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Chapter One


	



“BY whom was a body of royalists raised in Scotland,” said Miss Thompson, reading the question from the book she held in her hand, “and what was the success of their leader?”




“By a young and gallant hero, the Earl of Montrose,” repeated Vicky glibly, “who performed many brave actions but was defeated after a short and brilliant career and obliged to retire amongst his native mountains.”




Vicky was standing in front of Miss Thompson, her hands behind her, her heels together, her feet, in black strap-over shoes, turned out at the correct angle. She wore a dress of red linsey, piped with white, a white cambric pinafore with tiny frilled pockets, and long black woollen stockings. Her hair was cut in a fringe in front and hung down behind in a cascade of well-brushed curls.




“Very good, Vicky,” said Miss Thompson approvingly as she closed the book. “You are making excellent progress. Now get your slate and pencil and I will set you your sums.”




Miss Thompson was short, but her upright carriage and the black bombazine dress and bustle lent her figure a certain dignity. The bodice was buttoned tightly to her neck, its high collar fastened by a large cameo brooch, finished off by a tiny white frill. Her faded hair was taken straight from her brow and gathered into a chignon net. She wore a small black silk apron, edged with black lace, and black silk mittens. This constituted, as it were, Miss Thompson’s official costume, and she would never have dreamed of confronting her pupils in any other. The only modifications she allowed herself were a black woollen shoulder shawl and black woollen mittens over the silk ones in winter. Her pursed-up mouth gave an impression of severity that was belied by the rather timid, short-sighted eyes behind the thick steel-rimmed spectacles. Despite her spectacles, her nose was almost touching the slate as she set Vicky’s sums—division on one side and multiplication on the other—forming her figures with meticulous exactitude. Miss Thompson always paid more attention to the formation of her pupils’ figures than to the actual results of their sums. The latter seemed to her, in fact, quite unimportant.




Vicky took the slate to the table and resumed her seat, bending her small shining head diligently over her work. Her toes swung clear of the ground, and her curls fell over her shoulders, making, as it seemed to her, a little tent for her face. The fancy pleased her, and she shook them over still farther to make the tent more complete. Miss Thompson sat at the head of the table, her feet on a footstool, her work-basket in front of her. She was engaged in scalloping a piece of white flannel that was to be a petticoat for Vicky. She had, at first, been a little affronted to learn that she was expected to be nurse to her charge as well as governess, but it was such a light post and she was so fond of Vicky that that had long ceased to rankle. It was, indeed, the highest post that Miss Thompson had ever had.




Vicky was not only intelligent but docile and easily managed—easily managed, that is, if one went about it the right way, and Miss Thompson always made a point of going about it the right way. The absence of parents, too, was a great advantage. Miss Thompson generally found parents even more troublesome than pupils. They were either over-indulgent or exacted impossible standards of behaviour, and, in either case, of course, put the blame of their children’s faults on the governess. Vicky’s papa seldom came to the house at all, and as to her mama—well, the less said about her the better. Miss Thompson discouraged gossip and always began to talk about the weather when the servants mentioned Mrs. Carothers, but she knew that Mr. Carothers had divorced her four years ago when Vicky was three years old.




Distressing as the situation was, every cloud has its silver lining (Miss Thompson was fond of setting that proverb as a copy for her pupils), and it was certainly pleasant to be in the position of mistress of this house, in sole charge of a dear little girl like Vicky, with no one to criticise her or spy on her or snub her. Cook and Emma, the housemaid, were very respectful, and life was pleasanter for Miss Thompson than it had been for a long time.




Vicky had stopped making a tent of her hair and was now doing her sums. She liked sums. Each had a definite beginning and end. Each was perfect and complete in itself. She formed her figures slowly and carefully, taking an almost sensuous pleasure in their waves and lines.




“Finished, dear?” said Miss Thompson, fastening her needle in the piece of flannel and putting it into her work-basket.


Vicky threw back her curls and handed up her slate.


“Excellent, my dear,” said Miss Thompson. “Your ones are much straighter, and your eights are better. I don’t think you’ve got the answers quite right, however. Let me show you.”


“No, I’ll do it again,” said Vicky quickly.


Vicky always hated to be shown, and Miss Thompson could never make up her mind whether this was a fault or a virtue. She contented herself with saying, “You should say ‘please,’ dear,” and Vicky, with a perfunctory “please,” took her slate back to her place, rubbed out the sum with the little damp sponge that hung by a string from one corner, and set to work on it again, while Miss Thompson prepared copy-book, ink, and pen. To-day’s copy was “Evil Communications Corrupt Good Manners.” Miss Thompson always wrote the first line herself, partly to show that it really would all go into one line, and partly because she was proud of her flowing copperplate hand, which, indeed, could hardly be distinguished from the copy.




“Now remember, Vicky,” she said, when the sum had been done again correctly and the slate put away. “Upstrokes thin and downstrokes thick, and keep well within the lines.”




After the copy came sewing. Vicky was hemming a handkerchief for Papa. It had been Miss Thompson’s idea, and Vicky had at first been very much excited about it, but now that she was on the second side she was secretly rather tired of it. As she sewed, her glance went to the photograph of Papa that stood on the mantelpiece. He had dark eyes, thick black hair, and sweeping black side whiskers. Vicky thought him the most handsome man in the world. Mama had been beautiful, too, of course, but Mama was dead. She had left home suddenly for a holiday and died while she was away. Cook had told her about it (it was before Miss Thompson came) and Vicky had thought that someone ought to buy her a black dress, but no one did. Cook snorted and said “Black dress indeed!” when Vicky suggested it. Vicky didn’t mind very much about Mama’s being dead. It made Papa belong to her the more, and it was Papa whom she had always loved best. She had read a good many stories about motherless little girls who were their papa’s only joy and comfort (there was one in particular called “Little Betsy and her Papa”), and she was gratifyingly like the illustration of those stories, with her blue eyes, pink and white cheeks, and golden curls.




She loved to think of herself as Papa’s only joy and comfort—sitting on his knee or being swung up in his strong arms like the little girls in the illustrations of her story-books. One part of her was aware that nothing of the sort ever happened when he came home, but it was now so long since she had seen him that she had almost replaced the dim memories of his last visit by the illustrations of “Little Betsy and her Papa” and other similar stories.


Though she was tired of the handkerchief, she worked at it industriously, not only because it was being made for the indulgent devoted papa of her dreams, but also because she was a very precise little girl, who always did whatever she was doing very thoroughly, consciously enjoying the feeling of self-satisfaction that this gave her. A task that she could not master would throw her into a passion of angry frustration. Once Miss Thompson, feeling unusually enterprising, had tried to teach her what she called the “theory of music,” but the resultant scene had discouraged her so much that she had not continued the experiment.


“I don’t understand,” Vicky had stormed, “and I hate it . . . I hate it,” and had ended by throwing the book across the room in a miniature transport of rage. Certainly Miss Thompson’s explanations had not been particularly illuminating, and by mutual consent the subject was dropped.




Vicky’s thoughts wandered from Papa to her walk this afternoon. She was going with Miss Thompson to engage a new gardener’s boy. George, the old one, had left to “better himself” and they were to call at a cottage in the village to interview a boy whose name had been given to Miss Thompson by the schoolmaster.


“Put your things away now, dear,” said Miss Thompson, “and get ready for lunch.”


Vicky folded up the handkerchief and put the books into their places on the shelf. There was never any trouble in making Vicky clear her things away. She hated untidiness as much as Miss Thompson herself.


Miss Thompson cleaned the slate and put it into the table drawer. She’d enjoyed the morning, as she generally enjoyed mornings with Vicky. How nice it would be, she thought dreamily, if children could stay always at the stage Vicky was at now!




The gong sounded and she went to supervise Vicky’s toilet for lunch, but even that was no trouble. Vicky never seemed to get dirty like other children. Miss Thompson had never before known a child of that age who cleaned her nails without being told. . . .




The Hall, which had been built by Mr. Carothers’ grandfather, was not a large house, despite its pretentious name, nor was it built in any very distinguished style of architecture; but it was pleasant and spacious enough, standing against its background of trees, and the red brick had mellowed with the years to a restful weather-beaten tint. A gravelled terrace ran along one side of the house, enclosed by a stone balustrade, from which a double flight of stone steps led down to the lawn. Beyond the lawn, separated from it by a railing, was a wooded stretch of pasture always referred to as the park.




Vicky and Miss Thompson came out of the front door, down the terrace steps, across the lawn, and through the park to the road that led into the village of Six Elms. Vicky walked happily and sedately beside Miss Thompson. She was still feeling excited at the thought of interviewing the gardener’s boy.




Miss Thompson, of course, would do the actual interviewing, but she would be there, part and parcel of it all. It made her feel grown-up and important.


She wore her red cashmere pelisse, trimmed with fur, and a small hat pulled forward over her brow, with ribbons hanging down behind. The pinafore had been taken off, revealing rows of small flounces on the red linsey dress, and the strap-over shoes changed for a pair of black buttoned boots. Her small gloved hands were hidden in a tiny muff. Her curls hung down her back in ordered array. She looked very neat and trim and demure as she walked along the country road beside Miss Thompson.


Miss Thompson, for her part, looked eminently ladylike in her black waisted jacket and the black bonnet whose broad ribbons were tied in a bow beneath her chin.


She was smiling proudly down at Vicky. She loved to walk with her through the village like this, showing off her looks and pretty clothes. It delighted her to hear people say, as they often did, that the child could not have been better cared for by her own mother. And Mr. Carothers was so generous. She could buy what she liked for her and no question was ever raised. The smile faded from her lips and she heaved a gentle sigh. If only it would last. . . . But in Miss Thompson’s experience of life it was only the unpleasant things that could be counted on to last.


It was March, and the atmosphere held that dazzling clarity of early spring in which every detail of the landscape stands out sharply. Dark tussocks in the elm trees showed where the rooks were building, and their sleepy notes floated down through the pale clear sunshine. The red glow of the silver birch saplings told of rising sap. In the fields new-born lambs lay so still that they looked like white gloves dropped by a passing careless giant or, galvanised into fantastic jerky life, leapt and reared like miniature steeds trying to dismount invisible elfin riders. Vicky forgot her sedateness and laughed delightedly, climbing onto a gate to watch them, the buttoned boots perched on the second rung, the neat gloved hands holding the top one, the small muff hanging free.


She climbed down reluctantly to follow Miss Thompson, but soon the wild flowers on the hedgerows—coltsfoot and celandine and ghost-like anemones—attracted her, and she darted from one to another, naming them in a tone that claimed and received Miss Thompson’s approving “Quite right, Vicky.”




Vicky kept a collection of pressed wild flowers, and her neatness and precision made it a small masterpiece. Miss Thompson was as proud of it as Vicky herself, and it was always shown to any visitors who came to the house.


As they approached the village, Vicky pushed back the curls that had fallen over her shoulders, put her hands into her muff, and began to walk again sedately beside her governess.


They stopped at a small thatched cottage, whose ramshackle porch seemed about to collapse beneath its weight of jasmine, and Miss Thompson knocked at the door.


A thin harassed-looking woman in an apron, her sleeves rolled up to her elbows, her arms covered with flour, opened the door.


“Come in, miss,” she said respectfully, standing aside to let them enter.


The low-raftered kitchen seemed very dark after the bright sunshine outside. The tiny window, hemmed in by curtains and a row of geraniums, admitted little light. The room, however, was spotlessly clean. A fire burnt in the grate, and the air was full of the pleasant scent of baking bread. The table was covered with flour and pieces of dough.


“Sorry I’m not quite straight, miss,” said the woman, looking flustered and anxious in the presence of the “gentry.” “I’ve just been doing the baking. Sit down, will you, miss?” She hastily dusted a wooden chair. “I’ll call Andrew.”


She went to the back door and called “Andrew!” in a thin tremulous voice.


Miss Thompson sat down on the wooden chair, and Vicky stood by her. A fat baby, who had been sitting under the table playing with a piece of dough, crawled out and squatted there, gazing up at them. A solemn little boy appeared at the cottage door, his thumb in his mouth, his eyes fixed on the visitors.


Miss Thompson said “Good afternoon” in her most gracious tone, but the little boy did not reply.


“You should say ‘Good afternoon, miss,’ ” went on Miss Thompson severely.


The little boy removed his thumb from his mouth and inserted his fingers in its place, but said nothing.


Miss Thompson pursed her lips and drew herself up. She was always somewhat sensitive of her dignity as representative of the Hall.


A quick whispered colloquy could be heard in the background. Evidently Andrew had arrived and was being given his instructions. Then he came slowly into the kitchen—a lanky boy of about thirteen with a pale freckled face, wearing a suit that he had obviously outgrown, his face shining from a hasty wash, his hair damply plastered down. He looked tense and nervous as he took up his position in front of Miss Thompson and touched his forehead respectfully.


“Good afternoon, miss,” he said.


The woman shooed the little boy away from the door, picked up the fat baby, and stood in the background, her eyes fixed anxiously on her son. The baby, who still held a piece of dough in her hands, began to pat her mother’s face with it, but the woman did not move.


Miss Thompson was pleased by the boy’s respectful manner and began her questioning and admonition on a condescending note. “How old are you, boy?” “I hope you’re prepared to work hard.” “Are you quite strong?”




The boy answered in a voice hoarse with earnestness. Though he tried to focus all his attention on what the lady was saying, he was really conscious of nothing but Vicky. He had seen her before, of course, but not at close quarters like this. Her beauty and daintiness took his breath away. He felt that somehow his nearness to her was an outrage. He wanted to go miles away from her . . . and yet he wanted to fall at her feet and worship her.






Vicky was fully conscious of the effect she produced in the dark little kitchen. She saw herself, indeed, exactly as Andrew saw her—a glamorous being from another world. She took his interest and admiration for granted. He belonged to the Poor—a class that in the very nature of things must look up to and admire her. He was ugly and shabby, while she was beautiful and well dressed. This, too, was part of the natural order of things. The little girls in her story-books went to visit the Poor and shone like angels in their squalid rooms. Vicky, conscientiously and yet with a feeling of deep gratification, shone like an angel in the little kitchen. Her wide blue eyes wandered from Andrew to the woman, from the woman to the baby who was plastering dough on her face, but she didn’t see any of them. She only saw herself in her fur-trimmed pelisse and flounced dress, her hands in her muff, her curls falling down her back. This pale freckled boy who stole looks of furtive admiration at her was merely a sort of mirror reflecting her. He had no independent existence.


“You may come for a week on trial, then,” Miss Thompson was saying, “starting to-morrow. Belson, of course, will tell you your duties when you arrive.”


“Thank you, miss,” said Andrew.


He was to live within sight and sound of this vision of loveliness and grace. It seemed almost too much. A lump came into his throat at the thought.


“I hope that you will be industrious and obedient and respectful,” went on Miss Thompson.


“Indeed he will, miss, thank you kindly,” put in his mother, firmly taking away the piece of dough that the baby was now trying to push into her eye. “I warrant he will, I do indeed.”


She went on to say that she herself had been in service and was anxious to get her children into “gentlemen’s houses.”


The father, Miss Thompson knew, was a farm labourer—steady and respectable, or Miss Thompson would not have considered engaging the boy.


“Mr. Carothers,” she went on, “is very little at home, but when he does come he likes to see everything in good order.”






She took her leave of them, noticing with approval that the boy again touched his forehead, and went out, followed by Vicky. The solemn little boy was standing at the gate with two fingers and a thumb in his mouth. He stared at them stolidly as they passed.




Every evening, mingled with Miss Thompson’s pleasure at being left in sole charge of her pupil, was a slight regret that she could not send her down, beautifully dressed, to an admiring drawing-room for the conventional “children’s hour.” She felt jealous for the child’s beauty and good manners, because there were so few people to appreciate them. It was the irony of fate, she thought, that, when her pupils had been rough and unruly, there had always been parents to find fault with her, and now, when for once she had a pupil who was perfectly behaved and perfectly mannered, there was no one to accord her her due meed of praise.


But after tea, when the regulation time for the “children’s hour” arrived, Miss Thompson would give herself up entirely to the entertainment of her little charge, and the two of them would play draughts or dominoes or arrange scraps in the scrap-book and pressed flowers in the wild-flower book, or Miss Thompson would read aloud from Sandford and Merton, Ministering Children, or The Wide Wide World. There was something essentially childlike about Miss Thompson, and she entered into all these games and interests as whole-heartedly as Vicky herself. The woman and child lived in a warm, happy, intimate world, in which nothing existed but themselves and their concerns. Precise and tidy, giving meticulous care to details, living a life of unchanging routine, they were more like a couple of elderly spinsters than a pupil and governess. Vicky, as a rule, hated to deviate from their routine by even a fraction. Tea at five, games from half-past five to six, reading aloud from six to half-past, scraps or painting from half-past six to seven. At seven came bed with prayers and a Bible story. Vicky was a devout child and prayed for the poor and sick and wicked every night and morning. She enjoyed doing this, not only because it made her feel that she was helping to make them better, but also because it made her feel rich and well and good. 






To-night Vicky won at draughts, and Miss Thompson at dominoes. Vicky was a good loser though she loved to win. Then they put some scraps into Vicky’s scrap-book, Miss Thompson as deeply interested in their arrangement as Vicky herself. (Miss Thompson would sometimes lie awake at night, planning new arrangements for the pages of the scrap-book and wild-flower collection.)


“Seven o’clock, Vicky,” said Miss Thompson at last. “Time to go to bed.”


Vicky looked up from her scrap-book.


“I haven’t finished the page,” she said. “I can’t leave it in the middle of a page.”


“There’s no such word as ‘can’t’, dear,” said Miss Thompson. She had made this fallacious statement on an average a dozen times a day since she began her teaching career. “Put the book away now.”


Vicky’s dislike of leaving anything half-done fought and conquered her dislike of deviating from routine. It was bedtime but she wanted to finish the page. She went on slowly and carefully arranging the little coloured pictures.


“Vicky!” said Miss Thompson, and then weakly, “How much more have you to do?”


“Only this page.”


“But you’ve only just begun, dear. You won’t finish for a long time. No, you mustn’t stay up any longer. Put it away at once.”


She came towards Vicky as if to take the book. The small face was suddenly distorted with anger, the cheeks flushed, the blue eyes flashing.


“Don’t take it. . . . I won’t go to bed. I will finish it. . . . Leave me alone. . . . Go away.”


She had spread her arm over the book as though to protect it from attack, and her voice was choked with tears. Miss Thompson knew the symptoms. If she persisted, the child would fly into a rage, hitting, biting, kicking, and, when finally put to bed, would cry for half the night. These crises did not often occur, and Miss Thompson, who valued discretion above valour, had learnt skill in warding them off. A child should, after all, be led, not driven. Vicky was really no trouble at all if managed in the right way, so Miss Thompson proceeded to manage her in the right way.




“Very well, dear,” she said graciously. “I’ll allow you to stay up a little later to-night just for a treat.”




	







Chapter Two






VICKY came down to breakfast the next morning in high spirits. Miss Thompson was rather silent, not because of last night’s little scene—for she considered that she had dealt with that very wisely—but because she had received a letter from Mr. Carothers saying that he was coming home that day and would arrive some time during the evening. It was short and laconic, and it depressed Miss Thompson unaccountably.




“I have various arrangements to make,” ran the letter, “and I think it best to speak to you about them in person.”


What “arrangements” had he to make? The feeling of insecurity that was to Miss Thompson part of the very air she breathed seemed to locate itself as a dull aching constriction on her chest. She had always thought that this post was too good to last, but surely it wasn’t going to come to an end as suddenly as this. . . .


“I have had a letter from your papa, Vicky,” she said. “He’s coming home to-day.”


Vicky raised shining blue eyes from her plate.


“Oh, how lovely!” she said.


Probably the most real emotion in Vicky’s life was her love for her father, and even that was mixed up with a jumble of sentimental day-dreams in which she figured as heroine. She saw her father’s sudden decision to return home as a proof of his devotion to her. He could not bear to stay away from his darling a moment longer. Perhaps he was bringing a box full of presents for her. He would take her abroad with him. Betsy’s papa had done that, because Betsy was such an agreeable little companion and reminded him so constantly of her dead mama. Vicky saw herself being an agreeable little companion to Papa and reminding him constantly of her dead mama as they travelled about through the deserts and jungles that were Vicky’s mental picture of “abroad.”


Miss Thompson rose from her seat and went over to the window.


“The boy’s come,” she said.


She had felt responsible for Andrew since engaging him, but now that he was actually working in the garden under Belson’s direction her responsibilities ceased.


Vicky finished her breakfast and ran to the window, too. There he was, the pale lanky boy who impersonated for her the whole class of the humble and admiring Poor, digging one of the beds on the lawn.


“May I go down to the garden before lessons, Miss Thompson, please?” she asked.


“Certainly, dear,” said Miss Thompson. “I’ll call you in when I’m ready for you.”


Miss Thompson was so much disconcerted by the letter she had just received from her employer that she was only too glad to be left alone. The fear that it heralded the end of her pleasant placid existence in this house still oppressed her. She felt like a fox in its hole who hears the feet of the huntsmen coming to dig it out. She thought of the un-ruliness of some of her former pupils, the unreasonableness and rudeness of their parents, and the constriction in her chest became a physical pain.


Vicky went downstairs and ran across the garden to where Andrew was working. This thin ugly boy in the shabby clothes had an irresistible fascination for her. In his presence everything about herself that she admired seemed to become still more admirable. His ugliness emphasised her beauty, his clumsiness her grace, his undeniable commonness her own refinement.


“Good morning, Andrew,” she said sweetly.


“Good morning, miss,” he said.


He didn’t look up from his work, and she began to feel somewhat disconcerted. She stood by him for some moments, not knowing what to say next. Finally she said:


“Are you digging?”






“Yes, miss,” said Andrew, still without looking up.


She was silent again, wondering whether to say “Do you like digging?” and deciding against it on the grounds that he would probably just say “Yes, miss” again without looking at her. She felt vaguely aggrieved that he hadn’t looked at her as she stood there in her red linsey dress and pinafore, with her curls over her shoulders.


She began to kick at the ground with her shoes, but still he took no notice. A sudden inspiration came to her, and she ran indoors to fetch her skipping-rope. Then she took up her position by Andrew and began to skip as fast as she could, passing the rope to the right and the left, passing it twice under her feet as she jumped, and finally running lightly round the lawn, skipping as she went..


She stopped at last, breathless. He was still digging as if she were not there. She felt strangely put out and was wondering what to do next to attract his attention when Miss Thompson opened the schoolroom window and called, “Come indoors now, dear. It’s time for lessons.”


Vicky went slowly across the lawn to the side door. At the door she turned sharply to see if the boy were watching her, but he was still busily engaged in digging. She shrugged and pouted, then ran upstairs to the schoolroom.


The morning passed slowly. Both Miss Thompson and Vicky were distrait. The feeling of apprehension weighed ever more heavily on Miss Thompson’s spirits, while Vicky still felt disconcerted by the lack of response shown by the boy at work in the garden. She kept making excuses to go past the window so that she could see what he was doing. Once or twice she moved the curtains, hoping that he would look up at her, but he didn’t.


By lunch time Miss Thompson had one of her headaches. Miss Thompson was vaguely proud of her headaches. She was herself, she knew, supremely negligible and uninteresting, but the headaches gave her a certain spurious distinction and importance. They only came on when she had been worrying and, she felt modestly, marked her out as a sensitive and highly strung organism. She was too conscientious, however, to presume on them and only gave in when she could really hold out no longer.


The lunch was, as usual, beautifully cooked and served (that was another point: she had never been in a place before where the maids took any trouble with the schoolroom), but Miss Thompson could eat nothing.


“I wonder if you would mind playing quietly in the garden by yourself this afternoon, dear,” she said at last, when Vicky had finished her second helping of pudding, said her grace, and got down from her seat. “I have rather a headache, and I think I’ll go and lie down.”


“Yes, of course I will, Miss Thompson,” said Vicky demurely. “I’m so sorry about your headache.”


Secretly she felt delighted. It would give her another opportunity of approaching the strange unresponsive creature in the garden and forcing him to recognise her sovereignty.


She washed her face, tidied her hair, and went down to the garden. The boy was weeding the lawn now, kneeling by the side of a gardening basket, digging out daisy roots with a little fork.


Vicky went up to him and stood by him in silence. She remembered suddenly that she hadn’t told him that her papa was coming home.


“My papa’s coming home to-day,” she said importantly.


He went on weeding without answering her.


“I expect he’ll bring me lots of presents.”


She waited for some comment but, receiving none, continued, “He’s going to take me away with him. To London and Paris and probably abroad. I don’t suppose you’ll see me again after to-day.”


Andrew deftly dug up a plantain root and put it in the basket without speaking.


“I haven’t any mama,” went on Vicky, trying to instil a note of pathos into her voice. Surely that would interest him. But apparently it didn’t. He moved his basket a few yards away to do another patch. Vicky followed.


“I’m all my papa has now, so of course he’s wrapt up in me,” she went on.






He made no comment. There seemed nothing more to say on that subject.


“I’m seven,” she said after another pause. “How old are you?”


He’d have to say something now, she thought with satisfaction.


“Thirteen, miss,” he replied, and moved still farther away.


She had made him speak, but it seemed somehow to bring the conversation to a close.


She looked around. In the park over the railings she could see Judy, her pony. It was characteristic of Mr. Carothers that, having realised that his daughter was of a suitable age to learn to ride, he had purchased a pony, but had made no further arrangements. The old coachman had retired on a pension soon after the pony arrived, and no other had been engaged as the carriage was now never used. Belson, the gardener, looked after the pony and had once made a half-hearted attempt to teach Vicky to ride, but after two or three falls Vicky had decided to put it off till she was older. Miss Thompson, who considered riding far too dangerous for her darling, had heartily concurred, and so Judy spent a happy existence in the park, the monotony varied by an occasional harnessing to the garden roller, when she trotted up and down the lawn with sacking tied round her hoofs. Now, for the first time, Vicky wished that she could ride. She wanted to canter round the park on Judy before the eyes of the gardener’s boy. Surely he’d admire her then. . . .


“That’s my pony there in the park,” she said.


Andrew lifted his eyes, glanced at the pony, and lowered them again to his weeding.


“I can ride it,” went on Vicky.


Still he said nothing.


She suddenly became angry.


“I’m going to ride it now,” she went on. “You can watch me if you like.”


She ran to the railings.


“Judy!” she called.


Judy, expecting the piece of sugar that Vicky sometimes remembered to bring her, came trotting up, and Vicky climbed onto the railings and sprang on her back, clutching at the mane. Judy started off at a canter. Vicky held on triumphantly, but she couldn’t resist turning her head to make sure that Andrew was watching, and in that moment she shot off the smooth round back to the ground.


For a second she was too stunned to do anything but lie there. Then she began to cry—loud childish sobs of pain and fear and anger. She felt herself raised gently in a pair of thin strong arms.


“That’s all right, missie, don’t cry . . . you’re not hurt that bad. . . . There, there!”


Andrew had had a disturbing day. The radiant vision of perfection who had appeared suddenly in his home yesterday had turned into a very conceited little girl, intent upon showing off. And now again she had turned into a hurt and frightened baby whom he was comforting, just as he would have comforted the fat baby at home had she fallen on her head.


Vicky hid her face on his shoulder, ashamed of her tears but unable to check them, clinging to him blindly for consolation.


He carried her to the garden seat and put her down.


“You’re all right, missie,” he said reassuringly. “Now, don’t you cry no more.”


Still sobbing, she pushed her hair out of her eyes.


“I’m not all right,” she said. “I’m nearly killed. I——”


Miss Thompson came running across the lawn, her face pale and tense. She had been roused from sleep by the sound of Vicky’s cries and had hurried down in a fever of apprehension. She would never forgive herself if anything had happened to her darling to-day, just when her papa was expected.


Examination, however, showed nothing worse than a badly bruised knee and forehead.


“Thank you very much, Andrew,” said Miss Thompson. “I should have been down in a moment, of course, but it was quite right of you to go to help Miss Vicky. . . . Come along, darling.”


But Vicky continued to sob, though less violently now, and protested that she couldn’t walk, so Andrew lifted her up and carried her indoors. She still clung to him, hiding her face on his shoulder, frightened and ashamed, but taking comfort from the firm clasp of his arms about her.


“You can go upstairs yourself, dear,” said Miss Thompson when they had reached the foot of the stairs. It was really hardly fitting for the gardener’s boy to be seen in the upper regions of the house.


Andrew gently set Vicky on her feet. She was so shaken that she had forgotten all her affectations. She raised her tear-stained face to him and he bent down and kissed it, then tiptoed clumsily to the side door and out into the garden. Miss Thompson was slightly shocked. It had surely been rather “familiar” of him to kiss the child. But there had been something so natural in the raising of her face and his response that one couldn’t feel seriously annoyed.


She took Vicky to the bathroom and bathed the bruises. Fortunately her fringe hid the one on her forehead. It would have been dreadful for the child to have been disfigured by a bruise the first time her papa saw her after all these months. What a good thing the accident hadn’t been worse! And Vicky was generally so careful—not one of those children who were always falling about and hurting themselves.


“Whatever made you do it, darling?” she said, as she combed the golden fringe gently over the rising lump.


“I wanted to ride Judy,” said Vicky in a small unsteady voice.


“But why?”


“I don’t know,” said Vicky after a pause.


Now that the pain and fright were lessening she was beginning to feel humiliated by the incident. She had had a mental vision of herself flying gracefully round the park, seated firmly on Judy’s back, and she could hardly bear to think of the scene that had taken its place.


Miss Thompson was holding up a dainty white muslin frock, trimmed with bows of blue ribbon. It was Vicky’s best frock and had only been worn once before.


“I think you might put this on after tea, dear,” she said, “ready for when your papa comes.”


Vicky’s feeling of humiliation vanished. What did Andrew matter, after all? He was only a gardener’s boy. She didn’t care whether he thought she could ride or not, or, indeed, what he thought of her.




Papa was coming home—Papa who adored her, who couldn’t bear to stay away from her a moment longer, Papa laden with wonderful presents for her, Papa who was going to take her abroad with him. She saw herself walking round the garden with him, hanging on his arm. Andrew would look up from his weeding and touch his forehead respectfully, and she would smile at him very graciously. The picture restored her cherished sense of importance, blotting out the ignominious picture that the afternoon had left on her mind.


“I wonder when he’ll come,” she said excitedly.


“I don’t know, dear,” said Miss Thompson. “You can stay up till eight, but if he hasn’t come then you must go to bed, of course.”


“He’s sure to come and see me in bed if he comes late,” said Vicky with happy conviction.


After tea Miss Thompson dressed her charge in the white muslin frock, tying a pale blue silk sash round her waist.


Then they went to the schoolroom, where Vicky knelt on the window-seat, her eyes fixed eagerly on the corner of the drive that could be seen from it, and Miss Thompson sat at the table sewing with fingers that were not quite steady. Neither of them thought of suggesting the usual entertainments.


The evening wore on. Emma brought in the lamp, setting it down in the middle of the table and hovering in the doorway as if she would have liked to discuss the master’s visit with Miss Thompson, but Miss Thompson shot a warning glance at Vicky and pursed her lips.


Suddenly Vicky gave a cry of joy.


“A cab! A cab! Oh, it must be Papa.”


Miss Thompson folded her sewing and put it into her work-basket, her heart beating unevenly.


“I’ll go down and receive him, Vicky,” she said. “You’d better stay here till you’re sent for.”


Vicky made no demur. The beloved little daughter should, of course, be leaping downstairs into Papa’s outstretched arms, but now that Papa was actually here Vicky somehow felt much less like the beloved little daughter.




Her heart, too, was beating unevenly, and she was rather glad of a respite before actually going into Papa’s presence.


Miss Thompson smoothed her black silk apron, drew a deep breath, and went downstairs.


She reached the hall just as Mr. Carothers was entering it. He was a handsome man above medium height, with a rather stern expression and luxuriant black side whiskers. He wore a tall hat and heavily caped ulster. Waving aside Miss Thompson’s nervous suggestion of tea, he handed his hat and coat to the maid and took out his watch.


“I can only stay a few moments, Miss Thompson. I have told the cabman to wait as I wish to catch the 6.40 back to London.”


“Oh, but——” began Miss Thompson.


He silenced her with an imperious wave of his hand.


“I can say what I have to say in a very few words,” he said. “Shall we go into the drawing-room?”


They went into the magnificent shrouded drawing-room. It had never been used since Miss Thompson had known it. The Venetian blinds were drawn, the chairs and the chandelier covered with holland. The bearskin hearthrug was rolled up, the Aubusson carpet hidden by drugget. In the dim light the piano, chiffonier, and inlaid cabinet looked unreal and ghost-like, the lustres threw out a faint subdued gleam. Even the wax flowers beneath their glass cases showed wan and colourless. An ormolu clock on the mantelpiece had stopped at twenty-two minutes past ten.


Mr. Carothers motioned Miss Thompson to a holland-covered chair, and she sat down, simply because her knees were too weak to support her any longer.


In the interview that followed her worst fears were justified. Mr. Carothers was marrying again; would be married, in fact, within the month. His new wife would be making the Hall her home, and they thought it best for all concerned that there should be what Mr. Carothers called a “clean break.” In other words, he gave Miss Thompson a month’s notice, thanking her for her services and assuring her that he would do all he could to assist her in finding another post. Then he took out his watch again.




“And now I’m afraid——” he began.


Miss Thompson mastered her emotion sufficiently to say:


“But you’ll see Vicky, won’t you?”


He frowned as though her suggestion were distasteful.


“Victoria? Surely that is not necessary? I think that you can probably explain the situation to her better than I can. It can mean little or nothing to a child of that age.”


He strode into the hall, took his coat from the hook where the maid had put it, and shrugged his broad shoulders into it.


“Oh, but, please . . .” protested Miss Thompson, thinking of Vicky upstairs, waiting so patiently, dressed up so beautifully. “She’d be so upset. . . . If you’d just speak to her I’ll call her. . . .”


She ran half-way upstairs, called “Vicky” in an unsteady voice, and then, standing in the shadow of the wall, began to cry silently, making furtive little dabs at her cheek with her handkerchief.


Vicky came down slowly, her curls hanging over her shoulders, her eyes bright with excitement. At the bottom she stood, trying to still the beating of her heart, waiting to be swung up in his great arms and kissed.


Mr. Carothers looked at her and frowned again, as if the sight of her were as distasteful as the mention of her name had been.


“Well, my dear . . .” he said awkwardly.


Then he bent down, brushed his moustache about an inch from her face, put on his hat, and went out to the waiting cab.










Chapter Three






THE new Mrs. Carothers sat at a desk in her boudoir, writing to an old school friend. She was a handsome woman, with fine dark eyes and glossy dark hair, massed—in the style of the day—into a thick loosely woven plait at the back of her head. She wore a dress of checked brown and grey barege, trimmed with cross-bars of brown faille and rows of flounces. The over-dress was looped up into a large bow behind, emphasising the fashionable bustle.




“The workmen have gone at last,” she wrote, “and we have more or less settled down. The place had been neglected for so long that simply everything needed doing. While the child was here alone with her governess they managed with a cook and a housemaid, both of whom I have got rid of, as I consider that the fewer left-overs from the old menage, the better. Actually there is now no one but a gardener’s boy, and he was here only for a few weeks before we came. The gardener, fortunately, was old enough to be pensioned off, and I have engaged a new one who has already improved the place considerably. It was very old-fashioned. There was not even a croquet lawn. My old nurse has come to look after the child till we find a good school for her. We hope to find one soon, especially as I am expecting a certain happy event in the spring, and should like her out of the way by then. Edmund wants her out of the way as soon as possible in any case. She’s ridiculously like Rosamund, and you can imagine that he does not exactly relish being reminded of Rosamund at every turn. I cannot tell you how shamefully that woman treated him right from the beginning. He says that he cannot even be sure that the child is his own, which is another reason why he would like her packed off to school as soon as we can arrange it. One would be sorry for her if she were not so insufferably affected and conceited. She has been hopelessly spoilt by her governess who was apparently an utter fool.


“There are some new people at the Vicarage. . . .”


Vicky still felt bewildered by the changes that had taken place around her during the last few months. An army of workmen had invaded the house, and the rooms had re-echoed all day to the sound of hammering. Every room had been redecorated. A large conservatory had been built on to the drawing-room, and a smoking-room added at the side of the conservatory. Vanloads of new furniture had arrived, pictures by modern artists—Leighton, Alma-Tadema, Landseer,—crates of “curios” from places on the Continent where the newly married couple were staying. One of the bedrooms had been turned into a boudoir for the bride—the chairs, couch, and footstool upholstered in yellow satin, an inlaid French writing-desk at the window, an embroidery frame and painting easel behind the door. The china door-knob and finger-plate were hand-painted, and the thick soft carpet showed an elegant design of pink and yellow flowers.


Cook and Emma departed, and new servants began to arrive, among them a butler and a page, resplendent in tightly fitting uniform and a row of buttons. A new coachman and a groom took up their quarters over the stables, and the old carriage was replaced by a shining new one from London. Gas had been laid on, too, and Vicky loved to see the little “batswing” of flame leap up at the touch of the long taper.


She wandered through it all, enchanted. It was like watching a spell actually taking effect before her eyes. The house was a Cinderella, shedding its dinginess at the touch of the Fairy Godmother’s wand. Vicky was, as usual, in her own eyes, the central figure of the picture. The grand new furniture, the shining mirrors, the bright new carpets and wall-papers existed only as a background for her. She was the little princess and the grand new house her palace.


She had cried inconsolably on the night of her father’s visit, but when morning came she had explained his behaviour quite satisfactorily to herself. He had had to go back by the next train on account of Business (that mysterious agency that had gentlemen at its beck and call), and he had been almost as heartbroken by the short meeting as she was. She had wandered into the kitchen garden after breakfast and found Andrew hoeing a lettuce bed.






“My papa came last night,” she said, “but he only had just time to see me and dash off again. He was terribly disappointed. He’d wanted to stay here and then take me abroad with him, but he had Business in London and couldn’t.”


“Yes, miss,” said Andrew, feeling rather uncomfortable, for he had already heard Cook’s version of the affair.


In the days that followed Vicky found that she could do pretty much as she liked. The schoolroom was being turned into another dressing-room, and there was no place in the house where Miss Thompson could conveniently give her lessons. Moreover, Miss Thompson had naturally lost interest in the lessons. She spent most of her time writing letters of application for posts in her flowing copperplate handwriting and weeping in her bedroom. She shrank with all her being from a return to the life of the normal schoolroom, to noisy unruly children and interfering parents. She felt hurt that Vicky seemed so little affected by the prospect of separation from her—Vicky, flitting excitedly from room to room, chattering to the workmen, and watching them at work.


When the actual day of her departure arrived, however, Vicky wept all morning, and Miss Thompson felt slightly consoled. But, though Vicky’s tears were genuine enough, there was an undercurrent of excitement even in her distress. It was the end of the old happy order of things, but it was the beginning of a new and still happier order. She saw herself driving out in the new carriage with her new mama, saw herself in the spacious new drawing-room surrounded by a crowd of visitors. She would occupy, of course, one of the lovely new bedrooms that were being papered in hand-made Morris paper, with designs of flowers and fruit (the one next Papa and Mama perhaps. . . . She would go in and wake them in the mornings).




Her attitude to the new mama had undergone several changes since she heard of her. At first she had felt indignant at being deprived of her cherished imaginary position as Papa’s little joy and comfort. Then she had felt pathetic, for all stepmothers were of necessity cruel and she would probably be ill-treated now for the rest of her life. Then Miss Thompson had suddenly remembered that the stepmother of one of her old pupils had been a most devoted parent, and after that the new mama took her place among the shadowy admirers who thronged Vicky’s dreams.
 



Mr. and Mrs. Carothers had not yet returned from their honeymoon when Miss Thompson went away. She felt distressed at leaving Vicky with no one to look after her but the maids. She wanted to hand her formally into her successor’s charge, to explain that she was an affectionate child and had a beautiful nature but must be led, not driven.


“You’ll write and tell me everything, won’t you, darling?” she said tearfully as she kissed Vicky good-bye and gave her bag to Andrew to carry down to the waiting carriage.


Vicky didn’t take much notice of Andrew nowadays. The large new staff and expensive new furniture seemed to have placed him immeasurably beneath her. She often went out of her way to meet him so that he would have to touch his forehead to her because she enjoyed that, but she did not speak to him except to say “Good morning” in her little princess voice.


The days after Miss Thompson’s departure passed quickly and happily. She queened it to her heart’s content over both servants and workmen, and looked forward with joyful eagerness to the moment of Papa’s and Mama’s return.


The actual moment of their return fulfilled her highest expectations, for she stood alone at the top of the steps to receive them, dressed in the white muslin frock and blue ribbons—but only the actual moment. It was all over almost before it had begun . . . two perfunctory kisses, and she was whisked off to a room at the top of the house which had been hastily furnished as a nursery, in the charge of a uniformed individual, called Nurse Tanner, who had arrived in the wake of the bridal couple. The change was so sudden and so complete that at first Vicky felt stunned by it. From being the petted companion of Miss Thompson, the adored “Little Missie” of the workpeople and servants, she was suddenly subjected to a nursery discipline that she had never known in her short life before.






There was much coming and going downstairs. Carriages wheeled up and down the newly gravelled drive, horses were led by grooms to the front door for Mr. and Mrs. Carothers and their guests, there were dinner-parties, tea-parties, luncheon-parties, but for all the part that Vicky played in it she might not have been there. She never oven set foot in the gorgeous bedroom where she had imagined herself waking Papa and Mama in the morning; she was never sent for to the spacious drawing-room, though it was full of visitors almost every day. She was not even allowed to go up or down the sweeping staircase that she had used all her life till now. A staircase connected the nursery with a side door into the garden, and Vicky and Nurse Tanner used that.


Nurse Tanner was a middle-aged woman, good-tempered but a firm disciplinarian. She was conscientious in the training of children and the care of their health, but had little personal affection for them. Far away, indeed, were the days when Miss Thompson had taken as much interest in the arrangement of scraps and dried flowers as Vicky herself.


“Now then, Miss Vicky, take your mess off that table,” Nurse Tanner would say briskly.


Far, too, were the days of Miss Thompson’s long and patient explanations of any problem that Vicky propounded.


“Don’t bother me with your questions,” Nurse Tanner would say, “I’ve no time for them,” while at any hint of the tantrums that had brought Miss Thompson so promptly to heel, she was shut up in the big nursery cupboard, where she could kick and scream as much as she liked, but was never let out till she had said she was sorry and promised to be good.


Banished from the glamorous life she had imagined for herself, Vicky shed many tears of disappointment and chagrin. She decided to say, if anyone asked why she was crying, “I’m crying for my real mama, who’s dead,” but she was denied even that satisfaction, for no one asked her why she was crying.


In spite of all this, however, she was just settling down to her new existence, getting used to the grimness of Nurse Tanner, and adjusting herself to the routine of the nursery, when she became aware of further impending changes. There were whispered consultations between Mama and Nurse Tanner over something called an inventory—“Two school dresses, one Sunday dress, two hats . . .”


Vicky, pretending to be absorbed in her games, because she had learnt that people forgot to whisper if they thought you were not listening, gathered that she was going to be sent away to school. At first she didn’t know whether to be aggrieved or excited about it. Rather to her surprise she found that she would be sorry to leave the nursery and Nurse Tanner. They had by now acquired the charm of the known. They held no further shocks or surprises for her. They formed the rut into which she had unconsciously been digging herself all the time that she imagined herself martyred and ill-used. Moreover, though she had no part in the glamorous life of the house, the coming and going, the laughter and music and parties, still she existed there on the edge of it. She knew when there was to be a party, could sometimes manage to escape to the top landing and look down upon the flower-decked heads and sweeping trains in the hall below. It was a sad change from her dreams, but it was better than nothing. And now she was to be uprooted again and flung into the unknown.


But she felt excited as well, for her dreams seized avidly upon the blank canvas to paint on it the picture they loved so dearly. She would be clever and popular. She would win all the prizes. Papa would at last love her and be proud of her. For that was the goal of all her dreams—the winning of Papa’s love. She built up endless little fictions to prove to herself that Papa loved her, but she knew now in her heart that he didn’t.
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