





[image: *]











Richmal Crompton






STEFFAN GREEN








[image: *]











Chapter One




THE road wound down the hill, swerved sharply, and dived into a wood. Obviously it wasn’t a high road any longer. She must have gone wrong at the fork. She stopped and wondered whether to turn and go back. A few moments ago she had been intent on getting to Dorrie’s as quickly as possible, and now quite suddenly it didn’t seem to matter whether she got to Dorrie’s or not. In any case Dorrie wasn’t expecting her. She might even be away from home. When she came to think of it, she usually was away at this time of the year. She’d set out on a crazy impulse, thinking that Dorrie would be able to help her, knowing at the bottom of her heart that no one in the whole world would be able to help her. Dorrie, solid, matter-of-fact, conscientious, conventional . . . no, she wouldn’t understand.


She had dreamed of Dorrie last night and, awaking from an uneasy unrefreshing sleep, had decided to go to her and ask her advice. Good old Dorrie . . . so kind, so dependable, so good-hearted. . . . And off she’d started, compelled by that mysterious force that had made her for the last few weeks like a marionette dancing at the end of invisible strings. “Go to Dorrie,” the strings had said, and she’d gone obediently, driving blindly along the roads, hardly knowing what she was doing. It was a wonder she hadn’t had an accident. She remembered someone’s shouting at her as she went through a small country town. Perhaps she had had an accident. Perhaps she’d killed someone on the road. She wouldn’t have known if she had done. . . .


It was a warm day, but little gusts of shivering swept through her body, making her teeth chatter. Her nerves had been going to pieces for some time, of course. . . . Well, what was she to do now? She waited for some command from the mechanical force that had ordered her doings for the past few weeks, but none came. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. Half-past three. . . . She must do something. She wondered if she had had any lunch. She couldn’t remember. No, she was almost sure she hadn’t. She dropped her hands from the steering wheel and looked about her. Trunks of silver birches rose like shining slender pillars from a golden floor of bracken. Here and there in the tangled undergrowth a bramble leaf showed vivid red. A stream rippled in a winding course through the wood, disappeared under the road, and reappeared on the other side. It had rained in the night, and the stream was full. It burbled noisily and exuberantly, impatient of its narrow bed. The sound of it broke the heavy silence with an effect of incongruous impertinent gaiety. A sense of unreality invaded her, as if she and the wood were part of a dream. . . . She took herself in hand, tightening her lips and trying to control the spasms of trembling that shook her from head to foot. Pull yourself together, she admonished herself sternly. You’re letting your nerves get the better of you. You know where that leads. You’ve seen it in other people. You’ve always said that there’s a point at which they can tackle it themselves, and, once they let it get beyond that point, they’re done for. Well, you can tackle it yourself at this point, and if you don’t you know where it will lead you. . . . It’s with not sleeping properly, she excused herself, but almost simultaneously brushed the excuse aside. Nonsense! Get some stronger stuff. . . . It’s with yesterday, she excused herself further, and had no answer to that but a sharp, Don’t, Don’t. . . .


She started up the engine and looked round again. No use going to Dorrie’s in this state, even if Dorrie were at home. She’d been mad even to think of it. But she felt oddly reluctant to go back to the empty flat, with so many of Harvey’s things about, things that he hadn’t taken with him and that she hadn’t had the heart to turn out. Still, there was nothing else to do. She couldn’t wander about the countryside all night. She would just go to the end of the wood. She remembered the fascination that woods had had for her when she was a child. She always wanted to “get to the other side.” And the “other side”—the country one reached through a wood—had always seemed in some way quite different from the country one had left behind, endued with some magical quality she could never explain.


The road curved sharply, now this way, now that. It had probably been a path through the wood at first, winding among the trees, then a track along which the pack-ponies went. Then they’d widened it bit by bit. Even now it was barely wide enough for two cars to pass each other. It described a wide sweep around a beech tree whose branches hung right across the road, forming a golden tunnel.


The wood came to an abrupt end, and the lane wound between low hedges with fields on either side. She stopped the car again, loath to go on. There had been a curious element of protection in the shade of the wood. It was as if, emerging into the open country, she was once more at the mercy of life and its cruelty. She could still hear the rippling of the little stream behind her. Muted by the distance, it seemed to hold a note of tender melancholy beneath its gaiety.


Better turn now and go back. But the road just here was too narrow for turning. She’d go on till it widened or till she came to a field gate. A church tower over a cluster of trees proclaimed a village a mile or so ahead. She went on slowly. The nervous energy that had sustained her all day seemed to be ebbing, and a leaden weariness pressed down on her. Then, at a sudden bend in the road, she came upon the village – a square green, with a few shops and houses set round it, and in the middle a chestnut tree, its massive trunk encircled by a wooden seat. A narrow road ran round the three sides of the green, then rejoined the main road. She could turn by driving round the green. The first side consisted of a post office that was also a general shop, a small butcher’s, and a blacksmith’s. The second . . . A wave of faintness swept over her and she stopped the car. What a fool she was not to have had some lunch on the way! She noticed mechanically and with faint relief that she had drawn up outside a cottage on which hung a sign “To Let.” Her stopping there could arouse no curiosity even in this out-of-the-way place. She would stay till the faintness passed, then go home as quickly as she could. She bent her head down, and the mist of faintness gradually cleared. Raising her head, her eyes caught the words Pear Tree Cottages No. 1 on the small green gate. Next was another cottage with Pear Tree Cottages No. 2 on the gate. Probably they had once been a small row of cottages – now divided into two. Long, low, of mellowed red brick. Fifteenth century, she guessed. A narrow garden in front was enclosed by a green painted fence. The other cottage was occupied. Curtains of spotted muslin hung at the window. Beyond it, also overlooking the green, was a small compact Georgian house that seemed to hold itself aloof in conscious superiority. It had Nottingham lace curtains, a fern at each window, and the name Eastnor carved in Gothic letters on the gate.


Suddenly she saw a girl standing at an upstairs window of the other cottage, watching her. She couldn’t stay here much longer, of course, but she still felt reluctant to go. The quiet serenity of the wood seemed to brood over the little place. She wondered vaguely what it was called. She would look at the post office on her way back. She ought to stop somewhere and get something to eat, too, though at the thought of food a feeling of nausea came over her. . . .


She had switched on the ignition and was just putting her finger to the starting-button, when the girl who had been watching her from the upstairs window opened the front door and came down to the gate. She was young and sophisticated-looking, her dark hair done in the fashionable bunch of curls on the top of her head, her lips coloured an unconvincing almost defiant shade of scarlet. She wore a grey sweater and a pair of navy-blue slacks, which she hitched up about her thin figure as she came down to the gate.


“I’m afraid the key’s at the agent’s in Beverton,” she said, “but he left one with us in case people came to look over it.”


She spoke curtly and without smiling.


“The key?” said Lettice vaguely. Then, “Oh, I see. . . . The house. No, I wasn’t——”


“You might as well look round,” said the girl, still in that curt, business-like way. “There’s nothing wrong with it. Not like ours. Ours was in the foulest mess you ever saw when we took it.”


“Thanks so much,” said Lettice, “but I was only—”


Then she stopped.


At first she couldn’t think why she wanted to stay, for a few minutes at any rate, with this somewhat abrupt young woman. Then she realised. This woman – didn’t know. It was so long since she had talked to a woman without seeing gloating pity in her eyes, hearing it in the tone of her voice. The more sympathetic they were, the more they gloated. Even Dorrie, trusted old friend as she was, would all unconsciously have gloated. It seemed to restore a little of her self-respect to be with someone who didn’t know.


“I’ll get the key,” the young woman was saying. “It won’t take a minute.”


She disappeared into the cottage and reappeared a moment afterwards carrying an old-fashioned key and smoking a cigarette.


“The garden’s a bit run to seed,” she said, “but the house is quite shipshape. It’s only been empty a few weeks. A dear old soul called Mrs. Kipps lived here. She only left because her daughter’s husband died and she went to live with her. . . . She kept everything as clean as a new pin. Why is a new pin supposed to be cleaner than a new anything else?”


“I don’t know,” said Lettice.


She opened the door of her car and stepped out onto the road.


“My name’s Lydia Morrice,” said the girl. “My husband and I have only been here two months. We nearly moved to this cottage after Mrs. Kipps left, but, when it came to the point, it was too much fag. And we’d sweated blood getting our own to rights. It seemed sort of mean to leave it just when we’d made it almost habitable.”


She opened the garden gate, and Lettice entered the garden.


“The real gardens are at the back, of course,” went on the girl. “The garden is in a bit of a mess, as I told you, but that makes it all the more interesting, don’t you think? I mean, a garden can’t get filthy like a house, if it’s neglected. Gosh! you should have seen ours. Thick with dirt!”


She turned the key in the lock, and Lettice followed her into a little hall. At the end a narrow staircase with slender balusters ran abruptly out of sight, and a door opened from it on either side of the front door.


“Dining-room . . . Parlour or lounge or whatever you like to call it. Blessedly simple, these old cottages. Kitchen just there by the staircase. The old dame adored her kitchen. It’s quite up to date. Electric light. These small windows make the room a bit dark, of course, but one gets used to that. I wanted to have a bay thrown out, but Philip – that’s my husband – foamed at the mouth when I suggested the idea. He said it would take away its character. You can do what you like at the back apparently, as long as you keep the front as God made it. As a matter of fact the man who originally converted them (I always imagine him in a Salvation Army hat) built out a room at the back into the garden with a bay that gets quite a lot of sun. I use it for the nursery.”


“You’ve got a baby?” said Lettice, without much interest.


“Yes, worse luck!” said the girl. “It’s a ghastly bore.”


The two front rooms were small, with low ceilings, lattice windows, and basket fire-grates. The walls were distempered cream, and there were deep window seats in the thickness of the walls.


“They were built to last till Doomsday, of course,” said the girl. “I find that rather helpful. I mean, when you think of all the people who’ve lived in it and all the dramas it must have witnessed, one feels it’s silly to worry if the milk turns sour or the fishmonger doesn’t come round. New houses are apt to fuss with one when things go wrong, but old ones make one feel a fool for worrying.

. . . I hope that’s not whimsical. I hate whimsey.”


Lettice smiled. It was the first time she had smiled for a long time.


“No,” she said, “I think it’s quite sensible.”


The kitchen was stone-floored and very tiny. Gas stove, dresser, and sink took up nearly all the room.


The walls were painted blue, and a church calendar, depicting Abraham on the point of sacrificing Isaac, under the sardonic gaze of a ram who bore a striking likeness to Mr. Gladstone, still hung between dresser and doorway.


“The old dame who had it before you” (Lettice made a quick disclaimer, but the girl went on as though she hadn’t noticed) “adored her kitchen. She pottered about here all day. She seemed to be always making jam and pastry. She made it just for the sake of making it. I believe that she buried it in the garden at night to get rid of it so that she could start making a fresh lot the next morning. She’s the only person I’ve ever known who kept the right things in the right tins. You know, sugar and salt and tea. . . . Here’s the “built-on” room.


The “built-on” room was not much larger than the other rooms, but the bay window made it lighter. It had a parquet floor and a low brick fireplace.


“The old dame hardly ever used this room. She didn’t like the parquet. She said it was new-fangled. Besides, she said there was nothing to see. She liked to sit in the front and watch the green.

. . . That’s the garden – what there is of it.”


Lettice stood in the bay window and looked down the tangled neglected garden. A rickety wooden fence divided it from the next-door garden and was itself divided in the middle by the trunk of a tall tree that stood between the gardens and overshadowed them both. At the bottom a small wooden gate stood open onto a narrow lane. A sudden gust of wind sent a shower of russet leaves floating down through the air.


“That’s the pear tree,” said the girl. “They say it’s wonderful in spring. It’s the biggest for miles round. I like the way they’ve given us half each, don’t you? Now come and see the upstairs.”


“No, really,” said Lettice. “It’s not fair to put you to all this trouble when I’m not——”


But the girl was already half-way up the stairs.


“You can’t see the sky through the windows in the bedrooms unless you’re lying in bed,” she said. “I wouldn’t get used to it at first. I rather like it now.”


They came downstairs to the little gate a few minutes later, and the girl immediately opened the gate of the other cottage.


“You must have tea before you go,” she said. “I was just going to make it.”


Lettice hesitated. The prospect of the long drive home oppressed her as if it had been some tremendous undertaking needing more energy than she had in her to summon. She was glad to postpone it and to stay a little longer with this girl, to whom she was an ordinary casual passer-by – not an object of contemptuous pity.


“Thanks . . .” she said vaguely.


The room into which her hostess led her was furnished with unstained wood. Doors and skirting board, too, were unstained.


“We sweated blood getting the paint off the doors,” the girl was saying. “And we had to get through inches of dirt before we reached the paint. Miss Pendleton, the old bird who had it before us, lived all her life in it, but the concern her money was in had failed and she lived here for years on about a loaf a week. Never went out. Took to drink at the end, though I don’t know how she found the money to buy it, and never touched the place by the look of it. It was simply filthy. Then she crocked up, and they took her off in an ambulance to a cousin’s a few miles away. They didn’t think she’d live, but she’s a tough old guy, and they say she’s getting over it now. Sit down. I’ll bring in the tea in half a sec. The brat’s still asleep. . . .”


Lettice leant back in her chair, fighting the stupor of exhaustion that was stealing over her. All she wanted to do was to sleep . . . if only there weren’t the waking up. Despite the weariness of her long nights, she dreaded sleeping, because of the sick realisation that waking brought with it. Sometimes she would look round instinctively for Harvey, and then – knowledge would engulf her in wave upon black wave. It was unbearable to have to face it afresh each morning. Sometimes by night she had almost steeled herself to it, but when morning came sleep had washed the memory of it away and it was all to do again. . . .


The girl entered with a tray, which she set down on the little round table in front of the window seat.


“Housekeeping’s not too bad here,” she said. “Tradesmen come out from Beverton, and you can get eggs and butter from Crewe Farm.”


Lettice said nothing. The memory of Harvey’s face had suddenly become cruelly vivid – the laughing creases at the corners of his grey eyes, the faint smile that lurked always in the curves of his well-formed mouth, the cleft in his chin. She fought for self-control, biting her lips to keep them steady, but, despite all her efforts, tears began to course down her cheeks. She covered her face with her hands.


The girl stared at her.


“I’m sorry,” said Lettice in a choking voice. “It’s – nerves, I suppose. . . . I had no lunch.”


“What time did you have breakfast?” said the girl in a matter-of-fact voice.


“I don’t think I had any,” said Lettice.


The girl handed her a cup of tea.


“Have a rock cake. They ought to be sustaining enough if heaviness counts for anything. I made them myself. . . .”


“I’ve just divorced my husband,” said Lettice unsteadily. She had herself in hand now and was wiping the tears away with quick furtive dabs of her handkerchief. “I got the decree nisi yesterday. I had to stand in the witness-box and tell them all the foul things he’d ever done to me. Things I’d kept from my best friends. I didn’t want to, but my solicitor made me. He didn’t want the judge to think it was one isolated case. They’re always afraid of – collusion, they call it.”


The girl nodded.


“I know. . . . Did you love him?”


“Terribly. I still do. There doesn’t seem enough of me left to go on living now he’s gone. I can’t believe he’ll never come back. I was so sure that he loved me – in spite of everything. When I found that he didn’t, I felt as if I’d been killed. I wish I had been killed. The worst of everything is to have to go on living.”


“Why did you divorce him, then?”


“I had to. He said he wasn’t coming back to me in any case.”


She spoke in a low jerky voice, twisting her handkerchief between her fingers. “He’d always had – affairs. He said that they didn’t mean anything, and I know that in a way they didn’t. I didn’t know that this was – different. I didn’t know about this at all till it had been going on for months. Every one else knew, of course. I disliked the woman, and I thought that Harvey disliked her. I used to make fun of her. I could do a rather good imitation of her, and I was terribly gratified when my friends laughed at it. I didn’t know the cream of the joke, of course. I used to imitate her to Harvey, too, and he used to laugh. I supposed it amused him as much as the others to think that I didn’t know. . . . You see, he was the only man in the world for me, and I thought that I was the only woman in the world for him. I couldn’t believe it when he told me. He’d have been quite content to let things go on as they were, but she said she’d leave him if he didn’t get me to divorce him and marry her. Someone had probably repeated things I’d said about her and she wanted to get her own back. She’s little enough for that. I suppose she loves Harvey, too. And I suppose that Harvey must love her more than he loves me. She’s the most foul-minded woman I’ve ever come across, and I think Harvey likes that. Some men do. . . . I’m a bit of a prude and I suppose he was tired of it. I’ve lain awake night after night trying to understand, but it wouldn’t make things any easier even if I did understand.” She looked down absently at her handkerchief and spread it out, showing a jagged tear. “There! And one of my best.

. . . Harvey gave them me. . . .”


The girl stared into the distance.


“I wonder if I’d care as much as that if Philip left me. I suppose I should. It’s – frightening in a way to think how little we’ve changed down the ages. We’re as ready as ever we were to make fools of ourselves over a man.”


“I didn’t really believe it till yesterday,” said Lettice. “It seemed one of the things that couldn’t happen. Right up to the last minute I expected Harvey to come and say he wouldn’t go on with it. Isn’t it funny to think that hundreds of women get divorces every day, and yet I can’t really believe that any other woman’s ever gone through what I’ve gone through?”


“I know,” said the girl. “You feel like that when you have a baby. I just couldn’t believe that for every one of the millions of people in the world someone had gone through the hoop like me.”


 “You’ve got something to show for it, with a baby.”


“Not much,” said the girl. “Wait till you see it!” She was silent for a moment, then said, “Why did you set off on the loose like this alone? You ought to have got a friend to come with you. They’d have seen you had some lunch, anyway.”


Lettice’s lips tightened into a bitter line.


“My friends have been marvellous,” she said. “They’ve rallied round me from the very beginning. They’ve adored every minute of it. It’s given them something to talk about and made them ten years younger. They all came to the Law Courts yesterday, and they all came round to see me last night. They don’t want to miss a second of it. It’s a free entertainment. Even those who are really sorry for me gloat over it. They’ll be wild to find I’ve escaped them today. The ones who’ve lost their own husbands are tickled to death that I’ve lost mine, too, and the ones who still have them despise me for not being able to keep mine.”


“Yes . . . we are rather like that, aren’t we?” said the girl slowly. “I got quite a kick out of it while you were telling me. Not as much as if I knew you well, of course. . . . Come and see the rest of the house.”


Lettice rose.


“Thanks,” she said. “I feel a little better now. I don’t know whether it’s the tea or the rock cakes or telling you. . . . I’m a fool, of course. I was loving meeting someone who didn’t know about it, and now I’ve spoilt it all.” She paused at a mirror on the wall. “God! Don’t I look awful?”


“How old are you?” said the girl.


“Thirty-eight.”


“I’d have put you down at forty-five.”


“Before this happened I was supposed to look young for my age. Harvey used to say—”


She stopped. Again that vivid picture of Harvey flashed into her mind. He and Olga would be celebrating his freedom today. She saw him laughing across a table, holding up a glass of champagne. . . .


“Don’t!” said the girl sharply. “You look fifty at least now.” The tension of Lettice’s features relaxed into a faint unwilling smile.


“I’m sorry. I must try not to think about things.”


“Gardening’s supposed to be good for that,” said the girl, leading the way down the passage to the “built-on” room.


The walls were covered with gay nursery pictures, and a playing-pen stood in the middle of the floor on a brightly coloured rug. A small wooden table and chair were painted light blue, with stencils of yellow chickens.


“Loathly, isn’t it?” said the girl. “I feel sick whenever I come into it. It reminds me of those foul women’s twopennies. Coy articles on preparing for the little stranger. Why it had to pick on me of all people I can’t think. I’ve always loathed brats. The first thing I said when Philip proposed was, no brats, and he agreed. It shows how little you can trust science. . . . It’s literally shattered my life.”


“How?” said Lettice.


“Well, I always vowed never to live in the country for one thing. I hate the country. Philip and I had a flat in Chelsea and adored it, and I’ve had to come to this Godforsaken place that bores me to tears all because of the wretched brat.”


“But why need you have come here?” persisted Lettice.


The girl took a cigarette from a box on the mantelpiece.


“Oh, well,” she said vaguely as she lit it, “brats need country air, don’t you think?”


She opened the door, and Lettice followed her into the garden, where a pram stood under the pear tree. The girl was passing it without looking, but Lettice stopped and peeped under the hood. The loveliest baby she had ever seen slept there.


“She’s beautiful,” she said.


The girl shrugged.


“Twelve months old and not a gleam of intelligence,” she said, “not one solitary gleam.”


“What’s she called?”


“Matilda. I thought it time Matilda had a come-back. I really wanted Jemima – Jemima’s come-back is long overdue – but my courage failed me and I called her Matilda. I’ll call the next Jemima.” 


Lettice threw her a surprised glance.


“The next? I thought you didn’t like them.”


“I don’t,” said the girl promptly. “I hate them. But if you have two they can look after each other and you can forget they’re there. . . . I mean, all chance of peace or happiness or comfort is gone from life, so you may as well do the thing in style. Look,” she pointed to a row of small wooden crosses against the fence. “That’s where the old fool buried her cats when they died. There were ten cats in the house when they took her away. It gives me the creeps to think of it.”


“I must go now,” said Lettice. “You’ve been so kind. . . .”


“I haven’t,” said the girl, and added, “You’re taking the cottage, aren’t you?”


“No,” said Lettice firmly. “You see, I hadn’t come to look at it. I’d just lost my way and was turning by going round the green. I’d suddenly made up my mind to go and see an old school friend. I haven’t seen her for wars and I thought she might understand——”


“She wouldn’t have done,” said the girl. “Old school friends never do. One never meets an old school friend without wondering what on earth one saw in her at school. And no doubt the old school friend wonders the same about oneself. I suppose that actually school friendships are based on hating the same mistress or liking the same sort of pudding or having desks next to each other or both keeping tame mice.”


“I think she’d have disapproved,” said Lettice. “She has a very high moral standard, and she wouldn’t like being ‘mixed up’ in it. . . . Anyway, I’d just stopped the car for a rest, and was wondering what the village was called – What is it called, by the way?” 


“Steffan Green. Philip will tell you about it. He’s inclined to be archaeological. Steffan is supposed to be a corruption of Stefn, which is Anglo-Saxon for the prow of a ship, and in prehistoric days evidently this place was under the sea – one still finds tiny shells in the stones – and legend has it that once the prow of a ship was dug up here. All very uninteresting, I consider. But you will take the cottage, won’t you?”


“I don’t want a cottage.”


“Why not?” persisted the girl. “Just for a year. You’d get away from all the gaping busybodies. You could get back your poise.”


 “Have I lost it so terribly?”


“You’ve got a knocked-about sort of look. The sort your friends will gloat over. They’ll say, ‘Poor’ – what’s your name?”


“Lettice Helston.”


“ ‘Poor Lettice! It’s absolutely broken her up.’ They’ll flock round to comfort you and keep you company. . . . Wouldn’t you rather disappear for a year and then reappear – calm and mistress of the situation?”


Lettice smiled crookedly.


“You seem determined that I should take it.”


“I am determined,” said the girl calmly. “I made up my mind you should take it as soon as I saw you from the upstairs window. I knew you hadn’t come to see it, but I was determined you should see it, and I was determined you should take it. It all fits in so beautifully. You are going to take it, you know.”


“But why were you determined I should take it?” said Lettice. She felt vaguely flattered. “Did you think you’d like me?”


“Oh no, it wasn’t that,” said the girl. “It was that you looked quiet. I’ve been scared to death of someone noisy taking it. Brats need such heaps of sleep.”






Chapter Two




LETTICE stood at the window, looking down unseeingly at the straggling little garden. A thick white mist enshrouded it, completely hiding the further end. Through it came the muffled sounds of the outer world, the hooting of a car in the distance, the twittering of birds, a sudden snatch of song. Drops of moisture hung from every leaf and twig. A deep hush seemed to pervade everything, as if the whole world were asleep beneath the grey blanket of the mist.


She turned from the window with a sharp sigh. What a fool she’d been to come here! She’d wanted to get away from her friends, with their insistent clamorous sympathy, their never-ending chatter, and already she was homesick for them, longing for the warm solace of their company, the ceaseless trivial activities that she had shared with them. She hadn’t realised till she took the plunge how entirely these had filled her life – pottering about the shops, going to theatres and pictures, playing bridge, popping in and out of their houses for tea, cocktails, or dinner. She’d only moved here yesterday, but already the long days stretched before her, terrifying in their emptiness and futility.


She took up Harvey’s photograph from the table at her side, and again everything faded into that sharp racking heartache, that bitter torment of regret. She hadn’t meant to bring it with her. She’d meant to burn it. “If I hadn’t got that to remind me of him every minute,” she had said, “it might be easier to forget.” She’d put off burning it till she’d finished packing, then she’d put it off till she got here. . . . And now she knew that she was going to keep it, though even to look at it sent that shaft of unbearable agony through her heart.


“I don’t want to forget him,” she said stubbornly. “I’d rather remember, however much it hurts. It would be like dying to forget. . . .”


Besides, even if she destroyed the photograph, almost everything she had reminded her of him . . . the little Sheraton commode that they had bought together, the Queen Anne kneehole desk at which he used to write his letters, the lustres he had taken a childish delight in tinkling. . . .


She possessed hardly any jewelry that he hadn’t given her. He had always been lavishly generous. He had a lordly conquering-male manner that she used to laugh at but that secretly she adored. She had learnt early enough not to rely on him too much, but nothing ever annoyed him or put him out. His inexhaustible vitality and power of enjoyment made him a delightful companion. He – she shrugged her shoulders impatiently. Couldn’t she think of something else even for a moment? She slipped his photograph upside down into a drawer and glanced round the room. Her furniture seemed strange and unfamiliar in its new surroundings. The smallness of the room made it look unnaturally big and just a little menacing. It seemed to wear a slightly aggrieved air as if it resented being uprooted from its comfortable London flat.


“I know,” she said aloud. “I’m sorry. I feel like that, too. I –

don’t know why I came.”


She didn’t know why she’d come. Looking back, it seemed to her that she’d come for no other reason than that the woman next door wanted a quiet neighbour for her baby. Certainly she’d gone straight to the agent, taken the cottage, and moved in as quickly as she could arrange it. It had seemed at the time a way of escape, but now that she’d come she knew that there was no way of escape. She had only spent one night here (the vans had arrived yesterday) and already she was bored and depressed. She could hear Harriet moving about downstairs, putting things to rights. Harriet – the housemaid she had had at her London flat – had offered to come for a week to “settle her in,” but had made it quite clear that she did not intend to stay. “No, madam,” she had said. “I’ll see you settled, then I’ll look for another job. I’ve never fancied the country.”


Lettice was rather relieved than otherwise. Just as her friends’ excessive sympathy jarred on her, so Harriet’s lack of sympathy jarred. Harriet had never liked Harvey. She was one of the few people who had failed to succumb to his charm. Right up to the end he had never relaxed his efforts to break down her defences. Harriet was middle-aged and plain, but Harvey couldn’t endure to have anyone about him who didn’t adore him, and Harriet’s thinly veiled dislike had been a perpetual challenge to him. Every other servant they’d had had adored him. . . . When Lettice told Harriet about the divorce she had set her lips grimly. “I’m not surprised, madam,” she had said, and Lettice felt that she despised her for having put up with it so long, for having shut her eyes. . . .


She’d have to get someone locally. Probably no London servant would be willing to come out so far. Steffan Green was three miles from Beverton, and the ’bus only went there once in the half-hour. She was completely cut off from the world. Despair seized her afresh.


“Why on earth did I do it?” she said helplessly.


A sudden burst of whistling came from outside. She went to the window again and saw through the mist the young man next door at work chopping up a packing-case with a hatchet. He was tall and elegantly slender, with fair hair and a long, thin handsome face. He wore wide green corduroy trousers and an orange pullover. A strand of fair hair fell over his forehead as he worked.


Lettice went slowly downstairs. Harriet, still in her print dress, was sweeping the hall.


“Let me do that,” said Lettice.


“No, thank you, madam,” said Harriet. “There’s nothing you can do.”


Her manner was aloof and vaguely reproachful. Lettice felt that she had lost “face” irretrievably in her eyes by coming here.


(“Are you aware, madam,” Harriet had said that morning with a face grimmer than even Harvey’s vagaries had ever made it, “that there’s only one w.c.?”)


“I’m sure you’re tired,” said Lettice. “I’ve done nothing.”


“There’s very little to do, madam,” said Harriet, still with a look of suffering patience. “The place is little more than a workman’s cottage.”


“I suppose it is,” said Lettice, trying not to sound apologetic. “I’m afraid that you’re going to find it a long week, Harriet.”


“I’m prepared to do my duty, madam,” said Harriet.


Lettice knew that when she got back to London and met Mary, the cook, a perverted sense of loyalty would make her describe the place as if it were a country mansion.


There was a knock at the front door, and Lettice opened it, to find the young man on the doorstep, his arm full of pieces of wood. He grinned at her.


“I bet you never thought of firewood,” he said as he stepped into the hall. “Where can I put it?”


Harriet turned an icy stare on him, met his grin, and visibly melted.


“Through here in the kitchen, sir,” she said. “That’s very kind of you.”


Lettice looked with interest at the young man whose charm succeeded where Harvey’s had failed.


He came back from the kitchen still grinning and wiping his hands on his trousers.


“Lydia told me to bring you back for tea,” he said. He cocked an eye at Harriet. “You’ll be glad to be rid of her for an hour or so, won’t you?”


Lettice gasped and waited for Harriet to put this daring young man in his place. Even her oldest friends had never presumed to take liberties with Harriet. But Harriet was smiling, showing the back gold tooth that Lettice saw on an average once a year.


“Well, to tell the truth, sir,” she said, “I can get on better by myself.”


“Grand!” said the young man.


He took the fur coat that hung in the hall and held it out for Lettice.


“Come on.”


She went with him down the path to the road and in at the other gate. The door was ajar. He pushed it open.


“I loathe removals, don’t you?” he said. “I think of hell as one long removal. Sandwiches on packing-cases and nails everywhere and the clothes brush lost.”


“Harriet’s done it nearly all,” smiled Lettice. “I think we’ve even got the clothes brush.”


“How devastatingly efficient!” he said. “It turns one’s blood cold.”


He threw open the sitting-room door.


“Come in here. Lydia’s just sticking safety pins into the brat. Its entire surface is punctured by now.”


“Matilda?” said Lettice. “She’s a lovely baby.”


The young man looked affronted.


“She’s no right to be,” he said. “She’s been consistently neglected since birth. She’s quite definitely an unwanted child.”


Lydia came in with a tray of tea things. She wore a bright yellow sweater with the navy-blue slacks and a cigarette drooped between her reddened lips.


“Take this, you great hulking idle brute,” she said, giving the tray into her husband’s hands, “and put it down somewhere.” She turned to Lettice. “You poor pet! Isn’t it foul! Aren’t you half dead?”


“I haven’t done anything but moon about,” said Lettice. “I’ve got the perfect maid. She’s only to look at a roomful of furniture and it sorts itself out.”


“How marvellous!” sighed Lydia wistfully.


“It isn’t. I’ve had her for three years and I’m as scared of her as I was the first day she came. She’s not going to stay. That’s my sole comfort. She says she’s never fancied the country.”


“Good for her!” said Lydia, sitting down on the window seat. “Do pour out, Philip. I told you Philip was on a paper, didn’t I? He’s working at night just now, so I’ve got him on my hands all day. It’s an awful bore. I only married a newspaper man because I thought you didn’t see much of them. I’d decided on a newspaper man or a sailor, but I couldn’t find a sailor, so I had to marry Philip.”


Philip grinned as he poured out the tea. His skin was smooth and close-textured like a child’s, and his fair untidy hair emphasised the impression of boyishness. He had a pleasant finely moulded mouth and smiling blue eyes, and he managed his tall spare body with an easy grace.


“Don’t forget to fix up about March,” Lydia was saying. She turned to Lettice. “We want to go away in March.”


“Where?” said Lettice, taking a cup of tea from Philip.


“South of France, I think. Philip and I and a girl friend for Philip and a boy friend for me. We always do it that way. It relieves the monotony of married life. We married because there’s a certain convenience in the marriage state, but we allow each other perfect freedom.” She put her cup down suddenly and sat, tense and motionless. “I thought I heard . . . I hope that old wretch hasn’t come.”


“What old wretch?” asked Lettice.


“Miss Pendleton. The old wretch who used to live here. She came and stood at the back gate for over an hour yesterday muttering away to herself. I went down to her and found she was furious because we’d taken down what she called her ‘arbour.’ ”


“A rustic erection of indescribably hideous design,” put in Philip. “You know, an archway of trellis encircling a so-called seat that could never accommodate itself to any conceivable position of the human form.”


“She wanted to know what we’d done with it,” said Lydia. “As a matter of fact we’d used it for firewood. I was as rude to her as I could be. The damned cheek of it! When we’ve bought the house and got a jolly rotten bargain at that. She ought to be ashamed to come near it.”


“She’d lived all her life here,” said Philip, “and I believe she’s not quite right in her head. And she drinks.”


“Filthy old creature!” said Lydia, flicking her cigarette ash into her saucer. “I told you we had to scrape the dirt off the woodwork, didn’t I?”


“I say, are you sure you locked the gate?” said her husband.


“I think so. . . .”


“I’ll go and make sure.”


“We’ll come with you. Come along, Mrs. Helston. I want to show you my one and only chrysanthemum. I forgot to point it out the other day, and you’d never notice it otherwise.”


They went out of the sitting-room into the little nursery. Matilda sat on a rug in a wooden pen playing with bricks. Plump dimpled legs emerged from a clean pair of rompers. The fair silky hair was brushed into loose curls. As they entered she raised her round rosy face from the bricks and fixed them with a solemn blue gaze. Then she smiled suddenly, showing small white teeth, and said:


“Dad – dad – dad.”


The young man looked embarrassed.


“Don’t know who taught it that,” he muttered. “I never did.” 


They opened the french window and went outside. A breeze had arisen and partly dispelled the mist. Snatches of it floated across the garden like fleeting ghosts. The young man vanished in the direction of the gate.


Lydia pulled up the collar of her sweater and shuddered.


“The country’s so crude,” she said. “One can ignore the elements in town. In the country they hit one in the face.”


The young man rejoined them, appearing suddenly and unexpectedly out of a strand of mist.


“It’s locked all right,” he said.


“And she’s not there?” said Lydia anxiously.


“No, she’s not there.”


“Let’s go in, then. This stuff gets right inside you. I’ll show you my chrysanthemum another time. I’m sure it’s not looking its best even if I could find it.”


“I ought to go back now,” said Lettice. “Thanks for the tea.” 


“Time I shoved the brat into bed,” said Lydia. “Perhaps the mist will have cleared by the time I’ve finished and we can go across for a booze. We always go to the ‘Fox and Grapes’ for a drink when I’ve shoved the brat into bed. Even if we don’t particularly want the drink we always go, because we love to see Mrs. Webb watching us through her lace curtains and looking shocked. She thinks we’re abandoned and we love her thinking we’re abandoned. We had great fun sun-bathing in the back garden for her benefit in the summer. She sat there with her eyes glued to the window watching us and being shocked. She even wrote to the vicar about us. He showed us the letter. . . . Well, I’ll away to the brat.”


Just as Lettice reached the front door Harriet opened it. 


“There’s a lady to see you, madam,” she said, in her usual expressionless tone. “She’s in the sitting-room writing a note.” 


“Oh,” said Lettice, taken aback.


Callers. She’d forgotten that people called in the country. She shrank in sudden panic from the thought. She’d come here to be alone. She hadn’t reckoned on having to know people. The young couple next door somehow didn’t count. They seemed to go with the house. . . . She stood for a moment in the hall, summoning her courage, then opened the door.


A woman who was sitting at the writing-desk turned round as she entered. She wore a rather shabby raincoat and shapeless felt hat placed carelessly on fair greying hair. Her face was pale, her eyes a deep cornflower blue, and a long jagged scar ran across her colourless lips.


“Forgive me for coming now,” she said, rising. A certain delicacy of build only just redeemed the tall untidy figure from angularity. “It isn’t really a call. I’ve only just come to see if there’s anything I can do. My name’s Fanshaw. My husband’s the vicar.”


“Oh – it’s kind of you,” said Lettice. “Do sit down.”


Mrs. Fanshaw sat down and there was a short silence. Meeting the curiously direct gaze of the cornflower blue eyes, Lettice moved hers uneasily away.


“What about tea?” said Mrs. Fanshaw suddenly.


“Won’t you come to the vicarage or may I send some over?”


 “Thanks. I’ve just had it next door with the Morrices.”


The scarred lips parted in a faint smile.


“They’re delightful, aren’t they? Actually, though I don’t believe they wanted the child originally, they’ve worshipped it ever since it arrived, but they still pretend even to each other to be bored by it. . . . They spend their time vainly fighting an ineradicable streak of respectability. It’s a losing battle. I tell them that he’ll end up as a churchwarden and she as secretary of the Women’s Institute.”


Lettice took a box from the writing-desk and handed it to her.


 “Have a cigarette?”


When she came in she’d hoped that the woman would not stay, but now – she didn’t know why – she found herself anxious to detain her.


“Thank you,” said the visitor, taking one. She had thin hands with long nervous fingers. “This is too much – knowing where the cigarettes are on the day of a move. I feel that I’ve insulted you by coming to ask if I could help.”


“Oh, that’s Harriet,” said Lettice, giving her a light. “I’m not a bit like that. I’m muddle-headed and muzzy-minded.”


The visitor smiled at her quizzically through her cigarette smoke.


 “I don’t suppose you are.” The smile died away, and the blue eyes rested on her with that oddly disconcerting directness. “Do you think you’ll like Steffan Green?”


“I don’t know,” said Lettice and added, “Do you?”


“I love it,” said Mrs. Fanshaw, “but, then, my roots are here –

my family, I mean.”


“Have you children?” asked Lettice.


She was interested in her visitor, despite herself – interested and faintly resentful. The woman was untidy and badly dressed. There was no reason for the influence she seemed to exert so effortlessly.


The lips curved again into a smile that was ironic but without bitterness.


“I have a daughter. She’s one of the practical jokes that life has played on me. Has life played any practical jokes on you?” 


Lettice looked away, with tight lips and narrowed eyes.


“Yes.”


“Oh, life’s not always kind,” said her visitor, “but you can’t deny it a sense of humour. . . . However, I won’t inflict the story of my life on you at our first meeting. I’ll tell you some other time.” 


“Please tell me now . . .” said Lettice.


She couldn’t think why she wanted to know more about this woman, but she did. Perhaps it was because she wanted, in her turn, to tell her about Harvey. . . .


The visitor threw her again that faintly amused glance.


“Very well. You shall be the wedding guest. You’ve asked for it, remember. It’s a long story, and it’s all ancient history by now, of course, but I was one of the leaders of what was called the Woman’s Movement, when you were at school, I suppose. I couldn’t endure the sort of life my parents offered me – living at home and doing the flowers and making my own dresses and being Little Lady Bountiful in the village and waiting for a nice young man to fall in love with me. I wanted freedom and a career, and I fought for them. I felt that I wasn’t only fighting for myself. I was fighting for all the women who were to come after me. I put matches in pillar-boxes and chained myself to railings and went to prison. . . .” She paused for a moment, gazing meditatively into the distance, then went on, “I hated doing it. I was always literally sick before the – demonstration, as they called it, but I felt I was doing it for posterity. Well, we got the vote and I took a doctor’s degree and then I married and had a daughter, and I thought, she shall enjoy everything that I fought for. She shall have freedom and a career. And the amusing part is that she didn’t want it. All she wanted in life was what I’d fought against. She wanted to live at home and potter about the house and do the flowers and help in the parish, and she’s tremendously interested in nice young men. It’s funny to think that I killed my mother because I wanted to save my children from that fate. My mother literally died of shock when I went to prison and was in headlines in the papers. . . . And really all for nothing. . . . It would have broken my heart if I hadn’t cultivated a sense of proportion.”
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