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			PART I: 1900

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			They were having tea at the dining-room table. Lorna and Jenifer wore clean starched pinafores over their gingham frocks, Laurence a holland smock that covered his blouse and most of his short serge knickers, and Adrian a white sailor suit complete with cord, whistle, and long, bell-bottom trousers. Adrian was nine and emancipated from pinafores and smocks. Jenifer, who was only six and the youngest, wore a feeder as well as a pinafore. It was a very old feeder, with the word “Baby” embroidered in washed-out colours across the hem. Jenifer disliked it, and when she wore it pulled it down as far as she could so that “Baby” was hidden by the edge of the table.

			She had pulled it down as soon as she took her seat, and now she wasn’t thinking about it, but was surrendering herself to the enjoyment of having tea at Grandma’s. She always loved coming to Grandma’s. She loved the spacious, high-ceilinged rooms, with their polished floors and pieces of old furniture standing by themselves so that you could see how beautiful they were, not all crowded together as most people’s furniture was.

			Once Jenifer had heard Mother say that the rooms looked “bare,” but Grandma had laughed and replied, “My dear, you know I’ve always hated crowds.”

			It was Grandma’s birthday today, and they had each taken sixpence out of their money boxes and gone into Leaveston this morning to buy her a present. They had visited shop after shop and stayed in each so long without being able to make up their minds that Miss Marchant had lost patience.

			“Now this is to be the last,” she said, jerking Jenifer sharply by the arm.

			Miss Marchant never became openly angry. Her irritation found outlet instead in little tweaks and pulls and pushes. When the children annoyed her she would punish them indirectly by dragging the comb mercilessly through the tangles when she did their hair, or letting the soap get into their eyes when she washed their faces, or snapping the elastic beneath their chins when she put on their hats. She would also often vent her irritation with the elder ones upon the younger ones, as being less likely to resist or retaliate. She always left Adrian alone, because Adrian, though he was nine years old, had a disconcerting way of bursting into tears when his feelings were hurt. Lorna was Miss Marchant’s favourite, not only because of her flower-like prettiness, but because she alone of the four children seemed to have some real affection for the mother’s help. Laurence and Jenifer, therefore, came in for more than their fair share of the tweaks and pulls and pushes, which they bore with philosophical indifference. They felt glad, however, that they always came to Grandma’s on Miss Marchant’s free afternoon. It would have spoilt Grandma’s, somehow, if Miss Marchant had been there . . .

			Grandma had been very much pleased with the present they had finally bought for her—a china jug that the man let them have for one and six instead of three shillings, because it had a little crack in it.

			Jenifer hadn’t wanted to buy it.

			“Oh no, Lorna,” she had protested, “not that. Not for Grandma.”

			“But why ever not?” Lorna had said rather crossly. “It’s just an ornament. The crack won’t matter at all.”

			And Jenifer somehow couldn’t explain why it seemed terrible to give Grandma—Grandma who was so perfect—a jug that had a crack in it, even a very tiny crack.

			“Darlings, how sweet of you!” Grandma had said. “We’ll have the milk in it for tea today.”

			And then Lorna, with that air of sweet dignity that made her appear so much older than her ten years, had explained that the jug had a tiny, tiny crack in it.

			“You see,” she said, “it’s a so much better one than we could have afforded if it hadn’t had the tiny crack, and we thought if you’d just use it as an ornament–—”

			“Of course, darling,” said Grandma, and she laughed as she kissed them—the gay happy laugh that was so like Mother’s.

			She sat now at the head of the table, straight and slender, and looking like a queen, thought Jenifer, with her white hair and blue eyes and soft pink cheeks and faint secret smile. You never saw Grandma cross or upset or unhappy. She was always kind, always interested in you, and yet part of her seemed to be far away where you couldn’t reach it however hard you tried. Everything about her was lovely, even her name, Caroline Silver. Jenifer often used to say it aloud to herself because it sounded like music.

			Aunt Lena sat at the other end of the table. She was tall and thin and angular, with faded hair that was taken straight back from her forehead and done in a tight bun behind her head. She always wore white shirt blouses with stiff linen collars, navy-blue serge skirts, and a leather belt into which her watch, at the end of its long gold chain, was neatly tucked away. Her pince-nez, too, had a gold chain, but a very thin one, that attached them to a little pin on her blouse.

			Aunt Lena was always very busy “seeing to” something or other. She kept house for Grandma, and had a District, for which she made soups and jellies and shapeless underclothes of coarse grey calico.

			“Sit up straight, my dear,” she was saying to Jenifer.

			Jenifer sat up straight, pulling the feeder down so that “Baby” still didn’t show.

			“And your mouth is too full, Laurence dear,” went on Aunt Lena.

			Aunt Lena always kept up a stream of little admonitions and reproofs. Even when she read to them, she kept stopping to say, “Don’t fidget, Adrian,” or “Don’t loll like that, Lorna,” or “Are you listening, Jenifer dear?”

			Jenifer noticed that Aunt Lena and Grandma never seemed to have much to say to each other, though Grandma and Mother always talked and laughed a lot when they were together.

			Aunt Lena had given Grandma a beautiful cushion for her birthday present. It was blue satin with red poppies embroidered all over it. She had made it herself, sitting up late at night to work at it so that it should be a surprise for Grandma. “It’s beautifully done,” Mother had said, when Grandma showed it to her, and Aunt Lena had flushed slightly and jerked her head back as if she were annoyed.

			“Why didn’t you have candles on your cake, Grandma?” said Lorna, looking at the iced cake in the middle of the table.

			“Darling,” smiled Grandma, “it would take us all the rest of the year to get through the cake if I had candles.”

			“When do people stop having candles?” said Laurence.

			“It’s nearly time I stopped,” said Adrian in the high-pitched voice that he used when he was excited (it took very little to excite Adrian. He’d been excited all day just because it was Grandma’s birthday). “I shall be ten next year and—–”

			He broke off. The sweeping gesture he had made with his hand had upset his mug of milk. It spread slowly and relentlessly over the embroidered table-cloth.

			“Oh, Adrian!” said Aunt Lena.

			There was an unusual note of sharpness in her voice because it was the best cloth, which she always washed and ironed herself, and she’d hesitated about putting it on today with the children coming.

			“How careless of you!” she went on, the note of sharpness accentuated as she saw that the milk was making its way through the lace insertion on to the bare mahogany.

			Adrian stared in speechless horror at the destruction he had wrought. He’d spoilt Grandma’s beautiful tea-cloth. Everyone in the world hated him. No one would ever forget it or forgive him as long as he lived. He couldn’t bear to go on living . . . The big dark eyes in the pale oval face seemed to grow bigger, darker . . . the wistful mouth began to quiver. Immediately the spell of dismay that held the table was broken. Adrian was going to cry. He must be stopped at all costs. At once. Before he began. It was too late once he had begun.

			Aunt Lena hastily put out a hand and patted his shoulder. She remembered that his crying fits often ended in his being actually sick, and really that, on top of the milk, would be too much.

			“It’s all right, Adrian,” she said, trying hard to sound as if she didn’t mind about the cloth. “We know it was only an accident.”

			Lorna slipped from her chair and went to Adrian, putting her arms round his neck. “It’s all right, Adrian darling. Aunt Lena says it’s all right. You didn’t mean to . . .”

			Jenifer watched them dispassionately, her mouth full of bread and honey above the degrading feeder. Adrian never got into trouble. It didn’t matter what he did, he’d only to look like that, and everyone began to fuss round him and try to stop him crying. Of course, it was terrible when he did cry. Jenifer knew that he couldn’t help it, that even the tragic gaze and quivering lip, which gave people a last chance of averting the catastrophe of his tears, was quite genuine. Still, it seemed to give him an unfair advantage over the others. Jenifer herself had tried the same tactics, but without success.

			“We’ll all help Aunt Lena clean it up,” Lorna was saying, smiling at Adrian and stroking his dark curls.

			He looked at her with tear-brimmed eyes, gulping. The crisis was over. He wasn’t going to cry . . . Jenifer’s clear hazel eyes were fixed on Lorna. Lorna was always nicer to Adrian than she was to the other two. Adrian admired her and did what she wanted, and Lorna was proud of her influence over him.

			Watching her now as she stood smiling down at him, Jenifer thought: She’s thinking about herself really, not Adrian. She’s thinking how sweet she’s being to him. She’s showing off to herself.

			Jenifer’s eyes turned to Laurence. Laurence was wholly unmoved by the little scene, had indeed barely noticed it. Someone had upset a mug of milk, but then someone was always upsetting mugs of milk. Laurence sat, as usual, lost in his day-dreams. There was nothing poetic or fanciful in Laurence’s day-dreams. He was generally thinking about insects. He loved small things like insects and birds and even mice. He kept collections of insects in wooden boxes with glass tops, and spent hours watching them. He would sit in the garden motionless for whole afternoons, watching a spider spin its web or a colony of ants at work. He was a solid silent child, and Miss Marchant often said that she was afraid he was going to turn out stupid. Though there was no hostility between the two couples, he was Jenifer’s ally as Adrian was Lorna’s.

			“It’ll be all right if you put it in water straight away,” Mother was saying.

			“Of course I’ll do that,” said Aunt Lena.

			She spoke rather stiffly. Really, Marcia needn’t talk as if she were an authority on household matters, when everyone knew that she left simply everything at home to that poor Miss Marchant, and that she, Lena, supervised the smallest detail of her household most conscientiously.

			“I suppose it ought to come off,” said Grandma. “The children can take their pieces of birthday cake into the garden.”

			“I’m terribly sorry,” said Adrian again.

			The nightmare feeling of desperation and misery was, however, leaving him. It was a dreadful thing to have done, of course, but he no longer felt that he couldn’t bear to go on living. He quite definitely could bear to go on living. He could even enjoy a piece of Grandma’s birthday cake in the garden.

			Grandma cut the cake, and the children each took a slice out into the garden, where they sat down to eat it under the copper beech at the end of the lawn. Then Lorna went to old Croft, the gardener, who was digging in the vegetable garden. Adrian followed her, and Laurence, lying on his stomach, began to watch the little red spiders that ran in and out of the moss. Jenifer remained seated tailor-fashion beneath the copper beech. Now that her feeder had been taken off, the starched frills of her pinafore tickled her neck. She kept putting up a hand to smooth them down, but they always stood up and began to tickle her neck again. She wished that she had brought one of her dolls with her. Lorna said that it was babyish to play with dolls, but Jenifer loved her battered family of six with an unchildlike brooding tenderness. The more battered and featureless they were, the more she loved them. If she had had them with her now she could have made up stories for them. It never seemed worth while making up stories just for oneself. Laurence didn’t care for stories except about insects. “Is it about an insect?” he would say when she offered to tell him a story, and she didn’t like making up stories about insects. She would rather make up stories about fairies, but, of course, Laurence didn’t believe in fairies. “If ever I saw one I’d believe in them,” he said with an air of great reasonableness. Even when Jenifer tried to make up a story about insects for him, he was always interrupting and saying, “But it couldn’t have done that, Jenifer. They don’t.” And when Jenifer explained that it was a magic insect he lost all interest in it.

			She thought with a warm happy feeling of her six children waiting for her at home. She would put them to bed and go on with the story of the magic windmill that she had begun to tell them last night. She hoped that when she was grown up she would have heaps and heaps and heaps of children . . .

			She could see Lorna talking to the gardener, the sun shining on her golden ringlets. The gardener was smiling down at her. Lorna was his favourite, as indeed she was most people’s favourite. She laughed suddenly—a clear rippling little laugh that jarred vaguely on Jenifer, because she knew that Lorna was trying to make it sound like Mother’s. Lorna’s own laugh was quite different, but lately she had been doing the new laugh whenever she remembered.

			Peter, Aunt Lena’s cat, walked slowly across the lawn. Jenifer called “Peter,” but he took no notice. He was rather a disagreeable cat and scratched you when you tried to play with him. He didn’t even like being stroked. He used to spend hours sitting on the morning-room hearthrug and gazing up at Aunt Lena’s canary that hung in a cage in the window. Aunt Lena said that they loved each other, but she never let the canary out when Peter was there. She said that Peter might be rough with it without meaning to hurt it.

			Suddenly Jenifer remembered the red and white ivory chessmen, which stood in the cabinet in the drawing-room. Perhaps, as it was her birthday, Grandma would let her take them out and play with them. And there was the beautiful new cushion. She did want to look at the beautiful new cushion again . . .

			She went into the drawing-room, where Grandma and Mother and Aunt Lena were sitting in the big bay window recess, talking.

			“May I have the chessmen out, please, Grandma?” she said, standing in the doorway and smoothing down her pinafore frill, which was tickling her neck again.

			“Yes, my dear,” said Grandma, smiling at her.

			Anyone but Grandma would have added “Be very careful with them,” but Grandma knew that, when you loved anything as much as Jenifer loved the little chessmen, of course you’d be very careful with them . . .

			She sat down by the china cabinet and took out the figures—white and red, exquisitely carved—arranging them in a little procession on the polished floor. Mother, Grandma, and Aunt Lena went on talking in the window recess in lowered voices that she couldn’t hear . . .

			“And how’s Flossie?” the old lady was saying.

			Lena stiffened. She always disliked the way in which Mother and Marcia spoke of Miss Marchant, referring to her as Flossie behind her back (her name was Flora) and sneering at her plainness and general unattractiveness. It wasn’t kind or Christian, especially when you considered what a good woman Miss Marchant was, going regularly to church on her free Sunday evening (when she happened to get it, that is, because Marcia was simply conscienceless about asking her to give it up), and working so hard in the house and looking after the children so well.

			“Oh, she’s as dreadfully worthy as ever,” laughed Marcia. “I wish I could afford to do without her, but I can’t. I could never manage with only one maid if it weren’t for her. She’s nurse and governess and cook and lady’s-maid and heaven knows what else. I can’t think why she stays.”

			“She’s in love with Frank, my dear,” said the old lady, calmly.

			Marcia laughed again, and Lena’s pale cheeks flushed. Really, it was dreadful the things Mother said. And for Marcia just to laugh as if it were funny! Whereas, if it were true, it was wicked, and, if it weren’t true, it was a very unkind thing to say. In any case, it wasn’t a subject to joke about.

			“Do you think so?” Marcia was saying. “I’d flattered myself it was partly my beaux yeux. She seems quite devoted to me.”

			“No doubt she thinks she is. She’s probably completely unaware that she’s in love with Frank. She has to be. If she weren’t, her conscience would make her leave the scene of her temptation. Her only way of cheating her conscience is not to know anything about it.”

			Lena interrupted in her clear precise voice. She really must put a stop to this dreadful conversation. Anyone as old and as, presumably, near the grave as Mother ought to be thinking and talking about very different things.

			“Mr Markson was telling me today,” she said, “that there were more people at Matins last Sunday than there’d been for the last four months.”

			“Who’s Mr Markson, dear?” said her mother.

			“He’s the curate at St. Matthew’s,” said Lena shortly, because, of course, Mother knew perfectly well who Mr Markson was.

			“That’s very interesting,” said the old lady, and the faint note of irony in her voice made Lena compress her thin lips. Mother was always worse when Marcia was there. They seemed to combine to try to make her seem priggish and uninteresting and—oh, all the things she really wasn’t. Their conversation consisted chiefly of gossip, and Aunt Letty had always taught Lena that a gentlewoman never gossips. A gentlewoman, Aunt Letty had said, should talk about subjects of general interest. Mother and Marcia never seemed to be interested in subjects of general interest. It was of general interest that there had been more people at Matins at St. Matthew’s last Sunday than there had been for the last four months. It was of far more general interest, anyway, than making horrible insinuations against Miss Marchant’s moral character . . .

			To Jenifer the grown-up conversation was only a vague murmur in the distance. She had arranged the chessmen in a procession and had even taken down the four little ivory elephants from the other shelf, because if Grandma didn’t mind about the chessmen she surely wouldn’t mind about the elephants. Two elephants led the procession and the other two brought up the rear. The polished floor was the desert, and they were marching across it, keeping a look-out on all sides for wild beasts and enemies. One chair leg was a date tree, and another a well of water. The elephants would put their trunks in and drink deeply. Then, after weeks and weeks of marching, they’d reach the carpet, and that was the sea; then they’d have to get into a ship and sail away till they reached the hearthrug, and that was a terrible storm and— She went rigid as a sharp pang shot through her gum. And another. And another. Then a dull ache that grew sharper . . . sharper . . . Toothache. She’d try not to think about it. She’d—she clapped her hand to her cheek and crouched down, a small silent huddle of agony. A little moan escaped her.

			“Oh, darling,” said Mother. “Is it toothache?”

			Jenifer nodded. All the forces of her being were absorbed in wrestling with the pain. There were none left for speech.

			“Oh, dear!” said Mother. “She had it last night. Miss Marchant put witch hazel on it, but it hasn’t really cured it.”

			“Of course it wouldn’t,” said Grandma.

			Jenifer rocked to and fro on the floor, making involuntary little bleats of pain. Aunt Lena swept across the room to her and gathered her tenderly into her arms.

			“Poor little thing . . . There! There!”

			Panic invaded Jenifer. She hated a fuss more than anything else in the world. She pushed away Aunt Lena’s arms.

			“It’s all right, it’s all right,” she said breathlessly. “Don’t talk about it.”

			“But, darling, I’m so sorry about the naughty pain. Naughty, naughty pain.”

			“It’s all right,” said Jenifer again. “Leave me alone.”

			She knew that it was rude to speak like that to Aunt Lena, but it was so hard to be polite when you had toothache.

			“Leave her alone, Lena,” said Mother. “It’ll probably go. It was the birthday cake.”

			Lena returned to her seat, feeling hurt and annoyed. What an odd child Jenifer was! Any normal child would have clung to her, grateful for her sympathy, not pushed her away like that.

			Jenifer still crouched on the floor, flushed and dishevelled, her small face distorted, her eyes darting round the room as if seeking escape from her misery. Suddenly she saw the blue satin cushion embroidered with poppies. The smoothness and brightness of it seemed fraught with mysterious comfort.

			“Please may I put my face on it, Grandma?” she said in a high unsteady voice. The nerve gave another sharp stab as she spoke.

			“Of course, my pet,” said Grandma.

			Jenifer went to it and laid her face against it. Its coolness was grateful to her flushed cheek. The softness and bright colour seemed to ease the pain at once, as she had known they would.

			“That better?” said Grandma.

			She nodded.

			Lena’s lips were compressed. Really, Mother needn’t have let the child put her sticky little face (she hadn’t washed it since tea, and it was sure to be covered with honey, not to speak of birthday-cake icing) on the cushion that she’d taken weeks and weeks embroidering for her birthday. It was the cushion that had made Lena feel hurt and aggrieved all day. She’d taken endless trouble over it, sitting up to embroider it sometimes right into the early morning, and Mother hadn’t been half so pleased about it as Lena had expected her to be. She had thanked her and said what a lot of trouble she must have taken over it, but she had never once said that it was pretty, or that she liked it. And it was beautiful—much nicer than any other cushion in the drawing-room. And when she’d shown it to Marcia there had been a certain reserve in Marcia’s manner, too.

			“What a lot of work,” Marcia had said. “Lena, darling, it’s beautifully done.”

			And she had examined the cushion very hard and for a long time, as if she didn’t want to meet either Lena’s eye or Mother’s.

			And now, though she’d only had it for a few hours, Mother was risking its being ruined—the work of months—by Jenifer’s hot sticky little face.

			“How is it, darling?” said Marcia.

			“It’s not quite as worse as it was,” came Jenifer’s muffled voice from the cushion.

			(Her mouth’s right on the biggest poppy of all, thought Lena aggrievedly, the one that took a whole fortnight.)

			Lorna entered and stood in the doorway.

			“Poor little Jenifer’s got toothache again,” said Marcia.

			Jenifer raised her head, and Lena took advantage of the movement to rescue the cushion, examine it with ostentatious anxiety, and place it out of reach.

			Jenifer got up and stood at bay, her hand to her flushed cheek, her eyes bright and hard with pain, her breath coming in quick little sobbing gasps.

			“I’d better take her to the dentist now,” said Marcia, rising. “She can’t go on like this. Come along, darling.”

			“I’ll order the carriage,” said Grandma. “You’ll be there quite soon . . .”

			Jenifer’s eyes wandered again to the brightly coloured square that seemed endowed with such mysterious comfort.

			“Grandma, may I take it in the carriage? Just to put my face on it. I’ll be very careful.”

			Before Grandma could say anything, Lena interposed, speaking quickly and sharply.

			“No, darling, of course you can’t have the cushion. Aunt Lena’s taken a lot of time and trouble making it for Grandma’s birthday, and Grandma likes it very much and doesn’t want it spoilt the first day.”

			“I like it very much, too. I won’t spoil it.”

			“You won’t mean to, darling, but of course it will spoil it to put your face on it.”

			“It makes my toothache better.”

			“Nonsense, darling. That’s just imagination. Anyway, you mustn’t have Grandma’s beautiful new cushion, so don’t worry her any more.”

			Lena tried not to see the glance that Mother and Marcia exchanged, a quick amused glance of complete understanding. She went upstairs to her bedroom and brought down one of her bedroom cushions—a cushion of pink sateen piped with red. Jenifer was sitting upright in the carriage. Her small face was tense. Her lips were set in a rigid line.

			“Here you are, darling,” said Lena. “You can have this cushion as a great treat. It’s a very beautiful one.”

			Jenifer looked at it.

			“I don’t like it. I don’t want it, thank you.”

			“Very well,” said Lena, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. (Really, the contrariness of children!)

			Marcia bundled the other children into the carriage, then took her seat next to Jenifer.

			“Thank you so much for letting us have the carriage, Mother,” she said. She drew Jenifer’s face against the cool silk of her dress. “Try that, sweet.” Jenifer’s face rested there. It was comforting, but not so comforting as the cushion had been. The nerve still stabbed—just a second’s rest in which she hoped that it had stopped altogether, then another sharp stab. She gave a little quivering sigh that was half a whimper and compressed her lips firmly. The carriage started off down the drive.

			Lena turned from the front door.

			“Well, I’ll go and change, Mother,” she said.

			She spoke distantly. She was still feeling aggrieved about the cushion.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			It was too early to change, so Lena began to tidy the drawers in her bedroom. When she was feeling hurt or annoyed she always tidied the drawers in her bedroom, taking the things out and putting them back in neat little piles. Even when they were in neat little piles to start with, she still took them out and put them back again. The process, for some obscure reason, never failed to soothe and console her. She arranged the little piles today with quick, jerky, exasperated movements. It wasn’t only the cushion. It was—everything. Ever since Mother came to settle in England she’d devoted her whole life to her, sacrificing her time and energy without stint or complaint, and Mother didn’t even pretend to appreciate it. She hurt her constantly by ignoring her advice and preferring the company of Marcia, who was selfish and frivolous and had never sacrificed anything for anybody in all her life. One wouldn’t mind being unselfish if only the people one was unselfish for appreciated it. She wished vaguely that Mother were more like the sort of old lady one had in mind when one thought of an old lady in general terms—a little deaf, a little blind, and more than a little helpless. Mother simply refused to be helpless. She would never take Lena’s arm, she would never even wear a shawl or be read aloud to in the evenings. Lena’s thoughts went back to the time when she had first come to live with Mother and Marcia. She had been full of such high hopes and intentions. Now—well, she didn’t actually disapprove of Mother, because that would be wrong, but she couldn’t help being glad that she had been brought up by Aunt Letty. 

			She had been only three years old when Father got his appointment in India, and Mother went out there, leaving her with Aunt Letty, so, of course, she didn’t remember them at all as they were then. Marcia was born when they had been in India for five years, and then they moved to Spain. At first they had wanted Lena to join them there, but Aunt Letty was so reluctant to give her up that gradually the matter was dropped. Dear Aunt Letty! Though Lena tried not to compare her with Mother she could never be grateful enough for the careful training that Aunt Letty had given her. When Father died Marcia was at a finishing school in Paris, and Mother took an apartment near the Champs-Élysées, but by that time Lena was looked upon as belonging entirely to Aunt Letty, and Mother made no further move to claim her. Then Marcia left her finishing school, and she and Mother travelled about Europe, staying in Vienna and Budapest and Paris and London and Berlin. And all the time Lena lived with Aunt Letty in her dear little cottage in a picturesque Cotswold village. It had been a quiet happy life—walks with Aunt Letty, lessons with Aunt Letty, long earnest talks with Aunt Letty . . . Aunt Letty reading Victories of the Saints or Mrs Gatty’s Parables from Nature to her on Sunday evenings, teaching her needlework, taking her to visit the Poor. Then Aunt Letty died, and Mother and Marcia came to live in England, and Lena joined them. From the beginning she had disapproved of Marcia, and from the beginning there had been an odd secret bitterness at the heart of her disapproval. For Marcia was Fast. Lena, acting on Aunt Letty’s constant exhortation to Believe the Best of everyone (Aunt Letty had always sprinkled her letters with capitals, and so Lena had got into the way of sprinkling her thoughts with them), had tried for a long time not to think that Marcia was Fast, but really there wasn’t any other word for it. Even when she thought of her as Flighty, because it sounded kinder, it came to the same thing.

			And Aunt Letty had brought Lena up so carefully. Lena always remembered how, when she was about ten years old, she went to tea to a neighbour’s house where there was a large family of boys, and how she had romped with them in the orchard, playing Catch and Hide-and-Seek and Blind-Man’s-Buff, and how Aunt Letty, coming to fetch her, had been shocked and had talked to her that evening very seriously and told her that it was fast to run about with boys like that, and how ever afterwards she had avoided boys, feeling self-conscious and embarrassed whenever she met one, and thinking of them with a secret shame that she did not understand. Then, later, when she was about seventeen, a young man, staying at a friend’s house, had asked her to go for a walk with him, and she had been pleased and excited, for she liked the young man and felt a strange fluttering of the pulses whenever she thought of him, but Aunt Letty again had talked to her very seriously and told her that she had Better Not. A girl, said Aunt Letty, could not possibly be Too Careful. She was so easily Compromised, and the slightest Breath of Scandal was Ruin to her Reputation. Her Good Name should be her most Precious Possession, and she should never go a Step out of her Way for any man. She should certainly never, in any circumstances, Go for a Country Walk with him Alone. Again that vague panic had invaded Lena’s gentle soul. The whole subject seemed to be fraught with horror and mystery. Aunt Letty’s attitude implied that women walked blindfold on a tightrope above a sort of quagmire, and the quagmire was Men. One’s only possible safety lay in having nothing whatever to do with them, and that was the plan that Lena thereafter adopted.

			Yet deep down in her heart she always longed for some vaguely, impossibly perfect lover who should take her by storm, breaking down her defences and overcoming her reluctance. But he never came, and such men as were attracted at first by her girlish prettiness were subsequently repelled by the ungraciousness that masked her frightened shrinking from them.

			For sex, in Lena’s mind, was like some foul, veiled figure, at which her panic-stricken little soul dared not even glance.

			And today, though she was over forty, she was still almost as ignorant as the little girl of ten who had promised with bitter remorse never to be “fast” again, still so much ashamed of every suggestion of sex that it gave her a feeling of revulsion to enter the bedroom that Marcia shared with her husband, and that the sight of a pair of his trousers flung untidily across the bed sent the blood flaming into her thin cheeks.

			She took out her box of hairpins and straightened the pins so that they lay in ordered rows, then picked out one or two from which the bronze colour had worn away, leaving the bare metal, and put them carefully into the waste-paper basket.

			Her mind went back over the years she had spent here with Mother, and again that feeling of resentment swept over her. She worked so hard, she gave up every minute of her time, and she got nothing—not even love—in return. She sat motionless, holding a neat little pile of fringe nets, staring dreamily in front of her. A desire for escape surged over her. She was in prison, and she wanted to get out. Strange uncomprehended powers and longings stirred within her. She imagined herself free . . . She would travel, do wonderful things, meet wonderful people . . . She saw herself living a full rich life away from all the petty domestic duties that now hemmed her in on every side. Perhaps she would meet the man of whom her romantic soul had dreamed so long in secret. Anyway, she would escape. After all, release must come to her sooner or later. She’d stay and look after Mother while she lived, of course, but Mother wouldn’t live for ever . . . She caught herself up. That was wicked. Almost like wishing for Mother’s death. She set her lips in grim self-condemnation and determinedly fixed her thoughts upon tomorrow’s menu. The lentil soup warmed up for lunch, then chops and a soufflé. The maids could finish the cold lamb. And for dinner . . .

			Downstairs a tall, thin, elegantly dressed man, with a golden pointed beard, was handing an armful of American Beauties to Mrs Silver in the drawing-room.

			“But how nice of you to remember my birthday, André,” she was saying.

			He smiled down at her.

			“Have I ever forgotten your birthday since I knew you?” he said.

			“No,” she replied, “I don’t believe you have. You’re very faithful, André. The most faithful of all my friends.”

			“Don’t call it faithful,” he said. “The word faithfulness implies something dogged and determined, and what I feel for you is very different from that.”

			“I know, my dear,” she said. “You’re very sweet.”

			“Why would not you let me take you out? We could have had a very happy day. There was a time, you know, when we always spent your birthday together.”

			“I’m growing old, André, and becoming domesticated, at long last. I had my grandchildren to tea instead.”

			“And did you enjoy it?”

			Her clear blue eyes laughed at him.

			“They’re darlings, but I’m afraid I’ve never been a child-lover. Have you ever had tea with children when one didn’t upset a mug of milk and another have toothache?”

			“I have never had tea with children,” he said simply. She laughed again.

			“Well, come into the garden. It’s a lovely evening.”

			“It is always beautiful weather on your birthday . . . Do you remember . . .?”

			They passed through the French windows out into the fragrant garden, where the setting sun threw long shadows over the lawn.

			“Will you not be cold?” he said.

			She shook her head.

			“Have you come all this way to be with me on my birthday, André?”

			“Yes.”

			“I won’t call you faithful again if you don’t like it, but I’m a very old woman now, and I appreciate your friendship. I used to take it all for granted because I was young and beautiful, but now all that is gone, and your friendship touches me deeply.”

			“But it is not gone,” he protested. “All I loved in you is still here.”

			“Not youth, André.”

			“Youth of body was never the part that mattered most to me,” he said. “To me there has only been one woman of perfect charm and perfect beauty in all the world. Sometimes I feel sad to think that she is mortal like the rest of us. The thought of the death of perfect beauty is a sad one. Forgive me if I seem morbid.”

			“No. I know what you mean. And now I’m old it’s all so impersonal. But beauty doesn’t die, André. I shall die—perhaps very soon—but beauty goes on. Marcia is what I was when I was her age. And one of her daughters—Lorna, I think—will be beautiful when Marcia is dead.”

			He shook his head.

			“No, Marcia is not what you were. She is beautiful, but something that was fine and shining in you is faintly blurred in her. One feels it, though one does not quite know what it is. There will never be another woman like you as long as the world lasts.”

			“Oh, André!” she sighed, her blue eyes soft and dreamy with memories.

			Lena came down to the drawing-room and stood at the French windows, looking out into the garden. She had changed into a dress of black silk with discreetly high neck and elbow sleeves edged with black lace. Its boned bodice made her breast look very flat, and the black velvet ribbon round her neck emphasised the sagging muscles and yellowing skin.

			It was that Frenchman. Really, it wasn’t quite nice the way he always came to see Mother on her birthday. Though one tried hard not to, one couldn’t help thinking that perhaps there’d once been Something In It. He was twenty years younger than Mother, of course, but Marcia had told her that he had fallen passionately in love with her when he was twenty and Mother forty. She’d told her before Lena, pursing her thin lips and saying, “I don’t want to hear anything about it, thank you, Marcia,” had time to stop her. Because one hardly liked to think of Mother’s past. She seemed to have known so many men, and, well—surely it wasn’t quite the Thing for a married woman to have men friends to that extent. Really nice married women, of course, didn’t have men friends at all, because of what People might Say. But Mother’s men friends were always writing to her and coming to see her and behaving to her as if she were still young and beautiful, which was absurd. Lena resented the fact that men treated Mother, who was an old woman, as if she were still young and beautiful. This Frenchman, for instance . . . Mother’s hand was on his arm as they walked, and he was bending over her . . . Lena stood watching them, that strange feeling of bitterness deepening at her heart.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Miss Marchant was plain and thin and sallow, with a mole on her cheek from the middle of which grew several long black hairs.

			She invariably wore navy-blue serge dresses that smelt slightly musty, and people could never believe that she was only twenty-four, because everything about her, even her voice and the way she walked, was middle-aged. Her dress and her lank greasy hair were always immaculately neat.

			She was looking out of the drawing-room window when the carriage appeared and had opened the front door before it drew up.

			Marcia got out first.

			“We left Mother’s quite early,” she explained. “Jenifer had toothache, poor lamb, so Mother let us have the carriage, and we’ve all been to the dentist. He’s taken it out. She was so good.”

			“Brave little girl!” said Miss Marchant, and Jenifer, sensing another Fuss, froze into frigid immobility.

			Miss Marchant swung her down from the carriage.

			“Our little heroine!” she said, kissing her. “Sorry, my pet,” as Jenifer flinched away from her. “I forgot your poor sore tooth.”

			It hadn’t been the sore tooth, of course, that made Jenifer flinch. It had been that one of the little hairs from the mole had touched her cheek. Jenifer always thought of the mole as having a strange independent life of its own. Often when Miss Marchant looked quite kind and happy Jenifer imagined that the mole looked cross, and often it seemed to be watching her when Miss Marchant was looking in quite the opposite direction. Once she had had a nightmare in which she met it creeping downstairs all by itself. She always hated its touching her . . .

			Adrian got down after Jenifer.

			There was a strained look on his face, and he was very pale. It had been dreadful sitting in the waiting-room while Jenifer had her tooth pulled out. He’d felt all the time as if his own tooth were being pulled out. Every tooth in his head still ached, and he wanted to cry. Miss Marchant noticed his pallor and the look in his eyes that meant that tears were not far away.

			“Poor little Adrian!” she said. “He’s so tender-hearted. You’re sorry for Jenifer, aren’t you, darling?”

			Next to Lorna, Adrian was her favourite, because in his passions of grief he would often cling to her for comfort, hardly realising who she was in his distress, and that gave her a warm pleasant feeling of being loved and wanted.

			Adrian smiled—a faint unsteady smile. He couldn’t explain that it wasn’t pity for Jenifer that had upset him, but a horrible feeling that it was his tooth and not Jenifer’s that had been pulled out. He ran his tongue round his mouth and was surprised to find all his teeth still there . . .

			“When my first teeth were loose,” said Lorna, “I always used to pull them out myself.”

			She was feeling rather irritated. It was ridiculous for people to behave as if Jenifer had done something wonderful, when she’d only had a tooth pulled out.

			Jarvis, Grandma’s coachman, was putting out his hand to help her down. She smiled at him prettily.

			“Thank you so much, Jarvis,” she said, and had the satisfaction of seeing his weather-beaten face relax into an answering smile of affectionate admiration.

			“That’s all right, missie,” he said.

			She stood for a moment by the carriage.

			“How’s your little girl, Jarvis?”

			“She’s well enough, missie, but a proper little terror, she is. I often says to her, ‘Pity you’ve not got some of Miss Lorna’s ways,’ I says.”

			Lorna laughed—the new laugh—and shook back her bright ringlets.

			“Oh no!” she said, modestly disclaiming the implied compliment. “But you said she had a cold last week, didn’t you?”

			“Fancy you remembering that, missie! Yes, she’s all right now.”

			He touched his hat, said “Good-day, missie,” mounted the box, and drove off.

			Lorna went up the steps to the front door. She felt excited. He was only a coachman, but he’d looked at her in the way people looked at Mother, as if he were thinking how pretty and charming she was. It gave her a strange new sense of power . . .

			The others had all gone into the morning room, where a pile of household mending, folded and completed, stood upon the round table in the middle of the room.

			“But, Miss Marchant,” Mother was saying, “you shouldn’t have done this. It was your free afternoon. Why didn’t you go out?”

			“I’d nowhere particular to go, and—well, I like mending, you know.”

			“But it’s so good of you.”

			A faint colour invaded Miss Marchant’s sallow cheeks. Marcia’s gratitude brought to her again that warm pleasant feeling of being loved and wanted.

			A little imp in Marcia was laughing mischievously. The hated household mending was done. She’d deliberately left it in the middle of the morning-room table, so that it should catch Miss Marchant’s eye. The household mending was supposed to be done by Marcia, but she never even attempted it. She either left it about till finally Miss Marchant did it, or took it to Brightmet House and asked Lena to do it. The best of patently pious people like Lena was that their principles wouldn’t let them refuse to help you, however much they might want to. Lena might set her lips grimly and show quite plainly by her manner that she thought Marcia was shirking her obvious duty by bringing the mending for her to do, but her conscience wouldn’t let her refuse to do it. It amused Marcia to make use of Lena’s self-righteousness, just as it amused her to make use of Miss Marchant’s weakness for being fussed over. And one part of her stood aloof from it all, laughing at herself as well as at the others.

			“I’ve lit the fire in the drawing-room,” Miss Marchant was saying. “It’s been quite warm this afternoon, of course, but it does get a little chilly in the evenings.”

			“How sweet of you!” said Marcia. “Frank loves a fire. Come in and sit down and be comfortable. You deserve a rest after doing that wretched mending.”

			The drawing-room, overcrowded and devoid of taste according to more modern standards, had nevertheless a pleasant, cosy, homelike air in the year 1900. Small pieces of silver littered the “occasional tables” that were dotted about the room. The suite of green plush sofa and chairs matched the green roses in the highly decorative carpet, while green draperies, edged with little “bobbles,” hung in artfully arranged festoons from the mantelpiece, and covered the door and piano back. Photographs in silver frames and flowers in silver vases stood here, there, and everywhere, and the mantelpiece was covered by innumerable pieces of the fashionable Goss china. The wallpaper, a silver trellis with large pink roses, was almost hidden by serried ranks of water colours—good, bad, and indifferent —and the interstices filled with little oriental fans and hand-painted plaques.

			The fire that Miss Marchant had lighted was shining brightly on to the polished brass fender and white bearskin hearthrug. Lorna loved this room. It was the scene of most of those secret dramas that had lately begun to enact themselves in her mind—dramas in which she moved, mysteriously beautiful, mysteriously charming, against a background of vague but devoted admirers.

			“Now, children,” said Marcia, “go upstairs and take off your things. You’ll see to them, won’t you, Lorna? I want Miss Marchant to rest. Put everything away carefully and wash your hands and faces.”

			Across Miss Marchant’s mind flashed the thought that, after all, it was her free afternoon, and Mrs Gainsborough needn’t speak as if she were doing her a favour in asking Lorna to see to the children instead of her. Still—it was lovely to be drawn into the warm intimate circle of the family like this . . . Mrs Gainsborough drawing up a chair for her, shaking a cushion to put behind her head, moving up a footstool.

			“No, really, Mrs Gainsborough, you shouldn’t,” she protested. “You really shouldn’t.”

			How very kind Mrs Gainsborough was! Miss Marchant felt quite ashamed of the times when she’d thought her selfish and lazy and unworthy of the wonderful goodness of Mr Gainsborough. Marcia racked her brains for something to say.

			“How’s your aunt going on?” she said at last.

			Miss Marchant’s aunt suffered from a complication of diseases that Miss Marchant never tired of describing. Her sallow expressionless face became almost animated as she launched once more into the sea of her aunt’s internal troubles.

			“You see, what’s good for one complaint isn’t good for another,” she said earnestly, “which makes it so difficult. She’s been to four different specialists in one month.”

			There was a modest pride in Miss Marchant’s voice. After all, it wasn’t everyone who could say that their aunt had been to four different specialists in one month . . .

			The children clattered noisily upstairs. The two girls shared one bedroom, the two boys another. They were both cheerful little rooms, with white painted bedsteads, chests of drawers, and dressing tables, to which Miss Marchant gave a new coat of white paint each Spring. Sateen curtains—blue in the boys’ room, pink in the girls’—hung at the windows. Between the two bedrooms was the old nursery, now called the playroom. It contained a large table, its scored and battered surface covered by a red patterned cloth, a big deal cupboard—the bottom part devoted to the children’s toys, and the upper part to the nursery crockery—some upright chairs, and an ancient basket chair that the children declared to be haunted, as it gave forth loud creaks even when no one was near it. On the window-sill, where Jenifer loved to curl up, stood Laurence’s boxes of insects with their glass lids. The carpet was threadbare, and Marcia was always saying that she was going to buy a new one when she could afford it.

			The children were scrambling into the bathroom to wash.

			“Let me wash first,” ordered Lorna in what the others called her “bossy voice,” “because I’m the eldest, and, anyway, it’s Ladies First.”

			She washed quickly and neatly, taking off several imaginary rings and slipping them on again with much elegant play of her fingers.

			“Here, stop messing about like that,” said Laurence. “I want to wash.”

			“It’s not your turn next. It’s Jenifer’s. Ladies First.”

			“She’s not a lady. She’s only a silly kid.”

			Jenifer began to scuffle with him, and Adrian joined in, Laurence trying to put the soap down Adrian’s neck, while Jenifer turned on the bath taps and splashed water at them both.

			“Stop behaving like that,” said Lorna sternly.

			“Oh, shut up bossing,” said Laurence.

			“I shall tell Mother,” said Lorna, and went out of the room.

			“She won’t,” said Laurence, and added: “She’s getting too bossy. She thinks she’s everyone.”

			“Here, give me that soap,” said Adrian.

			There was the high-pitched note in his voice that showed he was growing over-excited. The others stopped playing and looked at him rather apprehensively.

			“Your turn to wash, Jen,” said Laurence. “Try and wash a few freckles off.”

			Giggling, Jenifer scrubbed at her golden freckled skin with a loofah. The frills of her pinafore and her short reddish curls became soaked. Laurence dragged her back from the wash basin.

			“Go on, Adrian. Your turn!”

			He began to dry Jenifer’s face, and they scrambled about like a couple of puppies, ducking, wrestling, struggling for possession of the towel.

			It was all right now that Adrian was out of it, scrubbing his nails with frowning concentration. You never knew with Adrian. He’d be good fun one minute, and the next he’d suddenly start crying, and you never knew what it was that had upset him.

			They finished washing and, damp and dishevelled about the hair and cuffs, went into the playroom. Laurence, suddenly sober and businesslike, took his stamp albums and catalogues from the cupboard and sat down at a table with them, turning over the pages one by one, occasionally moving a stamp, consulting his catalogue, taking out or putting back a “swop.” He would sit like that for hours, absorbed by his stamps or insects, completely lost to everything that went on around him. Adrian got down his paints and sat at the table opposite Laurence. Adrian painted bold, queer, original designs of flowers and trees and landscapes. He was always very touchy about his paintings and apt to be offended if the others did not like them. He arranged his things with jerky fidgety movements, occasionally speaking to Laurence, but Laurence, absorbed in his album, did not even hear him.

			Jenifer had taken the Blue Fairy Book down from the shelves and had curled up in the basket chair with it. She could not read all the words, but she knew the stories by heart and loved to go over them, picking out the familiar words with her fingers and reading the story to herself in a whisper.

			Lorna entered the drawing-room where Miss Marchant was enlarging on her aunt’s more delicate complications in a discreetly lowered voice. When she saw Lorna she coughed and said, “Well, dear,” then added, “Which reminds me. I wrote a letter to my aunt this afternoon. I must run out and post it. A letter means so much to an invalid.”

			“I’ll post it for you, Miss Marchant,” said Lorna.

			She had decided not to tell Mother that the children had been splashing water in the bathroom. She always enjoyed threatening to tell Mother about their misdemeanours, because it made her feel a member of the grown-up camp, but often, when she actually did tell her, Mother just said “Don’t tell tales,” which made her feel like a snubbed little girl.

			“How kind of you, my dear,” said Miss Marchant effusively, and Lorna ran upstairs to put on her hat again. She felt pleased at the prospect of taking Miss Marchant’s letter to the post. She wished she dared put on her Sunday hat—a shady, broad-brimmed leghorn with a wreath of daisies and buttercups—because she looked much nicer in it than in the sunbonnet that she wore every day, but of course she daren’t. It would be dreadful to wear a Sunday hat on a weekday. She took off her pinafore and put on the sunbonnet, then stood looking at her reflection with a thoughtful frown. She’d often heard people say how like she was to Mother, and she’d often heard people say that Mother was a “perfect du Maurier,” which meant that she was like the pretty ladies in the bound volumes of Punch that stood behind the glass doors of the dining-room bookcase. Laurence was rather like Mother, too, of course, but Jenifer wasn’t a bit like her. Jenifer was pale and freckled and had a funny little crooked nose and a funny little crooked mouth. Lorna was obscurely glad that Jenifer wasn’t pretty.

			She drew forward two shining ringlets to hang over her shoulders, then ran downstairs and set off along the dusty lane to the village. She was pretending that she was grown up and that, instead of the short gingham frock and long bare brown legs, was a silk flounced dress that rustled and swayed about her feet as she walked. She even put a hand behind as if to hold it up. The new game of pretending to be grown up was terribly exciting. She’d only just begun to play it, and, of course, she hadn’t told anyone about it, because they’d only make fun of it . . .

			She had reached the post-office now, and stopped to slip the letter into the wide hole of the pillar-box. When she was quite little, she and Jenifer used to pretend that the pillar box was really a dragon under a spell, who ate letters, and they used to pull their hands away quickly from the opening in case the sharp hungry teeth closed on them. Jenifer used to listen and say that she could hear them crunching up the letters inside. Since she’d begun the new game of being grown up, however, Lorna had stopped playing silly games like that with Jenifer.

			“Hello, Lorna.”

			It was Mark Burdett—a boy of about thirteen, whose family lived on the other side of the common. He had been away to school, so she hadn’t seen him for some time. His obvious admiration of her thrilled her. She saw herself through his eyes, just as if she were looking at herself in the mirror—golden ringlets, blue eyes, and soft flushed cheeks in the shadow of the pink sunbonnet.

			She smiled at him.

			“Hello, Mark. When did you come home?”

			“I came home yesterday.”

			He looked awkward and sheepish. Her self-confidence increased.

			“How long holidays have you?”

			“About six weeks. I say . . .’’ he gulped.

			“Yes?”

			“Will you—–? If my mother asks your mother, will you come to tea?”

			She laughed—remembering in time to do the new one.

			“I expect so.”

			“Are—are you going to be at home all the holidays?”

			“We shall be going to the sea, of course.”

			“How long will you be away for?”

			His face was red, and he was grinning self-consciously.

			Again that strange new sense of power surged over her, and she began to tease him.

			“Perhaps all the holidays.”

			His face fell in ludicrous disappointment.

			“Oh, I say . . . I—I did want to see something of you—–”

			“Perhaps you will,” she laughed, tossing the long ringlets back with a small sunburnt hand. “I must hurry home now. Goodbye.”

			“But, look here—–”

			She turned and walked away down the road—cool and poised and dainty.

			The feeling of power and exhilaration still upheld her. It would be lovely to be grown up. Grown up like Mother, of course. Not like Aunt Lena or Miss Marchant. And then, when she was very old, she’d be like Grandma, and lots of people who had known her when she was young would write to her and come to see her, and everyone would say that she was “wonderful.” She put her hand into the pocket of her frock for her handkerchief and felt the little leather purse that held her money. There was last week’s Saturday penny in it, not yet spent. She wished that she had bought a pennyworth of pear-drops at the post-office. Then she decided that it would have spoilt the whole adventure to have bought a pennyworth of pear-drops . . . She walked sedately up the steps to the front door and into the hall. Mother and Miss Marchant were still talking in the drawing-room. Through the half-open door came the sound of Miss Marchant’s harsh earnest voice.

			“My mother suffered from rheumatism, but I’ve never had it. I often have neuralgia, of course, but that’s a different thing altogether.”

			Lorna went upstairs. The playroom was quite silent, but, looking through the crack in the door as she passed, she saw Laurence and Adrian sitting at the table and Jenifer curled up in an armchair with a book.

			She went on to her bedroom, took off her sunbonnet, threw it into a drawer, then paused as she caught sight of her nails. They were terribly grubby. She hoped that Mark hadn’t noticed. His were probably worse, anyway. Boys’ always were. But grubby nails didn’t go with her mental picture of herself at all. She went to the bathroom and began to scrub them. Suddenly she heard the sound of the key in the lock and the opening of the front door. That was Father coming home. She threw down the nail brush, dried her hands quickly, and ran from the room. The others were just coming out of the playroom, scrambling for the first place, pushing each other aside excitedly. They tumbled downstairs like a lot of puppies . . . Father stood just inside the front door, smiling and holding out his arms. Ever since they could remember they had raced to welcome him like that when he came home from work, and he had stood there smiling, waiting for them.

			Lorna won the race, flinging herself upon him and being lifted up into the air by his strong arms.

			“What a big girl!” he said, laughing as he put her down.

			And suddenly Lorna didn’t want to be a big girl. She didn’t even want to be grown up. His bigness and gentleness gave her a feeling of being sheltered and cared for and protected, and she wanted to go on being a little girl.

			“And here’s Baby!” he said, catching hold of Jenifer, and swinging her up in her turn. He still called Jenifer Baby, though the others had stopped doing so years ago. Then he went into the drawing-room, carrying Jenifer in his arms, the others clinging about him. Inside the drawing-room he put Jenifer down and kissed Mother, holding her for a minute by the shoulders and smiling down at her. He always did that, even if people were there, when he came home. There was a sort of ceremony, almost of ritual, about his home-coming. No day had ever ended without it. No day ever could end without it. When Jenifer thought of God, she always thought of someone very tall and dressed in white robes, but with Father’s face—a kindly omnipotent presence, a guarantee that all was well with the world, that nothing really dreadful would ever be allowed to happen to any of them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Frank Gainsborough lowered his tall figure into the green plush armchair by the fireplace. He had shaken off the children while he kissed his wife, but now they scrambled over him again, Jenifer and Lorna sitting on his knees, the boys on the arms of his chair.

			Frank Gainsborough was a man of limited ideas and interests. It was, indeed, something starkly simple, starkly dependable, about him that had first attracted his more complicated and irresponsible wife. He worked hard, struggling to extract from a none-too-flourishing business sufficient profit to keep the family he idolised in comfort, and to shield them, as far as he could, from the shifts and restraints of poverty. Essentially a home-loving man, he looked forward throughout the day to this moment of home-coming. The thought of it ran like a golden thread through its most exacting tasks, its most harassing worries.

			As he fixed his eyes now on his wife it seemed to him as if the sight of her were already washing away from his soul the grime and stain of the day’s toil.

			“Tired, darling?” she said. “What’s it been like in Town?”

			“It seemed very hot in the middle of the day, but it’s quite cool now, isn’t it? It’s nice to see the fire.”

			“Miss Marchant lit it. She remembered that you like a fire on these half-and-half evenings.”

			“A fire’s so homelike,” he said, and added, “Thank you, Miss Marchant. It was kind of you.”

			“She’s too kind,” said Marcia, to whom it had occurred that, properly managed, Miss Marchant might offer to put the children to bed in spite of its being her free afternoon. “I don’t know what we should do without her.”

			She smiled at Miss Marchant as she spoke, and Miss Marchant glowed and bridled with pleasure, feeling herself once more drawn into the heart of the family, enwrapped in its warm happy confidence and affection.

			Frank was pulling Jenifer’s curls.

			“What’s Baby been doing today?” he said.

			They all began to talk to him at once, telling him about Grandma’s birthday party, and the china jug they had bought for her, and the cushion that Aunt Lena had made for her, and Jenifer’s toothache, and how brave she’d been. They remembered not to mention Adrian’s upsetting his mug of milk, because, if they had done, Adrian might have been overcome by shame and horror at the memory, and the catastrophe so narrowly averted at tea-time might have taken place.

			“Let’s have a little music, Mother,” said Frank at last.

			Although, as he often said, he “didn’t know one tune from another,” he always liked “a little music” in the evening. So unmusical, indeed, was he that the performance of anyone but his wife, however perfect, merely bored him. His wife’s singing and playing gave him pleasure because they seemed to be an integral part of her, interwoven in his mind with his deep and enduring love for her. She had been seated at the piano, singing “Cherry Ripe,” when first he saw her . . .

			She took her seat now at the piano, and the children slipped from his knee and crowded round her.

			“Sing ‘Buy a Broom,’ ” pleaded Laurence.

			“No! ‘The Mistletoe Bough,’ ” said Jenifer.

			“No, no! It’s too sad. Adrian doesn’t like it,” objected Lorna. “Let’s have ‘The Bailiff’s Daughter of Islington.’ It’s got a happy ending.”

			“No! ‘A Fox went out.’ ”

			“No! ‘Madam, will you Walk.’ ”

			Marcia laughed.

			“If you can’t agree, I’ll choose. We’ll sing ‘Come Lasses and Lads.’ ”

			She struck the opening chords and began the song in her clear sweet voice.

			The children joined in heartily, untunefully:

			“Come lasses and lads, get leave of your dads,

			And away to the maypole hie,

			For every fair has a sweetheart there

			And the fiddler’s standing by.

			For Willy shall dance with Jane

			And Johnny has got his Joan,

			So trip it, trip it, trip it, trip it, trip it up and down.”

			Marcia glanced at Miss Marchant, sitting stiff and aloof on the edge of the sofa.

			“Come and join in, Miss Marchant,” she called.

			Miss Marchant gave her prim little smile and, crossing the room, took her place at the back of the group. She was short-sighted and had to bend over Marcia’s shoulder to read the words. Marcia made a laughing grimace at the keys. She had loved to feel the children pressing close to her, though they hampered her movements and pushed their little heads between her and the music, but somehow Miss Marchant completely spoilt it, leaning heavily over her shoulder, breathing down her neck, singing loudly in a harsh shrill voice. The elusive fragrance of clean healthy childhood that had hung about the group was conquered by the faintly musty smell of the blue serge dress.

			They sang “A Fox went out,” “Buy a Broom,” “The Tin Gee-Gee,” and “The Owl and the Pussy Cat,” and finally Frank, as usual, insisted on “Cherry Ripe.”

			After that Marcia struck a resounding finale of chords.

			“Bedtime,” she said, swinging round on the piano stool. “I’ll go up and get the things ready.”

			“Let me see to that,” offered Miss Marchant eagerly.

			“Oh no, Miss Marchant,” protested Marcia with demurely dancing eyes. “It’s your free evening.”
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