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			PART I: 1902

			Arthur’s Home-coming from the Boer War

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Anthea added another series of whorls to the ornamental border of “WELCOME HOME”, then leant back in her chair to consider the effect. Her tongue, stained deep purple, protruded slightly from her lips, as it always did in moments of tension. “WELCOME HOME” in large uneven purple letters, surrounded by a border of roses, violets and forget-me-nots, joined together by whorls of red ink. It was the sixth she had done that morning. The other five, in letters of red, blue, yellow, green and orange, lay scattered over the schoolroom table. Six were enough, she thought. In any case, she was tired of doing them, and the taste of the paint was beginning to make her feel sick. She had spread a piece of newspaper over the end of the table where she was painting, but a good deal of paint water and ink had found their way through it. Not that that mattered, because the schoolroom table was so ink-stained and scratched and scored already that a few more marks on it would never be noticed. Both Father and Grandfather had done their lessons at that table when they were little boys . . .

			She tilted her chair back, put her hands behind her head, and gazed dreamily out of the window. A sweep of lawn and herbaceous border was framed by the neat arcs of Nottingham lace curtain and the lace edging of the holland blind. The window was open at the top, and the little wooden knob on the end of the blind cord tapped against the pane as it swung gently in the breeze. She was trying to remember what Father looked like . . .

			There were photographs, of course, — he had had a photograph taken in uniform just before he left England — but they didn’t seem quite real. And, in any case, he would have changed after three years. . . Probably he was trying to remember what they looked like. She had been ten years old when he went away, and Clive had been twelve, while Billy had not been born.

			She looked at the big cuckoo clock that hung on the wall. They would have started from London by now. Mother had gone to Plymouth yesterday to meet him, and they were staying the night in London. The village had wanted to make a ceremony of his home-coming, but Mother had discouraged the idea. He had had enteric fever very badly (that was why he had not come home sooner) and had still not quite recovered from it. All the neighbours had been invited to a party tomorrow — in the garden if it were fine enough — but his actual home-coming was to be as quiet as possible. She saw the picture of it clearly in her mind. She stood at the open doorway, in her white muslin frock with the blue sash, her hair tied up with blue ribbons . . . The carriage drew up to the door, and a tall figure in khaki leapt out and took her in his arms . . . It was a satisfying picture, slightly marred by the fact that Clive and Billy would be there too. And Mother . . . But at least she was his only daughter. He had always called her “Baby” before he went away. Billy, of course, was the baby now. She felt a sudden stab of jealousy. Not only was Billy the baby, but he was Mother’s real child, whereas she and Clive were only her stepchildren. She could not remember her real mother, though she had invented an imaginary figure — sympathetic, understanding, exquisitely beautiful — to comfort her when people were unkind. Mother was never unkind. Sometimes, without quite realising it, Anthea wished she would be. She liked to see herself as the central figure of a drama, and either a cruel stepmother or an adoring real one would have given her the desired role. Mother was quiet and aloof and—just. You couldn’t rouse her, and you never knew what she was thinking of you. It made things dull . . .

			She spread out the six “WELCOME HOME” notices on the table and looked at them with deepening pride. Perhaps she would be an artist when she grew up, and people would go to the Academy to see her pictures and point her out in the street: “That’s Anthea Weatherley, the artist.” She would be very rich and give a lot of money to the poor. Painting was interesting and she found most interesting things easy. She could learn by heart much more quickly than Clive, though he was the elder by two years, and she could read and recite with much more expression. Perhaps she would be a famous actress. “That’s Anthea Weatherley, the actress, getting out of that carriage. Isn’t she beautiful?” She could play the piano quite well, too, but she didn’t think that she would like to be a musician, however famous, because of the practising . . . Perhaps she would just marry — a handsome man with a title, of course — and have a lot of beautiful children . . . She was glad that she had missed sums and geography today. Miss Berry, her governess, had given her a holiday because Father was coming home. Clive had a holiday for the occasion as well, and had arrived home yesterday. He was in his carpentering shed now, finishing a table that he had begun to make last holidays.

			Just as she was thinking of Clive, the door opened and he came in. He was a tall boy, with dark hair and a regular-featured serious face. He looked neat and well-groomed in his Eton suit.

			“Hello, Clive,” said Anthea. “I’ve done six of them. Look!”

			Clive came over to the table.

			“You haven’t kept to the lines of the letters,” he said.

			Anthea’s face clouded.

			“That doesn’t matter,” she said.

			“Yes, it does, Carrots,” he said kindly.” It spoils the whole thing. It makes it look — slap-dash. And those red things round the edges—–”

			“They’re roses,” said Anthea stormily. “You know they’re roses.”

			“They just look like red splodges. No one would know they were meant to be roses.”

			Anthea burst into tears.

			“You’re hateful,” she sobbed. “I’ve been working and working at them all morning and I feel sick with paint, and all you can say is that they’re slap-dash and don’t look like what they are.”

			“Well, it’s true, Anthea,” said Clive patiently, “and it’s silly to cry over it. If you’d taken the same time you’ve taken over all these to do one correctly, it would have been much better—–”

			There was the sound of wheels on the gravel outside, and Anthea, forgetting to cry, ran to the window. Looking down, she saw a large picture hat, a floating feather boa and a foam of silk flounces as the visitor descended from the cab.

			“I believe it’s Aunt Lilian,” she said. “I didn’t know she was coming.”

			“I don’t suppose anyone did,” said Clive. “She just comes.”

			“Well, Mother had a postcard from her from the South of France only the other day, and she didn’t say anything about leaving it.”

			“Perhaps she’s heard that Father’s coming home.”

			“We don’t want a crowd,” said Anthea sulkily.

			Her picture of herself leaping down the steps into her father’s arms was being completely spoilt. The idea of dozens of people leaping into his arms was ridiculous . . .

			“Thank goodness she’s not brought her fiancé with her!” said Anthea. “I didn’t like him.”

			“The man who came last holidays?” said Clive. “I didn’t like him either, but he’s not her fiancé now. She broke it off and got engaged to someone else in the South of France.”

			“Well, thank goodness she’s not brought any of them! . . . Shall we finish decorating the hall?”

			“I’ve practically finished it,” said Clive. He looked at her with mingled concern and disapproval. There was a ring of purple paint round her mouth, and her pinafore was stained all the colours of the “notices” “I say, you’ve made a frightful mess of yourself. Look at your face and pinafore.”

			“My face doesn’t matter,” said Anthea. “I can wash it. But — goodness, I hope it hasn’t gone through to my frock.”

			She stood up, slipped off the starched frilly pinafore and, planting her slender legs — in long black stockings and black button boots — wide apart, anxiously inspected the front of the white muslin dress.

			“No, that’s all right,” she said, drawing a quick breath of relief. She looked again at her “notices” on the table. “Anyway, it’s old-fashioned to keep to lines and things. It’s called New Art not to.” Her air of superior erudition faded into sententiousness as she added, “And Father will like them just because I did them.”

			“Perhaps,” said Clive, “but that’s not the point. You drew the lines to keep in them, didn’t you? If you didn’t mean to keep in the lines, you shouldn’t have drawn them.”

			“You don’t know anything about art,” said Anthea indignantly. “You’re just stupid’’

			But she knew by experience that it was impossible to make Clive lose his temper. His fault-finding, though persistent, was always kindly and patient, and he never grudged any trouble to help her.

			“Oh heavens!” she said, as a sudden thought struck her. “I said I’d go into the village for the flags after breakfast, and I quite forgot.”

			“I got them,” said Clive. “I thought you’d probably forget, so I went down on my bicycle. They’re in my bedroom.”

			“Oh, good! Let’s get them.”

			They went along the passage to Clive’s bedroom — a small square room, austerely furnished and immaculately tidy. Ranged round the room on bare tables — made by Clive himself — were his various collections of stamps, butterflies, coins, fossils and birds’ eggs. Each collection was methodically arranged and indexed.

			“I don’t see the flags,” said Anthea.

			“Well, naturally, I’ve put them away,” said Clive.

			He opened a drawer in his writing-table and brought out a bundle of flags.

			“Oh, aren’t they lovely!” said Anthea excitedly. “I didn’t know you were going to get such nice ones as this.”

			“They had them left over from the Peace Celebrations,” said Clive.

			He wondered whether to remind her that they had agreed to share the expenses of the decorations. He knew that she would never remember of her own accord, and, in any case, she probably had no money. “Frittering away her money” was one of her gravest faults in Clive’s eyes. Clive himself apportioned his pocket-money carefully and exactly to various funds — church collections, “grub”, hobbies, incidental expenses — and always had a considerable sum put aside as savings. He could easily have afforded to pay for the flags and was inclined to say nothing about it, but he took his responsibilities as the eldest of the family seriously and felt that it was not good for Anthea to be allowed to shirk her obligations.

			“They were a shilling each,” he said. “You said you’d pay half, didn’t you?”

			Anthea pouted.

			“Yes . . . You’ve paid for them, haven’t you?”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, I’ll owe it you.”

			“I’ll ask Mother to let me have it out of your pocket-money.”

			“Oh, all right.” No need to make a scene yet. She could always do that — if she felt like it — when the sum was actually deducted from her pocket-money. She had no time to waste this morning. “Come on. We must get the decorating done before lunch.”

			They went downstairs to the big lounge hall, from which doors led to dining-room, drawing-room and library. The front doors stood open, showing the gravelled drive that curved between trees to the tall iron gates, flanked by stone piers. A smaller door opened from the opposite side of the hall onto a terrace with a stone balustrade from which a double flight of steps led down to the lawn. The hall itself was festooned with red, white and blue bunting, and old Quimp, the gardener, who lived at the lodge by the side of the iron gates, had brought flowering plants — lilies, petunias, begonias, early chrysanthemums — from the conservatory and massed them at the foot of the staircase.

			Clive’s table stood against the wall. In the centre he had put the large silver-framed photograph of Major Weatherley that usually stood on the drawing-room chimney-piece, and had ranged round it the smaller photographs of Baden-Powell, White, “Bobs”, Buller and Kitchener that had been on sale at stationers’ shops during the greater part of the war.

			A step-ladder on the hearth showed that the decorations were still incomplete.

			“We’ll put the flags up now,” said Clive. “I’ve got some little ones to put round the photographs on the table. How do you like it now it’s finished?”

			Anthea inspected it critically. It was a solid table, plainly made, except for the elaborate interstices of fretwork between legs and top. Clive’s criticism of her “Welcome Home” notices still rankled.

			“I can see that you’ve put a lot of work into it and done it very well,” she said judicially, “but I think it’s ugly.”

			Even that failed to ruffle Clive.

			“Yes, I see what you mean,” he said, standing back to look at it. “There’s too much ornamentation, but fretwork is like that. It was the most difficult pattern in the book, and I wanted to see if I could manage it.”

			There was no triumph or even complacency in his tone. It was a simple statement of fact.

			He set to work, draping the smaller flags over the photographs, fixing Anthea’s notices prominently about the room, while Anthea pirouetted around, her muslin skirt swirling about her knees, her red-gold curls flying.

			“Oh, I wish old Oom Paul could see it,” she said, stopping at last, out of breath.

			“Poor old chap,” said Clive. “After all, he was fighting for his country and probably thought he was in the right.”

			“Don’t be a beastly pro-Boer,” flamed Anthea.

			Clive mounted the step-ladder and fixed the largest flag over the chimney-piece, concealing the portrait of his grandmother that hung there. Anthea went to the table and thoughtfully inspected the silver-framed photograph.

			“What a lot of changes there’ve been since he went away!” she said.

			“I know,” agreed Clive, coming down from the step-ladder. ” The Queen’s death and the Coronation and—–”

			“Oh, I don’t mean those,” said Anthea impatiently.

			“I mean real things — Billy being born and the elm avenue cut down and the Harmers getting a motor-car and—–”

			There was a rustle of silk on the staircase, and they turned to see Lilian Weatherley coming slowly downstairs. She wore a wine-coloured silk dress, with leg-of-mutton sleeves and a yoke and high collar of white lace. Her chestnut hair was brushed up from the back and coiled on the top of her head. She held up the front of her dress, with one hand, while the flounced train fell softly from step to step behind her. In her other hand she held a lighted cigarette. Her lovely mouth curved into a quizzical smile as her eyes fell on the scene in the hall.

			“Ah, decorating the home for the return of the warrior,” she said. “We did it for my father’s return from the Zulu War, I remember . . . Yes, Union Jacks and bunting. Just the same.” Her eyes moved to Anthea. “I was much younger than you, but, I believe, very like you.”

			With grave courtesy Clive drew forward one of the straight-backed Jacobean armchairs, and she sank into it, inhaling a mouthful of cigarette smoke then leaning back her head to send out a succession of smoke rings.

			“My latest accomplishment,” she said. “Childish, but gratifying.”

			Clive watched her with ill-concealed disapproval.

			“We didn’t know you were coming, Aunt Lilian,” he said, “and I expect the servants are busy. I hope you have everything you need. If there’s anything Anthea or I can do . . .”

			Her eyes met his in smiling mockery.

			“Nothing, thank you, dear boy. In such a perfectly-run house as this the unexpected guest is always expected. My room is ready for me, and hot water, in the usual spotless brass can, arrives almost as soon as I do myself.”

			Major Weatherley’s young sister was one of his most serious responsibilities. She was ten years his junior, and their parents had died while she was still a child, leaving her in his guardianship. The loveliest debutante of her year, everyone had prophesied a good match for her. She had been engaged in her first season, and again in her second and again in her third. The ominous word “jilt” became attached to her. Thereafter she flouted the accepted standards of her day by travelling alone and unchaperoned on the Continent, smoking cigarettes in public and consorting with Bohemian sets of dubious morals. It was rumoured that she gambled at foreign casinos and that she had been seen “not exactly tipsy, but — near enough, my dear”. She was now twenty-six years old — lovely, well-off and well-connected — but rumours followed her wherever she went, and discreet matrons warned their sons against her. That fragile and precious Victorian possession, her “reputation”, was considered to have lost the untouched bloom that an Englishman has the right to demand in his bride. Despite all this, she still became engaged with almost monotonous regularity.

			Clive and Anthea knew little of her history. To them she was just Aunt Lilian, who would arrive for occasional visits — unlike other visitors in that one never knew when she was coming or when she was going. Anthea found her strangely disturbing. Clive felt an instinctive hostility to her that he did his best to overcome. Their father had always seemed worried and out-of-temper when she was in the house.

			She was looking round the hall again.

			“And I suppose that Clive’s children will one day be decorating it for Clive’s return from some future war.”

			Clive spoke with an effort, as if steeling himself to the task.

			“Aunt Lilian, Father doesn’t like ladies to smoke here.”

			“I know,” said Aunt Lilian, unperturbed, even faintly amused, “but he’s not here to disapprove, so why worry?”

			“I don’t think we ought” began Clive slowly, but Aunt Lilian was looking at Anthea with narrowed eyes through a haze of cigarette smoke.

			“Yes, my dear,” she said, “you’re quite pretty. You’re going to be very pretty.”

			A feeling of exaltation seized Anthea. She was going to be pretty — like Aunt Lilian. She would wear a wine-coloured silk dress, with a white lace yoke and collar. Its train would sweep the ground, and it would rustle as she walked. Men would fall in love with her, as they fell in love with Aunt Lilian . . .

			The luncheon bell sounded, and Aunt Lilian rose, throwing her cigarette carelessly towards the fireplace. It fell on the rug, and Clive stooped to pick it up, his face set in lines of disapproval.

			“Come along,” said Aunt Lilian, holding out a hand to Anthea. “I’m ravenous. I don’t think I’ve had anything to eat since yesterday.”

			Anthea slipped an arm through hers. The feeling of exaltation still upheld her, as if she had entered into an alliance with Aunt Lilian — against Clive and all he stood for. She longed to toss a half-smoked cigarette towards the fireplace and watch someone pick it up with that faint mocking smile.

			“Aunt Lilian,” she whispered as they went towards the dining-room, “will you teach me to do smoke rings?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Clive went out onto the terrace and down the flight of steps to the lawn. There he turned to look back at the house — a well-proportioned two-storied stone building, with a pillared portico at the front entrance. He approved of the house, but he disapproved of the Virginia creeper that covered most of it and of the verandah that ran along the back. The verandah, of course, was convenient (his stepmother liked to sit there with her sewing, and Billy could play there on wet days), but it kept light and air from the downstairs rooms, while the Virginia creeper actually destroyed the stonework beneath it. He had remonstrated with his stepmother on both these points, and she had replied, rather shortly, that his father loved the house as it was, and would not, she was sure, wish to make any alteration. He wondered whether it were unfilial to decide to make several alterations when he was the owner of the property, and decided that it was not . . . He would have the trees round the lawn cut down. The ground under the big cedar was almost bare . . .

			As he walked across the lawn, his thoughts turned anxiously to Anthea. After lunch, Aunt Lilian had taken her to her bedroom to show her the new dresses she had bought in Paris. Aunt Lilian, Clive knew, was not a Good Influence, and he felt responsible for Anthea in their parents’ absence. Suppose that even now she were teaching Anthea to smoke . . .

			Beyond the lawn the ground sloped sharply up to a hillock on which was a little summer-house. A small boy in a sailor suit was trying to push a large wooden horse on wheels up the steep path to the summer-house. Whenever he had managed to push it up a few inches, the weight would force him down to the bottom again. His face was set and pink with effort, his golden curls plastered on his forehead. Inside the summer-house, a nursery maid, in print dress and apron, sat with her sewing. A sunk lane ran beneath the summer-house, and Clive knew that the nurses liked to sit there, so as to converse with any of their friends from the village who happened to pass along the lane.

			He watched the scene in silence for a few moments, then said:

			“Hello, Billy.”

			Billy, intent on his Sisyphean task, did not answer.

			Clive glanced disapprovingly towards the summerhouse. Surely it was the duty of the nursery maid to assist her charge. It was obviously impossible for the poor little chap to push the horse up by himself.

			“I’ll do it for you, Billy,” he said in a voice loud enough for her to hear and in a tone that would, he hoped, recall her to her duty.

			He took up the horse and carried it to the top of the incline.

			“There! Now you can push it yourself, can’t you?”

			A miniature fury flung itself on Clive’s legs, beating at them ferociously.

			“Wanted to do it mineself,” screamed Billy, his voice choked by rage. “Wanted to do it mineself.”

			The nursery maid came out of the summer-house and gathered the small kicking fury consolingly into her arms.

			“Never mind, pet,” she said, “we’ll put it down at the bottom again.”

			Clive looked at them in bewilderment.

			“But he couldn’t possibly have pushed it up,” he said.

			“No, sir,” agreed the nursery maid, “but he likes trying. He doesn’t like being helped. He’ll go on trying all afternoon sometimes. He enjoys it, bless him!”

			“Surely he’s too old to cry like that,” said Clive.

			“Well, he’s a bit over-excited,” said the nursery maid indulgently. “What with his Pa coming home this afternoon an’ all.”

			“Yes, of course,” said Clive.

			The nursery maid had carried Billy and the wooden horse down to the bottom of the slope, and Billy was once again intent on his impossible task.

			Clive watched him, smiling.

			“Sorry I interfered, old chap,” he said. “Look! Here’s a penny. Would you like it?”

			Billy shook his head and went on pushing his horse.

			“He doesn’t really understand about pennies yet,” said the nursery maid. “They just go into his moneybox.”

			Clive wandered along the path that ran at the top of the moss-covered wall bordering the lane. He had not seen much of his stepbrother, who had lived the usual secluded nursery life of the period, but he hoped that he was not being spoilt . . . Still — Clive’s face softened — he was a dear little chap. When he was older and more sensible, it would be a pleasure to help and guide him. Clive saw himself — a man of twenty or so — taking an eight-year-old Billy to the Zoo, to the pantomime . . .

			“I say, Clive!”

			He looked down the moss-grown wall into the lane below and saw a small stocky boy with untidy hair looking up at him.

			“Hello, Ronnie!”

			“I heard you were coming over, so I thought I’d slip round and see you. Give me a hand up, will you?”

			Clive leant down, and the boy scrambled up the slippery wall, grasping Clive’s hand for the last lap and landing on his knees on the soft earth at the top. He got up, laughing, and brushed the earth from his suit and stockings.

			“Thanks awfully . . . I say, when do you expect your father?”

			“I think about three. Aunt Lilian’s here.”

			“Is she?” said the boy without interest. His snub nose and wide mouth gave him an appearance of irrepressible good-humour. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming home?”

			“I didn’t know in time to let you know, and we’ve been busy all day. We’re having a party tomorrow. I expect your family’s coming to that.”

			“Yes, but nothing’s any fun with the family. It’s you I want — without crowds of people messing round. Let’s go to our place. It’s not nearly three yet. There’s heaps of time to have a talk. They’ll call you if they want you for anything.”

			“All right.”

			Their “place” was a point in the spinney that ran along the top of the wall, where the low-growing branches of a beech tree made a sort of tent. Stooping under the leafy branches, they entered the shadowy hollow round the trunk. It had a dank earthy smell and was thickly carpeted with decayed leaves. Ronnie began to swing himself onto the lowest branch, where they usually sat. Clive looked up regretfully.

			“Perhaps I’d better not,” he said. “I’ve got my Eton suit on, and Father might be coming home any minute.”

			“All right.” Ronnie dropped down again. “Let’s just sit here.” He took off the belted jacket of his Norfolk suit and laid it at the foot of the tree-trunk. “What price Sir Walter Raleigh? We can both sit on this.”

			“Won’t you get into a row if it’s messed with leaves and things?” said Clive.

			“I shall get into a row anyway,” grinned Ronnie, “so that won’t matter.”

			“Don’t they know you’ve come?”

			“No. Father’s gone into the village to do some parish visiting, and he said I was to read to Flora till he came back. I waited till he was out of the way and then just slipped off here.”

			“Oh, Ronnie!” said Clive reproachfully.

			“Come on. We haven’t much time. Tell me about the term. Did Walsh get his colours?”

			Ronnie Hayes was the son of the Vicar of Cokers End. His mother had died at the birth of her second child, Flora, and Flora had been crippled by a fall from a swing when she was four years old. The Vicar — a reserved morose man with a genius for self-torment — considered himself responsible for the accident and had ever since devoted his life to the little invalid. That, of course, would not have mattered. What did matter was that he expected Ronnie, too, to devote his life to his sister. There was no question of Ronnie’s going to school. Ronnie must join his sister in her lessons in order to provide company and competition. Flora was quick-witted and intelligent, Ronnie slow and backward, with an inbred aversion from study and a craving for out-of-door pursuits. In every subject Flora outstripped him, and he was constantly in trouble with his father. Not only had he to do his lessons with Flora as his classmate and his father as teacher, but he was expected to give up all his free time to her. He must take her out for “walks” in her spinal carriage, read aloud to her (she tired easily of holding up a book), wait on her, play games with her — and he was expected to be glad and proud to do these things. Any sign of reluctance was treated by the Vicar as a serious moral fault. The Vicar himself loved his daughter with an almost morbid absorption. She filled his entire life. Ronnie existed for him only as a means of helping him fulfil the task to which he had dedicated himself. Whenever he had to be absent on parochial duties, Ronnie must, as a matter of course, take his place.

			The adjective most frequently applied to Flora was “saintlike” She gave voice to pious moral maxims that the Vicar recorded in a notebook kept for the purpose, she learnt pages of Mrs. Hemans’ poetry by heart and she sang hymns in a small sweet voice that brought tears to the eyes of quite hardened people. And she saw to it that Ronnie did not too often shirk his subordinate but important role.

			If Ronnie had not been a healthy little savage, accepting punishment philosophically, living wholly in the present, he might have become warped by this existence. As it was, when the need for exercise and adventure came upon him, he would play truant, roaming the countryside, fishing in streams, climbing trees, and would cheerfully regard the consequent thrashing as due payment for his pleasure. There were few boys of his own age in the neighbourhood, and Clive was his only contact with the normal world of boyhood. Clive’s two years’ seniority invested him with glamour, and, from early childhood, Ronnie had focussed on him all the affection and hero-worship that found no outlet in his own surroundings. The world of school and schoolboys in which Clive lived had an irresistible fascination for him. He was a practical boy, and the dream worlds of more imaginative children held no appeal for him, but he knew every corner of Clive’s school as well as if he had been a pupil there himself and could have found his way blindfold through corridors and classrooms. He was familiar with the personal appearance, history, nicknames and idiosyncrasies of both pupils and masters.

			Clive, on his side, felt an almost paternal affection for the younger boy. He wrote to him regularly from school and during the holidays did his best to mitigate the rigours of the Vicarage regime. The Vicar approved of the friendship, considering Clive a responsible serious-minded boy, and Ronnie looked forward eagerly throughout the term to Clive’s return from school.

			“Yes, Paul got his colours,” said Clive. “He played a ripping game in the Upcombe match.”

			“That was Saturday, wasn’t it?” said Ronnie. “I was thinking about it. You did win, didn’t you? I was certain you would. Tell me about it. How many runs did Peters make?”

			Clive described the game, while Ronnie sat, tailor fashion, his elbows on his knees, his chin in his hands, gazing dreamily in front of him . . .

			“I wish I’d seen it,” he said at the end, drawing a deep breath. “I say! Do tell me. Has old Stinker been less crabby this term? And does Piggy still cheat, and have Marks and Law made it up yet, and what about Sprigg’s chameleon? Did anyone find it?”

			“One at a time,” smiled Clive.

			He answered the questions slowly and carefully, and Ronnie stored every detail in his mind.

			“You never tell me half enough in your letters, you know,” he said at the end. “There are always hundreds of questions I want to ask you.”

			“Well, you do, don’t you?” said Clive.

			“I suppose I do,” grinned Ronnie. “Is Walsh coming to stay with you next hols?”

			“I think so,” said Clive.

			Clive and Walsh had gone to the school at the same time and had been friends ever since. Despite his prowess at games, Walsh was a quiet studious boy and shared most of Clive’s interests. Ronnie regarded Walsh’s visits to Hallowes with mixed feelings. When Walsh was there he did not like to obtrude his presence on the two of them. He watched them from a distance — even followed them, without their knowing it, on their walks over the countryside. On the rare occasions when he made a third, he listened to their conversation about school and schoolfellows in spellbound silence. He did not know which was better — to have Clive to himself or to have the world of school brought before him in miniature by Clive and Walsh together.

			Conscientiously Clive tried to hold his hero-worship within bounds.

			“You know, I’m not good at games or anything like that, Ronnie,” he would say. “I’m not what you’d call popular, either. I haven’t any real friend but Walsh. I’ve never wanted any.”

			But this, of course, only added a hero-like modesty to the other heroic qualities with which Ronnie endowed him.

			As he answered Ronnie’s eager questions, Clive’s eye wandered in kindly criticism over the small figure. There was a scruffy neglected look about it. The Vicarage housekeeper was old and cantankerous and short-sighted. She knew that it was as much as her place was worth to neglect Miss Flora, and she tended her carefully, compensating for the demands this made on her time and energy by ignoring Ronnie. The Vicar would have noticed at once had Flora not been kept as fresh and dainty as a flower — the long golden ringlets brushed to smooth silkiness, the small white hands well manicured — but Ronnie’s air of neglect he took as a matter of course.

			“Did you wash your neck this morning, Ronnie?” said Clive suddenly.

			“Well . . . p’raps not this morning,” admitted Ronnie, hunching up his shoulders to hide the offending member.

			“You ought to, you know,” said Clive. “Physical cleanliness is a sort of foundation for all the other sorts of cleanliness, if you know what I mean. You ought to have a cold tub every morning and wash properly as well.”

			“There’s only the one hip bath,” explained Ronnie, “and it’s kept in Father’s bedroom except on Saturday nights, when she brings it into my room and puts some hot water in it — and a jolly little bit of it and not very hot, I can tell you.”

			“I know it’s difficult without a bathroom,” said Clive, “but you could give yourself a cold sponge down every morning. Will you?”

			“Yes, I will. I promise, Clive,” said Ronnie.

			“And brush your hair, too. You oughtn’t to go about looking like that.”

			“No one cares two pins what I look like, anyway,” said Ronnie.

			“That’s not the point. It’s a question of forming good habits. The habits you form now go to make your character, and bad habits are difficult to break once you’ve formed them. Getting up early and cold tubs are very important.”

			“Yes, Clive,” said Ronnie. “I will try . . .”

			“That’s right,” said Clive, “and don’t get depressed if you find it hard at first. Just go on trying.”

			The church clock struck three.

			“By Jove!” said Ronnie, self-consciously using an expression that was forbidden at home under the general head of “swearing”. “I’d better go, hadn’t I? Your father will be here soon.”

			He stood up, brushed the leaves from his jacket and slipped it on.

			“Will you really get into trouble?” said Clive.

			Ronnie grinned.

			“Yes. I’m supposed to be reading Ministering Children to Flora. It’s a beastly book and she loves it. I pronounce the words wrong and she corrects me. I think that’s partly why she likes me reading to her, so that she can correct me when I pronounce words wrong. Anyway, I hope I do get into trouble. If I don’t it’ll be because she’s begged me off, and I’d rather get into trouble than have to be grateful to her.”

			“You are as decent to her as you can, aren’t you, Ronnie?”

			“I don’t get much chance not to be.”

			“It’s a rotten life for her, you know.”

			“She enjoys it . . .”

			“Ronnie!” reproachfully.

			“I’m sorry, Clive. Honestly, I do try to feel as I ought to about her. Perhaps if Father wasn’t always dinning it into me how I ought to feel about her, I’d feel it. Sometimes I nearly do.”

			There was the distant sound of carriage wheels entering the drive.

			“I say! I must go,” said Clive.

			Anthea’s imaginary picture of her father’s homecoming was realised, after all.

			Clive was still in the spinney, Billy in the summerhouse, Aunt Lilian in her bedroom . . . and Anthea alone ran down the steps to be gathered into the arms of the tall thin man in khaki.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Helena Weatherley stood at the bottom of the terrace steps, talking to a group of guests. The day had turned out fine and warm, so that it had been possible, after all, to hold the party out of doors. Despite the warmth of the sun, however, there was a faint tang of autumn in the air, and most of the women wore thin coats of silk or alpaca over their dresses. From beneath the coats, trains and flounces foamed and billowed round elegantly booted feet. Feather boas floated over arms and shoulders. Heavily trimmed “picture hats” dipped over foreheads to sweep up at the sides over waves of carefully dressed hair. Many of the women carried lace-trimmed parasols, for delicate complexions must be protected even from the September sun.

			As she fulfilled mechanically her duties as hostess, Helena was aware in every nerve of her husband, who stood beneath the cedar tree at the further end of the lawn, surrounded by some of his old friends. Through the long years of their separation she had prayed desperately for this moment. She was a deeply reserved woman, giving few signs of her feelings, but there had hardly been a day, hardly an hour, in which she had not missed him poignantly. Yet, when she saw him coming down the gangway of the boat yesterday, her heart had contracted with fear. He looked so worn and tired, his eyes ringed and hollow, his brown hair flecked with grey. He held his tall soldierly figure upright, but his uniform hung on it loosely.

			“Well, you know, I’ve had fever pretty badly,” he had explained, smiling at her anxiety. “I shall be all right now I’m at home again.”

			And in his tone she glimpsed a home-sickness even deeper than had been her longing for him.

			Watching him now across the lawn, immaculate in pale-grey frock-coat, with an orchid in his buttonhole, she thought that he looked better already after a good night’s rest. If only Lilian had not been here to spoil his home-coming! Helena’s heart hardened as she thought of Lilian. Determinedly she had forced herself to look on Arthur’s children by his first wife (a pretty empty-headed little creature who had early worn out his devotion) as her own, but she could not conquer her resentment of the sister who had troubled his peace ever since she left the schoolroom. Always over-conscientious, he blamed himself for her vagaries, ascribing them to some failure of duty on his part. Yesterday, when alone with Helena, he had seemed happy and at rest, but Lilian had soon brought back the lines of anxiety to his thin face.

			She had announced the breaking of her engagement immediately after dinner, speaking in a light mocking voice that, Helena could feel, jarred Arthur’s overstrained nerves. He was standing in front of the fire, smoking a cigar, and Lilian was lying back with studied negligence in an easy-chair. She looked very lovely in the soft lamplight, her curly chestnut hair massed on her shapely head, her blue eyes narrowed, her lips curved into a faint smile of bravado. Her evening dress of white satin enhanced the transparency of her skin, but Helena suspected that her lips were artificially reddened. Well, as long as Arthur didn’t notice . . . Going into Lilian’s bedroom earlier in the evening to make sure that the maids had forgotten nothing, she had noticed the smell of tobacco and seen a box of cigarettes on the chest of drawers. But even Lilian would hardly dare to smoke in Arthur’s presence, and that was all that mattered. Helena was secretly a little ashamed of her lack of concern for the girl herself. The effect of her conduct on Arthur was all she cared about . . .

			As Arthur listened to her story, the furrows of his cheeks deepened. He had known and liked her latest fiancé and had been glad to hear of her engagement, taking for granted that his own responsibility was now at an end.

			“But, my dear girl,” he said, when Lilian had finished, “what on earth possessed you to break it off? St. Aubyn’s a thoroughly good chap — well off, good family and as decent and clean-living a fellow as you’re likely to find anywhere.”

			“Oh, I agree,” drawled Lilian. “It was all eminently suitable.”

			“I suppose you were in love with him when you accepted him?”

			“I suppose I was,” said Lilian, as if considering the question for the first time.

			“You can’t go on breaking engagements all your life, you know. You’re old enough now to know your own mind.”

			Lilian said nothing — only smiled that maddeningly secretive little smile.

			“Why did you break the engagement?” persisted Arthur.

			“I didn’t break it, my dear Arthur. He did. He offered to do the gentlemanly thing and let me break it, but, if the decision was his, I didn’t see why he shouldn’t stand by it.”

			Arthur was silent for a few moments, then said quietly:

			“Tell me what happened.”

			Lilian crossed one leg over the other with a rustle of silk and a swirl of lace petticoat flounces and moved the toe of a white satin slipper up and down, gazing at it absorbedly.

			“He said I drank too much.”

			There was still that note of mockery in her voice.

			Arthur stared at her in slow horror.

			“Drank too much?” he repeated. “What on earth do you mean?”

			“Just that,” said Lilian. “I drank too much. I can carry my drink quite well as a rule, but I suppose he happened to see me on one or two occasions when I’d had more than I could carry. And he didn’t like my gambling, either.”

			“Good God!” exploded Arthur.

			Lilian continued calmly:

			“On the whole, he didn’t think I’d make a suitable mother for his children, and I agreed with him. It was quite an amicable arrangement. I gathered that I was the type of woman he’d like for a mistress, but not for a wife.”

			“Lilian!” said Arthur sternly, and Helena echoed “Lilian!” in a tone of helpless expostulation.

			“I’m sorry, Arthur, but at least I’m being honest about it. Quite a lot of people cut me after it happened, but they were the duller sort of people. I had other, more amusing, friends, so I didn’t miss them.”

			Arthur sat down on the big leather armchair by the fire. His face looked so drawn and sunken that even Lilian felt a sudden compunction.

			“I’m sorry, Arthur,” she said again. “I mean, I’m sorry to worry you like this when you’re ill—–”

			“I’m not ill,” interrupted Arthur shortly, and continued. “Now listen to me, Lilian. You’re over twenty-one, and I haven’t any legal authority over you now, but I do feel that perhaps I’m a little to blame. A brother can’t be the same as a father, and Helena, of course, is not much older than you are yourself. Somehow we’ve not made a success of the business, but do believe me that if you don’t take yourself in hand now, you’re going to make a mess of your whole life. Can’t you see that?”

			“Most plainly, my dear Arthur.”

			“Won’t you get in touch with St. Aubyn again — or let me get in touch with him? I’ve no doubt you were very provocative—–”

			“I was,” agreed Lilian, smiling again to herself.

			“—and that you both acted hastily and are too proud to acknowledge yourselves at fault. Couldn’t you suggest making a fresh start? You were fond of him, weren’t you?”

			“Fond of him?” echoed Lilian. “No, I was bored with him. Bored, bored, bored!” The hardness and mockery had gone from her voice. It quivered hysterically. “I’m bored with you all . . . bored with everything . . .”

			Her voice broke into a sob, and, springing tempestuously from her seat, she flung herself from the room. They heard the rustle of silk as she ran upstairs, then the distant slamming of her bedroom door.

			Arthur gave a short sigh, expressive partly of exasperation, partly of weariness.

			“Hadn’t you better go after her?” he said to Helena.

			Helena shook her head.

			“No . . . I should say things that I’d be sorry for afterwards.” She hesitated, then went on, “You see, I don’t love her, Arthur. I resent her. I always have done. You can’t — get through to a person if you don’t love them, and I don’t even like her. I’m ashamed of it, but — there it is!”

			Arthur held out his hand, and she went to sit on the arm of his chair, slipping her hand in his. He held it closely.

			“I suppose that’s where I’ve gone wrong, too,” he said slowly. “I’ve felt responsible for her and tried to do my duty by her, but I don’t think I’ve ever really loved her, either. She used to irritate me, even when she was a child.”

			“You’ve done everything you could for her, Arthur.”

			“I’ve taken trouble . . . I’ve worried . . . but that’s not enough.”

			“Nothing would have made any difference.” She bent down and laid her cheek against his head. “Oh, my dear, don’t let’s think about it . . . not now . . . not tonight.”

			Arthur stayed in bed the next morning, and Helena came down first to breakfast. There was a letter on Lilian’s plate, addressed in a sprawling masculine handwriting, with a London postmark . . . Helena looked at it with interest. Suppose it were from Reggie St. Aubyn . . . Suppose the lovers’ quarrel were made up and she and Arthur freed from this dragging sense of responsibility. Lilian as Mrs. St. Aubyn, with a settled position, with Reggie and his relations to bear the brunt of her whims and caprices . . . Perhaps she wouldn’t have any after marriage. Lots of women who had been “difficult” before marriage settled down into happy conventional wives.

			Lilian came down a few minutes later. Though trim and elegant, as ever, in her long full braided skirt of navy-blue serge, her white blouse tucked neatly into her small belted waist, she looked pale and sulky, and responded shortly to Helena’s greeting. As soon as her eyes fell upon the letter, however, the colour flooded her cheeks. She slipped it into her pocket, made a pretence of eating, and left the dining-room just as Clive and Anthea were entering it. Going upstairs after breakfast, Helena met her coming down. She had put on her outdoor things — a short tight-waisted jacket and a small hat secured by a veil. Beneath the veil Helena could see that her cheeks were still flushed, her eyes starry.

			“I’m sorry to miss your party this afternoon, Helena,” she said, “but I have to go to London. I shall probably go on to Baden afterwards. It will be a relief to you and Arthur, won’t it? I’m sure that Arthur’s worrying about my influence on the children.”

			“Was your letter from Reggie St. Aubyn, Lilian?”

			“My God, no!”

			“Lilian, please.”

			“Yes, Reggie objected to my language, too. It was one of the many things that would have made me an unsuitable mother to his children. Don’t tell Arthur till I’ve gone, and don’t let him worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

			“You’ll just catch the ten-fifteen. I’ll order the carriage.”

			“Thank you. My trunk’s ready.”

			Arthur heard the news more calmly than Helena had feared he would. He was in his shirt-sleeves brushing his hair at his dressing-table when she went into the bedroom. He listened in silence, then shrugged his shoulders.

			“Well, after all, she’s twenty-six. Whatever mistakes we made were made long enough ago now, and it’s too late to remedy them . . .”
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