her time wasted, so be sure that you really have thought this point out. You haven’t quite thought it out? You don’t want an appointment? Very well then, please let us hear no more of your ideas.” Probably the strongest personalities and the clearer-cut characters profited, but those did not need to profit; it was the others, the weaker people, such as herself, who so easily slipped along with the herd, for whom the system failed. Myra was too young for Connie to judge her strength of character. That she had a strong personality and a great belief in the importance of Myra was clear. How were these things to be harmonised to build a fine fearless woman? “Fearless!” Connie found that word in the night. Fear was something that few women were without. Could it be got rid of? The petty fears. Fear of being talked about. Fear of standing alone, of not being understood. Fear, of course, of insecurity, that probably drove a lot of women into loveless marriages. Fear of not appearing a success, that must be the cause of many of the rich, socially desirable, but miserable marriages, such as she had lived cheek by jowl with in the course of her governessing. The big fears, many of them about things which would never happen, which were part of most women’s physical make-up, and dug black patches in their lives. Connie was herself fairly free from imaginative dreads, but living in other people’s houses she had seen that form of suffering, and knew the wretchedness it could cause. Could thought help? If all your life you as it were pulled out your fears and turned them inside out and studied them, would half of them go on existing?

			It was one thing to think out a form of training and quite another to work it out on Myra. For one thing, Connie’s own mind was anything but clear; she saw visions of what she was aiming at one minute, and lost them the next. Her personal visions were too confused by the half-recalled teachings of her childhood, so she never knew what she really had worked out for herself and what she had been taught at school. Then, habit was hard to break; for years she had been saying in answer to “Why?” “Because your mother says no,” or “Because Daddy doesn’t like it,” or “Because I say so and that’s enough.” Now she had to struggle with explanations, and leaving room for argument, and very trying she often found it. She was shocked to discover how much sheltering behind others she had gone in for. There was God, for instance. In the past she had made God responsible for almost everything which had to be accepted without argument or too much probing. “We speak the truth because it makes God sad if we don’t.” “Babies come into the world just like flowers, it’s all part of God’s wonderful plan.” Now, training herself while training Myra, she felt foolish and in need of support. The first Sunday after her arrival she had a tussle with old formed habit. “Why,” asked Myra, “must I wear a hat to go to church?” Connie spoke before she thought. “God doesn’t like . . .” Then she pulled herself up and gave a short talk on established custom, and marks of respect, finishing up with: “It’s like going to see the King. You would put on a hat to go and see him, wouldn’t you?” Myra was dressed for church at the time of the discussion. She had on a ribbon-trimmed hat. She stood on the fire guard to look at herself in the glass over the mantelpiece. “Cook says only high-ups can afford to be fussy. When I grow up I’ll be a high-up.” Connie refused to finish the discussion on so unsatisfactory a note. “But you are pleased to wear it if it shows respect, aren’t you?” Myra was delighted with what she saw in the glass, she jumped off the guard. “Well, I’m pleased to wear it, and if God’s pleased too that makes everyone pleased.” Connie felt this was most unsatisfactory, but she was exceedingly vague as to why women’s heads were covered in church, and who had said they should be, so she let the subject drop. But she was not pleased with herself, and spent the twenty minutes while the vicar was preaching giving herself a talking to, and at the sermon’s close joined in “Rock of Ages cleft for me” as if every word were a personal prayer.

			Myra was not a child who enjoyed book work. As Connie expounded history, geography, English and mathematics, her eyes would turn to the window. The house was on one side of a valley. The drive wandered down through larches to the twisting river, and beyond that a road, and on the far side of the road, like a wall, stood the opposite side of the valley with a wood like a moss carpet clinging to its side. The curving fields, squares and oblongs of red and green, the wooded valley and the rush of the river were loved by Myra so that it hurt. Outside the schoolroom there was a stone terrace with a parapet round it. Sometimes she would come out on the terrace after rain, perhaps the sun was breaking through the mist, and the valley below was dark, but the trees on the hilltop glowed with colour; or in the winter, when snow had fallen and, lying on the red earth, made pink fields with dark stripes, at such moments she loved her world so much that she had a pain in the pit of her stomach.

			Leaning on the bridge which crossed the river where the house drive joined the road, she tried once to tell Connie how she felt. The may flies were out. One bank of the river was reflected in the water. Where the river swirled round rocks, little calms picked up the blue of the sky. Myra hung over the bridge, her voice dropped to a whisper.

			“Oh, I do wish I could do something for it. Don’t you simply long to give things when you’re awfully fond of something?”

			Connie too had been full of thought. The chattering of the river had set her wondering if it were not time Myra learnt French from somebody who was French. She came back to the world slowly. Her mind had to repeat what Myra had said before she took in the sense. Then she turned eyes like a startled cow on the child.

			“Do something for what, dear?”

			Myra stretched out her arms.

			“For everything, the river, the trees, the garden. Just all of it.”

			“What sort of something?”

			“A blood sacrifice like those people made in that book we read.”

			“That was to cure a plague.”

			Myra shook off Connie’s prosaicness as if it were a garment that was curtailing physical movement.

			“Yes, but they did it about everything. They sacrificed young men and maidens to please the land, because they loved it. I know just how it feels to be the chosen maiden to be sacrificed.”

			Connie tried to think along Myra’s lines.

			“It seems a waste, doesn’t it? I should have thought that the best way to treat land that you are fond of would be to look after it, gardening and all that sort of thing.”

			Myra kicked the bridge rail.

			“Oh, Foggy, how dull! So ordinary! Don’t you feel yourself being squeezed to give the absolutely most thing in the world when you love something?”

			Connie turned her mind to the one real love of her life, Myra. What would she do for Myra? Everything. There was nothing she would hold back. Giving her life for Myra would be easy, if the need arose, rescuing her from drowning, or sucking poison out of her, any of those fancy occasions you read about in books, but that would be pure instinct and done without thought. Except for such an unlikely call on her devotion, she was plainly more use to the child alive than dead. Then, like a caterpillar crawling up a stalk, an idea looped its way into her mind. Some day Myra would outgrow the need of her, some day it would be better, for the finishing of her education, if she were entrusted to other hands. Myra’s parents were lazy; when that day came she would have to be the one to suggest and plan. In spite of the sun she felt chilly, and to her imagination the river darkened. Her voice was toneless.

			“I think the best way of showing love is in whatever you do for what you love, to put what you want out of your mind, and live only for them.”

			Myra chewed over Connie’s clumsy words. She followed in Connie’s tracks, taking her mind round her world and considering each case separately. She was eleven at the time and the great loves of her life were easily placed. There were, of course, her parents. She was fond of them, but even at eleven she knew that her excitement at their home-comings was because of the spoiling she received and not because she was needing them, in fact, on the whole she liked it better when they were away, the house was more her own. No, she did not feel squeezed to give the most in the world for either of them. There were the servants, did she love them? Would she sacrifice herself for them? Mentally she pictured the servants’ sitting-room without them. She would miss them most terribly, of course, but not the same sort of minding as it would be never to see her home again. There was Miriam, oh, and, of course, Fortesque! She pulled herself upright and whistled. Fortesque, her dachshund, was down a rabbit hole. He gave a shrill bark acknowledging the whistle but went on digging. At the thought of his shiny, brown, wriggling body Myra’s mind was clear.

			“I expect that yours is the right way to love; I love things differently. Fortesque ought to come when I whistle; he’d be a better dog if I beat him when he doesn’t.”

			“And he’d be a lot safer,” said Connie. “It makes me shudder to think of him on the road.”

			“And safer,” Myra agreed, “but I won’t do it. I don’t want him to think of me as the person who beats him, only as the person who loves him however bad he is.”

			“You don’t really put him first then?”

			“No. I put me first, I expect. It’s sad, Foggy, but it’s true.” Myra sighed. “All the loveliness has gone, we’ve talked it away.”

			Connie laughed.

			“Rubbish, goose! It’s still a beautiful morning.”

			Myra crossed to the other side of the bridge.

			“The meadow sweet still smells, and the may flies are still coming out. All the same, we’ve talked some of the loveliness away.” She caught Connie’s arm. “Come on, let’s go and look for wild strawberries.”

			Myra lived a double life. Even in maturity it is hard to separate deliberate deception from merely civilised behaviour. The enthusiastic greeting of unwanted guests, or the admiration for a hideous garment can spring equally from kindness of heart and moral cowardice. Myra was fond of Connie, she really enjoyed their thrashings out and discussions, and she picked up in the course of them, with the acquisitiveness of a jackdaw, what exactly in Connie’s eyes made a perfect child and, to please her, lived up to it, or as nearly up to it as a volatile temperament made possible. But living up to Connie’s standard should have included a lot of things which bored Myra, and with which she never had the slightest intention of competing. Connie was not decisively anything except an earnest governess, but she had “feelings” about almost everything. She felt it was wrong that there should be social inequalities, she “felt” people ought to go to church and say prayers “and all that” and, therefore, they should attach themselves legally to the Church of England to do it, chapel being something children who had private governesses never went to, and the Church of Rome dangerous as a snake. She “felt”, having done the right thing by the Church of England, baptism, confirmation, regular attendance at Holy Communion and so on, that too much interest in the soul was unhealthy, and led to silliness later on. She “felt” that healthy exercise and not coddling yourself were good things. Of course she did not expect Myra, under her method of training, to feel the things she felt, she was only too anxious to make any one of them the subject of mental searchings, but Myra managed to side-step. One of Connie’s feelings about righting social inequalities was that no work should be considered beneath anyone. “There is no such thing as menial work,” she was fond of saying. All work was splendid if done properly. Myra, to appreciate the splendour of domestic work, was passed over to the professionals for instruction. She was ten when she was sent for her first cooking lesson. So far her relations with cook had been admirable; cook always ready with buns straight from the oven, or hot bread thick in Devonshire cream and jam at unlikely hours. It was a spring day and Myra had put on a gay embroidered pinafore to cook in, bought in Czechoslovakia for her by her mother. Myra was feeling springtime unwillingness to settle to anything. She had been forced to agree with Connie that a person could not say they saw no use in learning a subject until they had tried studying it, and perhaps, as she opened the kitchen door, she meant to try. She stood on one leg.

			“Hullo! I’ve come for my cooking lesson.”

			Cook’s heart contracted. Bless the little dear! She did look a duck and no mistake. How her parents could gallivant off never seeing the little love was a mystery. Cook smiled. She was a fat woman and creased when smiling in a way nicely reminiscent of the folds in the pastry, the cake mixtures and the bread and scones she rolled. Myra smiled back and came to the table.

			“What are you making?”

			“Cakes for your tea.”

			“The spongy ones with the cherries on top?”

			“That’s right.”

			“Are you going to teach me to make them?”

			Cook pointed to a pile of small cake moulds.

			“As a start how about you filling them. That’ll be a nice little job, won’t it?”

			While waiting for the mixing to be finished Myra sat on the table. Cook had been drinking a cup of tea, the cup had been cleared of its dregs so that the leaves might be read. Myra knew all about tea-leaf reading from Miriam. She picked up the cup.

			“What does it say?”

			Cook shook her head. Things looked a bit queer. For weeks now there had been something like a dark cloud coming up. It all fitted in with her dreams. She had a dream that she had been having since she was smaller than Miss Myra. It didn’t sound much but in it she was being chased by a dog, but whenever she had that dream there was something bad coming. Myra was enthralled. While telling the story of how the first time the dream came to her she had been only eight, and in the morning after there was news her great-grandmother was dead, cook finished her mixing. Though she passed Myra a spoon, she actually filled most of the moulds herself, for after filling four of them Myra had given up. At a quarter to twelve Myra went up to her room to change into her riding things. Connie heard her and came to the foot of the stairs.

			“Well, wasn’t I right? Isn’t cooking rather fun?”

			Myra stopped and turned. In that second she decided that this was a subject it would be less trouble not to discuss.

			“Lovely fun.” She went on up the stairs.

			Bertha, the housemaid, was not so easy. She loved needlework and thought every woman should be able to what she called “needle”. Myra was to come to her on Wednesday afternoons. She sat the child down beside her and conscientiously instructed her in the art of hemming. Nannie had thought it would be nice for Myra to knit, and when that failed had bought a box of cards with pictures of animals perforated on them, and tried to make her enjoy outlining a fox in orange silk. Myra detested the fox even more than she had detested the knitting, she hated sitting still and doing things with her hands, so Nannie had abandoned the enterprise. Myra, remembering the fox, had not agreed to sewing lessons without protest.

			“I’ll never do it as long as I live, Foggy, so what’s the good of learning it?”

			“You can’t possibly say you won’t do it. You might marry a poor man.”

			“Even if I do I shall have money of my own; Daddy told me so. Anyway, enough to have somebody who can mend.”

			“You can’t tell, dear. Picture yourself on a ship. Who’ll sew for you then?”

			“I’ll be like mummy and take a maid.”

			“But your mother can sew. You know she says Marcelle is always seasick; who do you suppose does the stitching then?”

			“If I can’t sew I’ll never have to even when everybody’s seasick. I think it’s stupid to be able to do things you know you’ll hate doing.”

			“You can’t know you’ll hate it until you try.”

			“But I have tried. I worked for simply hours on that awful fox.”

			Connie laughed.

			“You can’t go through life with your sole knowledge of sewing based on that one fox.”

			“And that knitting.”

			“Give it a chance. If it really proves to be a subject for which you have no aptitude, then we can consider dropping the higher flights, embroidery and all that, but you must really be able to darn and hem, you do see that, don’t you?”

			Myra was turning Bertha over in her mind. She was nothing like so easy-going as cook. One by one her spare hours were being clipped away. Hours which had been used so intangibly. Of course, sometimes she fished; sometimes she called on people in the village; sometimes she dug in her garden; but more often her hours were spent in a half-dreaming state, roaming about the grounds, some new scheme or excitement gripping her. The gardener had said: “God dammy, they fairies be forever moving my tools!” Closely questioned he had no more to say on fairies, but it was clear he believed in them, or at least was not going to be foolish enough to risk annoying them by disbelieving. Myra, skipping along the woodland paths, humming as she went, a bemused look in her eye, was peopling the land. Every root hid a little face. A wing whisked out of sight as she appeared. The chatting of the river was tiny voices. The wind in the trees was a tune played by a minute orchestra. Reaching home and being asked where she had been, with the secretiveness of her age, she looked vague and said, “Just out.” In a way it was true. She could not recall what she had done, time had been enchanted and the hours fallen one inside the other. Another day it was a paper boat. “Other little children shall bring my boats ashore.” She had learnt that with Connie, the words falling out of her lips without much meaning, her voice dull, but afterwards they became a web of words in which she was tangled so that she could not escape. With the need natural to a child to do everything at the moment it becomes a thought, she had to have paper, had to make boats, had to see them drift under the bridge, had to think of strange children bringing them ashore, had to feel happy and yet sad at the same time.

			Myra came dancing in to her first Wednesday sewing lesson as if it were a treat to which she had been looking forward. Bertha, who had heard Nannie wail over the nursery sewing lessons, was not fooled.

			“No need to act up for me, Miss Myra. I know just how fond you are of your needle.”

			Myra grinned.

			“But I’m fond of you. I don’t mind an hour with you a bit, Bertha darling.”

			“No need to darling me,” said Bertha delighted. “Sit down here. I’m starting you on hemming.”

			It was a lovely afternoon. The river was singing like a Rhine maiden; the trees were misty with young green; the birds chattering hysterically of the fun of house-building. Bertha did not sit down. She hung over the back of Myra’s chair.

			“Try and make the stitches smaller, dear. Take up less on your needle.”

			Myra ached, not so much with sitting and concentration as with boredom, which wrapped round her like a fog. She could not relax and break the tedium by a nice gossip, which made the hour of torture the more unendurable, for no one was nicer to gossip with than Bertha when she was in a good mood. Her fingers cramped and sticky, her tongue between her lips, Myra was a picture of industry, but part of her mind was away from her work. Where was the loophole to get her out? Not for one second did she accept the Wednesday lesson as a permanency. She did face the possibility of spending the hour in the workroom watching Bertha sew, but not using a needle herself. It was Bertha who showed her a way of escape from the whole business.

			“There’s no need to look so close, you’ll be hemming your nose to your work if you’re not careful.”

			Myra was in the mood in which she had only to be told not to do a thing to do it the more thoroughly. She stooped lower.

			“I’ve got to see, haven’t I? I can’t see unless I look.”

			Bertha was interested. She tried to disguise it but failed.

			“Do you look at your books as close as that?”

			Myra grasped what was at the back of Bertha’s mind.

			“If it’s very little print.”

			Bertha took away Myra’s work.

			“Well, it’s nearly the hour away, and I think that’ll be enough for to-day.”

			Myra flung herself into her coat and raced outside. She was watching the building of a nest near the river. She made for it singing as she ran. She knew exactly what was happening in the house behind her. She could see Bertha and Connie together; she could hear the talk they would have. It might mean her being taken into the town to see the oculist. That would be simply heavenly.

			It did mean the town and the oculist, and a further step in Myra’s grasp of her powers. The testing was over. Connie left Myra while she went outside to look for the car, for she had sent Andrews, the chauffeur, to pick up some parcels. The oculist was a young man, brilliant at his job and something of a psychologist. He had been fascinated and entertained by Myra. What, he wondered, was the lovely little thing up to, for better eyesight he had never seen. However, he had listened quietly to Connie’s account of stooping over work in order to see, and even when the examination was over had kept up a mock serious tone. No, he did not advise glasses at the moment. He it was who had suggested that they should wait in his consulting room until the car arrived, which had sent Connie out into the street to look for it. Myra was playing with a paper-weight; she felt pleased with herself, the undivided attention of two adults was just what she liked.

			“What game are you up to?”

			Myra looked at the paper-weight, supposing for a second he meant that, then she thought of the note in his voice which made her look at him. He had stopped being grave and was twinkling at her. She smiled cautiously.

			“What d’you mean?”

			“There’s nothing the matter with your eyes and you know it.”

			Myra felt a glow run through her. She knew the oculist not only did not mind, but wanted to be friends, almost minded if he were not friends with her. It was a grand moment. She came round to his side of the desk and leant against his chair.

			“It’s sewing. I don’t want to be bothered with it.”

			He roared.

			“Well, that’s honest anyway. You’ll have to learn some day, you know.”

			“I don’t mean to. It’s one of the things I never mean to do in all my whole life.”

			“I can’t say there’s anything wrong with your sight.”

			She looked up at him from under her lashes.

			“Couldn’t you say something that wasn’t exactly a lie but meant no sewing?”

			He got up laughing, he put his arm round her and led her to Connie, who was coming in at the door.

			“The car’s here, Myra,” said Connie.

			The oculist held out his hand.

			“Well, good-bye, Miss Fogetty. Bring Myra back if there’s any more trouble, and for a month or two I think you might avoid exceptionally close work.”

			“What sort? You mean reading?”

			“Oh, no, but perhaps if she is reading a lot you can avoid strain in some other way. Needlework, for instance.” He patted Myra’s shoulder. “Good-bye, my dear.”

			Myra gave him a lovely smile.

			“Good-bye.”

			Miriam was Myra’s greatest ally. Cook and Bertha and Connie needed hoodwinking, but Miriam understood. Miriam was just sixteen when she came to Myra, and Myra was nearly nine. Seven years is a big gap in childhood, but it narrows when the elder girl is simple and the younger very intelligent. Miriam was sandy-coloured and cowed looking. Her position in her grandmother’s house had not been happy. Her grandmother, with unthinking goodness of heart, had taken in the child when a baby, but she had been no more keen to start the trouble of looking after a baby again than any other woman who has brought her own family up, and is enjoying a little leisure for the first time in years. She was respected locally and disliked the whispering about bastards which she knew went on however good a story about desertion after the wedding she put up. She did her best by Miriam, striving not to let her know she was a burden. As the child grew up she strove also so to discipline her that when the time came she would have more strength to resist temptation than her mother. It was none of it a success. Miriam knew only too well she was in the way, and being a nice-natured child she did her best to atone for it by keeping out of sight as much as possible. The discipline made her unhappy; she was doing her utmost to do right, and did not need nagging at, which was what the disciplining amounted to. She was affectionate and supposed the nagging came from dislike, which meant tears in private.

			Myra was to Miriam a dream come true, a little sister on whom to lavish all the affection she had dammed up in her heart. Even if Myra had been plain and dull she would have worshipped her, but since Myra looked like the princess out of the fairy story, and had the princess’s imperious ways, together with incredible charm, Miriam was a lavish worshipper. She was jealous of her fellow worshippers. She had to be the one who heard the confidences, she had to be closest. Any small wangle of Myra’s in which she could give assistance brought her immense happiness. This was a secret between her and Myra. This needed her connivance to see it through. Connie never intended that Myra should be maided. She “felt” it must be wrong that one girl should wait upon another. Myra had her lessons and could not do everything herself, but except when she was starting off somewhere early she could make her own bed, and always she should hang up her things and keep her drawers tidy. Miriam had plenty to occupy herself, there was Myra’s mending and her rooms to turn out. It would be “fun” for Myra to help. Didn’t Myra think so?

			Both Myra and Miriam dismissed the whole idea of Myra touching a thing as if it had never been suggested. They gave in to Connie just to the extent of Myra’s spending an adequate amount of time in her bedroom to cover the supposed housework. Miriam made the bed, Myra messed about. It was a pleasant time. Miriam had been taught to call cook aunty.

			“Aunty says she thinks I should have blue for my costume. We’re going to look at stuff on our next half day. She wants to buy it right out but I’d rather bring the patterns back so that you can choose.”

			Myra’s bedroom window had a wide sill, and on it stood, in their different seasons, caterpillars in muslin-covered boxes; hyacinth bulbs growing in water, their long roots showing like white worms through green or purple glass; a red clay head on which grass seed was growing to represent rather disgusting hair; chestnut buds; a baby fir dressed up as a Christmas tree; dormice, silkworms and other temporary pets. She usually attended to these things during the bed-making but not to the exclusion of what Miriam was saying. Her real and violent interest in the affairs of others was part of her.

			“Do bring the patterns back or you’ll get an awful blue and look terrible, and then George will stop keeping company with you.”

			Miriam blushed. George, the under-gardener, had worked on the place since he left school. He was seventeen when Miriam came to the house, a shy undeveloped boy, and Miriam was not one at first acquaintance to stir the pulse and hurry developments. Her sallow face under neat sandy hair often passed in front of his eyes when he was working, and all there was between them was a humble shy smile from her, and a jerk of his head in acknowledgment. Then, in the spring of the year when Miriam was seventeen, George found himself looking for a sight of her. At first, puzzled at himself, he tried to shake off his foolishness as he would a cold. It was not to be. She was always in his mind, in her paleness and soft way of going about as if, should she make too great a show herself she was bound to be hurt, she made him think of his plants. The plants needed watching and guarding, and so, he reckoned, did she. He was scared so that his breath came in puffs as he stopped her in the kitchen garden and asked if on her next half-day she would walk with him in the evening.

			George’s devotion did something to Miriam. The loneliness of her childhood had gone in serving and loving Myra. The knowledge that she was an inferior creature had eaten into her so deeply that it was there for life, but she could no longer feel unwanted. George’s face, every time he saw her, killed that. She still thought it queer anyone should want her that badly, she knew there must be something odd about George that he should want her, for no one else would, that was sure. George was shy and not one for a lot of words, but the few he did say left no doubt about his love, it pressed through his small vocabulary like the first green shoots forcing through a winter-dried bed. Gratitude was what Miriam first felt, and then came the time when she felt queer and had to blush when he was spoken of.

			“George isn’t one to take much account of what a person wears, nor it isn’t much good for, as Aunty says, I’m not one as it pays to take trouble over.”

			Though she was completely satisfied with the entire work, Miriam was an extra important thread in the tapestry of Myra’s background.

			“I like you exactly as you are; I wouldn’t have a single bit of you changed, and I expect George thinks the same.”

			Miriam’s eyes filled with tears. Myra had thrown off the words casually but she knew they were sincere.

			“If it weren’t for his being under-gardener here I wouldn’t marry him. I wouldn’t go away from you.”

			“That would be awful. Of course you couldn’t and I’d simply hate it if you did.”

			Over the bed-making, schemes were hatched. Miriam was contented to let things be, to drift along, but not Myra.

			“Did George say anything about the wedding yesterday?”

			“Oh, no, Miss Myra, I told you not to think of it. Why, he’s only just started being steady like.”

			Myra bounced to express the violence of her feelings.

			“You and George have been walking out for simply ages. If you’d get married I could come to tea every day.”

			“Where’d you come? If we were to marry it ‘uld mean sharing the cottage with his people.”

			“How can you be so silly! Married people don’t share cottages. When you marry you have a cottage of your own.”

			“Where?”

			Myra flung round and stared at Miriam.

			“Just a cottage. Any cottage.”

			“There’s isn’t a cottage empty. George has to live near the garden.”

			“He ought to have the one Andrews is in. Andrews doesn’t need that whole cottage for himself. A car doesn’t need looking after all the time like a garden.”

			“Mr. Andrews hasn’t only the car to do. There’s your pony, and the stoking of the boiler and all that.”

			“But he isn’t married, he doesn’t want it all. One room would do for him.”

			“It’s part of his wages, and your father put him in. It’s a nice cottage, it would be acting silly to give it up.”

			Connie, trusting and guileless, would say sometimes: “Drawers tidy, dear?” or “You do turn your mattress, don’t you?” and Myra, so accustomed had she become to her routine, would answer firmly, quite unconscious she was lying, “Yes, Foggy.” “Of course, Foggy.”

			Although there were neighbours who helped make up the pattern of her life, children she met at dancing and gymnasium classes or at the Pony Club, it was the permanents inside her home who absorbed Myra. She was never intimate with those outside. The parents and guardians of other children, though admiring, were a little scared of her independent spirit. “I didn’t go because I didn’t want to” was a dangerous phrase to sneak into the schoolroom. Her beauty too was against her. It set her apart in the grown-up minds from their own children. Myra, by just existing in the neighbourhood, presented such a ludicrously high standard of what a face could look like. In fact, remarks about the faces of other children were always qualified. “My Joan’s getting quite pretty, don’t you think? Not, of course, in the Myra standard, but much better looking than she was a year ago.” Of course a few parents consoled themselves by saying, “Yes, Myra is lovely, but it’s rather too much of a good thing, if you understand me.” Her neighbours understood only too well what pricks of envy felt like, and made soothing clicks with their tongues, or simply smiled. Myra was liked by other children, but she did not need them and they felt this. There was always said, before anything was planned, “We’ll ask Myra, but I bet she won’t come.” Myra enjoyed meeting other children, but increasingly they made her impatient. She might deceive Connie in order not to be bored, but her own disposition, together with Connie’s teachings, and a background of a house run for her with a household who existed for her pleasure and comfort, made her utterly fearless of, and often scornful of, the opinion of others. “I know we shouldn’t have ridden this way, but we have, and we’ve made a new gap in the hedge. We can’t be killed for it. I’ll go and apologise to the farmer. I’m not afraid of him.” So easy for Myra. No father and mother to talk about atrocious hunting-field manners; no possibility while she was about of saying nothing and hoping that the damage would not be noticed. It was not that Myra felt she ought to confess, but she could not believe that anybody would mind anything that she had done. She thought her doing it made it right. The maddening thing was that more often than not it did. At a party, during fooling with a balloon, an ornament  got broken. The over-excited children were sobered at once. The host was bad-tempered and important and everything in the house was valuable: he gave a children’s dance every year, invitations to which were automatically accepted, and other arrangements waited for the invitations to appear. Before going to the dance most of the children were reminded by parents, nervous of their offspring’s clumsy ways, to be careful, Sir Henry had such lovely things. The offspring had no need to be reminded of their host’s temper, the majority of them had seen it on the hunting-field, and those who had not had heard awe-inspiring accounts of it from the others. “Shove the thing behind that vase,” a boy suggested. “If we just leave it where it is no one will know who did it.” “It’s perfectly true, we don’t know who did it. Might have been any of us.” Myra looked at them scornfully. “What’s all the fuss about? I’ll go and tell him I did it. I’m not afraid of him.” With a leader the children were all willing to confess. Myra led the way and did the talking, hers was the only face Sir Henry registered. Her words were simple enough, her apologetic smile and the look in her eyes were a masterpiece. Sir Henry was won over before she had finished speaking. Over a whisky and soda he told a friend about her later. “I liked the spunk of the little thing.” He believed it, he believed he would have liked what she said equally had it come from any child, he had no idea what Myra’s smile had done to him.

			Uncle John was the one person outside her home who really mattered to Myra. She had unusually few relatives. Her father was an only child and his parents lived in France. Her mother’s father was dead and her mother lived in the Channel Islands. Uncle John was her mother’s only brother. There were fourteen years between the two and the brother looked on his sister almost as if she were a daughter. He always came to stay when Myra’s parents were at home, but, as well, he would appear now and again in between their visits. He always came unexpectedly. The telegraph boy would be seen pedalling over the bridge and the news would be shouted by someone and, no matter what the weather, Myra would dash out skipping with excitement, saying, “Uncle John’s coming! I’m certain it’s going to be from him.”

			Uncle John was a barrister. He was tall, his greying hair was fair. “Mr. Enden’s got such a good face,” cook would say. “Puts me in mind of that St. Stephen in the window of the church,” was Bertha’s opinion. He was gentle and kindly with everyone. Miriam adored him in a breathless, puppyish way. “Makes you feel you want to do something for him, he’s so pleased with any little thing you do,” she told Myra. To Connie he was wisdom walking on legs.

			Between Myra and her uncle there was real friendship. He came to Devonshire to get away from things. What things were never explained, that they were a mixture of London and work was taken for granted. When he first arrived he would be so tired that even his voice was dead, everything he said fell out of his lips as if he had not the energy to use an inflection. He always stooped, but the first days of a holiday he was bent as if he had a load on his back. He would spend his time, no matter what the weather, out of doors and wherever he went he took Fortesque with him. Fortesque gave practically all his love, and he had a lot to give, to Myra, but he gave a neatly cut slice to Uncle John, and that he gave this slice and would behave in what might appear a faithless way while Uncle John was in the house, was a clearly understood point between himself and Myra. No matter where he walked, Uncle John was always back on time at the end of lessons. He came into the schoolroom, giving Connie a smile that shone through him like the lighting of a lamp in a dark house.

			“Finished?”

			Connie nodded at Myra.

			“Run up and get your things.”

			Uncle John was always amused at the angel over Connie’s head.

			“If I were a painter I should paint you as a companion piece. You’d have just the same expression as she has. I don’t know what instrument you will play in the heavenly choir, but I think the organ. How you’ll practise for perfection, and how patiently you will try all the stops!”

			Connie was doubtful what he meant. She turned to look at the angel.

			“I’m fond of that picture.”

			“So am I, that’s why I think you would make a pleasant companion piece.”

			Connie laughed.

			“I’d look very queer as an angel. I always think of them as having a lot of hair, and being good-looking, and all that, as well, of course, as being good.”

			He gazed at her with amused affection.

			“I see we hold totally different views on the characteristics of angels.”

			Myra and Uncle John shared a love of the river. Sometimes they would fish. Myra was not much of a fisherman, but she liked wading up the river, she liked the feel of the suck of the water; out in the middle of the river she saw a hundred enchantments that she missed from the banks. It was in the middle of the river that you saw the banks’ full lovely reflection in the water. It was in the middle of the river that there were big rocks on which you could sit. She fished a bit because that was what she was carrying a rod for, but more often she merely carried the rod and slipped and splashed along, talking to herself and humming in something near a trance. It was when she sat on a rock that she remembered Uncle John, for when they were fishing the same stretch she could see him, absorbed, throwing a beautiful line, and a smile would curve her mouth. Even when she was small her feeling for him was protective; as she grew older it was maternal. She wanted to look after him and do things for him.

			Walking along the river bank, or sitting on its edge, they talked. Myra did most of the talking. Uncle John was a magnificent listener. It was usually Myra’s affairs or the affairs of the household that they talked about. Uncle John was married to Aunt Lilian. Aunt Lilian never came to Devonshire, and all Myra knew of hers he had picked up from overheard conversations when her parents were home.

			“How’s Lilian?”

			“Splendid.”

			“Gay as ever, I suppose.”

			“Rather. Never in the house. Very sought after, you know.”

			“I don’t wonder, she’s so good-looking.”

			“Yes, isn’t she.”

			“Well, give her our love.”

			“Rather.”

			That was the end of talk about Aunt Lilian. From all Myra heard of Aunt Lilian in her conversations with her Uncle there might not have been such a person.

			It was to Uncle John that Myra took her worry about Miriam.

			“It’s simply idiotic not to be able to marry because there isn’t a house.”

			“You sure that’s all that’s stopping them?”

			“Well, Miriam says he’s only just started being her steady, but it’s not true, they’ve been walking out for ages. If they married I could go to tea with her every day.”

			“I’m sure if George knew that he’d marry her to-morrow.”

			“Don’t tease.”

			“Well, it wasn’t much of a reason, was it? When Miriam marries you’ll have to get used to doing without her.”

			“I know. I’ve thought that right out. I don’t mind a bit. I’ve said to myself, you won’t be able to tell her to do things, you won’t be able to see her whenever you want to. It’s George who will come first, not you. Which means I’m not jealous. I’m glad, I’d hate to feel jealous.”

			There were a few minutes’ silence.

			“Horrible; it can ruin your life.”

			He spoke with such sadness and fervour that she looked up at him.

			“Did you know somebody whose life it did ruin?”

			“Many.”

			“But you were thinking of somebody special.”

			“Yes. It’s an illness, you know, at least it is when it gets a real hold.”

			“I hope I’ll never be jealous, I wouldn’t think I would because I’m not about Miriam. It’s lucky if I’m not because I’m black with other sins. Sometimes in the sermon I start counting them and it’s fearful what they add up to. I don’t even really honour Daddy and Mummy. I think they’re cracked always travelling about when they could live for ever in a lovely place like here. I shouldn’t think in commandment sense it’s exactly honouring when you think people are cracked, would you?”

			“I imagine bowing down to a graven image is one of your besetting sins.”

			“Is it? Now that’s one I never counted. I haven’t got a statue of a saint or anything like that.”

			“You go very near to worshipping this place.”

			She stood still.

			“But that’s not a sin. So I do Fortesque and you and Foggy.”

			He put her arm through his and drew her on.

			“Of course you do. Quite right that you should. But everybody has not the same capacity for giving. When you love anything, or later on perhaps it will be a person, I think perhaps worship will be the right word.”

			“I can’t see me doing any bowing down.”

			“If I remember my catechism, it says, ‘bow down nor worship.’”

			Uncle John was not only a good listener, he did things as a result of listening. One visit he turned up with a roll of parchment under his arm. He took Myra into the summer-house and laid the roll on the table.

			“You’ve got to keep a secret. This is the plan for the home of Miriam and George. I’ve bought a piece of land on Foster’s long field. It’s dry and half-way between here and the village, and on a road. Look.”

			Together they pored over the architect’s design. It was a bungalow with a bathroom.

			Myra took some time to grasp it, then her imagination completed the building to the chimney.

			“It’s not a bit like anything else here. People have an upstairs and a down, and no bathroom, and the W.C. is in the garden.”

			“I know, but things aren’t always going to be like that. Why should we expect bathrooms and lavatories indoors, and take it for granted that the rest of the world don’t want them.”
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